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The Genesis Wave



She was only sixteen, and she was terrified. Danielle Atron had her parents, and now she was breaking into the Paradise Valley Chemical plant to try and save them. Which was crazy. Really, it was even crazier than it sounded like.




Ordinary plant security ought to be more than enough to keep out sixteen year old girls. But Danielle Atron had hired security guys who weren’t ‘plant security’ types. They were more like ‘secret black ops’ types. With big guns and bad attitudes and stuff. And bad guys, like Vince.




Maybe she wasn’t even sure Vince was really a ‘guy’ since he totally set off her creep-o-meter like nobody but Danielle Atron. And her big sister Annie had told her she needed to pay attention to her creep-o-meter. Annie was mega-brainy, and she tried to listen to Annie on stuff like this.




She turned back to her boyfriend. “Hunter? Are you sure about this?”




He nodded, “Sure. Everything’s working so far. We’re in the plant, and your sister told us where to go find your folks. You go do what you have to, and Ray and Louis and I can go rescue ’em as soon as you make the distraction.”




Louis checked, “I’m just the sidekick here, are you sure you don’t want me making the distraction?”




She clenched her jaws. “No. I’ve gotta do this. I’m the only one who can.”




Hunter grinned, “Sure you can. You’re Alexa Mack. You can do anything.” And he gave her a good-luck kiss. Which was totally encouraging and mega-romantic.




Maybe she could do this.




She rushed off down the hall toward the big important offices. Danielle Atron had the biggest and most important office in the whole place. And Danielle’s office was where she needed to go. Even if she didn’t want to go there.




Paradise Valley Chemical was an important industry in little Paradise Valley. And it would have been swell if Danielle Atron had stuck to chemistry and biochemistry, like what her dad did. But some of the Atrons had traditionally been able to do stuff like what Alexa’s mom and big sister Annie could do. Not big stuff, but stuff.




Magic.




Only Danielle Atron turned out not to be one of the ‘teensy weensy bits of magic’ types like usual in the Atron family. Danielle Atron was really powerful. And when one of her experiments had gone wrong, Alexa had gotten blasted totally by accident, and it woke up something inside Alexa that was a huge problem, especially with Atron’s people trying to hunt down the Mystery Kid who got zapped.




Danielle Atron had moved way past magic and way past biochemistry. Alexa’s dad said Danielle had figured out how to do alchemy. Real, mega-awesome alchemy. And Danielle was working on ways to use her alchemy to make herself filthy rich and way more powerful, and all of those ways were probably really bad for everyone else. And the only person who could face Danielle and not get instantly killed was… Alexa. So that was what she was doing. Even if she was so scared she could hardly keep from shaking.




One of Atron’s creepy mechanical robot-drone security things was making that noise they all did as it moved down a crossing corridor toward a spot where it could see her, so Alexa ducked into an office and waited until it was gone. She and her friends had broken into the plant before, so they knew about the things. They were metal robots about two feet by two feet at the base, and almost three feet high, with four sides that tapered in slightly. They had cameras on all four sides, and tasers mounted on the front and back. Louis still made ‘Dalek’ jokes about them, but she didn’t think they were funny.




She took the back stairs instead of the elevators, which were probably guarded and had cameras and stuff. And she made it all the way to Danielle Atron’s huge office and conference room. As quietly as she could she slipped into Danielle’s office through the big, fancy glass doors that probably cost a mint.




And Danielle was there behind her huge teakwood desk.




There was a really big Oriental rug spread across the carpet in the middle of the room, where there were usually a couple chairs for visitors to sit in. That looked pretty suspicious to Alexa.




Danielle smiled mercilessly. “I wondered how long it would take you to come here, if you did pick this option.”




Alexa pretended she wasn’t a distraction. “Sure I came here… to save mom and dad. You have to let ’em go!”




Danielle was really enjoying this. What a jerkhead. “I do not have to do anything, unless I want to. If you want to save your parents, you are going to do exactly as I say. And the first thing I say is that you need to step to the center of my Persian rug. Now.”




Okay, her mom had given both her and Annie The Talk, even if Alexa was a boring, average nobody who couldn’t do any magic, at least not when her mom had talked to her and Annie. No, not The Talk About Sex, or The Other Talk About Sex. The Talk About Magic. Because there were things you did not do, no matter what. Like some of the mega-bad stuff you could do with magic, that would get you in huge, huge trouble with big-time magic users who would send really scary things after you to chop off your head. And you did not let anyone else find out you or your family could do magic. And you did not let other magic users do stuff to you, like letting them explore inside your head.




Or like letting them talk you into walking into a spell circle of your own volition.




Alexa suddenly had a really good idea what was under Danielle’s rug there. She snapped, “Yeah, right. You walk into the middle of that rug first. Of your own volition.”




Danielle looked startled for a moment. She smirked, “Well well, it looks like little Alexa Mack isn’t quite as stupid as she looks.”




Alexa thought about saying something totally rude, like ‘I’m not as stupid as you look either’ but she didn’t. She tried not to say mean stuff, and she tried not to do stuff that would get her in trouble, and that would be both. Like she wasn’t already in mega-big trouble.




Danielle reached down to the surface of her desk, where there wasn’t anything, not even dust. As soon as her fingers got within a couple inches of the surface, there was suddenly a bottle appearing in her grasp. A fragile-looking glass bottle full of murky blue stuff.




Uh-oh. Did Danielle have a whole bunch of stuff hidden under glamours or illusions?




Danielle lobbed the bottle at Alexa’s face. Alexa was pretty sure that having that bottle shatter anywhere near her would be grim. Having it shatter on her face would be mega-ultra-grim.




Alexa jumped backward and, without thinking, unleashed some of her own under-trained magic. The stuff she tried not to use. The stuff she had been hiding ever since one of Danielle’s alchemy experiments had exploded all over Alexa, and dopey, average little Alexandra Louise Mack suddenly had magical powers she couldn’t control.




A blast of wind flung the bottle back at Danielle. The wind also rolled up half the rug, blew several invisible things off the desk, and totally messed up Danielle’s hair and scarf. The bottle shattered on some kind of magic shield that hadn’t stopped the blast of wind. And whatever that blue stuff was, it was chewing up the front of the desk and the floor in front of the desk.




Danielle snarled, “You! I should have known! You little brat!” She hurled something at the partly-exposed conjurer’s circle that had been hidden under the fancy rug. It exploded in the middle of the circle, and suddenly there was a creepy pile of smoke that quickly turned solid and became…




Oh holy crud! It was a demon! A real demon! A demon scary enough that the hair stood up on the back of Alexa’s neck and she had to squeeze hard to keep from peeing herself.




It was a massive greenish thing with horns jutting up out of its… head-like part. It wasn’t really what you’d call a head, it was just at the top. It had tentacles sticking out in every direction, and they were writhing horribly. There were claws on the tentacles and claws on the sort-of-body. There was revolting sliminess everywhere. There were… parts she didn’t even have names for. Just looking at it was making her want to scream her lungs out.




Danielle pointed at her and ordered the thing, “Kill her!”




Alexa turned and ran. She reached out for the door, and her hands crashed into another invisible shield. She grappled at it, but it was a smooth, hard, unyielding surface, like a steel wall but see-through.




The demon lurched toward her. It didn’t take a step or anything the least bit natural. It sort of glumphed out of the spell circle and shambled toward her.




She screamed in terror, and unleashed her magic again. The wind blew against the demon, but didn’t stop it or slow it down. The most that happened was some of the tentacle-things got blown off course for a few seconds.




She was in so much trouble. She was gonna have to show she could do more than call up heavy winds. She unleashed her magic and concentrated.




A fireball the size of a desk blasted forward and hit the demon. It made a horrifying squeal-y snarling noise and just kept lurching forward. Toward her. Even though it was on fire. And it was walking through fire that was on the floor and the ceiling and stuff.




From behind the demon, Danielle Atron screamed, “My carpet! You little bitch!”




Uh-oh. Now she was trapped in a room, she had a demon coming after her, and the room was on fire.




Only her half of the room was on fire. Danielle was doing something that was putting up another of those invisible shields, and the fire couldn’t get past the edge of the shield.




The sprinkler system suddenly kicked on. That meant she had water she could use. If she could get it to work. She tried to smash the demon across the room with a blast of water. She pushed mega-hard… and a few buckets of water splashed against the demon and did nada. It didn’t even blink one of its creepy eyes.




It lunged at her.




She managed not to scream as she dove off to the side. She landed in a big, soggy puddle of carpet. Water splashed all around her, and she hydroplaned across the carpet and into a bookcase.




The monster crashed into Danielle’s magic shield, crushing it into invisible pieces and then plowing right on through the fancy glass doors.




“My doors! I had to order them from Venice!” Danielle screeched furiously.




The thing lumbered back into the room. It didn’t have to turn around. It didn’t have a ‘front’. It just did this horrible thing where some of its eyes slid around to the other side of its body.




But Alexa had an idea after her big slide. She dove onto the carpet at the demon. She slid across the top of the carpet on the water. The demon stuck out hideous clawed, suckered, hairy tentacles at her.




She pushed with her power, only she pushed toward herself. The water suddenly shoved her, and she slid sideways past the demon and out through the doorway, the water carrying her over the broken glass to safety.




Sort-of-safety. She had a groty demon right behind her. She had a plant full of security creeps and security robots and security everything-else. And she still had no idea if her distraction was enough for Hunter and Ray and Louis to save her parents.




An alarm started up, and Danielle’s voice blared over the plant’s speakers. “Intruder in the office section! It is Alexa Mack! She’s our Mystery Kid! Stop her! Capture her if possible! And whatever you do, don’t let her get to the portal room!”




Alexa used her magic to grab a bunch of the water. She sprinted down the hallway, hoping to put some distance between her and where everyone was going to think she was. And maybe that ‘portal room’ needed to get visited if Danielle wanted her kept away from it. Unless it was like that thing Danielle tried last year with the ‘we captured the Mystery Kid and locked him up’ trick that Alexa totally fell for and nearly got trapped when she went to rescue some kid who wasn’t the real Mystery Kid and turned out to be a creepy alchemy golem in a room that was really a trap for her.




On the other hand, a portal might be the only way she could get out of the plant now. Maybe that was what Danielle was worried about. She ran down the hall, pulling a wave of the water behind her just in case.




And she could hear two of the security robots coming down a crossing corridor to head her off. She figured she finally had a really good use for one of her biggest magic problems: the more powerful her magic outbursts got, the more trouble she had not wrecking all the good electronics in the house. Or in the car. Or wherever she was.




It was a giant headache. Okay, it meant that her mom or Annie typed up all Alexa’s papers and projects after Alexa wrote them out on paper, just so Alexa didn’t fry their computers. And it meant her mom didn’t ask her to do anything with the microwave or the washing machine. But she’d killed several cellphones just by having a phone in her pocket when she freaked out about something. On the other hand, it meant she could get back at Kelly just by stressing out while right behind Kelly and her brand new top-of-the-line mega-expensive cellphone.




She ran faster. The security robots still beat her to the hallway intersection, but by a really teeny bit. Just as they were turning to face her, she attacked them.




One robot got hit with a wave of water that shorted out its tasers. The other robot got hit with Alexa, which did more damage. She tackled it and wrapped her arms around it, letting her magic run wild. The robot twitched and shuddered, and then stinky black smoke began leaking out of every vent.




She stood back up, trying to ignore the bruises she’d just picked up. Ramming a steel robot was not a smart thing to do. Even if it had worked.




“There she is! Get her!” Three security men at the end of one hall spotted her and pulled handguns off their belts.




She turned and ran down a side corridor. She might be able to bushwhack mega-fancy electronic stuff, but she had no chance against armed guard guys. And she got halfway to the next crossing hallway before she remembered she’d just panicked and left her water back there. Crud!




What the heck. She could make another fire somewhere else in the plant and let the water sprinklers kick on and get all that water. Even if that might give away where she was, which would not be good.




She ran around the corner and nearly ran into an ambush. “Oh crud,” she squeaked, as she dove back around the corner just as two guard types opened up with machine guns or something.




The guards were only fifty or sixty feet back down that hall, and were charging at her, so she peeked around the corner enough to unleash a burst of wind and knock them on their backsides. That was maybe going to give her a handful of extra seconds, but she had guards chasing after her from the other direction too. She was running out of places to go. She looked around desperately for some better choices.




There. It was a solid door with an electronic push-button lock, and it said ‘Maintenance Corridor — Only Designated Personnel’. Perfect. She grabbed the lock and strained. The lock sizzled. Lights flickered all over the panel. And it clicked! She opened the door, ducked inside, and shut it as quietly as she could. Then she fumbled for the light switch, because it was pitch dark in there.




She finally had to make a tiny bit of fire to get any light at all. The light switch was way off to the side, and there was a big set of narrow metal stairs you could fall down if you were staggering around in the dark looking for the lights. OSHA ought to get told about this!




She flipped on the light and tiptoed down the metal steps. She had to take her shoes off to make sure she didn’t make any noise, and the toothy metal grates bit into her feet. But she couldn’t yelp in pain either, because she really needed not to get caught by guys with machine guns.




She draped herself over the railing and slid down it butt-first, which was about as ungraceful as possible, but way easier on her feet. And the stairs turned and went down even more! She had no idea this part of the plant had a basement level. She wondered if the security guys knew. Wow, it would be mega-awesome if she could sneak through the basement areas off to the factory floor and sneak out of the plant that way, while her friends snuck her parents out the way Annie had sketched when she did that whole ‘scrying’ thing to find where their parents were. Annie wasn’t majorly powerful, but she was really smart, and some spells needed more brainpower and patience than magical power, so Annie was really good at those.




Alexa listened at the big steel door, and didn’t hear anything. But the door was pretty solid. Maybe there was someone out there and she wasn’t hearing them. She couldn’t tell.




There was a big water pipe with a cap that said not to remove it, and a huge wheel that would probably let a ton of water out. She could use that if she could get the cap off and turn the wheel. She looked around for tools she could use, because she couldn’t budge the cap with just her hands.




She found a big pipe wrench, but it wasn’t big enough to work the huge cap on the water pipe. She thought about yelling at the pipe, but that wouldn’t help except maybe making her feel a little better. And it might bring a ton of security guys down on her head, which would be mega-bad.




She’d used most of the magic she could do, and most of it had gone pretty good. What the heck… She focused on the concrete wall just above the big turn-off wheel, and she strained.




The concrete suddenly erupted out about two feet. That wasn’t normally all that useful, but it was plenty this time. It bent the pipe out enough that the pipe ruptured and water sprayed everywhere.




She was soaking wet again by the time she thought she had enough water ready. She yanked open the steel door and pulled a wave of water with her.




“Oh crud.” There were two guards standing in front of a door just down the hall, and both of them had big machine gun things slung over their shoulders. She pushed as hard as she could with her water, and she knocked both guys off their feet and yards down the hall.




But she had nowhere to go except back into the maintenance area or into the room the guys were guarding. She went with door number two. She grabbed that electronic lock, shorted it out, and ran inside, all before the guys had managed to stop choking on water, get back to their feet, and get their guns, and shake the water out of the guns too.




It was the portal room. She could tell, because — besides all the alchemy and chemistry stuff — there was a huge portal in the middle of the room inside three nested spell circles. It looked like a flat purple lake only on its side, with something like a big thick black rubber band all around the edge.




And she had busted the lock on the door, so she couldn’t lock out the security guys. Crud! She heard them storming her way, so she took a deep breath and leapt through the portal, hoping it would take her somewhere safer than here.




There was a flash of purple stuff, and she landed hard on a sidewalk in the middle of a busy city full of skyscrapers. She had no idea where she was, except she was nowhere near Paradise Valley.




And the portal was still open behind her. Anyone — or anything — could be coming through after her in a matter of seconds. Well, not one of the security robots, which would probably fry from the magic. But there could be something way worse than stupid security robots she could short out by hugging them. She had to get moving.







Danielle Atron was so angry she nearly chipped a nail as she slapped the disconnect button on her phone system. The little Mack bitch had gotten away. Fucking incompetent guards! She couldn’t let that little bitch get away with her new knowledge, because there were wizards who would track Danielle down and execute her without remorse. She ordered some of her ‘special’ forces to pursue the little cow through the portal.




And she moved to one of her more desperate plans. She moved to the spell circle laid out underneath her carpet. Within the spell circle was a carefully-crafted pentacle. And she had more spells prepared.




She hastily set out the ingredients she needed for this, checking that they were the right ingredients in the right spots used the right way. It would not do to mess up this particular spell.




And she performed the chant. It had taken her a massive bribe to get a dark mage to teach this to her, and she had then had a miserable time killing him and recovering her money.




As the chant ended, the rug writhed and shuddered and disintegrated. The air wavered and writhed. Reality shuddered before her. And… something was inside her circle. Something angry. She had succeeded. She had a greater demon trapped inside there.




It struggled against her spell circle. But she had made it too carefully. Then it glared at her and revealed its true form.




She gritted her teeth and summoned all her formidable fortitude, as waves of horror broke over her. She didn’t falter. She didn’t fall. She tried to ignore the blood she could feel running from both nostrils.




It roared, “You have me. You do not know what you risk.”




Danielle casually wiped off most of the blood with a handkerchief. “Oh, I’ve got a damned good idea. If you’ll excuse the pun.”




It growled, “Foolish meatsack, you risk everything in your struggles to control me for your own power!”




She glared at it. “I am Danielle Rosa Atron and I bow down before no one!”




It struggled and fought, but it could not get free. She had done her research too well, and she had done her work too well. It finally snapped, “What do you want of me, mortal?”




She had this ready. She yelled, “Bring me the heart of Alexandra Louise Mack!”




It stared at her for long seconds. Then it began to laugh. At first it was snickers. Then it was deep, booming tones that would be described as a belly laugh if it had a belly. It grinned malevolently at her.




“Foolish mortal! I hereby grant you your desire!”




The Secret…

…Surprise of Alex Mack, I



Terawatt soared through space, traversing the entire African continent in no time. And that was while she was slowing down. It was going to take her less than thirty minutes to get from West Virginia to Somalia, but she was already starving. She burned up stupidly giganto numbers of calories pushing herself like this, but it was definitely the best way to travel. If there was enough food ready when she landed. And if there was enough to eat when she got back. And if there was enough time to rest up after the whole deal.




And naturally, Sam had figured it all out. Terawatt might be pretty fast, even if she couldn’t speed around like BeeDazzle or Sister Marie or some other people, but she ran into aerodynamic drag problems while she was in the atmosphere. In space? Rocket-fast. She hadn’t even realized how much faster than normal she was moving when she had gone up to the ISS that first time, even if when she thought back on things, she kept arriving ahead of stuff, like when she had needed to let the space station catch up with her that first time.




Her tk gave her acceleration until there was so much drag that her speed leveled out. So Sam’s solution was genius. Go straight up, or mostly straight up, until she didn’t have any air friction because she wasn’t flying through air. Alex could go silvery and not need air for a really long time. So she could fly straight up to about 90,000 or 100,000 feet, and then her tk gave her constant acceleration.




Not constant speed. Constant acceleration. Which as soon as Sam showed her the calculus on that, Alex had to do the math herself, because it seemed insane. Not just insane, but mega-insane. Sam had just given her that look, like ‘me, make a simple calc error?’ and then Alex felt like a dummy — a jerk-like dummy — for checking the math of a mega-genius like Sam who was way smarter than her. On the other hand, Sam thought checking results was a really good thing and she wasn’t mad about it. And she was also happy that Alex had learned enough calculus that she could work out the math by herself.




Also, Alex’s tk had kept getting stronger because she had been working on it, so she was up to being able to lift a little over a quarter of a ton. So she could basically manage about four times g for her acceleration. All the time. But that meant her speed went up linearly with time, which seemed crazy until she tried it.




And she felt really dopey about keeping a couple stacks of barbell weights on the floor of her closet, but Jack had gotten her the weights, so she was set for probably another couple years of continual improvement. She had eight one-hundred-pound weights and four twenty-pound weights and a couple ten-pounders and a couple five-pounders.




It now took her less than seven minutes of constant acceleration to match the speed of the space shuttle. Which sounded impossible. Or at least she had been telling herself that until she did it. She had flown from the Roswell base up to low earth orbit and caught the space shuttle, passed it, followed Sam’s directions so she would land in the right place, flew back down slowing all the way, and landed back in Roswell. Three minutes to get up high enough, seven minutes of pure acceleration, eighteen minutes of flying around the ISS and then flying to get to the spot Sam wanted, seven minutes of pure deceleration down to the atmosphere, and three more minutes to fly straight down to the base. Thirty-eight minutes to fly up to the ISS, play tag with it, get into position for a landing in the right spot, and come back down.




She still remembered being that girl who could hardly believe that she could fly at an amazing eighty-six miles an hour when Riley Finn got her to try flying in the right position.




The only real trick was knowing enough geography that you would recognize where you needed to go, and to know when you were at the halfway point so you could switch to decelerating. Or she could use the new earbud Sam’s people built with Ted Kord’s group, because she could leave it unmorphed and then just hold it unmorphed inside her morph and she could still hear over it even if she couldn’t talk over it like that until she got back into atmosphere and slowed down enough that the sound of the wind didn’t bury everything she wanted to say.




Ted was really a sweetie. And Mark. And Penny too. And Penny’s dog was such a cutiepie, even if he was really a cyborg under that fur.




And doing the geography thing right was tricky when you were out over the middle of the ocean. If she flew from Paradise Valley to Japan, she could use some of the Aleutian Islands as markers. But there were ocean crossings where you didn’t have islands to use as helpers. And she tried to stick to great circle routes for best times, even if that was pretty easy to do when you were in space and you weren’t going too far.




So she was flying from Jack’s small base in West Virginia to Somalia, which was a flight of less than 13,000 kilometers. She had already hit the halfway point, and she was decelerating fast. She was figuring about twenty-five minutes flight time total, not counting a few minutes of really high speed flight at mega-low altitude to get to the rendezvous without these badguys knowing she was coming.




It was always important not to let the badguys know you were coming, unless it was like those hostage situations where the badguys would surrender as soon as they heard you were inbound. Since most hostage situations didn’t work like that, she never assumed that was a good idea.




And it was a mega-bad idea to assume that this time, because the badguys were Somali pirates who had just grabbed a big yacht that had the family of an oil sheik and their guests, including the daughter of an important U.S. Senator and a couple kids of important European politicians.




Hermione had already called and warned her that at least three different countries had ‘special’ operatives who were going to hit the pirates and every boat the pirates were currently holding for ransom and anything connected to the pirates, unless Terawatt could solve the problem first. And given the amount of damage from some of these kinds of ops that Tera had heard about, there might not be a lot of Mogadishu left if they beat her to it.




And she had a secret weapon this time! It happened that Team Six and Shaman were already in the area, preparing to rescue a couple other ships including an oil tanker the pirates were claiming they had put bombs on, because an exploding oil tanker would be mega-grim, especially when Shaman had a lot of friends who lived off the coast there and an oil tanker-full of gunk would be totally bad for their ecosystems.




And since Team Six knew she was coming, they would have enough food for her, which was the main thing. Because boy, was she hungry already. Sam had figured out how long it would take Terawatt to fly up to rescue a moon colony, and it was mega-fast, but by the time she got there, she’d need to eat about a jillion calories. And it sounded stupid to have a moon colony with a special ‘in case of Terawatt’ food storage area. Even if it would take a huge amount of time to mount a rescue rocket to the moon and fly it there, while Terawatt could fly up to the moon in under two hours. Alex had to do the math twice to convince herself.




She came in on the flightpath the SRI’s Team Six had asked for, and she was down to under four hundred miles an hour way before she spotted them.




Well, really she spotted their support, because Shaman had brought friends. And maybe you could easily miss the camo-painted armored personnel carrier, but there was no missing Shaman’s buddies. Especially the dozen elephants.




When she landed, she saw that the elephants were just the cavalry, because Shaman also had a whole pack of baboons and maybe a hundred fifty vervet monkeys. Yikes.




Okay, Batgirl thought Shaman was scarier than Bane or Az or Poison Ivy, so there was that.




Terawatt flew over to the encampment and landed softly beside Shaman, who was playing with four of the vervet monkeys, who were just cute as the dickens, even if they were strong enough to really hurt a regular person.




“Terawatt! Glad you could make it. HQ gave us a heads-up, so we’ve already started on some food for you.” That was the new leader for Team 6, a guy she hadn’t met yet, but she knew his record and his name. Major John Sheppard. He was sort of cute too. For a guy too old for Alex Mack.




She gave him a smile and a handshake. “Major Sheppard. The general said you were good in the air and good on Spec Ops, so people overlooked a little mischief here and there. So I take it you’re a lot like him.”




He laughed out loud. “John. I hear you call the general and the colonel by their first names, so I’d appreciate it if you’d call me ‘John’.”




By then, they had the first two MREs ready, and she pretty much inhaled them. While she ate the second two, John introduced his team and gave her a quick briefing on the pirates and their turf and the arrangement of their guards. While she ate the last two, Shaman told her about the soldiers on the docks and on the boats, because Shaman had some dolphins in the water spying for her, and the dolphins were really smart.




And as Alex was wiping her mouth and washing her hands, a couple vervet monkeys came rushing over to Shaman and made excited monkey noises. Shaman listened, petted them and said something back to them in monkey noises, which was mega-freaky, and then looked at the team. “We’ve got someone human coming this way with what’s probably a big gun. But just one human.”




“That would be me,” said a sexy English voice. “I saw the silvery streak and realized who it had to be, so I straightlined your path to catch up with you.”




Major Sheppard cautiously asked, “And you happen to be…?”




“Call me Neville,” he smiled. “Terawatt? I’m an old school friend of Harry and Ron and Hermione.”




Ohh. She knew what that meant. “Did Hermione give you a password?”




He grinned disarmingly. “Ron tried to convince me to say ‘shaken, not stirred’. I think he’s spending too much time with George.” That told her right there that ‘Neville’ knew quite a lot about Ron and his family. “But Hermione thought I ought to tell you the last thing she said to you in person was just trading stories about Ron and your significant other.”




Okay, no one except Hermione knew that. Even casual phone calls when she was Terawatt were done with maximum encryption and Willow-level security. “Okay, so you know Hermione really well, and she knows you. Good enough.”




Major Sheppard asked somewhat sarcastically, “Any superpowers we can use?”




At the same time, Shaman asked, “Can you ride an elephant? I’d really rather someone with a weapon rode on Maroodi and kept the pirates from shooting him and his family.”




Neville looked a little embarrassed as he admitted, “Actually I can ride an elephant, even bareback. And I’m not too bad with this.” He patted his firearm, which looked like it might be a G36C. Jack and Riley had been teaching her about all kinds of military stuff, and it came in handy way too often.




Alex figured that being an ‘old school friend’ of Hermione meant Neville was a highly-trained espionage agent and maybe even a Double Oh, and if he said he was ‘not too bad’ with a G36C, he could probably shoot the wings off a fly with it while riding a motorcycle on a busy highway and firing one-handed.




So Major Sheppard adjusted his plans slightly, and let Neville ride along with the elephants to provide protection for them while they trampled down part of the west wall around the main pirate compound where Shaman thought some important hostages were being held because of stuff some of her bird friends had told her.




While that was going on and freaking out all the pirates, Shaman led the baboons and monkeys in a flanking attack, and Team Six was the plug force for when the pirates tried to run away and get to the boats.




Alex did what she did best, and flew in at a couple hundred miles an hour in her morph to find and protect the hostages. She disarmed and knocked out about twenty pirates before they had a chance to threaten any hostages, and then she guarded the hostages until Neville and Shaman swooped in with some really scary-looking animals. Maybe happy vervet monkeys were really cute, but angry baboons? No way. Those baboons were bad news. And angry elephants? Mega-bad news. It turned out that getting hit even once by a hard-swung elephant trunk was pretty much as lethal as getting punched by Azure Crush.




Then Alex rocketed out to the water, to handle any problems there. The pirates had four little boats full of guys who were racing out to the big boats to shoot hostages or try and escape or whatever, but Shaman had friends waiting for them. Watching a whale come up from way under the water and knock a boatload of pirates flying really made her think those old-time whalers had to be some of the bravest guys ever. Huge shark? Six yards long, a ton and a half, teeth an inch or two long. Huge sperm whale? Seventy feet long, dozens of tons in weight, teeth half a foot long. No contest there.




Alex made a fast pass around the oil tanker, but there were already three people in wetsuits who had taken the tanker and were giving her the ‘we’ve got this one’ signal. Alex wondered which country’s secret agents were those. So she darted over to the yacht, where two more people in wetsuits were climbing aboard at the stern in sneaky secret agent style, and she cleared the way for those two by zapping three armed guards before the secret agents had to shoot them with silenced weapons, and then she flew into the yacht and found where three more pirates were holding hostages, and she squeezed their carotids and dropped them. After that, she flew out a porthole and went to zap pirates on two of the other captured ships, while more secret agents in scuba gear took the remaining ships and made it look pretty easy.




She made a mental note to ask Hermione how many countries had secret agents like Neville on this operation, all because of that one yacht. She was sure Hermione would find out, but she wasn’t sure if Hermione would be allowed to tell her. That was okay, because there was stuff she couldn’t talk about, so she understood how that worked.




She met back with Team Six and Shaman to do a quick debrief. She wasn’t surprised that Neville had already disappeared. She ate another couple MREs, and she flew back to Jack’s base.




Okay, she was flying back to West Virginia, but she was flying to Jack and Willow’s house. Because she was going to need to eat like a pig when she got back, just like she did when she flew to Somalia. So sometimes, when there wasn’t going to be a dependable food supply, the Blackbird was a way better choice, even if she felt guilty every time she used it now that she knew what it cost Jack’s program.




And by the time she landed on their front porch and rang their doorbell, she was starving. Maybe she really couldn’t do a flight to the moon if she was this hungry after half an hour. Almost two hours of this? She’d be risking going all loopy and crazy and calorie-deficient like that time in India, and she might not be able to think clearly enough to stay on target and decelerate properly and stuff.




Maybe she could do it in a special spacesuit that had special food tubes so she could stop being silvery every twenty minutes and eat stuff and then she could go silvery again, and that way she’d only need enough air for maybe five minutes while she was normal at each stop, and half an hour of air would fit in a scuba tank. Even if it would be weird if she needed a bigger tank for her food than for her air. She should talk to Sam about that anyway.




Willow opened the door and gave her a big hug, even though she might have been all sweaty and dirty and stinky. There sure had been plenty of stinky stuff there, including Shaman’s animals. Those elephants were mega-funky. Even the monkeys weren’t Pinesol fresh.




And since it was Sunday morning, Jack was home too. And when Alex walked into the kitchen with Willow, Jack was pouring her a big glass of diet Coke with lots of ice. And the kitchen smelled amazing.




She drank a bunch of the soda and ate the energy bars Jack pulled out of the pantry, while Willow pulled a whole big pan of lasagna out of the oven and dished up some zucchini tomato stuff that smelled totally tera. Jack sliced up a half a loaf of hot garlic bread, and they all sat down to brunch and debriefing.




Okay, Alex drank the whole glass of soda and wolfed down four energy bars while she did her morph quick-change trick because Willow and Jack kept a couple Alex outfits and a spare Terawatt outfit in a duffel bag for special situations like this one. So Willow and Jack had brunch with Alex Mack instead of someone in a superheroine outfit. Okay, it was also a debriefing for Jack, and a sysadmin conference for Willow. Willow had a bunch of fansite related stuff she wanted to talk about, including some bozo in Oklahoma who wanted to start a First Church Of Terawatt and be its first pastor and all that, and so Alex had to write out a whole thing about how Terawatt was not a divine being and she did not want a church or worship or any of that. Ugh.




And after a huge brunch, they let Alex take a nap in one of the guest bedrooms, which was mega-nice of them. And when she woke up, she found someone really sweet had come in and checked on her and put a comforter over her because maybe she looked a little cold.




And when she came down to get her uniform and fly back to D.C., Jack made her sit down and eat some more while he got a helo to take her back to Andrews AFB so she could rest up some more. He told her, “We need to take good care of you, because it sounds like the high-level agents had this one in hand.” He gave her a little smirk and said, “Maybe they’re Tera-level agents.”




She would have complained, but Willow burst into giggles and then said, “Oops. Sorry.”




Alex confessed, “Well, it was kinda funny. But we really ought to find out who these agents are, because this was really a time we needed coordination. Maybe even mega-coordination.”




Jack grinned, “Well, that tasking would be going to… you two. Since you’re both buddies with Hermione, and this sounds a lot like it’s in her part of the world.”




Alex started to complain that Africa wasn’t anywhere near England, but she realized Jack wasn’t talking geographically. She said, “Maybe we’ll need to have a contact in every country for this kind of coordination. I mean, we don’t even have one overall contact here in our own country! I don’t even have a special contact for the American secret agent school. Or schools. Then I’ve got the whole E.U. and I’ve got like five countries where I sorta do. I mean, there’s Hermione, and now Ayananta’s going to a mega-secret school she’s trying to get permission to tell me about, and Hanna’s doing those guest martial arts demos at the school in Stockholm we’re pretending we don’t know about, and…”




Jack held up a hand. “Yeah, I know, but us Americans are all cowboys. We’ve got so many uber-mega-crypto-secret agencies that don’t wanna give up any turf that it might take you personally meeting with the POTUS and a couple Senate and Congress committees to get something like that. And trust me, there are agencies out there that you do not want to know about, much less have dealings with.”




“Gib is nice! And I like Helen!” she said without thinking. Jack just gave her one of those looks. And he was right. She was way too old to get to have naive, trusting thoughts about people she didn’t know well enough. Gib and Helen had probably killed enough people in their careers to fill a schoolbus, and they ran an agency which wasn’t Section Six, or the late unlamented Arthur Borden’s secret counter-assassination bureau that she still didn’t know if it even had a name, but they still authorized their agents to kill anyone they needed to. She grimaced, “Okay, I know what you mean, and they do have Cate’s mom working for them some of the time, and Stew showed me Charlie Baltimore’s classified file.”




Cate’s mom was one scary woman. Even when she was being all smiling and mom-like, she was not like other moms. Unless you counted mommy sharks.




Okay, to be fair, Hermione had stuff like that in her background too, and Hermione was great. But Stew Scott knew some guys who knew some guys who knew some guys, and they knew Hermione and Ron and Harry had beaten Lord Deathstrike, this megalomaniac supervillain, and they hadn’t done it by capturing him in a Scooby-Doo trap and turning him over to the local police chief while he complained in a funny voice about those meddling kids and their dog. They had done it by killing every man, woman, and half-human monster who got in their way. Alex felt really sorry for anyone who tried to mug Hermione and Ron while they were on their honeymoon.




Okay, she really just hoped Hermione and Ron’s honeymoon went way better than Jack and Willow’s.





…Surprise of Alex Mack, II



Terawatt flew back to D.C. in one of the SRI helos, and it took hardly any time to reach Andrews, which was still her least favorite air force base in the world, even if nothing bad had happened to her there for a couple years. She waited until the helo was maybe two thousand feet off the tarmac before she thanked the pilot, went silvery, and flew off to her current best route. She cut across the tarmac to one of the ditches past the runways, and she dove into a huge, heavily-barred grill that let water drain out into the D.C. water runoff systems. She used the water runoff tunnels to cut across town and all the way to some utility tunnels north of the White House, which got her to a hidden port you could only unlock if you had tk and knew where it was and how to operate it, and could only travel through it if you were in a silvery morph or else were the size of Atom Ant. That got her right into the secret compartment in her own personal kitchen.




She didn’t drop off her uniform in the secret compartment and switch into the Alex clothes she had hidden in there. She popped the lock hidden inside her kitchen cabinets and flew to her bathroom, and she tossed her uniform into the little washing machine. Well, not the boots or the utility belt. The boots and belt got wiped down with cleaner on a rag and set out in her bedroom to dry. Then she showered and changed into Alex clothes.




And she checked that her two spare uniforms were ready. She had three uniforms that she kept at the apartment. She usually kept all three in her secret compartment that let her sneak out of her apartment without being seen, but she liked to wash her uniforms before they started looking groty or smelling like she’d been riding funky elephants bareback.




And she was hungry again. Crud, flying across the planet always burned way too many calories. She needed to find a way to absorb calories while she was in her silvery morph, or else let Sam’s teams invent something better than a Blackbird for ferrying her all over the place. Maybe a mega-cool Quinjet like the Avengers had in Marvel Comics. Except then Jack would get everyone to call it the Terajet. Because Jack was just like that.




She polished off all the mint chocolate chip ice cream left in the freezer. Which was a bunch. One side of her refrigerator freezer was nothing but stacks of Baskin Robbins ice cream in sliced gallons. With Ben and Jerry’s pints packed around them at the corners. She hadn’t even known you could do that, but you could buy a gallon of ice cream from lots of Baskin Robbins stores and get them to cut one of their huge ice cream tubs crosswise so you had an ice cream container shaped like a giant hockey puck. She had maybe a quart of mint chocolate chip left in there, and she ate all of it. With a big soup spoon.




Not that she bought the ice cream. It would look totally weird if a girl her size kept buying two or three gallons of ice cream a week, every week. It wasn’t like she could convince anyone that Ray’s basketball team had parties where they just ate too much ice cream. That wasn’t what big-time college basketball studs did at parties. No, Jack and Willow got the ice cream somewhere, maybe even direct from a Baskin Robbins ice cream factory, and stored it in a freezer for her to walk off with whenever she needed more ice cream. Because superheroing was a hard job that deserved lots of really good ice cream.




And Ray had told her about some parties he skipped out on, because there were some guys on the basketball team who thought they were supposed to act like gangsta rappers, and there was champagne and hard liquor and maybe naked coeds and maybe drugs and maybe worse stuff. Not that she got invited to those parties, because she was a famous photojournalist who went everywhere with cameras, and even the dumb guys on the team had enough sense not to invite The Press to come take pictures of them breaking the law and stuff. The parties she and Ray did get invited to were still college parties, but not that bad.




Jack was already making snarky remarks about her and Willow eating all the ice cream on the Eastern Seaboard when Willow got pregnant, which was still maybe a year or two off because Willow was still working on her doctorate. But Jack was so cute when he talked about having a baby with Willow. Alex just knew it was going to be the prettiest, smartest, healthiest, best baby in history. Maybe the naughtiest too, because… Jack.




But Alex was burning tons of calories pretty regularly. She worked out and worked her tk every morning. Terawatt had special meetings, including a weekly one with the President and his advisers. And Terawatt was still having to save the world — or tiny pieces of it — several times a month.




There were still Orphans out there causing trouble. There were other secret groups causing even more trouble. That stupid Schubert jerkhead was doing more stuff now that he had snitched some of the Walsh techniques. Forrest Gates had friends who were pretty sure Schubert had deep-water submersibles that had gone down and raided the remains of the Gojira construction site. And there was a small group of Orphans who were also trying to claim all the underwater places as their own because Maggie Walsh’s people had built more than one underwater base, so now Terawatt had to go deal with underwater superbattles too. There were more toxic waste sites spawning monsters and supervillains and general ickiness. And new biochemical problems showed up a couple times a year. They were now up to five lakes in or near Russia that had to get guarded because of the ickiness in them. So Terawatt was really busy, and the SRI was really busy, and other agencies were really busy. Even if Jack really didn’t like General Trautman and he wouldn’t talk about why, General Trautman had a secret group who had needed her help a couple times. And new supervillains kept turning up a lot more often than new superheroes, which was just really… frustrating. Plus Terawatt kept getting medals and awards and stuff that she felt obliged to show up for, even if she wasn’t dumb enough to think that none of the award ceremonies would ever get used for a big Terawatt Trap.




Meanwhile, little Alex Mack was busy wrapping up the spring term of her sophomore year at Corcoran College. Except that at Corcoran, Alex was great big important A.L. Mack the big-name photojournalist. And she got to cut classes to cover important events, because her mentor insisted. And that was because Frank West was the best mentor ever, even if maybe he sort of bullied some of the other teachers into letting him do what he wanted with the student he was mentoring. He was helping her shoot great footage of events, and he was helping her be Terawatt, and the two of them had shared a Pulitzer for their work photographing the Spencer Building dig with the giant plant monster. And they’d gotten another nomination this year, even if Willow had peeked behind a firewall she wasn’t supposed to peek behind and she’d told Alex that she hadn’t won this year, and Alex was fine with that.




Really, who needed to win a Pulitzer every year? That would be crazy. Pretty much everybody thought two Pulitzers before graduating from college was already crazy. There were only a handful of people who had ever picked up more than two Pulitzers, and the list of the only three people who had ever picked up more than two photography Pulitzers included Frank West. Plus, people kept making a big deal about how the only other person besides Alex who ever won Pulitzers in two consecutive years was an editorial cartoonist back in the 1920’s.




Frank was also making sure she knew what the profs really wanted in her courses, and she had all that Terawatt cosplay footage and sound that she was finally using. One class this semester required one journalism piece that was text or sound only, one that was video only, and one that combined the two, so she was using video and audio and interview material from her first San Diego Comic Con for all of it.




It was so weird. Alex still thought of herself as the outsider at school, with the cool kids in the cool cliques not wanting to hang with her. But that really was years ago. And now she was the cool kid that other people wanted to talk to. She remembered what it was like having Libby being mean to her, and Kelly, so she was always nice to people, even when she was in a big hurry to get to classes or to go meet Frank or to go to more important meetings. So sometimes ‘being nice’ meant smiling and saying “I’m in a mega-hurry right now, but can we talk later? That would be tera!” and then actually talking with them later instead of being a jerkhead and ditching them.




Even if Jack told her that time management was the art of ditching people you didn’t want to waste your time on. Willow said Jack’s time management style was actually doing a mega-good job of hiring the best people and then delegating assignments to them and trusting them to do their jobs well… and also trying to get other people to do some of his paperwork. And Willow said for her, time management was usually deciding which people to say ‘no thank you’ to, because tons of people wanted to write papers with her or work on computer stuff with her or interview her or get her to invest in their stuff.




And it wasn’t like Corcoran wasn’t full of really neat people, from the most nervous freshman girl straight from a tiny town in Wyoming to old professors who had seen it all and knew tons of really interesting journalism things. She was thinking about a photojournalism piece based just on the people at Corcoran.




She was definitely not going to do a piece on the ‘Terawatt Fan Club’ at Corcoran, because it seemed like every time she was at the White House or doing something Terawatt-ish in the area, there were Corcoran students rushing over to take photos or get video or paint images of her or whatever. And there were way too many of her fellow students who had ‘What Would Terawatt Do’ shirts or hoodies or bracelets. The bracelets weren’t official merch either. And it seemed like maybe half the school wanted to rush off to the Terawatt fan sites every time there was new Terawatt news. Alex had to read the fan sites just to seem like everyone else. Even if sometimes it was so embarrassing she had to check that she wasn’t glowing yellow.




Anyway, she had a dinner with Ray to prepare for, and stuff to do first, and regular Sunday stuff. Even if no one else would think of some of her Sunday stuff as ‘regular’. Because she had a weekly meeting with the President and his Chief of Staff to get to.




And boy, Chiefs of Staff were grumpy jerkheads about stuff like Terawatt not endorsing their guy for President, even after she’d said plenty of times that she wasn’t endorsing anyone for any political office, and she wasn’t endorsing anyone’s opponent, even if that opponent was on her personal Jerkhead List. Not that certain mega-grumpy Chiefs of Staff weren’t about to make her personal Jerkhead List too.




She had just enough time to get everything into the slow cooker and get it going before it was time to get Terawatt going. Not that she could have managed it without tk, because she could peel potatoes and chop carrots and braise chicken pieces way faster if she didn’t need a spatula or tongs or anything like that, and she could get everything else into the slow cooker while she prepped those things.




Then it only took her seconds to zoom off to see the President. She morphed and then flew into her secret compartment in the kitchen, changing into a spare uniform in a couple seconds, before heading out through the secret exit and then through the utility tunnels into the MetroRail tunnel just north of the White House and flying to the front door of the White House in a few seconds. She could have done it even faster, but this way made it look like she’d been flying through the MetroRail tunnels for miles and miles before popping out of the MetroRail station on 17th.




Since her real identity was so secret even the President didn’t get to find out, the SRI had a password deal set up with the Secret Service. She would fly in, do a little lightning and pick up a desk with tk to show it was her, and give them the secret codephrase of the day from Jack. This time it was ‘be there, aloha’ which even she recognized, mostly because of her dad. And Jack. And really, if they had a supervillain show up who could impersonate Terawatt and fly and hurl lightning and wield a quarter ton of tk, then the Secret Service didn’t really have much chance at all of stopping him, even if she had gotten the President to authorize way heavier weaponry for his protection details.




Okay, Jack would probably know some comic book character who had mega-powerful superpowers but was allergic to lead or iron or seltzer water or something else goofy, and he’d make Jack jokes about it.




So she drifted along as a big Secret Service guy walked her up to the Oval Office. The Chief of Staff let her in and then left the room so it was just her, the President, and the Secretary of Defense. She tilted her head at the closed door where the Chief of Staff had just left. “Is there a problem?”




The President waved her over to a nice chair and got her an unopened can of diet coke that was ice cold. She popped it open with her tk and took a swallow.




He glanced at the Secretary and cleared his throat slightly. “Probably not. We were going to talk to you about the Somali crisis, but the Secretary tells me you already handled that… along with some people who we may want to pretend weren’t there.”




She nodded and jumped right in with both feet. “Right. Were there any Culper grads involved?”




The President and the Secretary exchanged looks before the President gave her an uncomfortable smile. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you know about Culper. They had to brief me when I took office and I had never heard anything about it before, so I suppose it’s a better-kept secret than most.”




The Secretary grimaced, “I had no idea either. I had to sign about a hundred NDAs before I could find out we train teenagers to be James Bond types.”




She told him, “In England, they train teens to be the actual James Bond.”




The President looked surprised, but the Secretary clearly knew something about it. She went on, “They have their own Culper. It’s called Harworts. And there’s a similar school in Germany that some neighboring countries also send their teens to, and one in Southern France that also takes Portuguese teens. There’s one in Russia, one in China, one for all the Scandinavian countries, possibly two rival schools in India, and more around the world. Plus every country has espionage and spec ops training for selected adults. I think this matters, because the Somali op was being handled by that level of agent before I even left to fly there. And they weren’t shooting each other or stepping on each other’s toes, which suggests a level of international cooperation we need to know about. Only I don’t know who to talk to about this. I can tell you and General O’Neill, and I can ask the E.U. Terawatt Liaison Office if they can find out about European agents, but that doesn’t seem adequate.”




She had already decided she wasn’t telling Hermione’s secrets to anyone else. She thought the President tried to do the stuff he thought was right, but if she told him about Hermione and Ron and Harry, she was pretty sure he’d have to talk it over with his staff and with his Secretaries and probably the Joint Chiefs and maybe some ambassadors. Even if she asked him not to tell anyone.




The Secretary said, “We have some rather… odd reports from some of the news organizations around Mogadishu. A number of them spotted you flying in, but there’s also reports of whales attacking small ships, an elephant stampede, and several pirates needing emergency care after being bitten by gorillas.”




“Baboons,” she corrected. “Shaman was there helping the SRI, who already had a team in place because of a prior piracy incident. You can thank General O’Neill again. Shaman had a herd of local elephants, some cooperative dolphins and whales, some baboons, and some monkeys. So you can phrase it as ‘the SRI with associated superheroes’. Those pirates are probably lucky Shaman didn’t bring a few dozen lions and leopards along.”




The Secretary nodded slightly. “Good point. Shaman’s a U.N. super, not American. If we have any complaints from other countries—”




“Or PETA,” the President groaned.




“—we can stress that she’s not one of ours.”




She also wasn’t going to tell these guys that Shaman had dual British and American citizenship. They already knew too much about Shaman, and that might be enough to let them crack her secret identity. Instead, she said, “You should let PETA express themselves and then let Shaman rebut their claims. Shaman doesn’t mistreat animals. She talks with them and understands them. She’s more of an animal supporter than anybody in PETA.”




The Secretary grinned, “It would be great to give those…” He glanced at Terawatt and changed whatever he was going to say. “…people a black eye over something like this.”




She decided she did not want to know what curseword he had almost said. She just moved on to discuss international accords and the need to set up some sort of way to deal with running into agents or supers from other countries. The last thing she wanted was ending up in some stupid super-battle with someone like Ayananta or Tsurara instead of working with them to stop the real problems.




Okay, the Secretary had some good points there. Because she was Terawatt, she didn’t have to worry about a lot of that. Everyone knew about her and knew what she stood for and knew she would fly around the world to save people even if they weren’t Americans. But that didn’t solve the problem for someone like Batman, who didn’t leave New York City all that much, and didn’t let people know what he was really up to, and liked it when people were scared of him.




She only liked it if really bad badguys were scared of her.




Then the conversation switched to domestic issues and the Chief of Staff came back in, and then they wrapped up when the President had to get ready for yet another meeting. He shook Terawatt’s hand and thanked her for everything, and even had a special surprise for her: the White House chefs had made her a dozen Bismarcks just because she’d said their donuts were so great a couple weeks ago. She asked the President if he would have the chefs drop by next Sunday so she could thank them in person.




She took the box of delicious donuts, went silvery with them, and flew out one of the Oval Office windows. The Bismarcks were really good too. At least as good as Gloria’s, not that Alex was ever going to hurt Gloria’s feelings by telling her that. Even if the White House chefs could use mega-expensive ingredients and treat them extra-special and make them one at a time for instant eating. Gloria could make donuts that awesome if she wanted to, but she just couldn’t spend the time to mess with tiny batches of stuff, and she couldn’t afford to use mega-expensive ingredients when she had to sell the things for more than they cost her to make.




On the other hand, Astro Doughnuts and Fried Chicken, the donut place east of the White House, was really great but just not as good as Gloria’s except for a few specialties they made. And the fried chicken. She had told herself that donuts did not go with fried chicken, but she’d been so totally wrong. At least when Astro made them. The only problem was that Alex Mack could not go pig out there as often as she would like. Still, whenever Ray went over there, he always made sure to get a bunch of stuff to go, and he brought it to her place.




She flew back into her apartment, changed back into Alex, and ate two Bismarcks while she checked on the slow cooker and made sure she had plenty of time for the next part of her Sunday.




Normally she’d Skype with Willow first, because Willow would also tell her if she needed to call someone in the SRI, like Jack. And she’d usually Skype with Hermione in the morning, because dinner time in Washington was getting late in London and Hermione usually had plans with Ron over the weekends. But Alex had already talked with Willow just a few hours earlier. So she Skyped with Hermione first.




Just in case Hermione was still in her office dealing with the Somali stuff, Alex changed back to Terawatt and telekinetically hung the ‘Terawatt lair’ backdrop up behind her. It was no longer pictures cut out and stuck on a bedsheet. Jack had insisted on her having something really awesome. It was a sheet of special cloth with a Terawatt-lair backdrop silkscreened on it so it looked really real, and with just a little tk holding it taut, it looked awesome. Mega-awesome. Tera, even. Jack really was the best.




She made the connection, using Willow’s Skype-hacking software so a trace would show that Terawatt was calling from Edwards AFB in California. And there was Hermione, at her desk in the SIS data analysis bullpen, looking really tired. Her long hair was starting to sneak out of her fancy braid in a dozen places, and her lipstick was long gone.




“Tera! It’s good to see you,” Hermione smiled. Her hand drifted casually to the keyboard, which was out of the webcam’s frame. “Good to see you already made it back home.”




Alex fibbed a little, “Yeah, it’s nice to be back in California. Those long flights really take it out of me.” That part sure wasn’t a fib. Holy crud, were those long Terawatt-powered flights tiring.




Alex let Hermione talk about wedding plans and future grandmothers-in-law for a bit. She knew Hermione’s own grandmothers were thrilled to death that Hermione was marrying a son of a future duke, and Hermione’s family all thought Ron was great. But after a few minutes, Hermione got around to business. “I hear you met Neville.”




Alex nodded, “He was great. Really helpful, and really good with the elephants. And Shaman thought he was cute, even if she didn’t say so in front of a bunch of SRI guys.”




Hermione smiled. “I don’t think it’s against the rules to tell you he was sort of a goofy-looking butterball when he was eleven. He’s really shaped up. I mean, I love Ron, but I do have eyeballs.”




Alex took the opportunity. “And thanks for the heads-up. He wasn’t the only agent on-site. I spotted at least half a dozen others. It’s a good thing they cooperated, instead of fighting each other. Or shooting at me.”




Hermione smiled slightly. “I don’t think anyone from any agency is likely to shoot at you. Well, North Korea. And maybe Afghanistan and Pakistan. And… Well never mind, you know what I’m talking about.”




Alex pressed, just a little. “Can you get me the names of the agents who got sent? Or their agencies? Or maybe just a contact so they can call me if they need to? Or something? I mean, I’m still trying to get my own country to cooperate on this, and I still don’t have a Culper contact, so I know this isn’t simple.”




Hermione snickered a little. “We do hear about the American agencies. But given how the Deathstrike Wars played out here, with extensive lack of cooperation between organizations, we really shouldn’t throw stones. The first thing you should do is call General du Vallée and talk to him about this. If he can’t help, let me know, and I’ll call a couple of Ron’s brother’s in-laws for you. I haven’t gotten a report across my desk yet, and I’m not even supposed to know Neville was there, so I don’t know who else was involved. I can make a couple guesses, but that might not be helpful. I’ll have Ron bring it up at the next EUTLO meeting. I’m sure a lot of countries would like to have more connections with you.”




Alex grinned, “That would be great. And the more countries who work with me, the more pressure I can put on our agencies to stop being big… problems.” She tried not to say ‘jerkheads’ when she was in uniform.




Hermione smiled, like she knew what Alex had been about to say. Okay, because she really did know exactly what Alex had been about to say. “The JIC is hardly a monolithic, uniformly-aligned organization, but we’re always happy to interact with you.”




“Thanks! And say hi to Ron and Harry for me. Oh, and you can tell Neville that Shaman thinks he’s cute, but also tell him she’s younger than Action Girl.”




Hermione grinned, “Neville already has more women chasing after him than he knows what to do with.”




After Alex wrapped up with Hermione, she Skyped with Hanna for a while. Hanna was totally loving being a hot freshman coed at a big university where she could take classes in anything, and also audit classes that would be too much extra work. Plus regular sex with Charlie O’Neill, who had gotten into one of the ‘cool’ frats on campus.




Then Alex Skyped with Cindy, who was taking college courses on-line while at the West Virginia base, like Grover. Only Grover was taking a hardcore biochemistry and chemical engineering courseload, while Cindy was taking the courses she needed so she could major in business and marketing.




After that, Alex Skyped with her parents, then had a multi-party chat with Nicole and Robyn and Marsha. She wrapped up with a nice chat with Kelly, who was enjoying college but was having a hard time deciding what she wanted to major in. Personally, Alex thought Kelly would really like a Child Development major and being a camp director and working with kids and teens, but Kelly would first have to admit to other people that she really liked working with kids.




Meanwhile, Alex had been using her tk to prepare a salad to go with the chicken stew in the extra-big slow cooker. She had some grocery store dinner rolls she wasn’t going to pop into the oven until Ray actually got there.




And things were going so great with Ray. He was totally the best boyfriend in the history of boyfriending. And he was doing great in school, and he was doing great in basketball. He had already gotten lots of playing time at point guard as a frosh, and with their star point guard jumping to the pros, Ray was now their starting point guard even though he was just a soph. And the Hoyas had done great in the NCAAs this year, getting as far as the quarterfinals before they lost. And because so many basketball players got terrible grades, Georgetown was pretty thrilled to have an Academic All-American who was planning on staying all four years and getting his degree.




She and Ray had slept in the same bed on their way to the East Coast driving a little U-Haul on the back of Alex’s car, but they still hadn’t gone all the way yet. That was mainly because Ray spotted why she was feeling so needy, and it wasn’t because she’d suddenly turned into Hot Sexytime Willow. It was because she was so totally not over Shar that she needed way more psychiatric help. So Ray made sure Alex was getting all the help she needed from Jack’s SRI shrinks, and she and Ray went really, really slowly for a while. And maybe they were going to third base and stuff when Ray stayed over, but she still hadn’t gone all the way yet.




So shopping would probably be tomorrow after classes. She was doing one big run every week on Sunday or Monday, and a fill-in run late in the week. She checked her grocery list. She needed another gallon of milk, two more big bottles of diet coke, another ten pound bag of rice, a bag of potatoes, maybe ten pounds of beef, a five pound bag of spaghetti and one of macaroni, more flour and butter, and a bunch of small things. She had gotten one of those folding metal carts just so she could carry enough stuff in that and her backpack when she went from the local grocery to her apartment. Even if most of the time it seemed like she was the only person under the age of sixty-five using one of those carts.




She checked the slow cooker, and everything looked good. And, just as she was thinking about her private dinner with Ray, her Terawatt phone — which was totally not her Tera-phone no matter how many people called it that — went off. And it was the Jack-calling-in-a-crisis ringtone, which was still the ‘Jaws’ theme.




Crud.




She used her tk to flip her phone on and click the speakerphone button. “Terawatt here.”




Jack groaned, “Sorry to bug you so soon after we maxed you out, but we’ve got a local crisis. It’s some kind of giant portal. And it’s forming right over the White House.”




Oh crud! “Okay, I’m on it. But if this takes longer than a couple hours, I need someone to come over and turn off my slow cooker and take the liner out and put it in my fridge. Okay?”




Jack said, “Sure. I’ll dump that one on Ray. I’m already on my way to a Cessna, and I’ll be at Andrews ASAP.”




She telekinetically unlocked the secret compartment inside her kitchen cabinets, and she went silvery as she dove for the compartment. She flew into her gymbag hidden in there and switched back into a Terawatt uniform. Then she operated the secret exit through the pipe and into the utility tunnel that ran under the street. From there it was only seconds through the tunnels, over to the MetroRail tunnel, and out into the afternoon sunlight.




“Crud, I forgot to get my other uniform into the dryer!” Well, she could ask Jack to get Ray to do that.




It was only a matter of blocks from that MetroRail station to the White House, so she was already spotting the portal thing. It was a huge, shimmering violet thing. Okay, it wasn’t huge compared to Gojira or some of the other things she’d faced, but still it was maybe a hundred feet across the long way, and laid out in a roughly oval-shaped polygon.




It was right over the White House. And slowly descending. Wow, that didn’t look suspicious at all.




She flew upward to get a look at its back side, which turned out to look just like the front side. Then she flew to one side to study it. From the side, it looked like a black plastic band about three or four inches wide. Weird.




Three Apache helos were flying in. Over her comms, she heard one of the pilots say, “This is Delta One calling Terawatt. Do you read?”




“Terawatt here. Reading you five by five. Any new intel?”




“Delta Two here. Negative on that.”




“Terawatt to Delta One and Delta Two. Information received. Let me see what I can do.”




She flew closer and tried talking to the portal in case some operator was listening. “Can you hear me? This is Terawatt, trying to contact anyone operating this portal. Please reply. We need to ensure that this doesn’t cause any problems.”




“Delta One calling Terawatt. Anything you can do would be better than the other opt—”




The portal darted straight at her and swooped over her. Suddenly, she was… elsewhere.





…Meeting of Alexandra Mack, I



Major Sam Carter let Colonel O’Neill drive on the way to the Paradise Valley jail. They had Liz Summers and Sidney to thank for the tech they had just needed, because this had been another foothold situation, and the tech they had needed was not supposed to exist any longer.




Yeah, Paradise Valley had been a foothold situation, with NID and Trust idiots running a ‘grant’ with the chemists at Paradise Valley Chemical. And the SGC had only found out about it because Sam had wanted to check on her world’s Alex Mack.




Even worse, there had been one exceptionally grim case.







Alexandra Mack sat in her jail cell and tried not to cry. Even more. She was a monster. A horrible, icky, insane monster. A monster who deserved to be locked away in a tiny room for the rest of her life. With tortures. At least as much torture as she’d done to other people.




No one had been to see her since she got captured. She didn’t know if people were being told they couldn’t see her, or if they just hated her and never wanted to see her again as long as they lived.




Maybe the military guys would just execute her and things would be over.




She’d give anything to forget the stuff in her head now. But that wasn’t how it worked. In fact, it was looking like she couldn’t forget stuff anymore. Maybe if she hadn’t had the worst luck in the world on her first day of school last year…




But how was she supposed to know what was in that Paradise Valley Chemical plant truck? It looked like it was out of control, and she had run away from it and jumped into that ditch to avoid getting run over. And it had crashed right next to her. She hadn’t known that the ditch was the worse possible place she could be.




Barrels of gooey liquid had ruptured, and she had been deluged. Swamped. The low spot in the ditch, where she’d jumped, became a tiny lake. Maybe if the barrels had poison in them, or toxic waste, or magic chemicals like in the comics, things wouldn’t have been so bad.




But she wasn’t that lucky.




Six large barrels had contained Goa’uld, and they all ruptured. Two had ruptured enough for the Goa’uld to escape, and they had both desperately tried to find something they could tear their way into so they could survive.




Both of them had chosen her.




When she had seen the things swimming through the mess and heading for her, she had been so freaked. Mega-freaked. And so scared. She was pretty sure she had peed herself. Not that anyone could tell when she was doused in hundreds of gallons of watery, gloopy stuff. She was sure she had tried to scream. That made things worse.




One thing had bitten into the back of her neck. The other had plunged into her open mouth. Within seconds, she was completely paralyzed. She remembered falling face-first into gallons of that stuff and thinking she was going to drown.




It would have been better if she had drowned.




She still remembered lying there, screaming in mindless terror inside her head, while her body twitched and writhed and convulsed. She didn’t understand what was happening until the two things inside her began arguing, because she could ‘hear’ them, and somehow, she could understand them. She didn’t understand how until later on.




She is mine!




No, you ar’gehl! She is mine!




This is impossible! Leave now! You have no right to her!




She managed to drag herself out of the slimy puddle and crawl toward the truck. Even if maybe it wasn’t her that was moving her arms and legs.




Trapped things inside ruptured barrels were calling to her in hideous little screechy noises. Which her brain understood. Okay, the things inside her understood, and they were talking with her brain. Somehow. The driver clambered out of the truck, looking panicked and worried and freaked out. And he was bleeding from a bunch of places, like his nose and forehead and mouth. She was pretty sure he had hit the windshield with his face.




She felt it as one of the things — one of the Goa’uld — inside her took control. There was a stinging buzz in her throat. There was a painful pulse in her eyeballs. Everything suddenly looked different, like she was looking through a tinted sheet of cellophane. She commanded, “Take me back to the plant at once, Tau’ri!”




Well, it wasn’t really her. It was one of the Goa’uld, or maybe both of them, because they were both desperate to get back to the plant and get this nightmare fixed. They couldn’t both be in her, because then they would constantly be fighting for dominance. But neither one would yield.




She rode back to the plant without saying another word or making another sound. And the two things inside her wrestled psychically for control. Which really, really hurt. She had never thought about what it would feel like to have your leg held in a burning fire where you couldn’t get it free. Or what it would feel like to have your hand slowly crushed to a bloody pulp. She found out. And with the things inside her controlling her body, she couldn’t scream for help or cry out in agony. She couldn’t even cry.




She didn’t know what would happen if one or the other thing won. It was already mega-bad when they were trying to dominate each other instead of her.




At the plant, things got worse. She staggered out of the truck and into the plant, because she couldn’t control her legs. And the things inside her couldn’t control her legs either, because they were fighting for control, so she was walking like she was having an epileptic attack or something. Even worse, she could feel every other Goa’uld. People she thought were regular plant executives and visitors and consultants and stuff? No way. They were more of these things. She was smack in the middle of an invasion. From space, or another dimension, or something. Something mega-bad.




She caught the exposed thoughts as the battling monsters laughed at her helplessness and her stupidity. They were from other planets. They had been captured by some humans who wanted to use them to build awesome stuff and make the humans rich and in control of everyone else, and they took over the humans, and they were going to take over the city, then the area, then the whole planet. They were going to kill or torture or enslave anyone who got in their way. They were gods who were used to ruling entire planets, and they deserved Earth.




And there was nothing pathetic little Alexandra Mack could do to stop them. Knowing that was maybe even worse than the agony they were casually inflicting on her nerves as they struggled with each other.




The driver had to help her up to the plant owner’s office. She had been in Danielle Atron’s office before. Alexandra’s dad was a genius biochemist researcher for the plant. She was praying that Ms. Atron would help her.




But Atron was another one of the things. Alexandra felt it as soon as she was helped into the room. So were the two men in expensive suits and Vince the plant security head. Atron’s eyes flashed white and she spoke in a voice too deep to be human. “What has happened?”




Alex’s aliens took over her body even more, and Alex realized her voice was just as inhuman and her eyes were just as glowy. The aliens explained about the truck crashing, and how neither wanted to leave Alex’s body. Apparently, they both thought Alex’s body was special in biochemical and genetic ways she didn’t really understand, even though she knew more biochemistry than most people because of her dad and her big sister.




Neither Goa’uld was going to yield. Neither one was going to leave her body. Neither one was going to help her or let her have any say in anything. And the other Goa’uld in the other people thought that was fine. One thought it was funny. ‘Atron’ thought it would be an interesting experiment because it would probably kill Alexandra in horrible, agonizing ways and maybe take one or both Goa’uld with her.




The only good part was that with these two important Goa’uld stuck in her and the rest of the Goa’uld in the truck almost dead and in need of healing with no sarcophagus to use, their plan to extend things and take over another city was on hold, maybe until next fall.




So Atron gave her some alien gadgets she could stuff in her pockets, and she went home. And the war began. The war inside her, where she was just collateral damage. Nanna and Ningal, the two Goa’uld inside her, used her however they wanted.




She had a kara kesh and a hara’kesh and a couple other small Goa’uld devices, and she used them. Mainly the hara’kesh that Ningal knew how to use and even adapt because Ningal had secret training as an ashrak. She used the things on her family. On her friends. On her school enemies. On anyone who got in her way or annoyed her or could possibly be a threat. She had to watch while the Goa’uld inside her attacked everyone who meant anything to her. She used the ‘mind fog’ on Hunter and Ray and her mom. She mutilated Libby and Libby’s posse. She tortured Kelly to death. She scanned her dad’s mind until he lapsed into a coma for over a week. She might have done worse to Annie, but Annie said she was too busy to come home for Christmas because of college stuff.




She told herself it wasn’t her. But she had to watch everything. Surely if she was as special as the Goa’uld kept saying, she could stop stuff. But she tried and tried until it hurt so much she just wished she could die.




It turned out she couldn’t quite die either. When soldiers suddenly showed up and she spotted them, one of them — a tall, pretty, blonde woman that one of her Goa’uld recognized as a Tau’ri target — shot her right in the chest where it should have killed her. The Goa’uld inside her made her run off and hide and then use her hara’kesh to heal herself. That felt almost as painful and horrible as getting shot. Not that either felt nearly as bad as some of the stuff Nanna and Ningal had done to her… over and over.




She still got caught. And she got searched and shoved into a jail cell and guarded by two guards every hour of every day. And the two Goa’uld made her hold perfectly still and glare at the guards while the Goa’uld tortured her mercilessly the whole time probably because they were mad and they had nothing else to do.




She was totally surprised when about two weeks later, another naquadah-enhanced being approached her cell. It was a Tok’ra. A petite blonde Tok’ra who used Valley Girl slang and made fun of Alexandra’s Goa’uld as no Tok’ra would dare. And this Tok’ra bore technology that could extract a Goa’uld from a human host without killing the host. That was not supposed to be feasible, and if such technology existed surely the Goa’uld would have suppressed it!




And another couple hours later, Alexandra was back in her cell. And freed of the nightmare she had been going through for most of a year, while Nanna and Ningal were trapped in jars. But that couldn’t change the things her body had done. The things she had done. The things she vividly remembered. She was a murderer and a torturer and everything else bad you could be.




At least she could cry, for the first time in ages.




That evening, they let her wear socks and regular panties and some overalls and a nice t-shirt that said ‘Snake! It’s what’s for dinner.’ She figured someone had a sense of humor, even if she was too miserable to laugh at it.




The next day, she was given a pair of her own sneakers, and she was taken from her cell and escorted to a conference room. The guards stood behind her while she sat down. In front of her were two Air Force officers that her memories told her about. The blonde woman who had shot her and the graying man who had captured her were two of the feared ‘SG-1’ of the Tau’ri.




Alex’s first reaction was panic. There was naquadah in the room. She could sense it. She was trapped with another Goa’uld!




“Please sit. I’m Major Samantha Carter.”




“And I’m Colonel Jack O’Neill.”




Alexandra tried not to scream as she pointed at the major. “You’ve got naquadah in you!”




The colonel asked, “You can still sense it? And you know what it is?” But he asked it like he didn’t know what was going on, even though the Goa’uld knew SG-1 had been sticking their annoying little Tau’ri noses into Goa’uld business for several years.




Alexandra said, “Sure.” But the colonel wasn’t surprised. He clearly knew about the naquadah, and wasn’t worried about it being in an armed person next to him. That meant the major wasn’t considered a threat by the Tau’ri.




She decided the colonel was probably kind of sneaky.




She admitted, “I had those things in me for almost a year, and they argued ALL the time and I heard all of it. How could I not know about it?”




The colonel asked, “Like… what? Just for instance.”




She took a breath. “Okay… What planet Ningal’s people mined naquadah from. Awful stuff they did to the miners. Awful stuff they let happen to the miners because they didn’t care that naquadah mining is really hazardous and unsafe and bad for you and not OSHA compliant. What planet they took it to where they smelted it and processed it and did science stuff with it. Who Ningal’s science minions are, and where they’re supposed to be now, unless Anubis or another System Lord got ’em. Some things like its atomic number and atomic weight and covalent radius and stuff. I don’t really know how to process it into the liquid battery form that gets used in weapons; that was really boring and tedious, and beneath Ningal’s dignity to do. But I know who does know that stuff, and I know a couple of the chemical reactions involved. And I know it blows up a lot if you’re not mega-careful on all the details at a couple key processing points.”




They asked her questions for like hours. She told them everything she could remember on anything they wanted to know about. And she was remembering way too much about Goa’uld stuff. The major and the colonel ate lunch with her and she had a couple sandwiches that tasted way better than the regular prison food she’d been getting. And a diet coke. She’d drink diet coke if it was there, but it wasn’t her favorite. For some reason, Major Carter thought it was her favorite soda. Weird. She liked diet Dr. Pepper or if she couldn’t get diet, regular Dr. Pepper or cherry Dr. Pepper.




Also, Major Carter kept calling her ‘Alex’. She didn’t like ‘Alex’. She liked being called ‘Alexandra’. She hadn’t ever liked being called ‘Alex’ and ‘Al’ by Libby’s posse like she wasn’t even a girl. Okay, sometimes they’d called her ‘Alvin’ or ‘Albert’ too just to be jerkheads.




Maybe Libby and her posse were big jerkheads, but they hadn’t deserved what Alexandra had done to them. No one deserved that.




And toward the end of the day, the colonel started getting bored or something, and he was playing with the Goa’uld devices like they were toys or something.




She finally couldn’t help it. “Be careful with those! They’re mega-dangerous! And don’t scoot any of ’em down here.”




“Why not?” The major was the careful one who was way more like the military officers in the movies.




She confessed, “Because I think I can still make ’em work, and you can’t trust me with ’em, because I’m a bad person! I did horrible stuff! Mega-bad stuff I… I didn’t stop ’em from doing!”




“Did you try?” the colonel wondered oh-so-casually.




She couldn’t help it. She burst into tears. “I tried! I tried and tried and tried, and it hurt so much, and they made me do awful things, and I… I finally stopped trying. I’m a monster. You should shoot me and do stuff so they can never restore me with a quavola’marnaq, and—”




“What?” the colonel asked.




“A sarcophagus, sir,” the major answered.




She kept going until she was crying so hard she couldn’t talk. And that made her feel about ten years old and mega-dopey. The colonel gave her a big hankie and didn’t say anything even when she blew her nose in it and it was really loud and snotty and gross. Even if he did make a funny face that she wasn’t up to laughing about. And then there was a metal clink and she looked down and he’d gotten her a can of diet Dr. Pepper.




She sniffed some more and took a couple swallows until she thought she could talk some more. “Why’re you guys being so nice to me? I let those Goa’uld take over my whole body and do anything they wanted. I’m a bad person!”




The major gently said, “You did the best you could. Nobody can resist what they can do to you. Not even me. Not even experienced Tok’ra hosts.”




Alexandra checked, “So… that’s how come you have naquadah in you?”




The major nodded. “Right. It was a Tok’ra, and she gave her life to save me, but still, when she didn’t want me to do or say anything, I couldn’t. When she wanted to do something, I couldn’t stop her. I tried as hard as I could. It didn’t do any good. All the people here with Goa’uld inside them? They couldn’t stop the things either. Some of them, like the people who started this ‘grant’, are not nice people. But they couldn’t control their bodies either. Even the larval form is dangerous enough to control a human. And you had two powerful adults inside you. That’s not supposed to be survivable from what the Tok’ra know.”




Alexandra grumbled, “They both said I was their host and they wouldn’t leave and they acted like I was some magical hok’taur, but I couldn’t do anything to stop them. It… it was mega-bad.”




The colonel said, “They get access to your motor controls, but they also get access to your memories and your thoughts, so there isn’t anything you can do, unless maybe you’re Deadpool.”




Alexandra wasn’t sure who that was, but she thought it was a comic book guy, and the look the major gave the colonel made her think it wasn’t really a compliment or a good idea.




The major said, “Look Alexandra, sit and drink some more soda, and then you and I are going to go over to the police department basement where they have a small handgun range, and I’m going to let you test these out on some targets.” The major must have seen the look of alarm on Alexandra’s face, because she said, “I trust you.”




The colonel said, “And I’m gonna go have a chat with Liz and Sidney and see how a couple mutual friends are doing, like this cat lady we know, and Carter’s dad, and I’m gonna see if they’ve got any more cool hardware-type stuff we could play with. That comm ball is awesome.”




Alexandra mentioned, “I didn’t think the Tok’ra shared that stuff with anyone. Nobody can find the subspace frequencies or the decryption formulas they use without getting their hands on one and reverse engineering everything. They can’t afford to let anyone else get one. It’s too dangerous. If a Goa’uld stole one, he’d be able to work out how to track the signals to the transmitter and the receiver, which would get the Tok’ra massacred, and he’d be able to decrypt transmissions, which might be even worse. He could send fake messages and lure Tok’ra into traps. It could be way beyond grim.”




The major explained, “We’re being really careful. We have the best-defended stargate we know of, and we have the comm ball secured well away from the gate, and we have a self-destruct on it, just in case. But the Tok’ra still aren’t happy with Liz. Or us.”




The colonel smirked, “Not that Liz and I really care all that much, given the benefits. Plus, getting to listen to them whine about us having a comm ball, while we’re using the comm ball to talk with ’em? Tons of fun.”




After the colonel was gone, the major explained, “Apparently, Liz — our Tok’ra friend — infiltrated a Goa’uld site with another friend of ours and broke into a supposedly unbreachable installation and stole some Tollan technology that was believed destroyed when the Tollan were wiped out. You’ll be unsurprised that a Goa’uld kept some to use against his enemies.”




Yeah. That was totally like what Nanna and Ningal would have done.




“And you can call me Sam. It’s not like you’re in our chain of command.”




Alexandra tried really hard not to cry or sniffle or anything. “Why are you being so nice to me? I’m the enemy.”




The major sighed, “You’re not. You’re really not. You’re just a victim, like I was. And it took me a long time to get over it, and I only had her in me for a couple days. You had those Goa’uld inside you for over three-fourths of a year. People usually break under brainwashing or torture in days or weeks. You survived for nearly a year. So you’re not the enemy. You could be helping us a lot, just by teaching me to use the hand devices better, and telling us what you know about off-world planets, and briefing us on Goa’uld threats and political structures, and telling us what you learned about the Trust and the NID. I would love to learn how to use one of those healing devices. I’ve tried, and I need some help.”




“I-I could do that. You’ve got the naquadah, and you had a Tok’ra in you, so you ought to be able to learn. I might have to use the kara kesh to transfer some of the knowledge into your brain.”




The major looked shocked. “You can do that?”




She shrugged uncomfortably. “Umm, yeah? It’ll hurt both of us, but there’s a lot of freaky stuff you can do with these things.”




Major Carter thought for a moment. “The fact that you know that is useful intel all by itself.”




She grimaced, “It doesn’t feel like it. It feels like everything I know is bad stuff for doing bad things by bad aliens.”




Major Carter — Sam — said, “These are simply tools. Tools can be used for good or evil, but they’re still tools.”




She pouted, “I bet that’s not what my family said. They don’t even want to see me. They probably want to burn me at the stake after the awful stuff I did to ’em.”




Sam put a reassuring hand on Alexandra’s shoulder. “Your friends and family are all getting psychiatric help, and they’re all worried about you. We explained that your body was controlled by two of these aliens, so none of this was your fault. Your mom and dad are really worried about you, and they’re both really upset with themselves that they didn’t figure out what was going on and work out a way to save you.”




She grimaced, “That’s not gonna help Kelly. Or the other people I murdered. Or what I did to Libby and her posse, or what I did to Jo Baker. Or—”




Sam insisted, “You didn’t do any of those things. You just were forced to watch. And we’ll see about healing those girls and getting Miss Baker some prosthetics.”




She whimpered, “She was just a bully. Just a person who didn’t know how to cope except by bullying other people. She didn’t deserve…” She couldn’t bring herself to say the words. Because you could do a lot of really sick and creepy and mean things with a hara’kesh. And Nanna thought the ‘Saw’ movies were comedies. Just thinking about that made Alexandra want to vomit.




She thought it over. “Yeah, maybe I could teach some more people how to use the quavola’kesh and we could try to fix all the mega-awful stuff I did. Or you could make me stay in the hospital and heal people for a dozen consecutive life sentences.”




Sam sighed. “What we’re going to do is make you get intensive psychiatric therapy, because you need to stop seeing yourself as evil just because you couldn’t fight back against a pair of unbeatable psychopaths who used your brain like a soccer ball. And then, once you’re in a better place, I’m going to work very hard to get you hired as a consultant on our project. You have incredible knowledge we really need, and you have skills we can really use. Then I’m going to see if I can get you into the Air Force Academy and then move you to our base, because I know you could be an even bigger asset than a mere consultant.”




Alexandra totally didn’t believe her.





…Meeting of Alexandra Mack, II



Alexandra said, “The Goa’uld know that you’re part of SG-1, which is a military team of the greatest fighters and intellects on Earth, along with the sholva Teal’c. There’s no way I’m the kind of person you want for your chappa’ai project.” She stopped for a moment and realized something else. “And I guess I can’t even stop using Goa’uld words a lot of the time. Nanna and Ningal spoke Goa’uld all the time in my head. My brain is totally messed up.”




Sam wondered, “How many languages do you know now?”




She had to stop and think. “The Goa’uld languages. And the private Jaffa language. As much Ancient as we — I mean they — know, which is a bunch but not as much as they’d like. Some Furling and Nox, even if the Furling is only written, no idea on how to speak it. And most of the Nox is stuff like ‘obey me or I will destroy you’ and other stuff I don’t wanna have to say. Maybe twenty or thirty Tau’ri languages. Egyptian and Mesopotamian and Sumerian and like that. You have to know the language so you can boss your slaves around and look all-knowing and all-powerful. Some weird stuff like the languages of the Unas. Oh, and my Spanish grade went through the roof after Nanna decided to take an interest, because it’s just an evolution of Latin which is basically Ancient with a different alphabet so it’s simple. For them, anyway. And the computer languages I looked at, because they’re just a simple written grammar with basic rules and whatever they did in my head, my memory is way better.”




She stopped and admitted, “I wish it wasn’t. I wish I could forget so much of the stuff in my head.”




Sam softly said, “That’s okay. It’s understandable. Jolinahr left so many recoverable memories in me that we were able to track down Sokar’s planet, land on it, and escape from it.”




“Wow,” Alexandra said. “Nanna thought Sokar’s world was pretty much a hellworld with no way off. SG-1 is totally awesome.”




Sam blushed slightly. “We do what we can.” She took a breath. “And one thing that would improve what we can do is my learning how to use some of these tools.”




Alexandra pointed at the hara’kesh. “Well, you really ought to put your energy into learning to use one of these, or a kara kesh, because they’re a lot of offensive and defensive power in a pretty tiny package. And you should be able to learn to use a hara’kesh to do healing stuff like a quavola’kesh, even on yourself, so you wouldn’t need to carry that around either.”




Sam nodded. “And a hara’kesh is easy to conceal, too. That’s useful.”




Alexandra noticed that Sam’s pronunciation was really good for a Tau’ri. She said, “One of the favorite tricks of the ashrak is swallowing the hara’kesh and just ignoring the host’s gag reflex and holding it right about in mid-throat until they’re ready to cough it up and use it. But other ashrak hide it… umm… elsewhere.”




Sam grimaced slightly. “I think I’ll just keep it in my tac vest when I’m not using it. I think the colonel would have a bit too much fun if I hid it in an orifice when on missions.”




Alexandra agreed, “Yeah, he seems like the kind of guy who would make lots of jokes about stuff you don’t want joking about.”




Sam just said, “But he’s a really good CO, and he’ll do anything to protect his people. He’s also a lot smarter than he pretends.”




Sam carefully put all the devices in a padded steel case, and then she led Alex and a big guard out of the building and down the street. It was only a block to the police station, but Alex still had to walk past some people who knew her.




The whole time, she kept waiting for people to scream at her. Or throw things at her. Or just hate all over her. But two little old ladies waved hello, and most of the people just went about their business.




Sam murmured, “Everyone now knows the plant was doing something wrong, and lots of people were ‘affected’. We’ve got everyone we can under an NDA, so hopefully there won’t be National Enquirer front pages about alien invasions.”




“What about me?” Alexandra asked.




Sam explained, “We’ll get you to sign some forms too. But you already have more intel than we could ever tell you. And once all your family and friends sign NDAs, we’ll sit down with them and explain just what happened, and how none of it is your fault. Even though it was your body doing things.”




“But will anyone ever trust me again?” Alexandra worried. “I mean, maybe their brain says one thing, but their heart says something else… I kinda doubt Hunter’s ever gonna want to take me out on a date again after what I did to him, and Ray, and a bunch of other people we know.”




Sam spilled, “Your friend Hunter may have bigger problems to deal with. We’re pretty sure that Hunter’s dad didn’t die in an accident. We think Danielle Atron’s symbiote killed him, or else one of the symbiotes in the people from the grant organization.”




“Oh crud,” Alexandra whimpered. “Poor Hunter. Do ya think if I wrote an ‘I’m sorry’ note about his dad it would be okay?”




“I’m sure it’ll be okay,” Sam insisted. “Look Alexandra, it may take people a few days to get used to the idea that regular Alexandra is back, but it will happen. People at a military base knew I’d been taken over by an alien, and they quickly adjusted to it. They trust me, and they treat me just as they always did, and this is a high-security government base. So yes, this will work out for you, but you have to give it a chance, and you have to give it time.”




Alexandra just nodded, but she didn’t really believe Sam.




They got to the police station, and the colonel — Jack — was there with the Tok’ra. Who was really tiny. Alexandra had been sitting in a jail cell on a low jail bed, so she hadn’t realized how short the Tok’ra was. But Alexandra was wearing sneakers with no heel, and the Tok’ra was wearing three-inch heels, and Alexandra was still taller by a couple inches.




The colonel did that ‘casual goofy guy’ thing he liked doing. “Hey, you two already met, right? Besties yet?”




Alexandra shrugged a little. “Umm, she sorta talked to Nanna and Ningal, but not really to me.”




The Tok’ra, who Alexandra remembered was named Liz, shrugged too. “I mainly talked to the houseguests. It was kinda ‘Reindeer Games’ there. The visitors were busy torturing the homeowner, and I didn’t hear anything out of her.”




Alexandra managed, “Well, umm, thanks for bringing that stuff and getting those mikta’delif out of me.”




Liz laughed out loud. “Sounds like you’ve still got some fun vocab out of this. Not to mention the giganto amount of naquadah in you. You need a kara kesh? When I was snitching that Ronco Pocket Goa’uld Remover, I sorta walked off with everything I could find that I could hide, which wasn’t all that much ’cause I had to wear Goa’uld chickwear, and you know what that’s like. Still, I got a nice kara kesh in my size, and one that’s probably right for you. Maybe Sam too, just don’t tell her where I hid it on the way out. I picked up a nice hara’kesh too, and it’s in emerald so I’m keeping it.”




Alexandra really wanted to smile at the woman’s liveliness, but she just wasn’t feeling it. She said, “I’ve got one of each, and a quavola’kesh with the quiri’kesh, and a tel’qualah, even if there’s no ships around here to use it on. Sam’s got ’em all in her briefcase.”




Liz grinned, “Yeah, I’ve got a nice little al’kesh, but a tel’qualah? I can’t see wearing a blingy tiara just so I could have my control holograms wherever I went on the ship. Who needs that when you’re sleeping? Or on the john? And I’d feel totally stupid wearing a tiara while I fixed engine components.”




Jack wondered, “Hey, you mean that tiara thing lets you control your ship from anywhere? Like just outside the ship?”




“Well sure,” Alexandra answered.




“Not that Goa’uld spacewalks are a thing,” Liz added. “They’ve always got peons for that.”




Jack kept going. “But if you had that tiara-thing and you wanted to invade someone else’s al’kesh, could you take over their ship’s controls? Drop their forcefields, pop open their airlocks, re-direct their weapons fire…”




Liz shook her head, making her blonde hair bounce. “Nah. Secret codes. You gotta synch up your tiara with the control system on the bridge before you can use it.”




Jack just looked at Sam, like he was expecting something.




Carter’s eyes lit up, and her mouth popped open. “Wait, sir! We could! We could hijack the synchronization function and run a high-speed computer so we could try enough combinations to have a high probability of a synch-lock, and maybe we could hijack a Goa’uld ship, even in the middle of a battle! I need to study the encryption system when we get back to base.”




Jack just grinned, like he’d known Sam Carter could figure out how to do something completely impossible.




Liz grinned too. “If you could do that to some of Nooby’s ships, that would be high-larious.”




Nooby? Did she mean Anubis? Alexandra did not want to find out what Anubis would do to you if you called him ‘Nooby’ as a joke. It would definitely involve the most hideous tortures possible, followed by a trip to a sarcophagus so you could be healthy enough to be tortured a lot more. Or something even worse. There was a legend of a Goa’uld who got overthrown and locked in a sarcophagus. With a local predator that made wolverines look cutesy. So he would be ripped apart and eaten alive… and healed… and ripped up and eaten alive… and healed… And on and on, forever. A sarcophagus was just a bad thing.




Liz checked, “Hey, you okay Ally McBeal?”




Alexandra managed, “Just not feeling the ha-ha much lately. And you can call me anything, as long as it’s not Nanna or Ningal.”




Liz did a pretend pout. “It’s no fun calling you wacky nicknames if you don’t react.”




“Or over-react,” the colonel added unhelpfully.




Liz said, “Okay, I can see how you might not be ready to make with the fun, and your buddies Ninny and Nappies were not exactly with the humor.”




Alexandra confessed, “Most of the stuff Nanna thought was funny made me wanna vomit. Or gouge my eyes out.”




Liz put a gentle hand on Alexandra’s shoulder. “Sorry. I know it wasn’t exactly ‘wackiness ensues’. But you’re strong. You can get past this and get on with your life and show those snaky pains in the mik’ta who’s the superior species. And you should dump some naquadah into Jack and teach him how to use a hara’kesh and then we’ll tease him about where he has to shove it to hide it on missions.”




Sam seriously said, “We do have sound reasons why we want some of our mission team to have no naquadah in their bloodstream.”




Liz rolled her eyes. “Sam is sooooo smart, but sometimes she can’t find the uber-physicist switch and flip it to ‘off’ for a bit.”




Jack smirked, “Yeah. You should try watching Star Wars with her some time. ‘You can’t make a laser into a sword!’ ‘Hyperspace doesn’t look like that!’ ‘A single biome planet? That’s crazy!’ ‘Explosions in space don’t act like that!’ We’re trying to watch a lightsaber duel, and she’s giving us the top ten reasons why lightsabers are stupid.”




“Just ten reasons?” Liz asked.




Jack pretended he wasn’t watching Sam be embarrassed. “Oh, I think she had fifty or sixty, but she prioritizes on stuff like that.”




Sam should’ve told Jack he was being a jerkhead, but she was too good an officer. “Excuse me sir, but I’ve got the handgun range in the police station reserved for a limited time.”




“Cool!” Liz beamed. “Can we play too?”




Jack aided and abetted, “And we can watch what Carter can do with a ribbon device.”




Liz added, “And Ali MacGraw can show me cool stuff you can do with a hara’kesh!”




Alexandra grumbled, “There is nothing cool you can do with a hara’kesh. It’s all creepy and evil.”




Sam carefully said, “There are bad things you can do with it, but that doesn’t mean it’s all evil. Think about some good things you can do with it.”




Alexandra complained, “Yeah, right. Torture rays and brainwashing rays. Totally wholesome stuff.”




Jack grinned, “Just think about blowing up snakes with it, and protecting your charming CO while he makes snarky comments at their expense.”




Sam calmly said, “Just think about using it to defend you and your people against an attack by a dangerous enemy.”




“And then blow ’em up and protect your charming CO!” Jack added, which was not just unhelpful, it was like mega-unhelpful.




She followed Sam into the police station, past the metal detectors, down a flight of stairs, and into a handgun range that totally looked like the ones she’d seen on tv. And there was a tough policeman with a crewcut and an attitude.




The policeman took one look at them… okay, he took about three looks at Sam and two looks at Liz. Then he said to Sam, “Sorry honeybun, but this place is closed down for some fancy-ass military types.”




Sam just clenched her jaws and then pulled out an ID folder. In a steely voice, she said, “I think you’ll find that’s my name on your clipboard. Major Samantha Carter, U.S. Air Force.”




Liz smirked, “Yeah, that’s Major Honeybun to you, Sergeant Belker.”




Jack stepped in and said, “Yep. And you can call me Colonel Fancy-Ass Military Type.” Then Jack gave the guy a pretty scary glare. “And if you can’t treat some of America’s fighter pilots and war heroes better, maybe you need to spend some time handing out parking tickets.”




“Her?” the cop checked, still not believing.




“Her,” Jack insisted. “Maybe you should go home and look her up on the Internet and see her in uniform, getting a big medal. From the President of the United States.”




The cop finally apologized, “Sorry, major.” Then he looked at Liz and Alexandra. “But they’re not…”




Jack interrupted, “Elizabeth Summers. Special agent for the NSA. And you don’t get to know who our consultant is, because you don’t have clearance. In fact, you don’t even get to watch.”




The guy picked up his stuff and left. Jack locked the range door behind him and grinned, “Ahh, that was satisfying.”




“And sir, thank you.” Sam still looked disgruntled about getting treated like that and having Jack step in like a big manly protector.




“Hey, I can’t have Barney Fyfe dissing my 2IC,” Jack said, waving it all off.




Liz piped up, “Hey you’re lucky Sergeant Belker there didn’t bite your nose off.”




Jack snorted with laughter. “Yeah, he looks like a biter.”




Alexandra didn’t get it, but she could tell even Sam got whatever the joke was. That just made her feel dumb. Dumber than usual. As a kid, she had always felt dumb, when her dad was a genius Ph.D. biochemist and her big sister was even more genius-y, and then Nanna and Ningal constantly treated her like she had the brains of a l’kooshel.




Sam walked Alexandra to a booth where guys stood and fired their guns. Then Sam opened her case and handed Alexandra her hara’kesh and kara kesh. Sam gently said, “Pick whichever one you want, and just try hitting that paper target back there. Okay? And then maybe we’ll see if you can teach me.”




“It’s a trap!” Jack called out in a really awful Admiral Ackbar imitation. “Sam’s a really mean student. She’s so brainy she made her Academy physics teacher have a nervous breakdown.”




Sam grimaced. “Sir, I’m pretty sure Major Wellman didn’t have a nervous breakdown, and I’m also quite sure his health issues were not my fault.”




Alexandra slipped her hand and forearm into the kara kesh. The ‘ribbon device’ as Jack had called it. She slid her fingertips into the kara’taq and adjusted her hand so the kara’kihl nestled in her palm properly. Every motion brought back memories. Hideous memories. The ribbon about her forearm fit just right. She wished it didn’t. She felt nauseous thinking about the stuff her body had done with this thing on. She still remembered using it on Scott when he told her he could do way better than her. She had torn through his memories like a thresher through a wheat field. And he was such a slimeball. He had been thinking about making little Alexandra do sickening things before discarding her and chasing after Libby. She had been so angry. She had…




She turned sharply and grabbed a trash can off the floor before puking into it. And she burst into tears. “I’m a monster! You shouldn’t give me things like this! I could… I could do anything!”




Sam scooped up the hara’kesh off the counter and pocketed it before rushing over and putting her hands on Alexandra’s shoulders. Sam murmured, “I’m sorry, I just wanted you to think about being a hero with these, instead of what those bastards did to you, and all I did was make you have a flashback, right?”




Alexandra nodded miserably. Someone, probably Liz, handed her some kleenex, and she wiped her mouth and blew her nose. “S-sorry. But I did awful stuff. You don’t understand.”




And suddenly the hair on the back of her neck stood straight up.




Sam looked around in confusion. “Sir? Are you feeling a massive static charge?”




“Nope. But I’m not the one touching our hok’taur.”




Liz said, “I’m feeling something wiggy too.”




And suddenly something formed right in front of her. A big purple-y disk thing formed like two feet past her hands. It had to be six or seven feet wide.




“Alex? Are you doing that?” Sam asked.




“No way!” Alexandra insisted. “You can’t do that with a—”




The oval thing swept over her and Sam, and… they were somewhere else.





…Review of Lexi Mack, I



Lexi Mack had never been more nervous in her life. Not the time she wanted to ask Scott to the Sadie Hawkins Dance. Not the time when that nice Mister Wells came and talked to her family about why she had been breaking everything and having those gross, scary dreams. Not even the first time she tried to slay a vamp. No, this was mega-nervousness time.




Buffy Summers was coming to give her team a review!




The Buffy Summers! In person! She’d had dreams about Buffy Summers. The swordfight against Angelus and sealing Acathla. A fight against The Master. Two different fights against The Dark Slayer. The final battle against the Mayor. The final fight against Adam. The dive off that tower. The battle against Dark Willow. And the final battle of Sunnydale.




Lexi had seen all of them, some of them several times. All of her team had seen at least one or two Slayer dreams involving The Golden Slayer. Even if no one was supposed to call her that anywhere she might hear about it. Mister Wells had been totally mega-definite about that.




Lexi was based in her hometown of Paradise Valley, Marda was in Fresno, Toni was in Mendota, and Elli was in Salinas. They patrolled in pairs, one person driving over to the other’s city for a few evening patrol hours, unless there was a prophecy or any of the Rosenberg programs coughed up a possible threat from analyses of stuff like deaths, felonies, missing persons, unusual police reports and newspaper reports, and weird web data. Well, there was always weird stuff on the web. Most of it was fake. Maybe even mega-fake, because sometimes people put tons and tons of their time and money and work into creating fakiness that maybe wouldn’t hold up for even an hour if you went there and looked into it.




One time the four of them had driven to Bakersfield to Slay some vamps who were trying to take over the town after the Slayers in Los Angeles had chased them out with their tails between their legs. If vamps had tails. That had been totally exciting.




She really liked getting together with her team, even if she was considered the noob. She had only been slaying for a few months, and in an area like Paradise Valley, there just weren’t a lot of supernatural threats. Ever since Sunnydale had collapsed, and then the LA office of Wolfram and Hart had been smashed… then blown up… then crushed… then blown up again… then had the earth salted and magically sealed for the entire block… Well, since then most of the vamps and demons had fled the area for eviler pastures. Like the Hellmouth in Cleveland, or the one in Austria, or the one in mainland China.




Sometimes the SF team or the LA team or the SD team or the Tijuana team sent a new girl over to them to get the ‘easy breaking in’ routine, and then maybe they had one of the big-city Slayers drop in or hang with them or even do the post-slay party thing. But no one like Buffy Summers ever came here.




And Buffy Summers was coming to Paradise Valley, instead of one of the other cities, even though she was the new kid. Lexi was feeling so much pressure it was like mega-pressure. Even her mom was feeling the pressure. Lexi hadn’t seen her mom so stressed about a dinner since her mom had her boss and her boss’s boss over for dinner and Lexi had tracked demon goo on the rug but totally by accident because she’d just started Slaying and she didn’t know the important stuff yet. Like check your shoes and clothes and hair for demon goo and vamp ash and stuff before you get in your car or walk in your house or whatever.




Crud, it would’ve been mega-awesome if Lexi knew Willow Rosenberg enough to call her up and ask her to come over and de-goo her rug. The Golden Slayer probably had a permanent non-goo-on-the-rugs spell from The Red Witch.




Well, the Scooby Almanac was way more helpful than the old ‘Vampyr’ book the Council used to hand out to the new Slayer. Lexi knew, because the New Council handed out both, and usually let you make jokes about the books. But the almanac was chock full of useful stuff, on top of mega-useful stuff like sunset and sunrise and also predicted average temperature during patrol hours, because who wanted to go on patrol in clothes that were going to be too hot or too cold, so you ended up looking awful by the time you went home, which was when you would probably run into some really cute guy who would look at you wearing something stupid for the weather and think you were a doof. Plus every page of the almanac had hints and tips and demon recognition stuff and great post-Slaying recipes, not to mention mega-important stuff like ‘do not let a Fyarl snot you’ and ‘how to get Fyarl snot off you and your clothes after you got snotted and someone un-paralyzes you’.




The old ‘Vampyr’ book? Not so much. It pretty much said Slayers must slay, and must obey Watchers, and must read the following twenty mega-boring books of prophecy and codices and other junk. Everything in that book could get squooshed down to maybe a post-it note. Okay, a really big post-it note. And half the stuff in that book was out of date and stupid anyway. The rest was mostly ‘duh’ material, like wood stakes through the vamp’s heart or hack off their head or torch ’em or throw ’em out into the sunlight.




Okay, so on Lexi’s first vamp Slaying thing, she had totally missed her first vamp’s heart and she’d gotten punched hard enough that she saw stars, and she probably would’ve ended as a vamp snack except she wasn’t on patrol by herself… and that nice Mister Wells was carrying a flare gun. Not that Lexi was ever telling anyone else that story, especially not her fam, who would freak. And Mister Wells promised he wouldn’t tell anyone, and he even gave her a miniature flare gun as a present. Even if vamps were mega-fast and you couldn’t shoot an experienced vamp with a flare gun if he was watching you and more than three feet away, because he’d dodge it.




So she was helping her mom set the table in the nice dining room, because she had to have enough room for her and her mom and dad, plus Marda and Toni and Elli, and also Buffy Summers. Plus food for five Slayers. And The Golden Slayer might bring some more reviewer types with her.




Oh crud, Lexi was already so nervous she was running to the bathroom for nervousness pee. If The Golden Slayer brought The Red Witch or The One Who Sees or someone like that, Lexi thought she might faint.




And her mom was stressed, and her dad was so stressed he was even doing all the cleaning in the dining room and living room and den, and running into the kitchen to ask if there was anything her mom needed cleaned right away. At least Annie wasn’t home, so she wasn’t stressing out over everyone else stressing.




Lexi heard a car coming down the street and pulling into their driveway. That was one of the things she’d had to get used to. Her hearing was way better than it used to be. Sitting in the lunchroom at school was loud. Going to football games was almost painful. She’d had to wear earplugs just to go to sleep for the first couple weeks, until she got used to having super-hearing. And she heard every car that went up and down her street. Heck, she heard it when Old Mrs. Greer up the street called her cats at nine every night. That got uber-annoying when Bitsy didn’t want to come in and Mrs. Greer would just call and call for her.




And the car was totally Toni’s old Honda. Lexi could tell by the sound. That was another thing. Lexi was way better at tracking sounds and recognizing things by their sounds, but all the extra sound around her all the time, like at school or at a party, made it extra-hard to catch people’s names and stuff like that.




Extra-good hearing was also extra-cruddy when you could hear other girls talking about how weird you’d gotten, or when you could hear your parents getting all romantic. Ick.




Extra-good night vision was always great. Extra-good sense of smell? Not. Mega-not on that one. Trash smelled extra trashy now, and the garbage was extra garbage-y. Her mom used to have to ask her to take the trash out. Now she was running it out to the trash cans almost as soon as it landed in the garbage bag, and she was putting the trash cans as far away from the house as she could and still have ’em in her yard. At least her dad noticed right away and got rid of the old metal trash cans and bought brand new plastic trashcans with tops you could seal shut to keep the stink in. And it meant that Lexi was always the one who cleaned the toilets and her shower because phew!




And it meant that Lexi could tell way too much about everyone else. It was bad enough knowing when every single girl in school had her period. And when any of the guys didn’t shower because he didn’t think he was stinky enough or just didn’t care. Or when Louis had leftover sausage and garlic pizza for breakfast. Or when the girls’ locker room totally needed to be de-mildewed. Or when Mrs. Farrell and Mr. Taylor were having an affair and cheating on their spouses and coming back to school after lunch smelling of each other and sex. Eww. Maybe even double eww. The worst was probably having a class with Ms. Calloway, who used so much perfume Lexi needed to sit in the very back row of the room. Ugh.




Then Marda and Elli drove up only seconds apart and it sounded like they parked on the street. Lexi ran downstairs — okay, so she jumped the stairs instead of walking down ’em — and opened the front door to welcome all of them in… without actually welcoming them in, since it was nighttime. She hugged all of them and led them into the living room that her dad had totally done a great job of clean-up on.




“Is she here yet?”




“Yeah, she’s not canceling, is she?”




“Is she bringing people?”




Lexi tried to reassure them. “She’s coming. As far as I know. I mean, no one’s called and said no, and she’s got to be way on her way by now. And maybe she’ll bring some people. I got no idea.” Okay, that wasn’t exactly mega-reassuring.




“Can we help?” That was so typically Marda. Marda was so nice.




“Is your mom making that curry again? It was great.” Toni was always thinking with her stomach, not that Lexi didn’t eat a lot too. But Toni knew all the best cheap restaurants around most of their towns and was always willing to try out new places wherever they were patrolling. Plus, she was a great cook. If you took Toni to a restaurant and let her talk to the chefs about what she ate, she could make something almost as good in her mom’s kitchen. A couple times, what Toni made was even better than what they ate in the restaurant, which was pretty amazing.




“Any chance your dad would let us have a beer?” And that was Elli. Elli was the biggest party girl of the foursome, not that she was running wild in the streets or anything, but she was always looking for some fun.




Lexi admitted, “There’s no way I’m having a beer. What if The Golden Slayer thinks we’re bad Slayers and we’re not taking things seriously?”




“We do take things serious!” Elli insisted. “And it’s not like I’d go off and get drunk and go Slay like that.”




“And you’re not supposed to call her that!” Marda insisted.




“Oops,” Lexi gasped, hastily covering up her mouth.




“Oh come on, let’s go help your mom get stuff out on the table,” Toni said. “We don’t want Marda givin’ us that look.”




“Toni!” Marda fussed. Marda was the fussiest of the group.




Lexi had a hard time not giggling. Toni was also the best at teasing, even if Elli was usually the funniest. Lexi liked all of them.




“Hi Mrs. Mack!” Toni said. Marda and Elli joined in with more ‘hello’s.




Lexi’s mom smiled at them and said, “Glad all of you could make it. Marda, you can dish up the rice and curry. Toni, you can put the serving bowls on the trivets on the dining table. Elli, you and Lexi can get ice and water for all the glasses. And there’s no beer in the house.” Marda and Toni broke up laughing.




Elli gaped and then whispered to Lexi, “Does she have Slayer hearing too?”




Lexi grinned, “Yeah, it’s hereditary. She got it from me.” Really, it was just that Elli always checked to see if she could get a beer. Marda said her dad had let Elli have a beer once, when Elli wasn’t going to be driving afterward, but Lexi’s parents just didn’t keep stuff like that in the house except when they were going to have an adult-type party or they were going to host a big adult-type picnic or something.




When Toni and Marda started giggling, Elli totally wised up that Lexi was kidding, even though Lexi wasn’t the big kidding-and-joking one in the team. Elli showed she was the oldest and most experienced Slayer in the gang: she stuck her tongue at at Lexi and said, “Neh.” That made all of them start giggling. Even Elli.




They were still giggling and making jokes as they set the table and got everything ready. And then Elli’s head snapped up and she stared toward the front yard. “Car.”




By then, Lexi could hear it too. It wasn’t a car sound she knew. It sounded like the car was just sort of sneaking up on them, with the tires and brakes making noise but not much else. Well, that and someone playing rock music she didn’t know on the stereo. All four of them rushed to the front door and peeked. And the car was already parked in the driveway!




Lexi murmured, “Wow, that was totally stealthed. How come we don’t have a patrol car like that?” Because it was like mega-quiet.




Elli said, “Electric car. No way we can afford that, unless you’ve got serious car money saved up.”




The car turned off, and the driver’s door opened. Buffy Summers got out. The Golden Slayer. The Guardian of the Sunnydale Hellmouth. The Slayer Queen. The Destroyer of Hellgods.




Okay, all of those were names Mister Wells had been totally mega-specific that they shouldn’t actually say to Ms. Summers.




Toni said, “It’s a Camry. Must be one a’ those hybrids.” Toni knew way more about cars than Lexi did.




And it was a gorgeous solid black that would look mega-cool during the day and would be easy to sneak around in at night. But you’d probably want it perfectly clean and polished for daytime stuff, but dusty and un-shiny for nighttime patrols.




Ms. Summers walked up to the door and smiled, “Anyone gonna invite me in?”




Lexi looked at her friends and managed, “Umm… no?”




“Good!” Buffy Summers opened the door and walked on in. “You know, we once ran into a Vampire Willow from another dimension, so really, don’t invite people in, even if you know ’em.”




Lexi tried not to cringe. Willow Rosenberg was already mega-uber-super-powerful. How powerful was a Vampire Willow? That sounded like it would be really, really grim.




Elli shook hands. “It’s a real honor, Ms. Summers.”




Buffy rolled her eyes. “Just Buffy, okay? And if Andrew Wells told you any names for me, they’re totally made up. So I’m Buffy. And you’re…” She looked at the four of them and pointed, “Elli, Toni, Marda, and Lexi. Right?”




“Right!” Marda said. “How’d you know?”




Buffy grinned, “Willow has a computer file on everyone. So I looked all four of you up and got your preferred nicknames and your pictures and all that jazz. Because who would be happy if I called Lexi ‘Alex’ by mistake?”




Lexi admitted, “Dad would. That was his nickname for me when I was little. Lexi just sounded a lot cooler, and my friend Lindsay talked me into making the switch.”




And she knew Elli’s real name was Eleanor, and Toni’s real name was Antoinette. And whenever they talked about their full names, someone always did an ‘off with her head’ joke or a ‘let them eat cake’ joke about Toni. It was usually Elli.




Buffy shook everyone’s hand and explained, “I flew into Fresno and rented a hybrid that’s totally of the sneaky, so we can go patrolling later on.”




“Kewl!” Toni cheered.
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Lexi didn’t say anything, but Buffy was short. Really short. Really petite. Lexi was wearing her usual tennies, and Buffy was in three inch heels, and Lexi was still a couple inches taller. Even if those heels were mega-cute and way more than she could spend on her allowance.




Buffy looked at Lexi and rubbed her hands together. “Okay! Let’s meet the ‘rents. I bet they’re of the thrilled to have a Slayer in the fam. Have you told ’em yet it’s all my fault?”




Lexi sort of gulped. “Well, Mister Wells explained to mom and dad how you and Willow Rosenberg saved the universe by empowering enough Slayers to fight off the Turok-Han army of The First Evil and your boyfriend sacrificed himself and all of you just barely escaped as the town collapsed behind you, and that’s why there’s more than one Slayer and so we don’t have to go out all alone to fight horribleness.”




Everyone else nodded. Mister Wells did most of the meets-and-greets in the Western U.S. so they had all heard the story. He was a great storyteller. Lexi’s favorite was how The Slayer’s White Knight bravely sacrificed an eye to save some Potentials from the unstoppable menace of Caleb.




Okay, Mr. Wells had only told her the story after she promised she would never ever let The Slayer’s White Knight know she had heard his nickname and that she had heard that story about him.




Buffy groaned slightly. If Lexi hadn’t had Slayer hearing, she wouldn’t have heard it at all. Buffy pursed her lips and quietly told them, “Okay, this is top secret. Don’t tell anyone, including your parents. But Andrew has a tendency to… be more of a action-adventure director than a documentary maker. He’s sort of exaggerated some of the stuff.”




Lexi asked, “You mean Xander Harris didn’t rescue Potentials and have his eye gouged out by Caleb after Caleb had knocked you and the Dark Slayer all over the place?”




“Well… that’s true.”




Elli asked, “And did The Red Witch really ask her girlfriend to watch over her and kill her if powering up all the Potentials drove her over to the dark side?”




Buffy grimaced. “Umm… yeah, but she totally didn’t call it the dark side of the force. That’s all Andrew.”




Toni asked, “And did Andrew really fall under the spell of The First Evil and kill his best friend and then beg you for a chance to atone for his many sins?”




Buffy scowled, “I’m afraid so. Jonathan…”




Marda asked, “Did you really run up the side of the school and tear through a boarded-up wall to bust into the school belltower to save Jonathan from shooting himself?”




Buffy tried, “Maybe it looked like that to the rest of the school. I’m so bad at being Secret Identity Girl.”




Elli asked, “Is it really true that you’re unkillable and you can come back from the dead?”




Buffy winced a little. “I don’t think you can be unkillable if you have to keep coming back from the dead.”




“Sorry, ma’am.”




Buffy grimaced. “No ma’am-ing. Just ‘Buffy’.”




“Sorry, m- Buffy.”




Lexi tried, “But have you really died? I mean died died?”




Marda started silently counting on her fingers. “Have you really died five times?”




Buffy grumbled under her breath, “I am gonna go in Andrew’s room and break some of his Star Wars collectibles.” She groaned, “Yeah, I guess you could stretch it and say I’ve died four or five times. I’m not sure some of ’em really count, though. I drowned, and Xander did CPR on me. They say I flatlined on an operating table, but Willow was right there and magically removed the bullet and jumpstarted my heart. Most of those probably don’t count as really being dead.”




Wow. If Lexi was killed by a master vampire and drowned, she would so count that as having been dead, even if a really hot guy did CPR on her right away and brought her back. She would count it as being dead twice. She would have that right up at the top of her resume! That is, if Slayers had resumes.




And no matter how much Buffy pretended it was nothing, if Lexi had just gotten drained by a master vamp, there was no way she could get right back up and be ready to fight that master vamp to the death, much less kick his ugly butt. She kind of thought that was one of those ‘week in a hospital bed’ things, even if Slayers healed up mega-fast. Buffy was so amazing! And she was really humble about it, too.




Lexi’s parents walked into the dining room with some more food, and announced, “Dinner’s served!”




Lexi’s mom smiled, “And Ms. Summers, we’re so glad you could join us.”




Lexi’s dad agreed, “It’s an honor!”




Buffy gave them a big smile and said, “Thank you for inviting me into your home. And please, call me Buffy.”




Lexi blurted out, “She’s not that much older than Annie.”




Lexi’s mom gave her one of those looks and just let it slide. Mostly.




And then there was dinner. It was mega-good that her mom had gotten used to cooking for Slayers, because five Slayers could pretty much put an all-you-can-eat restaurant out of business. And her mom was such a great cook. The curry was extra good, and the pork roast with onion gravy was one of Lexi’s very, very faves. And lots of really yummy rolls, even if her dad picked them up at a bakery and her mom just popped them into the oven to heat them up.




And Buffy got all of them telling stories, and Elli was so funny about the trip to Bakersfield. Lexi decided Elli should tell all their stories. Elli wasn’t as awesome a storyteller as Mr. Wells, but she was totally hilarious. Even Lexi’s dad laughed at the part about the gross long-tongued demon who was with the vamps and got his tongue caught in the floor drain when he tried to tongue-lash some of the Slayers and Lexi dove between his legs and he missed her and tagged the big metal grill set in the concrete floor and Toni threw a knife into the grill and his tongue got wedged, so he was running around in tiny circles yelling for help and waving his arms all panicky with his tongue still stuck, and some of the vamps even stopped fighting to stare at him.




Over dessert, Buffy told them about the time one of the Scoobies messed up a memory spell and for hours they had no idea who they were or anything, and William the Bloody thought he was Rupert Giles’ long-lost son Rupert Junior. That was pretty funny too.




Then, after they helped carry everything into the kitchen and clean up, because there weren’t a lot of leftovers after you fed five Slayers, Buffy took the four locals off to her cool mega-quiet car, and they talked about going on patrol.




“What’s the what around here tonight?”




Lexi admitted, “Paradise Valley’s pretty much dead right now. Toni came over and helped me clean up a couple dopey vamps who thought they were like Count Dracula Junior.”




“Those guys were so lame!” Toni laughed.




“Real Drac? Huge pain in the keester,” Buffy complained.




“Wow. You’ve fought the really real Count Dracula?” Marda wondered.




“Oh sure. We’re talking serious Euro-trash vampiring, too. And he pretty much went with every vamp cliché in the book, unless you’re talking Anne Rice and Stephenie Meyer.”




“Are there any vamps who try the Stephenie Meyer thing?” Toni asked.




“That could be totally hilarious,” Elli snickered.




Buffy grinned. “Xander got the Edward Cullen guys. Xander totally psyched the guy out and got him to walk out in the sunlight just to show how sparkly he was. Three seconds later, whoosh! Sunny vamp dust. Then the other vamps are like ‘whoa, what went wrong?’ and Xander starts giving them this Tony Robbins pep talk that First Vamp just didn’t believe enough, and they could be more with the believing and do the sparkly thing, and he actually talked two more of ’em into walking into the sunlight. When the last two guys finally got mad at Xander and were gonna eat him, Xander finally let N’Peli jump down out of the rafters and stake them. But she told everybody what happened, even when Xander was shushing her.”




Toni and Elli both spilled that their towns were pretty much de-vamped. But Marda thought she had a couple prospects over in one of the not-so-great parts of Fresno. So they headed off to Fresno, talking about Slaying in an area that wasn’t exactly Vamp Central. Marda and Toni drove their own cars, because Toni’s home was closer to Fresno than Paradise Valley, so she’d drive straight home after. And Elli rode with Lexi and The Golden Slayer because Salinas was totally in the other direction, so she’d ride back to Paradise Valley and get her car and then drive home. Unless it was mega-late or she was hurt, and then Lexi would make her stay over at the Mack house.




Well, Lexi would try and talk Elli into staying over until morning if something like that happened, but Elli wasn’t always the most cooperative Slayer in their foursome.




So they had fun driving to Fresno behind Marda and Toni, even if Slayers did tend to get sorta competitive, and Marda and Toni were racing each other a lot of the time, and Buffy was right on their bumpers not letting them pull ahead.




And Buffy had an iPod that plugged into the car’s stereo system, so they got to talk a lot about music and who liked what. Okay, Lexi didn’t really believe that stuffy old Mister Giles liked the Bay City Rollers and the Rolling Stones and stuff like that.




They zipped through a couple Fresno neighborhoods to Marda’s house. And maybe Buffy got there first by cheating with her smartphone and some kind of sneaky computer map kind of program that Lexi had never seen before that let Buffy know the fastest route if you ignored speed limits and stop signs and traffic and traffic lights. Lexi figured it was probably a magic computer program from The Red Witch.




Then they gathered around Buffy’s rental car and talked about their plans for the evening’s patrol. Buffy said, “Just plan this out like always. Pretend I’m not here except as a chauffeur.”




Marda took over, since she knew Fresno the best. That was usually the way they worked things. The hometown Slayer took the lead, and people jumped in with their own specialties, like Ellie totally knew the most about the layout of old deserted warehouses, while Lexi knew the most about the layout of deserted factories because she knew tons about how Paradise Valley Chemical was laid out. Toni knew more about the really bad parts of towns, not that Lexi knew anything about that, because she lived in a nice part of Paradise Valley, and her hometown didn’t even have much ‘bad part’.




So everyone piled into Buffy’s car. Lexi took the back middle, even if she wasn’t one of the short Slayers. Buffy took a funny-looking medallion out of her purse, hung it on the rearview mirror, and Lexi noticed a tiny shimmer that wrapped around the car.




Buffy explained, even though she didn’t need to. “Glamour. Now the car looks dusty and dark and old and uninteresting.”




“Kewl,” Toni murmured. “Can I get one of those when I get a new car?”




Elli teased, “Because Toni’s car is already dusty and old and dented-up.”




Toni pretended to complain, “And Elli keeps writing WASH ME all over it with her icky fingers.”




Elli pretended to put dirty fingers on Toni’s face, which led to a hilarious finger-blocking battle.




But once the car got into the icky sections of Fresno, the windows got rolled down and everyone got serious as they listened. Hard. Nearly silent cars are awesome for that. Plus lots of Slayer hearing.




Marda was in the shotgun seat so she heard it first. Well, Buffy pointed out Marda’s window and then Marda heard it. Then Ellie pointed too, since she was on the right side of the car in back.




Buffy stomped on the gas, flicked off the headlights, and cut down a narrow alley on their right. She raced across a regular street, down the rest of the alley, and jogged to the left just enough to miss a couple trash cans and a row of gas meters.




And there were two vamps playing with their food, the jerkheads. A terrified brunette was screaming with her back to the wall, and a redhead was passed out on the ground, maybe already drained. And it was in the shadows of the alley, so only a Slayer would have seen it.




Marda kicked open her door and Buffy sped up. The door — and Marda’s leg pressing against it — slammed into the first vamp, pinballing it into the second vamp. Buffy slammed on the brakes, but Marda and Elli were already leaping out of the car and punching the crud out of the vamps. Then Lexi and Toni were out of the car and checking on the victims and getting in a few kicks and punches when the vamps tried to escape.




It took the vamps getting clobbered with about twenty punishing punches and kicks to realize they were so outgunned it wasn’t funny. They threw the brunette at Marda and ran like Vampire Slayers were after them.
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Lexi ran. The team split up, just as they had decided back at Marda’s. The plan was they would scare the vamps enough to make them run for home, and then some of them would pursue at a distance. So Lexi was sprinting at her top speed after Marda and Elli, who were already sprinting after the panicked vamps. And Lexi was mega-confident that Buffy and Toni could rescue the victims, get them to a hospital, and then track down the rest of the Slay-team.




Marda knew enough about the area that she let the vamps get ahead of her so they would think they had lost the scary Slayers and head straight for their nest of fellow bloodsuckers. One of the tips in last week’s Slayer Almanac pages had been a thing from Xander Harris himself about not calling vamp groups a ‘kiss’ because that made them sound all Anne Rice, and dumb people would think that stuff was cool and they would get eaten. He recommended calling a group of vamps a ‘clot’, which had made her laugh for like half a minute.




So Lexi caught up with Elli, who was staying half a block behind Marda and being as quiet as she could. And Marda was tracking the vamps, which wasn’t that hard, because the vamps had totally panicked, and had run into trash cans and yelled at each other and stuff, so they were easy to follow. Especially the one who ran into the stinky trash cans and was all stinky and garbage-y now.




And… it was a deserted warehouse. What a surprise! Not.




What was it with vamps? Did they have a Vampiring For Dummies book they all read when they dug their way out of their coffin? Because they all dressed like they were stuck in time, and they all had the lamest threats ever, and so many of them went straight to the deserted warehouses for their hideouts.




So Marda stopped where she was out of sight of any guard-vamps, and Elli and Lexi made runs around the sides of the warehouse and to the back, just to see what they were up against. They didn’t get close, and they kept a lookout for vamp guards.




They met back at Marda’s spot. Marda whispered, “I called Buffy and gave her a location.”




Elli whispered, “Nothing. No guards, no observation posts, no cams. They’re just asking to get dusted.”




Lexi added, “Ditto.”




They watched for another twenty minutes and spotted some more activity well before Buffy and Toni drove up. Buffy asked, “What’s the what?”




Lexi made a mental note and promised herself to say that a lot on vamp patrols. It sounded so cool!




Marda pointed at the warehouse. “Home sweet home. No guards. A threesome snuck in about ten minutes ago.”




Buffy asked, “Strategy?”




Marda thought for a moment. “Teams of two make runs around the place every ten minutes, but really wide runs so no one inside wises up. The rest of us stay here and watch. If we don’t have anyone else show up in an hour, or someone shows up dragging victims, we go in, three in the front and two in the back, and stake every one of ’em.”




Buffy nodded. “So we wait.”




And, since they had Slayers, the waiting was no fun, but the running was. And the running got competitive. Wow. What a shock! Not. Soon Buffy was timing every run, and every two-girl team was trying to beat the last pair’s time, even if it was by a hundredth of a second. And then they were eating all the Power Bars and Larabars in the trunk of the car. Because Buffy had a box of Power Bars and two boxes of Larabars, because she’d taken Slay teams out plenty of times.




Even with switching off on partners, Lexi didn’t win. It was Elli and Marda, the most experienced Slayers, who had the best time, by a good tenth of a second. Which was a big diff for Slayers. Lexi just sighed to herself and told herself that maybe someday she’d catch up with the girls who had been Slayers for longer.




But maybe not. Buffy did the same run, and beat their best time by an impossible one point four seconds. Which wasn’t just Slayer fast, it was superhuman fast. But that was why she was The Golden Slayer. Or maybe you had to die and come back to get power-ups. Not that Lexi wanted to find out.




Finally, after a pretty long stakeout, Buffy asked, “Count?”




Marda said, “Four more vamps. No vics. No take-out orders.”




‘Take-out orders’ were vamps bringing blood back to the nest. That was never good. The Slayer Almanac had a list of the Top Five bad reasons why vamps might do that, and all of them were bad. Some of them were mega-bad. Because regular vamps? Not a lot of patience or planning or willingness to share, especially when it came to free blood.




Buffy just waited for a few seconds, and Marda delegated instead of having Buffy do it. Marda said, “Toni and me in the front, Lexi and Elli in the back, and they charge in when they hear us bust in. You stay in the front doorway and backstop us.”




Buffy smiled, “Aye aye, captain.”




So they moved out. Lexi liked working with Elli. The two of them swiftly moved to the back side of the warehouse and found a small door they could bust open. Lexi couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be a Slayer with no backup and no other Slayers and maybe a whole warehouse full of vamps, but it sounded pretty scary.




There was the crash of a big warehouse door getting kicked open. Or kicked into pieces. It was a pretty big crash. Elli twisted the knob on their door until the lock broke, and they snuck in.




There wasn’t a lot of sneaking needed. The dozen vamps in the warehouse were pretty much in a gibbering panic, because Buffy Summers was standing in the doorway glaring at them. Lexi was sort of surprised some of the vamps hadn’t wet themselves, even if vamps didn’t seem to need to do that. Most of the vamps were pretty much ignoring Marda and Toni, who were doing sprint-by stakings without a whole lot of trouble.




Lexi and Elli got the three vamps who were freaking out and were trying to run away out the back door. How dumb were these guys? There’s two Slayers standing in front of them and both Slayers are holding big stakes, and one has a claymore too. And the vamps aren’t even paying any attention to them. They’re busy staring over their shoulders at Buffy, who’s just glaring. Okay, it was a really intimidating glare. But still!




So Elli beheaded the first vamp, Lexi tripped the second one, and Elli clotheslined the third one. And while vamp numbers two and three were trying to pick themselves up off the floor, they got dusted. Piece of cake. A piece of a really easy cake, like a one mixing bowl cake from a mix.




Not that Lexi was good at making cakes. The Slayer Almanac had some tips on that, but Lexi had way more impatience now that she was a Slayer. She had to make herself not crank the mixer up to high when the cake instructions said ‘mix on low’, and she had to make herself leave the kitchen and watch tv or something, just so she wasn’t peeking in the oven every five minutes.




And don’t get her started on that stupid pickle jar. How was she supposed to know the lid was more stuck than just regular stuck? Her mom was not happy when Lexi twisted extra hard, and the neck of the jar shattered, and pickles and pickle juice went everywhere. And glass shards too. Ugh.




They did the standard ‘check for lurking badness’ stuff, with the team members who had the best Slaydar checking all around the warehouse while the other team members backing them up in case someone found a big mega-dangerous surprise. Buffy just stood in the middle of the warehouse and watched them work. Okay, that’s what a review’s supposed to be, but Lexi really wanted to see Buffy do some amazing Golden Slayer stuff!




The place was clear. Well, not counting a dozen piles of dust on the floor, and a dark room with the windows painted over and a bunch of mattresses on the floor. They went through the junk in the ‘sleeping’ room, just looking for clues or whatever. Marda made them all wear latex gloves, like they were in an episode of CSI, but Marda was sort of fussy. And who wanted to leave fingerprints at what was probably a crime scene… for a bunch of crimes? They didn’t find anything except some used clothes, some creepy porn magazines, and some junk that was probably stolen from victims.




There was another room, though. That one was a sort of cushy office up on the second floor, with nice but old carpet and nice but old furniture, and a bed moved into the room. The windows weren’t just painted over. They were bricked up on the insides. There was a fancy oak desk with papers and stuff on it. There was a clothes rack with half a dozen expensive suits hanging from it.




Buffy asked, “What do you think you have?”




Lexi blurted out, “It’s a boss!”




Buffy just looked at her to explain what she meant. She glanced around, and her team was looking at her like they thought she was supposed to keep talking. She didn’t feel qualified. But she answered, “This is an office like my dad’s boss. She has to have the biggest office and the biggest desk and the nicest carpet and the fanciest suits and the best everything. And a boss like that wears suits like those… And… Oh crud. None of the vamps we dusted were like that. We missed the big boss!”




Buffy just nodded a little. “And what about the papers all over the desk?”




They all scrambled to get a good look. The notes were about other parts of town, and also other towns. 




Marda pointed at a line of notes and a little drawn map. She gasped, “That’s over near my old elementary school! That butthole!”




They all saw stuff that was probably in their own towns, and there was stuff for other towns even farther away.




Buffy casually asked, “So what do we have?”




Lexi said, “He’s a boss. He’s expanding, like a guy with a big company that has franchises, like Domino’s.”




Elli said, “I don’t want anyone answering the door if he’s delivering, even if it is in less than thirty minutes.”




Marda looked through all the notes, and she pulled out of her back pocket a map of the city. “If this is right, he’s got another nest here, and also here.” She pointed at two spots in what Lexi thought were probably nicer parts of town than old warehouses. Marda looked up at Buffy. “Can we go stake this butthole before he turns half my old school?”




Buffy asked, “Where is he now?”




Marda shrugged, so Lexi said, “The nicer place. That’s where he’ll stay whenever he can.” Stuff she knew about her dad’s boss was turning out to be totally useful.




Marda looked at the map. “Mclane. That spot there, on East Shields Avenue.”




Buffy checked, “Do we have an address, or are we gonna have to patrol… or bust a few life-deficient heads?”




Marda fumed, “I vote for head-busting. Maybe fang-cracking.”




Buffy casually said, “Don’t let your anger lead you into dumbness. That’s what we do to the badguys.”




Elli said, “Yeah. Besides, everyone knows anger leads to hate, and hate leads to suffering. You don’t suffer well.”




Toni grinned, “Right. Remember that guy who pulled your wisdom teeth?”




Marda turned a bright red and muttered, “I apologized after I bit him!”




Lexi didn’t say anything, but Marda really should have told the guy that he was going to need a lot more anesthetic than usual, and it would wear off a lot faster on her. She would so not want to have to wrestle an angry Slayer and yank out a tooth with one of those pairs of pliers things. Besides, with all the Slayers out there now, there was probably a guy who knew how to do Slayer dentistry.




They trotted back to Buffy’s car and piled in. Lexi still took the middle back seat. After all, Buffy needed to drive, and Marda needed to sit up front to direct. Elli kept calling Marda the co-pilot. So Marda was calling Elli ‘stewardess Eleanor’.




“Got those peanuts yet, Stewardess Eleanor?”




“No peanuts now, just those little snack mix packets you hate. Mwa-ha-hah!”




It was really pretty funny, even if they were on a serious mission.




“This the place?” Buffy asked.




It was a big apartment building with huge picture windows all over the sides Lexi could see. That wasn’t a good plan for a vamp. Even a vamp who thought he was Mister Bigshot.




Marda frowned as she looked at the building. Marda was probably thinking the same thing Lexi was. Marda finally said, “That’s the building he had circled on the map, but that doesn’t look right.”




Buffy took her time and circled the block. Lexi stared at all the windows, but none of them looked painted over on the inside. All of them had at least some lights on inside, even if it was a nightlight or tiny appliance lights or something like that.




Okay, no one but a Slayer was going to be able to spot something like that from outside at night.




Lexi finally gave up. “Any chance there’s basement apartments? Really nice ones?”




Buffy smiled, “Let’s go check.”
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They parked on the street, around the corner from the apartment building’s secured parking area. Then they vaulted the parking area fence and moved toward a set of doors into the building. Buffy stopped them before they got close, and she pointed above the doors.




Eww. A security camera. Lexi totally didn’t want to be filmed breaking into an apartment building.




Marda said, “Yeah, a lot of places have those.”




Elli kidded, “I think I left my lockpicks in my prison orange jumpsuit.”




Buffy whispered, “Lockpicking is totally a useful skill, but only like once a year. There will be locks which don’t wanna yield to Slayer strength, or else which shouldn’t be busted open.”




“Can you pick locks?” Toni asked.




Buffy groaned quietly, “Yeah, but I’m not great at it. Dawn’s way better than me.”




Lexi asked, “What about The One Who Sees? I mean Xander! I never ever called him The One Who sees, okay?”




Marda winced. Elli did a big facepalm. Toni turned around so everyone wouldn’t see her grinning like crazy.




Buffy rolled her eyes. “Andrew told you that name, didn’t he? I am so ratting him out when I get home. Anyway, Xander’s idea of lockpicking tools is a block of C-4.”




Marda wondered, “Isn’t that explosives?”




“High explosives,” Buffy agreed. “Very high explosives. Xander tells his people that enough C-4 solves everything. And he’ll argue with you that he’s right. On that, anyway.”




Lexi muttered, “I think blowing the door up is a mega-bad idea.”




“Ditto,” Toni chimed in.




Buffy asked, “What can a Slayer do here that a regular person can’t?”




“Punch out one of the windows?”




“Climb up to a balcony and go in that way?”




“Run faster than the camera can track?”




Buffy smiled, “Way to think outside the box, team. The answer is D: all of the above.” She studied the building and then said, “Follow me. One at a time.”




Buffy sprinted at a crazy speed across the parking area to where a drainpipe ran down from the roof. She leapt at the wall, hit it with her feet about fifteen feet up, kicked off to get another ten feet of altitude, grabbed the drainpipe, and scrambled up another thirty feet until she was above and to the left of a fourth-floor balcony railing. She turned, kicked off, and easily landed on the balcony.




Lexi whispered, “Wow.”




“Can we do that?”




“What the hell. She’s waiting for us to try.”




Elli said, “Lightest first. Marda, Toni, Lexi, then me.”




Marda took off. She didn’t get as much height as Buffy, so she had to scramble more. And her leap wasn’t as good, but she landed where she could grab the railing and clamber over it. Then Toni went.




Lexi gulped and gave it her best shot. After all, she was a lot taller than The Golden Slayer. She sprinted as fast as she could, leapt for the wall, and kicked herself upward before grabbing the drainpipe and catching herself with her feet on either side of the pipe. Then she quickly walked herself up the pipe until she was high enough to clear the balcony railing. She pushed off hard… and nearly landed on Buffy, which would have been uber-embarrassing. Marda and Toni caught her like she was a medicine ball.




Buffy held one finger up to her lips and pointed at the sliding glass door, which was open a couple inches. There was definitely snoring coming from in there.




But… open door! No wonder Buffy picked this balcony.




Elli scrambled up and jumped and cleared the balcony railing and got caught by most of them on her way down to the balcony. They silently slid open the glass door, closed it after them, snuck through the apartment, and let themselves out the front door. Then it was a quick sprint down the hall to the fire stairs, and down.




Lots of the basement was… basement stuff. But as soon as they hit the section with the really nice indoor-outdoor carpet, Lexi knew they were in the right place. And there was a big security door with a fancy camera above it.




Buffy slid one arm past the other and came up with a throwing spike. Lexi wanted a secret forearm holster like that! Then Buffy put the throwing spike right in the camera lens.




“But now they know we’re here!” Marda complained in a whisper.




Buffy smirked, “Now they know you’re here. They won’t know you brought an army. Let’s drop in.”




Lexi checked and yeah, the door would open outward toward them. That meant they needed more force. Marda signaled for the thing they’d practiced, and they charged as a group. Maybe the door and doorframe would have stayed put for one Slayer, but not for four Slayers sprinting down the hall together and kicking it simultaneously.




The whole doorframe tore right out of the wall and went sailing into a plush living room. Two vamps standing there on guard found out that they were standing in the wrong place. The heavy door and doorframe smashed them flat against the fancy carpeting.




Four Slayers charged in and staked everything in sight, while a fifth one strolled in behind them and watched. Oh, and Buffy staked the two vamps under the door when they finally managed to push it off.




They moved through the plush apartment in teams, clearing out four nice bedroom-bath suites and the rest of the place before converging on the last locked door and busting it open.




There was a definitely boss type vamp in a mega-expensive suit behind a big I-am-so-important desk, with four vamp bodyguards who didn’t fare so well against five Slayers.




The one Lexi fought was pretty good at karate and kickboxing, but not fast enough or strong enough to fight a Slayer. She push-blocked his three fast kicks and dropped to take out his rear leg while he was still on one foot. He crashed onto his back and rolled to get back to his feet, but she kicked him in the ribs while he was still at the on-hands-and-knees part, sending him into a wall. She was on her feet before he bounced off the wall, and she gave him a piston-kick in the head that hammered him back to the floor. And as he hit the floor face-first, she dropped down and staked him through the back.




She popped up and surveyed the room. Elli was standing over a pile of dust. Marda was coping with her guy, who looked like he had a lot of Muay Thai. Toni was down on the floor grappling with a guy who had some cool Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu moves.




Lexi stared at Boss Vamp, who was still sitting behind his desk and was scrambling for something in a drawer. That wouldn’t be good. She dove over the desk and punched him hard enough that he and his fancy chair went over backward. The drawer came out of the desk, and a couple handguns came out with it. Plus more of the bullet-holding things you slapped into the handle of the gun. She stood on the guns and kept an eye on Boss Vamp.




Elli called out, “Status?”




Marda growled, “I got this dillweed.”




Toni gasped, “I could use some help!”




Lexi announced, “I got Boss Vamp here. He’s got guns, the jerkhead.”




By the time she was done talking, Elli had walked over and staked Toni’s vamp, and Marda had finished off hers.




Toni walked over, spitting vamp dust and pretty much covered in it since she’d been wrestling the vamp who got staked and it looked like she must have been underneath. Lexi made a mental note to learn more BJJ and Muay Thai. Toni complained, “I just washed my hair this afternoon!”




Boss Vamp didn’t look so tough in his fancy suit when he was cowering on the floor without his guards and his guns. He really didn’t look so tough when Buffy hopped up on his desk and sat facing him, casually kicking her legs. And she smiled. It really wasn’t a nice smile. It was more like Scar smiling as he tries to kill Simba. It was even scarier than that. You wouldn’t think a pretty, petite Valley Girl blonde could have a smile like that.




Boss Vamp begged, “Please, don’t stake me! I can help! I’ve got information! I’ve got plans! I know stuff!”




Wow, this guy was an even worse boss than Lexi’s dad’s boss, Ms. Atron.




Buffy suggested, “Maybe you could tell us some stuff to convince us to let you live? Like who sired you, and who set all this up for you, and stuff like that?”




Boss Vamp nodded carefully. “You bet. But I’m only giving you a sampler. If I tell you all the good stuff first, you’ll just stake me.”




“Uh-huh,” Buffy agreed. “So let’s start small. Who sired you?”




“What’s it worth to you?”




Buffy swung her legs casually as she sat on the desk. “Umm… I think… the first digit on your little finger of your left hand. You are right-handed, aren’t you?”




“Wh-what do you mean?”




She smiled mercilessly. “I though that was of the obvious. I get my boltcutters out of my car. I ask questions. Every time you don’t tell me what I want to know, you lose a bone. Three bones in each finger, two bones in the thumb, one bone joining the thumb to the rest of the hand. Plus fun with metatarsals! Then after I do the feet, I do the ankles, the palms, the wrists…”




“Jesus, Summers! I thought you were the nice one!”




She gave him a look that made Lexi wince, and it wasn’t even aimed her way. “Oh, I am. Faith knows these demons who like human skin. Especially off vamps. They peel it off with flensing knives. Then they feed you blood until it grows back. Lather, rinse, repeat. There’s this Italian vamp who tried to sell Slayer parts. Faith turned him over to those guys. Faith says it’s been three years and he’s still alive and healthy. For a given definition of ‘healthy’. She figures her demon buddies can keep that guy alive like that for maybe two, three centuries…”




The vamp started to cry. “Okay already, it was this Chicago vamp. He said he was the real Al Capone, but who the hell knows? Anyways he dressed like it. And now he’s siring manager types to take over regions of the continent, and he’s controlling it all. And I got quotas to make, you know? It’s not my fault!”




But Buffy already had her phone out and on speakerphone, so everyone back in Cleveland was getting this down. And Buffy threatened Not-So-Boss Vamp until he spilled what else he knew, including Vamp Capone’s secret hideout in underground Chicago, and how easy it was to grab underage food who partied too much and would be listed as another runaway. Also, three other ‘underbosses’ who had been sent off to Florida, Texas, and New York state to build up big vamp armies before hitting the big cities where the Slayers were.




When Buffy finally had squeezed everything out of the guy, she dusted him and stood up. “Okay, we’ve got his plans for the cities around here he hadn’t gotten to yet. I photographed all of that and sent it to Cleveland and Tweed-Land. What else?”




Marda groaned, “Tomorrow I’ll check the building owner and manager for thrall, because this place has ‘built just for a vamp’ written all over it.”




Buffy gave her a thumbs-up.




Lexi asked, “Are these guys really gonna respect each other’s territory like Mary Kay ladies, or are they gonna invade each other’s turf like real gangsters?”




Buffy pursed her lips. “Some of each. Depends on how well this Capone vamp can keep his minions under his thumb when they’re thousands of miles away.”




Marda said, “So we’ll patrol around here extra hard until we’re sure there aren’t more of these gangster-minion vamps left, and then what?”




Buffy told them, “We’ll be keeping an eye out, but we might have to ask some of you to come help with gang-vamp wars somewhere. Like the Sharks and the Jets, but with bigger teeth and fewer knives.”




Lexi wasn’t sure who the Sharks and the Jets were, but she was sure her dad would know.




They made sure there weren’t any vamp-related things left that the cops wouldn’t be able to explain, and they cleared out. They didn’t go out through that balcony. They went out the doors to the parking area, although Buffy first took some dirt out of an entryway planter, added some water from a water fountain, and then threw the mud onto the lens of the security cam before they got in its field of view.




They jumped the fence, piled into the rental car, and headed back to Marda’s. Once Buffy parked next to Marda’s car, she gave them a team review and said they were doing really pretty good. And she had like a dozen tips for them too.




When she opened things up for questions, Lexi wondered, “You weren’t really gonna torture that vamp like that, were you? I mean, they’re vamps. But that sounded so evil…”




Buffy smirked a little. “No, that was all bluff. But you have to practice until you can make that bluff work, because the alternative is pretty bad. I’ve had to torture vamps before. Okay, one time I did it, I was going crazy from Slayer visions that the Master was coming back and I was with the freaked, but still, afterward I couldn’t believe I really did it. Even if they had Willow and Giles and Jenny and Cordy hostage. So work on your bluffs.”




Then Buffy took them one at a time and led each of them off far enough that the others couldn’t hear and gave them private personal reviews. Toni came back looking embarrassed and admitted that Buffy mainly talked about her fighting style and learning some BJJ and not getting wrapped up with something that likes to use fangs. While Elli was getting reviewed, Marda admitted that Buffy had some suggestions for the next time Marda was the leader. And then it was Lexi’s turn. Boy, was Lexi nervous.




Buffy said, “First thing, you need to relax more and have more confidence in your own abilities. All of them. You’re already close to the best fighter on your team. We should get you to Cleveland for the Intermediate Clobbering course.” Lexi tried not to giggle. “You ask a lot of the right questions, and you’re smart. But you don’t believe enough in yourself to push those smarts.”




Lexi mumbled, “I am the newbie on the team. I’m not as good as—”




Buffy interrupted, “You are as good as. I noticed you always took the worst seat in the car, and you never asked if anyone wanted to swap. You need to be more assertive.”




Lexi waited for more criticism, but Buffy just looked at her and said, “See? You’re already thinking I should yell at you about stuff you messed up, but you did fine.”




“Really?”




“Really really,” Buffy said, in the worst Shrek imitation Lexi had ever heard. Not that she said so. “Okay, having a couple really good team players on your team is always great. You and Marda are way better at that than I ever was. I always had to be the Big Cheese.”




“But you’re the Golden Slayer! You have to be the big cheese!” Lexi covered up her mouth. “Oops. I keep saying that.”




Buffy laughed and led her back to the cars. Everybody hugged, even Buffy. Toni drove home, Marda went in to tell her mom she was home, and Buffy drove Lexi and Elli back to Paradise Valley. They sang along to cool music most of the way, although Buffy drove through an In-and-Out Burger so they all had enough to eat too. Lexi got her double-double burgers ‘animal-style’ which was super yummy, even if Elli thought it was too messy.




When they got to Lexi’s house, Elli hopped in her car and drove home. Then Buffy went inside with Lexi. They sat in the kitchen, and Lexi asked, “What else did I do wrong?”




Buffy shook her head a little. “It’s not that. We’ve got seers. Mostly in the covens Willow’s making friends with. The old Council did not make friends with self-empowered females, especially if said females might get pissed off and turn them into toads. So we’ve got a prophecy about you. All we have so far is it’s about you and portals, but I thought I ought to come out and give you a heads-up on this. We’ve seen another you from another dimension, and she was pretty awesome, even if she had self-esteem issues too. So we don’t know if this is you specifically, or her, or both of you, or what. Our seers aren’t clear on this.”




“There’s another Lexi Mack out there?”




Buffy smiled, “She still goes by Alex. And she has different powers. And—”




But Buffy was reacting, so Lexi spun around, sending her chair sliding across the floor to crash into the wall. And there was a big purple thing like a giant purple non-shiny wall mirror that was right there moving at her.




Buffy moved at mega-fast speeds over the table to shove Lexi out of the way, but the portal was even faster, and swept over them…







Lexi’s dad got there only seconds later, and there was nothing there, except a chair knocked to the floor, a chair slid into the wall… and a chair that was half gone, its edges sliced so cleanly they shone. He scrambled for the phone as he yelled for his wife.





…Team of Aly Mack, I



“Aly! Focus, please!”




Aly winced a little, and she very carefully let go of the railing she’d been skipping back and forth over. Or what was left of it. It was a nice steel railing for an outside staircase, and she’d kind of mangled it. A lot. With her bare hands. Crud. “Sorry, Mrs. Austin.”




Jaime Sommers-Austin trotted over and gave her a smile. “Just Jaime, please. And getting used to your new strength is not easy. We all know that.”




“Excuse me, Jaime, but I do not know that, and I have never had trouble getting used to my strength. But then, I was ‘born’ this way.” That was the redheaded fembot who went by WillowDelta.




Jaime tilted her head toward the fembot and smiled wider. “I meant everyone except Willow.”




The fembot persisted, “Excuse me Jaime, but I would really prefer it if you could refer to me as WillowDelta or even Delta, as it is not fair to our creator for you to call me just ‘Willow’.”




Aly didn’t know a ton about the bots, but she knew that Willow Rosenberg-Harris the famous computer-science professor wrote the code that ‘awoke’ them, and so they thought of her as their creator, even if someone else designed the robotics and wrote their first programs.




She concentrated as she hopped back and forth over the railing like she was a normal girl. But she hadn’t been a normal girl since the plane crash… which she really, really tried not thinking about. She knew there were plenty of other people all over the world who lost limbs or other body parts and were not getting this incredible, totally mega-awesome technology. But Jaime and Steve had come to see her — her of all people — in the hospital and had offered her… everything. A life. She had said ‘yes’ before her parents even finished asking why famous astronaut Steve Austin was coming to see their younger daughter and why a government agency like the OSI was offering Aly something that sounded impossible.




But Aly had been facing a lifetime in a hospital bed with pretty much no legs and no arms and only one eye and only one barely-working ear and no voicebox and no spleen and maybe only a quarter of her intestines and no reproductive organs and burn scars all over her face and chest and abdomen. She was just going to be a useless piece of meat who had to be taken care of 24x7 and fed and bathed and diapered. She was just going to be a drain on her mom and dad’s lives until they died, or maybe she died first and left them with hideous hospital bills and no life.




She wasn’t ever going to tell her parents, but she would have said yes to anything. She would have said yes if Jaime and Steve had come to her hospital room to tell her they wanted to shoot her into space and see how long it took for her to die.




It had taken months to get everything ready, and now she had arms. And legs. And two eyes. And two ears. And a real voice that sounded so much like hers used to. And what looked like perfect skin on her face and throat and chest and stomach. And they had even given her a bigger bustline. They couldn’t give her back her uterus and fallopian tubes, and they couldn’t give her back Hunter, who had bailed on her after a couple months of trying to deal with an armless, legless, horribly-scarred, emotional-basketcase freak who was impossible to deal with. But they had given her back way more than she’d ever thought.




And what did they want of her? She hadn’t really cared as long as it wasn’t evil. But they wanted her to help them save the world now and then. That sounded pretty spectacular. Maybe even mega-spectacular.




And Jaime had even answered the big question: why Aly? Why some kid who wasn’t the smartest person in the world, or the greatest athlete, or really anything except an average high school kid? The answer had been astonishing and totally unbelievable. Even less believable than the bionics that she now had that were totally real. According to Jaime, they had picked Aly because in another dimension Alexandra Louise Mack was a superhero. A real comic-book style superhero who was pretty much Ms. Marvel but in real life.




But getting used to the raw strength in her brand-new body was trickier than it sounded. She could flip over a car. She could leap twenty or thirty feet in the air. She could run at stupidly fast speeds.




Well, that last part was still in the works. She could run up to almost forty miles an hour before she tied herself up and fell and then rolled and tumbled across the practice field like a big dork. But Jaime kept saying that once Aly got used to her bionic limbs, she could run at like sixty or eighty miles an hour. And Kate kept saying it too. Even WillowDelta was saying it, and Delta didn’t really get some of the stuff like pity or being too sympathetic, so Aly tended to believe Delta more.




It would really help if Kate Mason wasn’t so perfect. She was a drop-dead gorgeous brunette, and she moved so elegantly, and she was so athletic, and she never slipped up and, say, bent the steering wheel in her car. Kate and Jaime both made Aly feel like The Bionic Loser.




Jaime walked over and put a gentle hand on Aly’s shoulder. “I know it seems insurmountable right now, but that’s because you’re putting too much pressure on yourself. You haven’t had time to adjust to everything, and we’ve just taken the limiters off, and everything seems hard. But you’ll get this. I know you will.”




Kate walked over with a jumprope. “Let’s try something else for a bit, okay Aly?”




It would also really help if Kate and Jaime weren’t so nice. If they were total jerkheads to her, at least Aly wouldn’t feel like she was letting them down.




But Aly gave it her best shot. Even if she admitted, “I never could do jumprope. Not like Nicole.”




Jaime smiled, “But you’re better than before.”




That was always Jaime’s secret motto for them. “We can rebuild her. Make her better than before.” Aly was pretty sure from the way that nice Mr. Goldman smiled every time Jaime said it around him that Mr. Goldman knew just who Jaime got it from. Maybe even him, since he was Jaime and Steve’s boss. Not that Mr. Goldman acted like a boss for a secret government spy-type agency. Aly had seen those kind of guys in tv programs and in movies, and they were always mean, uncaring guys who ordered the hero to go off and do an impossible job that was going to get him killed. Mr. Goldman seemed way too nice to do that. Plus Jaime and Steve and Kate were all still alive, so maybe he really wasn’t like that at all.




Aly made herself smile, even if she didn’t feel like it. “They can rebuild me.”




Jaime and Kate grinned back at her. So she gave the jumprope a try. Only she started out really slow.




Jaime reminded her, “Remember, as you speed up, you’ll have to keep your strength down enough that you’re not jumping twenty feet in the air on every step.”




“Gotcha.” Aly had found out that little bit of fun already. As you went faster and faster, your body tried to go harder and harder, and it was mega-hard to keep that under control so you didn’t run like a gazelle in huge leaps like you were running on the moon or something, but your legs kept churning mega-fast while you were in the air, so you looked like a dopey cartoon character.




Running was totally harder than it looked. At least WillowDelta understood. Delta said that Dr. Franklin’s greatest achievement was really the software and hardware and feedback systems that let a robot walk and run and move enough like a human that you couldn’t tell the difference unless you knew the really teeny differences to look for.




Aly started off at ordinary-Aly jumprope speed, which wasn’t very fast. But she could jump rope like that. And she went a little faster. And a little faster. It was way harder than it looked.




But she could kick her legs up and down way faster than she used to be able to do. And she could whirl the jumprope around just as fast as that, because she had two bionic wrists that could go way faster than that. And she was getting better at timing really fast stuff. So she kept speeding up.




She got to what Kate called ‘the plateau’ even if Aly didn’t think it was like any kind of plateau. It was a place where it seemed like she wasn’t going fast at all, just the world was slowing down around her. Kate and Jaime both said that was a mega-good sign that Aly was integrating really well with her bionics because they both did that at their top speeds. It didn’t feel like it. It felt like she was slowing down, even if everything else was slowing down a lot more.




She didn’t know how fast she was going, but she finally went too fast with her wrists, or too slow with her feet, or something. She snagged the jumprope at her ankles, and ripped it in half. Which was way better than tripping yourself and going face-first into the ground. But it was still embarrassing. And discouraging. Kate could probably go five times that fast.




“That was really good,” Jaime insisted.




Aly just nodded. She didn’t say what she was thinking, which was that it wasn’t and Jaime was just being really nice about stuff.




Kate tossed in, “And don’t worry about the jumprope. We all break stuff when we first get boosted to full power.” She glanced over at WillowDelta and smiled, “Well, all but one of us.”




“Thank you, Kate,” said WillowDelta with not even a trace of sarcasm. Aly was pretty sure Delta was being serious.




Jaime stressed, “Aly, it takes practice. How long did it take for you to learn to walk? You needed months to go from crawling to toddling, and then years to move from toddler to walker and then runner.”




Years!? It was going to take years?!




Jaime must have seen the panicked look on Aly’s face, because she hurried, “No! You’re missing the point. When you got your new legs, how long was it before you were walking and running again?”




“Umm, weeks.” It was really hard. It was like her body had forgotten how to walk right. Well really, it was that her body needed time to get used to the new way that feedback from her legs felt when she walked.




Dr. Wells had talked to her a lot about it. He was so nice. She’d thought scientists for secret government agencies would be like mad scientists who shouted “It’s alive!” a whole bunch and did creepy experiments, but he wasn’t like that. He was mega-nice, and he didn’t talk down to her like she was dumb, and really, he was an awful lot like her dad and her sister. And he even wanted her to call him Rudy like he was just a guy. She still felt like she owed him a mega-huge apology, even if she’d never said out loud any of the things she’d thought about him before she got to know him.




Jaime kept going. “Then we tuned your bionics to one third power, and how long did it take you to adjust to that?”




“More weeks?” Well really, she felt like she was still adjusting to the extra power. Jaime had made her practice holding raw eggs and juggling raw eggs for two solid weeks, and boy was she sick of the way broken raw eggs smelled. And felt. Yuck. She hadn’t been able to eat a soft-boiled egg since. These days she was only eating breakfast eggs if they were scrambled hard. Or fried hard. Or omelets. Nothing runny and too close to rawness.




Jaime nodded. “So you have to give yourself time. You have to expect this will take work and practice and more practice and more work. This doesn’t happen overnight.”




Kate asked, “How long did it take to learn that spin kick?”




“A long time,” Aly admitted.




Jaime had been stressing that Aly needed to learn a bunch of other new stuff too, and most of that was martial arts. Jaime had been getting Aly to work on punches before Aly was even out of her wheelchair, and then she had Aly doing sit-ups and leg-lifts before Aly was walking, and then she had Aly working on stances and slowly moving through forms before Aly was even walking well. 




And Aly had been practicing. A lot. For one thing, Jaime and Kate were ahead of her in martial arts, but not that far. And the woman Jaime had brought in to train them was an OSI agent who knew about the bionic stuff already. Joan was really stern when she was teaching, but pretty friendly the rest of the time. And Joan didn’t look like a martial arts trainer, but she was really good. She was a pretty blonde about Jaime’s age, with lips Aly totally envied.




Joan demanded lots of practice and work. But Aly had tons of time to practice. It wasn’t like she could go hang with friends, when the whole ‘Aly got secret government bionics and fake skin and other awesome stuff’ part was so Top Secret she couldn’t even talk to her old friends or email them. She didn’t even know if they were still her friends, after she’d been so horrible about everything. She’d driven Hunter away, and he had been the only one allowed to visit her in the hospital burn ward besides her parents and Annie.




So Aly wasn’t any good at running, or jumping rope, or lots of stuff, but she’d been practicing like crazy on the martial arts stuff just so Jaime would be impressed by something Aly could do. After all, Jaime wasn’t even as good at martial arts as Kate was, and Kate was not that good.




Now Joan was good. Really good. She was teaching them a bunch of stuff from different styles of what she called Northern style kung fu, and she was just sort of skipping over the fancy Chinese names for stuff because she said that wasn’t as important as learning how to defend themselves. Even if Joan slipped up a couple times, so Aly knew that Joan had trained under a real sifu, which Aly had to look up, but it was the Chinese version of a sensei. But Joan didn’t want to be called ‘sifu’ or ‘sensei’ or anything like that. Just ma’am. And when they weren’t on the mat, she just wanted to be called Joan, which Aly thought was really nice of her.




And Joan was completely normal but she could clobber any of them. Even Jaime. In sparring, anyway. Aly didn’t want to see what would happen if Jaime hit Joan as hard as she could in a real fight, because there would probably be Joan-pieces all over the place.




So they went over to the big room where they did the martial arts training, and they changed into workout clothes, which Joan insisted should be clothes they might be wearing in real life, so Aly was in loose overalls she liked and an old t-shirt. Kate was in a workout leotard and tights, and looked so pretty she made Aly feel like a dweeb.




Joan had the three of them lined up, and once again they were working on stances, which Aly had really been trying hard on in her room at night. Because getting everything just right was mega-hard. The stances. The movements. The transitions. The kicks. The punches. The blocks. The forms. All that stuff.




Alex had been practicing the horse stance a lot, and so she had no trouble sinking into the stance and holding it. It helped a ton that her bionic legs could probably hold that stance for months, instead of a couple minutes. Joan walked around, checking them. Aly didn’t turn her head to follow Joan. She kept her head looking forward and let her ears tell her where Joan was and what Joan was doing.




Aly heard as Joan adjusted Kate’s stance, because Kate usually put too much chest into it. You weren’t supposed to lean forward or jut your chest forward. Even if you had Kate’s breasts. Then Aly could hear as Joan adjusted Jaime’s feet. Then Joan came up right behind Aly. Aly didn’t move.




“Don’t tense up, just because you know I’m here.”




“Yes ma’am.” Aly concentrated on keeping her balance and keeping her feet right.




Joan put a hand on Aly’s shoulder… and suddenly pushed forward hard. Aly didn’t fall forward. “Good. Really good.”




“Thank you, ma’am.”




Joan snapped, “All right… Cat stance!”




Aly smoothly transitioned into her cat stance. She’d been practicing it a lot. And switching from the stances into other stances. Joan had them hold the stance for a while. It wasn’t like their legs were going to get tired. Maybe if they were in the cat stance while holding a huge stack of concrete blocks. No, it was a matter of who wasn’t really well balanced and was going to have to adjust their stance in a few seconds.




Then it was drills. Joan had them doing a lot of blocks and punches over and over, and she was focusing on Jaime not blocking much with her off arm but doing more with her bionic arm. Aly thought that made a ton of sense. Maybe literally a ton. After all, a really great block from Jaime’s off arm could deflect a punch from a boxer. A halfhearted, sloppy block from her good arm might still be able to deflect a falling tree.




And kicks. Lots and lots of kicks. After all, Joan had three students who could kick a robot through a wall if they tried. And they weren’t going to get tired from repeating their kicks. Oh sure, Aly got sweaty because the rest of her had to work too, but an awful lot of her body was reinforced and stuff, just to protect her from what her bionics could do. So Joan was focusing on form. Getting that stance and that kick just right, and repeating it a lot, because muscle memory was totally different when you were working with bionics instead of normal muscles and normal feedback.




They worked through a ton of forms Joan had been teaching them. Aly had been working hard on all of them, but she really didn’t think she was doing them well enough. Then Joan started teaching them two new ones. Aly always felt better about working on stuff that Jaime and Kate hadn’t been working on for months or maybe years.




And like always, they wrapped up with sparring. All of them were careful, and they wore padding. Okay, since they had three bionic women and a teacher who could break concrete blocks with her bare hands and feet, they had lots of padding. Special kevlar full torso ‘vests’ with ceramet plates to protect stuff like your kidneys and your breasts and your stomach. Solid but tight-fitting helmets that also protected your face. Joan also had padding for her hands, elbows, forearms, knees, shins, and feet. And Jamie had a special thing for her off arm that took her like ten minutes to put on, because it was a skin-tight plastic with special joints for everything from her fingers up to her shoulder, and then molded titanium covering most of that. But it could fit under a long-sleeved shirt and glove, so it wasn’t like wearing a bulky suit of King Arthur armor.




The protective gear was kind of heavy for Joan, but it was fine for everyone else. Which Aly didn’t think was fair. But Joan didn’t mind. She said it was good training and discipline for her. Aly’s only complaint was the helmets interfered with her ability to track stuff by sound. Not that she said that in Joan’s training classes. Anyway, it didn’t matter when she was only sparring against one person, but it was something Oscar’s scientists worried about too.




And after sparring and showering, they walked out and there was a guy working on the railing Aly had bent all up. Aly tried not to be mega-guilty about it, but she was.




The guy turned around and grinned. “Hey Jaime! Kate! I see you’ve been playing tug-of-war with the safety stuff again.”




Aly blushed like crazy. And she was extra-blushy because the guy was cute in a messy construction guy way.




But the guy looked at Kate and Jaime’s expressions and guessed, “Ohh. The new girl.” He looked right at Aly and grinned, “Hey, don’t sweat it. You should ask about some of the stuff Steve busted up when they got him on-line.”




She couldn’t look him in the eye. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to.”




He sighed, but really, really quietly. Aly could still hear him. He looked at Jaime and asked, “Really, really new kid?”




Jaime nodded, “This is Aly. Aly Mack.”




He gave Aly a big smile. “Okay, Aly Aly Mack, I’m Xander. You’re gonna come over and have dinner with me and my wife, and we’re cleared to talk about all this jazz.”





…Team of Aly Mack, II



Aly glanced over at Jaime. “Am I allowed to? I mean, is this okay?”




Jaime grinned, “Yes. Xander has Top Secret clearance and Oscar issued him with Need To Know for all the bionic projects, since he’s the one who’s running the group who patches up everything we wreck. And his wife is Willow Rosenberg.”




Aly sort of froze in panic. “Willow Rosenberg?” she squeaked. “The Willow?”




Xander chuckled a little. “I take it you’ve been hanging with some of the bots.”




Aly managed, “I really like WillowDelta. She’s mega-nice. But she talks about Willow like…”




Xander smirked, “Like the way you talk about God? Don’t sweat it. My Willow isn’t God. She doesn’t even have a God Complex. She might be a godmother one of these days, though. You never know.” He looked at Jaime. “Does she have the hearing?” Jaime nodded again. “Okay, I’m gonna call my better half and make sure there’s food for three and no surprises.” And he strolled off far enough that even Aly couldn’t hear him.




Aly called out, “I don’t eat much!” But it looked like he ignored that.




So she turned to Jaime. “Are you sure this is okay?”




Jaime gave her a one-armed hug. “Trust me, it’s fine. They’re both really nice. And silly. The last time Steve and I had dinner with them, we laughed so hard I almost had a need for a bionic bladder. If they get a little too newlywed, you can walk home. They’re in the OSI training area too, while Willow’s working on her new project with Rudy. Their apartment’s in the block next to yours.”




Kate started spluttering with laughter. Aly looked over and Xander was gesturing wildly as he talked into his cellphone.




Oh. Right. Kate’s hearing wasn’t as good as Aly’s, but her lipreading was way better.




Kate finally managed, “No problem. Just a misunderstanding.” But Kate laughed some more. And blushed a little too.




Aly finally asked, “Is Xander… bionic? Or anything?”




Jaime smiled, “He’s… something. He and Willow aren’t enhanced, but they’re both smarter than they look. Xander defeated a secret lair full of fembots. With his brain. Ask them about it tomorrow, and try not to laugh if WillowDelta complains.”




“Or whines!” Kate smiled.




Aly couldn’t really see WillowDelta whining.




Xander walked back over. “Okay! No problemo. Will has enough for two normal eaters and a bionic woman. Well, a bionic Jaime-type woman, maybe not a bionic Kate-type woman. So we’ll just pick up some dessert on the way there.”




Right. Because Kate’s bionics were totally different, and she had all her limbs, they just didn’t work without special bionics because Kate had been in a wheelchair since she was six with a horrible degenerative disease that was mega-icky. Jaime and Aly just did not burn calories the way Kate and normal people did. Not that Aly had to worry about overeating and getting fat either. Not when she was missing part of her stomach and a lot of her intestines. And some other stuff.




Aly really tried not thinking about that, because it still bothered her a ton.




Xander smiled, “Ready to go? We need to pick up some dessert, so this is your big chance to get in the lobbying. And I wouldn’t mind a bit if you needed some Hostess goodness to keep your bionics running. Y’know, Will won’t let me have Twinkies and Ding Dongs and Ho Hos in the house except on special occasions. I have to buy ’em on my way to work and hide ’em in my desk.” He paused for a second and gave her a sneaky look. “Or maybe in my toolbox.”




Aly found herself smiling and trying not to giggle. Xander seemed a lot like Louis. A Louis who hadn’t grown up, just gotten older. And maybe naughtier.




He kept going. “So… what’s your pleasure? Pie? Cake? Ice cream? Donuts?” He stopped and did an amazing Homer Simpson imitation. “Mmmm… Donuts…”




She burst into giggles. She suddenly wondered how long it had been since she’d giggled at anything.




He grinned at his success. “Hmm… Maybe ice cream cake? Donut-filled pie? Pie filling filled donuts?”




She admitted, “I haven’t had an ice cream cake in ages.” She hoped she didn’t sound like she was begging.




“Egggggcellent, Smithers!” Xander crowed. He made a quick right turn, zigzagged a bit, turned onto one of the big crossroads, and drove a couple miles before he pulled into a strip mall that had a big Baskin Robbins. “What kind of cake? Rolled-up or regular? Has to be chocolate cake, but what kind of ice cream and frosting?”




She asked, “What if they don’t have the kind of cake we want?”




He smirked, “We cheat. We talk ’em out of the cake part, we buy the ice creams separately, we zoom home while the ice creams soften up, and we make the cake ourselves and shove it in the freezer to harden while we eat dinner. Then the organ recital, and then ice cream cake!”




“The organ recital?” Aly asked cautiously. “You play the organ?” She wasn’t sure if she wanted to sit there and have to listen to someone trying to play an organ for a while, because she sure remembered what it sounded like when Ray and his dad had ‘concerts’ in their house, because neither of them was ever going to be playing for the London Philharmonic.




He smirked, “The organ recital. Where we all eat too much and sit around moaning, ‘Oh! My stomach!’ and ‘Oy! My kidneys!’ and ‘Oh! My liver!’ until we’re ready for delicious ice cream cake.”




She tried pretty hard not to laugh out loud, because he did funny voices too. She was pretty sure two of the funny voices were probably supposed to be some of Ms. Rosenberg’s relatives, because those were totally ‘little old Jewish person’ voices.




“Do you play a musical instrument?” she asked.




“I’m killer on the kazoo,” he insisted. “I play the classics. Beethoven’s Fifth… ‘Whole Lotta Love’… ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time’…” And he made kazoo noises with his mouth to make the music, and they were hilarious.




She giggled some more. He was really funny.




They walked in and went straight to a big upright freezer chock full of ice cream cakes and other neat stuff. And there was a cake roll that was chocolate cake and mint chocolate chip ice cream, with what looked like hot fudge topping for frosting. Mmm.




Xander grinned down at her. “Do we have a winner?”




Aly nodded happily.




Xander pulled the cake out of the freezer, and then handed her a whole plastic rack of ice cream sandwiches in like half a dozen different flavors. He smiled at her, “You look like you’re having a severe ice cream deficit.” He slipped into a pretty okay Bart Simpson imitation. “Dude! You could die of malnutrition!”




She suddenly remembered that commercial, and she laughed out loud. Then she felt mega-embarrassed, and she looked around to see if anyone was glaring at her.




Xander pretended he hadn’t seen her be embarrassed. He looked at the people who were looking their way and loudly announced, “That’s right folks, Baskin Robbins ice cream cakes can cause spontaneous fun! Read those warning labels before you buy!”




And he just walked right over to the girl behind the cash register like he hadn’t just acted silly in front of a whole store full of people and he wasn’t embarrassed at all. She so wished she could do that.




Xander paid for the cake and the ice cream sandwiches, he left a tip in the jar when the girl smiled at him and kidded ‘drop by any time you want to tell people how great our ice cream is’, and he led Aly out to the truck.




He had an insulated bag in the back so the ice cream would stay cold. He told her, “Never hurts to have a few simple things along. A first aid kit, a car repair kit, stuff so it’s easier to go grocery shopping, whatever you need once in a while.” And he had some bungee cords in a construction-stuff kit, so he could make sure the insulated bag didn’t tip over on the way.




He parked way off to the side of the parking lot for the apartment. She looked at him, but he just smiled and pretended he hadn’t noticed. So she gave up and asked, “How come?”




He grinned at making her talk. “This side is about five feet higher than the far side. Every once in a while, this area gets a heck of a rainstorm and that creek probably floods, and that end over there is probably in the fifty year flood plain, based on the marks on the asphalt. Plus nobody dents my doors way over here.”




She didn’t point out that his truck wasn’t brand new and shiny and stuff, so the door dent thing was probably made up. Even if his truck looked a lot less banged up than she thought a truck for a construction guy would look.




They walked in, took the stairs up to the second floor, and walked to a door that — based on the apartment numbers on either side — should have said 213. No, it said 11010101, which looked like computer code.




Oh. Right. Duh. Binary, probably for 213. Not that Aly knew off the top of her head.




Xander unlocked the front door, waved her in, shut the door, and called out, “Honey, I’m home! And we have a dinner guest, so put your clothes back on!”




Willow Rosenberg came around the right-hand corner. The Willow Rosenberg. And gave him a glare. “Honestly. And we had another delivery guy who couldn’t find our apartment, so Lucy, you got some ‘splainin’ to do!”




He pouted. A grown man, and he pouted. Okay, it was a funny pout. “Oh come on, it’s hilarious. It’s our number in binary, and you’re Ms. Binary. Or maybe you’re just Binary, you know, right in between when she was Ms. Marvel and when she became Captain Marvel…”




She gave him a kiss and said in a Rocky the Flying Squirrel voice, “That trick never works!” Aly couldn’t help snickering.




Xander made a huge pretend sigh. “Fine. I’ll put the regular number plate back up. Sometimes you are no fun.”




“And don’t you forget it,” Willow insisted. “Or else it’s… the brussel sprouts for dinner!”




“Aagh!” Xander squeaked. “Not the Brussels sprouts! Anything but that!”




Aly couldn’t resist. “Even the comfy chair?”




Xander laughed. “Even the comfy chair. As long as there’s no soft pillow.”




Willow smiled, “Come on, Cardinal Fang. I’ll show our guest where she can wash up, and you wash those stinky hands and get started on stuff.”




Xander grinned and did a sort of Peewee Herman voice. “Well Captain Carl, did you remember to wash your hands?”




Willow burst into a giggle and pointed at the kitchen. Then she led Aly in the opposite direction. “Come on, Aly. The guest bathroom’s right over here. Jaime called and said you eat pretty much everything normal, but not a ton because of the bionics. And Delta called to say you’re very nice and to give me a list of everything she’s seen you eat so I’d know what you like.”




Wow. WillowDelta called to say that?




Willow must have spotted the surprised look on Aly’s face. She said, “Delta doesn’t have a lot of organic friends, and you’ve been uber-nice to her. So I’m really glad I get to meet you.”




Aly tried hard not to blush, but Willow was really nice. The Willowbots looked like her, but they were a lot more, well, robotic. The real Willow was bubbly and cheerful and smiley. And funny.




Aly glanced over toward the kitchen, which she couldn’t see because it was around the corner. She whispered, “What was the Peewee Herman-sounding thing?”




Willow burst into a huge grin. “It’s actual Peewee Herman stuff. Way, way back when Paul Reubens was with The Groundlings, they invented the Peewee’s Playhouse skit and they did versions of it on-stage. So there’s this tough guy, Captain Carl, who drops by to see Peewee and he rushes off-stage to go pee. He comes back later, and Peewee says, ‘Well Captain Carl, did you remember to wash your hands?’ So if Xander says that to you, you do this.” She suddenly pretended to put her hands right on Aly’s face and she announced, “No!” in a loud, surly guy voice.




Aly could hear Xander laughing all the way from the kitchen. Even without using her bionic hearing.




Willow pointed Xander at a big plate that had a raw steak on it, and he scooped it up before leading Aly out onto the balcony, where a nice grill was sitting there holding a little metal chimney full of hot coals. Xander spread out the coals, which were grayish-white, then he put the grill over the coals, and he put the steak on the grill.




“Now a couple things, Aly. Always use charcoal, not propane, for this, and always make sure the coals are like this, and always let the meat warm up for a bit after it comes out of the fridge so it cooks right, and always give it plenty of salt and pepper.”




“Okay.” She didn’t see herself as a grilling type of person, but she hadn’t seen herself as someone who became an OSI agent who tried to save the world.




He kept going. “Aaaand… You’ve got to cut yourself some slack. I took one look at your face out there today, and I recognized someone. Me. You’ve got that ‘I’m not good enough’ look out there. I know that feeling. I’ve lived it ever since I can remember. With me, it was my dad, always telling me how I was useless and a waste of space. That leaves a mark no one but us can see.”




“My dad would never!” Aly insisted angrily.




“No? Then who?”




She stared at her feet for a few seconds. “Me. I guess. My dad’s mega-smart. He’s got a Ph.D. in biochemistry and he invents chemistry stuff at a chemical plant. My big sister’s maybe even smarter. She’s a biochem genius too. MIT even gave her a scholarship so she’d go there! And my mom was planning on going back to school and earning a Masters in social work for her job. But she quit her job… because of me. I’m just a girl. Okay grades. Nothing special. I’m not the person who should’ve gotten mega-expensive bionics.”




Xander stared at the grill. “You do know that Jaime got her bionics just because she was dating Steve when she got hurt, right? And Kate got hers because she was besties with Oscar’s nephew. I’d say you’re just as deserving as either of them.”




“I’m not,” she admitted. “Jaime picked me because… I don’t know if you’re gonna believe this, but Jaime went to another universe to save it from an invasion from a hell dimension, and there was this girl on their team. This girl was a real superhero. I mean, she flew. She hurled lightning bolts. She had telekinesis. She could turn into a silvery puddle that was pretty much invulnerable. Her name’s Alex Mack. She’s me from another world. And Jaime thinks I can be like that. Well, I can’t. I still can’t even run right.”




Xander smiled at her. “I do believe you. How do you think Jaime picked out Willow?”




“Umm, wasn’t it because that jerkhead robotics guy kidnapped you two?”




Xander gave her a naughty smile. “Jerkhead’s not the word I would’ve used for that guy. But we’ll go with that. No, Willow’s another woman from this saving-another-universe team Jaime was on. Other-Willow makes your counterpart look like nothing. Other-Willow’s supposed to be a witch so powerful that she once cast a spell that affected specific people all over the entire planet.”




“Wow.”




He kept going. “Other-Willow fought the hellgoddess in that hell dimension in a magical battle that slagged acres of ground and caused a 10.0 earthquake. When the hellgoddess turned herself into a three hundred foot tall monster, Other-Willow turned herself into a giant Willow nearly that tall and beat the monster up. Now my Willow’s a genius. An uber-genius. But don’t you think that makes her feel inadequate? Other-Willow brought along buddies too. One of them is this guy who’s been fighting demons and vampires since he was fifteen, and he has no powers at all. How awesome do you have to be to do that? That’s Other-Me. I feel totally not of the adequate thinking about that guy. Jaime said that guy had scars all over his body, and he’d lost an eye, and he’d had broken bones and whatnot, and he just kept fighting. Me? Not so much. It was all I could do to convince Willow I was good enough for her, which I am so not. You’re way closer to Other-Aly than Willow and I am to our counterparts.”




“But… but…” Aly tried to explain things, but she couldn’t find the right words. “Jaime and Kate are so much better at this than me! I feel like I’m never gonna measure up.”




He flipped over the steak. “Maybe you should stop and think that through. Just remember Kate’s bionics are totally different from yours. Her feedback never changed. Her sense of touch and balance and everything stayed the same. It was just like her disease went away. It was the body she was used to, just stronger and more coordinated and faster. Jaime’s more like your sitch. And Jaime needed years and years to be where she is today. Your biggest problem is your self-esteem is killing you. I wish I could tell you how to fix that, but you just have to fight it every day. I still do. I mean, I look at my perfect, gorgeous, genius wife, and I think ‘she could do so much better than me’. It’s not like Tony Robbins walks up and hits you on the head with a self-esteem bludgeon and suddenly you’re all better. You just have to tell yourself every day that you’re getting better, and you deserve good things, and people like you. Maybe I should start quoting Stuart Smalley.”




She giggled a little, because she knew who that was.




When the steak looked gorgeous and smelled great, Xander put it on a clean plate that wasn’t covered in groty steak blood, and brought it into the kitchen. He told her, “The last two big secrets of steak magic. Don’t put it back on the plate with the blood, unless you like catching diseases from your food. And let it rest for a few minutes before you slice it, so it stays all juicy and the juices don’t run all over the cutting board.”




Willow walked into the kitchen holding hotpads, so she must have just put stuff on the table. “What are you two talking about? Secret steak recipes?”




Xander smiled lazily, “Oh, we’re just talking about how perfect you are in everything…”




Willow’s eyes bulged and she freaked, “Oh no! No with the perfectness! Not me! I’m so not of the perfect in anything! I mean, I’m really good with programming, and programmy stuff like math and physics and other sciences, and okay I can do other school-ish stuff…”




“Valedictorian,” Xander pointed out.




“…okay, yeah, but get me away from academia and I’m blech. I mean, it took me years just to get Xander to ask me out, and I’m no good at sports or anything people care about in high school, and WillowDelta said Aly ran track and had friends on sports teams and was a great photographer and was a yearbook editor, okay I was too but in the nerdy way, and Aly was totally better than me and way more ‘well rounded’ as they say on the college applications.”




Aly had never thought about someone amazing like Willow Rosenberg being all shy and nervous and not believing in herself. Not that she was going to say so.




Then Xander showed Aly how to cut a steak, and she found out that she wasn’t any good at cooking meat either, because Xander’s steak was awesome. With awesome sauce on top. Even if there wasn’t any sauce on his steak because his steak was too awesome to mess it up with sauces and stuff.




The rest of the dinner was good too, even if she didn’t eat a lot because her stomach wasn’t quite as big as a normal stomach. But she did have seconds on the steak. Tiny seconds. Even if the potatoes were good too, and the peas, and the salad, and the rolls. But she made herself stop before she was full, so she’d have some room for that ice cream cake.




And she also had to stop once to go to the bathroom, because Xander and Willow were so hilarious. And naughty. She hadn’t laughed so hard since… Since she didn’t know when. But way, way before the plane crash.




And then Willow wanted to cut the ice cream cake roll thing with a big serrated knife, even if that would probably wreck the cake part and get ice cream everywhere. But Xander had another crazy idea. Which worked. And Willow said a lot of his ‘crazy’ ideas were really genius ideas that were so far outside the box that regular box-type people just couldn’t get it. So they cut the cake with dental floss.




Yeah, it sounded goofy, but unflavored dental floss, wrapped all the way around the cake roll, sliced through it really well, and made the slices look just awesome, like something out of a magazine cover.




Baskin Robbins so needed to include dental floss in with their cake rolls, with instructions on how to cut their cakes. Only they would have to call it something else, like Royal Norwegian Cake Slicing Thread, so people would use it.




And the ice cream cake was mega-tasty. If she hadn’t already been stuffed to the gills, she would have eaten a second piece. Maybe a third piece too. After she had another couple slices of that steak.




And then, on top of a great dinner and great dessert and great company and great Xander-advice, they packed her off with some of the steak, and some of the potatoes, and some of the salad, and some of the ice cream cake, and most of the ice cream sandwiches. She hugged both of them bye and walked home. Even if it was only like a ten minute walk.




Okay, she jumped the tall iron fence between the apartment buildings when no one was looking, and she jumped the creek, and that cut the ten minute walk down to maybe four minutes.





…Team of Aly Mack, III



Jaime cuddled against her husband and asked, “How’d you know?”




Steve grinned, “You had that ‘what do I do now’ look when you came home.”




She gave him a nudge. Not a bionic-powered one, either. “No, how’d you know I didn’t have dinner prepped?”




He confessed, “Xander called. He said he was grilling steak, and he didn’t want me to look bad when Aly talked about it tomorrow. All right, he said ‘when Aly blabbed about it’ but you know what he meant.”




Jaime smiled. Xander and Willow were a really cute couple. At first glance, you wouldn’t think they could work, because what did a nerdy super-genius computer programmer have in common with a goofy high school educated construction worker? But they were both a lot more than that, and Xander was a lot smarter than he acted.




Dr. Franklin still ranted about Xander all the time. You knew you were doing something right when megalomaniac criminals concentrated on you instead of themselves.




And she knew perfectly well who had showed Steve how to grill veggies and fish and some assorted other things. Steve loved to grill, but he hated to cook. So anything that got added to his grilling repertoire became one less thing she cooked. And really, how did Xander figure out how to make grilled mac and cheese? Xander’s grilled mac and cheese was really good, and it was crispy all over, which she really liked. Although she thought the grilled mac and cheese squares were too weird to use for cheeseburger buns, even if Steve loved them. Okay, everybody loved them, even Oscar, who was not the most adventurous eater ever. But Oscar had needed to eat a lot of gross stuff as a field agent in out-of-the-way places, and so there were plenty of dishes that reminded him of food he had been forced to eat that he did not want to think about.




But the dinner had been lovely. Steve had grilled a pork tenderloin and ears of corn and foil packets of seasoned, sliced vegetables. Steve didn’t cook, but he didn’t count working in the kitchen making a marinade or doing a spice rub on meat as cooking, as long as the food was going onto the grill later.




At the rate Steve was going, it was only a matter of time before one of the things accidentally went into the oven instead of onto the grill. Jaime had already decided not to call that ‘cooking’ when Steve was around.




Wait a minute. “What do you mean that ‘what do I do now’ look?”




He kissed her hair. “You know. That look when you’re trying to figure out what to do next. Like when we got married, and then you realized we needed to live in one place instead of my apartment and your house, and neither was going to work for the two of us. Or when you were worried Kate wasn’t working out. Or when Willow’s fembots showed up and wanted to be your friends and we didn’t trust them. Or every time Aly has one of her ‘I’m not good enough’ spells.”




She confessed, “I think Aly never has an ‘I’m good enough’ moment. She just hides it better some of the time. She grew up with a genius older sister, and I don’t think her family realizes what it says to her that their dad spends so much time doing biochemistry with Annie. She’s got terrible self-esteem, and the plane accident made all that worse. I’d like to get her to talk to a good shrink who has OSI clearance and Oscar and Rudy both trust.”




He nodded. “You know, I remember a hot, sexy blonde who had similar self-esteem issues when she first got her bionics. And I remember a brunette who had self-esteem issues when she got her bionic treatment, especially when things weren’t going well. And maybe… just maybe… I remember a long, long time ago when an astronaut didn’t think he could live up to what Oscar and Rudy expected of him and their new crazy invention.”




She sighed. “I know. It’s kind of a shock. And really, the people who had too much self-esteem to start with never work out because they go supervillain on us. But it hurts to watch her. She does so well, and then she makes one little slip-up, and she gets so down on herself over it. And really, she’s already zoomed past me on martial arts, and she can’t see it. I’d be pretty discouraged if she was bragging about it and doing victory dances. Joan thinks Aly has real potential, and she tried to get hold of her sifu about it, but you met him that time, you know what he’s like. You can never get hold of him when you want to.”




He mentioned, “Impressive guy. Even with my bionics, I would not want to have to fight him for real.” He paused for a bit. “Tell me what’s really bothering you.”




She teased, “Are you sure you weren’t a psychiatrist, instead of an astronaut?”




He teased her in turn. “A child psychiatrist.”




But she knew that one of the things astronauts had to learn was how to make sure issues did not slowly turn into problems, and how to make sure that disagreements did not become fights. Two or three people stuck in a tiny space with no one else around for a long time? Even calm, collected astronauts with a chain of command needed to know something about conflict resolution.




She told him, “I feel like I’m not doing enough. Ever since I got back from Hermione’s dimension…”




He hugged her. “How much more could you do? You got Willow and Xander, and you checked on Buffy Summers and Samantha Carter. You tracked down Selina Kyle and found out she wasn’t in America because she was busy being a cat-themed jewel thief in Europe, and you caught her. You found out Hermione Granger wasn’t listed in the British computers because she’s a secret agent working for that weird little group.”




Jaime groaned, “That was a disaster. I had no idea her bosses were so touchy about cybernetics.”




He tried not to snicker, but he failed. Or at least she could hear it with her bionic ear. “You wouldn’t have been able to pull her away from that program anyway. She’s doing the same sort of work there that we do here.”




She complained, “Still, it would have been nice to be able to work with them if we needed some international cooperation.”




He pointed out, “There is an upside. We have a new set of names to watch out for. United Automation and its business connections, plus Clement Armstrong and his family.”




She noted, “I did manage to track down Dr. Rupert Giles, but he’s busy curating at the British Museum and wasn’t interested, except in a research consultant capacity. Hawkgirl and Batman? Not a chance. All I really knew about them was that Hawkgirl had real wings and was an alien, and Batman had a jaw like Jay Leno. Hermione’s friends Ron and Harry are tied up in the British JIC, doing espionage and security projects I wasn’t allowed to find out about. Colonel Jack O’Neill has some sort of Top Secret position overseeing something I don’t have Need To Know on, and even Oscar couldn’t find out more than that. And it’s not like I did all that much in Hermione’s world.”




He gave her a hug and said, “Sounds like someone else is having self-esteem issues.”




She frowned at him, “A lot of people could have done what I did there.”




He shook his head no. “I doubt it. Maybe you weren’t the best fighter or the best warrior or the best scientist, but you need to stop and think about the contributions you made.”




She scowled as she thought it over. “I really tried hard not to over-react when Buffy beat the crud out of me in sparring.”




“Crud?”




She rolled her eyes. “All right, maybe I’ve been listening to Aly a bit too much. But it is nice dealing with young women who are nice and polite and well-mannered, and don’t try to be Tank Girl or Li’l Kim. I still haven’t heard Aly say anything worse than ‘holy crud’, even when things went wrong.”




“And?”




She admitted, “And I still feel like I didn’t need to be there. I mean, Sam had to be there. She had the brains, and the knowledge about portals, and the planning, and the strategy and tactics, and she brought the weapons we needed. Hermione ran it and pulled the group together. Willow? Goes without saying. Buffy? You’d have to see her fight to believe it. She could take an army of fembots. Selina? We needed her for her theft skills and the teammates she pulled in. Alex? Incredible. I mean, she flies. She hurls lightning bolts. She has telekinetic powers. She was amazing. Way past amazing.”




He pointed out, “You’re really not giving yourself enough credit. Let’s walk through all the things you told me. You helped keep the arguments down to discussions, so they needed someone who’s not busy being an alpha type, like half your teammates. You could outrun Buffy and protect your perimeter. You could hear better than anyone else and take out vamps at a distance just by throwing chunks of wood through them. You could launch an attack on Dark Willow that was a big enough threat that she had to stop and deal with you, so Sam had time to recover…”




“She magically kicked my butt without trying.”




Steve kept going. “You could pick up an unconscious teammate and carry them at high speed all the way through a hell dimension without passing out. You could call home and get the technical support from Rudy that your team needed. You had the skillset to get through a huge labyrinth when a dragon was after you. You could run fast enough and fight hard enough to team with Buffy. You could outrun Buffy to provide security in a wider circle than hers, and you could hear the coast was clear when no one could see through the fog. You could operate as a guard on everyone’s six and catch up when you needed to. You could work just as effectively as Buffy as tac support. You had to be smart enough to figure out how to beat your opponent in that trap. You hear well enough that your split team could function without comms. You could move up and down a really steep cliff. You had the hearing and the experience to recognize what was happening when your giant earthquake was about to hit. You could run fast enough in a major earthquake to rescue Buffy. You did a lot of stuff that just didn’t seem that amazing to you, because you do it all the time.”




She pouted, “I don’t know. Sometimes it seems like I didn’t do enough to be on that team. I felt… replaceable.”




He shrugged a little. “It sounded like from what you said, the only really irreplaceable team members were Hermione, Willow, and Sam. Maybe not even Hermione, given all the witches you said were in her world. But it sounds to me like they needed everything you can do, and they needed it all in one package. So where would they find someone else who could do that? I think Aly’s not the only person around here with a little insecurity.”




She gave him a kiss for being there for her and being so Steve-like. And he kissed her back. And then they got involved with each other, and Jaime forgot all about her problems for a while. A long while.







The next morning, Aly woke up and showered. She had a neat pump bottle of body wash and one of special shampoo. They were so much better than a squeeze bottle of shampoo and a bar of soap, because sometimes when she was really sleepy she squeezed one or the other of them too hard, and then there was shampoo bionically squirted all over the place or a bionically squished bar of soap that was pretty much an ex-bar of ex-soap.




She skipped the oatmeal she had made a big batch of yesterday, because she had ice cream sandwiches in her freezer. She ate a chocolate chip one for breakfast instead. Mmmm! She had it with a banana just because her OSI doctor was really pushy about Aly eating right since Aly didn’t eat as much as she used to, because she couldn’t eat as much as she used to. And it was the last banana and it was already spotty and it was going to go bad if she didn’t eat it soon.




As soon as she got to the training center, Jaime had new cool stuff to show her! Dr. Wells had one of his groups working on high-powered guns for bionic fighters. Jaime thought everyone ought to practice with .357 Magnums and .44 Magnums because you could find Blackhawks and Colt Anacondas and stuff for those calibers, and it wasn’t that weird to see, like handguns chambered for much larger cartridges. Plus, someone like Aly or Jaime could do the ‘ooh I am a helpless girl and I am too frail to fire one of these big scary things’ routine if they needed to. But Magnums didn’t stop everything, so Dr. Wells had a team working on a weapon that only a bionic person or a bot could even fire: it was like the world’s biggest breech-loading pistol, only it fired a 20 mm shell that would go through a building, much less a badguy in an armored suit. If you weren’t bionic, it would pretty much break every bone in your arm trying to fire it.




It looked pretty amazing, but Aly wasn’t sure she could shoot someone with something that was going to kill them no matter where she hit them.




And Dr. Wells had a team working on special body armor for Jaime, and then for Kate and Aly. It was like Jaime’s arm armor. It fit so tight that it had to be made from a body mold, and then it was heavy enough that a non-bionic person would not like wearing it. Aly wasn’t sure she wanted to go through the body mold process, because she was going to have to be naked for it. And then, after the body armor, there were going to be special titanium helmets with facemasks that were also going to be molded. Aly wasn’t sure she would get one, since they’d already had to replace most of her skull with a titanium alloy when they replaced her ears and a lot of her face and scalp and stuff. She tried not to think about that either, even if sometimes she had nightmares where there was nothing left of her except this gross stuff that looked like a skinned Terminator.




But for regular day-to-day stuff and ordinary investigation tasks, Jaime was pushing this stuff that looked like heavy long underwear except with no arms or legs attached. It wasn’t that heavy, but it was like kevlar and it would stop a lot of bad stuff. Not a shell from that 20 mm ‘hand cannon’ thing, but a lot of bad stuff.




And then Jaime took Aly back over to the martial arts training room, where Joan was working out by beating the crud out of a training dummy.




Jaime smiled, “I know you’re already better than me at this, so I thought we’d start out here this morning.”




“Me?” Aly squeaked. She knew she’d been practicing a bunch, but really, there was no way she was better than Jaime, because hadn’t Jaime been doing martial arts for years?




Joan walked over. “Now today I want to work with both of you on some new throws. You’ve both been working hard on falls and leg reaps and leg hooks…”




“And pick-ups, and hip throws and sacrifice throws,” Aly added helpfully.




Joan smiled at her. “Yes. So I want to work with you two on shoulder throws and back throws. I think you’re both ready for this. Although you’re going to have to modify your throws based on your opponent. I don’t want to be responsible for a bionic woman trying a shoulder throw on an opponent and hammering him all the way through the floor. I especially don’t want you doing that to each other, unless you have enough protective gear on to survive something like that.”




“Okay, ma’am,” Aly said. She didn’t know what else to say. Because she knew she could do a lot of damage just with something simple like a pick-up, even when working with WillowDelta.




They walked toward the lockers to go put on some workout clothes and protective gear. But before they got to the locker room door, WillowDelta ran in and interrupted, “Jaime, I regret interrupting training time, but Rudy’s group detected some manner of entropic disturbance forming, and it appears to be centered… about a point three meters above you right now.”




Jaime checked, “An entropic disturbance?”




“What’s that?” Aly wondered.




And suddenly there was a bright purple light over her head, and as she looked up, WillowDelta and Jaime both rushed at her to get her out of the way of what looked like a freaky purple circle the size of the bottom of a really big wading pool.




Everything seemed to go into slow motion, just like when Aly was sparring. She tried to dive out of the way. Jamie tried to leap to Aly’s rescue. WillowDelta tried to grab Aly to yank her out of the way.




The portal sped up mega-fast and swept over all three of them before any of them could react… and they were gone.





…Dinner of Alee Mack, I



She asked, “You don’t think it’s weird that I like to go by ‘Alee’ instead of ‘Alexandra Louise’ and now my codename is Stormburst which has to do with storms, and ‘alee’ has to do with winds? That just seems sort of… weird.”




Robin just grinned. “Alee, that’s nothing. Wait till we run into the Rainbow Raider.”




She carefully checked, “Rainbow Raider? Is he, umm, gay?”




Robin shook his head no. “Not really relevant, but he’s got a weird color-related power. And his real name is Roy G. Bivolo. And he’s colorblind.”




She stopped short. “Wait, you’re teasing me. ROYGBIV is how we learned the colors of the rainbow when I was a little kid. How can anybody have a name like that? And how can someone with a name like that be colorblind? And how can someone with a name like that have rainbow powers? That’s too weird.”




He smiled, “That’s nothing! Get Batman to tell you about The Fiddler. Or—”




She suddenly realized that the shadow behind her was looming over her. She managed not to twitch. Well, not too much.




The Batman growled, “Telling tales out of school?”




Alee had no idea how he did it. She had met Superman, and she was on a team with Superboy, and either of them ought to be able to throw Batman to Mars, and Batman was still way scarier than either of them. Okay, Superman seemed like Mister Rogers with superpowers, and Superboy was really cute.




Robin just laughed. “You know I’m just briefing her on people she ought to know about. And she isn’t sure she’s happy with Stormburst. Even if I thought it was a great name. It’s got lightning and wind and water, and those go really well with her power set.”




Catwoman walked up from behind Batman. “Who came up with it?” she wondered.




“Megan did!” Alee piped up. She really liked Megan, even if Megan’s real name wasn’t even a human name, and Megan’s real form was pretty creepy. Megan seemed way more ‘normal’ than Robin or Aqualad or Superboy or even Artemis. And Megan was fun to just hang with and listen to music with, and Megan didn’t mind if Alee wanted to bake brownies or something else just kind of not-superheroic. Robin was okay and cute and smart, even if he was way too young for her, but if he caught Alee doing something like making someone a birthday cake instead of training some more, he acted like she was doing something bad, or at least dopey. What, did he have his own butler and cook and maid and stuff when he was with Batman?




The more she thought about it, the more she was sure that a guy like Batman wouldn’t have a butler or a cook or a maid around, because then someone else would know his secret identity. And anyway, butlers pretty much went out in the Masterpiece Theater days, didn’t they? But someone like Batman might have built an automatic food-making machine so you could get a hamburger or a grilled chicken sandwich or a drink whenever you wanted it. Except Batman would make sure everything that came out of it was mega-healthy with just the right amounts of vitamins and minerals and calories.




Not that she was going to ask. Batman wouldn’t like someone prying into his business or nosing around his secret identity, which was supposed to be secret. After all, she wouldn’t want people trying to find out who Stormburst really was and then doing bad stuff with that kind of information.




Anyway, Alee was totally sure that Robin knew Batman’s secret identity and all that stuff. So if it was ever important, she could just go tell Robin why it was important, and let him deal with it.




And really, Alee wanted to talk with Catwoman. In private. Batman must have spotted that, because he led Robin off for some secret stuff and left Alee with Catwoman.




Maybe everyone noticed, because Catwoman sat Alee down and asked, “What’s wrong?”




Alee admitted, “Umm, I need a new protective bra. Again. And a re-fitting on my uniform. Even if it’s expensive. I’m sorry.”




“Don’t be sorry. Do you need anything else? Regular bras? Bigger shoes or pants or anything?”




Alee tried not to blush. “Umm, no ma’am. Everything else is fine. I bought some new bras and some new tops. But I’m up almost another whole cup size, and my uniform is getting really tight to work in, and I just got a new one not that long ago.”




“What did Robin say?”




Alee really did blush then. “I can’t tell Robin this stuff. It’s too private. And Artemis thought it was a good sign and she hoped she blossomed like that. And Megan said it was great, because superheroines were supposed to get that Black Canary look. I so don’t have Canary’s look, and I could never wear that outfit she’s got now, and… well… I think I have ‘body issues’ like it says in Seventeen magazine.”




Catwoman sighed softly. Alee was pretty sure she murmured ‘woof’ also, even if that sounded pretty… odd. “Alee, I wish I could tell you differently, but we all have body issues. Well, Diana doesn’t. I mean, I don’t think she does. But every woman in the Justice League has been compared — unfavorably — to Wonder Woman at some point. Even Power Girl. And have you heard about those made-up stories about me in the Gotham City scum-rags?” Alee nodded uncomfortably, because what she’d heard was not nice. Mega-not nice. “They all draw what they think I look like, and they all get it wrong, and every one of them makes me look like a cartoon character I couldn’t possibly look like in real life. I mean, how is a cat burglar supposed to swing around skyscrapers and squeeze through tight spots if she has a pair of breasts the size of the Hindenburg?”




Alee admitted, “Artemis said we all ought to be wearing kinetic gel padding in our uniforms — well, not Superboy, because he’s, you know, Superboy — but if I put gel padding in my uniform on top of my boobies, I’ll look like… like… Well, you know. Like I stuffed torpedoes in my bra. And guys at the school are already staring. A lot. And I don’t even wear dresses or anything tight, I’ve been wearing t-shirts and overalls. I don’t know how Power Girl stands it. If I had her breasts, I totally wouldn’t put a huge viewing window in for ’em.”




“Let’s not bring in Power Girl. She’s an alien, and she has alien standards that are nothing like ours. I think a lot of her uniform’s actually see-through in a wide range of the electromagnetic spectrum so she can get more energy.”




Alee tried not to wilt. “Okay. But I don’t know what to do. It seems like my breasts are getting bigger every week, and Megan says I’m just at an age where I can get growth spurts like this, but I haven’t gotten even a tenth of an inch taller. And what if some other part of me starts swelling up next? Like my butt? Or my face? Or… something else I don’t want to swell? Because I don’t want anything swelling up!”




Catwoman pursed her lips in thought. “Tell you what. I’ll talk to Batman about this. Maybe the solution’s a minimizer bra in your uniform top. Or we fix your uniform and get you minimizer bras to wear in your daily life so you don’t feel so stared at. And I’ll ask around and see if I can find a Justice Leaguer who went through this at your age and can talk to you about how she coped.”




“’Kay. Thanks. Sorry to be such a weirdo about stuff,” Alee muttered miserably.




“Honey, you’re not being a weirdo. Lots of girls don’t feel comfortable with their shape at your age, and the advertisers and fashion houses make things a lot worse with models who look like they could fall through a sewer grate if they’re not careful.”




Alee snickered a little bit. “You’re awesome. I wish I could talk to you more.”




“You can. Really!” Catwoman exclaimed. “Show me your team comm system and put it on ‘phone’. I’ll let it pair with my phone and we’ll swap numbers.”




“Cool! That is so neat. Aqualad gets so cranky if I ask about stuff like that,” Alee burbled.




Catwoman carefully said, “Well, you have to remember that Aqualad isn’t American. And he has his own means of communication. He doesn’t see tech like this as a good thing.”




“Oh. Yeah. Right.” Alee sighed, “I’m not any good at this. I try to be friendly and thoughtful and stuff, and I end up making everyone grumpy with me. I mean, Superboy’s always grumpy, but sometimes when I try to be his friend, he just gets even grumpier. Maybe when I get my powers under control and I get enough training, I’ll just quit and go home. It’d be great to just be able to hang with Robyn and Nicole and Ray and everyone. Even if I’d miss Megan and Artemis. Megan’s way better with everyone else.”




“You need to remember that she’s known them longer than you have, and she knows things about them they haven’t shared with you yet because she was there when things happened. And she’s telepathic, so she probably knows when people start tensing up, and she eases off instead of making a tiny mistake that perhaps gets overblown.”




Alee mentioned, “Also, she’s cute. All the guys think she’s cute.”




“You’re being way too hard on yourself. You’re a strikingly pretty young woman, and we all know Megan’s true form is not ‘cute’ in the least.”




“But I like Megan!” Alee insisted.




“I do too. And that is not the point. At all. You’re pretty, and you’ve been trying to hide that for years, and now you’re moving from ‘homecoming court babe’ toward ‘superheroine figure hottie’ and you don’t know how to cope with that.”




“I’m not a superheroine figure hottie!”




Catwoman stared her down. “Let’s see. Long blonde hair. Gorgeous face. Amazing body. Kickass powers. Honey, I hate to break it to you, but you’re rapidly approaching Black Canary looks, only with better powers.”




“Me? Better than Canary? No way. She’s awesome. Mega-awesome! I can’t even beat Robin in sparring.” Catwoman stared at her until she confessed, “Okay, I don’t use any of my powers when we spar because he’s trying to teach me stuff.”




“And do you spar with Superboy? Or Miss Martian?”




Alee looked down at her feet. Her still-in-super-uniform feet that Megan thought ought to have higher heels. “Well… yeah. But Conner takes it easy on me. And I spar lots with Megan and that’s really fun when we’re all telekinetic battles, but I can’t block her telepathy unless I go silvery, and I still don’t get why that works.”




Catwoman just pointed out, “And how many people on Earth can spar with Superboy and not get crushed into tomato paste?”




Alee insisted, “Conner’s super-careful! He wouldn’t do that.”




“Is that what you’re going to say to Batman? Because he won’t accept that kind of answer.”




Alee shrugged. “I can spar with anybody, but that doesn’t tell me how I’m really doing. Practice time with your friend isn’t ever gonna be like a real fight against someone like Solomon Grundy or you know…”




Catwoman smiled. “That’s a smart answer.”




Alee grimaced, “Well, it’s what Robin said. So I knew it was a smart answer. He’s smart. Way smarter than me, and he’s way younger.”




“Robin’s had a lot longer to train. And he trained under Batman, who is a lot tougher on trainees than anyone else. And he’s been lectured at by Batman for years, so he’s heard these things before. That’s what you’re seeing.”




Alee sort of shrugged. She didn’t really believe that. Robin was amazing. Mega-amazing. He was like thirteen, with no meta powers, and he could take on badguys that would probably scare the pants off her. And he would take on badguys like that. And he’d win too.




She was so not cut out to be a superhero.




And Robin was back, without Batman. Yeah, she could figure this out. Catwoman patted her on the shoulder and went off to tell Batman about Stormburst, who couldn’t even deal with bras that don’t fit.




Robin asked, “Have a good chat with her?”




Alee shrugged, “Sure. Girl stuff.”




Robin insisted, “You know, you can go to Aqualad about team things. Or you can talk to Megan.”




She tried not to blush. “It’s just… uniform stuff. Body stuff. Aqualad wouldn’t get it. And Megan’s a shapeshifter. She’s super-super-nice, but she doesn’t get it either.”




Robin nodded. “There’s a lot of Earth life that Megan doesn’t get. She just fakes it really well, even if she has to do a little telepathy to find out what the people around her think she ought to say or do. But you’re helping on all of that.”




“Thanks. But this is stupid stuff I oughta be able to handle all by myself.”




Robin frowned. “We all have things like that. We’re sure we should be able to cope. And they usually turn out to be things we need someone else to help with.” He glanced off to the side. “Come on. Let’s have dinner with the grups.”




“The grups?”




He smiled. “The grown-ups. They don’t own you, so there’s no ‘own’ in there.”




She checked, “Did you make that up too?”




He slowly shook his head as he smiled a little bit. “I got the word off Old Star Trek. You can never have enough pop culture in your vocab.”




“True dat. Mega-true.”





…Dinner of Alee Mack, II



Catwoman was utterly unsurprised that Batman went into interrogation mode as soon as he was sure she was out of Alee’s hearing. He growled, “What’s the problem?”




She rolled her eyes at him. “She’s growing. Again. And her uniform doesn’t fit anymore, and she’s self-conscious about her body, and she’s having trouble coping with the fact that she’s developing the classic superheroine physique when she still thinks of herself as the ordinary, average girl who hides behind a pair of overalls and a messy hat.”




He just stared in thought.




She asked, “What?”




He admitted, “That’s not an area I have any expertise in. Barb never showed any concerns about her costume. And Cassie doesn’t talk about that.”




“Cassie doesn’t talk about anything!” she fussed. “Look, this is something that you’re just going to have to let Megan and me handle. Body issues are normal for someone Alee’s age, and what she’s probably really worried about is not being able to fit in when she goes home. Unlike some people, she doesn’t want to spend twenty-three and a half hours a day superheroing.”




“I don’t want to spend twenty-three and a half hours a day superheroing.”




She took the cheap shot. “Oh. Right. You want to spend twenty-eight hours a day superheroing.”




She watched his eyes as he ran through a couple dozen possible responses. Interestingly, his face shifted into his ‘Bruce Wayne, Playboy’ pose. “That’s not what you said last night.” Then the grim visage of The Bat reasserted itself.




All right, one point to Playboy Bruce for that. Last night, the Batman had made it an early night, then Bruce Wayne took Selina Kyle out for a late date at an expensive gala, and then… Well, he certainly did know how to make this kitty purr.




She asked, “And have you told her why you wanted her on the team that went to face off against Gravitas?”




“No. Not yet.”




She gave him a look. “What about Faith Lehane?”




“Under surveillance. Still engaged. Still not speaking to Summers. Still showing no signs of meta abilities or interest in criminal enterprises.”




“And the rest?”




“You know about Harris and Madison and Summers. Rosenberg: deceased. Jaime Sommers: tennis coach at a ranch outside of Ojai. Colonel Jack O’Neill is on a top secret project that even the Justice League can’t get clearance on, and I find that deeply suspicious. Carter’s other colleagues we don’t have enough intel to track down, although I have collapsed the possibilities on Carter’s linguist to one of sixty-one likely researchers. Hermione Granger appears to be doing data analysis for a superhero group in England, and I have reason to believe that one of those metas is this world’s Harry Potter, along with Rodolphus Lestrange’s widow.” She remembered Lestrange and his wife from a Justice League International crisis. She’d thought his wife was too crazy to make a solid superhero, but she’d been wrong about things like that before. “And—” He stopped abruptly.




Robin made more noise walking along than he needed to, so the Bat-guys were scheming again. Robin wanted to make sure Alee didn’t walk in on Bat-exposition about Stormburst. Or Bat-interrogation about Stormburst.




Stormburst was really a pretty good name. Some days it seemed like almost everyone else was fixated on the ‘Animal Person’ and ‘Color Noun’ naming styles, unless they were in the ‘Astounding Guy’ naming style, like Spitcurl and Diana.




And she was not cutting Spitcurl any more slack until he dealt with Superboy like the kid was a person, and not another Lex Luthor scheme. Even if there was definitely a Luthor scheme in there.




Robin grinned, “See Alee, I told you they weren’t going to be necking.”




“Robin!” Alee hissed, in an utterly mortified tone. “I didn’t say anything like that!”




“We know you wouldn’t,” Batman insisted in his deepest growl. Not that he could intimidate Robin at all.







Alee trailed along as Batman led them to a part of the facilities she hadn’t been in yet. It was a room with a ton of complicated gadgets and a big circle in the middle of the floor. They stepped into the circle.




Robin couldn’t resist. He grinned, “Four to beam up!” Batman just gave him a glare.




And suddenly they were in a matching room somewhere else.




Robin smiled, “Welcome to the Watchtower.”




Alee almost stumbled stepping off the teleport pad thing. The Watchtower! “We’re going here for dinner? I thought we’d just sit at a table near the kitchen. You know, down… there.” She was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to talk about their secret base to anyone who didn’t already know, even to people who were part of the Justice League.




Batman gave her a tiny smile. “Good op sec, Stormburst.”




Right. Up here, she was Stormburst all the time, not some jerky kid named Alee.




She was on the Watchtower, like real Justice League people and stuff! It was really all she could do for a few seconds not to jump up and down and squeal. She was totally glad she’d opted for a really good cowl along with a full body uniform, so people couldn’t really see her eyes, and they couldn’t see any of her face above her upper lip. And she was hoping her mouth and chin weren’t giving away too much. Except to Batman and Robin, because she already knew she couldn’t fool either of them.




She just hoped Catwoman could keep a secret and didn’t go blab to Batman about Stormburst’s boobie-bursting problem. Alee didn’t think she could stand the embarrassment if Batman knew she was freaking about her body. Anyway, guys probably thought all girls just sat around and hoped for humongous breasts that would take Wonder Woman’s muscle tone to manage.




And going into the Watchtower cafeteria just made her feel like a whiny jerkhead. There were people sitting there being totally okay with stuff, and they had way worse body problems than she did. Like Metamorpho, who was sitting with a couple other metas and just having a normal dinner. She would never be able to handle it if she looked like that. She was a total basketcase if she had to go to training time just with splotchy stuff on her face. Especially if someone like Canary was there and was going to see her.




Okay, she used the plastic ‘makeup’ stuff Canary showed her and Artemis. It was gross. It was like spraying paint on your skin, and it was totally groty to get off afterwards. But it worked mega-great. Perfect coverage, no oiliness, no streaking, no smearing, no rubbing off in a big fight, no sweating off after hours of heavy training. And she only needed it on her lower face and the top of her neck and her lips, which were the only parts of her that showed when she had her uniform on. Still, spray foundation, spray contouring, and spray lipstick took a few minutes to apply, and a few weeks to learn how to apply right, especially so Stormburst’s lips and jaw and lower face looked different from Alee Mack’s. So… not really useful except for planned stuff, like training times or taking your turn at the duty station or suiting up for a planned outing. Or it would have been mega-helpful on this, if she’d known early enough to go apply it, because not blushing like a dork in front of Batman would have been swell.




She wondered if the Metamorpho thing was why Batman brought her up here for dinner. Because every time he did something, there always turned out to be a reason. Maybe several reasons on top of one another. Maybe with Batman it was more that the reasons were hidden underneath each other.




They got food. Really great food, which was pretty cool, because she was used to cafeterias like school cafeterias with icky stuff covered up with icky sauce that was maybe an icky color too. And cheap salads that were mostly iceberg lettuce, which Seventeen magazine said was not all that nutritious, even if Teen Beat said it was a huge part of Livewire’s secret diet plan. But the Watchtower’s cafeteria was awesome. Mega-awesome. With awesome sauce on it. Alee made her own salad so it had lots of baby greens, and chopped red onions and sliced black olives and pitted green olives stuffed with blue cheese and some really nice tiny tomatoes in a bunch of different colors, and a honey mustard vinaigrette on it. Plus a bunch of pasta primavera, which her mom never fixed, and sliced roast pork tenderloin with a yummy sauce that had cherries in it, and really creamy mashed potatoes, and asparagus with a yellow sauce Robin said was real hollandaise sauce which Alee wasn’t sure she’d ever had before. And Catwoman even said it was okay to go back for seconds.




Batman said that if no one got to go back for seconds, the Flash would go on strike. Catwoman nearly laughed, so Alee figured out it was a joke, even if she didn’t think Batman ever did joke-y stuff. And maybe guys like Flash burned up tons more calories than everyone else. She sure would if she ran a couple thousand miles between meals.




They sat down at a small table in one of the little private dining rooms off the main cafeteria area. And wow, Batman’s tray looked like it was laid out in an advertisement for the perfectly-balanced meal. Even the food on his main plate was perfectly arranged and not touching the other stuff, and in careful portions. Was he secretly obsessive-compulsive or something?




They ate for a couple minutes before Batman asked in that gravel voice, “Robin, I’d like an assessment of Stormburst’s combat capabilities and fighting style.”




“I just bet you would,” Catwoman whispered.




Robin glanced over at Alee and gave her a tiny wink. “Well, the key thing is she doesn’t want to hurt people. Which is good for dealing with standard Level 1 and Level 2 crime. But she takes a little too long scaling up when faced with threats of unknown levels. And she takes it easy on me.” He slipped into a pretend whisper. “I think she likes me.”




“What about when she spars against Aqualad or Kid Flash or Superboy or Miss Martian?”




Robin snickered a little. “She sort of kicked Wally’s ass.” Alee turned red and just stared into her food. “He started off using his speed like usual, and gave her the usual taps when he got inside her guard. But the second time, he… umm…”




“He patted me on the butt!” she complained. “Jerkhead. I mean, he could’ve hit me at a thousand miles an hour, which would be way jerkier, but that was so not okay.”




Robin grinned, “He was trying to flirt, and he overdid it. So she started putting up invisible telekinetic speedbumps and tripwires and walls in his most likely paths. It was a good piece of fast analysis. And Wally couldn’t see them, so he ran into a lot of them. Or tripped over them and rolled until he hit a wall. Or went face-first into them. I had to use the training room’s sonar system to track how many she put up, but she got him good.”




Alee admitted, “And it hurt. I mean, when I have a telekinetic barrier up and it gets slammed really hard, it gives me a headache. Sparring with Superboy, I have to be mega-careful, because he could punch one of my barriers extra hard and maybe knock me out. So Robin and Artemis and Black Canary have been teaching me blocks and guide parries and redirects, and doing them with my tk too, and they help a lot.”




Batman growled, “Stormburst vs. Miss Martian.”




Robin smiled, “Stormburst goes silvery to block MM’s telepathy, and then it’s mainly a tk construct battle, because Stormburst isn’t going to fry MM with a lightning blast in a spar. Stormburst has more power, but MM has more practice at it, so it’s usually a close match. Stormburst has won most of the last half dozen.”




“Stormburst vs. Aqualad.”




Robin said, “First few spars all went to Aqualad, since she ramped up too slowly before she had a handle on his power levels. Since then, she’s been tossing him around pretty good. The last one, they had the spar underwater, she stayed silvery, and he won that one, but not by much. She’s tougher than she realizes.”




“Stormburst vs. Artemis.”




Robin didn’t smile. “She doesn’t use anything except hand-to-hand skills with Artemis, and she’s years behind on martial arts. But she’s learning. If she used everything she has, the spar would be over in about five seconds.”




“That wouldn’t be fair,” Alee mumbled.




Batman growled, “We’re not trying to be fair. We’re trying to teach you how to protect yourself and protect others.”




Alee insisted, “Well then, I need to spar with Robin and Artemis not using any of my powers, so I can learn this stuff, and then I can handle a regular crook like I was just a martial arts type and not a meta at all.”




Batman rebutted, “Or else you need to be prepared to handle ‘regular crooks’ using every level of your power set. What if it’s a regular crook but he’s carrying a submachine gun and he has body armor under a tac vest, including hand grenades and gas grenades?”




Alee chewed and swallowed. “Okay, I can pretend I’m going all Black Canary on someone but when I touch ’em I can hit ’em with a huge shock and drop ’em. Or I punch ’em with a telekinetic strike while I fake the martial arts part. So it still looks like I’m just really good at Kempo. Or Shotokan. Or some of the other stuff I’m trying to learn. I really like Shotokan. Or I can pick up something like a can of soup and throw it and use my telekinesis to make it look like I have Robin’s kind of aim.”




Robin snickered, “Wally was trying to snitch cookies while she was baking with Megan, and they chased him all over the place with several tk-driven chocolate cream pies while they stayed in the kitchen. Even Conner and Kaldur laughed.”




Catwoman carefully asked, “Is there a problem between you and Wally? Or something else?”




Alee tried not to blush a ton. “No! Not that either. He apologized about the butt-pat. He was just clowning around. And even if I did like him that way, which I don’t, Artemis likes him and they’re a cute couple.”




Catwoman smiled, “Girlfriend solidarity?”




Alee nodded, even if she didn’t think she and Artemis were really BFFs. There were lots of times Artemis didn’t want to talk about stuff, and Alee was pretty sure she was hiding some big secrets. Okay, most of the team was hiding big secrets. She knew Megan’s secret, and she had some suspicions about stuff Conner didn’t want to tell her about, and Kaldur had some secrets too, and Robin was full of secret Batman-like stuff. But Artemis sort of shut her out when the girltalk got too near touchy areas, like her mom, her dad, her sister, her whole family, her old friends, her old life, her training… Artemis had a giganto list of things she didn’t want to talk about, at least not with Alee.





…Dinner of Alee Mack, III



Alee was expecting more interrogation or whatever. But Batman waited until after dinner — and dessert, because the cafeteria had really good cakes, plus soft-serve ice cream in six different flavors — before he asked Alee the hard question. “Give me one adjective defining each of your teammates.”




Alee gulped. “I, umm, didn’t know there was gonna be a pop quiz.” Batman just stared at her. “Okay, maybe I did know, because you do stuff like that. But I don’t want to be mean.”




Robin said, “Don’t be mean. Be… insightful. Maybe even outsightful.”




She scowled at him. “Okay. Fine. Robin: driven. Megan: friendly. Conner: unhappy. Aqualad: bossy. Red Arrow: hurt. Wally: impulsive. Artemis: defensive. Now they’re all gonna hate me.”




Robin just said, “That’s pretty good. I’d agree with six out of seven.” He paused for a fraction of a second. “Maybe all seven. I am pretty ‘driven’.”




She nodded. She didn’t know why he was so driven, but she knew he was, and she knew Batman knew, and she knew Batman trained him really hard, even if it probably wasn’t as mean as the training Artemis got from her dad, which must have been really uber-creepy and sick, just from stuff Artemis didn’t think was too horrible for their team training time.




Catwoman asked, “Which of them have lied to you?”




Alee winced. “Umm, do I have to answer that?” Everyone just waited. Crud. “Okay. All of ’em. Some of ’em just shut me out when they don’t wanna say stuff to me, but there’s plenty of fibbing. I mean, I try to be friends, and I know there’s secret identity stuff except with Conner and Kaldur, like Robin doesn’t even want me to know his first name is ‘Tim’, but still it’s hard being the new kid, and sometimes I just wish they’d tell me the stuff they’re all stressed about so I can be their friend. And now I feel like I’m talking behind their back, which I don’t like.”




Robin suggested, “If you were the team leader and the JL wanted a management review, you’d have to provide the same answers. You’re not being mean to people. And there’s no question that we all have issues. Having someone look at those issues and try to help is a good step. Some of us? Those ‘twelve step’ plans just don’t have enough steps built in.”




Alee still felt bad about dissing her teammates who were her friends and sort-of-friends. Well, she wanted to be friends with all of them, even if some of them maybe didn’t want her to be their bestie.




Robin smirked at Batman, “Okay, you got to be mean to Stormburst. So do we get the intel on Gravitas now?”




Alee winced a little. That hadn’t gone well. Maybe if she could have gotten Robin and Kid Flash to stop arguing. But Aqualad just told them to stop it, and that didn’t help. And Superboy didn’t want to take orders from Aqualad or Robin either. And Artemis got all snarky at everybody, which made things worse. Maybe if Miss Martian had been there, she could have gotten everyone to cooperate, but Stormburst sure couldn’t. So then Kid Flash took off on his own to handle stuff and Superboy took off after him, and then Robin and Aqualad needed her to ‘carry’ everyone else to the mission site. She was pretty fast, but using her tk to fly and also carry four other people and their gear, and also needing to put up shields in front of everyone because of her airspeed? Slowed her down more than she liked. So by the time the rest of the team got to the university campus where Robin thought Gravitas would go, it was too late. Superboy was buried under tons of crushed building, and Kid Flash was maybe seven miles up and still heading upward and about to run out of air. Alee took off after Kid Flash and pulled him into her morph before he ended up flying into outer space, and she flew back down with him, and Superboy dug his way out about the time she landed with Kid Flash. And Gravitas hadn’t killed anybody or stolen anything, so the whole team felt really stupid.




Well, Alee felt really stupid. There she was in a superheroine uniform, with people gawking at her and her team, and Gravitas had already showed up and all she did was she scared some snotty professor so bad he wet himself in front of a whole auditorium of lecture attendees, and then she crushed the professor’s big fancy labs into a boulder, and she was already gone, after making Superboy and Kid Flash look lame.




Boy, was Conner grumpy about that. Wally was mostly embarrassed. And glad someone saved him.




Batman glowered, “Fine. Gravitas. Samantha Carter, Ph.D. In physics, specializing in—”




“In gravity!” Robin interrupted.




“In relativistic quantum mechanics. Her doctoral dissertation was on integrating Galois theory and category theory with quantum chromodynamics to predict feasible algebraic topologies for the quantum foam.”




Holy crud. Alee figured she understood maybe a quarter of the words in that, even if you counted ‘for’ and ‘the’.




Batman kept going. “Unfortunate early life. As a child, she was sick and in a car with her mother rushing her to the hospital on a rainy day when there was a crash. Her mother died in the front seat while Samantha was unable to get out of her booster seat to do anything about it.”




Batman and Robin just stared at each other for long seconds. Alee really wanted to know what that was about, and she figured there was no way the guys were ever going to tell her. Maybe they knew someone else who had gone through something like that and turned into a super.




Robin finally said, “But she still had her dad, right?”




“No.” Batman looked like he wanted to punch someone. A lot. “Her father blamed her for the accident. Her older brother believed their father. She missed the funeral and the aftermath because she was in the hospital with fulminating pneumonia, so she never had a chance to go through a normal grieving process. She was sent off to boarding schools and summer schools and advanced schools, where she had trouble making friends and relating to the other girls, who were usually older since she skipped several grades. That was exacerbated by her father insisting on yanking her out of one school and moving her to another whenever the Air Force moved him somewhere else.”




“Even though she was already in a boarding school?” Robin asked suspiciously.




“Sounds like he was trying to punish her,” Catwoman murmured.




“What a jerkhead,” Alee whispered.




“Unsurprisingly, she has no connection to her family anymore. Her brother has failed to understand why. Her father won’t talk about it. She attended prestigious universities on science scholarships, and did some remarkable work on what most researchers assumed was purely theoretical. It seems that everyone, even her major professors, underestimated her.” Batman gave a scowl that should have made Samantha Carter’s dad run for cover.




He kept going, “She published pieces of her dissertation in four different journals, ranging from theoretical math and applied math to theoretical physics. Note that she did not publish in an applied physics journal, which ultimately led others to underestimate her work even more. She then applied her research and research methodologies to interactions between the strong and weak nuclear forces, and also to interactions between gravity and the strong nuclear force. Then she did the same to astrophysics problems related to black holes and quasars and pulsars and neutron stars. Hawking has already publicly said that she should have been awarded a Nobel Prize for any two of these. The crisis occurred when she applied her intellect to the problem of gravity and its interactions with quantum mechanical conceits. She was convinced by one of her major professors to present some new research findings at a physics conference at the University of Chicago, even though she has never been comfortable with public speaking.”




Robin just said, “Those guys. Milnoski and Gregorovic.”




Batman nodded abruptly. “Right. Two men who had spent their careers writing papers on quantum gravity and theorizing about quantum gravity. They were in the audience, and about halfway through her presentation they realized that she was going to destroy their reputations by taking everything they had hypothesized and tried to substantiate, and throwing it into a trashcan. It is unlikely that Carter realized that was the case, or she would have been better prepared for what happened.”




“They attacked her,” Alee guessed.




Batman nodded tersely. “Yes. Strictly ad hominem arguments, but enough to discompose a poorly-socialized young woman who was already out of her element. They publicly humiliated her.”




Catwoman asked, “And they didn’t think there would be any consequences?”




“They were firmly criticized by the conference chairs, several people who had attended the talk, and their professional societies. Carter’s major professors had a number of unpleasant things to say about them. But that was it. No loss of tenure, no penalties from their universities. Samantha Carter dropped out of academic research and created a small start-up. No one realized what that meant, either.”




Robin muttered, “These guys are deeply stupid.”




Alee said, “And if all she’s doing is making ’em pee their panties, then maybe they deserve a visit from Gravitas.”




Batman glared at her, and she tried not to wince too much. He continued, “She destroyed the research labs of Milnoski and his grad students, which completely destabilized the physics building on that campus. A lot of people could have been killed, although everyone managed to escape before entire physics labs were crushed to the size of a compact car. She crushed Milnoski’s house into an object roughly the size of a pickup truck and threatened to do the same to him. He’s currently in Witness Protection and afraid to go outside or even open a curtain. I foresaw the probability that she would go after Gregorovic next, and I alerted Robin. I was also considering the remote possibility that Dr. Carter might have a connection with Stormburst.”




“Me?” Alee asked in confusion.




“You,” Batman insisted. “We were alerted about Dr. Carter’s potential just too late to prevent some intervention from LexCorp that put her in a wheelchair. She now mistrusts all corporations too, so an attempt to get her some funding and help from a major corporate source failed. However, the reason we knew about you is the same reason we knew about her.”




Alee wondered, “The crazy thing about Catwoman going to another universe and meeting me? I mean, another me?”




“Yes,” he admitted. “One of the women she met was Alexandra Louise Mack. One of them was Samantha Carter. A Ph.D. in astrophysics as well as Air Force major. We are checking out the rest, as well. We have seen… some linkages that should not occur if random chance were all that was involved. So I thought there was a probability that you could see a way to defeat Gravitas.”




She sort of thought it was way more likely that Gravitas would crush her into a golf ball sized thing and launch her into outer space. And Batman knew that was a possibility. Not that she had the nerve to say that to Batman’s face.




Robin glanced at her and said, “You look overwhelmed. Try and take it down a notch so you’re just whelmed.”




If Batman hadn’t been sitting right there staring at them, she would have stuck her tongue out at Robin.




Catwoman must have noticed she wasn’t mega-thrilled about how things were going, so she smiled, “Come on, Stormburst. Let’s take a quick trip to the Little Kitties’ Room.”




Okay, that was funny. And Alee knew perfectly well that if you wore a costume like Catwoman’s, then getting in and out of it to go pee wasn’t a ‘quick trip’. Alee’s uniform wasn’t that bad, but it still took some work to get in and out of it, unless she used her morph.




As the two of them stepped out of the cafeteria into the hall to some of the Watchtower restrooms, alarms started blaring, and red lights started flashing in Morse code. Robin did the same thing at Mount Justice, the team HQ, so she knew the ‘dah dah’ blinking was ‘M’ for a magical attack picked up by the special sensors on the Watchtower, a bunch of which weren’t even based on Earth tech.




She turned to ask Catwoman what they were supposed to do, but there was a flash of purple light in a big circle under them, and they dropped through before Alee could react.




And Batman was already sprinting around the corner to the rescue! He threw something their way, even as Alee tried to hang onto Catwoman and still fly straight up out of the purple thing. But she was pulled down too hard by the circle for her to escape, even if she could push upward with tons of force.




All she could do was telekinetically grab the thing Batman threw as she was sucked downward. She could see Batman shooting a grappling hook her way, and then she spotted the Flash sprinting her way at super-speed, but she was already through the purple stuff.




She was somewhere else. And she was holding Catwoman’s belt.




Where the heck had Batman hidden a Catwoman belt, and why did he have a copy, and why was he ready to throw it through a portal that closed too fast for anybody to react to it? That guy was so over-prepared it was freaky.





…World of Alexan Mack, I



Mr. and Mrs. George Mack, of Paradise Valley California, were proud to say that they were perfectly normal, thank you very much. Other than the fact that George was a Ph.D. biochemist, which was not a common occupation. Or the fact that their older daughter Annie was a biochemistry genius, like her dad.




Or the fact that their younger daughter Alex could do magic.




Oh, they hadn’t believed it was magic. Not for the longest time. That would be crazy, or so they told each other. The first several incidents had all been attributed to biochemistry accidents. After all, it was not as if George hadn’t turned their lovely two-car garage into a fully-equipped chemistry lab. And it was not as if a lot of the experiments running in the garage hadn’t been Annie’s, and plenty of those had been… less than ideally controlled.




But both George and Barb had realized that something unusual was going on the day when Barbara’s Aunt Edna had visited. The woman had brought two remarkably ugly sweaters for ‘Anne Barbara and Alexandra Louise’ as Aunt Edna insisted on calling them. Annie had never had much in the way of clothing preferences, and didn’t fuss too much when Barbara pulled the sweater on over her head. But Alex had always had very specific preferences in clothing and her own personal sense of style, and put her foot down.




Barbara had still tried to tug the sweater over her head, even as Alex fussed and complained and said ‘No!’ quite a lot. And the sweater had refused to go on over Alex’s head. When Barb had tried more diligently, the sweater seemed to get smaller. And smaller. By the time Barb gave up, the sweater was about big enough to put on a one year old. Aunt Edna had simply chosen to believe that the store had gotten her order wrong.




But that night, Barb was worried. Really worried. “George, I could feel it. That sweater shrank! In my hands! A knit wool sweater shrank from something big enough for Alex for the next several years, down to something you’d put on a Cabbage Patch doll! Alex didn’t want to wear it, and the next thing you know, she couldn’t wear it. Something suspicious happened, and it involved our children, and I want to know what it was and if our children are in danger!”




After that, the chemistry lab equipment was packed away, and no more experiments were conducted at the house. And George checked himself and his clothes for contaminants every day before he left the plant.




It was several months before the next incident that they had information on. George was not assuming that nothing was happening when he and Barb weren’t around. After all, a lack of observation was not the same as a lack of evidence. Alex was at the park with a nice boy named Ray that she liked, and some of her other friends. Barb was chatting with Ray’s mother, Mrs. Alvarado. And a man walking a large mastiff lost control of the dog while it was barking at the kids who were running around the jungle gym screeching happily.




The dog charged the kids, barking and snarling furiously. Ray was right in its path. Someone was screaming. Maybe Ray’s mother. But before the dog could get to Ray, it suddenly… Well, it looked like the dog ran face-first into an invisible wall and bounced back hard enough to knock it onto its back. The dog scrambled to its feet and ran back to the man, yipping and whining all the way. The man apologized profusely, and promised to keep his dog out of the park from then on.




But Barb knew something abnormal had happened. There was no invisible wall there. She walked over and checked, just in case. There was nothing. Nothing at all.




Except a tiny trickle of blood running down from the left nostril of her daughter Alex.




George’s first guess was psychic powers, like in a comic book. So they kept an eye on Alex. And sometimes, things happened around Alex when she was under a lot of stress. Some of those things could not be psychic powers. Like the bully who was being mean to Alex’s little friend Robyn because Robyn was wearing a remarkably short and unfeminine hairstyle. Robyn did tend to change her hair as fast as it grew out. But the bully was calling Robyn ugly names, like ‘dyke’ and ‘lesbo’, and the bully was not listening to Alex who was trying to make him stop, and the bully’s hair just… changed. It started out as short brown hair, and by the time the bully left, it was shoulder-length and curly and a bright neon pink. Fortunately, only the bully and Alex and Robyn — and Barb — noticed.




That was not from psychic powers. Or exposure to biochemicals.




Annie was thrilled to death, because it meant her little sister had magical superpowers. And also they could turn the garage back into her chem lab.




The family started working with Alex on stress control and anger management and even small techniques like box breathing… and the number of ‘magical’ incidents went down. But they were still there.




So George and Barb were less than shocked when Alex was eleven, and a barn owl landed on the railing of their back porch in the middle of the day… and the owl was carrying a letter for Alex. It was an invitation for Alex to attend one of the North American schools for witchcraft and wizardry. Because Alex had magic powers that she needed to learn how to control.




They wrote a note back — by that owl, and wasn’t that an odd way to handle mail — to find out more, and that weekend they had a visit from a real witch. Even Annie managed to tear herself away from her experiments for that!




Mrs. Endora Wainwright, the deputy headmistress for the Shasta Academy for Magical Education, knocked on their front door. George thought that Mrs. Wainwright looked like forty years ago she had been Mary Poppins, but now she was a lot more intimidating. A high school and junior high for students who could turn you into a newt probably needed someone like her. George decided he could do without meeting the headmaster, who probably looked like Gandalf. Or Saruman. Probably not like a balrog. He hoped.




Mrs. Wainwright was wearing a nice dress coat over a modern business suit and well-matched one-inch heels. She noticed everyone looking at her outfit and smiled stiffly. “Yes, we wear robes at the school. No, we do not want to call attention to that outside of our rather small community. While there are countries with communities which are still stuck in the Middle Ages, we here in America are only stuck… perhaps in the 1950’s. The headmaster does have a weakness for tweed blazers with patches on the elbows.”




Alex put her hand up like she was in a classroom. “Mrs. Wainwright — is that the right way to talk to you? - where can we get the stuff I need for school?”




Annie asked, “And how far behind is she going to be when she starts, if you have kids who have been doing this since they were little?”




Mrs. Wainwright gave Annie a big smile, like Annie was the smartest kid in the class. Which Annie always was, especially in anything science-related. “Excellent question. So few people ask that, and it is important. In most of the European and Asian countries, they just throw the people like Alexandra in with community children who may have been getting training for years. Supposedly, in some countries, they don’t even teach classes in required categories, like math and language and science.”




George managed, “In our family, we do tend to stress topics like math and science.”




Mrs. Wainwright nodded. “We don’t see that enough. The old community families seldom focus on what you would think of as education, although in America and Canada we do have strict rules about underage wand use.”




“Wands?” both girls piped up curiously.




Mrs. Wainwright made a flicking gesture with her right arm, and a wand slid from her sleeve into her hand. “Yes. Wands.” She waved the wand in a complex whirl, and the magazines on the coffee table stood up and began waltzing with each other. She waved her wand again, and the magazines fell back onto the table. “Alexandra has magic, but without a wand, and without training, that magic is uncontrolled. Unfocused. Susceptible to emotional upsets. She needs training to master that, or else she needs to have her magic bound so she’s never a threat to herself or her loved ones or her town. We vastly prefer to have children come to one of our four schools, but some non-community people are so afraid of magic or what it represents… or what they think we represent… that they are happier having their child’s magic bound so the child can simply be another non-magical child in a non-magical world. We prefer to educate children so they can be a responsible magical adult, either in or out of our community. Plenty of our children from non-magical backgrounds opt to have their cake and eat it too: living in a place where they can be part of the non-magical world, and also working or spending time in the magical community so they can enjoy the benefits of their magic.”




“Like what?” Barb asked.




Mrs. Wainwright replied, “For example, we have a large Department of Magic in Washington, D.C. Those of us who work there can live just like every other civil servant in the area, but can work for the magical community and do as much magic as they want while on the job. We have large enclaves in a lot of major cities, so you can spend as much time in the community or out of the community as you want. We have several private towns that are magically shielded, so that non-magical people see them as not worth visiting, and go elsewhere.”




Annie asked, “So… aren’t lots of kids from magic families way ahead in training and skills?”




Mrs. Wainwright answered, “In some things, like flying a broom — yes, we do fly around on brooms, the most popular sport in the magical world is Quidditch, which you might think of as something akin to soccer on brooms — and some children come to Shasta ahead of children from non-magical families in areas like Herbology and sometimes Potions. However, the community children usually trail in areas like math and science, which often gives children like you an advantage in areas like Arithmancy and Ancient Runes and Astronomy. Languages are a toss-up, although some community children are taught to write using a quill and ink, as is still done in a lot of the world, and they often need a couple weeks to get used to ballpoint pens, which we prefer. History is taught on both magical and non-magical sides, as are classes like Economics and Geography, so the children who tend to do better in those sorts of classes are the half-and-half, who have grown up with a healthy mixture of both sides. And then there’s the class that everyone calls ‘Muggles and Mages’ even though ‘Muggle’ is a politically incorrect mostly-European term for children of non-magical families, and wizards and witches do not like being called ‘mages’. Our curriculum calls it ‘Cultural Cross-pollenating’. It’s a mandatory first-year class that teaches the children of non-magical families what they need to be part of the community, and it teaches the children of purely-magical families what they need to be part of the larger world.”




Barb asked, “Doesn’t that class give a big advantage to certain classes of students?”




Mrs. Wainwright smiled, “Everyone thinks so, in fact everyone always assumes that every other group has unfair advantages, but we’re rather careful about that. Even the kids who have experience in both sides don’t know nearly as much as they think they do.”




George checked, “But Alex will get a sound education in what she needs to go to a good college, right?”




“Right,” Mrs. Wainwright nodded. “We pride ourselves on our college acceptance rates, even if lots of foreign schools don’t even consider a student might want to step into the outside world and attend college and become, say, a lawyer who could then help adjudicate between magical and non-magical groups, or work in the Department of Magic.”




Barb asked, “And where can we get the supplies for this, and what do we need to do so that our Alex doesn’t feel overwhelmed by all the magical equipment lots of other kids will already have?”




Annie asked, “Can we get some books to study on this?”




George asked, “Are there any scientific studies on the genetics or the biochemistry of magical talents?”




Mrs. Wainwright replied, “Let me point all of you at Abnorm Alley, which is off Folsom in the Mission District of San Francisco. Just drive down Folsom until Alexandra sees a sign for a restaurant called ‘Mom’s Meatloaf’. Go in and tell the manager that you want to go shopping in Abnorm Alley, and he’ll let you through. There are two excellent bookstores: Flourish and Blotts, which is the traditional type of bookstore you can still find in places like England and France; and MagiBooks, which is more like a typical modern bookstore you’d expect to see around here. Although I will warn you that heavy concentrations of magic tend to play havoc with microelectronics, so don’t take a laptop in there and expect to download a stack of ebooks. Instead, if you have a lot of books, ask them to shrink the books for you, so you can carry them home easier. Then… Madame Malkin’s is the traditional place to get school robes, whether you’re here or in London or Paris. They’re also capable of doing the fitting magically so you’ll have the garments almost instantly, and it will just be an additional fee. Ollivander’s is the best place to buy a wand. There are a host of other places to go there, so I’ll just leave a brochure and map with you, along with some other brochures and this…”




She pulled something the size of a little Post-it note out of her pocket, waved her wand at it, and it expanded into a hardback book: Everything You Wanted to Know About the Wizarding World, but Were Afraid to Ask.




Everyone reached for it, but Alex was fastest.




George asked, “Can we copy this?”




Mrs. Wainwright looked at Alex, who set it back on the table. “Geminio! Geminio! Geminio!”




And there were three duplicate copies. Mrs. Wainwright smiled, “There you go. But don’t show this to anyone else. As of this meeting, you are all under our Secrecy Act. We don’t change your memory, as some countries still do, but Alex could be expelled and have her magic bound if she or one of her family reveals information about our community. There is also the risk of lawsuits, since some of our oldest community families will take the modern American approach and sue you for everything you own because you have endangered their privacy and hence the safety of their family. And since those lawsuits will be held in a federal court under secrecy measures, with both Department of Magic and Department of Justice authorities, you would be in a great deal of trouble.”




Annie asked, “Is that the only problem? Because we’re used to secrets and Non-Disclosure Agreements, due to the research dad does.”




Mrs. Wainwright pursed her lips. “I won’t sugar-coat this. There are bad apples in every community, and we have just as many as in any group our size. Our magic does not make us better people. There are bigots who think only ‘pureblood’ people are acceptable, or that only ‘halfblood or better’ people are all right. There will be kids who think they can bully other kids. There will be snobs, since some of our families are very wealthy. There are crooks and thugs and conmen. So, in other words, wizards and witches are just like other Americans.” She looked around the room. “Any other questions?”




Annie looked up from where she was skimming through her copy of the book, and she asked, “Are all the spells Latin?”




“Most are. A prior knowledge of Latin words, prefixes, and suffixes will be a big help that will overcome much of the advantage of the community children who have heard spells being cast for years.”




Barb asked, “Will the shops take credit cards?”




“Yes. Unlike some countries, we do actually live in this century. Credit cards, debit cards, some have their own store cards like the Abnorm Alley Starbucks, some take checks if you’ll let them do a Veritas Pecuniae spell first, and cash, including Canadian and Mexican currency. And if you have something more unusual, Gringotts Bank can exchange currency or transfer funds, for a small fee. Although Gringotts is run by goblins, so try not to be too surprised when you see them.”




George checked, “How big is Abnorm Alley if no one else knows about it?”




“It’s under a spatial folding spell, like the book I enlarged for you, only far more powerful. It’s basically the size of two large strip malls, facing each other. It has shops, dining, offices… Oh, and do try not to get the magical healers and dentists and such to work on anyone but Alexandra, since the techniques only work on someone with a magical core.”




Mrs. Wainwright finally picked up her coat and prepared to leave. They walked her to the door. But before she left, she added, “Alexandra, you have a nice name, but you might want to look in a book of common wizarding names and pick out a version of your name that would blend in better. Like… Alexan. A lovely, traditional name.”





…World of Alexan Mack, II



Alex spent the next two days poring over the book from Mrs. Wainwright. Naturally, Annie finished her copy first, and their dad was second. Alex was kind of surprised her mom was last, because her mom was really smart and was going to go back to school to work on a Masters in social work once she wasn’t spending her non-work time caring for Annie and Alex.




Hmm, if Alex was away at boarding school all school year, and Annie was three years older than Alex so she would be starting college in four years — three if she skipped a grade — then their mom could go back to school even sooner, which would be awesome. And their dad thought it was a great idea, so that made him even more awesome, because she knew kids whose dads would rather hit themselves a bunch of times with a hammer than let their moms go get fancy degrees that the dad would have to pay for too. 




So after they all read the book and they studied the map, they took a family day trip up to San Francisco. And Mrs. Wainwright was right that only Alex could see the sign. Or find the door. Or notice that there was a storefront there that was maybe thirty feet wide. Wow, that was some magical spell on that place. Maybe it was tons of different magical spells.




They walked in, and Alex led her fam to the guy in the black robe with the ‘manager’ emblem in blue… no, purple… no, red… no, orange, no… Okay, it kept changing colors, which looked really cool.




Alex tried out her ‘new’ name. “Hi. I’m Alexan. Can you take me through to Abnorm Alley? And my family too? Mrs. Wainwright said you’d help.”




“Oh! If Mrs. Wainwright sent you, then I guess I’d better get you going.” He led the Macks through the restaurant, past a door leading to a big kitchen, past a set of private dining rooms, and past a door that said ‘Mom’s Meatloaf — the Inn Place to Stay in Abnorm Alley’.




Alex’s mom asked, “What do the rooms run?”




The manager guy shrugged a little. “You’d have to owl or floo and ask. Rates vary by room, and they vary depending on the season. Around back-to-school days, you’d have to be Cassiopeia Black to afford a room on short notice!” He snorted at his own joke, which Alex thought was sort of dorky.




Maybe if she knew about Cassiopeia Black, which was probably a stage name for a magical movie actress because who would be named after astronomy stuff, the joke would be maybe a little funny.




The guy led them out into a back yard big enough for a private pool and poolhouse. The water looked really inviting. And there were two women sunning themselves on fancy pool lounge chairs on either side of a glass table. Not a table with a glass top. What looked like a solid glass table. On the table were a couple magazines, some drinks in fancy goblets with fruit slices on the edges and big straws, and a large bottle of something called Tanager’s All Day Sunscreen and Sun Tanning Potion. Alex took a peek, and the label said it was SPF 100 and Tan Level 3, whatever that meant. But the two women had amazing, flawless tans and no burning, so she was guessing that potion was really great stuff.




The guy led them into the poolhouse, and up to a huge mirror on the wall. He took out his wand. He tapped the mirror twice, like he was trying to get its attention. Then he explained, “It’s simple. Start somewhere around here, no need to be exact. Diagonal down and right. Up as high as you started. Diagonal down and left to put you right under your starting point. Up to the start. Don’t take your wand off the mirror while you’re doing it.”




He did the movements he was talking about. And the mirror wobbled. And warped. Well, the image did. The mirror didn’t move. The image changed from a picture of them… into a street with tons of stores on both sides. And the mirror stopped being glass.




She stepped through into Abnorm Alley, her family right behind her. She heard her mom thanking the guy as they walked through. And then the wall behind her was a solid mirror again, even if she was pretty sure it wouldn’t stay that way for long.




They walked down the street. It was like that scene in one of the Shrek movies where Shrek’s in a coach going down a fancy street and all the names are jokes or parodies of real stores. Except for that Starbucks, which looked exactly like a Starbucks was supposed to. Alex took another peek and saw that they had a big sign advertising that they had pumpkin spice lattes year round, for some weird reason. Not exactly a ginormous difference from a regular Starbucks.




The Gringotts bank was sort of freaky. First off, it was this huge Parthenon-like thing with a bunch of big marble steps going up to enormous pillars and huge doors with weird-looking little guys in armor guarding them. And a lot of the pillars and walls seemed like they were kind of standing wrong or tilted weird. So those were goblins. She wondered what they looked like without the armor. They didn’t go look, even if her dad was way more curious about the goblins than she was.




Her sister and mom had worked out the plan. The ‘attack strategy’ as her dad called it, which she thought was funny, but it made her mom scowl at him. Wand first. School trunk second. Robes third. School supplies fourth. Books last, because her mom was figuring Annie and dad would get lost forever in a magical bookstore filled with books they hadn’t read yet.




They walked down the street to Ollivander’s. It was a simple shop with a simple window that had pictures of schoolchildren happily holding their new wand. The kids in the pictures were moving and waving and laughing and just being mega-excited. And the sign overhead said ‘Ollivander’s — London, Rome, Prague, New York, San Francisco, Rio — Makers of Fine Wands since 382 BC’.




“Wow.”




“That can’t be right.”




“We can probably look it up in a history book at the bookstore.”




They walked in. The place was empty. One side wall was set up like a bunch of bullseyes. The other side wall was shelves of odd stuff. There were a handful of chairs back by the window. And there was a wooden counter that looked like teak. It looked like someone spent a lot of time caring for it, too. Behind the counter were rows and rows of shelves which were full of little boxes. On the counter was an old-fashioned bell where you hit the little button at the top and it dinged.




Alex reached out and tapped it. Ding!




“Ahh! New customers!” cheered a voice right behind her. She managed not to twitch or scream. “Lovely! Well, at least one new customer. I take it you’re off to Shasta in the fall? Maybe Salem Academy or Savannah or Roswell? We seldom get anyone going to Salem or Savannah, because they tend to go to the Ollivander’s in New York.”




She turned to see him. He looked to be in his thirties, with lots of dark hair and the most peculiar silver irises. It was almost like his eyes were mirrors. Maybe they were contact lenses. “Shasta Academy,” she admitted. “I’m Alexan Mack.”




He shook hands with her. “Excellent! I’m Peter Ollivander, proprietor. Well, proprietor of this store. Great-Uncle Garrick runs the main store in London and keeps the rest of the family on their toes.”




“Nice to meet you.”




He rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get started, shall we? First, we do the traditional measurements. Right handed?”




As soon as she nodded yes, he pulled a cloth tape measure out of his pocket and tossed it at her. She reached out to catch it, but it had a mind of its own. It wrapped around her hand, then measured the lengths of her fingers, then checked her wrist, before measuring her forearm, her upper arm, her shoulder width, and around her head.




Her dad whispered, “At least it’s not measuring her inseam.” Her mom tried not to laugh.




Mr. Ollivander snapped his fingers, and it fell to the floor. Alex picked it up and placed it on the counter for him. Maybe she also checked to see if it was anything except a regular cloth tape measure. It didn’t feel like anything odd.




Mr. Ollivander was already rummaging through the shelves. “I don’t know your parents or your sister, so I’m assuming you’re non-community, right?” Alex nodded. “An Ollivander needs to know every wand we’ve ever sold. Lots of times, there are family connections the wands want to maintain.”




“The wands want it?” her mom asked suspiciously.




He nodded, “Oh yes. The wand chooses the wizard, not the other way around. They’re not sapient, but they do have a magical connection with the wizard. You’ll never have results as good with someone else’s wand, and a poorly-chosen wand will not do as well for you as the right wand can.”




Annie asked, “If you’re ambidextrous, can you get a wand for each hand?”




He shook his head. “That tends to work quite badly. There have been very few truly ambidextrous wizards, and the few of them who have tried have usually ended up causing one or both wands to explode spectacularly, with rather nasty consequences.”




Alex decided she did not want to know what would happen if a magical wand exploded while she was holding it. She’d probably end up looking like Captain Hook. Or way worse. Maybe the Venus de Milo.




So she started trying wands. She just had to hold the wand, point it at one of the targets, and wave it a little. Most of them did… nothing. She wasn’t sure if that was a bad sign or not. Some of them did… something. Those were definitely bad signs. The one that exploded the target was bad. The one that hit the target with a stream of fire was really bad. The one that turned the target into a huge ice sculpture was sort of freaky, but definitely not good.




Finally, Mr. Ollivander gave her a wand that just ‘felt’ right. It felt warm and peaceful in her hand, like her hand was sunbathing in a quiet field. She waved it, and sparkly globes like ball lightning came out in a pretty stream and then popped like silent fireworks.




“Excellent!” clapped Mr. Ollivander. “Ten inches, oak with a core of hippogriff feather.”




“Ooh!” her mom cooed.




“Wow,” said her dad.




“Eleven wands? That’s worse than shoe shopping with you,” complained Annie.




Her dad paid for the wand and a forearm holster like Mrs. Wainwright used, and Mr. Ollivander put a special Shasta Academy charm on her so she couldn’t do magic anyplace she knew she wasn’t supposed to. Then they headed out to the next shop on their list. It was down the block and across the street, near an ice cream parlor. She’d never heard of Fortescue’s, but maybe it was magical. Or just local.




There was a big window display of back-to-school stuff, including a huge school trunk at each side, both open with stuff arranged in them. That looked like just what they wanted.




They went in, and as soon as the clerk started pointing them at the ordinary trunks in the window, Annie started asking about the really high-end trunks with the shrinking spells and the organizing spells and the cleaning spells.




The clerk frowned, “How did a No-maj like you hear about that?”




Wow, that sounded kind of unpleasant.




Alex’s dad stepped forward. “We would like to speak with your manager.”




Alex’s mom stepped forward too. “Now.”




The clerk seemed pretty outraged that anyone was complaining that he called Annie a name. But Alex’s ‘rents were really good parents who tried hard to be there when their kids needed them, and they didn’t back down. So in a minute or two, they had a middle-aged guy who was the manager.




Then the manager was insisting that ‘No-maj’ was just popular slang for non-magicals. Yeah. Right. Like the s-word was just slang for ‘Hispanic’ and the c-word was just slang for ‘person with female reproductive organs’.




So finally Alex’s mom said, “We can get what we want at a less prejudiced store. And we’ll ask Endora Wainwright to warn incoming Shasta students about the bigotry endemic in this shop.”




The guy finally looked worried.




Alex followed her mom out the door. She didn’t know where her mom was heading, but she just followed. It turned out that her mom and Annie had picked three likely spots to buy stuff like school trunks.




The next place didn’t have as much fancy stuff in the windows, but the clerk was nicer. And he listened while Annie asked about bespelled school trunks. He even showed them into the back room so they could see what they had in stock.




And Alex was totally not surprised that the bespelled trunks and stuff cost a lot more. But the magical stuff looked worth it. They bought a thing like an accordion file which would fit in a big purse. But every section of the ‘file’ opened up into a much bigger space. And the file came with a sheet of categories you could peel off and stick on the tabs for each section: robes, dresses and suits, shirts and pants, shoes, underwear and lingerie, accessories, coats, hats, bathroom supplies, shower gear, potions supplies, pet supplies, books, purses and school backpacks, regular school supplies… There was a lot of stuff you could put in it, and it had a spell on it so the stuff you packed into it didn’t weigh what you’d think it would weigh as long as it was inside the accordion file.




Alex asked, “Maybe you could buy that, and it would be my birthday present? And all my Christmas presents?” Because it really was an awful lot just for a fancy trunk. Okay, a mega-fancy trunk.




Alex’s mom hugged her and smiled, “Don’t worry. You’re worth it… Alexan.” Her mom gave a little I-am-teasing-you-because-I-love-you smile.




Annie asked hopefully, “Can these be used outside the community?”




“Oh Merlin no!” the clerk squeaked. “Don’t even think about it. Using overtly magical equipment where non-magicals can see it? You’d get in so much trouble! And we’d get in so much trouble for selling it to you. Within the community only. Shasta Academy and here and your house? Those are all fine.”




With the special accordion file, carrying purchases was mega-easy. Annie just made her start organizing and start sticking labels on the little tabs as they put stuff into it. For school robes, they had the choice of Madame Malkin’s Of London or Haute Couture Robes or — this was the one she goggled at — a Hot Topic. A real Hot Topic that had gothy teen clerks who were an awful lot like the ones in the Hot Topic in Paradise Valley, except wearing robes over their goth stuff.




She was totally surprised that the gothy clerks at the Hot Topic all wore gothy robes in black or dark purple or like that. Not.




They went into Madame Malkin’s and the clerks and seamstresses there had the robes totally finished by the time the Macks came back after ice cream. Alex had a scoop of wild huckleberry and a scoop of mango with ancho chilies. Both were awesome. Her dad had a scoop of butterbeer ice cream which tasted way better than it sounded, and her mom had a taste of ‘pumpkin juice’ ice cream. Annie chickened out and had plain old vanilla. Plus the ice cream guys made new ice cream right there while you watched by mixing it up in a big metal bowl and hitting it with frigidissimus charms to freeze it solid in under a second. Smoothest, creamiest ice cream ever. Even their vanilla ice cream was amazing.




And it totally wasn’t Alex’s fault that her mom and dad and sis all let her have a taste of their ice cream. Even if Annie made her use a little tasting spoon instead of just licking it.




The stuff from Mrs. Wainwright and the book said that spending a little extra money on better potions equipment would pay off in the long run, so Annie picked out a dozen extra things to go with the cauldron and the First Year’s Potion Ingredients kit. Like a self-stirring spoon with instructions on how to make it stir the way you wanted. Even if Alex couldn’t see a reason why you would want to stir three times clockwise and then five times counter-clockwise and then repeat that over and over. That seemed goofy. Or a special set of ingredient preparation utensils like four different little knives and a thing like a flat garlic press and a micrograter and a magical mandoline slicer. Or a special cleaning rag that was advertised as a genuine Jacques Peipre towel. Or a special magical cauldron scrubbing compound with a little steel wool thing that was a magical self-scrubber. Or a thing like a shower cap to go over your cauldron and keep it mega-clean after you did a scourgify on it and then used the self-scrubber on it. But Alex figured that Annie had been paying attention to a lot of stuff in that book, and Annie wasn’t just smart, she was mega-super-duper-smart.




And really, everything fit easily in the potion ingredients section. Even if Alex did not want to know how much her parents were spending on her. Even if tuition and room and board at the Shasta Academy was all free. The book said that taxes collected by the Department of Magic were pretty much only used for student fees at the four academies and employee salaries and magical healthcare at the magic hospitals, so not a ton of stuff. There were other school things, and the usual school supplies like notebooks and paper and pens and pencils.




Then it was over to the bookstores. They walked into Flourish and Blotts (established 1454). Alex kind of gawked at that, because she’d done a report on Gutenberg in history class, and he only invented the movable-type printing press around 1440 in the Holy Roman Empire. But maybe wizards used that geminio spell on hand-written scrolls back in the old days.




And her mom was totally right. As soon as her dad and Annie walked in, they went into tons-of-new-books shock. Annie might have drooled a little. While her mom picked out the first year book list and Alex picked out Potions For Dummies and Charms For Dummies and Transfiguration For Dummies and Defense Against The Dark Arts For Dummies and Quidditch For Dummies and Household Spells For Dummies, Annie picked out books on the theory of magic and the theory behind magical spells, and Alex’s dad picked out books on the theory of potions and the chemistry of magical plants and stuff like that.




It was totally a good thing that Alex had her accordion file, because they had four stacks of books, each a foot high. Okay, Annie’s stack was two feet high and wobbly. And the bookstore even had a special thing for Shasta students who bought extra books, so she totally qualified. Free bookplates magically imprinted on the inside covers of her textbooks. “This book is the property of…” She carefully signed it ‘Alexan Mack’ and her signature automatically copied into all her textbooks. The clerk behind the counter thought that was a lovely, traditional community name.




Then Alex talked her dad into buying a quart of the dark chocolate ice cream with marionberry swirl and a quart of the mango sherbet with ancho chilies from the ice cream place, and the store put a food preservation charm on it so it would stay cold and unspoiled until they got home and opened the quarts. Which turned out to be about ten seconds after they got home and got the ice cream into the kitchen.





…World of Alexan Mack, III



Alexan ended up spending the rest of the summer studying. Yuck. Even if Annie was studying a lot of the stuff too. And her parents were too. Even if Alexan was the only one of them who could do the magic. And she was mega-careful, because the Charms For Dummies book had a bunch of stuff on what could go wrong, and some of that was totally scary. Still, potions was just chemistry with ‘natural’ ingredients, so she could do a lot of that in the garage chem lab with Annie and their dad standing there watching everything and even taking notes.




And okay, all of Annie’s purchases turned out to be super useful. Like not needing to stir in a weird pattern while she added ingredients, because who could ever remember needing to stir four times clockwise then three times counter-clockwise while adding in finicky ingredients? Or having the right tools, which her book said made a ton of difference for mainly magical reasons, like cutting up ingredients just right. Or having a really, really good magical burner underneath her cauldron so she could adjust the heat properly. Or cleaning the cauldron perfectly and protecting it afterward, so the next potion didn’t get contaminated even a teensy bit, not even magically. If Alexan hadn’t bought that Dummies book, and Annie hadn’t been so interested in magical theory, and their dad hadn’t been so interested in the chemistry of potions, Alexan was pretty sure she would have had some totally cruddy results in whatever they called the lab class for potions. Which would be mega-embarrassing.




And Annie went out and bought a Latin For Dummies book for her little sister, even though Annie hated the whole ‘Dummies’ series and complained about it a lot and kept telling Alexan that she was not a dummy and she didn’t need books that talked down to her and what she needed was a book that would convince her that she was smart. And the Latin words and prefixes and suffixes and stuff were mega-helpful in learning all the spell names and such.




So Alexan worked through all of her Dummies books before school started, and even got all the spells in them to work right. She had to practice a lot on the thirteen standard wand movements, and combining them into more complicated gestures, just so she could get some of the charms to go right. And Transfiguration was hard. Really hard. But she got everything in the Dummies book to work, even if it usually took her half a dozen tries. Or more. And maybe also some good advice from Annie, who had already read a whole thick textbook on the theory underlying fundamental Transfiguration work, which from what Annie said sounded more like grad school physics to Alexan.




Although there was no way she was changing a cute little white mouse into a coffee mug. She skipped that one.




Maybe the best thing about Annie and their dad doing all that study was the extra stuff they came up with. Like the finite incantatem spell. Alexan really liked being able to fix stuff she messed up with a spell. And stuff she could really use around the house, like the reparo spell. And some simple healing charms, which came in handy the day she spent laying out in the backyard reading one of her books and she sort of got sunburned… a lot. Plus it turned out there were cosmetics charms and hairdressing charms and color change charms you could do on clothes and shoes and even your hair, and a ton of mega-useful stuff. She took some of her old overalls, did several reparo spells on them, changed them to a pretty teal and some of them to aqua, and got some stains out with a tergeo and stuff. And they looked as good as new, even if the book said they would be easier to wear out or rip or stain now, so they weren’t really as good as new stuff.




Still, more nice overalls! She went and spruced up all of her dresses and school clothes and school robes she was taking, and even put stain repelling charms and anti-wear charms on all of them and anti-fraying charms on all the cuffs and collars.




And she started doing some of her chores with magic. It was really kind of addictive. And lazy. And unfair to Annie. So she only did it as practice. Well, that was what she told Annie. But dusting and cleaning and putting-away was so much easier with the right spells. After you practiced enough that they worked right, instead of maybe smearing dust all over everything, or knocking over a lamp you had to reparo before anyone found out you busted it.




On the other hand, her dad was totally fine with her using tergeo and scourgify spells to get food stains out of his nice white dress shirts instead of having to send them off to the cleaners. Alexan sort of thought maybe he needed to wear a labcoat to eat lunch more than he needed a labcoat in the lab.




So, on the Sunday when she was supposed to go off to school, she put on her school clothes — white shirt, school tie, black pants, nice flats — and kept her school robe in her accordion file which was in her big purse. And the fam drove her up to Abnorm Alley, which had a floo connection to a magical restaurant in Shasta. Apparently, Shasta the town was a weird mix of non-magicals and non-magical tourists and magicals and Shasta Academy stuff and even magical visitors, plus some hippie types and New Age types that you couldn’t tell whether they were magical or not. Plus some Wicca types who wanted to believe in magic but weren’t really magical.




Alexan could hardly believe it when she found out the restaurant in Shasta that had the floo connection was called The Hog’s Trough, which sounded about as yummy as mud. Maybe even worse.




But she was one of about three dozen kids taking the Abnorm Alley floo, at least right then. She could tell who was definitely part of the community, because their mom and dad were also wearing robes. But some of the others, she had no idea. Some of the parents were dressed really weird, but dressing weird was so typically California. There was one mom who was either dressed in a weird multi-colored robe or else a weird Hawaiian muumuu thing. Alexan didn’t know which.




Alexan just did what everyone else did. She took a pinch of the floo powder, threw it into the giganto fireplace and said, “The Hog’s Trough” as she walked into the cool green fire, and whoosh! She spun and spun and spun, and she popped out of the fireplace in a nice, pretty restaurant that looked all natural and stuff, with real wood on the floors and walls and ceiling, and cool planters and stuff. Someone was nice enough to catch her before she stumbled and fell on her face. She did a quick spell to clean off her school clothes from the fireplace ash, and they all walked out the front door to a really ordinary looking shuttle bus that said ‘The Shasta Academy’ on the side. Most of them also had to squeeze their school trunk through the floo and then haul it to the shuttle, so she gave a couple other girls a hand, just to be nice.




And they drove off through the town like they were completely normal. No one paid them any attention, even tourists who had to be non-magicals because they looked like tourists. They drove half an hour out of town, and the bus drove around a steep hillside, and…




Holy crud!




She must have been gawking, because the girl across the aisle smiled, “First view of the school?”




“Uhh, yeah.”




It wasn’t a school. It was a castle! A mega-amazing castle that looked like it was straight out of a Disney movie. It was gleaming white and shining tan and glimmering golden stone, and it had cool towers and spires. She figured it had to have all kinds of don’t-notice-this charms on it, like the store into Abnorm Alley, or tourists and hikers would be all over the place.




“I’m Lily Aldridge. Third year. Blackwood House.”




“Alexan Mack. First year. No idea about houses.”




Lily grinned, “Oh. Not community. I thought you had to be seriously community with a name like Alexan. Well, Shasta gets around eighty new kids a year, and they try to group them into houses where they can hang with other kids like them, so they can be happy doing fun stuff together. So Spellman is for the decisive, Blackwood is for the caring, Rougemont is for the smart, and Spofford is for the adventurous.”




Alexan worried, “What if I’m not smart enough? Or caring enough? Or adventurous enough? Or whatever the first one was?”




Lily giggled a little. “Everyone asks that. Or else they insist they’re too versatile to get pigeon-holed like that. But it’ll work out. And it’s not like you can’t have friends in every house, so you can do fun stuff whenever you want.”




“Oh. Okay.”




They got off the bus and put on their robes and walked in through the huge front doors into a big entry area that was like a party room, if castles had party rooms. It looked like half the kids had huge school trunks and half had stuff like she did. Although one boy’s school trunk didn’t have one lock on the front. It had seven, all in a row under the lid. What was with that?




But there were teachers to help the new kids like her, and teachers to help the older kids get their junk up to their rooms, and all of that. So Alexan signed the register and showed the teacher there — Mister Melhoff — that she had her school stuff. And she chatted with the other new kids, some of whom were really nice.




Okay, Holmberg Black wasn’t nice. He was one of those anti-normals bigots. And Carl Hernandez wasn’t nice either. He was non-community, and he was part black and part Hispanic, and he had been discriminated against lots, and he wasn’t putting up with any of it anymore, so he was mega-rude to her just because she was white and she didn’t want him to get in a fight with Holmberg in his first hour at the school. And he totally didn’t believe she could have friends like Ray and Nicole and Julio who weren’t a hundred percent whitey.




On the other hand, most everyone else was really friendly. Some of the community kids knew each other, or knew about each other. And one of them, Nelson, told her that Holmberg Black was from a really old, really important, really prejudiced family back East that had people who came over before the Revolutionary War and were still prejudiced jerks. And Holmberg wasn’t going to the Salem Academy because he and his dad caused too much trouble in Boston about the Salem Academy standards, so now he was extra-grouchy about being stuck three thousand miles from home too.




So each of the new kids had a meeting with a teacher and a guidance counselor, and when it was Alexan’s turn she found out it was to help her pick a house she’d be happy with and to help her pick out her school schedule. So she was placed in Blackwood, which was for kids who were more caring and friendly, and she’d be in the same house as Lily. And the school schedule was eight to five, with extracurricular stuff after that, mostly after dinner.




So she was taking magic classes in potions, charms, transfiguration, and defense against the dark arts. And she was taking regular classes in English, math, biology, and history. And she was taking the mandatory first year class ‘Cultural Cross-pollenating’ on Monday and Thursday nights at seven, right after dinner.




It turned out that Blackwood was a great house to be in, and full of really nice kids. And maybe Rougemont had most of the school brains, but Blackwood had people who wanted to help you and were really good tutors. There were dorm rooms for the boys and the girls for each year, and there was a neat common room for their house. And at dinner that night, Headmaster Kvetcher got up and made a really great speech, which was nice, and encouraging, and also really short. And for some reason, a first-year girl named Goldstein at the Rougemont table just about fell out of her chair trying not to laugh out loud at the headmaster’s name.




Then up in the common room, the prefects for Blackwood told the twenty first years — eleven girls and nine boys — the really important stuff. Like there were spells on the halls so people doing bad magical stuff would get caught and get in trouble. And how to do a protego spell to protect yourself, so the other person would get in trouble and you wouldn’t, and you wouldn’t get bespelled either. And that the Potions teacher was really picky, so just be super precise and careful about everything. And the Potions and Transfiguration classes would go way better if you did all your reading the night before, so you knew what the hard parts would be. And there were plenty of people in Blackwood who could help you in the hard subjects, like Math and Transfiguration.




And her dorm room was really nice. It was big, with five niches on each side and a bunkbed in each niche, so there was room for up to twenty girls. Each niche also had a big closet and an extra-big dresser, and a makeup table. Since they only had eleven firstie girls in the house, they drew straws to see who would share the one niche that would have to have two people, and Edie and Marilka were the two, so they got to pick the niche they wanted.




And there was a big bathroom at the other end of the room, with a big shower room where six girls could shower at the same time as long as no one had any ‘body issues’, and there were five stalls for toilets, and there was a long counter with a wide mirror and five sinks. So they could get going in the morning without tons of trouble, just some sharing. And everyone agreed that since Edie and Marilka had to share a niche, they got first crack at the bathroom stuff in the morning. Everyone thought that was fair.




Blackwood was so totally the best house in the school.




And the classes were great, especially if you did the reading the night before, which her whole room did as a fun togetherness thing. And if anyone had any problems there was always someone who would help. Even if it seemed really weird to Alexan that the person who was best at helping in math and science and potions was… Alexan Mack. Mainly because the stuff she knew about chemistry totally transferred over to potions class. And Mister Jigger was just as picky as everyone said, but Potions was still a really neat course.




Okay, Mister Jigger was always having to fuss at Holmberg Black or Carl Hernandez, because they were having some secret little war going on that she only heard weird stories about, but they threw stuff in each other’s cauldrons or tried to distract the other at the most critical parts of the potion making, or other really mean stuff. So it seemed like most of the school was really nice, except Holmberg’s clique and Carl’s gang and maybe a couple other people. But she didn’t have to deal with Holmberg and Carl and their groups, so she just heard weird gossip about what those dorks were up to.




And the ‘Muggles and Mages’ class was interesting, but… weird. There were people there who had never even heard of ‘Dancing with the Stars’ or ‘NCIS’. And they liked stuff Alexan had never heard of, like the Weird Sisters, who were really pretty awesome and someone was usually playing one of their records in the room. Usually Marilka, who even had one of their posters up and had pets at home that were all named for the band members and had a huge mega-crush on their lead singer.




And for ‘Cultural Cross-pollenizing’, Alexan and other non-community types had to write papers and do presentations on important community stuff like community history and community customs and community common references. So it turned out that Holmberg’s whole fam going back centuries and to other countries were pretty notorious for being prejudiced, no-maj hating jerkheads. Who also named their kids for space stuff like stars and constellations. Weird. And Carl did a presentation on famous jerkhead dark wizards like this Grindelwald guy who was like a magical Nazi, and this Lord Voldemort guy who claimed he was all-powerful but got blown up by a baby. And then came back. And got blown up by the baby again but the baby was older and only eleven. And he came back again and got clobbered again and again and again by the same kid. The way Carl presented it was like a slapstick comedy, or Wiley Coyote and the Roadrunner, and most of the class was laughing really hard by the time he was done, even if the subject was really supposed to be mega-grim. But other than Carl and Holmberg always having it out, it was a cool class with a lot of swapping of stories from each other’s side of the world, like Grimm’s fairy tales vs. the tales of Beedle the Bard. Or how Hogwarts in the United Kingdom sorted students into houses using a magical hat that was over a thousand years old! Weird. And what if the kid in front of you put the talking hat on his head and he had head lice or really greasy hair?




Alexan still wrote all the time to Nicole and Robyn and Ray and her folks, and sent all the letters to her mom via owl, so her mom could hand them out or mail them or whatever. And she went home on all the holidays, even if she had mega-great friends in her room, and she was BFFs with Lily and Helaine and Marilka. So she got to spend lots of quality time with her fam and her Paradise Valley friends too.




And it turned out that ordinary little Alexan Mack was really good at Potions and the science courses, even if she wasn’t one of the Rougemont brains. Anyway, none of the Rougemont kids was half as smart as Alexan’s dad or her sister Annie. Some of them weren’t even as smart as Alexan, which was kind of a shock, because she was used to being the dummy in the family.




It also turned out that Quidditch was a really fun sport, and Alexan liked flying around on a broom, especially since the flying brooms had padding spells so sitting on them wasn’t as icky as she thought it would be. Shasta also had an organized running / jogging / bicycling thing every morning early enough that you could get done with exercise and shower and put on your school clothes before breakfast, and lots of the Blackwoods did it for a fun group exercise thing. She was in the group who did the running.




And Defense Against The Dark Arts was way better than it sounded. They learned about cool monsters and strange creatures. They learned about all kinds of neat offensive and defensive spells. Alexan and her friends weren’t big on dueling, but when the Dueling Club started up, they went and watched. And naturally, Carl and his gang were always dueling it out against Holmberg and his clique, which was kind of fun to watch. Plus, Alexan and her friends practiced dueling in private, only with a shield spell in place halfway in between so no one could get hurt. That was totally fun.




So she had a great time, and she was eager to go back for her second year. And then her third year. And every year after. And they had really good teachers, so she did really well on her JSATs and on her O.W.L.s and on her SATs. And when she was wrapping up her seventh year, she wasn’t even too nervous about taking her N.E.W.T.s in a few weeks. Even if she still thought the test names were dopey.




She still thought she ought to go to non-magical college first before she even tried to decide between a magical life or a non-magical one or even a half-and-half like some of her friends had grown up in. Part of it was deciding what she really wanted to do for a career. Because if she ended up being a chemical engineering student, then maybe she could just ignore a lot of the magical stuff, but if she went for a Mastery in Potions, then she’d probably be living in the magical world most of the time and just visiting friends and family sometimes.




But there were several people from the Department of Magic and some of the magical businesses who were looking for employees straight out of the academy, and somehow her name made it onto those lists, along with some of the really smart Rougemont types and some of the people whose families were important, and some of the really talented kids, and some of the really determined kids who were already certain what they wanted to do with their lives. Carl Hernandez was trying to go to law school and also get into a special magical politics training program so he could be a lawyer helping with civil suits that involved the community. She thought he mainly wanted to ‘stick it to The Man’ assuming The Man was Holmberg Black and the whole Black family and people like them.




She had a meeting with Mister Jigger and a Magic Department guy about going for her Mastery of Potions and maybe working for the Magic Department in the Potions Research division, because there were a bunch of researchers there who were interested in the connections between potion making and biochemistry, and Mister Jigger thought she would be a really good fit there. That went great, and the researcher types were so much like her dad and his work friends that she felt like she could fit in there.




Then she had a meeting with a crotchety old guy from the Non-Magical Interactions Bureau. But that didn’t go as well. Especially after he found out that her first name wasn’t because she was from an old community family, and that her family were all non-magical. In fact, he called them ‘a pack of no-maj headaches’.




She’d had to deal with a little bullying from Holmberg Black and his clique, and she’d had to deal with a little trash talk from Carl Hernandez and his homeys, and so she was ready to deal with this jerkhead because she so did not want to work with people like him.




She stood up so she could loom over him. “My family are great, and they are not a ‘pack’ or ‘headaches’ and they do not deserve to be called insulting words like ‘no-maj’, and I certainly wouldn’t work for someone like you!”




And the door opened behind her, and people walked right in. That could not be good.




Except that Mister Prejudiced Jerkhead suddenly looked like he might wet his pants in raw terror. That might mean it could be great.




A very British woman said, “I believe we have heard more than enough.”




A man with a mid-Atlantic accent said, “I have to agree, Ms. Granger.”




Mister Prejudiced Jerkhead actually squeaked in fear! Like a mouse!




Alexan turned and peeked. And the British woman looked just like she did in the pictures Alexan had seen. Except now she was all clean and perfect and in a really nice business suit with pants under a really pretty coordinating robe, and in the pictures, Hermione Granger had been in dirty jeans and sweater, and looking like she had just been through a war.




Alexan nearly squeaked too, because this was amazing! A third of The Golden Trio had come to America and was in the same room! Her friends were going to be so jealous! That was, unless Hermione Granger was going to address the whole school and meet all of them too.




Because what were the odds that Hermione Granger was here to see her? Or just to step on Mister Squeaky Cowardly Prejudiced Jerkhead?




The man snapped, “Selwyn, I think it is time for you to have your review.”




“M-my annual review?”




“No. Your termination review. And you are going to tell me every other person in my agency who thinks like this, because you are exactly the reason we have to have a Non-Magical Interactions Bureau!”




Hermione Granger led Alexan out of the room, closed the door behind them, and did what was probably a silent silencio on the door. Then she smiled, “Alexan, right? Not Alex?”




Alexan managed, “Umm, yes, Ms. Granger. Mrs. Wainwright thought a traditional name like Alexan would work better. And it has. And… umm… Can I have your autograph?!”




Ms. Granger tried very hard not to break into a big grin. “Yes, you may. But I came here to talk to you, and—”




“Me?” she squeaked.




“—yes you, and it’s important enough that I came all the way here from Hogwarts, where the seer gave the prophecy.”




“Me?” she said again. “Me? A prophecy? Why me?”




Ms. Granger led her into another conference room, this one empty. She made Alexan sit down in one chair before taking a facing one. “This particular seer has been known to slip into a fugue state and announce these prophecies, and then she has no knowledge of them afterward. She made the two most important prophecies of the Voldemort Wars, and still is unaware she did so. Given that, the Hogwarts headmistress arranged for a little magical monitoring of her. And she just had another fugue state. I apparated there to hear the message, and I knew what it meant.”




Alexan tried, “But Ms. Granger, it can’t be about… me, can it? I mean, I’m nobody.”




“One. Call me Hermione. Two. You’re not a nobody. And three. The prophecy is about you and someone I know.”




Ms. Granger — Hermione — held out what looked like a prophecy ball and performed a silent spell with her wand. The image of a face formed on the side of the ball. An odd woman with horribly thick glasses and bizarre jewelry announced in a deep, unnatural voice, 





The one of flight, 

non-magical might,

from diet to direct,

will split in two,

and more, and new,

her match you must connect.







Hermione explained, “I know who the one of flight and non-magical might has to be, because of the quote ‘from diet to direct’. It’s you. It’s the you of another universe, who helped me save this universe not that long ago.”




“So I’m the match you have to connect?”




Hermione nodded, “Exactly.”




“And she has flight? And non-magical might, whatever that is? And something to something?”




Hermione nodded again. “Yes. She flies, like a superheroine in a comic book. And she has telekinesis. And she can hurl direct current like lightning bolts.”




Alexan gulped, “She has superpowers? That sounds more like Ms. Marvel! A-and you expect me to do all that?”




Hermione shook her head no, fortunately. “No. I expect you to be you, a good student. But I clearly need you in order to make the connection with Alex.”




“Alex?”




“Alex. She’s the Alexandra Louise Mack of a different universe with different physical constants and different possibilities. And she goes by Alex.”




Alexan admitted, “I used to, up until seven years ago. Is that a problem?”




Hermione smiled, “I hope not. Actually I expect it will be a help, when I need to call one of you, and you’ll answer to different first names.”




“I never thought of that.” Alexan started to ask if Hermione was as smart as the history book said, but suddenly a big purple disk thing suddenly appeared right behind Hermione. “What the—”




Hermione whirled about, wand suddenly in her hand, but the portal was already sweeping over both of them…





…Reappearance of Alexa Mack



Alexa scrambled to her feet after falling through the purple portal. Her palms stung, and her knees hurt. Surprise crashes onto concrete sidewalks were even less fun than they sounded. At least she hadn’t smashed her face into the concrete too.




And anything could be coming through the portal after her, starting with those guards who had guns and stuff. It was wide open, right behind her and four feet above the ground and just off the sidewalk and sideways to the street. And no one on the street seemed to even see the stupid thing. She hoped no one went into it by accident and fell through and ended up getting attacked in the chemical plant. If you could even go through it the other way and not get killed or worse.




Okay, she had no idea how you could fall through it by accident when the bottom of the portal was that high off the ground. Maybe if you were on a five-foot high unicycle and you were biking like a nut in the traffic whizzing past her, and you went sideways and crashed head-first into that portal. Maybe.




She ignored the way her knees felt, and she got moving. She tried to walk a little faster than the people around her, but not much faster, because she wanted to get away from the portal, but she didn’t want to move so fast that people would notice her.




Maybe she’d spent too much time running away from stuff in the last couple years. She was starting to turn into a running-away expert.




There were screams behind her, and she turned to look. She was instantly sorry she’d looked. People were screaming in panic and running away as the things came through the portal and looked around.




There were four of them. They were black-furred dogs. If dogs had glowing red eyes and fangs like something off a polar bear, and were the size of a baby elephant.




She cut around the closest corner and ran. If those things were dogs, they probably hunted by smell. So she was doomed. They would track her down and they would run way faster than her, and she had no idea how to stop them. Maybe she could run into one of these skyscrapers and take an elevator up somewhere and lose them.




Nah, that was stupid. These things were magical and they probably tracked by magic. They would follow her up the building and trap her.




She turned another corner and saw it, and knew where she was. Probably. But if she could run up to that high area and catch a train, or run down and catch a subway car just before it pulled out, she might be able to lose those things.




She ran as hard as she could for the train. She raced up the steps, vaulted over the ticket taking thing, and sprinted up the stairs…




And she’d just missed the train. She could see the back end of it pulling out. And she was the only person left on the platform.




There was a terrifying, unearthly howling below her. The dog-things had found her, and she had nowhere to go. Unless she wanted to run down that railroad track way in the air and hope she could outrun those things and not get run over by the next train and not fall to her death.




Maybe she could try crossing the tracks and not electrocuting herself and maybe she could get away that way when the dogs charged up the stairs after her.




The first dog-thing charged up the stairs, pretty much filling the whole stairway with doggishness. Holy crud, those things were huge!




She pushed hard, and a fireball flew out of her hands and down the stairway right into the thing’s totally scary face. It kept coming, only now it was mad, and it was howling so loud it felt like her ears were going to explode.




She rushed to the sliding doors that opened when the train was in the station. She grabbed one and heaved. Nothing. It was locked so stupid people like her couldn’t open the door and run out onto the tracks and electrocute themselves.




And she couldn’t do normal magics like Annie could. Annie could do stuff like scry for kidnapped parents and cast spells to unlock doors, and other stuff their mom had taught Annie. Alex only had her weird elemental magic stuff. She couldn’t hit the doors with water, because she had no water. If she pushed on the concrete under the doors, it would probably just jam them shut. A fireball wouldn’t do any good. She could throw wind around, but not enough to bust open sliding metal doors. She was in mega-big trouble.




The dog thing came barreling out of the stairway like a giant thing on fire and totally angry about it. And she could hear another dog thing charging up the stairs too. She had nowhere to go.




She stood in front of the sliding doors and screamed like she was panicking. The still-on-fire giant dog thing maybe couldn’t see so great, but it could hear. It charged right at her, howling and snarling and roaring, and snapping with huge jaws that were on fire. She hurled another big ball of fire toward it so it wouldn’t be able to see anything at all, and she dove off to one side.




She landed hard, and there was a tremendous crash behind her. She rolled over and scrambled to her feet because there was another giant dog thing coming. But dog number one had crashed into the metal doors so hard it had busted them off and had landed on the railroad tracks, and was busy frying from landing on the third rail that had hundreds of volts and was mega-deadly.




She didn’t dare touch the still-writhing dog, because that would probably electrocute her. So she had to squeeze through the tiny gap between the busted door and the horribly burning monster. And the second dog was right behind her.




She stepped down onto the tracks, being mega-careful not to step on the dangerous rail. She could hear the second thing snarling only feet from the busted doors. She turned her head just as it leapt through the opening. She screamed and tripped, falling across the rails.




Just before she hit the third rail, she shoved with her power as hard as she could, and the wind knocked her several feet up into the air and headlong onto the other side of the platform. She just barely missed braining herself on the edge of the concrete too.




The second monster scrambled onto the body of the first… and leapt back howling at the brutal shock.




She scrambled to her feet and yanked at the emergency release on the back side of a set of sliding doors on the other side. She jumped through and slid the doors shut behind her. She was pretty sure they didn’t lock.




She ran for it. She hurried down the stairs as something massive crashed into the doors she had just slid closed. She stopped inches before she would be below the level of the platform, and took a peek.




Oh crud. Not only was the second thing not french-fried by the electricity, it had just ripped the doors half open and was reaching through with a huge paw that had claws the size of carving knives.




She ran. She rushed down the steps to the street, only to find one of the monsters was right where it could see her. She fled down the sidewalk, looking for a place to hide. She was really hoping to find a doorway so small the things couldn’t follow her, without a big window the things could smash through.




And the second thing simply leapt from the station all the way down to the ground, instead of taking those stairs. And the fourth dog thing was following right on the heels of dog-things two and three. Crud! What was she supposed to do now?




She could try the subway. And if she missed the subway car, she’d be in even huger trouble. And if she got there before the subway car showed up, she’d be leading three ravening monsters into a pack of helpless people who would end up being Purina Monster Chow, which would be even worse.




She turned a corner into a dirty alley and ran face-first into a guy. A huge guy. Well, not a huge guy like a football player. More like a huge guy like a basketball player. Well, a basketball player who wanted to be a cowboy. And he looked even taller after she bounced off him and landed on her back, which hurt almost as much as landing on her hands and knees.




But the guy was totally dressed like a cowboy, with the long leather coat thing that she thought was maybe a duster but she wasn’t sure. And he looked maybe mid-thirties or late-thirties, but a hard thirty, like he’d had a rough life driving those dogies for miles and miles.




And he had a staff. A big staff, nearly as tall as him. And it had stuff engraved on it, like Alexa’s mom said her granddad had. Her granddad the wizard.




She’d either found the help she needed, or she was in even worse trouble.




She’d managed to bounce off and land on her back, but she didn’t have the wind knocked out of her. She tried, “Umm, around the corner, coming this way!”




He didn’t seem too impressed.




“Look mister, they’re demons or faerie or something, and they’re like giant black dogs, only gianter!”




But he was staring off like he wasn’t listening to her, even if he was staring off toward where the things were. And finally, he put out a hand to help her up. In a tough voice, he insisted, “Get behind me. They’re nearly here.”




Did this guy have super-hearing too? Maybe it was super-scrying. Maybe he just needed to work on his people skills. Were there wizards with Asperger’s?




She let him pull her to her feet and scoot her behind him. But she pointed out, “I did tell you. There’s three of ’em, ’cause I fried one, and they’re big black fae-style dog-things. Or demons.”




“There’s more than three now,” he muttered.




“Uh-oh.”




He backed up, pushing her with him. “Maybe you could sprint down the alley and around the corner, and look for a door they can’t follow you through…”




What? Was he gonna stand there and try to fight those things and just expect her to leave him behind? Even if they were really scary things? Sure she was scared. But she couldn’t just leave this guy to get eaten… or whatever these things would do to him. “No way!”




“Way.”




What a smart aleck. If she wasn’t so scared, she would’ve stuck her tongue out at him. “You’re not the only one with magic. I can help!”




Two huge black fae-dogs came bounding around the corner, and spotted them. Snarling jaws gnashed, and the dogs headed right for them, one dog in front of the other.




“Pyrofuego!” the tall guy bellowed.




Alexa gasped. A beam of blue-white fire like a super laser jetted out of his fire-rod and punched a hole right through both monsters. “Okay, maybe not.”




Both dog-monsters yelped and leapt. One leapt back around the corner. One leapt at Tall Guy.




“Forzare!” the guy yelled.




The dog got smacked with maybe a giant wind that was way more awesome than what Alexa could do. It went rolling backward before leaping back to its feet.




Alexa asked, “Umm, I don’t suppose you got any water lying around…”




Way more quietly, the guy said, “Aquilevatus.” A curtain of water gushed down between them and the demons. The demon coming back at them pretty much ignored it.




“Umm, thanks.” She concentrated, and the water leapt up off the street, punching the fae-dog right in the face. The dog reeled backward and began choking on the water that had gone up its nose and into its mouth.




“Impressive, Wendy.” The second dog leapt around the corner with yet another dog in tow. “What else ya got?”




She hit both fae-dogs with a wall of water and staggered them. But they didn’t even fall over. That didn’t work so terrific, so she let the dogs jump forward onto her sheet of water, which then rushed away, carrying the surprised dogs until they plowed into the wall behind them. “I’m not Wendy. I’m Alexa. Alexa Mack. And… uh-oh.”




Two more of the big fae-dogs leapt off the roof of one of the buildings forming the alley, hemming them in. They landed about a hundred feet behind them, cutting them off from escape.




“Well I’m Harry, Alexa-Alexa-Mack—”




“Very funny. Not.”




“—and this is when you say ‘Oh gosh Mister Dresden I should have listened to you when you told me to run’.”




Right then, she really wished she’d run away when he’d said to. But then he’d be all trapped now, and she’d still be in trouble, because obviously there were more things chasing after her, and not all of them would have waited to come through the alley where this guy was doing his cowboy hero thing.




She pulled her water as fast as she could, down the alley, trying to make it shape itself into a big, heavy column pointing right at the monsters behind them. One dog managed to leap out of the way at the last second, and the second dog took the water blast right in the side of the head as it turned to see what the first dog was doing.




The second dog got knocked down, but it rolled back up as the first dog started toward her. And she couldn’t ask for help, because Mister Dresden was blasting away at stuff coming down the other end of the alley.




She hit both of them with a big ball of fire, which made both of them really mad. Okay, the wet one mostly shook the fire off with all the water that was on its fur. She so should have fireballed them first. She hit them with a column of water again, and only staggered them. Crud!




There was an ‘oof!’ sound behind her, and Mister Dresden came flying past her to land on his back with a painful thud. She glanced over her shoulder to see one totally-wrecked fae-dog, one limping fae-dog, and three totally fine fae-dogs that had just showed up to help the other fae.




This was so not good.




And then, like things weren’t bad enough, a big glowy purple disk-thing appeared on the side of the building, just off to her left. A disk just like the one she’d jumped through that the dogs had used to come after her.




Mister Dresden looked at the disk and said something under his breath. She didn’t catch it, but she figured it was probably a word his mother wouldn’t want him to use in public. He rolled to his feet, stepping in between her and the disk, and…




Three people tumbled through the disk. A redhead crashed to the ground like a ton of totally unconscious bricks. Two blondes didn’t. One blonde looked to be in her thirties.




The other blonde was…




“No way.”




The girl was Alexa, right down to the overalls and the sneakers. Okay, the girl had bigger breasts, which was totally not fair. But the girl was her. And maybe her overalls were in better shape, which wasn’t fair either, even if Alexa had gone through a pretty rough day so far.




Had Mister Dresden done some kind of duplicating spell? Okay, what kind of duplicating spell duplicated people and changed the color of your overalls and t-shirt and sneakers, and cleaned up and patched your clothes, and gave you bigger breasts, and put a couple totally cute butterfly clips in your hair? That made no sense.





…Battle of Alexa Mack, I



I landed on my back, on the hard asphalt of the alleyway, my duster absorbing most of the impact so my ribcage stayed in one piece. My head took the time to smack the asphalt too, just because things weren’t going horribly enough yet. I rolled over and scrambled to my feet before the phoukas could decide that I looked even more like phouka kibbles ’n’ bits.




I was fine. Pretty much. I’d been hurt worse. In the last few months.




I was pretty sure my nose was bleeding, and the back of my head had had better days, but I was still mobile and handling these faerie. I even remembered my name, and where I was, and everything. That’s Harry Blackstone Copperfield Dresden, if you have to ask. Conjure with it at your own risk.




I had charged down here as soon as I’d realized there was trouble. I had been in my basement, working more on Little Chicago. That’s what I call it, anyway. It’s a detailed map of the city, carefully attuned so that I could use it for tracking and surveillance. And just as I had placed a new elevated rail car, I felt the disturbance. Something was wrong, down near Millennium Park. I got down there as fast as I could, given what I drive.




And now I had more problems. That was definitely a portal, but it was nothing like any portal I had ever seen. And I’ve seen a lot of portals from a lot of different sources. None of them come with their own neon purple disco theme.




My new best buddy Alexa had just picked up a double, plus an unconscious redhead, plus a very conscious, very hot blonde. Where did Alexa get a double? I had seen duplicates done as illusions, but they looked identical, and Alexa Two had different color sneakers, and a different color of green overalls, and stuff in her hair. I absolutely did not look at the chest of a teenaged girl and notice that Alexa Two was bigger in the bust.




What I did notice wasn’t good. The Alexa double and the blonde were looking at those phoukas and assessing them like it was just another MMA match. They should have been looking at bear-sized dog-shaped, unnatural phoukas like ‘Aagh run for your lives!’




The older blonde looked back and forth between Alexa and her copy, and finally said, “We’ll sort it out later. If she’s an evil twin, use Protocol Theta.”




The Alexa-copy just nodded, like that made perfect sense. In what world did you have to have protocols to deal with evil twins?




And why didn’t I have protocols like that?




Fine, half of the people I’d want to have those kinds of protocols with already thought I would be the evil twin. Half the beings I’d want to have those kinds of protocols with were pretty much already the evil twin.




The blonde looked at me like she was used to handling things like this. She pointed down the alley at the pair of fae, and said, “We’ve got these two.”




And they ran right at a pair of snarling phoukas that were the size of bears. Stars and stones! Who the hell were these women?




Maybe they weren’t women. Maybe they weren’t even human. Because they ran far too fast to be human. I was really hoping they weren’t White Court, even after the deals I’d cut with Lara Raith and my arrangement with Thomas.




I was trying really hard not to think about Lara Raith. At all. For several reasons. Don’t ask.




Shapeshifters? Probably not. If they were shapeshifters good enough to mimic Alexa and her clothes that well, they wouldn’t miss obvious details like the colors of the clothes and the style of her hair.




But it could be worse. They could be Faerie. If I was looking at a battle between the Summer Court and the Winter Court, as it spilled over onto the streets of Chicago, things could get really, really grim.







Aly sprinted after Jamie, going as fast as she thought she could go without tripping herself up and crashing face-first on the rough asphalt of the alley, even if Jaime was going full-speed and leaving her behind. Aly didn’t know what the heck those things were, but they were not normal. They were pretty much the opposite of normal. They were big black dogs. If dogs had fur that was dark enough to be a shadow, and glowing angry red eyes, and huge scary fangs, and also were the size of a horse.




Okay, so they were totally not dogs. Even if thinking of them as dogs was way less scary than thinking of them as monsters. Aly was totally glad that Jaime had made her and Kate go through that stupid training exercise against a pretend eight-foot-tall sasquatch. That training exercise sure didn’t seem stupid anymore. Maybe the OSI really had run up against a sasquatch.




Jaime ran straight into the closer one and brought up her bionic fist in an uppercut right into that dog’s lower jaw. There was a sound like a sledgehammer cracking a boulder. And nothing.




The dog’s head rocked back, but that was it. That was not good. It was even mega-not good.




The dog immediately yanked its head back down and tried to bite Jaime’s arm off.




But Jaime was too fast, and had actually worked on her martial arts skills a lot, so she got her arm back out of chomping range in plenty of time, and was already moving to the far side of the dog to punch it a bunch.




By then, Aly was up to Dog Number Two, who did not look like it wanted to get punched in the face. It leapt at her, jaws gnashing and claws out and front legs churning to rip her to shreds with huge scary claws. Aly had a moment of raw terror, and moved as fast as she could.




As her adrenaline kicked in, she felt it. Just like in training. Just like Jaime had said it would when things got tough. Kate’s ‘plateau’ thing. It suddenly felt like the whole world was in slow motion, even her, while her mind was sizzling through her options and she was moving to fight that thing. Those huge legs were pawing madly, but she could see them move like in slow motion and she could block them with her arms. She blocked as hard as she could, snapping her left forearm upward, and the impact was like hitting a tree. But the thing’s leg went flying up and away from her. As fast as she could, she snapped an inside-out block across her body and smashed its other front leg off to her right. She snapped her left hand forward and grabbed a handful of dog right at the chest in between the forelegs, and she heaved as hard as she could to turn it into one of the throws Joan had taught her.




There was no way Joan had ever figured Aly would be doing moves like this on a four-legged monster, but it was great for something that she could grab and it couldn’t grab her right back.




The dog went sailing over her head and crashed into the brick wall, but it didn’t seem to care. The wall sure didn’t handle it that well. The dog left a pony-sized dent in the brick. It bounced off the wall without a complaint. But it bumped into a beat-up old trash dumpster, and really yelped at that.




Aly heard a crash behind her as Jaime clobbered that dog, and Jaime whispered, “The dumpster!” Aly’s bionic hearing picked it up when pretty much no one else was going to.




Wait. The dumpster was metal. Iron or steel. The dog didn’t seem to care how hard you hit it, or if you slammed it into a brick wall, but the steel dumpster…




The dog charged her, and she could see a sort of burned area where it had bumped against the dumpster. So she charged at the dog. Well, she pretended to.




At the last moment, she leapt as high as she could, easily clearing the dog and landing just on the far side of the dumpster. And she grabbed it with both hands, planted her feet solidly, and shoved it at her opponent.




The dog actually tried to jump out of the way. It knew the dumpster was dangerous. To it, anyway. The dog got too close to Jaime, who kicked it back toward Aly.




Aly wasn’t sure how heavy a maybe-loaded dumpster was, but she figured she needed to find out. She leapt over to where it was still skidding slowly over the asphalt, and she grabbed it. One hand at the base, and one hand on the part where the garbage truck would grab it and lift it.




She heaved as hard as she could. And it came up off the ground. Crud, it was heavy. Not that she could hold it in the air when it was so badly balanced, but she didn’t need to hold it up. She slammed it down. On the side of the dog.







“Forzare!” I blasted two of the other phoukas backward. “Pyrofuego!” I sliced another one in half. But I was starting to worry about running out of juice.




The kid stepped forward and hit one with a fireball in the face, shoved another one back with some kind of wind attack that needed more oomph, and bitchslapped a third one with the water that was still in the street.




Wind, water, and fire? I was guessing there was some earth attack the kid had, because those were definitely elemental attacks. The kid was doing it with no focus, no chants, nothing but raw power. I really wanted to know where she came from, and who had taught her, and why she didn’t have even one focus to work with. She needed a tailored blasting rod and maybe a staff too, but she was managing pretty damn well for a newbie who looked like she hadn’t yet gotten to My First Spellbook By Kenner.




Oh yeah, and I really wanted to know why she had a small army of bad things after her. Had she just spit in Mab’s mojitos?




I spared a glance behind me… and I nearly dropped my staff in shock. Stars and stones!




The two women were beating the tar out of the fae-dogs. The older blonde was slamming one thing upside the head with a huge steel bar that looked like a safety rail that had been ripped off the brick wall. And she was doing it one-handed. The Alexa-copy was going Alexa Two: The Wrath Of Mack on her opponent, because she had picked up a dumpster and was pounding the phou out of that phouka.




Whatever those two women were, it was not human.




And I had to admit I could use their help, because these fae were getting bigger, and the originals were healing up. I needed cold iron, and a lot of it. Or just plain steel, in ugly quantities.




And another weird purple portal was opening up, this time on the other side of the alley. I cast a shield in front of myself so I could handle whatever jumped out of this portal…




And it was two more young women, plus half a chair. And these women were fast too. And…




“Oh come on!” This was nuts! One of them was another Alexa! The other one was a petite blonde who reminded me of Murphy. Well, Murphy if forced at gunpoint to dress like a bimbo. But where the heck were all these Alexa copies coming from? Had she escaped from a cloning factory or something?




And what the hell were these portals? Because they were not normal for any portal I had ever seen.




The short blonde pointed at Alexa Three and sent her off at the two phoukas currently getting the beatdown of their lives. The blonde headed straight at the bigger, scarier force. And she pulled that half-chair apart like it was made of kleenex.




Where were all these scary women coming from, anyway?







Lexi followed the directions from Buffy, and charged the fae at the back of the alley. After all, one of the important Slayer large-scale battle lessons was that you had to be able to leave the battle, and you might have to retreat, or at least have a way to get your injured out of danger.




Well, she was guessing these things were fae, since they sure weren’t hellhounds or Canigr’t demons. She hadn’t fought fae before but she knew how to do it. It was in the Slayer Almanac. Cold iron, and she didn’t have any. She knew Slayer Headquarters had a guy who made cold iron weapons for Xander, because it said so in the almanac. She was pretty sure it said so in one of the pieces about weapons, and she was mega-sure it said so in the little thing about dealing with fae, which you pretty much never saw.




Even if there were tons of these things all over the place, and this was somebody’s city! In daytime! That never happened. So… where were they?




And who the heck was strong enough to use a whole dumpster as a melee weapon?




And how was that even working? Dumpsters were steel. Not cold iron. And that chunk of steel railing was steel. Had those two women ripped that off the wall over there? She was pretty sure there was no way she could do that.




By the time she had sprinted up to the twosome, who maybe weren’t women at all when one of them was totally a doppelganger of her except with bigger boobies which was totally not fair, she’d figured it out. This had to be a different dimension. If steel worked on fae here, then it was a different enough dimension that other stuff might be different. Important stuff, like wood stakes might not work on vamps, or Slayers might not be everywhere. That could be mega-bad.




She stopped just out of reach of either of the twosome, because they both had to be mega-strong and she didn’t know if they were friendlies. As it said in the Slayer Almanac, ‘the enemy of my enemy can still be my enemy too.’ She said, “Hey there. You do know you need to stab these things through the heart with cold iron to kill ’em, right? Just beating ’em senseless won’t do anything except make ’em mega-mad at you when they heal up later.”




Her maybe-evil twin said, “Hi. I’m Aly. That’s Jaime. And all we’ve got is regular steel. Seems to work pretty good on ’em.”




Aly? What a weird name. At least Aly and Jaime didn’t ping on her Slaydar. At all. The fae sure did. Not like vamps, but they were totally not something her Slayer spirit wanted to be besties with.




She said, “I’m Lexi.” She took the smashed-up guard rail from Jaime and bent the edges of one end until it made a sort of rolled-up spearpoint. Then she rammed it right into one fae’s heart. “Like that. Do the other one too, before it heals up and gets up. And if they start healing up more, try beheading. That almost always works.”




She turned around and looked, and winced. That didn’t look good.







I glanced over at the speeding little blonde holding the pieces of chair.




Shorty yelled at me, “Drop the forcefield, cowpoke!”




“Hey, watch it, Tinker Bell!” But still, I instinctively followed that order. Maybe it was self-preservation.




The little blonde jumped at where the biggest fae-dog was straining against my forcefield, and as the field vanished, she punched the dog. Right in the nose. Even if she had to jump to get up that high.




The dog went tumbling backward like a truck had crashed into it. Did the shrimp hit that Faerie with a full-contact forzare? Was there even such a thing?




Shrimpy hit the ground, rolled expertly, leapt ridiculously high into the air, and tackled the next dog. Literally. She landed on its back, wrapped her legs around its chest, and twisted its head like its neck was a screw-top bottle. There was a sickening crack, and the dog collapsed almost bonelessly.




I had no idea how strong you needed to be to kill a phouka that size with your bare hands, but maybe I’d better watch the Tinker Bell cracks around her.




Nah. I’d been rude to much scarier things than Strawberry Shortstuff over there.




The two phoukas on either side of Tinker Bell dogpiled her. So to speak. I could hear Shorty’s Alexa-copy sidekick complaining about it as she charged to the rescue.




And another purple portal opened up. Two people fell through. One was a tall blonde in military fatigues, and the other was…




Yep, it was another Alexa. “Uhh, Giff, is that a theme or a motif?” I asked myself.







Alexandra gasped as they fell out of the portal. She was expecting to find herself in a glittery prison surrounded by angry Goa’uld who were going to take their revenge on her and the major and anyone else caught up in the portal, even if she didn’t know of any Goa’uld who had stolen or adapted any such technologies.




But it was a short drop into a dirty alley in what looked like a typical American city. And it was definitely not anything like a stronghold for a Goa’uld. Not even Egeria would have put up with such a dump.




She fell to her hands and knees, as Sam landed expertly and rolled to her feet. Alexandra’s knees hurt, and her hands were all scraped up, even the one still wearing the kara kesh, and…




Holy crud, they were in the middle of a warzone, only it was a war against stuff out of ancient legends! She recognized the big, dog-like kalta’taur at once. That meant this was Earth. An Earth that couldn’t be her Earth, because those things had been obliterated long ago. The kalta’taur had killed one of Ra’s favorite Primes and that had really cheesed off Ra, so he had tasked Bastet with finding every one of those creepy things and turning them into lion chow.




But an alternate Earth? That was not good. In the Goa’uld knowledge base there was memory of alternate dimensions, and the dangers of moving into one. ‘Alternate Dimension Disease’ would strike you down within hours. It would strike down everyone you brought with you too, unless you quickly returned to your home dimension. Even if you ever found a way to move into alternate dimensions, it was one of the forbidden tactics because it was fatal to you and your armies.




So being dropped here was bi’in. No, she really need to stop thinking in Goa’uld words. It was bad. Really, really bad. Mega-bi’in. Ugh! Mega-bad. Probably agonizingly fatal within minutes, if not hours. And she had no idea if Sam would believe her if she tried to explain what she thought was going on.




Oh, and they were probably surrounded by kalta’taur who were hard to kill even with an honor guard of Jaffa firing at them with their Ma’tok. So, mega-swell there too. She probably wasn’t going to live long enough to worry about Alternate Dimension Disease.




She glanced back at Sam, hoping Sam had something. Special weaponry, or more help from that portal, or something useful. And Sam didn’t look scared. At all. Just seeing that made Alexandra feel tons better. Sam was part of SG-1. The vaunted Tau’ri who had turned the galactic Goa’uld hierarchy into malted ril’yeh. Or Swiss cheese. Yeah, Swiss cheese was totally a better metaphor. She didn’t even like ril’yeh.




Sam was looking around, studying everything, and assessing as she went. So Alexandra looked too. And… what in the underworld of Osiris was going on? There was a copy or clone of her over there… and over there… and over there too! Oh sure, there were rumors that Ba’al had been working on cloning technologies for a century or more, but someone would have needed to start cloning Alexandra Mack years and years ago, in order to have clones of the same age, or at least close to it.




So… what in the Duat was going on here?




Sam ordered, “There. Someone or something’s trapped under those…”




“Kalta’taur,” she automatically supplied.




Sam just nodded and kept going. “…and we can support there.”




“Us?” Alexandra worried.




Sam patted her on the shoulder. “Like air warfare, not infantry.”




Oh. Like Death Gliders, not like Jaffa. “Okay.”




They ran forward, Alexandra carefully checking her kara kesh to make sure it wasn’t damaged from the fall. All she had to do was use the kara kesh to fight off monsters. Kalta’taur. All she had to do was use the kara kesh.




All she had to do was use the kara kesh and not think of the hideous things her body had done with it.




Okay. Wield the kara kesh now and save whoever was in the pile of kalta’taur, and then be sick to her stomach after.




…Battle of Alexa Mack, II


(Harry Dresden)



I glanced over. Military Supermodel Blonde was leading her Alexa straight at the Tinker Bell dogpile just about the time Tinker Bell’s Alexa got there and started pummeling another phouka that wanted to pile on. And the latest Alexa knelt down, extended her hand, and…




Was that a Forzare? It was something, because it slammed into the pile like an invisible truck and knocked the top dog a dozen feet back. But it didn’t feel like magic. And there was a weird gold-looking focus on that Alexa’s hand. Not that I had any room to complain, given the rings on my hand.




That was all it took for the little blonde in the dogpile to start beating the tar out of those phoukas with her steel chair-pieces. Even if those pieces looked badly bent by then. Was the blonde that strong?




I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out. I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out what she was, and why she was so strong. I was pretty sure I was going to have to, just to make sure I wasn’t dealing with something I needed to stay away from.




My Alexa wailed, “What’s going on? Why do they look like me?”




I added, “And where are all these weird portals coming from?”




I tried not to wince as yet another purple portal opened. This one was about two stories up. Two more women fell through. Both were wearing robes. Real go-to-a-Halloween-party-as-a-witch robes. One was a sexy brunette and the other was… Stars and stones, it was another Alexa. What the hell was going on?




I heard Alexa wail, “Stop it!” I was pretty sure she wasn’t talking about the phoukas.




The brunette waved what looked like a little wand, and they drifted down in what had to be some sort of feather fall spell. I needed a feather fall spell.




Of course, with my luck, I’d get stuck floating in a slight updraft and then get used for target practice by one of my many fans. Hey, maybe I could use it on someone else. A ‘someone else’ feather fall spell would have come in handy a couple times down in the Deeps on the Raith estate.







Alexan nearly screamed when the portal dropped them maybe two stories up. Maybe she would have panicked, but she was still facing Hermione Granger, and Hermione wasn’t scared. Or even worried.




Hermione waved her wand and cast a weird-colored spell at her. And Alexan suddenly felt… lighter. She didn’t drop. She sort of floated, like she weighed about a pound and her robes were billowing around her to let her float down. And Hermione did the same thing on herself. So Alexan had the chance to look around.




Uck.




It looked like they were in a dirty alley in a dirty city with not-mega-old buildings. And there were… Holy crud, were those really phoukas? She’d done a paper on them in Defense Against the Dark Arts one year! Even if the phoukas she was looking at were way bigger than the ones in the books she’d done her research stuff in.




She couldn’t land in an alley full of phoukas! She’d get killed! And eaten! Or worse, like eaten and then killed! She felt like screaming again. Except she had Hermione Granger with her, and Hermione Granger could take a bunch of dumb old phoukas.




And there were people down there fighting the phoukas. Whoa. Were they fighting deadly Fae by hand? That was hardcore. She couldn’t possibly do that. She couldn’t think of anyone human who could, except maybe The Golden Trio. Maybe.




And the thing about the prophecy looked like it was totally making sense now, because she could see copies of her fighting those things, and…




Wow. One of the Alexan-copies just punched a bear-sized phouka so hard it fell over onto its side. That was like impossible. Okay, so it obviously wasn’t impossible if she’d just seen it, but it ought to be!




Could she fight these things too? Those were other Alexan copies, right? And they didn’t look scared. Maybe she could pretend she wasn’t so scared she wanted to just stand there and scream. A lot.




They landed softly in the alley, and Alexan remembered to pull out her own wand. She wondered if the tall beanpole guy with the huge wooden staff used that instead of a wand, sort of Gandalf-style.




Wow, that would be awkward. And how would you hide it from non-community types? That thing had to be taller than she was.




Oh yeah, focus on the important stuff, Alexan! Dummy. What did she know about phoukas? Cold iron. But not magically-manifested iron or transfigured iron. Real, not-magical iron. Because phoukas were seriously magical creatures. She said, “I don’t have any cold iron. And I don’t know if they’re Seelie or Unseelie.”




Hermione calmly said, “It just so happens that I do have some cold iron, along with some other equipment I always carry when I’m away from home. But based on the obvious success those two over there had with ordinary steel, I’m going to speculate that these are not the Fae of our dimension.”




Alexan glanced off to their right, where two women, one of them totally another Alexandra Louise Mack, had just beaten two big phouka to death with… She winced. How did you beat a creature to death with a huge guard rail or a dumpster? Was that the non-magical might from the prophecy? Because that was pretty scary strength. Maybe even scarier than punching a phouka in the face and knocking it down.




Hermione simply said, “We address the uninjured ones first. I’ll try a flame charm and you try a freezing spell. Whoever has better luck sticks with that.”




“Yes ma’am,” Alexan said without thinking.




“Just ‘Hermione’ is enough.”




“Yes ma’am.”




Hermione hurled a silent flame charm that hit one of the bigger phoukas. So Alexan hit one of that phouka’s buddies with her very best frigidissimus even if she had to say it out loud to really give it enough oomph. She would have felt bad about that, except the mega-tall guy in the Old West duster thing was saying his spells out loud. And pretty loud too. Alexan tried to focus on the important stuff, and not on what some of her sixth and seventh year teachers would have said about Tall Duster Guy’s not very silent spellwork.




Okay, so Tall Guy’s fire spells were pretty scary. They were more like a giant laser beam of energy off a laser that would have to be from like the Death Star or something. Maybe the Enterprise. And he wasn’t using a wand as much as a thing almost as big as a beater’s bat. She wondered how much unicorn hair or dragon’s heartstring you’d need for something that big. It had to cost a fortune!




But Tall Guy’s laser beams were burning holes in the phoukas, while their fire spells weren’t really doing a lot except making the phoukas grumpy and making sure they didn’t need to use Neet for a while. And her freezing charms weren’t really having a whole lot of effect. The phoukas weren’t even shivering or running away or anything.




Hermione stopped her. “We need to move closer so I can use an aguamenti.”




Aguamenti? She wanted to give the phoukas some water to drink?




Hermione glanced at her and realized that Alexan had no idea what was going on in the legendary Hermione Granger brain. “Which you will then freeze solid around them.”




“Oh!” Alexan finally got it. “Phouka-cicles!”




Hermione smiled at her. “Right. Follow me…” And Hermione strode forward at big, scary, magic-ignoring phoukas. Alexan was really scared, but she followed along, because… Hermione Granger!




Hermione got within long aguamenti distance, pointed her wand upward, and… “Aguamenti!” A firehose of water jetted out of the tip of Hermione’s wand. Not a little stream from a drinking fountain, but a torrent.




As the water poured all over the closest phouka, Alexan aimed and… “Frigidissimus!” And suddenly the phouka had a thick coat of ice all over it. But there was more water pouring down. “Frigidissimus! Frigidissimus! Frigidissimus!” And in a couple seconds, the phouka was trapped inside a bear-shaped block of ice.




Hermione shifted her wand and began drenching the next phouka. So Alexan began turning that one into a phouka-cicle too. Maybe the magical cold didn’t bother them too much, but being trapped in a big block of ice was sure stopping them cold.




Ugh. That was the dumbest pun ever. She was mega-glad she hadn’t said it out loud. Robyn would have, but Robyn would have done her Horatio Caine imitation with her dark glasses and getting Ray to do the ‘Yeahhh!!’ thing too. And it would’ve been really funny.




Two other phoukas decided that maybe the girls with little wands were a lot more of a threat than some of the other fighters. The two phoukas charged. Alexan suddenly felt scared enough to have an accident in her clothes. Not that she did, because she didn’t want to have to admit it to Hermione Granger.




She was fighting alongside the legendary Hermione Granger. No one was ever, ever going to believe this.




Hermione calmly said, “Not enough time for ice blocks.” She waved her wand precisely, and the two phoukas ran face-first into a really powerful shield charm. The charm held, and both phoukas hit the shield so hard they bounced back.




Wow. Alexan really wanted Hermione’s autograph now. That was like the best shield charm she’d ever seen.




Hermione added, “I’m afraid the gloves are off now.” She pointed her wand and moved it in a tight pattern as she growled, “Reducto!”




Holy crud. Alexan would never have dreamed of using a Reductor Curse on a living being. Even a big scary thing like these phoukas. The bluish light jetted out and hit one phouka right in the side as it struggled back to its feet. Alexan was expecting a horrible blast of phouka pieces, but the phouka was too magical for that. The curse just hit it and knocked it back about thirty feet.




Okay, since Alexan wasn’t going to kill the thing in a horrible way, she could do this too. “Reducto!” Her blast caught the other phouka and clobbered it too. It got knocked down and it rolled over a couple times, ending up on its back looking stunned. It didn’t get hammered thirty feet backward like Hermione’s spell did, but it wasn’t happy.




“Let’s try stunners next, Alexan.”




“Yes m- umm, Hermione.”




“Stupefy!”




“Stupefy! Stupefy!”




The stunners sort of reflected off the phoukas, which wasn’t very encouraging. Okay, it was pretty mega-scary. Stunners didn’t work on them, and they bounced off, and the stunners could come back and hit you instead, or one of your friends, or an innocent bystander. Even if it didn’t look like there were any innocent bystanders in this alley.




Hermione calmly said, “I should have anticipated that.”




She should have? Because Alexan totally hadn’t.




Hermione just said, “What do you Americans call the roping move in a rodeo?”




Alexan shrugged. “No idea. Roping?” It wasn’t like she’d just gone to a rodeo last week and watched calf-roping and bronc riding and that stuff. Well, she’d been once when she was really little so she didn’t know stuff like the names of things. She still didn’t like those rodeo clowns.




Hermione pointed her wand again. “Incarcerous!” Heavy ropes shot out of her wand, tying the phouka’s forelegs together and its back legs together. It promptly fell onto its face and ended up on its side, writhing angrily.




Wow, that worked great. Maybe the phoukas were strong and could resist magic spells, but they could be tripped just like anything. Alexan tried it, focusing on the thickest ropes she could do, because conjuration was mega-hard, even if someone like Hermione Granger could make it look really easy. “Incarcerous!” Her ropes weren’t quite as heavy as Hermione’s, and the phouka leapt over her ropes so she only got its back legs, but that still made it fall over. “Incarcerous!” She got its forelegs while it was lying on its side trying to paw the ropes off its back legs. “Incarcerous!” She added some more rope just in case, and tied its forelegs to its back legs so it couldn’t bite through the foreleg ropes.




“Well done,” Hermione said.




Alexan was ready to tie up some more phoukas, but by then one of her copies and a petite blonde had pounded the crud out of that dogpile of phoukas, and none of them were moving.




And Alexan was glad she was wearing her best school robes over her school uniform, so no one could see her knees were shaking so hard it was a miracle she was still standing. How did Hermione Granger do it?







I took a glance around while we all had a breather. All right, maybe I needed the breather, because I had been burning juice like there was no tomorrow. My Alexa seemed fine, even if her stomach was grumbling loud enough for me to hear it without trying to listen.




Alexa looked down at her rumbling stomach like she couldn’t believe it would embarrass her in public. I wondered if Alexa would consider a local Burger King as ‘food’. There was one just down a block, but some people just did not appreciate the je ne sais quoi of The Whopper. There was no way I could afford it if every one of these Alexa clones insisted I take them to Ruth’s Chris. Meanwhile, it looked like almost everyone else was at least in as good a shape as me, except maybe Tinker Bell, who had blood down one arm but seemed to be ignoring it in favor of checking she hadn’t messed up her hairdo too much. No one else seemed to have a scratch on them.




Me? I could feel a knot forming at the back of my head where I’d nailed myself when I landed on my back, and I could tell my nose was still bleeding. Just a little. I’d been hurt a lot worse, plenty of other times. At least this time, my face wouldn’t look like I’d gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson.




And maybe if I took everyone to Burger King and ignored the chunk it took out of my wallet, they’d be friendly. And chatty. There was way too much trouble going on with my new little friend who wasn’t that little. Weird portals. Attack dog phoukas. Alexa clones who weren’t exact doubles, and their battle buddies.




And I really wanted to know why the first Alexa clone and her partner had just ignored the redhead… who was still face-down and unmoving back there in the alley. Uh-oh. Had they brought a dead body with them? With my luck, I’d get blamed for that too.




And it wasn’t as if my medical skills were up to snuff if it was just a severely unconscious redhead. I’d have to get her to somebody who could help her, like Waldo.




And now it looked like Military Supermodel Blonde and her Alexa had spotted Redhead Down and wanted to do something about it. I didn’t know what they had blasted those phoukas with, but it sure didn’t feel like magic. Technology seemed like a stupid guess, but Military Blonde was dressed like a soldier. I was guessing from the way she moved, and the way she sized things up, and the way she directed her Alexa, that this wasn’t a Halloween costume.




I really didn’t want to have to explain to the U.S. military that magic and monsters were real, and no they couldn’t have some to play with.




On the other hand, at least Other Supermodel Blonde and her Alexa copy seemed to have a convincing story, because Military Supermodel Blonde relaxed about the redhead as soon as that Alexa copy explained. I took a deep breath and concentrated, and I Listened… I wasn’t that great at clairvoyance, but I was getting pretty good at this.




It was a robot? Stars and stones! Was that possible? Not a golem but a real robot? I wanted to know more about that. A lot more. And I definitely wanted to know why Military Blonde bought that without checking the redhead or checking the story. Did she have experience with military robots that perfectly real-looking?




I glanced back at where the robed witches were tying up anything that wasn’t down for the count. So far I had seen them throw fire spells, freezing spells, water-generating spells, shield spells, some spells I couldn’t identify yet which knocked the phoukas ass-over-teacup, and finally some spells which fired streams of ropes which tied up the not-yet-creamed phoukas.




I wanted my own ‘conjure ropes out of thin air and throw them at badguy and tie him up’ spell. Even if conjuration was damn hard, and those ropes looked really impressive. And getting the ropes to tie up your opponent was a lot harder than it sounded. I was also going to remember that tricky ‘make the water then freeze it solid’ trick they’d pulled. I could think of a couple uses for that.




Why couldn’t I have some new combat wizards like that? Even if someone needed to teach them that a fragile little stick like that was too easy to break in combat, and they needed something sturdier.




And…




Tinker Bell and her Alexa looked off down the street, and reacted. Uh-oh. If a woman crazy enough to attack three grizzly-sized phoukas with nothing but pieces of a chair was looking worried, that was not encouraging.




I felt the vibration through the ground at about the same time as I heard the thoom.




Military Supermodel Blonde stared down at a puddle and said, “Fer cryin’ out loud!’ in a pretty good Minnesotan imitation. Her Alexa looked like she got the joke but wasn’t laughing it up.




Thoom.




Tinker Bell reached behind her back like she was going for a sword… and nothing happened. She scowled pretty hard at her hand for letting her down.




Thoom.




Tinker Bell and her Alexa sprinted at insane speed back to where I was guarding my Alexa. Dumpster-smashing Alexa and her blonde ran even faster to my position.




Thoom.




Witch-Alexa and her brunette, plus Military Supermodel Blonde and her Alexa, made for the group too.




Thoom.




Tinker Bell looked around casually. “Anybody got heavy anti-tank weapons on ’em? I seem to have left my cruise missiles in my other purse.”




Thoom.




It lurched past the corner and looked down the alley at us. I gulped. Hard. I had fought a lot of Bad Things in my lifetime, but this looked like a mutant Tyrannosaurus rex. On steroids. With a kraken stuck on its back, for the scary giant tentacles. And it wasn’t a nice, friendly, dead, necromanced T. rex either, like I’d ridden around on once. The thing was covered in grayish-green scales with sharp edges, and had to be three or four stories tall at the shoulder. No T. rex had ever been that big, and I figured I ought to know that better than anyone else, since I was one of two people who had ever ridden on one. No, when Sue stomped around, she was only about ten or twelve feet high at the shoulder. Oh yeah, the tentacles waving from its back were maybe fifty feet long and as big around as a tree.




And it was looking us over like we were Chicken McNuggets drenched in tasty barbecue sauce and not that gross honey-mustard goo.




Thoom. It left a massive footprint in the asphalt of the street.




I did my best to sound calm and rational. I said, “You know, I’m thinking running away might be a good idea.”




My Alexa complained, “Where did she find that thing?”




I was definitely going to ask about that. But later. Assuming we survived.





…Battle of Alexa Mack, III


(Harry Dresden)



Tyrannosaurus kraks roared at us, and something came blasting out of its mouth. Something like green snot. Hundreds of gallons of green snot. Maybe it had a really bad head cold. Too bad NyQuil didn’t come in fifty gallon drums.




“Didn’t I see this in a bad sci-fi movie?” asked Tinker Bell.




“Stop stealing my lines,” I pretended to complain.




“It was the B-movie Reptilicus,” Military Supermodel Blonde announced in tones that told everyone that she had been forced to watch the movie and she had not ever been able to get the crappiness out of her head afterward.




I already had a shield up, and fortunately, I wasn’t the only one. Both witches did, even if the Alexa-witch announced ‘protego’ while the brunette was silent. And the Alexa with Military Model put her hand up and whipped out a quick but small shield too.




All in all, a good thing. The green slime hit the shields, splattered, slid off, and started burning holes in the asphalt and concrete and bricks and everything else it hit. I thought it over and decided I really didn’t need to get any closer. Military Supermodel Blonde looked like she wanted to run over and get some samples and start studying the hell out of it.




I looked at the damage to the street and the buildings, and I winced a little. Murphy was going to kill me over this one. I just knew it.




And two more portals opened up! Was there a two-for-one sale on portals no one told me about, down at Portals ’R’ Us? Both of these portals were about seventy feet in the air, well above the buildings on either side of the alley. Whoever came out of those had better have a really good feather fall spell ready.




Aaaand… this time I got superheroines. Three gorgeous, amazingly-stacked superheroines who flew. And hovered. And looked stunning. I’d always said the women in those comic books couldn’t possibly look like that in real life. Looked like I was wrong. Again.




The amazingly curvaceous brunette in the skintight cat costume. The curvy blonde in the shades-of-gray-and-blue costume. And last but not least, the stunning blonde in the pure white and jet black costume who had abs. No, those weren’t abs of steel. They looked more like abs of titanium. Maybe adamantium. I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t manage to say anything intelligible. I had to swallow hard. And not think about Lara Raith dressed in any of those outfits. Which I was never going to admit to anyone ever. I’m dead serious about that.




Somehow, I managed to point at the monster and announce, “Release the kraken!” And also I managed not to drool on myself while looking at them, which I figured was a step up from some of my previous performances.







Alee flew out the other end of the portal, hanging carefully onto Catwoman and the belt with her telekinesis, because she had no idea where they were going to end up. She was expecting to end up somewhere mega-grim, like Apokolips. Or Warworld. Or a LexCorp lab-slash-prison.




She totally wasn’t expecting downtown Chicago.




But she was seventy feet in the air, way above a dingy alleyway, and she could see part of the El. So she knew where she was. Robin had made a huge deal about the importance of learning geography and astronomy and biology and botany just for cases like this and some other crazy stuff that seemed to happen to you if you were a superhero. And here was one of them happening to her, and the dumb stuff she had memorized had already paid off.




Maybe she needed to bake Robin some brownies for being a jerkhead about stuff like this.




And she looked below her and winced. Another Robin lesson: battlefield assessment. There were less than a dozen people, none of them in superhero uniforms, but two in silly robes and one in a cowboy duster and a blonde woman in American military BDUs. And…




“Holy crud!”




Maybe half of them were her. Alexandra Louise Mack, ordinary high schooler. This was not good. She knew there was something about cloning stuff going on behind the stuff that made Conner so unhappy a lot of the time, and she knew there were dozens of other clone problems over the whole world, and she knew there was the supervillain stuff Dr. Ivo had been doing, and Robin had once brought in The Flash, who had given the whole team a fast lecture on clones and copies the Justice League had fought, and future-technology clones some of them had run into, and the general badness when clones showed up. And that wasn’t even including that whole icky clone thing in Spiderman Comics that had bugged Louis so much he stopped reading them.




There were Alee Mack girls all over the place down there. And all of them were about to get eaten by the biggest, ickiest dinosaur she had ever seen. If it even was a dinosaur, because the JL had run into dino-problems before, and time travel, so Robin had also made everyone learn some stuff about paleontology and archaeology and history. And this was too big to be a meat-eater, and its skin had to be too heavy for its size, with those huge heavy scales, and those giant creepy tentacles totally said ‘made by mad scientists who needed some therapists’.




Okay, Robin insisted there was once a King Kong sized prehistoric ape that fired kryptonite lasers out of its eyes, and Superman had to fight it back in like the Jurassic Era, which made a sense that was… not. So Alee didn’t believe absolutely everything Robin said.




But someone was going to have to stop that dino-octopus thing from rampaging through downtown Chicago until the real Justice League types showed up, and she figured that someone was going to have to be her. Even if she felt like she was way out of her weight class just looking at the thing lumbering her way… and firing a giant blast of icky acid spit at the people, even if the people had forcefields.




And another portal was open right across the alley from her, and another super came zooming through.




Her first thought was ‘Black Canary!’ even if the color scheme was wrong. But the flowing blonde hair and the amazing body and the leotard shape at the hips and the high heels… And the… something. The attitude. She was looking at a superhero who could get stuff done. Someone who was willing to do whatever it took to save the day. Someone who could be like Canary.




The woman in mostly white glanced at the monster, glanced at her, and simply said, “We’re up.” Like she did this all the time. And she flew right at the dino like she knew Alee would follow and do the right thing. It was like following orders from Robin or something. Alee flew after the woman, suddenly confident that the woman could make this work, even if the ‘dinoctopus’ looked like it could be a threat for anything below maybe Supergirl’s strength.







I managed to close my mouth as I watched Sexy Kitty in action. Even when wearing a skin-tight costume, she still managed to pull out a full-sized bullwhip. Maybe it was an extra-long. She snapped it, and she snagged a railing near the top of the fire escape. She snagged it securely enough that she could swing on it. As far as I knew, that was impossible except in Indiana Jones movies. She swung gracefully in an expert arc, snapped the bullwhip again to make it release and leap back toward her, and then, as she fell, she snapped the whip again and caught a lower railing. She swung from that point and dropped to the ground in a feline-looking three-point landing not too far from me. Meanwhile, the two super-blondes flew right at the T. kraks.




Who did they think they were? Ms. Marvel?




White-and-black blonde zapped the thing with a vicious bolt of lightning that lit up the entire neighborhood and put angry spots in front of my eyes. The monster roared in pain and flailed uselessly with its tentacles. Okay, maybe they actually were Ms. Marvel.




Gray-and-blue blonde took the opening and darted in at high speed to punch the thing in the jaw. My first thought was something along the lines of ‘how is that going to do any good, unless she’s as strong as the Hulk?’ My second thought was more along the lines of ‘stars and stones!’




The punch not only slammed the thing’s jaw shut and shattered half a dozen giant dino-teeth, it nearly toppled the monster. Half a dozen tentacles slashed at gray-and-blue blonde, who reacted by darting backward and turning into a silvery blob.




A silvery blob? Seriously? Were there flying blonde Terminators?




White-and-black blonde tag-teamed the monster while its attention was on the other superheroine. She swooped in, hit the thing in the eye with a vicious lightning blast that I had to look away from, and paused for a moment. And she went silvery too, although she kept her shape.




Were flying blonde Terminators a thing now?




Two tentacles both went for her at the same time, and she just hovered there and let them. For a split second. Then she moved, with the tentacles trying to follow her. She flew in a twisting, inertia-defying zigzag that had the tentacles more confused than I was. And when she flew back toward us, the two tentacles were stuck in a really nice square knot they had accidentally tied themselves in.




A square knot? Really? Showoff.




Tinker Bell yelled, “Way to go! Rock that mobility! Woo!” She even gave it an arm-pump or two. Somebody was not taking this fight seriously. I decided I liked Tinker Bell, even with that ‘cowpoke’ crack.




And while the monster struggled to deal with two knotted tentacles and a mouthful of busted fangs and the loss of one eye, it got blindsided. So to speak.




The other flyer blasted the monster in its remaining eye with some sort of forzare that slammed the thing’s head against the corner of the building, sending shattered brick all over the place. I put up a shield, but the brunette in the robes cast a bigger shield that was in front of mine. Other showoff. The black-and-white flyer swooped behind the monster and zapped two more tentacles. And then the Power-Alexa-Pack charged the T. kraks and joined in.




I hurled a pyrofuego at the thing’s back and burned through most of a tentacle. I already knew I didn’t have enough sense to stay out of stuff like this, especially when young women were in danger. But I had two witch-girls blasting holes in the thing, and two Alexas hurling spells or whatever bare-handed. And then there was the Alexa who thought dumpsters were melee weapons. She had jumped twenty feet in the air onto a fire escape landing, ripped the ladder off the fire escape like it was easy, jumped back down without hurting herself, and then she had run at what looked like maybe fifty miles an hour to ram that ladder point-first into a dino-leg.




She rammed it into the farther dino-leg, and the monster proceeded to trip over the ladder with its closer leg. That Alexa tried to hold the ladder in place against a hundred tons of monster. I would have said that was impossible, but then I noticed that her shoes were digging into the asphalt like she was exerting impossible amounts of force.




The ladder went suddenly flying, and that Alexa got flicked through the air like a rock from a slingshot.




And there was nothing I could do to help her.







Alee fried another huge tentacle, and suddenly the dino stumbled. She glanced down and saw that one of the copies had done the impossible, unless you were Conner or Kaldur. That was a fire escape ladder, and the copy was using it like a stick. And the dino-thing was tripping over it. Only the copy was trying to hold a metal ladder against the force a struggling meg-giant dino-thing could manage, which needed maybe Superman’s power to control that end of the ladder.




She gasped as the ladder flicked outward and flung the girl like a slingshot.




“Yours!” the superheroine ordered.




She reacted without thinking, even if it wasn’t Robin’s voice or Aqualad’s. It was a voice of command that was counting on her. She jetted off as fast as she could, speeding up as hard as she could and breaking the sound barrier with a hard crack.




The girl was tumbling through the air, still rising but only slightly, and shooting right down the street toward a ten-story building that her copy was totally going to go splat on. Unless Alee managed to pull a Kid Flash style rescue when that sound barrier snap was telling her there was no Speed Force here. Which meant a fast grab and yank would crush the girl from the g-forces. And Alee had no time to think.




She reacted. She sped up, pressing as hard as she could against the aerodynamic forces that Robin had warned Kid Flash would be a problem if they went to a dimension without a Speed Force. And she reached out as far as she could with her telekinesis, not with a grip or a catch, but… a slide.




A kid’s playground slide, turned sideways. At least, that was what she was thinking about. Something that could redirect a force with the telekinetic version of a guide parry, instead of something that would squish the girl as surely as flying at hundreds of miles an hour into concrete walls.




She was gaining fast on the girl, but not fast enough. The tk slide was going to have to work. It was going to have to work nearly perfectly, or the girl was gonna get mangled just from the rescue.




She reached out and just… pushed the girl on the side, sliding her to the left, so she didn’t plow into a brick and glass wall. But she had to keep pushing, and she was afraid she was pushing hard enough to do real damage because she had to get the girl just past the corner before she could catch up and do the rescue, and oh crud she wasn’t going to get the girl clear in time…







Aly was still tumbling through the air at stupidly high speed, and making straight for a heavy brick-and-mortar building that she was going to go splat on. Well, she’d sure learned her lesson about trying to match her bionics against stuff she shouldn’t tackle. Too bad it was going to be one of those lessons you didn’t learn from due to upcoming deadness.




There was a push. She could feel it. Something was shoving her hard off to the side. She could feel it on her shoulder and arm and hip. Something was pushing hard enough to leave bruises and maybe even worse, except she could turn and use her bionics instead of her squishy parts.




Someone was trying to save her from her own stupidity. It had to be one of the superheroines, because what else could it be? She wasn’t quite going to make it around that corner, but she was going to be really, really close.




As she focused, the world seemed to slow down so she could study things better. And she was definitely… not going to make it.




She put out one foot. This was gonna hurt.







Alee cringed in horror as the girl didn’t make it around the sharp brick corner. There was a high speed impact, and bits of brick and mortar and brickdust exploded all over the place. Alee tried not to think about what the girl’s leg would look like. What the remains of the girl’s leg would look like.




She had to get to the girl fast, and then use some of her telekinesis as a tourniquet until she could get the girl to a hospital to do what they could to save her from some stupid loser meta who had just about killed her.




She zoomed in as the girl tumbled around because of the impact… and where was the blood?




She caught up, and slowed down enough to make an easy ‘catch’, and she put out her arms like she was scooping the girl up with her arms instead of with her powers. And Alee could see the damage.




One shoe had the middle of the sole ripped right out of the shoe, leaving an ugly gap that had to be three inches long and all the way across the shoe. And the tatters of the sock were fluttering in the wind. And…




What? The girl’s foot looked perfectly fine. At least, what Alee could see of it. And the girl didn’t look like she was in pain. In fact, she looked surprisingly fine with stuff, when she should have been terrified and panicky and mega-hurt just from getting flung by that ladder.




It dawned on Alee that she was looking at another Conner. Maybe not Superboy powers or Superboy-level powers, but some kind of meta who had ‘brick’ powers. Maybe a girl who was super-strong and super-tough. Maybe even a girl so tough she hadn’t needed to be saved from an impact with a building, and the building needed the save.




Alee made a gentle curve upward to avoid more buildings and then around to get them back to the battlezone. The girl didn’t complain.




The girl grinned at her and yelled over the noise of the rushing air, “Thanks! Aly!”




Alee corrected her, “No, I’m Alee. I mean, Stormburst.” Duh. Even if she was in an alternate universe which didn’t even have a Speed Force, she needed to protect her secret identity.




The girl yelled, “No! I’m Aly! Aly Mack!”




Of course she was a Mack too. Alee could see she was nearly a twin. An alternate universe double? Maybe. That could be mega-bad. Kid Flash had told all of them about the time that the Flash and the other main Justice Leaguers went to another universe and got caught by the Justice Lords who were sort of the Nietzsche authoritarian dictator version of the Justice League ‘Big 7’. Except their Flash had been murdered by Lex Luthor. President Lex Luthor. Eww. And Superman had killed Luthor in revenge. Which meant that Superman had murdered the President of the United States in that dimension. Just thinking about that scared the heck out of Alee. She really totally did not want to superhero for so long that she started killing the badguys instead of just stopping them. Because she had powers really well suited to being a ninja death monster.




She really didn’t like that when Robin did ‘sneak attack’ scenarios, he liked using her as the attacker. And she really didn’t like that she was good at it. All she needed was a reputation like ‘Lady Shiva but a meta’. Eww. And ick.




They flew back to the alley, and the dino-squid thing was down and totally out for the count. Good. That thing was gross. And punching it in the face had really hurt, even with her fist wrapped in a telekinetic wrecking ball. Just that the oww was in her forehead instead of in her knuckles.




Alee checked the surrounding streets and rooftops, and made sure she had a good idea of what was surrounding them. Then she dropped down and hovered over the middle of the crowd of Alee copies. “News flash. We have two patrol cars and an unmarked police car coming from the west, and another patrol car coming from the north. Does everyone know this is an alternate universe and we need the people from this universe to take point with the police and emergency?”




Okay, a lot of the stuff from Robin was just mega-useful a lot of the time, like how to be a good citizen while superheroing. She really liked those parts.





…Battle of Alexa Mack, IV



Alee let Aly hop out of her arms, even if Alee still wasn’t sure what condition Aly’s foot was in. She watched as Aly’s boss ran over and hugged her and worried over her. Aly pretty much doubted Batman ever did that when Robin got hurt. He probably just pulled some Bat-ointment out of the Bat-utility belt and lobbed it Robin’s way.




Okay, Aly was walking around just fine, so it looked like her foot was doing good. And really, if Aly didn’t get crushed and ripped apart when she got flung into the air in the first place, she was a lot tougher than she looked. Maybe not Connor’s kind of tough, but really mega-tough.




The basketball player in the long leather coat groaned at Alee’s words. “That’ll be my responsibility. This is my town. The rest of you? I have no idea.”




Alee glanced at Catwoman and said, “It’s not our universe. We have a way to tell, and I could spot it.” No Speed Force? Not their dimension, and not a nearby dimension Flash knew about.




The white-and-black superheroine merely said, “I suspected it was a possibility, since I was protecting the White House when the portal got me. If magic is a part of this universe, then it’s not mine or Sam’s or Jaime’s. But it might still be Hermione’s or Buffy’s.”




The petite blonde said, “Not us. Our fae need cold iron, not regular steel.”




The nicely-dressed brunette in the robe added, “Not us either. The Fae weakness is a dead giveaway, as is that big Fae which doesn’t exist in our dimension.” She looked up at the white-and-black clad superheroine and asked, “Alex? Is that you?”




That was the Alex that Catwoman and Batman had talked about meeting in another universe? Wow.




‘Alex’ grinned, and suddenly her hair and mask and makeup flew off her face. The hair was a wig over short brown hair. The black eye makeup and red lipstick were obviously plastic you could peel off. And the mask was just a mask, even if it hid the shape of her upper face. “I go by ‘Terawatt’ when I’m in uniform.”




Alee needed to talk to someone like Catwoman or Black Canary about getting plastic makeup she could slap on and peel off like that. And Terawatt was massively cooler as a supername than Stormburst.




‘Alex’ flew over and gave the brunette a hug. “I take it all of you went and tracked down your own Alex?”




The little blonde ran over and hugged Terawatt and squealed, “Alex! You’re all grown up!”




At the same time the taller two blondes led their Alee copies to introduce them. Also, Catwoman sashayed toward Terawatt and waved Alee over.




Tall Guy whistled sharply. “Ladies? Alexa clones? This is my universe. Magic is supposed to be kept out of sight, and this is about as not out of sight as you could manage. So I’m going to need some backup when reassuring the nice police officers that no, I’m not crazy, and also that no, I am not unleashing a horde of monsters on this fair city.” He took a deep breath. “And if all of you are from other dimensions that are not the Nevernever, then this is going to get even messier.”




One of the Alee clones firmly announced, “His name is Harry, and he rescued me!”




Terawatt — or Alex or whatever she really went by — immediately asked, “From whom? Walsh? Atron? Schubert? Khan? O—”




“Atron!” the girl insisted. “Danielle Atron, my dad’s boss at Paradise Valley Chemical!”




Terawatt just groaned softly. “Atron. I am so not surprised. Does she have powers?”




The Alee clone with the weird golden part-glove thing groaned too. She looked at Military Lady and complained, “And I thought she was just another victim.”




Military Lady frowned in thought. “Looks like we’d better investigate her a little more thoroughly.”




“All of you should,” Terawatt sort-of-ordered.




And the police cars pulled up. Alee flew over to see if she could help.







Sam turned to Hermione and Buffy. “It’s great to see you again, but it’s a near-zero probability event that we all fell through portals by accident and we were all accidentally brought here just when we were needed. Especially Alex and whoever Selina’s superheroine is.”




Terawatt agreed, “Right. And she’s another Alex Mack. We all are. And obviously, we all have powers, because you sought us out.”




Hermione said, “Alexan’s a witch. I assume Jaime’s Alex is bionic, Selina’s is obviously superpowered, Buffy’s is probably another Slayer based on her strength…”




“Well duh on that,” Buffy tossed in.




Hermione continued, “…and Sam’s…”




Sam cautiously admitted, “She’s got some abilities too.”




Terawatt added, “I’ve gotten stronger and faster, and I’ve trained.”




Sam pointed out, “And the local Alex seems to have magic.”




Hermione nodded, “Elemental attacks, but she needs schoolwork and a decent focus.”




Sam asked, “So how do we find out who brought us here, and what needs to be done, and then how to get back home?”




Terawatt suggested, “I think we let ‘Harry’ and his Alex deal with the authorities, and then we get a debrief from them.”




“Fine. Be all with the logic and stuff,” Buffy pretended to complain.




Hermione grinned, “So tell me, Alex. How did you… mature so much and train so much in just three weeks?”




“Three weeks?” Sam, Terawatt, and Buffy said simultaneously.




“No, it’s been a couple months,” Sam insisted.




“It’s been three whole years!” Alex squawked.







I tried to look casual as I walked over to the police officers. I whispered out of the corner of my mouth, “Be polite, don’t lie, but don’t say anything you don’t have to.”




From the look on Alexa’s face, no one had ever told her anything but ‘the nice policeman is your friend’.




Oh great, Murphy was getting out of one car and heading my way, while her partner Rawlins was going over to get the uniforms to do cop-stuff like direct traffic. Or maybe barricade off everything for a block each way, so nobody would see the whale-sized Tyrannosaurus kraken monster.




Murphy stared at the monster that was nearly blocking the alley, then stared at me… and then stared over my head. Oh great, one of the superheroes was going to ‘help’. This was going to go so well. I could just see the superpowered whoever telling the tiny cop to go away and leave the important stuff to superheroes. Well, at least Murphy would feel like shooting someone other than me, for a change.




I put a big, fake smile on my face. I liked Murphy, but she was two people. I liked Karrin. I worked with Sergeant Murphy. And right now, she was all sergeant all the time. Oh yeah, and it was my fault she’d gotten busted down to sergeant, even if she didn’t see it that way.




She’d seen some pretty terrible things in the CPD’s Special Investigations office, but this was probably the first one that there was no way to hide that it was not normal. It was so far from normal that it was in a different area code.




“Dresden…”




I pretended she wasn’t upset. “Sergeant Murphy! What an unexpected pleasure to see you.”




She scowled at me, a vein throbbing at one temple. “Harry, what the hell did you do?”




Uh-oh. She was really angry. And upset. And worried.




“He saved my life!” Alexa burst out. “He was awesome.”




And out came the pen and the little notebook. Color me shocked. Murphy asked in cop-like tones, “And you are?”




“Alexa Mack!” she gushed. “I mean, Alexandra Louise Mack. I’m from Paradise Valley, California, but I jumped through a big purple portal, and I ended up here. Well, at the other side of the elevated train, which looks so cool, but I didn’t get a chance to ride on it. And I really need to borrow someone’s cellphone and call home, because I sort of fried mine.”




I mentally crossed my fingers that Alexa was actually from this dimension, given that everyone else seemed convinced that they weren’t.




Murphy looked up… and up some more. “Harry, please tell me this is your apprentice getting really, really good at illusions.”




There may have been a tiny squeak off to my left. In a spot where there were no people. I didn’t glance over there. I just said, “Sorry Murphy, but not illusions. I might be able to get Molly out here to cast a veil over most of this, but it’s all solid.”




The superhero overhead firmly said, “But we can do our part to clean this up and help protect your city, if you can provide guidance on what your Chicago would want done with the… remnants.”




I had a funny feeling the flying super-strong superheroine had been about to say ‘stuff’, like she was just as immature as Alexa. Or Molly. Or me, from what everyone else says.




Murphy tried not to groan. “First, I need statements from everybody.”




The superheroine pointed out, “I would be willing to do my civic duty, but my federal and international deputization is from another universe, so I doubt that would be accepted here. And, if magic is not supposed to be known here, you may not be able to take a statement from me without getting yourself in trouble.”




I forced myself not to grin at Murphy’s expression. But really, how often did this happen to gray-and-blue superheroine if she knew the regs on this off the top of her head? Did they have superheroine school in her world?




Murphy groaned. “Fine. I at least need statements from Dresden and ‘Alexa’. And anyone else who isn’t ‘from another universe’. And I need to see the crime scene. And… Is that a dead body?”




Crap. Murphy had spotted the unmoving redhead, and made a beeline for the body.




Murphy growled, “Harry, you can’t just hide a corpse from me and think it’s—”




“Not a corpse. It’s a robot. An obviously-not-working-well robot.” Well, I tried.




Murphy stormed past the Alexas and their battle buddies, but didn’t miss a thing. Other than the part where the two witches had vanished their robes and now looked like a cute schoolgirl and a sexy businesswoman.




I needed a ‘change how my clothes look’ spell. Maybe just an illusion. ‘No officer, a guy in a leather duster with a huge wooden staff? That couldn’t be me, because I’m just an ordinary but tall businessman in an ordinary business suit from the local big and tall menswear store. Honest!’




I needed to work some more on my veils and illusions. And maybe even my persuasion, in a non-magical sense only.




And here came the two women who fell through the first portal with the redheaded robot. At least they were keeping their speed down to something fairly normal, so Murphy didn’t spot that too. But Murphy did the ‘casual cop glance’ around the alley, and definitely noticed that half the alley was Alexa copies. Then she gave me another glare, like it was my fault. Somehow.




Why did I get blamed for stuff that wasn’t my fault? Or maybe sometimes it was partly my fault…




I strolled up behind in time to catch most of the conversation. Murphy insisted, “And you’re trying to tell me that she’s really some sort of robot?”




Other Supermodel Blonde easily said, “If you don’t believe me, try to pick up her arm.”




That Alexa piped up, “Or just try to squeeze her muscles. She’s mostly steel alloys and titanium alloys, even if she’s got lots of silicon chips and plastic outer stuff.”




Murphy squeezed the robot’s bicep… or at least gave it a good try. “Ungh! Okay, it could still be some extreme form of rigor mortis.”




That Alexa looked at her blonde and said, “Ooh! We should try that excuse some time!”




I tried really hard not to snicker. I swear.




Murphy grabbed the robot around the wrist and heaved. And strained. She couldn’t lift the thing, which was like a steel statue and probably weighed something like a quarter of a ton. I would have said Murphy straining to lift the thing was really cute, but I decided I wanted to survive the next few minutes.




And then, just because things weren’t crappy enough, someone else turned the far corner and walked into the alley toward them.




“What’s wrong?” the gray-and-blue superhero dropped down beside me so her eyes were at the same level as mine. I gave her a look. She pointed out, “You said ‘oh crap’ when you saw him. What’s wrong?”




I muttered, “Donald Morgan, on top of everything else.” I gave her a huge, falsely chipper smile. “Wow, toss in some root canal surgery and a colonoscopy, and it could be my best day ever!”




The superheroine burst out in a high-pitched giggle. At least someone from somewhere liked my sense of humor.







Sam stopped and stared in thought. “Three complete years?”




Alex — Terawatt — nodded firmly. “My third-year anniversary for meeting Hermione is next week.”




Buffy looked Alex over. “You’ve had to have tons of time to practice stuff, because you could hardly fly, and now you’re all trained. And you’ve got a cool costume, and you sound different.”




Terawatt switched to her ‘Alex’ voice. “I just use a wig and a mask and falsies and high heels and stuff to disguise me, so Terawatt is obviously not Alex Mack.”




Buffy shook her head a little. “No, not that. I meant… You’ve got that whole ‘large and in charge’ thing going for you now. You were pretty much the opposite on that when I last saw you. You’ve had time to mature. Inside, where it’s hardest.”




Terawatt just nodded a little. “Yeah. I had help. And encouragement. And… some bad stuff happened that I had to work through. But I’ve had three years.”




Buffy asked hopefully, “Was it me? Your world’s me?”




Terawatt sighed slightly. “Not even close. Sorry. My Buffy is a reality tv starlet who recently got married to a pro football star, and has her own talk show now. And she pretended she was nothing more than a ditzy ex-skater until about a year and a half ago, when four thugs, three of them empowered and all of them armed, tried to kidnap her and she had to fight all of them. In public.”




“Aaaand?” Buffy asked.




“She put on ice dancing skates, lured them onto an ice rink, and took all of them down in about a minute. Two dead, two seriously injured. About five hundred witnesses. Her popularity soared, and that was how she landed the talk show. Turns out she was empowered too.”




Buffy grinned, “Go me!”




Hermione asked, “What about the rest of us?”




Terawatt sighed a little. “Selina Kyle? International criminal and one of the leaders of a ‘terrorist’ organization. And Jaime? Nothing interesting, since she hasn’t had the accident that made her special.” She looked at Hermione. “You and Harry and Ron and Ginny went to a spy school instead of a magic school. You’re the most dangerous data analyst in the world, and Harry is still trying to avoid getting tabbed as the next 007.” She looked at Sam. “You’re a famous astronaut. You helped me save the planet from an alien green slime disaster and you saved the ISS with a satellite killer you built out of spare parts. Now you work for my group and Jack O’Neill.”




Sam wondered wistfully, “There isn’t any…”




Terawatt winced a little. “Nope. Jack married Willow Rosenberg—”




“What!?” Buffy squeaked.




Terawatt kept going. “—and she’s the best hacker in the world, and one of my very best friends. Like Hermione.”




Hermione firmly said, “We need to make time to talk about who we’ve contacted, and who are our allies and enemies, because in my world, Willow was a Muggleborn witch who was mistreated by purebloods, and she got turned, and she tried to take over every vampire group in the world so she could wipe out all the witches and wizards worldwide in one overnight sweep.”




“Oh crap,” Buffy muttered.




Hermione explained, “I had no idea. She had a glamour I didn’t see through. I brought Harry to talk to her, and she paralyzed me and tried to put Harry under her thrall. Only Harry… Well, he cast off a full-fledged Imperio on his first try at age fourteen, and he cast off Lord Voldemort’s Imperio in about five seconds. He dusted her before she even realized she had failed.”




Sam quietly said, “Alexandra was at the center of a foothold situation in Paradise Valley, and she had two rival Goa’uld controlling her and torturing her for most of a year, and she’s free now, but she still sees herself as a badguy because of what those Goa’uld did while they were inside her.”




Terawatt said, “We need to check with each of us about us as well, if we might be threats too.”




Buffy asked, “And did anyone find out who that Bat-guy is in your worlds?”




Terawatt paused for a moment. “Yeah, But I want to clear things with Selina before I get into that.”





…Stuff of Alexa Mack



Alexandra tried not to grimace as she listened. Even if she was listening to someone who was probably an alternate dimensional equivalent of her and just being in the same place with all these different Alexandra copies was probably going to make things so much worse.




Alexan insisted, “But we can’t just barge right in! That would be like mega-rude! And they’re important! I mean… Hermione Granger! Of the Golden Trio!”




Alexandra rebutted, “No choice. Sure it’s mega-rude, but I’ve got something they need to know now. Maybe ten minutes ago, when we fell in here.”




Lexi said, “Umm, I’m pretty sure Buffy would want to hear it if it’s important.” She thought for a second about it, because Alexandra seemed pretty smart and maybe not real polite. “And she’s smarter than she pretends.”




Alexandra nodded. “Okay.” She stepped over to where Sam Carter was talking with the petite blonde and the other ‘mage’ and the superheroine who was just casually hovering half a foot off the ground like it was nothing. “Major Carter, I hate to interrupt, but I really need to tell you something critical.”




Sam checked, “Are you certain?” When Alexandra nodded, then Sam just said, “What is it?”




Alexandra looked around at the group. She wasn’t sure she wanted to admit this kind of stuff in front of more people who would hate her. But it was important. “You know the knowledge base I’ve got a lot of now.” Sam just nodded like it wasn’t a problem. “Well, there’s a threat called… the translation would be ‘alternate dimension disease’. We’re in an alternate dimension, and we’re probably going to start showing symptoms any minute now, and the symptoms get worse and worse until they’re debilitating, and then we all die.”




Sam just nodded, like she wasn’t worried. “Entropic Cascade Syndrome. Right. Dimensional proximity in terms of closeness of the dimension on a similarity metric, along with having a dimensional analogue. The minor differences between physical constants, at least in our part of the multiverse, cause important effects at the quantum level related to both the strong and weak nuclear forces, which will prove lethal as the effects accrue. But we’re from vastly disparate universes in very different parts of a larger brane, so the entropic cascades shouldn’t form. Even with all of these other Alexes around.”




Alexandra thought it over. The Goa’uld knowledge base didn’t include the math and physics behind the syndrome, just anecdotal evidence… and some really grisly tests that had been run on Jaffa about 2000 years ago. And obviously, Sam Carter had worked out more about this in a couple years than the entire galactic association of Goa’uld had managed in millennia, at least as far as she knew. And wasn’t that thought terrifying? “Okay. I’m taking your word for it.”




“Me too!” piped up the petite woman who Lexi called ‘Buffy’. 




Alexandra just stared. She didn’t say a thing. But really, a slayer of unstoppable legendary creatures should have a name like Bastet or Artemis, not ‘Buffy’. And she should sound like that superheroine in white and black, not like a Valley Girl.







I tried to ignore the way Morgan looked over everything in the alley. Including the elephant in the room, or maybe I should call it the elephantine thing that didn’t leave any room.




He stomped his way past where Murphy was still trying to lift one side of the robot, and ‘got all up in my grill’ as the hep kids call it these days. “Dresden!” he growled. “What the hell did you do?”




There was a parting of the air off to my right, and The Gatekeeper stepped through into the alley. He calmly asked, “Did I hear correctly?”




I was sure he had, but I still insisted, “No. I didn’t do this. I just stopped it. With a lot of help. From the Alpha Alexa Flight.” I waved my hand casually at the women in the alley.




“Hey!” Alexa complained immediately. I clenched my jaws so she wouldn’t see me smirk. Her stomach grumbled even louder.




I went for the save. “And I was just about to feed this poor, starving urchin I found in a desolate alley…”




“Hey again!” Alexa complained. “Okay, I could stand some food.”




I checked, “There’s a Burger King just down the street and a block over…”




The massive grumble from her abdomen made even Morgan look over at her abdomen. “I’m just a growing girl. And I’m hungry. And I’m a couple time zones off.” She suddenly remembered something. “Oh! Can I get a Whopper Value Meal? With a large fries? Oh! And I still need to make a phone call home! My mom’s probably frantic by now!”




The rest of the crowd suddenly descended on us. And it was the imposing, insanely-fit superheroine in white and black who said, “I could eat.”




Tinker Bell piped up, “Us too! Lexi and me, I mean. We have high metabolisms.”




Other Supermodel said, “Aly’s doctor wants her to eat small meals on a regular schedule. So count us in.”




Blue-and-gray superheroine said, “I just finished a big dinner. And anyway, our money probably doesn’t count as legal tender here.”




White-and-black superheroine firmly said, “That’s why I always carry an emergency supply. Two small diamonds and a small bag of gold. Along with a couple other items.”




Well, she was wearing a utility belt. And it probably didn’t have spare web fluid cartridges and Spider-Tracers in it.




Wait a minute. She flies. She hurls lightning bolts. She turns into a silvery Terminator. What the heck does she need a utility belt for?




Brunette Wizard added, in a very sexy British accent mind you, “Yes. Sam and Buffy and Alex and I have worked a few things out, including a way to get rid of the… evidence here. Sam?”




Military Supermodel Blonde, whose name was apparently ‘Sam’ pointed out, “Since it’s obvious that these… creatures have a weakness to iron and it burns or dissolves their tissues on contact, all the city needs is, say, a fifty gallon drum of iron filings or iron micro-fragments. Pour it over these creatures, let them dissolve, then use a scrapyard electromagnet to recover all the iron.”




Okay, that was a pretty terrifying concept. I did not want to know what Mab would do to me if I ever tried something like that.




Murphy stood up and dusted off her knees. “Let me go tell Rawlins that, but don’t leave without me. I still need statements from Harry and Miss Mack.”




I said, “And then you can come along to the Burger King, and if you’re good, I’ll buy you a King Jr. Meal.” Karrin gave me a nasty glare. So I decided to buy her the Care Bears meal instead of the Voltron meal. I like to live dangerously.




Brunette Wizard added, “I shall ensure that we all wait, and then I can also ensure that no one can eavesdrop while we chat.”




Ooh! That was a spell I wanted!




The Gatekeeper looked at Brunette Wizard and said, “I am Rashid. You look oddly familiar. Do you work in some capacity at the Hidden Halls of Edinburgh?”




Morgan stared at the woman for a couple seconds. “Now that you mention it, Rashid, she does look… like I ought to recognize her.”




I had no idea what they were talking about. But I never went and hung out at White Council HQ with the cool kids, so it wasn’t like I knew everyone who worked there.




The brunette stiffly said, “My name is Hermione Granger-Weasley, and as it happens, I have reason to believe that my friend Alexan and I are not from this universe at all.”




Morgan snapped his head to glare at me some more, because he hadn’t gotten in his Recommended Daily Allowance of glowering yet. “Dresden!”




Rashid calmly looked around. “There is not a problem, Donald. None of these women is an Outsider or contaminated in any way.”




‘Hermione’ asked, “Is there a problem we should be aware of?”




And really, ‘Hermione’? Did British parents routinely hate their children or something?




Morgan frowned, “Are you aware of the Seven Magical Laws?”




Hermione carefully said, “In our world, we have three Unforgivables, magical spells which are absolutely not allowed, and then we have thousands of laws as part of our government. So I am assuming these are fundamental dicta, rather than legal issues.”




Morgan said, “Correct. We don’t have an entire magical government, but we have seven Laws which absolutely must be followed.”




Tinker Bell glanced around, making sure that the whole crowd was close enough to hear. “Okay Hermione, why don’t you drop the Cone Of Silence on us?”




All right, I laughed. Out loud. So sue me. And I said, “Max! Not… the Cone Of Silence!”




Hermione rolled her eyes and popped out her wand again. It looked like she had a quick-draw holster up her sleeve. She murmured, “Muffliato!”




I needed a quick-draw holster up my sleeve. And I needed something small enough and useful enough to hide in a quick-draw holster. My revolver was never going to fit in my sleeve.




Hermione’s spell didn’t appear to do anything, but I could feel it expand into a small bubble around us. And I could hear a faint buzz that seemed to surround us. Morgan and Rashid reacted a little bit, so I knew they’d spotted it too.




Hermione explained, “A simple spell so we can talk. Anyone outside the field of effect will only hear a faint buzzing, no matter how hard they try to listen in.”




The Littlest Witch that Hermione had said was named ‘Alexan’ suddenly exclaimed, “Wow! How come we didn’t learn that in school?”




And they have magical schools too. I sure could have used that when I was a teen. A lot of teens could use that before they ran afoul of the Seven Laws. I tried not to feel bitter about being deprived of years of being stuck in classrooms, because that just sounded stupid.




Hermione pointed out, “Alexan, if you and your classmates knew that spell, what would you have done with it?”




Alexan’s face fell. “Oh. Right. Naughty stuff.”




I could just imagine a school full of kids who knew that spell. Talking in class? No problem, the teacher can’t hear you. Telling dirty jokes? No problem, no one overhears. Vicious gossip? Sneaky plans for pranks? A ‘Cone Of Silence’ spell would be a real headache for the teachers and staff.




Morgan started, “Right. We have seven inviolate laws. The penalty for violating any of them is death, because violating any of these damages the wizard, and they become less and less moral, and more and more ruthless, until they’re a menace to everyone and everything around them. It’s impossible to turn yourself around once you start, unless a mentor steps in and dedicates himself to turning you around before it’s too late. First law: no killing any human using magic.”




Hermione said, “One of our Unforgivables is a death spell. And we don’t kill people under any circumstances. Our dark witches and wizards are sent to a special prison.”




Morgan grimaced, “We don’t have an entire government of wizards to handle all of that. With the war we’ve got going against the Red Court, we don’t even have enough Wardens to handle day to day things.”




I was pretty astonished. Morgan still hadn’t accused me of anything or ratted me out about my past.




He kept going. “Second Law: no shapeshifting of others. Third Law: no forcible violation of another human’s mind. Fourth Law: no enthrallment; magical domination of another’s mind, even non-humans. Fifth Law: no researching or practicing necromancy. No summoning, binding, or exploiting the unwilling dead. Sixth Law: no attempting to change the past through temporal manipulations. Seventh Law: no researching or dealing with beings from beyond the known universe. We call them Outsiders, and they’re dangerous.”




“More dangerous than us?” asked Tinker Bell, in a deliberately ditzy tone.




All right, Tinker Bell looked about as dangerous as a fluffy bunny. But Morgan hadn’t seen what she did to a bear-sized phouka with her bare hands. On the other hand, by a process of brilliant deductions, I’d worked out that she was ‘Buffy’. And if Morgan found out her name was Buffy, he’d never think she could be dangerous, except possibly in a ‘pouty ex-wife with good lawyer’ way.




So I pretended to be helpful. “Buffy, don’t tease the hard-working Warden.” I can be petty and underhanded when I want to be.




“Buffy?” Morgan growled condescendingly.




“Hey! It’s a perfectly good name, Mowgli!”




“That’s Morgan. Donald Morgan.”




Buffy instantly attacked. Unfortunately, it was verbal only. “At least my mom didn’t name me for a cartoon duck!”




Morgan opened his mouth to get in even more trouble with a woman capable of crushing bear-sized Faerie with her bare hands. I clenched my jaws so no one would see me grinning… 




And Rashid interrupted, “Donald, I do not see this ending well. For you.” He glanced around at the crowd, so Morgan did too… and spotted that absolutely every one of the women was glaring at him like they wanted to drill him a new rectal exit. And one of them had lightning flickering around her while she flew a foot above the pavement.




Rashid calmly turned his head. “And Buffy, do not underestimate Donald. He is capable of combat magics you might not be prepared for, at a speed you might be shocked by.”




Buffy grumbled, “If they’re not busting on my height, they’re busting on my name.”




I smiled, “I’m fairly sure the good police officer is not going to give you grief about your height.”




Murphy gave me a dirty look for that one, but Buffy just gave me a big smile. Buffy beamed, “And she does martial arts too! Aikido and Wing Chun and Jujitsu at least, and probably some other stuff. Maybe Taekwondo.”




Murphy tensed up at that. “Who told you?”




Buffy just shrugged. “It’s totally obvs. I mean, I did watch you walk over and adjust your stance and try to pick up the robot.” She perked up, “Hey, we should spar!”




Buffy’s Alexa ‘helpfully’ chipped in, “And don’t worry, she’ll take it easy on you.”




Murphy tensed up and looked like she was thinking about taking Buffy’s Alexa out behind the woodpile for a good old fashioned spanking.




Buffy casually added, “I already know I can take Jaime and Sam, and Sam has military training, and Jaime’s got superstrength. I’m guessing you’re just really well trained. Maybe I ought to match you and Sam up first.”




Sam admitted, “Yeah, Buffy’s a lot better than she looks, and she’s good at hiding how good she is. She kicked my ass without trying.” Sam tilted her head at the still-hovering superheroine in white and black. “Buffy beat Alex too, even if she had a weapon.”




“What, an AT-4?” Murphy snarked.




Sam treated that like a serious question. “That wouldn’t help much against Alex. No, Buffy was using the hammer of a troll god, and it weighed maybe a third of a ton, so Alex couldn’t just pick Buffy up with telekinesis and hold her in the air and then use her electrokinesis on her.”




I felt a sudden clenching of my bowels. I knew what an AT-4 was. One of them wouldn’t help much against Alex? Okay, I had seen her school that giant dino-fae thing, but that was a scary thought. And Buffy could use a seven hundred pound weapon as a club? Maybe I needed to distract Murphy with something.




Hermione added, “She’s a really good instructor too. I’ve been learning Krav Maga since she taught me some basics. I found a nice place in Oxford and I’ve been making Ron go too.”




‘Alex’, the white-and-black superheroine, said, “I’ve been taking lessons ever since Buffy showed me what I didn’t know. MCMAP, Aikido, Northern Style Kung Fu, my Hermione’s been teaching me some Krav Maga and BJJ when we’re in the same place, and I’ve been learning some other styles at Fort Meade.”




“Go Alex!” Buffy cheered happily.




The other supermodel, who had to be ‘Jaime’ by a process of elimination that I was going to claim was brilliant deductive analysis, said, “Buffy and Sam showed me I was relying too much on my powers, so I’ve been training too, and I’ve gotten my ‘teammates’ training also.”




Jaime’s Alexa beamed, “Yeah! Joan’s really good. And she’s really nice when she’s not being our sifu, which she doesn’t want us calling her but I looked it up.”




I cleared my throat. “I know no one’s ever accused me of being the voice of rationality, but I think we’ve got bigger problems than who gets to spar with who.”




And, as if I had timed it just to show off, the big dino-faerie vanished. All that was left was a young woman in a black minidress. A really attractive young woman who currently had bleached blonde hair with royal blue tips.




‘Hermione’ looked over and casually asked, “Nice spellwork. Disapparation, transfiguration, portkey, disillusion, invisibility, illusion, or veil?” She dropped her magical Cone Of Silence with a silent wave of her little wand.




“Veil,” I answered. I waved over the wizard in question and said to Hermione, “This is my student Molly Carpenter.” I tried not to think about Hermione having enough power to transfigure something that massive into something we wouldn’t be able to see from halfway down the alley. Real transfiguration is hard.




Hermione looked at me, and then pointed her wand at my nose. “Episkey” I blinked, because suddenly my nose was all healed up. She stepped behind me and murmured something I didn’t catch, and I could feel the knot on the back of my head heal up. I really needed to learn healing spells, even if they were so far out of my skill range that they might as well have a different area code.




Molly trotted over, demonstrating that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Again. I was going to have to have another talk with that girl. She looked around at the throng of Alexas and asked, “How come you haven’t taught me this spell?”




I suddenly realized that I needed a collective noun for Alexas. I was pretty sure that had never happened before. Also, there were a lot of collective nouns that would get me in big trouble with this group. Like ‘pack’ or ‘wallow’ or ‘gaggle’. I admitted, “Not a spell. All of them except Alexa over there…” I pointed at where my Alexa was chatting and gesturing with two more Alexas. “…are from other universes.” I saw Molly’s eyes bulge in shock, and she then glanced over at Morgan. “And are not a violation of the Seventh Law. Rashid says so.”




“Whew.” Molly looked really relieved to hear that. We would both be in massive trouble if the White Council — and especially Donald Morgan — thought either of us were violating any of the Seven Laws, or even poking at them a little bit. As in the two of us would be kneeling over here… while our severed heads would be rolling around over there.




…Sauce of Alexa Mack, I



Alex was pretty happy that they were going to get something to eat, and she was mega-happy that Mister Dresden was paying, because she doubted the stuff she had hidden in her number four pouch of her utility belt counted as ‘legal tender’ in another dimension, and there was no way the special ‘debit card’ in there would register as legit here. And she probably couldn’t just cash in the special stuff Jack had been getting her to carry ‘just in case’ and she hadn’t used it for like eight months. Okay, it was only a couple extra ounces, so no big deal. But Jack was going to be so smug that she did finally really need to have stuff like that on hand.




He was probably going to be mega-smug about it.




Also, they were all moving under Hermione’s Muffliato spell and a nothing-interesting-over-here spell from Alexan, who had a really cute school outfit. Alex sort of worried that Alexan wasn’t ready for a surprise trip like this if the most she’d ever done was ‘practice duels’ with friends when they had magical shields and stuff protecting them.




And Alexa was calling home on the nice sergeant’s cellphone. Alex was pretty suspicious that none of the magical powerhouses had cellphones, after hearing that Alexa had ‘fried’ her own phone. Alex remembered how Hermione had been all stressed about magic messing up Sam’s technology and Jaime’s bionics. And that hell dimension had certainly toasted Sam’s MALP so bad they hardly got it through the portal in the first place. She needed to talk to Harry and Hermione about that stuff.




And Jaime’s Alex — Aly — seemed pretty discouraged. Maybe depressed. And really, if Aly was hanging with Jaime a lot, then that probably meant Aly had bionics too. Alex did not want to think about what had happened to Aly that she had been eligible for Jaime’s program.




For that matter, Sam’s Alex — Alexandra — seemed kind of… well… maybe hopeless. Not afraid, like Alexan, but like she wanted to just give up. And Alexandra really didn’t seem to like the thing on her right hand that was probably Goo-something tech if Alex remembered Sam’s stories. It had been three years. Alex couldn’t be expected to remember everything about that trip, even if Jack had made her sit down and write out every detail she could think of, and then she’d added to that maybe four dozen times over the next year as little teensy memories popped up out of nowhere.




Plus Alex was sort of cheesed off after hearing Alexa’s story and finding out that yet another Danielle Atron was a Gojira-sized badguy. She listened in on Alexa’s chat. Alex couldn’t do bionic hearing or magical snooping, but she could do tk stuff. And Jack had dreamed up this one: a tk shape like an ear trumpet that ended in a tk parabolic dish. It had taken Alex days to get it right, but it let her snoop on stuff way out of her normal range for hearing.







Alexa insisted into the cellphone, “No mom, I’m not kidding! Chicago! Downtown Chicago, right near the El and stuff! And I had to borrow this mega-nice policewoman’s cellphone, and I really don’t wanna get upset and trash it too.”




“Well you take good care of yourself and if you need a plane ticket or a new phone or anything, you just let me know, because we’re really worried about you.”




Alexa sighed, “Mom, I’m really worried about you and dad and Ray and Hunter and Louis and everyone. Even if Louis came up with a genius hiding place for all of you. And I’m sure he didn’t pick Gloria’s Donuts just to get some free sugary snacks. So don’t be mean to him.”




“Hang on, your father’s getting a phone call and he’s signaling me something I have no idea what he wants… Oh! Scooter’s got a slew of plant employees keeping an eye out, and Danielle sent all the factory workers and researchers home, and security people are driving back to the plant and locking the gates and stuff. So maybe she’s pulling in her forces to try and defend her stuff. Or herself. Even if I don’t see how that’s going to protect her from the police and the FBI and the FDA and everyone else we’re calling.”




Alexa grumbled, “Yeah, well just watch out, because she’s sneaky and smart and mega-evil. I mean, she summoned a demon-thing to kill me!”




There was dead silence for several seconds. “Alexa, are you sure? Really sure?”




“Sure I’m sure!” Alexa insisted. “Mega-sure!”




Her mom managed, “That’s got to be a violation of the Seven Laws. That’s really, really bad.”




Alexa spilled, “Yeah, but I’ve got help here, and they know who to send to deal with that kind of stuff, and they’re way better on magic than she is.”




Sergeant Murphy looked over at her, so Alexa wrapped up. “Umm mom, the police lady needs her phone back, and I told her if she gets stuck with a big bill to charge us, and I’ve gotta go. I love all of you, and be safe!”




“Alexa, it sounds like we’re not the ones who need to be safe…”







Sam gritted her teeth as she listened to ‘Alexa’. Obviously, Alexa was from this universe, since she was able to call home on a borrowed cellphone. She checked, “Alex? Terawatt? Atron’s your red team, right? I mean your foe.”




Alex nodded, as she hovered just overhead. “One of them. We have Atron, Maggie Walsh…” She ignored the yelp from Buffy. “…Khan Noonien Singh, Rafael Schubert, Senator Robert Kinsey…” She ignored the groan from Sam. “Then in our universe Selina’s a badguy—”




Hermione gasped, “Wait a second! I’ve got a dozen Dictaquills and parchments, so let’s go over everyone’s lists and I’ll distribute them. Mister Dresden, this includes you.”




Harry rolled his eyes. “If I have to list everyone and everything who might be one of my enemies, we’ll be here all day.”




Alex started again. “Atron. Margaret Walsh. Khan Noonien Singh. Rafael Schubert. Senator Robert Kinsey. Our Selina Kyle, who married a billionaire so her last name is now Christakos. I’d better list our goodguys too, while I’m thinking about it. Jack O’Neill, Willow, Sam, Hermione and Ron and Harry Potter but Ron is a Wellesley in our world, Riley Finn and his wife Sam and Graham Miller and his fiance and Mark Carlson and his wife Corinne and Jo Lupo and Forrest Gates and Cesca Santana and Walter Harriman and Bill Lee and…”




Hermione pointed out, “You can go faster, because the spell won’t miss anything.”




Alex gasped, “Oh! I need to tell you all about Charlie McGee! Charlene McGee, parents Andy McGee and Victoria Tomlinson McGee. She’s just a kid, and she may need a lot of help in your worlds. So I met her…”




Selina asked, “If we all talk at the same time, will the quills get everything?”




Hermione thought about it. “They should…”







Hermione checked her Dictaquills to make sure they were keeping up with everyone. Harry Dresden finished, “…And plenty of them would be too old in a non-magical world, unless you’ve got mutant powers for immortality, like Wolverine.”




Hermione said, “I want to ask about something different. Selina said they have a rich ruthless billionaire who’s bald and handsome and arrogant and a primary badguy, and his name is Lex Luthor. Is Lex short for Alexander?”




“Pretty sure it is,” Selina said.




Hermione went on. “Then Sam said they ran into a similar-looking badguy whose name is V. Alexander Volksarmee.”




“Right. The ‘V’ is for Vladimir. One of his nicknames is ‘Vlad The Employer’.”




Hermione kept going. “We have a magical industrialist in America who’s under investigation and he matches your descriptions, and his name is Alexandre Armée. Which means ‘army’. And ‘volks’ plus ‘armee’ translates to ‘popular army’ just like ‘lu-thor’ should.”




Donald Morgan suddenly groaned and slapped his forehead. “We’ve got a wizard who’s under investigation for possible violations of the Seven Laws, and his name is Alessandro Armata.”




Harry said, “Sounds like that ‘possible’ needs to be bumped up to ‘probable’.




Terawatt groaned too. “We’ve got a billionaire military contractor Jack wants to investigate even if he’s got tons and tons of pull with the current Congress and DHS Secretary. His name is Lex Leger. Leger is ‘army’ too, isn’t it?”




“Yes. In Dutch,” Hermione answered.




Terawatt complained, “I hate it when Jack’s right like that. He does this mega-smugness thing that’s so annoying! And Willow lets him get away with it because she thinks it’s cute. Except when he does it to her.”




Harry pointed at a storefront, “And here we are. Good thing, too. My mouth’s gone dry from talking too much.”




“That’s never happened before,” Molly said sarcastically.




Hermione was fairly certain that Rashid, the man that Harry called The Gatekeeper, was trying not to laugh out loud.




Sam added, “Physical constants too! I memorized all of ours to thirty decimal places.”




Buffy admitted, “Sorry. Willow did that for us. She’s got some sort of secret project about the physics and magic of hell dimensions. I think she’s trying to figure out how to magically destroy an entire hell dimension by changing its physical constants to something icky.”




Hermione tried not to wince at that. She said, “I copied ours down on a sheet of parchment just in case, and I’ve got it in my travel pouch, and I can geminio it for everyone.”




Terawatt nodded, “Good, and Sam can write hers down and you can copy that too, because my Sam Carter can use the data. We’ve got a ‘neighboring’ universe Sam calls Pyre Space that we’ve found out we’re tapping into for superpowers and some specialized energy sources, and no one is considering whether this is a good idea or not.”




Buffy helpfully added, “Or if something in your other dimension might notice and get real grouchy about it.”




Jaime frowned, “I don’t have any idea either, but Rudy’s team can use whatever I can bring back.”




Selina agreed, “Same here. Batman would have the constants memorized, but he’s…”




“So over-prepared it’s freaky!” Stormburst chimed in.




“That too,” Selina admitted.







Alex was walking instead of flying, since she didn’t want to be any more conspicuous than she already was. Even with Alexan’s spell, Alex was expecting someone to notice that there were two young women dressed like superheroines and someone dressed in a catsuit with extra ‘cat’. Plus Sam in her military clothes, and the Willow robot still frozen solid but vertical and gliding with her shoes a couple inches off the floor thanks to Alee’s tk. Also, Harry in that duster, and Rashid in a robe. Oh, and Donald Morgan had a sword on his hip, even if some of the time it wasn’t obvious.




And Alex was hungry. “Mister Dresden…”




“Harry. Just Harry.”




“Okay, Harry… is it okay if I order two Whopper Value Meals? I burn up a lot of calories when I use my powers.”




Alee said, “I just had a huge dinner. With dessert. But I’d take a soda. A small one. Maybe just soda water.”




Aly shrank into herself. “I, umm, maybe I can get something small.”




Jaime supportively said, “Her doctor wants her eating regularly but small, nutritious meals. Maybe a Whopper Junior without the buns.”




Aly asked, “And maybe I could eat a couple of someone else’s fries?”




Alexa asked Harry, “Are you sure it’s okay if I have stuff? I can’t pay you back but maybe I could send you some money once I’m home. And I can order off the Value Menu if you want.”




Alex patted Alexa on the shoulder. “I’ve got it. Have whatever you want.” She turned to Harry. “Your universe takes gold?” He nodded, so Alex reached down and let a sliver of metal slide up into her hand from one pouch. “Here. It’s a quarter of a Troy ounce. 24 karat gold.”




Harry sort of choked, “I think you got your numbers wrong, or else gold’s not as valuable where you come from. Hey Murphy, what’s gold going for right now? Per ounce?”




The policewoman turned smoothly and said, “No idea. Probably about 1200. Roughly.”




Alex had seen regular humans who moved more expertly than Sergeant Murphy, but not very many of them. Buffy moved like the human version of a tiger, but people like Rinkin and Bruce and Riley could move more fluidly than Murphy when they weren’t hiding their abilities. Okay, Bruce and Riley weren’t regular humans, and Rinkin probably didn’t count either, considering. And Alex wasn’t good enough to spot the styles Murphy knew, just based on watching her move around. Buffy — the Vampire Slayer version of Buffy — did not count in the ‘regular human’ list either. Not even close.




Harry said, “So this would be worth about three hundred bucks here.”




Alex nodded. “Right. It’s roughly the same in my world. Jack’s been making me carry an emergency fund. Some large bills, a loaded debit card, two small diamonds, and three Troy ounces of gold. Just in case of emergency.”




Harry looked at her like he wanted to warn her to be careful and not get mugged. Then he muttered, “Never mind.”




Molly grinned, “In that case, I want one of the big salads. And the most expensive drink on the menu.”




Harry told her, “Molly, this is not setting a good example for young Alexas.” But he couldn’t keep the smirk off his face.




Alex pulled off her wig and wigcap and mask and plastic makeup, and held them behind her telekinetically. She led Aly right over to the first available clerk. “Hi, all of us are on the same ticket, and the tall guy over there is paying. I’d like two Double Whopper With Bacon Meals, both with extra pickles, large fries, and medium drinks. She’ll have…”




Aly managed, “Do you have big pieces of lettuce, not shredded?”




“We have both, ma’am.”




Aly asked, “Can I get a Whopper Junior, no bun, just a big piece of lettuce on each side? No onion, extra pickles, extra tomato, no mayo or ketchup? And water?”




“Sure thing.”




Buffy strolled over and gave Alex another hug. “What’d you order?”




Alex murmured, “Two Double Whopper Bacon Meals, both with extra pickles, large fries, and two medium drinks. But the other drink is going to Alee.”




Buffy turned her head. “Hey Lexi! They have double Whoppers with bacon!”




“Ooh! I mean, it’s been hours since we ate!”




Harry walked over to Alex and checked, “You’re really eating two Whoppers? By yourself? I thought you were kidding.”




Alex clarified, “Two Double Whopper Bacon Meals, extra pickles, large fries, and a diet Coke. Just because I like diet Coke, and I know it sounds weird. Everyone tells me that.”




Molly stuck her head around Harry. “I would love to be able to eat like that and still look like… Well, are those abs real?”




Alex didn’t smile. “Insane metabolism caused by the biochemical that gave me my powers. If I don’t eat enough on a regular basis, I could get hypoglycemic, and go all irrational and confused, and I could die. And I burn more calories when I use my powers. Expect that Buffy and her partner Lexi will eat like I do.”




Harry didn’t bother to mask his smile. “Buffy? Really? I mean, I was just going to order the Care Bears King Junior Meal for Murphy.”




“Harry!” a petite blonde growled.




Harry casually added, “You didn’t strike me as the Voltron Junior Meal type.”




Alex said, “He knew you were right behind him.”




Murphy looked like she wanted to say something about Harry Dresden, but she stopped and rethought. “Is Buffy really as good as she thinks?”




Alex answered, “Better. She’s mega-good. And superpowered. Figure she’s got reflexes five times faster than an ordinary human, she’s at least five times stronger than a full-grown man, and she’s good enough at a couple dozen different martial arts that she could tell what styles you know just by watching you walk and move and shift your weight. Plus she has a magical ability to use weapons, she heals really fast, she can sense lots of supernatural badness, and I think she’s got a couple more powers too. Spar with her, just don’t get bent out of shape if you can’t beat her. Really fighting her would be worse than fighting the most dangerous master vampire in the world in hand-to-hand.”




“Wow,” said Harry. “Can we keep her?”




Molly said, “She’d ditch as soon as she saw your apartment.”




Murphy snorted with laughter. “Gotta agree with that.”




Molly prodded, “Maybe she has a thing for giant doggies bigger than she is.”




Harry pretended to complain. “No dissing my dogosaurus rex.”




Murphy agreed, “Yeah. And giant cats the size of bobcats.”




Harry did complain about that, “Mister could totally wreck a bobcat.”




“Fine. The size of jaguars,” Murphy allowed.




Alex stepped over to where Selina was studying the menu board or at least pretending to. “Selina, I’ve got a problem. I need to know if I can tell Hermione and her quills about your boyfriend. He works with me sometimes in my world, and I know his identity.”




Selina rolled her eyes. “That man… About two weeks after I got back, he told me that everything we’d brought from Hermione’s world had gone ‘inert’ so they weren’t a long-term threat, and if I felt it was necessary I could reveal either of our identities to you or Buffy or Hermione, although he didn’t think telling Sam or Jaime would be useful to them.”




Alex checked, “What about telling Willow?”




Selina admitted, “He didn’t trust Willow. But he also didn’t think that there was any way of keeping her from reading our minds or magically scrying for him, so he didn’t think he could protect his identity from her. After all, she pretty much treated Hawkgirl and Buffy like they were gnats.”




Alex took a breath. She whispered, “He’s Bruce Paine.”




Selina broke into a grin. “Bruce Paine? Even across dimensions he’s got protocols to protect his identity. All right, that’s close but not quite right. So we need to tell Hermione that he’s a billionaire industrialist and his name will be something like ‘Bruce Paine’ but may differ slightly.”




Alex nodded. “Okay, I can do that. And tell your Batman that ours made bat-grapples too, and we used that knowledge to trace the components back to his companies, so he needs to protect himself on that front. Also, our Batman gave a pair to a young superheroine we call Action Girl, and she loves them. And he’s been training a teen named Ultra-man and a twenty-something called Azure Crush. Both are mega-strong but needed the martial arts help. So thanks.”




She picked up a tray covered with her order, poured herself some diet Coke from the fountain drink dispenser, and took over a couple of the empty tables at the far end of the dining area. She waved Harry over while he was waiting in the line.




He complained, “You do know they won’t let me cut in line and I’ll get served last, don’t you?”




She pretended, “I did it on purpose.” Then she got serious. “Now I want all the Alexes over here with me for Alex reasons. So you have to have everyone else working out what we know, what we need to do, what our resource limitations are, and how we’re going to get home afterward.”




He pretended to snap to attention and salute. Alex knew it was a pretty sloppy effort from someone who had never had to salute a military officer. But then she had actually had to learn how to salute. She just smirked, “Very good, Private Third Class Dresden. Go get your chow, and then we’ll have some nice latrines for you to dig.”




“What am I, Rodney Dangerfield?” he mock-complained as he walked back to the counter.




Alee sat down next to her, and Aly sat across the table. Alex checked, “Are you two eating enough? If I don’t pig out on enough calories, especially when I’m using my powers, I get hypoglycemic and I get all confused and wobbly, and then I could die.”




Alee admitted, “Me too, I mean not that bad, but I get hungry too. But I just had a mega-huge dinner. With… Catwoman. I don’t know if I can say where.”




Alex nodded, “Okay. And I know Selina, from our little trip she probably told you about. And I know her boyfriend Batman. And I know his secret identity in my world, and he works with me sometimes, even if he’s paranoid about stuff.”




“Mega-paranoid,” Alee agreed.




Aly snickered with a mouthful of burger. “Crud, I nearly choked.” She chewed hastily and said, “I say that too.”




Alexandra and Lexi sat down next to them. Alexandra asked, “What?”




“Mega-whatever,” Aly explained. “I got it from Nicole when we were little.”




“Me too!”




“Totally.”




Alex spilled, “Me too. I say ‘crud’ too, but I try not to say it when I’m being Terawatt. I’ve got this secret identity thing going where Terawatt is mega-busty and really tall and really blonde and from the way she talks you figure she’s in her thirties.”




Alee looked at Alex’s front. “You’re not mega-busty? Because I’m up another cup size, and I need a new uniform, and I’m still not as stacked as you.”




Aly added, “When they… helped me, they boosted me maybe a cup or so, even though I didn’t ask for it.”




Alex took a guess. “You mean, when they gave you those bionics? Both legs, both arms, what else?”




Alee wondered, “How’d you know?”




Alex revealed, “I watched you fight that dino. I worked with Jaime for five days on our ‘trip’. She told us about her bionics and how she and Steve got theirs. So I figured her Alex had to be bionic too, even if I really don’t want to think about what happened to you that you really needed the bionics.”




“What’s bionics?” Alexan asked as she sat down.




“What?” asked Alexa as she followed. “Isn’t that some toys for boys?”




“I think that’s Bionicles.”





…Sauce of Alexa Mack, II


(Harry Dresden)



I sat down between Molly and Hermione. Rashid was sitting on the other side of Hermione. “So this side of the table is the wizards, and that side must therefore be the people who don’t believe in magic.”




“Stop it, Dresden,” Morgan growled.




Ahh, making Morgan grouchier. I felt better already. A day without Morgan-misery is like a day without sunshine.




Sam either missed my sarcasm or didn’t care. She lectured, “We all believe in magic, even if it doesn’t exist in some of our worlds. Alex and Jaime and I live in universes where the physical constants are just different enough that there is no energy force available to wield magics. But we’ve all been to universes where it’s omnipresent.”




Sam looked and moved like a soldier — all right, like a supermodel pretending really well like she was a soldier in a movie — but she talked like a professor. A really nerdy professor. Didn’t anyone else think this was suspicious?




Morgan looked at Murphy and Rashid. “Dresden, I think we all need to know how you got involved in this fiasco.”




Molly piped up, “Yeah! You didn’t tell me either!”




I groaned softly. “I have a model of the area.”




“He calls it ‘Little Chicago’,” Molly ratted me out.




I kept going. “I want to use it for scrying and tracking, but it’s turned out to be useful for other things too. Still, I have to work on it a lot, to keep it properly attuned. They just put two new train cars on the El and took two out of service, so I was attuning parts of the El on my model, when I felt… something wrong. I mean, I was touching the El tracks and I literally felt it. In my fingers. It felt wrong. Unnatural. So I got down here as fast as I could, and I found Alexa, being chased by several of those Faerie. The biggest phouka dogs I ever ran into. And while Alexa and I were fighting them, portals started opening, and all these other Alexas started dropping in. Mostly with chaperones. Then you showed up right after Murphy did.”




Karrin admitted, “CPD was getting reports. Loose dog. Wild dog pack. Scary attack dog. All of ’em in the same area. No one seemed to realize that the pictures they were taking on their cellphones were all blurred. Someone who knows what’s not a routine call but has enough sense not to admit it to her superiors sent it over to SI, and Rawlins and I happened to be nearby, so we got here in time to see something that would’ve scared the piss out of a T. rex. And it was already down.”




Rashid added, “I was in the Nevernever meeting with some of the Winter Court, and we received word of these portals, which might be letting Outsiders in, so I used a Way to get to a spot in the alley.”




Harry said, “What I want to know is how something that big got through a portal the size of a phouka, and why Alexa thinks Atron summoned it, and where the hell it came from in the first place.”




Buffy jumped in, “What I wanna know is why you’re wearing one glove! Are you a huge Michael Jackson fan or something? Can you moonwalk?”




I grimaced but slid the glove off, showing what my hand looked like after several years of healing. I gave it a chipper tone I didn’t feel. “Anyone else know what it feels like to have your hand held in front of a flamethrower?”




Sam’s hand went up. Three of the Alexas put their hands up. Three! That was… Well, it was so wrong I didn’t have a bad enough word for it. At least my Alexa didn’t have her hand up.







Alex asked, “You too?”




Aly and Alexandra both nodded miserably.




Alee wondered, “How come none of you have scars, like Mister Dresden?”




“Medi-witches?” guessed Alexan.




Alex explained, “I got caught in a napalm blast while I was rescuing a couple other heroes. I was in my silvery morph, so I didn’t get burns, but it sure hurt a lot.”




Alexandra started, “Okay, in our world, there are these… aliens. I’m not sure how much I can tell…”




Alex spilled, “They’re creepy snake-like things that tear their way into your body and take over your brain and your nervous system, and then they run you around like you’re a remote control car. Sam told us lots of stuff. I remember that part.”




Alexandra cringed. “Yeah. The Goa’uld. I had two of ’em inside me, fighting for control of my body, for most of a year. They would do stuff to my nervous system when I tried to fight back, or when they were fighting each other, like make it feel like my leg was in a fire and I couldn’t get it out. Or like my arm was getting crushed into paste in a hydraulic press. Or like someone was driving railroad spikes into my bones. Or even worse stuff. And they made me do… really mega-bad stuff.”




Alex firmly said, “You mean they took over your nervous system and did bad stuff and made you watch because you couldn’t stop them.”




Alexandra stared at her food. “It… it didn’t feel like it. It felt like I wasn’t strong enough to resist. Like I wasn’t good enough to stop ’em. Like I was doing it, and it was my fault. Like I was a supervillain who needed to be caught and maybe executed. I did stuff to my friends. My fam. People at school. I tortured people. I did horrible things to people. I… killed people. I’m a monster. I can’t ever make that go away.”




Alex looked at Alee and tilted her head toward Alexandra. Alee took the hint like she’d been training with a team.




Right. Selina’s world had so many superheroes they’d had teams for decades. Alee was probably on a training team, or working with a real superhero team.




Alee flew out of her seat and around the table to give Alexandra a huge hug. “It’s not your fault. I know it.”




“How can you possibly know?” Alexandra argued.




“Because my dimension has stuff like that. Eclipso. Starro. Really awful stuff. One time, Darkseid brainwashed Superman, and that was mega-bad. If the world’s greatest hero can’t stop it from happening to him, you can’t feel bad that you couldn’t. Well, you can feel bad, but you really shouldn’t. You need a support group. And a shrink. And if your world has mind-readers, a mind-reading shrink can really help.”




Alexan wondered, “You’re not the world’s greatest hero in your world? You were awesome!”




Alee confessed, “I’m not even close. I’m like the dorky new kid on a training team that’s high school and junior high former sidekicks for the really big heroes. And heroines. But we have supervillains so bad that we need that kind of stuff.” She glanced over at the table next to them. “Like Dr. Carter over there. In our world, she’s Gravitas. A supervillain who can control gravity with her mind. We have a speedster who can run so fast that Mach 1 is nothing to him. Gravitas just looked at him and launched him into space. If I hadn’t been able to zoom up and catch him and pull him into my morph, he would’ve run out of air and died pretty soon. Our super-strong guy on our team? She dropped most of a building on him. And she’s not even one of the big threats out there.”




“Eww.”




“Ick.”




Alex said to Alee, “It sounds to me like your powers are a lot more awesome than you realize. I already saw that you’re way more powerful than me on telekinesis, and I’m one of the heavyweights on my Earth.”




Alee blushed some, and argued, “But your morph is way better. All I can do is a silvery blob. You were all Terminator there. I mean, you went silvery, and you didn’t get blobby at all!”




Alex grinned, “I figured out a trick. Your tk is really strong. If you have really fine control, you can use a couple spare ounces of it to surround your body like spandex everywhere including your hair, and then when you morph, that little bit of tk holds you in the shape you want.”




“Cool,” Alee said. “Why didn’t I think of that?”




Alex pointed out, “Probably because I’ve been doing this for seven years, so I’ve had a lot more time to practice and work on stuff.”




“Holy crud.”







Harry checked, “Did most of our Alexas say ‘holy crud’ at the same time?”




“Yup,” Buffy said like it happened every day.




Harry asked, “It’s not one of those Borg hive mind things, is it?”




Sam laughed into her soda.







Alex pointed out, “Selina — Catwoman — is a villain in my world. Not quite a supervillain, but pretty close. And Sam Carter is a hero. She saved the planet from an alien slime invasion and an ablation cascade of orbital satellites with a super-maser she built from spare parts while she was stuck on the International Space Station and infected by the alien slime stuff.”







Sam glanced over at Alexandra and the other Alexes. “Are they talking about me?”




Jaime smiled, “Yes. And it sounds like Alex’s Sam is just as awesome as you are.”




Selina muttered, “Even if our Sam is a supervillain who has mental control of gravity.”




Sam winced. “That could be extremely bad, depending on her level of control and her power level.”




Selina added, “She goes by ‘Gravitas’.”




Sam paused. “Gravitas? For a gravity-based supervillain? But… but… That’s a terrible codename!”




Buffy groaned, “Great. Is everyone a supervillain somewhere out there? I’m not running around in some dimension in a purple and green leotard with a mandarin collar and a tacky name, am I? Tell me I’m not!”




Selina smirked slightly. “Black catsuit, skyscraper heels, big superhero hair, fake breasts, codename ‘The Slayer’. You’re pretending to be a supervillain to take down an international supercrime syndicate.”




“Well, I guess that’s not so terrible…”




Selina stuck in the knife. “And Xander and Amy know about it.”




“Eek!”







Alex watched as Aly took another careful bite out of her lettuce-wrapped burger. “Aly, do you have to watch your calories because of your bionics?”




Aly winced. “Partly. I… umm… lost a chunk out of my stomach too, so it’s smaller and I just can’t eat as much as I used to. But yeah, enough of me’s bionic that I’m only eating for maybe forty percent of a normal Aly.”




Alex asked, “You didn’t jump into a ditch to avoid getting hit by an out of control truck and had stuff spill on you, did you?”




Alexandra gasped, “Holy crud, that’s what happened to me too! Only there were live Goa’uld in the stuff.”




Alex said, “It happened to me that way, and the stuff gave me superpowers. It took me a long time to really get them under control.”




Alexa choked, “Me too! Only it was toxic magical wastes from Danielle Atron’s alchemy experiments, and fumes from the drums made the driver go goofy so he didn’t even see me while he was crashing into a light pole.”




“That is so weird!” Alexan muttered.




“Yeah. Freaky,” Alee said. “I just have the meta gene, and it kickstarted a little while ago.”




Aly cringed. “N-no. My Aunt Ashley came to visit. Her boyfriend Lon flew ’em into our little airport in his prop plane, and they took me for a ride. And Lon had I guess a heart attack while he was flying us around the mountains way, way east of town. We were up so high the mountains were all snowy where we were. And he fell forward on the yoke and the plane dove nearly straight down and Aunt Ashley couldn’t pull it back hard enough to keep us from…” She swallowed hard and couldn’t keep talking.




Alex gently said, “So you crashed. And you were horribly injured. Is that where you got burned too?”




Aly nodded. Tears began to leak down her cheeks. “I was in the back seat, and I unbuckled my seat even though we were going in for a crash because I thought maybe I could pull the yoke back hard enough to save us, and we got the yoke pulled back just enough, so the plane bellied in down this mountain slope, and it skidded a long way on the snow before it hit these trees. And I went through the windshield… head first. And the propellers hit the trees and shattered and they shredded the trees, and propeller pieces went everywhere, and I hit the ground really really hard, and it hurt so bad, and then… Well, the gas tanks had already ruptured and were pouring all over the ground, and then there were sparks, and… then I was… I was on fire.”




Alex morphed so she could dart under the table and come up next to Aly and hug her. “It’s okay.”




Aly managed, “It sure wasn’t okay then.” Tears were streaming down her face. “My whole front was on fire, and it hurt so much, and my wrist was busted so I couldn’t swat the fire to put it out, and I couldn’t pull myself out of the fire because there was a chunk of propeller through my guts, and I knew I was gonna die and Lon and Aunt Ashley needed help and I was useless, and I tried to push up with my arms and legs to get off that chunk of metal, and I couldn’t because I had a broken wrist and my other arm was sliced off a couple inches below my armpit, and one of my legs was mangled, and I managed to get my one good leg under me and push up, and then I rolled in the snow until the fire was out and the bleeding was mostly stopped, and then I crawled down the slope to get help. And I failed again, because I crawled and crawled and crawled, and it hurt so bad, and I couldn’t stop because Aunt Ashley, but I couldn’t find anybody, and I fell in a creek and could hardly get back out, and it was all ice and freezing cold water that was so cold it hurt, and I got back out and I followed the creek downhill to a road, and I passed out before I could get help and Aunt Ashley died because I’m not any good at this stuff!”




Alex just held her while Aly cried, and other Alexes slid over to hug Aly too.







Jaime looked at the horrified expressions around her as everyone eavesdropped on Aly’s tale. “Yeah. You’re not eligible to get bionics unless you’ve been so horribly injured that you need bionics.”




Sam asked, “Was it really that bad?”




Jaime forced herself not to wince. After all, her accident had been brutal. And Steve’s. And the others. And then there was Kate, who had been dying of a hideous degenerative disease for over a decade. “Aly had most of her left arm and almost half her right leg severed when she went through the windshield. Also about a third of her scalp. Plus a couple skull fractures from the impact with the windshield. Then she landed in a puddle of gas on top of a section of broken propeller that went through her abdomen. And the gas caught on fire. Most of her severed blood vessels were cauterized by the fire, but it also gave her second and third degree burns over her face and front half of her body. She had some fourth degree burns on her limbs. She had a broken wrist and a broken leg and two limbs that weren’t there anymore, and somehow she managed to push herself up enough to get off that propeller stub. Then she put out where she was on fire by rolling in the snow, which meant hypothermia and frostbite, which were made worse when she fell through that ice into that shallow creek. She still managed to drag herself almost two miles to a road, and she was still moving when the emergency vehicles got to her. The EMTs said if she hadn’t still been dragging herself down the road, they wouldn’t have believed she could still be alive.”




Buffy wondered, “And she doesn’t think that was good enough?”




Jaime scowled, “Maybe if the rescuers had gotten to the plane in time to save Ashley, Aly would see herself as a heroine. But Ashley was dead well before they backtracked Aly’s trail and found the plane.”




Hermione ventured, “So she sees herself as a failure.”




Jaime nodded miserably. “The injuries, the burns, the frostbite… When Steve and I came to see her in the burn unit, she was… a girl barely alive. They’d had to amputate to deal with the worst of the burns and the frostbite and the ensuing necrosis. She had stumps of arms and legs left. Roughly fifty percent of the remaining skin was seriously burned including her face. She lost most of her GI tract, most of her reproductive tract, most of a kidney… She agreed to what we wanted before we even explained what we wanted to do. I think she was hoping it was some scientific research that would let her die in peace.”




“So she’s still trying to cope? Or maybe not coping?” asked Sam. “She and Alexandra need to talk. It sounds like both of them have pretty bad PTSD on top of everything else.”




Hermione pointed out, “I still don’t know how Alex didn’t get PTSD after what happened to her when she first got her powers and then had a supervillain hunting her down.”




Buffy just said, “It’s because Alexes are always nice, but tougher than they look, and stronger than they realize.”







“I’m still really scared of fire, even if I don’t scream and faint or anything.” Aly stopped sniffling and wiped her eyes on some paper napkins before blowing her nose on them. And blowing her nose some more. And again. “Sorry. They had to rebuild my sinus cavities too, when they rebuilt my face, ’cause my skull isn’t even bone anymore, it’s all super-tough plastics and titanium alloys, so now I’m extra-snotty when I cry or have a cold.”




Alex kept holding Aly. Alee rubbed Aly’s back and said, “Not the worst super-weakness I’ve heard of. We have a superhero called Green Lantern, and he has a ring that can create hard light projections. Anything he can think of, he can make. And he can fly at incredible speed. But his power ring doesn’t work on yellow stuff. The Green Lantern before him couldn’t affect wood.”




Alex asked, “So… both of them could be beaten by a number two pencil?”




Aly giggled and had to blow her nose some more. “We had a supervillain who made fembots. Like WillowDelta but evil. Well, not evil, but doing whatever they were told to do by someone who is evil. The real Willow’s husband, this funny guy who does carpentry? He defeated them by thinking of stuff artificial intelligences wouldn’t know how to handle. Like asking them if a fortification was a large fort, how come a ratification wasn’t a large rat.”




“Really?” asked Alexandra suspiciously.




“Really really,”Aly said, in the best Shrek imitation she could do. With her nose stopped up, her voice sounded lower and her imitation actually came out better. “Our Willow’s a genius computer programmer, and she’d told Xander all about how AIs parse spoken objects and how the algorithms worked, and he’d actually paid attention, so he figured out how to break ’em by being a smart aleck.”




Alex smiled, “That sounds like Buffy’s Xander. I mean, the Xander from Buffy’s universe. Where there’s also a Willow. He kind of drove Selina’s boyfriend nuts by being a big smarty pants while we were all in a hell dimension.”




Alexan said, “We have dangerous magical creatures called kappas. They’re mainly in Asia. And they have a big bowl-shaped dent on the top of their head. But they’re water creatures, and they can only leave the water if they have water filling up their dent. So you can beat ’em by being polite.” She waited a couple seconds to see if anyone got it. “You bow to them. They bow back. The water spills out. Oops!”




Lexi said, “Okay, fae that can be killed by regular steel instead of just cold iron? Pretty weak. Ours need cold iron. Real cold iron, made right. We have a guy who makes cold iron weapons just for that. But just steel? Pretty much everything I’ve got on me except my stakes has steel in it.”




…Sauce of Alexa Mack, III



“That reminds me,” said Buffy. “Vamps. Do you have ’em? How are they on thresholds? Can you do the usual ‘sunlight, fire, stake through the heart, beheading’ thing to dust ’em?”




Morgan grumbled, “We have seven different courts, each with its own strengths and weaknesses.”




“Oh. Great,” Buffy complained. “Are they all dead bodies inhabited by a blood demon?”




Morgan answered, “That sounds like the Black Court. Can’t cross a threshold without an invitation, all the weaknesses you mentioned. But they’re the strongest and fastest of the courts.”




Harry chipped in, “We’re pretty sure the White Court suckered Stoker into writing Dracula so they could wipe out their most dangerous enemy back then without getting their hands dirty.”




Rashid added, “But it means that the few Black Court vampires who are still around are the oldest, most powerful of their kind, and the ones most likely to be able to wield magics as well.”




“Great,” Buffy griped. “Okay. What about the White Court? They don’t sparkle in daylight or anything, do they?”




Harry snorted while Morgan scowled and Rashid looked like he hadn’t even noticed there was a joke in there.




Harry explained. “White Court. Closest to human. They have babies just like us, look like us only prettier, usually massively prettier, and they feed on the emotions and life force of humans. For at least one family — they call them ‘houses’ — they don’t even know they’re not human until they hit their teens and fall for some schmuck and do the nasty, which said schmuck doesn’t survive. Their Hunger comes out, and they feed until Miss or Mister Schmuck is a lifeless, soulless husk. Then they have to keep feeding their Hunger regularly or they lose control and go wocka-wocka. Three houses. House Raith runs the court right now. They feed on lust. If you’ve got a ‘true love’, you’re immune to them and they can get burned just grabbing you. House Malvora feeds on fear, so the bravest person in the world would probably rack them hard. House Skavis feeds on despair, and their vics tend to go so far into depression they kill themselves. It’s just a guess, but they probably can’t handle someone who’s full of hope. Crossing your threshold without your permission? They can do it, but it clamps down on their access to their Hunger so they can’t feed and they can’t pull out their usual ‘super-strong super-fast super-healing’ routine.”




“Looks like someone has been doing their homework,” Rashid said, looking pleased.




Harry scowled, “Had a nasty run-in with all three houses a few months back. We managed to put a big dent in all three, but it wasn’t pain-free, and Carlos ended up in the hospital, and too many of ’em got away.”




Morgan said, “Third, there’s the Red Court. They’re non-human, but they pass as human until the vampire comes out. They can turn a human by biting them and letting them attack and drink another human. They have a huge feudal system throughout South and Central America, and they’re not limited to there. They can cross your threshold, but it will essentially paralyze them to do it. And fourth, there’s the Jade Court in Asia. The other three kinds of vampire are more like big ugly mosquitoes than people with fangs.”




Buffy complained, “Why do you guys have to make this so hard? I don’t want Lexi to stake a White Courter and then get all freaked that she killed a human.”




Harry said, “They don’t have human blood, and they heal up fast, so she’ll know. But they’ll pull on their Hunger to heal up, so expect a really deadly fight on your hands.”




Buffy smiled. It was not a nice smile. In fact, it was a predatory smile that Lara Raith would be envious of. She just said, “That kind of fight? My raison d’être. And in case you hadn’t noticed, winner and still champion.”




Murphy leaned forward to check, “You fight vampires in hand-to-hand? Really? How often?”




Buffy shrugged. “Sure I do. Vamps, demons, fae, whatever’s eating people or trying to do the apocalypso. I get edgy if I don’t get in a good Slay. And lemme see… In my teens after I moved to Sunnydale? Maybe twenty a week, just for a rough average. I had nights where I took out thirty or forty.”




“With what? Nuclear weapons?” Harry snarked.




Buffy smiled mercilessly. “For big crowds? Maybe an oversized double-bitted battleaxe. It’s the gift that keeps on giving.”







Alex caught Sam’s head-tilt and excused herself from the Alex table to step over to Sam’s table. “Problems?”




Sam checked, “Alexandra’s okay?” Alex nodded, so Sam looked around the table and said, “We talked it over. We all were gone to Hermione’s world for five days our time, same as the time she experienced. So all our worlds have to run at the same temporal scale, plus or minus some detectability threshold that would have to be well under twenty percent and is probably orders of magnitude smaller than that when you account for things like stellar evolution. So there’s no way Hermione has experienced three weeks, while you experienced roughly fifty times that, unless those portals are capable of transcending time as well as space and dimension.”




Alex thought it over. “My Sam has a theory that time travel wouldn’t be possible in our universe without really damaging amounts of energy transfer from what we call Pyre Space. But she also thinks that wouldn’t have to apply in other worlds that are far enough away.”




Sam nodded. “Right. A couple years ago, we had a freak accident with a Gate transfer and a solar flare, and we ended up in 1969, and we had to get back to the Stargate and use another solar flare to get back to the right time. So it’s possible in our universe. And Hermione says they have Time Turners that they let her use to take extra classes and do extra studying one year when she was in school. Donald nearly had a fit over that, because time manipulation is banned here, due to perceived threats. Still, different worlds, different metaphysics and different jurisdictions. Rashid just warned Hermione not to do anything like that while she’s here.”




Hermione stiffly said, “It is not as if I would!” And she sighed, “Besides, the Ministry has refused to let us design any new Time Turners ever since I wrote a White Parchment on ways a Time Turner could be used to do illegal acts and avoid consequences.”




“Stars and stones!” Morgan groaned. He glanced unhappily at the still-rigid Willow robot, for some odd reason.




Buffy jumped in. “So this means that whatever or whoever brought us here is up in Willow’s weight class, magically speaking. Probably a ‘what’. So we’re here for someone’s entertainment. And scheming. And probably gloating and mwa-ha-ha-ing because they do a lot of that. But we’ve got to deal with this Atron and then see what she’s summoned and let loose around here. The local wizards are pretty freaked about the possibilities on that. These Outsiders are pretty much major demons like we have to deal with on bad months, but Harry’s totally stressed.” She shrugged like it was no big deal for her. Then she frowned, “And I still have to give Lexi the lowdown on the different vamps they’ve got around here.”




Hermione smiled, “And Sam has a really interesting theory on ‘local dimensions’ and ‘significantly variant universes’ in a single brane. I really wish she had copies of her papers to hand out.” Buffy looked horrified at that idea. “Or at least some whiteboards so we could work on the physics of it.” Buffy looked even more horrified.




Alex knew from experience what getting a technical talk from Sam was like, and how much worse a series of whiteboards made it. Alex had taken the Corcoran College course in optics, which had been really elementary with as little math as possible. And she was signed up to take a serious physics course at Georgetown next year, on top of her regular Corcoran schedule. But her Sam’s tech talks tended to be complex enough that geniuses like Bill Lee had to stop her to ask questions. Alex was sure she didn’t know anywhere near enough physics and math for this Sam’s discussion.




Sam looked around, and everyone except Hermione had the same sort of look on their face. Even Rashid. She said, “Think of it like a box of paper. Every paper looks the same from the outside, but has minute differences. So a universe like ours or Selina’s where there are ways to move from one sheet of paper to another? Those papers are so similar that the worlds look very much the same. But they’re in a box, which is much harder to pass through, and outside the box things are different enough that paper may not even exist. And it may be a long way to the next box of paper, which might be so different that the world operates completely differently, like moving from my collection of universes to Selina’s. But there are even more boxes of paper, and every box has different paper in it, but they’re all paper. We’re all from different boxes of paper, and there may be an ocean of paper boxes out there, each one full of entire universes.”




Buffy interrupted, “And our purple portal problem can swim from box to box and steal stuff out of any sheet of paper it wants. Whenever it feels like it. Which could be… a problem.”




Harry looked at Rashid. “Do we award trophies for the biggest euphemism of the year?”




Buffy stuck her tongue out at him. “So first, we go smush your buddy Danielle into a creamy badguy paste. Then we go track down the Purple Portal Demon and pound him until he bleeds and lets us go home. Piece of cake.”




Alex refrained from pointing out that this was not her Danielle, and her Danielle had not been her buddy. She just said, “Expect that this Danielle will not be a pushover. My Danielle picked up superpowers strong enough to fight me to a standstill. Alexa says that this Danielle is a really smart biochemist, and a really powerful wizard who is now so powerful she can keep from killing technology around her, and is doing really powerful alchemy.”




“That’s not good,” Harry said. “Alchemy like that means she gets to plan out really powerful attacks and defenses, and store the energy she needs for later. And hardly anyone I know is good at alchemy, or good at defending against it.”




Morgan grumbled, “The more powerful the wizard, the more he or she tends to destroy every bit of technology nearby.” He glanced again at the Willow robot.




Harry argued, “The Faerie are pretty good at not doing that. Mab and Maeve and the Leanansidhe can all do major magic without affecting hardware if they feel like it. Maybe that means Atron already has dealings with non-humans.”




Morgan pointed out, “Maybe she’s not human.”




Rashid suggested, “Or no longer human.”




Alex checked, “Like she’s become a vampire or a werewolf?”




Harry explained, “A lot of the Faerie were human, once upon a time. Even the heavy hitters, like Mab. The current Lady of the Summer Court was part-human up until a couple years ago.”




Morgan complained, “And that was Dresden’s fault too.”




Harry sniped, “At least we know Atron’s not the Summer Knight or the Winter Knight.”




Morgan actually winced.




Sam asked, “How many of us go after Atron, and how do we get there? I’m assuming we don’t just drive over to O’Hare Airport and try to buy a score of tickets to San Francisco.”




Alex admitted, “Paradise Valley’s about 1800 miles from here. I can fly there in maybe a quarter of an hour—” Morgan dropped the last of his food in shock. “—but I’d be useless by the time I got there, and I’d need to spend a quarter of an hour just eating. Alee is a lot stronger than I am, so she should be able to get there even faster, carrying several of us in her morph. But she’d probably have similar exhaustion and ‘fuel’ problems on arrival.”




Rashid smiled slightly. “There is a place not far from here that I could use to open a gateway into the right portion of the Nevernever. It’s not a very safe spot, but I believe we have enough power to handle any crises that might arise. Then a short hike, and we can move back somewhere near downtown Paradise Valley. We could get to the factory in perhaps forty minutes total.”




Sam asked, “And can as many of us go as we want to take?”




Rashid nodded.




Buffy smiled, “That sounds like a winner. Let’s finish up and go.”




Hermione put away her quills and said, “And I have a parchment copy for everyone. They’re not magically duplicated, so they won’t degrade back in your own worlds.” She waved her wand, and the parchment sheets leapt across the table to their recipients.




Buffy glanced over her list. “Yeah, I remember that Schubert guy now. Mister Underwater. He nearly popped the cap on the Philippines Hellmouth which would’ve wrecked every city on the Pacific Rim. What a dork.”




Alex glanced at her copy. Daniel Jackson? That could be a good name to check. Rupert Giles? Crud! She totally wished she’d known that a few years ago. Dr. Anthony Ivo? She was pretty sure Jack had sent her a report on that guy. T. O. Morrow? Better look into that. Quentin Travers? She was pretty sure there were a couple Travers guys who died in her Hermione’s little war with Tom Riddle. Professor Frederic Franklin? She needed to put Willow on that one. She carefully folded her copy until it would fit in one of her utility belt compartments. “I’ll tell the others. I think they’re all ready.”




Lexi piped up from the other table, “Can I get a burger to go?”




Harry pretended to ignore that. “Molly, you get to stay here and help Murphy with the dead Faerie and whatever. She needs your veils until the problems are gone.”




Murphy stood up. “I was going with you.”




Harry stood up so he could loom over her, even if she was utterly unintimidated. “You’re needed here. I’ve got more than enough firepower this time. And it’s my fault you got busted down to sergeant, I am not letting you get kicked off the force for helping me the one time I don’t need it.”




“Harry…”




But Dresden just kept going. “Karrin… This is Paradise Valley. California. You’ll be out of your jurisdiction. If we get caught, you could be in serious trouble, and there’s no way you’ll be able to explain how you got there or what you’re doing there or how you were in a Burger King in downtown Chicago only an hour earlier. You could have worse trouble than I usually get you into. You could have legal trouble.”




Murphy glared at him like she wanted to punch him. Or maybe shoot him a couple times. But she finally said, “Fine. Molly and I will go keep Rawlins from having a heart attack over giant dead dinosaur things.” She turned to the rest of the table. “Thanks for a friendly lunch. Sam and Hermione? If those things aren’t dissolving on their own, the city will be using your idea about the iron filings. We appreciate it.”




Hermione smiled, “Glad we could be of assistance.”




“Nice meeting you,” Sam added.




Buffy smiled, “And maybe we’ll get to do some sparring if we end up back here! I could give you a couple tips on adjusting your jujitsu stance for grappling with stuff ten times stronger than you are.”




Murphy did not look thrilled about that, but she was polite. She gathered up Molly and they rushed off.




Sam added, “Oh, and Alex, how precise is your telekinesis?”




Alex admitted, “Pretty precise. I can squeeze a man’s carotids just enough to knock him out without damaging the tissues. And I can pick a lock just by feeling the pins. And I can…” Sam was looking at the Willow robot. “I can pull wires inside power armor, which means I can do some kinds of detailed work in the robot.”




“WillowDelta,” Jaime insisted, like the robot was a person.




Alex added, “I can’t fix a fried computer chip.”




Sam explained, “Jaime’s not a robotics expert, but she does know how to open up a fembot for maintenance, and if you can do that, I may be able to activate a reboot function.”




Alex asked, “What do I have to do?”




Jaime thought for a moment. “There’s a panel in the skin of her upper back. The seams are pretty much invisible, even really close up. And the locks are internal. We use a special magnet to pull the tiny bolts holding the panel in place. But telekinesis would work too, if you have really detailed feel. That’ll expose the system maintenance section.”




Hermione added, “And our three local wizards can wait here while we do this in the ladies’ room, so they don’t disrupt any delicate circuitry. I’ll put up a screen around us. I don’t know how well it will work to protect against their magic, but it can’t hurt.”




Selina gave Sam a sardonic eyebrow as she checked, “Carrying large quantities of tools and gadgets?”




Sam admitted, “All I’ve got is… well, it’s a small weapon Alexandra knows how to use but would rather not. And a couple holdouts. I don’t even have my web belt or service automatic. The colonel doesn’t like us visibly carrying when we’re not on official missions.”




Selina stood up. “In that case, I’ll need to go too.”




Harry looked at Morgan. “Why do women always want to go to the bathroom in groups?”




Buffy pretended to ignore him. “Okay. I’ll give Lexi a heads-up about your weird vamps, and I’ll make sure Alexandra and Aly and Alee and… lemme see… oh, right, Alexan are all okay with you sneaking off to the girls’ room for a smoke or whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “Why can’t they all just be ‘Alex’? Is that so much to ask?”




Jaime stepped over, wrapped one arm around the robot too heavy for Murphy to lift off the ground, picked it up like it was made of styrofoam, and casually strolled off to the bathrooms on the far side of the restaurant. Alex, Selina, Sam, and Hermione walked between her and the clerks behind the counter, so no one would notice anything.




Jaime grumbled, “Honestly!”




“What?”




“It’s Harry, smarting off again. How is it that no one’s punched him yet?”




Sam smirked, “It sure looked like Karrin and Morgan both wanted to, a couple times since we met them.”




Jaime mentioned, “Well, he stood right where Buffy could hear, and he told Alexa not to call Buffy ‘Tinker Bell’ or ‘Strawberry Shortcake’ or ‘Murphy’s teenier buddy’. Alexa sounded kind of horrified and embarrassed.”




Alex admitted, “I sure would’ve been, just a few years ago. Okay, if Louis had said that in front of Buffy, I’d still be mega-embarrassed.”




Sam muttered, “So we have a tall Jack O’Neill with magic. Why do I see a trainwreck somewhere up ahead?”




Selina smirked, “I was going to go with a tall, slow Impulse with magic instead of super-speed.”




Alex said, “Buffy would probably nominate Xander.”




Selina giggled. “Batman was really grouchy about Xander and Jack tag-teaming him on their assignment in that hell dimension. He was so cranky about it he never wrote out a full debrief of that part for the archives. The Bat-archives.”




Hermione looked at the bathroom floor and did several cleaning spells in a row before transfiguring a paper towel into a flannel sheet that she spread out over the tile floor. Then she cast a spell that was like a hazy white bubble around all of them. Jaime set WillowDelta on her face in the middle of the sheet and lifted up the back of her blouse. Alex floated with her hands just inches above the robot’s back.




“Okay. I can feel the little locks. There are eight of them. I’m guessing you have to apply all eight magnets simultaneously to get this open.” She concentrated, and one after another, faint clicks emanated from the robot’s back.




What looked like a rectangle of formed skin and metallic muscle lifted off. Underneath was a titanium shell molded like the back part of a woman’s ribs. Selina looked at the shell and said, “I can remove the connectors holding it down, but it’ll ruin the connectors and maybe strip the threads.”




Alex said, “No problem.”




“No problemo?” Selina teased.




“No robot jokes around Delta, please,” said Jaime.




Alex just concentrated, and all the oddly-shaped bolt heads spun and backed out until the titanium shell lifted free.




Sam took it and studied it. “Nice. A light titanium alloy, a Faraday cage, kinetic padding… This is almost as good as the frames on the best robots we’ve ever encountered.”




Jaime asked, “But not as good?”




Sam explained, “Another planet with much higher tech. The robots didn’t even know they weren’t real people until one of them was seriously injured.”




“Wow.” Even Jaime was impressed.




Selina said, “We’ve got robots and androids, but good enough to pass as human to yourself? That may be better than we can do, other than some alien tech and some supervillains. Superman’s used Superman robots, but he’s as heavy as steel himself, and nearly indestructible, so a super-strong super-heavy super-tough robot that can lift tanks and fly? That seems the same as him.”




Sam had been studying the internals. “Selina, you don’t happen to have a multi-adaptive connector and a tap system, say, for breaking into a computer?”




Selina grinned. “Why as a matter of fact…” She handed her goggles to Sam and pulled a tiny box out of a pocket of her utility belt. She ran a thin cable from the box to a port on the side of the goggles, and extended another thin cable. “Which port?”




Sam pointed at a port with lots of connectors. “Has to be this one.”




Selina pulled out a tiny clear pouch full of port adapters, selected one, and plugged the cable into it. Then she hooked it up to the robot.




Sam began tilting and turning her head. “This is amazing. It’s an entire holographic interface.”




Selina beamed, “Best boyfriend ever.”




Sam murmured, “Let me see here… Okay, some diagnostics are identifying damaged chips… I’m re-routing as much as possible… That’s a problem… Okay, I can jury rig that… And I think that’s the best I can do without physically replacing chips. I doubt we can get identical MilSpec DSP chips in those value meals, so we’ll have to make do. And…”




The robot twitched, and began moving as if it was waking up. “Jaime?”




“Right here, Delta.”




“Was I hit with an EM pulse?”




Jaime guessed, “I think the magic of that portal damaged some of your hardware. Sam’s doing the best she can.”




Delta looked at Sam. “Captain Samantha Carter? Are you not supposed to be on the ISS?”




Jaime explained, “Delta, the portal moved us across dimensions. Another portal also grabbed Sam and her version of Aly. We’re in yet another universe. This is the Major Sam Carter from my debriefing which I know you downloaded.”




Delta blinked several times as Sam fitted the shell back into place and Alex screwed it down securely. “I do not seem to have all those data. I believe that some of my memory is corrupted. I need time to do a full scan and mark damaged sectors. Also, some of my digital processing appears to be slower than normal. Someone, presumably Major Carter, did a very clever repair process given that none of my chips have been replaced. How long was I ‘unconscious’?”




Jaime thought for a moment. “We’ve been here well under an hour.”




“I cannot fully access the GPS satellites this world has. The transmission frequency band is slightly different, but I can adjust for that. The military precision is encrypted and it uses a different passcode, which is to be expected. But I do have time and date and location information.”




Sam said, “We’re going to move through a ‘gate’ into another realm, which I am assuming from our previous discussion has a non-Euclidean relationship with mappable locations on this planet. Either the gate or the realm may affect your hardware or software. If you have any way of hardening your equipment against EMPs or masers, please do so.”




Delta said, “I am sorry, but I lack such protocols. I shall suggest modifications to Professor Rosenberg and Dr. Wells when — pardon me, if — we return to our universe.”




Jaime frowned, “Well, we’ll do the best we can, Delta. And maybe Hermione’s spell would help you… and Aly’s and my bionics.”




Alex finished fitting the skin panel onto WillowDelta’s back and ran a light tk touch all around the edges to get the ‘skin’ to mold together. Then she used her tk to tug WillowDelta’s blouse back down, because that kind of stuff ought to matter to someone who looked like Willow.





…Way of Alexa Mack, I



Alex let Hermione cast that muffling spell and Alexan cast that ‘ignore this stuff’ spell, both of which would be incredibly useful if magic worked back in her world.




Unfortunately, they would also be incredibly useful for badguys. And there was no telling what Jack would get up to if he could do those spells.




At least they didn’t need to make a huge detour to a shoe store, because Buffy was insistent that Aly needed a new pair of shoes, and that WillowDelta was wearing a pair of leather shoes that Buffy’s Willow would totally fuss about. Alexan did a reparo on Aly’s busted shoe. Then Hermione did a reparo on Buffy’s torn blouse, and she went ahead and healed the bite wound on Buffy’s upper arm, even though Buffy insisted she was fine.




And Jaime insisted, “Buffy, she may look like your Willow, but she’s not. Among other things, she doesn’t worry about the things your Willow does, and she’s much stronger than your Willow so she can tear clothing apart, and she’s much heavier, so she can ruin shoes that aren’t durable enough.”




“Well, can I hug her too?” asked Buffy.




WillowDelta stated rigidly, “You can hug me, as I can tell by your range of motion. The correct question is whether you may hug me. And that answer is yes, although I am not as ‘huggable’ as a human.”




So Buffy hugged WillowDelta hard enough that WillowDelta asked, “Pardon me for asking, but do you have bionics as well? I can tell that you are unusually strong, and my database indicates that you possess speed that would be impossible if you were a normal human. Unfortunately, I cannot currently recover enough of my memory to tell what Jaime listed as your power set in her debriefing.”




Buffy grinned, “Pretty much what you already got. Strong, fast, quick, great at martial arts and with weapons, and I heal up pretty fast.” Then she scowled. “Some other stuff too, like being a chesspiece for cosmic powers who are dickwads.”




WillowDelta wondered, “Are not ‘cosmic powers’ or ‘gods’ unknowable and a matter of faith?”




Buffy grimaced, “Up to a point. I get more evidence to work with than most people. So I know they’re out there. Somewhere too far away for me to punch them in the nose.”




“That is… difficult to process. Particularly when my full processing capabilities are somewhat reduced.”




Buffy patted her on the shoulder. “Yeah, it’s pretty difficult to process for humans too. So just relax on it.”




Jaime suggested, “Or you could reduce its importance and devote a lot fewer cycles to working on the problem.”







They followed Rashid as he led them half a dozen blocks. Alex noticed that Donald Morgan was totally freaked having a robot Willow walking around him. Also WillowDelta walked okay, but she kept turning her head like a bird and staring at everything they walked past. And Hermione kept pestering Rashid for details on the spellcasting of this universe, which totally shocked Alex. Not.




Rashid stopped at… an ordinary grocery store? He asked, “Is the ‘notice me not’ powerful enough for all of us to walk past the store employees into the very back of the store?”




Alex said, “I can unlock the back doors and we can slip in that way.”




He nodded, “Let us try that. There are sixteen of us, and that is likely to be awkward to explain.”




Alex stayed with the group, rather than flying over the grocery store to get to the locked door faster. It only took a minute or two to walk around the corner of the block and go down the alley where a big grocery truck was parked while a driver finished unloading stuff.




Once the stocking guys finished and locked the big garage door, the truck drove off. Alex went silvery, darted over to the steel security door, and focused on the lock. It looked like it would take a normal sort of key, but it had pins on three sides. That wasn’t a problem for her. She rotated the cylinder just enough to catch on the pins, and she started moving the pins outward until the cylinder stopped grating against the pins. Once she had everything picked, she rotated the cylinder. She used some more tk and felt around the edges of the door for magnetic strips or contact strips or anything else that might set off an alarm. Nothing, which meant the store probably used an infrared detector or a microwave detector, and those would have to be turned off while employees walked around. Then she slid a tendril of her morph under the door so she could see. No one nearby. She swung open the door, lifting the door too so the hinges wouldn’t squeak or groan.




Everybody walked in, and Alex closed the door behind them, making sure it locked again. Rashid walked over near a side wall, and stopped. Then he whispered some words she couldn’t hear and waved his hand like he was opening a curtain.




A something happened. It was like an invisible curtain in the air got pushed open, leaving wiggly near-invisibility at its edges, and showing something that couldn’t really be there. It looked like a doorway into a creepy old forest.




So that was what a Way looked like.




They stepped, strolled, or flew through the gateway, into a forest that was not a normal forest. It was like a giant forest if forests had trees fifty feet around at the trunk and were over a hundred feet high and had bright purple leaves for a canopy high overhead, so the distant light that filtered through was purple and lavender and magenta.




Harry quietly said, “Welcome to the Nevernever. Think of it like the land of the Faerie. A parallel dimension to Earth, but it’s not like two pieces of paper on top of each other. It’s like you had two pieces of paper, set one down, shredded the other one into bits, and spread the mess over the first piece. So a spot on one paper gets you to a spot on the other, but it might be somewhere you really, really don’t want to be. And it’s not simple straight lines from one place to another. We’re not in Chicago anymore. There could be a gateway only yards from here that would dump you into Antarctica. Or the middle of the Pacific. Or way, way worse.”




Rashid added, “There are places in our world that have gateways into the deadliest parts of the Nevernever. The Winter Court and Summer Court both have denizens who make that dinosaur-like creature seem harmless by comparison. Do not assume that being able to open a gateway is equivalent to knowing where it is safe to open one, and where it is safe to walk in the Nevernever, and where it is safe to open a gateway back to our world.”




There was a trampled path of sorts, where the thick-boled trees left a wider gap and a more obvious route. Alex could see that some big things had walked through here and left big footprints. Not dinosaur-sized prints, but more than big enough for horses or cows.




After a couple minutes, Rashid abruptly stopped. Alex floated up into the air to see what the problem was.




The path up ahead had thin, grayish lines all over the trees and running between the trees. The lines went from the ground up to at least sixty feet overhead, and spread out from central points like the spokes of bicycle wheels. A patch the size of Alex’s living room was ripped out of a set of the lines at ground level.




Rashid cautiously whispered, “This… was not here the last time any member of the Council used this path and reported back to Headquarters.”




Harry snarked, “The whole ‘and reported back’ part might be the important part there.”




“Dresden, shut up!” hissed Morgan.




Alex went silvery and darted another twenty feet upward. 




Stormburst spotted her and followed. She whispered, “What?”




Alex said, “You saw the big footprints and the big ripped volume in the gray threads, right?”




“Right.”




“So… what happened to it? What would it take to stop something that huge? And then what could haul it away?”




Stormburst cringed. “Eww. Right.”




Something moved overhead, obscuring the magenta beams of light for a moment. Alex couldn’t see it in the darkness of the forest. But she dropped back down to the group and murmured, “Incoming. Whatever makes these threads, or whatever eats things that get caught in the threads.”




“Or C: all of the above,” whispered Harry.




Selina had her goggles on again. “There’s something moving up there in more than one spot. Nothing in infrared, but that may just mean they’re ambient temperature.”




WillowDelta stated, “My sensors are not detecting anything either, but I have no way to detect magic.”




Rashid murmured, “I think it might be best if we quietly back up out of the range of these Faerie and take a different route to the gateway I had in mind. It may take longer.”




Morgan mentioned, “The Ways do change over time. Can we risk it?”




Rashid considered it. “We might have to fight however many of these Faerie there are, and some could be magic-resistant. Some might even be able to use water to disrupt our connection to magic.”




Harry smirked, “Then it’s too bad for them we have tons of non-magical firepower.”




Several gray threads shot down toward the group, only to slide off a large shield Hermione had silently created over their heads. More threads shot downward too, followed by huge shadowy shapes.




“Dresden, I told you to keep it down!” snapped Morgan.




Something the size of a truck landed hard on the forest floor off to their right and scuttled toward the group.




“I’ve got right!” Alex ordered. “Stormburst, you have left. Stay silvery so you have vision.”




Alex stayed silvery too, and she darted toward the huge spidery thing. She hadn’t liked spiders ever since she had first started working with Jack’s group and they’d had that mess in Arizona. But she didn’t have much of a choice.




The thing fired strands of the gray thready stuff at her from gross-looking things under a set of nasty-looking mouth pincers that were more likely pedipalp replacements than fang replacements. She just used some tk to fling the strands back in the thing’s face and tie up those pedipalp-y parts.




Wow, it really didn’t like that. Good.




It scuttled backward and stopped. But she was silvery, so she could see behind her and above her too. There were two more of the things dropping down on top of her from the high canopy. Ick.




And they were coming down bite-first, with their front legs waving menacingly. It looked like they were lowering themselves by their back ends, where non-sticky threads probably came out. Maybe they had spinnerets, or something like them. It was something gross, anyway.




She tried tearing the strands behind the things with her spare tk, and didn’t have any luck. She hadn’t figured it would work. Those strands were strong enough to hold the weight of the things, and that was probably a dozen times her available tk while she was flying. So she hit both strands with lightning. The things dropped sixty feet face-first into the forest floor with a sickening crunch.




And more spider-things started dropping out of the canopy. Crud!




She was going to have to play hardball with these things.







Alexandra reluctantly switched weapons with Sam. After all, Sam could operate a kara kesh a little bit, but the hara’kesh was useless unless you had training as an ashrak. Or had been stuck with one in your head for months and months, and learned it the icky way.




The hara’kesh fit snugly over her fingers and in the palm of her hand, where it was nearly invisible if she made a fist. She thought about some of the things she had done with it, and her stomach roiled.




No, her friends had insisted it wasn’t her fault. Even if her friends were her. Other versions of her. Versions who had gone through nightmares just as horrible as what she had experienced. Versions who had remained almost untouched by their gifts, and still kept their naivete and innocence. And they all agreed with Sam and the colonel.




It just didn’t feel like it, in her heart. She had to get over that, if they were going to get out of this mess. She turned to face their six, and she stepped forward alongside Hermione. She extended her arm and put up a shield while Hermione twirled her wand and firmly said, “Bombarda Maxima.” A nasty-looking light shot out of the tip of Hermione’s wand and exploded in the closest spider-thing’s face, smashing it backward and rolling it onto its back. Two more fired off threads at Hermione, but Alexandra’s shield blocked the threads from sticking to Hermione and turning her into brunch.







I pulled out my blasting rod, but Rashid turned and held out a hand. “No fire here. Not unless we have absolutely no other choice. These trees have a highly flammable oil in their trunks. This entire forest would go up like a handful of matches, with us still in it.”




Two more of the not so itsy bitsy spiders dropped behind him and tried to give him the thwip-thwip treatment. A clear violation of trademarks that I was definitely going to complain to Marvel Comics about if I ever got the chance.




Before I could cast a shield, one of the Alexas darted in between and grabbed the threads out of the air. Then she dug in her feet and yanked. I would have told her not to waste her time, but this was the Alexa who thought thirty foot steel ladders were toys for tripping oversized dinosaurs.




I think my jaw dropped open. She pulled both spiders into the air and toward her. Each spider was bigger than my Volkswagen Beetle, and she was yanking their chains with their own Silly String.




Then she ran across our path and pulled even harder, and the two Faerie smashed into each other in mid-air. She whipped them in a circle, like she was practicing the hammer toss, and she smashed two more spider-creatures aside. She stepped farther away from us and started smacking the hell out of everything that tried to move in and eat her.




“Maybe I don’t need any fire.”







Alexan cast a Bombarda and a Reducto and a Frigidissimus, and even more giant spiders came. It was like walking into a giant nest of acromantulas, which she totally did not want to ever consider doing. She really wanted to panic too. But no one else looked terrified. Crud, no one else even looked worried! Why were they so brave? Especially when she was so not?




Hermione? Hermione looked like she was just stomping on some garden spiders on the ground in her back yard. Determined and unafraid. And Hermione was hammering those creatures. Everyone was.




Aly was swinging two really battered spider-things around like they were a party balloon, and she was walloping anything that got within twenty feet of her. The two superheroes were blasting everything with lightning bolts and… Holy crud, one of them just picked up two spiders with telekinesis or something, and smashed them down on two other spiders, crushing all four like it was nothing. The other one darted up into the canopy, where there was a whole series of ferocious lightning flashes, and suddenly a huge chunk of canopy with dozens of giant spiders came crashing to the ground, squashing everything.




Buffy and Lexi were dashing out, grabbing spiders the size of a Honda, and breaking legs until the spiders couldn’t even stand up anymore, then they’d just dash over and beat up another one like it was easy. Jaime was darting back and forth across the battlefield, punting anything that was getting close and also not getting blasted. And Jaime’s kicks were like the spider got launched from a catapult, even when the spider was a lot bigger.




Sam was holding a hand out and pointing her palm at a charging spider, and Alexandra was taking the time to show Sam how to use the thing right, like they were in no danger at all! And the wizards were calmly standing there, protecting people with shields or firing off powerful spells at anything not getting hammered.




Okay, the robot wasn’t going to be afraid no matter what, because robot! Still, the robot was clawing through the dirt with just her hands, and pulling up rocks the size of her head, and throwing them hard enough to smash spider-legs and spider-faces.




No one was afraid except her. She ordered her hand to stop shaking, and she fired on two more huge acromantula-like fae. Even if her hand was still shaking and totally not paying attention to what she was telling it.




Pretty much like her knees, which were shaking too. At least her bladder was paying attention and not peeing her pants.







Aly slammed her two-spider hammer into a tree and let WillowDelta help her peel the mega-sticky strands off her hand. She pointed toward the big mess of spider webbing or whatever it was, and called out, “Problem! On your twelve!”




Because it was a big problem. Well, lots and lots of little problems. It looked like hundreds of spider-things, from Pomeranian size up to sheepdog size, were pouring underneath the webbing in front of them and charging them. And that many things were likely to bury them in an avalanche of hungry bitey poisonous nastiness.




The guy named Morgan just strode forward and stood still for a fraction of a second before stomping on the ground and saying something in some language Aly had never heard before.




The ground reacted. It leapt up like a tidal wave until it was maybe ten feet high, and then it swept forward, tumbling and splashing like a real wave, even if it was dirt and rock and the not-quite-dirt on top of the dirt in really old forests.




She gulped. It was really, really like a giant wave of dirt. It buried everything in its path, chewing up the soil and mixing everything up and moving on. The wave plowed all the spiders under. It ripped through webbing like it was kleenex, leaving a tunnel over a dozen feet high and wider than the space between the trees.




The wave sank back into the ground, leaving nothing but plowed field in its wake.




She had been thinking these wizards weren’t all that tough. She was changing her mind pronto. That guy was scary.







Alex flew back to a spot about fifteen feet over the center of the group. The battlefield was silent, and nothing within eyesight was moving. Since she had wrecked a huge chunk of the canopy overhead, there was now a lot more light streaming in, so they could at least see if something was moving at them. If it was already too close.




She announced, “Battlefield clear, but there’s a lot more things in the upper third of the canopy. I think we want to clear out before we have to defend against the next wave.”




Buffy grinned, “Why? We rocked. And Morgie was awesome with awesome sauce on top. I gotta tell Will about that spell. She’ll totally jealous out.”




“Morgan”, Morgan insisted angrily.




Sam said to Morgan, “She’s only doing it because she knows you’ll react.”




Morgan growled, “I already know that. She’s like a short, blonde, female Dresden with a Valley Girl accent.”




“Why does everyone say I’m short?” Buffy complained. “I come all the way across the multiverse—”




“It’s a brane,” Sam corrected.




“—to save the day, and I get shortness cracks. I happen to be the perfect size for my height!”




Harry asked, “Is that even a word? I thought brains were what zombies ate in bad movies.”




Sam instantly slipped into lecture mode. “Not b-r-a-i-n. B-r-a-n-e. It’s a coherent sheaf of—”




Buffy interrupted, “Sam, you can’t define a word we don’t know by using fifty other words we don’t know. That’s cheating.”




Sam blushed slightly. “Sorry. Think of it like a collection of these specified universes and their parallels. Along with an unspecified number of universes where the physical constants are so different that life as we know it cannot exist, and there may be string-theoretic connections between instances of that category of universe.”




Alex smiled. It was almost like having her Sam Carter around. Even if both Sams had trouble dumbing down an explanation enough for ordinary humans.




Rashid broke up the discussion. “I believe we should take this opportunity to move forward.”




Alex said, “Good. You and Morgan at the front, I’ll fly overwatch with you, everyone else after, Harry and Hermione at the rear with Alee flying just over them. Jaime and Aly? In the middle, on the outside of the group, listening for anything coming our way.”




Buffy pouted, “Now I feel all left out.”




Alex glanced at her and pointed at Alexan, who was obviously still shaking. Buffy gave her a thumbs-up and herded Lexi over to do Alexan-support.





…Way of Alexa Mack, II



Buffy walked along in the middle of the group, but kept an eye out for stuff. She’d gotten Alexan calmed down and reassured. Mostly. So she asked, “So… Alexan. Got a boyfriend? Some hot wizard guy who’s trying to get his wand near your cauldron?”




“Buffy!” squeaked Alexan as she turned a bright red. “No! I mean, sorta. There’s this really cute guy at school, his name is Yeager, and he’s half-magical half-not, so he’s not all pureblood jerkiness like some guys I could name, and we’ve gone to school dances and stuff together, and I like him, but he’s moving to Savannah where his mom has a job with the magic school there. So I guess I’m boyfriend-less these days.”




Lexi scowled, “I was dating this guy. Hunter. But then I got powers, and I accidentally broke his ribs. We were only kissing! And hugging. Not anything more. But I hugged him too hard. So now he’s not talking to me, and everything’s all cruddy, and Nicole and Robyn are still trying to get me to talk about it, but I’m not supposed to tell like everybody in town that I’m a Vampire Slayer, and mom and dad said I can’t tell anyone until they think it over and tell me it’s okay, and going out nights to hunt badness is murder on my social life anyway.”




Alex swooped back and said, “I’m dating Ray. Hunter bailed several years ago when his mom took him back East, like Washington D.C. We’re serious. Mega-serious, as in going to get married when we graduate from college.”




Aly turned and pouted, “Yeah. Hunter. We were dating, but then I was so horrible and bitter and angry and crazy all the time. I drove him away. And now I can’t even tell him I look normal now, because the bionic stuff is top secret.”




Alex darted forward to hover over Rashid. Alee flew in and said, “Hunter! I mean, I haven’t seen him in a month or two, but he’s been great.”




Alexa hopped over. “Me too! I mean, Hunter. I saw him just a little while ago, and he kissed me and told me he knew I could face off against Danielle because I’m special!”




Buffy glanced over and saw that Alexandra had ducked her head down and slid closer to Sam. She figured that meant badness and massively bad feelings about it. And it probably wasn’t one of those things you could tease someone about to cheer them up when they felt bad about it, like the thing with Xander getting all Renfielded because of that butthead Dracula. So she sort of changed the subject. “Well, I’m dating an older man now!”




“Anyone we know?” Alex called from the front.




“Anyone born in the same century?” teased Selina.




Buffy stuck out her tongue at Selina. Then she spilled, “Okay, it’s Jack O’Neill. Xander recruited him as soon as we got back, and Willow recruited Hermione, and Giles and Vi recruited Daniel Jackson, and we couldn’t get Sam, and we didn’t get Selina or Jaime. Sam’s up on the space station and way too not interested in weird NGO’s. So Willow is back together with Kennedy, and they’re both a lot happier, and Willow lined up Hermione and Daniel Jackson, and they’re pretty much inseparable. But what’s weird is Jack and Daniel have hit it off, and they have like nothing in common. Also, Jack and Kennedy are like besties, so now Willow and I are double-dating a lot, ’cause Jack and Ken have pretty much the same taste in movies.”




So Alex revealed, “I recruited Willow, who’s a mega-genius computer programmer in my universe, and Jack and Riley Finn and Graham Miller recruited me, and we figured out who Batman is and got him and some other supers to join us. Hermione works with us too. They’re all on your parchments. Willow and Jack got married like a year and a half ago. And Ron and Hermione are about to get married, only our Ron is an English lord whose grandfather’s the Duke of Wellington, so that’ll be huge. Buffy’s got powers but she’s been pretending not, so she’s a reality tv starlet and now she’s got her own talk show. We got Sam too, but Jaime’s not bionic and not a fighter. The problem is our Selina’s a billionaire badguy. Well, bad girl.”




“That sounds like me,” Selina said. “Our Hermione is already helping a British superteam. Our Buffy got superpowers while spying on Lex Luthor. Our Willow was killed as a child, and our Jaime is just a tennis pro running an expensive tennis camp up near Ojai. Our problem is Sam’s a supervillain.”




Sam groaned. “You mentioned that. Sorry. We found our Buffy when Liz Summers came looking for us. She and Rupert Giles are both espionage agents, and they’re both helping our Stargate program now. Willow works for Microsoft and is still BFFs with Buffy and Xander. Selina’s a socialite and jewel thief, and she’s working with us now too. In fact, she and Liz Summers stole the tech that we needed to free Alexandra from her Goa’uld. Hermione works for the British JIC in a special capacity, so she’s off limits.”




Hermione rolled her eyes. “Sounds like I can’t stay out of Ministry work no matter where I am. Our Sam — Professor Samanza Carter — does research work on high-mana physics in America, and she’s interested in writing some papers with us. Our Jaime’s a Muggle coaching tennis in California, and our Selina’s a witch who’s currently on the run from some international Aurors. Our Willow got vamped, and she turned her Buffy and Xander, along with a small army of other minions. Harry had to dust her. We’ve got MACUSA on the clean-up operations for that fiasco.”




Jaime said unhappily, “Sounds like I’m pretty useless in most of these universes. Our Selina’s a jewel thief too, and I helped put her away. Hermione’s working for a special British agency that doesn’t like me. Sam’s an astronaut. Our Willow’s a genius computer programmer who gave the fembots sapience, and she’s married to Xander.”




Buffy grinned, “So in one universe, Jack O’Neill’s pretending he and Sam aren’t a thing. In another, he’s married to Willow. In another, he’s dating me. He’s not the guy who’s Selina’s BF, is he?”




Selina spilled, “No. But my BF did check up on O’Neill, and found out that our O’Neill is on some US government project so secret we can’t get clearance to find out what the project does.”




“Same thing for us,” Jaime added.




Buffy smirked, “I am going to have to give my Jack some serious grief over all this.”




“Me too,” smiled Sam.




Morgan muttered from up front, “I’m beginning to feel bad for this Jack guy, and I’ve never heard of him before.”




Naturally, Harry disagreed from the back row. “Are you serious? He’s got Sam, Buffy, a real Willow, and who knows who else? The guy’s living the life in a slew of other universes. I’m not feeling sorry for him at all.”







I checked behind us again in case of Shelob, even though I had Alee drifting along four feet over my head and all silvery. She said that she could see in every direction when she did that. I didn’t know how she did it, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t magic.




“Hey T-X. Any sign of nastiness sneaking up on us, here in Mirkwood Forest?”




She grumbled, “No, Harry. And for the zillionth time, I’m totally not a Terminator. Even if I can do the silvery thing. And maybe I can’t turn my arm into a weapon, but I can sure give you a big zap in the backside if you can’t stop being a jerkhead.”




I turned to Hermione. “So… Miss Hardbroom. You spotted anything that our T-X missed?”




Hermione sounded completely unbothered. “You know Harry, I am going to help her when she loses her temper and decides to do something about your teasing. And if Ungoliant shows up, I might let you know ahead of time. Maybe.”




I checked, “And you’re not bothered?”




She said, “I went to a boarding school with bullies who did far more than a little teasing. One of them wielded at least two of our three Unforgivables before he even left school. Attempted kidnapping, attempted murder, enthrallment, attacks using magical creatures, torture… I saw a lot worse before I ever reached eighteen. In fact, there were plenty of times when I didn’t really believe I was going to survive to eighteen. Several of my best friends did not. Kidding around because you’re worried and you don’t want to admit it? It’s a doddle.”




Alee wondered, “You mean he’s worried about us, so he’s being like this? I thought he was just being mean. Sorry, Harry.”




I grumbled, “You know, Hermione, you just messed up all my hard work.”




She gave me a brilliant smile. “Oh, I did? I am so, so sorry.”




I was being beaten at my own game. By a twenty-something who was probably what the other Brit kids called ‘swotty’ back when she was twelve.




Alee asked, “Hermione? Are you doing magic to check for stuff?”




“Of course,” Miss Hardbroom said. “I’m not an expert on all forms of invisibility, but I have left a number of tracking and trapping charms behind us, just in case something attempts to follow us on the ground or along the lower parts of these boles.”




I couldn’t resist. “You’re not an expert on something? How did that happen?”




She stiffly said, “I did want to learn a lot more on the subject. In fact, I wanted to read the Invisible Book of Invisibility but Flourish and Blotts can never find a copy.”




I didn’t know whether she was making that up or not. “ ‘The Invisible Book of Invisibility’? Doesn’t that mean the books would all be invisible?”




She admitted, “Well, yes. That is one of the reasons they have so much trouble acquiring a copy and then not misplacing it. You would think they would simply wrap it in magically-protected parchment so they could keep track of it…”




I pounced, “Then how do you read the book?”




She calmly asked, “Harry, have you ever heard the expression ‘the journey is more important than the destination’?”




I wasn’t going to admit it, but she had a gorgeous voice and sexy accent that I could have listened to all day. Her husband was a lucky guy. I answered, “As in… usually said to me in a way that means it’s going to be a long, hard slog to get some tiny pearl of wisdom that you could have just told me?”




“It is literally true in this situation. You must first learn enough to see through a veil. I can do that, for ordinary veils. Which is how I knew your student Molly was standing out there long before she was supposed to be in the vicinity.”




I frowned a little. “Yeah, she probably hid in the back of my Beetle when she saw me get all freaked. So I drove her here without noticing. She’s really good on veils.”




Hermione just nodded. “Right. Once you can see through a veil, you can see the book and pick it up and read the frontispiece and index. From there, you have to learn a variety of specialized spells on each topic, and then you need some of those spells to be able to read the following chapters. For example, you can wield a spell to make something invisible to a specific target, or a spell to make something invisible to everyone except a specific target.”




Alee asked from overhead, “So you could write ‘Kick Me’ on Harry’s back and do a spell so everyone but him could see it?”




“In theory,” Hermione said, in a tone that made me think that she would be a really boring lecturer. If you didn’t count getting to stare at her for an hour and hear that voice. “But I have yet to learn that spellwork, and Harry’s duster has a lot of protective charms on it so that trying to write on Harry’s back or stick a sign on with tape would most likely fail.”




“So if I want to zap Harry in the butt with a bolt of lightning, I need to grab his duster and yank it off him first?”




“That would be advisable,” Hermione replied. “At least two of the inscriptions on his duster look like they would resist physical attacks and might even reflect certain types of attack.”




Well, I couldn’t say she hadn’t warned me that she’d help out our little flying T-X.




Alee asked, “So, the Miss Hardbroom thing. How come a guy knows about The Worst Witch and stuff when it’s a book from my world? And it’s a book for little girls?”




Hermione didn’t bother to hide her very smug smile.




So I spilled. “I bought it for Molly’s little siblings. And maybe I’ve heard Molly reading it to them a few times when I’ve been over for dinner.”




“Mmm-hmm,” Hermione said in a disbelieving tone. “We accept that unreservedly. Don’t we, Alee?”




“Totally. Mega-totally.”







Alex darted forward when they reached the edge of the forest. The edge was kind of abrupt and creepy, with these massive, awesome, hundred foot trees suddenly turning into scrawny, stumpy things with burnmarks and pretty much no leaves. There was a strip about thirty feet deep of ruined saplings or whatever they were, and it ran as far as she could see in either direction. On the other side of the strip was a perpendicular path that looked like it had been iced over and left that way. It looked… suspicious. Or maybe she was just suspicious of everything in the Nevernever after their fun with those giant spider-things. “We probably could’ve gotten sixteen plane tickets for a flight to San Francisco for something reasonable…”




But there wasn’t any sign of a cause, or a threat, and with the forest canopy staying back with the big trees, there wasn’t anything to drop on them in a surprise attack. Probably.




She flew back to Rashid and Donald. “Is the forest supposed to end in burnt saplings and an icy-looking crossroad?”




Rashid frowned slightly. “It is supposed to stop at a path we wizards are allowed to walk, although permission from the Courts is not the same as never having to worry about threats.” But he kept walking.




The group reached the edge of the forest in under a minute. Morgan studied the stunted trees for several seconds, and then concentrated. He whispered words under his breath, and Alex could see the air waver around him.




Donald finally said, “Something froze the forest and killed everything. Then these grew back and were killed while they were still young. This is frostbite damage.”




Rashid walked through the damaged remnants. “Something has happened to this path as well. It should not look like this.”




Alex asked, “Well, is it safe to walk on? Because Stormburst and I can carry pretty much everybody else if we need to.”




WillowDelta stepped forward. “Clearly, I am the one of us who is the most expendable, and the hardest to kill since I am not even alive as you think of it. So if someone needs to test this, it should be me.”




Harry pointed out, “But since you don’t have any magic, a trap set for a wizard isn’t likely to trigger.”




WillowDelta nodded. “That did not occur to me. Obviously, I am not operating at full efficiency.”




Alee floated overhead. “How far do we have to go?”




Rashid answered, “Roughly a mile and a half down that road to our left, and then about three hundred feet into grasslands. But we will need to be careful, since the Way has already changed in a matter of months, and may be altered further along.”




Alee shrugged casually, “I can lift tons. All of us together aren’t anywhere near that much. How about I just carry everyone telekinetically, so we don’t have any more icky surprises?”




“Me! Me me me!” Buffy bounced up and down. “I totally want a tele-whatever ride. I only got half of one from Alex, but it was still awesome!”




Alex looked at Alee and checked, “You’re fine carrying all but two of us?”




“Sure.”




Alex nodded. “Okay. I’ll take Hermione, and we can scout or check stuff out, if we need to. Stormburst will take everyone else as a group, and let Rashid give her directions.”




Morgan looked like he wanted to tear his own molars out, rather than spit out what he needed to say. But he managed, “Take Dresden instead. He’s probably our most powerful evocator. Just in case something comes up.”




Harry looked kind of surprised that Morgan would say that.




Alex just said, “That’s fine. You three know the territory and the players better than I do. I’ll take Harry.”




She glanced at Harry, and he rose into the air, looking decidedly uncomfortable about doing it without having any control over it.




Buffy called out, “Oh, stop worrying you big baby! She only dropped me once! It was only about a thousand feet down.”




Alex pulled Harry to within ten feet of her and whispered, “I won’t drop you. Really.”




“I knew that. Intellectually,” Harry muttered.




So Alex added, “And it wasn’t a thousand feet.” She let him relax for just a moment before she said, “It was only seven or eight hundred feet.”




He didn’t wince. Much.




Then Alee concentrated, and everyone else rose ten feet into the air. “Do we need to be any higher than this?”




Rashid said, “This should do. Let’s proceed.”




Alex followed about thirty feet over the group, and about ten feet behind the last person in the group, who was Alee. She waited to make sure nothing attacked them from the frosty road, and she asked, “Hey Alee? Can you do a carotid artery pinch to knock out opponents?”




Alee shrugged. “Batman dreamed it up, but I don’t have perfect control. I have to be mega-careful because my tk could rip someone’s throat out by accident or crush their arteries too much to fix. So I would only use it on someone who’s really strong and also lightning-proof, like maybe Blockbuster. And Connor’s tk is too strong for me to get through it, so I don’t even try it on him anymore, and I don’t use it in sparring against the rest of the team, because I’m trying to learn stuff.”




Alex glanced over at her ‘partner’ for the trip down the road. “Well don’t try it here because you know Harry won’t be able to resist the Darth Vader routine.”




Alee grinned and tried her deepest voice, “I find your lack of faith disturbing.” It wasn’t a very good imitation. Still several people giggled.




Harry complained, “Why does everyone pick on me? And why does everyone from these different universes know Darth Vader?”




Buffy added, “And we all hate Jar Jar Binks!”




Harry just said, “Well that goes without saying.”




Alex asked Alee, “Okay, have you ever used your tk to deepen your voice?”




“What do you mean?” Alee wondered.




Alex said, “Okay. Try and feel what I’m doing. I’m gonna make a tk construct that’s basically like a mailing tube with no ends. Then I’ll hold it to my mouth and talk down it.” She formed the tube invisibly and spoke down it. “I find your lack of faith disturbing.”




“Whoa!” Alee gasped. “That was awesome!”




“I can do a Darth Vader imitation,” Harry insisted.




“You just keep telling yourself that,” Buffy teased.




Harry rolled his eyes. “Okay Alex, now I see why you dropped her.”




Alex pretended she hadn’t heard that. She asked Alee, “Have you ever tried carrying a fake taser in your civilian identity and using your lightning on a target while pretending to use the fake taser?”




“Ooh! That’s a good one!” beamed Alee. “I should do that! I was worrying about stuff like that just a couple hours ago.”




Alex asked, “Well, have you ever tried the ‘no sell’?”




“Ooh! I’ve seen Connor do that!”




Rashid interrupted, “We’re here. Can you fly us to the right, over these grasslands?”




“Sure!”




Alex flew on ahead, staying slightly higher than Alee’s group. Because she had no idea how high these grasses really were, and she had no idea if anything was lurking down there. Like maybe that pack of people-sized dinosaurs back at the tepui that still thought Hanna was their sister.




Jack had done Hannah and Her Sisters jokes about those things until Doctor Fraiser threatened to get out the biggest needles she had for his next medical.




Alex poked around in the grass with some spare tk and didn’t find anything, other than some soft dirt about five feet below the tops of the grasses. So she waved Alee in. “It looks all clear.”




Rashid nodded, “The grasses have grown much higher too. This entire Way may be at risk of changing out from underneath us over the next year or so.”




Harry said, “Well, there go my plans to drop in on Ramirez when his family’s got him doing takeout deliveries in a funny uniform.”




Rashid opened a gateway, and they hurried through.




Alex recognized where they were. They were in Paradise Valley, only about a mile from the west entry gate. If everything was laid out exactly like it was back home. She checked, “Hey Alexa, about a mile to the west gate?”




Alexa nodded. “Yeah. Maybe a little less.”




Buffy suggested, “Then let’s get moving before someone notices we’ve got a truckload of Macks and some heavy-duty wizards.”




Alee asked, “I wonder. Are people worrying about what happened to us?”




Alex grimaced. “I disappeared while trying to deal with a giant portal that was descending over the White House. I expect a lot of people are worried.”




Interludes:

Jaime’s World



Xander raced over to the gym as soon as he got the call from Willow. Because an uber-stressed Willow was never of the good.




And there was Rudy and one of his lab guys, pushing a cart that had way too much gear on it considering they were maneuvering it along concrete paths that were only good enough to cope with someone in a wheelchair.




Xander cut over and said, “I’ll take the top stuff, so you don’t have any tippy things happening.”




Rudy grinned, “Thanks, Xander! Oh, Xander Harris? This is my nephew Andrew. He’s interning here while he works on his masters and doctorate.”




“Hey Andrew, nice to meet you.” Xander had his arms full of heavy breakable gear that really should not have been balanced on top of other breakable gear that was being rolled along on a not-that-stable cart. So no handshaking.




The nerdy-looking blonde guy who really wasn’t much younger than Xander said, “Oh! You’re Professor Rosenberg’s husband! I’ve been studying some of her code objects, and she’s amazing!”




Xander grinned, “I’ve been studying some of her objects for years and years, and she’s always been amazing. You should ask her about the website code she wrote when she was like ten or eleven.”




Xander stepped ahead of the twosome and leaned back against the door opener button, so the two doors would swing open automatically. He kidded, “Hey, you two should call yourselves the Wells Far-Go Group.”




Andrew giggled. It was an actual giggle, not a laugh. Rudy smiled and said, “I think Oscar might want to stop that preemptively before we got sued by a large banking corporation.”




Andrew grinned, “If we brought in my big brother, we’d really be ‘far-go’ because he is way out there.”




Rudy explained, “Andrew’s older brother is… the problem child of the family.”




Andrew insisted, “He’s too old to be a problem child anymore. Now he’s a problem grown-up.”




They hurried into the gym. Oscar was already there, talking quietly with Joan. But Oscar was upset. Not that you could tell, unless you’d seen him go from ‘ordinary calm Oscar’ to ‘Defcon 1 Oscar’. And Steve was there, pacing around, looking like he needed something to bionically punch. And Willow was there with one of the Willowbots. Xander couldn’t tell the bots apart, even if Willow had told him the bots were going to get different hairdos so they would be visually distinctive because they were not all the same person.




Okay, he still thought of them as smart robots. But Willow treated them like identical quintuplet sisters. And they treated her like a mother figure, even if Willow wasn’t seeing it. And he was pretty sure every Willowbot was going to want to be the bot who got her hair done like Willow’s.




The Willowbot was passing some sort of measurement system back and forth through the air, while his Willow was standing there looking puzzled and staring at some kind of electronic readout system. They both had their hair in a high ponytail, but it was obvious who was who, because his Willow could not wave a couple hundred pounds of gear around like it was styrofoam. And the bots did not tense up like his Willster did.




“Okay! We brought the rest of the gear!” Rudy announced, as if everyone in the room couldn’t see that. Xander was just a dopey construction guy, and he had figured that out minutes ago.




His Willow turned around, spotted him, and flung herself into his arms. “They’re gone! Aly and Jaime and Delta! They’re all gone!”




“Hey, we’ll get ’em back,” he said soothingly. “Jaime’s great at escaping from badguys, and Aly’s way better than she thinks, and Delta’s you!”




The Willowbot walked over and flatly said, “Thank you for that compliment, Xander. But we all know that WillowDelta is not Willow Rosenberg.”




He smiled at the fembot. “Yeah, but anyone who grabbed them because they thought that were getting my Willow is gonna get a punch-in-the-face kind of surprise.”




The bot calmly said, “The entropic disturbance was centered on Aly, and hence it is most likely that she was the desired target. Joan is certain that both Jaime and WillowDelta leapt to the rescue but were unable to move Aly out of the disturbance volume in a timely manner.”




Xander asked, “But why target Aly? I mean…” And it dawned on him. The stupid thing about the other Aly from that other universe, and the interdimensional trip that Jaime took back before she went looking for his Willow… “Oh crap. That wasn’t a teleporter to somewhere else on Earth, was it? It was interdimensional, and there’s no way we can follow it, even if we could figure out how to track it.”




Steve grumbled, “That’s what I was afraid of too, after WillowBeta showed me what her readings said.”




WillowBeta tilted her head slightly. “That is a remarkable induction, Xander Harris. Have you been tested for psychic abilities, like Steve’s friend?”




Oscar pointed out, “Beta, that’s Top Secret and Need To Know, so please do not discuss any more details about any of Steve’s early missions, unless they are definably relevant to the current situation. And it wouldn’t hurt to get Xander tested. Later, when we’re not in crisis mode.”




Andrew waved his arm in the air like he was in sixth grade and really needed permission to go use the toilet. “Can I do the testing? I’m really interested in ESP and some of the encountered manifestations in Rudy’s files.”




Steve got to the point. “But what can we do? We can’t go anywhere to rescue someone or stop someone. We can’t follow this shit to another universe. We can’t… We can’t do anything!”




Xander looked at Willow and asked, “Can we do something?”




Willow pursed her lips in concentration, which he thought looked really cute. Even if she said he was biased. She said, “If the target really was Aly, then maybe not. But Jaime did get grabbed, and Delta too. So maybe… just maybe… the targets are everyone connected with Jaime’s trip to that other world.”




Oscar groaned. He snapped, “Rudy. Come on. We’ll leave Andrew and WillowBeta on this task. Steve and Joan? Stay with Xander and Willow in case they get targeted too. Pick up some heavy weaponry and concealed weapons while you’re on guard duty. Xander, grab anything that comes to mind, no matter how odd it seems at the time. Rudy and I have to make some long-distance phone calls to some people who will not be happy to hear from us.”




Andrew muttered, “For someone not all that interested in psychic powers, he’s sure acting like Xander has ’em.”




Xander explained, “He’s just hedging his bets. Oscar’s a lot smarter than you’d think.”




Steve added, “And he’s been playing this game since before you were born.”





Buffy’s World



George Mack hung up the phone. Barb was still clinging to him and trying not to cry. He said, “That was Cleveland. They said to move the kitchen table off to the side and step out of the kitchen.”




“That makes no sense,” Barb whimpered. “None of this does.”




George just hugged her. “We agreed to all this when we accepted that Lexi had… changed. And we listened to Andrew Wells, when he came here to talk about what happened to Lexi, and what it meant.”




Barb murmured into his shirt, “I thought he was weird and crazy. At first.”




“Me too,” he agreed.




“And why does their emergency number go to Cleveland? Or Scotland? Why not somewhere really close?”




He pointed out, “The girls are all driving back here right now.”




Barb hiccuped. “I did tell them I wanted to see them again, I just didn’t mean the same night.”




George settled Barb in the hallway, moved the kitchen table into the laundry room, and joined Barb. “I don’t know why, but I figure we need to do it.”




Barb nodded miserably. “Maybe it’s for forensics or something.”




George didn’t think so. If it was for forensic reasons, they wouldn’t want the scene disturbed at all, and they’d want the table left in place. He said, “We can’t just stand here all ni—”




He choked as the middle of the kitchen flashed a threatening deep red. “What the hey?”




Another flash, this one brighter. And another. And a series of flashes, speeding up until they were a wavering pulse of bright red light spinning and gyrating in mid-air.




George dragged Barb several yards back from the doorway.




The red light changed shape, slowly flattening and spreading out until it was a weird oval-shaped thing only an inch thick. And it grew, until it was nearly touching the floor and most of the way to the ceiling. Its edges grew darker and fuzzier. Tiny flashes of lightning flickered up and down the sides.




A foot stepped through. A foot in a Birkenstock, followed by a leg in a long green peasant skirt.




Another foot strode through, this one in a Doc Marten boot. The leg was in black jeans.




Two young women popped out of the thing. The one in jeans just moved like a Slayer. She had long dark hair and dangerous eyes that were scanning the room for threats. And she was holding something he had only seen in pictures in Lexi’s ‘almanac’. It was either the Slayer Scythe, or a pretty good copy.




The woman in the peasant skirt and the loose blouse looked… All right, she didn’t look human. Her hair was the black of onyx. Her eyes were a blackness out of a nightmare. Her skin was a pasty white with hideous, writhing black veins everywhere her skin showed.




The Slayer glanced over and said, “Hi. The Macks, right? I’m Kennedy. This’ll just take a couple minutes.”




‘Kennedy’ grabbed the other woman around the waist and stretched her out carefully on the floor. Then she put one hand on the woman’s chest and held up the Scythe with the other. And she concentrated.




George didn’t know what was happening, but it looked like pulses of white energy were pouring out of the Scythe, through the Slayer, and into the other woman.




The pulses of energy began to spread across the woman’s form. Her skin began to change to a pale ivory. The veins faded away as the energy touched them. The woman relaxed more. The energy spread out along the woman’s arms and legs, and then across her face. The blackness of her hair began to leach out, becoming a rainbow of gleaming white and pale green and pale pink and faint yellow, all in different locks of her hair.




She opened her eyes, which were now a pretty moss green.




‘Kennedy’ collapsed to the floor. “Ugh. I don’t think this worked the way you thought it would work.”




The woman struggled to a sitting position. “Well, at least we’re here. And I’m not all…” She tried a fairly awful imitation of Darth Vader’s breathing. “Hoooo-hoooo.” She glanced at the hallway. “You two okay?”




Barb whimpered, “No, we’re not okay! We heard our daughter and Buffy Summers come in here, and then there was a crash, and George ran in, and they were gone, and whatever it was ate half of one of my kitchen chairs, and I want my baby back!”




The woman tried to get to her feet, but couldn’t quite manage it. “Uh boy. This is not a good idea. It is such a not good idea. What was I thinking? If there had been a threat here, we’d be toast.”




George pointed out, “The way you two look, I think you’d be in trouble if we just had a really unhappy housecat.”




The woman just sat on the floor. She managed a smile. “Yeah. Maybe if you just had a really hungry Venus Flytrap.”




Kennedy muttered from the floor, “Still not funny. And that Flytrap was the size of Audrey II. We had to pry Sonya out of one of those things after we killed it. What was that idiot Isley woman thinking?”




The woman managed, “Later.” She looked at George. “Hi, I’m Willow Rosenberg. And Kennedy and I were in the U.K. when we got the call relay, and since it was Buffy, we tried this, even if I really hadn’t tested it enough.”




“No kidding,” muttered Kennedy, who was still flat on her back, looking like she was about to pass out.




“I’m George, and this is Barbara. We’re Lexi’s parents. And we’re really worried.”




Barb added, “I guess you were really worried too, if you tried some kind of experimental teleportation just to get here fast.”




Willow admitted, “We’ve managed it successfully across a kilometer, but on inanimate objects, then plants, then some invertebrates. We totally hadn’t worked our way up to mammals, or long distances, and maybe the problem is actually me transporting me. But we’re here. And Jack’s team ought to be here in a couple hours. And since Jack’s ex-Air Force and he’s dating Buffy, they might get here even faster than that.”




Kennedy said, “I’ve got twenty that says Jack parachutes in to get here as fast as possible.”




Willow answered, “Not taking that bet. A gang of Slayers, given a chance to jump out of a jet? Jack’ll have to tie ’em down long enough to make sure they’ve got their parachutes on right.”




Kennedy smirked, “He’ll have to tie ’em down long enough to make sure they’ve got parachutes on at all.”




George glanced at Barb, who admitted, “Well, Lexi has gotten a lot less risk-averse since… you know.”




George didn’t say anything to that, because wanting to go out in the middle of the night and hunt monsters out of your worst nightmares? Pretty much the opposite of risk-averse already. The things Lexi wanted to go do already scared the heck out of him just thinking about them.




Willow tried to stand up again, so George hurried over and took her hand. Willow had to lean on him to stand up straight.




Kennedy kept lying on the floor. “Don’t let her overdo it. Doing way too much way too soon is kind of her motto.”




Willow turned her head, stuck out her tongue at Kennedy and said, “Nyeh.” Then she turned back to George. “Could you help me over to the wrecked chair? I’d like to investigate it for traces.”




George help her stagger over to the remains of one of Barb’s favorite kitchen chairs, that now had pieces sliced off so cleanly that the edges sparkled in the kitchen lights. Then he made sure she sat down on an undamaged one. He checked, “You didn’t bring any forensic equipment with you, did you?”




“Well, not in the sense of CSI: Miami but I’ve got some stuff.”




Kennedy snorted. “CSI:Miami? Does that mean you’d have to wear stupid sunglasses and shoot about ten perps a week?”




Willow complained, “Doesn’t that guy commit about ninety percent of the homicides in his state?”




George frowned at the two of them, since he needed them to be a lot more serious about all this. But a witch powerful enough to teleport from the U.K. to here would not be a good person to tick off. Unless he wanted to live the rest of his life as a frog, or maybe something worse.




Willow took a couple oddly-cut crystals of different colors out of a slit pocket that could not possibly have held all of them. She started with a pale blue one. “Okay, not that.” She tried a deep red one. “Hmm, not that either, that’s good news.” She next tried a translucent white one. “Ooh, that looks promising.”




“What?” Kennedy asked from the floor.




“They got portaled out of here and in one piece. So they’re probably okay. But it’s big magic. Big magic.”




Kennedy wondered, “Is this like the trip you and Buffy took?”




Willow thought it over. “Could be.” She shoved the crystals back into her pocket, fished around for a bit, and came out with what looked to George like a little kaleidoscope. That thing wouldn’t have fit in her pocket either.




Willow looked through the tube at the places where the chair had been sliced up. “Hmm, I think you’re right. Whatever it was, it left traces of dimensions that are not close to ours.”




“How can you know that?” George asked in frustration.




Kennedy said, “Willow knows everything. And if she doesn’t know it, she figures out how to study it.”




Willow said, “This is the thing Buffy knows that’s the thing why she wanted to meet Lexi. Buffy and I got to go to a really distant universe and visit an even more different universe and stuff, and so I’ve got aura readings for multiple dimensions that are totally different from ours and not next-door neighbor universes or the nearby hell dimensions we’ve gone into to let demons know there’s a new sheriff in town.”




“And?” Kennedy checked.




“Definitely a distant universe. But it’s not Hermione’s. Or the bad one. So maybe they’re getting a couple days’ vay-cay and then they’ll be back with a nice tan?”




George grumbled, “That is not filling me with confidence.”




Barb whimpered, “What if Lexi’s in danger? What are you going to do about it?”




Kennedy raised her head tiredly. “We just about killed ourselves — or worse — rushing here as fast as we could, in case this was a major crisis. We figured out Buffy and Lexi are off on an adventure, and not on Earth or even in this universe. We had enough info to figure they’re probably okay too, and probably doing stuff Slayers want to do. How much more do you want?”




George looked at Barb. He knew from her expression that she wanted Lexi home and safe and protected. But Lexi wasn’t going to let that happen. He hugged his wife and told her, “This is the best we’re going to get. And it’s going to be like this every night. Forever.” He didn’t mention the alternative: that it would be like this until Lexi died while fighting things which no one should have to fight, much less teenaged girls.




Barb looked at his expression and burst into tears again.





Selina’s World



Kal-El, the last son of Krypton, was used to being a man of action. He was used to zipping into motion and rescuing the helpless and saving the day. So he knew precisely how Batman was feeling.




Not that most of the Watchtower didn’t know, since Batman was storming around and getting in everyone’s way and about to melt a hole in the Watchtower through sheer Bat-frustration.




Not that Kal-El would ever say that. He knew how irritated and frustrated Batman got at Dick’s little jokes and Selina’s teasing. And he knew that Batman did not want anyone else to know how he really felt.




Granted, that was absurd, even for a perfectionist like Batman. Batman worked on a regular basis with psychics and empaths and mages, and people like Superman who could hear the micro-tremors in your voice, or see the minutest muscle movements in your face and posture. But Kal-El didn’t bring that up, because he also knew Batman did not want to discuss any of that.




And that was why Superman had sent out Justice League notices to Nightwing, Robin, Huntress, Oracle, and even White Knight. Unfortunately, Nightwing had a supervillain crisis that Oracle was helping him with, Robin had a crisis at Mount Justice that they were tackling, and Huntress was off comms on personal business for several days.




But White Knight had dropped whatever he had going on, and had rushed to where he could get ported up to the Watchtower.




The young man continued to impress. Kal-El understood losing loved ones and having to deal with the emotions that snowballed from that. Clark Kent understood about dedication. Superman understood about fighting the good fight. Xander Harris was more like Bruce Wayne than either the Batman or the White Knight wanted to admit.




Kal-El was reasonably certain that Xander Harris had figured out Batman’s other identity within a day of returning to Los Angeles. Three days at the outside. Kal-El was also confident that Xander had worked out the identities of the entire Bat-family from that, and had probably worked out the identity of The Slayer before he left Sunnydale. Even if Xander had left Sunnydale on a stretcher.




Batman growled at Orion, “Let me see that!” He snatched the tablet from Orion’s hands.




Since Orion was orders of magnitude stronger than Batman, it was obvious that Orion let him take it. Orion simply said, “The readings are all in—”




Batman interrupted, “I know. I read it, just like I read Earth languages that are relevant.”




Orion simply said, “Good. Then you can see that I was telling the truth. This was not any technology I am familiar with. My readings agree with those of the Watchtower’s sensors.”




Kal-El added, “Everything still says that this was magic. We already checked on Kryptonian, Argosian, Czarnian, and several other types of technology, and this is none of them. Zatanna did say that her tests revealed a type of magic she had never seen before, but it is still magic.”




“I’d like a second opinion on that,” Batman fumed.




Kal-El was unsurprised that Batman still didn’t fully trust Zatanna. But sometimes you just had to trust people and let them show you they could be trusted. He didn’t say that either. He said, “That is why I let Doctor Fate know we needed some expertise. And it is why I called for support for you.”




Batman snarled, “I’m fine.” But he was storming over to harangue Steel about the readings from the Watchtower’s sensors which Steel had already reviewed and re-checked and published over the Justice League comms. The Watchtower sensors agreed that this was magic powerful enough to breach the Watchtower’s shields. So they already knew this was magic and powerful and possibly new, if not unique. It was not as if arguing with Steel would change that, any more than disagreeing with the other experts in their chosen fields, like Zatanna.




Kal-El pretended he wasn’t hearing the distant voices moving toward the room, accompanied by the sounds of two distinctive treads. At least, they were distinctive to him, and he was quite sure that Batman would recognize them as well, once they got closer.




“…And another thing, Doc. That cream is awesome. I really appreciate the big jar of it. I hope you don’t mind I used some of it for a non-super-business muscle strain. If you ever need some plumbing work, or maybe a little drywalling, it’s on the house.”




“That’s quite all right, Knight. And really, you could call me Kent.”




“I dunno, Doc. It just sounds so… presumptuous. And pushy. I mean, you don’t see me walking around calling The Batman something like ‘Bats’.”




They walked into the room. Doctor Fate said from inside his mystical helm, “Actually Knight, I have seen you calling The Batman ‘Bats’ before. But only to his face.”




Batman scowled at Harris, then directed his scowl toward Superman. “This is your idea of ‘support’?”




Kal-El calmly insisted, “Yes. In fact, he dropped everything he was doing, to rush here as soon as he heard. That constitutes support in a number of ways.”




Doctor Fate clapped Xander on the shoulder and said, “I will need at least five minutes of calm. Possibly more. So please, be as supportive as you can. In another room.”




Xander didn’t bother to keep the big, goofy grin off his face. “You got it, Doc.” He stepped over to Batman. “Come on, boss. We need to talk.”




“Do not call me ‘boss’, Knight!”




Xander just kept grinning. “Hey, I’m in casual clothes, so it’s just Xander right now. Let’s not blow our secret identities in front of everybody?” He made a sweeping gesture, even though the only people in the room were him and six official Justice Leaguers: Superman, Batman, Steel, Doctor Fate, Orion, and Metamorpho. “Come on, you wouldn’t want the guys in the monitoring room seeing you losing your cool.”




“I do not lose my cool! Sometimes, I am more focused.”




Xander grinned wider. “Oh come on, Bat-boss. That is totally cool-losing right there. Let’s go off to conference room gamma and talk about some stuff I need to talk about.”




“Bat-boss? Knight, you are going to pay for that in our next training sessions.”




Xander just shrugged. “Hey, I figure you’re worth it.”




Xander strolled off, with Batman storming along beside him.




Orion stepped over and asked, “Is he—”




Kal-El stopped him with just a raised hand. Everyone stopped, as Batman stormed further down the hall. Then Kal-El blurred into action. He was back in his same position as before, only this time he was holding his hand palm up, with two tiny Bat-devices on his palm. He used two tiny bursts of heat-vision to destroy them.




“Was that necessary?” Metamorpho asked.




Kal-El shrugged. “He can afford to build new ones.”




Metamorpho shook his head from side to side. “No, I meant was it really necessary for Batman to leave bugs on us here in the Watchtower?”




Kal-El admitted, “Necessary? No. A desperate act when a loved one is in trouble? I think we’ve all been in that position before.”




Metamorpho grimaced. “Yeah. Not just yeah, but hell yeah.”




While Doctor Fate concentrated, the rest of the group stared off toward where Batman had gone. At least one of them listened, as well.







Batman waited until the White Knight closed the conference room door, turned on the anti-eavesdropping systems, and even correctly activated the magical runes to prevent magical and alien-tech snooping. Then he whirled and attacked. Verbally only, at least this time. “What do you think you’re doing, Harris?”




Harris pretended to be calm as he replied, “Doing that support thing that Supes wants me to do, even if he didn’t say that directly. And making sure that you let Doc F do his mojo thing, because I’m figuring this could only be a couple things, and something centered on some newbie named Stormburst is probably not a full-out attack on the JL from one of your long-time enemies.”




“And how did you deduce that?”




Harris shrugged, “Pretty simple. I walk into a room where Steel’s got the Watchtower monitoring interface up on his tablet, and Orion’s running New Genesis software or whatever on his gizmo, and they’ve both got that ‘I got nothing, how about you’ face. And I’m walking with the Doc, who’s just been summoned to do his bit, which means heavy-duty magic and probably magical dimensions too, since Zatanna’s on duty and still on the Watchtower according to the ’Tower comms. So… whatever that portal was that Supes told me about, it wasn’t tech, and it wasn’t our-dimension mages, and that cuts down on a lot of the options. Plus… Stormburst? Pretty cool name. Did she really clock Kid Flash and outdo Miss Martian in a tk battle and take Aqualad in a spar underwater?”




“I’m not discussing Stormburst, and you do not either, despite the gossip and rumormongering that should not be tolerated here.”




Harris nodded, “Okey-dokey. No gossip about secret teams made up of kid sidekicks who could kick my ass from here to Oa without even trying. But if Stormburst is that awesome, and that new, then no one’s gonna be prepped for her, so Catwoman ought to be just fine, wherever they got bamfed.”




“Would you not use pop culture references to comic books? Especially while Marvel is still suing Hawkman?”




“Can I do pop music refs? I’ve been working up this Hit Me Baby One More Time thing to drive attackers nuts…” He even did some Britney Spears dance moves, which looked particularly bizarre with a guy doing them.




“Knight!”




Harris didn’t bother to hide his grin. “It’s a matter of honor! The Creeper said he was way wackier than me!”




Batman stormed to the other side of the conference table so he had more room to pace. “Just stop it. Is there any point here besides you keeping me out of Fate’s hair while he works?”




The grin vanished. Harris said, “Look, I wanted you to know that you’ve got people who care about you, no matter how you treat ’em, and we all know she means a lot more to you than you admit to anyone else, and we’ll do whatever it takes to get her back.”




Batman scowled, “Knight, you do not know me.”




Harris did a fairly dangerous-looking walk toward Batman. “I’m pretty sure I do know you… Bruce.” He took a breath. “And I know about Selina too.”




Batman wasn’t particularly surprised. Harris was a lot brighter and more intuitive than he acted. “Does Miss Madison know? And how long have you kept this under wraps?”




Harris said, “I haven’t even told Amy that The Slayer is secretly Buffy Summers, jet-setting pipsqueak ditz. There’s no way I’m spilling your secret ID. And I’ve known since… Well, you remember when you got me to buy into your home repair business plan?” Batman nodded tersely. “You knew way too much about small business details and big business accounting. That pegged you pretty well right there. I figured I could look at a list of the twenty most important businessmen in Gotham City, and I’d recognize you from that. But I didn’t need to. So I didn’t. Only… a day later, Amy’s roomies were going through the LA Times while I did some wall repair for them because Fred’s new toaster-slash-ballista was a little too exuberant about getting rid of bagels once it toasted them just right. And Cordy was making her usual Cordelia-esque comments about the people on the society pages. And there was your lower jaw. Bruce Wayne Squires Selina Kyle At Gala Fundraiser. Your mouth and jaw, turned up in a big, naughty smile, next to someone who unquestionably has Catwoman’s curves. I just told her Bruce Wayne probably wasn’t smart enough to figure out he was being taken for a ride and probably for as much jewelry as she could get out of the guy. So I knew your secret identity, and Catwoman’s and that meant I knew Nightwing’s and Robin’s as soon as I read up on Bruce Wayne’s tragic history. And I really tried not to figure out stuff like that, because who would want someone like me knowing their secret identity?”




“Who else do you know?”




Harris shrugged. “Well, Doc doesn’t bother to hide his real name from anyone on the Watchtower, and we’ve had dinner a couple times with him and his lady. A couple guys like Metamorpho and Orion and Cyborg don’t even have secret IDs. But people who do have secret identities? Peej is terrible at hiding her real identity. Same huge curves, same hair, same face, no mask, and she just wears a pair of horn-rimmed glasses as Karen Starr? Who told her that was a good idea? Supergirl isn’t really putting in the effort either. I mean, no mask as Supergirl, and just a brown wig in her other ID? Not exactly secret on that identity. Fire and Vixen? Do those even count as disguises? Green Arrow? Knew him as soon as I shook his hand at the franchisees’ meeting. How could you not notice the guy has hands and arms like Robin Hood? He’s got arm muscles like tree trunks. And that means his girlfriend is Canary and his former ward is Red Arrow. We are all way too inbred. Or interconnected. Or something. So really, I know way too many secret identities, and I’m trying not to peg more supers. Unless they’re supervillains. Frankly, I’d be happy if I still didn’t know your other ID, and I was thinking about asking Zee to do me a favor and make me forget all the Bat-fam secret identities. I’m trying not to learn more about the people in Metropolis and Central City as it is.”




Harris turned and walked to the other side of the conference table, so he could pace too. “After a solid month of training under you, I knew Batman. Okay. I also knew a lot of other super-identities, so I wasn’t assuming anything just from your superhero persona. But then I read up on Bruce Wayne, and I realized that you’re not Bruce Wayne in a disguise. He’s Batman pretending to be a normal rich guy. I saw how driven you are, and now I know why, and the thing that scares the hell out of me is you’re not that different from the White Knight. I can pretend I’m some goofy guy who likes construction, but I haven’t really been that guy since Willow and Jesse died. So I know what makes you tick. I admire your dedication, but I don’t want to be you.”




Batman turned casually, but flung two batarangs at close range. Harris easily leaned out of the way of one and swatted the other out of the air with a Wing Chun block. Someone was practicing on his own. A lot more than expected. That was good.




They both just ignored the batarangs now stuck in the wall and floor. Batman said, “I don’t recommend it. Even with Selina in my life now, I’m not a happy, well-adjusted person. And every year, around the anniversary of my parents’ death, I apparently over-react in definite psychological patterns. Catwoman and Nightwing call it ‘Psycho-Bat’ when they don’t think I’m paying attention.”




“Ouch.” Harris admitted, “Amy’s right about how obsessed I am over this. I try not to be. But every time I read the papers… every time I see something that’s obviously a prelude to a crime of violence… every time I see Bloods and Crips swaggering around waving drug proceeds in people’s faces… It’s hard not to over-react. And now that I’ve been doing all this training on policework and detective work and forensics and everything else, I’m spotting more clues and noticing more problems. I’ve been trying to phone in anonymous tips to the local PD instead of spending all my waking hours doing the vigilante thing, but I’ve gone through maybe thirty burner phones.”




Batman advised, “Talk to Flash. He has a good, healthy perspective on life, even if I am never admitting that I said so. Talk to Superman. He has a good handle on what’s rational to do, and what’s too much. He needed a few years to figure that out, and for some of that time he was patrolling Metropolis perhaps a hundred twenty hours a week on top of forty hours a week working in a civilian identity.”




“Is that even possible?”




Batman answered, “It’s not humanly possible. But he’s not human.”




Harris worried, “What if I talk to them too much, and I figure out their other identity?”




Batman growled, “Just tell them. They’ll understand.”




Harris grinned, “Oh yeah. They have to put up with you on a regular basis.” Then he asked, “So isn’t Catwoman a major badass all on her own? Do you really need to worry about her? I mean, if she could evade The Bat for so long, surely she can handle some lamer wizard who thinks he’s the next Sauron.”




Batman was about to explain about Catwoman, when the green light over the door flashed, signaling that someone wanted in but didn’t want to interfere with whatever big discussion was under way. He stepped over, deactivated the runes, turned off the technology, and opened the door. Doctor Fate stood there, helm in one hand.




Xander, naturally, had to say, “What’s up, Doc?”




Fate just rolled his eyes and smiled at Xander. “Batman. Knight. It is definitely a magical portal, but an interdimensional one. In fact, it is from so far away in the multiverse that I really have no idea how they knew about us, or were able to target Stormburst so effectively. This end of the portal clearly had targeting capabilities, but as far as I could tell, Catwoman was just in the wrong place and too close to Stormburst.”




Batman growled softly. Then he revealed, “Catwoman went to a distant universe to fight a hellgod. I turned in a detailed report on this. Ultimately, I joined in the fight along with Wonder Woman and Hawkgirl… and the Xander Harris of another dimension. One of Catwoman’s teammates was a teenaged girl who had telekinesis, electrokinesis, a silvery morph with limited shapeshifting skills, and had recently learned that she could apply her telekinesis to herself so she could fly. She has the same name as Stormburst.”




Fate frowned in thought. “So this could be some manner of ‘true name’ curse? Or something connected to your mission? In that case, Stormburst’s proximity to Catwoman might have been causal. I’ll investigate that, and try to get some sort of idea about where we might need to go, if a rescue is indicated.”




“If a rescue is indicated?” Batman asked angrily.




Fate simply nodded, as if he hadn’t noticed the tone of the question. “Yes. It is also possible that they were only ‘borrowed’ or only temporarily linked, or can solve this problem themselves, in which case they may be back before we can work out where we need to go, and how we could get there.”




He stepped out and walked down the hall. Xander started to follow, but Batman put up one hand in a ‘stop’ gesture. “Knight, how did you know how to operate the magical runes? Miss Madison?”




“Yeah. Amy. You could call her ‘Amy’ if you wanted to, even if she’s still ticked at you about a couple things. She figured we might need Bat-conferences sooner or later, maybe about her and her mom. Oh and the next time you see her, tell her I was going around telling people that her new codename is The White Witch.”




“Isn’t that from C.S. Lewis’ series The Chronicles of Narnia? And isn’t the White Witch a villainess? Won’t Miss Madison object to that codename?”




Xander grinned naughtily. “Yep. Absolutely. She’ll chase me all over the Watchtower, probably. With water blasts. Make sure everything you’ve got up here is waterproofed. And maybe you could forget to warn Guy…”




Batman groaned. “Knight, what am I going to do with you?”





Sam’s World



Jack O’Neill was not a happy boy. There had been worse moments in his life. He’d had plenty of suck-tastic times in his life. But he’d just lost Carter. And a kid. Both of those hit him in ways that told him he probably needed to talk to the base shrinks again.




Not that he didn’t already know what his psyche was telling him. His brain wasn’t that subtle. His brain was pretty much the opposite of subtle.




He hung up his phone and just counted to ten so he wouldn’t yell or curse or do something stupid. People had told him that doing stupid stuff and getting away with it was one of his greatest talents. He preferred to think of it as playing dumb and letting people overcommit when he could take advantage of it. Lots of times in the SGC, that meant letting Sam or Daniel do what they did best, while he shot at stuff that didn’t like what Sam or Daniel could think of. Because Sam and Spacemonkey had brains the size of Mount Rushmore, and he’d already lost Danny not that long ago.




And that was just one of many, many reasons why he hated losing Carter like this. The other reasons tended to be more personal. Some of them were a lot more personal, and he usually tried to pretend those reasons were locked up in a high-security vault somewhere. Maybe in Hanford, with a bunch of other stuff that was too radioactive to touch.




Liz opened the door to the firing range and slipped back in. “Done screaming at 120 decibels into George’s ear?”




He gave her a smile he didn’t feel. “I was only screaming into Hammond’s ear at maybe 65 db. He can handle that easy: he’s got grandkids. I was screaming at 120 at a snot-nosed adjutant who didn’t think I was deserving of a little chat with one of the Joint Chiefs.”




“So… how long before you get all the stuff you asked for?”




He tried not to sigh. “The SGC will have Bill Lee and a couple of his guys here with as much equipment as they can lug around, but it’ll be about two hours. And I won’t have Carter to analyze the data. Or even that McKay guy. The National Guard will be here by this evening if we need that kind of support. The FDA will have a squad checking out the factory as soon as we give them the all-clear. The goddamned NID wants in the factory now, and I’ve got Teal’c over there with a couple squads, so I can’t have anyone else here. So my ‘military presence’ if this portal thing reoccurs down here in the next few hours? Me and you.”




She asked, “Do you really think we’re likely to get more portals? Sidney and I talked it over, and it’s not a Goa’uld technology, and it’s sure not a chappa’ai effect. Sidney thinks it’s more likely to be connected to Sam’s little vacation in sunny Hermione-land. I mean, that is why you came here to check out Alexandra The Great, right?”




He said, “Right. But it didn’t look like any of those portals, either.”




“And how many of them did you get to see?”




He had to stop and count. “Nearly a dozen, altogether.”




She gave him a sunny smile which failed to make it up to her eyes. “So maybe Sam got borrowed to be in a Miss Multiverse Portal competition, and she’ll be back in a couple days in a bathing suit and heels, carrying a big trophy made out of naquadah!”




He tried to smile back. “I think making Carter compete in a beauty pageant in heels and a skimpy bathing suit would count as torturing her.”




“How about making her work on a team with a CO she has a thing for?”




Jack froze.




Liz gasped, “Oh crap, I’m sorry, I’m totally sorry, I shouldn’t have said that, I’m talking to Sidney all the time and I have no filter, and… Jesus, Jack. I’m sorry I brought that up. Go ahead and hit me. Or something.”




Jack just gritted his teeth for long seconds. “Liz, I’m under UCMJ. Carter’s my 2IC. We absolutely cannot have a thing going on between us. With Dannyboy gone and Teal’c wanting to help the Jaffa and Giles only on loan, we may be all that holds SG-1 together, and there are some days where SG-1 is all that holds Earth together. Carter’s too valuable to lose. For some stupid reason, lots of people think I’m too valuable to lose either. So I just… worry about her. A lot.”




Liz said, “I noticed you were pretty focused on Alexandra too. I did read your sheet. The NID’s got a lot of background on you, and a lot of it looks painful.”




Jack stared at the ceiling and said, “I am absolutely not talking about Charlie. Or Sarah.”




Liz stared at the spot where Alexandra had been. “Okay. But Sidney wants me to talk about this, and she thinks you should hear it. I… I lost a lot of friends back in good ol’ Sunnyhell. And I lost a lot of acquaintances. And plenty of school-type enemies who were just plain old bullies and drama queens and shit. Some nights, I can’t close my eyes, because as soon as I do, all the kids I failed come to haunt me. I tried to clean up that whole mess. There were too many teens who died because I wasn’t good enough. Wasn’t dedicated enough. Couldn’t pull together a big enough force to fight the things I needed to take down. Wasn’t psychotic enough to just give in and go Punisher on everyone who needed a .45 caliber dental cleaning, or a car bomb rammed into their living room picture window. It’s easy to be flippant and pretend none of it bothers me, but some nights what really eats at me is all the fails in my life. And I don’t have the guts to ask Giles if he feels like that too. But I watched Alexandra fall through that thing, and all I could think was that I’d failed one more teenager.” 




Jack admitted, “The reason I took the Stargate assignment? A one-shot assignment after I’d been ‘retired’ for so long? I wasn’t interested in exploring the unknown.”




Liz softly said, “Suicide by cop. Yeah. I’ve seen it too. Some nights, I wonder if I’ll be there if I live another ten or twenty years. A lot of the time, having Sidney makes a huge difference. I know you don’t like the Tok’ra, but if you got your own symbiote, you could be Tok’ra and out of the USAF, and you and Sam…”




Jack shuddered. He actually shuddered. “Liz, you and Sidney are a pretty awesome combo, but I saw Jolinahr. I saw what Sam’s life was like for the couple days she had that snake in her. I couldn’t ask her to accept another symbiote, and I couldn’t ask her to be fine with dating someone who had a symbiote. Knowing that every kiss, every moment of togetherness… could be a fast prelude to another nightmare with a symbiote ripping its way to her spinal cord and taking her over again.”




Liz frowned, “Sidney and I hate that you and Sam feel that way. But I saw Sam’s face when she found out Sidney was in me. That wasn’t ‘no problemo’. That was ‘horror movie girl victim number one screams her lungs out as she turns the corner and gets horribly murdered’. And I know what Alexandra had to have gone through, because a lot of Goa’uld are vicious little egomaniacal psychopaths who would get their snakey little rocks off breaking her to their will. Two of them inside her, fighting for dominance? Grimness. Uber-grimness.”




After a few seconds, Jack broke the silence. “I’m pretty sure hotshot Air Force flyboys and super-sexy spygirls aren’t supposed to stand around being mopey.”




Liz nodded. “Right. We only pretend it so we can fake out our dorky targets who are all creeps who deserve to get taken down hard, Mission Impossible style. And I mean the really awesome Peter Graves version, not Tom Cruise and his ‘sprinting while karate chopping the air’ deal.”




“Right. I’m going out and making sure ‘Sergeant Belker’ keeps this area sealed off like a crime scene, and then I’m making sure his bosses know that if anything on this leaks, I’ll make sure the right people hear that we were attacked inside a supposedly-safe police station and clearly they all need to be replaced so they can get new jobs they can handle. Maybe picking up trash for Paradise Valley Parks and Rec.”




Liz smirked a little. “You go do that. Your favorite cat burglar ought to be here any minute now with some sensor systems off Mister Gordo, and maybe some new computer hardware that fell off a truck or something, and she just accidentally stumbled over it.”




Jack rolled his eyes. “Bad kitty!” He grabbed the case that Sam had left behind.




Liz grinned, “I bet her you’d say that. She wouldn’t take the bet.” She let Jack move past and open the door. “I’ll see what we can find out before Professor Lee shows up.”




Jack made an exit, stage right, and walked down the hall.







Liz slipped her kara kesh out of her purse and made sure it was on properly. Just in case. She didn’t know what those portals were, but she was working under the assumption that the one she saw had gotten its target or targets. That it was after Alexandra or Sam or both, and it wasn’t interested in little Lizzies or snarky colonels who would just make fun of its ugly color scheme and hurt its feelings.




She had no idea what the why was, but she was going to defend the area in case someone’s sensor suites or forensics were good enough to give Jack an idea of who to go shoot. Or maybe Jack would introduce the badguys to fun new things you can do with C-4.




After a few minutes, there was a touch on the door, then a test to see if it was locked, which it was once Jack left, and then… About twenty seconds later, the door opened, and Selina slipped in, her lockpicks in the hand she was using to pull the nice normal rollerbag that had totally not-normal contents.




Liz checked, “Problems?” After all, there was a lot of stuff in that rollerbag which ordinary cops would be pretty suspicious of.




Selina gave her a pretend affronted look. “As if! I’ve seen better security on hotdog stands. So… Were we right?”




Liz nodded unhappily. “Totes. There is a serious two-way street on that crush, and it is getting absolutely no traffic. I get the feeling there might’ve been a near collision somewhere in their past, but they’re pretending nothing ever happened.”




Selina checked, “Did you drop a hint about Tok’ra options?”




Liz nodded again. “Ree-jected! Not a chance in Duat. More like screaming in horror, followed by gouging his own eyes out.”




“I’m pretty sure that’s just Oedipus, not Jack.”




Liz winced, “Yeah, well it might be Sam too. Sounds like Sam’s experience with Jolinahr was even worse than I thought. I mean, I knew — Si’ney knew — that Jol could be pretty ruthless when on assignment, but it sounds like Sam got put through a meat grinder.”




Selina pointed out, “Being on the side against the bad guys does not mean you’re sweet and wholesome.”




“No shit,” Liz grumbled. “Look at me. Or look at Sam’s entire team. Even Sam. She’s done stuff that even the Goa’uld are scared about. I heard from the Tok’ra council that SG-1 came to rescue them and got them out and faced off against Apophis’s biggest fleet even though they only had one stolen ha’tak and not nearly enough people to run it properly. And Sam took that entire fleet out by blowing up a sun and destroying the entire solar system. While SG-1 was still there.”




Selina grimaced. “Yeah. Do not get physicists mad at you. Or biologists or chemists or botanists. Especially not biochemists. Ask my friend Mitch about some of that.”




Liz asked, “Isn’t he the one everyone in your line of work calls Itchy Mitchy?”




“Yep.”




“Eww.”




“Yep.”




Liz hastily switched topics. “Let’s get the rollerbag open and let’s get cracking. If we can have this solved before Dr. Lee gets here, Jack will never let those guys forget it.”




Selina rolled her eyes. “Probably wouldn’t be Sam’s motivation.”




Liz snickered a little. “Oh, Sam’s got plenty of the competitive in her too. It’s just buried underneath her intense uber-geekiness. Also, her brain is so gigantic that she only competes against Asgard science dweebs these days.”




Selina stopped for a second. “You think she got grabbed because of her IQ? Or what she knows?”




Liz shrugged a little. “It’s a maybe. She did get grabbed by that other-Hermione to be on a super-team with other-me and other-you. This could be like that.”




Selina wondered, “Then should we stick our noses in? I mean, this could be therapeutic for Alexandra. That kid got screwed over way worse than you or me, and she still seems… wholesome. Nice.”




Liz sighed, “Yeah, I lost my ‘nice’ before I even got to Sunnydale.”




Selina sighed too. “I wonder how long ago I lost my ‘wholesome’. It would be kind of sweet if Alexandra could retain some of that.”




Liz pointed out, “Especially when she knows how to do stuff with an ashrak’s hara’kesh that ought to scare the crap out of the SGC.”




Selina asked, “You think she knows where you really hid that thing when we were sneaking out?”




“Hey! I cleaned that thing! Thoroughly!”







Jack walked back to the firing range, muttering to himself.




The door to the ranges popped open and Liz reached out to drag him inside. “Okay Jack, what’s the what?”




He played dumb. “Liz, you seem to be speaking in some foreign tongue. Is that Unas, maybe?”




“Come on, we want to know why you’re walking around muttering to yourself like a homeless guy,” Selina nudged.




“Did you bug just the hall, or the whole stationhouse?” he asked.




Liz rolled her eyes. “You know we’ve got ‘sensitive’ equipment here. I bugged the hall in case we needed time to hide it all.”




Jack admitted, “Good work. Hammond might even give you brownie points for that. And you’ll get a gold star from Rupert.”




Liz stuck her tongue out at Jack, which just made him smirk. She pointed out, “Y’know, I have been doing this for a while. I’ve worked for the CIA, the NSA, the NID, the SGC, the Tok’ra… I do have a basic idea about security, and Sidney has more experience with it than you and Rupert slapped together. Which sounds a little too yaoi for me.” Selina snickered into her hand.




Jack looked back and forth. “You two are bad influences on each other, and I think both of you are bad influences on poor, poor Sidney.”




Liz looked over at Selina. “He’s still stalling.”




Jack looked skyward for guidance, even if that meant he was only looking at a dirty ceiling. “I was hoping to offload some of my frustration and worry and stress, and now I’m more frustrated and worried and stressed! These guys make the Keystone Cops look good! They had no idea anything was going on in this town, and they were so bad at their job that Atron never needed to snake any of them! And there was a guy lurking in the bushes wearing a huge fake mustache, and not one cop even spotted him!”




“Who’s Mister Mustache?” Liz asked.




Jack grumbled, “A driver from the plant. He’s been ‘suspicious’ ever since — get this — he crashed a PVC delivery truck and got bossed around by a scary girl with glowy eyes.”




Selina nearly dropped her sensor panel. “He’s the guy? The guy who was so idiotic he ruined the big takeover plan by accident?”




Liz snickered. “And he’s sneaking around in a huge fake mustache trying to be Magnum P.I. or something? What’s he think he’s doing?”




Jack groaned, “Get this. He called the FDA and reported Atron’s new chemical makes people talk funny and get weird eyes.”




“My eyes do not get weird!” Liz insisted.




“And I do not talk funny!” chimed in Sidney in a deep, guttural tone.




Selina asked, “So who’s this genius?”




Jack rolled his eyes. “Dave Watt, plant go-fer. He tried to tell me his name was Scooter Pie. I think he was looking in the grocery store window behind me, and he latched onto the snack food display.”




Selina smirked, “Probably lucky he didn’t tell you his name was Little Debbie.”




Liz made a spluttering noise as she tried not to laugh out loud. “You’re making this up.”




Jack grumbled, “I wish I was. The FDA guys probably told him to go home and sleep off that cough syrup. And so this guy is probably the sharpest knife in the drawer around here. Maybe Atron’s been leaking something into the water supply that causes obliviousness.”




Selina suddenly cringed. “Jack… what if she did?”




Jack groaned. “Crap. We’ll have to check on that too. I wouldn’t put anything past that woman. She was a snake before she got snaked. Now she’s playing the victim card really hard. And her ‘chief of security’ has ‘dishonorably discharged’ written all over him, along with ‘section eight’ and probably ‘this week’s perp on Criminal Minds’ too.”




Liz said, “Sounds like you two really hit it off.”




“I’d like to hit something off… with a golf club,” Jack complained. “Maybe a 3-wood. Is there a big Someone Else’s Problem field radiating out from the factory? Because this entire town needs to pool its bank accounts so it can afford a couple really big clues.”




Selina said, “I have to admit… from what Liz said, it sure sounds like Alexandra pretty much walked around town committing mind rape, assault, battery, torture, and murder, and no one realized it was that nice, pretty, sweet Mack girl… who has an alien weapon on her hand.”




Jack gritted his teeth. “It would’ve been nice if someone had done something rational about the whole mess, but it looks like everyone who suspected anything just went and had a private chat with that harmless Mack girl, and promptly got a hara’kesh in the face.”




Liz gave him a big smile. “Well, look on the bright side. As far as I can tell, that portal’s not Asgard or Ancient or Goa’uld or Furling tech, which rules out most of our problem children.”




Jack thought for a moment. “The only other portal stuff we’ve seen is from Sam’s little adventure with Hermione. And Bill Lee’s bringing one of Carter’s little genius inventions that uses some stuff she worked up in connection with that not-a-mirror that I told you about, so we ought to be able to tell if it’s something from distant universes… I hope. And if Sam’s got other-Willow and other-Hermione and other-you on her side, then I feel deeply sorry for whoever’s stupid enough to be messing with them.”





Hermione’s World



Ron Weasley hated sitting at his desk in the Ministry. It was actually a shared desk, but that wasn’t the issue.




There were things he loved to do, and things he hated. He loved spending time with Hermione. He loved getting together with friends. He even loved spending time with his family, after all they had been through — it helped that they understood his wife and Ginny’s fiance were the two most amazing people ever. He loved Quidditch, and getting to play pro Quidditch had been one of the great things in his life. He had loved spending time with George and working in Weasley’s Wizard Wheezes. He was really enjoying Auror training and getting to spend time in the field, helping to clean up the messes that Riddle and his sleazy minions had left behind.




He hated being away from Hermione, even if she was just going to visit someone special on another continent, and then come back. He hated spending time dictating reports to a Dictaquill or sitting here in the office getting someone else to make a report. He really hated getting pulled off the investigation of those bloody Malfoys because Lucius had a legal wizard who was claiming that evidence touched by personal enemies of the Malfoy family could not be used in evidence in any future investigations or trials. Really, almost everyone who was an Auror these days was a personal enemy of at least one of the Malfoys. That left a lot of incompetents like Standish and Slugworth, who couldn’t suss out a bonfire if they were standing in it, or else probably Pureblood bigots, like Travers and Royale. Ron just knew that Malfoy would avoid doing time for these crimes, just like the Malfoys had been dodging responsibility for their illegal actions for generations.




How could anyone let Draco Malfoy walk on these charges, when they knew he had committed two of the three Unforgivables, attempted to murder Albus Dumbledore, and let Death Eaters into Hogwarts? Oh no, poor little Draco had been doing it all under duress and hadn’t wanted to be a naughty little Death Eater at all. He’d just been trying to save his mummy and daddy, that’s all. Bollocks.




All right, they finally had Mundungus Fletcher off the streets for good, and his whole gang wrapped up like Christmas prezzies. Harry had secretly been using Kreacher to track Fletcher, and he let the Aurors know when Fletcher would be handling a load of stolen flying carpets. Kreacher had loved the idea of getting even with the man who stole from the Blacks. That got Fletcher good and proper, given that the carpets were illegal in Britain, so just having a dozen was grounds for arrest and trial. They didn’t even have to prove intent to sell or accessory after the fact on the thefts.




Hermione thought it was a stupid law, but they’d nailed Fletcher with it. All right, it was a stupid law. Hermione was working on a new law to get flying carpets back as long as they had proper charms to keep them from being seen or photographed by Muggles, and she was working with Fleur’s family to get a lot of external pressure on the Wizengamot, and Ron was pretty sure Hermione was also secretly investing in foreign carpet manufacturers for the moment when the law went through and Purebloods rushed to buy the things. The thought of Hermione making galleons off Pureblood behavior just made him grin.




All right, his debriefing was done. In triplicate. Hermione had explained how Muggles did things like reports in triplicate without Dictaquills, and it sounded crazy. He folded the parchments into paper airplanes and put the ‘charta volans’ spell on each one. They lifted off his desk and headed for the right inboxes. Now he had to go down to the cells with the anti-apparition spells on them, and help with the ‘interviews’ of Fletcher’s ‘associates’. Meaning interrogations of tough old wizards who wouldn’t flinch if you brought a dementor into the room. Ron had suggested using a boggart on some of them, just to see what they were really afraid of, but that idea had been trampled pretty thoroughly. He was pretty sure that if Harry had suggested it, several Aurors would have fallen all over themselves rushing to try it.




On the other hand, it would also have been all over the news within hours, with idiotic commentators picking apart the pros and cons of an idea from The Boy Who Lived. At least Ron could have some privacy when he went out, and not have Slytherins trying to trap him into marriage or something worse. Being ‘The Man Who Triumphed Over You-Know-Who’ was even worse than being ‘The Boy Who Lived’.




And Harry wasn’t getting any of the money from all those bootleg photos of him that were still selling like crazy, or the fake ‘Potter memorabilia’ or the cheap ripoff Harry Potter ‘action adventures’. Apparently, the Harry Potter in Darkest Africa series was doing better than the Harry Potter in America series and the Harry Potter in Space series. Hermione was pretty sure, based on some Muggle analyses she ran, that the in Space series was really being written by Rita Skeeter, but as long as Harry was the wholesome hero in that series, Hermione was going to let it slide. It at least kept Rita out of everyone’s hair. Even if Hermione read every one of those stupid books to check what Rita was up to, and then complained for days about all the stupid science errors in them.




Ron just avoided reading them, or even looking at the things. Even the ones that George snuck into Harry’s flat and Ginny’s room at The Burrow just to drive them crazy. If Ron spotted them first, he just transfigured them into buttons, although Hermione insisted that transfiguring books — even really terrible books — was a crime.




His Hermione. He smiled to himself. How crazy was it that Hermione Granger — the smartest witch of their era — had fallen for him? And had been so dumb as to marry him? When people asked him why Hermione had married him, instead of some brilliant Raven, he usually said that everyone was so vastly overmatched when compared to Hermione’s immense brain that the relative difference between him and the smartest Ravens was too small for her to bother about. He didn’t ever say what his private opinion was, because Hermione could have done so much better than Ron Weasley.




He was just hoping that their children had her brains instead of his. And her looks. Maybe not her teeth, but that was easy to fix.




Her teeth. That was another thing that git Malfoy had gotten away with. Malfoy had better not ever depend on Ron having to save him from anything. ‘Oh, terribly sorry, Draco old bean, but my wand doesn’t seem to be working, I’ll have to walk to find help while those acromantulas bite you with that agonizing paralyzing poison so they can lay their eggs in you while you’re still alive and their babies can feast away on your innards when they hatch, but don’t worry, I’m quite sure I can find my way back here, eventually, a few months at most…’




There was a sudden silver sheen that paused by his desk and turned into a silvery lynx. Minister Shacklebolt’s patronus. That could not be good. It spoke in Kingsley’s deep voice, “Ron, come to my office immediately. It’s about Hermione.”




Ron suddenly felt like his heart was seizing up in his chest. “No!” He grabbed his go-bag and sprinted out of the Aurors’ Offices, which had an anti-apparition jinx placed on them these days, just in case. Most of the Ministry did. There were only a few spots on each floor which had the jinx lifted, in case of a different kind of emergency, and hardly anyone was allowed to know where those spots were on each floor. He only qualified because he was connected to Harry and Hermione and his dad and Percy, all of whom were seriously important in the Ministry.




He leapt onto the clear spot, and apparated to a spot in the hall just past the Deputy Ministers’ offices. And he ran from there into the Minister’s atrium. Harry was already there, breathing hard like he’d run too, and Harry had his go-bag as well. Ron’s was the size of a small leather valise, but it had plenty of Hermione charms all over it and inside it, so it was theft-proof and charmed as a shield against almost any spell, and also held enough kit to hold him for anything from a formal banquet in Paris to a mountaineering expedition in Tibet.




Hermione did tend to over-plan, and over-packing was all a part of that.




The secretary, who was an ex-Auror and hence a bodyguard as well, let them into Kingsley’s office.




Kingsley was already standing in front of his desk. “Ron, Harry… it’s Hermione. She vanished while she was meeting with a student at Shasta Academy in California. The student vanished as well. And Shasta has anti-apparition, anti-portkey, and other protective spells over the entire school. Grab anything you need, take the Ministry floos to Diagon Alley, and floo over there. We’re using official ambassadorial rules on this, so you can floo straight into the New York City MACUSA offices, and from there, straight to the headmaster’s office at Shasta. Get to the bottom of this, and make sure Miss Granger is safe, no matter who you have to trample over.”




Harry just said, “Will do, Minister.”




Kingsley added, “And Ron, if it’s Death Eaters again, both of you have Ministry permission to use any spell you need. Any spell. Both of you will have diplomatic immunity, if it comes to that.”




“Yes, Minister.” Well, that was the kind of permission he didn’t ever expect to hear. Especially when going to a foreign country.




“Then get going. Percy should meet you by the floos with some information I asked him to dig up for this.”




They dashed out to the hallway. Harry grabbed Ron’s arm and directed, “Side-along.” Ron just nodded and made sure he was in the spot too. Harry disapparated both of them, and they reappeared at the designated apparation zone in front of the Auror station. Ron didn’t say anything about the discomfort of side-along apparation, but it felt like he’d been squeezed through a hosepipe and left with no air in his lungs.




Percy was standing by the row of floos, and they rushed over to him. He handed both of them envelopes. “Ministry permissions, official diplomatic seals, Auror ID cards to show the Yanks, and emergency portkeys. Don’t use the portkeys unless it’s life-or-death, because being portkeyed over huge distances is dangerous, and is likely to get you thrown out the other end at a few hundred miles an hour.”




Hermione had lectured him on that once. He was utterly unsurprised that she had worked out the problem, and the consequences. It was the Earth’s rotation, and the lack of science training among wizards and witches. She could even tell you for any given long-distance portkey, how fast you’d come out the other end, and in what direction, and whether you’d be upside down or sideways or what. He just looked at Percy and nodded.




Percy added, “Hermione got a message. She flooed up to Hogwarts, talked with McGonagall and then Trelawney, and then made arrangements to go straight to Shasta Academy to talk to a student there.”




“That makes sense,” Ron said sarcastically.




Percy shrugged, “That’s all I could get on notice this short. But assume it was a prophecy, since it was Trelawney.”




Harry muttered, “Guessed that already.”




Harry stepped into the fireplace as he said, “Diagon Alley Floo Station.” Ron did likewise.




Ron stumbled out just moments behind Harry. A wizard was very obviously waiting for them, and just as obviously, dozens of people were stopping to stare at The Boy Who Lived as he rushed off on another exciting action adventure. Or whatever they thought Harry really did. He doubted any of them would believe Harry spent most of his work time sitting at a desk filling out forms and dictating debriefs and going through the headaches of requisitions for secret Auror kit.




Ron recognized the waiting wizard. He stepped forward. “Mister Abbott! Nice of you to take the time to help us out.”




Mister Abbott grinned, “Not take the time to help The Man Who Triumphed? My niece would never forgive me. Now it’s midday in New York and early morning in California. There’s a huge storm over the Atlantic, so your first floo may be rough, but the one from there on should be easy.” He led them across the floo station to a row of international floo fireplaces. “Here we go, the New York City floo network is connected to the basements of the MACUSA building there. They’ll be ready for you. Just say ‘New York City MACUSA Offices’ and bob’s your uncle.”




Ron did so, and had a long, dizzying trip. It felt like he was spinning and bouncing for several minutes, before he was spat out of a fireplace and hit a big Cushioning Charm. He rolled off it before Harry could crash on top of him.




And a MACUSA agent was waiting for them. The woman was wearing a navy blue Muggle pantsuit, with her badge and ID on a lanyard around her neck. Ron thought she looked a lot more impressive than most of the Aurors back home and their tendency to wear robes and traditional hats.




She shook Ron’s hand stiffly. “Melissa Goldstein-Kowalski. A pleasure.” She didn’t sound like it was a pleasure. She sounded like she was just doing something under orders.




“Ron Weasley. And this is—”




“Harry Potter,” she breathed. Her eyes went straight to the lightning scar on Harry’s forehead. “It’s an honor, Auror Potter.”




Harry pretended to take it in stride. “Nice to meet you too, agent. Now how far is it to the Shasta Academy floo?”




She gestured with a tilt of her head, and they walked between two rows of floos. “The Shasta Academy floo is invitation-only. I just sent a portkey with a note requesting access for you two, so it’ll be open by the time we get to the floo at this end. Headmaster Kvetcher likes relatives to be able to visit, and kids to be able to go home in emergencies, but he doesn’t like people dropping in at inconvenient moments.” She glanced over the ashes on Ron and Harry’s robes. “I would offer to do a little cleaning, but the Shasta floo is fairly notorious for its ash levels. It’s almost as if the headmaster wants people feeling disheveled and dirty when they are arriving to yell at him about something.” She gave them a tiny smile that lasted for a mere second.




Harry just said, “Not a problem. We’re fairly used to eccentric headmasters.”




That was an understatement and a half. Ron wondered if there was ever a headmaster more eccentric than Dumbledore who lasted more than a month before the regents booted him.




They walked through a large atrium with large hallways branching off in three other directions. And every hallway had two rows of fireplaces down the sides. It looked like they had single-purpose or special-purpose floos ready for most of the magical places in North America. He wondered how much bigger and more problematic magical America was over Britain.




They walked down a light blue hallway to a row of fireplaces that looked… well… academic. If you were allowed to have fireplaces in a scholarly library, these would fit right in. And one of them was specifically labeled ‘Shasta Academy, second floor’. He mentally translated that to ‘first floor’ because Americans didn’t seem to know how to number their floors in buildings.




Melissa snapped her wand at the fireplace, and the tiny red coals burst into a full-fledged green fire ready for transportation. She said, “Just walk through, you won’t need to tell it the destination.”




Harry said, “Thank you very much, agent.”




She gave him a big smile which made her look really pretty. “You’re welcome, Auror Potter.”




Harry walked through, and Ron followed. They stepped out into a private room that was obviously set up solely as a transportation room.




Ron said, “You still got it, Harry.”




“Oh shut it.”




“I’d better warn Ginny about the American Aurors that are after you too.”




“Ron!”




Ron let it go. He wasn’t Fred or George. He did a couple swift, silent cleaning spells on Harry and himself. Then they walked out of the room. Someone who looked like a headmaster, only without the crazy-colored robes, was waiting for them beside the door that said ‘Headmaster Kvetcher’. Instead of a robe, the man was wearing a Muggle tweed blazer with brown leather patches on the elbows, plus ordinary gray Muggle pants. They were even color-coordinated, which seemed to be beyond the abilities of any British Pureblood over the age of thirty. And the less said about his dad’s idea of Muggle clothing, the better.




“Headmaster Groyse Kvetcher, at your service. And you two are of course Harry Potter and Ron Weasley. I’ve got Harry’s chocolate frog card. And your wife’s too. And yes, I know, I’m too old to be collecting them, but they get lost here by the hundreds every year, so the least I can do is maintain a complete collection.”




Harry tried not to cringe. Ron said, “I’ve got Hermione’s card too. She hates it.”




Harry chipped in, “She says it makes her look like a swotty little know-it-all.”




Ron refrained from pointing out that his lovely, brilliant wife had been a very swotty little know-it-all at age eleven, and still was. You didn’t get scooped up by the Department of Mysteries right out of Hogwarts unless you were astonishingly swotty and amazingly knowledgeable.




The headmaster led them down the hall and to a flight of stairs, which fortunately, was not inclined to move out from underneath them. “In my not so humble opinion, the difference between ‘swotty’ and ‘sagacious’ is often merely the spot in the lecture hall you are allotted. A student who speaks for five minutes on transfiguration is swotty. A lecturer who says the same thing is wise and learned.”




Harry said, “Hermione never kept a lecture down to just five minutes.”




Ron pointed out, “We were extra dense, so she had to lecture much longer to get the words to penetrate our thick skulls.”




They turned and walked down a corridor full of small offices and meeting rooms. One was open, with several teachers and what was probably a school security guard standing in the hall, looking in.




The headmaster cleared his throat uncomfortably. “We really are not in the habit of losing students. Or visiting dignitaries. Especially visiting dignitaries who ask to speak to a specific student by name, and I happen to have their chocolate frog card. But Mrs. Weasley—”




“Granger-Weasley,” Ron instinctively corrected.




“—flooed in, met with one of our better graduating students, and then something punched a hole in our wards like they were made of kleenex. And they were gone.”




Ron was glad he’d actually listened to Hermione most of the time, or he would have had no idea what ‘kleenex’ was, or why it was a good simile for the situation.




Harry gave Ron a ‘this does not sound good’ glance. That kind of went without saying. Ron just gave him a tiny nod of agreement.




They stepped into the room. Two MACUSA agents were in there, doing things with wands and odd little mechanisms. On the opposite side of the room, a woman dressed like a teacher was performing a spell that looked like it was a scrying or divination charm.




The headmaster asked, “Do we have any good news? Our British associates are probably quite… concerned.”




One of the MACUSA agents scowled, “Well headmaster, we have news. But whatever it was, we can’t identify it. I hesitate to call it an unknown kind of magic, but we may have to bring in some experts.” He glanced over at the ‘teacher’.




She lectured, “I was able to scry the events. It was definitely some manner of portal. It ripped easily through our strongest wards, and whatever spells Mrs. Weasley established on the room. Then, when she reacted at a quite high speed, it picked up speed and changed directions to capture her and our student. That is utterly unlike what can be done with any transportation method I know about.”




Harry asked, “And who is this student?”




The headmaster answered, “One of our seventh-years. Alexan Mack.”




Ron suddenly felt like he’d been kicked in the stomach. “Alex Mack? That’s…”




The teacher insisted, “Alexan Mack. She’s Muggleborn, but she took a popular first name to fit in better. Lovely girl. Kind, helpful, really good at potions and chemistry both…”




Harry interrupted, “Can you test for interdimensional magics? Or for effects not of our dimension?”




The headmaster asked, “Auror Potter, it sounds as if you have some idea about what has transpired here. Can you share it?”




Harry glanced over at Ron. So Ron explained, “About three weeks ago, Hermione… Well, she saved the universe. We were about to be invaded from a ‘hell dimension’ and she used the portal powers of that dimension to find other people who could help us thwart that invasion. One of them is from a universe so far away that they don’t even have magic. But they have superpowers.”




“You mean like the Fantastic Four and the Avengers?”




Ron nodded. “Exactly. Hermione found a girl. A teenaged girl who had superpowers. She could fly. She could hurl lightning bolts from her fingers. She could exercise what Hermione said was telekinesis, not magic. She was… Hermione said she was like a young girl who was evolving into Ms. Marvel, if you know the allusion. And her name was Alexandra Louise Mack.”




“Oh dear,” said the teacher.




“Merlin’s balls!” swore the older of the two MACUSA agents.




Ron tried very hard not to laugh, even as about half the rest of the room glared at the guy for being so uncouth.




The headmaster said, “That’s the name of our student. So you’re suggesting…”




Ron pushed, “I’m suggesting that we’re looking at some kind of ‘true name’ spell from a distant dimension, and it’s likely to be connected to what Hermione did just three weeks ago.”




Harry added, “So now we need to get the British Ministry and MACUSA checking to see if more portals are cropping up anywhere, and if anything demonic is pouring through into our world.”




“Merlin’s hairy ass!” swore the MACUSA agent.




The other agent complained, “Honestly, Achernar! I can’t take you anywhere!”





Harry Dresden’s World



George Mack tried to sit still. He tried not to get up and pace. He tried not to show the kids how worried and upset and frustrated he was.




But he was frantic on the inside, knowing that his Alexa was stuck in downtown Chicago with no help other than complete strangers who might not want to help her as much as help themselves to her. And there was nothing he could do. He didn’t even know if it was safe to go home, or to try to get to an airport to fly to Chicago when he had no idea where Alexa was now in a huge, dangerous city.




And these weren’t kids. Maybe they had been a year ago, or a couple years ago, but not now. They had been forced to grow up and take on adult roles. Hunter and Ray and Louis had risked arrest and injury and even death to rescue him and Barb. Nicole and Robyn had acted as lookouts and helpers. And they had all succeeded, even though Alexa was ‘lost’.




Barb hung up. “That was Irene. There was a plant security vehicle outside our house, but it left maybe half an hour ago. And we already heard from Scooter that she’s sending everyone home for the day and closing the entire plant.”




Ray said, “I already called my fam, and dad said the plant popo took off maybe forty minutes ago.”




Hunter nodded, “Same here, except I talked to mom. Sounds like Atron’s circling the wagons.”




Nicole disagreed. “That makes no sense. If she pulls all her people in, then they all get arrested when the cops and FBI and everybody else shows up. It’s not like she can just have a huge shootout and beat the entire government.”




George thought it over. “Maybe she’s stalling for time. She’s not just a chemist. She’s dangerous. And she’s got those portals, unless Alexa wrecked them.”




Barb suggested, “Maybe she just wants to stall until she can make an escape, and then she’ll leave all those security men behind.”




Ray said, “That sounds like her.”




Barb worried, “I just wish I could talk to Alexa again and check on her.”




Louis pointed out, “She did say she was talking using a nice policewoman’s phone, right? That’s got to be reassuring.”




Ray kidded, “A mega-nice policewoman.”




George reminded himself that not everything needed to be on speakerphone, even if they were still clustered together in the back of Gloria’s store. Even if Robyn and Nicole were taking turns helping out as waitresses, and Barb was helping make more donuts when she wasn’t on her phone.




George also reminded himself to keep his hands off the ‘day old’ donuts Gloria sold at a discount, because his waistline would hate him for it. Gloria made really delicious donuts, but they weren’t low-cal or low-fat or low-carb or low-sugar or low anything. Fine, if you had to be picky, they were low-protein and low on vegetables. But there was a big covered plate of mixed day olds and a refrigerated plate of other day olds, just sitting there, cruelly tempting him.




Barb was no doubt going to remind him that he’d skipped his gym workout today, but that was entirely Danielle’s fault. It was pretty much impossible to go work out at the gym when you were locked up in a room with magic runes on it to keep your wife from opening the door.




It had never bothered him that Barb and Annie could do minor magics. It wasn’t like Bewitched where Samantha could turn Darrin into a Barbie doll if he ticked her off, and Samantha’s mother would do things like that pretty much every other week. Barb and Annie had to really bust their chops, magically speaking, to do minor workings. And Barb was so worried about being found out.




Then Alexa, the normal kid in the family, got exposed to that alchemical slime. If only she hadn’t been too afraid to tell him. If only Barb hadn’t been too afraid of the Wardens In Gray who would allegedly come chop off a witch’s head if she was caught doing magics she was not supposed to be doing. If only either one of them had known any way to report Danielle Atron to the proper authorities. It might have been possible to stop Danielle at the beginning of all of this, when her alchemy still wasn’t fully functional and her magic was probably not as impressive either. Now? George wasn’t sure what it would take to thwart Danielle and all the forces she had gathered.




George knew that Danielle’s ‘plant security teams’ were really Danielle’s personal army. Or espionage agency. Or whatever they really were. But Danielle had people who… weren’t humans. George did not want to think about what would happen if ordinary police officers, or ordinary FBI agents, or even ordinary soldiers, dashed into that plant now.




He really didn’t want to think about what would have happened to Barb if Hunter and Ray and Louis hadn’t broken into the plant to rescue them. George tended to think of Louis as the tag-along guy who on a tv show would be the wacky comic relief, but what the boys had done had taken real courage and ingenuity and selflessness.




And his daughter Alexa had been the one who faced off against Danielle Atron. That still scared the heck out of him, even knowing Alexa had escaped and was apparently just fine. Even if she was in Chicago. There were plenty of places in Chicago he would not want to be, even in the daytime, even if he had a police officer with him.




He glanced again at the clock. He was sure the hands on the clock were playing tricks on him. No, really he was sure that his brain was playing tricks on him, and time was passing normally. It had felt like he was trapped in that room in the plant for ages, but it had really been about two hours before he was rescued. It had felt like a really long time to sneak out of the plant and follow Louis’s directions to here.




He had to admit that Louis’s ‘crazy’ idea had been an extremely good one. No one would be looking for the Macks or Ray or Hunter in the back of Gloria’s shop, and the alley behind the shop provided a great place to hide the cars. Going to any of their houses could have been a disaster, and hiding out at a friend’s house could have brought real danger to someone else.




Maybe he needed to be a little more charitable toward Louis and the ideas Louis had. Really, the surprise party idea Louis had come up with would have been a good idea if Louis hadn’t had some really terrible luck. How often do teens get pulled over by the police for driving with poor visibility because they have packed their car with fifty party balloons they’re bringing to a party? And how often do the police open your car doors to inspect your ‘balloons’ and accidentally release all of them because they’re filled with helium? And how often does your ice cream cake accidentally get eaten on and mangled by a stray dog while you’re trying to catch some escaping helium balloons?




So… roughly twenty minutes or so to sneak out of the plant and rush over here. They had been here well under an hour. He was already cracking under the pressure, and this might take days to resolve.




Barb’s phone rang in the tone that meant it was a number Barb didn’t have stored. Barb scooped up the phone and nervously said, “Hello?” George leaned over to listen in.




“Mom! Hi! It’s me, and I’m still okay!”




Where the heck was Alexa calling from? The ID number said it was a local call, but that wasn’t possible. Had Alexa found another Paradise Valley cellphone to call on? While she was in Chicago?




Barb was near tears as she whispered, “Oh Alexa, we’re so worried! What are you doing? Are you at a Chicago police station? Are you safe?”




“Umm, well, we’re pretty safe. And I’m back in Paradise Valley. We’re going to go arrest Danielle! Or whatever they call it. You’re not in the plant, right? And nobody we know is in the plant either?”




Barb whimpered, “Don’t go there! It’s not safe! She’s pulled all her security people back to the plant, and sent everyone else home, and she’s got… things guarding parts of the plant!”




Alexa sounded like she had turned away from the phone for a moment. “No, I’m not gonna ask if she’s got plants guarding the plant.” She came back to the phone. “Mom, I’m okay, and I brought major help, and it’ll be fine. Even if one of them is pretty much a tall Louis with really big magical powers. And a cowboy coat.”




George mouthed at Barb ‘a tall Louis with magic?’ She gave him a ‘be quiet’ handwave.




Barb warned her, “Don’t do magic around them! Remember about the Wardens In Gray!”




“Mom, they’re called Gray Wardens, and I’ve got two of ’em. Maybe three. And they’re on my side, and they’re really nice. And they know some really, really awesome magic! One of ’em did this foot-stomp thing, and it made like a ten foot high tidal wave of dirt and rock, and it was the coolest thing ever! I can’t do anything like that.”




Barb whimpered a little. “Please be careful, sweetie. They may seem nice, but remember what grandma and grandpa said.”




“Don’t worry! Harry explained what the Laws are, and I can’t do anything like any of that stuff, even if I wanted to. I mean, they’re all for really mega-bad Danielle-level badness.”




George leaned in. “Alexa, where are you calling from?”




“You know the pizza place you and Scooter sneak off to for lunch sometimes and you don’t tell mom you’re breaking your diet?” Barb gave him a glare. “We’re there. A couple of us are having a snack. We have some big eaters. I’m using the phone in the back, because one of my school friends works here part-time and he’s really nice. And some of our team are just mega-pretty, and one of them — Selina — sort of talked the manager into saying okay.”




Barb worried, “She didn’t…”




“No mom, she doesn’t do magic. She just… well… imagine if the sexiest superheroine in Marvel Comics asked Louis to do something for her and purred in his ear.”




Barb blushed slightly. George had to admit that sounded sexy enough to get most red-blooded guys to do something stupid. Something extremely stupid. Not just letting a local kid call her mom.




George leaned in again. “Honey, is there any chance you could just… come home? And leave this to the people who are supposed to do it?”




There was a long, pregnant pause. And finally, Alexa answered, “Sorry dad, but… no. There are people here who came… a mega-long way, and I’m pretty sure it’s just because of me. Well, and what Danielle’s doing. So I need to be here for them too. And they’re helping, just because it’s the right thing to do, and, well, I want to be like that too. I mean, they’re awesome. Mega-awesome. And… I don’t even know how to explain it. Maybe if you saw them, you’d believe it and you’d understand.”




George looked at Barb, who just looked back and shrugged. George finally had to ask, “Alexa? How did you get from Chicago to here in an hour?”




“Well, we didn’t really take an hour. We ate at a Burger King first. And I owe Harry a couple bucks. Then… did grandpa ever tell you about the Nevernever?”




George scoffed, “You mean the magical land where the Faerie live?”




“Umm, yeah. That. It’s real. We took a shortcut through there, so we walked here. Well, we walked a few blocks in Chicago, then we… umm… traveled maybe two miles there, and then we walked through a gateway, and we were a mile from the plant.”




George didn’t know what to say to that. His daughter was with magical beings who could cut through space and dimension like it was an origami animal folded out of a map. And she didn’t seem to recognize the danger she could be in. He just tried not to cringe.




“So dad, it’s got to be safe to go home now, what with all of Danielle’s people protecting the plant instead of lurking around our houses, and I’ll call back in a couple hours and let you know how things are going here. Okay?”




He didn’t know what to say to that. “Okay. Be careful. Your mom and I love you.”




“I love you too! And I’ve got mega-awesome people to protect me so I’ll be fine. Bye!”




He looked at Barb, who just looked back at him. He asked her, “What was I supposed to say? ‘Have fun storming the castle’?”




Someone behind him snickered. It was probably Robyn.




Barb just said, “I’m worried!”




He frowned, “Worried? I’m terrified! We have no idea who these people are she’s with, and she says they’re from really far away. What does that mean? Chicago? Britain? I have no idea.”




Barb hugged him and said, “We just have to trust Alexa and let her do this. I don’t know what else we can do.”




He grimaced. “We can get the kids — I mean, the heroes — home. And we can wait to hear from Alexa. And at home, I can at least work in the garage and keep busy.”




Gloria stepped into the back. She teased, “You’re leaving? I’m getting all this free labor from Robyn and Nicole and Barb, and you’re going home now?”




George nodded. “And we’re paying for all the day-olds we ate. At regular prices, because you’ve been so great to us. And…” He turned, but the covered plate of donuts was conspicuously empty. As was the refrigerated plate, which he had been pretty sure had at least two Bismarcks and an eclair even after the boys had grabbed a snack.




“Louis!” Ray complained.




“Mmmp?” Luis replied innocently, as he hurriedly chewed and swallowed.




Nicole looked at the icing on Louis’s face, and then looked down. “Louis, is that a cruller in your pocket, or are you just glad to see me?”




Gloria and Robyn cracked up, while Ray and Hunter snickered. George tried not to groan out loud, because there was definitely something stuffed into Louis’s pants.




Louis swallowed again, and defended himself. “It’s two Bismarcks. And Mrs. Mack told Mr. Mack not to touch ’em, so I was just… helping out.”




Ray helped out with a whiny New York accent, “Yeah, that’s the ticket, I’m the president of Pathological Liars Anonymous, and also the secretary-treasurer!”




Robyn hastily glanced away from the bulge in Louis’s pants and squeaked, “That is so gross!”




Louis tried, “Umm, I’ll just go wait outside…” He took a step, and from his already-tight jeans there came a revolting squishing noise. His embarrassed look quickly turned to a horrified grimace. “Uhh… Maybe this wasn’t the best idea ever.” He waddled bowl-legged out of the room, his pants squishing with every step.




Robyn complained, “That’s even grosser!”




George decided that on second thought, maybe he didn’t really need to let Louis loose with more ideas. Even if George definitely was not going to want another eclair or Bismarck for a long, long time.





The Secret…

…Crisis of Alexa Mack



The factory was on fire, and it wasn’t my fault.




We were jumping out a fourth floor window because everything else was impassable. I had no idea where most of the team was.




I let Hermione do her feather fall spell, and I grabbed Alexa’s hand as we jumped. Maybe that was a bad idea, because I couldn’t keep her from falling along with me through the huge portal that suddenly appeared right below us and swallowed Jaime and Aly before it went after us.




And I had no way to keep it from going after Hermione and Alexan next, if it felt like it and it was still hungry. For just the tiniest fraction of a second, I thought about how we had gotten to this point…




(nine minutes earlier)



Alexa was totally glad everyone was okay with her calling her mom and making sure stuff was okay. Even if that Morgan guy was all weird about Selina doing that mega-sexy thing and practically making Mister Swanson the manager melt into a puddle.






Alexa was totally envious on that. There was no way she could do that. Although Alex probably could, because Terawatt in that skintight outfit was mega-awesome. How many crunches did you have to do to get abs like that? A billion? Alexa needed to find time to talk to Alex about that, because they were the same person, right?




And she was pretty scared about going back to face off against Danielle again, even if this time Danielle was totes outmatched. Alexa figured she had four, maybe five witches and wizards who could take Danielle, plus four superheroes who could, plus maybe Selina too, and probably both the Slayers, and Alexa still didn’t know all the cool stuff Alexandra and Sam could do with those alien weapons. WillowDelta was a really neat robot, but Alexa was pretty sure Danielle could fry WillowDelta with one big burst of magic.




She felt really bad knowing that every time Alexandra used that hand-thing, it made her remember mega-horrible things those snakey monsters inside her had made her do. Almost as bad as she felt about what Aly had gone through. And Alex had gone through almost exactly the same thing Alexa had, down to the same truck crash and goo spill. And Lexi had been out fighting the forces of darkness most nights since she got her Slayer powers. Maybe the stuff Alexa and the other Alexas had gone through was sort of a good thing, because Alexan was so scared about the stuff they were facing that Alexa was sort of surprised Alexan hadn’t peed herself and fainted yet.




Maybe it was a really good thing that Buffy and Lexi had given Alexan that pep talk. And then there was Alee. Stormburst was such a cool name. Almost as cool as Terawatt. It was too bad that the White Council didn’t do super-names, because Alexa had two awesome ones to pick from now.




Morgan checked that the spells from Hermione and Alexan were still in place, and he said, “We can split into four teams of four, with at least one wizard in every foursome. We enter on the four sides of the building, taking down threats as we maneuver in a pincer movement to search the plant and surround Atron. Then Rashid and I finish her off.”




Alex spoke up from right overhead. “Why treat this as a standard paramilitary process? We have people who can work at a much higher speed than anything she’d expect, and people much stronger than anything she’d expect. We should leverage that.”




Alexa made herself say something too. “Anyway, I know where she is.”




Rashid asked, “How do you know?”




Alexa shrugged, “It’s totally obvs. Her office got thrashed. It’s ruined. So she’ll use her big fancy conference room next door, and just use the giant conference table as her desk and stuff.”




Alex said, “I would have thought she’d be hard at work in that portal room you talked about, setting up emergency exits.”




Alexa nearly stopped walking. “I didn’t think of that.”




Sam said, “Or she might be in a private lab putting together more alchemical weapons and defenses.”




Alexa moaned, “I didn’t think of that either.”




Hermione added, “Or she could be in whatever secure room her security team uses to monitor the plant and run operations, so she can keep tabs on any invaders.”




Well that wasn’t going to work when they were under a silence spell and a don’t notice me spell and a near-invisibility veil that Rashid had done. Plus, they weren’t going to go in through the gates in the plant’s fence.




But Alexa wasn’t the only person who knew how the plant was laid out. The huge factory part took up most of the room, but Danielle wouldn’t be out there getting her nice pantsuit dirty. And the research wing of the office section was smaller than the ‘fancy offices and management stuff’ part of the office section, and there was no way Danielle would be in her dad’s lab or Scooter’s lab or anywhere except Danielle’s own personal private mega-important lab with the best views of any of the labs. So all the places she could be were really in one tiny part of the plant that was sort of an imaginary box from the basement up to Danielle’s personal office on the top floor in the northwest corner of the whole plant where she had the best views of the town.




Buffy spoke up, “Why don’t we ask the real military expert?” She glanced over. “Sam?”




Sam thought out loud, “We have air superiority, fast motorized cavalry, and heavy infantry. We should assign tasks that make sense based on that. We have to expect that they’ll have fast reaction forces, but they’ll be planning on supporting key bottlenecks like the gate entrances and the regular building entrances, which we can circumvent. Also, they’ll have cyberspace superiority, since we won’t have effective comms and they no doubt do.”




WillowDelta said, “I should be able to locate their communications frequencies and jam them or possibly even subvert them. I’m working on that already.”




Sam nodded, “Good. We’ll wait on launching comm attacks until they actually need their comms.”




Terawatt said, “Stormburst and I can insert the entire team past the gate guards and the security door forces, and then sweep the exterior before making our own entry points.”




Rashid concentrated and then said, “It seems like Ms. Atron might be at several different points in the building, but all of them are probably within our… target areas, I suppose you would say.”




Sam suggested, “Entry points that cut down on Atron’s options would be optimal. I’d suggest the two of you punch through her office and conference windows up there simultaneously, in a pincer movement that would let you catch her by surprise if she’s in either position. So all the rest of us can concentrate on her labs and the security center and that portal room in the basement.”




By then they were already at the southwest corner of the security fencing all around the factory area. Terawatt glanced at Stormburst, who lifted everyone else in a smooth telekinetic motion. They sailed toward a third-floor picture window, still under that notice-me-not spell.




Terawatt darted over to the window. She smiled when she spotted the little sensor on the edge of the window that would signal that someone was cutting or breaking the glass. She had no intention of cutting or breaking the glass.




She used her tk and pulled apart the components of the double-pane window. Then she set the large glass panes against one of the walls in the room, and she moved aside as Stormburst slid the team into the room, two at a time.




She gave Stormburst a thumbs-up, and they jetted around the building to deal with every security team positioned around the building exterior. And any security teams too close to the entry doors.







Danielle Atron was hard at work in her private fourth-floor lab. That little Mack bitch had foiled her primary plan, distracted her enough that the hostages were sprung, wasted a summoning that had been planned for months, destroyed her portal research lab, cost two solid weeks of alchemy work, and ruined an office that was insured for six million dollars, and would cost twice that to replace. Alexa Mack was going to pay dearly for all of that, but especially the office.




Meanwhile, Danielle was preparing for a series of unfortunate outcomes. She had no idea how Alexa had gotten to Chicago instead of being dumped in a nasty section of the Nevernever, but it was probably that demon.




And she was still waiting to see how the demon would try to doublecross her on the demand. It was inevitable that in a situation like that, a demon would do its utmost to stab her in the back with the biggest knife available. So she had implicitly given the demon multiple options to take advantage of her.




Perhaps the demon would simply toss Alexa at her, with her heart still working inside her, and see if the little bitch could overpower Danielle. Or it might toss a dead Alexa at her feet and arrange for the authorities to walk in on her at the very next moment. Or it might choose to reinterpret what Alexa’s ‘heart’ was. Her boyfriend Hunter? Her mother? Her father? Her friends? Any one of them would give Danielle the same hostage situation she had just lost not much more than an hour ago. Or the demon might attempt to take advantage of the other thing she had most carefully said. She was ready for all those eventualities, and she was counting on at least one of them.




Her phone rang in the tone that indicated it was her security chief Vince. Vince hardly looked human anymore, which was hardly surprising after what she had done for him… and to him. Of course, Vince Carter being who he was, he had welcomed the changes. And having a Red Court vampire in her employ provided a surprising number of benefits.




“What is it, Vince?”




“Ms. Atron, the air pressure sensors on third floor south just triggered. We have no sign of physical assault, no breaking or cut glass, and no sign of magical attack. But the sensors did go off.”




“Assume we’re already invaded, and activate the protocols for the fast reaction forces.”




“On it already!” Vince disconnected.




The plant speakers blared. “Attention, all fast reaction forces! Kkkkkkkhhhh…” And then a rather good approximation of Vince’s voice announced, “Run immediately to the north gate and strip naked in preparation for a magical attack on all fabrics!” Then the security channels went directly to static.




She laughed out loud, despite herself. So Alexa had managed to find some sort of combined forces with magical attacks, probably high-end B&E attacks, skilled cyberwar attacks, and probable heavy weaponry. Danielle had clearly underestimated the little brat. This was going to be quite annoying, even though in retrospect it would probably be rather entertaining.




The demon abruptly reformed on the other side of the lab table. It smiled, if something with a head like that could be said to have anything like a smile. If something like that could be said to have a head in the first place.




It boomed, “Let me show you what you face, my dear Danielle Rosa Atron.” And moving images began appearing on the wall. One was Alexa, and… what? That one was Alexa as well! And that other one! And that Alexa had a tiny stick as a focusing device, which was absurd. And… was that supernatural speed? Did that one over there have supernatural strength?




And… No. That was impossible. There were two flying superheroines destroying her first and second layers of defenses. And they… They couldn’t be!




The demon laughed in tones that made her ears hurt and her eyes water. “You wanted the heart of Alexandra Mack? Congratulations! You have it, right now, in a meaningful multi-dimensional way. I hope you enjoy it to its fullest extent, meatsack.”




The demon vanished, leaving the images to taunt her. Stars and stones! The damned demon had thought of an alternative she had not. How could she have possibly known that there were other Alexandra Louise Macks out there, in other universes, with what were obviously very, very different rules of reality?




Fortunately, she had planned for a wide range of eventualities, and she still had several cards up her very expensive, nicely pressed sleeve.




She gathered up the bottles she had managed to finish and package, and she carefully packed them in her satchel bag. Then she made an intra-plant phone call. “Team seven? You’re on. Destroy the entire factory and as much of the surrounding area as necessary. Make sure no one gets out alive.” She listened to the stupid question. “No, my security forces are not to be rescued if they’re in your way. I said ‘no one’ and that’s what I meant.”




She hung up and picked up her staff. It looked like a rolled-up, brightly colored golf umbrella. It wasn’t. It was solid wood, with months and months of rune-work painstakingly inscribed up and down the sides before being carefully covered up. No one ever questioned a woman carrying an ordinary umbrella, except to ask why she thought there was even the slightest chance of rain that day in sunny California. And if she pretended to use it as a cane, no one asked that question.




She waved her staff and whispered words of power. A gateway opened up. She stepped through and closed it behind her. She had a series of backup plans to start working on.




The first backup plans didn’t require her to be in Paradise Valley, or even to care if there was anything left of the town by the end of the day.




She had a ways to walk. And some Ways to walk. She smiled at her little joke.







Stormburst finished up and flew off to Atron’s office window.




She was definitely faster than Terawatt, but Terawatt was just plain better. Alee told herself that she just needed time. And practice. And listening to more suggestions from Alex.




But Alex could zoom past a row of heavily-armed security men, and just rip all their weapons away from them and squeeze their carotids at the same time. Alee didn’t have that kind of fine control, and the last thing she ever wanted was to accidentally rip the throats out of a dozen guys, even if they were badguys with guns and stuff.




Also, some of Alex’s ideas were genius. Like what to do if Alee was worried about hurting a gang of heavily-armed minions. Alee grabbed eight security guys by the north gate, pulled away all their weapons, shoved all of them into the security truck parked there, and locked them in where they were secured and not a problem anymore. Part of that was she bent the doorframes so the doors wouldn’t open, and part was she fried the electrical system so they couldn’t drive away.




There were dozens of armed security men around the outside of the plant, and a bunch of vampires inside the plant at each entry door, and in under half a minute, the super-team of Stormburst and Terawatt had taken care of every exterior threat and taken down every entry-door threat just in two fast passes around the building.




Stormburst hadn’t had a plan for the entry doors, but Terawatt just used her fine control of tk to open the doors from the inside. Then Stormburst used her more powerful tk to yank all the security forces out through the doorway. Some of the vampires had fried as soon as they hit the sunlight. Some had turned into creepy demons that she had ripped their heads off. The three or four who hadn’t done either had gotten flown around to the west gate and locked in the trunks of cars. It was fast and easy, just like Terawatt had said.




Even if Alee still didn’t know why those military-looking guys with the huge guns had been at the north gate taking their clothes off like they were on drugs or something.




On Terawatt’s signal, she punched her way into the big, expensive, mega-wrecked office. Terawatt went through the conference room window at the same time, and they met in the inside hall.




“Nothing in the conference room.”




“Office is totally trashed, but nothing we’re after.”




They darted down the hall toward the closest stairway, zapping security robots and security demons as they went.




Still, they were both surprised when they reached the stairwell and found a thing like an eight foot tall winged monkey setting fire to the whole building.




And she didn’t have any way to contact Catwoman to warn her, since her stupid phone didn’t work on the phone networks of this universe. She was totally sure Wally would be doing ‘Can you hear me now?’ jokes.







I was sprinting down the hallway and up the stairs. I didn’t like moving that fast when I didn’t have to, because there could be stuff I needed to avoid running into. But Alexa and I had the speed demons in our group. Okay, let me change that to speed maniacs, because I was not in the mood for demons.




I had the fourth-floor lab, and Alexa knew where it was. Weirdly, so did Lexi and Alex and Aly and Alexandra. I had thought Alexa needed to lead the team to the basement portal room, but most of the Power Alexa Pack already knew what room that had to be. This ‘alternate universes’ thing was pretty disturbing when you stopped and thought about it.




So Morgan was leading the assault on the portal room, with Lexi and Alexandra to get him down there, and Buffy and Sam keeping an eye on their sidekicks, and Rashid wanting to see the portal stuff. Gatekeepers gotta gatekeep, and all that.




I had Jaime and Aly running ahead of me at speeds I couldn’t match unless I was falling out of an airplane. I had Alexa, being carried by Aly as she directed them to the lab. And I had Alexan and Hermione trying to keep up with me, as we tried not to get left behind by the bionic running-away experts. I mean, I could imagine Jaime and Aly sprinting at insane speeds on a straightaway, but they didn’t seem to have any trouble cornering either, and some of these floors looked polished and maybe slippery. Unless floors in places like this got special shiny polish which was high-traction to avoid chemical spills. At least one of the Alexas probably knew.




They beat me to the lab by a good twenty seconds, which was just plain embarrassing when all we had to do was go down two hallways, go up a flight of stairs, go down another hall, turn a corner, and go to the nicest lab with the nicest views from its nice windows. And one of them was carrying a girl her size.




The lab door was open, with Jaime and Alexa and Aly standing just inside looking around. I didn’t say anything about the crushed doorknob or the trashed doorframe. Hey, I’m not perfect either.




“No Danielle,” Alexa and Aly said almost simultaneously.




“Unless she’s veiled, or using an illusion,” I warned them.




Hermione hurried up behind me, only slightly puffing from her run, and said, “I would like to check for invisible or veiled surprises, while Harry checks the potion ingredients on the counters for some idea of what our foe was working on.” And she went to work with her little stick.




Didn’t wizards in her world constantly get their little wands busted in combat, or just when they sat on them?




I concentrated on the potion ingredients, as ordered by Miss Bossypants. She must have been really popular back when she was in school. Not.




Alexa stood next to me and pointed at some seed-like things. She murmured, “Those look like pine nuts. My mom uses pine nuts in a couple potion things, not counting her homemade pesto. Dad lets her use his lab in the garage for potion-y stuff if she cleans up after.”




Those weren’t pine nuts. And there were potion ingredients and spell components that were worrying me a lot more.







Donald Morgan didn’t like letting little girls take the lead in dangerous situations. Not even considering his rather complicated feelings for Captain Anastasia Luccio in her current state. But he needed Lexi and Alexandra at the forefront of his group, just to lead him to the basement section where the portal room ought to be. And he couldn’t run as fast as Buffy and Lexi if he tied concrete blocks to them first. The most he could do was command them enough to keep the group together.




“Yeah, don’t split the party! That’s what I always say!” Buffy smirked. That was definitely a smirk.




How could someone that tiny pack in all the annoyance of someone Dresden’s size?




Lexi added, unnecessarily in his opinion, “And don’t go down by yourself into the spooky dark basement!”




Clearly, Buffy was a bad influence on her student.




They quickly arrived at a damaged section of hallway. It looked like several hundred gallons of water had been launched down the hall, a couple doors had been smashed open, and at least one electronic security system by a door had been fried, since it was still sparking.




“Found it!” Buffy chanted in a quite irritating sing-song. Morgan pretended to ignore it, because he knew Buffy would get worse if he yelled at her or just told her to stop it.




Sam, the military woman, snapped, “All right. Guards, inside and out. We don’t know what Atron might try. Experts? Go to it.”




The women somehow knew how Sam wanted things organized. Sam and Buffy took station in the hallway, while Alexandra and Lexi took opposite walls in the portal research room. Rashid and Morgan moved to the complicated machinery and the portal-shaped framework.




Rashid murmured to him, “Fascinating. A melding of technology and magic that I did not know was possible. And this would be an extremely dangerous place to open a gateway into the Nevernever, so Atron’s portals are doing… something else. Something the Council needs to be notified about.”




Morgan studied what he could. It looked like Atron had built a machine to open portals, but she had figured out a way to do that without destroying all the complicated electronics built into it. It would have been nice if he could carry one of these modern cellphones without killing it in a matter of minutes, because this would be an excellent time to take photos to show some of the researchers…




Ahh. He remembered where he had seen Hermione’s face before.




“Incoming!” Sam yelled. “We need to clear the area!”




He rushed to the door, only to find a demon coming down the hallway toward them. A demon nearly as tall as the ceiling. A demon that was apparently a winged monkey covered in flames.




Buffy complained, “I didn’t know you guys had balrogs. What’s this one named? Bonzo?”




Sam used her hand weapon, to little effect. And the corridor was already on fire everywhere behind the demon. The demon reached down behind itself and…




“Flaming monkey poo? What’s it gonna do? Throw it at us?” Buffy fussed.




“Did you have to say that?” Sam complained.





…Plans of Someone Else, I



Morgan winced, because the monkey demon promptly did exactly as Buffy had guessed. Alexandra pressed between him and Sam to extend one slender arm. He was already casting a shield, as was Sam via that ugly hand weapon. The excrement fireball hit at least one of the shields. It splattered all over the walls and floor and ceiling, turning everything on that side of the shields into an inferno. Smoke began to fill the hall, and Morgan knew the air would rapidly become unbreathable. 




He ordered, “Rashid, move everyone to an exit point, even if it’s a Way. I’ve got rearguard.”




He listened to the grumbling as Rashid led the women away from the demon. Then he concentrated. He focused all the magic he could reach, and he hurled it down the hall.




The concrete floor and concrete ceiling responded to his earth magic, and they smashed together, turning the demon into a pancake.




Unfortunately, the rest of the ceiling gave way, and he had to duck back into the portal room to avoid being crushed by the cave-in. He couldn’t simply open a gateway to escape into the Nevernever, after what he had learned from Rashid. But he might not have any other choices.




Smoke began to ooze into the room through cracks in the rubble that blocked the entire hallway. And more smoke drifted in through the vents high up on the walls.




He might have to risk a gateway into the Nevernever, despite Rashid’s warning.







Alexan had been scared when they broke in, but then nothing bad happened. Oh sure, Jaime and Aly had run way ahead and beat up some badguys, but nothing really awful had happened.




Then they got to the lab where Alexa told them to go, and there wasn’t anything there either, even if this Danielle Atron had some mega-expensive ingredients on the shelves. Minced troll skin? Seriously? You had to kill a troll before you could even start getting some skin to mince up. That was a mega-dangerous, mega-icky ingredient. And there was stuff on those shelves that wasn’t even legal to have, much less use in a potion.




Then she had watched really carefully while Hermione searched for veils and invisible stuff and traps and things. And Harry had gone over the stuff that was still out and tried to figure out what Danielle might have been up to. A couple of things, he had winced at and stuck in his pockets. That was probably not good.




Then the whole room shook, and there was a huge, huge boom. She grabbed her wand and tried not to grip it too tight to wield it right.




Harry just said, “I didn’t do it. This time, anyway.”




Hermione responded, “Ha. Ha. Very droll. I think we should evacuate immediately.”




The room shuddered again, and stuff in the hallway fell.




Aly peered out into the hallway and said, “We’ve got a problem.”




There was another boom, and the room shook, and Aly slammed the door closed just before a huge fireball shot down the hall and turned the entire hallway into a blast furnace.




Hermione just casually flicked a shield charm in front of the door. She said, “I think we need to leave through the window.”




Harry said, “I agree.” Then he said, “Forzare!” And he just blasted two of the bigger picture windows to shards, leaving holes big enough for all of them to jump through at the same time. He grinned, “Allons-y!”




Jaime said, “Aly and I can just jump. Everyone else needs one of Hermione’s floating charms.”




“Weight reduction charms,” Hermione casually corrected, like there wasn’t a mega-huge disaster going on around them. She flicked her wand at everyone but the bionic women, and they all hopped out a fourth floor window like it was nothing. Even after floating down in the alley, Alexan was still freaked about doing it.




And as they drifted down, Jaime and Aly vanished into another one of those big purple portals. Uh-oh. Then the portal shifted to the side and darted to just below Harry and Alexa. They vanished into it too.




She cringed as she waited to get attacked, but it didn’t happen. The portal snapped out of existence. She and Hermione just drifted to the ground, and then Hermione made her sprint away from the building, which was a mega-great idea because the whole side of the building was burning and letting out smoke at nearly every floor.







Alex followed Stormburst into the second-floor security room, where Selina and WillowDelta were trying to get something to work.




Selina looked up. “Good to see you two are safe. We’ve got problems.”




Stormburst scowled, “No kidding, because we’ve got flaming gorilla demons, and explosions, and stuff!”




Selina pointed at a wall of monitors, most of which were out of order. “Harry’s team jumped out a window and most of them vanished in mid-air. No idea, but maybe more of those portals. We’ve got them on-camera leaping from the room, and the ground-level cameras only show Hermione and Alexan safe on the ground and headed to the west gate area. There’s some things rampaging around destroying the entire factory. Whatever they are, they’re affecting the cameras just by showing up. Down in the bottom level, Morgan’s trapped in that portal room, and no, there are no portals in the portal room. But a large portal opened up under the rest of the group, and we’re pretty sure all five of them fell through it, even though the hall camera went off-line right then. So we have no idea where anyone else is, except Morgan, Hermione, and Alexan.”




Alex nodded. “Right. I’ll rescue Morgan. Stormburst, you take Catwoman and WillowDelta out through the nearest window, and meet up with Hermione.”




WillowDelta insisted, “I would like to stay longer, and try to make sure everyone is safely out of the plant. I am more heat-resistant than a human, and external damage is easy to repair.”




Alex gave in, “Fine. Don’t do anything stupid. Stormburst, get Catwoman out of here.”




Once she was sure Alee and Selina were on their way out, Alex went silvery and dove into the air conditioning ducts. Then she made her way through the smoke-filled ducts until she found channels down to the basement. It took her long seconds to find a path through the unblocked ducts to the portal room.




She shoved the grill off the duct opening, flew into the room, and went normal. Morgan was moving slowly over the walls, doing some kind of spell with his sword, while he had a rag wrapped over the lower half of his face.




She announced, “Mister Morgan! I’ve come to rescue you, although you will have to let me pull you into my silver morph.”




He coughed a little bit and said, “Thank you. I haven’t been able to find a safe place to open a gateway, and the air is getting steadily worse.”




Suddenly, the ductwork began vibrating. In an approximation of an electronic voice, the ducts announced, “Terawatt, this is WillowDelta. Please find Donald Morgan and leave at once. I am draining several tanks in the factory area before the flames reach there and we have a risk of explosion instead of simple fire. Based on the sounds in the hallway outside this room some seconds ago, I am concerned that Stormburst and Catwoman were caught in yet another portal, so please be alert. Also, the security office is now on fire.”




“Yet another portal?” Morgan checked.




She spilled, “As far as I know, everyone besides us and WillowDelta and Hermione and Alexan has been caught in portals.”




“Atron again?”




She guessed, “I think not. The portals were remarkably helpful in stopping Atron’s plans and creatures. I’m going to venture that a third party is operating the portals because they’re trying to thwart Atron.”




Morgan groaned at that, but said, “Then let’s get out of here before the building collapses on us.”




She grimaced, “Yeah. Been there, done that. It’s not nearly as much fun as it sounds.” Before he could remark on that, she yanked him into her morph and darted into the open duct. She remembered which paths had been unblocked, so it only took her a couple seconds to get to a clear vertical. She jetted upward several floors, some of which were obviously on fire, and then she plunged into an opaque cloud of smoke…




…and came out of a portal somewhere else. Somewhere far, far away.







Danielle Atron concentrated hard, because she could not show any sign of fear or mistrust, and she definitely could not let anyone guess that she might be lying. She had met Maeve before, and she was still fairly sure that she could convince Maeve to let a wizard of Danielle Atron’s skills join the Winter Court.




Naturally, her plan was far more complex than that, as should be the case for anyone in the Winter Court. She didn’t want to be a mere Faerie, even if that would solve her current problems. She wanted a lot more power than that, and she had at least three ways to achieve that. The easiest would be to kill Maeve with no one else around and let Maeve’s power latch onto the closest possible suitable vessel: Danielle herself. That would have distinct repercussions, particularly from Mab, but the Winter Court would probably have to let Danielle fulfill that role. And then, in time, when she was properly prepared, she could move upward again.




She moved to the specified meeting place. It looked like a circular amphitheater of icy, bluish rock with about four rows of seats, around a flat circle big enough to hold a basketball court. It felt like a seat of power. It felt dangerous and threatening. But she was Danielle Atron, and she was not going to fold under this wave of emotion.




A gateway opened. It was about eight feet high and almost as wide. Two Faerie courtiers strode through. Their tall, thin, muscular forms, with skin a bluish-white and armor that looked hewn out of Arctic ice, marked them as very particular warriors of the Winter Court. Maeve stepped through next, very definitely not in armor. It looked like a cropped t-shirt and a torn micro-miniskirt. Granted, Maeve had the body for it, with her impossibly white hair and elfin features and slim, perfect body and immaculate, ice-white skin.




Danielle was not jealous. Not in the least.




Four more warriors stepped out through the gateway and checked the immediate vicinity before taking up stations around the amphitheater. Perhaps Maeve really didn’t trust Danielle. Or anyone. Perhaps this would be more difficult than the early overtures had led Danielle to believe.




Maeve asked, “And did you come alone?”




Danielle carefully replied, “I did precisely as you request—”




There was a definite sound far off to Danielle’s right. Maeve glared at her, while all of Maeve’s guards either pointed their weapons at Danielle or else pointed them toward the disturbance.




This could not be good for her.







I fell face-first out of the portal and had my fall broken by a snowbank.




And also by two bionic women who I did not know well enough to be landing on top of.




Alexa landed on top of me, driving my face right into the snow, instead of into something hard as concrete, like the back of Jaime’s head.




Okay, that was not a simile that was going to win me any brownie points with any of these women, so I decided to keep it to myself.




Before I could get Alexa off of me, a couple bionic arms reached up and shoved. Hard. It was like getting rammed in the chest by an angry I-beam. If I hadn’t had my duster closed, I might have picked up half a dozen fractured ribs. As it was, I went flying backward, and Alexa went for a piggyback ride.




We both landed on our backs in another snowbank. “Oof!” At least I didn’t land on Alexa.




And Aly was upright, shaking and brushing off snow and freaking out. “I hate snow! Don’t push me down in the snow!”




Oh hell. The story about Aly getting hurt. I felt slightly nauseous just thinking about it. “Sorry. I didn’t fall on you on purpose. The portal just dumped us all here.”




And Jaime was up, brushing snow off her clothes. “Harry, if we get too cold, our bionics freeze up. Think about that.”




Oh, hell’s bells! Aly would basically be a quadriplegic with steel weights pinning her down! Jaime would be in nearly as much trouble.




I looked around quickly and spotted two bushes that didn’t have any trees around them for competition, so they had grown large and woody. I pointed, “Over there!”




As we moved, I pulled out my blasting rod. “Fuego!” I hit the bushes with a spell and they burst into flame.




“Crud!” squeaked Aly as she dove off to the side. And when a bionic woman dives off to the side, she’s basically rocket-launched. Aly leapt twenty feet in the air and also broke the Olympic long jump record.




Alexa yelled at me, “Holy crud, Harry! She’s afraid of fire! The least you could’ve done was warn her!”




“I’m okay!” Aly managed. At least she had landed on her feet instead of taking another tumble in the snow. Yeah, being in the depths of Winter’s domain is always fun.




“Sorry!” I tried. “Let’s get you warmed up a bit, and we’ll figure out how to get to someplace where we can open a gateway to somewhere safe.” I had no idea where we were, so that might be a bit of a problem. I had been through a few places in the Nevernever, but I wasn’t recognizing any of this. And opening a gateway at random could be really unpleasant.




On the other hand, I couldn’t let Jaime and Aly get so cold they were paralyzed, and Alexa was still dressed for middle California.




I got them huddled around the burning bush and manfully refrained from doing any Moses jokes. I also refrained from saying the word ‘manfully’ to two bionically-powered superheroes. Then I confessed, “I don’t know where we got dumped. And I really don’t want to beg for help around here. The cost is likely to be a lot higher than we can afford.”




Alexa rubbed her hands before the fire and asked, “Like ‘more than dad makes in a century’ kind of cost, or more like the ‘your immortal soul’ kind?”




“Do you really need me to answer that?” I sort of answered.




“Eww. No.”




Aly rubbed her hands together so fast that I was surprised her palms weren’t bursting into flame. She asked, “J-Jaime? How come we don’t carry those packs you squeeze and they get really, really hot? Or even battery-powered socks?”




Jaime just shivered and said, “I’m going to talk to Oscar about that as soon as we get back.”




“If we get back?” Aly worried.




Jaime stubbornly said, “No. When. We’ve got Sam and Hermione, and I know Willow’s out there somewhere, and between the three of them, they’ll figure out how to get us home.”




I wondered whether she really believed that, or if she was just trying to keep up Aly’s spirits. I wasn’t about to ask.




Alexa wondered, “A real Willow? Not WillowDelta?”




Jaime insisted, “The real Willow — the one in Buffy’s universe — is a witch. A really, really powerful witch. She’s basically ascended to an Earth goddess. When we went into that hell dimension, she fought the hellgod in a magical battle. When the hellgod pulled in enough magic to grow into a three hundred foot monster, Willow grew into a three hundred foot Willow. And they had a one-on-one magical duel that destroyed a couple square miles of the dimension and caused a 10.0 earthquake. As side effects. Willow can find us if she has to, and she can get us home. I know it.”




“Wow,” Aly whispered.




I didn’t say anything. But if these universes were as interconnected as they seemed, the Willow of our universe would have to be pretty kick-ass. And I had never heard of her, so she wasn’t currently doing big things for the White Council, or being a big-time pain in the ass for the Council either. And Morgan had been really edgy around a robot Willow. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to guess what that probably meant.




And these women were smart. Smart and dangerous and experienced. I didn’t like Morgan, but I needed to find him and tell him to get the hell out of town and send someone else from the Council to deal with this mess.




I was so busy stewing over the potential explosion I could see coming that I didn’t notice anything until the spell hit me in the back.




There was an explosion of agonizing cold, and the bushes and I were suddenly part of a small glacier. I couldn’t move. The unyielding, frigid ice came up to my chin, and I could hardly breathe. At least the runes on my duster kept the ice out of my clothes. That’s me, always looking on the bright side of life.




“Harry Dresden!” The wintry, furious voice hit me like an avalanche. Even worse, I recognized the voice despite the fearsome overtones. “How dare you bring the bane into my lands? This… is… unforgivable!”




“I didn’t ‘bring’ anything here. We got dumped here because of some warlock named Atron.”




From way off behind me, a woman swore. “Shit!” And then there was the shattering of glass and a weird whooshing sound.




“What’s Danielle doing here?” asked Aly.




“So! The walking bane is in on this plot too!”




I couldn’t see Maeve behind me, but I saw Jaime dive in front of Aly and take a blast of blue right in the chest. There was a burst of light, and Jaime hit the snow with her arms and chest buried in ice.




I tried, “Maeve, you’re making a mistake! We’re just trying to get home! We were dumped here!”




Maeve hissed, “And you may stay here.”




There was a faint noise, and tromping, and… nothing.




Alexa hurried over to me and tossed a couple fireballs onto the ice holding me prisoner. But there was so much ice that it was going to take hours to melt it all with her fireballs, and she was going to crap out long before then. “Harry, she took all her guard guys and just left us. And Atron threw a bottle and it made one of those purple portals, and she got away.”




Aly rushed over to Jaime and punched the ice holding Jaime prisoner. A couple hundred pounds of it shattered, but I could see Jaime was still a supermodel icicle. Aly called out, “Hey Alexa, can you take turns melting the ice here and there?”




And then I heard the noise. It sounded like a couple friends of that dead Tyrannosaurus kraks were tromping their way over. Big and loud and powerful. I turned my head enough to get a look out of the corner of my eye, and I tried not to wince.




There were three of them. Three massive, humanoid things that made trolls look puny. They were making a beeline for us, which probably meant Maeve had sicked them on us. Or Atron had. Or our purple portal funster. Or someone else who wasn’t going to be on my Christmas card list.




Aly ran over to me and punched the ice holding me to what was left of the formerly burning bushes. She took a deep breath, exhaled, and then unleashed a rapid-fire barrage of punches that shattered the immovable ice like it was fake glass in a movie bar fight. Chunks of ice shattered and exploded as her fists hit it so fast it was like trying to watch a jackhammer.




But there was no way she was going to get me free before the three frost giants — or whatever they were — got to us. There was too much ice in this glacier-ette.




Aly looked at the giants. They were close enough that I could tell they were about thirty or thirty-five feet high, and built like weightlifters, and covered in rime. And Aly was weak to cold. And her electronics had to be weak to magic. I heard her whimper, which did not fill me with confidence.




I said, “Aly. Grab Alexa and Jaime, and run for it. You can outrun those things, and once you’re five or six miles away, Alexa can make another fire, and you can keep moving until you find something warm, and maybe you can get the Summer Court to get you to where the White Council can help. Or if you can find other Winter Court types, use Rashid’s name. He works with them.”




Alexa gasped, “Harry, we can’t leave you! You’ll die!”




Aly looked at the three giants. She looked at me. She looked at Jaime. She started to cry. She whispered, “Alexa, I have a plan. I need you to… umm…” Tears began streaming down her face. “I need you to burn the skin off my hands and feet.”




…Plans of Someone Else, II



Aly tried not to cry more, but she’d figured it out, and she needed to do this. Even if it was the scariest thing she could think of.




Harry snapped, “That’s a bad plan! Alexa! Don’t listen to her!”




Aly insisted, “I’m the walking bane. I can hurt these guys. But not as long as I’ve got skin over my steel. I need you to burn off the fake skin so I can fight ’em.”




Alexa cringed, “I… I don’t think I can do that.”




Aly grimaced. “Then I guess I gotta try to chew holes in my hands and feet, and tear the skin off, and I don’t think we’ve got the time, ’cause Rudy didn’t give me bionic dentures.”




Harry looked like he might throw up at that idea. Aly felt pretty sick to her stomach about it too. But there were three of those things, and they were all huge, and they all were built like Andre the Giant, and they weren’t gonna go away just because Aly asked nice.




The giants kept coming. Alexa cringed, “Okay.”




Aly sprinted over, picked up Jaime, and ran her over to the busted-up iceberg Harry was still stuck in. Then she yanked off her shoes and socks. She said a silent prayer and then faced Alexa. “Okay. Fireball me. Feet first, then hands.”




“This won’t hurt you, will it?”




Aly lied, “I’ll be fine.”




But she wasn’t going to be fine. Her bionics had feedback and sensation. Pressure, heat and cold, kinesthetics, vibration… and pain. Just thinking about doing this was making her want to scream. She didn’t. She just said, “Do it, Alexa.”




The fireball hit her bare feet, and the plastic skin couldn’t stand up to the intense heat. The ‘skin’ bubbled and sizzled and burned. The burning plastic smell made her want to vomit. And the pain was agonizing. She gritted her teeth and strained not to make any noise. She stuck her hands into the fire and felt the skin burning off her fingers. When her knuckles were nothing but steel and titanium, she leapt to the side and plunged her hands and feet into the snow.




Her hands and feet still hurt a ton, but it was nothing like a couple seconds ago. And maybe if she was lucky, the burning pain would go away, because these weren’t human nerve cells and nerve pathways.




Alexa stared at her in horror. “You lied to me! You said it wouldn’t hurt you!”




Aly flexed her hands and feet, and ignored the pain sensations as much as she could. She still had kinesthetic feelings, so she could tell what her limbs were doing and where they were. That was what she needed. She just said, “Sorry. Get Harry and Jaime melted, and protect ’em if those things get past me.”




She turned and ran straight at the giants. The things couldn’t believe she was charging at them. Maybe they thought she was going to try and run past them. But she wasn’t.




She didn’t think about running and moving her feet right. She didn’t think about tripping herself up. She just thought about what she was going to do when she got to the giants, and she ran.




She went faster and faster and faster, until she hit the plateau, and suddenly it seemed like she was running in slow motion, while the rest of the world slowed to a crawl. She was at the feet of the first giant in no time. It tried to step on her, but she was moving too fast. She dodged its massive foot, pivoted and leapt. She flew into the air and kicked the giant as hard as she could in the back of the knee. It was like kicking a boulder.




Well, a boulder with some give, because ice shattered off the giant’s knee, and the giant roared in pain. She landed behind the giant as it fell to one knee. She spun and dodged as the giant on the right tried to grab her. It missed by a good four feet, and its hand just went plunging downward. Its hand went deep into the snow and maybe even into the ground underneath the snow. She put her full force into a strike against the outside of the giant’s elbow. The giant yelled in pain as its elbow bent the wrong way and the giant staggered backward.




She could tell the first giant was back on its feet and trying to grab her from behind. She darted as fast as she could toward the second giant, while it was backing away and its front leg was straightened out for just a moment. She punched it as hard as she could in the knee, and she felt the kneecap shatter. The giant’s leg bent backward the way legs don’t go, and the giant fell onto its back as it roared in pain.




The first giant was still right behind her, and it dove forward to crush her flat under its mass. But she’d been training hard, and she’d been working with Joan, and she knew where her opponents were. Especially if they made more noise than a drag racer.




She dove to the side, and the giant hit the snow hard. A wall of white exploded all around it from the impact. She sprinted into the mini-snowstorm and punched the giant as hard as she could in its ribs. About a dozen times. In under a second. Then she leapt onto its back as its right arm came smashing inward to try and crush her. She leapt at its head and kicked it at the base of its skull. Its face went down, and stayed down. But she was still moving. She was still racing forward. She used the top of its skull as a launching point.




The second giant saw her flying through the air, and it actually screamed. It tried to swat her out of the air with a hand over a yard long. She caught its fingers and used both arms in a move she normally did with one hand.




She bent its fingers back, and felt the crack as two of its fingers broke. She leapt off its arm before the thing could shake her loose. And she landed high on its chest with an impact that seemed to knock the wind out of the thing. She axe-kicked it where a person had a collarbone. The crunch she felt and the scream she heard pretty well meant it had something like a collarbone too.




As it struggled to grab her with its other hand, she piston-kicked it in the jaw. Its head snapped back, and it collapsed into the snow.




And she had failed. She had screwed up so horribly! The third giant was already over where Harry was trapped in the ice.




She wheeled about and sprinted as fast as she could through the snow. But it wasn’t going to be good enough.







Alexa had been watching the whole thing. She had been pretty impressed with what Aly did to those phoukas. She had been majorly impressed with what Aly did to that dino-thing with a steel ladder. But this was amazing!




She still didn’t have Harry unthawed yet, even with the ice cracked and busted up. She was still warming up Jaime, who was trying to get her bionics working again.




But she could hardly take her eyes off Aly. It was like watching one of those superhero movies with kung fu fighting that the editors sped up to look more amazing. Because it was amazing! Aly was her size, and Aly was beating up thirty foot giants like she was Jet Li and they were chumps!




And here came the third giant. Oh crud. Harry whispered, “Get behind me.”




“But…”




“Just do it, Alexa! Now!”




She did. She ducked behind the huge Dresden popsicle. She watched in terror as the giant bent over and reached for Harry’s head. And Harry was still defenseless.




Harry whispered out of the side of his mouth, “Wait… Wait… Flame on!”




Alexa jumped out from behind Harry and pushed as hard as she could. She threw the biggest, hottest fireball of her life, and it hit the giant right in the chest and face.




The giant screamed and staggered. It stumbled backward and to one side. And it couldn’t see Aly coming at it like a cheetah running down a hurt gazelle. If gazelles were the size of an oak tree.




Holy crud, Aly’s legs were just a blur, and she was running so fast she was running mostly on top of the snow! Alexa didn’t even know that was possible.




Aly leapt into the air and kicked the giant in the side of the knee. The giant’s whole leg went sideways into its other leg, and it fell down sideways. It hit the ground with its shoulder and one arm. And Aly was already coming at it again.




Aly punched it in the temple so hard the rime exploded off the giant like a shockwave. The giant’s head hit the snow. It didn’t move.




Alexa ran through the snow and hugged Aly for all she was worth. “Holy crud Aly, you were awesome! Mega-awesome! More than mega-awesome! What’s more than mega-awesome?”




From his ice cocoon, Harry had to smart off, “How about Tera-awesome?”




Aly was limping a tiny bit, but she still walked with Alexa over to where Jaime was mostly de-iced and Harry still had a ways to go. Harry grinned at Alexa. “Mom? Can we keep her? She followed us home. We’ll feed her and take her for walks and let her beat up Faerie so she gets enough exercise…”




Jaime forced herself to her feet and staggered over so she could give Aly a hug. “I knew you could do it. You really were great. Joan will be really proud of you when I tell her.”




Aly hugged Jaime back, but blushed. Alexa sort of wondered if superheroes were allowed to blush. And hadn’t Aly said her whole face was pretty much reconstructed and not real flesh anymore, so how could she blush?




Jaime turned Aly around so she faced Harry. “Come on, let’s get Harry busted out of his glacier before these things’ big brothers show up.”




Harry said, “It’s mainly my hands and feet. My duster stopped everything else, so the rest of me is just… held really well.” He looked at Aly carefully. “And you’re sure your hands and feet are okay?”




Alexa didn’t say anything, because Aly’s hands and feet looked horrible. They were all burnt-off skin and blackened edges and robot parts. They looked pretty much the total opposite of okay.




Aly gave Harry a tiny smile. “They’re… all right. And anyway… they can rebuild me. Make me better than before.”




Jaime laughed and said, “I’m not sure Rudy can make you even better, because that looked like it was well beyond the performance limits on these bionics. I mean, Steve has fought a bionically-powered eight foot tall robot sasquatch, and I’ve fought vampires and demons, but…”




Harry just had to interrupt, because, well, Harry. “A bionically-powered eight foot tall robot sasquatch? I think you’re making that one up.”




Alexa looked around. Three dead or badly-hurt frost giants, plus a tall guy trapped in a block of magically-created ice by a Faerie queen, in the middle of the Nevernever, and he wants to be all suspicious about a robot that was probably wearing a big gorilla suit? She said, “Harry, stop it.”




Jaime directed, “Aly, stand on the other side. On the count of three, we’ll slap the ice from both sides. Harry’s duster ought to handle the impact.”




Harry looked a little worried at that, but Jaime and Aly did it anyway. And the entire block of ice just sort of exploded like you put it on an anvil and hit it with a hammer.




Harry fell to the ground, which was littered with chunks of ice. He rubbed his hands and said, “Ow.”




“Sorry,” Aly said, like she’d knocked over a flower vase or something, and she was really embarrassed about it.




Harry gave her a smile. “Hey, it’s fine. You did great. Really great. And the duster did take most of the force. Just my hands and feet are really cold. And maybe I bruise easily.”




“No ice inside the duster?” Jaime checked.




“None. Not a bit. That’s why I wear it and keep all these runes on it up to date.” He stomped his feet a bit and said, “Let’s try that spot where Atron portaled away. That’s the most promising place I know for maybe miles and miles.”




They walked over, Aly not even limping anymore. Harry was sort of not walking real smoothly, and Jaime was staggering a bit, but they were walking.




And Harry was sort of complaining, sort of doing a comedy routine. He was probably really good at keeping people’s spirits up in bad places. Like this one.




“I’m sure Mab’s going to show up on my doorstep and be all… ticked off about this. Someone under my protection, using the bane on her minions. She’ll probably make me join the Faerie for the Ethical Treatment of Attackers. FETA. And I’ll have to pay dues and everything.”




“FETA? Really?” Jaime asked, while trying hard not to laugh.




Harry just nodded. “Right. FETA. They’re a really cheesy organization.”




Jaime groaned at the pun. Alexa managed not to giggle. Much.







Danielle Atron stepped out of her just-created gateway. She had been here before, even if she didn’t like coming here. Not only was it dark and dangerous, but it was frankly terrifying.




She could handle the other warlocks, if she really had to. The vampires too. But the proto-ghouls were a serious threat, and their mere presence made her feel queasy. She suspected it had to do with their origins and the illegal spells she had used to maintain her physical appearance.




But her rather solid plans to become a power among the Faerie were completely shot, thanks to that little bitch Alexa Mack, and her new associates, some of which were apparently other Alexa Macks from other universes.




If she could figure out how to capture one of those superheroes for long enough to steal her powers… Oh. Right. She could try that, if she had to. She didn’t really want to risk losing her own powers in the process. But it could probably work, with a little planning.




She followed the route carefully, since some people were shockingly suspicious and untrusting. It would have been convenient to be able to open a gateway much closer to the meeting place, but that wasn’t allowed.




On the other hand, if the situation was reversed, she would have made the route to her meeting place much longer, with better checkpoints. And she certainly wouldn’t treat those proto-ghouls as an effective security force. They might be very good at attacking something until it was dead, but that did not mean that they would also have stopped whatever the attackers had used against the people who needed to be protected… like her.




She moved between two flat-sided boulders shaped roughly like irons. She assumed they were an easy earth magic booby trap for unwelcome invaders. Then she turned a sharp corner defined by spiky rocks which would be ten foot tall stalagmites if they were in a cavern, instead of under a Nevernever sky.




And there was the meeting place. A raised dais for the oh-so-important warlocks and vampires, and a lower spot in front of them for the supplicants and undesirables. A grotesque ring of the proto-ghouls around the warlocks, and the vampires were obviously not happy about that.




Danielle wondered what the issue was between the vampires and the warlocks. Or was the issue between the vampires and the proto-ghouls? Either way, there was probably something there which she could use as a lever. Or as a crowbar.




She strode directly to the area in front of the dais. “I’m here, just as I said I would be.” She didn’t admit that she had tried to join the Winter Court, and if that had succeeded, she would never have wasted her time with these losers. No, she would have let forces from the Winter Court crush these creeps and their minions.




Just as annoying, Alexa’s team had included Harry Dresden, one of the two primary Gray Wardens for North America, and a personal non-friend of Maeve. And Maeve had immediately complained to the Summer Court about Dresden and Mab and also Danielle. That had implicated Danielle in some sort of plot with Mab, and so Atron’s backup plan to join the Summer Court had also been ruined.




If she ever got her hands on Alexa Mack again, she was going make that little bitch wish she’d merely died outright back in Danielle’s office.




One of the warlocks stepped closer to her, but not a lot closer. She couldn’t tell which one it was. They were all doing that pathetic Kemmlerite thing with the long cloak and the enveloping hood so you couldn’t see any part of them. It was like they had taken lessons from Emperor Palpatine. How sad. Even if Kemmler had been a terrifyingly powerful necromancer, and some of his disciples were still lurking in dark places.




The warlock spoke. She didn’t recognize the voice, but it was a man with an Eastern European accent. So she was fairly sure which one he was. Unfortunately, he was one of the ones who did not like her. “Atron. You are no doubt on the run from the Gray Wardens. Why should we bother to help you?”




She just gave him a superior glare. “The better question is ‘can you afford not to accept my help?’ Because I have abilities and accomplishments you lack. And I know where The Word of Kemmler now rests.”




Well, that got a reaction from several of them. It even got the reaction she wanted. The Word of Kemmler was a book revealing Kemmler’s expertise on necromantic rituals of immense power, and every warlock on that dais wanted it bad enough to backstab everyone else on that dais.




Although she did not know exactly where The Word was. She did have information that they did not, largely because she had extensive contacts with groups besides the Faerie and these losers.




“Where is it?” one of the cowled idiots demanded.




She stared at him. Or her. The voice was embarrassingly androgynous. She was tempted to call the wizard ‘Pat’ but she doubted anyone would recognize the reference. She merely said, “I have no intention of telling you. If you make this negotiation too painful, I will either withhold the information from you after I join your group, or I will go elsewhere.” Then she lied, “I have a later appointment with Mab if this does not work out, and I know that she at least will keep her word.”




One of the vampires said something in a language she did not recognize, but only the other vampires reacted even a little.




She waited for another idiotic warlock to make her an offer or else threaten her. She might have to kill several to get her point across, and they might hold that against her. What the hell, she still had other options.







Alexandra fell through the huge purple portal that was probably too big for any of them to avoid. She sure hadn’t liked what happened with the first one.




And she found herself dropping fifteen feet onto a rocky landscape. Her first reaction was terror. She knew just how much a fall onto a hard surface would hurt. She had experienced it over and over again for several days, one time when Ningal was mad at her for trying to resist.




And then Buffy was landing and jumping underneath her and catching her like she was a toddler tossed a couple feet in the air. Holy crud, was that woman strong!




Alexandra looked around and saw that Lexi had caught Rashid, and Sam had done some kind of landing like a paratrooper landing with a parachute.




Lexi looked over at Buffy and pointed at Sam. “She told me not to!”




Sam explained, “I pointed at Rashid. I’ve done enough parachute jumps that I assumed I was best suited to managing the landing on my own… after you two.”




Buffy gave her a raised eyebrow. “And did you?”




Sam nodded. “I’ll have a couple bruises, but nothing that will slow me down appreciably.”




“So now what?” Lexi wondered.




Buffy shrugged. “We find out why our portal demon wanted us dumped here, and we do what we do best. Maybe we’ll get to put the hurt on…” She turned and faced a wall of rock. She pointed that way. “…some vamps.”




Lexi agreed, “Yeah. Serious vamp creepitude thataway.”




Buffy looked at Sam and Rashid. “That okay with you?”




Sam nodded, “We were undoubtedly placed here for a reason. It might not be a reason we like, but we have to treat it as potentially as serious as the battle in the alley.”




Buffy insisted, “You need a better name for that. Maybe… ‘the Sally in the Alley’. Or ‘the Melee with the Fae’.”




Sam groaned softly but smiled, “Been taking lessons from Muhammad Ali?”




Buffy smirked, “Jack. He’s a bad influence on everyone. Even Xander.”




Sam gave her a small smirk. “That he is. Just don’t tell him I said so.”




Alexandra thought that Buffy had to be a pretty bad influence on people too, given what she knew of Liz Summers, the Tok’ra.





…Plans of Someone Else, III



Alexandra looked around for threats and made sure her hara’kesh was affixed correctly on her fingers and palm, just in case. She didn’t like it, and she didn’t like knowing how to use one, but it wasn’t like she was some superpowered Vampire Slayer or something.




Lexi just said, “Xander’s great! His columns in the Slayer Almanac are awesome.”




Buffy added, “Willow and Giles and Dawn all get too dry and tweedy. I mean, you let Dawn write about ancient languages, and she gets infected by old Oxford dons, and she turns into Boredom Woman, able to put people to sleep at thirty paces. Faith would be good, but she hates writing anything, and stuff she writes has to be censored pretty heavily before we let it out. And everyone complains my grammar is… not.”




Lexi just added, “So Xander’s great!”




They were already moving toward the wall of rock. As they got closer, they could see that the wall was about thirty feet high, with few handholds.




Buffy just walked up to the wall, turned her head from side to side, and said, “Somewhere… around… here.” She put out her hand, and it passed through an illusion in the rock. “Bingo.”




Lexi ducked over and stuck her head through, just under Buffy’s hand. Alexandra totally would not have done that. Lexi whispered, “Wow! We got vamps and ghoul-like things and creepy warlocks. And Danielle Atron!”




Buffy smiled mercilessly. “Showtime.”




Buffy and Lexi darted through the illusion, even as Sam was hissing, “We need some weapons first… Oh hell.” But it was too late by then, because Buffy and Lexi were gone.




The rest of them stepped through, and they were all at the back of a thing like a semi-circular stage with an orchestra pit thing in front, and Atron down in the pit looking totally ticked off at the warlocks in tacky robes with silly hoods.




Alexandra was a lot more worried about the huge things that looked like if gorillas were eight feet tall and covered in armored hide instead of fur, with icky lumps and big claws and huge tusks too. She had no idea what they were supposed to be, since there was nothing like them in the Goa’uld memories she still had. Alexandra’s first idea was to get the heck out of there before anything spotted them.




Buffy yelled, “Hey Danielle! Surprise!”




Crud. So much for getting out of there unspotted.




One of the wizards with their hoods up yelled, “We knew we couldn’t trust her!” He immediately pointed a big staff at her and launched a fireball at Danielle’s face.




Unfortunately, Danielle just waved her left hand, putting up a shield that stopped the ball of fire. And with her right hand, she reached into her satchel and slammed a glass bottle to the ground behind her. Another purple portal, this one doorway-sized, appeared, and Danielle stepped into it. The portal instantly vanished.




One of the other hooded warlock guys looked at the monster-things, pointed at her group, and yelled, “Kill them all!”




Wait a minute. The guy didn’t yell in English. Alexandra recognized the language and the words, because of her snakey torturers. He was ordering the creepy things around in ancient Sumerian. Who knew any of this stuff was ever going to be useful?




The guys who weren’t in stupid-looking robes looked at each other. “What do we do?” “We could go.” “I’m hungry.” “Fine, eat first, then open a gateway and leave.”




And Alexandra knew that language too. The ‘hungry’ guys, who were probably not guys at all, were speaking Etruscan. From the dialect and word structure, it was Middle Etruscan. She called out to her team, “The warlock told the things to kill us, and the guys there just decided to eat us!”




Buffy calmly said, “No sweat. Still, this would be way easier if I had my Scythe.”




No sweat? No Sweat?! Alexandra wanted to run away and hide, and Buffy was like ‘maybe I’ll check my manicure first’. How could she be that brave? Because it wasn’t like Buffy was stupid or anything, and Alexandra had seen Buffy when that giant dino-thing had showed up. Maybe Buffy knew she could handle these things, and Alexandra was just underestimating her.




Two of the big gross things leapt at them, easily covering twenty feet with their jump. Which wasn’t all that impressive, considering what her memories of the best Jaffa were telling her. She knew Sam was off to her right, so she focused on the one on her left.




She ignored every bad thing she had ever thought about ashraks and the hara’kesh. She focused on the threat that was aiming at Lexi. It was leaping through the air and had no control over its path until it landed. She couldn’t do the huge, powerful forcefield that you could do with a kara kesh, and she couldn’t do the force blast either. But she did have a variety of icky, nasty stuff at her disposal.




Okay, the close-range healing was really good, even if she had only been allowed to use it on herself, because Goa’uld were selfish little creeps that she really hated. And there was a ‘touch taser’ thing she could do with it to deliver a huge electrical shock. And she could do an okay circular shield with it. And then there was the ‘mind fog’, which wasn’t fog, it was brainwashing and messing with someone’s head. She hated that one. And the neural spike, which she hated too. It was mainly for having a mega-painful way of severing the connection between a host and symbiote so you could torture a Goa’uld or Tok’ra to death, but you could also do badness to people who didn’t even have a symbiote. And then there was the cutting torch. When she remembered what she’d done with that, she nearly vomited again.




So… at this distance, her best option was the neural spike. She focused her hara’kesh on the lefthand thing and fired at its head. It spasmed and crashed to the ground instead of attacking Lexi. Lexi kicked it in the face so hard it got knocked backward onto its head even if it had to outweigh Lexi by maybe a factor of four or five.




The other thing got blasted in mid-air by Sam’s kara kesh and went flying backward. Wow, did it look surprised. It didn’t really have a face made for showing expressions, but it totally had a ‘holy crud!’ face there.




The ‘guys’ were fast. Really fast. Too fast for her to hit with a neural spike. And not nearly fast enough. Because Lexi was at least as fast, and Buffy was way faster. One went for Buffy, and she pretty much grabbed it by the arm, did a shoulder throw, slammed it onto its back, hung onto its arm, and slung it back the other way, using it as a flail to smack a second guy into the ground face-first. Then Buffy hurled the guy at Lexi and yelled, “Heads up!”




Lexi did this amazing spinning kick and caught the guy in the face, sending him halfway back toward Buffy and right into another guy who got hammered into the ground like Lexi had aimed at him. Meanwhile, Buffy was kicking and punching one guy into one enormous bruise, while Lexi looked like she was working her way through a bunch of martial arts katas on another. Those guys, whatever they really were, were totally outmatched.




And here came another one of those huge gross armored things. She was preparing to nail it when Rashid yelled “Watch out!”




Oh crud, one of the warlock guys was targeting her. She snapped up a quick shield with her hara’kesh, and the warlock’s spell thing hit it and didn’t do whatever ickiness it was supposed to do to her. But the warlock was keeping up the pressure with his spell, and it was starting to really hurt on her end of things. Even worse, she couldn’t use her hara’kesh for anything else while she was holding her shield.




The pain? She could handle that. She’d been hurt way, way worse and just had to take it from Nanna and Ningal. Not having another weapon? Big problem.




One of the guys jumped on Buffy’s back… and screamed in agony. He leapt away, gasping in pain, and stumbling around. Oh. The ‘White Court’ vampires Buffy had told Lexi about. Buffy had a special love interest now, and she was nothing but heroism, so if that guy was one of the lust vampires or fear vampires, he had just hosed himself majorly.




But the warlock guy was still firing at Alexandra and not letting up, so she was stuck holding that shield. And Rashid was dueling two of the warlocks at once, which was just awesome. And Lexi was fighting two of the vamp guys, and Buffy had two combat knives or something, even if Alexandra had no idea where Buffy had been hiding the things, and was slicing the heck out of two of the eight foot tall monsters who looked like they were nearly twice as tall as she was.




So all of that stuff meant Alexandra had no options when another of the huge monster-things went for her.




Oh yeah. She did have another option. An option she only had because two evil things had been fighting inside her for most of a year. These things spoke ancient Sumerian. She could too.




She stared at and in her fiercest voice, she ordered in Sumerian, “Stop.”




It stopped. It actually stopped! For a second, anyway.




She demanded, “Why do you follow the orders of that worm?”




It spoke, in a voice like if a shark could talk, “Feeds us. Need meat. Talks to us.”




She ordered, “Eat the vampires.”




“Yes, master.”




And it leapt for the closest vampire guy, who had just gotten mega-clobbered by Lexi.




Just as it sank its huge tusk-like teeth into the side of the vamp, the warlock yelled, “Leave the vampire! Kill the humans! I command you!”




Okay, that wasn’t good. And the monster that Buffy had sliced and diced? It was pulling its parts back together and healing itself. Mega not good.




Buffy stared at what Alexandra saw as a nightmare, and just looked… frustrated. Buffy complained, “Regenerating demons! I hate those guys!” She glanced over. “Hey Rashid! You got anything for regenerating demons?”




But Rashid was now dueling with three different warlocks, and having a bad time of it. “No.” He fired off a fireball. “And if I did…” He fired off two more spells. “I have no…” He blocked one attack by redirecting it so it hit another incoming attack. “…time.”




And Buffy took a nasty-looking spell right in the chest. She went tumbling backward. Alexandra nearly panicked, because that looked totally lethal.




But Buffy yelled, “My blouse!” So she couldn’t be hurt mega-bi’in.




Another huge monster went for Alexandra. She moved to the side, so the warlock shooting at her was now hitting the monster in the back. The monster roared in pain and just generally didn’t like getting blasted by the home team. That gave her a chance to drop her shield and do something else. She tried the mind fog.




She focused her hara’kesh on the thing’s forehead and concentrated. In Sumerian. “You do not want to attack me. I am of your tribe. You want to hurt those who lied to you. Go!”




It turned and leapt toward the warlocks, who didn’t like that a bit. In fact, they kind of panicked. Like little girls in weird robes.




But Buffy was still down, and Lexi was maybe overmatched with a huge regenerating monster and another vamp. And where had Lexi been keeping a knife that big? And more vamps were going for Buffy.




One of the vamps insisted in Etruscan, “Out of my way, fool. Obviously she is proof against your fear, but she will be no match for my despair!”




Alexandra yelled in Etruscan at the vamps, “She is the legendary Slayer Of All That Breathes!” Okay, Alexandra made that one up, from reading Squirrel Girl comics. But it got the vamps’ attention. Plus, she was yelling at them in their secret language, which probably confused the crud out of them.




One yelled, “Who are you?”




She lied, “One from Outside. You must flee now before the tide of battle turns!”




They looked at one another, nodded, and took off. Which for them meant opening a gateway and they all piled through it, dragging the mega-injured vampires with them.




Alexandra had to put up another shield against more warlock attacks, but Buffy was back on her feet. There was a lot of blood on the left side of her blouse, which was mega-bad, but Buffy was vertical and slicing up another giant monster that would not stay sliced up. Even when Buffy cut it so blood poured down onto the ground, the blood just flowed over to the thing and back into it. Even when Buffy cut all the way through an arm, the arm dropped onto the ground and flowed into the thing’s leg, and the thing started growing a new arm.




And Alexandra had a really, really stupid idea. A Louis idea, really. Because she was remembering Ray complaining about something crazy Louis did in a role-playing game. Only Ray was complaining because Louis’s mega-weird idea had really worked.




And if this failed, it wasn’t like it was going to make things worse.




She slid right in front of Rashid, using her shield to screen him as she slid past him. That gave him extra time to blast a couple warlocks with some kind of area effect spell that had them gasping for air. She ducked behind Sam, who was holding up her own shield while taking potshots at the monsters and warlocks. She moved behind Buffy and whispered, “It’s me.”




“I know.”




Right, Buffy had situational awareness like some kind of mystical Oriental martial arts monk or something.




Alexandra moved behind Buffy and used her hara’kesh for the only thing she liked about it. Even if she had never healed anyone else with it.




Buffy kept hacking away at the monster, but she mentioned, “That feels weird.”




“If it hurts, let me know.”




But Buffy was busy, because a second monster had leapt over and was trying to eat her. Even if anyone with a lick of sense would see that this food was way too dangerous to try and eat. Did animals walk over to a wolverine, get ripped to shreds, and just think ‘hey this thing looks even yummier now!’ because even monsters like this ought to be thinking they ought to make a run for it and find easier prey.




Alexandra could feel it as Buffy’s wound closed up and the burn healed up. So she moved on to the mega-stupid part of the plan.




She let Buffy slice and dice on both monsters, and she tried to heal every cut. Not that she could, because Buffy was maybe six times faster than she was, and the healing took more than ten times longer than a vicious hack with one of Buffy’s weapons. But every slice she managed to ‘heal’ just refused to regenerate. Which would be insane, except these things were totally not human. The restorative energies from the hara’kesh were mega-unhelpful for things that ran on utterly inhuman life forces. And when Buffy sliced both arms off one of the things and kicked it onto its face, Alexandra risked life and limb, and ‘healed’ both amputations while the thing tried to get back to its feet.




The amputated monster called out in Sumerian, “Help us, leader!”




And the warlock guy called out, “Tribe! Come with me!”




The monsters scrambled for his position, and he hastily opened up a gateway. Then he stepped through and the monsters raced through after him.




And the fight was down to Alexandra’s side versus seven warlocks, half of which were looking like Rashid had already clobbered them but good. One warlock put up a huge shield, and they all took off through another portal.




“Good riddance,” she said.




“Huh?” Buffy wondered.




Oh. Duh. She was still speaking in ancient Sumerian. “Sorry. I was just saying ‘good riddance’.”




Sam grinned, “Good thing you know a couple dozen ancient languages. One of those was Etruscan, wasn’t it?”




Alexandra nodded. “Yeah. Middle Etruscan and ancient Sumerian.”




Buffy grinned, “Wow, you’re like Giles and Dawn welded together.” She grinned at Sam, “Can we take her home with us?”




Sam grinned, but insisted, “No. She’s ours, and we’re not giving her up.”




Alexandra couldn’t stop smiling. Because who knew this stuff was actually good for something? She felt like she’d saved the day, kind of. And she had used the hara’kesh a ton, and she didn’t feel sick to her stomach. In fact… she felt pretty good. Especially about healing Buffy and protecting Rashid and stopping monsters.




Buffy stared down at her ruined top. “You know, I just got this like a week ago, and Jack thought it was cute on me, and now it’s shredded. Bummer.”




Alexandra nodded. “Yeah. A total pain in the mik’ta.”




Sam snickered at that. Oh. She’d said another not-English thing, and it was something Sam knew. Why would Sam know Goa’uld words like that?




Rashid sounded pretty tired. “Let us find a Way from here back to somewhere we want to be.”




“Sure!” piped up Lexi, like she’d just been doing aerobics for a few minutes, and not battling merciless monsters in a fight to the death. Alexandra decided Slayers were mega-different from her.







Alexan waited over by what Hermione said was the west gate. The factory was on fire, even with Hermione pouring firehose amounts of water on it with her Aguamenti spell that was way more powerful than Alexan’s. And there was no sign of anyone else making it out of the building. At all. She was just praying no one got trapped in there, or burned alive, or eaten by monsters, or maybe even worse. And these wizard guys had Ways, so maybe everyone had taken a gateway out, and just couldn’t find an easy Way back here in a few seconds.




She was scared. Really, really scared. For everyone else. Okay, there were some guys unconscious on the ground, and some guys trapped in a couple cars and vans, but none of them were much of a danger to her. Really, she was more worried they’d hurt themselves trying to bust their way out of a bent-up van, or a flood of water might pour over the guys that were out cold and drown them.




Suddenly, gateways opened up just on the other side of the fence. She was so relieved!




Only it wasn’t her friends. It was guys who dressed sort of like Harry and Rashid and Morgan. Okay, one guy looked pretty much like he was going to a Halloween party as Gandalf. And one guy looked like that old commercial her dad once showed her with the old Indian crying over all the pollution junk. On the other hand, one of them was twenty-ish and massively hot and Latino, even if he was dressed a lot like Dresden and Morgan.




She waved at them. “Hi guys! I think we could use some help. Come on in.”




And then Hermione was rushing over, which was totes reassuring.




There were maybe eight of them, and they all looked like wizards, with staffs and stuff, and a couple had cool swords like Morgan. They hurried through the gate and over to where Alexan was.




The old Gandalf guy stared at Hermione. “Miss Granger—”




And Hermione interrupted, “Excuse me. That is Mrs. Granger-Weasley, and I do not know you. We—”




The old guy interrupted her too, “Hermione, what are you doing here, and why do you think you’re mar—”




Alexan burst out at the same time, “It was Danielle Atron! And these portals! And giant phoukas! And a dinosaur thing! And—”




There was a crash behind her, and she turned to look. It was WillowDelta! She looked a little singed on some of her clothing, but she was okay! Even if she’d had to jump out of a fourth-floor window.




WillowDelta ran over to them, and… Uh-oh. Every one of the wizards suddenly had a staff or a rod or something pointing at WillowDelta or at Hermione or at her. She was suddenly feeling a lot less glad to see these guys.





…Plans of Someone Else, IV



Alexan didn’t know what to do. She put her empty hands in the air. “Don’t shoot!”




Hermione didn’t sound scared at all. She sounded utterly exasperated. “Merlin! Can’t any of you grasp what’s going on?”




The Gandalf guy took a fierce step forward. “If you don’t know me, then how do you know my title?”




“What?” Hermione checked.




“My title. You called me ‘Merlin’.”




Hermione stiffly said, “I most certainly did not. I used an ordinary exclamation. Do you not have them in this universe?”




Alexan tried, “Hermione, maybe they don’t know we’re from a different dimension.”




One of the wizards ran back out through the gate and opened a gateway and vanished. But the Indian guy pointed his staff at her and growled, “Are you claiming that you two are Outsiders?”




“Huh? No!” Alexan squawked.




Hermione firmly said, “Those would be the extra-dimensional horrors that Rashid and Harry warned us about. No. We are not Outsiders. And if we were, we most certainly would not claim to do so when confronted by massive firepower. That seems particularly moronic. My friend is trying to explain that we are from an entirely different coherent sheaf in a much larger brane that makes up—”




Alexan interrupted, “Hermione, nobody understands that stuff except you and Sam.”




WillowDelta walked over and looked with great fascination at the weapons pointed her way. “Are these staffs? Like Harry Dresden’s?”




The guy who said his title was ‘Merlin’, which Alexan thought was mega-stupid because Merlin was a famous dead wizard, said, “Miss Rosenberg. Do not move. Do not open your mouth. Do not gesture.”




Hermione glared, “She is not Willow Rosenberg. And she is most certainly not the Willow of your dimension. She is a robotic construct. If you would step over and squeeze her arm, or try to lift her, or let her toss you in the air, we could prove this.”




The Merlin guy scowled, “I think not. I find it far more likely that the warlock Rosenberg has enthralled you, or tampered with your memories, or perhaps even shapeshifted you against your will into the form of a wizard we know, and then changed your memories to match.”




Hermione cleared her throat angrily. “Are you serious? Donald Morgan gave us a quick precis of your Seven Laws, and that would clearly violate at least two, if not three or more, of said laws! Are you telling me that you think Willow Rosenberg is some sort of dark witch who should be executed for her crimes?”




The Merlin guy cleared his throat right back at Hermione, which would have been funny in another setting, but was pretty darn scary. “I am telling you that Willow Rosenberg broke all or nearly all of our Laws, killed a number of Gray Wardens who tried to take her in, and was killed in that battle. And yet you are standing with her right now.”




Alexan whimpered, “But she’s a robot!”




Hermione growled, “This is stupid. Let me demonstrate.” She turned her back on the cranky wizards, snapped out her wand, and said, “Diffindo!” A bright light shot from her wand and hit WillowDelta down the arm, slicing it open.




A couple jumpy people over-reacted and shot Hermione in the back. Hermione was slammed to the pavement and didn’t get up.




Alexan should have held still, but she didn’t. She ran over to Hermione and grabbed her to see if she was okay. She screeched, “Are you guys crazy?” Tears streamed down her face as she checked whether Hermione was dead, or mega-hurt, or what.




The Indian guy said, “None of the spells should do damage. She should wake up before long and be… okay.”




Well, that didn’t sound so terrific. Trigger-happy jerkheads.




WillowDelta calmly said from right over her, “Here. Look into the damage on my arm. As you can plainly see, my internals are all mechanical, micro-electronic, and cybernetic. I am a robot, or if you prefer, an android or gynoid. I am not from your world, nor are these humans you just attacked for very suspect reasons.”




Alexan realized to her horror that it was up to her. These guys were mega-scared of Willow Rosenberg. Their Willow Rosenberg. They already attacked Hermione, even if Alexan could tell she was breathing okay and her pulse was there.




She tried, “You guys are not nice. What can I do to convince you we’re right and you guys just attacked someone who wasn’t doing anything wrong?”




WillowDelta calmly said, “That is a sound approach, Alexan. I could demonstrate my strength or speed, or even my computing abilities although those are reduced due to damage to my circuits, some of which was exacerbated by Hermione’s spell.”




Ooh! She looked at the Merlin guy. “What’s a really big number you couldn’t mess with in your head?”




He didn’t quite shrug as he kept his staff pointed at WillowDelta. “Perhaps… Joseph? A number picked out at random, if you please?”




The Indian guy thought for a moment. “4957374.”




She asked, “Delta, what are the powers of that?”




WillowDelta flatly said, “The square of 4957374 is 24575556975876. The cube of 4957374 is 121830227187726309624. The fourth power of 4957374 is—”




The Indian guy — well, the Native American guy — grimaced, “You can stop now. We don’t have the resources to check your math here.”




WillowDelta nodded slightly. “That is a valid concern. Perhaps you could cut my face off and see the underlying cybernetics.” Alexan really cringed at that, but WillowDelta did not think like people, and did not see her ‘skin’ as important to protect. “Or you could hit me with sufficient electronics-disrupting energies and ‘kill’ me, at which point your concerns would be moot.”




One of the wizards explained to WillowDelta, “The problem is Occam’s Razor. Your statement requires vast amounts of new information and evidence and proof. For our scenario, all we have to accept is that which we already know: the real Willow Rosenberg violated all the Seven Laws. You could be shapeshifted. You could be a version of her that was created through temporal manipulation to create duplicates of her. You could be an Outsider pretending to be some kind of robot.”




One of the others fussed, “This would be a lot easier if Rashid were here to check for contamination.”




Alexan gasped, “Ooh! He was here with us! I mean, he met us in Chicago when Harry saved Alexa and we all came to the rescue. And Donald Morgan was there too. We all came to stop Danielle Atron, and there were these weird purple portals, which is how Hermione and I got dumped in your world in the first place.” She winced. “I don’t know if everyone else is okay. They were all in the building too.”




WillowDelta said, “I believe that all of them were captured by portals. The only ones I do not have evidence for are Terawatt and Mister Morgan, and they were on their way out through a clear pathway when they vanished, so I am assuming that they too were caught in a portal. But that is induction, rather than observation.”




Alexan didn’t know what else to do, but she kept checking on Hermione, and she kept stalling. She was counting on some of the team coming back and explaining stuff, especially if Rashid or Morgan or Harry was with them. Or Terawatt or Stormburst! Because flying superpowered superheroines totally said ‘I am not from this world you jerkheads!’ And that was what she needed. Because these guys knew magic, so doing magic wouldn’t convince them of anything.




And a gateway opened up on the other side of the fence! Okay! Rescue from her teammates! And…




Hermione came through it. Not her Hermione, but a Hermione dressed like these guys, with really bushy hair. And a staff that looked a lot like one of those fake ski poles you saw some Nordic skiers walking with in the off-season, at least if you lived in California.




Another Hermione? That was probably either really good, or really bad. And she didn’t know which.




Other-Hermione rushed over to the Gandalf guy. “I came as fast as I could manage, Merlin.”




Oh crud, people really did call him that, so he thought Hermione called him that when she was just sort of cursing. Alexan figured it was a good thing Hermione didn’t have a potty mouth, because Alexan had heard plenty of really naughty cursewords with ‘Merlin’ in them while she was at Shasta. Along with some really, really naughty stuff with Circe’s name in it.




So Merlin, or maybe The Merlin, pointed at her and Hermione and WillowDelta. “We have a duplicate of you. I need you to ascertain her status, because it’s extremely unlikely they are really from another universe which just happens to match ours in ridiculous detail. And we need to move to another location, because the fire department and police and federal authorities should be here very soon.”




Alexan tried, “We made sure everyone was out of the place because of the fire, and the demons in there are all squished…”




WillowDelta interrupted, “Four demons escaped through gateways, according to my survey of security monitors. As did Danielle Atron. Her head of security, Vince Carter, was apparently a Red Court vampire, and is now deceased. And I do not know where Atron or our teammates went.”




Alexan suggested, “Hey, we could go to my house! Umm, I mean, Alexa’s house. It’s probably the same place in town that mine is. Or at least, we could go over thataway to the pizza place where we had a snack and planning meeting before we came here.” And then it dawned on her. “Oh! Right! They saw us! They can tell you. We had sixteen people, and seven of us are all Alexandra Louise Mack, and three of us are your people, I mean Harry and Morgan and Rashid, who’s really nice because when I saw his eye I didn’t try to be mean, but the first thing I thought was ‘eww!’ and I was kind of worried he’d be, I dunno, sort of pirate-y. And why is Harry so naughty? I mean, he teased Buffy, and he teased Sergeant Murphy, and he teased Hermione, and he teased Alee, and he teased Alex, and I’m pretty sure he teased Donald Morgan too, or at least tried to get him in trouble with Buffy.”




The Merlin grimaced, like he didn’t like Harry and didn’t want to hear stuff about him, so Alexan shut up.




The Indian guy, who said his name was Joseph Listens-to-Wind and she could call him ‘Joseph’, suggested, “Let’s at least use a gateway and avoid all the people who are on their way. I can hear sirens already.”




Alexan volunteered, “I can carry Hermione!” She looked around at the expressions. “I mean, I learned a spell I can use to float her along. WillowDelta could really carry her, if you’d rather.”




Joseph said, “I would be very interested in seeing your spellwork.”




Alexan stood up and smiled, “Okay! I can do that.” Even if she was nervous about it. She took out her wand, carefully waved it and pronounced, “Mobilicorpus!” And Hermione floated like she was on a stretcher alongside Alexan. It really worked when she needed it to! That was great!




She explained, “I learned a bunch of spells for potion making and doing first aid, because my dad’s a biochemist, and my big sister is too, and also dad’s really big on Boy Scouting and hiking and stuff so I wanted to be ready in case someone got hurt on a hike.”




Other-Hermione stared intently. “You really use a focus that tiny and delicate? How do you get all the inscriptions and runework on something that small?”




Alexan thought it out. “You do writing on the outside of your stuff? Weird. We all use wands like this. They use a magical core that aligns with the witch’s magic, or maybe the wizard if it’s a boy. Mine’s oak, with a core of hippogriff feather. I got it at Ollivander’s! Well, the Ollivander’s in San Francisco, not the main one in London.”




Somebody had a gateway open, and they all stepped through, except Alexan floated Hermione’s body through.




And they were in the middle of a sunny plain with grasses waving in a soft breeze. Even if the grasses were the wrong color, and something smelled weird, and off in the distance were these big things that were grazing but didn’t really look like anything outside of a book on Ice Age animals.




Alexan said, “Wow, this is way nicer than the Way we took to get here. We went through a huge scary forest, and we got attacked by giant spider-things Rashid said weren’t there the last time one of you guys went that way and reported in, and Harry said… well, he sort of implied maybe some wizards got eaten since the spiders took over and so no one found out until now. And then the road thing was like it was iced over, and the trees alongside it looked dead. Morgan said it was frostbite.”




Joseph replied, “This only appears safe. There are many times of the year when this area is filled with Faerie creatures, and many of them would consider people to be a delicious treat. Or a threat to be attacked.”




She grumbled, “I got enough of that with those spiders.”




So Joseph asked her where her house was, and she explained how to get there, and Joseph led them across the plain to a new spot that didn’t look any different to her. But when he opened a gateway, she could look through it… “It’s my back yard! You’re amazing!”




Then she stopped. “Uh-oh. I mean, it looks like mine, but this world is Alexa’s, and maybe this isn’t where her fam lives. Can we check first?”




She walked with Joseph and floated Hermione’s body alongside. So a couple of the mean-looking people in the group walked through to keep track of her.




And Hermione groaned. “Ohh, my head…” And her eyes flew open as she snapped her wrist to pop her wand from her holster to her hand.




“It’s okay!” Alexan squeaked, before Hermione could wipe out a bunch of these jerkhead wizards and make things way worse. “I mean, yeah, they shot you in the back because they’re mega-jumpy about their Willow, who sounds pretty Voldemort-y if you know what I mean. So they’re still freaked about WillowDelta.”




Hermione grumbled out loud, even as Alexan lowered her to the ground and released the mobilicorpus spell, “It was obvious, given Morgan’s lecture on the Seven Laws and his reaction to the robot version, particularly when WillowDelta was functional. Still, how can they ignore all the obvious details?”




“Like she weighs six hundred pounds and can lift a car?” Alexan asked.




Hermione answered without thinking, “I doubt she can lift a car. She’s extremely strong, but a car is remarkably unwieldy, and it’s not really a single unit, so it is far more likely that she would rip the car apart or have it tip over in the attempt.”




Alexan just said, “That wasn’t really what I meant.”




Other-Hermione stepped through the gateway and looked at Hermione. “You seem remarkably like me.”




Hermione stood up and brushed herself off. “Do you mean other than the hair, and the assorted bruises and contusions and abrasions I collected from being attacked by your colleagues?”




Joseph carefully said, “I could help with those. I am a doctor.”




Hermione stiffly answered, “No thank you. I would prefer to do this myself. Not that I do not trust you, but I certainly do not trust some of your colleagues. I was rather impressed by Rashid and Harry and Morgan, particularly when Morgan and Dresden worked together even though it is obvious they do not like each other.” She did a couple quick spells, and Alexan helped with an Episkey and a Reparo and a couple fast cleaning charms.




Other-Hermione watched with her lips pursed. “Your magic is certainly unlike what we do, and your variety of spells is fascinating. I mean, the degree of expertise and precision needed to do transfigurations to repair the detail work and seams and a button on one blouse is immense, and yet you did it without effort, and hardly any forethought.” She turned and spoke into the gateway. “I think their claim now has some solid evidence to support it.”




Hermione confessed, “I am rather impressed by the power your evocators have demonstrated, particularly Dresden and Morgan.”




Other-Hermione admitted, “You did have the chance to see two of the most powerful White Council evocators on the planet at work, so your assessment might be biased.”




Alexan smiled, “It’s like you’re the same person!”




Hermione said to Other-Hermione, “Be apprised that Alexan here is a nearly exact copy of the Alexa of your world, except for clothing and hairstyle. And there are more versions of her out there… somewhere. I don’t know how to locate them, although I am considering some manner of locator spell using a little of Alexan’s hair. I am assuming that I would need a world map and also maps of your Nevernever and any other areas or local dimensions they could be.”




Other-Hermione nodded. “I have yet to see a really effective locator spell without extended preparation to attune a mapped area for the purpose, or else tagging the target first, and I have yet to see anyone manage that with the Nevernever or its surroundings.”




Hermione asked, “Are your parents dentists? Mine are.”




“One dentist, one oral surgeon.”




Hermione nodded. “How did you get your overbite fixed?”




“I was hit in the jaw with a spell when I was trying to stop a duel between my friend and an enemy, and White Council healers fixed my teeth.”




Hermione gasped, “Astonishing! That’s almost exactly what happened to me!”




Other-Hermione asked, “How do you manage your hair? Or is it naturally that sleek?”




Hermione shook her head slightly. “Oh no, its natural state is remarkably like yours. In school, I found a rather expensive potion that temporarily turned my hair into something sleek and rather sexy, if I do say so myself. I merely had to work out how to duplicate that and make it myself. I just pour a little into every new bottle of shampoo I buy, and my hair stays like this now. That, and I took the time to learn some hairdressing charms that were not part of the standard curriculum.”




“That’s genius!” Other-Hermione exclaimed. “I need something like that.”




Hermione asked, “What do you do for your Ministry?”




“We don’t actually have a Ministry as such. I’m primarily a researcher at headquarters. I’m currently working on new wards and some spells specifically targeting vampires. We’re in the middle of a war with the entire Red Court, who outnumber us by a considerable margin.”




Hermione nodded, “Sounds like me, although we have enough witches and wizards that we have an entire government with a Ministry running things. I currently work in the Department of Mysteries, but there’s an opening for the deputy minister in the Department for the Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures, and I really think I could make a difference there for house elves and other helpful beings who are unfairly treated in the wizarding world.”




The Merlin stepped through the gateway. “Ladies, if you are done discussing career opportunities and haircare, I would really prefer it if you could focus on the critical issues. Do we have sound evidence that our… friends are from another universe, and are not enthralled, and do not have any connections to the Willow Rosenberg of our world?”




WillowDelta said from the other side of the gateway, “I would be willing to be taken off-line again, if it would help reassure everyone that I am not a threat.”




The Merlin calmly said, “Unfortunately, the mere fact that you can be ‘taken off-line’ and then resurrected later is going to count against you. So I do not believe that would be helpful.”




Hermione pursed her lips in thought. “Perhaps I can’t achieve what I want with a locator spell, but I might be able to accomplish my goal with a communications spell.” She waved her wand carefully, concentrated, and half a dozen silvery wisps whooshed off in different directions. About half of them dove through the gateway into the Nevernever. She nodded, “Hopefully, those will find our friends and provide some useful information.”




The Merlin asked, “And are those ‘messages’ able to transcend your dimensional boundaries?”




She frowned slightly. “Unfortunately, no. I’m not even sure the spell has enough range to track down all of our people, if they are merely in the Nevernever or on the other side of the continent.”




He nodded, “And yet they are still phenomenally powerful communications tools. Perhaps you two could ‘trade’ technology, because we certainly could use a spell like that, if it can be adapted to our magics.”




Hermione immediately turned to Other-Hermione. “Tell me how potion manufacture works in your world.”




And while the two Hermiones started talking technical stuff, a woman ran out of the back door of the house. “Alexa! Oh thank heavens you’re safe!”




“Mom!” Alexan let her mom sweep her up in a big hug before her brain caught up with her. “Umm, mom? I’m not your Alexa. I’m… Well, Alexa said she had help from really far away, right?”




“Right,” not-really-her-mom said cautiously.




“Well, her help is us. I mean, she got half a dozen Alexandra Louise Macks from other universes, with some friends, and I’m one of them. I go by ‘Alexan’ instead of Alexa, but if you can’t keep us straight and you wanna call me ‘Alexa’ too, it’s okay.”




“What?!?”





…Plans of Someone Else, V



Danielle Atron stepped through her portal into the courtyard of the castle. It was night, and the things that lived in the castle preferred night. She wasn’t worried. She was still finishing her snack of linguine aglio e olio. She had stopped in Italy for some on the way over. Having an enemy who was vulnerable to garlic made life so, so simple… if you loved Italian cuisine.




She knew she was actually in a secluded part of Kazakhstan, although the Black Court had started out in Eastern Europe, and at one time had been a blight on all of Europe and North America, along with large sections of Western Asia and some sections of Africa. The White Council, along with the machinations of the White Court, had made the original Black Court holdings in Eastern Europe untenable, so they had moved east. Kazakhstan was an armpit in her opinion, but it did allow one to do things like build this massive replica castle with fortifications all around it.




And Black Court leaders like Mavra had enough powers that they could enthrall scores of human minions and have something like this constructed, with payoffs to make sure it was left alone. And if payoffs weren’t enough, then turning the problematic bureaucrats and religious leaders into thralls solved that rather nicely. Or feeding them to one’s scourge. Danielle smiled mercilessly at the idea of a specific collective noun for Black Court vampires.




She could hear the darkhounds outside the castle walls. She had actually been expecting a few in the courtyard, or at least some Renfields or fledglings. After all, this was not her first visit to Mavra’s little home away from home, and on her previous visit, Mavra had been quite annoyed that Danielle had simply bypassed all of the exterior defenses with one alchemical portal.




Naturally, that had led to some rather tense negotiations, starting with Mavra’s attempt to put Danielle under her thrall, and when that failed, to feed off of her. As if Danielle Atron would be stupid enough to meet with Mavra of the Black Court without preparing for those attacks, as well as a dozen others. Perhaps the White Council had inadequate defenses against mental assaults, because they were so afraid of mental manipulation that they wouldn’t let their experts research the subject, but she had no such limitations. The White Council’s mandate just gave Danielle — and Mavra too — an even bigger advantage. Several big advantages.




But Danielle had found out through some Red Court sources that Mavra supposedly had The Word of Kemmler in her possession. Danielle found that fascinating. Had Mavra used it to control other Black Court masters? Had Mavra used it to enhance Black Court strengths, or alleviate Black Court weaknesses? Danielle wanted to join the Black Court so that she could steal the book and use it the way it was supposed to be used. The way Kemmler had attempted to use it. To become a god. Even if she was in a dead, desiccating body, godlike powers would be worth it. And if she could use those powers to take a new body any time she wanted, much like the Corpsetaker supposedly could, then so much the better.




Really, Danielle was fairly sure she could already duplicate the Corpsetaker’s little trick, if she really needed to. She had done most of the necessary research and spellworks already.




So the key to the prior negotiations had been providing Mavra with enough incentives to make it worth her while to turn Danielle instead of simply feeding off her and killing her. One of Mavra’s conditions had been that Danielle would personally take out Harry Dresden. So Danielle had agreed, under the condition that she not make an attempt like that until after she was turned. Not that she planned to attack a wizard like Dresden with ordinary vampiric techniques. Oh no. That was stupid. She was planning on hiring a couple hitmen. Ordinary mortal hitmen, who liked techniques like carbombs and sniper rifles and simple non-magical poisons. Ordinary mortal hitmen who could be magically ‘persuaded’ that they had been hired by ‘Gentleman Johnny’ Marcone so that no investigative trails would ever lead to Danielle Atron.




Mavra had wanted another dozen conditions too, some of which suggested to Danielle that Mavra had gone to Chicago more than once, and had fled with her tail between her legs almost every time. Some of them clearly indicated that Mavra held a long-standing grudge against the White Court, and wanted the entire Raith family to suffer for it. Maybe it was true that the Raiths had been behind Bram Stoker’s book Dracula, which had almost led to the extinction of the Black Court. How… interesting.




So Danielle stepped away from her portal, vanished it, and waited calmly as thralls and fledglings rushed into the courtyard to see what was wrong. She had felt the threads of a magical alarm when she arrived, which did not surprise her. Mavra was a powerful mage. Probably not as powerful as the very best of the White Council, or as powerful as Danielle Atron, but more than powerful enough to use magic for something that simple.




Most of the thralls looked like Black Court vampires had been drinking from their throats recently. That suggested more vampires than expected. Perhaps Mavra was stockpiling in preparation for something




She looked down upon the closest thrall and casually said, “Take me to your feeder.”




“Oh, how very droll,” Mavra complained as she strolled out of the castle. Roughly twenty lesser vampires followed her, while another thirty came in from other courtyard entrances. Mavra continued, “I was given to understand that you had other irons in the fire and did not plan to come here except possibly as an attack.”




Ahh. Information dissemination. One of the tactics she had not expected. New information tended to be guarded zealously and only doled out when there were tactical gains to be had, at least among most of the beings she had dealings with. She pointed out, “Clearly, someone is trying to keep us apart. So perhaps it would be in your best interest to turn me as quickly as possible, so you don’t have to worry about any—”




A glowing purple portal opened up in the sky over the courtyard, where everyone could see it despite the darkness of the night.




Danielle said several words under her breath. If this was those damned flying superheroines… She pointed at the portal and yelled, “It must be my enemies! Stop them!”




Mavra pointed one bony, hideous hand at Danielle. “Watch her. If she moves, shoot her.”




And three thralls pulled out large handguns. Another one had a rifle. One had… Stars and stones, was that a World War II flamethrower? What Black Court vampire would be stupid enough to tell a thrall to wield a weapon that would specifically target one of a Black Court vampire’s major weaknesses?




And from that hovering portal came… two superheroines.




Danielle cursed vehemently. She smashed a bottle on the ground directly in front of her, so the portal was between her and the armed thralls, and she stepped through in safety while all of their weapons hit the other side of the portal.




She still had one more plan to try, before she moved back to the Paradise Valley fallbacks. Maybe she should consider incorporating all these troublemakers in her plans instead…







Alee flew out of the portal… and she was blind. “I can’t see!” she hissed to Catwoman.




She knew where Catwoman was, because she was still holding on in a careful tk grip. And really, like Alex said, ‘tk’ sounded so much cooler than ‘telekinetic’. Alex was so neat. But Alee still couldn’t see.




Catwoman hissed, “Look straight down. Wherever we are, it’s at night. And watch out, because there’s a guy with a flamethrower down there.”




“Oh crud!” Alee squeaked, as quietly as she could.




She looked down and realized they were over a real, live castle made out of huge blocks of stone and big logs and stuff. The castle was big, but there was a walled-in courtyard on one side of it. She was looking down into the courtyard, which was lit up by great big electrical lights, not old-fashioned torches on sticks.




And there was a flash of bright purple down there that vanished. Catwoman muttered, “I think that was Atron. I didn’t get that good a look at her.”




Alee managed, “What? How’s that possible? I mean, we get tossed to the other side of the world, where it’s night, and it’s the exact same place Danielle Atron went?”




Catwoman hissed, “Batman could tell you the odds of something like that happening, but just assume it’s impossible. Whatever is throwing us through these portals did this deliberately, because Atron was going here.”




Alee just nodded. She figured Catwoman could see her in the dark, especially with those fancy mega-cool Cat-goggles. They probably let her see in the dark, and in infrared, and maybe they let her see concealed electronics and stuff for the whole ‘cat burglar’ thing she supposedly wasn’t doing anymore.




She also figured Catwoman was right. Whatever was moving them around with these portals was probably trying to mess up Atron’s plans, so she needed to go down there and find out what Atron was up to. Which was most likely ‘no good’.




Did anybody say ‘up to no good’ in this world? She was pretty sure that only her mom ever said it back home. And she was pretty sure that Harry Dresden knew the answer to her question, but he would make jokes or play tricks on her if she asked him. And that Morgan guy was so unhappy. She sort of felt sorry for him, even if he wasn’t nice to Harry. She’d ask Alexa. Or Rashid.




Meanwhile, she was dropping down into the courtyard, even if they had tons of weapons and stuff. She was going to find out why Danielle showed up there, and where she went, and she was going to be like Robin and not take no for an answer.




Catwoman hissed, “Problem in infrared! Most of them are ambient temperature.”




Oh great. Robin had brought in Dr. Fate one day for a really neat lecture on supernatural stuff, which was so neat she had even taken a bunch of notes. And then she had just heard Buffy giving Lexi that briefing on this world’s vampires, so she was guessing vampires. Or zombies. Or maybe demons. Or possibly those Faerie that Donald Morgan said were in the ‘Winter Court’ which sounded pretty cold. But probably not super-cold metas with ice powers.




Anyway, super-cold metas with ice powers would not be letting their buddies wield flamethrowers. They would be going with Mister Freeze-style ice cannons and freeze rays. Even if a flamethrower sounded like a really stupid idea if it was one of the things vampires were weak to. Okay, pretty much everybody and everything was weak to mega-hot fires. Unless you were Effigy or Fire or Firebug. Or like Superman and Connor. Or like her, pretty much, because she and Alex could go silvery and put up with stuff like flamethrowers.




She tried not to think about Alexandra getting tortured with stuff that felt like a flamethrower, or Aly getting hurled through a windshield into burning airplane fuel.




She reached out with her tk and ripped all the handguns and rifles out of badguys’ hands and tossed them all onto the top of the castle. Then she did the same with the flamethrower as the guy opened fire. Literally.




She should have grabbed the flamethrower first. Maybe. All those bullets were probably a bigger threat to her. She used her tk like a big wall, and the flames hit it and bounced. Eww. That was not good. The whole side of the castle was suddenly covered in burning sticky-stuff.




She pulled the trigger part out of the guy’s hands and yanked the tank off his back. Then she telekinetically hurled it way past the courtyard walls, where it crashed off in the darkness. Without a flame to set it on fire, it just was a big gooey mess.




She gave it her best authoritative Aqualad-style voice. “I… am… Stormburst! I am here tracking down Danielle Atron. I require your assistance. Can anyone tell me why she was here, and where she went?”




A woman strode forward. Maybe she glided forward. It was creepy-looking. And she was creepy-looking. She looked like she had been dead for a couple hundred years in a tomb somewhere and had spent a lot of time turning into a dried-out dead-looking thing. Okay, Black Court vampire, from what Buffy had told Lexi. Mega-gross.




The woman smiled cruelly. “I am… Mavra. You may have heard of me.” Alee didn’t say anything, because she had no idea if big-time magic guys like Harry and Rashid would know Mavra. Or not. Even if that smile totally said ‘I know you have heard of me and you are wetting your pants in terror right this second’.




Then, just to show off, Mavra turned and faced the still-flaming wall. She raised her hands and did something, and a thick mist descended over the flames, snuffing out the fires. That looked like pretty powerful magic that needed to be watched out for.




Alee still insisted, “I only need to know about Atron. I am part of a team that is trying to stop her. You may be powerful, but she is dangerous to you too.”




Mavra smiled menacingly. “If you want to know about Atron, then come down here and face me.”




“Obvious trap,” Catwoman hissed.




“I know,” Alee whispered. “I got this.”




Catwoman groaned. It sounded like a ‘woof’ noise. “Fine. Be a superhero. Throw me onto the top of the courtyard wall behind us. Just don’t let her enthrall you… or turn you into a newt.”




“I got bettah.”




Alee dropped into the middle of the courtyard, but pretended to throw Catwoman one-handed. Actually, she used her tk to guide Selina over to the top of the one courtyard wall that didn’t have anybody on it yet.







Selina knew that Mavra was going to cheat, and Alee just didn’t have enough experience yet. Still, as soon as Alee went silvery, she was essentially invulnerable. And if Mavra tried anything, Selina was prepared to… get catty about it.




Most of the classic vampire attacks she’d heard of or seen were pretty predictable, but if Mavra was likely to have powerful magics or hypnosis, Alee could be in trouble pretty quickly.




Alee landed in the middle of the courtyard, and seemed to ignore the vampires behind her. But she went silvery.




Or did she? Selina had heard that Alee’s silvery form was a blob, no matter how hard Alee tried. But that was very definitely still Alee’s shape, just in silver. When had she learned this one?




Mavra tilted her head slightly, and a vampire obeyed. Telepathy? Simple signals? No way to tell. This vampire was a big, bruising male. Or at least he would have been, if he hadn’t died and turned into a dried-up caricature of his former self.




Selina checked her surroundings, and sure enough, there was another vampire crawling up the outside of the wall to sneak up behind her. It looked like the Black Court playbook was pretty much a copy of the vampire techniques she had run into before.




The big vamp loomed over Alee, “Little flying bloodbag. Leave quickly, and I won’t beat you to a pulp and feed you to my Queen.”




Alee didn’t take the hint, even if the wizards had said this type of vampire was dangerously quick and strong. Alee kept her shape and stared at him like he was a bug, “Really? Then take your best shot.”




Selina winced as the thing moved at insane speed. She couldn’t follow his arm as he punched Alee in the face, but she couldn’t mistake the sickening crunch.




Alee didn’t budge. The vampire drew back his crushed, mangled hand as he howled in pain.




Oh. Selina got it. Alee was using her telekinesis to hold herself in that shape, and she had tons of telekinesis to wield, so the vampire had just done the equivalent of punching a titanium alloy wall.




Alee casually said, “My turn.” She made a motion like she was flicking a gnat off her first finger, and tapped the vampire under the chin, and…




The vampire’s head snapped back and the vamp rocketed straight up. And kept going up, like a moon rocket.




Mavra gasped, “Stars and stones!”




Alee calmly asked, “Anyone else?”




Two vampires attacked her from behind, moving at frightening speed. But Alee was silvery, and could see all around her like that. And Alee had her off hand at her hip, with her fingers ‘accidentally’ pointing back. Massive lightning bolts flashed from her hand, and two smoldering vampires fell down dead.




Most of the scourge was still staring up into the sky, because the vampire was still airborne. Had Alee punched him into orbit? Did Alee have a telekinetic grip on the vampire, so she was yanking him as high as she wanted?




Alee turned to face Mavra. “We need to deal with Danielle Atron. We do not need to kill every last one of you. If you insist, we can make that happen.”




Some of the vampires looked up. Then more. And more. Finally, Selina heard it too. There was a distant screaming from high overhead. She looked up. At first, she couldn’t see what the vampires clearly could, even with her goggles in night-vision mode. Then she spotted a wiggling dot. Then it was a flailing bug, It kept getting bigger and bigger, as the vampire fell to Earth. And the screaming could be heard a lot more clearly. The vampire came down at a terrifying speed and hit hard enough to leave a small crater in the cobblestones of the courtyard.




Alee casually asked, “Would anyone like to find out what happens when I hit as hard as I can?”




Mavra snarled, “What are you?”




Alee intoned, “I am not of this world. I have powers beyond your comprehension. You may help me, or you and your entire castle may suffer my wrath.”




Mavra looked in Selina’s general direction and hissed, “Now!”




The vampire crouching eight feet below her on the wall behind her made his move, leaping straight up to grab her from behind and take her prisoner, or much worse.




But she was Catwoman. And more than that, she had been trained by Batman himself. She had been expecting this attack, and she already had counters prepared, no matter that the vampire was physically faster than she was.




She leapt to the left, slashing out with her claws on her right hand. The vampire practically jumped into her slash, and her claws shredded his arm and side like he was made out of cardboard.




She ignored the thunderclaps and flashes of a dazzling array of lightning bolts in the courtyard, just as she ignored the crashes and thuds. She had a vampire to kill, before it killed her. And as long as lightning was searing across the courtyard and vampires were screaming, Stormburst obviously didn’t need any help.




The vampire came at her at high speed, with his fingernails like claws and his fangs aiming at her throat. But he wasn’t as fast as a bullwhip. She slashed him across the face, cutting him open and revealing something more like the inside of a mummy than the insides of a human. He flinched at the pain, but he didn’t stop. He dove at her.




She leapt over him and tumbled along the top of the wall, expertly catching herself and retaining her balance, as he fell off the wall and went face-first to the courtyard. He didn’t get there, because a lightning bolt nailed him halfway down and barbecued him.




Selina quickly checked the wall around her, the outside of the wall, the inside, and anywhere on the castle where someone might target her. Nothing.




And the courtyard was in ruins. Every vampire who wasn’t electrocuted was crushed under stone blocks ripped out of the castle wall and used like mallets. The courtyard walls looked like they had been through a massive lightning storm and maybe a tornado too. What was left of this side of the castle was collapsing in on itself after the damage. And Stormburst was floating angrily in the middle of the destruction, looking for anything still moving and stupid enough to try attacking her.




Selina shivered a little. She knew Superboy could do something like this, but she really hadn’t realized just how dangerous Stormburst could be. She leapt out over the courtyard, using her bullwhip to snag a light bracket and turn her leap into a graceful curve that let her drop, catlike, before a still-silvery Stormburst.




She checked, “You okay?”




Alee went normal. “Yeah. Are you?” Selina just nodded. “When that jerkhead went for you, I knew it was the old hostage trick. Robin’s warned us about that tons of times, and I nearly let it happen to you. I’m totally sorry.”




Selina smiled, “I’m a big girl. And I’ve been trained by the best. I saw it coming a mile away.”




Alee shrugged, “Well, I kind of lost my temper. I just kept dumping boulders on Mavra and throwing lightning bolts her way, so she couldn’t do anything except raise shields to maximum, and I hit everyone who tried to stop me, and maybe I just ripped chunks of rock out of her castle because I was mad at her, and she got away through a gateway, and… well…” She made a ‘you know’ gesture at the damage.




Selina patted her on the shoulder. “You did great. Batman was worried you couldn’t ramp it up fast enough against a serious threat, and this definitely shows you can.”




Alee muttered, “I sure couldn’t have if they’d been, you know, alive and stuff. And not all evil. And creepy.” She looked around the courtyard again. “So… umm… what do we do now?”




And, almost as if it had been waiting for those words, a purple portal formed not thirty feet from them.





…Plans of Someone Else, VI



Alee asked uncomfortably, “Do we risk it?” Because the portal was just sitting there, waiting for them, and not attacking them or swooping over them or anything.




Selina didn’t want to say that no matter where the purple portal dumped them, they probably wouldn’t be as bad off as they really were at that moment. She could hear dog-like things growling and snarling outside the courtyard walls, so there probably wasn’t anything safe for a long, long way in any direction. And they had no idea where they were, and they were probably on the opposite side of the world from everyone else.




A silvery wisp shot out of the portal and stopped beside them. It turned into a happy little silver otter. And it spoke in Hermione’s voice. “This is Hermione. I’m using a communication spell to try and find you and all the others. I’m with Alexan and WillowDelta in Alexa’s back yard, with Alexa’s parents and some White Council wizards including my double. I don’t know how to locate you, but if you have trouble getting here and you can contact us, one of us should be able to help you.”




Selina looked at Alee and shrugged. Alee lifted her a few feet off the courtyard, and they flew through the portal…




…and came out just above the ornamental trees at the back fence of Alexa’s back yard.




Alee bubbled, “Oh holy crud, it’s just like my back yard!”




She looked down, and there was Alexan, excitedly waving at her like an old friend who hadn’t seen her in months… And mom and dad!




She swooped in, right over a bunch of wizard-y types like an old Gandalf kind of guy and a guy dressed like an Indian medicine man maybe. And Hermione and WillowDelta were there and safe, even if WillowDelta’s clothes looked kind of scorched.




A robot probably didn’t care if its clothing got scorched and stuff. Alee wondered if WillowDelta ever worried about mixing stripes and plaids, or wearing white after Labor Day, or things like that.




She knew that this Barbara Mack wasn’t her mom, but still, she flew in and wrapped her sort-of-mom up in a big hug and said, “Mom!” And then she flew over a couple feet and hugged George Mack. “Dad!”




Her not-really-mom and not-really-dad looked pretty uncertain, but they still hugged her. Even if she was in a superheroine suit and none of her showed except her mouth and chin, so there was no way they could recognize her.




Still, her not-really-mom stopped and nervously asked, “Alexa?”




She admitted, “Only sorta. I’m Alee. I’m your Alexa, but from another dimension. Where I have superpowers. And I haven’t seen my real mom and dad for a couple months, so this is awesome.”




Her not-really-dad worried, “How long have you been trapped in our dimension?”




And she shrugged a little. “Umm, I’m not totally sure. Maybe an hour and a half?” Then she got what he was worrying about. “Oh! I mean, I’ve been going to a different school away from home so I can train with real superheroes and I don’t have to worry about wrecking the house by accident or hurting anyone or giving away my secret identity and getting my parents in trouble. Which I’m sort of guessing happened here, from what Alexa said.”




Alexan stepped over and added, “I think it happened pretty much everywhere, from what I heard. Alex and Alexandra, at least. And they’re just the ones who found out something was going on with the plant when the truck crashed and spilled stuff on ’em.”




Her not-really-dad gaped, “You mean this happened elsewhere? To other Alexas? Out…” He waved his hand vaguely toward the skies. “…there?”




Alee looked at Alexan and said, “And I’m thinking we need to get back to our worlds and check out our Danielle Atrons, because they might be doing really bad stuff with no one suspicious of them. Yet.”




Her not-really-mom looked between the two of them. “Is my Alexa okay?”




Alee checked with Alexan. “Where’d you get dumped?”




Alexan frowned in puzzlement. “We just jumped down to the parking lot. But a big purple portal got Harry and Alexa and Jaime and Aly.”




Alee pursed her lips. “That’s maybe… not great. We got tossed through a portal and ended up fighting stuff Atron wanted to make a deal with. They probably got the same thing.”




Her not-really-mom looked horrified and scared at that. Alee really wished she hadn’t said it.




Hermione stepped over with a twin Hermione who wasn’t dressed the same and had frizzy hair, but looked the same otherwise. Hermione put a hand on Alee’s arm. “Can you come over and demonstrate your powers, so we can convince these White Council wizards that we’re really not from this universe?”




Alee quickly said to her not-really-mom, “Look, Alexa’s with a really powerful wizard, and two more superheroes. She’ll be okay.” And she let Hermione lead her over to the guy who looked like Gandalf and his group.




Other-Hermione spoke, “I did overhear what you said. Who precisely did you fight?”




Alee paused a moment so all the wizards could hear. “We got dropped above a real-looking castle that was in the middle of the night. A Black Court vampire named Mavra and maybe fifty vampire minions and half a dozen thralls. I zapped the thralls unconscious and then hammered all the vampires, except Mavra got away through a magic gateway.”




Other-Hermione checked, “And when you say ‘zapped’ and ‘hammered’, you mean…”




Alee held her hands a foot apart and put a charge between them that was bright enough the wizards had to look away. Then she picked up a wheelbarrow sitting outside the shed, lifted it ten feet in the air, flipped it over, and brought it down hard enough on the lawn to make a big clap but not bust the wheelbarrow. “I hurl lightning and I can lift and aim anything up to a truck. The vampires I didn’t zap, I pulled stone blocks out of the castle walls and smashed them. I got really mad when they tried to bushwhack Catwoman and take her hostage. Oh yeah, and they tried to eat me. I don’t like getting mad.”




“That is very wise of you,” the Gandalf-y guy proclaimed. “It’s a lesson many who are far older than you still should learn.”




She was so surprised that guy wanted to drop philosophy stuff on her. Not. He just looked like he tried to do stuff like that all the time.







Selina strolled over to Hermione and the Hermione-twin while Alexa introduced Alee to the White Council types. She asked, “Any problems?”




Hermione stiffly answered, “Just a bit. We ended up in the parking lot with just WillowDelta, and when the White Council showed up, they nearly flambéed us because they’d had serious problems with their version of Willow.”




Selina managed not to wince. “I could see that.”




Twin-Hermione gawped, “But I thought you were two of her friends!”




Selina ruthlessly said, “Short-term work colleagues.”




Hermione admitted, “She’s a lovely, gentle, self-effacing person who worries about every mistake she makes, but she’s… powerful. I would love to have her as a friend. But the fact remains that some of the magics she did scared the bloody hell out of me. You should talk to Buffy and Lexi.”




Twin-Hermione glanced around before whispering, “Sounds like she has a few things in common with Dresden.”




Suddenly, a gateway opened, and Rashid stepped through, with Buffy and Lexi and Sam and Alexandra in tow. Selina noticed the damaged, bloody blouse Buffy was wearing, and how tired Rashid looked, and how much better Alexandra looked in a matter of minutes since they had been separated, and how much less Sam was worrying about Alexandra. Something had happened, and it was probably a battle, and Alexandra had found herself. Somehow.




Hermione rushed over to Buffy, did some minor healing, and then cleaned and repaired the blouse, which Buffy obviously cared more about than the injury. Regenerators were very strange people.




And two more Alexas were rushing over to hug the Macks, much to the confusion of two parents. That was instantly followed by Alexa-chats, as the four girls gabbled about what had just happened to all of them. Selina listened in, because she was sure there was more information about those portals and whoever was behind this entire mess with Atron.




Then she heard what was probably the front doorbell ringing, and George was rushing into the house… and returning with a foursome. Harry Dresden, this world’s Alexandra Louise Mack, Jaime, and… 




Oh God. Jaime was carrying Aly’s shoes and socks. Aly’s hands and feet were burned to something inhuman. They were nothing but robotic components and burned pseudo-flesh.




George was hugging both Alexas, and when Barb spotted Aly, Selina thought for a moment that Barb would faint. Or scream bloody murder. She rushed over and hugged both girls and made Aly sit down, and tried to talk Aly into rushing to the emergency room.




Aly just hugged her not-mom and said, “It’s okay. Really. They can rebuild me. Make me better than before.”




The Merlin and several other White Council members stared in shock at Aly. They might have thought that Alee’s powers were really magic, but Aly was absolutely something that could not be from their world.




Harry limped his way over to The Merlin. “Sorry we’re late, but we got dumped into Winter’s domain and interrupted what I think was an attempt by Atron to become part of the Winter Court so we couldn’t touch her. Maeve sort of flipped out over Jaime and Aly being ‘the walking bane’ because of their metal internals, and turned me into a popsicle, and iced over Jaime, and then sicked some frost giants on us. Aly had to make her metal internals… external. Then she beat the holy hell out of three frost giants that looked like they ate trolls for breakfast. Then I had a hard time finding a Way here, even with Hermione’s little silver otter.”




Selina was also listening as the Alexa-chat encompassed Aly and Alexa and the two older Macks, who didn’t know who to look at when they had six Alexas on their back porch.




She realized they weren’t all present. “Where’s Alex?”




Harry looked around. “Where’s Morgan?”







Alex found herself about forty feet in the air. She looked around carefully before she was going to drop Morgan out of her silvery morph, just in case of badness. They were in the middle of a vast, grassy area that had low hills and… nothing. Off in the distance there was what looked like a big house and a couple huge barn-type things. She could see a couple big clumps of cattle grazing away peacefully. All the cows were big, pretty, boxy, red cows with white faces and white bellies. Maybe Herefords. She wasn’t a cow expert.




Maybe she needed Willow to dig up a short course on agriculture around the world, and what farm animals and crops looked like. It might matter someday. 




It might matter this very second.




She floated down to the grass and released Morgan. He stood up and took several deep breaths before complaining, “I thought I was going to suffocate in there. How do you do it?”




She shrugged, “It doesn’t bother me. Maybe I’m just used to it. But you won’t suffocate. Really.”




He took another big breath anyway. “It was only a matter of seconds. Maybe it was just that I didn’t have any control over it.”




She asked, “Any idea where we are?”




He looked around carefully, and then did a small spell she couldn’t hear. He grimaced, “No idea. It’s not the Nevernever, anyway. Hereford cattle, so we’re in somebody’s ranchlands. The sun’s in between where it was in California and Chicago, so we’re within a couple timezones of the West Coast. You can find big herds of Hereford from southern parts of Canada all the way through Mexico and into really southern South America. We could have a long walk if I can’t find a safe Way to take.”




She pointed at the ranch house. “Let’s start there.”




He paused a second. “I’d rather hike it than go in your morph again. It’s only a mile, maybe a little less. I can walk that easy. How about you?”




She said, “That’s fine. I’ll just float.” She didn’t bother to say that her boots were not made for hiking across grassy prairies. He was wearing sturdy workboots, and his shoes were probably designed for lots of walking through Ways and stuff.




So they started out. Alex let the silence settle in for a minute before she said, “Tell me about your problem with Harry Dresden and Molly Carpenter.”




“It’s not my problem,” Morgan insisted. “They’re the problems.”




She pushed, “I could see you weren’t thrilled to be working with them, and I could see the feeling is mutual.”




“And yet you’re not asking them.”




She pointed out, “I’m not walking across a ranch with them. I’ve hardly had a chance to talk with either of them, since I’ve only known you three for perhaps an hour. But I can tell something is wrong. And I want to know enough about it to determine whether this could cause a crisis in our next fight against Atron.”




“You don’t think she’s dead in that fire? Or hiding somewhere with her tail between her legs?”




She firmly said, “No.”




“Good,” he nodded. “Neither do I. Warlocks like her just get more and more dangerous, until they’re caught and executed.”




Alex guessed, “Warlocks like her… and Harry and Molly?”




He snorted. “You’re smarter than you look. I mean, you look like you’re right off the cover of one of those little comic books, and you spend all your spare time working with a fitness trainer on your abs and your legs.”




She replied, “My body shape? It’s connected to the biochemical that gave me my powers. It alters the biochemical pathways in my body. I can’t get fat. I have to eat like a pig just to look like this and keep from going into hypoglycemic shock. But enough about me. How about not dodging the question, and telling me about the history of Donald Morgan, Harry Dresden, and Molly Carpenter.”




Morgan grumbled a bit, but finally spoke. “I’ve been a Gray Warden for the White Council for a long time. I’m a lot older than I look. I’ve seen warlocks breaking Laws for decades. Harry Dresden’s got ‘most dangerous warlock since Kemmler’ written all over him. His mother was a notorious wizard who consorted with the Faerie and skirted the Laws expertly her entire life. That right there is strike one. His father wasn’t a wizard. I don’t know what she saw in him. He was a stage magician. Dresden’s named for famous magic acts, instead of something reasonable.”




She gaped, “Harry? He’s named for Harry Houdini?”




Morgan nodded. “His father died, and he ended up in foster care. That’s two strikes. Wizards who end up in foster care and aren’t raised right tend to be angry, unhappy outsider types, and go bad fast once their power comes in. Then he was found and trained by Justin du Morne, only no one on the Council knew du Morne was a warlock who was probably training up Dresden and another wizard to be his assassins. Justin du Morne was considered to be one of the more powerful Wizards around. And when he tried to enthrall Dresden, they had a battle to the death. A sixteen year old should not have had a chance against a wizard of du Morne’s power, and Dresden destroyed him. Turned him into a cinder.”




She interjected, “I did notice Harry’s very good at fire magic.”




Morgan went on. “Breaking the First Law, even in self-defense, is a capital offense. Your only hope is having an important wizard step forward and take you under his wing, but no one does that, because if you break another Law later, you and your mentor both get the axe. Ebenezar McCoy took Harry and trained him up. I trust McCoy, even if I don’t trust Dresden. After that, I was… well, the closest description you might know is a parole officer. Normally, wizards keep a low profile, work with the White Council… Dresden moved to Chicago, got a job as a private investigator, and listed himself in the Yellow Pages there as a wizard. Just asking for trouble. But he kept his nose clean, or at least didn’t do anything he could get caught at. And it’s not like he’s subtle with his workings. He’s a powerful evocator, but he’s still basically the magical equivalent of a heavyweight boxer. He’s a heavy hitter who can take a punch too. And he doesn’t think before he acts. He’s the reason we’re at war with the Red Court. Then a few years ago, he managed to skirt around the Fifth Law in a battle against The Corpsetaker and a bunch of disciples of Kemmler who wanted to empower some warlocks up near godhood.”




“Fifth Law? That’s necromancy, right?”




“Right,” he nodded. “The older the bones, or the more intelligent the species, the more power you can get and the better the working. We try to stop necromancy of humans, and the binding of spirits against their will.”




She guessed, “He used really old bones instead of human bones?”




Morgan scowled, “In the Field Museum, there are exhibits, and…”




Alex laughed out loud, even if she didn’t mean to. She got it. She so got it. She’d been in her world’s Field Museum. She’d taken photographs in it. She knew exactly what Dresden must have done. Harry was more ingenious than she’d thought. Instead of saying what she had figured out, she ventured, “So Molly broke some of the Seven Laws too, and Harry agreed to mentor her to keep her un-beheaded?”




He nodded. “She’s another of the young wizards slipping through the cracks these days. She didn’t know she was breaking the Laws, and she was trying to stop two close friends who had become drug addicts. But she affected their minds. She forced them to do as she wanted, and stop doing drugs. They both went insane, one a lot worse than the other. And she would have kept going. Mind magic is incredibly powerful, and incredibly seductive. It eats away at the moral fiber of the wizard in horrible ways, until… until there’s no turning back. And Dresden is teaching her magic. Without supervision. We just have to sit back and trust he’s doing the right thing. I don’t like it.”




So she hit him with another bombshell. Even if it was just an educated guess. “Just like Willow Rosenberg went bad?”




Morgan gritted his teeth. “That was a nightmare. By the time we found out there was a problem, it had gotten almost too big to stop. It wasn’t until her girlfriend was shot and killed by a bullet meant for her, and she reacted with a burst of magic so powerful it destroyed a couple city blocks, that we even found out we’d missed a dangerously powerful warlock. We scrambled teams, and we stopped her just as she was raising a long-buried Fomor temple that would have let Outsiders pour through an unprotected gateway. If she had succeeded, it probably would have destroyed all life on the planet. I had a team of five Gray Wardens besides myself, and we were one of three teams, and she killed almost half of us, and injured most of the rest. I still have a scar across most of my chest where one of her spells cut through one of my team, through my shield, through my magically protected armor, and almost cut its way through me. By the time we stopped her, she was hardly even human anymore.”




She asked, “If you can’t kill with magic, how did you stop her?”




He grimaced, “We can still kill, if we absolutely have to. Just not with a spell. I carry a handgun, same as Dresden does. My sword has a cutting edge and a sharp point. It can be magically reinforced, but I don’t have to use magic to use the sword. We can do things besides wave our staffs at each other. Our team pulled her away from a protective zone she had established, and one of the other teams shot her in the back of the head.”




She checked, “And you know what she did before then? Like to her friends and family and neighbors and schoolmates?”




He grimaced. “Yes. And I damn well wish I didn’t.”




That didn’t sound good. Alex asked, “So you knew the name Buffy Summers before today?”




Morgan groaned, “Stars and stones, yes. Rosenberg had taken everyone who had ever mistreated her or opposed her or refused her or ignored her, and… She found this cheerleader and athlete, Buffy Summers, who undoubtedly was too self-important to have anything to do with brainy, nerdy little Willow Rosenberg. She turned Summers into a living golem. A super-strong, super-durable monster who only obeyed Rosenberg, and thought she was some sort of heroic savior fighting people who were turning into monsters. Anyone who gave Rosenberg any trouble was likely to have Summers ripping her way into their homes and tearing them and their families apart with her bare hands. Some of the other cheerleader types? Rosenberg shapeshifted them into hideous, half-human monstrosities who still had their intelligence and were fully aware of what had been done to them. Or she killed them in horribly painful ways. Or one girl she had disliked since they were little, she tortured to death, brought back to life, and tortured some more. We have no idea how many times she ran that stupid blonde through that horror, but what was left of the girl was still screaming her lungs out when we got into Rosenberg’s private dungeons under what had once been the high school… I still have nightmares about what was left of that town.”




She wondered, “So just seeing a robot Willow brings back memories you’d rather not remember?”




“You’d have to be a fool not to be scared of Willow Rosenberg and what she did… and what she tried to do. Molly Carpenter doesn’t have Rosenberg’s raw power or talents in some of the areas Rosenberg was best at, like evocation, but she’s powerful enough at veils and mental magic to be a serious threat if she goes down those paths. And we’d only find out about it when we were too late to stop the real damage. Like those two kids she thought she was helping.”




Alex thought for a few seconds. “I need to talk to Buffy and Lexi, and some of the others, when we get back to them. Otherwise, Buffy’s going to beat you senseless when she finds out you and your people killed this world’s Willow.”




He staunchly said, “They don’t have to like me. They just have to not work against me when I take down Atron.”




They walked through an open gate into a big yard. She asked, “Barn, outbuildings, or house?” She formed her tk ‘ear trumpet’ and listened for noise from each building. “I’m only hearing noise from the big barn there with the big open doors. It sounds like people talking, but we’re not close enough for me to hear more.”




He stopped and concentrated. “Something odd in there. I get an image of people working, but I’m not hearing the sounds that ought to come from that kind of labor.”




Oh. So he could do some kind of clairvoyance too. Cool. She asked, “So… some kind of trap, maybe specifically for us?”




He admitted, “Maybe for someone like me, but I pretty much doubt anyone in our world is ready for someone like you. Even if we got dumped here by these portals.”




She gave him a fierce smile. “Then let’s go see what someone has planned for you.”





…Plans of Someone Else, VII



Danielle Atron walked carefully across the barn floor. She wasn’t particularly worried about stepping in anything. The floor was surprisingly clean, and anyway, shoes could be cleaned or replaced. She was considerably more worried about the ‘people’ she was meeting. This was her last, most dangerous plan before she gave up and resorted to her set of Paradise Valley fallbacks. She was meeting with some of the Denarians.




Oh, they didn’t call themselves that when they were trying to lure suckers in. But they were more deadly and more powerful than even the White Council realized. And succeeding here would mean accepting one of their coins.




The Order of the Blackened Denarius sounded like a Cajun cooking club with some foreign fish as their preference. They weren’t anything like that. They were true fallen angels. Beings of immense power, tied to thirty ancient silver coins. She didn’t really believe that those thirty coins were the thirty pieces of silver given to Judas Iscariot, but given that they were true angels, and that their enemies wielded swords supposedly forged using nails from Christ’s Crucifixion, the story about the coins could possibly be correct. Which would make her agnosticism seem rather stupid and naive.




Each one of the Denarians was a human who had taken up one of the coins and kept it on his or her person. According to Danielle’s information sources, most of them had their coin hidden inside their body, where it was inaccessible. But the coins gave them immortality, or near-immortality. And powerful healing. And a battle form less like a battle form in a children’s cartoon and more like something in a Stephen King nightmare. Some of the oldest supposedly had magic too. Then there were their followers, brainwashed thugs who demonstrated their loyalty by letting someone cut their tongue out. Those guys were a nuisance.




The real threat was the Fallen themselves. Danielle was fairly sure she had enough power and enough tricks to hold off a Denarian for long enough that she could open a portal and escape. But if she accepted a coin, she would have a fallen angel in her head, fighting her for control, possibly forever. And she did not want to lose control of anything, much less herself. If she could not get a reasonable agreement out of Tessa, she was out of here.




And she knew she couldn’t trust Tessa. Not when the information she had gotten from her church contacts suggested that ‘Tessa’ was really Polonius Lartessa, host of Imariel, and thousands of years old.




Still, she could use the Denarians in creative ways, despite their vast knowledge base imparted by the Fallen inside their heads. Starting with the warning she had sent to Tessa several days ago, that she suspected someone was following her, possibly to get at Tessa. Now that she had real threats to deal with, that minor precaution was going to reap vast rewards. Possibly even extremely entertaining rewards she might get to watch. Like Alexa Mack and some of her friends getting tortured to death by true experts.




This could be a quite educational experience.




She pretended to ignore the goons lurking at the side wall. Tessa had a lovely Queen Anne-style table and chairs, and was sitting patiently on the side of the table which would place Danielle with her back to the goons, once she sat down opposite Tessa. Also, there was someone standing in the shadows behind Tessa and off to Tessa’s right. Beyond that, there was someone outside the far door, doing some sort of spellwork that was making Danielle feel… itchy and uncomfortable. It was a good thing that she had her alchemy and other surprises ready.




“Danielle! How lovely to see you here,” Tessa beamed insincerely. She had to look up, since she was a lot shorter than you’d expect if you didn’t know that body was born a couple thousand years ago and probably stopped aging around fifteen or sixteen. “I was under the impression that you were working a variety of other angles, rather than come visit me again.”




She assumed that the Denarians, as signatories of the Accords and generally ruthless schemers, would have contacts just as effective as Mavra’s. “I did. However, Harry Dresden of the White Council quite effectively ruined that.”




How interesting. Tessa knew about Harry Dresden, and had enough hatred or anger to react about it. Not that it was a big reaction. But Tessa’s jaw muscles tried their hardest not to make her jaws clench.




Danielle kept going. “And he has an assortment of beings helping him this time, including my own personal problem, Alexa Mack.”




She let Tessa leap to the obvious conclusion that a young woman would get Dresden’s help, rather than the other way around. That way, Tessa would remain confident that she was far smarter than Danielle, as well as several steps ahead of her.




Tessa turned her head a few degrees, and the shadowy figure detached itself from the wall behind the Denarian. Another supposedly-young woman stepped forward, but only a few yards, so she was still out of Danielle’s attack range, as far as they knew. Tessa asked, “Deirdre, are we ready?”




Deirdre turned her head toward the far door, where the chanting and spellwork had been going on. “Yes. All we need to do is… greet our guests.” She glanced at the thugs who were still lurking well behind Danielle. There must have been a silent signal, because Deirdre smiled, “Apparently, we have two walk-ins.”




Tessa smiled mercilessly. “And now that we have our little trap ready, we don’t need Atron anymore.” She looked toward the goons and started to speak. “Ki—”




Atron was already moving. She already had the bottle in hand. She slammed it to the floor between her and the goons, and she leapt through the portal before Tessa could finish betraying her.







Alex was floating a few inches above the ground as they stepped across the threshold. She was only acting like she was walking. It was an easy way to make herself look a lot taller, and stay silent instead of clopping along in her boots, and mess up badguys who had pit traps and booby traps set in the ground. Because really, pit traps? For flying superheroines? Even the first time she’d run — well, not literally ‘run’ — across one of them, it had struck her as really dumb.




It was remarkably dark in the barn which was probably not really a barn. After all, she had been out to Riley Finn’s parents’ farm once with Hanna, and barns did not have floors this clean. Just thinking about Riley’s mom’s cooking was making her hungry again.




Morgan was concentrating on something, maybe more of his clairvoyance thing. Then he gestured. He pointed at the far wall and held up one finger. He pointed at the right-hand wall and held up five fingers. He pointed at the left-hand wall and held up one finger. He pointed at the middle of the barn, where a light was illuminating two women sitting at a nice table. Two fingers. Okay, she could have guessed that.




One woman — Danielle Atron — threw a small vial, which smashed on the hard concrete floor and turned into one of these portals. Then she hastily jumped into the purple portal. So was this a trap for Atron, or for her and Morgan, or for any intruders, or for some of the above?




Jack would say, ‘E: all of the above.’ 




She hoped Jack wasn’t getting too frantic, and that the purple portal over the White House had closed up as soon as it had grabbed her. By her phone, which wasn’t exactly working smoothly with this world’s phone systems, she had only been in Alexa’s world for a little over an hour and a half, but she had no confidence that time ran the same here as back home, or that she wasn’t losing vast chunks of time whenever she was getting portaled around.




She didn’t have time to worry about stuff like that. The woman at the table stood up and glared their way, and made some gestures to the five threats off to the right, and then the threat way off at the far wall.




And Alex dropped suddenly to the floor. Her powers were cut off, or mostly cut off. If she had a hard limit on how much power she could draw externally, she didn’t dare overdo what she had internally by testing things. She just whispered, “They cut us off from the outside.”




He whispered back, “I can feel they cut my connection to the magic. You lose yours?”




“Yeah.”




He glared, “I’m not bone dry yet. You?”




“Got something. Not a lot. We need to conserve.”




And just then, the five figures on the right came running from the darkness and opened fire on them with submachine guns while closing fast. Three had Uzis. Two had MP7s. And it was probably a bad sign that she knew that much about submachine guns after all her work with the SRI.




Morgan simply stomped on the floor. The concrete moved like it was alive, and formed a wall six feet high and ten feet wide. She could hear bullets ricocheting off the back side, even over the sound of the weapons firing. And she could hear the thugs closing in and splitting their forces to bracket them in a simple pincer movement.




She didn’t have a quarter ton of tk available, but she didn’t need that much for her first move. She ran up to the wall and leapt. An ordinary leap got her most of the way to the top of the wall. A small tk foothold gave her a spot to step and leap again. She landed on the top of the wall and chose her targets: the three badguys moving around the wall on her left and still unaware of her.




She preferred to do this with tk. With tk, she could be less brutal, and less hurtful, and less damaging. But they had gone out of their way to take away that option. The further she had to reach with tk, the more energy she expended. She could manage with a tk foothold that was just below her sole. She didn’t have the spare energy to do this the easy way.




So she leapt out from the wall and landed on the rearmost attacker. These boots weren’t off the shelf stock anymore. Jack and his people had seen to that. So when she landed on the guy’s collarbones, her shoes didn’t break. Something else definitely did.




The guy cried out something unintelligible and crumpled as he dropped his Uzi. She pushed off and did a tuck and roll so she came up between two very surprised badguys. She caught the first one with a palm heel strike to the chin. And maybe she protected the heel of her hand a little with a tiny tk shield.




That guy went down, and she launched a spinning kick into the solar plexus of the third attacker. That guy folded over, so she used a Krav Maga move Hermione had taught her to tear the Uzi out of his hand, even if it broke a couple of his fingers in the process. Then she slid behind him and went for a nasty BJJ chokehold. The guy was out cold in a few seconds, just about the time the firing stopped on the other side of the wall.




She dropped him, as her first target struggled to get at a sidearm even though he had a shattered collarbone on both sides. She dropped a knee into his solar plexus, which was under a bunch of body armor so it only gave her a bruise and didn’t really stop him. But that let her knock his sidearm across the floor one-handed and then swing back to hit him with a chin jab that also slammed the back of his head into the floor. She was still hanging onto that Uzi with her other hand.




And the guy couldn’t make an intelligible noise. Someone had cut out his tongue, a long time ago. She stared at his mouth in utter horror. Was this what you had to do to join up with these crazies? She’d seen way more insane stuff, but this was just gross.




Morgan moved beside her, his revolver still smoking and blood on the pointy half of his sword. He grumbled, “Denarians. Their minions all have that. We could be in trouble if we can’t break the spell or get out of its area of effect. Imagine a Fallen Angel giving a person superpowers.” He glanced over where the young woman was still sitting. “And the female Denarians I’ve heard of are deadly.”




She nodded. “Okay, You’re the magic expert, so you get the spell-breaking task. I’ll go distract everyone.”




“Don’t take them lightly. They’re far smarter and more experienced than you can imagine. They’ll have powers. They’ll change into a fighting form. If that’s Tessa or Deirdre, watch out. Tessa can turn into a swarm of insects. Deirdre is like a medusa with hair stronger than steel. They’ll show you no mercy.”




“Got it.” She didn’t bother to say what she was thinking, which was ‘oh yeah, I have to deal with crud like that a couple times a month, and Maggie Walsh would think this is something cool she should try to replicate if she was still alive, and if it was underwater, Rafael Schubert would want to also.’ Because nobody wanted to hear a superheroine be whiny.




She walked as casually as she could toward the table and the visible person. If ‘casually’ included walking with an Uzi slung over one shoulder. And if ‘person’ was even the right word, given what Morgan thought. And she had to assume he was right, since this was his world and he knew what was going on in it about a jillion times better than her.




And was there really a lot of difference between having a fallen angel in your head, and being Maggie Walsh? Other than the superpower stuff. And really, no matter what powers Maggie could have given herself if she’d wanted to, the most dangerous part of Maggie would always be her brain. Which was why Maggie was smart enough not to bother with giving herself superpowers.




Alex got close enough to get a good look at the woman behind the table. Who was barely a woman. Whoever she was, she looked like a lovely, petite, short fifteen year old. Except for the hair and the eyes. The hair was a silvery gray color that pretty much screamed, “I am older than your grandmother.” The eyes should have been a gorgeous green. But they were slightly luminescent in the near-dark, and they pretty much screamed, “I am utterly inhuman despite how I look.” And those eyes looked at her with a something that no teen had. Those eyes looked at her like they had seen everything imaginable over untold eons, and Alex couldn’t possibly be interesting.




The ‘woman’ at the table looked up at her and smiled insincerely. “I’m rather sure you’re not Harry Dresden, unless he has wanted to tell the White Council something special for years.”




Alex smiled back. She tried to sound like she had no idea what Creepy Fallen Angel Lady meant. “Dresden? As in the china?”




“Call me Tessa.”




Alex smiled, “Pleased to meet you.” Which they both knew was a big fat lie. “Call me Terawatt, or Tera if you prefer.”




‘Tessa’ said, “I take it you’re not Alexa Mack, who Danielle Atron was just complaining about.”




Alex answered, “No, but I am tracking Danielle Atron. She’s made herself a ‘person of interest’ in more places than she ever imagined. Maybe even more places than you know.”




Out of the darkness behind Tessa came another young woman. This one was also attractive, with a lean face and long dark hair and dark eyes. Their faces weren’t the same, and their hair wasn’t the same, but there was something really similar about them. It might be something about the things inside them, though.




Tessa didn’t take her eyes off of Alex. “Deirdre, I think our new friend has already heard too much about us, and she obviously didn’t have any trouble with our forces.”




Just then, Alex heard sounds behind her. She didn’t turn and look. She didn’t expend the energy to go silvery and have all-around vision. It sounded like a lot of spells getting slung, with booms and crashes and loud spell-casting and counter-casting. She had to hope that Morgan could do his task, because she had her hands full already.




Having her powers back would have been mega-handy right then.




She still didn’t like guns, and she still didn’t like shooting people. Crud. She didn’t even like hurting people, even if those tongueless minion guys hadn’t given her a lot of options. But she still had really limited options.




She snapped the Uzi up into firing position and emptied the clip into Tessa’s chest.




Tessa went over backward in her chair, and Deirdre leapt forward at Alex. Only Deirdre transformed as she jumped. It was mega-freaky, but Alex had seen way worse things in her career as Terawatt. Way scarier. Way ickier.




That was probably not really a good thing. It was helpful lots of times, but not exactly mega-swell.




Deirdre was making a big leap forward, but Alex was already moving back. Alex was also yanking a spare mag out of the back of her utility belt, where she’d stuck a couple when she swiped them off the guy who hadn’t needed his Uzi anymore.




Deirdre’s skin changed to metallic green scales. Her hands changed into animal-like four-fingered hands with nasty-looking metal claws. Her legs did this weird thing like her knees had suddenly gone from normal to digitigraded — Alex knew that word because of Willow, not because of science courses. Her feet turned into things like paws with huge lion claws jutting out. Her hair turned into long locks of what looked like jet-black strips of steel. Her two eyes did this horrible splitting thing where the eyeballs divided, then split into two eyes on each side of her head and then moved further apart so she had a pair of eyes where they were supposed to be, and another pair up on her forehead. One pair glowed cherry-red like hot coals, and the other pair glowed a sickly green like evil glow-sticks. And some kind of creepy sigil glowed vividly in the middle of her forehead.




What the heck was wrong with these jerkheads that they’d want battle forms like these? What was wrong with Iron Man? Or Optimus Prime? Even Street Sharks would be better than these things. And she had totally been hanging with Jack and Charlie too much if she was having these kinds of thoughts.




Alex managed to put four rounds into Deirdre before she found out what the deal was with the hair like steely black windowblind sections. That hair was way stronger than windowblinds. Or car doors. Two ‘locks’ of hair got close enough to hit the Uzi, one from each side, and one tress went right through the side of the barrel and out the other side, tearing it out of her hands as it went.




Crud, that stuff was fast. And terrifically strong. She did not want to get hit by that stuff.




On the other hand, Alex spotted a tell when Deirdre snapped that hair around, so Alex was ready when two more strands went for her face and chest. She forced as much tk as she thought she could afford onto the palms of her hands and went for some moves that Rinkin Mueller had taught her how to do. First steel hair-blade. It was coming at her face, so an outside-in block, as hard as she could, because those things obviously had incredible force behind them.




It was like sparring with Ultra-man. Her hand hit hard enough that her tk just barely held up, and it felt like someone had hit her in the forehead with a rock. Even with all of her strength behind the block, she still had trouble forcing that hair off to the side, so it missed her head.




Alex was still moving, though, and still unstabbed. She blocked the second shaft of steel hair, driving it past her chest, even as she pivoted to the side to avoid the thing. This time, she was running out of energy, and it felt more like someone hit her in the head with a hammer. She dove backward in a somersault to get farther away.




Deirdre stopped in shock. With a voice that sounded like her throat was mostly trumpet pieces, the creature gasped, “How? What are you?”




“Something surprising,” Alex replied. She wasn’t going to give away any useful information, but she sure wasn’t ready to fight this thing some more.




A voice that sounded like a beehive imitating the Borg hissed, “Deirdre. Retreat and heal. I have this.”




Alex didn’t look away from Deirdre, but she could use her peripheral vision to see what was speaking. Tessa wasn’t a swarm of bugs. She was a praying mantis. A humanoid praying mantis demon the size of Gary Coleman with eyes that were even creepier than Deirdre’s. Huge multi-faceted fly eyes that glowed a disturbing orange-red, and another pair of eyes over them, like Deirdre had. Plus a weird glowing sigil thing in the middle of her forehead too, even if it wasn’t the same symbol as Deirdre’s.




Deirdre hastily retreated to heal up. Her hair shot down all around her, and acted like giant legs, carrying her off like a demonic daddy longlegs.




Tessa moved in with a mega-fast insectoid leap and a nasty combination slash-and-grab with her left pincer. But Alex had sparred against enough mega-fast people that she was ready. Since Tessa was so short, Alex blocked it with a front kick instead of an arm. Tessa looked totally surprised — for a praying mantis — that her attack got blocked. So Alex had a split second to keep going. She used her leg motion to move into an axe kick into Tessa’s insectile knee.




Tessa let out a scream like a brass band stepping on a nail, and leapt backward so far her wings took over and she hovered for a few seconds. That let Alex move into a decent stance and back up a few more yards. She knew it was only a matter of time before Deirdre healed up and came at her like a hundred angry sword blades, or Tessa stopped underestimating her.




Tessa fluttered back down to the concrete and hissed, “I saw no focus, and I looked at your funny uniform, and I did not take you seriously. Clearly, that was a mistake.”




The sounds of magical battle back on the other side of the barn had stopped. Alex knew that was either a really good thing, or a really bad one. She also knew that if her headache got any worse, it was going to incapacitate her, probably about the time she completely ran out of energy for her tk.




Alex had a dozen really bad options left. She knew she didn’t have enough tk left to lift herself, so she couldn’t fly away or anything. She was sure she didn’t have enough tk left to use her wiresaw or her cutting wheel at any distance from her. She had small plastic pouches of antidotes for GC-161 and Deemer’s Solution and several more mutagens that were loose on her world; none of them would do much for Tessa’s magic-based powers. She had a knife in her utility belt, but if Tessa saw something she recognized, she would know how to attack it, and Tessa was a lot stronger than a depowered Alex. Even if Alex could find that Uzi, it couldn’t be functional now that it had gotten a spike rammed sideways through the barrel. In fact, she pretty much doubted Tessa would let her minions carry any weapon that might really do more than inconvenience her. That would be dumber than some of the stuff back home, and Tessa was supposed to have a brilliant being with eons of experience helping her out. So… Jack O’Neill tactics.




She wondered out loud, “You don’t really have to find giant male praying mantises and bite their heads off, do you? Because… ick.”




Tessa glared at her. “You stupid child. You have no idea what you really face, do you? I shall have to show you.”




And then Alex felt it. There was a rush of power like she was standing waist-deep in a heavy sea and letting massive waves pound against her. Only the waves of power were pouring into her. Her headache dropped to something manageable. Her stomach stopped trying to eat itself in a desperate need for energy.




She said, “Me first.” She didn’t move. That might give her intentions away. She knew not to do that. She just hit Tessa with a tk punch. A quarter-ton tk punch. And she didn’t let up.




Tessa screamed in pain and surprise as she was hammered backward all the way across the barn and through the barn wall.





…Plans of Someone Else, VIII



Alex kept smashing Tessa backward even after the barn wall, until it felt like Tessa sort of disintegrated. Alex figured that wasn’t likely, given what Morgan had said.




Deirdre screamed a brassy tone of rage and rushed forward, her hair moving her like fifty spider legs. Alex hit her in the face with a bolt of lightning that sent Deirdre reeling and collapsing to the floor. Tessa came buzzing back through the hole in the wall like a swarm of nasty little insects. Alex gave her an introduction to electrokinesis too. The entire cloud of tiny green praying mantises lit up like an evil Christmas tree, and it screamed like a swarm of tiny trumpets.




And Deirdre was up again, and Tessa was reforming. Crud! On top of that, Alex’s headache was slowly getting worse again. She needed to retreat and find a place where she could rest and take in some nutrition. Maybe she should have eaten a couple more Double Whoppers. And a lot more bacon. And an extra slice of that pizza. With bacon on top.




She heard Morgan yell her name, and she leapt into the air to zoom back to his position. He was by the door in the back wall, which was now open. Well, the door was open, and the back wall was open too, thanks to half a dozen holes punched in it and blown through it. That must have been some fight.




And Morgan looked like he’d gone a few rounds with a Kothoga. His clothes were ripped, and he had puncture wounds and slash wounds, and he was bleeding. A lot. And he was leaning against the wall like one of his legs wasn’t working. He gasped, “Spell broken. Thorned Namshiel ran for it. Get us out of here.”




She grabbed him in a careful tk grip so any broken bones wouldn’t get damaged more, and she flew him out of the barn. “Where to?”




He groaned, “Head away from the house. And stay away from any shadowed areas. They’ve got more Denarians somewhere around here, and I’m in no shape to fight ’em.”




“How fast?” she checked. “I need you to open a gateway and get us out of here.”




He nodded painfully. “Okay. First, get us out of sight. Then maybe fifteen miles an hour. I ought to be able to search for safe gateways at that speed.”




Alex flew at her best speed across the grassy fields to some low hills they could hide behind. And as she flew, she pulled an energy bar out of the back of her utility belt and started eating.




Morgan kept checking as they flew, but he grumbled, “How can you eat? You had about five thousand calories only an hour ago, and then a couple slices of pizza.”




She grumbled right back at him. “Right now I’m about to go into hypoglycemic shock and pass out. Don’t complain about it, or I’ll start calling you ‘Harry’.”




“Cheap shot,” he managed to smile. It looked like it really hurt him. Okay, it looked like everything hurt him. “Wait, go back. Slowly.”




She stopped and reversed her course, going a couple feet above the ground and maybe four miles an hour, until he groaned, “Here.” She hung onto him but turned him upright so he could open a gateway, and they flew through.




She didn’t know where they were, but she moved up to forty feet in the air and flew the two of them across a hot Nevernever desert that had way too many things like Faerie scorpions the size of a dining table or Faerie snakes the size of a fifty foot utility tunnel or big Faerie things mostly buried in the sand that snapped at her when her shadow passed over them. She ate her other three energy bars. She drank the two energy drinks. Nobody other than Jack and Willow even knew she had the little drink packages, because they were hidden in the gel padding on her chest, along with most of the liquid antidote ampules. That would hold her for a little while, but not long enough to cross an entire desert.




And then a silvery wisp came zooming toward them and hovered alongside, even though Alex was going about fifty miles an hour. It formed into a gamboling silver otter, and Alex knew what it was.




Hermione’s voice came out of it. “This is Hermione. I’m using a communication spell to try and find you and all the others. I’m with Alexan and WillowDelta in Alexa’s back yard, with Alexa’s parents and some White Council wizards including my double. I don’t know how to locate you, but if you have trouble getting here and you can contact us, one of us should be able to help you.”




Morgan managed, “Okay. Follow the trail it left, and if it gives out, just straightline from there. And I think you’ll have to go a bit lower, even if…”




“Yeah, I know. No getting eaten by giant gross desert creatures out of nightmares.” She didn’t say that in order to make it into her nightmares, those things would have to be a lot bigger and nastier and scarier.







Hermione watched carefully as Harry Dresden started taking objects out of his pockets and showing them to the Merlin and Joseph Listens-to-Wind and the others.




Harry put a handful of vials on the table. “Atron is using banned ingredients in some sort of de-aging potion. And worse.”




“Worse?” the Merlin checked.




Harry nodded angrily. “I’ll get to that in a second. First, she’s got these. And she even labeled them because she was so damn confident she’d never get caught. This is an ‘extract from human pituitary glands’…”




Hermione interjected, “Harry, hGH is extracted from human pituitary glands and purified at a major pharmaceutical company.”




Other-Hermione agreed, “In our world too.”




Harry grimaced, “This isn’t a little bottle from a pharmaceutical company. She made this herself.”




Other-Hermione picked up the bottle and read the label. “Oh… dear.”




Hermione peeked over her duplicate’s shoulder. The label on the bottle clearly listed the date of extraction and the number of pituitary glands. She asked, “Did she murder people and do the extraction, or did she immobilize the people, perform the extraction, and then kill her victims?”




The Merlin tried not to wince. “And you have evidence she did even worse?”




Harry nodded and held up another vial. Hermione gulped slightly. Extract of pituitary glands from Winter Court Faerie. There was no way that could be legitimate. The next vial purportedly held shredded ghoul skin. The fourth vial held blood from a White Court vampire. The fifth vial’s label said it was blood from a Valkyrie in some sort of magical preservative.




The Merlin nodded unhappily. “These are… violations of treaties we have in place, and violations of the Accords. I shall have to inform the Winter Court and the White Court and Donar Vadderung that a warlock has done this and we are tracking her down.”




“They’ll be thrilled to hear it’s Atron.” Harry kept going. “I wouldn’t be surprised if every one of them already knows who she is. And then there’s these little surprises that probably aren’t out of her Crackerjacks.” He pulled out a small baggie of seeds. “Redwood seeds.” He glanced over at Alexa and added, “Not pine nuts.”




The Merlin’s left eyebrow went up, like he already had a pretty good idea where Harry was headed.




Harry pulled out more objects. “A wind-up perpetual calendar watch and a metronome in an inlaid wood case that probably cost a mint.” The Merlin’s other eyebrow went up to match the first one. “A little souvenir sculpture of the pyramids in Egypt. And a tiny sealed bottle of her anti-aging potion.”




Hermione got it. All the ritual spell components were related to time and timelessness. And Other-Hermione had mentioned that in this world, spell components were often connected to the five classical senses, so the potion for smell, the sculpture for touch, the seeds for taste, the watch for sight, and the metronome for hearing.




Harry concluded, “So she’s got a ritual or summoning that probably violates the Sixth Law and maybe the Seventh Law just so she can stay younger-looking. What a sweetheart.”







Alee wanted to worry about Alex and that Morgan guy, and about what Atron was up to, but the Merlin wanted to ask her questions. “Mavra is a very dangerous vampire, and we have no idea where she has re-located. Do you have any idea where Mavra’s castle is?”




Selina snarked, “You mean her ex-castle? Stormburst more or less destroyed it in the fight.”




One of the other wizards grinned, “Good!”




Alee checked her special team phone, and totally unsurprisingly with all this harsh magic getting slung all over the place, it was partly fried. Its GPS thing was telling her she was at the North Pole and that she’d been at the South Pole. So no help there. “Umm, let me think, it was the middle of the night, and I could see the Big Dipper and the North Star, and Robin made us memorize a bunch of this stuff, so Northern hemisphere and not too far off the 45th Parallel, and the other side of the globe so it was in Asia, so…” She had to think hard to remember details of the world maps Robin had insisted everyone study, not that most of them did. “Okay. The Ukraine, Kazakhstan, or western Mongolia, or somewhere around there. That’s the best I can do.”




Selina gave her a big thumbs-up for that, and Alee felt like maybe she’d done okay. She figured Robin would have been able to locate it down to a country, and Batman would have been able to identify it down to a few square miles.




Her not-really-dad came running over, looking excited. He said to the Merlin, “Sir, I just heard from one of our friends. There’s a police report just called in from one of Danielle Atron’s neighbors. Some ‘suspicious looking’ people are moving around on her grounds outside her mansion. She could be there now, with more of her… forces.”




“Thank you, Dr. Mack. We should… investigate that.”




Sam stepped over. “We should recon, but with a large force as support. There’s no telling who or what Atron might have on those grounds, and it’s her home turf. She’ll have all the advantages.”




WillowDelta came over too. “We can disrupt her communications, but we did that before. She should be anticipating it.”




Hermione added, “The only people who are likely to know anything about the grounds or the interior are Alexa’s parents, Alexa, and possibly some of Alexa’s alternates.”




The Merlin gave her a raised eyebrow. “Are individuals and buildings likely to be that alike, when you are talking about venturing into different universes with different… aspects?”




The other Hermione stepped over. Alee blinked in surprise, because the other Hermione now had hair that looked exactly like Hermione’s, down to the hairstyle. She said, “Pardon me, Merlin, but I think the answer to your question is ‘yes, in some cases’. So any knowledge of the interior of the mansion may carry over, and some of it may not.”




The Merlin looked at Other-Hermione’s hair, and Hermione’s hair, and back, and back again.




Other-Hermione finally admitted, “Mrs. Granger-Weasley was kind enough to demonstrate some hairdressing charms which I do not believe are directly translatable. Our magic does not work through the same mechanisms, and does not permit some of the fine detail they can achieve through visualization techniques.”




Hermione agreed in the exact same tones, “At least, that is our current working hypothesis, based on the available data to date.”




Joseph Listen-to-Wind grinned at the Merlin, “I think they made their case right there.”




Alee was pretty sure that Harry Dresden was trying pretty hard not to laugh out loud right then. She was also pretty sure the Merlin knew it and didn’t like it. She sort of wondered how many times a week Harry got himself in trouble with his bosses and stuff.




Her not-really-mom came over with a map of Paradise Valley. “You can see we’re here, where Alexa put a red dot right where our house is. The Atron mansion is on Atron Boulevard here, and it’s got this entire section… about here.”




Buffy said, “We ought to put the best sneaks on the sneakage patrol, and set up the backup where they can actually back stuff up, like maybe in your Nevernever where no one’s gonna spot ’em.”




Sam smiled, “So I take it you want to be one of the sneaks.”




Buffy smiled back, “Natch! Me and Lexi, for evil spotting, Alee for powerhouse stuff and emergency escapes, Selina for cat burglary, and two wizards or witches. Preferably one of ours and one of theirs, to cover as much badness-countering as we can.”




Hermione said, “I can do a veil, and I can Disillusion everyone for camouflage, and I can mask our sounds with a muffliato. But I’d like a pure powerhouse, like Harry or Donald too.”




Harry stepped over. He looked at Joseph. “Hey, Injun Joe. You wanna? I got this if you don’t.”




Several Alexas gasped at Harry’s naughtiness. The actual Alexa fussed, “Harry! That’s not okay!”




Joseph smirked, “It is not his fault. His mentor has been calling me that for decades, and we all know Harry cannot be educated, much less re-educated.”




Harry snorted with laughter, and then he answered, “Yeah, I’d like to be on the backup crew, or else staying here to talk with Alexa’s parents.”




The Merlin cleared his throat slightly. “I would appreciate it if you would leave that task to Miss Granger, and work with the support team.”




It looked to Alee like Harry actually liked Joseph and really didn’t like the Merlin even if the Merlin was the guy in charge. But Harry didn’t like Morgan either, so maybe Harry had trouble getting along with people. Or maybe Harry was ‘the young guy’ and he got ordered around a lot and picked on. Even if Other-Hermione was definitely younger, and didn’t seem to mind at all.




Alee really wished she knew whether Harry was just being a jerkhead, or if the other guys were, or if there was just some kind of argument going on and they’d be friends again later on. Some of the Harry Dresden stuff with Morgan and the Merlin guy just looked like Connor-and-Robin stuff or Connor-and-Aqualad stuff or Red-Arrow-and-Artemis stuff. But maybe it was worse. Maybe it was more like the Artemis-and-her-family stuff that was so awful Artemis never wanted to talk about it.




She also wished Alex was around, because she wanted to talk to Alex about all of it. She figured Alex would know what was going on.




She let Buffy and Sam and the Merlin divide people up into teams. So the Sneak Team was Alee and Selina, Buffy and Lexi, Hermione, and Joseph Listens-to-Wind, which she was sure was seriously one of the awesomest names ever, right up there with Max Fightmaster. Then the Support Team was Harry and Rashid and Alexan and Sam and Alexandra and WillowDelta and Jaime and four more of the wizards, while the Merlin and a couple other wizards took a Way to somewhere else, like maybe their secret headquarters in Scotland. And the stay-at-home team was Alexa and Other-Hermione and Aly, with Mr. and Mrs. Mack.




Alee totally agreed with most of that, even if Harry was so naughty calling Mister Listens-to-Wind ‘Injun Joe’. That was just not okay. Because Aly’s hands and feet looked horrible and had to be hurting her a lot, even if she was pretending she was fine. And the Macks had to be worrying about Alexa just a ton.




Still, Alee knew she would feel a lot better if Alex and Mister Morgan were back and okay.







George Mack sat on the porch. Barb was clinging to his hand with her left hand and hugging Alexa with her right arm. They had their baby back and she was unhurt. But they also had a horde of other Alexas who all seemed to think he was their dad, to some extent. And they were all Alexa, even the one in the superheroine costume who hugged him while floating several inches off the ground at the same time. His brain wasn’t sure what to think. His heart was telling him that all of them were his younger child, and his child was even more amazing than he’d ever imagined.




And his heart was telling him he really needed to do something for this other Alexa. Even if she called herself Aly. They had watched the others split up into three teams, with two teams heading off into… a ‘Way’ to the other side of town and the other group taking a ‘Way’ back to Scotland. Scotland! It scared the heck out of him that these people could casually rend space and dimension with a wave of a staff, like they were Gandalf. Or maybe Doctor Strange.




All right, one of them heading back to Scotland even looked like Gandalf The Grey.




The tall guy in the cowboy duster had slipped Barb a note that was secret phone numbers they could call for help and still stay off the radar of the Gray Wardens. Even if one of the others had called him ‘Warden Dresden’.




He checked again, “Aly? Are you sure we don’t need to get you to the hospital?”




Aly gave him a smile that was unmistakably Alexa’s. They were as alike as twins. Or maybe identical sextuplets. Aly let him hug her about the shoulders as she leaned into him. “It’s okay, dad. Really. They hurt some, but it’s not that bad. And there’s nothing a hospital around here could do for me. In fact, I’d rather not let anyone else know about my… stuff.”




Her cybernetic body parts. His other daughter was some sort of cyborg. Someone had turned her hands and feet — and God only knew what else — into mechanical extensions of herself. He wanted to ask what had happened that someone had done this to her. He was terrified she would tell him, because he could not think of a single good way that could have happened.




He didn’t even want to know what else of Aly’s besides her hands and feet had been altered, because the more he thought about it, the more it seemed like a lot more of her body would have to be modified in order to handle the strength that a robotic hand or foot could provide. He was just hoping that Barb never thought to ask.




The young British woman had offered to put some sort of illusion on Aly’s hands and feet so he wouldn’t see how damaged they were. That wasn’t good enough. He checked again, “Are you sure you don’t want to put on your shoes?”




Aly just gently leaned into him. “My feet won’t fit right now. They’ll just slide around in the shoes, and the metal parts won’t be good for the insoles.”




Alexa perked up. “I know! My old hiking socks! Mom and dad got ’em for me a couple years ago, and they’re probably too small for my feet, so they ought to be perfect for your feet now, and they’re thick, so your shoes ought to fit right. And if they don’t, I’ve got more socks.” She glanced at Aly’s hands. “And I’ve got some gloves. If they won’t make your hands hurt worse.”




George watched as his daughter and… a ‘second daughter’ ran through the house together. He hadn’t ever wondered what having twins would be like. Now he was starting to think he might find out. Oddly enough, the idea of having lots of Alexas underfoot made him feel, well, paternal. Still, it was easier being a dad when you had great kids.




Miss Granger spoke up in that posh British accent she had. “They really are remarkable young women. I’ve only known a couple of them for a very short time — less than an hour — and I can see it already.”




Barb said, “I think I finally realized it when I saw an Alexa who can fly and hurl lightning bolts. And… I mean… they’re all amazing. I just never thought… Is our Alexa fated to be some sort of superheroine like the others?”




Miss Granger smiled uncertainly. “We really have no way of knowing. But the other Alexas were most likely pulled here specifically because of their powers and abilities. Danielle Atron is a remarkably dangerous warlock who is unafraid of using the worst sort of monsters as minions, and these Alexas have rather made Atron look pathetic. That doesn’t mean that this Alexa will be destined to join the battle against evil, but seeing her determination, I don’t think she’ll shrink from it.”




Barb whimpered a little. George vividly remembered Alexa’s phone call, and her insistence that she couldn’t leave these ‘people’ who had come so far to help her.




Miss Granger stressed, “I think that we need to get Alexa properly trained first, long before the issue of using her training would ever arise. We do have several Wardens in California and nearby states, so we might be able to get one of them as an instructor for her.”




Barb insisted, “We don’t want Alexa to have to leave. She’s got school and family and friends here. I’ve been teaching her what my mother taught me and I taught Annie. But she’s… capable of a lot more now. I don’t really know how to teach her to do evocation, and she’s just doing it on her own.”




Miss Granger nodded. “If her control is adequate, that’s manageable. Her mentor will have to work on that. But there are far too many wizards for whom control is… relative. Some of the most powerful human wizards are essentially a bane for anything more technologically advanced than a steam engine. I had to figure out how to turn a typewriter into a mechanically-driven keyboard, and put my monitor screen behind leaded glass with my computer hardware in another room inside several Faraday cages, just so I wouldn’t crash it ten times a day.”




George admitted, “We have been seeing a few problems like that. Barb and I have typed Alexa’s papers for her and done the keyboarding for her when she wanted to do websearches, just to protect our computers.”




Miss Granger smiled, “But that’s a good sign. You do have computers. And a modern kitchen and standard electrical systems in your house. That puts Alexa ahead of most wizards on that front. Even if she may never be able to manage a cellphone that doesn’t die within hours.” She sighed unhappily, “I would love a smartphone. I’m still working on wards to protect electronics and microelectronics from my magic.”




Barb worried, “Would we have any say in who Alexa’s mentor is? I mean, we worry, and not everyone is going to have a style that meshes with Alexa, and what if her mentor is abusive?”




Miss Granger winced slightly at that. “I’m certain we would want to ensure Alexa has a mentor she can work with. After all, not every wizard has a style that is likely to mesh with a young woman of Alexa’s age and background. And most wizards prefer to start teaching when their student is perhaps half her age and not immersed in her own culture and family and connectivity.”




George asked, “And aren’t some of these wizards pretty old? Are they qualified teachers?”




Miss Granger explained, “Some of our wizards are much older than they appear. More powerful wizards actually heal better than normal, and automatically retard their aging process beyond a certain point. However, that does not mean that they do not keep their training up to date. For example, Mister Listens-to-Wind is a doctor. He goes back to medical school every couple decades to stay current, in addition to working on his magical healing skills. Mister Dresden works as a private investigator and police consultant in Chicago, but he is a licensed P.I., and he went through the standard training to do that. We do actually notice that there is a world out there besides our own very small segment.”




“And what about you?” Barb asked.




Miss Granger looked taken aback. “Me? I’m too young to be taking on students. I’m still finishing up my doctoral thesis in classical European mythology.”




He wondered if it was cheating to be working on a doctorate in ‘mythology’ when you knew the subjects were real, and you might be able to get details from live sources which no one else could. Or would it be worse to be doing research and reading references which you knew were wrong but everyone else treated as accurate?




On the other hand, given some of the things he had heard from Barb’s side of the family, maybe that kind of research could have real-world applications. Like figuring out new ways to fight old threats that no one believed in anymore.




He started to ask a question about her degree program, when another one of those gateways opened up, and two people flew into his back yard. One was a superheroine in white and black, and one was a badly injured man who looked like he was being floated along.




The superheroine spoke. In Alexa’s voice. “Is there a wizard in the house?”





…Recon of Lexi Mack


(ten minutes earlier)



Lexi was part excited and part nervous and part worried. Excited, because the Golden Slayer wanted Lexi on her team! With all these mega-powerful, amazing people, Buffy Summers had picked her. And nervous… because the Golden Slayer wanted Lexi on her team. And Lexi was really nervous she might mess up. And worried, because they had no intel on the threats outside that mansion, or the threats inside it, and they were counting on Lexi to remember stuff about the layout of a mansion she had only been in once and this was a different world, so the insides of the building could be mega-different.




Okay, there wasn’t much chance that Danielle Atron wouldn’t have a giganto office with huge windows and tons of cushy stuff in it, so it pretty much had to be in the same place as the Atron home office of her world. And, given the huge ‘showroom’ way the whole house was built, if Ms. Atron had a home lab, it would have to be hidden away underground. Unless Hermione was right, and there was just some room in the mansion with a locked door to a small closet that was a portal to someplace else, and the alchemy lab could be there.




A sneaky secret lab in a place where you’d think you couldn’t fit a lab? That sounded totally like Danielle Atron.




They were half a dozen blocks away from the Atron property, which was about forty acres of mega-landscaped yard and flower gardens, with an H-shaped mansion that was about the size of a football field.




Lexi glanced over at Alee. “My Atron had her giganto showy office in the middle section, second floor, back side so she could look out over the back gardens. The way she showed us around? Total gloat-fest. ‘Look at how special I am!’ ”




Hermione quoted, “My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!” Lexi was pretty sure that was from an important poem, just from the way Hermione said it. And it sounded totally like Danielle Atron.




Lexi muttered, “She probably wishes her house was way bigger and even more Buckingham Palace-ish.”




Buffy checked, “Will she be in her office now?”




Lexi looked at Alee and answered, “Yeah, if she’s there at all. It’s the only room I got to see that looked at all ‘lived in’ if you know what I mean. It wasn’t messy or worn out or anything, but it looked like she used the room for lots of stuff.”




Joseph calmly said, “We should not attempt to open a gateway any closer than this, or to enter via expected routes. Also, I would anticipate some sort of magical alarm for the site, if not something more complex.”




“How complex can she get?” Alee wondered. “It’s a house on some land.”




Joseph pointed out, “It is a modification of a family house, on land which her family has owned for… how long?”




Alee guessed, “Maybe a hundred… a hundred thirty years? The Atrons used to own pretty much everything important in the valley.”




Joseph nodded slowly. “Then there might be connections between her lineage and the land that might allow for… Intellectus.”




Hermione groaned. That had to be bad. Buffy winced. That had to be mega-bad.




Buffy checked, “So even if we used veils, or camouflage, or flew overhead, the land would still tell her we’re coming?” Joseph nodded wisely. “I’ve been through that before. Not of the good.”




Lexi had to stop and think about what she knew about ‘Intellectus’, which was all from reading the Slayer Almanac about some of the special Wolfram and Hart dimensions, so she said, “So don’t we just have to do what we need to do anyway? If she can spot us like that, there’s nothing we can do to block it. At least, not in our dimension. Except maybe Willow The Green.”




“The Great And Powerful Oz,” Buffy kidded.




Joseph looked stunned. “You have a wizard capable of overcoming someone else’s Intellectus on their own lands?”




Buffy nodded, “Yep. But she can’t help us here. ’Cause I figure you guys murdered this world’s version of her. And I’ve got money that says Donald Morgan did it with that tricked-out magic sword of his.”




Joseph looked even more stunned. “Willow? Do you mean the warlock Willow Rosenberg?”




Buffy coldly said, “I take it you know who I’m talking about. My best friend in the whole world.”




Joseph admitted, “I only know some of the rumors. I was not one of those who dealt with that disaster. But I helped bury nine Gray Wardens who were trying to stop her. And I helped heal six others.”




Buffy turned her back on him. “She’s an incredible force for good. She’s stopped tons of apocalypses. She was the most important part of our mission into Hermione’s hell dimension.”




Joseph simply said, “Perhaps she could have been that for this universe as well, but none of us knew she had developed magic until it was too late. Years too late. Our Seven Laws are not an arbitrary choice with an arbitrary punishment. They are laws that are in place because those acts damage the mind and heart and soul of the wizard in heinous ways, leading the wizard downward in a relentless spiral. By the time the White Council realized there was a problem, large parts of her town were in ruins, the death toll was horrifying, and…” He suddenly looked like he wanted to vomit. “…even worse had been done to far too many. You should talk to Donald about this. He still bears the scars, both physical and emotional.”




Buffy refused to face him. “Figured that out already when I saw how squirrely he was just being near a wrecked robot that looked like her.”




Joseph reminded her, “Our Gray Wardens did not kill your friend. They fought a merciless threat in this world which came within only minutes or hours of unleashing a horde of Outsiders which we would have been utterly unprepared to stop. We could have lost this entire world and everyone in it.”




Buffy sighed. “That’s why you need your own Xander. Xanders make everything better, especially Warlock Willows.”




Joseph put a kind hand on one of Buffy’s shoulders. “I do not know what a ‘Zander’ is, but it is clear that yours are too important to lose, so we will not try to borrow any.”




Buffy swallowed. Hard. “Come on. We’ve got a warlock who needs to have her ass kicked, and I feel like doing some kicking.”




Selina casually asked, “And are you all out of bubble gum?”




Buffy forced a smile, but Alee and Lexi both laughed out loud, and even Hermione giggled some. Joseph smiled slightly, “Even I know that reference, although that is due to exposure to Warden Dresden.”




Hermione gave him a raised eyebrow. “Would that be exposure, or overexposure?”




That time, Joseph had a real smile, and had to suppress a laugh. He said, “You really are remarkably like Miss Granger.”




Buffy looked at Lexi and asked, “Okay, test time. How would you lay out the infiltration?”




“Me?” Lexi squeaked. Everyone just looked at her, even Alee, so she stopped and thought over the stuff she’d learned about planning an assault from the Slayer Almanac and what her friends had told her. And stuff her dad had shown her in some books. Plus, ‘Sun Tzu’ was an awesomely cool name.




She thought out loud, “Umm, well, there’s nothing we can do if she’s got Intellectus on her own lands. So we have to figure on her knowing we’re coming, but we plan like she doesn’t. She has to know we bypassed all her protections and guards at the plant, and now she knows we have superheroines like Stormburst and we can Vegematic pretty much anyone she can hire as minions. So if she puts vampires or whatever out as guards, they’re stalking horses. She wants us to hack ’em up so she can see us coming. So… I was thinking Stormburst flies us over to the second story windows on this side of the middle section, we undo the magical alarms and the burglar alarms and we go in that way, then we just go straight to her office and see if we can catch her there.”




Buffy asked, “And if she’s not there?”




Lexi shrugged a little bit. “She could be in a bunch of places. Probably not the ballroom or the pool or the tennis court, but maybe her dining room or her bedroom suite which I have no idea where it is. Or a secret underground lair. Or an evil library. It’s a pretty big place.”




Alee suggested, “I could fly around the mansion pretty quick and do a recon thing and peek in the windows.”




Selina added, “Stormburst could drop us off at the windows, we could stand on the ledge there or hang onto the brickwork, and while Joseph and I take care of the alarms, she could do her ‘recon thing’.” She smiled at Alee to show she was teasing her a little. And Lexi was pretty sure there was a tiny ‘meow’ noise in there too.




Sometimes Selina seemed way more cat-like than you’d expect even from a lady wearing a catsuit and cute little kitty ears.




Buffy rubbed her hands together. “Okay. We’ve got a plan. Not a great plan, but better than some of mine I could think of. Joseph? Any suggestions?”




Joseph studied the mansion silently for long seconds. “I believe she is in her office, and I believe she already knew we are coming, and… I believe she just spotted the clairvoyance I used. So this is going to be a trap, even if it was not one before.”




Selina stretched casually. “Sure it is. But she’s vain, so she’ll want us to see how smart and powerful she is. And she’s arrogant, so she won’t think we can stop her. And she’s greedy, so she won’t want to ruin her nice things. That means this shouldn’t turn into a battle that might destroy her mansion, and she has to assume Stormburst destroyed Mavra’s forces and castle, since we’re here unharmed.”




Lexi agreed, “Yeah. And she’s really smart, so she’ll have a real plan.”




Buffy grumbled, “I hate smart badguys with good plans. They’re the worst.”




Lexi said, “I talked with Alexa and Aly and Alee and Alexandra. I think Atron had a whole bunch of really dangerous plans already set up, and whatever’s doing these portals used us to mess ’em up. So she’s probably got some more. So we need to be mega-careful.”




Alee nodded, “Totally.”




Lexi added, “And Alexa told me Danielle had a bunch of potions and stuff under a veil on the desk in front of her, so she might look unarmed but she could have a ton of stuff just waiting to get used on us.”




Hermione pursed her lips. “Good point. Perhaps, rather than working at maintaining a veil for ourselves, we should work on dissipating her veils and illusions. It is not one of my areas of expertise, but I can perform a few such charms.”




Joseph contributed, “As can I. So, since she knows we’re coming, why don’t we just fly to the front door and let her invite us in across her threshold? That will permit me a lot more power and flexibility. And if she does so, then she will most certainly be up to something.”




Hermione said, “Thresholds don’t have any effect on my magic, and they certainly won’t affect anyone else on the team.”




Joseph gave Hermione a wintry smile. “That is something she is unlikely to know.”




Buffy forced a smile. “Okey-dokey! Let’s have Alee fly us right to her front door, maybe just high enough to clear her fences and avoid any… guard dogs.”




Hermione paused, “Just one moment…” And she sent off one of those silvery wisp things that darted off away from the mansion.







Alexandra watched as Harry Dresden paced back and forth. And back and forth. And back and forth. The guy was really not a patient sort. At least, not when someone else might be in danger.




She had learned patience. The hard way. Sometimes, all you could do was sit still and pull your head into your shell and wait for even the smallest chance. Doing anything else could hurt. A lot. For a really long time. Or worse, like getting your loved ones hurt.




Bad guys loved that ‘…and your little dog too’ routine. Nanna and Ningal both loved it, and they’d made her body do it plenty of times. She still hadn’t gotten over the ‘I did it’ thing, even with the sort-of-therapy from Alex and the other Alexandras. Okay, that had really helped. And getting to wield a hara’kesh to save people? That totally helped.




Maybe she could talk Sam into letting her go with Liz and Selina so they could steal a ‘sarcophagus’ to heal the people those creepy Goa’uld had used her body to hurt. She couldn’t bring back the people she had killed, but she could fix the people she had maimed. And really, without a quavola’marnaq, Jo Baker had no chance at a normal life ever again unless Alexandra could find a way to get Jo into Aly’s universe and talk Aly’s group into givin Jo a chance with bionics. Okay, given that Jo had been a bully for as long as Alexandra had known about her, the odds that a superhero group would give her bionics were pretty horrible.




So. Steal a quavola’marnaq and heal a bunch of her victims. That had to be one of the top five things on her to-do list. Which she hadn’t even thought about starting until just now. Maybe that should be number one, just ahead of ‘apologize non-stop to her family and friends and teachers and stuff for being a psychotic monster for most of a year.’




She just needed a way to fake the glowing eyes and the scary voice, and she could pretend she was still Nanna or Ningal. That had to be the best way possible to steal a sarcophagus. The voice? She knew that could be done with a jalak’haket, and she knew enough to build something like that, with a little help from someone like Sam. The eyes? That was going to be a problem. She knew Liz was happy with a Tok’ra inside her, but the idea of letting one of those things inside her again, even for an important mission, filled her with a nerve-rending horror.




Harry paced some more.




Rashid calmly said, “Harry, Joseph is with them. You know what he is capable of. And Mrs. Granger-Weasley can do magic that Atron cannot comprehend, much less thwart. And they have four real, live superheroes. Would you want to fight against Stormburst?”




Harry clenched his jaws hard and forced himself to admit, “…no.”




Rashid continued, “You did hear what Stormburst did to Mavra and dozens of Mavra’s scourge and Mavra’s entire castle?”




Harry still hadn’t unclenched his jaws. “…yes.”




Rashid asked, “What will happen as soon as Atron puts up a shield wall to block attacks and Stormburst reaches around it with her telekinesis?”




Harry unclenched his jaws enough to smile. It wasn’t a nice smile. He managed, “I’d still feel better if I was there too.”




Rashid pointed out, “But you really wanted a chance to talk to Alexa’s parents and make them understand, so you could help her. Even though you know you cannot take on another apprentice now.” Harry didn’t say a thing. “You are predictable in some ways. Even the Merlin knows that.”




Alexandra didn’t see what was so bad about Harry being the kind of guy who runs into a burning building to rescue trapped people, or races into a fight against Goa’uld and Jaffa armed with nothing but a Tau’ri weapon. If Sam Carter and Jack O’Neill hadn’t been that kind of person, Alexandra Mack would still be slowly losing a nightmarish internal battle to two evil little snakes. Maybe Harry made mistakes doing that kind of stuff, but they were the kinds of mistakes you could live with, not the kind of mistakes like ‘I let Nanna burn Jo Baker’s arms and legs off with a cutting torch and I let Nanna keep her alive and conscious the whole time just to torture her more.’ Even if it really wasn’t ‘let’ as much as ‘could not stop her no matter how desperately hard I tried.’




Nobody — not even Jo Baker — deserved that. And for being such a problem while Nanna was trying to concentrate, Alexandra got to feel what it felt like to have your arms and legs cut off with a cutting torch. Constantly, for about a solid week, until Nanna got bored.




And while Harry went back to pacing, Alexandra watched everyone else. A couple of the Gray Wardens she hadn’t been introduced to were over teaching Alexan some new stuff, some of which just didn’t work right for Alexan’s magic. Alexandra hadn’t believed in magic up until an hour or two ago, and now it seemed that there were several different kinds of magic and several different kinds of magic wielders. Maybe more than ‘several’ if Selina and Alee were right about all the mages in their world. And Sam even had a hypothesis on how it could work, given certain combinations of the right universal physical constants.




Okay, from what Hermione said, it sounded like Sam had maybe five competing hypotheses, without enough proof to confirm any one of them. Yet. Alexandra had admittedly-fragmented memories of thousands of years of Goa’uld science, and it sure seemed like Sam had to be a lot smarter than the smartest Goa’uld ever. Which, if she had still been a Goa’uld, should have been one of the most frightening thoughts possible.




Okay, if she had still had a couple Goa’uld in her head, that thought probably would have led to a massive effort from dozens of Goa’uld to capture Sam and implant a new Goa’uld in her to rape her brain for centuries. Alexandra felt pretty nauseous just imagining it.




And… here came one of those little silvery wisps! Perfect. It rushed right over to Harry and Rashid and turned into a pretty little otter bouncing around. In Hermione’s voice, it announced, “We’re going in. Joseph has confirmed that she’s in her study — middle section, second floor, back side — and she’s waiting for us. She knows we’re coming, so we’re just going straight to her front door and seeing if we can get invited in. We know she knows, so we’re expecting a trap. And she has no idea that going in without an invitation won’t affect my magic at all.”




Harry looked over at Sam and, in the worst Beetlejuice imitation ever, said, “Showtime!”







Lexi felt it as Alee obliged and scooped up everyone else. It was like being lifted up in the air by a giant hand. And Alee wasn’t doing anything physical. No fingers on the temples concentrating, or big straining of muscles to lift imaginary stuff, or even looking at what she was moving. Lexi figured that was mega-useful in fights, because you could hammer someone with your tons of tk power, and they’d never see it coming.




Crud, she really didn’t want to get in a fight with Stormburst. Or Terawatt. She might be faster and stronger and tougher than a vamp, but she wasn’t up in their category. They were less ‘can fight vampires’ and more ‘can fight the Fantastic Four’.




She sort of wondered if it would be dumb to ask for their autographs.




They flew in a pack over the street, over the huge wall in front of the Atron estate, and up the long, fancy drive to the mega-impressive mansion and the big front door. Lexi heard the front doorbell ring before they got within a hundred feet of the front steps, so Alee had probably used some spare telekinesis to push the doorbell button.




They landed gracefully, and stepped up to the door. A butler opened it and glared at them. Then he just stepped aside without actually inviting them. That was totally the recommended technique to avoid getting vamps in your house, but it wasn’t exactly mega-polite for guests of Doctor Atron.




Lexi tended not to think about Danielle Atron’s degrees in biochem and business and stuff, but yeah, there was a Ph.D. in there. Maybe more than one. So she could call herself Doctor Atron if she wanted. Lexi only called people ‘doctor’ if they were a medical doctor. Or her dentist. And her dad was a Ph.D. too and that’s what he’d told her, so she was sure that was right.




Buffy gave the butler a ditzy smile and bounced on her toes. “Totally excellent not-inviting technique there!”




The butler just nodded his head a tiny bit in Buffy’s direction. If that butler got any drier, he was gonna dehydrate.




They walked in. It looked like Joseph had a little trouble walking through the doorway, but he didn’t keel over or anything.




The butler made a sweeping gesture for them to follow him up the stairs.




Buffy gave the guy another big smile. “Okey-dokey! Wow, this place sure is huge. Are there tours?”




The butler just clenched his jaws, which meant Buffy’s pretend dumbness was working great. He walked across the fancy tile floor of the atrium and then led them up the fancy extra-wide staircase to a fancy carpeted landing. This was really an awful lot like the Atron mansion back home. Even the colors on the walls looked a lot like the walls back in her dimension, at least as far as she could remember. She’d only been in that mansion twice, and neither time had been for very long. One time had been a school field trip in elementary school, and the other had been a ‘family meeting’ thing for the executives at the plant.




They were ushered to big double doors that opened into the huge, mega-lavish home office that Lexi remembered from her dimension, just with tiny differences. She was pretty sure the fancy kitchenette over on the left wall was supposed to have appliances all in chrome, instead of all in black. But the room was really, really like she remembered. Which was really pretty weird when you thought about it.




Danielle Atron was wearing an off-white pantsuit with an accessorizing silk scarf. She was sitting behind her desk and reading a book. When she set the book down, Lexi got a glimpse of the cover. It was in Italian, but there was only one book Lexi knew of that was by Niccolo Machiavelli. So she could guess what Il Principe would mean.




Okay, that was a really ballsy move to sit there and let them see what she was reading when they already knew she was a dangerous warlock. Buffy would probably score that as badguy style points.




Atron gave them all an obviously insincere smile. “I am so glad that you could finally be bothered to arrive. It is, after all, time for the final moves.” She stood up slowly, with her hands palm-down on her desk. “I would like to surrender.”




The hairs stood up on the back of Lexi’s neck.





…Surprise of Lexi Mack



Lexi knew Danielle Atron would never really surrender to the White Council. Not when they handled problems like her by a quick beheading. Not unless this wasn’t the real Danielle Atron, or Danielle no longer could be killed by little stuff like getting her head chopped off. So Lexi was expecting traps. Probably mega-traps.




Danielle stared coldly at Joseph Listens-to-Wind. “And my sole condition is that I put myself in the hands of these alternates of Alexa Mack, and I get a fair trial with my choice of representation, because I trust the Gray Wardens about as far as you trust me.”




Joseph calmly said, “I personally have no problem with you being constantly monitored by some or all of these young women. But do not expect that will protect you from the verdict that’s likely to be handed down.”




Danielle merely said, “As I expected.” She turned and stared at Alee, who was still hovering about a yard off the floor. Danielle said, “I trust you. You’re the only one in the room who I can be certain is not another White Council wizard. I put myself in your hands.” And she reached out in a handshake.




Lexi just knew it was some sort of trick. But what? Were there veiled threats lurking around the room? Hermione ought to be able to spot that. Were there monsters waiting for the right time to jump in and attack? Lexi was listening for any signs of sneaking-around, and she had The Golden Slayer here with her, over on the left side of the room while Lexi had the right side. If giant regenerating creepy monsters couldn’t take Buffy, pretty much nothing around here could. And Lexi had steel on her. Sharp steel knives with magical inlays that ought to turn the Faerie around here into chop suey.




And she’d been totally underwhelmed by those White Court vamps. Not even a little whelmed.




Alee slowly flew lower, moving forward at the same time and extending her right arm in her own handshake. And still nothing was happening. Just Danielle, patiently waiting with her right hand out and her left hand flat on her desk as she leaned forward a little.




Lexi glanced over at Hermione, who was studying everything. The desk. The walls. The floor and ceiling. But Hermione wasn’t acting like she was spotting anything. Hermione was over behind Buffy, but Buffy wasn’t exactly big enough to block a lot of anyone’s view. Not that Lexi was ever going to say that.




So Lexi and Buffy were the close-range people, Hermione and Joseph were the longer-range people, Selina was moving across the back of the room monitoring the hallway, and Alee was moving forward to shake Danielle’s hand and shock the heck out of her if Danielle tried anything.




There was something wrong. Lexi just knew it.




Apparently, Buffy did too, because Buffy gave Hermione a tiny tilt of the head. Hermione’s wand just snapped out of her sleeve into her hand, and Hermione waved it in a complex motion.




Nothing happened. Except Lexi could suddenly see there was a small thing in Danielle’s right hand that hooked around Danielle’s first two fingers and draped into her palm. Had Danielle been hiding that with a veil?




Lexi whispered at Buffy, “Is that a hara’kesh like Alexandra’s?”




And Buffy reacted like someone had just yelled, ‘Here comes Glorificus!’ She tensed up, and her body instinctively shifted into a fighting stance, and her eyes got big.




Buffy yelled, “Clear! Alee, get back!”




Alee darted backward faster than a frightened squid.




Buffy called out, “Draconian Katra! In her hand! Avoid contact! Ranged fighters only!”




Okay, Lexi wasn’t a ranged fighter, but she still acted. She snatched a throwing spike out of her sleeve and threw it back-handed at Danielle’s left hand. Buffy was already hurling a small throwing knife at Danielle’s right hand.




Both bounced off an invisible shield that maybe ran right across the middle of the desk.




Hermione sent a jet of red light at Danielle, but it hit the shield and bounced back across the room. Lexi cartwheeled out of the way so she didn’t get hit.




Alee hurled a nasty lightning bolt at Atron at the same time, and it hit the shield too. The shield wobbled in the air, as the lightning splintered and shot off across the shield in every direction.




Danielle stepped backward, stomping down hard as she went. There was the sound of breaking glass, and Danielle fell. She didn’t fall over or stumble backward. She dropped straight down like she had just stepped into a manhole.




Buffy gave Lexi a glance and a head-tilt aimed at one of the corners of the room on the other side of the desk. So Lexi darted that way, while Buffy went for the other far corner… and no Danielle Atron.




Hermione made several swishing motions with her wand and finally said, “No sign of her or any other veiled or Disillusioned or concealed objects. She dropped into another of her portals.”




And that was what it looked like to Lexi. There was nothing back there, except Danielle’s mega-fancy ergonomic chair which had gotten tipped over. The chair was supposed to have five legs sticking out from the base, with a fancy wheel on the end of each leg. But the two legs resting on the carpet had their wheels sliced right off, like that part of the chair had fallen into the portal when it closed.




Buffy groaned, “She got away again. And all it cost her was a stupid chair. Even if it’s a two thousand dollar chair.”




Joseph was trying to perform his own magical spells despite that threshold thing, but he finally asked, “A draconian what?”




Buffy explained, “That’s what it looked like. I’ve seen one way too up close. It lets you grab someone’s hand and switch bodies with them. She would’ve dumped Alee into her body, and shocked Alee unconscious for a quick head-chop. Or just electrocuted her and claimed Danielle tried something evil. Then she’d be free as a bird, and she’d have Stormburst’s superpowers and maybe her own magic too, which would not be of the good.”




Joseph grimaced. “If you’re correct, then we have a warlock loose with a tool which would let her steal anyone’s body. We need to clear out of here, alert our other teams and Edinburgh, and track her down as quickly as possible.”




Hermione sniffed, “My thoughts exactly.”




Lexi said, “Mine too, except I want Protocol Theta, whatever the heck that is.”




“Protocol Theta?” Alee asked.




Lexi nodded. “Yeah. Jaime and Aly have ‘evil twin’ protocols. That oughta handle ‘stolen body’ things too.”




Buffy groaned, “Oh. Right. Jaime’s evil twins. Plural. We heard about a bunch of that. Lisa Somebody, and fake Jaime robots, and you-name-it.”




Hermione carefully waved her wand, and a dozen silvery wisps darted out of the room. “Warnings sent, including one to the Merlin and one to Other-me and one to Harry’s group.”




Buffy said, “Then let’s get out of here before more bad stuff happens.” But she yanked her smartphone out of her pants pocket and took a bunch of video footage of the rooms as they checked the hall and then moved down to the ground floor in a flying hexagon, courtesy of Alee’s powers.




Hermione looked out over the estate’s grounds once they reached the front door. She groaned, “Merlin’s eyes!” She did that same complicated thing with her wand, and a big illusion shattered.




The big estate with its carefully-landscaped and expensively-maintained grounds was still there. But there were things standing on the lawns just waiting for Lexi’s group. Over on the left, there were a couple things that looked like that fiery monkey demon thing in the hall back in the factory, only not as big. Over on the right were two things that looked like medium-sized male lions, except made of a creepy blue ice. And in the middle were three things that looked like some sort of half plant half basketball player monsters.




And there was a faint noise behind her. She wheeled about, as Buffy just turned her head slightly. The sound was a butler’s suit coat being dropped on the tile floor. The ‘butler’ twitched and writhed as his body did these creepy contortions. His skin rippled and his joints popped as they changed. His shirt bulged and twisted as his shoulders hunched. His face contorted as his nose and mouth turned into a short, sort of dog-like muzzle, with his teeth widening and lengthening into fangs and tusks and stuff. His hands and arms grew and lengthened, with fingernails turning into big, nasty claws.




Buffy casually said, “Yeah, some guys you don’t see what they’re really like until at least the second date.”




Joseph didn’t sound anywhere near as casual. “It’s a ghoul. Strong, fast, and deadly.”




Buffy calmly said, “No big. Lexi’s got it. And no big magic out of you or Hermione! I’m using my smartphone.”




Alee just told everyone, “I got this. I think.” And she leapt up into the air and forward out the big front door in a totally awesome superheroine move.




Lexi channeled her inner Buffy. She stepped toward the ghoul and asked, “Is the ugly a job requirement, or does Atron just have really bad taste in men?”




The thing hissed furiously and leapt at her claws first. It was fast, but its leap told her how strong it was, and it wasn’t even as strong as those bigger, nastier ghoul-ish things on that stage.




Being a Slayer and getting Slayer training from other Slayers did stuff for you that other people just didn’t get. And being able to ‘see’ stuff like this was a part of it. This ghoul guy was gross and scary, but she had seen way scarier. In the last hour.




She slid a hand up under the back of her shirt until she could touch the knives in her back-sheath. It wasn’t like she could walk around town with combat knives hanging off her belt. People would notice. But this was a harness that sat over her spine and a couple inches of ribcage on each side. And it was flat, because the knife handles were flat like throwing knives, instead of made for a person to grip. After all, a Slayer had enough grip strength to hold a flat length of metal and hack away with it.




The ghoul was already nearly on top of her. At least its claws were. But her other hand was already blocking, and she was pivoting smoothly, and the ghoul was flying past her and wondering what the heck went wrong, right about the time it hit the tile floor in a perfect three-point landing. If your three points were supposed to be your face, one hand, and one elbow.




She slid one knife out as the ghoul skidded on its face. She snarked, “Wow, that’s bound to improve your looks.”




It tried to scramble up and attack her for that crack. She was counting on it. The Slayer Almanac said making badguys angry made them stupid. Or even stupider. And it made them focus on you, instead of innocent bystanders or your Watcher or your backup mages. The ghoul swung a hand full of ugly claws in a sideways reverse-swipe that would have disemboweled her if she just sort of stood around and let it. She didn’t let it.




She launched a piston kick right into the outside of its elbow, which resulted in a really nasty-sounding crack, and its upper arm coming to a halt while its forearm kept swinging outward, which elbows didn’t like. It gasped in agony and tried to pull back.




She was faster, and she didn’t give it the chance. She brought the knife down and slashed through its thigh. It tried to roll its whole body sideways to get away from her, so she helped it along with a kick to the gut that launched it into the big staircase post thing at the base of the staircase. It hit spine-first, assuming it really had a spine, but there was a gross crunch noise as its body bent the wrong way around the post and sort of bounced off.




It tried to scramble to its feet so it could attack her some more, but it had a busted arm and a slashed leg, and it didn’t heal as fast as those super-ghoul things she and Buffy had fought on that rocky stage. So it needed longer to get up than usual, and it was depending too much on its undamaged side.




She had done one glide-step while it was flying into the stair post, and she did another before it had its stomach off the floor. So as it forced itself upward, she slashed downward. Its head went rolling across the front of the staircase, and it dropped to the floor.




She stepped backward from it, not taking her eyes off it until she was sure it was totally dead. Or re-dead.




Joseph sounded surprised. “Rashid told us you were fast and strong, but…”




Lexi just said, “Buffy’s way faster and stronger and tougher than me, and she’s got more training.”




She looked out the open door, and… Holy crud! In the time it had taken her to take down one ghoul, Alee had turned the six or seven monsters out there into chop suey. Maybe moo goo gai pan. It looked like Stormburst had picked up the ice lions with her telekinesis and slammed them upside down into the fire monkeys so hard it had turned all four monsters into burned ice shards. And the three plant-things were down and nothing but blackened vines. They looked like they had been hit by lightning. Real lightning bolts from some massive stormclouds. Wow. No wonder her supername was Stormburst.




Buffy took a couple more pictures of the walls, and said, “Okay, let’s meet up with the gang.”




Hermione pointed out, “I believe that the pictures you took in Atron’s office would have been sufficient.”




Buffy gave her a grin. “Waste not, want not.”




Lexi still didn’t get why Buffy was taking phone pics, but if Hermione thought it was a good idea, it had to be a good idea.




Selina stepped out the door. “Stormburst? Let’s grab everyone before Atron gets a shot at one of us, and get to the meeting point.”




Joseph checked, “And Atron didn’t have a chance just now?”




Buffy calmly replied, “Nope.” She popped her ‘p’ just for fun. Or maybe to bug Joseph. “I was watching. And Hermione was watching too, and she didn’t see anything that wasn’t supposed to be see-able, or she would’ve done something.”




Selina added, “Atron definitely didn’t get another shot at Stormburst. She hasn’t been within thirty feet of the ground since she flew through the door.”




Lexi told her, “Good. Because Alee’s totally awesome. I would so snitch her powers if I could only have one of ours.”




Hermione said, “We’ll go to our previous site and I’ll have the support team meet us there.” And she fired off another of those silvery communications spells that were so cool. Plus, otters equaled cuteness plus coolness. Imagine if your magic silver communication thing was like a warthog or a cockroach. Ick.




Alee zoomed over and Selina smirked, “Five to beam up.”




Alee giggled and scooped them up in a telekinetic grip before zooming off back toward Alexa’s house.







Alex watched carefully as the support team and the recon team came in through a gateway over by the back fence. The recon team was still flying along in Stormburst’s grip, which looked mega-cool. The support team was arguing about something. Judging by who was arguing, it looked like Alexan had found her backbone, even if the direction she was angrily pointing meant that she was arguing with four as-yet-unidentified-to-Alex wizards about WillowDelta. And the rest of the Alexes and mentors were joining in. Harry was plainly on their side, which didn’t seem to be helping.




Alex wondered how many of the White Council wizards actively disliked or at least distrusted Harry. After hearing Morgan’s side of things and seeing this, her guess was ‘most of them’. She hoped things weren’t really that bad for Harry.




She stared at Stormburst until she had Alee’s attention. Then she pointed at herself, the other Alexes, WillowDelta, and their mentors. Except Harry Dresden. Aly and Alexa walked out of the house, and Alex pointed at them too. Then she looked up.




Abruptly, all of them jetted up into the sky. Alee stopped about a thousand feet up.




Buffy calmly said, “This totally rocks. But I’m guessing you’ve got a purpose. Other than telling us where that blood came from.”




Alex glanced down past her breasts and spotted a big red smear. “Donald Morgan. I had to haul him out of trouble when he had to fight a superpowered badguy after they cut off his magic and my powers. He got stabbed and jabbed and cut and stuff.”




Hermione pulled out her wand, did a quick cleaning spell, and the blood was gone. There was still a dried feeling on her uniform that she could sort of sense with her tk, so there was going to be some washing machine time when she got home again, but it looked clean. Alex totally wished she had cleaning spells and stuff, even if magic in her universe would be another Gojira-sized headache.




Buffy grimaced but said, “Okay, sorry, but I’m just glad it’s not yours.”




Alex glanced at Hermione. “We need privacy, and I’ve seen these wizards can do clairvoyance.”




Alexa chipped in, “I think Harry can do clair… What’s the word for listening in and not seeing?”




“There is not an official one,” Sam mentioned.




“Call it clairaudience,” Hermione said at the same time.




Sam wrinkled her forehead in thought. “A reasonable linguistic analogue. Okay.”




Selina pointed out, “Not the issue. Alex wants protecting against snooping and magical viewing. From their form of magic.”




Hermione swiftly performed a couple spells. “I doubt these will hold more than a few seconds, if they decide they need to penetrate them to keep tabs on us.”




Alex got going. “A while ago, the Gray Wardens had to go in and fight a mega-powerful warlock who had already broken most of their laws, including murder, brainwashing and mind control, mutating and mutilating and shapeshifting other people, magical torture, necromancy, and who knows what else. And they got to her just as she was trying to open a tunnel through their Outer Gates to let demonic Outsiders in with no one there to stop them. Morgan thought she would have destroyed every person on Earth and maybe all life on the planet. Maybe even the planet.”




Buffy jumped in. “It was Willow, right? Morgan was way squirrely around a robot of Willow, even before we got it working.”




Alex admitted, “Yeah. And she turned the local you into some sort of brainwashed super-strong golem who went around killing anyone who annoyed Willow. Morgan said that three six-Warden teams just barely managed to stop her, and she killed half of ’em and injured most of the rest. Morgan still has scars across his chest from it, and I think he got PTSD from seeing her House Of Horrors. She turned most of the cheerleaders into half-human monstrosities and left them like that and aware. And Morgan said there was one ‘dumb blonde’ that she tortured to death. And brought back. And re-tortured. And on and on.”




“Harmony Kendall, probably,” Buffy muttered. “Harmony picked on Willow for years and years before getting vamped. High school, junior high, elementary school, maybe even kindergarten.”




Selina pointed out, “Does anyone else feel the need to get home and make sure their Willow is… safe?”




Jaime firmly said, “No. Our Willow is great.”




Buffy said, “Our Willow has a Kennedy and a Xander and other friends to help her. And didn’t you say your Willow got killed years ago?”




Alex said, “My Willow is great, and a real hero, and one of my besties.” She didn’t say that her Willow could have turned into a serious cracker threat if little Alex Mack hadn’t shown up when she did. Just as she knew that Buffy’s Willow could be scarier than most demons, if she had to be.




Sam said, “Our Willow has a life and a girlfriend and solid friends. She’s safe.”




Hermione grimaced, “Our Willow is dead. And re-dead. She’s taken care of.”




Selina insisted, “But what about worlds with magic that are alternate dimensions to yours? Or mine? Where I come from, we have massive interdimensional threats already. Do I need to put some neighboring Willows on that list?”




Buffy asked, “Do you have a Xander Harris? Or a Buffy Summers? Or a Jesse McNally?”




Selina replied, “Yes. A Xander and a Buffy, who are both supers. And Xander is dating Amy Madison, who rooms with an old… school acquaintance, Cordelia Chase.”




Buffy just nodded. “Okay. Then your best defense against an interdimensional warlock Willow is Xander. Just give him a chance to talk to her. Also look for a Tara Maclay and Kennedy Da Silva and Daniel Osbourne who goes by ‘Oz’. Any of them could be close enough to Willow to bring her down. Maybe me too, depending. Amy Madison is only a ‘maybe, maybe not’ because your Willow might have had bad experiences with her Amy, or her Amy’s uber-witch mom, or even her Amy’s mom in her Amy’s body.”




Selina admitted, “I feel like I’m betraying Willow, but… she really scared the hell out of me. And I think I need to tell the Justice League enough to prepare them if she crashes through the dimensional walls. We already had an omnicidal supervillain destroy a slew of neighboring dimensions and nearly destroy our entire universe. We have big superheroes, but we need them to handle the threats we face.”




Buffy nodded, “You do what you gotta do to keep things safe. I’ll talk to our Willow about maybe gearing up to fight a Dark Willow that’s not just something genned up by a creepy hellgoddess.”




Alex checked, “And we’re okay about these Gray Wardens having to take down their Willow?”




Buffy scowled, “Hell no. But we don’t bring it up, and we don’t kick their asses for being judgmental dickheads. We don’t know this universe. Maybe they had a choice, maybe they didn’t. Darth Rosenberg is a big threat. You all know that. I’m not happy about it, but I’m not gonna go track down Donald Morgan and tear him a new one.”




Alex nodded. “Ditto. He seemed… still pretty shaky about it. And he’s been tracking down dark wizards for decades, so it must’ve been bad. We work with these wizards. We don’t bring this up and jeopardize our working relationship. Once I get home, I’m gonna go hug my Willow and tell her a lot of people love her, and she doesn’t get to go evil.”




Alee checked, “Done?”




She got a round of nods, so she lowered everyone to the ground.




Harry Dresden couldn’t behave, naturally. “You ladies done? Because us guys deserve equal time, and that probably means standing around a big barbecue grill drinking really good beer.”





…Scheme of Someone Else



Alex was really tempted to stick her tongue out at Harry and do her Willow imitation and say “Nyeh.” She didn’t, because she still felt like someone needed to be in charge, or at least act like it, and she was pretty sure Harry was not a good choice for that.




Rashid revealed, “What Dresden is not saying is that we had a subtle alarm spell in place, and someone or something tried to enter our protected space. It may have been Danielle Atron under a veil. We all heard your Hermione’s warning communication, so we are on the alert.”




Buffy smiled, “I got pics of all of Danielle’s stuff in her office and hall and entryway. She’s lost the factory and she had to skedaddle from her house, so she’s somewhere else. I’ll show anybody who can get near a smartphone without totaling it.”




Harry stepped backward gingerly. “That lets me out. I can’t even keep a hot water heater going for all that long.”




Rashid stood still but added, “I believe that it ‘lets out’ all of us. Even Alexa should back up. And Morgan, if he’s around.”




Alex admitted, “He’s hurt. We had a run-in with the Order of the Blackened Denarius.” Most of the wizards winced. Dresden looked angry. “Your Hermione rushed him off to your headquarters for treatment.”




Sam stepped over to take a look on the little screen. “Hermione, if you could put up some protective wards like back at our little luncheon?”




Jaime murmured, “Don’t say where we went or what we ate there.”




Aly nodded and whispered, “Yeah, that’ll be our Protocol Omicron for evil copies and stuff, so we’ve got protection in case Atron switches with one of us.”




Buffy rolled her eyes. “How many Evil Twin Crises do you guys have per week?”




Jaime asked, “You’ve never instituted protocols? You told me about… umm… I can’t remember. A witch who switched bodies with her daughter so she could be young again?”




Buffy spilled, “Yeah. And one time Faith switched bodies with me, but Tara could see the thing with ‘my’ aura so we really didn’t need protocols. And ‘protocols’ wouldn’t help for like when Xander got split in two and both halves remembered everything.”




Aly piped up excitedly, “I haven’t had any Evil Twins yet, but Steve says it’s just a matter of time! He’s had some, and Oscar’s had some, and both of Oscar’s executive secretaries, and Jaime’s had a ton, and even Joan’s had one.”




Buffy teased, “What, Lexi doesn’t count? I heard she snitched the last slice of her mom’s apple pie last week.”




Lexi pouted, “That wasn’t evil, even if dad did tell you about it at dinner. It was late at night, and I was just… hungry. And he was too, or he wouldn’t have cared I ate it.”




WillowDelta walked over and began studying Buffy’s smartphone pictures. “To be honest, I would be considered the Evil Twin in such a scenario. But I think of Willow as less a twin and more a… developer. A creator. Perhaps the equivalent of your Gaia. Or perhaps… a mother. I am sure Willow would not be comfortable with such a metaphor.”




Aly patted WillowDelta on the shoulder. “Xander already figured that out. So it’s okay. Although you probably shouldn’t start calling Willow ‘mom’ when we get home.”




Buffy snorted with laughter. “My Willow would go totally blushy and embarrassed.”




Aly grinned, “Mine too!”




WillowDelta ran her finger over Buffy’s phone screen. “These four pictures seem most relevant to the problem.”




Buffy nodded, “That’s what I was thinking.”




“What?” asked Jaime.




Buffy explained, “Atron has ‘admire me’ stuff and ‘envy me’ stuff all over her walls. Her on her yacht, her at her mountain home away from home, her vacationing in Tahiti or wherever…”




Harry asked from way across the yard, “So… where in the world is Carmen Sandiego?”




“Stop it, Harry,” said Buffy. And Rashid. And Alexa. 




Alex would have too, but she didn’t see the point, since he wasn’t likely to actually stop being a smart aleck. It would be like saying ‘stop it’ to Jack: it would just get him to be more smart aleck-y because he knew he was getting to you and he was more entertained.




Sam ignored Harry and said, “She’s lost her factory and her house now, so she has to move to secondary sites. A yacht or second home would be ideal.”




Harry said from across the back yard, “Water tends to ‘wash away’ our magic and our access to more magic. The yacht could be risky if it sinks or she falls overboard, unless she can use those portals in water too.”




Hermione pointed out, “We should still check it out. She has easy access to it, regardless of where it’s docked, as long as she has these alchemical portals.”




Aly cringed, “I know where the mountain home is.” She pointed due east at the distant mountains forming the eastern edge of the valley. “That big peak with the big crack on the side, in the background of the ‘mountain home’ shot? You can see it from our roof. It’s like one mountain over from… where I crashed.”




Jaime gave her a quick hug.




Alex checked, “You okay?” Aly nodded. “Really okay?”




Aly did a Shrek imitation. “Really really.” It was a really terrible imitation, but Alex didn’t say so.




Harry asked from the other side of the yard, “Are you more like an onion or a parfait?”




“Stop it, Harry,” said Rashid and Alexa virtually simultaneously. But it made Aly giggle, so that counted as a plus in Alex’s book.




Sam said, “That seems ridiculously implausible if these were all statistically independent events, but it could be… causal.”




Hermione agreed, “If all of our universes are linked in these complex ways, then it could be part of the interconnections.”




Selina asked, “What are our other options? The mountain home and the yacht are traceable. But that picture of the beach house with the trees in the background? Those two tall ones are definitely pu’atea. So anywhere throughout Polynesia, the more isolated the better.”




Harry asked from his spot across the yard, “Any better options than searching every tiny undiscovered island in Polynesia?”




Sam calmly said, “I believe that your world has satellites just as effective as my world’s. There are no more undiscovered islands in Polynesia. They’re all on sat images.”




“Not exactly my point, Spock,” Harry complained.




Sam gave Hermione and Buffy and Alex a smirk that Harry couldn’t see.




WillowDelta pointed at another picture. “The fourth viable option would be this ski chalet. Except that my databanks indicate a solid high-probability match. The mountain in the background is definitely the Jungfrau in Switzerland.”




“The Bernese Alps,” Hermione agreed.




Buffy started sliding her fingers over the screen, enlarging the image. “Okay, there’s signs in the background on the building…”




Selina peered over Buffy’s much lower shoulder. “Not a private chalet. That’s the Schilthorn. Fabulous skiing if you’re an advanced skier. No place for her to have anything other than a rented resort room.”




Lexi pouted, “She gets to go to all these places, and I still haven’t even been to Cleveland!”




Buffy agreed, “Totally. We need to find a nicer class of jet-setting demons to go kill, instead of trudging through tunnels and sewers and stuff.”




Hermione ignored that. “So… Yacht, private mountain getaway, or secret tropical island beach house. We’re reasonably sure those are our three options.”




Alexa chipped in, “This is Danielle Atron. No way she’s hiding in some dirty, spider-filled shack with an outdoor potty. It’s one of those.”




Hermione added, “She’s been using up her portals and other supplies. She has to go to a locale where she has a lab and ingredients and tools. She needs more fallbacks, and she needs them now. So she cannot go to some remote hotel or something like that, no matter how many stars it got from the guidebooks.”




Harry butted in, “I think we need to go back and check her mansion and make sure she’s not working away in some secret basement la-bor-atory.”




Hermione carefully said, “We do have one way of tracking her.”




Sam smiled, “Right. You can send her a message.”




Buffy suggested, “Tell her we’re letting Harry burn down her mansion.”




“Hey!” Harry objected. “That factory was not my fault!”




Selina snickered and added, “All we have to do is watch the direction the spell heads, and we’ll know which hideout she opted for.”




Alex suggested, “We might want to put me and Stormburst up in the air first, so we have more tracking capabilities. Her yacht could be anywhere, even if those pictures look like San Diego.”




Jaime said, “But if the spell goes straight back to the mansion, Terawatt and Stormburst will see it. If it goes due east, we know it’s the mountain. If it goes southeast out of sight, it’s the yacht in San Diego. And if it heads west-southwest, we have to track down an island in the South Pacific.”




Harry pointed out, “But when the spell gets to her, she’ll know we’re coming.”




Alex insisted, “She’s Danielle Atron. She’ll already be assuming we could track her down and come after her.”




Hermione hesitated, “And I think I can abort the spell in transit, although I’ve never tried.”




Harry groaned. “Fine. Fire off the Otter Of Doom.”




Buffy pouted at him, “Otters aren’t doomy! They’re cute and playful!”




Alex looked at Alee, and the two of them shot a hundred feet into the air. She used her tk to make another ‘ear trumpet’ so she could listen to what was going on below her.




Hermione concentrated, and a silvery wisp shot off to the east. “Finite incantatem!”




Alex zoomed back down to the group. “Definitely the mountain due east of us. And I’m pretty sure that second spell disintegrated it before it got across the valley.”




Harry asked, “You have a general spell-ending spell? Does it work on everything? And can you teach it to me? Pretty please with sugar on top? I can give you stuff in trade! Like… umm… Morgan!”




Hermione primly said, “No. I tried teaching it and several other spells to Miss Granger, and our magics do not work similarly enough. Furthermore, I have never had any success in using it to defeat offensive or defensive magic in combat, and it works on very, very few curses, so I cannot see that it would be useful enough to be worth your effort, even if it could work with your magics.”




Harry grumbled to Joseph, “I should’ve known she wouldn’t go for Morgan.” Joseph wisely pretended he wasn’t listening.







Danielle Atron stepped out of her latest portal and into her ‘panic’ room. Not that she was panicking in any way. Absolutely not. She still had plans. She still had options. It was just that secure rooms in mansions, particularly ones which were designed by expensive architects to not be noticeable, were known as panic rooms. This one had then been magically protected to be veiled from wizards and warlocks. And it opened up into the magic lab of her mountain getaway. Her second home which let her look down upon Paradise Valley and the valley it sat in.




Unfortunately, she had gloated far too many times about this home and its amenities and its beauty and its comforts, particularly when that little valley below her was a sweltering summer sweatbox. George Mack would have no trouble recalling at least one of those conversations. That would let Alexa Mack and her Annoying Armada of Alternate Alexas drop in on her at the least convenient moment, especially when at least two of them could fly, and at least one of them had super-speed of unknown maximum velocity.




If her next plan failed, then she would have no option but to spend as much time as she required in her magic lab, and create as many portal potions as she could. Neither the yacht nor the island had its own magic lab, which was going to be a problem if she had to flee to one or the other.




But if she could make this next plan work…




It was not as if she hadn’t laid all the groundwork. She had even wasted hours out of her life going to the courthouse twice to set it up, just in case. Granted, some of her plans had taken far longer to design and implement, and had been summarily thrown into a trash compactor just in the last hour or two. She was going to have to find a way to show her appreciation to Alexa and that armada of alternate Alexas. Preferably, with something agonizing and inevitably fatal. It really was a shame that she had never managed to get her idea for that ‘metastasizing spinal cancer’ curse off the drawing board.




All she had to do was to summon a demon she had summoned before. A demon she had made demands of. A demon which was plainly doing its best to destroy her. She was quite sure it would be eager to appear before her, and utterly unwilling to help her.




In fact, she was expecting it. She was depending on it.




She walked into her magic lab and started pulling out appropriate ingredients. She had a lovely summoning circle inlaid on the floor, but it was a general purpose circle. It was silver, with gold inlays just inside and outside the circle marking useful points like the vertices of a perfect pentagram, the cardinal directions, and the connections to the ley lines through the mountain range. It was well worth the cost, considering she had killed the workers before they had the chance to tell anyone about this circle. She also hadn’t had to pay them once they were dead. Oh, and their deaths had been extremely useful for a necromantic rite that had given her that initial access to all this extra power in the first place.




Which reminded her. She needed a little more of that lovely special ingredient for this summoning. She opened her special alchemically-protected freezer and removed one of the mason jars before opening the jar and removing three strips of dried skin. That would suffice to get the demon to show up. She closed up the jar and put it away.




If she was going to lose this base, she was going to have to make sure she took several of those jars with her, along with her standard travel kits. There was only so much she could safely store on her yacht or in her Polynesian hideaway.




Maybe it was time to talk to some key members of the Fomor about buying a place in Rafael’s timeshares under the Caribbean. There were still some lovely condominiums available only a couple hundred feet below the surface, and she still remembered how to scuba dive.




She carefully arranged the summoning circle. Five pentagram points, five magical components, five senses. The strips of skin were definitely ‘touch’. That went without saying. The demon would be livid that she was using them. She tried not to smile too much at the thought.




And, once everything was perfectly arranged, she yanked out one of her hairs and carefully draped it across the silver of the summoning circle, so most of the hair was inside the circle.




Then she spent several minutes accruing magic, because she was going to need a lot of it. On short notice. It was a good thing she could access half a dozen nice ley lines from where she sat. Of course, that was why her lab was sited there.




She stood carefully and began the summoning. It took focus. It took power. It took a lot of specialized components, one of which was not supposed to be available on Earth. Now that she knew more about alternate universes, she had to think about that as she finished the chant…




There was a sudden burst of power that nearly knocked her over. The demon was back, and angry about it. Excellent. It wielded a dozen tentacle-like things, firing spells or energy at her and the spell circle and the ceiling and the room. But she had made sure the floor and ceiling were also protected. The demon paused for a moment and studied its prison…




Yes! Five of its eyes drifted downward and studied the circle, and one eye paused for the briefest moment when it saw that one long hair which broke the circle’s perfection. One Danielle Atron hair which it could use. She had to make an effort not to smile.




She pretended, “I have summoned you, and I demand that you do as I instruct! And I will phrase my demand to include a lack of intrusions like what you have been doing! My first demand is—”




The thing moved forward so it had its front edge and half a dozen tentacles outside the summoning circle. She took a step back and tried to look shocked.




It waved five of the tentacles in a mystical pattern, and a wave of energy rolled over her. She was suddenly standing in a much smaller spell circle. A spell circle of eldritch green fire.




The demon laughed cruelly. “Well, Danielle Rosa Atron. It appears you have a problem. Perhaps you should not have willingly given me your true name. Even though you squishy humans tend to be rather squishy with your names as well.”




The demon oozed out of the summoning circle and slid forward until its corpus was only inches from the circle she stood in. It raised three tentacle-like limbs and snarled, “You may have limited my actions and abilities in this plane of existence, but now you are trapped. Just as trapped as I was when you commanded me. Now I…”




Danielle moved. She unleashed the spell she had been saving up, and the eldritch fire was snuffed out. At the same time, she darted forward across the boundary of the circle and grabbed a tentacle with her right hand.




The Draconian Katra flared with power and disintegrated.




Danielle’s body staggered backward and fell onto its butt. The demon’s body wobbled oddly as its tentacles waved in uncoordinated movements.




‘Danielle Atron’ gasped in horror. “What… What have you done to me?”




The ‘demon’ laughed nastily. “You s’upid fool! I…” And its thoughts flared out like solidified thunder. “What is wrong with my speech?”




‘Danielle’ struggled to her feet, clinging to a nearby table. “How do you things move about on these flimsy limbs?” She looked over at the ‘demon’. “Oh. That. Inhuman mouth and larynx. You should have expected you wouldn’t be able to form all the normal human sounds. It’ll take you a while to get used to it.” She forced herself to stand up straight. “Now switch us back! I demand it of you, Danielle Rosa Atron!”




The ‘demon’ laughed uproariously. It thought out loud, “No. I lied to you. I even went to the trouble of legally changing my middle name in court. Right now, my middle name is ‘Rasa’ instead of ‘Rosa’. I just set that up in case you tried something like this. And now, you are trapped like that, while I will take over this world and then your own dimension!”




‘Danielle’ shrieked, “You can’t leave me like this! Change me back!”




The ‘demon’ thought, “Make me. You probably can’t even wield any magics until you figure out how to use those limbs.” It laughed horribly and slid out of the room. “We have visitors coming in at high speed. I look forward to you trying to convince them that no, you are not the Atron they are looking for.”




‘Danielle’ stood there as the ‘demon’ raced out into the hall, up the stairs, and out of the building, onto the elaborate teakwood deck that faced west toward Paradise Valley. She dusted off her bottom where she had fallen. She talked to herself, “All right, I admit it, she got control of that body a lot faster than I expected.” She carefully adjusted her lapels. “Have fun, Atron. I know I will.”




Then she smiled evilly as she turned. With the wave of a finger, she casually opened a portal out of the dimension. She stepped through, and her chillingly merciless laughter echoed in the room for a moment before the portal closed behind her.





Interludes

Part I


(Jaime’s world)



Xander sprinted toward the gym building… and stopped abruptly.




Steve went searing past and stopped about forty feet further down the path. He quickly turned and dashed back to Xander. “You know, you’re supposed to be letting your bodyguard stick with you, not playing games to see how mobile I am.”




Xander gave him a smirk. “Are you sure? ’Cause if another portal pops up, you’re likely to be trying to stop on a dime and change directions like Gale Sayers.”




“Have you ever seen Gale Sayers?”




Xander sighed a little. “Nope. But my dad always told me about him. Huge Sayers and Bears fan. One reason why I hate football.” He stopped and thought. “Okay, he’s at least three reasons why I hate football. Jesse’s dad is maybe two more. I shouldn’t have brought this up.”




Steve stopped beside Xander. “Do you have someone to talk about this kind of issue? Because Oscar has a couple shrinks who can keep a secret.”




Xander groaned softly. “I’ve got Willow. She knows all this stuff already. She knows way too much shit about Tony. She’s had to put up with crap from Tony for almost as long as I have.”




“Sounds like your wedding was tougher than mine, and we had bionic issues cropping up,” Steve confided.




Xander snorted. “Yeah, the wedding was fine. We just didn’t invite Tony. Or mom. Or Uncle Rory. Or Cousin Linda and her kids. We had two people from my side, maybe three dozen people from Willow’s side, some long-time mutual friends who could fly in, some of her colleagues, some of mine, and we had it at Willow’s university’s chapel so it was too far from our hometown for surprise guests to show up.”




Steve put his real hand on Xander’s shoulder. “You don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want. You and Willow are such a great twosome, and you’re so in synch, and you’re so funny… It just doesn’t seem like this kind of thing would be lurking under the surface.”




Xander shrugged a little. “Could be worse. The rich bitch of our grade? She had to marry this Euro-trash asshole she despises, just so she could get her inheritance from her parents, and she can’t divorce him until her parents kick the bucket, or they’ll probably try to dump her from the will because they want fancy financial and political contacts from this guy’s fam.”




“Sounds like your friend could use some help.”




Xander pursed his lips. “Yeah, but she’s not a friend. She was the alpha bitch in our school growing up, and we had to put up with her every single year. She’s as close to an enemy as Willow and I have, not counting that butthead Franklin. Still, that doesn’t mean I’m enjoying how crappy her life is now.”




“That’s… very mature of you.”




Xander shook his head no. “Not me. Will. She dragged me kicking and screaming into being mature and rational about stuff, like we can hate Cordelia and feel bad for her at the same time.”




Steve sidelined that discussion for another time. “Come on, I want to see if they’ve come up with anything new.”




“You know they’ve come up with new stuff. Probably five thousand new things. We are talking Willow, Rudy, WillowBeta, and Arthur The Moth.”




Steve managed not to snicker. “Cut Andrew a little slack, could you? He’s just… really, really excited to be somewhere like here, so he can actually use his brain and not get beaten up for it. Or be glared at like he’s following in his big brother’s footsteps.”




“Is ‘big brother’ someone the OSI needs to be tracking?” Xander wondered.




Steve admitted, “I have no idea. I’m just assuming Oscar talked with Rudy about the guy, and already put the guy on a watchlist.”




Xander asked, “Do you know his name? Or should I just keep an eye out for every person I meet named Wells?”




Steve smiled and answered, “Let me think… Rudy mentioned it once, I think. Maybe… starts with ‘T’ and isn’t very common.”




“Timantha?”




Steve looked over at Xander. “Where do you get these things?”




“A cartoon. Timmy Turner’s a kid with fairy godparents who grant his wishes, so he’s constantly screwing up his life and the life of everyone within wish-granting distance, and then wackiness ensues. Including the time he got turned into a girl named Timantha because he doesn’t usually phrase these things well. I mean, if he was a smart kid and thought things through and then chose his words really carefully, there would be no show.”




Steve gave him a smirk. “Xander Harris, Cartoon Analyst. Coming this fall on ABC.”




Xander gave it a comedy announcer voice. “In tonight’s episode of Xander Harris, Cartoon Analyst, Xander accidentally marries a computer scientist, and wackiness ensues!”




Steve laughed. “With you and Willow, is that going to be an R-rated episode?”




“Heck no!” Xander replied. “X-rated. Massively X-rated. For sex, violence, sexy violence, language, sexy language, and sex. The first tv episode that can’t be shown anywhere in North America, except in sleazy movie theaters.”




“You said ‘sex’ twice.”




“I’m a big fan of it,” Xander grinned.




“I’ve suspected that for some time.” Steve glanced around and said, “Okay, you succeeded. You actually got my mind off Jaime and Aly for a few seconds.”




Xander tried, “Look, they’ll be okay. I’ve heard the stories too. If this is a ‘get the band back together’ thing, Jaime has teammates who oughta be able to clobber anything. And even if it’s not, Jaime and Aly can bust pretty much anything. As I can certify, in my role as Busted Stuff Fixer.”




Steve gave him a look. “I’m assuming you figured upset bionic agents falls under your purview.”




Xander laughed a little. “More like worrying about friends. But I’ll go with that.”




Steve nodded. “Then I’d appreciate it as a personal favor if you could work on the ‘busted stuff’ in Rudy’s family. Rudy’s brother died when Andrew was a baby, and he was brought up by an overworked mother and a future-supervillain big brother, so he could use a little repair work. And he’s a bigger obscure-fiction nerd than you and Willow.”




Xander stopped and put his fists on his hips. “Them’s fightin’ words, pardner!” He relaxed his arms and said, “Really, no one’s a bigger obscure-fiction nerd than Will. We might have to have Andy over for dinner and… interrogate him.”




Steve grinned, “I can see that now.” He leaned forward with a stern face, like he was grilling a suspect. “Okay, let’s take this from the top, punk. Kirk or Picard?”




Xander snickered. “And if he gives the wrong answer… he gets served Brussels sprouts for dinner! Maybe Willow’s liver and onions too. Blech.” He thought for a second. “I’ve got it. Her beef in aspic. That was horrible. She worked so hard on it, and it came out so, so wrong. She took a bite… and she sprinted to spit it out in the sink. Then she grabbed mine and threw it in the trash. Then she gargled with mouthwash for like a minute.”




He decided not to mention how miserable Willow had felt about that. She had huddled in his lap and cried because she’d wanted to make a special gourmet meal he’d love, and she was sure it had all gone to hell. Even if the rest of it had been fine. The chocolate torte had been awesome. And maybe he’d kept Willow in his lap for the rest of the dinner, which made any dinner better.




They walked in and found tons of hard work going on, even if Xander had no idea what most of it was. There was a rolling table that had a weird-looking thing in the middle. The sort-of-mechanical thing was opened up, with leads going in and out, and a couple multitesters and monitors showing who the heck knew what, while Willow worked inside the thing with some tiny electronics tools and Andrew showed her a clipboard of notes and stuff, probably about the thing.




Rudy was at another rolling table, studying a whole pile of printouts from three scanners or whatever they were. One of the Willowbots was talking to him about the printouts. Since the bot still had her hair in Willow’s ponytail, Xander was guessing it was WillowBeta.




A Willowbot with perky twintails was walking around the room holding a big scanner or monitor or something that had to weigh two hundred pounds, unless it was hollow. One of Rudy’s assistants was walking with her, looking at the screen of a portable computer that was hooked up to the scanning stuff.




Joan was standing in the middle of the activity, watching Willow but keeping an eye on everyone else too, so she was ready to leap into action. Joan was wearing one of those padded ‘battlesuits’ that she and the bionic women wore for heavy sparring. And Joan had something like a Sam Browne belt over that. The belt had a handgun at each hip, some spare magazines for the guns slung along the back of the belt, some pouches of stuff strapped on the diagonal strap across her chest, and what looked like a real Asian sword on her back with a scabbard that was attached to the back of that diagonal strap.




Xander had a feeling that Joan was expert with everything on that belt.




He walked over to where Willow and Andrew were working. “Hi, Will. Hi, Andy. Why does that look like you stole it off the Millennium Falcon?”




Andrew insisted hotly, “The Millennium Falcon was an outdated piece of junk! Who would want hardware off that? Lando probably stripped everything valuable off it before he let Han have it.”




Xander glanced at Willow, who was having trouble repressing a big smile. She just said, “I could never figure what Han had that was worth betting an entire spaceship on. He must’ve been smuggling something uber-valuable.”




Xander told Andrew, “And just because Lando got squeezed bad by Vader in movie two, that doesn’t mean he’s a sore loser. Maybe he didn’t strip the ship. And he probably put a lot of hardware upgrades into the thing over the years.”




Andrew smiled sadly, “You two are great. I mean, Uncle Rudy’s great too, but he couldn’t care less about Star Wars and Star Trek and BSG and other really important things.”




Steve interrupted the geekiness, “The reason that looks like it came from aliens, is because it came from aliens.”




Andrew perked right up at that. “Yeah! I didn’t know we could tell Xander.”




Xander asked, “Is this from the sasquatch guys? I mean, there’s no way it’s from Nedlick, who apparently his parents hated him because they gave him a name so embarrassing he’d get beaten up every day at galactic elementary school.”




Andrew tried, “I don’t think the syllables mean the same thing they do in English, and—”




Steve spilled, “It was a gift from Apploy. It’s supposed to only be useful as a scientific monitoring system.”




Willow explained, “And that’s just what we’re using it for. We can’t use it to open up that portal again, but we can use the calibrations Rudy and WillowBeta and WillowGamma are getting, and we can pass visible light through so we can get a peek, maybe one or two universes over, even if it’s pretty unlikely we can look all the way to wherever they went.”




Xander stepped back and thought. “Then maybe we’re going about this all wrong. I have an idea…”




(Sam’s world)



Jack tried not to pace back and forth while Bill Lee and Simon Coombs ran scans over the floor. It wasn’t as if Liz hadn’t done scanning like this already, even if Bill had gear that looked more like real science wonk gear and less like stolen Goa’uld bling.






One of the things Coombs was using looked like a Carter special, combining an Asgard thingamajig with some Air Force components in a way even MacGyver would have gaped at. Jack was just glad they hadn’t brought Felger. That guy…




“Bill! Look at this!”




“Whatcha got, Simon?”




Dr. Lee rushed over and science-geeked over Coombs’ readings for a couple minutes before they rushed out to go get more of the hardware they’d hauled out of the Mountain and stuffed into a cargo jet and hauled here from Camp Atron in a big truck.




Liz stuck her head in and gave him a ‘come on over here’ finger-wave. He stepped out of the gun range and into the hall, where Liz and Selina were lurking. Liz checked, “They find something I didn’t?”




Jack shrugged. “Better hardware. They’ve got a couple Carter Specials. You give the giant Carter Brain alien gadgets, let her mess with ’em for a while, and… presto! Impossible stuff.”




Liz sighed. “I really wanted to crack the case before Encyclopedia Brown and Sally showed up.”




“Coulda been worse,” Jack told her. “Might’ve been Jessica Fletcher. She would’ve killed you and framed some poor schmuck who had a motive, and then written another one of her mystery novels about it.”




“Nah,” Liz insisted. “She uses nish’ta and gets the poor schmuck to commit the crime the way she wants, so she knows the clues to look for, and she tells the schmuck to forget about her first visit.”




Selina disagreed, “I think it’s a curse. She used black magic to fight Nazis in her younger days, and so she’s cursed to have death all around her for the rest of her life.”




Jack almost laughed. “I had no idea Portobello Road was that dangerous.”




Liz smiled, “Sidney says I have to show her that movie. I think we need to grab a couple crates of CDs and DVDs and a computer we can play everything on, and some conversion kits for the power systems and data channels, and we can have movie nights and concert nights for Sidney. She’s already got a huge list of stuff she wants to see.”




Jack leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “Hey Sidney, it was his sled.”




Liz grinned, “Sidney would complain, but pretty much everything in my memories is spoiler-y. I mean, Sidney didn’t even know Jekyll and Hyde were the same guy.”




Selina pointed out, “You should read the original story. That was a huge spoiler back then, even if everyone knows that by now.”




Liz grumbled, “I’m pretty sure I had to read that in English class, maybe back in high school. Well, maybe not, because now that I think about it, I can’t remember any good stuff we got to read. It was all ‘classic’ lit. Meaning stuff we all hated. Except for Owen, who actually liked Emily Dickinson and stuff.” She scowled in a way that made Jack think ‘Owen’, whoever he was, didn’t get out of that town in one piece.




Professors Lee and Coombs were back in maybe ten minutes, followed by two SGC SFs who were struggling with a big wooden crate on a fancy dolly. The crate looked like it could hold maybe a fancy harp with a lot of padding. In fact, it looked like…




“Crap.” Jack stepped in front of the two guys. “Bill, how the hell did you get that out of the Mountain? I mean, do you know how dangerous that thing is?”




Bill Lee, winced a little, but stood his ground. “Yes colonel, I do know. And I know how useful it can be. And I made sure to get General Hammond’s permission, because this may be the only thing we have that can let us help Major Carter.”




Jack gritted his teeth and forced himself to point out, “Maybe. Because I’ve done the quantum mirror thing, and I’ve done the big multiverse jump thing, and they’re not the same. If this only gets us the local channels, and what we need is a satellite dish, this won’t cut it. And if there are alternate dimensions where Paradise Valley is a foothold situation, then using that down here may unleash a Goa’uld invasion through that goddamn thing!”




Coombs nervously raised his hand. “Umm… Colonel… We, umm, well, some of us did worry about that, and so we’ve got, well, it’s like our iris on our ’gate, and we can keep invaders out unless they have a GDO with the right code. And Major Carter came up with a solution for finding our way back if we have to use the mirror: a sign we put in front of it with a ten digit random number so we can look through it and see if we’re facing the right universe. Also, after what Dr. Jackson did, we have a lock on the controls so someone can’t accidentally fiddle with the controls.”




Jack sarcastically asked, “A childproof cap?”




Coombs looked at Bill Lee and back at Jack. “Umm, colonel, not to be unkind about Dr. Jackson, but basically… yes.”




Jack sighed loudly. “Okay. At least someone’s been thinking of worst-case scenarios. But while you’ve got that thing active, we’re standing guard.” He turned his head. “Liz, get the serious stuff out.”




Liz put a ribbon device on her right arm, and had a zat ready on her left hip. Selina got Carter’s gear out and opted for the hunting slingshot with the spalling anti-armor loads. That would put a dent in any Jaffa who came through. Jack shrugged on his body armor and slung a P-90 over one shoulder.




Coombs looked at all the extremely-lethal hardware facing his way and winced a little, but kept going. Bill Lee had the SFs open up the crate, which held what looked like a solid metal harp case. Coombs fished some Carter-tech out of another case, and they hooked it up to some connectors that clearly went through the case and to the quantum mirror inside. Jack figured someone trying to use that mirror from another dimension would probably crash and burn against the inside of that case. So… maybe someone had been thinking about stuff.




That meant it was probably Carter.




The scientists ran some scan-like things with fancy monitors and a laptop computer, and Bill finally looked over at Jack. “Not one of our dimensions, unfortunately. We couldn’t match anything that looked remotely like the energy signature from your portal.”




“So… it was all a big waste of time?” Jack asked.




“Well no,” Bill said, pursing his lips in thought. “We can use the mirror to simulate a sort of wide-spectrum dimensional opening, but that won’t give them an opening at their end, wherever it is.”




Jack stared at the thing. “Then maybe it’s up to Carter. Like usual. But there might be one thing we could do…”





Part II


(Hermione’s world)



Ron was trying hard not to pace back and forth, and not to get in the way of the experts who were already hard at work. But he and Harry had been standing there doing nothing but watching for over an hour and a half.




He knew how long they’d been there, down to the minute, because he had a Muggle watch that was a present from Hermione. It was a wind-up watch that he had to remember to wind up every night, but it had no electronics of any kind in it, so it stood up really well to heavy-magic surroundings, and even him getting hit by a spell — or nearly getting hit by a spell — once in a while.




He looked at the watch again. Hours, minutes, and seconds on the big dial. Day and date in the little window on the right. Compass points and phase of the moon on the little dials at six and twelve o’clock. And a little starscape in a window on the left-hand side. The only thing it didn’t have was locations of the other planets, and he only needed junk like that in his old astronomy classes, because he didn’t do technical potioneering or astrology or really specialized spellcasting. ‘Mars is bright tonight.’ Yeah, right, that was the pile of dragon dung he expected from seers.




An hour and forty-eight minutes. And counting. Plus all the time between Hermione and this world’s Alex getting witch-napped, and him and Harry arriving in the floo room. It had driven him starkers just having Hermione going off through portals she had made herself, so she could round up, well, superheroines. But that had been on Hermione’s timetable. This was a kidnapping. Or something like it. He had no idea how many days or weeks or months this might take, and he was going spare after an hour and forty-eight minutes.




Headmaster Kvetcher must have caught him looking at his watch again, because the old guy strolled over to him, gave him a big smile, and said, “Auror Weasley, why don’t we adjourn to my office and have some coffee. Or tea and cookies in your case.”




Ron instantly started to turn him down. “I don’t think that—” But Harry subtly jabbed him in the back with an elbow that felt like it was iron-plated. So Ron took the hint. “—oof — it would hurt to leave these experts to their work.”




The next time that George left Harry Potter novels in Harry’s way, Ron was going to leave them there. Maybe he’d put a Lightweight Sticking Charm on them so when Harry picked them up to throw them out, the stupid books would be stuck to his hands until he got the spell countered. Maybe then he’d stop jabbing people in the kidneys with spiky metal-plated elbows.




The headmaster was polite and gracious, but Ron had learned years ago that a smiling, cheerful headmaster was not the same as a headmaster you could really trust. Still, Ron followed the guy back toward the academy’s headmaster’s office.




A faint buzzing noise alerted Ron that Harry had cast a muffliato spell over the two of them. Harry hissed, “Stop being so grouchy and worried. Hermione can think her way out of anything.”




And then the buzz of the muffliato was gone before Ron could make a snappy rejoinder. If he could have thought of one when he was so stressed and worried.




If they were still eleven, he could kick Harry in the shins. But Hermione had said Ron was too old to do immature things like that anymore. And then she’d told him he couldn’t cast the Shin Kicking Curse on anyone either! It would have been nice if he’d known that one back when he was still at Hogwarts. He would have cast it on Malfoy about five times a day.




He should have gotten Hermione to tell McGonagall that Peter Pettigrew stole her Time Turner back in third year. A secret Time Turner and an invisibility cloak would have been perfect for pranking Malfoy. And for getting Harry out of trouble. A Time Turner, Harry’s invisibility cloak, and some illegal apparation practice would have come in really handy at the end of fourth year. And just before fourth year. And the night the Goblet Of Fire was sitting there without adequate security. Ron was pretty sure Hermione could have taught herself apparation with just a little help from someone like Krum, back in fourth year. That would have come in handy about a dozen times during fifth year, and even more times in sixth year, and scores of times in seventh year. Not to mention that being able to take an extra day of revising right before exams would have been brill, because only Hermione studied enough months in advance.




He walked into the headmaster’s office, and he was glad to see it didn’t look like Dumbledore’s old sanctum. Instead of a weird place filled with weirdness and tons of portraits of dead headmasters, it looked like a real teacher’s office. All right, his idea of a real teacher’s office was McGonagall’s office. And Flitwick’s. And maybe Lupin’s too.




There were just a handful of portraits on one wall. The other side wall was bookshelves, with some boxes and artwork and special objects scattered among the stretches of textbooks and research books and old books. There was a little side table next to the headmaster’s desk, and it had glass urns of coffee and tea, plus a flat tray of things like a sugar bowl and a cow-shaped milk pourer and even some sliced lemons if you liked your tea Russian style, like Viktor did.




“I assume you two would rather have tea?” Kvetcher checked.




“Please,” Harry answered for the both of them.




Kvetcher smiled, “I know you both must be extremely stressed, even if you don’t show it…” There was a tiny snort from Harry, and Ron was still under orders not to kick him in the shin. The headmaster went on, “I know I would be frantic, so I thought some tea would hit the spot. I would have offered you some chamomile tea for the situation, but we’ll have to make do. No house elves here, but every morning bright and early, our kitchen staff does put on very large urns of regular and decaf coffee and large samovars of four types of tea, so the faculty and staff can make do with Swapping Charms whenever they want to switch the air in their empty private containers for coffee or tea of their choice.”




Harry took a careful sip of the steaming hot tea and smiled. “This is… really good! Most of the times I’ve had to travel to America, the tea has been…”




“Dreadful?” the headmaster grinned.




Harry looked a little embarrassed. “I was going to say ‘not as good as I had hoped’. Or something like that. But yes, some of it has been dreadful.”




Ron revealed, “The only time I’ve had tea in America, it was in the Midwest, when a couple of us were consulting on a MACUSA case. It tasted like… someone had left the tea outside for a month and then didn’t mash it long enough. I thought Neville was going to retch.”




Kvetcher smiled, “Sounds like you got to experience the surprise that is ‘instant tea’. At least we have one cook who’s Irish, and she would have a fit if the tea wasn’t properly made every morning. She complains enough about brewing it up in large batches and then using Preserving Charms, instead of doing it the ‘proper’ way.”




Harry just nodded. “We appreciate you taking the time out of your hectic schedule at this time of the school year.”




Kvetcher gave a quick laugh. “Oh wait, you’re serious! Me, taking time out of my schedule? Do you have any idea of the cachet this will give the school? Hermione Granger-Weasley came here personally to talk to one of our students. We just won’t mention the part about the all-devouring portal from another dimension, because I’m assuming Ms. Granger-Weasley will want to keep this quiet, just like that other incident you mentioned. And I get to have tea with two-thirds of the Golden Trio. If you two hadn’t wanted some tea, I was going to beg you to talk to me about something. Anything. Just to keep you distracted while Elsa and Achernar work.”




Ron finally said something. “Is Black always like that? Because we knew a few, and they could be… eccentric.”




Harry jumped in, “Like my godfather, Sirius Black. After being locked up in Azkaban for over a decade for a crime he didn’t commit, he probably wasn’t as… stable as he used to be, but he was… Well, he was not a great parental influence when I was allowed to spend any time near him.”




Ron added, “We all get along great with Andromeda Black, and Harry’s her grandchild’s godfather, but her sisters…”




Kvetcher leaned forward slightly. “I believe her sisters were Narcissa Black Malfoy and the late Bellatrix Black Lestrange?”




Ron winced. Harry probably did too. Ron managed, “Yes. And the rest of Sirius Black’s family were Voldemort supporters.”




Harry grumbled, “I inherited the manor when Sirius died. I’m still trying to sell it, but the only people who want to buy it are people I’d rather investigate for committing crimes as Death Eaters.”




The headmaster smiled evilly. “We have a few witches and wizards from non-magical families who would love the chance to tell a bunch of secret Death Eaters to shove it. Would you be interested in selling or renting it out to Shasta Academy as… maybe… a summer tour base, or a ‘semester overseas’ program?”




Harry laughed, “I’d be thrilled. Especially if I can rub it in the faces of a few of the ‘interested parties’.”




Ron suggested, “We do have good contacts with Hogwarts and Beauxbatons and Durmstrang too, so we could probably set up tours of magical Britain and France and Germany, and the Romanian dragon preserve, and a few other highlights.”




They chatted some more about Harry maybe getting some good use out of Black Manor, and they drank their tea from ‘Shasta Academy’ teacups. Even if Headmaster Kvetcher was drinking coffee out of a mug that said ‘World’s Best Dad’ in big blue letters that danced back and forth across the side of the mug. But eventually, he led them back toward the room where Hermione and Alexan had vanished.




As they walked, Harry asked, “If you don’t have house elves, how do you keep the castle clean?” Ron had been wondering about that. At the Burrow, they did it themselves, all with household spells now that every kid was old enough to be out of Hogwarts. But the Shasta Academy was huge compared to the Burrow, and plenty of places in the academy were filled with students most of the time.




Kvetcher smiled, “Faculty and staff are responsible for their own offices and rooms. Some of us hire someone to clean once a week or twice a month. I just put Dust Repelling Charms on my books and paintings and tchotchkes, and I do my own cleaning charms on my floors once a week to keep in practice.” In a mock-whisper he said, “Don’t tell anyone, but I had to stop using Waxing Charms because I put so much power into them that my office floor was like walking on an ice skating rink.”




Ron could see Dumbledore doing that on purpose and then claiming that he must have messed up a simple household spell when guests slipped and fell on their arses. Especially if it was someone like Lucius Malfoy, or some of the board of directors, or that moron Fudge. Dumbles had put an awful lot of effort into looking harmless and loopy, even if he had probably needed to.




They walked into the room again, just as Achernar Black was insisting, “All right, show us that one more time…”




The woman who was probably a divination teacher did the scrying again, and a man who might be teaching charms did a complicated spell that projected the image from the scrying onto one wall, along with some arcana that looked like indications about the spell. Then a man who might be the teacher for ancient runes did some runework on the wall around the image, and…




Something that looked like the portal from the scrying appeared on the wall next to the runes. If Achernar Black hadn’t ruined the line, Ron would have been tempted to declare something inappropriate, like ‘Merlin’s baggy Y-fronts!’ or ‘Circe’s saggy tits!’ Hermione really didn’t like it when anyone swore using Circe’s name, so he was particularly careful not to do it around her. Or around anyone who might tell on him.




Ron managed, “Can we go through it and find Hermione?”




The woman who was doing the scrying looked rather apologetic as she admitted, “Well… no. This is just a simulacrum of the portal. A runic manifestation of this end of the entire process. We can create this ‘face’ but it doesn’t go to other dimensions — we haven’t put that kind of power into the spellworks — and we don’t know where to go yet, and we don’t know how much power might be needed, and… a few other problems we have yet to work out. I have no idea how we’re going to achieve some of them.”




Ron looked at Harry. Harry burst into a massive smile as he insisted, “This is Hermione Granger we’re talking about!”




Ron nodded, “Right. All we have to do is…




(Buffy’s world)



Jack O’Neill was trying not to show how worried he was, but Team Jack all knew. They were using the Cessna Citation, which was for emergencies only. They were using the parachutes instead of landing the jet and taking a car, like normal people would. And Jack was packing his heavy load, which included his M4/M203.






Oh sure, Willow and Ken had beaten him there by hours. Only they used the not-ready-for-prime-time teleport spell. Which hadn’t even been tested on mice yet! And it hadn’t been tested over anything more than a kilometer or two! What the hell were they thinking?




Okay, yeah, they were thinking the same thing he was, namely, “Oh my god Buffy!”




Still, the local Slayers could have gotten there in under an hour. He’d ridden with Slayers before, so he knew that whole ‘under an hour’ thing was a polite fiction to keep Watchers from wetting their tweed undies. It was ‘under an hour’ for normal drivers. Which meant that the closest Slayer could probably get to the target house in twenty minutes.




Domino’s Pizza really needed to hire bored Slayers to drive for them, to do that ‘thirty minutes or less’ deal. It would also cut down on the risk of muggings and robberies. “Oh gee, is that a switchblade? Against me? Do you mind if I laugh really hard for a couple minutes before I break your wrist and call the cops?”




Somehow, he had turned into a Slayer trainer. Mainly, small-team tactics and multi-team strategy. But Xander had put his foot down, and so Jack also headed up the fast emergency team. Which Xander had named the Crisis Reaction Action Program before anyone could stop him. But pretty much everyone called it Team Jack.




He usually had one of the senior Slayers on it. Because he was dating Buffy, he had a rule that the two of them did not get to be on the same team, because he had seen how that went in military ops: not well. And only Slayers and Slayer-backup who had gone through what he liked to call the O’Neill Funtime Vacationland got to be on Team Jack. The small-team tactics course. The knife-fighting course and the firearms course. Parachuting, parasailing, scuba diving, boating and kayaking, demolitions, and a few other things that Slayers loved and were generally awesome at.




Normally, the senior Slayer for his team was Kennedy, when she was in Cleveland or could be scooped up on the way to whatever new crisis was just rearing its ugly head. Or heads. Or sometimes ‘thing that is absolutely not a head even if it sits on top of the rest of the monster’.




If Ken wasn’t available, he usually went with Vi. Rona was great too, but Vi was really good at following orders too, and really finicky which he always appreciated when it came to stuff like demolitions and weapon care. Also, Vi was the second most deadly nerd on the planet, after Willow. So he had Vi along.




He also had Natalya and Kristi. Nat added in language skills, including plenty of the old languages that everything creepy seemed to be written in. Kristi added in medic skills, which were always important, even if Slayers never wanted to admit the little teensy-weensy poke they got was really a two foot long demon talon through their intestines and one kidney.




And he had Cliff. Sergeant-Major (retired) Clifford Wainwright was one of those Watchers who didn’t hang around the stuffy old HQ in London while waiting for a new Potential to whip into shape. He’d been out in the field in central Africa trying to track down what was probably a new Potential, and he’d fought off a metric crapton of Bringers in an attempt to get to that Potential and rescue her. Then he’d had to limp his way back to civilization and spend a couple months ‘in hospital’ because Brits sometimes had trouble using an extra ‘the’. So Cliff brought serious spec ops skills and serious Watcher knowledge.




And finally, Jack liked to have a high-powered mage along, because magic was the WMD of the strategic arena. Willow was powerful, but was not ever going to be a Navy SEAL, so she wasn’t the best choice for the team. Plus, when Ken was on the team, Ken’s honeybun was not going to be allowed to go along. Ken and Will were individually incredible, but together they spent way too much time worrying about each other. Andrew was a talented mage who regularly thought so far outside the box that he couldn’t find the box again afterward, but Andrew had flunked out of the O’Neill Funtime Vacationland. Twice. So far. The kid had determination. Jack had Vi working with Andrew on weightlifting and running, and once Andrew met Vi’s requirements, they’d give him another shot.




So, as their mage on this funfest, they had Hermione Granger. Dannyboy really did not like it when his girlfriend went off on dangerous jobs, but Hermione was good. Really, really good. Excellent mage, brilliant researcher, outstanding linguist, impressive at everything scientific behind demo and weapons, good shot, and acceptable at hand-to-hand but working on that. Also, Hermione was the best damn mapreader and orienteer he had run across in years. He was pretty sure that was because she had a near-photographic memory, so she could study a map or chart and remember everything important on it without having to spend minutes checking the map on a regular basis.




There was also the part where she gave Cliff someone to talk to when he wanted to diss the Yanks.




So. Three awesome Slayers. A powerful mage. A kick-ass ex-military Watcher. And an old geezer who liked to think he was in charge.




It was tough to think you were in charge of much of anything when you were dating The Golden Slayer. If Buffy was in the room, pretty much everyone would listen to you then glance over to see if Buffy was okay with it. The only Slayers who didn’t were Faith, Kennedy, and Rona. Even Willow would glance over and check. Xander wouldn’t, but you knew he would check later when you weren’t around because he was trying to do the right thing for everybody simultaneously, which was impossible. And there was no scheduling dates. You just walked over and said, “We’ve got at least an hour now, let’s go eat out.” Or she did. And double-dating with Kennedy was fun, but every single time he expected it to turn into an attack, or a crisis, because most of the big cheeses like Buff and Will had bullseyes painted on their backs.




All right, about a third of the time, it did turn into a sneak attack or a crisis or an attempted kidnapping or something even more dorky. And another third of the time, they stayed in and did the double-date on school grounds, like movie nights or something. Watching a movie with Buffy, while forty mini-Slayers were sitting around watching the movie too? About as romantic as a ‘date’ while surrounded by drunk non-coms.




Like tomorrow night was supposed to be another date, only this had to happen. He had no idea what anyone would be able to do to effect a rescue, or how long it would be before he ever saw Buffy again. He didn’t know if Willow and Kennedy were okay, although he’d gotten a message from Ken with the secret codewords in it so he knew they got to California in one piece, Willow had gone Maleficent from it, the trick with the Scythe had worked, and they were both pretty much incapacitated afterward. So… good, uber-bad, good, and oh crap.




Also, he was assuming Ken had posted the secret codewords, rather than Darth Studious after ransacking Ken’s brain. That was an assumption that could get all of Team Jack killed — or worse — in milliseconds. Willow was a sweetheart, but magic was freaking dangerous.




He checked his watch. Again. “Okay boys and girls, we have twenty minutes to our drop point. Everyone check their parachute and web belt. All back scabbards and back slings are on the front until you land, capisce?” He got a round of quick nods. “Anyone able to summon the Slayer Scythe yet?”




Vi glanced at Nat and Kristi. “Nope. Sorry.”




“Not your fault,” he told her. “Ken-doll may still be wielding it, and it’s possible Buffy successfully summoned it wherever she is now.”




He glanced over at Cliff. “Any change in weather conditions?”




Cliff replied, “Not a bit. Still light breezes, zero to five kph. No gusts. We should be good for technical landings. And the baro is currently 30.02 and steady.”




Jack nodded at that. He checked his automatic release system, since they were cutting this pretty close. Everyone else did too.




He gave Cliff a quick smile. “Fine. Then we go Vi, Nat, Kristi, me, Cliff, Hermione. We make it as tight a formation as we can. Vi, Kris, and Cliff target the Macks’ back yard. It’s a clear space, but it’s small. They’ve got low trees around it, and wood fencing around that. Do not land on a fence. That’s an order.” He got a round of smiles. “If the images we have are accurate and up-to-date, a Slayer can crash through the branches of one of their teeny trees without a lot of Slayer-damage. We can buy them a new tree later.”




He looked at Nat and Hermione. “We three land in the front yard. It’s open, and we have the entire front, the neighbors’ front yards, the street, and the yards across the street. Nat, aim for as close to their front door as looks safe. Hermione? Aim for the front edge of the yard, just in case. You’re not a Slayer, and you’re mission-critical.” He was planning on hitting the middle of the front yard, which would give him a lot of leeway in any direction, while providing protection for their mage.




He asked, “Is everyone clear on this?” He got five firm nods. Even Hermione. It was a tricky precision jump, but using the barometric chute releases ensured that everyone’s chute opened at the right time. The two lead Slayers would open their chutes at the last moment, and get to the ground well ahead of the next two parachutists. Then he and Kris would open chutes a little higher, and have time for the first parachutists to clear the landing zones before they needed to land. And the last pair would open their chutes even higher, and have time to steer and even stall for a few seconds if someone was having trouble getting their chute or their ass out of the LZ.




He checked, “Hermione, is that spell ready?”




She answered, “Yes sir. It’s already charged up. If we’re not having trouble with the landing zone, I can cast it just before I land. Otherwise, as soon as I’m down. If there’s a bright purple flash from anywhere inside, then we could have a Dark Willow scenario at that spot. It should be visible through the walls and roof of the house.”




He resisted patting his M203. That was one of the last resorts. He did not want to have to headshot a friend. He was hoping the spell would result in no flashes at all, or that the flashbangs he had given all three Slayers would be enough to disorient their threat so the Slayers could take her, and then Hermione could hit her with the anti-Willow charm that Willow had dreamed up to use against herself.




He was also assuming the Macks wouldn’t try to throttle him for wrecking their house by throwing flashbangs into their nice rooms through their nice windows. Or in Vi’s case, possibly hurling a flashbang all the way through a door or through an interior wall.




Man, he hated planning for scenarios like this. But he was not going to let his kids get hurt by being caught by surprise. And he was including Hermione in there too.




He did another touch drill, just because it was nice and routine. Then he checked the team comms. “Official code replies on comms, please. How’s transmission?”




Everyone answered “Five by five.” Two people did it with South Boston accents, just because.




He tried not to smirk and failed. Vi giggled too. Faith had been pretty grumpy about getting ‘her catchphrase’ co-opted. Even when he insisted he’d been using it before she was born.




Hermione wouldn’t do such a thing, and Cliff’s American accents were uniformly awful. Almost as bad as any of his European accents. But Natalya was very good with languages, and very good with dialects, and very good with accents. Also, Kristi was from New York City, and could imitate a host of Eastern Seaboard accents. Her ‘Joisey Goil’ accent was hysterical.




The pilots gave him a countdown. “Okay kiddies, one minute and counting down. Let’s get in position.”




The jet was descending steeply and decelerating as it went. At the right moment, it would be under fifteen thousand feet, and under three hundred miles an hour. Which he was not going to convert to kph for Cliff.




Vi forced the door open and set herself in the doorway with her hands on either side of the doorframe. Natalya grabbed Vi’s chute and Kristi grabbed Nat’s chute. He crowded Kristi, with Cliff and Hermione as close as they could get. Marcus the co-pilot was ready to get the door shut once they jumped.




“Now.” They poured out of the doorway, the Slayers ridiculously close together and the rest of them diving out after them.




He spread out his arms and legs into position and tried to enjoy the freefall. “Check off, last to first.”




“Hermione. Five by five. No problems. The large lighted field is the closer high school football field. Our target is one point seven klicks north-northwest of it.”




“Cliff. Copy that. On target.”




“Old fart. Five by five, and hey you kids get offa my lawn.” Slayer giggles filled his comms.




“Kristi. Five by five, and in position. Looks like we’re right on target.”




“Nat. Five by five. Have clear separation from Vi, and we’re good.”




“Vi. Have house spotted based on Hermione’s maps.”




Hermione and Cliff’s chutes opened. Fifteen seconds later, he popped his chute and watched as Kristi did likewise. Vi and Nat continued to drop. They were supposed to open chutes at three thousand feet, but he was utterly unsurprised they waited as long as they could. Slayers did not need to slow down as much as normal humans with normal knees and ankles and feet.




He landed easily in the middle of the Macks’ front yard, and Nat already had her chute wrapped up. So she helped him spill air and wrap his chute. He moved closer to the house, so Hermione had plenty of room. After all, there were four cars at the curb including Buffy’s rental. Hermione came in halfway in between him and the cars, and made a textbook PLF. He and Nat rushed over to help her gather up her chute.




Hermione looked up at him and said, “Spell cast, no problems detected.”




“Good,” he replied. Good? It was freaking awesome. The last thing he wanted to do was to have to fight Darth Rosenberg to the death.




One of the local Slayers came running out. “I’m Toni! You’re the crisis team? How come we never get to parachute in on demons? That would be totes awesome!”




“Status?” Jack instantly asked. Maybe he sounded a little too military, because Toni instantly straightened up.




Toni answered, “Everything’s okay! Elli went to the back yard, and Marda stayed with Lexi’s ’rents. Ms. Rosenberg and Kennedy are in the kitchen doing… stuff. I dunno. And Kennedy’s got the Slayer Scythe and won’t share!”




That last bit was pretty much the definition of a Slayer whine. They ought to record it and put it in the electronic version of that almanac thing they put out.




Nat stepped forward and shook hands. “I am Natalya, that is Jack, and our mage is Hermione.” Nat even gave it a little more Russian accent than she normally used, just to impress the locals.




Hermione stepped forward and shook hands too. “Very nice to meet you, other than the extenuating circumstances.”




They hauled their wrapped-up chutes into the little atrium and walked toward the kitchen, Toni eagerly leading them along. A middle-aged couple was standing nervously outside the kitchen and staring in. Both turned to face Jack and his team.




“I’m Jack O’Neill. This is our emergency response team.”




Toni burst out, “They parachuted out of a jet! It was awesome!”




The woman who had to be Lexi’s mother managed, “I’m Barb, and this is George. And we’re… really worried.”




Jack pretended he wasn’t wearing knock-off night camo and weapons. He shook their hands and said, “And you should be. I worry like he… heck when it’s my team doing dangerous stuff. I don’t think I could take it if they were my kids.”




George Mack started to ask a question, and suddenly Kennedy was there in between them. Okay, Ken-doll looked like she was smack in the middle of a case of magical flu and she might keel over at any moment. But she was there. “Mr. Mack, don’t ask that question. You really don’t want to hear the answer. Okay?”




“Umm, okay, if you insist,” George hesitated. “Should you be up?”




Kennedy said, “I’m fine now,” just about the time her knees got wobbly and she started listing to port.




Jack grabbed her and settled her down in the closest chair. When Slayers weren’t being ferocious predators, they were just… current Kennedy. Who was about a hundred ten pounds dripping wet, plus thirty pounds of weapons hidden on her. Jack knelt down and quietly said, “Ken, I’m depending on you to take care of Willow. So you need to rest up. Okay?”




“Okay Jack, we just… overdid it this time. Maybe we over-overdid it. Willow’s idea about the Scythe and white mana and channeling it worked really, really well. But I think it stripped all the mana or something out of me too. I think you’re gonna have to carry both of us out to the cars to get us home.”




He really wanted to give her a big hug and tell her it would be okay, but you didn’t do that with Slayers. Well, Slayers you weren’t dating. He stepped into the kitchen and found Willow sitting exhaustedly in a chair while studying another chair. An ex-chair. A chair that had gotten sliced in half. The cuts were so clean and shiny that they looked like they had been sanded and polished for hours. Even the Slayer Scythe didn’t leave marks like that.




Cliff and Vi stood in the other doorway, which obviously led to a laundry room and a garage, just from what he could see. Kristi was behind them, with another girl who moved like a Slayer. Presumably, the girl Toni mentioned.




And then Jack had a couple armfuls of weeping Willow. “Oh Jack, I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have teleported here, and I shouldn’t have talked Ken into doing the Scythe thing even if it worked, and I still haven’t figured out a way to track ’em down when there’s maybe a countable infinity of dimensions they could be in, or at least a really uber-high finite number that would have to be higher than Skewes’ number, and I’m sorry I made you use the Willow Detector spell ’cause I’m a bad person, and the best I can do so far is a portal to outside our local dimensional sheaf, but that doesn’t really help significantly given the distance it doesn’t cover to get to Buffy and Lexi, and I’m really glad you brought Hermione to do the spell because Andrew spellcasting after a parachute jump? Oy vey. We’d be up to our armpits in flying monkey demons.”




He helped Willow sit back down, and he wondered just how shaky Willow and Kennedy were when they first got here. They were still in pretty rough condition, and they’d been here for almost three hours.




Barb spoke up, “Umm, I could cook up some food. I’m not sure I have enough to feed… eight Slayers.”




Hermione helpfully corrected, “Seven, Mrs. Mack. I’m one of the mages.”




Jack asked, “What’s the difference between seven locust swarms and eight?”




“Jack!” several Slayers protested.




Mrs. Mack smiled weakly. “I take it you’ve seen them eat too.”




He gave her a big smile. “I train Slayers. Half my emergency team is Slayers. And I’m dating one Slayer. Never take a Slayer to a really expensive restaurant, unless you make her eat a complete dinner first.”




George said, “We gave up on that and only take Lexi to all-you-can-eats these days.”




Barb frowned at him, “George! That’s not fair!”




So Jack got Barb cooking in the kitchen, with Kristi and Vi helping, and Cliff moving the kitchen furniture back into the kitchen. Okay, Cliff was really making sure that anxious Slayers didn’t turn the kitchen into a disaster area. Nat and Hermione got the local Slayers into the living room and talked to them about the evening’s activities before they had headed home and then had to abruptly turn around to drive to the rescue. Meanwhile, Jack got some Gatorade and Larabars into Willow and Ken.




Willow quietly confessed, “Jack, I almost went Dark Willow from the teleport. It was bad. Really, really of the grim. And Buffy and Lexi got portaled really, really far away, like Other Hermione’s house far away, and I don’t know how to find them, I mean, if I did a spell big enough for that in the next couple weeks I might go totally Darth Rosenberg and just what happened when we teleported was scary enough and I don’t wanna be all Darth-y anymore!”




Jack asked, “But you could open up a portal on this side, right?” Willow nodded unhappily. “And you could stick it out a ways away from our world, right?” Willow nodded again.




Jack took a careful breath. “Then maybe I’ve got an idea.”





Part III


(Selina’s world)



Xander dodged the batarang and then dove off to the side, because the batarang was totally a distraction for a Bat-attack, only Batman knew Xander would know that, so it was a distraction for a feint, and here came the actual attack… probably.




It looked like a Wing Chun form, but Bats knew Xander would spot that, so it was a fake-out, unless Bats was counting on Xander thinking it was a fake-out. Yep, Bats let Xander block the first move, and then suddenly Bats dropped into a capoeira ginga which instantly went into an aú aberto and a kick to the face.




But Xander had been studying other martial arts forms, and there were a shitload of guys in Lost Angle-lease who were happy to show off their martial arts cred to a goofy guy who clearly didn’t know shit about martial arts. Or at least that was what he led them to think. So he’d seen some pretty spectacular capoeira sparring, and a bunch of other styles.




He didn’t know what Bats would pull, so he moved out of the way first. He went with a back handspring into a Kempo stance, so Bats had to cartwheel up into another form to make contact. And Bats went into a Tang Soo Do attack. Okay, maybe it was Chun Kuk Do. Hard to tell ’em apart from just this tiny bit.




Xander blocked the kick and the punch, and tried to turn the second punch into a shoulder throw. That failed pretty majorly. Big surprise there. Epic punch-filled fail. So he rolled with the blow, cartwheeled out of the way of the follow-up and blocked the follow-up after that, and even the follow-follow-up because Bats never just launched one simple attack. No way.




So he tried something new. Bats was too far away for an ordinary front kick, so… he went with an ordinary front kick. Bats could see the kick was going to end up about a foot and a half short, so Bats just waited for the real attack. Xander reached behind his back with his left hand…




So, when Xander kicked his shoe off, Bats was waiting for the sneak attack with a weapon in Xander’s off-hand. The toe of the shoe caught Bats right in the face. It wasn’t a heavy combat boot. It wasn’t even a steel-toed construction boot. It was just a shoe you could kick off easily. But it could have been something crazy, like a shoe-bomb or a poisoned shoe-weapon or a shoe made out of live scorpions or something even weirder, because Bats had some of the weirdest supervillains in the world.




Still, Bats just tilted his face forward a little and took the shoe off his armored cowl. The shoe bounced off the forehead of the cowl and went flying off to the side. And it obscured Bats’ vision for a split second, so Xander threw his Knight-bola which he’d just fished out of his back left pocket with his left hand. It was the construction-guy version of a real bola. Four big steel ball bearings, each with four feet of molybdenum wire going back to a central grip also made of wire. It rolled up nicely into something the size of four ball bearings, so he could carry it in a pocket.




And damn it, Bats blocked it with another batarang, while diving off to the side out of the way in case it was explosives or gas pellets or poison spikes or whatever. It wasn’t like Xander had a whole utility belt full of crap when he was out of uniform. Getting caught with stuff like that could blow his secret identity.




But Batman stepped back several feet and said, “And we’re done.” It wasn’t even a growl.




Xander ignored the sore spots on his forearms and one shin, and the thing that was going to be a big fist-shaped bruise on his right cheek, and the blood in his mouth. “Okay. If you say so.”




“You need to work more on counters to Savate and Muay Thai.”




“Will do.”




“And you need to stop trying to piss off people who can and will beat you up.”




Xander pretended to think that one over. “I dunno. That may be too much of a reach for me.”




Batman just glared at him for that one. “And I still need your full report on Intergang’s latest attempted moves into Los Angeles.”




Xander just shrugged. “I sent you the deets via Bat-cipher. I’m still writing the full report.”




“And don’t call it the Bat-cipher. It’s encryption and then steganography.”




Xander just said, “Oh, and I found a great picture to use next time…”




“No. Use one of the agreed-upon images. There are still several hundred you haven’t used.”




Xander persisted, “Well gee, I don’t know what you have against hentai.”




“This is not for purposes of entertainment.”




Xander gave him a smirk, “It’s pretty entertaining for me. And Amy laughed pretty hard when I showed her what I was gonna send you next time.”




Bats glowered, “I would say that you’re a bad influence on Miss Madison, but given her mother, you may actually be a good influence.”




Xander tried not to grimace. “Given the Amy-mom, Lex Luthor would be a good influence.”




A green light glowed over the training room door, and a two-tone chime rang out. That meant someone wanted to talk but did not want to interrupt what could be a ferocious training session.




Xander extended a hand palm-up. “After you.”




Batman growled, “You first.”




So Xander went into a Goofy Gophers voice. “No no no, it must be you who goes first. I insist!”




Bats instantly recognized the ref and deduced that Xander would just keep up the annoying stuff until someone lost his cool and moved his pointy ears over to the door. So Batman went ahead and walked to the door. Xander went in a different direction. He picked up his shoe, then his bola, then three batarangs and a couple more Bat-gadgets.




Batman opened the door, and it was Doctor Fate. Kent carefully said, “I believe we have made some small progress. Are you feeling… less stressed?”




Bats growled, “Contrary to popular opinion, fighting opponents does not lower my stress levels.”




Xander put up a hand like he was waiting for a teacher to call on him in elementary school. “It lowers my blood pressure! Especially after I bleed out a pint or two.”




Bats kept looking at Doctor Fate. “Unlike most of my protégés and connections, the White Knight is in a situation where I can’t easily monitor him and work with him on training and combat. Regardless of my personal problems, I was using this opportunity as training.”




Xander piped up again, “Even if most of the Watchtower thinks he’s just beating me up because I smarted off to him.”




Batman finally looked over at Xander. “You have met Nightwing and Batgirl and Robin and the rest. If I ‘beat people up’ every time they smarted off to me, most days I would be unable to accomplish anything else.”




Xander smirked, “Yeah, I could see that with ’Wing.”




And really, he was figuring the only member of the Bat-fam who didn’t smart off at Bats on a regular basis was Cassie, because it took an act of God to get her to say anything.




Xander really wished he hadn’t figured out about Cassandra Cain’s life, because it was up there with Orion’s for sheer grimness. But it sure explained why Cassie had trouble speaking.




And he knew way too much about the Bat-fam. And the Justice League. And a shit-ton of JL opponents. And some of the major hitters on the dark side of the magical world. And other badness. He really needed to work even more on his psi shielding and stuff, so no one scavenged any of that stuff out of his brain.




He had his shoe on. He had his bola wound back up properly and shoved into his pocket. He handed Bats all of the Bat-crap and followed Doc Fate down the hall, letting Bats bring up the rear so the guy could hide all that hardware without anyone watching.




Insoles! He ought to talk to Batman about shoe insoles that he could hide stuff in while staying comfy under hard-working feet. Then in an emergency he could hide the insoles, and ordinary Xander Harris would have no sign of hauling superpowered vigilante junk around. Knives, throwing stars, throwing spikes, lockpicks… there ought to be lots of things he could hide in a reinforced but orthotic insole. Maybe the insole itself could be some kind of combat knife…




He already had plenty of serious Xander weaponry in his toolbelt and his toolbox and his big Dewalt toolbag. Anyone who thought a pair of clawhammers were not dangerous weapons was too naive to be allowed out by himself. Plus the toolbag held his battery-powered hammerdrill and impact driver and circular saw and reciprocating saw and cutoff tool and worklight, along with spare batteries and a car charger and a wall charger. Just let Sportsmaster come at him with a baseball bat and a hockey stick. One juryrigged impact driver, and pow! Nail to the head!




Jeez, Bats would really chew him out over that. Not that Xander wouldn’t do it. Just that he’d work really hard not to let Bats find out. And ’Wing could get pretty grouchy about stuff like that too. And Cassie would freak over anything that was probably lethal. Plus Babs would rat him out to Amy faster than you could say ‘text messaging’.




Still, any weapons Xander Harris might use in self-defense would not be things that The White Knight would use. No way. And he was still working on the Knightmobile, which currently looked like a thirty year old cargo van. Actually, it was a three year old van that was disguised as a much junkier piece of much older crap. But he was going to have to ask Bats or somebody for a serious computer upgrade and battery upgrade to do all the stuff he wanted his ‘old’ van to do. Starting with the CPU horsepower he needed to do the van’s active camo imagery. Maybe he could talk ’Wing into getting Oracle to help him and not tell Bats until the work was all done and tested.




Yeah, and maybe real bats would all decide to go diurnal for easier access to Starbucks bug-flavored lattes. Mmm, gnat lattes, there’s good eatin’.




They walked back to the room the portal had hit. Supes was standing there whispering in Zee’s ear. Orion was holding up some monitoring hardware for Steel to work on, and it looked like it probably weighed five or six tons, not that Orion would care. The guy was probably Superman strong. There was a big monitoring screen set up near where the portal had been, and it was showing Watchtower monitoring footage of the incident.




Zee finally turned around from what Supes was saying, and got a look at the Xan-man. Her eyes opened up wide, and she looked kind of pissed off. Which is not a good thing when the pissed-off witch can turn you into a toad for reals. She walked past Bats and gave him a dirty look.




Then she walked up to Xander. She whispered, “Laeh thgil sdnuow.” And he felt the bruises on his arms and legs vanish, along with the owwie on his face.




He whispered back, “Thanks, Zee.”




She gave him a quick smile as she walked out of the room. He figured she was going to rat out The Bat to Amy. Every time Xander sparred with the Bat-fam and Zee was around, Amy was waiting for him to get home with a grouchy expression and his jar of magic anti-bruise cream. But Amy was still trying to convince herself that she wasn’t important and she didn’t have important friends. Like Zee and Canary.




And Bats made a ‘casual’ turn so he could check out the healing on Xander’s face. Yeah, Bats had heard. Xander was pretty sure Bats was fully aware of Zee’s tattling.




And Doc Fate was lecturing on what they knew about the portal, which was uberly technical magical details that Xander only knew a tiny bit about because of Amy-chat since Amy started getting serious homework from Zee.




Maybe Xander needed to start paying more attention when Amy launched into magical stuff she thought was interesting, because it looked like Bats was following along. After maybe six or seven minutes of complicated lecture, Batman finally asked, “So you’re saying that we know enough about this portal to be confident that it is magical, not technical, and its signature indicates that it comes from well outside our local set of dimensional analogues?”




“Yes.”




“Could it come from, say, Superboy-Prime’s base universe?”




Doctor Fate thought for a moment or two. “No. From what we know of his original universe, it could not sustain these levels of magic. But that does not mean it couldn’t come from a universe with threats more in line with the magical threats of our universe or our parallel universes.”




“Like what?” Xander wondered. “Like Morgan Le Fey, or Hades, or Circe?”




Doc Fate considered carefully, “Possibly any of them, and even more dangerous threats. But the portal was unlike the magical energies expressed by the sorcerers we know.”




Xander admitted, “I was just wondering. I’m not an expert, and my expert isn’t as expert as you.”




Batman checked, “Can you re-open this portal so we could move a force through and find Catwoman and return safely to this Earth?”




Fate answered, “We can re-open this end of the portal. We cannot yet determine a connecting path to the other end, or perhaps one of multiple other openings, and we cannot open the far ends of this magework.”




Bats growled under his breath, or almost under his breath but not quite quietly enough for this crowd. He asked, “Are we going to be able to make more progress on the spellworks involved? And are we going to be able to find the other opening?”




Doctor Fate thought that one over uber-carefully. “I can’t give you a solid yes or no on that. Zatanna even spent time composing a haiku to try to power this, and it failed rather spectacularly. She was unconscious for almost a minute. So we cannot simply overpower this, because the power involved was extremely large to begin with. And if your conjecture about other women in other universes is correct, then similar portals might be even more powerful as they targeted even more distant universes. But we currently can copy the harmonics involved and re-open this doorway. At that point, we can attempt some magical explorations and we might be able to determine more useful information and attributes, which could move us closer to our stated goals.”




Batman stared at the image on the monitor. “Or you could open your copy of this portal and…”




(Jaime’s world)



Xander thought out loud, “Okay, the heavy hitters are on the other end of this thing, right?” Willow nodded. “And all we can do is use toys from space aliens, right?” Willow nodded again. “And that means just some light through this side of things.” Willow nodded once more.






He asked, “Can we do that and shine a beacon from here going thataway so Jaime’s friends can see it and get her home?”




He instantly had a cuddly Willow in his arms kissing him and gasping, “You’re a genius! That’s a great idea!”




“He’s totally psychic,” Andrew Wells insisted. “I told you.”




(Sam’s world)



Jack kept going, “…maybe you could do that, and we could hold up a great big flashlight at this end for them to use as a target. They’ve got Carter. They’ve probably got Hermione and Willow. And if Hermione and Willow can’t magic their way out of stuff, their problem’s probably way out of our weight class.”






Coombs babbled, “Right! We can do that! And we can project an image of our ten digit random number, so Major Carter will know this is the correct universe to traverse to!”




Jack just said, “Right. You guys get on that, and I’ll just be ready in case Carter brings any souvenirs home.”




Liz did a whiny kid voice. “Dad, it followed me home, can we keep it? It eats everything near it, so you won’t have to fix the garbage disposal…”




(Hermione’s world)



Ron continued, “…bespell that ‘face’ so it’s usable, and give her a light to look for, so she can find us.”






Achernar Black asked, “A lumos spell? Perhaps a lumissimus?”




Harry said, “I was thinking… Hermione’s signature fire. That waterproof bluebell flame she likes so much. Remember the time she set Snape on fire with it?”




The rest of the room came to an abrupt standstill. The headmaster managed, “Snape? War hero Severus Snape? Hermione Granger set him on fire?”




Ron grinned, “It was a thing of beauty. Harry was hit with a curse so powerful it was making his broom buck him off a couple hundred feet in the air over the Quidditch pitch, and Hermione found the teacher we thought was committing the act, and she distracted him to break his line of sight and his concentration. She set his robe on fire, and then once he reacted, she scooped it off into a jar and we got out of there.”




Black asked, “Was this when you were… let me see… sixth years?”




Ron looked at Harry, and they both snickered. “First year. Hermione’s always been a really dangerous witch.”




Black gasped, “First year? Circe’s dirty nipples!”




“Achernar!” the other MACUSA agent yelled.




Ron managed not to burst out laughing.




Headmaster Kvetcher calmly said, “Very well, let us create this side of the portal, and provide a target for Ms. Granger-Weasley to aim for. And perhaps Agent Black could refrain from any utterances around impressionable schoolchildren?”




Harry whispered, “Can you do her blue flame?”




Ron whispered back, “She made me learn it years ago. I guess she was way ahead of us once again.”




“Like always, you mean,” Harry replied.




(Buffy’s world)



Jack kept going. “You’re figuring this is the Team Hermione thing again, just without you, so why not let their Hermione open their end of the portal, and you open your end, and we send up a big magical roadflare for them to spot?”






Willow scrambled to her feet and hugged Jack fiercely, which was like getting a delicate squeeze from a Slayer. “Jack! That’s so smart! We can do that! I can open a doorway at this end, and Hermione can send up some magical fireworks so maybe they can find us!”




Kennedy stepped over, looked at Willow hugging Jack, and gave Jack a low-five.




Willow didn’t look up from where she had her head buried in Jack’s tac vest, but she still said, “Ken honey, don’t encourage him.”




(Selina’s world)



Batman continued, “…put a large magical signal through from this end, for Catwoman’s teammates to target.”






Xander unhelpfully agreed, “Yeah! A big magical Bat-signal!”




“Knight!” growled someone with pointy ears.




Xander kept going. “Like a giant magical spotlight with a magical bat-shape on it!”




“Knight!” someone with an angry-looking cape snapped angrily.




And he still kept going. “Like a giant mana-blaring lighthouse they could see from the other side of the multiverse if we get a portal opened up first.”




The Bat-grump froze. “You mean Miss Madison?”




“Hell yeah, I mean Amy,” Xander insisted. “Doc Fate and Zee know just how much mana Amy can pump out when she tries, even if they might have to pour more mana into her to keep her glowing. But she’s already done that interdimensional glare thing they were worried about. She can do it again if she tries hard.”




The Bat-grump spoke in Bruce Wayne’s tones. “Thank you, Xander.”




Xander pointed out, “You do know she’s probably gonna insist you apologize to Zee afterward, right?”




Bats bowed his head maybe a millimeter. “…Yes.”




So Xander went for the home run. “And you do know I probably have a new way of irritating Amy when she comes up here, right?”




Bats managed, “I believe everyone on the Watchtower knows that.”




Xander glanced over at Steel. “Hey JH, can you hook me up so I can ‘phone’ Amy from my cellphone number?”




Steel answered, “Yes, that’s a commonly used feature.” He quickly ran his fingers over the Watchtower tablet in his hands. “Give me just a second.”




Batman grumbled, “And you cannot use this feature to make prank phone calls. If I find out you called Manhunter to ask her if her refrigerator was running…”




Xander grinned. Then he mock-complained, “Oh come ON! Manhunter’s so crabby she makes you look like Robin Williams! She needs a couple… hundred… crank calls in her life.”




“Absolutely not,” Bats growled. “And if you do it anyway, I’ll ask Oracle to monitor every one of your phones, including the burners you just picked up this week. And I’ll ask her to monitor all incoming calls to Manhunter’s numbers for your voiceprint. You are not The Creeper.”




“Of course I’m not,” Xander insisted. “He can’t remember anyone’s phone number.” That earned him a grade A Bat-glare.




Steel said, “Go ahead. You’re live. Just speak.”




“Hello?” That was Amy’s voice. No doubt about it. The voice in the background was Cordelia: “Tell him he sucks for skipping out on date night!”




Xander just said, “Hey Ames,you know that uber-important errand of the important I had to go do because of the importance?”




“Sure. And just so you know, Fred says you’re a doodyhead.”




“My feelings are crushed!” Xander pretended. “Folded, spindled, and mutilated even.”




He could tell Amy was rolling her eyes. “Thank you, Snagglepuss. What’s the what?”




He said, “Well, it turns out that my errand wants you to run the same errand and come right over here. Please? Pretty please with sprinkles on top? It’s totally of the important. I promise.”




Amy scathingly said, “Let me guess. You want me to mix up my secret margarita recipe. For twenty.”




He glanced around and said, “Well, maybe for six. Seven including you.”




“You suck, Harris!” yelled Cordelia from the background. Probably the living room couch.




Amy finally gave in. “Okay, this had better be a real emergency, or you’re sleeping on the couch for the next week.”




“As long as it’s not Cordy’s couch. I heard a rumor she has cooties.”




That was definitely Fred-giggles in the background.




Amy grumbled, “Fine, I’ll be over there… soon.” And she hung up.




“How long?” the Bat-grump checked.




Steel ran some fast calcs on his tablet-thing. “Should be at the closest platform in twenty-five to thirty minutes, given current traffic conditions there and the line status at the courthouse.”




Xander muttered, “We need to stop using that thing.” He glanced at Steel. “What would it cost to buy my apartment building and put in a platform in an empty apartment on my floor?”




Batman instantly answered, “Too much. And the payback would be minimal. Better would be arranging for you to have legal access to the courthouse platform through an unmonitored door, preferably under a workable alias. I’ll make that happen.”




Xander walked down to the transport systems and waited for Amy to call. “One ringy-dingy… two ringy-dingy…”




After about ten minutes, the relay through the Watchtower systems connected and his phone buzzed. Amy fussed, “Okay, I ran the bug-checking and tracker-checking spells, and even the being-watched spell. You are getting way too Bat-paranoid. What’s the dealie?”




Xander sort-of-explained, “Your favorite guy in the whole wide world. His honeybun got yoinked right in front of him. By someone or something so far away they probably know a live Willow.”




“A live Willow?” she checked nervously. “But I thought you said…”




“I did,” he stressed. “That’s the scale of the problem. And Kent came up with an idea, but we need your help. As a lighthouse.”




“But… Ohhh… Oh!”




He added, “And your buddy Zee’s gonna be helping too, and you love hangin’ with her.”




“Is someone grouchy going to be there?”




“In…dubitably,” he smirked. “And I told him he’d have to apologize to Zee if you helped, so this’ll be great.”




“Okay, in that case, I am totally in.”




In minutes, Batman and Doctor Fate were standing alongside him. Batman growled, “I presume you already talked to her?”




“Under secure conditions,” Xander told him. “Magical checking on all the stuff I’ve been bugging her about.”




“All of it?”




“All of it,” Xander insisted. “Magic.” There was no way Batman was going to admit he didn’t trust magic when he was standing with Doctor Fate.




Instead, Bats asked, “What are you up to?”




“What makes you say that?” Xander stalled.




“Your posture. Your smile. Your attitude. You have something planned which you are going to spring on… someone. Or multiple someones.”




Xander finally gave in. “All of your stuff waterproof?”




Batman actually groaned and said, “Oh Christ.” Batman didn’t say that when he was facing Killer Croc! It was all Xander could do not to the Snoopy Dance Of Triumph right there on the spot.




“Anything I should be aware of?” checked Doc Fate.




Bats ratted him out. “He’s going to irritate Miss Madison sufficiently that she may start hurling water spells at him. There could be… collateral damage.”




Fate looked over at Xander and just shook his head a little, but didn’t say anything. However, a faint white glow surrounded him, probably as a splashguard.




And… there was Amy standing on the platform. Xander stepped over and gave her a kiss. “Thanks for coming. We need your lighthouse power shining into an interdimensional portal so Catwoman and Stormburst can find their way home. But I have no idea how long this might take.”




Batman stepped up and bowed a tiny bit. “Yes. Thank you for coming, Miss Madison. Xander explained that I needed to apologize to Zatanna, and I have already done so. And I believe I need to apologize to you too, since this is not important to you, and you know it is extremely important to me.”




Amy pursed her lips. “And you need to be nicer to Xander.”




Xander lied, “He is! We were sparring for like ten minutes, and look. Not a mark on me.”




Amy checked, “Did that crazy thing with the ball bearings work?”




Xander shook his head, “Nah. He blocked it with a batarang.”




Batman disagreed, “But it should be effective. It unwrapped just as he wanted, so it would have worked. He needs to not telegraph it. And he needs to consider payloads instead of simple steel balls.”




Doctor Fate interrupted, “I would like to get started as soon as possible. Could you come with me?”




Xander added, “Because we all know why you’re needed…” And he tilted his head back and howled. “Owwwww! She’s a light…house!”




“Xander!”




“Knight!”




He kept singing. “She’s mighty-lighty, just lettin’ it all shine out!”




“Xander, stop it!”




He kept going. “She’s a light…house! That lady’s bright and that’s all right…” He ducked a sphere of water and ran around the corner. “…Ain’t holding nothing tight…”




“Xander Lavelle Harris! Come back here!”




He headed for Guy Gardner’s personal quarters with Amy in hot pursuit. Or wet pursuit. Or hot wet American summer pursuit…




The Secret…

…Battle of Alexa Mack



Alexa tried not to gape or look overwhelmed or just generally look like a hick, because this was awesome! Mega-awesome! She was flying!




Okay, she was flying because Terawatt and Stormburst were flying at like a couple hundred miles an hour toward where Aly was pointing, and they were carrying everyone else along for the ride. Alexa and all the other… umm… Alexas, and the people they had arrived with, and WillowDelta who was only sort of ‘people’, and Rashid, and younger Gray Wardens named Paul and Chris who seemed pretty nice, and… Harry Dresden.




Harry Dresden, who was like the least mature thirty-something ever, and kept calling everyone the Alpha Alexa Flight. Alexa knew about Alpha Flight, because Louis would not stop complaining about when they turned his favorite Alpha Flight superhero into a girl for no reason. And when they were ready to go, Harry just had to yell, “Alexa-vengers Assemble!” He probably thought that was really funny. Not! And they were definitely not the Fantastic Four…teen. With a big pause in between the ‘four’ and the ‘teen’. Even if they were exactly fourteen if you counted Harry and not the other wizards. Or this world’s Hermione and not Harry, because Alexa liked both Hermiones even if they talked like they expected you to understand every mega-genius thing they said, which was even worse than when Annie got going on something she was mega-excited about.




He’d also said to Terawatt, “Is this gonna be a stand-up fight, sir, or another bug hunt?”




But Sam had expected Harry would do something, even if she hadn’t guessed exactly what, and she’d told everyone her plan. So she had just moved her hand a little as a signal, and everyone had chorused, “Stop it, Harry.” Even WillowDelta. That had really been funny, especially the look on Harry’s face.




So anyway, eighteen people with powers or magic flying in at superspeed to go punch Danielle Atron right in the nose. And maybe Alexa wanted to blast Danielle into a wall or something, but she wasn’t ready to go along with the Gray Wardens and just hack off her head. Which in Alexa’s head just sounded like the Queen of Hearts. Not that Alexa thought her feelings were going to be what really mattered.




She was figuring that Harry Dresden wasn’t going along on the ‘off with her head’ thing, because he seemed to be pretty opposed to that stuff. Especially if he rescued Molly from getting beheaded, and if Alex was right and the Wardens nearly chopped off his head when he was a teen. But that probably was just going to make the Atron thing turn into wizard court stuff, if they even had regular courts and courtrooms and whatever. And if Atron didn’t survive the battle, then it didn’t matter. Probably. Even if Alexa totally needed to think about it if she was gonna be a wizard in this… whatever the word was for a bunch of wizards. A spell of wizards? A staff of wizards? She should ask Hermione. Or Alex. Or Rashid, because he was smart and would give her a real answer that she would know wasn’t a joke.




And her ‘twins’ were all amazing and identical-looking, but they sure weren’t all alike. Alex and Alee were… well, they were like real comic book superheroines. Ms. Marvel or Storm or something. Aly had gotten burned and shredded, and she was still going, which was maybe more Wolverine than Alexa wanted to think about. Lexi was being flown through the sky at incredible speed with no jet or anything keeping her up, and just really enjoying it. Alexandra was trying to pretend it didn’t bother her. And Alexan was totally scared but still hanging in there anyway. Alexa figured that if she hadn’t had Danielle Atron crisis things going on for a couple years already, she’d be just like Alexan now.




They were zooming in on the mountain, and Terawatt sort of ‘pulled’ Aly forward alongside her to get more directions, which was just freaky-looking. And freaky to think about. Because Aly was aiming them at the site of a plane crash in another dimension, and it looked like it was also the site of a lavish mountain estate in this dimension. How was that supposed to work? Alexa hadn’t ever been there, but she knew from complaining her dad had done over the dinner table, that Danielle had really rubbed it in plenty of times at work. The whole ‘I have a mega-fancy place that’s so amazing in the hot summertime, but you’re not invited to go there’ thing that Danielle liked to do. Same with the yacht and the Polynesian getaway.




Alexa wondered if Danielle also had a secret hideaway, like maybe in the Nevernever. That would probably be a nightmare to find and clean out. Unless you had Terawatt and Stormburst along.




She could see the house. Okay, it wasn’t a house. It was another mansion on a big estate that looked like someone had cleared out a bunch of the regular trees and planted fancy stuff that looked like it belonged in an Alpine meadow, maybe with Julie Andrews running through it singing really loud. It had steep roofs and was maybe three stories high at the roof peaks, and who knew how many stories it went underground. Alexa was totally going to be surprised if there wasn’t a big secret magical lab thing hidden downstairs, and maybe hidden rooms and stuff. Like the panic rooms only rich people built into their houses. Or maybe that secret room in that Sherlock Holmes story her dad read to her when she was little. Boy, the giant glowy hound had given her nightmares until her dad got to the part where it was a fake, and then she’d asked her dad if the big dog’s name was Scooby-Doo and her dad hadn’t gotten it.




And now she was wondering if some guy read that book and then took the ‘big dog’ part and the ‘spooky place’ part and made up the Scooby-Doo stuff from that. Robyn wrote mega-cool fanfic stuff, so maybe Alexa needed to ask Robyn if she’d write a Scooby-Doo cross with The Hound of the Baskervilles. That could be pretty neat.




And maybe Alexa needed to pay attention more, because there was a huge, ugly, gross thing squeezing out through the French doors onto that big wood patio area facing them, and it looked just like the thing that Danielle had tried to sick on her.




“That’s it!” she yelled. “That thing! Right there! The gross thing!”




She heard Buffy ask, “Hey! You guys got G’fili’tik demons too?”




Wow, it was moving way faster than when Atron had sicked it on her. Maybe it had deliberately thrown that fight. And maybe it had wrecked Atron’s office on purpose, just because it could claim it was an accident. Maybe it was secretly on her side.




 And it looked like it was pointing with about twenty tentacle-arms back into the house. As they zoomed closer, it bellowed, “A’o is i’ da ’ildi’g! Dow’ da s’ai’s!”




Huh? Alexa figured she was just not hearing what it was saying because of the wind noise around the sort-of-windshield Stormburst had up in front of them.




The thing writhed and waved its tentacles in what looked like a really human kind of frustration, which just looked weird on a big globby demon-thing.




And suddenly there was a wall of thought that practically knocked them out of the air. “Why can’t I make this voice work properly?”




And extra huh. The demon couldn’t figure out how to use its own voice? Alexa was feeling totally confused.




The demon yelled again, “A’o is dow’ da s’ai’s!” “Atron is down the stairs!”




Plus, Alex and Alee took the whole crowd down really fast, right to the treeline below the lawns of the estate. Alee called out, “That nearly knocked us out of the air!”




Alex added, “We need magical protections and shields to handle mental projections!”




Harry grumbled, “Great. I stink at blocking mental attacks.”




“That damn demon made this look so easy! But I am Danielle Rasa Atron, and I will not let this defeat me!”




Alexa froze in shock. That was Danielle?




“So not a good look for her,” said Buffy.




Harry asked Joseph, “Shapeshifting?”




Rashid cut in, “No sign of anyone or anything in the house, except I did view a very complete magical laboratory and a very powerful summoning circle in there.”




Hermione insisted, “Body-switching. She tried to do it with Stormburst, and she probably tried to do it to one of you, although given her attitude, I suspect she would have tried for your Merlin.”




Harry muttered, “Great, now we have another Corpsetaker on the loose.”




“Capriocorpus, please,” Rashid told him.




“To-may-to, to-mah-to,” Harry blithely replied.




The demon stopped and stared in their direction. “Stars and stones, I’m still broadcasting my thoughts?”




“Well duh,” Buffy muttered.




“That was my line,” Harry insisted.




The ‘demon’ screamed in angry frustration. The scream was like a hundred decibel wall of furious force. The force shredded the deck, sending buzzing splinters in every direction. The force smashed in the doors and windows behind the thing, and ripped off the overhanging roofline.




“My mountain getaway! You’ll pay for this!”




The ‘demon’ waved its tentacle-like limbs in a pattern that made Alexa’s eyes hurt. And suddenly it rained. No, it wasn’t a rain. It was like a monsoon. Mega-huge amounts of water poured down everywhere. She was drenched in seconds.




It was like standing under a waterfall. And Harry had said that wizards like him and Danielle got cut off from their magic in stuff like this. And Alexa had no idea if the same thing would happen to her. Crud!







There are days when I really hate flowing water. The first thing that usually comes to mind was the time when the Denarians had me captive and trapped under a big spout of water to keep me unable to magically free myself. A good man died to get me out of that jam. A man a hell of a lot better than me.




And this downpour was like having a lake dumped on you. There was a hell of a lot of magic used to create it, and there was a hell of a lot of magic in the water itself, but getting hold of any of that magic was like trying to catch snowballs with a red-hot catcher’s mitt on each hand.




At least I didn’t have to look at the thing while this wall of water was pouring down. I was worried a couple of the less experienced Wardens might try Seeing it and get paralyzed. Just looking at the thing was pretty horrifying. I wasn’t sure how Alexa had not caved in just seeing it up close while trapped in an office and having it try to kill her.




Wait a minute…







Alexa tried a small push, and she got the water to swirl away from her like an umbrella. But she had to sort of pull stuff out of the ground and move it through her, which was mega-hard. And she could feel there was a lot of power in the water, but she was having a hard time grabbing any of it.




She looked at the storm, and the power the thing was throwing around. She thought about how fast it had moved when it rushed out onto the deck… and how slow it had moved when it was ‘attacking’ her in Danielle’s office.




It hadn’t even tried to throw a spell at her, and it was mega-magical and it probably had huge, scary spells it could throw.




The ‘demon’ had thrown the fight. It had given her every chance to wreck the office and get away. It had been trying to mess up Danielle’s plans at least that far back, if not way earlier.




Did Danielle know the demon had been doing all this stuff to her? And if the demon hated Danielle so much, why hadn’t it just squished her? She needed to talk to someone about this. Maybe Terawatt. Or Hermione. Or Rashid. Maybe even Harry.




Nah, not Harry. She’d talk to Buffy before him. She’d talk to Lexi before him.







I saw that first burst of lightning and thunder, and I thought we were about to find out Big, Green and Ugly’s monsoon attack was only Step 1. And Step 3 was probably not going to be ‘Profit!’ Then there was another blast, so loud I could hear it over the downpour. And another. The lightning was so bright even through the driving rain that I was having to look away from the light.




Around about the fifth blast of pure white that ripped through the downpour, I realized the lightning wasn’t making its way toward us. Nope, it was flashing back and forth way off in the distance. Like about where the Danielle-demon was standing.




I should have figured it out instantly, because there was no sign of either of our flying powerhouse superheroines, and both of them threw lightning around like I throw spitballs. Okay, like I could throw spitballs if I wanted to. Like if Morgan was sitting in a schoolroom two seats ahead of me and the teacher would yell at him if he turned around.




The rain stopped just as abruptly as it started. The two superheroines were still attacking the demon, one on each side. And they were wrecking the house, but not doing that much damage to the Danielle-demon. The Danimon.




I was going to save the ‘Digimon’ cracks for an audience that could actually hear them over the thunderous noises coming from the eye-searing lightning bolts.




Seeing that the Danimon was getting her lightning resistance on was not so encouraging. Also, seeing what had happened to the entire field between us and the house was not so encouraging either. Buffy would probably call it ‘not of the encouragement’ but she spoke a different language from me.




There was a river of water flowing downhill. It started well uphill of the house, high in the snowfields I could see, and it poured right through what probably used to be a lavish dining room before tearing through the remains of the expensive deck in a series of teakwood waterfalls. Then it headed down the slope at us, splashing through a couple ponds and just missing three massive crevasses that were definitely not there a couple minutes ago. The river split our group into two platoons, but we had fliers. Telekinetic superpowered young women who I should not be ogling even if they were wearing uniforms that pretty much said ‘OGLE ME’ in giant neon letters.




They probably had to fight a lot of street crime. I knew guys who would rob a bank just to get either one of those Alexas to fly in and kick his ass. With lots of high kicks and stuff.




And how the hell did a woman have breasts like Terawatt, and also abs like that? Because Murphy trained stupidly hard, and she still didn’t have abs like that, and she was down around the Buffy cup sizes. Hell, Thomas didn’t have abs like that. Not to mention that we’d just been in a downpour that was really less ‘monsoon’ and more ‘Niagara Falls’, and her hair was still perfect. What kind of superpower does that?




Along with the river, and the ponds, and the muddy mess that had been a highly manicured field, and the crevasses, there were places where rock had just torn its way out of the ground like giant onyx spikes or massive jet-black dikes or sharp uplifted faults. A couple spikes and one dike had erupted through the house foundations and punched their way through what was left of the roof. All-State was not going to be happy with the Danimon. I was guessing the Good Hands People were going to take a look at this disaster and decide to give her the middle finger.







Alee hurled another massive lightning bolt at the thing that maybe was actually Danielle Atron. The first lightning bolt had given ‘Danielle’ a nasty burn the size of a dinner plate. The second one had fried a tentacle. The third one had knocked out a just-forming section of forcefield. The fourth one had hit more forcefield and had shaken the field but not busted it. The fifth one? Not even that. This lightning bolt just hit more of the forcefield and quit on her. Terawatt’s lightning bolts weren’t doing any better. 




And all of the thing’s injuries were healing at crazy speed. Like Martian Manhunter speed. Maybe even faster than that. Crud!




At least they’d forced her to drop the waterfall-like rainstorm. Even if Terawatt looked still perfect. At least Alee now knew how to do that, because Alex was telling her stuff all the time.




How weird was it getting superheroine advice from what was pretty much Future Me? If she hadn’t heard about even freakier stuff from Robin and some of the Justice Leaguers, she would have said it was mega-weird. But really, it was mega-awesome.




Maybe she’d change her name to Terawatt when she got home. At least she’d check with Robin that there wasn’t a supervillain using the name.




Since the lightning wasn’t doing the job anymore, Alee went with the tk. She figured the demon-thing weighed maybe half a ton, which meant she could launch it into outer space if she had to, just by going silvery, flying straight up with it, and accelerating until she and it were going about 25,000 miles an hour, which for this thing would probably be about ten minutes tops, and then just let go of the badguy before turning around and flying back down. Mega-creepy with someone who would get killed from that, but this was something that was probably unkillable.




So she morphed and reached out for the demon with her tk… and she couldn’t get a grip on it. Crud! She tried grabbing it and its forcefield both. Still nothing. She even tried grabbing a disk of rock and dirt under it and pulling upward. Still nothing! It looked like the Atron-demon-thing had already figured out this attack and countered it before Alee even started trying.




Robin was right: really smart villains were a mega-big problem.




By then, the thing was waving its tentacles in a weird formation that made Alee’s eyes burn, which probably meant serious magic, so—




The blast of eldritch energies hit her like a speeding locomotive and sent her flying backward at supersonic speed.







Alex saw Stormburst get blasted like she was shot out of a rocket. But Alee was already silvery, so she was as safe as anything Alex could do for her. And several tentacles and eyes were suddenly swinging her way and performing some sort of intricate gesture.




It wasn’t like her lightning was doing any good at the moment. So she did what she could. She went silvery. She molded her shape to an aerodynamic shape like an angelfish. She slapped two tk shields together in an acute angle pointing at Atron. And she slid backward slightly…




Crud, that hurt! The impact was like flying face-first into an oncoming train. Well, really, the pain was in her head, so it was more like flying brain-first into a train. But most of the force was re-directed, so she didn’t get launched into orbit, just knocked backward maybe a hundred feet or so.







I saw what happened to Alee, so I was pretty surprised when Alex got smacked backward and it was only about four first downs worth. I momentarily wondered how the heck she managed not to get launched off into LA County, before it dawned on me what she’d done.




And a bunch of eyeballs swung our way. Crap.




I yelled “Shields to maximum!” and put up as many screens and fields as I could.




Buffy yelled back, “Aye aye captain!” in what was probably the worst Scottish accent known to man. Pretty much everyone reacted, or tried to.




And then Atron let us have it. A wide blast of force rushed our way. It smashed into the tops of uplifts and dykes in front of us, and those rocks got crushed. Maybe that lessened the force coming our way, but it also added jagged shards of stone into the attack.




“Forzare!” I wasn’t trying to attack the Danimon, or anything like that. But I was trying to divert a few hundred pounds of jagged rock that were flying our way. My attack was smashed aside, but it lessened the impact enough that my shield held. Almost. I was turned sideways, and I still got slammed backward to the treeline. Or what used to be the treeline, because most of the trees on the treeline went down too. I hit the ground hard, but it was mud, because the huge tree that had been there was now way downhill of me.




Good news? I didn’t get slammed headfirst into an unyielding tree. Bad news? Pretty much everything else.







Alexan gasped as a hand grabbed her by her collar. She had her wand in her hand, and she almost did something rash before she realized it was Hermione, forcing her to the wet ground. The two of them hit kind of hard, even if the ground was soft and muddy, but Hermione landed on top and instantly cast a protego that was like nothing Alexan had ever seen. This one was like a shallow incline with the end toward Atron digging into the ground, and the far end only a couple feet in the air. 




Alexan had never even thought of slanting a protego instead of just casting it right between her and a spell. But she had never seen a spell with the kind of power that was coming their way.




She saw the spell smash the tops of rocks and boulders into shards. Holy crud. She tried casting her own protego under Hermione’s just in case. And she glanced around too.




She winced as Buffy shoved Lexi into a tiny divot in the ground and then tried to dive behind a rock thirty feet away. Buffy didn’t make it.




The blast swept over them and caught Buffy in mid-leap, hurling her into collapsing trees and crashing rocks and everything else. Could even a Slayer survive that?







Alexa was thinking about ducking behind Harry when the hand grabbed her and pulled with superhuman strength.




It was Aly. Aly pulled her close with one ridiculously strong arm, and braced herself against a tree with the other. Jaime squeezed into the shelter of the tree too, and braced her right hand against the treetrunk. And the wave of force hit them. The top of the tree went. Oh crud, was that Buffy that went sailing by, over there?




Alexa watched in amazement, because nobody was strong enough to do what Aly and Jaime were trying to do. This was a wave of magical energy stronger than rocks. Stronger than trees. And the top part of this tree was already smashed to pieces and flying down the hill.




The tree was falling over on top of them. Bit by bit, it was leaning more and more. Aly pressed harder. And harder.




It was impossible. Aly’s hand was pressing so hard it was sinking into the wood. Her feet were pressing so hard her feet were sinking into the ground. Jaime was doing the same thing. Nobody could push that hard.




But was it going to be hard enough?




Alexa concentrated as hard as she could and pushed against the trunk with as much wind as she could muster.





…Battle of Alex Mack



Selina had squeezed herself into a fissure where the bedrock had punched its way up out of the thin mountain soil and then split under the immense power of whatever the hell Atron had done during that rainstorm.




Kitty did not like getting caught in downpours, and her uniform could only keep so much water out. So she was cramped and wet and worried. Mainly, she was worried about Stormburst. Not that she planned on admitting it to anyone but Alee. And Bruce, assuming she got home.




But Stormburst had taken a shot that could have killed plenty of Justice Leaguers, and Selina had no idea how far Alee got blasted. Or what she landed in. Or what shape she was in now. Because Bruce had said Stormburst’s silvery form was surprisingly tough, but Selina could count on one hand the superheroines who could take that blast without preparing first, and definitely survive. And most of those superheroines were named Kara or Barda.




And Alee was just a kid. She didn’t have years of Robin’s training. She didn’t have years of battle experience. Alee had a few months of training, and lots of sparring against some admittedly tough opponents Selina would not want to have to fight for keeps. Oh, Stormburst had been in a couple scrapes with most of The Team there to back her up if she ran into trouble. But this was another level or two of threat. Selina was assuming it wasn’t at the Darkseid or Lex Luthor threat levels, but whatever Atron had done to herself, this was not good. Not of the good, as Buffy would say.




Selina was figuring she was protected from the oncoming blast, unless it was capable of ripping apart the rocky landscape too. And if the blast was that strong, there wasn’t much any of them could do about that.




She spotted it as the blast hit and swept through Rashid’s shields. She couldn’t help but notice as Rashid was shoved backward. He was about to get launched into the downhill slopes.




She slid partway out of the fissure and cracked her whip, snagging Rashid around the waist. She braced her boots, and she heaved. She spent a lot of time working out so she could do insane things like swing across buildings and use a bullwhip instead of a Bat-grapple. That meant she was a lot stronger than she looked.




She was able to hang onto the bullwhip, but the force of the blast was too much for her to reel in Rashid. He swung around downhill of her and cast some more spells. At least one of them was enough to block the oncoming force and let him drop to the ground under a wavering yellow shield.




And… had Joseph really turned himself into an armadillo to let the blastwave roll over him? Selina knew several metas back in her universe who could do things like that, but she hadn’t expected to see anyone pull a major animal shapeshift around here.




On the other hand, those two Gray Wardens off on Joseph’s other side were down, and looking like they’d been run over by a truck. That wasn’t good.







Alexandra tried to get up a shield, but Sam dove on top of her to protect her, and that nearly knocked the wind out of her. Sam got the kara kesh up and an okay shield up. Alexandra held up her hand with the hara’kesh and cast a solid circular shield as a backup.




After all, Alexandra knew way too much about how kesh’teeka worked. And how they failed. They didn’t stop air, so poison gases were an easy attack. They didn’t stop objects with a kinetic energy too low to interface with the energies of the kesh’teeka. They didn’t stop energy attacks which synched up properly with the harmonics of the kesh’teeka. And this was a wall of magical energy, pushing a storm of air, with a load of small shards along for the ride. For all she knew, most of the attack would go straight through their shields and crush them like zou’hars.




And she really needed to stop thinking in Goa’uld. Cruddy little snakey mikta’delifs.




The wave hit Sam’s shield and Sam strained to keep the shield intact. Alexandra could feel Sam’s muscles tensing up from the effort. Sam really needed lots of lessons on that kara kesh, because she wasn’t doing it right.




The shield held up to the blast and the force, but here came the rocks… Nasty little high-speed shards came shooting through the air. Alexandra watched nervously as things pinged off of Sam’s shield. And there were slower rocks which were bouncing off of stuff first. Those were going to be the real problem.




Something small slid right through Sam’s shield and out the other side. Something else punched through the shield and ricocheted off Alexandra’s shield before flying off to the side. And something hit a rock beside them and bounced off sideways, flying through Sam’s shield and behind Alexandra’s shield. There was a nasty thwok as the rock caught Sam in the side of the head.




Sam collapsed limply on top of Alexandra, and the kara kesh shield winked out of existence. Rocks starting splattering off Alexandra’s shield, but Alexandra knew how to use her hara’kesh properly, and her shield was holding.







I pried myself and my duster out of the mud and scrambled back to my feet, expecting to see the Danimon descending on us like something out of a bad horror movie. Maybe even a really, really bad horror movie by the late, extremely-unlamented Madrigal Raith.




Instead, I got to see the Danimon take a boulder right in the labonza. Assuming she had a labonza anymore.




Stormburst had gotten blasted off maybe to Mount Shasta. We’d all been knocked over and smacked around. And Terawatt was still kicking demon ass. While looking immaculate. Did she just constantly use a big chunk of her telekinesis to keep herself clean and dry?




What the hell. It was working for her. And watching the Danimon take a boulder in the… whatever was making me feel better already.




Up until the mud next to me roiled and moved upward like I was about to be attacked by mole people or mud-fetches or something else equally nasty. A female form pushed herself up onto hands and knees and asked, “I did not land on top of you, did I Harry?”




Oh. The robot Willow. No wonder she wasn’t worrying about not breathing. Or not seeing. Or being buried in the mud. I told her, “I’m fine.”




But I wasn’t focusing on her, because I was trying to watch our threat. Atron didn’t turn, but those tentacles and eyeballs and stuff sure telegraphed her move. She started to wave those tentacles at Terawatt again. I was not letting that happen. “Pyrofuego!”




Nothing. My spell hit the Danimon’s shields and just sort of splattered like I’d been pointing a firehose at a concrete wall.




Rashid and Hermione launched spells too, and they didn’t have any effect. Injun Joe finished turning back into a person and tried a couple fast spells too. Nada. Chris and Paul? Crap. They looked like they were down for the count, and our medics were our spellcasters who needed to concentrate on the Danimon.




But if we got out of this, I was going to find a way to comment on that armadillo transformation right in front of Ebenezar.




Hermione unleashed some kind of silent, invisible spell that… Wow. It actually made those shields wobble. That was better than I’d managed. Maybe she was trying that ‘finite incantatem’ deal. Or maybe she was trying something a lot smarter, because both Hermiones struck me as a lot smarter than me. Maybe even smarter than the Merlin, which would piss him off to no end. I tried not to smile at that image.




Still, none of us had done anything to stop the Danimon from blasting Terawatt into orbit. Those tentacles waved in a pattern that reminded me of maybe sea anemones as ocean currents swept past. Definitely not anything the least bit human. Atron must have planned this for a long, long time to be this fluent in the demon’s magics this quickly. That told me that she probably had much more involved and dangerous plans for her first couple schemes. I was massively glad she wasn’t in the Winter Court now.




And… no blast. One or two of her tentacles kept sliding off to the side, disrupting whatever movements she needed for the spell.




Oh. Terawatt was using a little telekinesis as martial arts guide parries, smacking those tentacles off to the side. Maybe Alex was really the brains around here, because that was pretty damn smart of her. I needed a telekinetic bump-your-arm-to-the-side spell.




Meanwhile, Terawatt was preparing to clobber the Danimon again. She telekinetically picked up a boulder that had to weigh nearly a quarter of a ton, and… holy crap.







Alexandra knelt in the mud as she tried to heal Sam’s head wound. She knew a ton about doing medical diagnostics with the hara’kesh, because that was part of the secret ashrak training. You had to know how to check yourself for injuries and how to heal what you found. But she could apply that training to another person, even if nobody in ashrak training ever talked about that. No way. Ashraks were trained to get in places no one could infiltrate, to stand up to stuff no one could survive, and then kill targets no one could get at. Ashraks were not trained to help other people.




She had the kara kesh on her other forearm, and she was holding up her arm in case she needed to use it. She was trying to focus on Sam while not losing her situational awareness. So she spotted when a boulder that had to weigh four or five hundred pounds just jumped out of the ground and flew over to Terawatt.




Alexandra had noticed that Stormburst was a lot stronger with telekinesis than Terawatt was. Maybe by a factor of thirty, although that was just a guess based on observations. So there was no way Terawatt could do a lot more with a boulder that heavy, unless she just dropped it on Atron’s head. Except that Alex was smart enough to use physics.




Holy crud! The boulder started orbiting around Alex. And it started going faster and faster. Maybe Alex couldn’t get a huge instantaneous acceleration on something she could just barely lift, but she could still accelerate it over time. And, like a guy doing the hammer toss at a track meet, she could make it orbit around her until it was going at a ridiculous speed.




But it had to be taking a lot of tk just to keep that boulder moving in a circle instead of shooting off in a straight line, and as the boulder went faster and faster, it had to be taking more and more of Alex’s available tk. Which meant…




Holy crud, that boulder went flying right at Atron, and maybe Alex was guiding it too, because it hit Atron right in the face. If that counted as a face. The boulder punched right through the magical shield and almost knocked Atron flat on her… well, ‘back’ was probably not the right word anymore.




Atron tried to focus on Alex, but a loud “Pyrofuego!” signaled the arrival of a laser beam of energy that burned a hole into Harry’s side of Atron. One more boulder, and… crud, Atron had a better shield up, and that time the boulder went flying off in Harry’s direction.




Alexandra watched the boulder fly in a big arc, and it looked like it was going to land way too close to Harry’s position. But she could do something about that. She took careful aim, led the boulder by the right amount, and fired with the kara kesh.







I looked up about the time I realized the Danimon had managed to aim that thing at me. But before I had a chance to aim a spell at it, a clear wave slashed through the air and knocked the boulder off target. I glanced over and spotted Alexandra just lowering her arm. I was going to have to do something really nice for that kid.




The boulder kept moving in a big arc, but it missed me by a good thirty feet. It landed right in the river rushing past me. And I got slapped with maybe a hundred gallons of muddy water.




I spit a couple times and wiped brown water off my face. I decided maybe I didn’t need to get her something too nice.







Alexa just kind of gaped in amazement. Aly had sunk down almost a foot until she hit rock below, and Aly’s hand had sunk at least an inch into the treetrunk. Alexa had known Aly’s arms and legs were strong, but… Holy crud! Aly’s whole body had to be reinforced, or cyborg’ed, or something else totally awesome.




And Jaime had done pretty much the same thing. Aly and Jaime glanced at each other, and they just simultaneously stepped away from each other and out from under the mass of the tree. And Aly just picked Alexa up one-handed while she did it.




The treetrunk crashed hard in the muddy, damaged soil. Aly looked at Alexa and checked, “You okay?”




“Oh sure, totally okay. Thanks to you two.”




Aly looked over at Jaime. Jaime smiled at Aly, glanced down at the treetrunk, and calmly asked, “Ever use a battering ram?”




Aly grinned back.




The two of them just reached down, Aly with two hands and Jaime with one, and lifted the entire tree trunk, roots and all, and then shifted so Jaime was ten feet in front of Aly, and they were holding the entire thing like they were going to go knock down a castle wall.




They ran forward as fast as Jaime could go while carrying a tree, which looked like maybe sixty miles an hour. They just leapt over the little river. While carrying a treetrunk! They sprinted up the slope. And they hit Atron’s shield so hard the tree shattered into kindling.




Alexa gasped in horror when she realized that Atron’s shield hadn’t cracked. Atron waved a bunch of those mega-creepy tentacles, and both Aly and Jaime went flying backward even faster than they’d run up the slope.




But Terawatt was already reacting. She was already zooming down the slope and moving even faster than the bionic women. She flew under Aly and over Jaime, and pulled both of them over to her without even touching them. Alexa could see that Terawatt was going to set her catches down near Harry, so Alexa headed that way too.




Only that meant no one was keeping up the pressure on Danielle Atron, which was mega-bad. Alexa tried scooping up a huge wall of water out of the river running past Atron, and then slamming Atron sideways.




That didn’t work. The water just splattered off Atron’s shield. So Alexa tried pulling a bunch more water out of the river, up through the busted deck Atron was still standing on, or in, and up under that magic shield.




Ooh! That actually worked! The water filled up the shield, which with water in it was shaped pretty much like one of those coffee mugs that was way wider at the top, only if you had it turned upside down. And with Atron at the center, it looked like a muddy jello mold with a really icky thing in the middle. Maybe some of the really gross jello molds Robyn made for her Halloween party last year that looked horrible but tasted chocolatey and yummy, and the gross thing in the middle was just gummy candies melted together into something ooky.




Atron waved a bunch of tentacles, and the shield vanished, and the water exploded outward in a cloud of steam. Still, with that shield down for a second, every mage who was still on their feet fired off magical spells. Harry. Hermione. Rashid. Joseph. Even Alexan. Alexa did too, throwing a fireball at Atron’s sort-of-head. But that stupid shield was already back up, and deflecting everything they were throwing at her.




All of a sudden, she noticed something big coming their way, but it was way off to the north and high up. It looked like… a flying pile of rock? And it was moving mega-fast too. The rock shot downward and turned out to be dozens of boulders, all of which started pummeling Atron’s shield in big crashes.




Plus a sonic boom washed over them, and Stormburst came flying down toward Terawatt.




Lexi came sprinting over too, looking behind them and yelling “Buffy!” And Lexi jumped that little river like it was a tiny creek. Wow.




Alexa had no idea how Buffy could be okay after what happened, but that was Buffy. Okay, that was a totally beaten-up Buffy who was bleeding in a bunch of places and limping pretty badly, and was holding her right arm like it was broken.




Rashid and Joseph and Hermione kept up the assaults on Atron’s shields, while Harry tried to check if everyone else was okay. Even if Harry looked like he’d gone for a swim in the muddy river near him. Okay, WillowDelta looked like a mud sculpture of a person and just didn’t seem to care that she was a big mud-blob.







I didn’t look down at the mud and muddy water and everything else all over me. I just looked at Terawatt and her unfairly pristine white uniform and growled, “Don’t say a word.”




She just stood a foot off the ground with her arms crossed and gave me a look. “You seem to have confused me with Jack O’Neill. Or maybe Harry Dresden.”




“Ha ha,” I retorted with my usual devastating wit.




Then the words came rolling down the hill like an invisible wall. First the thoughts: “You cannot stop Danielle Rasa Atron!” And then what she actually sounded like: “You ca’o’ s’op Da’el ’aza A’o!”




I announced, “That’s some speech impediment she’s got there.” No one told me to stop it, so I took that as a victory.




But Terawatt looked worried. “Did she just call herself D’Lazza?”




Jaime gasped, “You mean…”




Terawatt answered, “Yeah, we just made our very own D’Lazza.”




Buffy helpfully tossed in a nice little “Oops?”




Jaime wondered, “How is that even possible?”




I asked, “That’s the hellgod you were telling the story about?”




Three different women said, “Yes.”




I gave it my best Sam Beckett, “Uh boy.”







Alee totally hurt all over from that energy blast and the landing miles away, but she wasn’t going to admit it. Not when she could see most of the rest of the team was in bad shape.




Sam was unconscious on the ground over there, with Alexandra trying to heal her with that hand-thing. Buffy looked like she probably had three or four broken bones, plus all kinds of bruises and cuts and other stuff. Harry looked exhausted and like getting dipped in mud was the least of his problems. The woman-shaped mud statue had to be WillowDelta. Joseph looked exhausted. Rashid was bleeding from something under his robe. The other Gray Wardens were still unconscious, if not even worse. Whatever Aly had done had ripped the covering off one of her hands, and she’d lost both her shoes. Everyone looked tired.




Okay, Buffy mainly seemed to be mad about breaking one of her heels.




Oh, and Alex looked like she’d just gotten out of the shower, done her hair, and put on a new uniform. Alee needed to learn to do that.




Really, Alee figured Alex was tired and starving and aching, and her head really really hurt from all the tk stuff. But Alex was acting like she was fine. And that was something Alee really needed to learn.




Alex did that ‘voice of command’ thing she did so well. “Lexi. Get Buffy over to Hermione even if she doesn’t want to go, and get Hermione to heal her up… and fix her clothes and shoes later. If Sam isn’t on her feet by then, get Hermione over to Sam’s position for healing. Make sure Hermione’s sending updates to the Merlin so we can get some reinforcements soon. And guard Hermione and Alexan: as soon as Atron realizes they’re our best healers, she’s bound to try and take them out to cripple our recovery process.”




Alex pointed at Harry. “You look exhausted. Tag-team with the other wizards, so all of you can rest up enough to keep Atron off-balance.” She looked at Aly. “Is your damage superficial, or serious? And don’t fib.”




Aly confessed, “Okay, my hands really hurt, but the damage is just… skin-deep. I can keep going.”




Alex nodded, “Good. Don’t hurt yourself anymore. But don’t try to close on Atron. We can really use you and Jaime as support for our mages. We need lots of long-range weaponry against her, and eventually she’ll figure out new attacks on our artillery.”




And finally, Alex turned to Alee. “We’ll switch sides. I’ll keep hammering her with everything I can lift. You hit her with chunks of her house and her possessions. That’ll keep her off-balance and also angry.”




“Copy that,” Alee smiled at Alex’s forceful tones. She so needed to learn how to do that.




Alex looked around. “Atron doesn’t seem to be tiring. She may have a big enough energy source that she can wear us out and take us, eventually.”




Harry cut in, “She’s not moving from that spot. It may be a confluence of large ley lines, and she’s pulling really massive amounts of energy out. So if anyone can figure out a way to lure her off there or come up with a way to take her down, they need to let us all know what to do, and they need to make sure Atron can’t eavesdrop on us.”




Alex nodded. “Good. Harry, this is your world, so I’m assuming you know the ins and outs better than us. I’m hoping you can figure something out.”




Harry rolled his eyes. “Right. But no pressure.”




Alex lifted higher into the air, so Alee went with her. Just before she moved out of hearing range, she said, “Oh, and Harry? Excellent cosplay of Pigpen there.”




Alex darted toward the remains of the building, so Alee zoomed along with her. Cool one-liners like that? Alee totally needed to learn to do that.





…Battle of Alee Mack



Alee pulled a damaged china cabinet out of the ruins of the dining room and smashed it over Atron’s shield.




Atron loudly thought, “My china cabinet! That’s a genuine Henry Fuldner, you bitch!”




It sounded like “’y chi’a ca’i'e’! ’a’s a ge’ui’e He’y Fuld’e’ you ’ich!”




Even better, it distracted Atron enough that Terawatt’s boulder nearly busted through the shields, and Harry’s laser-cannon-like fire spell chewed through the shields and burned off one of Atron’s tentacles.




Terawatt was totally genius on this stuff.




Alee yanked out another big piece of furniture and let Atron have it. At about four hundred miles an hour.




“Not the matching sideboard!”




So Alee yanked the fancy chairs out of the sitting room and smashed them over the shields too.




“Those are genuine Louis XVI bergères, you heathen!”




If this wasn’t a life-or-death fight against a merciless supervillain in the body of a demon, it probably would have been pretty funny. She’d have to ask a couple people for ideas on quips if she got home again.




But Harry and Rashid and Joseph were all firing massive spells at Atron and not doing much except wearing themselves out. Alee and Alex were smashing those shields with everything they could get their brains on, and were mainly wearing themselves out. Hermione was rushing around down behind the local wizards, trying to heal everyone who was hurt. It looked like Sam was on her feet again and Buffy was healed up, but Hermione was still working on those Gray Warden guys.




They needed a strategy to deal with Atron, not a couple delaying tactics. Okay, there went another of Hermione’s silver communication otter things, so maybe Harry’s guys would soon be sending hit wizards or assault sorcerers or whatever they called them.




And… crud, Atron was up to something new.




The tentacles on top were waving hypnotically, swaying back and forth and around. Just in case, Alee looked away, because getting hypnotized or brainwashed into doing bad stuff was mega-cruddy, as a bunch of people had told the team. And if it could happen to Superman, it could happen to anyone.




Alee tried knocking those tentacles off to the sides to mess up the spells, like Alex had done only minutes earlier. But her tk wasn’t getting through that stupid shield. Alex and Robin were both right. Smart badguys were bad news. Smart badguys who learned from what you did the last time were mega-bad news.




A vicious purple burst of energy launched high into the sky overhead and a little off to the east over the mountain peak… and the sky ripped asunder. The blue sky suddenly had vicious black knives of not-this-reality forcing their way into where they shouldn’t be. And it wasn’t the black of a night sky. It was a hungry, terrifying blackness that shouldn’t exist.




The jagged tears in reality opened like an evil flower, and things came through. Massive things. Stormburst gasped in horror as she realized it was a flock of dragons. A horde. Or a whatever. A badness of dragons. And there was one really, really big dragon among the already-huge ones. It had to be the size of a 747.




Her next thought was pretty much “Help!” Maybe it was more like, “Where’s Power Girl when I need her?”




And then she looked across the battlefield at the blonde superheroine in white. A superpowered hero who was unafraid and confident and could make things happen.




Alee suddenly realized she did have her very own Power Girl, only it was… her. Another Alee Mack. Someone Alee could become if she really, really wanted to.




Alee darted across the battlefield to Terawatt. Alex looked up at the fearsome swarm of giant dragons… and just rolled her eyes. Terawatt just muttered, “Great. Dragons. Again.”




They both heard Harry yelling, “Go! We got Atron!”




So Terawatt looked at her and said, “We’re up. You pull me so we go at your top speed. We need to get those things before they can get loose all over California.”




Right. The faster the two of them took care of a giant horde of giant dragons, the faster they could get back to Danielle Atron.




Alee held Alex in a tk grip and zoomed upward toward the center of the rip in reality. “Umm, how do we stop giant dragons? That are probably magically powerful or they couldn’t fly, and they probably breathe fire at you or something even worse.?”




Terawatt calmly said, “The first thing is to believe in yourself. You can do this.”




Alee admitted, “I’m not sure I believe in myself that much, but… I believe in you.”




Terawatt gave her a grin. “That’s a step forward. Always have teammates you can trust and depend on.”




Alee tried not to sound scared, but… “Those dragons are huge.”




Tera gave her a wink. “The bigger they are, the more vulnerable they are to ordinary physics.”




Suddenly there was something in her hand. A cutting wheel maybe a little over an inch across and glittering with diamond dust on its razor-sharp edges.




Tera said, “Spin it.”




When it spun, the diamonds blurred into circles of shimmering destruction. And Alee got what Terawatt had in mind.




Tera told her, “You need a utility belt. I bet you know some utility belt users who could give you expert advice on where to get one and what to put in it. Get a couple of these and practice with ’em, and get a couple of these…”




A wire flew up and wrapped itself gently around Alee’s wrist. Tiny finger-sized loops at each end, and maybe three feet of tough-looking metal wire, coated in diamond dust just like the cutting wheel. Wow, that might be even nastier than the cutting wheel.




Alee nodded, “Right. Without working wings, they’re just big lizards about to fall a really long way down.”




Tera directed, “Start on the outside of the horde. Herd ’em inward and take ’em down as you go. Anything you can chase back through that rip, we don’t have to attack once the rip disappears. And I’ll take the big one. And the rip.”




Alee had no idea how Tera planned to do that, but she remembered what she’d just been told: trust your teammates you should trust. And she did trust Terawatt. Even if Alee didn’t think a little cutting wheel would be enough against a magical dragon the size of a 747 with wings way too thick to cut.







“Harry, you sent away our two most powerful combatants.”




I quickly rebutted, “Not counting Joe!”




“Stop it, Harry,” Alexa fussed.




I tried not to sigh. “Okay, as long as Atron holds that open to fight Ms. Marvel and Sue Storm up there, she’s stuck holding it open. That has to be a huge drain on her resources and concentration and everything else. This is our chance. I think.”




“Boy, and people say I’m bad at pep talks,” Buffy complained.




Alexa worried, “Still, dragons! This is bad!”




“Oh come on,” I pushed. “You’re talking about two superheroines who kicked the tail of a giant T. rex slash kraken that could eat most of those things for afternoon snacks. Those dragons are going to be ‘Dragon Half’ pretty soon.”




“So not hilarious, Harry.”




My comic stylings are ever under-appreciated.




Rashid was still staring at the remains of the mansion while Joe was keeping an eye on the Danimon. Rashid finally announced, “I can find no sign of any demon in the wreckage of the building, nor is there any sign of an Atron body.”




Buffy groused, “So… the demon got shoved into Atron’s body and just… walked off? How likely is that?”




I smirked, “Maybe it’s an LGBT demon and now it’s happy.”




“Harry!” fussed Alexa.




I was about to make a snappy rejoinder, when Joe gasped and I spotted what he was seeing. Three tentacles. Three huge, ugly tentacles coming up out of one of the crevasses, like they were pulling up something much, much bigger and much, much nastier. I didn’t really want to see what the bigger thing looked like, since the tentacles were all at least thirty feet long and about three feet thick. And that was just the parts we could see… so far.




And then another four tentacles did the same writhe-and-reach move from the other big crevasse. Maybe it was tentacle-monster yoga.




And naturally, Buffy had something else to say. “You guys have Hellmouth Beasts too? Why don’t you give a girl the 4-1-1 on this stuff?”




“Okay, let’s put more pressure on Atron so she can’t keep all of this up,” I suggested. And I hit Atron with the biggest pyrofuego I could manage without keeling over. Joe and Rashid and Hermione and even Alexan piled on too, and Alexa tried giving Atron some fireball facials and water baths.







Alee flew fast enough that the dragons couldn’t keep up. She hadn’t thought about that. These things were big, with big wings, but they couldn’t even fly as fast as Alex. One dragon opened its mouth at her, and she darted up and over it, while the thing fired a mouthful of fire at her and missed by a ton.




Alee slashed up both wings, one wing with the cutting wheel and one with the wiresaw. These things had wings like a bat, with long fingers holding mega-thin material stretched out. So as soon as she cut alongside the ‘fingers’ the wings came apart and the dragons fell.




She felt mega-bad about doing it. The dragons were big and scary, but they were creatures too, and they didn’t deserve this. The first two dragons dropped like rocks, and the other dragons took one look at that and tried their best to get away from her.




So she swung in a huge circle, chasing them back in toward the gap that more dragons were still coming through. Maybe they’d fly back through the rip and warn all the other dragons to get away.




But she was flying at maybe Mach 2, so she could fly all the way around the mess of dragons and chase them inward. Also, the dragons were getting hit by her sonic boom, which they didn’t like either.




Three dragons suddenly wheeled about and tried to triple-team her. Crud! She hadn’t realized they were this smart. They spread out in a fast triangle, two above her to her right and left, and one below, and they tried to close on her and breathe fire on her all at once.




They looked like they were trying to catch her by surprise or maybe drive her away, so she closed in fast. Two dragons reacted quick enough to blast her. But she was already morphing, and she slapped a hard tk shell around herself. The flames were mega-hot, but she zipped right through them without getting more than a hotfoot. Okay, it was a hotfoot on most of her body, but she didn’t get burned.




The dragons were totally not ready for her to pull that, and they didn’t get out of the way in time. She darted up and to the left, and she reshaped her tk field into a thin wedge about five feet across with as sharp an edge as she could manage.




It didn’t matter that she couldn’t squish her tk shield into a razor-sharp edge, because at a couple hundred miles an hour, she punched through the dragon’s wing like it was toilet paper. The dragon yelped in surprise.




She arced over in a fast semicircle, and sliced down through one wing of the dragon on the right, and she kept moving in the same curve to hack through one wing of the dragon below her.




The dragon on the left guessed where she was going, and tried to dive down and sink its massive teeth into her, even if it was hurt. Maybe especially because it was hurt. She didn’t like being mean, even to angry fire-breathing dragons, but she had people to save.




She jogged to the side and then darted up, so the dragon was craning its neck to get its teeth on her. She wrapped her fist in a ton of tk force, and she punched the dragon in the side of the face as she passed by. Then she made a tk wedge again and ripped through the dragon’s other wing. It squawked as it abruptly fell out of the air.




The other two dragons weren’t expecting her to fly through that dragon, even after what she’d done to them, so she caught them by surprise. The dragon below her took a hard punch in the jaw and dropped unconscious, while the third dragon tried its best to limp its way back to the reality rip. Alee let it go.




And… holy crud, what was Alex doing?




Alee had spotted Alex as she zapped the biggest dragon with lightning right in each eye, so it couldn’t see anymore, but these things had big nostrils, so they could probably hunt by smell, and Alex was yelling at it! It was almost like Alex wanted it to chase her.




Oh. Right.







“Pyrofuego!” I hit Atron with yet another burst of fire, but I was starting to run out of steam. I needed to stop for a second and let Joe and Rashid and Hermione tag-team me. I should have listened to Alex. Even if she was so clean I just wanted to throw some mud on her.




At least I looked good next to Captain Muck. WillowDelta just did not seem to get that whole ‘cleanliness is next to godliness’ deal, because she hadn’t even bothered to wipe the mud off her face or out of her hair. I figured the real Willow had been a lot more fastidious, at least when she wasn’t focusing all of her powers into badness.




The things in the crevasses were getting closer to the surface, even with all the damage they were taking. The tentacles were up to fifty or sixty feet long, and the widest parts were maybe four feet thick, and the suckers on the tentacles were gaping mouths with fangs and eyeballs and talons and stuff that shouldn’t exist.




But Buffy and Lexi and Aly and Jaime were fighting the tentacles. Sam and Alexandra and Catwoman and Captain Muck were playing backstop and guarding us spellcasters. Chris and Paul were on their feet and hurling spells too, so I figured Hermione’s medical spells were something I really needed to learn if we had time, and if any of them at all were the least bit compatible with our magic. Maybe Molly could learn to do that kind of magic even if I couldn’t.







Lexi was totally glad that Buffy had gotten some swords from the Gray Warden guys, even if these swords weren’t all magicked up like Buffy said Morgan’s was. Lexi did kind of wonder why no one had gotten a cool magic sword for Harry Dresden, if he was supposed to be like the head Warden guy for a huge chunk of North America. Did he get one of the magic swords and bust it? Did the swordmaker not like him? Maybe Harry said naughty stuff to the Merlin and so he got his magic sword taken away for a couple months.




At any rate, swords were mega-better than knives when you had tentacles that were bigger around than a Polgara. They were also mega-better when you had bionic women wielding them. Lexi wasn’t as competitive as Toni or a lot of other Slayers, like Buffy, but she still wished she was stronger than Aly, because Aly was awesome.




Not that they got to concentrate just on those mega-icky tentacles, because other stuff was attacking them too. Smaller stuff, like goblins and trolls and demons, were piling out of the crevasses and crawling out of the river, and Lexi had to take down those guys too, because she was not going to let stuff like that charge the wizards and then Atron would have tons of time to do mega-badness.




On the upside, Aly had Paul’s razor-sharp longsword, and was doing… well, they weren’t drive-by shootings. More like run-by slicings. And anything Aly didn’t behead, Lexi was chopping up and beating to a demony pulp.




And on breaks from the piles of human-sized badness, Lexi and Aly were playing bait-and-switch, which was maybe more like bait-and-swish. Or maybe bait-and-switchblade. Lexi would attack a tentacle, slashing up anything she could get at with her combat knives, while the tentacle tried to grab her and sink its uber-icky fangs and claws into her. Then, once it was totally focused on grabbing her and she was jumping and rolling out of its grabbiness, in would come Aly at eighty or ninety miles an hour with that longsword, and… swish! One ex-tentacle. Some of the tentacles were too thick for even the longsword, but a slice, an Aly-jump to the other side of the tentacle, and another slice, and even the biggest stuff they’d seen so far was hacked all the way through.




Okay, Aly’s two-handed slice with that sword could probably cut through trees. And bears. And Halvix demons. Lexi was totally hoping she’d have some time to spar against Aly.




Only here came two more giant tentacles. Aly sure hoped Buffy and Jaime were having more luck over on their Hellmouth Beast in their mini-Hellmouth.







“Fuego!” I let Atron have another blast, but her shields were still at maximum and she wasn’t having to call Geordi La Forge in Engineering to overclock the warp drive again.




On the other hand, we were keeping her pets at bay. So far. The Vampire Slayers and bionic women were slicing and dicing the hell out of those giant tentacles, so whatever owned those tentacles was having trouble hauling itself out of those crevasses. Our two flying superheroines were turning that dragon army into dragon-flavored MREs. We’d had a couple dragons drop in and go splat, and I could see some of them were running for cover back through that rip into what was probably a really bad part of the NeverNever. But I was figuring Atron had more aces up her sleeve. If she had sleeves anymore. That grotesque shape was not going to look good in those Atron pantsuits.




The water roiled in the river beside me, and another nasty came out of it. I had no idea what it was, but it looked like an ogre went on vacation in the sunny Bermuda Triangle and had a really ugly lovechild with a giant octopus.




“Pyrofuego!” The fire only made the slime all over it bubble and sizzle. It kept coming.




“Forzare!” The wind just flowed around it. Okay, that was embarrassing. The watery mess all over it and its basic magical nature meant that not a lot of my spells had much chance of stopping it.




But I didn’t have to stop it myself. WillowDelta went charging in front of me and hit it with her full force. Maybe six hundred pounds — plus mud — going sixty miles an hour? That thing went over backward and back into the river.




The water roiled… and that was it. Nothing came back up. If there was a battle going on, it was down so deep that I couldn’t see any sign of it on the surface. I told myself that Delta didn’t need to breathe, and couldn’t be hurt like a human, and was insanely strong. And if she got ‘killed’ we could find her body with a metal detector and let Sam jump-start her again. I hoped.







Alee watched in amazement. She hadn’t known how to attack a dragon if its wings and stuff were too thick to slice through, and the giant dragon had huge, thick wings that couldn’t possibly keep something that heavy unless it had huge jet engines. Or tons of magic.




But Terawatt had blinded it, and then made it really, really mad, and then taunted it so it could track her by sound. And then Terawatt just dove down, letting the dragon dive down on her. The dragon was zooming downward way faster than Alex could go, and it was closing the gap fast. In seconds, Alex was going to be a Tera-snack for that thing.







Alex kept firing lightning bolts between her hands to make enough thunder for the dragon to track. And the dragon was tracking her mega-well. In fact, it was only about a hundred feet behind her, and closing. Closing fast.




She used her tk to reach behind her and push off the dragon’s face. So the dragon was still speeding up as it raced downward, but now it was pushing her ahead of its gaping jaws. So it wasn’t going to catch her that way. And it was pushing her so she was going faster.




She just had to time this really, really carefully.







I watched as Terawatt and that monster dragon zoomed down from the sky. They were going so fast there was a searing streak of heat off the front of her shield. And the dragon’s open jaws were only forty or fifty feet behind Terawatt’s shiny boots. I suddenly realized what was going on.




In the words of a whole bunch of Alexas, “Holy crud.” Terawatt was making a suicide dive down on Atron’s head.





…Spellworks of Harry Dresden



“Pyrofuego!” I tried as hard as I could to distract Atron. I knew I really needed to warn everyone else about the divebomber, but without alerting Atron and her tons of eyeballs. And who knew how many ears she had. But I also needed to make sure the Danimon didn’t notice the surprise package zooming downward at her.




Fortunately, Buffy and Lexi had insanely good situational awareness, because they were getting the bionic women to start sprinting my way at get-a-ticket-on-the-interstate speeds. And everyone on either side of me was putting up shields and forcefields and some of the above, with Chris and Paul and Alexandra triple-teaming their shields just in case.




Just as Alex and the dragon were about to hit, Alex turned into a silvery blob that looked sort of like an HL-20 without wings, and she darted downhill toward us, even if there was no way she could get all the way over here and behind our shields in time. I didn’t see how she could avoid going headfirst into the ground at that speed, because that ‘dart downhill’ part still had way too much ‘downhill’ in it.




The dragon had its jaws wide open, so it basically swallowed Atron on impact.




It wasn’t just an impact. It was a fiery explosion like a jetliner-sized bomb crashing into your back yard. The dragon detonated in a part-magical fireball that erupted outward and upward in a coruscating light show that ate its way outward instead of blasting out like a normal explosion. The light show magically attacked pretty much everything in its blast radius, which I was pretty sure was going to include us.




The ground shook like we were having an earthquake. I had to drop to my knees so I didn’t fall over and lose my shield, which I was pretty sure would be less than enjoyable when the blast wave hit. The sound hit us like a commercial for earplugs on late night tv. Fortunately, I healed up eventually from things, so this wasn’t going to be long-term hearing loss. I wondered how the Alexas with super-hearing were holding up.




And still no sign of Terawatt. Had she rammed into the ground at Mach 2? Had the blast gotten her?




And then the blast got to us. It hit everyone’s shields like an exploding dragon. Okay, I needed a better simile there. It chewed into my shield like a swarm of locusts. There’s something mesmerizing about an oncoming force you can’t stop, as it gets closer and closer…




My shield just barely held long enough for the blast to fade out. The trees right behind me? Not so lucky. The first row of them had been devoured down to stumps. The next trees looked like the world’s biggest beavers had worked them over and then sat on them.




The battlefield was completely changed. The house was gone. Just disintegrated. There was a hole in the ground where the lower levels had been, and that was all that was left of it. The jutting rocks were sheared off at what was now ground level, which was completely flat. It was a couple feet lower than it had been at our end of the blast zone, and maybe fifty feet lower at the higher side of the mountain slope, with a waterfall pouring into the crater at that end. The snowfield far up the mountain looked like it was on fire and melting fast. The bad things between us and Atron had all been turned into Roast Bad Thing Chutney. Probably not a Smuckers flavor that would catch on.




The blast had roiled upward in a massive column that was turning into a greenish-brown mushroom cloud. I had a sudden urge to get checked for radiation exposure.




The Danimon was still there. She was standing on a four foot high pillar of debris and rock that hadn’t been destroyed by the blast. Really, her ‘ground level’ hadn’t changed when everything around her got sanded down to rock and then maybe an extra foot or two down. She wasn’t burned or crushed or even covered in exploded dragon guts. Stars and stones, this was going to be ugly.




Buffy popped up behind me and just said, “Uh-oh.”




So I told her, “You’re gonna need a bigger boat.”




She just insisted, “Xander already did that line in our world.”




Did Morgan feel like this when he dealt with me? “But did he get the quote right? Everyone gets it wrong.”




“No idea. Giles told me about it second-hand, and Giles is not the master of the pop culture quotage.”




And still no sign of Alex.




I glanced around, checking on everyone else. It looked like the tagteam of Chris and Paul and Alexandra had been enough to block the blast wave over there. Rashid and Joe looked okay. Buffy and Lexi and the bionic women had apparently run into the trees and escaped the blast. Military Supermodel Sam and Miss I-Love-To-Dress-Up-Like-A-Cat were over with Hermione and Alexan and Alexa, and I’d already seen that Hermione’s shields were pretty damn impressive. Stormburst was still flying around at insane speed way way overhead, beating the crap out of giant fire-breathing dragons.




No Alex. WillowDelta was still lost down somewhere in the river. Oh, and the river was rising. Fast. The blast had pretty much fried most of the snowfield I could see, and all that water was coming our way.




Buffy murmured, “We need to get to higher ground.”




“You have a higher ground around here?” I checked.




“Not unless you let us stand on your head,” she cracked.




So I retorted, “If you were bigger than Tinker Bell, it wouldn’t be a problem.”




She just gave me a dirty look, so I treated that as a clear sign of my victory.




We started moving away from the river and toward Alexandra. Rashid and Joe were doing the same thing. I was figuring the entire scoured area was going to be a lake in a matter of seconds.




As the river started overflowing what was left of its banks, the water erupted, and a silver shape came flying upward. And a significantly less muddy shape dragged herself out of the river onto the rising water. The first shape quickly went from silver to Terawatt. And she still looked perfect. She didn’t even look wet.




And I got it. Duh. Terawatt had made herself into something like a lifting body, so she could make that curve, and she had plunged into the river to avoid the blast. Smart. And she’d come up with it while being chased headfirst into a demon by a dragon the size of a building.




I wanted her autograph.




Terawatt glanced over at the Danimon, who was standing there on her pillar, undamaged and toughening up her shields even more, until they were sparkling as dust settled on them from the sky. Terawatt just grumbled, “Well crud.”




I said, “Well, at least she’s not a sparkly vampire. Unless you’re Team Edward.”




Terawatt slid into Alex’s voice. “I’m Team Buffy all the way, and everything in those books needed to be Slayed. Including maybe Bella.”




WillowDelta pulled herself out of the river and stood up. It looked like all that mud got washed off, and the muddiest parts of the river had been swapped out with fresh, ice-cold snowmelt, so she was a lot cleaner. Her clothes were slashed, and her ‘skin’ had cuts on it, but she was fine. And for your information, I was not staring at a Willow Rosenberg-shaped robot in soaking wet, cut-up clothes. That would be wrong, on way too many levels.




WillowDelta flatly explained, “The depth was surprising, since I had not taken into account the likelihood of supernatural topographic alterations. And my specific gravity is unfortunately high. I was quite fortunate that Terawatt chose to dive into the river, and that she is capable of using her telekinesis as some equivalent of sonar.”




Terawatt glanced down. “I couldn’t just leave you there! Even if you’re too heavy for me to lift all the way into the air.”




WillowDelta nodded, “I do appreciate the rescue. I was trying to climb upward, but the exposed surfaces were mostly too soft or too fragile for me to use as climbing points.”







Alee was pretty freaked about the mushroom cloud piling up below her, but she was trying to do her job first. Crud, what if Alex was hurt? Maybe mega-hurt? Maybe…




Another dragon tried to get away, so she concentrated. She zoomed around the clump of dragons and hit it with a big lightning bolt in the face. It yelped and spun about and tried to fly through the rip. And that was what Alee wanted.




The hideous rip in reality was closing, maybe even faster than it opened in the first place. That had to mean Atron wasn’t holding it open anymore. So Alex’s plan had worked, and Atron was hurt or killed or stunned, or needing to use her magic to fix stuff. It didn’t matter. They’d saved California from big deadly dragons.




She got the dragons zooming back through the rip, even as the rip was closing up. The knife-like tears were closing in from the sides. The big hole in the center was shrinking. She was herding dragons back through as fast as she could, so there would be fewer dragons left to fight.




She was down to a dozen. She hurled lightning bolts at the ones on her side of the rip, and smacked dragons with her tk if they were trying to escape on the side away from her. They were all close enough now that she could manage that. But the hole was closing even faster.




And the rip in reality sealed itself closed with just a tiny pop. One dragon was left on her side of the now-disappeared hole, and one dragon got cut in half by the closure, which was totally mega-icky. She sliced up the wings of the intact dragon and let it fall right behind the hacked-in-half dragon.




She darted over behind the falling dragon and stayed right behind it as it plummeted. She figured that she might be able to sneak all the way down to the ground without Atron spotting her, and that might let her surprise Atron with something nasty. Like yanking her into the sky and throwing her into outer space.







I looked away from the Danimon, who was now pulling in so much magic that I could feel it moving under the ground. There was no way we were taking her. Even if the Merlin showed up with another couple dozen wizards, I didn’t think we could take her. 




Still, Rashid and Joe and the Hardy Boys were firing away at the Danimon, keeping her busy. Hermione and Alexan were chipping in, too. That gave me a few seconds.




I said to Terawatt, “I have an idea.”




Buffy had to ask, “Is it a cunning plan?”




WillowDelta looked excited. “I know that reference! Xander showed it to us!”




I ignored that. I answered Buffy, “No, it’s a really bad idea.”




Terawatt asked, “How bad?”




So I admitted, “So bad it might get me executed.”




Somehow, I expected Buffy to say something like ‘Ooh! I like the sound of this one!’ What she actually said was, “Don’t worry, Harry. If your wizard buddies are too pissed off at you, you can come home with us. Or go with Selina. I don’t think your magic would blend in too well in Hermione’s world.”




“Thanks.”




Terawatt stared down at me. She thought out loud, “A violation of your Laws. Magical killing doesn’t seem possible given what we’ve already tried. Shapeshifting her? No. Mind control? Not a hope. Necromancy? I don’t see that one working here. Summoning an outsider? That would make things worse. You’re going to mess with time.”




Stars and stones, just how smart was this woman?




Buffy asked, “You’re not going with the Time Travel To Kill Hitler thing, are you?”




Okay, that was an idea I had not even considered. It was an incredibly bad idea for a lot of reasons, but it was an idea.




The water was still rising in the flat basin that was the blast crater. We splashed our way off to the side. The edge of the blast zone was really obvious. There was a slope at about forty-five degrees where the remains of the meadow dropped down four feet to where we were. On the high side of the crater, the rise was a lot higher and a lot steeper. We rushed up the slope, and of course I slipped.




I fell backward about six inches and got scooped up by a tk grab that deposited me on a clean spot in the wreckage of the meadow. I glanced over my shoulder, and Terawatt was just hanging ten feet in the air giving me a look that said, “You’re welcome.”




The Danimon was ignoring the flooding. The river had jumped its banks from the snowfield down way past where we were. It was rapidly flooding the blast zone. All of our team had scattered off to the sides and out of the crater. The Danimon was just standing on that pillar, which was now another five or six feet higher. And I was pretty sure she could pull mana out of the water streaming around her, while the flooding would be a threat if any of us human wizards fell in.




At least, if she tried opening up those crevasses again, something nasty would get flooded out and the water would drain off. I hoped.




Terawatt pointed out, “Atron’s anchored herself pretty hard to that pillar. Stormburst couldn’t budge her. And now she’s got stronger shields and maybe stronger magical movement up through the thing.”




I agreed, “Right. You and Ms. Marvel are gonna get to fight her up close and personal, and accidentally miss a bunch of times so you can chip away at that thing underneath her. We’re going to set up a summoning circle and use the stuff I took out of her lab to target her.”




Terawatt asked, “Who do you need for the circle?”




And it dawned on me that I could tweak my plan a little and not actually break the sixth law enough to get executed, and all I’d need was the people I had on hand. “I need Hermione and Sam and Buffy and Jaime and Selina. And I’ll need to build a sturdy summoning circle here with no equipment.”




Terawatt casually replied, “No problem.”




“No problemo?” I checked.




“Right,” she insisted. “Hermione will have everything you need. I’ll gather up team members while Stormburst aggravates Atron.”




“Alee’s okay?” I asked. Not that I was worrying about a flying superheroine who made Iron Man look like Dreck Man. Not at all.




Terawatt didn’t nod. She just smiled. And she waved her arm in a signal. Stormburst came zooming in from the east, where the last couple dragons had crashed. She was in her silver form. And she had a pile of boulders with her. Only she’d picked up Terawatt’s trick, so she had the boulders orbiting her so fast they were starting to look like a blurry ring around her instead of a dozen big rocks. Maybe she should change her name to Saturn Girl.




Rock One went zooming out of the ring straight at the Danimon, and hit that shield so hard the rock exploded into gravel. The Danimon ignored the wizard attacks and wiggled her tentacles at Stormburst.




Stormburst sent another boulder searing at ridiculous speed into the Danimon-shields, making another rock explosion that warped the shields for a couple seconds. A huge tentacle of water came snaking up out of the rushing waters and made a grab for Stormburst.




Ball one, Danimon. Stormburst darted at eye-watering speed a hundred feet to the side with her orbiting ring of doom, and she heaved another boulder right at the Danimon. The tentacle grabbed menacingly, missed Stormburst by a huge margin, and collapsed back into the water so the Danimon could try again.




Oh crap. I suddenly realized the biggest flaw in my plan. I checked my pockets and sighed when I found all the stuff. Including Atron’s potion bottle, which had been in my side pocket inside my duster, so it hadn’t broken. Maybe it hadn’t broken because it was tucked in with Atron’s seriously-packaged bottle. Either way, whew. I didn’t sigh out loud though.




By then, Terawatt was done. I had Hermione, Sam, Jaime, and Selina along with Buffy. Alexandra was backing up the Hardy Boys while Aly was guarding Rashid and Joseph.




There was no sign of Alexan and Lexi and Alexa. 




It took me a second to realize what was up with them. I mentally crossed my fingers they’d be okay. And Terawatt was already darting across the water to hit the Danimon with a cascade of lightning bolts, two of which ‘accidentally’ hit the column underneath her. Plus she was using her spare tk to scoop up a big hemisphere of water as she flew.




Atron took another high-speed boulder on one side, and on another side she got a spitball the size of a jacuzzi. Plus a fire spell from Rashid, a spell from Joe, and something nasty from the Hardy Boys that looked like it was just sitting on top of the shields trying to ooze its way through. Maybe that would help.




I explained to my five lovely magician’s assistants — which I was never going to say out loud — what we were up to. “Okay. A protective circle on the ground over there, where we’re just out of sight of the Danimon.” Buffy snorted in amusement. “I’m inside it with our five time-related objects that Atron already used.” And I herded them over to where I wanted to work.




Hermione nodded, “So the spell will target Atron specifically. Very clever, Harry.”




Sam pointed out, “But moving Atron back in time will let her loose with no one aware of the threat she poses, and moving her forward in time could be even worse.”




“Right, Spock,” I smirked. “I’m going to use you five just outside the circle as anchoring points…”




Hermione burst into an evil grin. “And you’re going to use our connection to dump her into D’Lazza’s hell dimension.”




Buffy frowned, “So if this works, then is your Atron the real D’Lazza?”




Selina purred, “No wonder she was so pissed off at us.” Yeah, it was a real purr. She even said ‘wonder’ like it was ‘wonderrrr’. I’m not kidding. She was gorgeous, but how much cat weirdness did a boyfriend have to put up with?




Jaime winced a little. “No wonder she wanted to dump us all in her little deathtraps.”




Hermione pointed out, “So either she’ll be the D’Lazza we faced, or she’ll have to fight the other D’Lazza to the death and possibly become that D’Lazza, or she’ll have to merge with a real demon and be trapped like that for a really awful length of time.”




“Couldn’t happen to a nicer woman!” Buffy grinned.




“So… first things first,” I told them. “A sturdy summoning circle with a pentacle inside it, and aligned with the local ley lines if possible.”




Hermione stopped me. “Got it.”




What? She had stuff like that in her hip pocket, just in case she got thrown into another universe while off on a recruiting trip?




She had a necklace. Instead of a pendant, she had a little thing like a coin purse covered in fur. She pulled it out of her shirt and reached into it. I mean, she reached into it. She plunged her arm into it up past her elbow, which was not possible.




I needed a TARDIS coin purse to carry stuff in. It was not fair that everyone else had the cool spells and the nifty toys.




She pulled out what looked like a notebook full of carefully-crafted circles, pentagrams, pentacles, and other ritual shapes. I try to be proactive and set things up in advance — ‘Little Chicago’ and my rings are good examples — but this was a whole new level of obsessive proactiveness.




Hermione started doing a spell to locate the ley lines. Sam asked, “I’m not the expert in this area, but wouldn’t the energy output we’ve seen suggest that all the local ley lines are being altered so they run to her current position?”




“Ooh, good one, Sam,” Buffy bubbled. Yeah, it was bubbly. Like ‘I love cheerleading!’ bubbly.




Hermione kept concentrating on her spell, but she still answered, “That is what I am assuming, and the ley lines passing through this part of the mountain all appear to be pointing at Atron’s locus.”




I smirked, “And I’m counting on it. I can’t target a spell like this well enough unless I’ve got everything working for me. And having these ley lines leading straight to her is the only way I can think of to get the spell through her protections.”




Selina laughed lightly. “Because she’s dragging it inside her shields and doing all the heavy work for you? I can’t wait to tell a few people about this.”




Hermione finished her spell. She reached into her tiny TARDIS-pouch and pulled out a big canister of salt. She tossed one sheet from her notebook to the ground, and it spun a couple times before siting itself so one pentacle point aimed right at the Danimon. Then the drawing on the sheet expanded right off the paper and out onto the ground. She dumped the whole container of salt, and the salt dived for the expanding spellwork.




The drawing winked out of existence, leaving a perfect circle that was maybe twenty feet in diameter, with a perfect pentacle inside it, all in lines and arcs of salt.




I needed to figure out how to do that. And maybe I was never going to have a little bag of holding, but maybe I needed to think about a utility belt.




I carefully arranged my five lovely magician’s assistants — sans teeny revealing costumes — at the points of the pentacle but outside the circle. Then I arranged my five Atron-tainted objects at the pentacle points inside the circle and not quite touching the lines of the pentacle. I had the redwood seeds for taste, the bottle of potion for smell, the pyramid sculpture for touch, the calendar watch for sight, and the metronome for hearing. Perfect. And I had the women rearrange their order. The pyramid sculpture had to go with the woman who fought Egyptian ‘gods’. The hearing-related metronome had to go with the woman with that bionic ear. The bottle of potion had to go with the potion-making witch. Cat Lady got the redwood seeds that went with taste, even if I was hoping she wouldn’t really start grooming herself here. And the calendar watch went with the midget who had biannual apocalypse seasons and a sister who allegedly got kidnapped every other Tuesday.




All right, I was still pretty skeptical about the kidnapping thing. I could see the biannual apocalypse thing, given how my life seemed to run.




I smiled to myself at the thought that this was only possible to pull off because Atron had been breaking the Sixth Law, and because Atron was aligning all the local ley lines for me, and because Atron had pissed off these warrior women who all had the same connection to a hell dimension Atron would not enjoy getting stuck in. If I could make this work.




I carefully sat inside the pentagram within the pentacle, took a deep breath, and began.





…Portals of Danielle Atron



Alee had been pretty surprised when Alex had missed with a lightning bolt and hit the pillar underneath Atron. Then Alee had been shocked when Alex did it again. When Alex pulled up some small boulders from the bottom of their ‘pond’ and spun them around and threw them, and two hit the pillar, Alee finally got it. Because there was no way Alex was going to miss with a boulder she was guiding with her tk.




Alex wasn’t missing anything. She was aiming at the pillar and making it look like those hits were totally accidental. Alex had another plan, and didn’t want to let Atron know.




Trust your teammates. Alex had told her that. Okay, Alee could do that. Use your brains, especially in battles. Robin had stressed that. Alee really tried hard to do that, even if she wasn’t a super-genius like Robin and Batman.




Alee pulled some pretty big boulders out of the water, spun them around herself until they were going so fast she could hardly hang on, and then fired them at Atron. And she used a tiny bit of tk to spread them out, so one hit the top of Atron’s shield and one crashed hard into the pillar, sending shards of rock flying all over the place.







Alexan tiptoed across the ruined ground that had been a gorgeous mountain meadow like minutes ago. She didn’t need to tiptoe. She had her notice-me-not spell going. If it wasn’t good enough, tiptoeing around was probably not going to help. At all.




And anyway, Alexa wasn’t tiptoeing. Neither was Lexi, but Lexi moved like a panther or something. Something really dangerous and really quiet. They were both trusting that her spell was working right and it would work on Atron, who wasn’t even human anymore and might have totally inhuman senses that could see right through her spell, which would be mega-bad.




Alexan was scared. Really, really scared. But she was doing this anyway. At first, when Lexi had been all ‘let’s use your secret spell and sneak up on Danielle and launch a surprise attack when she’s not expecting it’, Alexan had tried to talk her out of it. Because it was scary and they could get killed. Or worse. Like getting turned into horrible creepy monster-things, which Danielle was now and didn’t seem to care. Unless Danielle was figuring she could shapeshift herself once she won this battle and killed everyone else.




Okay, Alexan was figuring there was no way Danielle could kill Stormburst or Terawatt, even if they maybe couldn’t stop her. It looked like they were beating the crud out of Danielle’s shields and keeping Danielle from getting anything else done. And Danielle was just standing on a pillar in the middle of a huge pond, now that the snowfield was melting and running off and flooding this whole area. Alexan figured that wouldn’t stop Danielle any, but it sure would keep Lexi from sneaking any closer, unless Lexi thought she could swim underwater all the way to that pillar and not get swept away by the rushing waters. Well, Lexi was a Vampire Slayer, and they seemed to want to do risky crazy stuff. Like going out in the dark and fighting vampires with nothing but a sharp piece of wood.




Okay, Alexan was doing something risky. Something mega-risky. Something her mom and dad would have a fit about if she told them.




Something Hermione Granger would do.




That was the thing. Even if this was mega-scary, someone needed to do it. It sure didn’t look like Terawatt and Stormburst could do it all by themselves, and Hermione was doing something else mega-important, and maybe this was something Alexan Mack could do. Maybe this was something she should do.




She still wasn’t sure she was cut out to be like Hermione. Even if she got to call Mrs. Granger-Weasley ‘Hermione’ like they were besties or something.




And Terawatt missed Atron. Or did she? Because that big lightning bolt hit right in the spot where the pillar was already cracked, just like she was aiming for it.




But that pillar was solid rock held together with extra magic and stuff, and… And Alexan had an idea. “Alexa. I’m gonna hit the pillar with a freezing charm. Then you hit it in the same spot with a fireball. We’ll switch back and forth, and the rock ought to crack, because—”




“—because geology!” Alexa grinned. “That’s so smart.”




“Go for it,” Lexi told them. “I’ll play bodyguard, because Big And Ugly there won’t like it if we’re doing something useful.”




Alexan dropped her notice-me-not spell and focused. “Frigidissimus!” Frost and ice formed all over the side of the pillar.




Alexa hit the side of the pillar with a ferocious fireball.




“Frigidissimus!”







Alee spotted the freezing-heating cycle right away. She moved so she was between the threesome and Atron, and fired off lightning bolts so bright that maybe Atron wouldn’t be able to see past Alee, or even see at all. It was totally a good thing that Alee had Terawatt’s superpower of lightning-proof eyes, or she’d be pretty much blinded by then. Maybe a bunch of Atron’s creepy monster eyes were having tons of trouble seeing anything.




And the freezing-heating cycles were cracking the crud out of this side of the pillar. Even if the broken-off parts just revealed an inner core that was like a giant magical energy beam shooting up into Atron so she wasn’t ever going to run out of power.




Another, much bigger boulder, wrenched from the bottom of of the pond, and…




Oh crud, Danielle magically grabbed it and fired it like a cannon at what Alee was pretty sure was Harry Dresden’s position.







I was concentrating as hard as I could, and ignoring that I was sitting on mud in the middle of a pentacle. But I didn’t miss the meteorite that came searing at me from what had to be Danielle’s locus. I mean I was looking right at the direction the ley line went, and it was pointing right into the meteorite’s path.




Fine. It wasn’t a meteorite. It was just a massive boulder that was flying at ridiculous speed, and I couldn’t stop to defend myself and I didn’t have anything prepared to block an incoming boulder.




I also couldn’t stop to yell, “Look out, it’s an incoming boulder at really high speed!” Not that I had the time to yell out all of that before it hit.




So I kept concentrating, and I mentally crossed my fingers that my five lovely assistants were assisting enough.




Buffy cleared her throat.




Hermione got the hint and whipped her arm around as she checked. That quick-draw wand holster was so much cooler than my stuff. She hissed, “Bombarda maxima!”




The little colored jet of light didn’t look that impressive, but it turned the boulder into gravel. Lots and lots of high-speed gravel, half of which was still heading our way.




Sam was facing away from the boulder, but she still put her hand behind her, and suddenly there was a cylindrical shield around her, and since she was between me and the incoming high-speed gravel, there was a shield protecting me. A two-layer shield.




Hermione waved her tiny wand again, and we had a couple more shields.




I tried to keep concentrating, but the gravel hit like an angry hailstorm. If you were under a tin roof. Maybe a really thin tin roof. I kept concentrating, and I told myself I was not in a deadly hailstorm under an aluminum foil roof.







Alexan pushed, “Frigidissimus!”




Alexa followed that up with yet another fireball right into the frozen-solid part. Alexan had to wonder if Stormburst was using some telekinesis to guide those fireballs, because Alexa’s aim wasn’t usually that awesome.




The side of the pillar suddenly shattered, flinging rock all over the place. Terawatt blasted the other side of the pillar, fracturing that side too. And Stormburst gave what was left a huge telekinetic blast, and the rock all cracked and fell away.




That left Atron standing on a much smaller platform that looked like a three foot wide beam of pure energy. And suddenly the energy started doing weird stuff and changing color.




Atron screamed in a wall of force, only this time it didn’t sound angry, it sounded… well, scared. It still knocked Stormburst and Terawatt flying. Alexan couldn’t see where Terawatt ended up on the other side of the pond, but Stormburst went flying back past the edge of the pond almost to where Lexi was standing with her big knife.




Lexi got knocked down by the wall of force, and Alexan just managed to get a shield up in time to keep her and Alexa from getting slammed to the ground too.




“No! No no no! You cannot do this to Danielle Rasa Atron!”




Wow, Atron sounded pretty much panicked. That was either really, really good, or else really, really bad. Alexan was trusting Stormburst and Terawatt had been running a really smart plan, and this was mega-good for the good guys.




Atron’s shields warped and flickered and twisted in ways that didn’t even look possible. The shields wrapped around her. They coiled and distorted and did something that hurt to look at. And there was something that wasn’t a portal or a door or anything Alexan had words for. But Atron was pulled through the thing. She didn’t go sideways or through a Way or anything like that. She went in a direction that didn’t exist or make any sense…




And Atron was gone. The beam of energy under her faded away. The rest of the pillar disintegrated and vanished into the water. There was nothing left to see, and no sound except rushing water. And Alexan’s panting from holding up her strongest shield.




Lexi bounced back to her feet and grinned, “That was mega-awesome!” She paused for a moment. “Umm… What did we do?”




Stormburst flew to a spot overhead and replied, “Good question. Let’s go ask.” She scooped up the three of them and zipped across the pond to where the wizards were standing looking kind of, well, surprised.




Terawatt came zooming along the far edge of the pond over to where Harry Dresden and the rest of the team were walking. They all met where Alexandra was standing with a couple of the younger Gray Warden guys.




Terawatt looked at Hermione and asked, “Any chance you’ve got a few bacon cheeseburgers in your bag of holding? I’m starving, and you would not believe my headache.”




Lexi jumped in, “Me too! I mean, me and Buffy too, I’m pretty sure.”




Hermione reached into her pouch and pulled out a case of chocolate mint nutrition bars. She tossed a couple to Lexi, a couple to Buffy, and the rest of the case toward where Terawatt was still hovering.




Alex pulled the case into her hands and ripped open two bars. After four ravenous bites that were frantically chewed and swallowed, Alex said, “Thanks, you’re a lifesaver. In my case, more literally.” She tossed a couple more bars back to Buffy and Lexi when they both made a ‘food into my mouth’ gesture. Then she wolfed down another two bars. She glanced over at Stormburst, who shrugged and gave a sort-of-nod that got her two of the bars.




Joseph sounded exhausted as he asked, “Harry, just what did you do?”




Harry smiled uncomfortably, “Remember those trinkets I showed the Merlin about Atron’s little playtimes with the Seven Laws?” Joseph nodded cautiously. “I used them to target her. I’m pretty sure I dumped her in a hell dimension far in the past.”




“Pretty sure?” Rashid checked.




“Definitely,” Hermione inserted. “The spellworks were indicative, and the results we could see are distinctive. It’s D’Lazza’s hell dimension or something so similar I couldn’t detect a distinction. And it’s far in the past, based on the light movement across those pyramids, and the movement of the metronome, and the dial movements on the watch.”




Sam added, “Assuming the light movements I could see represented annual solar tracking, and matching that with the date changes on the calendar watch and the synchronized ticking on the metronome, I’m computing Atron was moved… roughly 97.2 million years back in time. Approximately. With a standard error of perhaps four hundred thousand years. But that makes some assumptions about the underlying error distribution that I’m not convinced of.”




Harry stared at her for a moment and finally said, “Thank you, Commander Spock.”




Joseph pointed out, “So you know it’s very far in the past, but not into our past, so it is not a direct violation of the Sixth Law.”




Hermione urged, “And it’s reaffirming a stable time loop, so he didn’t change the past through temporal manipulations, he kept it fixed.”




Joseph looked like he wanted to break into a grin. “So it is not a violation of the Sixth Law. The Merlin will be most relieved to hear that.”




Harry grimaced, “Yeah, I’m sure that’s exactly how he’ll feel.”




Rashid calmly said, “I shall also be filing a report, and I will be agreeing with Joseph and our visitors.”




Buffy groaned, “Ninety-seven million years? In a hell dimension? Without even a decent shampoo and conditioner? She’s gonna be sooooo mad at us.”




Selina pointed out, “She already was ‘so mad’ at us.”




Sam stared up at the sky and thought. “So she’s trapped in her very own stable timeloop, or at least a semi-stable time arc…”




“What?” Jaime wondered.




Sam finally answered, “I think we need to start working on trans-dimensional technology and anti-magic weapons so we can deal with her the next time, because there is likely to be a next time in the future.”




“And when do we need to have these ready?” Buffy checked.




Sam paused in thought, “Umm… given the erosion patterns I noted in her dimension, and the geology research I did when I got home, maybe eight hundred thousand to one point four million years from now?”




Harry muttered, “That takes a little of the pressure off.”




Buffy nodded, “Yup! Now all we have to do is track down our portal demon and pound him until he says ‘uncle’ and lets us go home!”




Alexa asked, “Can’t we use the broken stuff Harry picked up?”




Several people gave Harry suspicious looks, so he quickly explained, “I’ve got some broken glass pieces that still had a little potion on them along with a lot of snow and ice, and I’d already grabbed one of Atron’s protective boxes out of her lab, so I tucked the pieces in it. That’s not the same as having a working bottle of her portal potion, because most of the bottle has spellworks scribed on it, and I don’t think I have much of a sample of the potion.”




Hermione stepped over. “May I inspect the fragments?”




Harry checked, “Out here? No work table, no isolation chamber, no nothing?”




Hermione made a little ‘hmph’ noise. Alexan figured Hermione had been expecting Harry to be his usual self. Hermione just pointed her wand at the ground and transfigured a twig into a table. Then the newly-formed table got hit with a Scouring Charm, a Cleaning Charm, a Sanding Charm, and a Polishing Charm, one right after the other. Hermione turned and gave Mister Dresden a stern look.




Alexan figured Hermione was probably a really mega-strict teacher when she taught stuff. If Harry Dresden was a student in Hermione Granger’s classroom, by now Harry would probably have a dozen punishment essays he’d have to write. Maybe even the European way, with a quill and ink on parchment, which sounded mega-hard.




Harry groaned a little, “Fine, you don’t need tables and stuff. Here.” He stepped over and carefully opened up one of those little packing boxes Alexan had seen in Danielle’s fancy lab at the factory.




Hermione did a tiny protego for a protective shield before she looked into the box, just in case. Then she carefully removed the broken glass, and the chunks of snow, and the dribbles of potion that stained the snow here and there. It looked like the packing box had even kept the snow from melting.




Hermione studied the stuff. “Harry, this is really impressive. It looks like you may have all the pieces, and a significant amount of potion.” Then she did a Distillation Charm, which Alexan had only seen a potions master do in potions class, and the little drops of potion separated from the quickly-evaporating snow. “Here Alexan, would you hold this?”




Alexan quickly conjured up a potions beaker to catch all the portal potion, and used a careful Leviosa charm to move the beaker right under the potion.




Hermione murmured, “Well done.” Then she did a reparo on the bottle, and it reassembled itself including getting all the scribing back together so it was readable. Even if Alexan couldn’t read whatever language it was in.




Harry grumbled, “I was hoping it was Latin. Even if my Latin is pretty rough.”




Rashid mentioned, “You really should keep working on that.”




Alexan had no idea why. Even her dad and sister didn’t need to read Latin in order to work out what spells would do, because they could look up stuff like Latin words.




Hermione studied the inscription for long seconds before she complained, “Basque? Really? And those are ideograms. And that’s ancient Greek.”




Selina leaned over and peeked. So did Jaime and Buffy and Sam.




Buffy said, “Yep, totally Greek.”




Sam nodded, “Agreed. Looks like part of an invocation.”




Buffy added, “Then it segues right into a beseechment to Janus, which makes total sense for portals.”




Hermione sounded slightly exasperated. “I already translated those parts.”




Selina chipped in, “The Basque reads like a request for protection, but it doesn’t say from what, or to whom.”




Several people turned and looked at her. She admitted, “All right, my boyfriend has been making me study a lot of Southern European languages. We have some supervillain problems.”




Sam turned her head slightly. “Alexandra?”




Alexandra carefully stepped over and took a look at the part of the bottle where Sam was pointing. She immediately complained, “What? You’ve got to be kidding me. She went with Utu?”




Buffy checked, “Isn’t he the Sumerian god in charge of travel? Sorta makes sense to me.”




Alexandra shrugged slightly. “Well, patron of travelers. He’s really way more in the ‘sun god’ and ‘god of justice’ stuff. But…” She turned and look at Sam with a big wince. “He’s the son of Nanna and Ningal! That can’t be a coincidence!”




Sam patted her on the shoulder. “None of this is a coincidence.”




Buffy said, “At least it’s not Nergal. Now that guy is a creep.”




Sam looked at Harry. “What if… you had that bottle, with that much potion, and you had someone that Utu might consider to be a god he had to answer to? Or at least someone connected to Nanna and Ningal?”




Harry looked to his right. “Rashid?” He looked back at Sam. “He’s known as the Gatekeeper, and I’m pretty sure it’s not because he puts WD-40 on all the hinges he sees.”




Rashid scratched his chin. “It is… possible. As long as we’re careful not to open a portal that an Outsider could enter through.”




Joseph asked the hard question, “How is… Alexandra?” He got a quick nod. “How is Alexandra connected to a Sumerian god?”




Alexandra totally didn’t want to answer that one. Even if Alex had spilled about creepy snake-things back at the Burger King. Alexandra looked up at Terawatt for help.




Alex dropped until she was only a couple feet above the ground, and she started out, “Have you ever read Heinlein?”




Joseph smiled slightly. “I’m old enough that I read Heinlein, met Heinlein, and even gave him some advice on future concepts in medicine.”




Alex gave him a brittle smile. “Good. Imagine The Puppet Masters, only worse. Snake-like aliens who tear their way into your neck, wrap themselves around your spine, take over your body, run you like a remote control toy, ransack your memories, and make you live through every moment of it, torturing you in hideous ways that do no physical damage so they can keep repeating the torture with no hope of your ever escaping, not even through death. Now imagine that they are also egomaniacs who believe themselves to be ancient Earth gods, and in fact posed as ancient Egyptian deities for centuries. If one gets inside you, you have no chance. Alexandra had two of them tear their way to her spine and then fight for control of her, so she was just collateral damage. Humans don’t survive that. Alexandra survived for most of a year. The aliens who tortured her were named Nanna and Ningal. She was freed from their control only a couple days ago.”




Sam added, “And according to myth, they were the parents of Utu.”




Joseph grimaced. He turned to Alexandra and said, “I apologize for asking. But it is important, and I believe you can see why. An exhortation like this is dangerous, and lying to a being of immense power would be worse than foolish.”




Harry chipped in, “You could be killed. You could get killed in really horrible ways. You could—”




Alexandra cut him off. “Yeah, I know the drill. I lived it for like nine months. But if I don’t do it, how will everyone else get back home?”




Sam put a firm hand on Alexandra’s shoulder. “We still have options, including waiting for Selina’s friends and Buffy’s friends to punch holes in reality and come get us. You don’t have to do this.”




Alexandra nodded carefully. “But we’re too far from our universe to get hit with Alternate Dimension Disease. And Alee told us we’re so far from her world that their fundamental physical force that makes their really high-end superpowers manageable doesn’t even exist here, so she thinks they’re further away than any of their superheroes has ever been. And we’re so far from Hermione’s world that magic doesn’t even work the same. It could take centuries for anyone to find us, much less find a way to get to us.” She turned to Harry. “Tell me how to do this… and try not to get me killed.”





…Summoning of Alexandra Mack



Lexi could smell the sweat running down Alexandra’s back. She knew Alexandra was really scared. Mega-scared.




Harry insisted, “No way, kiddo. I am not telling you how to get yourself killed or taken over or whatever Utu decides to do to you. You can’t even do any magic to protect yourself.”




Lexi jumped in, at least not with a real jump. “Then tell me. I’m a Slayer. Kicking the ass of stuff like that is what we do. And I’ve got magical protection against some of that stuff, and I can fight some of the rest. And I’ve got all of you to protect me.”




Buffy backed her up, “Let her try. You guys can tell her what to say. She can be Alexandra’s stand-in. Or emergency backup talker. Or whatever you call it. And Tutu probably can’t knock out the First Slayer and take her over.”




“Utu,” Rashid corrected her.




WillowDelta volunteered, “I could do it. I can remember anything I am supposed to say without error, and if I am injured or destroyed, I am the most expendable of us.”




Jaime pointed out, “Delta, you’re not expendable, and you have the least protection against magic of any of us.”




“I can do it,” Alexandra insisted. “I mean, I wouldn’t object to heavy firepower for back-up…” She looked over at Lexi and smiled. “…I mean, I’m not as smart as Sam, but I’m not a moron.”




Alexan gritted her teeth, got up her courage, and volunteered, “I can help too. You need some magic to pull this off.”




Harry insisted, “Not a chance. You can help out, but I’ll do it… Besides, I’m the one who already has mud on his butt from sitting in that pentacle.”




Rashid carefully asked, “Harry? Is this really a good idea?”




Harry grimaced. “Depends on how Utu feels about Atron. If he’s been getting jerked around, he might lash out at anyone, or he might want to stab Atron in the back half a dozen more times. If Atron was worshiping him properly, with sacrifices and supplications, he might be in a really good mood, or he might resent us ruining things for her.”




Joseph translated, “So you have no idea, but you’re planning on trying it anyway.”




Rashid grumbled, “I’m sure Ebenezar taught you better than that.”




Selina insisted, “Look, this is Danielle Atron we’re talking about. Arrogant. Self-centered. Unpleasant. Inconsiderate. There is pretty much no chance that she was sufficiently worshipful for Utu. He’s probably looking for ways to dish up some payback to her. We present ourselves as ‘the banishers of Atron’ and he’s happy with us.”




“We hope,” Hermione added cautiously.




Jaime pointed out, “I’m hearing sirens heading our way. I’d say two police cars and two firetrucks.”




Aly added, “And maybe a paramedic truck too.” She shrugged a little. “I mean, it sounds a little different from the firetrucks.”




Terawatt suggested, “Maybe we could move this into the Nevernever. I really don’t want to try to explain this to the local LEO.”




Harry looked around at the destruction and the dead dragons and the flying superheroines. And the lake where a fancy house was supposed to be. “Umm, yeah. Good point.”




Rashid strode off to one side, away from the lake. “Over here, I think.” He opened a Way and stood aside to let everyone else fly, run, walk, or in one case, sashay through. He closed it behind them.




They were standing on a sunny, grassy plain. A plain that was totally not a regular plain. Not with the creepy things growing up among the grasses. And not with the huge yellowish, lion-like things over there that had just noticed them and were probably hungry and totes thought they had a Lexi deficiency in their diets.




Terawatt instantly said, “Stormburst and I have the felines. Put a picket line around here and get started on that summoning.” And she jetted off after big stuff with ferocious claws and fangs that even Buffy would want back-up for. Probably.




Okay, maybe not, because… Buffy.




But Terawatt had Stormburst flying right beside her, which was totally mega-awesome for backup-type stuff. Lexi wasn’t worried about them, because they were superheroes. Lexi was a lot more worried about summoning a guy who might be a real god from ancient times, and might not be in a mega-friendly mood.




And yep, there were the lightning bolts. The lion-things were sprinting mega-fast back through the grove. Alex and Alee were splitting up and herding the things away.




Lexi figured she needed to take up a position opposite Buffy, so they would be ready in case something else showed up and tried messing things up.







Hermione concentrated on preparing the circle. She trusted that her teammates could deal with incoming threats. But the ‘grasses’ moved suspiciously, and the things sticking up amongst the blades of grass reminded her more of crinoids than plants. And any of those things might be able to interrupt a protective circle.




She looked up. “Harry? Could you burn a big circle so we could set our summoning inside the burn? And will it cause problems here?”




Harry grimaced slightly. “Maybe not. If this is part of Faerie, it’s got to be part of the Summer Court. They wouldn’t object to a little fire like the Winter Court would.”




Rashid pointed out, “That is not to say that they would not object at all. They are Faerie. They would consider us to be intruders.”




Joseph added, “Harry has involved himself with both Courts and there are members of both Summer and Winter who hold grudges against him. Some of them might take it personally if Harry performs this summoning in the Nevernever. And some of them might seize the opportunity to interfere.”




Harry grumbled, “It was just a couple things that got blown all out of proportion.”




Hermione stared directly at Alexa and asked, “If I were to go ask my counterpart about those ‘couple little things’, what would she tell me?” Alexa got the hint.




Harry scowled, “She’s probably only heard one side of the story, anyway. Probably only pieces of one side. It was… messy.”




Rashid pressed, “And regardless of White Council feelings, it could be a serious error for you to do these spells. You should let our ‘visitors’ do the work. They are not ‘locals’, and the Faerie might even support getting them back out of our universe, given the havoc they could cause.”




Harry grinned evilly. “I can think of a lot of folks I’d like to introduce to Stormburst and Terawatt. Up close and personal. In fact, I’ve got a sword I’d like to see if Alex or Alee can wield.” He looked around. “Or Buffy. Or Jaime.” He smirked, “Hey Sam, how are your sword forms?”




Sam calmly insisted, “I’d rather use a P90.”




Buffy checked, “Is it a magic sword? I mean, I like my Scythe, but it won’t ask for a divorce if I see other weapons when it’s not around.”




Harry smirked, “An extremely magical sword made for fighting stuff like those Denarians Alex and Morgan ran into.”




Buffy glanced at Lexi. “If we get stuck here for a while, maybe we’ll have to look into that.”




Lexi just said, “I’d rather go home.”




Hermione firmly said, “I believe we all feel that way. So let’s begin.”




She carefully cast a large circle of ice around the area she wanted to use. The band of ice was only a few centimeters thick and several centimeters high, but that was probably going to be sufficient to keep the fire from spreading.




Then she cast an Incendio, burning all the grasses and things down to their roots. Not counting the bigger crinoid-like things, which shrieked and tried to leap out of the fire. Alexan and Alexandra and Sam put up quick little shields which kept flaming grass-creatures from leaping over the ice barrier and turning the surrounding prairie into an inferno.




After that, she performed a strong Scourgify to cut through the burned soil and scour anything she hadn’t dealt with. Once she had a flat, cleaned surface, she used her notebook to put down a summoning circle and also a protective circle beside it, so Alexandra would have somewhere safe to stand. Not that she was automatically assuming things would go badly, but it did not hurt to take some obvious precautions.




Then they needed five appropriate objects for equidistant points around the summoning circle, and she already had those five points marked. She looked around at her team. “I think… five objects, one from each of our Alexans who aren’t off fighting megafauna, since all of them have been through portals today. One for each of the primary senses, please.”




“Okay!”




“I got stuff…”




Hermione tried to pretend that she wasn’t worried about Alex and Alee. They had been gone for a long time, for two superheroines who could fly at hundreds of miles an hour.







Alee darted off to the side. Crud, there were a lot more of these giant cat-things than she’d thought. And they were fast. So she had to do a lot of herding to keep them running away from her team, instead of sneaking around her and being able to go chow down on some wizards.




The half dozen lion-things in front of that grove had turned out to be three dozen lion-things, and the grove had stretched out a lot farther than she’d expected, and some of the lion-things in the grove were way bigger than the lion-sized and tiger-sized ones they’d seen first.




She almost overran another dozen that were lying down in yellowish grasses that had to be taller than she was. She had to spook them with her lightning and then swat them with her tk to make them go with the rest. And the bigger ones in that dozen were the size of elephants! Were these the mommies and daddies of the first ones they’d seen?




Alee glanced over and saw that Alex was using lots of tk to swat her lion-things way off on the far side of the grove. But the more things they found, they more time they were going to need to herd everything away from the rest of the team.




And the ground looked like there was a big divot over there. The yellowish grasses were filling the huge hollow up so it looked like a football stadium carpeted in yellow grass. Maybe they could chase all the things into there and make the edges steeper with tk and pen them up for a while.




Whoa, there were some even bigger lion-things near the edge of the hollow. And in the hollow…




Oh crud!







Alexandra felt kind of stupid doing the summoning, even with wizards and witches standing there encouraging her and giving her hints. And Sam had hints too. So she kept going. “…oh great Utu, patron of travelers…”




“God of the sun,” whispered Sam.




“And god of justice,” added Buffy in a quieter whisper.




“… god of the sun and god of justice…” She kept going. “…child of Nanna and Ningal, twin of Inanna, brother of Ishkur, brother of Ereshkigal…” She remembered more stuff from Goa’uld memories, and she switched to Sumerian in case it might help. “… with your horned helmet and your serrated koth’rikh…”




A flash of brilliant sunlight exploded from inside the summoning circle, and something was standing in there. It looked mostly human, but it felt like she was too close to a bunch of naquadah. “You think to summon Utu for a mere traveler’s boon? You foolish…”




The ground erupted. The summoning circle was only a couple yards from her circle, but the ground erupted from the far side of the summoning circle past where she was standing. She went tumbling backward out of the circle and onto her back. A disk fifteen feet across pushed upward and she saw what it really was. It was all she could do not to scream.




It was like… she didn’t know what. It had a shell like a turtle, circular and rounded and sort of flat. But it was totally not a turtle. It was more like a giant cockroach thing, only with way too many legs around the edges. And the legs had jagged spurs and nasty claws. And the face was like something out of a horror movie, with pincers above and below a nasty-looking mouth, and both sets of pincers looked big enough to tackle those giant lion-things.




Naturally, Harry called out, “We have a bug in the system.” He fired off a nasty fire spell… which bounced off like a superball and nearly hit Rashid, which would’ve been mega-bi’in. And the thing looked totally not bothered by the spell.




Alexandra scrambled backward, trying to get out of range of those pincers. Hermione cast a fast shield, but the thing went right through the magical shield like it wasn’t there.




Oh, right. Magical. Alexandra did a back roll right out of Ningal’s ashrak memories, giving her enough space to use her hara’kesh to slam a round shield into place. The thing smashed face-first into the shield. The feedback nearly knocked Alexandra out.




“Yaah!” Buffy screamed as she attacked the thing from behind, crushing three or four legs and leaping up on top of its shell. “They check in…”




Lexi charged from the other side and kicked two legs so hard they broke off. “…but they don’t check out!”




Sam wielded her kara kesh and slammed a wave of force into a different sector of the thing, knocking three legs back so they swung under the thing’s body.




Selina snapped her whip and wrapped up two more legs.




Jaime and Aly came charging in together as Jaime yelled, “Clear!” Buffy did a gymnastics flip as she leapt off and made a perfect landing facing the thing even if she was off to the side.




Jaime and Aly hit the thing in the side and pushed upward. And the whole thing flipped over onto its back, its few working legs waving wildly.




And Alexandra suddenly realized she’d forgotten the real threat while she was being freaked about a giant magical roach monster.




Utu’s essence hit her like a freight train. Well, a psychic freight train attack. She didn’t have any defenses against a magical psychic assault, even after months and months and months of fighting Nanna and Ningal. Maybe having Nanna and Ningal tearing her up inside her head made her easier pickings for something like Utu. She figured someone like Harry Dresden or Hermione Granger would cast that guy out like he was this week’s trash. Alexandra Mack? Not a chance of stopping Utu.




She couldn’t move. She couldn’t control any of her muscles. She couldn’t stop her body from rising to its feet. And then it kept rising, until she was about a yard off the ground. And she was glowing like she had a sun inside her.




She could feel it as Utu thumbed through her memory. She tried as hard as she could to block it, but she already knew she was an epic fail on this stuff.




Utu spoke in her voice. “That Faerie beast was most… fortuitous. But you were fools to think you could summon and control Utu!”




She insisted inside her head, “We weren’t trying to control you! We just wanted your help for a couple minutes! That’s all, really. I swear!”




She knew it was probably a mega-grim idea, but she still told Utu, “Search my memories of the last several hours. You’ll see.”




She watched as Hermione fired off two silvery wisps that zoomed past Alexandra and just kept going.




Utu laughed inside her head, “Her aim is terrible. She must be terrified of my power!”




Alexandra knew she couldn’t keep stuff from ransacking her memories, but she did have one trick. Not a good trick, but a trick. She concentrated on her memories of Nanna and Ningal, so Utu wouldn’t notice what Hermione’s silvery wisps meant.




Then Buffy was standing before Utu. And Harry was rushing over to do the same. Buffy growled, “You’ve got one minute to get out of her, or I’ll find a way to make you regret it.”




Utu laughed with Alexandra’s mouth. “Pathetic little human. You have no concept of who I am!”




Buffy glared, “Big talker.” She pointed at her chest. “Okay Tutu, I dare you to come in here and say that to me, ego to ego, you spineless horn-headed freak.”




Harry just had to not-help. “Don’t make her angry. You wouldn’t like her when she’s angry.”




Alexandra could feel it as Utu prepared to unleash a bolt of magical badness at Buffy. She knew she couldn’t keep Utu from moving his arms and casting his spell. But she could help him. For a certain meaning of ‘help’.




She pushed alongside him, and she made his arm movements even bigger. So he totally telegraphed his move.




Alexandra’s arms moved, and her hands pushed forward, and a ball of white energy erupted outward right at Buffy’s stomach.




But she had put enough movement into the effort that Buffy could see it coming. So Buffy moved. A little. It wasn’t exactly a ‘leaping out of the way’ thing. Buffy pivoted on her front foot, turned sideways, and swung her back foot with the movement.




That quick little movement was enough to move her entire body out of the way. The ball of magic went searing past her and hit the ground twenty feet behind her, turning a patch of creepy grass into carbonized soil. Carbonized ex-soil.




Buffy snarked, “Wow, a totally awe-inspiring and godlike miss.”




Utu yelled in a booming tone, “You dare mock me?”




Buffy smirked, “Of course I dare. That’s what I do. Along with killing evil stuff that totally needs to be killed, even if regular people think it’s unkillable.”




Utu fumed, “Who are you?”




“I’m… the Golden Slayer. I’m the thing that scary things are scared of. But you can call me… Buffy. I think I’ll call you Bishop Tutu.”




Utu hurled another ball of deadly magic at Buffy, and Alexandra tried hard to ‘help’ so her arms movements were obvious. Buffy slid gracefully to one side at astonishing speed, and the spell missed again.




Aly asked Jaime, “Why doesn’t Joan teach us that?”




If Alexandra hadn’t been in so much trouble, she would have laughed.







Alee watched in horror as the yellow ‘grass’ all across the dell moved. It wasn’t grass.




It was fur.




The dell was as big as a football field, and it was just a spot where the mommy lion-thing was curled up, like a big cat in a little box.




Only this was a mega-big cat-thing in a totally huge box.




The thing’s head came up, and Alee gulped. It was big enough to eat that huge dino-squid thing in one bite. Its teeth were bigger than she was. Its eyeballs were bigger than she was!




She started to think that same thought about ‘where is Power Girl when I need her’ but she cut that off and just looked over at Terawatt.




Terawatt didn’t look scared, or worried, or horrified, or any of that. Alee was pretty sure that Terawatt’s expression was ‘oh not this stuff again’.




Alee felt a sudden surge of encouragement. Of confidence. Terawatt could do this. So could Stormburst.





…Portals of Several Macks



Alee watched as the giant cat-thing stood up and stretched. It filled the entire dell. It bulged over the top of the dell by maybe a hundred feet as it arched its back. And it lashed out one impossibly-huge paw at Terawatt.




Alex just darted sideways and backward, and the paw swished through the air with a sound like an angry wind. That paw had to be the size of a classroom, and that lion-thing was mega-fast. But Terawatt had been expecting it. She was prepared for it.




Alee thought about the stuff she knew about housecats and big cats, and she tried to get prepared too.




The tail came slashing through the air like a bullwhip. Like a bullwhip the size of a redwood tree.




But Alee was ready for it. She hoped. She was already silvery, and she made her move as the tail came her way. She pushed with her tk and just like a guide parry, pushed herself out of the way of the unstoppable force. Then she darted upward and easily dodged the return flick of the tail.




And she got tough with the thing. She hit it with a massive bolt of lightning right at the base of the tail, where the spinal cord came down. The thing screeched and leapt up and forward, clearing maybe a thousand feet.




Alee watched as Terawatt darted upward just enough to clear the thing’s head, and blasted the thing in both eyes with more lightning. The thing still landed gracefully enough, even if it couldn’t see all that great now. Those ten legs probably made landings easier than just four.




And a silvery otter zipped alongside Alee. “Hermione here. We have a problem. The circles were disrupted. Alexandra is possessed by Utu, and he’s angry with us.”




“Oh crud!”







Alexandra yelled inside her head at Utu. “Stop it! You have no idea what you’re facing! Look at my memories!” She pushed hard at her memories of Buffy and Lexi fighting those vampires and ghoul-like things, until she could feel Utu tense up. “Yeah. She’s way more dangerous than she looks.”




Utu muttered in her head, “She looks about as dangerous as a newborn lamb.”




Alexandra insisted internally, “She uses that appearance as camouflage. She has fought everything up to and including hellgods. She is a mystic warrior granted great powers that may not even exist in this universe. Do not force her hand. You want her as far away from you as possible.”




Utu paused and then thought at her. “Very clever. You seek to find ways to trick me into sending her and your other cohorts home.”




She didn’t see any point in lying. “Well duh. I’m gonna fight you all the way, no matter what. Even if it hurts me. Even if it kills me. I fought Nanna and Ningal for most of a year, and I will fight you forever… unless…”




Utu carefully thought, “Unless I give you what you want in exchange.”




Alexandra thought back, “Right. If you send everyone else home, to where they’re really supposed to be, I’ll become your vessel. I’ll actively work at helping you be a sun god and a god of justice and like that.”




“Utu does not let mere humans manipulate him and trick him into pacts he does not want.”




Alexandra angrily thought, “Fine. Then it is on. It is so on.”







Alee asked Terawatt, “Are you sure?”




Terawatt casually darted to one side to avoid a giant paw filled with equally-giant claws. “Sure I’m sure. You came up with it. You get to be the lead.”




Alee bit her lower lip. “I mean, I didn’t really come up with it. I sorta copied it.”




Terawatt just grinned. “I didn’t come up with it either. We all copy these things. The key part is learning enough that you’re able to adapt an old idea to a new sitch.”




Alee nodded. “Right. So let’s make it really, really mad…”




Terawatt grinned at her. “Can do.”







Alexandra couldn’t move her muscles for herself, but she was pretty sure she could mess things up for Utu. And it looked like she was about to have to test that.




Utu used her body to turn and stare off in the direction Alex and Alee had gone. It was the direction Jaime and Aly were already looking, and everyone else was starting to face. And Utu was hovering a couple feet in the air, but Alexandra could see stuff on the ground shaking and vibrating.




And then she could hear it. It sounded like a small herd of the biggest dino-squids ever. And…




Oh crud. Alee and Alex came flying back toward them, and chasing them was the biggest cat-thing in the world. It was… It was so big she didn’t have words. If there was such a thing as a yellow many-legged cat-thing the size of an aircraft hangar, that was it.




She totally hoped that was the biggest cat-thing in the world, because if it wasn’t, then they could have even bigger problems coming their way. Ugh.




Utu said inside her head, “Your friends are fools! They have awakened the fel’ti’yac and there is no way to stop it. I shall open a portal and leave them to their doom.”




“Like Duat you will, you mikta’delif,” she snarled inside her head.




Utu ignored her. He made a casual wave of one arm to open a portal and leave her friends to their doom.




Or at least he tried. She ‘helped’ by pushing hard on every muscle he was using, so his arm went waving off to the side and the spell failed.




She might not be a flying superheroine, but she could still watch Terawatt and learn stuff.




Utu yelled at her inside her head, “Fool! I will punish you for this! We must leave at once!”




She waited until he tried the arm-wave thing again, and she did her ‘help the muscles too much’ thing and his spell failed once more.




The huge fel’ti’yac got closer. A lot closer. It was pretty fast, and every one of its steps moved it forward a ginormous amount. And with maybe ten legs, it took a lot of steps.




Utu concentrated. Alexandra could feel it. He tensed the muscles up in her body so he could make slow, controlled movements and thwart her. So she ‘helped’ some more. She tensed her muscles so much he couldn’t move.




Utu hollered at her in her head, “Do you not see that you will be killed?”




She yelled back, “Don’t care! I’ve been possessed, and it was worse than anything you’ve thought about doing to me. I’d rather be dead! And if I can save my friends by dying, I’m in!”




Utu had to stop and think, because he had no idea what to do if he had no leverage over the person he was possessing. Well… good!







Alee glanced back, and the cat-thing was gaining on her. Just by a little bit. Oh sure, she could speed up and leave it miles behind her. But that wasn’t what they were trying to do. She and Terawatt were trying to intimidate the crud out of Utu and make him jump out of Alexandra’s body so he wouldn’t get trampled into mush.




She hit it in the muzzle with a massive lightning bolt to make it madder. It roared like a mega-big mega-angry lion, and came after her even harder.







I looked at Alexandra, who was still glowing like there was a tiny sun inside her, and still floating two feet off the ground. There was a furious grimace on her face, and her body looked like all her muscles were locked up.




“Harry, I think we need to open a portal.” Rashid was looking over at The Giant Kitty. Of Doom. Even my cat Mister would have refused to tackle that thing.




I asked, “Can you open a portal to Darwin, Minnesota? I hear they’ve got the world’s biggest ball of twine. I figure we get Jaime and Aly to toss it in front of Kittycat here, and presto! Problem solved for hours.”




Jaime and Aly both turned away from where they were monitoring the incoming mega-cat, and they both gave me stern looks. Oh yeah. Super-hearing. I’d have to make more cracks that would ‘accidentally’ be in their hearing range. Which was probably ‘anywhere in the county’.




Selina had to be listening too, because she definitely said, “Hardy har har.” In a cat-like way. At least she didn’t lick her hands and use them to ‘wash’ herself.




Rashid checked, “Harry?” I had to make an effort to stop thinking about a naked Selina giving herself a cat-bath. Don’t judge me. If you’ve seen her, you’ve done it too.




Joseph stepped over. “Harry, you do not seem to be taking this threat seriously.”




I gave in and explained to the trope-deficient. “I think this is called ‘Summon Bigger Fish’.”




“What?” Rashid wasn’t getting it. But I could see Buffy laugh way off to the side, so I knew she was hearing everything I was saying. Man, I might as well just use a megaphone around these women.




I told Rashid and Joseph, “We’re talking major comic book style superheroine here. Ms. Marvel. Jean Grey. Sue Storm. If Terawatt couldn’t kick this thing’s furry ass from here to Mab’s castle, she wouldn’t flee like a scared mouse, and she sure as hell wouldn’t flee and lead it straight back to us. She’d go straight up, where the cat couldn’t follow. She’s attacking Utu in a way he won’t get.”




Rashid looked over at Alexandra, who looked like she couldn’t move a muscle and wasn’t at all happy about it. “I don’t think that I am the only one of us who isn’t happy about this.”




I glanced over too. It looked like there was a war going on for Alexandra’s body. Only it looked like Alexandra was managing a tie. Against a freaking god. Go go Alpha Alexa Flight powers!




If only there was something I could do, besides stand around and annoy Utu. Or watch a thousand ton predator Faerie come charging at me. Maybe I could call that jerk god ‘Toto’ with a Cowardly Lion ref, and get him mad enough to leap into me instead of Alexandra. Or maybe…







Alexandra felt like she was tiring herself out fast, but she still had Utu locked up, and she was not going to let go, no matter what she had to do. And the giant cat-thing was getting closer, so everyone else could hop through portals back to the real world, and she could… something. Make Utu really sorry he’d been mean to her when she hadn’t done anything wrong. She didn’t really think it would kill him if he was inside her when she got squished, no matter how big that cat was.




Selina walked over. Well, it was more like a sexy Marilyn Monroe sashay. If Alexandra had thought she was going to survive this, she would have been trying to learn how to do that. Selina asked like she was just casual and curious, “Utu? Aren’t you the god of justice?”




Utu made Alexandra’s voice admit, “Yes.” Even if it was through gritted teeth and a straining throat.




And suddenly Sam was running over and standing beside Selina. “Right. You’re the god of applications of law, in our dimension.”




“This one as well,” Utu manage to strain through her throat.




Sam dropped the bombshell Selina had just armed. “So… why aren’t you doing your job?”




And then Jaime and Aly were sprinting over, which was really more like seeing two people zooming at you like they were shot out of a cannon or something. Jaime nudged Aly, and Aly said, “She’s me. We’re all Alexandra Louise Mack, from a bunch of different universes. So do your job. Go ahead and judge Alexandra Louise Mack! Judge me. Judge her.”




Utu forced the words out of Alexandra’s throat. “We have no time. We will be trampled in moments.”




And then Harry Dresden was there too. He said to Utu, “You have no idea of my powers.” He pointed his left hand at the incoming monster like his hand was a gun.




He paused a couple seconds and said, “Bang.”







Alee glanced over. They were getting awful close to the team, and they were still going sort of fast. Alex gave her the hand signal. The hand signal that looked like Darth Vader doing a force choke. Alee tried that move for real, for the first time ever.




She grabbed the cat-thing’s carotid arteries and squeezed. She could feel the arteries. They were bigger than firehoses. They were bigger than cannons. She could feel the huge amounts of blood getting pumped through. But she had tons of tk force at her command, and she didn’t need all of it to pinch both arteries completely closed.




At the same time, Terawatt darted in, hit Giant Kitty with a massive lightning bolt right in the eye, and darted back.




Giant Kitty dropped like she’d been shot. By a bullet the size of a locomotive.







I was still holding my hand like it was a gun. And I was trying not to wince. Because Lion-O came crashing down so close to us that we nearly got knocked off our feet just from the vibrations. At least I had my staff in my right hand, and I sort of planted it against the ground and used it like a crutch. I was trying to make it as non-obvious as I could.




The dust and dirt came blasting out from the impact in every direction, but I just stood there. Rashid and Joseph put up big, lightweight shields that could cover a lot of territory. Hermione and Alexan did likewise with their little sticks. The dust piled up against the shields or was diverted past us on either side. So I was protected without looking like I was making any effort. Fine, I wasn’t making any effort, I was just trusting my teammates.




I turned back to stare at Utu. I was still holding my left hand in the shape of a handgun. So I tilted it upward until my pointer finger was straight up and inches away from my nose. I blew on it like I was blowing fumes away from a smoking gun barrel.




I glared at Utu. “As I was saying, we have plenty of time. Until I let it regain consciousness and eat you.”







Alexandra watched Harry. Wow, that was mega-awesome. Even if Alexandra knew that Harry was faking it, and Terawatt and Stormburst had just dropped a monster the size of the Astrodome while making it look easy. Still, Utu had no idea. That was the important part.




She lied to Utu, “I warned you. They’re really, really mega-powerful. Way more than you.”




Okay, maybe that wasn’t a lie at all. She had a feeling Harry Dresden could fight something like Utu if he really had to, and Stormburst could probably stomp something like Utu. Maybe Utu was a god of the sun, but Stormburst was pretty much the Goddess Of The Storm.




Utu strained to talk through her throat, “What are you?”




Alexandra spotted Hermione whispering something and pointing her wand at Harry’s throat. Still, she was mega-surprised when Harry’s voice came out like a booming yell through a huge public address system. 




“I am Harry Dresden. Conjure with my name… at your peril.” Okay, Harry looked a little surprised too. But he kept going. “I am a wizard. I am the wizard the disciples of Kemmler fled from. I am the wizard who vanquished Danielle Atron and stopped her from abusing your aegis. I am the wizard who was going to ask… politely… if you would allow these young women to return home.”




Hermione dropped her Voice Of Doom spell, or whatever it was called. Okay, it was probably something in questionable Latin, based on the stuff Alexandra had heard from Hermione and Alexan. Then Harry cleared his throat like it sort of hurt.




Alexandra insisted inside her head, “So judge me. And let me tell you, Aly had it way worse than me.”




And then there was this fuzzy feeling, like she was having a dream and the dream was all the stuff that happened in the last few hours, and then all the stuff that happened in the last year.




Utu sounded sort of intimidated when he finally said something to her inside her head. “You have… been judged.” Then he used her throat and announced, “I find… for the supplicants.”




A purple portal opened maybe forty feet off to her side.




Terawatt said, “That is… oddly convenient.”




Buffy disagreed, “Unless it’s Willow! Or one of Selina’s super-magic guys.”




Terawatt flew over and looked directly into the portal. “It’s some sort of spotlight. With a bat symbol we all saw on someone’s chest.”




Buffy pretended to be puzzled. “Gee, I wonder whose portal that could be?”




Selina rolled her eyes. “It’s ours, all right? Batman probably had Dr. Fate on the job eight seconds after we vanished.”




Sam asked, “You can probably get home now, but do the rest of us follow you, or stay here, or do we wait for as long as possible for other portals to…” Two more portals winked into existence alongside the first one. “…oh never mind.”




Terawatt flew over and peered into both new portals. While she was peeking, her empty food wrapper rolled itself up, tied itself into a tiny knot, and disappeared into a utility belt pocket, before a new nutrition bar flew into her hands, unwrapping itself as it went. She asked, “Whose portal has an ten-digit number on a big piece of paper… Sam?”




Sam checked, “Is it 4732759321?”




“Yep.”




Sam sighed slightly. “Okay, that one’s ours. Even if there is no way we have the technological capabilities to instantiate one of these portals like this without Ancient technologies, unless a ridiculous amount of time has expired on that end.”




Jaime reminded her, “We were just messing around with time, so maybe…”




Terawatt kept going, “Other portal… some kind of flame the color of bluebells… and it’s in a glass jar…”




Hermione shrieked, “Ron! It’s got to be Ron, because I taught him that spell! But how did he get the portal open again? I mean, how could he generate enough power, and how could he target it properly?”




Sam pointed out, “We may have a limited amount of time to use these portals.”




“Yeah, there is that,” Buffy admitted. “Don’t wanna get stuck here when my boyfriend might be just a portal away.”




Harry helpfully said, “Why not? It’ll be great! I’ll let you pick on Morgan as much as you want!”




“Harry, really,” Rashid grumbled.




Harry grinned, “It’s not like they’re going to go back to other universes and give bad Yelp reviews on me… Okay, Buffy might, but no one who reads it is ever coming here again.” Buffy stuck her tongue out at him.




Hermione finished doing a couple spells. “They definitely read as matching our magical signatures, so they’re going to the right places. We should get people through these before we have destabilization.”




Alexan tugged on Hermione’s sleeve. “But what about our… project?”




Hermione held up a hand. “Right. We have a present for Aly. Give us a minute to ‘gift-wrap’ it.” The two of them stepped off to the side and turned their backs on everyone.




Buffy muttered, “This oughta be juicy.”




Lexi whispered, “Leave ’em alone. I think it’s nice.”




Buffy grinned at her, “Oh, a group project.”




And three more portals opened up. Terawatt and Stormburst flew over to peek.




Terawatt announced, “Our kitchen. That one’s Lexi’s right?”




“Yeah!”




Stormburst added, “This one’s… looking down on the White House. Alex?”




“Yep, that one’s mine.”




Terawatt checked the last one. “A dojo with heavy workout equipment… and two different Willows pointing monitoring equipment at the portal.”




“Ours!” Aly yelled.







Epilogue I: The Secret Return of Alexa Mack



Alexa asked, “But what about Alexandra?”




Harry tried to sound angry as he said, “I’m working on it. Utu can either leave her body and go with no one attacking him, or else I’m calling Mab and giving her a favor owed if she’ll bind him permanently into that big bug. He can do the Kafka Metamorphosis thing for a couple millennia.”




Alexa was pretty sure that was a bluff, but Harry had freaked out Utu with that fake ‘bang’ routine that really looked mega-cool. Maybe this would work.




The glow inside Alexandra suddenly darted out through her chest, and Alexandra stopped floating in the air. Only she didn’t crash into the ground, because Jaime and Aly were right there, and they caught Alexandra like she was a big ragdoll. Having mega-strong friends was pretty cool.




The glow turned into a being about eight feet high, if you counted the weird horned helmet on his head. Utu glared at Harry, “Wizard, you have made another enemy today. Do not ever summon me for another portal or another traveler’s boon.” And he winked out of existence.




Terawatt zoomed over. “Okay, last call, everyone! Let’s go before our portals close up! Everyone have the notes from lunch?” She got a round of nods. “Stormburst, you have that cutting wheel and wiresaw?”




“I can give ’em back.”




Terawatt firmly shook her head. “No. I have more in my belt, and I can get replacements. Also, work on your makeup.” Her lipstick just peeled off of her lower lip and flew into Alee’s hand. “You said you weren’t happy with how long it took to put your makeup on right.”




“Thanks!” Stormburst zoomed over and gave Terawatt a huge mid-air hug.




Buffy looked up at that and yelled, “Group hug!”




Alexa rushed over to get in the hugfest, and someone with telekinesis scooped her up and moved her way faster so she got there in time. She hugged everyone she could and kept telling everyone, “Thanks so much for coming to save me!”




Buffy loudly said, “Hey, we had to save Harry’s bacon too.”




And then people were dashing into the portals, and they were gone. The portals winked out, and Alexa was standing on a grassy plain, not too far from three powerful wizards, and not nearly far enough away from a giant cat-thing the size of a football field.




She ran back to Harry and asked, “Can we go home now? That thing’s gonna wake up sooner or later, and I’d rather be gone before we hit ‘sooner’.”




Harry looked at her and pretend-pouted, “I never get the hugs.”




Alexa rolled her eyes. Harry was pretty funny most of the time, but she didn’t want to stand around and play Whose Line Is It Anyway until that cat-thing woke up and decided it was hungry. Or tons of smaller cat-things came running over to see why mommy wasn’t feeding them and stuff. “Harry, I—”




A Way popped open not a hundred feet from them, and a wizard army came pouring through. Okay, not really an entire army. But fifteen or twenty scary-looking wizards with those Gray Warden cloaks and stuff.




The guy in the front of the wizard platoon looked like he ought to be retired. He looked like he was maybe eighty, and he was wearing heavy overalls under his gray cloak. And he had a red flannel long-sleeved shirt under the overalls, like maybe he was wearing long underwear where everyone could see it, which was ick and totally style-less and made him look like he was an old grandpa from Appalachia or something.




Harry looked at the old guy and grinned, “You made it!”




The old guy looked over at the still-clobbered giant cat-thing that all the other wizards were gaping at. He spoke in a backwoods-sounding accent that made him sound even more like a hick. “Well Hoss, looks like you didn’t need us after all.”




Alexa figured the old guy knew Harry really well, if he had a nickname for him and Harry didn’t complain about it.




Rashid stepped forward and shook the old guy’s hand. “Ebenezar. We are glad to see you and your forces. We might have needed your group rather desperately just minutes ago. Or a quarter of an hour ago, on the other side of our Way.”




“Atron?” the old guy — Ebenezar — asked. Alexa had a weird impulse to ask him if his last name was ‘Scrooge’. She didn’t. She thought Buffy would have.




Joseph reported, “She stole the body of something that was either an Outsider or a true demon, and unleashed an armada of true dragons, along with trying to kill all of us and all of our teammates. She has been banished, all the dragons are dead or returned to their home, and our teammates have been sent back to their original universes. However, this creature is going to be extremely angry when it comes to, so we should… take our discussion elsewhere.”




Alexa suggested, “We could go to my house! Unless everybody’s hungry, because I think we ate mom and dad out of everything in the kitchen already.”




Harry explained, “Some of our Alexas are superheroes. And they’re apparently powered by food. Truckloads of it.”




Alexa thought about sticking her tongue out at Harry, but she figured she ought to try to make a good impression on these guys, even if Harry totally wasn’t.




Ebenezar looked over at one of the Gray Warden guys, and the guy opened up that Way again. He said, “Why don’t we move back to our marshaling point and you can tell me what happened without having this thing wake up on us.”




Alexa felt kind of nervous about it, but she still asked, “Umm, can I get home from there? Because I don’t know how to do Ways or anything, and my mom’s pretty worried already.”




Harry tried to sound reassuring. “We’ll get you home.” Then he turned to Ebenezar, “This is Alexa Mack, from California. She’s new. I mean, so new she still has that new-car smell. She has a little bit of basic low-level training from her mom, but it turns out she’s an elemental evocator even with no training and no focus and no real mentor. And she’s the one who first went up against Atron and Atron’s pet demon, when she didn’t know who to go to, so she tried rescuing her parents on her own. Oh, and The Merlin told me to butt out.”




Ebenezar broke into a big smile. “Hoss, you already have a student to mentor. And I’m sure Arthur didn’t say the words ‘butt out’.” He looked at Alexa and said, “I know Harry pretty well, because I was his mentor.”




“My second mentor,” Harry corrected. “The good one.”




Well, if Alex was right and Harry’s first mentor was like an evil warlock who was trying to turn Harry into an evil warlock minion, pretty much anybody could look good by comparison. Still, Harry seemed pretty happy to see the guy, so Alexa was going to give the old guy plenty of leeway.




Also, if Ebenezar was leading a whole squad of mega-tough wizards to go fight Danielle, he was probably mega-tough himself. So Alexa didn’t want to make him mad at her. She still checked, “And you can really get me back to my house? And I won’t have to hitchhike from, like, Scotland?”




Harry grinned, “It’s pretty tough thumbing a ride across the Atlantic. Especially if you got dropped off halfway across.”




Alexa figured things would be totally easier if she could fly like Stormburst and Terawatt. And she could go visit Annie anytime she wanted! And maybe Harry too. She was still curious about Harry’s pets. And she really needed to find a way to thank that nice policewoman who let her use her phone and everything.




Okay, if somebody could teach her to use those Ways and tell her where some safe Ways were, she could go visit people that way. Even if way too much of the Nevernever was scary. Maybe when you were done getting mentored and you graduated, they gave you a map so you could go from places like Paradise Valley to wizard-y places. And back.




She stepped through the Way with everyone else, but she still asked Rashid, “And they’ll really get me back home?”




Rashid smiled and said, “If they do not have time, I will help you.”




“Thanks!” Rashid was totally nice, even if he had that marble thing in one eye. She didn’t get why he didn’t use his huge magic powers and just do a little illusion thing to make it look like a normal eyeball.




Alexa stepped out into a place that didn’t look at all like the places she’d seen in the Nevernever. It looked like they were inside a deserted warehouse. Except it wasn’t deserted, because there were like ten Gray Wardens standing guard there, and one of them was standing in between two huge stone dogs that looked like old Chinese sculptures she’d read about in school.




She was figuring those weren’t ordinary stone sculptures. Because that would make no sense. But if they were magical stone dogs bigger than Newfoundlands, then she did not want to find out what they were needed to guard against.




Harry stepped over to her and explained, “Yeah, this is sort of a nexus, with a lot of places you can open a Way to a lot of very different places that are pretty far apart, so you can get somewhere else a lot faster. And it’s a warehouse, so you can stage emergency forces here if you need to.”




Ebenezar added, “And you can walk over to roomy places off to the side and have meetings, if you need to.” He let all of his wizards go, and they took some of the Ways and disappeared. Then he walked over to one side and faced Harry. “I need to know just what happened.”




So Harry had Alexa tell her part of the story, and Harry told another part, and Rashid and Joseph told some more stuff. And Ebenezar just sort of shook his head at some of it. Well, it did sound pretty crazy. And impossible.




Alexa finally admitted, “Well yeah, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it. Especially if Harry told me, because he’d probably want to tease somebody.”




Ebenezar laughed out loud. It was a big, hearty, friendly laugh that made her like him more. “I see you know Harry pretty well by now.”




Harry grumbled, “I’m like the Rodney Dangerfield of the White Council.”




“Except you don’t have a tie to adjust,” Joseph kidded.




Alexa giggled, because she had seen her dad do a Rodney Dangerfield impression where he pretended to adjust his tie and he said, “Tough crowd. Tough crowd.” Her dad’s Rodney Dangerfield impression wasn’t great, but it was tons better than her mom’s.




Ebenezar told Harry, “All right Hoss, you got me and the Gatekeeper and Injun Joe to back you up on this, but the Merlin is not gonna be happy about things.” He must have heard her gasp when he said ‘Injun Joe’, because he looked over at her and smiled, “Sweetpea, Joe and I are old, old friends. We fought the Redcoats together back in the French and Indian War.”




Holy crud! She had no idea what to say to that. Sure, Ebenezar and Joseph looked like they’d be retirement age, but it hadn’t occurred to her that big-time wizards who still went out and fought badness and didn’t just sit in a chair saying oracle-y stuff might be hundreds and hundreds of years old.




Harry fake-whispered, “They’re not even the old-timers on the White Council.”




Ebenezar chortled, “I’m pretty much a spring chicken compared to Mai. And if you tell her I said that, I’ll deny it.”




Harry reached into an inner pocket of his now-muddy duster and pulled out a still-clean sheet of paper that was inside a ziplock baggie, which was pretty smart of him. He said, “I’ve got a list of people we need to investigate, so this needs to go up to the Merlin. And you and Rashid and Joe and the others.”




Rashid inserted, “Hermione ensured that I received a copy as well.”




Harry nodded and kept going. “Some of these people are heroes in other universes, and we might want to look into alliances. And some of them are supervillains.”




“Not just villains?” Ebenezar asked with a little smile.




Harry insisted, “No. Real supervillains, like in Marvel Comics. We need to track as many of them down as we can and find out what they’re up to.”




“And this isn’t some wild goose chase?” Ebenezar checked.




Rashid grimly said, “Alessandro Armata.”




“That greasy bald bastard?” Ebenezar cursed.




Rashid nodded unhappily. “You thought he was up to no good. He probably is. We have knowledge that in other universes, there’s an analogue who is a ruthless supervillain or ruthless industrialist villain.”




Alexa cut in, “Lex Luthor! Alee said he’s one of the biggest supervillains in her universe!” She glanced over at Rashid. “Did I get the name right?”




Rashid nodded gravely. “And not just that universe. Every one of our interdimensional Alexas has an analogue with a name like ‘Alexander’ and a surname that means ‘army’ or ‘army of the people’. Which seems… insane.”




“Or indicative,” Harry insisted. “We may be getting a nudge from a higher power on this one. Maybe a huge kick in the pants.”




Alexa added, “Plus superheroes! Alex said we needed to go look for a little girl named Charlie McGee, and maybe badguys in the government are hunting her down.”




Harry tossed in, “And maybe there are government guys we need to go talk to, because Sam Carter made that whole ‘be all you can be’ thing look pretty damn good.”




“And Alex and Buffy and Sam all said that Colonel Jack O’Neill of the U.S. Air Force would be an awesome guy to meet, even if he’s as snarky as Harry,” Alexa pointed out. “And if his boss is General George Hammond, we should talk to him too. And we shouldn’t trust anyone named Senator Kinsey.”




Ebenezar took the sheet from Harry and opened it up. And opened it up again. And opened it up some more, since it was a four foot long sheet of parchment. In tiny handwriting. “This is a lot of names.”




Harry nodded, “Yeah, and some of them are going to be an extra problem, because they might be a help, but they might be an enemy. Selina Kyle’s on there. In some universes, she’s a supervillain cat burglar or worse. In some universes, she’s a reformed cat burglar and helps superheroes. Guess which one she is in our universe.”




Ebenezar tried, “Villain?”




Harry made an exaggerated shrug. “No idea! And if we try a meet-and-greet with her and screw it up, we could accidentally turn her from maybe-hero to maybe-villain.”




Alexa suggested, “Maybe I could be the one who goes and talks to her? I mean, you guys are kinda big and scary. And Harry will make cat jokes and make her mad at him.”




“How could I not?” Harry sort-of-defended himself. “Didn’t you notice the cat costume with the cat ears? And the whole Catwoman ‘cat burglar’ theme? She even purrs! And she said ‘meow’!”




Alexa admitted, “Okay, so she’s got a theme thing. And our Selina probably won’t dress like that. That universe is scary and weird.”




“I’ll give you that one,” Harry agreed. He looked at Ebenezar, “The Alexa from that universe can fly faster than the sound barrier. She can crush serious Faerie like a pop can. She can hurl real honest-to-Zeus lightning bolts. She’s got enough telekinesis that she picked all of us up and flew us all to Atron’s summer home. At a couple hundred miles an hour. And I think she had a telekinetic windshield up in front of us too. And she’s got other powers. She took on Mavra and all of Mavra’s minions, and completely trashed Mavra’s secret castle, and from what Selina said, it took her about fifteen seconds. And she’s the rookie on a new superteam of teenagers who used to be sidekicks to bigger heroes! They have supervillains who make Mab look like a fluffy bunny. We’re just lucky the supers we got from there were on our side.”




Ebenezar glanced at Joseph and Rashid, who both nodded in confirmation. 




Rashid pointed out, “And we may have a demon walking around looking like Danielle Atron, so we need to find a way to track that down.”




Harry said, “I was going to let Murphy slip some ‘informant tips’ to the California PD, and get Atron listed as ‘wanted for questioning’ in the fire at the Paradise Valley Chemical plant and some possible deaths in the fire, and let the police see if she’s even in this dimension any longer. Then we can go after her if we need to.”




Ebenezar looked at Harry again. “Well then, I got one more question. If these women who dropped in on you are so all-fired powerful, who’s powerful enough to drag ’em here against their will?”




Alexa spilled, “Buffy thought it might be a god! Or a goddess. Or demons. She said her world has Powers That Be, and they do stuff that seems totally blatant, like one time they sent a Balance Demon to tell her that she was in trouble and things were about to get way worse, and another time, one of them went bad and tried to take over the world and just about trashed Los Angeles.”




Ebenezar sort of winced. “I don’t think a report that says ‘we have no idea but maybe all-powerful gods did it’ is gonna go down well. The Merlin’s gonna want to have a chat with all of us about this.”




“Me too?” Alexa worried.




Ebenezar gave her a gentle smile. “Maybe he’ll let you off the hook.”




Harry told her, “Yeah. I think he likes you. I’m on his shitlist. And he’s still not besties with Ebenezar.”




Ebenezar smiled mischievously, “Maybe Arthur fought on the wrong side of that war I mentioned.”




She wondered, “The French and Indian War wasn’t a magical war, was it? ’Cause that’s not what Mister Wright said in History class.”




Joseph smiled, “No Alexa, it was not. We are capable of existing without doing any overt magic.”




She mentioned, “Okay, because Hermione — not your Hermione, but the other Hermione — talked like all the witches and wizards in her world were like all magic all the time, and Sam said even stuff like the clocks and the armchairs in Hermione’s house were magic.”




Harry tossed in, “And their idea of a focus is a little tiny stick maybe eight or ten inches long, with no inscriptions or runes on it at all, and weird stuff inside. But it works for their version of magic.”




Rashid said, “I think that even the Merlin was impressed with the variety and detail possible with their magic. They are capable of repairing a damaged shirt, buttons and buttonholes and seams and all, with a single quick spell.”




Alexa added, “But Sam and Hermione think Hermione’s magic would only work here for a little while before it would go away, and then Hermione would have to learn how to use your magic, even if she might not quite have to learn from scratch. So it’s like each of them brought a piece of their universe with them but it would fade away after a while. And Sam has a theory about it that she said would let her predict how long that would last, and Jaime said it probably has a couple dozen variables in it because Sam’s mega-smart.”




Ebenezar asked, “Is this Sam a scientist, or a soldier?”




Harry smirked, “Both. She’s a decorated major, and an Air Force pilot, and she’s also a scientist.”




Alexa piped up, “She has a Ph.D. in astrophysics! And she wrote a textbook on I think wormhole theory that Hermione said she wished she had a signed copy of. And she’s a computer genius too.”




Harry added, “And she looks like a supermodel. And she fights alien invaders in her universe. So she’s more like Buck Rogers than you’d think could be real.” He paused for a second. “Maybe Colonel Wilma Deering.”




Just when Alexa thought Ebenezar was about to ask what the heck Harry was talking about, another Way popped open. Alexa peeked around Harry and saw the Merlin guy walk through, with Other Hermione and two more wizards.




Alexa told herself to stop calling the nice lady ‘Other Hermione’ because this was her Hermione, and she wasn’t going to get to see Alexan’s Hermione ever again. So Alexa waved and said, “Hi, Ms. Granger!”




The Merlin and Hermione and the other two walked over. The Merlin looked at Ebenezar and asked, “Is everything addressed? I have gotten a couple short reports, but nothing comprehensive as yet.” He looked at the expression on Ebenezar’s face and smiled, “And yes, I did meet the flying superheroines from other universes and alternate versions of Miss Mack and Miss Granger, so I think I will be able to believe what you have to tell me.”




Alexa bubbled, “Danielle Atron ripped open the sky and unleashed tons of dragons on us, and Terawatt and Stormburst clobbered ’em!”




Harry added, “We may have to talk some friendly police officers into not blabbing about the dead dragons on the mountainside there.”




The Merlin closed his eyes slightly and sighed. Then he opened his eyes and said, “In the meantime, I was hoping Miss Granger could escort Miss Mack back home, so that the rest of us could have a fuller debriefing. Oh, and Miss Granger, could you talk with the Macks about your mentoring Miss Mack for the next several years?”




“What? I mean, me? Sir, I am still finishing my doctoral dissertation!” Hermione squawked.




The Merlin gave her a smile that was more insistent than kindly. “Now now, Miss Granger. We both know that you are at a point where you can work from home on your dissertation, or anywhere else, with regular transmission of new material to your major professor. So you could work from the Macks’ home, or an apartment near them, just as easily as you can work from your office. And given what we saw of Miss Mack’s doppelgangers, I would like to see what you can teach her.”




“Yes sir.” But it was a really ‘I don’t wanna’ agreement.




The Merlin went on, “And it is clear that the Macks have a lot of contacts among low-level wizards and would be more likely to hear about a new wizard of Alexa’s level than we are, which might help the load our Gray Wardens are now working under, and might save some young men and women from taking that first wrong step. Also, they obviously do not trust us, and spending time with you should alleviate that.”




“Yes sir,” Hermione gave in. Even if she really didn’t want to. “But my books, and my notes, and…”




“We will help you pack up everything you want to move to Paradise Valley, and we will ship it, or move it for you. And you can return to your office anytime you want to. It is not as if you are being exiled from the British Isles.”




“It’ll be great,” Alexa tried. “And mom and dad already think you’re awesome, and Annie will love you because she’s another genius like you. And I promise we’ll let you work on your dissertation, because dad’s big on grad school, and mom wants to work on a Masters, so we’re totally school-oriented.”




Hermione plastered a smile on her face and forced herself to say, “Alexa, I would love to.”




“Great!” Alexa squealed. “You can stay at our house in the guest bedroom while we look for a nice apartment for you, and I know where there’s some dead dragons you can study if that’ll help, and maybe we can figure out something for me that’s smaller than Harry’s weirdo staff!”




“There’s nothing wrong with my staff!” Harry complained.







Epilogue II

The Secret World of Alexan Mack I



Alexan hugged Alexa and Aly and Lexi and Alexandra, and even managed to hug Alex and Alee when they joined the big hug. Then she let Hermione lead her right through the big portal. And she stumbled when they came out the other side and nearly fell on her face.




Someone caught her. Someone strong, but not huge like Harry Dresden.




And she realized to her horror that she’d just fallen on Harry Potter. The Harry Potter. The Boy Who Lived. The Man Who Triumphed. The Man With The Lightning Scar.




She had a sudden urge to push out of his arms and run back through the portal and stay in that other dimension where no one knew what a clumsy, embarrassing thing she’d just done.




He stood her up and stepped back. “Are you all right?”




And he even had a sexy British accent. Wow. But Hermione had talked about Harry Potter’s fiancee, who was a sexy redhead Harry had known for years. Alexan was sure the fiancee also didn’t do stupid, humiliating stuff like falling over on top of him.




She managed, “Sorry. I… umm… maybe I tripped on something.” Which sounded so stupid she felt like she was blushing hard enough that she was probably glowing red.




She looked over to her left for help from Hermione, and… Oh crud, no help there. Hermione was busy kissing her husband so hard Alexan was wondering when the schoolteachers would rush over and fuss at her.




Okay, so Alexan looked over to her right, and… Oh crud, that was worse! The headmaster was standing there smiling and seeing everything! And the Divination teacher, Ms. LeNormand, was standing there too. And a couple stern suit-clad guys who looked like MACUSA agents or something.




And the stupid portal was gone so she couldn’t even dive through it and go hide somewhere.




Headmaster Kvetcher beamed, “And once again, the day is saved by the Golden Trio. This is excellent. Although I hope we won’t have this adventure appearing in paperback format? The school really does not need that sort of publicity.”




Ron Weasley separated himself from his wife and said, “Harry hates those things. We’d never tell them anything about this. But that doesn’t mean they won’t make up something crazy.”




Hermione warned everyone, “Rita Skeeter writes one of those series, and she’s an unregistered beetle Animagus, so don’t discuss this anywhere you could have visiting insects.”




Ron grinned, “But for some reason, Hermione doesn’t want me to get one of those Muggle bugzippers.”




“Bugzappers, Ron,” Hermione automatically corrected. “And I don’t like her, but I don’t want her to be hideously electrocuted.”




“I wouldn’t mind a bit,” Harry grumbled. “And if you had her writing rubbish about you every other month…”




The headmaster looked like he was enjoying hearing all about secret Golden Trio stuff, but he still stepped forward and asked, “Miss Mack, are you all right? And since you are not in the school robe you were wearing when you left, how long have you been gone, from your perspective?”




Alexan tried not to wince or act like she was embarrassed or anything. She hadn’t done anything wrong. Really, she’d done a bunch of stuff right. She said, “We’ve only been gone a few hours, but Hermione — I mean Mrs. Granger-Wea…” Hermione cleared her throat as a reminder. “I mean, Hermione hid our cloaks so we didn’t look too out of place, since we were in downtown Chicago and Paradise Valley and like that. Only not in this universe.”




And Hermione reached into that little teeny thing that looked like a furry coin purse and pulled out Alexan’s robe. Only it was all cleaned and pressed and wrinkle-free. It was probably a lot cleaner than she was, since she’d gotten drenched and splashed and stuff that had required Drying Charms and Cleaning Charms and Hairdressing Charms. Plus she’d done sweaty stuff.




Hermione looked at a watch on her wrist, and the clock on the wall, and then pulled out a strange time-keeping implement and studied that too. “Apparently, we were gone from this universe for three hours and fifty-two minutes, and — including travel times and portal jumps — we spent the same amount of time in that other world. Unexpected, considering Terawatt’s situation.”




Alexan almost said something, but she didn’t want to admit that there had been time-messing-around going on, because that was one of the things the teachers talked about as mega-dangerous and you really shouldn’t even think about it.




The headmaster was still smiling, but he insisted, “I am still concerned about Miss Mack’s health and condition, and whether she should make an appointment with one of the school counselors to discuss what happened to her and how she feels about it.”




Hermione frowned a little as she glanced at the guys in the stern suits. She said, “We had a… busy expedition, and I do want to make sure Alexan is all right, but some of what we saw and did may have to be covered in official multi-national debriefings, large portions of which Alexan may not be allowed to discuss afterward.”




Alexan look at Mister Kvetcher and grinned, “It was awesome! I mean, some parts of it were mega-scary, but the people we met… and the stuff we did… and… Oh crud.” She looked over at Hermione and said, “Danielle Atron.”




Hermione nodded firmly, like she’d already thought it all out, which she probably had, because Hermione Granger! “Right. And that should be addressed while we have optimal conditions.”




The headmaster gave Hermione a stern, headmaster-ish look. “Mrs. Granger-Weasley, while you have important work to do, the safety and education of my children is paramount. I need to know that this is not going to endanger my students or my school, and I need to make sure that Miss Mack is not hurt in any way. Also, I would appreciate some assurances that this is not going to happen again.”




Hermione stood her ground. “This will not happen again, at least not here. It may occur again around me, or perhaps around Alexan, although I have no way of estimating a likelihood of such a thing. But this was an inter-dimensional problem, and it appears that Alexan and I may possibly be part of that at some point in the future.”




Alexan nodded, “And it was mega-awesome. One of us was from three years in the future!” Oh wait, maybe she wasn’t supposed to tell that.




Hermione kept going. “Alexan didn’t get hurt. We were in some dangerous situations, but we weren’t the ones who were injured. She would benefit from a bath and clean clothes, as would I. However, I believe there are some more pressing issues.”




One of the suit guys asked, “More pressing than unstoppable portals that bust into our schools, where our children and relatives go?”




Hermione addressed him, “As pressing as that. However, there is nothing we can do to stop these portals. The ones we dealt with last month were created by a true hellgoddess with her own hell dimension. The portal we used to get back home just now required the intervention of an ancient Sumerian god of that dimension. That suggests to me that the portal which grabbed Alexan and me was created by a being of such power that we would consider it to be a god. I suggest that your simplest option is to avoid inviting me or Alexan back for visits.”




Then she turned back to the headmaster. “Now then, if your MACUSA agents here could use your floo so some of us could confer with their home office or perhaps the New York office, we could move onto critical problems which we can do something about.”




The headmaster acted like he was fine with giving in on that, even if Alexan was pretty sure he liked to run everything in the school with like a microscope to check the tiniest things. Alexan checked, “So should I go back to my dorm, or go see the nurse, or what?”




Hermione jumped right in. “No. I’m going to want you on this floo call.”




“Yes ma’am… I mean, Hermione.”




So the headmaster led Alexan and the MACUSA agents and all of the Golden Trio up to his office. Then he said, “Mrs. Granger-Weasley, since you are involving one of my students, I will be monitoring this call.”




Hermione was totally going to disagree, but Ron Weasley put his hand on her shoulder and said, “That would be great, headmaster. But if the MACUSA agents need you to leave for security reasons, you will have to cooperate, just like the rest of us.”




Harry Potter added, “It’s nice to see a headmaster who actually cares about his students, instead of seeing them as chesspieces.”




Ooh. Alexan was pretty sure The Man Who Triumphed was talking about his own headmaster, who got killed back maybe when Alexan was a first- or second-year. Alexan couldn’t think of the name, but it was something weird like Bumblebore. Humblehore? Stumblestore? She didn’t want to ask The Boy Who Lived and look stupid.




So first, the older MACUSA agent, who turned out to be named Achernar Black, did the floo thing and connected to the head agent’s office in New York, and then got the head agent, Mister Wandwright, to stick his head in his floo fire so they could have a ‘conference call’.




Mister Wandwright looked around the room and asked, “I see Mrs. Granger-Weasley and a young girl, so am I correct that the problem is resolved?”




Hermione stepped forward and briefly explained about the portal and being in the other universe and getting back, and how worrying about godlike beings grabbing someone in future was pointless. But that she had real crises to worry about, since she had that parchment list.




She used a geminio to make a copy that she handed through the floo to Mister Wandwright, and she explained, “While there are a lot of names on that list, and many will be dead ends, we need to deal with Danielle Atron immediately. I will need to be part of that effort, since I saw what a dimensional analogue of her was capable of, and Alexan Mack will need to be part of the effort, since she has inside information on Paradise Valley, as well as Danielle Atron’s mansion and estates. So we should undertake that at once, while we also have MACUSA agents and… Harry Potter.”




Mister Wandwright asked, “What do you think, Black?”




Achernar Black glanced at Hermione and then Alexan. “They look like they’re in great shape. And frankly I don’t want to be the one who says no to The Golden Trio.”




All three of the Golden Trio had expressions like they wished people would stop calling them that name. Alexan thought it was an awesome name.




Headmaster Kvetcher stepped forward. “I’ve been quiet up to this point, but I am responsible for Miss Mack, even if she is going to graduate very soon. I cannot agree to putting her at further risk.”




Hermione looked over at Alexan. Alexan was pretty sure it was a ‘you have to say something’ look. She thought about some stuff Lexi had told her about having a dream and waking up with Vampire Slayer powers. Alexan wondered if it was like this for every Alexandra Louise Mack. But that was the thing. She asked herself, ‘Are you ready to be strong?’




Yes. She was. She totally was.




She insisted, “While the headmaster is right, and really trustworthy and stuff, I think I need to go with Hermione. We saw a Danielle Atron who was a threat to an entire planet. Maybe an entire universe and other nearby universes too. We need to check, and stop this one before things get totally mega-awful. And you’ll need me when you’re needing all the information on her estates and her mansion and her office and like that.”




“Miss Mack…” the headmaster started.




Hermione cut him off like she was the headmaster and he was a really naughty student. “Mister Kvetcher! This may be a crisis already under way, and Alexan has shown to me that she is ready to step up and be a Gryffindor. With or without your permission, we are going. Now. We are taking the MACUSA agents with us, and Alexan should be back within a few hours. I shall also take personal responsibility for informing Alexan’s parents.”




“Mrs. Gr—” the headmaster tried.




“No,” Hermione interrupted. “I appreciate that you are trying to be something other than Albus Dumbledore, but I do need her assistance for this investigation. Furthermore, I intend to extend a job offer to her, and I expect that this will be an opportunity for the MACUSA to see what she can do, so that may lead to an even more promising career. So it is also in her best interest to join us.”




The headmaster sighed out loud and looked over at Alexan. “Miss Mack, you are going to go with them whether I agree or not, am I correct?”




Alexan nodded firmly. “Yes sir. I promise not to get killed and get you in trouble.”




He smiled painfully. “My getting into trouble is not my biggest concern at the moment. Please be careful, and remember that there are plenty of things the Golden Trio have done that no one should attempt.”




“I’ll say,” Harry Potter grumbled under his breath.




“I’ll be careful, sir,” Alexan insisted. “I was careful in that other universe, and I think I learned some important lessons.”




Hermione took over, and judging by the expressions on the faces of the other two-thirds of the Golden Trio, they were expecting her to do it. “Very well. Anti-apparation jinxes over the school, so we should floo to a reasonable location before apparating close to Atron. Alexan, do you have your license yet?”




“Yes ma’am… Hermione.” Alexan remembered a little too late not to call her ‘ma’am’. “I got it as soon as the training was over, and I passed the test on the first try.” She had no idea why that made Harry Potter nudge Ron Weasley in the side.




Hermione turned to the MACUSA agents. “Is there a floo closer to Paradise Valley than Abnorm Alley?”




The MACUSA agent who wasn’t Achernar Black answered, “There’s bound to be, but I don’t know any off-hand. Achernar?”




Achernar Black replied, “I only know a couple in that part of California. We could go to the Ministry Office in Sacramento. It’s near the governor’s office.”




Hermione crisply said, “That would be even farther away from our destination.” She closed her eyes in thought. “What about… San Jose? Fresno?”




Alexan realized that Hermione was just using a memory of a map that there was no way Hermione would have had reasons to study. Wow. Hermione was so mega-awesome!




The other MACUSA agent answered, “We could floo back to HQ and use one of the fixed floos there.”




Alexan butted in, “We can floo to Mom’s Meatloaf in front of Abnorm Alley, and I can apparate from there to my house… I’m pretty sure.”




Hermione nodded, “Fine. We’ll all floo to Mom’s Meatloaf. Alexan will side-along apparate me to her home. Both of us will apparate back and take our two MACUSA agents there, then apparate back and take Harry and Ron.” She glanced over at the headmaster. “And please keep your floo open, so Alexan can return shortly.”




Hermione tossed a pinch of floo powder into the fire and calmly announced, “Mom’s Meatloaf at Abnorm Alley.” And she stepped through.




Ron Weasley said, “Alex, you’re next.”




Alexan did as Hermione had, without correcting Mister Weasley about her name. After all, Hermione had said that she and Ron had Alex Mack at their house for a few days. Which was three weeks ago Hermione’s time and three years ago Alex’s time. Universes were weird.




She popped out in a side dining room of the restaurant and managed not to trip and fall on her face.




Hermione took her by the elbow and said, “Let’s go.”




Alexan took out her wand, turned, and apparated into her kitchen.




Her mom was standing right there, cooking something at the stove. “Alexan, don’t you have school now?”




Hermione just said, “Job interview, Mrs. Mack. We’ll be right back with some more people, if you don’t mind.” But she apparated away before Alexan’s mom had the chance to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ or even ‘huh?’




Alexan apparated back to the restaurant, but Hermione was already taking Agent Black’s arm and apparating. So Alexan took the other guy’s arm and apparated. She left the guy in the kitchen and apparated back, but Hermione had already grabbed her husband and apparated. So Alexan nervously took Harry Potter’s arm. “Ready, Mister Potter?”




He smiled, “Not until you call me Harry.”




She gulped and was extra-mega-careful about apparating properly. Because… Harry Potter!




She apparated into the kitchen, and one MACUSA agent was already making introductions. “—nar Black, and I’m Philip Nott.”




Alexan’s mom nervously shook hands and checked, “Alexan’s not in any trouble, is she?”




“Not at all,” Hermione immediately insisted.




So Alexan said, “Mom, they just need me to help with information and directions when they go talk to Danielle Atron.”




“That…”




Alexan’s eyes bulged. Her mom had almost said a swear word! In front of other people!




Hermione asked, “What has Atron done that you know of?”




Alexan’s mom pursed her lips. “I suppose I had better talk about this since you brought MACUSA people along… About ten or twelve years ago, she took over the plant when her father died under very suspicious circumstances. But the police went and talked to her, and they dropped the investigation. And Atron has operated the plant out of the Atron mansion, as Alexan knows. People say Atron goes over to the plant late at night for private meetings and private research, but George hasn’t ever been there when she was. And there have been some very troubling disappearances, like a couple years ago, when an FDA investigator came to the plant about some research George was very doubtful about, and then went to talk to Danielle at her home, and a couple days later called in to tell his bosses that everything checked out, and then he just… vanished. That’s still under investigation.”




Hermione grimaced, “Thank you, Mrs. Mack. That is very useful information.”




Alexan asked, “Can I borrow the car and drive everyone over to the Atron estate to talk to her? Please?”




Ron asked, “Is there room for six?”




Alexan’s mom told him, “It’s an SUV. Room for eight. And the keys are in my purse in the hall.”




“Thanks, mom!” Alexan gave her mom a fast hug and cheek-kiss.




She grabbed the keys, made sure she had her wallet in the school uniform pocket where she kept it, and headed out to the driveway. She unlocked it and clambered into the driver’s seat while Hermione got into the shotgun seat and the men all sat down in the back rows. Then she started the car and drove off toward the Atron Mansion.




“What are you figuring?” Ron asked Hermione from the middle row.




Hermione pursed her lips, “There are several possibilities. The Atron we just fought was a very powerful warlock who had figured out how to combine alchemy and Muggle technology with her magic.” Ron whistled in amazement.




“Not supposed to be possible,” Black muttered.




Hermione pointed out, “Which is not the same as ‘currently impossible’ or ‘can never be worked out’. Alexan has a double who is a superheroine in yet another universe, and her Atron was so good at biochemistry that she gave herself superpowers and gave other criminals superpowers.”




Ron guessed, “But those don’t sound like what Mrs. Mack was talking about.”




“Right, Ron,” Hermione admitted. “But what Mrs. Mack described sounded like mind control. We may have a dark witch using an Unforgivable to further her non-magical career. And there are equally bad options…”





The Secret World of Alexan Mack II



Danielle Atron looked up from her map. “Are there any questions?”




The four vampires standing in front of her all winced, some more than others. Eric, their leader, asked, “Can any of us refuse the assignment?” Danielle glared at him. He tried, “I’m not trying to be funny, Dr. Atron.”




“Good, because you would be failing dramatically if you were,” she snapped.




Eric pleaded, “This is a really risky plan, and it’s probably going to get the four of us killed pretty horribly, and if rumors are right, a couple of us could get mentally dominated and turned against you, and some of us know far too many of your secrets.”




Danielle clenched her teeth and tried not to lose her temper. After all, Eric had just made several good points.




And she had learned that ‘kill the messenger’ was fun, and marvelous stress relief… but did terrible things to your org charts and your efforts on new hiring. She was still paying for those mistakes.




She insisted, “Someone needs to go there and check. I don’t trust the rumors. And Nostradama is smart enough to lay traps like this for anyone who thinks they can take over her empire.”




Eric said, “Like… you.”




She admitted, “Precisely. So if you won’t undertake this plan, then how do we check if Nostradama is really dusted?”




Eric wasn’t a master vampire, but he was getting fairly close. And he was smart enough to get there. He finally asked, “Can we stall for two weeks? Nostradama’s people were supposed to make a major move on Vegas in maybe ten days, and if they don’t make that move, then I’d feel a lot more comfortable about moving into her home turf to see if she’s re-dead.”




Atron thought it over. “Fine. But the longer we wait, the less chance there is that we’ll find out what happened. And the more chance that someone will step in line ahead of us. I would be extremely… unhappy if that happened, Eric.”




Eric’s whole team gulped. It was not as if she had kept secret what she did to Bill’s team when they disappointed her several years ago.




One of Eric’s team tugged on Eric’s coat and whispered in his ear. Eric finally said, “What if we go there now, blend in and try to fit in with the locals, and try to pick up as much intel as we can without being obvious, and if we get any news, we’ll let you know right away. And if anyone tries moving in, we’ll be ready to spot it. And if Nostradama doesn’t do anything by our deadline, we can notify you of that?”




She didn’t like that plan, but she was concerned about Nostradama’s powers. So she reluctantly agreed, “Very well. We will go with your team’s idea.”




“Thank you, Dr. Atron.” Eric was very good at making nice once he’d gotten his way. It was surprisingly effective with the other vampires.




He hadn’t noticed that Danielle was unswayed, and was aware of his techniques. But then he still thought that if Danielle was removed, he would be able to ‘inherit’ her entire empire, including the real profit centers which were completely non-magical.




As soon as Eric took his team out of the planning room, Danielle said, “Mikayla?”




“Yes, Dr. Atron?” Mikayla asked in a flat tone.




“Was Eric lying?”




Mikayla paused and stared blankly. “Undecided. My spells did not show any indication, either truth or lie.”




That was the problem with pressing too hard, too many times on the mind of an unwilling witch. You ran the risk of breaking your toy. Oh well. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t get more witches. The magical community made a serious effort to publicize the news about each year’s graduating classes, so that students had the best chance to find really good jobs. It had been trivial to make Mikayla ask for a copy of the documents.




Danielle thought that there were over a dozen excellent candidates. The smart move would be to use one of her dummy corporations to offer a job to one of the candidates from one of the Eastern U.S. schools, and make it look like they were leaving the country for the job, shortly before making them ‘disappear’.




The fun move would be to offer Alexan Mack a job. The things George and Barbara Mack would do to try and save little Alexan once Danielle had her hooks set… It was risky, though. If anything went wrong, or an unexpected surprise happened, it could lead the MACUSA right to her front door. But the entertainment value alone might make it worth the risk.




Hmm… Maybe the answer was to combine the plans. Offer Alexan a plum job ‘overseas’. Let George and Barbara take Alexan there. Then disappear all three of them. Maybe she could leave some clues to incriminate LeQuoin in Haiti, or some of Riddle’s imbeciles in England…




She looked up when her housephone buzzed. She flipped it to speakerphone. “Yes?”




Her security director Vince warned, “There’s an SUV at the gate. It’s driven by Alexan Mack. Herman recognizes one of the black suits in the back as Achernar Black, a MACUSA agent. Nigel recognizes the woman in the shotgun seat and the two young men in the middle seat. Somehow, Alexan Mack brought the entire Golden Trio of England to your doorstep. This could be a problem.”




“Thank you for that charming euphemism, Vince. Any suggestions?”




She clearly heard Nigel yell, “Let ’em get fifty feet inside the gate and open fire on the car with sniper rifles! And start with Potter!”




“Do we have sniper rifles?” she asked crisply.




“No ma’am,” Vince answered immediately. “But we do have two M1 carbines we can get in place on the roof before that SUV gets halfway to your front door.”




She smiled to herself. “Make it so, Number One.”




Perhaps she wouldn’t have to leave any clues in order to grab Alexan Mack, since the girl had apparently decided to drop in unannounced.







“That was suspiciously easy,” Agent Nott said from the back seat.




Totally what Alexan was thinking. She drove forward as the gate closed behind the SUV.




Hermione checked with Alexan, “Was it? They seemed oddly hesitant at first, and then they stalled, and then they were rather too effusive.”




Alexan said, “Nobody gets to visit Ms. Atron’s house without invites and stuff. And they totally looked us over with that camera on the pole.”




Harry said, “They had to recognize Alex… I mean Alexan.”




Hermione pointed out, “They wouldn’t invite Alexan. They must have recognized some of the rest of us… like Harry. So they’re magical, or connected to the community.”




Ron Weasley groaned, “Lovely. Everyone, start looking for traps and threats. ’Mione, if you could check for invisible threats, please? Alexan, slow down.”




“Should I stop?” Alexan asked.




“Yeah, let’s do that,” Harry insisted. But he was opening the side door and leaping out before she was totally stopped, and he had already apparated away before she could ask what he wanted.




“Honestly,” Hermione grumbled. Alexan wondered if Harry Potter did stuff like that a lot. After all, he was The Man Who Triumphed.




Ron said, “Relax, ’Mione. He does this all the time.”




“My point exactly, Ron!” Hermione fussed. “Very well, since we’re stopped here, let’s prepare. Agent Nott, could you apparate to the roof and check on the surrounding estates? Agent Black, could you alert your people that Atron may be a bigger problem than we expected?” The two of them stepped out of the car and disapparated. “I’ll start preparing. Ron, I think a series of overlapping shields around us and one above us in case they toss a dragon our way.”




Ron Weasley got out of the car and starting setting up shields with lots of spells like Protego and Impedo and Praevenio. Alexan was totally impressed. All she knew was the Protego spell.




Meanwhile, Hermione was doing spells on the car. She did a bunch of Impervius spells on the windows and windshield and headlights. She did more Impervius spells on the waxjob on the metal, which Alexan didn’t think anyone else had ever thought of trying. And then she did Fulcio spells, which Alexan had heard about in year seven Charms but were supposed to be mega-hard to make work right. A bunch of Fulcio spells to strengthen the metal all over the car body, plus more Fulcio spells on the tires and the parts that were really metal-looking plastic, like on the bumpers.




Alexan really wanted to learn all these spells.




Bang! Bang! She jumped at the gunshots.




Bullets plowed into Ron’s shields and deflectors and stuff. None of the bullets got to the car, which was totally good, because how would she explain to her mom that she borrowed the car for just a few minutes and got bullet holes in it?




Hermione held her hand out flat with her wand lying on her palm and did something, maybe a Point Me spell, because the wand whirled around and pointed at the mansion’s roof, over at the closest part of the roof, which was one foot of the big ‘H’ shape of the place. Then the wand pointed at the roof part that was the other foot of the ‘H’ shape.




Hermione grimaced, “Ron? I’ll be right back.” And she disapparated. Only she apparated back to the same spot in about three seconds. “Done. Harry already found the other shooter.”




“You stunned him?” Ron checked.




Hermione calmly nodded, “Yes. And I transfigured his rifle into a rock. But this means we’re going to be facing non-magical threats and probably magical ones too.”




A silver wisp zoomed over to Hermione and turned into a huge, majestic stag with great big antlers. Wow. In Harry Potter’s voice, it said, “I stunned the other shooter. There are three trolls heading your way from a tunnel well off to my left, your right. Some sort of slime demon coming out of the left side of the building, that’s your left, and heading your way. And… oh bugger, it looks like half a dozen kappas coming out of the pond on your left and behind the car. Your eight o’clock.”




Alexan hopped out of the car and volunteered, “I’ve got the kappas!”




Hermione nodded, “Fine. Be careful. Ron, the trolls. I’ll take the ‘some sort of slime demon’. I do wish Harry would be more precise about his biology.”




Alexan walked around the car and up to the shields and stuff. Ron had layered them so you could walk between a couple and then have to go around another one, but you could walk in and out if you really wanted to. So she walked to the shield that was furthest out, and she stood right behind it.




Seven kappas. Oh crud, they were a lot bigger and uglier and scarier in person than in a book. Or when you saw a little one in the magical zoo in Abnorm Alley.




“Come on, Alexan. You can do this,” she whispered to herself.




She put her hands together like she was praying, and she bowed very carefully.




Five of the kappas bowed too. They all had a bowl shape on the top of their heads, and the water poured out of the bowl. But kappas were water creatures who couldn’t live on land without that water, and the five who bowed all keeled over. “Yes!”




The other two growled and rushed her. Oh crud.




She stepped to the side of the shield and aimed carefully. “Evanesco!” The water vanished from one kappa’s bowl, and it keeled over too.




But the last kappa was way too close and moving too fast. Right at her.




She stepped behind the shield, and it ran into the shield face-first. She was ready to dart behind the shields behind her, but that shield held, and the kappa bounced backward. It didn’t fall down and lose its water, but she still had time to step out from behind the shield. “Evanesco.” The water vanished, and the kappa collapsed.




Alexan rushed back around to see about other bad stuff. The slime demon thing looked like Hermione had turned the slime solid, then chopped the demon into half a dozen pieces. The trolls looked like Ron had blasted huge holes in them and hacked their heads off. Wow.




Hermione stepped over and complimented him, “Good job.”




Ron made a face. “At least this time, I knew what to do. And I didn’t have a crazy eleven-year-old hanging on its neck and shoving his wand up its nose.”




“Ron, be nice. None of us knew what to do. And you saved me, and no one gave you any credit for it.”




Wow. Had the Boy Who Lived really tackled a huge troll when he was eleven? Alexan would never be that brave.




Hermione turned around and told Alexan, “Very well done. I knew you could.”




Alexan shrugged, “Well, sure they’re dangerous if you’re not magical, but if you know what to do they’re easy.”




Hermione corrected, “If you know what to do… and you can remain calm, and you can remain unrattled enough to aim an Evanesco that carefully. You did much better than you realize.”




Ron added, “And your aim was great. Most Aurors and MACUSA agents? The first time they’re in a real battle and not Dueling Club or simulations? They shake so much they can’t hit the broad side of a castle… and afterward someone has to do an Evanesco on their knickers.”




“Ron! Really…” Hermione fussed, which made Ron grin.




Alexan started to say the shakiness and nearly-peeing thing was her in her first battle, and then in her second battle too, and then she realized. That was only a couple hours ago. She’d been through a whole bunch of battles and stuff since she got dropped into that alley, and that was just this morning.




And there was more gunfire. It sounded like lots of it, only muffled, like it was coming from inside the mansion. And then there was less of it. And then it stopped completely.




Hermione just sighed like an exhausted mom. Alexan had seen that before. From her mom. And Ray’s mom. And other moms. But only about their own kids. And then Harry apparated to a spot right next to the SUV.




Ron casually asked, “How many?”




Harry said, “Six. Submachine guns and machine pistols.” He glanced at Hermione. “I don’t know the make or model or whatever. They were setting up an ambush in the entry area, which is two stories with a balcony, and showy enough to belong to a Malfoy.”




Ron checked, “All stunned?”




Harry nodded, “And all their guns transfigured, and all of them moved off to the sides so we can charge in that way in a few seconds.”




“Which we shall not be doing without proper planning and support,” Hermione said crisply.




“Right,” Harry nodded. “There were definitely vampires in the shadowed parts. I beheaded a couple, but Atron may have a small army of them in there, along with who knows what else.”




“So… I guess Hermione was right about what Atron is,” Alexan said.




Ron laughed and Harry grinned. Ron said, “Hermione’s always right about everything. I learned that when I was maybe… eleven. I just tried not to admit it out loud for about six years.”




Alexan mentioned, “My dad’s a biochemist, and my big sister’s a biochem genius, and Hermione’s maybe smarter than both of ’em.”




Harry tossed in, “I think she’s right up there with Sam and Willow for smartest person in the multiverse.”




Hermione was blushing pretty hard but not telling them to stop it. So Alexan jumped to something else. “How do we go in?”




Hermione answered, “First, we can wait until we have reinforcements. There’s no need to go off half-cocked when we know there are substantive threats in there. And we already know how fast vampires are. Then we make sure Atron can’t run off. Then…”




Agent Nott and Agent Black apparated in, both of them side-along apparating a second agent. All four turned and disapparated. In seconds, there were eight agents, and a few seconds later, there were sixteen.




Agent Nott looked around at the kappas and trolls and demon. “I see you four have been busy.”




Hermione staunchly said, “We have also taken down snipers on the roof, and cleared a six-person team setting up an ambush for anyone walking in the front door.”




Harry added, “And there are plenty of vampires inside.” A couple of the agents groaned at that.




Hermione directed, “First, we need a six-person team spreading around the mansion exterior and performing anti-apparition jinxes, then portkey interference charms, and then taking down any connections to the floo network. Once those are done, then we will need a block on house elf travel, just in case she has at least one. And blocks on any underground escape tunnels she might have. You’ll also have to watch out for escape via broom, and exterior threats, like these.” She pointed at the downed creatures littered around the area.




“Who did the trolls?” one of the new agents asked.




Hermione pointed, “Ron. I handled the demon, and Alexan took out all seven kappas.”




Agent Nott looked at the kappas for a second. He turned and said to Alexan, “Don’t sign any employment contracts before my boss has a chance to talk to you, okay?”




She said, “Okay.” Because she didn’t know what else to say. MACUSA agents thought she was good enough to be another MACUSA agent? Wow. And that was totally what Lexi would want to do, unless she could go team up with Harry Potter himself to fight badguys. Same with Aly, who was already working for a government badguy-fighting agency. And Terawatt and Stormburst. Terawatt was even the one starting the superhero crimefighting group in her world! And Alexan was pretty sure Alexandra was going to go help Sam’s group fight alien badguys.




Hermione just said, “Recruiting later. Assignments now. As soon as the exterior team apparates into position and starts, we send a six-person team to the front door, and a team to the back of that middle portion, to counter-attack against Atron’s forces who will want to replace the team Harry just took out. Then we will need to clear vampires, which will be easiest if we send two pairs on brooms around the exterior, vanishing windows and drapes and blinds as they go.”




“What about Atron?” someone asked.




Hermione held up a really old-looking book. “Atron’s personal copy of Machiavelli’s The Prince in Italian. I already used it to locate her, even though the book and the Atron it belongs to are from another universe. She’s in the basement under the right-hand wing, near the middle of the wing. Sub-grade, no windows, so we should expect far too many vampires and demons, and an unknown number of warlocks. Furthermore, Atron herself may be a vampire or warlock… or worse. So be careful.”




“Charming,” one of the new agents muttered loud enough for Alexan to hear.




One of the new guys, an older man named Agent Scamander, split people up and sent them off just like Hermione wanted. He directed, “As soon as our group apparates to the front doors, I want a Protego from everyone. We’ll give Group Potter twenty seconds to move into positions and counterattack.”




“Make it ten seconds,” Harry said. He glanced at Hermione. “Do you know a spot to apparate to?”




Hermione hesitated, “Yes, her home office, upstairs from the atrium and on the back side of the middle section, but it may not be precisely the same in this universe…”




“Good enough,” Harry said. He grabbed Alexan’s hand and disapparated.





The Secret World of Alexan Mack III



Alexan managed not to yelp with surprise, or even squeak.




Maybe part of that was the ickiness of side-along apparation, which she had never gotten used to. Her friends who were from magical families said their moms would side-along apparate them all the time when they were really little, and if you started young enough, you could get to where you didn’t mind it.




They apparated right into the huge two-story entryway, only Harry had managed to place them just to the left side of the huge, wide staircase up to the second floor. And Harry Potter had already done some sort of ‘area effect’ spell that was like Harry Dresden’s Forzare spell, only this spell blasted out in every direction around you. Maybe even upward too, since the big fancy chandelier was swaying really hard.




She wanted to learn that spell too. The Golden Trio were so awesome!




And Harry Potter was already putting up a big Protego in front of him and hitting a guy off to the side with a stunner. Wow, he was quick.




 She had the huge staircase protecting one side, so she put up a silent Protego behind her where there was a doorway badguys could come through. And she peeked over a stair that was right at Alexan nose height to check on the other side of the entryway.




Crud. Four armed guys in body armor were charging her way, and they were yelling, and more guys over by the front doors were yelling, and there were guys up above them on the balcony who were yelling. She fired off a stunner that missed the guy she was aiming at because he was running, but hit the guy behind him.




She cast a silent Protego in front of Running Armed Guy, and he ran face-first into it so hard that he bounced backward. He was bouncing backward and the two still-not-stunned guys with him were running forward, so he sort of bounced right into them and knocked them backward too.




That gave her time to cast three more stunners and stop all of them. And to check behind her, where two guys with guns were shooting at her and Harry, with the bullets bouncing off her shield that was not going to last much longer.




And one of the balcony guys just dropped to the floor beside her like he was an already-stunned sack of stunned potatoes.




Now would be an awesome time to be able to cast Harry Dresden’s Hexus spell and maybe freeze up those guns, or at least explode their communications systems or something. She needed to ask Hermione if that would really work with her magic.




She reached around her obviously about-to-fail shield and cast another Protego, and then started to fire off some stunners at those two guys, but Harry Potter was way faster than she was.




Harry dove to the marble floor and fired off two really well aimed stunners just under the bottom edge of her shields. Those two security guys dropped.




“Clear up here!” yelled Ron Weasley from the balcony over her head.




She had sort of figured that one out already from the stunned security guy who nearly dropped on her head.




“Check left!” Harry Potter yelled back.




And Ron just apparated to the other side of the entryway floor, doing that cool blast-in-every-direction spell and firing off a couple more spells. “Clear here!”




And the doors flew open with Mister Scamander’s team charging in with wands pointing forward. Had that only been ten seconds?




Hermione called out from the top of the stairs, “Entry point secured, no security remaining on upper or lower hallways.”




Mister Scamander ordered, “Team 1, upper hall. Team 2, this hall. Team 3, back rooms.” And the agents split off in pairs and apparated to their spots so they could do their jobs.




Hermione stood at the top of the stairs and reported, “The office across the hall from me is clear, but there is a suspicious tint to the windows, which makes me suspect that my primary hypothesis is correct.”




Ron insisted, “Her hypotheses are always correct, it’s just that she likes to check her facts.”




Mister Scamander looked at Harry and said, “Mister Potter, when you said ‘ten seconds’, I assumed you were being… optimistic.”




“You can say ‘overconfident’ to him,” Ron grinned.




Harry smiled too. “Or ‘mad as a hatter’. Don’t give me special perks because some nitwits gave me annoying nicknames.”




Hermione stayed at the top of the stairs, keeping an eye on Team 1. “Harry is remarkably quick, and surprisingly experienced. His time estimates tend to be fairly accurate, even if they sound too short.”




Harry added, “What she means is they’re accurate for me, unless something goes pear-shaped. Which has been known to happen. And I like lots of backup when it does happen.”




“As do I, Mister Potter,” Mister Scamander agreed with a small smile. “As do I.”




Hermione fired off several of her silvery wisps, which darted out the front doors. She glanced down the stairs at Mister Scamander and explained, “Talking Patronus. I’m updating all your exterior teams.”




“Impressive,” Mister Scamander said. “I think that only around two-thirds of our agents can do a normal Patronus, and that looks far more useful.”




Hermione replied, “Get Harry to come give a couple lessons. He’s an excellent Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher. And he was able to cast a corporeal Patronus in third year. He was good enough in fifth year that he had a group of fourth-and fifth-years all casting a corporeal Patronus in a few months, in and around everything else that was going on.”




Harry didn’t say anything, but Alexan could see he was totally embarrassed by Hermione talking about the stuff he did. Alexan figured he really didn’t like those ‘Harry Potter, Space Wizard’ adventure books. If he even did anything in space, because he was here now, and not off fighting sexy Plutonian Space Witches.




Alexan wished she knew Harry Potter well enough to ask him if those books were all just made up, and how much of the Boy Who Lived stuff was really true. Maybe she’d ask Hermione. But not right now.




Hermione sent off three more silvery wisps, this time inside the mansion toward Team 1 and Team 2 and Team 3. She only said, “I could hear incoming, pounding down the staircases. Undoubtedly, from the upstairs rooms we just made uninhabitable.”




Oh crud. If all those wizards did was vanish the windows and drapes, then the only people who would think those rooms were uninhabitable were vampires.




She moved as soon as Harry did, and she moved with him right to one of the sunny spots near the front doors. Hermione ran down the stairs, but Ron sat on a banister and slid down.




“Honestly, Ron!” Hermione complained. Ron just gave her a naughty smile.




Team 1 and Team 2 both apparated into the entry way and then rushed over to where Mister Scamander was. There was a crash of glass from at least one of the windows in the back rooms where Team 3 had gone.




Hermione calmly said, “I suggested they go out through a window or door into the sunlight.”




Ron said, “Let’s clear this floor and let them use the balcony.”




Mister Scamander looked shocked. “But then they’ll…”




A dozen vampires poured out of the ground floor hall on either side of the big stairs. Mister Scamander’s teams blasted them. But Hermione was looking up at the balcony, so Alexan did too.




And maybe fifteen or twenty vampires rushed in from both sides, with some ready to pour down the stairs and some ready to leap from the balcony.




Ron cast, “Wingardium leviosa! Wingardium leviosa!”




Two mega-expensive pieces of antique furniture floated up from the sides of the entryway toward the staircase. Two big pieces of furniture that were almost all wood. Alexan got it just as Harry and Hermione moved.




“Confringo!”




“Bombarda!”




Shattered wood flew everywhere except toward them. Alexan put up a shield just in case. Wooden splinters blasted everyone and everything near the stairs and balcony. All but three of the vampires turned to dust.




The three vampires that were left did not look good. They looked like they’d been attacked with grenades. If you made grenades out of wood.




“Sectumsempra!” Harry snapped. A vicious jet of purple light poured out of his wand and sliced through a vampire’s neck. Even though a lot of spells weren’t supposed to work on supernaturally tough creatures like vampires, that one sure did. Ron and Hermione did the same spell, just not as fast as Harry did. And there were no more vampires in sight.




“Cover me, Ron,” Hermione said. She strode forward, gathered up some of the vampire dust, and walked back to the front doors. Then she reached into her pouch and pulled out a notebook. A different one from the one Alexan had seen before. This one had a whole bunch of different architectural designs. She picked out a design that looked a lot like the floorplan of the mansion, and placed it on the floor. Then she pulled out a flask of bubbly purple stuff and sprinkled the vampire dust in.




The potion in the flask turned a lethal-looking black. Hermione muttered what was probably a modification of a Locator Charm, and the potion dove out of the bottle onto the floorplan.




Hermione said, “It appears that we cleared the top floors quite effectively, but we still have vampires in the stairwells, the passenger elevator, the freight elevator at the rear of the building, and in the basement. If we had truckloads of holy water, we could flood their positions, but I only have four gallons in my storage.”




Ron looked at Harry and mouthed, “Only?” Harry grinned at him.




Alexan figured Ron and Harry were used to Hermione having everything under the sun, and being ready to use all of it at a moment’s notice. Then Alexan wondered about the weight removal charms that would have to be on that little pouch, on top of the space extension charms, which were supposed to be really tricky to get right. And some sort of automatic accio spell so Hermione could put her hand into a space the size of maybe a huge storeroom and have what she needed leap into her hand. That would be some really complicated spellwork on that little pouch.




Maybe she could talk Hermione into giving her some special tutoring on spellwork.




Ron and Mister Scamander stepped over to Hermione to look at her map of the building. Ron looked at the moving dots on the paper and said, “Looks like they’re all rushing to Atron’s location, either to protect her or to get her to protect them.”




Hermione pointed where a stream of the dots was rushing off to one side of the basement section and then a little way out of the building. “Secret escape tunnel, no doubt. If we don’t have that properly blocked, we’ll lose all of them, and Atron too.”




Mister Scamander made a ‘hmph’ sound. “My people can deal with that. We should be in good shape. And if the shield is far enough down the tunnel, those vampires may have no idea what the problem is.”




Alexan asked, “What if they have witches of their own? Won’t they figure it out and go bust our shields?”




“Eventually,” Mister Scamander answered. “First, they’ll have to have the vampires in front realize the problem. Then they’ll have to pass the message back, because they’ll undoubtedly pack that tunnel too tight to have anything walk back through the crowd. Then they’d have to be able to get someone through the crowd to address the problem.”




Ron said, “Okay. Lifts and stairs clearing. Everything’s moving into that one section of the basement. We move down there, shield every way they might get out, and clear it out.”




Mister Scamander stiffly fussed, “Mister Weasley, there must be forty vampires in that space. ‘Clear it out’ will be no small task.”




Ron smiled mercilessly. “I was thinking… incendio and then we disapparate.”




Hermione pointed out, “If they have warlocks or demons with magical abilities, they can counter that.”




Ron nodded, “Right, and then we’ll know that too, because the map’ll show we still have a slew of vampires alive down there.”







Danielle Atron stared angrily at the vampire traffic jam in her secret escape tunnel. “Mikayla, apparate me to the basement labs at the plant.”




Mikayla took her arm, turned, and stopped. “I cannot apparate.”




Danielle groaned to herself. Having a witch was nice. Having a brain-damaged witch was a nuisance. “Explain.”




“There must be an anti-apparation jinx on the building.”




Someone was at least competent up there. She preferred incompetent enemies. Nostradama had been too competent, and too efficient, and had too many magical powers. Danielle had never been able to track down Nostradama’s origins, but the woman had to be older than Dracula.




Danielle checked, “What are my alternatives? Floo? Portkey? Something’s obviously blocked that tunnel.”




Mikayla walked over to an old-fashioned fireplace Danielle had ordered her workmen to make according to Mikayla’s drawings. A quick incendio to start the fire, a pinch of floo powder… and nothing. Mikayla flatly stated, “Floo network disabled too.”




Danielle had very little hope at that point that a portkey would work, but still she let Mikayla walk back. The two of them touched one of the portkeys Danielle had hanging on the wall…




Still nothing.




“Portkeys disabled,” Mikayla muttered.




“I can see that,” Danielle grumbled. She pointed at a spot on the ceiling. “Blast a hole over there so Helmut can go do his stuff.” She turned to her bodyguard. “Start with every witch and wizard you can find outside. Kill ’em all. Then start work on the ones upstairs.”




Mikayla pointed her wand at the ceiling far away from Danielle. “Reducto.” A jet of light hit the ceiling and blew a four foot wide hole through it. Helmut ran over and jumped up through the opening.




Danielle turned and yelled, “Anyone still in that tunnel in twenty seconds gets roasted!” She turned her head and calmly murmured, “Mikayla? Count to twenty. Incendio anyone left in the tunnel. Then go down there and bust that blockage.”




“Yes, Dr. Atron.”







Alexan flinched when she heard the explosion down the hallway.




Harry Potter didn’t. He just said, “Ron? Outside the building.” He grabbed Alexan’s arm and apparated all the way down the hall.




Holy crud! It was a fancy ballroom, and all the windows and French doors and draperies had been vanished, and there was a big hole blasted in the floor!




And there was a demon or something moving from the hole toward the empty doorways. A big, humanoid thing covered in ugly green bumpy skin. And it was wearing armor: a big metal knight’s helmet, a heavy metal chestpiece, metal bracers, and metal boots.




Harry announced, “Sectumsempra!” And that violet light slashed across the back of the thing’s helmet and neck. The light cut right through the back of the helmet and into the neck, but the demon just kept going, with that neck slice just healing up while they watched.




“Oh crud,” Alexan muttered. “Confringo!” She wrecked the back of the helmet, and it just kept going toward the outside.




“Reducto!” Harry said. The spell blasted a hole in the back of the armor and burned its way into the demon, but the demon just healed up from that too. And Alexan’s spell.




The demon reached out, grabbed a round dining table, and backhanded it at Harry Potter. Alexan cast a hasty shield while Harry blasted the table out of the air.




And then Ron was in a doorway, and Hermione apparated into another doorway maybe fifty feet further down the ballroom wall. They both hit the demon with spells, and it shook off the damage from them too.




“What the hell is that thing?” Harry muttered.




What Alexan was wondering was why the stupid demon bothered to wear bits of armor when it was way tougher than the armor.




Unless it had an Achilles’ heel. Which was maybe not on its heel, even if it was wearing heavy metal boots.




Hermione was already ahead of her, as always. “Ron, the helmet.”




Ron did a silent Wingardium Leviosa and lifted the helmet… but it was still strapped on tight, and that lifted the whole demon twenty feet in the air. That was a mega-impressive Wingardium Leviosa.




Harry turned and cast a shield over the hole in the floor, which Alexan totally should have done already, because who knew what might try to get out next?




And Hermione was already using Cutting Curses to slice the straps of the demon’s helmet apart so the helmet would come off. Alexan did the same thing on the demon’s boots, just in case its Achilles’ heel was really a heel. Harry Potter didn’t mess with stuff like that. He blasted off both of the demon’s arms with totally awesome Bombarda spells.




The demon’s arms just grew back. Really fast. Mega-scary fast.




And as soon as all the pieces on the helmet were cut off, the demon dropped out from underneath it. Harry hit the demon in the right leg with another Bombarda, and blew one whole chunk off from the knee on down. The demon landed on its back. Hard. Ballroom floors didn’t have rugs or padding or anything.




And Alexan could see its face now. A gross green face with a creepy mouth and a big red jewel-thing on its forehead. Wait a minute, she recognized that… Give her a second…




“Ron, the jewel. Confringa!” Hermione ordered.




“Confringa!” Ron aimed at the jewel too, but the demon was turning around and guarding its face with its arms. Only it was turning and facing Harry Potter, The Man Who Triumphed, which was totally not a smart move.




“Bombarda!” Harry cast. There went one arm and one hand, and Harry’s aim was so awesome he did it off-center enough to spin the demon around facing the other way.




“Confringa!” Hermione and Ron cast simultaneously, like they’d planned it. The jewel shattered in a million pieces.




“Sectumsempra!” “Confringa!” “Bombarda!” “Reducto!” They all cast at the same time, even if Harry was first, naturally. Bits and pieces of green demon hit the floor, and didn’t move.




Alexan finally remembered. It was a Mohra demon, which was super-strong and could heal up from anything, and the older and more experienced they got, the tougher they got and the faster they regenerated. You had to smash the jewel on its forehead.




There was a boom that made the building shake, and dust smashed against the underside of Harry’s floor shield. Crud! What was that?




Mister Scamander strode into the room with one pair of guys behind him. Hermione glanced at him and asked, “You ordered the whole tunnel collapsed?”




Mister Scamander nodded, “Right. We were watching your map. Most of the remaining vampires ran out of the tunnel, and a wizard tried taking down our tunnel blocks, so we dropped the entire tunnel instead of risking losing the block.”




“Good tactic,” Hermione told him.




Mister Scamander reported to Harry, “We have that wing of the basement blocked at the center hallway, and at the only staircase on that wing with basement access, at least according to your map and what my teams have found. What do you want to do now?”




Hermione sighed, “We’re going to have to dig her out, one way or another. We can Incendio the basement and burn down the entire house and then dig to make sure we got her, or we can take the entire building apart floor by floor, or we can blast the floor apart section by section and clear the basement that way.”




Ron added, “We could do that last one on brooms, so no one’s at risk of falling in or getting grabbed.” He looked up. “It’s a pretty high ceiling.”




An angry yell came up from the basement. “Do not destroy my home, you vandals! Do you have any idea what it’s worth?”




And Alexan had a really horrible idea. Even if it had worked really well for Alee and Alex.




She looked over at the paintings on the wall. And she loudly lied, “Mister Potter, be careful! Don’t point your wand at those paintings!” She immediately fired off a silent Reducto that made a horrible-sounding hole in the wall, but way away from the paintings. “Oh crud!”




Danielle Atron yelped in horror from down in the hole. “You little lightning-marked bastard!” Atron took a breath and asked, “Alexan Mack. Which paintings were damaged?”




Hermione pointed at one in particular. So Alexan said, “Umm, the one with the crossing lines and the colored rectangles.”




Atron screamed in horror. “My Mondrian! You bastard, that was a genuine Mondrian! It’s worth a fortune! When I get my hands around your scrawny neck…”




Harry Potter was a smart man, and had already caught on. “What about the one with the big splatters? That can’t be worth anything. It looks like Ron cleaned his paintbrushes on it.” He fired off a really loud Bombarda that shook the room but was way away from the paintings. “Oops. Sorry.”




“Augghh!! You hooligan!” Danielle Atron screamed so loud it hurt Alexan’s ears, and she wasn’t even near Danielle. “I am going to rip out your throat! I’ll turn you and flay you alive! Twice!”




But Ron was doing a silent spell that was lifting Hermione up, and he was floating her over to the big hole in the floor. And nobody down below was going to know Hermione was close to the opening, no matter how good their hearing was.




“What about this really old painting?” Harry asked. “It looks all crackly and brown and dark and stuff. It can’t be worth any—”




“My Renoir! Don’t touch it, for God’s sake don’t touch it! It’s irreplaceable!” By then, Danielle’s voice sounded like it was coming from right underneath the hole.




Hermione dropped to the floor beside the hole as she canceled the shield over the opening. She quickly cast a silent Incendio before she even landed on the floor.




There was a whoosh from down below, and then a deathly silence. Hermione stood up and rubbed her knees where she had landed on them.




A nervous male voice came from down below. “Umm, hi? You guys up there? We have a hostage, sort of? Can we make a deal? Any kind of deal?”




Hermione glanced over at Mister Scamander, who hurried over. He asked, “What sort of hostage? Because I’m fairly sure everyone down there is a criminal and part of Atron’s organization.”




The voice tried, “Well, most of us didn’t get any choice, since Atron sired us. And the witch here? Atron enthralled her. Her brain’s pretty much broken, but she can still do some magic spell stuff. I can keep her safe and turn her over to you, if we can come to some sort of arrangement…”




“Let’s talk,” said Mister Scamander.




Hermione pointed at Harry and Alexan, and then indicated for them to head out through the empty doorframes. Hermione and Ron joined them just outside the ballroom.




Hermione directed, “I am going to stay and study Mister Scamander’s hostage negotiation techniques, and then I want to check for any useful intelligence Atron may have left behind. Alexan, I want you to drive that car back to your house, explain as much as you want to your mum, and then apparate back to Mom’s Meatloaf so you can floo back to your school. Give your headmaster a report. Be sure to explain that the MACUSA may be interested in your skills as an agent, and that we will need to borrow you for a few hours some time in the next few days for an official debriefing. Then just do what you’re supposed to, and I’ll make sure the British Ministry of Magic comes and interviews you for an internship in our Auror offices. Even if you decide not stay in England, it will look excellent on your resumé.”




“Okay!” Because what else was she supposed to say? She wasn’t used to being the kind of person that fought badguys with The Boy Who Lived, or got recruited by agents from two different countries. And she still had to think about other job offers. And she had no idea how she was going to get anyone to believe what she’d been up to today.




Hermione kept going. “Harry? I need you to go make a full report to Kingsley, and then explain in person to my boss why I’m not there today. Ron? I need you to head back to MACUSA headquarters, explain why we’re still here in America, and come back. I’d like your help going through the information down there and possibly in other Atron hideouts.” She looked around. “Any questions?”




Alexan put her hand up. “Can I meet our Sam?”




“Sure. Dr. Samanza Carter. She’s a brilliant researcher in high-mana physics.”




“Kewl!” She apparated to the SUV and hopped in. It probably wouldn’t take long to explain to her folks what happened, and why she suddenly knew The Golden Trio, and how her plans for the summer and stuff had suddenly changed totally…







Epilogue III

The Not Secret Return of Terawatt I



Alex jetted through the portal, and…




Nothing had changed.




“—tions we’re looking at,” the same chopper pilot finished.




That was right where he had cut off when she went through the portal. The portal was the same size and in the same place, even if it was suddenly starting to disintegrate from the center outward.




The choppers were still in the same place they’d been, even as they swept in toward her.




She managed to remember their callsigns. “Thanks, Delta One. But not necessary.”




It felt like she’d been gone for hours, but it looked like she been gone for… a second?




She couldn’t miss the shock and astonishment in the voice, even over the comms. “Delta One to Terawatt, how… What happened? It’s just… breaking up!”




She didn’t have a good answer she wanted to talk about right there, so she insisted, “Terawatt to Delta One. Op Sec, please.”




“Uhh… right. Sir,” the pilot managed.




She said firmly, “I’m flying down to brief the CinC. Please stay here in case another portal appears. If no new portals appear in the next hour, you’re free to RTB.”




“Roger that, Terawatt. And… thanks.”




She answered, “Terawatt to Delta One, you’re welcome.” Even if she hadn’t done anything, he still thought she had just saved the White House. She had no idea how she was going to explain this, or even if she should try.




Had she just hallucinated hours of battles and other Alexes and stuff? She checked her phone and the assorted Willow-apps on it. Lost synch on the local cell tower, time missing was… 0.023 seconds, based on times off the cell tower.




But lost synch on the military comm system said… She checked through the settings. Her phone’s timer said she’d lost synch for three hours, 42 minutes, and 17.3 seconds. Which probably didn’t count any time she’d lost in magic portals and stuff that was just lost minutes she had no way to track with a cellphone.




She used her tk to check her pockets and stuff without making it mega-obvious. Hermione’s parchment? Got it. All her food and high-cal drinks? Used up. One cutting wheel, one wiresaw, and her lower lip’s plastic makeup were gone. Plus some sweat all inside her uniform and under her wig, and the slightly stiff area on her leotard from Morgan’s bloodstain. That was going to need some serious washing. And she was still starving and headachy.




Yep, she’d definitely been gone for hours, done a ton of superpower stuff, and not gotten fed enough. And Jack would tease her a ton when he found out she got two Whopper meals and a couple pieces of pizza for maybe three hundred bucks worth of gold.




But first, she had to tell the White House that the President was safe because the problem was her. Well, the problem had been waiting for her.




She flew into the front entrance and went straight to the closest Secret Service agent she could see, which wasn’t very far because the Secret Service was hard at work preparing to protect the people in the White House, and the White House itself. She even recognized Agent Mitchell Sanders, since she’d met him a bunch of times before when she flew in for meetings.




She flew over to him. “Mitchell! Did the President get shipped off to safety?” She wasn’t going to say out loud that they had probably made him go through one of the two secret tunnels, but she was figuring that had happened as soon as anyone noticed the portal was starting to form overhead, and that had been a couple minutes ago. Their time, not her time.




Agent Sanders gave her a stolid look. “I’m not at liberty to say, ma’am.”




She waved that aside. “Fine. Take me to someone who can let me confer with him. Skype, voice only, television transmissions, whatever you can set up. I want to brief him and his CoS on this.”




Agent Sanders whispered into his sleeve, waited several seconds for someone to answer him through his earpiece, and then led her downstairs to where the IT staff worked. And a couple IT people were already working with Agent Lawson and an agent Alex didn’t know yet, and they were setting up a webcam and a laptop and a wall-mounted screen.




And there was a guy on the screen, asking, “I’ve got good image quality. How do I look?”




Alex tried not to think about how Buffy would have answered. Or Harry Dresden. Or even Selina. Because this guy looked like Hollywood’s idea of nerdy IT geeks, complete with ugly glasses and terrible acne even though the guy had to be at least twenty-five or twenty-six. And he was about twelve years too old to be wearing the colored braces he had on. And he was wearing a t-shirt like one of Willow’s nerdiest shirts, but Willow only wore those at home when she was being Ultra-Programmer, and this guy was standing there in front of the President of the United States! You should not have a shirt that said ‘RTFM’ in front of The President.




“Same as always,” the IT woman at this end muttered.




The IT guy at this end gave a thumbs-up and grinned, “Better than usual!”




And really, the two IT people setting stuff up at this end looked normal. And dressed normal. No one was ever going to think they were Orphans, but if you saw them in a restaurant, you wouldn’t guess ‘nerdy IT person’. Why couldn’t the guy at the other end at least wear a nice shirt? Didn’t the Chief Of Staff know what the ‘F’ in ‘RTFM’ meant?




Alex stopped for a moment. Why was she upset about this, and not upset about fighting giant dino-krakens or Fallen Angels or warlocks or demons? Maybe she needed to remind herself more often that her life was not normal.




She tried to look confident and powerful. What Jack liked to call ‘large and in charge’, even if Jack tried to avoid looking large and in charge, unless he really had to. Really? He’s a one-star general and he goes shopping in a worn t-shirt and old blue jeans?




Well, that was what Willow said. Alex hadn’t gone shopping with Jack. Yet. She had gotten presents from him. It seemed like she had more wacky shirts from him than from anywhere else. The latest one said, “I’m just a radioactive spider bite away from greatness.” Hannah had one from Jack that was a white t-shirt with a hideous bloodstain all around the right side of the abdomen, and on the front it said, “I’m fine.” Which was so totally Hanna that Alex had laughed for like half a minute when she saw it. Even if it was gross.




Only Jack could find a t-shirt that totally encapsulated Action Girl, and also didn’t give away anyone’s secret identity.




Alex inhaled and insisted in her best Terawatt tones, “Mister President, I am ready to make a report.”




He glanced at his CoS and guessed, “Since you’re in my IT offices, I’m guessing the crisis has been resolved.”




Agent Sanders said from beside her, “Mister President, it was… astounding. She flew up, and the portal tried to dodge around her, and she simply… disintegrated it.”




She firmly insisted, “It wasn’t that easy. But the key point is that it was not actually an attack on the White House or the President. It was an attempt to contact me. I don’t know if we will have any returns, but I directed Delta One through Three — the Apache helicopter group that flew in as support — to remain on station for one hour, just in case. But I don’t expect a return portal. However, I do expect someone may hear about the portal or detect it, and decide to use it opportunistically. So I would advise that you wait until tomorrow or the day after to return to the White House, if at all possible, sir.”




The President was already glancing over at his Chief of Staff, who was already checking stuff on a smartphone or PDA. “Sir, we’ll need to reschedule all of these, or else handle them remotely. This one will need to be done in person.”




The President nodded and turned back to Alex. “Thank you, Terawatt. For this, and for everything you do.”




“And for making us look really good,” the Chief of Staff tossed in.




The President looked right at her and rolled his eyes at that. She managed not to smile or snicker or anything.




She finished up, “I know you’re a very busy man, and I really do need to get back up there and maintain support. It’s not as if Apaches have an unlimited fuel supply.” And she had no idea if some jerk would try to take over the White House in all the confusion going on right now. She really wanted to get going. But she stood still and pretended she was calm.




“Thank you for taking the time to brief us.” Crud, it was like the President didn’t have anything better to do than draw out this conference. At least he wasn’t staring at her chest or anything.




She let the IT people close the connection, and she immediately asked Agent Sanders, “Is it all right if I fly out from here, or would you rather I stuck with you?”




Mitchell stiffly said, “We should stick with protocol, so I would prefer it if I went with you.”




Alex knew what Agent Sanders meant, but she came here every week! Sometimes twice a week, when stuff happened. And she was worried about stuff happening outside, like to those Apaches.




Maybe stuff happening to one of the universities nearby, accidentally. Corcoran was practically next door. Georgetown wasn’t that far west-northwest of Corcoran. She worried about Ray, even if Ray didn’t do dumb stuff, and he didn’t get mixed up in Terawatt stuff, and he just hung out with harmless little Alex Mack.




Or maybe stuff happening to Astro Fried Chicken and Doughnuts, which was only about four blocks east of the White House and a block north. Plenty of people knew Terawatt visited there maybe once or twice a week. Maybe for two dozen doughnuts and a couple of their 8-piece fried chicken orders. To go. Like right after one of her meetings with the President, so she had a reason to be in the neighborhood. She always paid cash, but they always insisted they had a superhero discount. And now there was a picture of her up in the store with some of them standing next to her, and she worried that someone who really hated her might do something crazy like attack the people in the store for being her friends.




So maybe she overdid it, but she scooped up Mitchell in a tk cradle so he was horizontal and pointing forward right below her, and she zoomed the two of them out the door, down the halls, and over to the main checkpoint, where she carefully dropped him off with a cheerful, “Thanks, Agent Sanders!”




Then she darted out of the White House and up to four hundred feet to make sure everything looked okay. And she made sure she was on the tac channel for the choppers, and that she had a link to the Secret Service channel in case they tried to get hold of her, and that she had an open line to Jack and Willow in case one of them buzzed her.




It was great that her Maisie could hold way more links open than she could cope with, even if sometimes it made her feel kind of dopey. And she didn’t think ‘Maisie’ was a great name for her AI software assistant, but Willow and Sister Marie liked it. Alex totally wasn’t going to argue with either of them. Especially since Sister Marie was a real nun, and just so sweet, even if once in a while, Alex sort of wondered if maybe Marie really was related to Jack somehow, because who knew nuns could be sort of impish too? Did they have to say Hail Marys every time they were a little mischievous?




And Hanna liked the name. And Ultraman’s little sister thought it was awesome, even if Alex wasn’t supposed to know that, or even that Andrew had a mom and little sister. And Sam Carter — her world’s Sam Carter — didn’t like it, which meant Jack liked it even more, and liked doing Horton the Elephant jokes about it.




Okay, it wasn’t like Alex had better names for it than Maisie. She had some way worse names for it, and some names that would probably trigger a false positive because she might accidentally say them. So she was still keeping the name. Until she found something totally better, that Sister Marie would like too.




Alex went with the Terawatt voice. “Terawatt to Delta One. Report, please.”




“Delta One here. All clear so far. Four news choppers wanted to come take a look, and the Secret Service made all of ’em move back to official boundaries.”




“Terawatt. Can you check in IR and UV just in case? And radar and sonar, if you’ve got it.”




“Delta One. Radar and IR are already active. We don’t have sonar or UV.”




“Terawatt. Okay, Thanks for the intel.” She flipped her phone to the White House Secret Service radio base station, “Maisie, please connect me to WH1.”




“Terawatt, this is WH Base. Is there a problem?”




She quickly answered, “No, but I just wanted to add some sensors to the network. These Apaches have radar and IR, but no UV or sonar or rad detection. Can you launch one of your Carter Specials, just in case?”




“WH Base to Terawatt. Will do. Do you have information?”




“Terawatt to Base. No new information. Just concerns. This seems like an ideal time to take advantage of a local crisis, and who would expect we could resolve the problem in seconds instead of hours?”




“WH Base to Terawatt. Good point. Will notify you when we’re ready to launch a drone.”




“Terawatt to WH Base. Thank you.”




Then she flipped the phone back to the tac channel for the helos. But before she could say anything, she got a blip that SRI Fort Meade was calling her. “Maisie, keep touch with contacted channels but answer SRI Meade.”




“Terawatt, come in, please. This is Team One.” That was totally Jo’s voice. In what might be a rumbling transport. Maybe the new armored personnel carrier the DoD was talking about loaning to the SRI so the DoD could look like they were more a part of the big superheroing thing that Congress was big on for the moment. She knew Jack really wanted an IFV, but nobody besides the SRI liked the idea of something like that roaming American streets.




“Terawatt to Team One. Primary crisis handled, I need to debrief starting with Cesca and Stew and the general, and I’m hoping secondary crises don’t pop up.”




“Team One to Terawatt, we’re on the parkway, but we’re still a good twenty minutes out even with no traffic problems and a driver with a lead foot. You’re just too efficient.”




“Terawatt to Team One. I’m happy to take all the help I can get.”




“Good. We’ll let Santana and Scott know you want to debrief. Team One out.”




Alex flipped the phone to ‘current contacts’ and pressed 1. “Terawatt to Delta One. Status?”




“Delta One to Terawatt. Still clear. Delta Three thought he had something on IR, but it looks like it was a glitch. Nothing there.”




“Roger that. Keep an eye on it anyway, please. Terawatt out.”




She pressed 2. “Terawatt to WH Base. Status?”




“Base to Terawatt. Drone signals are all clear. Building is still on high alert. Patrols are clean.”




“Thank you. Terawatt out.”




And then she pressed the symbol she had set up with Maisie. Instead of a 3, it was a little picture of Benny Hill from the shoulders up, with his tongue out and a British soldier’s cap on sideways, while doing a really sloppy salute.




“O’Neill here. That you, Tera?”




“Yeah. How are things there?”




He answered, “I’ve got the new Cessna, and I’m doing donuts in Old Mr. Wilson’s yard.”




She asked, “So I take it you’re testing it to destruction?”




She could hear him snicker. “My pilots would throttle me, stars or no stars. This is a sweet ride, and Cessna let us add a few things we’re not supposed to have in civilian aircraft, if we promised not to tell anyone about it.”




Willow cut in, “And then after they throttled him, I’d get out the spanking paddle.”




Alex checked, just in case. Because sometimes Jack and Willow were not the adults in the room. “Burn, you’re not taking that jet out on a joyride with him, are you?”




Willow grumped, “No, he said I can’t go if there’s any threats, and giant alien portals of doom count as big Gojira-sized threats. Even if the live news is saying you fried the thing in about a second.”




Alex spilled, “We’re gonna have to keep this a secret, but I didn’t fry it, and it wasn’t a second. It swallowed me and dumped me in a super-battle in another universe.”




Jack sounded totally worried. “But you’re okay now?”




Willow worried, “You didn’t get hurt? Was it that hell dimension again?”




Alex explained, “I’m okay, and it was a new universe. Well, new for me. And most of our friends from that adventure got hauled into it while they were with their world’s Alex Mack.”




Jack sounded like he was tensing up. “So that means… Jaime was with an Alex Mack? Was she okay?”




Maybe Alex had told Jack too much about Jaime’s bionics and stuff. Or Jack was being really intuitive again. “No, she wasn’t okay. When I met Aly Mack, she had two bionic legs and two bionic arms and a bionically reinforced skeleton and bionic other-stuff, and she’d lost big chunks of her organs, and she was learning to run again.”




Willow wondered, “Run over by a plant truck?”




Okay, Terawatt was definitely telling them too many things about Alex Mack’s history. Or maybe they were just really good friends who cared about her a lot. She spilled, “Private airplane crash. And everything that could possibly go wrong went wrong for her.”




Jack got real quiet. “Tera… There’s a lot of really bad sh… stuff that can happen when a private plane goes down. Most of it’s not survivable.”




Alex admitted, “Most of this wasn’t survivable, but she survived anyway. Apparently, in some other universes, I’m a totally mega-awesome badass.”




Willow insisted, “Tera, in this universe, you’re the mega-awesome badass. Or maybe you haven’t been paying attention to what you do… like every week.”




Jack agreed, “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but even the big-name badguys are going out of their way to stay off your radar.”




She scoffed, “Like Henry Bendix? He nearly captured me just a little over two months ago.”




Jack pointed out, “And as soon as Cesca cut you loose, he ran for it, and as far as we can tell, he’s hiding so far away he’s not even in this universe. Kord thinks Henry Bent-Dick is hiding under his bed somewhere in Pyre Space.”




“Ted wouldn’t say that,” Alex stressed.




“Well, that’s what he really meant. I was reading between the lines,” Jack replied archly.




Willow smirked, “And Henry probably peed himself when Cesca went all Juggernaut on his psycho cyborgs.”




Alex rebutted, “I figure what really made Henry pee himself if anything did was having a huge super-leopard come out and take down Rose in a second.”




Willow told her, “Apparently Rose didn’t enjoy having Romeo sink his fangs into her throat and nearly cut off her air supply.”




Jack added, “And she didn’t like Bendix taking Mr. Black with him and not her. Not that I think she’ll be a good little girl and stay in jail. Not when Henry’s capable of warping into this dimension pretty much anywhere, and he’s got superpowered murder-cyborgs to bust people out. All we can do right now is play Three-Card Monte with him and move Rose on a regular basis, so Henry doesn’t know where she is.”




Alex just said, “Well, be careful, because she can escape from pretty much anything if you give her a chance.”




Jack abruptly said, “Uh-oh, gotta answer another call.”




Alex just said, “Go, and I’ll debrief later.”




There was a click as Jack dropped off the call. Willow said, “He’s gonna be landing at your least fave air force base ever, but he’ll pick you up and do the debrief at Meade or else the DHS building he likes.”




“I like it too,” Alex mentioned. She didn’t mention that she knew a couple ways to escape off of Andrews AFB, not even including going straight up and taking the sub-orbital route to somewhere like California. She was not going to get trapped in a star chamber at Andrews ever again.




And Willow checked, “So… did the other Willow get in on this fun adventure?”




Alex grimaced. “No, but the Willow of that universe was an evil warlock and pretty much every White Council wizard in the world would’ve been gunning for her if she’d turned up. And she was the only one who didn’t turn up, so I figure something really, really powerful knew all that and sort of cherry-picked us at the right moments in time out of our own worlds. I’m fine not knowing what it was, if it could do all the stuff it did.”




Because if it could reach across universes and clusters of universes and through time to grab specific people at specific moments in their lives, it could probably do some really, really bad stuff if it was mad enough at you. Like opening hundreds of portals all over your world that let Pyre Space erupt through and destroy huge chunks of your planet. It would only take a couple big portals in really icky places, like at a key spot along the San Andreas fault, or a key spot below ground in the Yellowstone supervolcano, or like that. It could wipe out the planet and there would be nothing Alex could do about it.




Only seconds after Willow disconnected, Alex’s phone beeped and her Maisie insisted, “Emergency call.”




“Answer it.”




Jack burst in, “Tera, Bendix’s people just killed six guards and trashed three armored vehicles while busting Rose out during a transfer. They may—”




A searing red flash occurred out of the corner of her right eye, and she spun about, darting fifty feet off to the side and down and then off to the side again, just in case. A big metal frame popped out of the red glow. It immediately exploded, and one-foot black cubes shot out in every direction, with half a dozen flying out and hovering well above the ground.




Alex said, “Too late, Jack. They’re here. And they’re expecting me.”





The Not Secret Return of Terawatt II



Alex knew what the red flash was, and what the black cubes had to be. The flying black cubes? New, but she could guess. 




She instantly flipped her phone to all the tac channels at once, which was one of the things Jack had suggested she set up as a ‘just in case’. “Terawatt to all channels. Incoming threat is probably a Bendix assault. Not, repeat not, connected with the giant portal. Expect combat cyborgs, assaults targeted to stop me, and attacks to handle standard protocols, including anti-aircraft weapons. Helos, move to SAM-response distance and start full ECM. Ground forces, full supervillain protocols. Helos and Secret Service, any of those black boxes you can target without risking downrange friendly fire, please do ASAP.”




She knew the black boxes would probably knock out her powers, like before, only the flying black boxes were an extra threat. Great.




So, naturally, the half dozen flying boxes all locked onto her and headed her way. Crud.




And another Pyre Space portal opened up, this time with one of Henry’s anti-grav platforms flying through. This one had a waist-high armored barrier across the front and sides. And on the platform? Rose and that ‘Mister Black’ guy. Extra crud. And something that looked like an eight foot tall robot with a jetpack on his back and a pair of anti-aircraft missiles, one sticking up over each shoulder.




And Alex thought of another bad thing, thanks to stuff Ted Kord’s group had told Jack. “Terawatt to WH Base. Move the Prez immediately. This may be misdirection so Bendix can target him.” The last thing she wanted was a President who was secretly puppeted by Henry Bendix. Okay, there were worse things than that, and she’d seen lots of them, but that would be bad. “Also, institute SRI E.T. Protocol 7.” She was pretty sure Jack hadn’t told the White House that ‘E.T.’ stood for Evil Twin.




Okay, so she’d have to check with Jack and Willow to remember which protocol was Protocol 7, but if she wasn’t sure, then that would totally mess up anything Henry had planned, including checking her brain for intel.




Crud, she never did get a chance to thank Jaime for talking so much about Evil Twin stuff back at Hermione’s house that Jack put Evil Twin protocols in place. Okay, Jack was the sort of guy who would think of Evil Twin protocols anyway, but Alex was giving Jaime the credit.




Just when she was about to deal with the robot, she got tag-teamed by Rose and Mister Black. And both of them were stupidly fast and insanely accurate. Just like you’d build your combat cyborgs to be, if you were smart enough, and had crazy enough people who wanted to get ‘borged.




Mister Black was firing a machine gun at her. Not a little submachine gun or a carbine, but the kind of thing only someone like Mark Carlson could tote around. She didn’t think it was an M240, but she wasn’t sure. It was definitely belt-fed and powered, and Mister Black was holding it like it was a toy. And his aim was good. Really good. Terrifyingly good. If she hadn’t been using some tk to deflect those bullets, he would have put about a hundred rounds right into her eyeballs.




And Rose was firing something like Bendix’s version of the anti-Terawatt weapons Walsh had. As long as Rose was firing that thing, Alex couldn’t risk going silvery either. And as long as Rose and Mister Black were both shooting at her, she wasn’t avoiding those half dozen black boxes that were trying to sneak underneath her. And she wasn’t defending the White House or the helos.




She tried doing a complicated, high-speed loop and dodge, and she lost the black boxes. But Rose and Mister Black were still on target, just like super-fast computerized tracking machines. Which Alex was pretty sure they were, mostly. Even if Rose was a psychotic, super-fast computerized tracking machine.




And Alex still hadn’t had a chance to do anything about the jet-robot, or the black boxes. They had her on the defensive, which was so not good. Even if she was getting support from the helos and the Secret Service guys. She was pretty sure of it, even if she hadn’t heard them shooting at stuff because of all the firepower coming at her. But at least three of the black boxes on the ground had already been wrecked, courtesy of large caliber bullets. She wished that was all of them, but no, Henry had a bunch of the stupid things. Somebody needed to take away his Radio Shack credit card.




And there went the robot. It fired both missiles at the helos and then leapt into the air to flank her. Crud. 




She couldn’t let those missiles blow up those helos and kill those pilots. She didn’t dare tackle the robot directly, because Henry would have to be an idiot to have all this anti-Terawatt stuff and not stick some in something way bigger than one of those cubes. She totally did not like Henry Bendix, but he was not an idiot. And sneaking some of that black cube tech into something that Terawatt might try to knock out of the air? Sneaky and evil, just like Henry.




She zoomed after the missiles before they could get up to their top speed. She pushed as hard as she could while still deflecting all those bullets from Mister Black, who just never seemed to miss what he was aiming at. She was giving herself a nasty headache, but anything was better than just sitting around hoping those helos had better ECM than whatever ECCM Henry could design.




And she got to the missiles while they were still fairly close together and still speeding up, so she could catch them.




She pulled on them enough to move in front of them, so they were between her and the badguys and Mister Black had to stop shooting at her eyeballs, even if his aim was good enough to shoot just inches around the cruddy things.




But these missiles had flight control surfaces so they could keep adjusting direction until they hit their target. Or until someone could control them and remotely pilot them around. Either way, they needed working control surfaces or they were just big darts. So she reached into the missiles with her spare tk and disconnected the fly-by-wire systems so the human controller or computer control couldn’t control the missiles anymore.




But she could control the missiles the old-fashioned way. Or the new-fashioned way, depending on how you looked at it. She pushed on the missile noses with a little tk and turned them around, so she could ‘return to sender’.




First, she went for the flying robot. She used her tk to hang onto the missiles and let them pull her, so she could save her tk, and she worried about how close she could get to the robot before it nailed her with its black cube tech.




She was also pretty sure Henry would ‘safe’ the missiles as soon as he realized what she was doing. That was what she would do, and she knew she wasn’t as smart as he was, and she knew she hadn’t planned this all out for as long as he undoubtedly had. But she was counting on that. And she was using a little tk to feel around inside the missile and check out the firing mechanism. And so she was using a little more tk to pop open several panels on both missiles.




It wasn’t her fault Henry made the missiles so the panels snapped into place and were impossible to get open from the outside, but easy to open if you had really good tk control and really good tk feel.




She was already probably too close to the robot when she used her tk to steer one missile right into the robot’s chest. She knew it wouldn’t explode on contact. She just hit the interior electrical system with a lightning bolt, which was way more than enough to fire off the triggering systems, which set off the warhead.




She pulled the second missile and veered off behind the robot’s path, so she could go do more damage to Henry’s stuff using Henry’s missiles. She was hoping he was busy being really upset about it.




And holy crud, that missile would have done totally bad stuff to the helos and the guys in the helos. There was an eruption of Pyre Space energies, and a red cone of insane heat burned right through the chest of the robot.




The robot fell out of the sky like a stiff, robot-shaped rock with no rocketry or anything.




She aimed the second missile at Mister Black and Rose. She had spotted that another half dozen of the ground-based black cubes had been shot to pieces by her support in the last few seconds. So she let some of the flying black cubes ‘sneak up’ on her while Mister Black and Rose targeted the second missile and tried to keep it from crashing into their fancy anti-grav platform.




Even if they had superpowers and computer targeting and whatever, they were still shooting at the tiny tip of a high-speed missile coming at them. And hitting it. That just seemed pretty much impossible. Even after what Hanna and Cesca both said about Rose.




Alex figured she was just about out of time for dealing with the sneaking flying black boxes, so she went ahead with the rest of this part of her idea. The missile was totally shot full of bullet holes, but it didn’t have the same kind of vulnerabilities as the warheads in regular military bombs, because of Henry.




She aimed for the forward open panel, and she hit the insides with another bolt of lightning. And even with all the bullet damage, it went off. A huge cone of Pyre Space energies erupted forward, right at the stuff it was pointing at. Which was one of Henry’s fancy Pyre Space powered anti-grav platform things. Oops.




Rose and Mister Black dove off the thing like Ultraman or something, and both managed to avoid getting cooked, even if Mister Black had to do the stop, drop, and roll thing because his blazer and pants were on fire.




Alex hoped that was enough to distract both of them for a moment, so she could move onto her next task. She darted upward and back, so she was right over the closest black cube. And as soon as she felt the drop in her powers, she just let herself fall, flailing her arms and legs like she was helpless. But she was saving up enough energy to do this next part. She hoped.




She went silvery so she looked like a limp blob. With Rose off the platform and away from the platform-attached anti-Terawatt gun, Alex figured she was safer in this shape. For a bit, until Henry contributed more anti-her stuff to the fight.




Yeah, she was figuring that Henry ‘Micro-manager’ Bendix would have eyes on this battle from somewhere, even if it was only through a tiny pinhole from Pyre Space.




She ‘fell’ right between the two closest flying cubes, and as she passed them, she was close enough to reach out with what was left of her tk and pull internal wires and squeeze internal gadgets.




One cube exploded in what she was guessing was an anti-tampering self-destruct system. Crud, that hurt. The other cube lost its flight ability, and went spiraling off toward the ground almost as fast as she was dropping.




She spread out like she was powerless and helpless, but really she was spreading out like a pancake so she could slow her fall without making it obvious and without wasting any energy she didn’t need to. She hit the ground not too hard, and she pushed the plastic and resin frags from the explosion out of her silvery form. She still hurt, but she knew she would be okay.




Meanwhile, the second busted flying cube hit the ground and blew up. Good. Two down, four to go, platform and its weapons wrecked, missiles down, Rose and Mister Black reduced to handguns and knives and throwing weapons, and the robot was in pieces where it had crashed head-first into a car over on the White House driveway.




Oh crud, that was someone’s brand new BMW. Someone was going to be crabby about that. She just knew it.




But most of the ground-based black boxes anywhere near her position had already been sniped. She checked, and she could still reach out far enough to grab the closest still-in-one-piece black box on the ground. Crud. The anti-Terawatt stuff in it was blocking her tk. She tried the next-closest one, which looked like it had taken a large-caliber bullet already. She was able to yank on a couple wires inside it. The box exploded, thanks to Henry’s paranoid anti-tampering stuff. Thanks, Henry!




And another ground-based black cube took a hit from something that sounded like some sort of Remington 700. They all sounded pretty much alike to her, even after Jack showed her tons of stuff at one of the Fort Meade ranges. Maybe it was an M24.




And there went another black cube. Good!




Plus, the four flying black cubes were all heading down toward her, which would put them where someone on the helos or the roof of the White House could fire on them without worrying about what was downrange.




And here came Rose, with a big knife in each hand. Jeez, she was fast.




Alex reached out with her tk and squeezed Rose’s carotids closed. Still, Rose was almost on top of her before starting to collapse. So, just to make it look good, Alex leapt up to her feet, morphing back to Normal Terawatt as she went, and putting up a tk ‘skin’ over her front because Rose was dangerous.




Alex faked a punch to Rose’s face, even as Rose threw both knives. Crud! It was a good thing Alex had that tk protection, because even passing out from lack of oxygen to the brain, Rose’s knives still would have ended up in Alex’s heart and throat if they hadn’t bounced off her tk protection.




Rose collapsed at Alex’s feet, and Alex hung onto Rose’s carotids for extra seconds, because Rose was as much machine as human, and Alex didn’t want any more Rose-shaped surprises. While Alex did that, she also used her tk to strip all the knives, spikes, guns, holdouts, magazines, garrotes, and everything else dangerous Rose was toting around. Which was a huge wad of stuff, because Rose was some sort of knife nut.




Alex tried reaching out with her tk to get one of the flying cubes, but no luck. Crud. Well, she’d taken out two of them. She could take them out too. And she still needed to get Mister Black. And maybe seven more black cubes on the ground.




Bang! 




Make that six more.




Someone on one of the helos tried shooting at Mister Black with a helo-mounted gatling gun, and the guy dodged. Which was impossible. But he was seeing the tracers, or the motion of the weapon, and he was dodging high-speed machine gun fire like he was Ultraman. Like he was faster than Ultraman, or at least a lot quicker.




Alex was really getting to not like Henry and his inventions.




And way off to her right, there was another burst of red light, and another stupid Bendix Platform flew into the battlefield. Crud and extra crud.




“Terawatt to all support. Target new platform. Use IR to spot new Bendix entries onto battlefield, and dump IR-homing missiles at ’em.”




“Roger that, Terawatt.”




“Copy that, Terawatt.”




She still had super-speedy, armed-and-dangerous Mister Black to deal with. And more black cubes. She had noticed that the new platform was way off to the side of any of the cubes, which maybe meant there was Pyre Space tech on that platform. Or Pyre Space-using metas. Or both, if Henry had them.




Mister Black darted to one side, and a sniper round missed him by a couple feet. Then he pulled out another huge handgun and aimed it her way while moving toward her at stupidly-high speed. So she put up a sharply-angled tk wall in front of her to handle the bullets, and a fist-sized tk barrier right in front of Mister Black’s solar plexus.




Mister Black didn’t see the tk barrier, so he ran right into it. Really hard. Crud, that hurt like she’d gotten hit on the head with a board. He plowed into the barrier and folded over it before bouncing back. But he hit the ground with a martial arts roll, leapt to his feet, and darted her way, putting an entire mag of bullets into a spot about an inch square in front of her left eye.




That guy was scary. And creepy. If she had been out of tk, she would have been in big, big trouble.




And he was darting back and forth to avoid another tk surprise. She put up another half dozen tk barriers at face height, and let him outsmart himself by dodging right into one. Ouch. That hurt her, so she figured that had to hurt him. Unless Henry had built the guy so he had no more pain receptors, which would be just creepy. Well, creepier, because… Henry.




Mister Black still went flying from the impact. Since the impact was on his face, his head stayed put and his body kept going forward. His whole body swung up into the air, pivoting around his jaw, and he went flying forward on his back about five feet in the air. But he didn’t drop the handgun.




Alex reached out with her tk and ejected the mag from his gun, then grabbed his carotids and squeezed. Crud, some creepy cyborg designer had turned his major arteries into steel cables. Alex did not want to squeeze hard enough to crush those, because they might not uncrush when she let go, and he’d die. So instead she just blocked the flow of blood inside the steel tubes and left the tubes alone. Mister Black was unconscious before he hit the ground again. She yanked all his guns and knives and throwing weapons off him before she moved onto the next headache.




And the new platform? Crud. Mister White and two of those robots. Okay, one of the robots was now blown to pieces, and the platform was using some sort of almost-invisible shield to block the incoming firepower, so the second robot couldn’t launch. Still, Mister White, who she didn’t know enough about, and a flying missile-loaded robot. And Mister White had another of those cruddy anti-Terawatt weapons.




She didn’t know anything about Mister White except the name. And the suit. And the fact that his platform was way out of the range of the black anti-her cubes, which Hermione or Willow would have described as ‘indicative’ or something equally smart.




And really, if Henry was going to name him Mister White, the least Henry could do was give him white hair and white sunglasses. Maybe a pastel shirt and white tie too.




Way off to her left, there was a new flash of red, but two helos were already putting IR-seeking missiles into that spot, so whatever was about to come through got blown up before more than a foot of anti-grav platform had cleared the portal. She hoped nobody got killed, even if she really didn’t want to deal with more Bendix-tech today.




She gave Rose and Mister Black another tk block on their carotids just in case, and then she zoomed off toward Mister White. She made a big detour around the still-intact black cubes on the ground and in the air. Naturally, the four remaining flying black cubes followed her. But she was planning on that.




Okay, she was counting on it.




And Mister White was pointing that mega-massive anti-Terawatt gun at her, so she made sure she was normal and not silvery. She hated getting hit with those things. They made her feel cruddy for hours. And that was totally not a man-portable version, but he was just holding it up like it was styrofoam. So that made Mister White super-strong. She had no idea if he was Mark Carlson strong or Az strong, but that was good to know in case this ended up at punch-in-the-face range.




Not that she was a big fan of punch-in-the-face range.




She scooped up one of the wrecked black cubes as she went, and she started rotating it around herself faster and faster, until it was all she could do to hang onto it and keep it from flying off from the centrifugal force. Then she let it go and even gave it some extra push, so it went a hair faster, and a lot straighter.




And it went right into the forcefield around that Bendix platform. The cube shattered on impact and even exploded too. The forcefield wobbled so much she could see the waves shaking through the field.




She hastily slapped another of her forcefields up when one of the helos opened fire on the platform’s forcefield, and the stupid field was still too tough. It was still wavering, but the bullets were pinging off the field instead of penetrating. And some of the bullets were ricocheting off in her general direction, and she didn’t dare go silvery as long as Mister White was holding that anti-her weapon.




She darted behind the platform’s field and not that far overhead. And the four flying cubes kept following her. Good.




And the cubes finally got too close to the platform’s field, and the field started falling apart! And Mister White had to drop the huge anti-Terawatt gun! Yes! Mega-good! She hurled a lightning bolt that burned into the robot, which went into giant robot spasms and fell over, toppling over the heavy front edge of the platform.




Two of the helos opened up, and the bullets chewed up the armored front of the platform, and shredded the robot where it had fallen over in front of part of the platform. Mister White had to duck down behind the armor, and if he couldn’t lift up the big weapon anymore, that had to be close-range telekinesis instead of straight Azure Crush-style superstrength.




And… one of the helos accidentally shredded three of the flying cubes too, and the platform’s forcefield came back on, screening it again. Crud! That was so not good.




Mister White popped back up, looking totally unhurt. His hair wasn’t even messed up, and he still had his dark glasses on. And he had a control box that he was messing with.




Suddenly, the last flying cube exploded in what was probably a self-destruct order so Mister White didn’t have to worry about getting his own tk knocked out.




Mister White tossed his sunglasses aside and leapt into the air. He slapped his arms down at his sides and zoomed straight up fast enough to lose the helo gunners, and then he darted toward her, his face forward.




And she could see his face. Those totally were not eyeballs. That was mega-gross. What the crud was Henry Bendix thinking when he designed Mister White? What the crud was Mister White thinking when he let Henry do this to him?




She fired a lightning bolt at Flying Mister White, and the guy spotted what she was doing as soon as she raised her hands and started to point her fingers at him. A narrow cone of Pyre Space-colored fury seared toward her and pretty much shredded her lightning bolt.




The eyebeams faded out after maybe sixty feet, but she was a good hundred fifty feet away from him, and she could still feel the heat from those things. The guy’s ‘eyes’ weren’t eyes. They were Pyre Space projectors.




Henry might be mega-smart, but he was totally off his rocker. This was mega-groty and mega-crazy too.




She went silvery and kept moving. But Mister White was trying to zoom in on her fast enough to roast her with his eyebeams, which would not be fun.




Not of the fun, as Other-Buffy would have said. Probably her Buffy too.
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Alex stayed silvery. She darted back and to the side, but Mister White was maybe faster than she was, and he didn’t have to be as good at changing direction as long as he could just look at her. With those totally-not-eyeballs. Which were mega-creepy.




And if he could disrupt her lightning by staring at her, then she had a problem. If he could fly faster than she could, then he probably had more tk too, which meant she had extra problems. And punch-in-the-face range could be mega-bad. Trying to get to punch-in-the-face range could be way worse, since she had no idea how hot those eyebeams really were, or what they would do to her morph.




She darted right at him. He fired off those red-hot eyebeams, but she was expecting that. She ducked downward just enough to get him to follow her with his whole body, and she abruptly jetted upward.




He didn’t react as fast as Mister Black or Rose could, which was mega-good. He jerked his head up to follow her, but he couldn’t bend his head back far enough when she zoomed over his head and past him, and he had to swing around and turn his whole body so he was facing her. That put him almost straight up and down in the air.




She kept on flying away from him, and he jetted after her, going faster than her and sticking with that thing he did with his body straight and his arms at his sides and his head facing forward.




Okay, it would be mega-grim for him if he flew with one or both arms out in front and he used those eyebeams. Maybe he didn’t have any choice about his body position when he flew.




She flew in a kind of arc, curving up and then back toward the ground. He was flying a lot lower than her, and he was flying faster. And he was trying to cut her off. Which was why she was flying in the direction she was going.




He was still looking up at her, so he didn’t spot when he got too close to one of the few remaining un-wrecked cubes on the ground. She was still high enough that the cube didn’t knock out her powers. Well, not totally. She could feel it when her flight sort of slowed down, and she made an effort to curve back up.




He couldn’t. He was too low, and too close to the cube, and he wasn’t expecting it. He frantically kicked and flapped his arms, but that didn’t help any. So he crashed into the ground pretty hard.




Alex went silvery so she could watch him and everything else around her too. He didn’t move. Also, it looked to her like he had a broken arm or a dislocated shoulder. At least.




She managed to fly far enough past him that her superpowers went back up to full power again. And she didn’t rush in to check on him, because he was still inside the effective range of that cube and maybe two others. Instead, she flew around the cubes and checked on Rose first and then Mister Black. They were both still probably unconscious, but she blocked their carotids for a few seconds again, just in case.




While she was doing that, she used her phone to contact all her local support. “Terawatt to all forces. I need non-powered forces to secure our three metas and move all three into a small area with all the still-functional black cubes. The cubes should keep Mister White under control, but I have no idea if they’ll have any effect at all on the others. I am assuming they will not. If two helos could stay on watch while that happens, that would be good. It’s possible Henry Bendix will make another assault, or try to recover his assets. Be prepared for anything, because they’re all combat cyborgs. The woman is Rose, and the man in the black suit is Mister Black. Both have unnatural speed and aiming abilities. Expect both are still carrying weapons, including knives and throwing spikes. The other man is Mister White. I don’t have a dossier on him, but expect that he has super-strength, telekinetic powers of unknown range, and eyebeams that are probably heat rays which seem to have a distance limit of at least sixty to seventy feet.”




Well, she hadn’t seen him do anything with tk that was more than zero range, but she didn’t want to be wrong and get some security guys horribly killed. And those eyebeam things instead of regular eyeballs? That still grossed her out.




A team of Secret Service guys came rushing out of the White House and jumped into a couple cars that they drove right across the lawn to the badguys.




“Delta One to Deltas Two and Three. Backstop the ground forces. Remember those are metas down there. I’ve got patrol.”




Alex listened to that and reminded them, “Terawatt to Deltas. Everyone watch for IR hotspots, because those could be incoming Bendix assault forces. Tiny IR hotspots could be Bendix monitoring systems.”




“Delta One to Terawatt, roger that.”




She whispered, “Maisie, monitor local tac channels. Call Jack.”




“Calling now, Tera.” Willow thought Alex should have Maisie use her full supername, and Jack voted for ‘T’ or ‘Big T’, but that was Jack. Alex thought Terawatt was just too long to say when she needed to talk to her Maisie.




Jack came on, sounding worried. “Tera! You okay? I’m still too far out, but I had Walter call the four closest fast reaction teams, and your local SWAT.”




She tried not to smile at Jack’s concern. “I’m okay. Henry really unloaded on us, but knowing him, it’s a distraction. A big one, but still a distraction. Rose, Mister White, Mister Black, three missile-equipped robots, three of his Pyre Space platforms, and I don’t know what else, because we blasted platform three before it was out of Pyre Space. Plus a bunch of his anti-me cubes including half a dozen flyers, and some of his anti-me guns. I’ve got the Secret Service wrapping up our three cyborgs while two of the helos backstop ’em. And I warned the Secret Service to move the CinC again in case Henry was targeting him.”




“Egggcellent, Smithers!” Jack crowed. “But I’m pretty sure they were already doing that, since you called for Evil Twin Protocols.”




She thought it through. “And Jack, I need to meet with you and the whole investigative team at Meade. I’ve got… stuff.”




Jack asked ingenuously, “It’s not by any chance photographic evidence that Secretary Hiller ‘majored in animal husbandry’ in college by any chance?” Alex was pretty sure Jack was doing air quotes in there.




“Nope.” She popped the ‘p’ since it was Jack. “But I got some stuff that we need to talk about. And some of it’s pretty juicy. And some of it would’ve been mega-handy to have when I came back three years ago.”




Jack paused in thought. “Wow. I mean… Is this really that good?”




She wondered if Jack ever drove his foster parents nuts doing stuff like guessing what some of his Christmas presents were. She insisted, “You’ll really want to get this debriefing. So will Cesca and Stew and Riley and everybody. And you’ll want to send out a bunch of notes about stuff to a lot of your buddies.”




“Anything else?” he checked.




“Yeah,” she admitted. “I’m starving. I could totally go for a couple quarts of ice cream. Or a big takeout order from Astro. Or both.”




She could hear the grin in his voice as he answered, “Important to know. You should tell me that first. But the Meade-ers have stuff reserved for you. So if we meet there, you’ll be set. And Team 1 should have a special ‘supply’ kit in their transport, so look for that first.”




She should have thought of that. Even if it was just MREs, there were MREs that she liked. She still couldn’t look the mac and cheese one in the eye, mainly because that had been Shar’s favorite and she still wasn’t a hundred percent over losing Shar, even with all the psychiatric support Jack had gotten for her.




She flew around the White House grounds looking for any surprises. Her headache was even worse and she was really hungry, but stuff needed to get done. She was seriously thinking of calling WH Base and asking for a couple sandwiches. Or darting over to Astro and grabbing an eight piece to-go order of fried chicken and eating it while she flew, even if that would look bad. And ‘togs were showing up all around the White House grounds. Plus tons of regular people with cameras and smartphones, even if the police were forming lines around the grounds to keep everyone back from what could still be a battlezone.




Didn’t these people have enough sense to see this was still dangerous, and go away? Well, obviously not.




Ooh! Someone in the Secret Service was listening to Jack. They had a couple of those heavy-duty wheeled carriers to lock up metas and haul them away. Alex wondered if those could hold Mister White if the Pyre Space blockers stopped working. And Henry was bound to turn them off, or more likely, activate their self-destructs, as soon as he figured out what was happening, and he didn’t need that stuff for a distraction. Crud.




“Terawatt to ground forces. Assume the undamaged black cubes and some of the damaged black cubes have working self-destructs and Henry Bendix will activate them as soon as is convenient for him.”




She got a thumbs-up from two of the Secret Service agents putting the unconscious cyborgs into those handling frames. One of the agents took two of the undamaged boxes over to the frame they were locking Mister White into, and they strapped the two cubes to Mister White’s face and chest. Eww. That was a lot of ouch waiting to happen.




Okay, those guys had a really good idea. Henry probably wouldn’t blow up his favorite murder-cyborgs, and if Henry just turned the things off, Mister White probably couldn’t burn through one of those cubes without risking setting off a self-destruct bomb strapped to his face.




She swooped into the White House again. Agent Sanders was there, holding a carbine, with half a dozen other heavily armed Secret Service agents and about two dozen guys in police uniforms. When she flew in, he took an involuntary step back. Crud. Now he didn’t like her anymore, or at least was worried she’d scoop him up and fly him around more. She’d really messed that thing up, even if it had turned out she really did need to get outside pronto.




She stopped in front of the group and hovered a couple feet off the floor. “Status?”




One of the agents she’d met but couldn’t remember their name stepped forward. “Agent Collier, ma’am. We had a small IR burst in the Oval Office and one in the panic room downstairs, but whoever it was, they were gone before we could get forces there. Also, we detected several small IR bursts… elsewhere. We’re assuming all of those were Bendix probes.”




She figured that meant that whole thing outside was a giant distraction so Henry could get at the President, or maybe the Chief Of Staff, and do Bendix-related badness. What a jerk. “Thank you, Agent Collier. And I do know about the escape tunnels, and the assorted safe rooms. I have already briefed the President and CoS. We should assume that Henry Bendix was attempting to locate the President and replace him with a synthetic duplicate. But it is possible he was aiming at replacing someone else. Or possibly even a set of someones. I believe you have Kord hardware to check for a variety of these kinds of problems, so I would recommend that you test everyone in and around the White House, just in case. Not just the President and First Lady and Chief of Staff.”




“Will do, Terawatt,” Agent Collier said sturdily. “Is there anything else?”




She sighed inwardly but went ahead. “Is there any chance I could get something to eat? Even if it’s just a couple ice cream bars, or some lunch leftovers?”




Collier glanced around. “Webster, Newley, would you escort Terawatt back to our break room? I know there’s bottled water and cheesesticks in the fridge, and apples in the fruit bowl.”




Alex gave him a smile. “Thank you. I’ll make this quick, because I trust Henry Bendix about as far as I can throw…” No point in saying ‘him’ because everyone around her probably figured she could throw Henry all the way to the Potomac. “…this building.”




Webster and Newley jogged down the halls with her flying right behind them. And the ‘break room’ wasn’t really a break room as much as a rally point. It was an interior room with two walls that were all lockers and weapons and tac vests and stuff, including some really heavy-duty anti-meta weapons. And she could see where the sniper rifles had been housed.




There was a little area that had a full-sized fridge and a vertical pantry. She checked the freezer part of the fridge first, and hit the jackpot. Someone had put three boxes of Klondike bars in there. She ate two as fast as she could, and then took two more, eating them as she followed the agents back. Then she finished eating, used her tk to wipe around her mouth just in case, thanked the nice agents, and headed back out.




The next thing she did was fly back over to where Secret Service agents were moving the locked-up badguys into an armored security truck, and she did the carotid thing on all three, just to keep them out for a while longer. And she warned the guards in the truck, “Be aware that those cubes may self-destruct. Try not to stand in front of them anytime you don’t absolutely have to. And even if Mister White has his eyelids taped down, he may decide he’d rather lose them so he can escape. Don’t stand anywhere in front of him unless you’re at least eighty feet away.”




“Yes ma’am,” one guard said.




She still didn’t think Henry would let his toys get taken away for very long. As soon as he bribed or tortured someone else to get the information where they had gotten locked up, or just used some new sicko invention to ransack brains, or whatever he came up with, he’d know where to go find his minions.




And by then, Henry would have new robots ready, and new insane cyborgs. Maybe Mister Gray and Mister Navy Blue and Mister Pinstripe and Mister Tweed. And Miss Earthtone Pantsuit With Accessorizing Ascot.







By the time the guards and agents got all three badguys loaded into the security vehicle, and the robot remains gathered up, and the unexploded cubes picked up and put in a bomb squad truck, Alex was trying not to check her clock to see if Team 1 was running late.




Alex’s Maisie clicked, “Incoming call from Team 1.”




“Answer.”




“Team 1 to Terawatt, this is Lupo. We are finally here, despite local traffic. Condition and sitrep, please.”




Alex thought it over. “Condition… not quite green. We have all detected threats unconscious and locked up. Or destroyed. But this is a Bendix attack as a distraction for a Bendix maneuver, so there could be more surprises, or he could have wrapped up and gone home. No way to tell.”




“Team 1 to Terawatt. Good. Your assessment’s a little more pessimistic than we’re picking up from the helos or the Secret Service or the LEO, but you’ve got a better grasp of threat potential than they do. Have you spotted us yet?”




Alex checked her phone, which was signaling that Team 1 was due east of her, a block east of the eastern edge of the White House grounds and a couple blocks from Astro. “Tera to Team 1. I’ve got a fix on your position, but no visual recognition. You’re not in a camo IFV, are you?”




Jo laughed. “Team 1 to Tera. Look for a big brown and tan RV. It’s literally a camo IFV. The general was cranky about the lack of support from the DoD and Congress, so his wife called KORD. It’s a joint Ted Kord - Willow Rosenberg present to us.”




“Tera to Team 1. Give me a couple seconds, and I’ll be inbound.”




“Roger that, Tera.”




Alex murmured, “Maisie, switch me to all ground forces.”




“Channels.. open,” Maisie reported.




Alex spoke up, “Terawatt to local forces. I am contacting off-site assistance. I will be off-grid for a couple minutes, but close enough to contact. If anything comes up, please buzz me.”




“Delta One to Terawatt, roger that.”




“WH Base to Terawatt, copy that.”




“Then Terawatt out.” She disconnected and said, “Maisie, please monitor their channels for keywords.”




“AI keyword monitoring in place.”




Alex went silvery and darted at her top speed across the White House lawns, over the fence, and between buildings until she was a block east and nearly on top of a big RV that had three big air conditioning units on its roof, along with a roof port that was open. Her Maisie was telling her this was Team 1, but it sure didn’t look like an IFV. It really looked like an oversized, expensive RV with really tinted windows. And too much air conditioning.




She dove through the roof port and found herself in a high-tech control room. Sort of. Maybe it was more like the inside of an IFV if you were a Hollywood writer who had never ridden in an IFV.




Okay, really it looked like Willow and Ted Kord sat down together and used a fancy CAD/CAM program to lay out a high-tech IFV interior after watching ‘Fantastic Voyage’.




Alex figured that was really what had happened, except they probably hadn’t watched movies first, and they had probably used Willow’s fancy remote collaboration and software integration program to work up the design.




The walls were very white, and the ecru seats looked very padded and comfy. The ceiling had big pods under where the ‘air conditioning units’ were, and Alex figured they were about as much of an air conditioning unit as Sergeant Carlson’s giganto M240G he was sitting next to. The front wasn’t a windshield at all. It was a white-clad armor wall with a fancy projection of what was in front of the RV splashed on it, with added stuff like IR signatures and what looked like radar or sonar patterns superimposed over the visuals. So the driver could drive around town and still have armor all around him and still be able to see everything, and no one outside would have a clue about the armor.




Alex was not going to be surprised a bit if there was a hands-free AI in the RV too. Or at least remote piloting capabilities.




Along with the forward view, there were side views and a rear view that the driver could see, and a couple screens that were turned off that were probably for drone cameras or spycams. And behind the driver’s seat was the gunner’s seat, which had camera views and weapon views and all kinds of fancy stuff.




And there were lockers and a tiny RV bathroom and a tiny RV kitchen on one side, going down past the seats for the infantry force. If you could call Mark Carlson with an M240G and an M32 grenade launcher, plus Cesca and Romeo, plus Jo Lupo with a Barrett, plus two more unpowered SRI soldiers, ‘just an infantry force’. They were more like mobile artillery plus cavalry, in Alex’s opinion.




And Hawkins was driving, with Poole in the gunner’s seat. It was a good thing this looked like an RV, because a ton of people would have a cow if they knew Jack O’Neill’s forces were tooling around Washington, D.C. in a mega-IFV that was also mega-camouflaged.




Poole turned around and grinned at her, “Hey Terawatt! Welcome to the EM-50 Urban Assault Vehicle!”
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Alex tried not to grin, and failed. “Did the general pick that name?”




Jo tried not to smile either. “The general wanted to call it the ‘Mean Machine’ or else the ‘Army Surplus Special’. His better half threatened to make it pink and call it the ‘Compact Pussycat’, so he gave in.”




Carlson said, “I had to go ask Stew where the hell they got those names.”




Jo admitted, “I only knew because last year I had to look this crap up when the general saw my aunt’s old heap my cousin Rosa was driving when she came to visit, and he called it the Arkansas Chugabug after she left.”




Alex fibbed, “Jack and Willow are going to have kids… but mainly so they have excuses to keep watching cartoons and kids’ movies.”




Cesca snickered, and then said, “Check out the supplies up on the top shelf.” She pointed at a storage space right up at the ceiling. There were three boxes side-by-side, all behind a clear Lexan door with a heavy keyed lock. One box said ‘Terawatt — hot’. One said ‘Terawatt — cold’. So, of course, the third one said ‘Terawatt — shelf stable’, only someone had marked out the ‘shelf stable’ and written ‘just right’ above that.




Jo said, “We had to put everything up high and behind locks to keep Romeo out. That cat is hell on ordinary handles and shit.”




Cesca muttered, “Sometimes I wonder if he’s a leopard or a pig.” Romeo looked over at her like he understood what she meant, and he was offended. Maybe he did know what she meant, even if Alex knew his Spanish was way better than his English.




Alex used her tk to unlock the fancy lock and pull out the ‘Terawatt — hot’ box. She held it up high enough to keep Romeo out, and floated up to check it out. And… someone had cooked up a couple of her favorite MREs, probably on the way here. “Thanks!”




Jo spilled, “I did it. Cesca has a lousy sense of touch, and Carlson’s a hazard in the kitchen.”




Carlson frowned, “It’s not like I made you do it, sir.”




Jo rolled her eyes. She said to Alex, “Corinne won’t let him do more than grilling meat. Outside. And she has to keep an eye on that too.”




Carlson fussed, “It was just that once! I was grilling burgers and I got a call from the captain. It might’ve been an emergency!”




“Well, thank you very much for the food,” Alex said. She took a big bite of the ham steak while she peeked in the cold box. Ooh! Someone was keeping ice cream for her! She wolfed down the ham steak while she unwrapped a chocolate Dove bar with her tk. And she peeked in the ‘just right’ box, which had stuff like chocolates and nutrition bars and protein drinks. She snagged a couple of the nutrition bars and tucked them in the food pockets of her utility belt, just in case.




While she pigged out and let Romeo have a few nibbles of just the meat things so he didn’t get sick from something cats shouldn’t eat, Hawkins drove through the streets in a big rectangle a block or two outside the White House grounds. And she checked in with the forces around the White House pretty regularly, when she wasn’t chewing.




Jo gave her a big tour of the RV, even if all she did was sit next to Alex and chat while Alex ate. It turned out the pods sticking down — so parts of the RV weren’t Mark Carlson head height — were big weapons they weren’t supposed to have, so it really was a camouflaged IFV. Plus the personal weapons in the lockers and the stuff Team 1 was packing.




So the RV itself had a KORD special for an engine, and run-flat tires, and a bunch of spaced laminate armor so it was bulletproof and partly other stuff proof, or at least heavy stuff resistant, while not weighing anywhere near as much as a regular heavy IFV. Even if it wasn’t exactly tank-proof.




The forward pod was a pop-up M242 chain gun that fired 25 mm ammo. Jo didn’t get to finish talking about that before most of the RV was teasing Mark Carlson about wanting to run around with an M242 instead of his ‘little bitty’ M240G. Even if no one else on the RV except Jo thought carrying an M240G in the field was a good idea. Not even Cesca wanted to try it. Alex had a rough idea on how much bigger an M242 chain gun was than what Mark lugged around, and she knew Mark wouldn’t consider something that huge and unwieldy.




Now it might work as a weapon for Az… Alex needed to suggest that to Jack.




So Jo told her about the middle pod, which was another pop-up module. Or at least a mechanically raised module. It was a big Heckler & Koch GMG grenade launcher with a mixture of 40 mm grenades, since they never knew what they were going to run into.




And the third pod, toward the rear of the RV, was a mechanically raised six-missile pod of AGM-114 Hellfire missiles. Poole complained that the hardware was great, but you had to reload everything from the roof. Otherwise, the RV couldn’t maintain its airtight seals, and the whole thing would be vulnerable to everything from smokebombs and teargas to NBC attacks.




Alex was pretty sure that the fancy overlays on the ‘windshield’ view would be able to see through most smokebomb releases, even the multi-spectral stuff. After all, they had radar too.




Jo just said, “Remember, we’re SRI. We’re fighting a red team like the Fiesta Four. We’re not scheduled for NATO tank battles.”




Hawkins snarked, “Yeah, that’s what we’ve got Terawatt for!”




Alex tried not to blush. Because no one else in the RV thought that was stupid.




And Romeo spent pretty much the entire time she was eating just hovering underneath her, or when she was down in a seat, rubbing up against her legs trying to get her to give him more food. Like Cesca didn’t feed him mega-huge wads of food at every meal. Still, by the time she was ready to go back out, she had leopard hair all over the legs of her uniform, and she had to tk-wipe her leggings down so she looked clean again.




Cesca said, “Don’t worry. Next time, we’ll have one of those pet hair rollers along too, so the Idiot King won’t ruin your uniform.”




Alex skritched Romeo behind the ears and smiled, “As long as he doesn’t try using my clothes as a scratching post.”




She popped the roof port with her tk and flew back to the White House grounds. The helos were still there and spread out around the White House.




She had Maisie call them on their comm channel. “Terawatt to Delta One. Status?”




“Delta One to Terawatt. We’re gonna have to RTB in the next half hour. Also, none of us are exactly brimming with twenty-mil.”




“Terawatt to Delta One. Right. I’ve got some extra support nearby, so go ahead and RTB. And thanks. Without you guys, I would’ve been in a jam.”




“Delta One to Terawatt. The thanks are ours. You pulled a couple SAMs out of the air and saved our asses. There aren’t enough thank-yous around to cover that.”




“Terawatt to Delta One. Let’s call it a team effort. Tera out.”




She had Maisie drop the channel, and she watched as the helos lifted up, formed a group, and headed off toward their base.




“Maisie, let’s talk to WH Base next.”




“Will do.”




“Terawatt to WH Base, come in please.”




“This is WH Base to Terawatt, we’re observing the choppers. Any problems?”




“Terawatt to WH Base. No problems, just flight time. They needed to return to base, and I’ve acquired some hidden assets in case someone decides to make another run at us.”




“Base to Terawatt. Good to know. We’ve stepped up interior patrols and IR monitoring, and we’re bringing in more agents and officers.”




“Terawatt to WH Base. Good to hear. If you shift the odds so Bendix doesn’t have an easy way to win, he won’t risk it.”




“Base to Terawatt. Pretty sure that happened as soon as you arrived.”




Alex didn’t agree. She was pretty sure Bendix had really thought he could use the giant portal as a distraction, then capture Terawatt, and use that whole mess as a distraction to replace the President with a synthetic duplicate, and then rule the United States from his secret Pyre Space hideout while dissecting her until he figured out the secrets of her powers. Which he pretty much already had, since Mister White had Henry-designed telekinesis and flight.




Henry was such a headache. And it wasn’t like she could dive into Pyre Space and fly around until she found him. Sam Carter’s computations on Pyre Space temperatures were mega-intimidating, and then Gretchen Thomke looked at Sam’s calculations and upped them another three percent, so that was even worse. And really, if Dr. Carter and Dr. Thomke agreed on something physics-ish, you needed to just stop arguing and just nod your head a bunch. Plus, the sheer volume of Pyre Space he could be in was insanely huge. Mega-huge. It wasn’t just the volume of the Earth’s atmosphere and low earth orbit. Nope. It was bigger than the volume of a High Earth Orbit sized disk swung all the way around Earth’s orbit about the sun. A giant donut so big it would take centuries to search unless you had Star Trek sensors on your Pyre Space proof spaceship.




Alex stayed on patrol until the White House reinforcements arrived and settled into place. She made sure everyone had IR sensors and IR-targeting SAMs, and then she headed out. Which really meant flying over to the SRI RV and hitching a ride back to Fort Meade while she ate about four pints of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream and ignored the brainfreeze from eating four whole pints of ice cream and not sharing. Somebody, probably Jack, had picked out a couple of her very favorite flavors, along with some stuff she’d never tried before.




That Chunky Monkey flavor was way better than she thought it would be. She needed to get her mom and Annie to try it.




And now she was wondering how hard it would be to get a pint of every flavor Ben & Jerry’s ever made, or at least every flavor they still made, so she could taste-test all of them. That just sounded greedy. Mega-greedy. Totally not tera. Which meant someone rich had probably figured out how to do it. She made a mental note to ask Willow and Ted if they knew someone who knew how to pull it off.




Also, she had to use her tk now and then to keep Romeo from climbing up in her lap and getting a huge leopard tongue into her ice cream, so it wasn’t like she was really doing that great a job of ‘recharging her batteries’. Even if most of her energy when she fought came from Pyre Space, not her. Bill Lee had a couple ideas about how her body used her energy stores to moderate the energy she was tapping from Pyre Space, but he was pretty sure he didn’t want to do real testing, because then there would be written evidence about Terawatt’s power usage that someone might steal and use to invent more anti-Terawatt weapons, or something even worse.




Alex stayed in the RV while Hawkins drove through Fort Meade, and then while he and Poole and Team 1 did all the stuff they needed to do. That was mega-important, and they’d be in huge trouble if they didn’t do it all, and they didn’t do it right. But Alex really, really needed to do the debrief stuff, so she was waiting around.




So, instead of being Terawatt, she had Maisie flip her phone over to faking her Alex Mack phone, and she texted with Ray.





Ray, I’m totes sorry but something big came up. Something mega-big. I’ll be home in a couple hours.




Honey, don’t worry. The WH thing is all over the news, and I know you’ve got to do your job, taking pictures and being the best at it.




Thx. Are you sure?




Yes, Alex. I checked the slow cooker and turned it to low, and it’s fine. And I brought my homework over, so I’ve got stuff to work on. Lots of stuff.




Yeah Ray, not like you can get real homework stuff done in your room.




Def. Tre is a fun guy, but he is not a study buddy. Still trying to get him to study earlier than night before.




Did that ever work with Louis?




Nope. But L’s taking all business classes this term, and actually doing real work in every one of them. I think after he grads he’s going to blast MBA school. It’ll be tera.




Ray, Marsha says L is making her study. I laughed. And then I apologized a bunch. But it’s like the opposite of Louis.




Alex, this is so Louis. The only classes he cared about in high school were the business courses. And stuff he needed to get good grades in so they would let him take the business courses.




Totes. He didn’t want to take calc in high school. Marsha says he crushed college business calc, because it was business something.




Alex, all you have to do to make L work on a class is put the word ‘business’ in front.




HAH! Business Geography.




Business History.




Business Health Ed.




:D :D :D :D Luv ya.




I love you too, Ray. You are the best boyfriend ever.




That’s because I’ve got the most tera GF in the world.






Poole stuck his head back into the RV. “Terawatt? You done? I got all the gear safed, and Hawk wants to close up.”




Alex flew out of the RV and out of the special security ‘garage’ for the RV. She gave him a smile. “Thanks.”




He grinned, “Hey, how often do I get to hang with Time’s Person Of The Year?”




She rolled her eyes. “That was last year’s pick. And really, it should have been Jack. Or Riley. Or Batman. They did the important stuff setting up the whole tepui battle.”




He just shook his head a little. People did not want to believe her on that. The whole big super-fight thing was what everyone still talked about, not the deductions and planning and logistics and other stuff that really mattered.




He led her off to a Hummer, and he drove her over to one of the buildings the SRI had offices in. Cesca and Romeo were standing there outside the doors.




She flew over to them and tried not to wince. “Sorry for making you wait.”




Cesca told her, “Relax. The general made Stew get a good conference room, and they’ve been doing conference room set-up crap. And Romeo wanted a walk. Trust me, you do not want to be doing something important when he decides he needs to go.”




Still, Alex wasn’t in the room before they got all the conferencing equipment running, and there were cameras, and a couple monitors on one wall. One had Willow, who was turned to the side typing away like crazy until it was time for the meeting. One had Sam Carter and Bill Lee. Sam was working away in a big notebook, while Bill was sitting there, looking at the camera and being patient.




Jack was there in his general’s uniform, which he pretty obviously wished he could take off. And Riley was there, looking like a model for colonel clothes, and totally not thinking about taking off his stuff. Not even his tie, which was tied so perfectly it was amazing.




Alex asked, “Where’s Graham?”




Riley answered. “California. He’s got another meeting with the OSJ. Nothing serious, but it’s already scheduled. He doesn’t want to damage the relationship by skipping out for a conference call he can get briefed on later. Sorry.”




She backpedaled, “Oh no, that’s okay, I just wondered. I mean, we’ve got cameras. We can show this to anybody who’s interested. Even if some of it, we might want to keep in-house.”




“Like what?” Jack asked. Because he would. “Since we don’t have a camera on you yet…”




She took a deep breath and let it out. “Like… in Buffy’s world, Forrest Gates is dead.” Jack and Riley and a couple other people reacted to that. So she added, “He got killed by a part-demon cyborg and the cyborg… well… reanimated him and turned him into an evil part-demon cyborg that nearly killed Buffy and Riley. And in Selina’s world, Sam figured out how gravity fits in with a sort of unified field theory thing, and she’s a gravity-based supervillain. And in Hermione’s world, Willow got turned into a vampire and tried to take over the world and had to be staked.”




“That’s my girl!” Jack grinned.




“Jack!” Willow complained from the wall.




Jack tried to stop smirking. “How many people do you have the big 4-1-1 on?”




She put out a hand and used her tk to make the parchment fly up to her palm. Then she unfolded and unrolled the whole thing, which was like four feet long in tiny writing. She showed everyone the parchment. “About this many.”




Riley looked over at the IT guys. “First thing: we need this photocopied on a secure copier, and we need to look over it to see if there’s anything we might need to classify for national defense purposes.” Two of them darted out of the room like someone said there were free samples of new KORD tech in the lunchroom.




Alex agreed, “Absolutely. Starting with Lex Leger. Who has analogues in pretty much every one of my alternate universes, and he’s a supervillain in all of ’em. In Selina’s world, he’s the supervillain. They have time-traveling threats, and alien invader threats, and mega-powerful magical threats, and unstoppable meta threats, and interdimensional threats, and their version of Lex Leger is still up at the top of their threat list.”




Jack just said, “I told you I didn’t like that guy.”




She kept going. “In every one of these universes, he’s a bald, arrogant, mega-smart badguy who’s smart enough to pass himself off as a goodguy until it’s too late to stop him without collateral damage.”




Jack groaned a little. “Like here. Welp, at least we’ve got another indicator that we need to keep investigating him. Scott?”




Stew answered, “We’re already on it. But without some new information, we’re not going to move forward any faster.”




Alex shrugged, “Sorry. We were trying to be efficient and help everyone if they got back home.”




Professor Winkelman rushed back in with a secure laptop and what looked like a high-tech squeegee on a cable. Oh. It was a fancy copier thing. She flew over, fed her parchment through the wide slit, and let it scan the entire thing. Once he checked that the copy was legible everywhere, she took her parchment and flew back to the front of the room.




She kept going. “And I have a note on Rupert Giles. In Buffy’s world, he’s one of the heads of her organization, and he’s shown he can be as ruthless as he needs to be, including killing a guy Buffy couldn’t bring herself to kill, even if leaving the guy alive was going to mean releasing a real hellgoddess on Earth.”




Jack cut in, “Sounds exactly like our Giles. Would’ve been nice if we had this intel about three years ago, but it’s not critical.”




She pointed at him. “And in your and Sam’s world, he’s still 007, and he’s working with you. And in Selina’s world, he’s probably secret support for a British superhero group. And Selina thinks Harry Potter’s one of the main supers in that group, and Hermione’s one of the support people.”




Stew Scott put up a hand and looked at Jack. “General? Do I have clearance to be hearing all of this?”




“Totes,” Jack insisted, even if he was doing it in Val-speak. Because he would. “You and Santana probably need to hear this more than I do. And with a list like that, you’ll need to read some of the IT guys in, sooner or later. So they stay too.” He looked over at the IT guys. “Okay guys, let’s get this show on the road. Cameras on, VPNs verified, encryption maxed for all our transmissions… and I think this story is going to require popcorn. With butter.”




Alex waited until everything was ready, and she grabbed a glass of ice water. She figured she was going to need it. “It started when the general called me on the tPhone to warn me about a giant portal over the White House…”




So she told them the whole story. Even the part about the other Alexes. She even used their first names, even if she didn’t mention that all of them had the middle name ‘Louise’ and the last name ‘Mack’. After all, everyone on this call already knew who she was, or else already had a lot more intel on her than ‘her first name is Alex which is short for Alexandra’. And this stuff was important. Mega-important.




“…so then, when I came back through the portal, I was back with essentially no lost time, which meant I had enough time to brief the White House and then stop Henry Bendix’s Team Evil.”




Jack nodded. “Sweet. But I’m gonna need a written report on your little trip, and a separate report on… how you wrecked the White House lawn.”




“Yes sir,” she said in her most exhausted tones.




Jack added, “But that’ll wait. I wanna wrap up here, and let you get off to your dinner date. Which is now a late dinner date. And so I can get home too.” He looked around the room and at the monitors. “Any thoughts?”




Stew Scott said, “That Ra’s al Ghul on her list. That’s ‘head of the demon’ in Arabic. That matches our friend the count far too closely for comfort. And the count even has a bodyguard who’s a giant that’s a master of martial arts, so that matches too. And that ‘Order of Teraka’ matches up really closely with another one of our potential problems.”




“Yep, I noticed that,” Jack agreed. “I don’t think that helps us any, but it’s good to know.”




Cesca pointed out, “Schubert’s name doesn’t help us any, but it may help some of those other worlds.”




Alex agreed, “Well, I was the one who added it to the list.”




Jack mentioned, “That Ivo guy too. West Coast Batchick is seriously pissed off at that guy. And Dresden. I’ll call Ted Kord and ask him if the Chicago Seven—”




“Jack!” squawked Willow’s image. “The Chicago heroes won’t want to be called that!”




Jack kept going anyway. “—will check on him.”




Alex nodded, “Good. Even without magic, he could be a good contact. He was ready to put his neck in a really nasty noose to help a possessed teenager.”




“And he bluffed a god!” Jack added. “That’s always a useful skill.”




Cesca asked, “Sir? What about some of these other names? Like T.O. Morrow and The Joker and Sinestro and Lady Shiva?”




Jack sighed slightly. “Not much we can do with nothing but an alias and maybe some M.O. intel. But T.O. Morrow? Tomorrow? That’s got to be fake. And Sinestro? We’ll postpone searching through the alien Yellow Pages until Fox Mulder shows up to chat with us. Lady Shiva? I’ve got a really uncomfortable feeling we already know her.”




Stew nodded, “Yes sir. I think we’ve got four possibles so far on her, but I’m pretty sure my number one choice there is the same as yours.”




Sam Carter asked from her monitor, “Sir, don’t you think this entire sequence of events was remarkably… convenient?”




“Hell yes, major,” Jack replied. “I’m going out on a limb here, but I’d guess some sort of inter-dimensional godlike being really hates Danielle Atron, and really likes our favorite superheroine, and went out of its way to do nice things for an army of Terawatt types while screwing over Atron as hard as it could. So we end up with Atron turning herself into a monster out of a bad Ed Wood movie and then getting herself thrown a couple geological eras into the past so she’s trapped in a time arc and completely screwed and won’t find out for millions of years, when my lovely wife stomps her into the dirt and I get to blow all her stuff up! Sounds great here. Couldn’t happen to a nicer badguy, unless Wacky Maggie did it. Or Bendy Henry.”




“One other thing,” Alex mentioned. “I used one of those three hundred dollar slivers of gold.”




“I hope you bought yourself something nice with it,” Jack sort of teased.




“I bought lunch. For seven of me, five mentors, and some of the people from Harry Dresden’s universe.”




Jack smirked, “Seven of you? And you kept it down to three hundred bucks? Did it involve cattle rustling?”




She ignored the snickering. “Burger King. They have ’em in other universes too.” She remembered some other stuff. “Oh, and I’m gonna need another set of plastic makeup, another wiresaw, and another cutting wheel. I left some parting gifts.”




At least Jack didn’t do too many ‘tell them what they’ve won Don Pardo’ jokes after she said ‘parting gifts’.







When she left Fort Meade, she did it at her top speed. She didn’t even stop to check with the gate guards or anything. Then she flew down the MD-295, which was a nice parkway, and cut over to the White House to check that there really wasn’t anything to worry about. It was all good. Then she dove into a runoff grate and vanished.




Well really, she cut through the runoff system to a doorway into the utility tunnels, and from there into her secret pipe into her apartment.




She flew out from the secret compartment under her kitchen counters, and zoomed over to Ray, who was typing away on his school laptop while checking notes on several sheets of paper. She gave him a quick kiss and spilled, “I need to shower. I’ll be right back, and then I need to eat.”




He kissed her and smiled, “As usual. I’ll dish stuff up.”




So she dropped off her uniform by her washer-dryer combo, and hopped into the shower. She did a quick hair wash with her shampoo for dyed hair, and a fast wash using her tk to scrub all over with her loofah, and a fast rinse with her tk redirecting the water wherever she wanted it. Then she turned off the water, went silvery to shake off as much water as she could, and she stepped out of the shower. She slipped on her fluffy white bathrobe and dried her hair some before stepping into her houseshoes and walking out.




Ray had his stuff off the table, and the table set for two, and food dished up out of the slow cooker in bowls on the table, and the salad fixings already turned into salad too. Plus a couple nice candles in the center of the table, and the room lights turned down.




So she kissed him. A lot. Because he totally deserved it.




And she wanted to know what he was working on, because he was writing a paper for a course, but he got her talking about what she’d done that afternoon, and that took the whole dinner to get through.




He couldn’t resist grinning as he asked, “So… what’s it like being the mentor to a whole army of Alex Macks?”




She admitted, “Pretty amazing. And humbling. And embarrassing.” She sighed, “They were all so… amazing. But they’re me, just a few years ago. I looked at them all, and they were like looking in a mirror. They were all so great, and they were all trying so hard, and they all acted like I was Wonder Woman. Or Buffy. The other Buffy, not our Buffy. And I sorta realized I spent years doing stuff and not seeing how it looked to everyone else.”




Ray squeezed her hand. “I could’ve told you that. I mean, I did tell you that. About a hundred times.”




She gave him a warm smile. “You did. Maybe it’s finally sinking in.”




They finished eating, even if Alex had an extra three bowls before she put the remaining food into two metal 9”x13” pans that went into the fridge, and the leftover salad into a big baggie. She used her tk to do that and put stuff to soak in the sink while she finished up her last bowl.




Ray finally asked, “Anything else important sinking in?”




And she gave him a much bigger smile. “Yeah. I think I should be more mature. More adult. About a lot of stuff.”




“Does that mean you’re not going to hang out with Jack anymore?”




She giggled and stood up, using her tk to clean off the rest of the table and put it all away or else in the dishwasher. Then she pulled him to his feet and kissed him. “We won’t count hanging out with Jack and Willow. I mean… us.” And she kissed him hard.




She used her tk to slide her bathrobe off and whisk it off to get hung up on the hook on the bathroom door. Then she used her tk to unbuckle his belt and lower his pants and boxers to the floor. She lifted him off the floor with her tk and slid off his shoes and socks, followed by his pants and boxers. Then she lowered him back down and used her hands to peel off his shirt and undershirt.




He kissed her passionately. “Oh. This kind of ‘us’.”




“Yeah. The kind I’ve been stalling on, and stressing about.”




He kissed her some more before whispering in her ear, “I can wait. I mean, it’s not like we don’t go to third base all the time. And I know you don’t like that diaphragm.”




“Oh. That,” she murmured. “I’ve been practicing.”




The diaphragm and spermicidal jelly flew out of her nightstand. The tube gingerly coated jelly along the rim of the diaphragm. Then the diaphragm folded itself up before sliding up between her legs. The tube slid between her legs and gave a careful squeeze of the jelly. Then the tube flew back to the bedroom.




He kissed her again. “That tk never stops being useful, does it?”




“Especially tonight.”




She snuffed the candles out with a quick tk pinch. The room was dark, except for the light coming in from the bathroom, and the outside light sneaking through her windowblinds. So she used her tk to unplug her nightlight in her bedroom, because it was green, and it wouldn’t be romantic at all.




Ray scooped her up and carried her bridal style to the bedroom.







Epilogue IV

The Secret Plan of Alexandra Mack I



Alexandra made sure to hug everybody. Okay, she was going to hug Harry for being awesome and saving her from Utu, but he was standing way off on the other side of the group hug, so she didn’t get the chance. But she got to hug Alex and Alee too.




They even managed to get through the portal before the giant cat-thing came to from whatever super-smackdown Alex and Alee gave it. Nanna and Ningal would have peed their snakey little pants if they’d had that thing bearing down on them.




And hey, she’d managed not to think in Goa’uld there. That was good. Thinking in Goa’uld all the time was totally bi’in.




Well crud, she did it again.




They came through the portal, and they were back in that cruddy firing range in the police station basement. Only it was different. There was a bunch of fancy equipment and a harp-shaped box containing a…




No, she wasn’t going to think it in Goa’uld. It was an alternate dimension transfer system. She had no idea how the Tau’ri figured out how to turn that into a cross-universe portal that reached as far as it must have. Sam and her fellow scientists must be a lot further along on important science stuff than the Goa’uld thought. Which was good, because if the Goa’uld ever wised up, they’d drop everything to turn Earth into a cinder so they didn’t have more threats to deal with.




Alexandra watched as Sam glanced at the number on the poster that was set in front of the machine. Sam just gave it a quick look and a tiny nod, so Alexandra felt safe they’d ended up in the right place, instead of maybe some Earth where the Goa’uld had taken over. Or those cruddy little Replicators were loose. Or something even worse. Although she couldn’t think of anything worse than being trapped on a Replicator-deluged planet and getting turned into Replicator stuff along with everyone you loved.




Even if she wasn’t sure anyone on this Earth still loved her.




The colonel — Jack — almost sprinted over to Sam. He reached out, froze, and then carefully put his hands on her shoulders. “Major. Glad to see you got back home in one piece, and didn’t forget your little buddy.”




Sam looked him in the eye and stood at attention. But she had to clear her throat first. “Thank you, sir. There were a few moments when I wasn’t sure we were going to make it.”




The colonel awkwardly took his hands off her shoulders and said, “I look forward to your report. I would look forward to it even more if I didn’t have to write one of my own.”




The little Tok’ra — Liz — elbowed the brunette. And Alexandra had been right: the Tok’ra was an exact double for Buffy Summers! How was that even possible? Alexandra didn’t know the brunette, even if she looked really familiar for some reason. The twosome was staring at the colonel and Sam like they were watching a movie. Did the Tok’ra think Sam and the colonel were a couple? That was…




No, she was not going to think the word she was thinking, because she was going to stop using Goa’uld vocab all the time.




But Jack was pretty hot for an Air Force colonel, and Sam was so pretty it made Alexandra feel sort of Loserville. Still, Nanna had used Alexandra’s body to read up on the military and stuff, because the Tau’ri of SG-1 were a massive nuisance, so Alexandra knew that a colonel and his second-in-command were not supposed to be interested in each other. Even if the history stuff she had read about Sparta was more what Ningal said the militaries ought to be like. Okay, Ningal always said everything on Earth ought to be more like the way the Goa’uld did it, or the way the Goa’uld made Jaffa do it.




The colonel turned and looked at Alexandra, giving her a big smile. “Nice to see you decided to come home with Carter. I would’ve hated to have to put those ‘lost’ pictures up on telephone poles all over the multiverse. Not to mention what collect calls from other dimensions would do to my phone bill.”




Naturally, Liz snickered at the colonel’s joke. Sam just stood there like she totally wished she could tell her superior officer to knock it off.




But the colonel wasn’t done. He looked her over with an insightful eye and said, “You’re looking a lot better for someone who was only gone a few hours. Was it only a few hours for you?”




“Yes sir.” Alexandra spilled, “But I learned a lot of stuff. And I got some support. And you were right, I can use what I can do for something other than icky stuff.”




Sam added, “And she can teach me to use the kara kesh and quavola’kesh a lot more effectively, sir.”




Liz chipped in, “You should totally work on the hara’kesh. Especially for special ops.”




The colonel disagreed, “What Carter already has would be great. Serious defensive and offensive capabilities, and our very own team medic.”




Sam pointed out, “Our current loadout provides much better offensive capabilities except possibly in melee combat—”




“Which we try not to do against Jaffa and Gould,” the colonel cut in, with his usual bad pronunciation. Alexandra suspected that was deliberate.




Sam kept going like the colonel wasn’t being a smartypants and smarting off. “—but the defensive and medic capabilities would be a big improvement, particularly given the small size and mass of the tools.”




The colonel agreed, “Good. And you could wear the ribbon device but have a glove on over it, so you’d be armed and not obvious about it. Except on Earth.”




Right. Because the Tau’ri were still trying to keep regular people, like her, from finding out about the horrors awaiting everyone, if people ventured… out there. Alexandra wasn’t exactly mega-sure that was the right thing to do. But she also wasn’t sure her sense of right and wrong hadn’t been permanently corrupted, or at least damaged, from having Nanna and Ningal in her head for most of a year. Even if other Alexandras thought she was okay.




The brunette asked, “What’s next? Because Liz and I need to get moving before we get ID’ed.”




That was when Alexandra recognized the voice. Because how could you not recognize that voice? “Selina? I mean, Catwoman?”




And Selina totally had a ‘how did you know that’ look. So… yeah. 




The colonel groaned, “Oh no, don’t tell me you guys went and hung out with Hermione and Carter’s other extra-dimensional pals! This wasn’t D’Lazza again, was it?”




Carter reported, “Yes sir, it was Hermione and Buffy and Selina and the rest of that team. And they all had tracked down their own versions of Alexandra. Except for the original Alex, who was also there but without her personal team. Which now includes the analogues of you and me.”




Alexandra gushed, “And she’s awesome! Mega-awesome. I mean, she’s totally tera!”




“Totally tera?” Liz and Jack said it almost simultaneously, like they’d been practicing being snarky together.




Sam instantly explained, “Sir, you remember what she was capable of.” Jack nodded. “It’s been three years for her, not a couple months. She’s improved. Drastically. She’s become her Earth’s standard for superheroes.”




Selina looked at Liz. “This is the teen you were talking about? Flies, hurls lightning, has telekinesis?”




Sam added, “She’s faster. And stronger. And her ‘lightning bolts’ have to be some sort of particle beam weapon, because her lightning goes where she wants it to, not where real lightning would divert to. She goes by the codename ‘Terawatt’ and now she’s building worldwide superhero teams.”




Alexandra chipped in, “She was mega-embarrassed about how her name’s turned into a word people just use all the time. But she’s tera, and she’s mega-nice too.”




Sam contributed, “And the Alexandra from Selina’s world is significantly more powerful. Frankly, sir, it was… intimidating.”




Alexandra figured, “The two of them, all by themselves, could squash an army of Jaffa and a ha’tak of Death Gliders and the ha’tak too.”




Liz snarked, “What about when the ha’tak is in outer space?”




Sam mentioned, “Apparently, neither one needs to breathe when they’re in outer space.”




“Crap!” Liz gasped. “We could so use a couple of them.”




Alexandra pointed out, “They live in universes where they have to fight stuff much scarier than they are. Stormburst — the one in Selina’s world — may be mega-powerful, but she’s on a training team. Of teenagers. Who used to be sidekicks to bigger heroes who are way more powerful. And the biggest heroes in her world fight stuff that’s way, way more powerful than them. Selina said one of their badguys destroyed a couple entire universes before they stopped him. And Stormburst said there’s one badguy who was still pretty much unstoppable even after he got dragged all the way through a star. And their Sam discovered how to control gravity with her mind, and she’s a supervillain now, and they don’t know how to stop her.”




Jack snarked, “What, did they laugh at her ideas at the academy?” Alexandra just gave him a look. So did Sam. Jack complained, “Fer cryin’ out loud! I was joking!”




Sam looked totally uncomfortable. “Sir, as it was explained to me, that Sam Carter had a much worse breaking point with her father over her mother’s death, and became an unsocialized genius who was giving a paper at a conference and was publicly humiliated with ad hominem attacks she had no idea how to handle. She proved she was right. Only… she may have lost any sign of mental stability. Instead of simply using her powers to demonstrate that she was correct, she destroyed the homes and laboratories and offices of the two physicists who humiliated her. And her next step may be significantly worse.”




Jack winced. “Okay. Carter, if you figure out how to manipulate gravity with your mind, you are under orders not to go insane and turn into a supervillain.”




Sam gave him a tiny smile. “Roger that, colonel.”




One of the nerdy-looking science-type guys in the room burst out, “Major, if you can figure out how to do that…”




Jack held up one strict hand. “Dr. Lee, we are going to have a little chat with the general when we get back, and this may get classified above your pay grade. So don’t get your hopes up we can start firing this stuff off at passing ha’taks or anything.”




Sam added, “And it may require a universe with differing physical constants, so it may not be feasible here.”




Alexandra sort of thought it might be a good idea if some of this stuff wasn’t possible. Well, not possible in this universe. Because it had sounded to her like maybe her universe was one of the safer ones. Unless maybe there were universes so safe that none of this stuff would work, and not even Goa’uld threats were on the horizon.




Jack looked at Sam expectantly. “Any chance we might get even more fun? Portals? Hellgoddesses? Wicked witches of the West?”




Sam drew herself up. “Sir, there is no way of predicting these sorts of inter-universal intrusions. I have no reason to expect that this will happen again anytime soon. Still, I would be remiss in my duty if I didn’t suggest that we plan in case it happens again.”




“Eggggcellent.” He rubbed his hands together like he wanted to be a mad scientist. “And let’s plan on fun things we can do if we get one or two of our superheroes for a few hours. That includes Hermione and her little pals.”




Alexandra checked, “So… what about me? Back in the prison cell?”




“Not a chance in hell,” Jack grumbled. “Med checks for both of you, and I want you in on the debriefing, so someone can explain to me what really happened when the major goes all astrophysicist about stuff.”




“Sir!” Sam complained.




But Jack kept going, “Then you are getting some time Skyping with one of our shrinks. And then I am taking you and your parents out to dinner where you can’t talk about classified stuff, but you can just be with ’em. Because they’re worried. And freaked out. And whatever the hip kids call it these days.”




Alexandra thought of something Lexi had said. “They got a wiggins.”




Jack grinned, “Yeah. That too.”




It occurred to her that the Goa’uld leaders and their First Primes would never be able to figure out what SG-1 was going to do next, because Jack was way too un-colonel-ish. Or whatever the right English word was. Because she had a Jaffa word in mind, but she was going to stop thinking not-English words if it killed her.




Also, in Jaffa, it was a really not nice word for guys in charge of stuff who really shouldn’t be in charge of anything more important than latrine cleaning.




She took a breath and did like Sam. “I have a plan. And I know you’re not gonna like it, but I think I need to try it. And I’ll need Liz and Selina’s help.”




He scowled, “Okay, I already don’t like this plan.”




She tried to keep looking at him. “First, I need to talk with my family and friends, and make things right as much as I can. Then I need to talk to Jo and Libby and everyone I mutilated, and explain it wasn’t me, and tell ’em I have a plan to get ’em all healed up.” Ooh Jack really didn’t like where this plan was going. “Then I need Liz’s help to go talk to the Tok’ra and let one of them ride inside me for this one mission.” Jack started to complain out loud, but she held up both her hands. “Let me finish, please. I know it’s a bad idea, and I know it’s scaring the pants off me, but I’ve got to do this, and having a Tok’ra on board is the only way I’ve figured out to make it work. Because then I’m gonna need Liz and Selina’s help so I can pose as Nanna and fly to one of Nanna’s planets and steal a quavola’marnaq so we can heal ’em for real. And then I’ll get the Tok’ra out of me, and I can be me again. Someday. Even if I still can’t talk normal and not say Goa’uld words and stuff.”




Jack frowned, “That’s a bad plan. I mean, we’re talking ‘Alexandra and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Plan’ here. This plan is worse than the time the Tok’ra wanted to drug Yu-huang and make him think Danny was his lojack!”




“Lo’taur, sir,” Sam quietly corrected.




But Jack was just getting started. “So then, who shows up? Danny’s old girlfriend, with Osiris inside her, so his whole plan is blown, and what does Spacemonkey try to do? He tries to kidnap Osiris so he can take it home and get his GF back!”




Alexandra carefully pointed out, “I won’t be impersonating anyone. I’ll be Nanna. I mean, Nanna’s locked up in a jar, and no one’s gonna be able to tell I’m not Nanna anymore. I remember that stuff.”




Jack pointed out, “But you have no idea what’s happened to Nanna’s Nanna-technology and Nanna-ites and stuff since he’s been gone. If Anubis has taken over, or drops in on you while you’re there, you’re dead. You’re worse than dead. And you could get Liz and Sidney and Selina killed too!”




Alexandra tried totally hard not to wince, but she failed. She could tell from Jack’s expression that it was a pretty epic fail too. She still said, “Jack, I know all that. And nothing scares me more than getting snaked again. But someone’s got to help all the people I—”




Jack cleared his throat menacingly.




“—okay, Nanna and Ningal did stuff to.”




Jack gave her a pretty scary glare, which didn’t scare her after the stuff she’d lived through. He growled, “Not a chance in hell. You can brief Liz, or one of the other Tok’ra, and we can back them up and run this op. But you stay on Earth where you’re safe. There is no way I’m letting you risk your neck on this. You can be mad as hell at me, but the answer is a big fat ‘no’.”




Alexandra opened her mouth to argue, but Sam gave her a tiny ‘no’ shake of the head.




Sam suggested, “Sir, let me have a private chat with Alexandra and explain why this is not a good idea, and why she should follow your lead.”




Jack sighed, “Fine Carter, do your magic stuff where smart people listen to you and not to me.”




So Sam led her out into the hall and down a ways so Goa’uld hearing wouldn’t pick up their conversation. Because Liz could probably hear really well, if she tried. And Liz looked like the kind of person who would want to try.




Sam started out, “Swiping a bunch of Nanna and Ningal’s tech is a good idea, but—”




“I knew there would be a ‘but’ in this,” Alexandra grumbled.




Sam kept going anyway. “But Colonel O’Neill is never going to put a kid at risk unless he has absolutely no choice. He used to have a son. Charlie. He really loved his son. He had a wife. He had a great life. Charlie got into the colonel’s gunsafe and played with a handgun and accidentally killed himself.”




Alexandra had a sudden urge to vomit or something.




Sam still didn’t stop. “The colonel fell apart. His marriage fell apart. When he was offered the original Stargate assignment, he accepted it because he was looking for what is called in some circles ‘suicide by cop’. Since then, he has risked his life to save kids, and he has jeopardized more than one diplomatic relationship with other planets because of the way they treated some set of children. He is never going to let anyone he sees as a ‘kid’ run into danger, and this is a bigger danger than even you know, because you don’t know what’s been happening in the galaxy while Nanna and Ningal have been trapped here on Earth.”




Alexandra whispered, “I’m totally sorry. I didn’t know.”




Sam insisted, “It’s not your fault. And I want you to pretend I didn’t tell you this story, because he doesn’t like other people to know he’s very human and he has huge buttons an opponent could press. We’ll go back in, and you’ll pretend I bored you to tears telling you a long list of reasons why you shouldn’t undertake this evolution.”




“Okay,” Alexandra gave in. “But how do we get a qu… I mean, a sarcophagus? Because there’s no way I can heal Jo’s damage with just a quavola’kesh and quiri’kesh. I’m not even sure I can heal Libby’s face with ’em. And I can’t leave her like that!”




Sam told her, “You can brief us on everything. Everything you might need to get to Nanna’s planets, and get what you want, and get back out, and get back here. We’ll make sure Liz has all your information, and we can take you to our base so you can talk to her via Tok’ra comm ball during the op. And Liz can pretend to be Nanna. Liz and Sidney have a very specific set of skills, and posing as someone else is one skill they both have. Also, Liz and Selina may be the most effective pair in the galaxy when it comes to stealing anything. So Nanna and her lo’taur will walk into one of Nanna’s bases, order the minions around, and leave. With the stuff we want. And if I know Liz and Selina, with an even bigger ship. And anything else valuable that isn’t nailed down.”




Alexandra sighed to herself. “Okay. I mean, I really, really don’t want to get snaked again, even if it’s someone Liz trusts. And I don’t wanna get killed. Or worse. Or worse and killed and worse and re-killed.” But she still wanted to do it. Even if it was dangerous. Maybe even mega-dangerous. And terrifying, especially the ‘let another threat tear its way into her body and wrap itself around her spinal column’ part.




She wondered if Liz was really as happy about things as she acted, or if that was her Goa’uld making her act that way. Nanna and Ningal had sure done a ton of stuff like that to her, making her act like she was Alexandra Mack with nothing going on.




Maybe the person Alexandra needed to talk to about that was Selina.




She followed Sam back into the firing range, her shoulders hunched like she’d really given up. She grumbled, “Fine, Sam beat me to death with reasons until I said okay. You win.”




Jack looked kind of sad, instead of looking all ‘yippee, I win’. He gently patted her on the shoulder. “It’s not a matter of ‘I win’ or ‘you win’. It’s doing what we need to do. And you need to let the pros tackle this. If you want to put in the effort, you can work toward being a pro someday, but not now. You’re not even out of high school. And it’s not like your folks are going to say ‘good idea kid, we’d love for you to do something crazy and dangerous!’ No way. Your folks are just glad to have the real you back, and they may not let you out of their sight for a few months.”




Alexandra asked, “Can I still go apologize to everyone and explain it wasn’t me and tell some people we’re gonna try to fix things for ’em? Please?”




Jack patiently nodded, “Yes. But after they sign our NDAs. And we’ll tell you what you can and cannot tell people.”




Alexandra reminded him, “Umm, sure, but the people like Jo? They saw me with the glowing eyes and scary voice, and using an alien hand weapon. They’re not geniuses like Sam, but they’re bound to figure out we’re talking about evil body-jacking aliens from outer space.”




Jack just said, “I blame Heinlein. If he wasn’t so popular, no one would know about brain-controlling space slugs.”




“Sidney is so not a slug!” Liz complained. And she even gave Jack a huge pout. Which was so not mature. And so like Buffy too. Which was just mega-weird.




And now Alexandra was wondering if this Selina was secretly a cat burglar who ran around in a skin-tight cat costume. And purred.





The Secret Plan of Alexandra Mack II



Alexandra was so glad that whole medical exam was over. Not that they did anything creepy, but that she’d worried the whole time that they’d do something creepy. Or that they’d find there was still something creepy inside her.




Not that she had a great track record with doctors. And medical exams. And she hadn’t even gone to her last real medical exam, because Nanna and Ningal didn’t want anyone to take x-rays of her or do blood tests on her. And for some wackadoodle reason, Nanna thought Louis would be the best person to substitute for Alexandra at the doctor’s office. Louis? Really? No, Ningal had to convince Nanna to use Robyn, which was just as terrible, because ‘Alexandra’ didn’t just ask nicely. No, Ningal used the mind fog on Robyn and made her go in and pretend to be Alexandra Mack.




At least Nanna knew enough from Alexandra’s memories that he made Robyn stop doing pot for a week first. Because that would have been totally yucky, starting with ‘Alexandra’ marching in and brain-crushing the med techs into changing the results, and using the mind fog to make the doctors forget they saw that when the bloodwork came back.




Alexandra also didn’t want to think about what her x-rays would have looked like with two vertebrates lurking inside her body and entwined around her spinal column. That was totally barfworthy.




Then she had to sign the Non-Disclosure Agreement things. Not that she ever wanted to talk about how she was a psycho serial killer and torturer for most of a year. And most of the rest of the stuff, no one except SG-1 would ever believe her.




And the debriefing wasn’t so bad. Even if she was mega-embarrassed when Sam was talking about what an awesome job Alexandra did against vampires and regenerating ghoul-like things, and how Alexandra acted like a real team player when some people in that battle were only thinking about what they could go kill next. And also when Sam was talking about how Alexandra fought an ancient god that was possessing her. Talking about the other Alexandras — which Sam kept calling ‘Alexes’ or ‘Alexandrae’ — was sort of weird but not all embarrassing.




On the other hand, Alexandra got to talk about how awesome Alex and Alee and Aly and Lexi were, and how Alexa and Alexan could do real magic. Who would have thought that other Alexandras could be real, live superheroes? Or real, live witches? Or both, really, because Alexa and Alexan were really brave for people who only got tossed into that kind of stuff not that long ago.




Still, the really, really mega-weird thing about the debrief was an Air Force colonel sat right there and listened to her and Sam telling about all these amazing, impossible, horrifying things, and not once did he act like he didn’t believe them. Which was just kind of crazy, when she thought about it. What kind of stuff had Colonel O’Neill seen that he just gave a pass on ‘four-story-high T. rex / squid monster’ or ‘Rose Bowl sized kitty’ or ‘creepy tentacled demon’ or ‘armada of flying dragons’?




Maybe SG-1 had done some mega-awesome stuff that the Goa’uld had no idea about.




Sam had a giant long list of people to check on that Hermione had written out using magic. And Alexandra’s dad and big sister Annie were on the good guy list! Okay, Selina was on the list too, but under ‘maybe’. Alexandra wanted to know what the deal was on that. And why was Liz fussing about some boring old Senator on the list who wasn’t even from her state?




Then Sam took Alexandra to a place where Alexandra could shower and wash her hair, because fighting in a dirty alley and in a forest and in a burning building and in a monsoon and in a dusty creepy field? Not good for staying Pinesol fresh. Plus clean clothes that were her actual clothes, including one of her favorite pairs of overalls, and a cute knit hat.




But after that, Sam made her sit and Skype with a psychiatrist back at Sam’s base. Which was embarrassing and painful and grim, because there was so much really awful stuff she hadn’t had a chance to talk to anybody about for months and months. Alexandra was just mega-glad she wasn’t Catholic like Nicole’s friend, because if she had to tell a priest all this badness, he’d probably make her do about a trillion of those prayer things with the beads.




Then, after the Skyping, Alexandra had to blow her nose a bunch and use some Visine, so she didn’t look like she’d been crying for most of an hour. And she went to see her parents, which she was worried about.




Okay, so she was terrified about it. She was more scared than when Utu was in her. Because… what if her mom and dad hated her? What if they didn’t want to see her ever again?




Even with Sam reassuring her and patting her on the shoulder and stuff, Alexandra was really, really scared. But Alexandra had learned a lot of stuff about herself over the past year. She had learned that she could keep moving forward even when things looked hopeless. And she had learned she could do the brave thing, even when it was going to hurt more than she could believe. And she had learned that sometimes, just once in a really long time but maybe just when you really needed it, miracles happened and the good guys won.




Alexandra walked into the little conference room with Sam behind her and sort of guiding her forward. And there was Jack, sitting there talking to her mom and dad, and her mom was crying, and her dad looked like he really wanted to cry too but he wasn’t supposed to because of guy stuff.




Her parents both looked over when they heard the door, and her mom gasped, “Honey?”




“It’s me, mom,” she managed, even if she was starting to cry too.




And her mom jumped up out of the chair and ran over and hugged Alexandra as hard as she could. Alexandra hugged her too. And then her dad was hugging both of them, and everybody was crying. Well, except Jack. And maybe not Sam either, even if Sam needed to step out of the room for a minute.




Her dad whispered, “I’m so, so sorry. I must be the worst dad in the world. My little girl needed my help for months and months, and I had no idea there was anything wrong, and what kind of dad doesn’t know when his daughter isn’t even the one talking to him?”




Her mom kept asking, “Honey? Are you really okay? I mean, they said you were, but they said we can’t talk to a doctor about it…” And stuff like that.




But she didn’t really care about that, because her mom and dad still loved her! Even after the stuff she — well, Nanna and Ningal — did to them!




She apologized a ton, and her dad apologized a ton, and her mom tried to apologize but kept bursting into tears. 




And finally, Jack interrupted them. “Okay campers, I know this has been a brutal year, but we got things fixed. And it’s going to get better. For all of you. So we’re gonna try something crazy, and I’m taking all of you out to eat. If anyone asks, I’m George’s adopted brother Uncle Jack, and Sam is a cousin on Barb’s side.”




Alexandra’s mom worried, “I don’t know…” 




Her dad managed, “You shouldn’t have to pay for dinner if you’re visiting from…”




“From lovely Colorado, up around the Rockies, where I spend my time being irresponsible,” Jack said. “And your Cousin Sam rode on her motorcycle from Cal Tech, where she’s a research physicist.”




Her mom tried, “I really don’t think I’m up to appearing in public right now, and I just want to spend time with Alexandra, and I know George does too…”




Jack just nodded. “Right. And all three of you need lots of time together, just talking. But you need to eat, and you need to start acting normal again, and you need to spend some time together when you’re not all crying.” He looked at Alexandra’s dad. “Except George, who wouldn’t cry about stuff like this.”




Even though Alexandra’s dad was totally crying too.




Alexandra still thought it was a crazy idea, but ‘Uncle Jack’ talked them into going to the nice steakhouse over on Montecito Boulevard. And there was a huge black guy waiting for Jack. The guy was standing like a Marine, but had a baseball cap on backwards like a gangsta-type guy.




He had naquadah in him. As soon as Alexandra felt it, she nearly freaked. She hastily glanced over at Sam to warn her, but Sam just gave Alexandra a tiny nod of ‘yeah we got it’.




How many people did the SGC have that had naquadah in them already?




Jack walked over and patted the guy on the back. “Tee! Glad you could join us!” He turned back to Alexandra and her family. “Hey everyone, this is Tee, he helps me run that flyfishing and hunting camp I was telling you about.”




The massive guy looked at Jack for a moment and then agreed, “Indeed.” He looked at Alexandra’s dad and said, “O’Neill is very determined about fishing at every opportunity.”




“Yep!” Jack agreed, with a big pop on the ‘p’. “C’mon T, I bet they haven’t been feeding you today at the plant.”




“The food has been sufficient,” the guy said stolidly.




And when they went inside, ‘Tee’ didn’t take his cap off, even though the hostess looked at him funny.




And Alexandra got it. He couldn’t take his cap off. He was Jaffa, and he had the mark of one of the System Lords on his forehead. She remembered what Ningal knew about the Tau’ri fighters, and she worked it out. This wasn’t a guy named Tee. This was the legendary Teal’c, First Prime of Apophis and greatest student of Bra’tac. Wow. Nanna would have been throwing a fit about the shol’vah and the annoying nuisances that were SG-1. Ningal would have been looking for a force of Jaffa to hide behind.




She stepped forward and put out her hand to shake. When he took her hand carefully, she whispered in High Jaffa, “It is an honor to meet you.”




His eyebrows went up, but that was all the reaction she got. That was probably a good thing, considering. So somehow, ‘Uncle Jack’ put together a field team that included the most impressive Jaffa warrior of the century, and the smartest physicist in the world who just happened to be an awesome soldier and pilot. And Jack was supposed to be a really good warrior and tactician too. And nobody knew about Liz and Selina, who were obviously way more effective at infiltration than any ashrak she ever met. No wonder the Tau’ri had been running rings around the System Lords for several years.




Well, it served the creepy little snakey jerkheads right.




And she actually said that in her head without sliding into Goa’uld even once. Score!




She ordered her favorite stuff, since she didn’t have anyone in her head ordering what they wanted. A small filet mignon, and a Caesar salad, and a diet Dr. Pepper. But she was gonna start drinking diet coke and see if maybe she liked it more, because Alex was tera. Totally tera.




Still, her mom nearly burst into tears when Alexandra ordered. Maybe her folks had suspected something was going on, after all.




And Jack told stories about taking trouble-prone newbies on fishing expeditions and backpacking trips, and some of his stories were really funny. Especially the ones about this guy named Danny who Jack said ought to have the world record for most injuries at really inconvenient moments. Or this stuffy English guy named Rupert who wanted to see America, and was so stuffy he wore tweed on a hike. Or this Valley Girl named Lizzy who couldn’t stay out of trouble, and seemed like the kind of person who would find a bobcat and ask ‘can I go pet the kitty?’




Oh wait. Valley Girl. Lizzy. That was Liz! The Tok’ra who had stolen the device they used to extract Nanna and Ningal. She was a real person. Was Jack telling stories about real people, just making them sound like they were about hikers and campers instead of SG-1 personnel on SG-1 assignments? No wonder Sam was so tense about some of the stories.




So then Jack finally got her dad to tell a camping story, so instead of telling an Annie story or an Alexandra story, her dad told a George story. Because her dad was like that. So Jack told a Jack story where Jack did something dopey when they were out on a camping trip and they met some other campers and a pretty girl offered Jack some snacks and Jack got really bad food poisoning from it and Tee had to rescue him.




So that got Alexandra’s dad telling some more stories, mostly on himself, and then her mom told a story about going camping with George and George having to help her all the way back to the car when she did something George told her not to. And then Alexandra’s dad told an Annie story that really wasn’t Annie’s fault, even if Annie really hadn’t listened to their dad because she was reading a book. Alexandra felt sort of bad about her dad telling that story, so she told a story about being a counselor in training at her dad’s old camp, and getting scared by a bear.




And then it was hours later, and they had dessert, even if Alexandra just had a couple bites of her dad’s pie. And ‘Tee’ told a story about Jack insisting on bringing along a couple raspberry jello packets in his backpack so he could have blue jello on the trip, and somehow a hole got punched in one packet, and Jack got wet in a river, and he ended up with blue jello stain running down his back and behind and the backs of his legs. Jack kept making up stuff about that, like claiming he was secretly trying to turn into Mystique, and his pal Danny calling him ‘Papa Smurf’, and other funny stuff.




So things were really a lot better when Jack dropped her and her folks off at her dad’s car, and her dad drove her and her mom home. It looked like Jack was smarter about people than he acted.




She still sat her folks down and made sure they were okay with how things had gone for nine months. And she told them a little bit of how awful her year had been. But not the really, really bad stuff like what Nanna and Ningal had done to her.




When she went to bed, she made sure to go hug her mom and dad and tell them how much she loved them. She hadn’t been able to tell them that for months. Her mom came and tucked her in, and she didn’t fuss about it.







She woke up with a start when the gloved hand pressed down on her mouth. 




Her eyes flew open, and she automatically grabbed for her hara’kesh, which was freaky because that was a Ningal reflex she didn’t want to have.




It was Selina and Liz. Only Selina was in a Catwoman costume that was so much like the other Catwoman’s outfit that it was crazy. And Liz was in a black camo ‘breaking into places’ outfit. Plus, Liz was holding Alexandra’s hara’kesh and smirking like she totally knew what Alexandra was about to do.




Liz whispered, “Relax, it’s just us. We figured you needed to talk to us about stuff, and Jack wouldn’t like it.”




And they must have defeated her dad’s security system with the motion sensors and everything, so Alexandra figured that answered the ‘cat burglar’ question too. Yikes.




Liz looked at Alexandra and said, “First question.”




Alexandra looked at Selina and asked, “Is she really okay with a Tok’ra inside her?”




Liz smirked in a sing-song voice, “Called it!”




Selina rolled her eyes like Liz did this all the time. Then she explained, “Yeah, I was kind of worried about it when I found out too. But I’ve gotten to talk to Liz and Sidney both, and Jack and Sam, who were there when it happened.”




Liz spilled, “Jack was so freaked. You know Sam had a Tok’ra in her. And it wasn’t nice about stuff. She was uber-upset about me getting snaked. But Sidney’s awesome. We share. Well, we share memories and this body. And having Sidney gives me superpowers.”




Well sure, because having a symbiote inside you let it overclock your body in several ways that the Goa’uld had studied for a long, long time.




Liz tilted her head forward, and her eyes glowed. In a deep Goa’uld voice, Sidney whispered, “And you are right to be worried about having a Goa’uld inside you. Sam’s experience was not as bad or as long as yours, but she and Jack are both worried about how you are recovering. And Sam is a lot more worried than she is willing to admit.”




Liz tilted her head forward again, and the eye-glow faded away. In her normal voice, she whispered, “And Sam doesn’t really grok just how horrible your stuff was, because her Tok’ra didn’t do the ‘torture for fun’ thing or the ‘torture to keep you in line’ thing. Just the ‘totally control the body’ and ‘ransack the memories’ things.”




Okay, that was really what Alexandra had wanted to know. Because there was no way a symbiote would use the word ‘grok’, much less get it right, and Alexandra only knew it because her dad and Annie were both enormous nerds who actually said stuff like that in regular conversations.




“Question number two?” Selina purred. It wasn’t as big a purr as Alee’s Catwoman used, but that was totally a purr in there.




Alexandra asked, “What kind of ship do you have?”




Liz and Selina looked at each other like they’d already figured out what Alexandra was up to. Which was kind of embarrassing, but kind of helpful too.




Liz whispered, “I’ve got an al’kesh. Type hamtaw. You got a destination in mind?”




So Alexandra told her the solar system she had in mind, which had one habitable planet and a couple other inner planets and some gas giants and a couple distant moons Nanna had used.




Liz thought it over. “Okay. Sam gave my engines a tune-up and oil change, so I think we could make it there in about thirty hours. If I was gonna play Nanna, I’d need you as my lo’taur.”




Alexandra confessed, “I was thinking… You get a Tok’ra you trust to meet us, and I let him be my symbiote for a few hours while we pull the caper, and then I give the symbiote back, and we run back here with a quavola’marnaq.”




Selina cocked an eyebrow at Liz, who explained, “A blinged-out sarcophagus. You still haven’t seen one.”




Selina asked, “Do you really think you can hold together with another symbiote in you, no matter how nice he is?”




Alexandra insisted, “I think I need to. I don’t think we can pull this off otherwise, because Nanna has some pretty suspicious underlings, and a couple underlings who’ve probably tried to take over while he was gone.”




Liz winced a little. “Okay, that’s already getting into bad scenarios, because what would be easier than using planetary defenses or your Jaffa army to do a little wetwork to make that takeover go a lot smoother?”




Selina added, “And for all you know, one of those underlings decided to make a big jump in status by calling in Anubis and offering him a new star system.”




“Ugh,” Alexandra groaned. “Yeah, this could be mega-bi’in in a lot of ways. But I did a lot of damage, and I’ve got to fix it somehow. And pretty much the only way I’m ever gonna be able to heal Jo or Libby or Tylea is with a sarcophagus. And I know Jack’ll be totally flipped out if I even try, but… I’ve gotta try!”




Liz glanced over at Selina and then said, “Fine. We’re gonna sneak back out and go see if we can find out stuff, and maybe talk some people into other stuff. We’ll get back to you on the plan, but figure if we go, we’ll have to do it over the weekend so you have an excuse not to be pestered by Jack and Sam for a couple days.”




That was a totally smart idea. She nodded her agreement.




And her two burglars slipped back out, making pretty much no sound as they went. She listened really hard, but she didn’t even hear the alarm beep as it went back on, or a door creak open and closed. They were really good at illegal stuff. That could come in handy.





The Secret Plan of Alexandra Mack III



Alexandra woke up the next morning at dawn, but that was mainly because Ningal liked to. So she ignored that and went back to sleep. But then it was like she was eight again. Maybe… eight and just recovering from a really bad illness. Her mom came in and gave her the over-cheerful voice. “Honey? It’s nearly breakfast time. Why don’t you get up and shower and come down. I’m fixing your favorite pancakes!”




“Blueberry pancakes with the tiny blueberries?” she asked hopefully. Oh Duat, she was acting like she was about eight too.




Her mom gave her a huge grin and a kiss on the cheek, because ‘Alexandra’ hadn’t wanted blueberry pancakes for about nine months. Well, Ningal hadn’t let Alexandra ask for them, because Ningal was a mean, jerky, crabby jerkhead who liked doing stuff like not letting Alexandra have things she wanted.




And really, Ningal would have loved those pancakes. There was a local farmer who came to the Farmers’ Market, and he had like eight varieties of blueberries that came on at different times of the year. And the little blueberries worked perfectly in blueberry pancakes without sinking to the bottom of the batter or being too huge when you poured the batter on the griddle. Plus yummy blueberry flavor. Mmm!




So she hurried through a fast shower, even though she had long hair. She didn’t like really long hair, but Ningal did, so ‘Alexandra’ hadn’t had a haircut in nearly a year. So she washed her hair, and rubbed it with a towel, and wrapped her hair in the towel so she could get going faster. And she pulled on one of her favorite t-shirts and a nice pair of overalls.




Then she ran downstairs and kissed her mom and dad. “Hi mom! Hi dad!” Her mom smiled like she might burst into tears if she wasn’t careful. Her dad hugged her and hugged her and didn’t seem to want to let go now that he had his younger daughter back.




Her dad finally let go and let her sit down at the kitchen table. Three place settings, the way it used to be before Nanna decided ‘Alexandra’ didn’t want to eat with some lowly Tau’ri anymore. Her dad went back to the stove, while her mom was cooking pancakes on their portable griddle, which had way more room than one cast iron skillet on the stove.




She wondered, “Dad? Whatcha cooking?”




Her dad made sure not to weep before he managed, “Just my younger daughter’s very favorite topping for blueberry pancakes!”




Awesome! “Your blueberry-orange syrup stuff with the orange rind bits in it? You’re the best dad anywhere!”




He sighed unhappily. “For most of the last year, I’ve felt like the worst dad anywhere. I don’t think we’re ever going to be able to thank ‘my brother Jack’ and Barb’s ‘cousin Sam’ for what they did for us.”




Alexandra insisted, “It wasn’t your fault. At all. And it wasn’t mom’s fault. It wasn’t even my fault, except for having the worst luck ever. Which maybe happens to people named Alexandra Louise Mack.” So then she had to explain about Alex and Alexa having the same truck crash disaster in different universes, and Aly having something even worse.




Breakfast was mega-great, even if there was lots of crying and hugging around the pancake-eating. And then ‘Uncle Jack’ showed up to take her to see some people, but when he saw the blueberry pancakes on the table, he decided to change his name to ‘Hungry Jack’ and he had a couple too.




Boy, did Jack put a lot of butter on his pancakes. Didn’t guys his age have to worry about cholesterol and fats and stuff? Not that she said anything about it. That would be rude.




Jack told her, “Major Carter’s got important stuff to do at the plant, so it’s just you and me today. We’ve got a meeting at your school with some teachers who signed NDAs, and let me first give you the big 4-1-1 on them, as the hep kids call it: nobody remembers Alexandra doing anything weird. Just doing extremely well in a couple of her classes. So don’t apologize for doing that mind fog thing. You can apologize for being all stiff and weird and stuff, and you can tell ’em it’s the stuff you all signed NDAs about, and you’ll be back to normal come fall.




“Then, as per your request, we’re going over to the hospital to see Jo Baker.” Alexandra started tearing up just thinking about it. “Miss Baker is not doing great. Mother deceased, father not around, no relatives to help her. Also, a thyroid problem that means she can’t keep the weight off. Right now, she’s on a hospital diet, and some sort of drug to keep her thyroid ticking along, but if we can’t do anything to help her, she’ll be a ward of the state and she’ll be in a state care facility, which won’t pay for stuff she doesn’t absolutely need, like the thyroid drugs.”




Alexandra burst into tears. “And she’ll be like that until she dies? We’ve got to help her! I tried and tried when Ningal was torturing her, and I was useless. We’ve got to get a quavola’marnaq so we can help her and Libby and Tylea and Carli!”




Jack gritted his teeth. She’d noticed he worried about kids. Like her. Dealing with Jo had probably been totally hard on him. He stiffly said, “We’ll map out a plan with Liz and Selina, and you’ll tell them everything you can think of about Nanna and Ningal. Then we’ll move you to where you can have remote comms with them in case they need more intel.”




She admitted, “Jack, there’s some stuff in my head that I don’t know I know until I need to know it. It’s not like I got all their memories in a couple big books I can just read out of.”




Jack grimaced, “Yeah. Carter sort of pushed that issue last night. She had the same problem with the memories from her snake. So we’ll do a couple walk-throughs and run some scenarios, and you can have chances to recall anything you can dredge up. Also, if we can talk the Tok’ra into helping on this, in a couple months we may be able to get some small samples of a drug that’ll let Liz convince even Goa’uld that they’re her bestie.”




She winced, “You’re not gonna use a hara’kesh and do the mind fog, are you?”




“Nope, nope, nothing like that. It’s… weird,” he insisted. “There’s this alien species, they once were a prey species, and they evolved this drug they can secrete, and it makes you think they’re one of your guys. It works on predators and it works on humans too. So it also works on Goa’uld in humans. One of the Tok’ra scientists managed to synthesize enough to use on like three or four people, and that’s all used up. But the Tok’ra lost him and his lab and his lab assistants and his lab notes when a ha’tak hit their planet and the scientist decided going out with a bang and taking out a small army of Jaffa was better than getting captured and tortured until he spilled that secret and every other secret he’d ever had. So it might be months before we’ve got more samples of this.”




“We can’t leave Jo like that for more months!” she wailed.




Jack handed her a bunch of kleenex, so she wiped her eyes and blew her nose and stuff. He warned her, “Kiddo, we may not be able to get at any of Nanna’s stuff, no matter what. We may be sending Liz and Selina to their deaths by letting ’em try this. Have you thought about how bad things are out there right now? Anubis is trying to take over every planet out there. Once he’s got all the major System Lords under his thumb, he’ll have them go after all the smaller fry, like Nanna. As soon as he thinks he’s ready to beat an Asgard fleet, he’ll spit on the Protected Planets Treaty. Even if he isn’t attacking Nanna’s planet this second, Nanna’s underlings probably took over and will kill you as soon as you show up and announce daddy’s home again.”




Alexandra admitted, “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that too. Inanna wouldn’t try that, but Shamash totally would if Inanna wasn’t around to keep an eye on him. And if he’s managed to take over Nanna’s monitoring and defense systems, it might be hard to crack ’em and turn ’em off. It’s not a simple password. It’s a… umm… Okay, I think the English equivalent is a test-and-response system, but I’m not sure. I’m not sure I remember enough to handle that, and I’m sure I can’t debrief on it well enough for someone else to cope with it. But the missile launcher on the moon oughta be able to fight off anything short of a fleet of ha’taks trying to land on Nanna’s pyramids.”




Jack checked, “What about using the stargate to sneak in?”




She had to stop and think about it before the memories came back. “The chappa’ai is in a big frame, so ordinarily it lies on its back. You can dial out and dive into it, but if you dial in and come through, you fall back into the event horizon and get disintegrated. There’s a secret code to operate the frame so you can stand it upright if you want, or flip it over so it’s face down over a pit so the event horizon doesn’t disintegrate anything new, but you can’t get out, and the next dial will disintegrate anyone stuck in the pit. I’m pretty sure only Nanna knows that code.”




Jack asked, “What about ringing down from a ha’tak?”




Alexandra had to stop and think about that one. “Nanna had rings for different stuff. A couple personal rings at the palace. One or two each at the lab buildings and the factory sector and the warehouse sector. And there’s one near the chappa’ai and one in the center of the Jaffa barracks where Nanna has an amphitheater so he can address his Jaffa in person. All of them can get turned off, or else boobytrapped so the incoming matter stream gets shunted off and not reconstructed.”




Jack grumbled, “Wow, that makes me wanna try ringing down into the palace.”




She fussed, “Jack, it’s not supposed to be safe. Every Goa’uld without a major army has to defend against massive invasion threats. Nanna has a palace there, and underlings, and lo’taur, and scientist types, and servants, plus maybe half a dozen battalions of Jaffa to keep things under control and stop anybody from rebelling. But it’s not a military force that could stop any size of invasion. It’s set up so Nanna could have farm communities who worship him and pay tributes that are way more than enough to feed him and all his people and troops. And getting to be one of his slaves is a mega-huge reward, unless farming by hand all day every day is your idea of fun.”




She thought about it for a bit. “I don’t want Liz and Selina to get hurt. Or killed. Or worse. But Ningal’s planets were already under attack by Ba’al’s forces when she went to ask Nanna for help, and then they tried stealing weapon-stuff from Earth and got caught, and that’s been maybe two years, so there’s no way any of Ningal’s planets are still under the control of her underlings. So this is the only quav… sarcophagus I think we have a real shot at swiping.”




Jack mentioned, “And you know, they’re heavy.”




Alexandra groaned and tried not to roll her eyes, “I know that. I mean, Nanna knows it, and Ningal knows it, so I know it secondhand. But Nanna can easily order a platoon of Jaffa to carry it onto his little al’kesh.”




Jack pulled into the side parking lot of Alexandra’s school. He reminded her, “Okay, first your teachers, then Baker, then Libby, then a late lunch at your house with your folks and your friends.”




Alexandra tried hard not to cringe. But she was still totally worried that some of this was not going to go great. Even if the people she used the mind fog on didn’t remember she did anything wrong, which meant she couldn’t tell them what she did.




And the meeting with her teachers and her principal was just… stupid. Nobody remembered her doing anything bad, just being really ‘formal’ and less ‘outgoing’, and ‘studying harder’. Because they only remembered Nanna and Ningal being pompous snakey jerks, and knowing stuff Alexandra didn’t normally know like math and biology and languages. So the main thing was she had a couple teachers who just wanted to know if Alexandra was going to be as good a student the next year, because they wanted to move her up to the AP courses.




It was totally not fair that Ningal was so good at the mind fog that no one yelled at Alexandra for being a mind-controlling psycho. She deserved to get yelled at.




Instead, she just had to say, “I’m sorry I can’t tell you what happened to me, but it wasn’t fun. And I think I’ll still be better at math and science and Spanish. And I’d like to take the AP exam for Latin.”




Jack interrupted her, “And we’re going to be talking to her about applying to the Air Force Academy, so we’ll probably drop in now and then, and want to talk with some of you about her grades and things.”




When Jack finally led her back to the car, she complained, “I don’t deserve to get a pat on the back!”




Jack just started up the car and drove away. “Nanna and Ningal don’t. You do. Remember that. You’re not the perp. You’re the brave witness who makes sure the perp gets sent to the Big House and gets the chair.”




Alexandra glared at him. “Stop trying to make this sound like a Jimmy Cagney movie! Or else I’ll start saying stuff like ‘accessory to a crime’ or ‘aiding and abetting’.”




Jack just grinned, like he was enjoying the argument. He probably was. “You’re not an accessory before the act. And you’re not an accessory after the act. You didn’t aid and abet. You tried as hard as you could to stop those creeps. You didn’t even go all Patty Hearst on us.”




Paddy who? Alexandra was going to have to ask her dad what the heck Jack was talking about. Maybe her mom or Sam. But she was totally not going to ask Jack.




They didn’t drive to the nice, clean hospital. Jack drove to a cruddy-looking older building that looked like maybe it was the orphanage Little Orphan Annie got sent to in ‘Annie’. Alexandra asked, “What are we doing here?”




Jack gritted his teeth. “You wanted to see Jo Baker before she got shipped off to somewhere worse? This is where she is now.”




Alexandra felt like bursting into tears. Or being sick on the asphalt. This place looked way too horrible to send people to. Unless they were bad people, like Danielle Atron. She whimpered, “You said they were gonna send her somewhere worse than this.”




Jack still hadn’t unclenched his jaws. “Yep. She has no money, no insurance, no family, no support… This is ‘not nice’ for Paradise Valley. You haven’t seen ‘not nice’ for the state of California.”




“No!” she practically yelled. “We can’t let that happen! Maybe she can come home with me!”




Jack took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Not seeing how you’re gonna work that one. I’m still trying to get her transferred to a care facility out of state, where we could take better care of her.”




She pulled out her phone and called her dad, even if her dad was at work, which she tried not to do. And her dad told her that long-term care was mega-expensive, and their health insurance wouldn’t cover care for anybody not immediate family and also already on the listed coverage, so they couldn’t even cover Aunt Ashley or Grandpa Jeff, much less a complete stranger.




She needed that quavola’marnaq this very minute. She wasn’t sure she could sit still until Friday night. She wasn’t even sure she could walk into that awful-looking place and see what was left of Jo and not just fall apart inside.




Jack led her in, and she made herself follow. It was harder than walking up a little concrete walkway and three steps ought to be. It was like walking up a steep hill. Into a powerful wind. While dragging weights behind her. After running a marathon.




Jack walked up to the door and stepped into a little airlock that was about big enough for a gurney and people on either side. Then he pushed a button over a speaker. Alexandra finally noticed a little camera when it swung so it could get a better look at the two of them.




A woman’s voice asked, “Do you have relatives here?”




Jack bulldozed her. “Colonel Jack O’Neill, U.S. Air Force. I talked to Mrs. Winnott a couple days ago. I’m expected. You should have me on your sheet. And I can bring guests. That’s on the sheet too.”




“Let me see… Oh! I’m sorry, colonel. Hold on a second…” The inner door buzzed really loudly, and Jack yanked it open.




Alexandra followed Jack in. Jack headed straight for a big orderly who looked like an ex-football lineman who had let himself go. Jack marched up to the guy, pulled out his ID, and snapped, “Colonel O’Neill. We’re here to see Josephine Baker.”




The guy nodded like that made sense. “Lemme check, ‘cuz I work on the men’s wards.” He pulled a big walkie-talkie out of a clip on his belt. “Ms. Nelson, this is Mort Saunders. We’ve got guests to see Jo Baker. One’s male. Can I get an assist?”




The stiff voice on the walkie-talkie said, “Just bring ’em down to the entry, Mort.”




“Will do, Ms. Nelson.”




‘Mort’ led them down a hall that looked like it had been painted hospital green about forty years ago, and then it just sort of aged and grayed for years.




There was a locked door wide enough to roll wheelchairs or whatever through it. And on the other side of the security glass window in the door was a mean-looking middle-aged nurse. She opened the door and let them in.




Jack nodded, “Ms. Nelson.”




She didn’t nod back. “Miss Baker didn’t think you would return.”




Jack gave her a fake smile. “I live to confound expectations.”




The nurse didn’t smile. “Miss Baker is still on the ward. If you had come after lunch, we would at least have had her in a chair in the day room.”




Jack shrugged, “Waiting until later won’t make this go any better.”




Ms. Nelson reluctantly said, “I will agree with you there. Let me go make sure Miss Baker is presentable.”




Jack said, “Works for us. I’ll go first, talk with Jo for a minute, and then I’ll wave my niece over. We’ll talk for a couple minutes and then get out of your hair.”




Ms. Nelson gave him a stern look. “I’ve got my eye on you, so watch your step.”




Jack gave Alexandra an eyeroll and pointed where he wanted her to stand. Then he walked down the dreary row of sad-looking beds to one that had the curtains pulled back so the patient could watch the old tv on the opposite wall. Jo was lying there and looking terrible. It was all Alexandra could do not to burst into tears.




Jack sat down and said something quiet. Jo nodded. Then Jack said something else, and Jo frantically turned her head to look straight at Alexandra. The look on Jo’s face was one of abject terror. But Jack talked to her for a couple minutes, and Jo finally calmed down. So Jack waved Alexandra over without looking away from Jo.




Alexandra nervously walked past bed after bed, until she reached the foot of Jo’s bed. Jack pointed at a chair on Jo’s other side, so Alexandra stepped over and sat. She blurted out, “I’m so sorry! I mean, it wasn’t me, but this is so horrible, and dad said I couldn’t take you home and put you on our healthcare, and—”




“Stop,” Jo insisted, so Alexandra shut up. “I ain’t going anywhere with you. I don’t care how guilty you feel. And I ain’t letting Colonel Flyboy here haul me off to someplace I don’t know about. This place they’re gonna send me ain’t a fancy hotel, but I trust ’em. And it ain’t like I got anyplace to go.” She looked down at the tiny stumps that were all that was left of her legs. “Probably not gonna shoplift and run anymore.”




Alexandra hissed across the bed. “Jack! We have to do something! We have to help her!”




Jack whispered, “Not here. Not now.”




Jo grumbled, “Nothing you can do. I mean, I knew it couldn’t be Alexandra The Great when her eyes started glowing white, and then her voice… Fuck, I still have nightmares about that voice. And that…” She glanced up at the tv. “Last month they showed ‘Invasion of the Body Snatchers’. It was an alien impostor, right?”




Jack just said, “Let’s try and remember those NDAs you agreed to, okay Jo?”




Jo looked down at her body. “What’s the point? Nobody’s gonna believe someone like me. Can’t even play softball anymore, unless somebody needs a new third base.”




Alexandra whimpered at that. “Jo, that’s totally not funny.”




Jo just gave her a look. “If you don’t like it, tough shit. You can leave. You can go do anything you want.” Jo turned her head. “You too, Chair Force.”




So they left. Alexandra cried all the way to the car. As Jack drove them out of the parking lot, Alexandra insisted, “We have to get that thing. We can’t leave her like that!”




Jack just pointed out, “You do know she’s probably never gonna be more than what you just saw, or what she was before your houseguests dealt with her.”




Alexandra insisted, “I don’t care! This is just… wrong!”




Jack told her, “Let’s just calm down a little, okay? We’re already planning on a little Liz expedition, and you already know she’s great at swiping stuff.”




Alexandra grumbled, “A hara’kesh she can swallow and hide in her throat is one thing. A whole quavola’marnaq? Where’s she gonna hide that?”




Jack pretended like that was a serious question. “I was figuring… Selina’s cleavage.”




“Jack!”




“Okay, sorry, that was out of line. But if Liz and Sidney and Selina can’t talk some idiot snakehead into doing just what they want, I’ll be pretty surprised.”




Alexandra argued, “Jack, you saw what got done to her. Nobody deserves that. Even Nanna and Ningal don’t deserve to be tortured like that, even if they do stuff like that and they like it. We have to help her!”




Jack tried to sound encouraging. “And we will. But first you’ve got to realize that you don’t need to apologize for stuff you didn’t do, and you’ve got to see that this would’ve been a lot worse if you hadn’t been there, fighting Nanna and Ningal all the way to the end, no matter how grim things got for you.”




Alexandra knew what all the other Alexandras had told her, and so she pretty much knew it in her head. But her heart still wasn’t convinced. So she just sat there and let Jack drive out to Libby’s mansion.





The Secret Plan of Alexandra Mack IV



Alexandra had only been inside Libby’s mansion once, and that was when she was really little and Libby’s mom had invited the entire first grade class for Libby’s birthday party. It was bigger than she remembered it, and the grounds were huge. There was a fancy parking area out front, and that wasn’t even for the family cars, which got to go around back to a garage that was probably nicer than most people’s houses.




A maid answered the door and led both of them into a fancy parlor. Or maybe it was a salon. Alexandra wasn’t sure of the difference, or if there was a difference. The curtains were closed, so the four young women in the room didn’t really have to see each other. And that was totally Alexandra’s fault. Well, Ningal and Nanna’s fault.




Libby at one time had a clique of over a dozen other girls, and maybe a couple dozen guys who wanted to date those girls, plus plenty of hanger-on types. Now Libby and Carli and Tylea only had Mandy. They were sitting there, watching a movie on Libby’s big tv screen. Libby was at the far left, with her hair combed down over the left side of her face, so no one could see the wreckage of that part of her face. But Alexandra knew what it looked like. It looked like someone had taken a cutting torch to one side of a pretty girl’s face just because the pretty girl had said something annoying that anybody normal would have ignored.




Ningal had destroyed Libby’s looks, which had pretty much destroyed Libby’s life. And Carli and Tylea had been there too, and had been loyal sidekicks, and had suffered Ningal’s wrath too. Carli had a vicious, deep burnmark from her right cheekbone to the corner of her mouth. Tylea had put up her hands to protect herself, and had lost all but two of her fingers, plus her hands were so badly burned she could hardly use what she had. Mandy hadn’t been there, because Libby had sent Mandy off on some petty errand. Mandy’s loyalty and meekness and general doormat tendencies had saved her.




Jack slipped into a dark corner of the room while Alexandra stepped forward where all four of them could see her. She tried not to get all choked up as she said, “All of you signed the NDAs, right?”




Libby’s speech was slightly slurred because of the burns. “Yeah, we all shigned, jusht like we were shupposed to.”




Mandy nervously asked, “Are you really okay now and you weren’t okay then?”




Alexandra managed, “Yeah. I’m mostly okay now. But now I’ve gotta face the consequences.”




Libby fumed, “What consequencesh? You got the whole Air Forsh covering for you. You can walk away.”




“No,” Alexandra insisted. “I can’t. We’re gonna try and fix this.”




Tylea sobbed a little. “You can’t fix this. You can’t give me back my hands. You can’t… Libby’s doctors said they can do ten or fifteen plastic surgeries over the next decade, and give her a fake eye, and she’ll look okay enough not to get too many stares in public. That’s not fixing!”




Carli mumbled, “We heard about Jo Baker. And they found what was left of Kelly’s body. We all know it coulda been worse. But this… We’re freaks. We made fun of people like Lindsay and Marco and Dale, and now we’re the freaks.”




Libby sort of glanced over at Mandy. “At leasht we found out who our real friends are, and who were jusht shuck-ups.”




Alexandra tried again. “We will fix this. And I’m gonna make it happen.”




Mandy wondered, “How? Because you’d pretty much have to do real ‘Bewitched’ style magic. Or super alien gadget stuff.”




Alexandra tried really hard not to react, but she’d gotten used to not having any control of her reactions with Nanna and Ningal locking everything down.




Tylea gasped, “Oh. My. God. Libby, you were right!”




“Courshe I wasz,” Libby grumbled.




Alexandra sighed, “Were you watching a movie?”




Mandy blabbed, “The Puppet Masters. Even if there weren’t any puppets, just creepy aliens that took people over and made ’em do bad stuff, and… Oh.”




Tylea grumbled, “Well yeah, because how many times do we see people with glowy eyeballs and deep scary voices?”




“And secret alien weapons?” Carli added.




Alexandra winced, “But you can’t talk about it.”




“Right,” Libby hissed. “Becauszhe who would ever believe it?”




Mandy still asked, “Did creepy aliens really make you do bad stuff?”




Alexandra admitted, “Yeah. Lots of bad stuff. I couldn’t control my nerves or my body and I couldn’t even keep ’em out of my mind.”




Jack interrupted from his spot, “And they tortured her whenever she didn’t want them to do stuff. How long did they torture you over Jo Baker?”




Alexandra confessed, “I tried as hard as I could to stop ’em, but the most I could do was annoy ’em and mess up their concentration. Which really made ’em mad at me. After they cut up Jo, they made me feel what it felt like to have my arms and legs cut off with a blowtorch. Over and over and over again. For a couple weeks. Until they got bored of it. I tried as hard as I could to make ’em stop when they went after you three, and all I managed to do was maybe distracting ’em enough that they didn’t get to Tylea’s face too. They punished me pretty hard for that too.”




Mandy wondered, “So you can get secret alien stuff to heal everybody?”




Jack cut Alexandra off. “We can’t talk about that. But it’s in a galactic warzone. Whoever goes is probably going to get killed. Or tortured to death and killed and brought back to life and tortured more. Lather, rinse, repeat. It’s going to be incredibly dangerous, and Alexandra thinks we should let her try.”




“Well shure,” Libby slurred. “If anybody in the whole shkool would try shomething that crazy, it would be her.”




“Something that brave and heroic and… and stuff!” Mandy insisted.







When they were driving back to Alexandra’s house for a late lunch, Alexandra finally asked, “Why’d you tell ’em about the outer space thing? I thought we weren’t supposed to blab.”




Jack grimaced, “I got distracted and I messed up. I figured out what you were up to, and I was busy thinking about how to stop the Liz And Sidney Show, because their al’kesh is invisible and essentially undetectable if Liz wants it to be. And Liz would totally drag you along on something like this. Which is likely to get you killed, so you’re not going.”




Well crud! Now how was she going to get that quavola’marnaq?




He glanced over. “Also, don’t get pulled into card games. Your poker face is totally gone, if you ever had one.”




Alexandra scowled. “I got used to not even trying to make my face do what I wanted. I was trying to do way more important things, like tell mom and dad to run to the neighbors and call the police.”




“That trick never works!” Jack said in a high voice that was probably some weird imitation.




She’d ask her dad about the quote. Later. Not around Jack.




They went to her house, which had a bunch of cars parked out front. Jack just dropped her off and said, “Okay, ‘do as I say and not as I do’ time. They’ve all signed NDAs, but try not to tell ’em stuff we’re not telling people. And do not sneak off with Liz and Selina for wacky adventures that will get all of you killed horribly. That’s an order, kid. No more getting hurt or killed, not even psychically hurt.”




“Okay.”




He grimaced, “And look, if things get too hard on you, just tell people you need some ‘alone time’ and go up to your room and call me. Or Carter. But not Liz.”




“I don’t have a phone number for her. Does she even have a phone?” Alexandra asked.




Jack pointed out, “Not exactly great cell reception on the other side of the Milky Way. Even that ‘can you hear me now’ guy can’t get any reception.”




So Alexandra lied, “I haven’t even seen her since Sam and I got back through the portal and I had to do that debriefing thing. She’s probably long gone.”




Jack knew something, but didn’t say it. Probably that he knew Liz was somewhere around, lurking in the shadows. Alexandra figured Liz was probably snooping on those NID guys Jack said wanted to look around the plant. Liz really hated those guys, for some reason. Well, Jack and Sam and the sholva really didn’t like them either. Maybe they were part of that grant thing, and Jack thought some of them were secretly Goa’uld.




Okay, Alexandra didn’t know what Jack was thinking about, and she couldn’t look at Jack’s face and get a hint.




She walked inside, trying not to think about how things had gone so far that day. And she got swarmed. Hunter hugged her. Robyn hugged her. Nicole hugged her. Ray hugged her. Even Louis hugged her. She hugged all of them back. Even Louis.




Her parents scooted all of them into the kitchen and got them seated around the kitchen table that had their big folding table next to it so there was room for maybe ten, even if there were only eight of them. And her mom was making sure everyone got what they wanted to drink, even if her mom already knew what Alexandra wanted. Okay, her mom knew what Ray always wanted, and Hunter, and Nicole. And Robyn always wanted whatever the new fad drink was, even if nobody was going to have chai tea or green smoothies or whatever. And Louis always picked the soda that would let him have the most ounces to drink.




Before Alexandra’s mom and dad were even done putting food and the drinks on the table, Hunter burst out, “I’m really sorry! I don’t know why I never figured out there was something wrong going on. I must be the worst boyfriend ever.”




Nicole jumped in, “Me too! I knew you were all stiff and cranky, and why wasn’t I a good BFF and talking to you about it and helping you?”




“Yeah, ditto,” Robyn insisted.




“Me too,” Ray said. “If I’m your oldest friend, how come I never realized stuff was wrong?”




“Mega-wrong,” Nicole agreed.




Louis said, “I just figured I’d done one or two too many stupid things and you didn’t want to be my friend anymore. I mean, Dwight still won’t talk to me about that thing with the two college girls and their frisbee. Which was totally an accident.”




Alexandra gritted her teeth and tried not to get all teary. “It wasn’t you. Any of you. Okay, so Colonel O’Neill made all of you sign those NDAs?”




They all nodded. Louis whispered, “Air Force secrets? Gotta be UFOs.”




“Louis!” complained Ray and Nicole both.




Alexandra spilled, “Not UFOs. Actual aliens loose on planet Earth doing bad stuff at the plant.”




Louis guessed, “So it’s not UFO, it’s The Invaders?”




“Louis!” Ray complained again.




Alexandra kept going. “They’re not ‘people’. They’re these seasnake-like things that tear their way into your throat and wrap around your brainstem and take over your brain and your body and everything. There were two of ’em in me. Everything you saw for the last nine months? Them, not me.”




“The Puppet Masters!” Louis said excitedly.




Nicole grumbled, “Louis, how do you know all this crud when you don’t know the gross national product of England?”




Louis shrugged, “Dad loves old sci-fi stuff. We watch it together. It’s way better than studying.”




Alexandra pretended she was ignoring Louis. “And they had alien technology stuff. Every time one of you worried about me and came and talked to me about how weird I was acting, or if I was doing stuff I shouldn’t, they used what they call ‘the mind fog’ and they convinced you there wasn’t anything going on and you hadn’t tried to talk to me about stuff and you hadn’t even noticed anything. That’s why you don’t think you tried to help me. It’s because every time you were great friends, you had the memory of it pretty much erased.”




“Is that why I went to your doctor’s appointment?” Robyn asked. “Because it seemed like a great idea at the time, but later on I was like ‘huh?’ because that was so not a good idea.”




Alexandra winced, “Yeah. The things inside me liked to ransack my brain, so they knew about x-rays at the doctor’s. And there’s no way they could keep from showing up on an x-ray. It would look like my skeleton with a couple snake skeletons inside me.”




“Ick!” Robyn choked.




Louis checked, “So UFOs aren’t real, but the Air Force fights alien badguys? So this is like ‘Wormhole X-Treme!’ maybe?”




Alexandra groaned, “Louis, you can’t talk about this.”




“It is!” Louis gasped excitedly. And then he sat back in his chair looking shocked. “Oh sh… shoot! I signed an NDA for Major Stacy Monroe! And I didn’t even get her autograph!”




Alexandra fussed, “Sam is totally more awesome than Major Stacy Monroe! And she doesn’t wear stupid clothes, and she’s like the smartest person in the world!” She looked over at her parents. “Sorry dad, but she is. She’s an astrophysicist and a genius engineer and a genius at computer science and a bunch of other genius stuff.”




Louis just said, “I didn’t know you liked ‘Wormhole X-Treme!’ too.”




“I don’t!” Alexandra insisted. “Ningal made me watch it! She thought it was some kind of international disinformation scheme so no one would ever believe Jack’s program was fighting aliens. And crud, I’m pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to tell you that. Can we pretend we didn’t talk about that show, and what they do on it?”




“Yes!” said her dad way too quickly.




“Yeah,” most of the table agreed.




Louis sulked, “Okay. Fine. I don’t suppose I can tell dad that—”




“No!” Alexandra insisted. Hunter and Ray and Alexandra’s dad all said it even louder than she did.




But after lunch, when everyone was leaving, Robyn pulled Alexandra aside. Robyn whispered, “So that mind fog thing is why I stopped smoking pot for over a month?”




Alexandra winced and nodded yes.




Robyn just stared into Alexandra’s eyes for a couple seconds before she gasped excitedly, “Can you do that to me again? And make me want to study more? And give me more willpower? Because that was great!”




“Robyn!”







It took like ten minutes to convince Robyn that having her mind smooshed with alien weapons was not a good thing, and Robyn could do it without the mind fog, and she could come over and study with Alexandra once school started.




Then Alexandra went into the kitchen and helped her mom wash dishes. Which was stuff Nanna and Ningal would never ever do, so Alexandra sort of enjoyed doing it.




Her mom finally asked, “Why did Louis ask for diet Dr. Pepper? I thought he hated diet soft drinks?”




Alexandra spilled, “Louis’ll drink pretty much anything. But he orders from a business-case point of view. Whatever will get him the most soda is what he’ll order. And you had the two liter bottle of diet Dr. Pepper, and cans of the other stuff, so he went for a big glass of the stuff from the biggest bottle. Which is a totally Louis thing to do.”




Her dad came back from folding up the folding table and putting it away. “Is there a reason why your ‘Uncle Jack’ called me and asked me not to let you out of our sight for a while?”




“Crud.” She groaned, “Jack figured out what I was up to, and he doesn’t want me to try it and get hurt or killed or something.”




Both her parents looked horrified. Her mom gasped, “Honey, are you up to something?”




He dad worried, “We just got you back! No getting hurt. Or killed. Or whatever ‘something’ you’re talking about.”




So she had to explain about Jo, trapped in a hospital bed forever. And Libby and Carli and Tylea, stuck hiding in a darkened room. And how she couldn’t bear leaving them like that when she could get Liz to help her steal one of Nanna’s sarcophagi to heal them up.




Her dad sat her down and said, “Tell me how you’re going to do this, and what the risks are, and how likely each of the risks really are.”




“George!” her mom gasped. “You’re not going to let Alexandra go do this, are you?”




“Not unless she can convince me it’s a good idea, and it’s likely to work. Otherwise, she’s grounded until this ‘Liz’ is long gone.”




Her mom agreed, “Maybe longer.”




Alexandra groaned, “Crud.” And she started explaining…







Alexandra checked the pot roast in the oven and started on the salad. It was still too early to start the frozen broccoli. Her dad wasn’t a big fan of parsnips, but she liked them, so they were in the pan with the pot roast and the potatoes and the carrots. Mmm. She was going to try and get her dad to do the carving, because he was way better at it than she was, and she liked having lots of nicely-carved leftovers for the next couple days.




She heard the car pull into the driveway, but she didn’t rush to the front door. There wasn’t a lot of point in it. She figured her folks would need a lot of time to talk it over. After all, going and seeing Libby and Jo was totally different from hearing about it. Alexandra had been right there when it was done, and seeing the results was still mega-horrible.




Her mom and dad walked into the kitchen, and they looked like they’d seen a ghost. They were pale and shaky and not looking good. Alexandra made them sit down at the kitchen table and drink some ice water.




Her dad managed, “When you said they needed help…”




Her mom burst into tears before she said, “And you’re sure you’re the only person who can make this work?”




Alexandra nodded unhappily. “I know it’s scary and dangerous and stuff. But how can I live with myself if I don’t?”




Her dad looked at her mom. “Barb, this is all your fault for raising such amazing kids.”




“Not funny, George.”




Then he looked at Alexandra. “I’m taking a day of vacation Friday. So is Barb. The three of us are going camping. Together. Away from everyone else. For the whole weekend.”




Alexandra’s heart sank.




Her mom nodded, “Right. I’ll call Jack and tell him you’ll be with us, out in the woods, until Monday morning.”




Her dad added, “And you’ll tell your friend Liz where to meet us. Friday morning until Monday dawn will give you nearly seventy hours to pull this off.”




Her mom agreed, “And we’ll be terrified the entire time you’re gone.”




Alexandra hugged both of them. “You’re the best mom and dad ever!”







Jack closed his cellphone and stared at it for long seconds.




“Problem, sir?” Sam asked.




He told her, “George Mack. He and Barb are taking Alexandra camping, just the three of them, and they’re leaving early Friday morning. They’ll be gone the whole weekend. I can see getting the kid off for some family time, but the whole weekend and Friday too? When the plant’s in such a mess, and George took today off already?”




Sam stared off into the distance as she did calculations in her head. “Liz has a Type III al’kesh, and I did some tuning on her engine crystals. The closest star system that Nanna might control based on Alexandra’s debriefing is roughly 29.6 hours FTL time in that ship. They couldn’t get there and back in just Saturday and Sunday. An extra day? That would make it work.”




Teal’c stolidly asked, “So you believe that Liz and Alexandra are conspiring to acquire a sarcophagus to heal those victims, and that Alexandra has enlisted her parents in this conspiracy?”




Jack grimaced. “Not just yeah, but hell yeah.”





The Secret Plan of Alexandra Mack V



Alexandra lugged the tent out to the SUV. Her dad already had the cooler full of food and ice. Her mom was right behind her with the bag of non-cooler groceries. They already had the gallon jugs of water in the back, even though there was supposed to be clean water near the campsite. They still needed to move the camping mattresses and sleeping bags and camping pillows and camping chairs, along with the first aid kit and the clothing bags and stuff like her dad’s birdwatching book and binoculars, and the fishing gear.




She was really scared. Mega-scared. But she couldn’t back out of this. Too many people depended on her. And what would Alex and Alee think if Alexandra just chickened out because she was scared? Alex had said she was scared all the time, but that was normal. Alee had said one of the lessons she’d learned from big heroes like Green Lantern was that you used your fear. You controlled it. You didn’t let it control you.




Once they had the SUV loaded, her dad let her drive. And she knew where they were going. It was almost a three hour drive to the campground, and near the campground there was a big, level, open area by the lake. It was still dark out, but that was good. Alexandra was hoping they could get an early start and be back way before Jack had time to yell at her a lot.




The roads were pretty clear, and she made really good time, so they were at the campground and finding their site a little after eight. Which was good, because pretty soon, Liz was going to be swooping in and checking that their car was already there and then landing near the lake to pick up a passenger.




And crud, through the trees between the campsite and the lake, she could see some old geezer in a fishing vest and fishing hat, limping down to the little dock to go fishing. She was going to have to duck into the al’kesh when he was busy with a fish. Or something.




She hugged her mom and dad bye, and tried to act casual as she took her time wandering down toward the lake. She didn’t hear the al’kesh, and she sure wasn’t going to see it, because… Hello! Invisibility!




She was listening really hard, so she heard when the al’kesh descended, and she could pretty much tell the noise was in front of her and about as far away from Old Fishing Guy as Liz could land the thing, because there were bushes and trees and walkways and stuff she would crush if she landed on them.




And… there went a huge oval-ish shape of grass, getting smushed down in a totally not-subtle way. She headed toward it, just as a doorway appeared and Liz popped out.




“Fer cryin’ out loud!” yelled the Old Fishing Guy, who wasn’t old or fishing anymore. “I told both of you not to pull this, and what do I get?”




“Oops!” Liz squeaked, but her eyes totally said ‘I did it on purpose’, and the hand she brought up to cover her mouth totally didn’t hide the huge grin.




Jack stormed over, looking like he wanted to yell at them for an hour and then put them on KP duty for a month. If Air Force guys even had KP duty.




Alexandra wondered, “Did you follow me all the way here?”




Jack rolled his eyes. “Sure I did. You never spotted me once, did you?”




Liz looked at his ‘gone fishing’ outfit and guessed, “You weren’t sure, so you tailed her up here, and if she didn’t do anything suspicious, you were just gonna fish for hours and then drive back, weren’t you?”




Jack didn’t answer her, so Alexandra figured he was pretty mad at both of them, and not going to let Liz get him all off-track. Which Liz was probably mega-good at.




Alexandra begged, “Please Jack, I really, really need to go do this! And I even talked mom and dad into letting me go!”




“I figured that already,” Jack grumbled.




Liz jumped in, “I made a few long-distance calls. We’ve got a window of opportunity right now. But it looks like Heru’ur or Zipacna is leading a small fleet in the sector where Nanna’s territories are, and Nanna’s planet would give him a solid stronghold within a day or so of Earth.”




“Well crap!” Jack complained. “If it’s Zipacna, then Anubis is definitely behind this. Probably the same if it’s Heru’ur.”




Alexandra gasped, “I’ve got codes for self-destructs! We could blow up everything worth his while. Palace, labs, landing pads… Zipacna won’t care about a couple dozen villages of farmers and a couple hundred Jaffa who don’t have to train a ton. And there’s a naquadah bomb under the Gate so we can bury it. A planet with no Gate and no landing sites and no palace and hardly any Jaffa and nothing left of the research labs? Not a base.”




Jack scowled, “And what happens to the people there?”




Alexandra explained, “Not near there. Nanna arranged it so the farming areas are all way away from his palace, and there’s a long mountain range in between, so he didn’t have to worry about rebellion stuff. Every village has a town circle where every full moon they place the offerings to their god in the center, and then the priest says the holy words and the offerings vanish, and sometimes get replaced with great rewards, like new hoes and pitchforks, or special foods they don’t grow.”




Jack got it at once. “So every village has rings set in the middle of that circle, and a cloaked ship rings up the supplies.”




Alexandra nodded. “Nanna uses a dozen tel’taks for this every month. They can cloak, and they’ve got lots of room for storage in the part where you’d put the troops you’re taking to the battlefield. The villages are spread all over the good farming areas, and he’s got all kinds of different crops, and if anyone has a drought or a monsoon or whatever so their crops are cruddy, then their god bestows amazing foods on them and they don’t starve. Well really, it’s so Nanna doesn’t lose a farming village or two.”




Liz said, “If we go now, we can loot the palace and the labs, and then torch the place. ‘Pillage, then burn.’ See? I do listen to you. Sometimes.”




Jack grimaced, “You’re not listening now. If you get caught on the ground when Zipacna shows, you’re trapped. Maybe you’ll be able to use Nanna’s Gate. Maybe not. Standard technique is to dial in, so your enemy can’t get away, and then you have half an hour to drop troops around the Gate and block him.”




“I know that,” Liz insisted crankily. “But we don’t need that long. We do long-range scans when we drop in. No armada yet? We have time to fly down, grab some stuff, and run away. Armada already there? We stay cloaked and sneak off, and work on a Plan B.”




Alexandra stared at Liz in shock. “You mean we might not be able to grab a quavola’marnaq? We need one!”




Jack grimaced, “We need tons of stuff. That doesn’t mean we can get it.”




Alexandra pushed, “But we’d only need an hour. Maybe two.”




Liz suggested, “Mister Gordo has great cloaking. Even if Zippy the Pacna is close, we could fly down cloaked and get close enough for Alexandra The Great to start timers on her Boomsday Weapons, and fly off again before we get spotted.”




Alexandra pouted, “I hate that idea.”




Liz tossed out, “And you can’t really stop us, because you’re not gonna hurt Alexandra and I’m too cute to punch in the face.”




Also, Liz had a symbiote, so she was stronger and faster and tougher than Jack. So if Jack tried anything, Liz could take him. Not that Alexandra wanted Jack to get hurt, but she knew Jack knew all that stuff.




Alexandra reminded him, “And we can’t leave a whole planet there for Anubis to use as a base. There are people there who’ll get hurt.”




Jack groaned, “Fine.” He pulled a cellphone out of his pocket. “Carter? You were right. As always. Come on down with our kit…. Teal’c too? Then who’s minding the store?… Okay, fine. But if this goes bad, expect to hear a big ‘I told ya so’.”




He shoved the cellphone back in his pocket. “Turns out Carter gave Teal’c directions to catch up with us. So Nanna is going to have his very own Jaffa Prime. And you get three extra helpers. We’re leaving Giles here with SG-2 to keep the NID out of the plant, because Liz does not play nice with other children if those children are other super-spies.”




Liz scowled at that. Alexandra wondered what that was all about.




Sam came trotting toward them with a big backpack on, and also carrying two big duffel bags. Wow, Sam had to be in awesome shape to lug all that and move that fast. And here came Teal’c only fifty yards behind her, hauling what looked like a canvas bag for skis in one hand and a mammoth overweight-suitcase-sized bag in the other hand.




Oh. Right. Teal’c probably had a Ma’Tok or two in the long thin bag, and maybe his Jaffa armor in the other bag. Cool.




Sam stopped in front of Jack. “Sir, are we all leaving now? Even Alexandra?”




Jack grimaced, “Turns out we have a time crunch, and a planetary base to stop. And Alexandra has self-destruct codes we’re probably gonna need. And I am not happy about their plan. But they may need additional resources, including someone who can help loot a Goa’uld lab. And a new First Prime for Nanna. And someone who can lurk on the al’kesh and guard it. So we’re going too. And I’m gonna complain the entire way there and back as punishment for them pulling this on us.”




Liz smiled, “Also, he’ll yell ‘hey you kids get offa my lawn!’ at us.”




Alexandra tried really hard not to laugh.




Jack ignored Liz, or at least pretended to. “Alexandra, don’t you have any gear?”




Alexandra shrugged, “Umm, no? Sam has my kesh’truar and I never had Goa’uld clothes.”




Sam mentioned, “I brought the entire set, so you’ll have a hara’kesh you’re used to, and a kara kesh that fits properly.”




Liz smiled mischievously, “And I called someone who’s gonna meet up with us, and she’s got wardrobe for you whether you wanna go butch or femme.”




They stepped onto the al’kesh and moved to the bridge, where Selina was sitting at an auxiliary control chair and checking for intruders or someone stumbling on them by accident. Maybe somebody stumbling right into them. Did cloaked ships sitting on the ground ever have people walk into them?




Liz hopped into the captain’s chair and pulled up a hologram that she expertly ran her fingers through. The al’kesh lifted off, sped up and darted up through the atmosphere toward space.




Alexandra went back to what Liz had said. “Nanna liked being a guy. He’d been a guy for a really long time. He’d probably want to wear guy stuff.”




Liz shrugged as she maneuvered the al’kesh toward a region far enough out that she could jump to hyperspace. “If you say so. I mean, Sidney’s happy being a girl when she’s in a girl body, and does the guy thing when she’s in a guy body. And Jack’s team has had to deal with Osiris…”




Sam pointed out, “Osiris might have been a male god, but he seemed quite determined to stay in Sarah’s body and dress like a very feminine Goa’uld. So I think you could go either way, but you’ll have to pull it off.”




Liz agreed, “Yep, which is why we’re meeting a buddy in about fifteen hours. It’ll add maybe up to half an hour to the trip, but I’m okay with that.”




Alexandra tried not to think about what Liz really meant.




So Jack used the time for real stuff. While Liz flew the ship through hyperspace toward their meet-up, Jack had Alexandra debrief a ton of Nanna stuff. The star system-wide monitoring systems. The secret missile launcher on the planet’s moon. The security stuff on the monitoring systems with their test-and-response codes so you couldn’t just tell someone a password. The layout of the palace and its lower levels and its secret passages and the regular sarcophagus in the healer’s room, and Nanna’s personal sarcophagus hidden in a secret room off Nanna’s private quarters. The labs and the warehouses and the Gate, all of which were far enough from the palace that Nanna would ring up to an al’kesh or a tel’tak, then fly over to the destination, then ring down. The boobytraps on the rings, and how to turn them off. The rings in the town circle of every village. The big deserted area on the other side of the planet where Nanna’s people had been trying to find naquadah ore or trinium ore for centuries with no luck. Who was likely to be in the palace, and who was supposed to be in charge, and who were Nanna’s favored servants.




Crud, Alexandra really hoped she wouldn’t have to pretend she wanted to do the sex thing with Leeta or Doress or Malthis or… Well, lots of ‘servants’ around the palace. Nanna was sort of an equal opportunity molester. Now that Alexandra had memories of what sex was like for Nanna, and what sex was like for Ningal — even if she thought it was more like forcing yourself on servants who didn’t dare refuse their god, which was way more rape than sex — Alexandra was thinking about maybe becoming totally celibate. For a while, anyway. Even if she had really wanted Hunter to kiss her and hug her.




So after hours of debriefing and question-and-answer, with a couple meals in there too, Alexandra got to take a big nap while Jack and Sam and Liz and Teal’c talked strategy and tactics. And while that would have been totally neat to watch, Alexandra was too tired.




And, at what felt to her like it was too early o’clock in the morning, Liz came and woke her up. Alexandra had picked the middle of a three-bunk stack, for no particular reason. But she had to be mega-quiet, because Sam was asleep in the bunk under her, and Selina was purring quietly in the bunk above her. And the door into the other bunkroom was open, so she could see Teal’c was sitting on the floor doing his kel’no’reem, which Nanna and Ningal couldn’t have cared less about, but Alexandra kinda thought it looked really cool. Jack was probably asleep in there too.




Alexandra hurriedly dressed, including her sneakers. She decided to skip the fishing hat she’d worn onto the ship. Liz led Alexandra to the bridge, where there were two Tok’ra waiting. One was a pretty woman a couple inches shorter than Alexandra, with jet-black hair and bangs cut in the wavy ‘classical Egyptian’ style so many Goa’uld and Tok’ra women went for. The other was a stern-looking guy who looked around sixty, with a stern mustache. Even his receding hairline looked stern. Ningal thought the Tok’ra were spineless, but this guy had enough spine for two or three people.




Liz did the introductions. “This is Alexandra, the girl I was telling you about. Alexandra, this is Liandra and Jacob.”




Liandra bowed a tiny bit. “I am host to Theelis. At one time, I was bonded with Jaydin, but she was torn from me by the Goa’uld Anker, who possessed me against my will. But the Tau’ri of SG-1 recognized Anker for the evil that he is, and rescued me. With Jaydin gone, I was happy to host a younger Tok’ra. And I owe SG-1 a great debt, so Theelis is willing to help, even though the Tok’ra high council did not like the idea.”




Jacob leaned forward to shake hands, which was a totally American thing to do. As they shook, Jacob explained, “Jacob Carter. I’m host to Selmak. And I’m Sam’s dad.”




“Ooh! Sam’s great!” Alexandra sort of squeaked. “I mean, mega-great!”




Liz smiled, “Sam and Alexandra just had a big adventure to a distant universe, to fight even badder badguys.”




“Yeah,” Alexandra agreed. “But magic universes? Totally icky. Way ickier than here.”




“Magic?” Jacob doubted. “Real magic? Not Goa’uld pretending to be magical beings?”




Alexandra managed not to roll her eyes or say ‘duh’. But she thought about it. “Totally. After having Nanna and Ningal in me for most of a year, I can tell. No, this was a seriously magical universe. We’re talking vampires. Demons. Wizards and warlocks. And phoukas and the Faerie and monsters the size of the Superbowl. A rip in the sky into another dimension that unleashed a horde of real dragons. It was magic.”




Jacob still didn’t buy it. “I hope you don’t mind my asking Sammie for verification.”




“Sure I mind!” Alexandra objected. “She’s asleep! You can wait till later.”




Liz snickered, “I guess she told you, general.”




Uh-oh. Had she just been mean to a real general? At least General Jacob didn’t yell at her or order Liz to go do KP or whatever. Wow, Alexandra didn’t think having a mega-stern general for a dad would be much fun. She was totally glad she had her dad for a dad.




So she asked something else. “Shouldn’t we get moving so we’re there sooner?”




Liz gave her a little smirk. “Already back on course. We just have someone flying in parallel.”




Alexandra muttered, “I hope their cloaking is good, because Nanna’s detection system can start picking stuff up pretty much as soon as it’s closer than the star system’s Oort Cloud. Lemme think… Radio waves first, so be careful with comms. Then by the time you get past the outer planets, the microwave emissions detectors could spot you. Then infrared, like every jet engine on Death Gliders and the drives on ha’taks. By the time you get to the gas giants, you can be picked up on visual frequencies. And by the time you’re inside the fifth planet’s orbit, you can be picked up on ultraviolet too. Then, once you get as close as Nanna’s moon, the active probing in the X-ray bands can spot you, or at least the distortions from your cloak.”




Liz said, “Sam tuned our cloak too, so we should be good. And we can loan her out to Jacob’s ship for a couple hours, if he wants.”




Alexandra started to ask how she was planning on doing that in hyperspace, but the answer was ‘Duh!’. Because as long as the ships were aligned with one above the dorsum of the other, they could ring people back and forth. Which was probably how Liandra and Jacob dropped by.




“Oh! Ringing between ships. Nanna’s equipment can pick that up on IR and visual and UV, so we need to not be doing that once we get to the outer planets of the system.”




Jacob pointed out, “I would have said she’s too young to bring along, but she clearly has knowledge we need.”




Liz mentioned, “Yeah, Jack had a cow about bringing her along, which is why most of SG-1 is here, since he couldn’t stop us without shooting all of us. And he knew I would’ve shot him right back. And we all know there’s no way he would’ve shot Alexandra anyway.”




Liandra nodded carefully and looked at Alexandra, “Then Theelis and I will do our utmost to protect you.” She thought for a moment and then ducked her head so Theelis could take over. “Would you like to blend now, or wait until we enter the star system?”




Alexandra had a sudden urge to say, “Can we wait till next week? Or next month? Or next century?” She didn’t. She knew what Alex or Alee would say. She knew Aly would make the hard choice. She knew Lexi would jump right in with both fists forward. She only said, “Now, please.”




Liandra led her into the bunk room the women were using. Alexandra could see that Sam was awake, and she could hear that Selina was no longer purr-snoring.




Sam carefully said, “Selina, I think they might want a minute or two of privacy. Let me introduce you to my dad.”




“Sounds lovely,” Selina replied, with not too much sarcasm in her voice. But when she hopped out of her bunk, Alexandra saw that Selina was wearing a mostly sheer sleeping bra and a thong.




And Sam was only wearing a military tank-top undershirt and boxer briefs, and looked way too sexy for walking around in front of guys. But Sam slipped on a camo top and pants, plus socks and her combat boots. Selina only put on a nightrobe which was shimmering red and only came down to maybe mid-thigh. Maybe.




Once Sam and Selina left the room, Liandra pointed at the middle bunk, which obviously had to be Alexandra’s. “We will make this as comfortable and painless as possible. You lie down on the bunk with your back to the wall. I will lie down facing you. Neither of us will be at risk of collapsing or fainting upon transfer.”




Alexandra could have argued, but she didn’t. She lay on her left side, and Liandra slid onto the bed, lying on her right side and inches away. Liandra murmured, “Please, try to relax. Open your mouth and breathe normally.” She squeezed Alexandra’s forearm. “And try to relax.”




Alexandra had to do some deep breathing before she could relax enough for Liandra. And then Liandra opened her mouth and put her mouth right over Alexandra’s mouth. It wasn’t a kiss, even if it had to look like one. Not that Alexandra was interested in finding out what kissing another girl was like. Not after the creepy memories she had of Ningal molesting girl slaves.




Something crowded into her mouth and down her throat, choking her. Then there was the horrible tearing feeling at the back of her throat, and the awful sensations as the symbiote slithered over her tongue and into her neck.




She felt it as her eyes suddenly glowed, changing the way Liandra looked. And she waited for the nightmare to start all over again.




“Alexandra? I am not going to hurt you.”




“Promise?”




“Yes. I am Theelis. And I am sorry you have had such hideous experiences in your short life.”




“Okay, umm, thanks. And I’m sorry I’m scared about this.”




“May I look at your memories of Nanna and Ningal? I would like to be able to provide the Tok’ra High Council with information after I return to Liandra.”




“Umm, sure. But some of those memories are pretty gross.”




“That is what I am expecting, but thank you for the warning.”




Liandra asked gently, “Alexandra? Are you all right?”




Alexandra made sure her voice was normal. “Umm, yeah. Theelis seems… I guess… nice.”




Liandra looked so terribly sad at that. “She is. She is the nicest being I know. Please take good care of her. I don’t think I could keep going without her. Even being without her for a matter of hours will be… trying.”




“She needs a hug.”




So Alexandra hugged Liandra, and Liandra tried not to cry.




Theelis suggested, “Maybe we could try on the clothes now?”





The Secret Plan of Alexandra Mack VI



Alexandra went along with Theelis and Liandra to get the cases of clothing Jacob had brought. With Theelis along, Alexandra was stronger than Liandra, which was kind of an uncomfortable surprise for Liandra. Alexandra figured Liandra had lived with a symbiote for so long that she’d sort of forgotten about not being a Tok’ra.




There were two cases, both with clothing that was supposed to be in Alexandra’s size. She guessed Liz had gotten the sizes and had told her Tok’ra buddies what to bring. One case had macho stuff in Alexandra’s size in case Nanna was determined to ignore the Tau’ri he was in. The other had what Liz had called ‘Goa’uld chickwear’ with a couple options. 




Alexandra figured she had better try stuff on and make some decisions about what to wear. She didn’t really want to wear what Ningal would like, but the ‘Nanna’ costume looked goofy. She tried it on anyway.




“Alexandra, do you like the way this looks? I… I am sorry, but I do not.” Theelis was not exactly forceful, but she had a point.




Alexandra admitted in her head, “No. I look stupid. I look like a girl trying to pretend she’s Mister Macho Leather Guy.” She looked like someone in a sleazy movie who would turn out to be a psycho leather bisexual killer. Even worse, it wasn’t Nanna’s style at all. And Nanna’s style would be showing off tons of boob, because he preferred the tiny suede-like vests that showed off his pecs and abs and biceps and triceps and shoulders. Alexandra didn’t have any of those.




Okay, she had great abs and legs for a girl, because Nanna and Ningal both were vain. Alexandra had a sudden mental image of Liz and Jack doing a karaoke duet of “You’re So Vain” and pointing at Ningal.




“I do not understand,” Theelis thought hesitantly.




So first, Alexandra had to explain about Colonel Snarky and Sarcasm Summers. Then she had to explain about karaoke. Then she had to explain about the old song. By then, the joke was about as funny as an al’kesh with screen doors.




Theelis thought about it for a little bit. “I see in your memories that Nanna and Ningal did not understand Tau’ri humor either.”




Alexandra angrily thought, “They didn’t have a real sense of humor. They just liked hurting people, and watching people get hurt.”




“I am sorry. What did you want to try on next?”




So Alexandra tried on a couple of the ‘Ningal’ type outfits. Oh boy.




Her ‘Nanna and Ningal’ memories told her these were normal. For Goa’uld like Ningal. Still, they weren’t anything she’d ever wear, even if she was married to Hunter and it was their wedding night and stuff.




There was a belly-dancer-ish thing that had a strapless bra top and a low-rider belt and three foot long cloth strips that were only a foot wide hanging down from the belt in front and back, so she’d only have coverage in front and back if she held still or moved slowly. Nope.




There was a Fifth Dynasty style network dress that looked like it had been made out of plastic netting even if it was knotted together out of black-dyed fibers. Not only was it see-through, it was reach-through! Nope and extra nope! Even if Ningal had worn something like that when she was on an ashrak assignment because nobody would believe that anyone wearing that could be hiding anything bigger than a hairpin, and there was no concealing anything at all under that dress.




The best option was a red dress with a lace-up corset waist and a stiff portrait collar and no sleeves. It had a skirt that was cut like a mullet: the skirt came down almost to her knees in back, but was cut like a micro-miniskirt in front. But it covered all the stuff she wanted covered. So she went with the red dress, and the matching strappy red high heels.




Theelis thought, “This would look better with your hair up and a crown or headdress.”




Alexandra thought back, “This would look better if I had a winter coat to wear over it.”




“Oh. I see. Self-deprecating humor. Liandra says that Colonel O’Neill does that.”




“Jack does all kinds of ‘humor’. Some of it’s even funny.”




Alexandra needed Liandra’s help to get into the dress, because it went over her head and had to be adjusted properly before Liandra laced up the corset-like middle and pulled it tight. Okay, it wasn’t too tight, but it wasn’t comfy the way she liked wearing stuff. If Alexandra hadn’t had Nanna inside her for all those months, Ningal would have had her dressing like this all the time, but Nanna had been insistent on guy-ish stuff like her t-shirts and overalls instead.




Liandra stepped back and looked her over. “You look lovely. Go ahead and put on the heels while I get the makeup and hairbrushes.”




Alexandra remembered what Theelis had said, so she pointed out, “Sam’s got a crown for me. Let’s go with that.”




Liandra smiled, “I can work with that.”




Alexandra felt kind of stupid in the dress, but she went ahead and strapped on the shoes. The little mirror showed a Goa’uld in formal dress from the neck down, and plain old Alexandra from there on up. The corset part of the dress even gave her more boob than normal. But she was still Alexandra, wasn’t she?




Except… Terawatt and Stormburst. Both of them were gorgeous superheroines. Only both of them were her. Maybe she was being too hard on herself. Maybe she needed to just practice walking in these stupid shoes and let Liandra do makeup and hair stuff.




She tightened the buckles on the shoes a bit, especially over the instep and around the ankles, so they fit better and gave her a little support. Then it wasn’t that hard walking in the things. She just needed to make it look fluid, instead of clomping around like a moose. And that was one of the things Theelis was good at, so that helped a ton.




Then Liandra came back with two more cases of junk, and spent like an hour doing Alexandra’s makeup and hair, topped off with the jewel-sparkled tiara Sam brought in.




Alexandra checked, “You got everything set up?”




Sam smiled, “Completely. It didn’t take as long as I expected.”




Alexandra figured that was because Sam was a super-genius.




“There!” Liandra chirped. “You look perfect!”




The wall mirror showed a sexy, dangerous Goa’uld. That totally was not little Alexandra Mack. She managed, “Wow Liandra, you do great work.”




Liandra sounded puzzled when she replied, “All I did is play up your best features. You are a strikingly attractive young woman. If you lived on most Goa’uld planets, you would have been a target for implantation for several years now.”




Crud. Yeah. Good point. Pretty girls on Goa’uld planets had giant ‘SNAKE ME’ signs over their heads. Nanna seriously rewarded his villages that had the prettiest girls and that willingly gave the girls to their god to be ‘handmaidens’. Plenty of pretty girls on other planets just got kidnapped in raids and hauled back to be future Goa’uld, or at the very least, lo’taur. Tau’ri were stupid about this, and just did not get that throughout most of the galaxy, being pretty was a curse.




Alexandra did not get why Sam hadn’t been captured and snaked yet. Nanna would have done that. There were a few Goa’uld who were good at science, like Nanna’s minion Krellid. Just take a smart, science-oriented Goa’uld, shove it into Sam Carter, and have the greatest science brain in the galaxy at his disposal. If the Goa’uld weren’t such arrogant, self-centered morons, Sam would be in danger anytime she stepped off-world.




Alexandra made a mental note to talk to Sam about that. She really liked Sam and didn’t want her to get hurt. Also, a Goa’uld with Sam Carter’s brain would be a threat to the entire planet. The entire local cluster of galaxies!




Theelis whispered in her head, “You are a good friend to Sam. Please be careful on this mission.”




“Aren’t you going to be in charge?”




“No. I am not good at being in charge. That is why Liandra thought I would be good for you. I will make sure your eyes glow and your voice is proper. I will accelerate your strength and speed when you need it. I will supply any information I can, even if you are the one with the memories that matter.”




“Thanks. I feel better hearing that.”




Alexandra stepped out of the little room, carefully watching where her feet went and whether her dress was scraping against the doorway.




Liz was there and gave her a wolf whistle, which would have made her blush except Theelis kept that from happening.




“Thanks.”




“You’re welcome.”




Selina smiled, “You should get some pics of yourself like that to show your BF.”




Jack stepped out of the guy bunkroom, and scowled like he was Alexandra’s dad. “You couldn’t find something like… full-body armor?”




Wow, that was a totally dad-like thing to say. Jack really seemed to worry about her a lot.




Teal’c stepped out after Jack and stiffly said, “A proper appearance matters most to many of the false gods.”




Jack grumbled, “Yeah, well, that’s why you get to be Nanna’s new First Prime, and I want you to stick close to her. No ‘let us just have a private conference away from your Jaffa’, no nothing. And Alexandra, don’t even go to the bathroom without him around. I’m serious.”




“I must agree,” Teal’c said.




“The Jaffa is very worried about you,” Theelis whispered in her head.




With Theelis boosting her hearing, she could hear the subtle undertones in his voice. She hadn’t really noticed that when Nanna and Ningal were controlling her, but then she wasn’t getting to listen to Jaffa in Paradise Valley. She wasn’t even getting to listen to other Goa’uld regularly, and when Nanna was arguing with Atron or Vince, it wasn’t a matter of subtlety.




Jack looked at his watch and asked, “Hey Liz, how’re we doing on time? Mister Gordo hasn’t blown a gasket or anything, has he?”




Liz stuck her tongue out at Jack. “Mister Gordo’s doing great. And the tune-up and lube job from Sam has him running perfectly. We’re doing good. Okay, Liandra and Jacob were right on time and uber-speedy, so we’re really twenty minutes ahead of your schedule. We’ll be clearing the Oort cloud in about seven hours, and dropping out of hyperspace a few minutes after that.”




Jack nodded like he was deep in thought. “Okay. Breakfast. Mapping, which is mainly gonna be Alexandra drawing detail maps of the stuff she already talked about. Then we’re gonna go over mission objectives again, because I think we’ve gotten too unfocused on that. Once Jacob and I are happy on that, we move onto the next steps.”




So Alexandra had breakfast with SG-1 and ‘associates’. Sam told her dad tons about Harry Dresden’s universe, and other Alexandras, and fighting unstoppable monsters, and how she was going to get Danielle Atron investigated by everyone from the FBI and DIA down to the IRS and the EPA and the Postal Service and maybe the California Department of Fish and Wildlife.




Alexandra swallowed some breakfast that wasn’t as good as her dad’s camping breakfast, and she said, “Danielle’s probably dumping a lot of toxic wastes, since Goa’uld really don’t care about protecting their serfs. And from what Ningal saw, Vince has been probably organizing the illegal dumping at night under some fake ‘security’ deal, using plant tanker trucks that are supposed to be transporting real plant products to customers during the day. If you checked the odometers on the tanker trucks against the distance they’re supposed to be covering for real deliveries, you’d know stuff.”




Sam got a look in her eyes. “If we check mileage on tankers that ran deliveries on consecutive days, we could compute the round-trip distance on the dumping runs during the intervening night, and we’d have a circle within which the dumps would have to occur.”




Jack suggested, “Or we could just put the squeeze on the tanker drivers and make ’em tell us where they dumped the toxic wastes. Maybe a few of them would like to turn state’s evidence instead of getting tried for manslaughter. Maybe murder two in California.”




Teal’c calmly said, “I would be willing to have brief conversations with several of those drivers.”




Alexandra figured that really meant ‘I would like to scare the holy crud out of these badguys until they pee themselves and cry for their mommies.’




Selina casually asked, “What are the odds that this Vince creep wrote something down, maybe on a computer or on paper locked up in files or safes?”




Alexandra tried not to smile, because she was pretty sure Selina was talking about breaking into Vince’s office and cracking his safe and ransacking his locked files. Alexandra only said, “My dad says Vince doesn’t like computers and makes someone else type up any company security directives. There’s a big filing cabinet with locks in his office. And there’s a safe in there too, but dad figured it was for guns and stuff.”




Jack smiled evilly and said in Mister Burns tones, “Eggggcellent, Smithers.”




After breakfast, Alexandra drew out maps for the team. First, a map of the main continent, with the palace over in a really nice valley near the western coast and just south of a big river. The main villages and warehouse facilities were mostly in the middle of the continent, going from the northern glaciers all the way down to the warm ocean in the south. Then the labs were all together around a mountain fairly close to the eastern coast. Jack and Sam wanted compass coordinates and distances and everything, some of which Alexandra had to really think hard to come up with, and a couple things she just couldn’t recall.




Then she had to draw up maps of the lab sector, and the palace, and the area around the palace, and the details of the Stargate and the area around it, and the barracks for Nanna’s Jaffa which were near the palace and the Stargate, and even a map of the farming villages with a detail map of how the typical village was laid out around the village circle.




It was totally a good thing that Theelis had a ton of drawing skills, or the maps would have taken Alexandra all day and still looked really cruddy.




Then Jack talked about mission priorities. Alexandra kept insisting they needed a sarcophagus most of all, but Jack was a lot more concerned about military stuff, like dealing with any ha’taks on Nanna’s landing pads, and making sure the forces of Anubis didn’t find tons of useful stuff like a planet ready to be a forward base against Earth.




Okay, when he put it like that, keeping Earth from being destroyed was a lot more important, because that would destroy the people Alexandra wanted to save, plus a whole lot more people she cared about. And if the planet wasn’t worth attacking, all of Nanna’s villagers were a lot more likely to be safe.




Alexandra pointed out, “Nanna put his labs and his palace and his Stargate way away from where he stuck his villagers, but that was because he didn’t want to have to deal with uprisings and revolts and stuff. But that means if we blow up his palace, the villagers should be totally safe from that.”




Jack said, “I’m more concerned with the distance between the palace and the labs. Even with secret notes about which labs to hit and where the lab rings are, we don’t know if they’re boobytrapped. We’d have to split our forces, and we’re cut pretty thin already.”




Jacob pushed, “But there are a lot more of us than you’d have with just an SG team, and we have the planet’s ruling Goa’uld on our side. Sam and I both think there are a lot of gains to be had just from half an hour in those labs. Earth and the Tok’ra both need more naquadah, and from what Alexandra has said, there could be enough there that we couldn’t carry it all out.”




Sam chipped in, “Sir, you know my feelings about Kinsey, and if all we recover is one brick of naquadah, that would get him off our… umm… backs for years. If we could copy details on Nanna’s long-range detection systems, we could revolutionize Homeworld Security, local astrophysics, and a lot more. Alexandra told us where to look, and if dad and I could just have enough time…”




Jack put up a hand. “Got it, Carter. But we need to plan in case we don’t have enough time. Have you thought about what we’d have to do if a fleet drops in while we’re trying to catch ’em all?”




Sam nodded reluctantly. “Yes sir, I have. So I think we need to plan for multiple situations: a clear planet with Nanna still in charge, a clear planet with Nanna overthrown in his absence, a planet with incoming threats, and a planet with Anubis’s forces in residence. Under some scenarios, we’d have more than enough time. Under some, we should consider minimal contact.”




Jacob suggested, “We do have two cloaked al’kesh. One could land on the palace landing field so Nanna could collect his toys, and the second could follow in the the wake of the first, so its detectability is minimized. We could take that one over to the labs, raid them, and be back in no time.”




Jack grimaced. Alexandra could tell he didn’t like that plan. “Okay kiddies, let’s map out a plan for each, with contingencies for when everything goes kablooey. Carter, you have plan one: clear planet. Jacob, you have plan two: Nanna overthrown. I’ll take plan three, with incoming threats. I think we already know what to do in case of scenario four, which is run away.”




Alexandra raised her hand. “Liz and I can take that one.”




Jack checked his watch again. “Can you have a rough strategy laid out in twenty minutes?”




Alexandra nodded, “Yeah. I think we can do it in five. Because I already know what Nanna would do. It’s not nice, but it’s doable.”




And twenty minutes later, they all met as a group to go over the plans and work out tactics to go under the strategies. Alexandra’s was the simplest, because it was just flying a cloaked al’kesh over the area near the palace and low enough that a broadcast signal would get picked up by the palace antennas. Then they’d fly out as fast as they could.




But Jack wasn’t happy, mainly because Alexandra was a part of the mission, and also because they didn’t have enough information. ‘Intel’, as Jack liked to call it. So Jack made sure people had ‘comm systems’, which she couldn’t wear because her clothing wouldn’t cover it up. So she had her SGC comm system wadded up in a scarf-like thing she hung at her waist like it was an accessory for her dress. Same for Liz, but Selina could wear one and hide it under her catsuit, and Teal’c could wear one under his armor.




Sam was in Goa’uld dress, but the butch ‘dark-colored padded leather and plastics’ type, so she had leather-ish pants and a heavy vest-like top with seriously padded shoulders. Okay, she totally worked out a lot, and she could really pull that off. And Jacob was dressed in Goa’uld armor with a metal skullcap, so he looked like a warrior Goa’uld in the model of Apophis and Heru’ur. And he looked totally like a warrior general like that.




Jack went with Sam and Jacob to the other al’kesh, where Jacob’s pilot Yez’if was waiting. And they got ready. Also, Liz and Liandra and Selina made Alexandra practice being an arrogant Goa’uld jerk for like an hour until they thought she was really doing a great job. It was pretty hard to be that mean and not apologize or anything.




The two ships burst into the star system right on Liz’s schedule, and did full passive scans before they went to full active scans. Nothing that wasn’t supposed to be in the star system. No new outposts. No armadas of ha’taks.




So they moved to stage two. Liz’s cloaked al’kesh headed for the palace, while the second al’kesh stayed cloaked and also hid right behind it, making the second al’kesh effectively invisible to every detection method Nanna had in place when he had left the star system two years earlier.




Liz and Alexandra watched from Liz’s bridge as they zoomed in toward the planet. They made an orbital entry and a plunge into the atmosphere according to Sam’s calculations, so that they flew over the continent to get to the palace. That let the second al’kesh drop off where it could sneak down and raid the eastern coast labs. 




Liz elbowed Alexandra. It was time. Alexandra sat in the pilot’s chair and activated the holograms so she could control the communications system. She made sure her eyes were glowing and her voice was deepened. “Attention, palace. This is Nanna, your god. I have returned. I will be landing on the palace in my new al’kesh. You may attend me.”




The screen activated, and the codes that Alexandra remembered scrolled across the bottom of the screen. The boobytraps for the small craft landing pads atop the palace were all deactivated, and the rings were working properly.




So far, so okay.




Alexandra had to stay in the captain’s chair to make things look good to whoever was on communications detail in the palace, but Liz sat in the left front chair and piloted it in really smoothly.




The al’kesh landed right in the middle of the palace landing pad, which was big enough for a couple al’kesh or tel’taks, but nowhere big enough for a ha’tak. There were three landing pads for ha’taks in the area, though. One was less than two kilometers away, and the others could be seen from the palace roofs.




Liz clicked off the cloak, and Alexandra took a deep breath. Time to be Nanna. She glanced over at her new First Prime, who was wearing his full armor with his helmet up in formal position so no one could see it was Teal’c. She glanced at her new minion Si’ney, which was Liz in what she liked to call ‘Goa’uld chickwear’, meaning a slinky semi-Egyptian styled dress and heels that looked like you couldn’t hide anything underneath. And her new lo’taur Selina, in that skintight catsuit that had stuff carefully hidden all over it, including in the gloves. Alexandra made sure she had her kara kesh on her right hand, and her hara’kesh hidden in her left fist. Liandra was hiding in the engine room between two of the crystal arrays, where Sam said Nanna’s technology wouldn’t ‘see’ her.




Alexandra strode off the al’kesh like she owned it and the palace and everything in sight, which Nanna actually did. There were four Jaffa and two handmaidens waiting in attendance, even if neither handmaiden was one of Nanna’s favorites and she didn’t recognize the Jaffa. She followed the Jaffa guard and led her minion and her lo’taur and her First Prime down to the Great Hall, where Shamash was waiting for her — well, for Nanna — with another dozen Jaffa and about eight handmaidens and several minions. Alexandra was expecting to see Inanna with her usual minions, and Nanna’s regular First Prime Ko’lek too. None of them were present. Neither were Nanna’s favorite handmaidens and minions.




Something was up. Something not good. Or ‘not of the good’ as someone named Summers might say.




Shamash tipped his head slightly and smiled. He spoke in High Goa’uld, “This is a new look for you, Nanna.”




Alexandra went with the explanation Sam had dreamed up. She took a couple steps forward and looked down on Shamash. Then she made sure that she was speaking in High Goa’uld too. “I had to take a new host. Ningal has gotten herself into a lot of trouble. So I took this hok’taur. Once Krellid determines the genetics that makes this body a hok’taur, I will build myself an ideal host.”




Yeah, she was looking down on Shamash, and he didn’t like that. Nanna had been an inch or two shorter than Shamash. But Alexandra was 5’7” and was wearing four-inch heels, so she was effectively 5’11”. Shamash was only maybe 5’9” in Tau’ri units.




She decided to slide into one of Jack’s options, because something was wrong. “Selina! Take my minion and go gather up my trinkets. We will be leaving shortly.” Because just maybe saying that Nanna was leaving right away might let everyone just let Nanna leave rather than maybe have a fight for dominance.




Selina bowed, and said, “Yes, my lord.” Then she sashayed off with Liz, and they headed for Nanna’s personal apartments and the hidden room at the back of Nanna’s private bedroom.




Shamash waved a hand, and several handmaidens brought over delicacies from the villages. There was everything from cheeses and fish and meats of the northern villages to fruits and crustaceans of the southernmost villages, which were coastal.




Alexandra gave the handmaidens a supercilious nod and selected a couple grapes. She didn’t eat them, just in case they were poisoned. And she held them with the fingertips of her kara kesh, just in case they were coated with a contact poison. She looked at the fish and said, “Even in this body, I do not care for the ligur-fish. I shall pass on that.”




Shamash helped himself to a slice of the ligur-fish and said, “I see that some things never change, despite your new host.”




Alexandra lied, “And Ningal still cannot keep out of trouble.” But then Ningal’s ‘family’ had not been told she was performing missions for Apophis as an ashrak.




“Neither can you, old man,” growled Shamash. His eyes flared as he commanded to all the Jaffa, “Take them prisoner. Anubis will be most impressed by Our tribute when the fleet arrives.”




Well crud.
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Alexandra took a big step back toward Teal’c as over a dozen Jaffa snapped their staff weapons down to point at them. Two of Shamash’s minions pulled out zat’nik’tels as well, and they aimed the zats at her. Shamash just went with the smug, overbearing Goa’uld ’tude. Big surprise there.




Alexandra told herself that she was just going to have to admit to Jack that he had been right on this. There would probably be a bunch of ‘I told ya so’ and ‘I am so gonna tell your parents when we get back’ in there too. Assuming she survived this and ever got home again.




She drew herself up, sliding another step back at the same time, and spoke in her deepest Goa’uld growl. “Shamash, you are still a fool. You have sold a planet full of riches and worshippers for a chance to be a slave to the worst Goa’uld in history. I had high hopes for you, but it appears you still have learned nothing.”




And Alexandra worried. Not only was she in a jam, but what about Liz and Selina? What about Sam and Jacob? At least Liandra was safe on the al’kesh.







Jacob watched as Sam checked that the rings in the lab below them weren’t boobytrapped. His daughter was not only smarter than the so-called science brains he had worked with before in the Air Force, but she was smarter than the Goa’uld and Tok’ra scientists he had run into.




Sam had a simple set-up. It was heavy steel shelving on sturdy rollers. The shelves were strong enough to hold bricks of naquadah, which was brutally heavy. The smelted metal was over twice the density of plutonium or uranium. So they could find some bricks of naquadah, load them on the shelves, and roll the shelves off instead of trying to carry the crap. But for the first test, the shelves held… two plants and a couple mice in a cage.




Very clever of her. He would have boobytrapped a personal set of transport rings just by disconnecting the components, so either nothing would ring down, or anything ringed down would not be reconstituted. But Sam had figured out how to boobytrap rings so they would reconstitute the matter but still be lethal to lifeforms.




She slid the shelving into the middle of the rings and stepped over to the al’kesh controls. The shelves ‘beamed down’ as Jack insisted on calling it. Then Sam brought the shelving back.




Perfect. Shelves intact, plants undamaged, and mice still alive and chittering in their cage as they ate some snack Sam had slipped them when she didn’t think he was looking.




Jacob stepped into the rings with Sam. Jack said in a weak Sergeant Esterhaus imitation, “Let’s be careful out there.”




Jacob and Sam beamed down with the shelving.




The transport room was deserted. Jacob doubted it would stay that way forever. He murmured, “Let’s make this quick.”




Sam stood still as she oriented herself based on Alexandra’s map Sam had memorized. “Left down the corridor, second crossing corridor, and we turn right. Then the naquadah ought to be in the third storeroom. Alexandra gave me the door code but it might be expired.”




They moved, Jacob pushing the shelving as Sam led. He wasn’t as interested in the naquadah as he was in the chance to steal the detailed plans for Nanna’s monitoring system. The Tok’ra could really use that, and he didn’t want it falling into the hands of someone like Anubis. But the plans were stored in another building, so they needed to collect the naquadah, ring up, move to the next set of rings, and retrieve those plans, or at least make sure they weren’t readable anymore.




If Alexandra hadn’t had all this information in her head, none of this would have been possible. How often did they get the contents of even a minor System Lord’s mind? Based on Selmak’s memories, about once every two millennia. Still, he felt guilty about dragging a teenager into this, and he knew Sam was getting attached to the kid. He really wanted to hear more about that adventure to another universe.




They reached the storeroom door, and Sam typed in the passcode. Nothing.




Sam’s comms must have buzzed, because she paused and whispered, “Yes sir, we’re still on track. We reached the store room with no problem, but Alexandra’s passcode has expired. She gave me three other options, and I haven’t tried them yet.” She listened carefully. “No sir. I am not going to do that. But even if we can’t get in, I will bring the shelving back so we can test the other rings.” She listened again. “Yes sir. Carter out.”




She grimaced, “Jack can’t raise Liandra in the other al’kesh.”




Jacob maintained his poker face. “That’s not a good sign. Let’s see if we can speed up here and then go check on the other squad.”




Sam typed in another code, and the door slid open. He had no idea how she remembered everything she did. Tok’ra had the genetic memory of their symbiotes. Sam was just running on brain power. But she’d always been the smart one who knew everything.




They stepped into the storeroom and looked around. Jacob was pretty disappointed. In a store room that looked like it was designed to hold perhaps two hundred bricks of naquadah and a couple thousand vials of the liquid naquadah energy sources, there were five bricks and two ten-vial racks of liquid naquadah.




Sam scowled, “It looks like someone has stopped mining ore or purifying it. Something has happened since Nanna left the planet. We could have a problem.”




Jacob suggested, “Alexandra said the ore came from a mine on another planet. Maybe Nanna’s lost his ore source.”




Sam looked around. “That still wouldn’t explain where all the naquadah went in just a year or two.”




Jacob told her, “Let’s move this out and get back to the al’kesh, and then try to figure this out.”




Sam just gave him one of those looks that she did. Not like the exasperated looks her mother sometimes gave him back when she was alive, but more like the looks Sam gave him when she was little and she’d state something obvious to her but not to anyone else. But she was a soldier now. “Yes sir,” she said not too reluctantly.




She still hadn’t learned from Jack how to be insubordinate and get away with it. Jacob was glad of that.




They transferred the naquadah to the shelving and headed back toward the rings. They got almost to the doorway into the transport room when squads of Jaffa stepped out of doors in front of them and also behind them. The Jaffa pointed their staff weapons and indicated for them to walk toward the ring room. Which had half a dozen other Jaffa waiting for them.




One of these days, he was going to remember that his Sammie was almost always right, and he should listen to her more.







Liz kept moving toward the Nanna Nanna Bobanna Fee Fie Fofanna rooms. She wanted to talk to Selina, but that would mean switching to English or French or some other modern Earth language, and that would pretty much give away the con game. But there was something wrong. Why hadn’t Nanna’s favorite kidlet Inanna been there to greet him? More importantly, why hadn’t Nanna’s favored First Prime been there to greet him? Or Nanna’s favorite handmaidens?




Selina looked like someone was about to step on her tail or something. So Selina had a wiggins too. It would be of the nice to know what was bugging her.




Liz punched the buttons on the keypad for Nanna’s rooms, and the door slid open. They stepped in and Liz made sure the door shut all the way.




She whispered, “Something’s up.”




Selina nodded, “Yeah. I got a bad vibe off Shamash, and from what Alexandra said, there should be more people around. And I can’t get Liandra on the comms.”




“Okay, that’s serious badness there,” Liz replied. She hurried through Nanna’s empty apartments to the huge blinged-out bedroom with icky S & M stuff that suggested Nanna was not Mister Fun Party Guy in bed. She went to the secret panel and typed in the code.




Nothing happened.




“Okay, that’s not a good sign either,” she griped.




Selina stepped forward and studied the concealed keypad. “Someone’s already worked on this.” She pushed on the door, and it swung open. “So much for locking mechanisms and security systems.”




They peeked into the hidden room, which obviously hadn’t been hidden enough. The place had been stripped. The sarcophagus wasn’t in there. Neither was Nanna’s personal armor, or the hand weapons Alexandra said would be on the table, or the gear that was supposed to be hanging from the hooks in the cabinet on the side wall.




“I think we got trouble right here in River City,” Liz muttered.




“With a capital T and that rhymes with G and that stands for Goa’uld,” Selina chimed in.




Liz scowled, “Okay. Detour up to the al’kesh to get reinforcements, or take a sneaky route back to the Great Hall to support Nanna?”




Selina grimaced, “Woof. Neither sounds good. But we don’t have the hardware to support Nanna when Shamash has a dozen Jaffa right there. We need to get the al’kesh and then threaten Shamash with big guns. And we can alert Jack at the same time.”




They slid to the door out of Nanna’s bedroom and winced. A squad of Jaffa were standing in the atrium waiting for them.




Liz complained, “Why does this stuff always happen to us?”







Alexandra just gritted her teeth as three Jaffa came into the Great Hall with a struggling Liandra. One of the Jaffa announced, “We were able to enter the al’kesh with the Key of Ningal, and we found this worm hiding in the engine room. We left a security guard around the al’kesh in case more of these infidels attempt to reclaim it.”




The Key of Ningal? They weren’t supposed to have that! Ningal had that hidden away through the Stargate, and only Ningal and Inanna knew where it was, and Ningal was in a jar on Earth!




Oh crud.




She growled, “What did you do to Inanna?”




Shamash smirked, “I used the kara kesh on her until she could no longer defend her mind, and then I found where Ningal had hidden her treasures. Inanna and our supplies of naquadah were my tribute to Anubis to buy my way into his forces.”




She growled some more. “And my First Prime, and my favored handmaidens?”




Shamash sneered, “They were shockingly loyal to you. I killed all of them and replaced them. In fact, a large section of our Jaffa revolted against me, and had to be killed. Most managed to flee through the Gate. So you will tell me how to control the star system monitors, and the planetary defenses, and the Gate frame, and the ring traps.”




“Unlikely,” Alexandra sneered back at the big jerkhead.




A squad of Jaffa marched into the hall with Liz and Selina in front of them. Crud!




Shamash smirked evilly. “I shall first torture your minions and your new First Prime to death while you are forced to watch. If that does not convince you to cooperate, I shall use the kara kesh on you. And if that fails as well, I shall turn you over to Anubis himself, who has mind-ripping technology even you cannot conceive of.”




Wow, that sounded totally grim. Time to use the bling.




Alexandra pretended she was thinking it over. Really, she was concentrating as hard as she could. The ‘crown’ she was wearing was not a mere tiara. It was her tel’qualah, which could be used to control your ship. She never would have thought about doing this, except that Jack had asked about using it outside a ship, and Sam had worked out that it was possible, and how to do it. Plus, Sam had already synched up this tel’qualah with Liz’s al’kesh on the trip here.




Alexandra focused, and she could feel it as the al’kesh controls transferred to her tiara. It felt like little needles poking into her scalp, but it also felt like data transfer. She lifted the al’kesh two hundred feet off the landing pad and then forward. She turned on the cloak and then hastily changed direction before the Jaffa on the roof could activate the palace defenses and shoot it down. Then she dropped it down to the level of the Great Hall and zoomed around the palace until the al’kesh systems could look through the big picture windows of the Great Hall and locate the tel’qualah. Perfect.




Alexandra looked past Shamash and out the huge windows, where nothing was visible. She growled, “Shamash, this is your last warning.”




A Jaffa burst into the room and yelled, “My lord! The al’kesh took off by itself and vanished! We cannot find it!”




Shamash opened his mouth to tell his minions to attack her or kill her friends or something. She didn’t give him the chance.




She aimed carefully into the room, and she fired the al’kesh weapons.







Jacob let the Jaffa scoot him and Sam into the ring room, because that was where he wanted to be. He just didn’t have a plan for the next step. But he had Jack hovering cloaked overhead, and that had to be a plus.




The head Jaffa firmly announced, “We received warnings from our god, so we will hold you until the armada arrives, and then you will be transported up to face the wrath of Zipacna.”




Well crap, that was not encouraging. But if a ha’tak tried to ring them up, and Jack made the intercept of the beam with that al’kesh, they could escape under the al’kesh cloak before the ha’tak could react. So maybe his best option was waiting, although letting an armada of ha’taks show up was not his idea of a smart move.




The rings suddenly activated, and a steel sphere the size of a bowling ball clanked to the floor.




“Sonic grenade!” more than one Jaffa yelled, as they tried to dive out of the way, or into the hallway.




The ring activated again, and suddenly Jack was standing there in camos and a tac vest, firing his P-90. Since all the Jaffa had reacted to the sonic grenade, no one was ready to fire at Jack.




Jacob took the opportunity to pull out a zat’nik’tel and shoot anyone Jack wasn’t perforating with armor piercing rounds. And Sam stepped into the doorway with her own zat’nik’tel and shot the two guards who had managed to get around the corner to what might have been a safe spot if the grenade had actually detonated.




Jack tilted his head toward the rings. “Let’s move it, troops!”




They stepped into the circle with the shelving and the dead sonic grenade, and they transported up to the al’kesh. Jack instantly yelled to Yez’if, “Get us out of here, and back to the palace pronto!”




Jacob checked, “Jack, did you know that grenade was a dud?”




Jack grinned wickedly. “It’s not even a real sonic grenade. Sam made it for me.”




Sam revealed, “It’s just a steel shell with enough thickness to it that it clanks like a real one when it hits the floor. I didn’t think this would work, but the colonel was insistent.”







Alexandra had stepped just far enough backward that she could put up her kara kesh shield around herself and Teal’c both. And she had aimed the al’kesh fire at the floor at the feet of Shamash’s Jaffa.




She popped up the shield just as the al’kesh fired. The blast disintegrated the windows and sent injured Jaffa flying through the air. The floor shattered from the blast, and chunks of marble flew everywhere.




Her forcefield protected her from the edge effects of the blast, and the flying fragments. She could still feel the heat of the blast, but fortunately that wasn’t enough to burn her. Chunks of marble the size of her head smashed into her forcefield and bounced off. Some smaller shards zipped through her forcefield, but she had her hara’kesh up with a second shield to handle that.




Shamash and his Jaffa didn’t have any protection other than their armor. All but two of the Jaffa were blasted through the air, and those two were mercilessly slammed to the floor. Most of them were shredded by the blast.




Shamash was thrown sideways into a gold table. He hit so hard that he bounced into the air and came down limply on his face.




Liz and Selina and Liandra were on the far side of the room, so they were only knocked down by the blastwave. The Jaffa over there were caught by surprise as well.




Teal’c was already moving before she got her forcefield all the way down again. So was Liz. Selina too. But two minions with zats and two of the Jaffa who had been holding Liandra were making for ‘Nanna’. Crud!




Minion 1 pointed his zat, and Alexandra snapped up her left hand, revealing her hara’kesh. She got a small circular shield up in front of her just in time, and the zat blast sparked off it. But she was using her left hand for that, so she brought her right hand around and hit the guy with a blast from her kara kesh. The guy went flying backward into a wall.




Alexandra held up her right hand and snapped a cylindrical forcefield around her before she even turned. And it was a good thing, because both Jaffa were firing their Ma’Tok at her. The plasma blasts from their staff weapons were gradually eating through her shield, while Minion 2 was trying to sneak up behind her with his zat’nik’tel. She totally did not want him to push his zat through her shield and shoot her at a range of a few inches.




If she had been all alone against those guys, she would have been in big trouble. She wasn’t. And her team were amazingly mega-awesome. Teal’c took a split second out of his time to fire off his own Ma’tok, and he blasted Jaffa 2 into a fiery corpse sliding backward across the floor. Selina took a moment out of her efforts to use her bullwhip to snag the ankles of Jaffa 1 and drop the guy on his face.




Alexandra spun about and dropped her forcefield just long enough to use her hara’kesh on Minion 2. She gave him a neural spike right in the face. He dropped his zat and fell to the floor screaming in pain. Then she used her kara kesh to blast Jaffa 1 across the room.




She looked around. Liz and Selina had taken down all of their Jaffa and a couple extra Jaffa who had run in from the hallway, along with Liandra’s Jaffa. And Teal’c had clobbered every one of the dozen Jaffa who hadn’t been killed or rendered unconscious by the al’kesh blast. “You guys are mega-awesome!”




Teal’c inclined his head. “You did very well yourself.”




Liz interrupted, “I’d love to hang around here and trade compliments about how badass we all are, but I think we need to check on Sam’s team and round up stuff and get the heck out of Dodge before Zippy the Pacna shows up with a whole fleet of ha’taks and Death Gliders and everything else.”




Alexandra nodded, “Right. If Nanna’s sarcophagus is gone, then we can grab the one in the quavola’filaj and move it to the transport room on the same level, then we’ll lift off with the al’kesh and ring it up. You take Selina and Liandra, and go grab it. I’m going to stand here and move the al’kesh back up top over the rings, and use the al’kesh comms to check in with Jack.”




Teal’c firmly insisted, “I will remain at your side.”




She really liked having his protection. He was awesome. So she told him, “That’s great.” Then she focused on the al’kesh, which was still hovering around outside the windows. Oh, and it was still aiming its forward weapons into the Great Hall, which was a massive oops.




She safed the weapons and made it rise up until it was above the parapets of the top level of the roof. There were still maybe eight Jaffa standing at weapons stations, and she would have to clear all of them before she could use the rings. The ring beams were totally visible, even if your ship was cloaked. She didn’t want Liz’s al’kesh to get blasted to pieces.




She checked on comms, “Nanna to Ship Two. Nanna to Ship Two. Come in, please.”




Jack burst onto the comms, “Ship Two to Nanna, are you clear yet? We ran into a big problem.”




“Nanna to Ship Two. Us too. Shamash overthrew Nanna while Nanna was gone. And it looks like he made a deal with Anubis, and we’ve got incoming ha’taks, so we should hurry up.”




“Ship Two to Nanna. We’re departing right now.”




“Nanna to Ship Two. Not us. We’ve got to clear badguys off the roof before it’s safe to ring up.”




“Ship Two. We’ll be there in…” There was a pause while Jack got details from someone like Sam or the pilot Yez’if. “…twelve minutes tops.”




Another Jaffa rushed into the room. Teal’c was already aiming at the guy, even though the guy had no Ma’Tok and apparently no zat’nik’tel either. The Jaffa looked around in horror, spotted Shamash’s corpse, and figured stuff out. He knelt down and bowed his head. “My lord Nanna, the fleet of Anubis has just been detected. It is already passing the orbit of the seventh planet and will be here in minutes. Zipacna is in command and will demand that you turn yourself over to him.”




Oh crud!





The Secret Plan of Alexandra Mack VIII



Alexandra thought fast. She told the Jaffa, “Summon all the guards from the roof. Find out how long we have before Zipacna reaches our orbit, and how long before his ha’taks land on our ha’tak pads.”




The Jaffa ran out, and Alexandra really had no idea if the guy would do what she ordered. But she took the opportunity to notify Jack. “Nanna to Ship Two. Zipacna’s fleet is only a few planets out.”




Teal’c carefully pointed out, “If these Jaffa permit us to leave, Zipacna will take out his wrath on them.”




“Oh crud!” she whimpered. She concentrated on her comms, “Nanna to Ship Two. If we just take off, Zipacna will wipe out these people. We have to do something to help them!”




She turned to Teal’c. “Can we make it look like we’re taking all our Jaffa and leaving nothing useful here?”




Teal’c impassively replied, “The false god Shamash has already killed many of Nanna’s Jaffa, and many others have fled the planet.”




Alexandra thought about it. “We need to get everyone out of here and over to the Jaffa compound near the Gate. Then Nanna calls up Zipacna and insults him and tells him Nanna and all his forces and stuff are leaving and Zipacna can have a useless planet.”




Teal’c pointed out, “We have little time left, and O’Neill will not be happy that you have chosen to put yourself in danger. Again.”




She tried not to make a face or anything. 




Fortunately, that Jaffa she didn’t know came running back, and knelt before her, head bowed. “My lord, the guards have been moved from the roof to the main palace guardroom. The monitoring systems report five ha’taks in neb formation. The first ha’taks will be in bombardment range in seven tabels and could land on the hatak’fej in eleven tabels.”




“Thank you,” she said in her deepest Goa’uld tones. “Have monitoring and communications transferred to a broadcaster and brought to me.” The Jaffa ran out again.




Teal’c carefully said, “We have less than ten minutes before Zipacna could begin orbital bombardment, and this palace has no means of defending against that.”




She nodded unhappily. “Right. And if they don’t start bombarding and go straight to the invasion, they’ll be landing on the hatak’fej in under sixteen minutes.”




Teal’c agreed, “Shamash has already betrayed this world, so it is most likely that Zipacna will direct his First Prime to land and overwhelm the palace and Jaffa encampments by main force.”




She switched back to comms. “Nanna to Ship Two. New intel off the monitoring system. Less than ten minutes before orbital bombardment range. Less than sixteen minutes before ha’taks can land and take over on foot.”




“Sweet,” Jack complained in his most sarcastic voice. “Ship Two to Nanna. Clear that roof and get the hell out of there. This is an order.”




Alexandra took a deep breath and insisted, “Jack, you’re my uncle, but you’re not in my chain of command. I’ve cleared the roof. I’m going to move the al’kesh over the rings and let my minions ring up when they’re ready.”




“We’re ready right now!” Liz cut in. “Your lo’taur gave a couple Jaffa the Hathor routine and they pretty much fell all over each other running to move that stupid sarcophagus for her. What are you doing, and why aren’t you in the al’kesh?”




Alexandra insisted, “I’m gonna save every Jaffa and handmaiden here, and tell ’em all the Goa’uld are false gods, and I’m gonna make Zipacna really mad at me, and blow the labs and monitoring system and palace and landing pads, and then let his force see us running away through the Gate. Then the Gate will blow. The planet will be useless to Zipacna and Anubis, and they can spend months searching elsewhere for Nanna.”




“Ship Two to Nanna. That’s a pretty extensive strategy when you’ve got less than a quarter of an hour. Have you thought about all those Death Gliders dropping in on you?”




She smiled to herself. “Yep.” She even popped the ‘p’ because it was Jack. “Nanna has an automated missile launcher on that moon they’re gonna be passing. Zipacna has no way to know it’s automated. He’s about to have to split his forces.”




“Ship Two to Nanna. I am telling your mom and dad when we get home. And if you have even a scratch…”




Alexandra insisted, “Nanna to Ship Two. I’ve got the best Jaffa in the world backing me up. I’ll be fine.” Well, she hoped she’d be fine.




She used her tel’qualah to maneuver the al’kesh. It lifted a thousand feet above the roof, and she could ‘see’ the roof was clear of Jaffa. Great. She slid to the side so she was over the transport rings, and she activated the transport.




Liz piped up, “Ship One to Nanna. On board with Selina and Liandra and your hardware and a couple bonus gifts. I’m moving to the bridge. Get your butt over to the rings and get up here. We’re out of time.”




Alexandra wasn’t giving up yet. “No way. Give me two minutes.”




“We don’t have two minutes!” Liz yelled.




That same Jaffa ran in again, only carefully carrying a broadcaster. Alexandra’s memories from Nanna and Ningal told her plenty about these things, but this one looked different from Nanna’s favorite broadcaster, which Shamash had probably snitched, the jerk. This one was shaped more like a steel-and-crystal Waring blender that popped up a holographic tv screen above the lid. The Jaffa held it out gingerly.




She reached out and touched the controls. The hologram came to life, and she could see monitoring controls, system controls, private controls Nanna had locked away from everyone else, and communication system controls. Plus other stuff, naturally. She manipulated the communications system to open a channel to Zipacna.




“Who dares summon Zipacna!?” Naturally, that was Zipacna being an arrogant jerkhead Goa’uld.




She made sure her eyes flashed and her voice was ready. “I am Nanna. I have returned and dealt with your puerile minion Shamash. I have finished stripping this planet of all its value. You are welcome to what is left. There will be no mines. No laboratories. No storehouses. No palace. No monitoring network. No chappa’ai. No Jaffa. Enjoy a planet of nothing but dirt and salt water. And you have failed to dig out my only remaining forces on my moon, so you may pay the penalty for your incompetence. You are less a Zipacna and more a zin’cafgah.” She cut the transmission.




Teal’c was trying not to laugh. “He will be most offended at that… my lord.”




She just smiled at him. And she used the broadcaster hologram to activate the automated missile launcher. That part of the moon wasn’t facing the ha’taks, but the missiles could still be launched, and would still curve around the moon to target the ha’taks. It would work even better this way, because Zipacna would have to launch al’kesh and Death Gliders on multiple attack vectors to surround the supposed Jaffa forces and blast them to pieces.




Then she used a different communications channel to broadcast through the palace and the distant laboratories. “This is Nanna. The palace must be evacuated at once. Everyone must take the tel’taks, hij’taks, and al’kesh to the chappa’ai amphitheater where I will speak to you. The laboratories must also be evacuated at once. You must take the tel’taks and hij’taks there to your former villages and hide them under their cloaks until they can be concealed inside caves or excavations. You will immediately alert your village priests that I am about to speak from the amphitheater.”




She flicked off the broadcaster and ordered the Jaffa, “Come with us. Now.” She looked at Teal’c and ordered, “Bring Shamash. Or what’s left of him.”




She marched down the halls to the closest set of rings, and once Teal’c and her new Jaffa were in the rings with her, she ringed up to Liz’s al’kesh.




“You good to vamoose?” Liz asked in English.




Alexandra stuck to English, which the Jaffa guy wouldn’t know. “No way. Get us over the amphitheater rings and ring us down and let me try to save these people.”




It only took a matter of seconds to zip over to the amphitheater, which was where the Jaffa could leave their barracks and be addressed by their god. And it was less than half a mile from the Gate. So she spent the trip using Nanna’s special codes to fire more missiles at Zipacna’s ha’taks, and then she used some other secret codes to arm the bombs in the palace and labs and other stuff. She took mega-special care with the ha’tak landing pads, because she wanted to give Zipacna a special Nanna-style going away present that would probably make Anubis mucho cheesed off at Zipacna.




Liz announced, “Ringing down… now!” They transported and were in the enclosed podium looking down on what was left of Nanna’s Jaffa and palace courtiers. Maybe three hundred Jaffa and thirty handmaidens. There were two al’kesh and a tel’tak sitting near the group of handmaidens.




The nervous Jaffa guy was still holding that broadcaster. He winced, “I apologize, my lord, but when Shamash tried to take over, most of your loyal Jaffa were murdered or else fled in the dead of night. Some went to your mining world, and some returned to their villages to await your return. I… I failed you. I did not have the courage to fight against Shamash.”




Alexandra knew she needed to make this fast. “You will have your chance later. But not now.” She stepped into the broadcasting booth and her image appeared over the roof of the podium part, only as a one hundred foot high hologram.




She had Nanna’s memories, but it was still weird. She had a view before her of the Jaffa and handmaidens staring up at her, like they were the size of bugs. Wow. No wonder all these Goa’uld jerkheads got delusions of godhood.




She announced, “Jaffa and servants of Nanna! I have come here to tell you the truth, for once. Everyone here must flee or be killed by the forces of Zipacna. We have ships. You may take them and use their cloaks so that you will not be seen, and you may return to your villages, where you would resume your lives without fear. Or you may use the chappa’ai and flee to another planet. But you cannot stay here without dying. And do not assume that fighting for me is the answer. Shamash was not a god. He lied to you. Inanna was not a goddess.” Teal’c walked out in front of the podium holding the corpse of Shamash. “That is Shamash. Not a god, but a disgusting creature manipulating a man like a puppet show. That is what the Goa’uld are. It is what I am. I am no more a god than you are. I simply have more tricks and treachery. Observe…”




She grabbed the nervous Jaffa and pulled him onto the platform. The giant hologram changed as she moved out of its field and the Jaffa was within the field.




She strode out onto the deck of the podiium. “Observe! One of you can pretend to be a giant god, just as I did! The Goa’uld are all false gods, and the rebel Jaffa are right! Now choose well. Your old villages, or the Stargate, but choose instantly!”




About two hundred of the Jaffa and handmaidens fled for the ships. About a hundred ran for the Gate. Roughly a dozen Jaffa stood before her, thinking about charging her and killing her for treating them like this. Teal’c stepped beside her, his helmet retracted so the Jaffa could see who he was. He held his staff weapon expertly and waited for anyone foolish enough to attack.




She yelled at the dozen men, “Do not waste your time on this body I lie within! Run to the Gate and join the rebel Jaffa, so you may fight against the false gods!”




Teal’c commanded, “Do as she says! And remember, no matter what else, you will die free!”




Liz contacted her. “Pretty cool. I could see the giant Alexandra from here. Ready to move?”




Alexandra asked, “What about the chappa’ai?”




Liz told her, “Jack and Sam already have it dialed out before Zippy could dial in. They’re taking anyone who’s interested to the Alpha Site and checking ’em and then hooking ’em up with some free Jaffa. So let’s go.”




Alexandra took the broadcaster from the nervous Jaffa and said, “Show me that you’ve learned something.”




The guy stammered, “I… I was looking down like I was a god, but I am not.”




Alexandra nodded, “Right. It’s just a trick of the false gods. Do not worship me or any other false god. Now run as fast as you can to the chappa’ai and join the rebel Jaffa and prove you are worthy.”




“I will!” The guy took off like a scalded cat. Which Alexandra always thought was a mega-icky simile, but she’d seen way, way worse over the last nine months.




Alexandra and Teal’c walked over to the rings, and she contacted Liz again. “Two to beam up, Scotty.”




And with the usual noise, they ringed up and were in the al’kesh.




Alexandra ran to the bridge. “Don’t take off yet!”




Liz pointed out, “We’re cutting it close as it is.”




Alexandra insisted, “Let’s go two miles up and make sure I still have contact with Nanna’s systems. And hover somewhere near the rings, in case we need to rescue Jack and Sam.”




Liz nodded, “Okay. I’m good with that. But as soon as the ha’taks land…”




Alexandra studied her monitor panel on the broadcaster hologram. “Well crud!”




“What?” Selina asked.




“They just blew up all my stuff on the moon,” she pouted. “And they’re about to land a couple tel’taks on the labs.”




Liz checked her screens. “We’ve got less than a minute before the ha’taks settle on the landing pads, and we still have maybe eighty Jaffa running through the Gate, and Jack and Sam are just standing there waving everyone through.”




Teal’c firmly said, “Exactly as I would do in their place.”




Alexandra explained, “All we have to do is wait until Jack and Sam go through. I’ve got the landing pads boobytrapped, and I’m about to detonate the naquadah bombs under the labs.”




She triggered the bombs under the labs. Her ground-based monitors went haywire as the shockwaves raced through the planet’s crust. “Labs down.”




She locked off all the rings world-wide. A few seconds later, a transport beam tried to hit the palace and failed to connect. “Just in time,” she muttered to herself in Goa’uld.




She really needed to stop doing that.




Liz reported, “Last Jaffa through, Jack and Sam through.”




The first ha’tak touched its landing pyramid and locked in place, with the other two only seconds behind. Alexandra triggered Nanna’s boobytraps. The locked pyramid disintegrated in a naquadah blast, taking the ha’tak with it. The other two landing pyramids exploded upward, destroying the ha’taks that were about to land. The palace went next. Alexandra finished by triggering the self-destructs on all the monitoring systems not on the planet or in orbit around it. Then she triggered the timer for the chappa’ai. “Let’s move.”




Liz pushed her al’kesh as fast as she could go in atmosphere and also not leave telltales that Zipacna could spot. “What about the Gate?”




“I’ve got a one minute timer on it. I didn’t want to be overhead when the naquadah bomb went off underneath it.”




As soon as Liz was out of the atmosphere, her al’kesh sped up, moving away from Zipacna’s fleet. And once they were out far enough, Liz jumped to hyperspace.




Selina watched the monitors for a minute or so. “No one’s following us.”




“That’s of the good,” Liz muttered. Then she looked at Alexandra. “And gimme that stupid tiara before you accidentally blow out one of my crystals or something.”




Alexandra smiled at Liz’s expression and disengaged from the tel’qualah before lifting it out of her overdone hairdo and handing it over.




Liandra cautiously asked, “And may I have Theelis back?”




“Oh sure!” Alexandra answered. “She’s been great to me and all, but I’m ready to be just me again.”




Liandra looked sort of shocked. “I… I thank you. I can’t imagine being… alone like that… for all time…”




Okay, somebody needed their symbiote back mega-fast.




Not that Alexandra wanted to keep Theelis, even if Theelis was totally nice. So far.




Liandra hurried Alexandra back to the bunk and hastily accepted Theelis back. Alexandra thought it felt even more groty than having Theelis go into her throat. It totally felt like she was vomiting up something the size of a cobra. And the back of her throat really hurt after getting it ripped open twice in a few hours.




And as soon as Liandra and Theelis shared Nanna-and-Ningal memories, Liandra gasped, “I’m so sorry!” and hugged Alexandra and burst into tears.




It took maybe fifteen minutes to get Liandra to stop crying and stop hugging and stop apologizing for stuff that evil Goa’uld had done, and not even anyone Liandra knew. Then Alexandra went to the bathroom so she could look in a mirror and heal the inside of her throat with the hara’kesh. Crud, getting the inside of your throat ripped apart was not fun. Even if having her body to herself again was a mega-huge relief. Totally tera.




It only took a minute or two to heal up her throat. It took way longer than that to get out of the stupid dress and then remove all the makeup and then clean all the yuck out of her hair.




She put her actual Alexandra clothes on, including her hat which she totally didn’t want to leave behind on the al’kesh, and she went to check on stuff. She spent a while running the sarcophagus through self-checks and making sure all the possible boobytraps were un-boobytrapped, so it was ready for use. Then she looked over the other stuff Liz and Selina had ‘borrowed’.




Holy crud, had they just looted the entire palace? There were four Ma’Toks and a dozen zat’nik’tels and four sonic grenades and a set of Jaffa armor complete with helmet, even if the SGC would have to find someone the right size for the armor. There were two more broadcasters. There were two quavola’kesh with a case of specialized healing tools to go with them. There was jewelry. There were dresses. Alexandra wondered if Selina and Liz really had stolen everything that wasn’t nailed down.




It was probably only a matter of time before Selina stole herself an entire ha’tak and a couple chappa’ai.




Then Liandra spent a couple hours on the comm ball with some Tok’ra councilors, reporting everything she’d learned about Nanna and Ningal and Zipacna’s mostly-wrecked invasion fleet. While Liandra did that, Alexandra had some food and got Liz to tell why she was so mad about some old senator.




Okay, that was awful. And terrifying. Because regular Liz was pretty and funny and silly, but really she was James Bond. Or Sidney Bristow. Or the most deadly ashrak in the galaxy. Liz had killed entire squads of hitmen who had been trying to kill her. She had invaded a highly-protected sanctum of a really bad senator when she had almost no weapons on her, and she’d gotten back out, and Alexandra was pretty sure that Liz was thinking about killing Senator Kinsey if he ever got within a couple hundred yards of her again. And Liz had tried to impersonate an Air Force officer and nearly had a gun battle against Teal’c and Jack and Sam.




Liz was way scarier than Alexandra had suspected. Even scarier than Jack or Teal’c. Also, Alexandra was totally creeped out hearing about Senator Robert Kinsey and other stuff the NID was doing.




Then there was a message on the comm ball from the SGC. Jack and Sam had taken a Stargate back to the SGC and had already reported stuff to General Hammond, and Jack had already called Alexandra’s mom and dad and told on her. Uh-oh. Sam said the colonel mainly made sure his ‘brother George and sister-in-law Barb’ were okay and that they knew Alexandra was just fine… and that Alexandra was probably learning naughty stuff from Liz and Selina. Then Jack claimed he told General Hammond “she’s not the messiah, she’s a very naughty girl!”





The Secret Plan of Alexandra Mack IX



Alexandra wasn’t really sure she was ready to have to go to the SGC. But Liz was under orders from General Hammond, and she even followed those orders, and she said Hammond was a great general, and a really good person.




Liandra’s al’kesh swooped by and picked her up, and then it zoomed off to drop Jacob where he could go drop in on Nanna’s Jaffa and see how they were doing at the Alpha Site. But Liz headed for the SGC, since she wanted to make sure Alexandra got a proper medical exam there.




Alexandra was mega-worried about going into the SGC and getting a big physical from a big, scary military doctor. But Janet Fraiser was mega-nice and sort of Liz-sized, and really sweet, and just the nicest doctor ever. And she put up with Jack too. The way Dr. Fraiser rolled her eyes at Jack’s stuff just told Alexandra that Jack was like this all the time, even when he was on duty in an official military base.




So Alexandra even explained how she healed her own throat stuff, and how Sam totally needed lessons with the quavola’kesh, and Alexandra even offered to teach Janet how to use a quavola’kesh too, even if maybe Janet would need some naquadah and some memory transfers.




And then Jack and Sam and Teal’c flew back with her on Liz’s al’kesh, which for some reason Sam didn’t like the name. Alexandra thought ‘Mister Gordo’ was mega-cute for a spaceship.




Liz landed the ship in the same spot she’d taken off from, and Alexandra slid cautiously through the dark to her mom and dad’s tent, which had dad-snoring going on inside it.




“Mom? Dad?” she whispered. She didn’t want to wake them up, but it was nearly midnight and she figured she’d scream and pee herself if someone just barged right into her tent while she was asleep. So waking them up was better than trying to sneak into a little four-person tent and scaring them.




“Honey!” “Alexandra!”




And she was getting pulled into hugs by two people still in sleeping bags, so pretty soon she was on top of the sleeping bags and still getting worried hugs.




“I’m fine. Really! Uncle Jack and Tee wouldn’t let anything happen to me,” she insisted as quietly as she could.




Her mom and dad still hugged her as hard as they could, and her dad tried really hard not to cry. Her mom? The tear deluge. Alexandra cried too, but she hugged both of them and whispered, “I love you so much!”




Then her mom made her some hot cocoa while she got ready for bed, and she drank it while they told her how worried they’d been and how glad they were when Jack called early with good news, and then Alexandra fell asleep in a sleeping bag squeezed in between her folks, which maybe wasn’t all that mature and was more like when she was six and camping with them and worried about the monsters in Annie’s book getting her.







Mega-early the next morning, Alexandra and her mom packed up while her dad made a mega-yummy camping breakfast for them, and then they cleaned up and policed the campsite and drove home. And Alexandra drove, so she could report on how her weekend went.




She needed to find a way to get her dad to fix breakfast way more often!




Okay, she really needed to get her dad to teach her all his camping food secrets. Like the stuff he put on the fish skins so they fried up extra crispy and mega-delicious.




And she told her folks about flying in a spaceship. And letting a general and a colonel and a major and a super-spy plan out their ops. And making all the Jaffa listen to her when she told them Nanna was a ‘false god’ and they should stop worshiping him. And sneaking away in a cloaked ship when the badguys showed up but blowing up all the stuff the badguys wanted so they’d leave the peaceful farmers alone.




So maybe she didn’t tell her folks about letting a symbiote tear a hole inside her throat… twice. Or fighting armed badguys. Or looking at those mega-skimpy dresses.




But she did tell them a lot of stuff, including what she was going to do next, and what she’d decided to do this year, and what she might be doing for a summer job next summer, and what she wanted to do after that. She was kind of surprised that they thought she’d made some really mature, smart choices.




Maybe it was that she’d gotten some really good advice over the last few days. Even if a lot of that advice was from her. Other Alexandras, but still her.




So Alexandra and her mom got her dad off to work. And then she helped her mom put away stuff while her mom got ready for work and drove off. Then Alexandra cleaned the camping gear and washed dirty clothes and like that. Her dad’s fishing stuff was extra-stinky this time. Or maybe the problem was this time she hadn’t gotten her fishing stuff stunk up from going fishing with him, so his stuff smelled worse by comparison.




She still had time to shower and change clothes and look okay before ‘Uncle Jack’ showed up. Only he was Colonel Jack this time, with the uniform and the medals and everything, so they could do the stuff Alexandra wanted to do. Okay, it was stuff Jack also wanted to do because it involved helping injured kids even if Jack wasn’t going to admit it.




And Jack showed up in an ordinary-looking black car with military plates, but then he drove her over to the icky place where Jo was, and they met an ambulance. An ambulance driven by a stiff woman wearing nurse’s greens and with an ugly jet-black, blunt-cut pageboy. Oh, and the woman was petite and pretending she was about 5’4” because she had a couple inches of supports inside her shoes.




Yeah, it was totally Liz in disguise. But it was a really good disguise Alexandra only saw through because she’d spent a ton of time with Liz over the weekend, and Alexandra was expecting Liz to show up somewhere because Liz had the quavola’marnaq. Liz didn’t even sound like Liz. She sounded like she was from the Midwest and she smoked too much.




So, Important Colonel O’Neill and Grumpy Nurse Summers went into the building, Nurse Summers maneuvering a fancy gurney, and in fifteen minutes they were out with Jo on the gurney. Jo had this shocked, sort of ‘how are you getting away with this’ expression on her face. Alexandra didn’t say what she was thinking, which was if Selina had gone in with Liz, there probably wouldn’t be any expensive medical equipment left in the building by then.




The ambulance followed Jack’s car off to Libby’s estate. And when they got there, they drove around back to where there was a huge garage, and a tennis court, and a basketball court, and even more stuff. And there was enough paved surface for maybe three cloaked al’kesh. So Alexandra was totally not surprised when Jack drove over and parked near the basketball court, and Liz parked next to him, and then a doorway opened in the air right in front of them.




Alexandra insisted on helping wheel Jo’s gurney into the al’kesh too. Because she still felt mega-guilty about stuff, and because she figured Liz needed some help.




Jo burst out, “This is a spaceship! You have a fucking spaceship! How the hell do you have a fucking spaceship?”




Jack snarked, “Did we mention there’s a spaceship?”




Alexandra spilled, “It’s Liz’s. There are goodguy aliens too. Even if there are a lot more badguy aliens.”




Liz grinned, “We stole a healing device from an alien planet. Alexandra insisted on helping.”




Jack grumbled, “And she’s way too young to be doing this, and she doesn’t have the training, and Liz shouldn’t have helped her. Hell, I shouldn’t have helped her.”




Alexandra confessed, “Jack tried to stop us, but he would’ve had to fight us to stop us, because this is important.”




Liz smirked, “And I can totally kick his ass.”




Jo managed, “No fucking way.”




Alexandra just said, “C’mon, let’s get you in the thing, and then you just lie still for a little bit.”




Liz picked up Jo’s form like Jo was a doll and easily lowered her into the sarcophagus.




Jo gasped at Liz’s casual super-strength, “No fucking way!”




Just to be a pain, Jack said, “Way.”




Jo gave Alexandra a suspicious look. “He’s not a real soldier, is he?”




Alexandra told her, “I’ll explain about Colonel O’Neill after you’re healed up, okay?”




Jo would have complained some more, but the quavola’marnaq closed up over her.




And doggone it, Alexandra had told herself she was going to stop using Goa’uld words, and she just did it again!




Jack checked, “How long before she’s fully cooked?”




Liz answered, “What, you’re not gonna stick a toothpick in her to check?”




“You guys!” Alexandra complained. “She’s not a cake!”




“Brownies?” Jack tried hopefully.




“More like devil’s food,” Liz pointed out.




“Don’t be mean to Jo, she’s had a terrible life,” Alexandra pouted. She checked the telltales and signal gems on the top of the sarcophagus. “Probably…” She had to stop and convert from Goa’uld to English units. “Umm… roughly forty to seventy minutes, depending on the growth rates.”




Liz said, “Yeah, you’ll have to stick a toothpick in to make sure she’s done.”




Jack smiled, “And that gives us enough time to bring the Brownie troop over for a field trip!”




“You mean they’re not Troop Beverly Hills?” Liz kidded.




Jack snorted. “Yeah, we could rename this place the Nefler Estate.”




“Don’t be mean to them, either,” Alexandra fussed. Even if she sort of thought that complaining about it would make Jack and Liz act up even worse.




She stayed and worried about the sarcophagus, while Liz rounded up Selina and the two of them went to fetch Troop Libby.




Jack actually stayed. “Seriously kiddo, are you okay? I still think that was a bad plan, even if no one lost their hat.”




She didn’t get the joke. She just said, “I’m sorry I didn’t follow your orders, but this was something that needed to be done. It was something I needed to do.”




He sort of nodded. “Janet thinks this was even better for you than getting to fight alongside some super-Alexes. She thinks it’s a closure I couldn’t provide. And we pulled it off, and Carter is pretty much ecstatic over all the souvenirs we brought home. But I still don’t feel good about it. Even if Carter thinks just being an Alex Mack means you’re made to be a heroine. Maybe even a superheroine.”




She told him, “Maybe if you’d seen all the other Alexandras, you’d understand. But… they’re tera. And they explained stuff to me. And maybe Sam is right, and this is some sort of destiny.”




Jack grumbled, “Sam is always right. Don’t tell her I said so. But I don’t believe in ‘destiny’ and ‘fate’. I’m a ‘free will’ kind of guy.”




“Umm, me too,” she said. “Other than the ‘guy’ thing. But I don’t think everyone gets to be fate-free. I think there’s someone or something out there, and maybe sometimes some of us get picked to be really mega-important, and some of us step up. Like you. Because everyone I talked to said their Jack O’Neill was doing mega-important stuff, no matter how hard his life had been, and maybe because of hard stuff he’d gone through. Catwoman said you were doing something so important in their world that even Batman couldn’t find out about it.”




Jack stared off in thought. “That Batman guy was pretty da- I mean, pretty darn impressive. But he really needed to lighten up. I bet he checked up on Harry and Xander too.”




“And me,” Alexandra spilled. “And from what Alee said, I think he’s mad that he got to Sam about two weeks too late to save her from getting put in a wheelchair and turning into a supervillain. But I think there’s free will out there, and I think there’s destiny too. It’s just not a hundred percent one or the other. And it’s not something people like us get to understand. We just have to do what’s right.”




“Okay, I’ll give you that much.” Jack looked at the telltales on the sarcophagus and acted like he had no idea what they were. “Do you give lessons on what these doodads… do?”




So she spent a few minutes explaining how the signals told you what was going on and how the healing was progressing. Jack spent the time pretending he was interested in what she was saying. She figured he was just stalling.




But it took longer than she was expecting before Liz and Selina came back with the girls and Libby’s mom. Liz walked into the room and announced in a high-pitched voice, “They’re heeeeere!”




Even Alexandra got that ref.




Liz added, “And Selina didn’t walk off with anything!”




Selina gave Liz a look and told Jack, “We got a lovely little tour. They have a Harvey Konigsberg that I’m sure is a forgery. I gave Libby’s mother the phone number for a gallery in Woodstock that would be able to tell her.”




Libby scowled, “Dad’ll go ballishtic if it itsh a fake. He lovezh that thing.”




Jack gave her a hearty smile. “Maybe we’ll have something he’ll be a lot happier about.”




And, just like he’d timed it, the sarcophagus lights shifted, and the lid split into two wings that kept opening up to the sides. Libby’s mom gasped in fear and grabbed Libby’s arm to pull her back. Most of Libby’s gang gasped and jumped back.




Jo Baker sat up in her hospital gown, staring in shock at her arms. Tears began streaming down her face. “It… It worked! You said it would, and I didn’t believe you, but… Look!”




She tried to climb out of the sarcophagus, but her legs weren’t quite ready yet, and Alexandra had to grab one of Jo’s arms to keep her from tipping over. Liz easily took the other arm to keep Jo stable, and hinted, “You might need a few minutes before your neural pathways remember stuff, like they’re there again.”




Alexandra checked along the lines of signal lights and added, “Umm, it looks like your thyroid problem should be fixed too, so you shouldn’t have so much trouble keeping your weight down.”




“What?”




“I said, your—”




Jo interrupted, “You just fixed me and gave me a miracle too? I thought you hated me!”




Alexandra sighed, “Jo, I never hated you. I was pretty unhappy about the stuff you were doing, and I wanted you to stop, but—”




“Shaint Alexandra of Paradishe Valley,” Libby muttered.




Jack pointed out, “Modern saints just go with their last name. Saint Alexandra Mack.”




“Jack! Stop it!” she blushed.




Libby asked, “Wait, thish can fix congenital problem thingsh?”




Alexandra nodded, “Genetic and familial diseases, old injuries, environmental assaults, syndromes caused —”




Libby pushed, “Can you heal Mandy firsht?”




Mandy rushed over, hugged Libby fiercely, and burst into tears.




Alexandra felt bad that she had never figured out that Mandy was so loyal to Libby, because maybe Libby was just as loyal to Mandy but in different ways. Maybe Alexandra wasn’t as nice as people liked to think.




Alexandra shrugged, “Sure, but what should I look for?”




Libby looked nervously at Mandy, who finally admitted, “My… umm… head.”




Libby’s mom looked at Alexandra and mouthed, “Shaken Baby Syndrome.”




Oh. Well, that made Alexandra feel pretty horrible for the times she’d thought about how Mandy wasn’t exactly Albert Einstein.




So, while Alexandra got Mandy in the quavola’marnaq and studied the signals, Liz and Selina got Jo some actual clothes instead of a tiny hospital gown, and Jo practiced walking back and forth.




Mandy got out of the sarcophagus when the telltales said the tiny lesions in her cerebrum were all patched up and working right. But Mandy frowned, “I don’t feel any smarter.”




Liz explained, “You probably won’t. But you’ll probably be able to do math and memorization easier, and reading should go better, with better comprehension. There may be some other stuff, and not everything gets a magic cure on this.”




“Oh. I guess that make sense. And maybe I need to read more.”




Libby smiled lopsidedly. “We’ll help you with math. And vocab.”




Then Alexandra got Libby in the sarcophagus and started it. While Libby’s damage was being repaired, Jo wondered, “But what about me? I got nowhere to go, and ‘Jo Baker’ is on the records as being a quad, and it’s not like I got friends to cover for me.”




Jack stepped forward. “I think you’re about to find out that Alexandra has friends who will ‘cover for you’. In fact, we’re setting up a new identity and a new family for you to live with while you get your degree, and then you’ll have options. Some of your options will be… pretty amazing.”




“But what about us?” Mandy worried.




Jack gave her a soft smile. “It’ll be okay. We’ve got enough people around this town on NDAs that the four of you can just go back to school and pretend everything’s fixed. Or you can do homeschooling for a year. We have a home for Jo to be in until she gets her high school diploma or her GED, whichever she’d rather work toward, only that home is out of state.”




“I still don’t get why you’re doing all this stuff,” Tylea frowned.




Jack pointed at Alexandra. “Because we’re the goodguys! Alexandra couldn’t let this stuff slide, and we couldn’t either. This whole town needs help, and we’re making sure it gets the help it needs, and not the ‘help’ certain badguys would inflict on you.” Jack even did airquotes while he said ‘help’. And maybe that was his Doctor Evil imitation in there too.




The quavola’marnaq lights flickered and signaled that Libby was done. The doors slid open.




Libby awkwardly sat up. “Am I…? Did it work?” She reached up, but it looked like she was afraid to touch her face and find out she was still scarred. Then she waved her hands in front of her face. And again. “I can see! I got my eye back!”




Libby’s mother rushed over and hugged Libby tightly. “It worked, baby. It really worked! It’s a miracle!”




“It’s Alexandra,” Mandy insisted. “Alexandra The Great.”




Alexandra tried hard not to blush, but it was way harder suppressing your reactions when you didn’t have a symbiote doing a lot of the work for you.




The whole time it took to heal Tylea and Carli, Libby’s mom just hugged Libby, and Libby hugged her mom, and the two of them cried. Except when they were hugging Alexandra and crying.




And then Tylea hugged Alexandra and cried, and then Carli did. Alexandra didn’t feel like she deserved having people hugging her and thanking her, but every time she started to say something about that, Jack would clear his throat and glare at her.




When Liz was ready to take off, Libby’s mom hugged Alexandra again and asked, “How can we ever repay you for doing all this?”




“Yeah!” insisted Libby.




“Umm, well, that’s the thing,” Alexandra managed. “I don’t want you to repay me. I want you to be the terrific people I know you can be, and help other people. Libby could be so important in making things better for tons of people at school, and now that you know how awful bullying and teasing are, maybe you could make a way wider push. Which would help you when you look for colleges, and that would help you do more to help more people.”




“See?” Mandy said. “Toldja.”




Libby’s mom hugged Alexandra again and said, “I think we need to go talk to your parents, and maybe some other families, and plan this out properly. And I think Libby’s father would like to be involved, after… what happened.”




So Liz and Selina escorted Libby’s clique out, and Jack put a big, gentle hand on Alexandra’s shoulder. “Alexandra the Great. I like the sound of that. You did great there, kiddo. I’m proud of you.”




“Umm, thanks,” Alexandra blushed.




“And we’re all going back to the SGC, so General Hammond can talk to you. And remember, he’s much nicer than I am.”




“Do my folks know?” Alexandra checked.




Jack smiled, “Yes, I let your folks know. So you and I will go down and meet with the general, and Liz and Selina will try to keep Carter from hauling everything loose down to her labs for study by giant brains. And Jo’s gonna get a physical from a nice female doctor, and then get to see her new home. Then, after our meeting, Liz will drive you home. And you can listen to her complain about Carter swiping stuff from the two biggest swipers in the galaxy.”




Liz sat in the captain’s chair behind Jack and stuck her tongue out at Jack’s back. Jack winked at Alexandra, so he probably knew Liz was doing something naughty.




Jo spent pretty much the entire trip either gaping at the view, or else trying to get her head around what was going on. Or both. Maybe Liz showed off a bit while they were flying around the Rockies.




And when they landed beside the huge entrance into the mountain, Liz led Jo off to get a medical exam from Janet. And Jack led Alexandra down to meet his boss.




Alexandra was pretty worried, up until she actually met the general. General Hammond was a big, nice guy who was just made to be a grandpa. Alexandra could tell. She had no idea how the general got Jack to behave, but she was sure he did. Probably secret grandpa techniques.




So they talked about the op, and Alexandra told him about not letting Sam get snaked on future ops, and how she was pretty sure she got four out of five ha’taks but not Zipacna himself. And she apologized for calling Zipacna a really bad name in Goa’uld and almost making Teal’c laugh. She also apologized for being not mega-polite to Jack and not doing everything he wanted.




The general smiled a little. “Did you really tell him he wasn’t in your chain of command?”




Alexandra blushed some and admitted, “Sorry. But I didn’t want to say the Goa’uld phrase that jumped into my head, and I needed him to understand that I really, really had to save all those people.”




“Which does sound a lot like the colonel himself,” General Hammond smiled with a certain amount of satisfaction that made Alexandra think Jack had done stuff like this. “What would you have done if he really was your commanding officer?”




“Umm, then I’d have to do what he said,” she admitted unhappily. “But maybe I’d know how to convince him I was doing the right thing and he should be ordering me to do it instead.”




The general gave her a smug smile. “We call that ‘managing one’s superior officers’. Good skill to work on.”




She confessed, “Right now, all I have are superior officers. Mom, dad, my teachers and principal, whoever you stick in as my parole officers…”




General Hammond explained, “Miss Mack, you’re not going to be saddled with parole officers and such. However, you are probably about to acquire a new uncle, and possibly a new cousin.”




“That would be awesome!” she squealed. “Umm, sorry, but that would be mega-awesome. Even tera! Sam is so amazing! And I’d love having ‘Uncle Jack’ dropping by for stuff. And Teal’c! They’re all tera!”




General Hammond tried not to smile too much at Alexandra’s explosion of fangirling and other embarrassing squeaking. He just said, “SG-1 seems just as impressed with you. In fact, we’re thinking of trying to hire you to teach a couple courses. You read Goa’uld better than anyone we have, and you speak it better than anyone we have except possibly Teal’c. Dr. Giles would love to work with you on an Asgard-English dictionary, and you have more Nox and Furling vocabulary than our entire linguistics department. And that’s only linguistics…”




It was totally mega-embarrassing, but everything she remembered about Nanna and Ningal was stuff the SGC wanted to know, even if she was sure they already had lots. And the SGC wanted to hire her as a ‘civilian consultant’ which paid a totally crazy amount considering she was still in high school.




The general finally asked her if she’d thought about her future, and she confessed, “Umm, yes sir, especially after the thing with Sam and me in that other universe. Do you think someone like me could get into the Air Force Academy?”




His face broke out in a huge smile, and she knew she’d said the very rightest thing possible.






Epilogue V

The Secret Job of Aly Mack I



Aly made sure to hug everyone, especially Alexa because she was walking off with Alexa’s socks and gloves, even if the socks were old socks Alexa couldn’t wear anymore, and Alexa’s mom and dad were so great. Well really, she hugged the other Alexes and Buffy and Hermione and Selina and Sam. She might have hugged Harry a little bit, or at least shaken his hand a bunch, but he was way over in the wrong place, and Jaime wanted to stay near the portals, which made total sense.




Then Jaime whispered, “Aly? Time to go.” Aly was maybe the only person who heard that. Other than WillowDelta. And Buffy and Lexi. Jaime and Aly ran through their portal with WillowDelta right behind them.




And everyone was there waiting for them! It was almost like that last scene from ‘The Wizard of Oz’. Because everyone was there to see they got home okay!




Steve rushed over and hugged Jaime. Oscar and Rudy and Joan were all there, along with Rudy’s nephew that Aly had met but wasn’t sure she liked because he was all ‘yippee’ about her bionics and didn’t seem to care about how awful your life had to be that you needed bionics. Also, he was so weird about Darth Vader and Vader’s bionics. Willow — the real Willow — and Xander rushed over and hugged Aly. And two of the Willowbots rushed over and interfaced with WillowDelta and checked that she was okay too.




Oscar rushed over and checked, “Aly? Are you all right?”




Xander added, “Yeah, you’re not supposed to fly off on big missions before you’re out of training.”




Willow whispered, “Totally. We’ll have to get out the comfy chair.”




Aly tried really hard not to giggle at that. 




But Oscar didn’t give up. “Why are you wearing gloves? If your bionics are damaged, we really need to get Rudy and Andrew over for a fast evaluation.”




Aly gave up. “Okay, I kinda wrecked the outer covering, but my bionics are okay.”




Oscar said, “Aly…” But he said it pretty much the way her dad would say it. He really was totally dad-like for a boss of an agency like the OSI.




So she took off her gloves and admitted, “I had to fight some stuff that was weak to steel, and it was kinda huge, so I talked another Aly into helping me.”




Oscar and Xander and Willow just sort of stared at the wreckage of her hands. They did look pretty groty with the skin all burned off.




Oscar yelled, “Rudy!” without taking his eyes off Aly’s hands.




Willow whispered, “Holy crap!”




Xander said something way worse.




Aly tried, “Umm, they’re okay… really… pretty much…”




Rudy rushed over, but Jaime and Steve both beat him there, because bionics. Jaime defended Aly, “Oscar, she didn’t have much of a choice. I was down, one of our allies was trapped, and we had incoming.”




“How mission-critical?” Oscar checked.




Jaime hesitated, because nobody was going to believe it. “Frost giants. Or something really, really close. Three of them. Man-like things about thirty feet high and built like linebackers, if linebackers were covered in ice.”




Steve whistled. Wow, Aly hadn’t thought Steve would be impressed.




Jaime smiled, “Aly was awesome. All that martial arts training made a bigger difference than I expected. Steve and I need to up our game.”




Aly tried hard not to blush. You’d think having bionic skin on her face would make that about a jillion times easier, but she still didn’t have it under control. “Alexa was great too.”




Rudy took Aly’s wrists and studied her hands. “Didn’t this hurt a great deal?”




“Umm, yeah, but we sort of didn’t have a lot of choices, so I did it.”




Rudy looked her in the eye. “Tell me the truth, Aly. How much do they hurt now?”




Aly had been through that question just a ton. So she knew the scale was one to ten, with one being ‘pretty much nothing’ and ten being ‘unbearable agony’. Only she’d experienced pain at level ten, so she could make pretty good calls on the scale. “It was about a seven while Alexa was burning the skin off, but it dropped down to pretty much a one while I was fighting, and now it’s around a two or three, but pretty manageable.”




Rudy sighed under his breath, but Aly could still hear it. He told her, “Aly, you do remember what I told you about pain levels.”




She nodded, “Yes sir.” Rudy had told her that most people never experienced pain above Aly’s ‘five’, and pain at level seven and above was supposed to be totally incapacitating. A ‘ten’ for normal people was what the bionics group called a seven or eight. Hardly anybody hit the kinds of things Aly and Steve and Jaime had gone through. But that was why the bionics program was set up the way it was.




She spilled, “Okay, it still hurts. A little. And my feet too.”




Oscar gave her a dad look, so she took off her shoes and socks to show Rudy her feet.




Xander said something even worse than before. He probably got his mouth washed out with soap a lot as a kid.




Aly admitted, “Umm, Alexa said I could keep the socks and gloves.”




Oscar gently said, “Aly, that’s not something I was worried about.”




Rudy checked, “Do we have any other injuries I should know about?”




Aly confessed, “I got some bruises on my torso. Jaime did too. And WillowDelta kinda got cut up by a monster, and some of her chips got fried so she had to get rebooted, and some of her memory banks got un-banked.”




Jaime added, “We were as careful as we could be, but Delta’s reboot was done using some computer-cracking technology from another universe, and the work was done by someone who wasn’t previously familiar with Delta’s tech or the cracking tech, and we didn’t have anything like a clean room.”




Rudy winced a little at that, so Aly explained, “It was Samantha Carter! She’s a mega-genius! And Hermione cleaned up the place first!”




“Hermione?” Oscar was totes interested at that. “The magical Hermione from another universe? The woman we met?”




Jaime nodded, “Right. All of them I told you about, plus… they all brought their own Aly.”




“And Terawatt! And Stormburst! They’re… tera,” Aly added.




Oscar checked, “I thought one of them was their own Aly.”




“And she’s totally tera!” Aly insisted.




Jaime carefully explained, “It’s only been three weeks for Hermione since I… visited. But it’s been three years for Alex. She’s… evolved. She’s now basically Ms. Marvel but with more powers and a more tasteful uniform. She’s now her world’s premier superhero, and she calls herself Terawatt.”




“Hence ‘tera’?” Oscar asked.




Aly nodded excitedly. “When people in her world want to say something’s awesomely awesome, they say ‘that’s tera’ because she’s awesome.”




Jaime said, “She can fight things that are even out of Aly’s weight class, and she makes it look… easy. I was kind of intimidated.”




“Me too,” Aly said. “Even if it was Stormburst who rescued me when I got smacked halfway across Chicago.”




Oscar looked at Aly’s hands again. “We need to get you repaired, but we need a debrief too. Do you think you can talk about what happened while Rudy works on your hands and feet?”




Aly nodded, “Sure! And we’ll need Jaime and WillowDelta in the debrief, because there was tons of cool stuff I missed.”




Rudy suggested, “I think we can manage in Lab B if Andrew can help me with the repairs.”




“Eeeeee!” squealed Andrew excitedly. “Oh thank you thank you thank you! You’re my very favorite uncle ever!”




Oscar kept his poker face instead of rolling his eyes or groaning or any of the other stuff Aly would’ve done, because a squee like that was like twelve year old girls who just got told they were going to get to go backstage at the Backstreet Boys concert.




Anyways, Boyz II Men was totally mega-better than the Backstreet Boys. And Nicole agreed with her on that.




Rudy just said, “Andrew, I am quite certain that I’m your only uncle.”




“That too!” Andrew grinned.




Oscar just thought for a moment. “Steve, I’m going to want you in on the debrief, and if you could get Peggy and meet us in Lab B? Make sure she’s got a notepad instead of her laptop or a recorder. I want this inaccessible by outsiders.”




“On it, Oscar.” And Steve gave Jaime another kiss before he took off.




Jaime held out a hand to show what looked like a golf ball covered in light blue ice. “Hermione and Alexan left Aly a present. I haven’t read the message yet.”




Aly opened up the little piece of parchment-like paper, and she gasped. In Hermione’s tiny, precise handwriting, the message said, “Aly, Alexan wanted to help you, and she had a great idea. I extracted a dozen of her ova and froze them, so you can still have a baby someday. Even if you have to use a surrogate mother, they’ll be your eggs. Just get this into liquid nitrogen before it starts melting. Love, Hermione and Alexan.”




Aly was so excited and happy and thrilled and amazed that she just burst into tears. “I can still be a mom!”




Rudy whispered to Oscar, “Good thing that Hermione is on our side.” Aly still heard it.




And yeah, an evil Hermione with her magic powers and her brain? That jerkhead Dr. Franklin only wished he could be that scary.




Okay, there were worse things out there than that Franklin guy, especially now that all his fembots got smarter and realized he was a jerkhead. There were a bunch of things Aly had needed to learn about so she was ready to be a bionic woman, and she had studied all the stuff Jaime and Kate had given her so far, and she was already scheduled to get to read a bunch more. Even if she could only study the stuff in a secure room and she couldn’t take notes or take the stuff out of the room. Because really, aliens with alien technology and bionic robot sasquatches as their guards? Too weird. Stuff like telekinetic girls and psychics? Totally believable after her trip to Harry Dresden’s universe.







A couple hours later, she was just finishing up her debrief, “…and Hermione did a spell to check that the portals had the same magical something-or-other that we did, maybe an aura or something, so we knew they went back home, and we said our goodbyes mostly, even if I didn’t get a chance to say bye to Alexa’s mom and dad, or even to Mister Dresden and Mister Morgan, and we jumped through the portal back home.”




Okay, there were a few twitches and twinges as she talked, because Rudy and Andrew were trying to clean up the mess that was her hands and feet. And they were trying not to hurt her, but there were still little jolts and ouchies and shocks and stuff that caught her by surprise.




And she had stopped a lot so WillowDelta and Jaime could tell their side of stuff. Because in the big fights, like against those giant spiders, she knew what was going on at the front of the group, but she didn’t know what Jaime and the other side-people were doing at the sides or what WillowDelta and the rearguard were doing at the back, and that was mega-cool to listen to. Then there was all the awesome stuff Alex and Alee were doing at the same time! And they had to answer questions too. So maybe it took ten or fifteen times longer to talk about that fight than the fight even lasted.




Also, going over that list of goodguys and badguys took a long time. Talking about what everyone knew about those people and who might be out there doing neat stuff or mega-bad stuff? That took a while, even when what people were saying was ‘I got no idea’. And Steve thought his friend who was great with dolphins could be tasked to look for Rafael Schubert. Aly felt sort of bad that their world’s Catwoman was already in jail, because Aly sort of wanted to meet her and see if they could talk her into being a goodguy with them.




Okay, there were a bunch of names that Oscar just jotted down and said, “That one’s covered.” Or he said, “Under investigation already.” Or even, “Someone else’s tasking.” Aly didn’t ask who else was in charge of that stuff, because if Oscar could have told them and they were supposed to know, then Oscar would have told them. So these were all ‘need to know’ stuff.




It was kind of weird that the debrief lasted maybe longer than the whole trip. And it was kind of embarrassing the way that Andrew Wells looked at her, like “Wow, you’re a mega-awesome superheroine!” She totally wasn’t. No, Alex and Alee were. And Buffy and Lexi too.




Then, when the debrief wrapped up, Rudy and Andrew had her lie down on the gurney, and they wheeled her into a clean room, and they anesthetized her to do the serious work on her hands and feet. At least Rudy’s anesthesia guy knew how to adjust for so much of her weight being bionics instead of person, because being bionic meant that getting drugged was way worse on you. She was over fifty percent bionics, what with all the stuff in her abdomen that had been lost or replaced. So enough knockout drugs to knock out Oscar could maybe kill her.







She woke up, and she was in a hospital bed, and the lights were down so maybe it was night. And a redhead was sitting there, watching over her.




“Willow?” she whispered. Her throat was totally dry and scratchy.




“Are you thirsty?” the Willowbot asked. Because that was totally not Willow.




She nodded, and the Willowbot poured some water before putting a bendy straw in and holding it so Aly could sip water without sitting up.




Aly checked, “WillowDelta?”




The Willowbot explained, “She is under repair. Some of the damage was quite serious. Rudy is very impressed that your allies managed to figure out a way to make WillowDelta bootable, given what he found.”




Aly smiled, “Samantha Carter did it! She’s like Willow-level smart.”




The Willowbot blinked a couple times and asked, “Would this be the Samantha Carter that Jaime met months ago in another universe?”




Aly nodded eagerly. “Yeah. She’s amazing. We so gotta get our Sam Carter helping with the program, even if it’s just doing physics projects with Rudy’s teams. There’s a universe out there where their Sam Carter built a satellite-killer maser while she was stuck in a module on the International Space Station, out of junk in the module and her understanding of the way a superheroine’s powers actually worked.”




The Willowbot blinked a couple times, and she wrinkled her forehead in thought just like Willow did. Aly sort of wondered if that was built in, or if the Willowbots were all deliberately copying the way Willow did stuff. “That would require a remarkable power source, given the energy needed for a maser that powerful. Or perhaps my computations are inadequate. I can only download so much information per millisecond through the hospital area’s connectivity, and the webpages I found on the technical details of maser construction are clearly not sufficient to build my own maser.”




Aly just said, “Well, superheroine. So a mega-huge power source.”




The Willowbot nodded, “I will ask Willow about that.”




Aly tried, “Umm, you didn’t tell me your name. You just said Delta was getting treatment.”




“Oh.” The Willowbot looked sort of surprised. “I apologize. I am WillowBeta. I did not know you were interested. Most humans in our experience only seek to differentiate us as a group from Willow Herself.”




It was kind of weird how WillowBeta said ‘herself’ there, like there was a big, important emphasis that was mega-crucial. Aly figured she ought to talk to Willow and Xander about that.




Aly insisted, “Well, I care. And Delta’s my friend. And I was totally worried about her when she locked up in that other universe we went to. Okay, I was worried about her the whole time, because it was a universe where a lot of the threats were magical, and a lot of the magical threats could fry someone like you or Delta with a spell, and plenty of ’em could do it just by accident.”




WillowBeta thought for a moment and said, “Thank you. It is… reassuring to know there are more people like you. We are still dealing with many people’s fears, because we are, after all, Dr. Franklin’s designs, and he did program us to act without conscience or ethics. And then there are people like Andrew Wells, who want to talk to us, but treat us… unlike humans.”




Aly winced a little. “Andrew’s a little unlike normal humans himself. He kind of treats me the same way. I think he’d like to be your friend, but he doesn’t know how. Now that I think about it, I probably need to be nicer to him, because maybe he’s not good at making friends with regular human people either.”




She thought for a moment and added, “But you’re gonna find that humans are all… different. Way different than a million Willowbots would be. A million different people will look at you in thousands of different ways, and some of those ways are gonna be… really weird. Way weirder than Andrew’s way. And maybe Andrew’s the best person to talk to about that, because he can probably think of a lot of those ways, and he’ll want to talk about ’em even if he shouldn’t.”




“That is something we had not considered,” WillowBeta said carefully. “If you do not mind, we will talk to Willow and Xander, and we will see if they agree with your concepts.”




Aly nodded, “Good. Because Willow’s way smarter than me. She’s like mega-smart. And Xander’s way smarter than me, even if he likes to pretend he’s not.” Aly wasn’t sure if she should talk to the bots about Xander’s ‘not good enough’ issues. And she wasn’t sure if anyone should let the bots know that Willow had some ‘not good enough’ issues on lots of stuff.




She should totally talk to Xander and Willow about this stuff. Maybe over dinner. At their place. With some more of Xander’s steaks. And ice cream! And this time, she’d even buy the ice cream herself. Even if there was no way she was ready to talk mega-loud in that store and do embarrassing stuff in front of other people. At least, not on purpose.




And Aly thought of something else mega-important. “Oh! We told Oscar about that other Danielle Atron and stuff, but has anybody figured out what our Danielle Atron is up to?”




WillowBeta patiently explained, “There have been some computer searches run, and some phone calls made, but I am not party to that portion of the OSI activities, and it would be unethical to interface with the computers to examine OSI operations I am not supposed to know about. I suspect that your parents would have been called, since your father works at the Paradise Valley Chemical plant, and is one of Dr. Atron’s most important employees, since he is currently the director of research at the plant. But it is highly likely that if Dr. Atron is being as intelligent and stealthy as you indicated she can be capable of, then no one will yet be aware of the extent of her operations or goals.”




Aly insisted, “She could be doing some really bad stuff. Bad chemistry stuff, or bad physics stuff, or bad biochem stuff, like she was doing in Alex’s world.”




WillowBeta calmly nodded. “Yes. But that sort of scientific problem is specifically what the Office of Scientific Intelligence was created to handle. And we do have a variety of agents which are significantly more effective than an average person.”




Aly thought that was mega-interesting. The bots were really, really careful with their English. But WillowBeta had said ‘which’ instead of ‘who’. Was she already thinking of herself and her fellow bots as OSI members?




Okay, having someone like WillowDelta along on an op could be really useful in lots of ways. After all, it wasn’t like people in their universe could throw magical energy bolts that would fry machinery.




The OSI had a ton of amazing people, not even counting the bots. A bunch of them were people Aly still hadn’t met, like Audrey, who was sort of officially working with the OSI, and sort of not. It was complicated. Or a couple of Steve’s friends who weren’t officially with the agency at all, but had really unusual abilities and the agency knew about them. And then there were a ton of agents and stuff around the world that Steve and Jaime knew from years of secret-agenting around.




Aly yawned so wide WillowBeta could probably see that Aly didn’t have her tonsils anymore. And she yawned again. “Maybe I should get some more sleep.”




WillowBeta just said, “That is not contraindicated.”




Aly closed her eyes and dozed off.




She was pretty sure WillowBeta tucked the blanket in around her. And as she fell asleep, she had this feeling like someone gently kissing her on the forehead.





The Secret Job of Aly Mack II



Aly poured on the speed. It wasn’t like she got tired like normal people. She didn’t run low on oxygen due to intensive physical activity, because it wasn’t ordinary muscle tissue that was doing the serious work. Lactic acid buildup in her arm and leg muscles wouldn’t stop her after a few minutes. Okay, eventually the remaining human muscles in her pelvis and abdomen and shoulders would tire out, but that would take a long time. Maybe days.




She didn’t bother to look behind her. She was listening with her bionic hearing, so she knew she still had a big enough lead. And she didn’t think about running, she just knew she could do it, and she did it. Jaime had told her she’d have a breakthrough on her running speed, but Aly hadn’t expected it would happen so soon, even if it had happened when she most needed it.




And because she was listening really hard, she knew there was something around the next corner. It sounded like metal clanking together and car axles groaning. Too bad she was running through a tunnel, so she couldn’t just jump a wall or a low building and land behind the clanky, groany stuff.




So, instead of slowing down, she took the corner extra, extra wide. Like ‘running up the wall’ wide. At maybe eighty or ninety miles an hour, and wearing really sturdy shoes with tough treads, she could get enough traction to go fifteen feet up the wall with no problems.




There were guys in armor pushing a heavy gun-thing on a cart. The armor looked like the heavily padded armor that bomb disposal guys wore in movies. The cart looked maybe five or ten years old and a little scratched up. The ‘gun’ looked like Buck Rogers stuff. Or maybe something Rudy and Andrew could put together.




Aly pushed off from the wall and landed thirty feet behind the armor guys. She had to catch herself with her right hand when she landed leaning a little too far forward, but she pushed off the floor and kept going. She’d lost maybe twenty miles an hour, so she picked up the pace and got back up to her running speed.




Then she could see the finish line up ahead, so she pushed as hard as she could go, and sped up even more before zipping across the line and needing to come to a screeching halt so she didn’t run into an equipment cart. Or into Andrew, who was totally not where he was supposed to be.




Kate was seconds behind Aly, and then Jaime showed up like thirty seconds after that but covered in sticky webbing. Kate grinned, “Somebody got caught in the trap.”




Aly admitted, “I heard ’em getting it into position.”




Jaime peeled webbing off her face and hair. “That’s fair. And I wasn’t gong to catch either of you unless you fell down or the trap actually worked.”




Aly walked over and helped pull sticky stuff off Jaime’s front. Then Kate helped too. So they had all of it off Jaime in under a minute.




Andrew just pouted. “How are we supposed to catch a bionic badguy or a fembot if you don’t field-test this for us?”




Jaime pointed out, “I did tell Rudy you could try whatever you were working on. But the netting needs to be stronger.”




Kate added, “You should figure out a way to get the edges to wrap around the target, so Jaime can’t just peel everything off after she ripped it apart.”




Andrew frowned in thought. “We can use some of the high tensile strength polymers you have in your bionics. And we could try weighting the edges more, or building smart weights with jets to arc around the target and wrap it up.”




Rudy stepped over. “Andrew, it sounds like you’re talking about a capture net that would be as top secret as our bionics. I don’t know if Oscar could get permission for us to build anything like that and ever get it out of beta test.”




But Aly couldn’t stop grinning. She’d won the race. Oh sure, it was only four miles. That was only a couple minutes for a bionic woman. And it had hardly any tricky stuff, except the wall to jump over and the four sharp corners and that net-gun thing. She asked, “What was my top speed?”




Andrew peeked at a computer screen over by the equipment carts. “Your sprint on the last straightaway peaked at 108.7 miles per hour before you started braking at the very end.”




“Wow.” That was all Aly managed, because that was like the new bionic record.




Jaime patted her on the shoulder. “You do have the latest version of the bionics.” Jaime turned slightly so she was facing down the corridor to the outer doors. “It’s not like you’re an old slowpoke, like Steve.”




Aly could see Steve way down the corridor watching them, and she knew he had telephoto lenses in his bionic eye, and he’d learned lip-reading. So Jaime probably only said that to tease him.




Kate hugged her, “I knew you could do it. This is so great.”




Rudy gave Aly a big smile too. “Really good work.”




Andrew piped up, “Yeah! Jaime should take you to distant universes more often! I mean, other than the getting your skin burned off and nearly getting killed and stuff.”




“And stuff,” Kate joked to Aly and Jaime in a faint whisper only bionic ears would pick up.




Rudy checked his clipboard. “We’re done with all the arm tests, and this race test went really well. Now we need to run you through the stock leg tests again… no pun intended.”




Aly would have sighed or something, but Jaime and Kate would hear. And Rudy would see her facial expression. “Okay. What order do you want me to run ’em?”




So she had to redo the vertical and horizontal jump tests, which she was still doing about the same on. And then the long straightaway test, where she got up to 110.3 miles an hour. And the acceleration test, and the deceleration test, and the cornering tests.




Okay, all that didn’t really take long, because she didn’t need to rest in between, and all the testing was at their site. Even if Rudy took tiny blood samples in between some of the tests. But that was mainly making sure Aly’s blood sugar levels were okay.




Well, Aly cared about that too. A lot. She even asked Rudy if he could maybe put a little ‘tattoo’ on her wrist with a little hidden thing in it that would change colors to show how her blood chemistry was doing. He said he’d work on it for her. He was such a nice guy!




She was still embarrassed that she’d thought not so nice things about him before she got to know him.




Then it was over to the gym, to work out with Joan some. Aly could see that she hadn’t really improved any in martial arts, even if she was feeling more comfortable about using Kate’s ‘special’ sparring moves, like jumping fifteen feet back to give yourself a quick break from a Joan combination, or jumping completely over Joan so Joan had to turn around and find out what was coming her way. Okay, Kate’s special sparring moves didn’t work against other bionic fighters, but they were a big surprise against unaware regular people.




Joan corrected Aly’s movements on some forms, and worked with Aly on some new forms. Then after they wrapped up, Joan said, “Good work. I want you to meet my sifu. I sent a couple messages off to people who might be able to find him and let him know, but he’s not based in a city anymore, and he’s wandering around while he looks for a new place.”




Aly thought that sounded kind of weird for a martial arts teacher, but maybe it was a thing.







After a couple more hours of tests and snacks and stuff, including getting to clean up and put on clean clothes, Aly got called into a meeting with Oscar and Jaime and Steve. Peggy was there typing notes into a computer, and Oscar had two file folders open on his desk.




Oscar grimaced just a little bit. “We still haven’t found out anything about Danielle R. Atron that would signal an alert. There are the usual complaints and legal issues that show up with plant management that focuses hard on the bottom line, even if Paradise Valley Chemical is still owned by the Atron family, instead of stockholders. We would have called Aly’s father, but the Mack house’s landline shows signs of being tapped.”




“Are mom and dad okay?” Aly worried. “You didn’t call up and get ’em in trouble, did you?”




Oscar gave her a little Oscar-smile. “We were a bit more careful than that. Peggy called through a VoIP connection so the call looked like your typical scam sales call. We used that call to test the line for intercepts.”




Aly didn’t see how that would be enough to check for all the kinds of wiretaps and phonetaps there were, but she also knew she didn’t know everything there was to know about that stuff, and then there was extra stuff the OSI might have, like alien tech.




Oscar glanced over at Peggy, who smiled at Aly, “Your mother sounds very nice, but she’s really resistant to marketing calls.”




“She really is very nice,” Aly insisted. “And she’s really smart too.”




Oscar smiled in agreement. After all, he and Steve and Jaime had all met her folks. “We checked through back channels with some contacts in the FDA, and it looks like Paradise Valley Chemical is in human testing on a foot powder to help with a variety of foot fungus problems, and early animal testing on a burn cream for first degree burns and sunburns, as well as a moisturizing skin cream. They have four other products they’re petitioning to move onward from initial animal testing. They’re in late animal testing for a new diet drug, and they’re petitioning the FDA to allow the first round of human testing on that.”




“Oh crud,” Aly groaned. She sank so far forward her forehead hit the meeting table with a loud thunk. She sat back up, feeling stupid for more than one reason. “Didn’t we talk about this in the debriefing?”




Jaime suggested, “Maybe this was private Alex chat while the other table was working on the heroes-and-villains list?”




“Maybe,” Aly gave in. “Well, in Terawatt’s universe, Atron was pushing a new diet drug and fudging the test results something awful, including drugging an FDA guy who came out to look over the stuff he thought was suspicious.”




Oscar gaped, “Drugging an FDA representative? That could get them shut down permanently! With severe penalties, including prison time for the perps and anyone directing them or even aiding and abetting. That’s crazy!”




Aly nodded unhappily. “Totally. It gets worse. Atron stood to make billions off all the diet foods and diet drinks they were about to release. They had to kidnap me — the Alex Mack of that world — and her parents to keep the real information from getting out. The FDA and police and FBI and stuff just stopped them before the foods rolled out, and Atron tried to cover her tracks by setting off a bomb in the plant office section. With people still trapped in there. Like the other me and her best friend and her parents. Alex said the stuff would have given maybe ten percent of the users superpowers, most of which the users wouldn’t have control over at first, if ever. And she guessed that ninety percent of the superpowered people would become supervillains or insane rampagers or whatever. If America had twenty-five million supervillains pop up in a matter of weeks, it would destroy the country. It would destroy the whole planet as they spread out!”




Oscar winced a little, but said, “Is that likely here? I mean, different universes, different physics, different biochemistry issues.”




Aly spilled, “I have no idea. But if she’s fudging the test results and it just makes thousands of people really sick, that’s mega-bad right there. And after Terawatt started flying around saving the day, Atron figured out how to give herself the same powers.”




Jaime said, “I’ve seen Terawatt in action. I would not want to fight a supervillain who could do what she does. I wouldn’t want to fight that supervillain if I had a couple platoons of Navy SEALs and Steve and Kate and Aly and every bot on-site.”




Oscar pointed out, “But we still don’t have any evidence that any of this is possible in our world, or is going to occur.”




Aly asked, “Could Audrey find out?”




Oscar nodded, “That’s exactly what I was going to suggest. Colonel Steve Austin goes to Paradise Valley with his personal assistant Lieutenant Audrey Moss to talk to the plant biochemists about nutrition for astronauts on the space station and on long spaceflights. He dangles a huge possible grant before their eyes, and Atron’s going to leap at that bait.”




Aly suggested, “And maybe harmless Aly Mack could go home to visit her fam, and her dad could take her to the plant to show her what they’ve been working on, so I could be emergency backup? I mean, if her plant security guy is still Vince, then they could be doing a lot of badness, and their ‘plant security’ might even be a paramilitary group of mercenaries like in Alex’s world.”




Jaime said, “Oscar, I know this sounds like overkill, but the Atron we saw in Alexa’s universe was… darn scary. And the Atron that Terawatt fought was a supervillain. And…”




Oscar held up his hand, palm out. Jaime paused. Oscar smiled slightly. “I was thinking that maybe it was time for Aly to go home and see her folks for a day or two.”




“And maybe Steve could come over for dinner and bring Audrey,” Aly suggested.




Steve grinned, “That might be a little hard to explain if your folks are under any sort of surveillance.”




Oscar explained, “Aly, you’ll be flying into San Francisco and your parents will drive up to pick you up. Steve and his PA will fly into Edwards Air Force Base and take a base car up to Paradise Valley. If you can be ready in less than an hour, we’ll have someone drive you up to Reagan, and you’ll take a late flight to SFO. We’ll have a pack of nutrition bars and ‘snacks’ to hold you for a while, just in case, and Rudy already talked to your mother about your nutritional needs.”




Aly tried hard not to blush about that. She asked, “How many days should I pack for?”




Oscar thought for a second. “Let’s call it four days. Just your usual casual clothes. Nothing out of the ordinary. And don’t forget you’ll be getting ‘special’ treatment at the airports.”




She just nodded. Her bionics would totally set off a metal detector. A backscatter system? Not so much.




Oscar told Steve, “We’re calling the plant right now, and setting up a meeting the day after tomorrow. You and I will talk to Audrey, and you two will fly to Edwards tomorrow, drive up, and the next morning meet with people in charge. If we dangle a big enough grant, Atron will jump at the bait. Even if she’s not in the meeting, you should get a chance to meet her or be one room away from her, and Audrey can do her thing. Aly, you’ll only need to get your father to take you over to the plant to show you what he’s been working on, so you’re close enough to assist if Atron over-reacts. You may have to take down some armed guards, so remember your lessons.”




“Yes sir.” Aly didn’t want to kill anyone, even by accident, but she also didn’t want to get murdered. Or fall down on the job and have her dad get killed, or any of his people like Scooter and Tom and Emily, or anyone a bunch of mercenaries might be targeting, like Steve and Audrey.




Once the meeting was over, Aly got a small food pack from Rudy, and she jogged back to her apartment. She had a ‘go bag’ on the floor of her coat closet. It was set up so she could grab it and run out the door on an emergency mission and have stuff for most of a week, including fake IDs and fake credit cards and cash and her passport and fake passports and disguise makeup and even a rolled-up wig. She also had a secondary bag in case she might be gone longer, or need more things. It was a suitcase that had more disguise stuff, more IDs and stuff, a wider range of clothes, and some OSI gear. But she didn’t want any of that if she was playing ‘Aly at home’.




She took off her OSI badge and put it in its little clear pocket she had pinned to the back of the front door so she never forgot it. Then she dressed and laid out what she wanted to take.




She went with a long-sleeved t-shirt and clean underwear and her favorite pair of overalls and her favorite sneakers. She put her money in a plastic money clip and the cards she wanted in her tiny card wallet. It wasn’t like she needed to carry around store cards for thirty stores around Maryland and Virginia and Washington D.C. when she went home to Paradise Valley. So her Maryland driver’s license and a credit card and a debit card went into her card wallet, and her official OSI ID card came out. Her government health insurance and auto insurance cards came out, and her ‘cover’ insurance cards went in. She didn’t need keys, since her front door had a keypad and the apartment building had a palmprint scanner and she wasn’t driving her car. So… phone in one front pocket, money clip and card wallet in the other front pocket, and she was set.




She picked out three bras, three pairs of underwear, three pairs of socks, a nice pair of flats, a pair of jeans, three t-shirts, and a knit hat. That was plenty for a couple days at her folks’ when they had a washing machine. Plus a nice dress she could roll up and not turn into a wrinkly mess to go with the nice flats, in case her folks wanted to take her out somewhere nice. Then she needed stuff like her toothbrush and hairbrushes, but she didn’t need her hair dryer or shampoo or conditioner or toothpaste or stuff like pain relievers, because she was going to be at her folks’ house. So… toothbrush, hairbrushes, lipstick, stick foundation and powder blusher, a couple eyecrayons, and she was done. Nothing that was liquid or gel, so she didn’t need to put them in a clear baggie for the TSA.




She had a couple books. And her tablet computer, which had a Bluetooth connection to her earbuds. And her OSI phone, which did more than a regular phone could do, but didn’t look it.




She grabbed her little daypack and rolled up her clothes, being extra-careful with the dress even if her mom had a really nice iron. They all went in the big compartment. The bathroom stuff went in the small compartment in front. The books and tablet and charger and earbuds and stuff went in the middle compartment with the thin food pack. The food was mostly stuff like nutrition bars and beef jerky, along with some dried fruits and roasted nuts and a few chocolate bars just because Rudy was a nice guy.




She grabbed her lightweight jacket, and she was out front waiting for her ride way before her hour was up. She was hoping Oscar would ask Xander to drive her to the airport, or maybe Peggy, but it was Andrew. Oh well, she’d been thinking about trying to be his friend. Time to give it a try. She tossed her backpack in the back seat and took the shotgun seat, buckling up as he headed out.




Andrew gushed, “This is so great! I get to give you a ride when you’re on your way to a secret mission full of excitement and adventure!”




She lied, “Andrew, you’re giving me a ride to Reagan. I’m just going home to see my folks for a couple days. There’s no mission stuff. And anyway, you know Oscar wouldn’t send me out until I’m fully trained and I’ve met all the requirements and all that stuff.”




She just wasn’t going to tell Andrew that she was ‘fully trained’ by the standards of the OSI. She already had way more training than Jaime had in her first couple years on the job, and she had more training than Kate had until maybe Kate’s fourth mission. And ‘all the requirements’ pretty much meant ‘bionics working’ and ‘anything Oscar’s bosses would let him sneak around’, like her age. And Oscar was counting the trip to Harry Dresden’s universe as Aly’s first real mission, which meant she was already getting hazard pay.




“Oh.” Andrew pouted and sort of shrank into himself. “I was hoping it was something awesome. Like going to another dimension and fighting demons and monsters and warlocks.”




She sighed loud enough that he would hear it. “Pretty sure that’s never gonna happen again. And it wasn’t exactly tons of fun. We nearly got killed way too many times for a three hour trip.”




And Andrew started singing! Okay, he sang pretty well. Lots better than she did, and he was singing a cappella.





The mate was a mighty sailin’ man,

The Skipper brave and sure.

Five passengers set sail that day

For a three hour tour,

A three hour tour…







She didn’t know tons and tons of weird references like Andrew, or her dad, but she knew that one. It was kind of hard to miss, since Andrew was really on key.




She asked, “Are you a singer? Are you in a choir maybe? Or playing a musical instrument?”




Andrew looked really surprised anyone cared enough to ask that. And really flattered. “I was in children’s choir at church.” He sank down in his seat, “But I had to stop when my big brother stole a bunch of church stuff and we sort of got excommunicated. Well, we’re not Catholic, but we got asked to go find another church.” He perked up, “And I wrote a musical in high school! Composed the music and wrote the lyrics and everything!” Then he sank down again. “But somebody told the school board it was about being gay, which it so wasn’t, and they shut us down in the middle of a dress rehearsal. It was about being different and not fitting in, so I guess it was sort of about being gay too.” He added, “And I play keyboards. Piano, synthesizer, digital piano… I’ve got my portable keyboard in my room at Rudy’s place, but he likes me to use my headphones. I tried breaking into a couple bands in college, and I went to auditions and stuff, but I wasn’t cool enough.” He pouted about that.




So mainly they talked about Andrew’s musical non-career for a while, and then they talked about older siblings. Annie was maybe too focused on being a giant science brain, but Andrew’s big brother sounded like he belonged on a wanted poster, at least the way Andrew told it.




Not that Aly was ready to really believe Andrew’s version of everything. One of the things she had learned in OSI School was that people fibbed. Maybe they just had their own personal viewpoint about stuff or their own beliefs. Maybe they wanted to paint themselves in a good light, or they wanted to paint someone else in a bad light. Maybe they wanted attention or sympathy or something not so okay. Maybe they didn’t really know what had happened, and their brain was not-so-helpfully filling in lots of stuff. Or maybe they were bad people, lying for one of a whole ton of possible reasons. Oscar and Steve and Jaime and Kate had seen all of those things and lots more. After all, being an agent meant meeting people who were lying like crazy, often because they were sure they were doing the right thing for their group or their country.




Being an OSI agent was mega-disillusioning. She’d liked being able to just trust people and believe people would do the right thing. She’d liked thinking life was fair, and good people had good things happen to them. She now knew that life was not fair. And lots of badness happened to people who totally didn’t deserve it.




Apparently, a bunch of them were named Alexandra Louise Mack.




She thanked Andrew, hopped out of the car with her backpack, and headed into the airport. She’d been in and out of Reagan Airport once already, so she had an okay idea of the layout. She went straight to the airline clerks, got her ticket and boarding pass, and headed to the TSA lines. She went through the TSA Precheck lines and was through in seconds. Then she had to sit and wait for her flight, so she got a cheeseburger with lettuce and tomato. She just ditched the buns and added extra ketchup and mustard and then she ate it with a plastic knife and fork like it was a little steak.




She knew her ticket had been bought at the last minute, so she was totally not surprised she had a middle seat back toward the back. Okay, that wasn’t automatically a bad thing. It wasn’t great, like finding you were the only person in your row. Which never happened anyway.




She was sitting in between a middle-aged businessman in a nice suit, and a college-ish guy. The businessman smelled like whiskey and cigarettes, and the other guy smelled like he hadn’t showered for a day or two. Or maybe it was his clothes. Having a really good sense of smell wasn’t usually a super-great bennie.




She got out her tablet and earphones to signal ‘not interested, do not bother’ to the guys on either side. The businessman ignored her and pulled out reams of paper he spent the whole flight going through. The other guy gave up and watched a movie on his laptop. So she was kind of bored, but she just listened to her music and read stuff on her tablet and read some of one of her books. And she had a couple little snacks. Both times the stewardess came around, she got a cup of tomato juice, which was nutritious and had more fiber and less sugar than fruit juice, even if it had more salt. And she gave her pretzels to the college guy, who wolfed them down like they were good. Instead, she ate one of her nutrition bars.




When the plane landed, she texted her dad to say the plane was taxiing to the gate, and she had no checked luggage but she needed a potty stop. She got a text back almost right away that her folks had already parked the car and were waiting at the TSA barrier, even though her flight had gotten in a couple minutes early.




So she got off the plane as quickly as the crowds would let her, and rushed over to the bathrooms which were crowded, and then hurried through the crowded terminal, even though she kept her speed down to normal the whole way. It was harder than she’d expected, when she really wanted to see her folks, and she knew she could go so much faster, and she knew she could jump over crowds of people, but she wasn’t supposed to.




She stuck to the speed of the second-fastest people in the terminal, and she walked out to find her parents eagerly waiting for her even if she’d been a mega-huge pain for months before Steve and Jaime saved her. Well really, Steve and Jaime had saved all of them, because her mom and dad’s lives would have been ruined if they were stuck caring for a horribly-injured Aly for years and years.




Aly was so happy to see her folks! Her mom burst into happy tears as soon as she saw Aly, and her dad managed not to cry until she was hugging him. Regardless of how the Atron thing went, Aly just knew this was going to be the best thing ever.





The Secret Job of Aly Mack III



Aly cried with her mom, and she pretended her dad wasn’t crying. She let her folks walk her out to the parking and slide her into the car, even if her mom got in the back seat with her. And hugged her some more.




Her mom touched Aly’s cheek and murmured, “It’s a miracle. Even after what the Austins told us… it’s a miracle.”




Her dad tried really hard not to cry too. “You look… perfect. Just like you used to.”




Her mom added, “And your arms. And your legs. Everything looks… like it should be. It’s… It’s what you deserve.”




It took a couple hours and the whole drive home before her dad asked one of The Hard Questions. “How much does all of this cost?”




Aly waited until they were inside and she had a chance to run the bug detector hidden in her phone. Okay. The house was clean. Aly checked the windows for laser eavesdropping and got hits on about half the front windows. So she led them into the kitchen and checked there. At least the kitchen windows were clean.




She got herself a glass of milk and waited until they sat down with her at the kitchen table. “Let’s talk.”




Her mom paled. “This sounds bad.”




Her dad said, “I’ve looked up some research papers. Really good prosthetics are expensive. Ones that do a so-so job of reading the signals from your skin are lots more expensive. And we saw you walk up to us. None of them look this good. Did we make a deal with the devil?”




She shook her head no. “We made a deal with the angels. But you’re right. This stuff is more expensive than you’d believe.”




Her mom held her hand. “I’d believe a lot. This isn’t a prosthetic. This is… something else.”




Aly nodded slowly. “Yeah. Let me put it like this. One of those F-16 fighters we’ve had for a while? Maybe thirty million dollars for the government to buy one. A new aircraft carrier? Four or five billion. I’m the Hundred Thirty Million Dollar Woman.” Both her parents gasped in shock.




She wasn’t going to mention that Kate’s nanotech bionics cost at least three times as much because the nanites had to be specially designed to work with Kate’s immune system and parasympathetic and sympathetic nervous systems. And most of the time, the nanotech and the body didn’t mesh, and things went really bad for the person, so they didn’t even try the nanite approach except in cases at least as bad as Kate’s was.




Her dad managed, “Y-you cost more than four F-16’s? Why would anybody spend that much on one person?”




She explained, “They had to do more than new limbs and new skin. They had to reinforce my whole skeleton to hold onto everything. They had to patch up a ton of damaged stuff inside me. And it’s not just plastics. They made me stronger… faster… I can do stuff that nobody else on Earth can do. I can pick up tons of stuff and run with it. I can run faster than a car.”




Her dad whispered, “You’re Iron Man.”




She heard him and nodded, “Yeah, if all of Tony Stark’s stuff was internal instead of on the outside. And if I could fly. But all this stuff? It takes maintenance. Mega-expensive maintenance. Even the artificial skin is mega-spendy. I asked Rudy how come they don’t make this for millions of people with burns and cuts and stuff, and he said the only people who could afford it already have so much money they can have as much plastic surgery as they want to fix their stuff.”




“Rudy?” her mom wondered.




“Dr. Rudolph Wells, M.D., Ph.D., Ph.D., Ph.D.,” her dad answered. He focused on Aly again. “So… what can you do that you can show us?”




“Umm, not much,” she admitted. “The house is under surveillance, they’ve got laser eavesdropping on the front windows from across the street, your landline is bugged, and your cellphones are probably being tapped. So we can’t even talk about this outside the kitchen. But I can tip over your car. I can run a hundred miles an hour. For hours. I can punch through a cinderblock. This is good as long as it’s just me and a couple other goodguys. But it could be bad. Even mega-bad.”




Her mom gasped, “You mean… supervillains?”




She nodded. “Totally. Or super-agents of foreign powers. Or super-mercenaries. Or all kinds of super-problems. Every time word of this stuff gets out, bad things happen. The OSI once had an agent who got spotted by a reporter. The reporter wanted to be Woodward and Bernstein. The reporter’s boss wanted to get rich. He tried to sell the information to one of our enemy countries for mega-millions, and that meant kidnapping our agent and then cutting him apart to find out how his bionics worked and then spending millions and millions on infrastructure and building their own bionic supermen, and if they had succeeded, I have no idea how many thousands or millions of people would have died.”




Her dad winced. Her mom started crying again.




Aly pushed on, “So we pretend I don’t have any powers. We don’t even tell anyone I’m here. You can’t talk to your friends or my friends about any of this, because if word gets out, you could be in real danger, and Annie too.”




Her mom worried, “Honey, does that mean we’ll never see you again after this trip?”




Aly shook her head. “You can always come visit me on the East Coast.”




Her dad carefully said, “So… this trip…”




“Is OSI business,” Aly ruthlessly told him. “I mean, I’m gonna stay inside and be with you two as much as I can before I have to leave, but day after tomorrow, Colonel Steve Austin is coming to the plant to talk about a NASA grant. It’s fake. We need to get him close enough to Danielle Atron that we can figure out what she’s up to. And then stop her. And I’m part of that, because you’re going to take your daughter to work that day and show her around, and I’m Steve’s support.”




Her dad winced, “You do know Danielle has a security force that’s got to be more than a dozen men, and if they’re ordinary security, I’m Mickey Mouse. They carry guns and rifles everywhere, and Vince, you know, the plant security chief, is crazy.”




Aly nodded again. “Right. And if she tries to spring a trap with her ‘security men’, I’m the counter-trap.”




Her mom gasped, “Aly! You can’t be serious! A dozen trained men with guns and who knows what else…”




Aly let out a breath. “Yeah. That’s what a bionic woman can do. It’s why your government spent enough to buy four F-16’s to patch up one damaged girl.”




Her dad worried, “And why did they think Aly Mack could do this kind of thing?”




She spilled, “One of their people got pulled into a mission in another dimension to stop a real hellgoddess that wanted to take over the entire multiverse. She met this teenager… with superpowers. We’re talking Ms. Marvel superpowers. Flight. Telekinesis. Lightning bolts. Other stuff too. I met her too, just this week. On her Earth, she’s the biggest superhero in the world. Her name is… Alex Mack.” Both her parents gasped. “And there are other Alexandra Louise Macks out there, and we’re all superheroes in one way or another. And half of ’em got powers because Atron was doing illegal stuff at the plant, and then tried to track them down to kill ’em or experiment on ’em, so bad stuff happens to Aly Macks all over the multiverse, and… when push comes to shove, it turns out the Alys of the multiverse can shove back really hard.”




Her dad grimaced, “I hate this already. But we signed all those papers and NDAs and things, so I don’t know what we can do that won’t put us in jail forever.”




“And it would out me to badguys all over the world,” Aly pointed out. “And they’d do a lot worse than put me in a jail cell. Not that they could keep me in a regular jail cell if I wanted out.”




Her mom checked, “So you don’t want to see Ray and Hunter and Nicole and Robyn and everyone?”




She sighed. “I’d love to, but until they’ve signed NDAs and been cleared by the OSI and all that jazz, we can’t even tell them I’m back. Or anything.”




Her mom tried not to cry as she said, “So I get to keep you all to myself for a couple days?”




Aly nodded. “Sure. We can do mom-daughter stuff. Like baking and cooking and cleaning, and all the stuff I need to learn how to do better than I’m doing now.”




She briefly wondered if Alex and Alee used their tk for stuff like housecleaning when they were home. She already knew Hermione had cleaning and cooking spells.




Her dad tried hard to smile, “Well Barb, who can pass up a deal like that?”







Aly woke up early the next morning, because she was still on East Coast time. The night before, they had sat in the kitchen talking until her dad had to go to bed. Then she had just enjoyed being back in her old room, being regular old Aly. She had even tried on the stuff in her closet and dresser. It was kind of frustrating that all her old bras and everything fitted, like her church dresses, didn’t fit anymore because she was bigger in the bust. So she pulled that stuff out and made a couple piles for Goodwill or wherever.




Showering and getting dressed was just like it used to be. There was even a bottle of her old shampoo in the shower, and a tube of her old toothpaste in the drawer by the sink. She tried not to think about what had happened to her since she last brushed her teeth in her bathroom.




Then she had time to help her mom with breakfast, and get her dad out the door. “Remember, dad. You don’t know about Colonel Austin’s visit. You’ve never met him, but you recognize him from the news and stuff. You think his grant idea is awesome and he ought to talk to Danielle about it in person.”




Her dad rolled his eyes. “Are you going to make me wear a trench coat and fedora too?”




Her mom purred, “You’d look sexy in a trench coat with your fedora pulled down.”




Her dad’s eyes lit up. “Really? I could look around and see how much a trench coat is.”




And her mom smiled naughtily. “I’ll check in a couple second-hand shops for you.”




Ugh. Old-person sex stuff. Aly refused to think about what her folks got up to now that they had the house to themselves most of the time.




Her dad got home around five thirty, and he was smiling. Aly hoped that didn’t mean he’d bought a trench coat and fedora for after Aly left town.




No, he hurried everyone back into the kitchen where they’d been making dinner, and he smiled, “Colonel Austin is meeting with Danielle at nine tomorrow morning. She’s practically drooling at the size of the grants he’s talking about.”




She nodded, “Great. Tomorrow morning, you take me into your lab and show me what you’ve been doing. At nine, I walk casually upstairs and loiter down the hall from her office, maybe in the ladies’ restroom around the corner, and I use my super-hearing to keep tabs on stuff. With any luck, Colonel Austin wraps up in half an hour or an hour and leaves. Then I go back to your office and you give me a ride home at lunchtime.”




“And if there isn’t any luck?” her mom asked.




Aly admitted, “Sometimes… stuff happens.”




Her dad suddenly winced. “Super hearing?”




She pointed at her ear. “More bionics. Why?”




Her dad blushed, “Oh… nothing.” And her mom blushed too.




Ick. Old People sex stuff. Maybe they’d save that stuff for after she left town. Or else she’d take her dad’s car and go drive around for half an hour. Half an hour had to be enough time for middle-aged people, right?




Her dad changed out of his suit and sat down at the table. “This is sort of… an unusual dinner menu.”




Okay, it was her mom’s cheese biscuits, her mom’s corn salsa, her grandma’s fudge brownies, her aunt’s stuffed Ancho chilies, and Mrs. Hetzig’s matzoh ball soup. Aly spilled, “We cooked stuff I wanted to know how to cook that wasn’t working out for me in my apartment.”




Her mom ratted her out. “The biscuits and matzoh balls, Aly was overworking the dough. Too much superstrength. The brownies, she was over-beating the eggs. It was like watching a cooking show sped up tenfold. Seriously George, her hand was just a blur! The corn salsa? She’s using canned jalapenos that are pickled or something, instead of the real thing. And she needs decent Ancho chilies to make stuffed chilies.”




Aly complained, “It’s western Maryland. They don’t have local jalapenos that are worth eating, and their Anchos are like not.”




Her mom added, “And Aly copied out about sixty of my recipes on new index cards. In maybe two minutes.”




It was totally more like eight or ten minutes. Two minutes? That was like two seconds apiece. That was silly. She didn’t call her mom on it, even if her mom had ratted her out on the food.




Okay, the matzoh balls? You had to work them as little as possible, which was pretty much the opposite of what she’d been trying.




Her dad smiled, “I would’ve just taken pictures of the recipes with my camera.”




Her mom rolled her eyes. “George, we’ve all seen your photographs. Most of the recipes would be unreadable, and the rest would have the tops of the card cut off.”




Her dad pretended to pout. “Aly! You’re not going to let your mom pick on me like that, are you?”




“Sorry dad, but photography is not your best thing. You’re great on lots of stuff, but maybe you should let mom take the photos for a while.”




He perked right up. “Great idea! Then I can make fun of her pictures!”




Her mom rolled her eyes. “I’ve been taking the family photos since…” Her mom grimaced and stopped talking.




Because the family photographer had been Aly for years, up until the accident. Aly hugged her mom and whispered, “It’s okay.”




Her mom hugged her, and then her dad was up and hugging her, and the group hug went on so long the food almost got cold.




But that evening, while they talked in the kitchen, her mom sat on one side of her and held her left hand the whole time, and her dad sat on her other side and held her right hand. It was sort of like if they let go, she’d vanish and they were afraid they’d never see her again.




Maybe they really were afraid. Maybe they’d been afraid for a really long time. About a lot of bad stuff.







Aly woke up early again, and hurried to get ready for the day. She wanted to look especially harmless, so she only applied a little blusher to look a little younger. No foundation, no eye makeup, and a youthful pink lipstick that was actually a pink eyecrayon. And her overalls, which really didn’t make her look mature, and a baggier t-shirt to hide that she had those boobies.




Okay, she really liked her overalls. But maybe she needed to stop wearing them for OSI stuff. Except when she was trying to pass as younger.




She ate with her dad, even though she had to eat less volume and focus more on nutrient density than he did. Even if she loved her mom’s blueberry pancakes, she only had one. Okay, she ate it with lots of butter and syrup. And a handful of the plain blueberries.




She slipped one of the nutrition bars into an overall pocket, along with her pink eyecrayon so she could maintain her pink lip, and also her blusher compact with its little mirror and brush. She was going to have to figure out how to sneak six small meals a day when the OSI had her doing undercover ops. Maybe four small meals and two nutrition-bar snacks would work.




She rode in with her dad, who looked really nervous. She tried to reassure him, “It’ll be okay. I promise.”




“My daughter is talking about fighting armed security guards. And these guys are not eighty year olds with paunches bigger than Annie and maybe they forgot to put bullets in their guns.”




“I think that last part’s just Barney Fyfe,” she told him. It wasn’t like she hadn’t watched tons of old tv with her dad. She wished ‘The Fuzzy Family’ was on in reruns where she was living. She’d really liked watching that next to him.




Her dad insisted, “These guys are really dangerous. They look like mercenaries or something.”




They probably were real mercenaries. She wasn’t going to kid around if she had to fight them. But she didn’t want to tell her dad that. So she said, “Colonel Austin’s pretty awesome. He probably won’t need my help at all. I’m just the emergency backup.”




Okay, really Aly was figuring Audrey would sit next to Steve and be mega-quiet and pretend to take notes or whatever, and then they’d leave with Audrey knowing what Danielle was up to and no one at the plant would have a clue.




Her dad had his own parking space, since he was the head of R & D at the plant, and they just walked in past a guard who smiled at her dad when her dad said, “Morning, Bill.”




Aly didn’t think Danielle would bother to know the names of ordinary plant workers.




They went up to her dad’s office and then she got the big tour of projects. 




Except the diet chemical project, which was under lock and key in Danielle’s special labs where only Dr. Lars Frederickson and Danielle and Dr. Frederickson’s assistant Gunther got to go. Also, Dr. Frederickson was from the company’s European branch, and Aly’s dad said he was from the Vienna lab. And her dad said Lars and Gunther talked to each other in German and Russian and some other languages so no one else would know what they were saying. Wow, every bit of that wasn’t suspicious in the least.




She had to ask her dad how he knew German and Russian, because who knew that? Okay, she was learning Russian and Arabic for OSI stuff. But her dad had learned enough German and Russian to read biochemistry papers in Russian and German journals, so he recognized the languages but he didn’t know the languages well enough to understand what Lars and Gunther were talking about. And he had no clue about the other languages, except he thought they sounded Slavic instead of, say, Middle Eastern or East Asian.




And her dad was really proud of the work he and Scooter and Emily had done on the foot powder. And really, if you could cure or prevent a bunch of gross foot fungus problems with just an over-the-counter foot powder, that was pretty amazing. The plant could make a fortune on that.




At a couple minutes to nine, her dad took her to a break room that had windows overlooking the parking lot for the scientists and admin people. There was no mistaking Danielle Atron’s mega-expensive car in its special extra-wide parking space. A military vehicle was already parked in the area for visitors, so Steve and Audrey were already in the building. Good.




Aly walked through the labs again and ‘borrowed’ a few things. Two steel ringstands, some big ball bearings, and two small plastic sample cans of the foot powder. The ball bearings and cans went in her overall pockets, and she just carried the ringstands in her left hand.




She moved up the stairs and walked into the ladies’ restroom that was down the hall and just around the corner from Danielle’s big, fancy office with the expensive carpet and the expensive desk and the expensive chairs and the expensive paintings and stuff. Even the door was expensive, with some fancy stained glass mounted in it. Aly had been in there before when she was younger, and she’d spent the whole time afraid to touch anything, including the carpet she’d had to stand on.




She listened carefully, and she could just make out Steve’s voice as they went into Danielle’s office and the door closed behind them.




Crud. Aly figured she needed to be way closer. Too bad she couldn’t turn into a silvery blob and sneak through the tiny air ducts.




She listened at the door to see if she could leave the bathroom and sneak down the hall. But there were four sets of heavy treads coming her way… and then passing her on their way toward Danielle’s office. Uh-oh. Those clomps sounded heavy enough to be combat boots or workboots. Aly was guessing ‘combat boots’.




Aly slipped out of the bathroom and used the mirror of her compact to peek around the corner.




Crud. Four guys stacked on this side of Danielle’s door, and four guys stacked on the other side. And they were all wearing body armor and they were all carrying AR-15’s or at least AR-15 styled weapons. That complicated things, or else it made things simpler for her. It sort of depended on their rules of engagement, like ‘do not shoot if you might hit your teammates’ or else ‘kill everything in the way if it bags you the official target’.




And then she heard Danielle’s shriek, and she knew things had just gotten as bad as possible.




Danielle screamed, “Get the hell out of my head, you bitch!” And there were two huge crashes from Danielle’s office. The light over Danielle’s door flashed red, and the security guys started to react.




Crud, it looked like this was up to her after all.





The Secret Job of Aly Mack IV



Aly reacted, only she moved way faster than the armed guards with all their body armor and junk. She sprinted down the hall, the two ringstands in her left hand, and one can of the foot powder in her right.




She had great traction, so she was accelerating way too fast for the security guards facing away from her to react. But the lead guy in the opposite stack was facing her way, and spotted her.




She hurled one plastic thing of the foot powder. It hit Lead Guy right in the face and the front edge of his helmet, and the powder exploded in his face like a dust bomb. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her handful of ball bearings, which she threw at the helmets of the guys behind Powder Face Guy. Then she grabbed one of the ringstands out of her left hand so she had one in each hand.




She was already at the back of the stack on her side, and those four guys were only just turning around to find the threat that had bombed the other stack. And she had two ringstands.




Steel ringstands were basically unbreakable escrima sticks. Nobody in the labs thought of them that way, though.




All the guys were wearing metal helmets. And heavy vests that were body armor, with bulky ceramic plates over kevlar and stuff. Aly had no idea what they thought they were going to have to defend against. Did Atron have rival chemical plant owners who sent army guys to attack other plants?




She didn’t go with stuff like the karate chop to the neck. A bionic woman could kill a guy doing that, or sever their spine, or in the worst case, actually take their head off. Joan had spent a lot of time working on strikes and what they did and how soft you had to hit people in certain places unless you just wanted to kill everybody, which Aly didn’t. Nobody Aly knew wanted to do that, not even Oscar, and he didn’t even do fieldwork anymore.




Aly went with what the security guys didn’t have protected. They had ugly army-style helmets and they had armor for their torsos, and they had mega-sturdy shoes, but that was it. Plus, she had extra reach with her ringstands.




She hit the rear guy in the right forearm hard enough to break it, and she used the other ringstand to knock the gun out of his arms while she kicked his legs out from under him.




Before the next guy could finish turning, she struck him too. Three disabling blows with the ringstands, and he was on his way down. Still, she was taking longer than human reaction times, so both of the guys in front of the stack were turning. With their AR-15’s. And she was totally not bulletproof.




She gave the closer one an uppercut to the jaw that was maybe a little harder than she needed to. It lifted him completely off his feet. She hit the further one with the ringstands. Slash to the forearm, jab to the other armpit, slash to the thigh, strike to the collarbone. Then she tore the AR-15 out of his now-limp grip and hurled him past the doorway, into the other stack of men.




The four-man stack wasn’t really ready for her to do something normal, not after the powder bomb and the high-speed ball bearings to the helmets. They were totally not ready for her to heave a two hundred pound man in heavy body armor and throw him hard enough that he hit Powder Face guy in the face and bowled over the entire foursome. Okay, Powder Face still couldn’t see and wasn’t exactly in fighting trim. Whatever that meant.




She sped forward and dropped all four mercenaries before they even started to get back up. Three chin jabs and an uppercut. Way easier when the guys were all on their backs facing you with their chins up, and they were struggling to get up but they were all tangled up with each other and the guy she’d thrown.




She called out, “Steve?”




And Colonel Austin groaned, “Prob…lem!”




Crud. If Steve Austin needed help, then this was bad. She pressed one particular speed dial button on her phone, and she kicked the door in.




Okay, it was a door that was supposed to open outward, so she kicked the door and the whole doorframe in. The doorframe came apart as the door flew halfway across the room, landed on one corner, and tumbled loudly across the rest of the room until it crashed into the big picture windows.




Aly dove into the room and landed on her fists most of the way across the space. She still had a ringstand in each fist, but she wasn’t ready to use them. She just pushed off and did a tumbling leap back to her feet.




And once she had a look around the room, she was extra-not-ready to throw a ringstand or two.




Danielle Atron was sitting behind her desk, concentrating furiously. A girl who had to be Audrey Moss was slumped against a wall and pretty much unconscious. Steve was on the wall past the door. On the wall. Sideways, arms and legs spread out, pinned against the wall four feet up like a giant invisible hand was smashing him into the wallboard. And Aly could see where he had been straining, because one leg and his bionic arm had ripped holes in the wall while he was trying to force himself free.




And there was a chair flying her way at high speed.




Telekinesis. Uh-oh. If Aly hadn’t watched two masters of tk just a couple days ago, she would have been caught by surprise. Mega-caught.




She swung her right arm and used the ringstand to slam the flying chair aside. A second chair and a shelf of books were almost on top of her by then.




Aly kicked the chair up and to her right, so it flew on past and crashed into the ceiling behind her. That let her use both arms and the ringstands to smack almost all the books aside. The one book that caught her in the leg didn’t do any damage, even if it hit hard enough to knock a regular person down.




Aly didn’t want Atron to lock onto her, so Aly faked a lean toward the window side of the room, and dove in the opposite direction.




It didn’t do any good. Atron snagged her out of the air before Aly’s feet touched the carpet and Aly went flying backward at the wall off to the side of Atron’s desk.




Aly slammed her arms down and took the brunt of the impact that way, instead of taking the impact on her non-bionic back and her not-concussion-proof head. Her arms smashed through the wallboard and tore up the aluminum stud framing underneath. So she kicked backward and ripped up more of the wall and the framing.




All she had to do was bust all the framing, and let Atron’s powers shove Aly out into the hallway so she could make a quick escape. Even if she was probably going to land on top of the second four-man stack, along with lots of wall.




Atron spotted what she was doing, and applied even more telekinesis, trying to squish Aly between two giant telekinetic hands. Even if the stress was making Atron bleed from both nostrils.




Aly pushed as hard as she could with both legs and both arms. One leg and one arm strained against the telekinetic pressure in front of her, and her other two limbs strained backward against the force coming that way. She was not going to give up and let Danielle Atron win. Not after what that other Atron had tried to do in Harry Dresden’s world.




And suddenly, a table came flying across the room from Steve’s direction, heading right for Danielle’s head. Danielle had concentrated so hard on Aly that she’d let the rest of her concentration slip, and Steve had forced his way loose!




Atron mentally slapped the flying table away so hard it went right through her picture window, and she tried to slam Steve into the wall again. But Steve dove across the room faster than Atron was expecting.




And the force on Aly dropped to a couple hundred pounds. She could overcome that easy. She kicked against the remains of the wall, and she pushed off hard with one arm. She went tumbling across the carpet right in front of Atron’s desk.




Steve ripped a chunk of window out of its frame and threw it like a frisbee at Atron. Atron telekinetically slapped it back at Steve. Steve jumped up and kicked it with both bionic feet, shattering it into a hundred pieces that went all over the place.




As Atron telekinetically blocked the flying safety glass, Aly rolled over to the middle of the room and kicked Atron’s desk with both feet. The desk went flying into Atron, smashing her and her expensive chair into the expensive credenza and mega-expensive bookcase.




Steve ran forward, giving Aly a hand signal to be ready for a trap. Well duh on that, because… Danielle Atron!




Aly grabbed the big desk, adjusted her footing, and lifted it up, even though she was getting ready to hit Atron with it again if she really had to, or just not have it ripped out of her hands by a telekinetic grab.




Atron didn’t move. Steve checked Atron’s pulse at her throat and gave Aly a quick nod. But there was more blood from Atron’s nostrils, and some from one eye which was mega-gross, and some from one ear.




Steve ran through some quick first aid stuff, while Aly set the desk down. “Steve, I think I’d better check on Audrey and call the OSI and check the guards and all that stuff.”




Steve nodded. “I’m pretty sure my phone is crushed. And I think Atron has some broken ribs and a broken leg.”




Aly winced a little at that. Atron had been trying to kill them, but still, Aly only wanted to stop her, not crush her like a bug.




Okay, Aly was trying hard not to think about stopping a telekinetic powerhouse who could tell when Audrey was reading her mind, so maybe Atron had psychic powers too, and maybe had powers like mental domination too. Or even worse stuff.




Aly got her phone out of her pocket and checked that it was still working. She lucked out. The screen was cracked, but it was still working. Mostly. “Can anyone hear me?”




“Yes, Aly,” said Kate from the OSI mission planning room back in Maryland. “What’s your status?”




Aly took a breath and thought about her answer. “Okay, it’s not good. We have an eight-man security force down and Atron unconscious, but Audrey’s out cold and may have other injuries.” She glanced at Steve, who had blood on the back of his head. “Steve got hurt some too, and may have a head injury. Atron is unconscious, may have injured herself using her telekinesis, and has broken bones and probably other stuff from us stopping her the hard way. If my intel is right, there are other security forces in the building, and they’ll be heavily armed. We have no way of knowing if other people have superpowers either. We need medics, FBI, local SWAT if Paradise Valley even has a SWAT team, FDA, and some way of securing someone who can probably telekinetically blast a jail cell apart.”




Steve looked at Aly and whispered, “Anesthetics to keep her unconscious until we have secure transport and secure containment.”




Aly relayed the message. “Steve suggests anesthetics to keep her out. I may be able to get something here in the plant’s labs.”




Aly didn’t even mention the whole ‘local police will believe Danielle and Vince before they believe George Mack’s younger daughter and complete strangers’ thing, even if Steve and Audrey were in U.S. Air Force uniforms. Because that happened all the time on OSI assignments when the badguys had connections, so the OSI just automatically assumed their agents could have that problem. And also the ‘local police may be in on the badness’ problem that seemed to crop up way too often. And the ‘one or more involved people may be enemy agents’ problem too. Plus the ever-popular ‘watch out for people who turn out to be robots’ thing.




Crud, there were a lot of things that went wrong on OSI missions.




Someone using a loudhailer yelled down the hall, “You in Dr. Atron’s office! Release her and surrender, or we’ll have to take the room by force!”




Like that one. Crud!




Aly spoke quietly into her phone, “Plant security has us pinned down and probably plans on room-clearing tactics. It sounds like Vince Carter, and he’s always been kind of…”




“Ruthless?” Kate guessed.




“Umm, that too,” Aly admitted. “I was gonna say something not nice, but let’s go with ‘unstable’. So he’s gonna do what he’s already decided, no matter what, unless the FBI walks in right now.”




Kate told her, “LEO are on their way, no SWAT anywhere closer than Fresno, FBI is at least an hour and a half out.”




“Crud.”




Kate said, “I’d choose a word stronger than that. What’s this Carter guy likely to be packing?”




Aly guessed, “AR-15 copies, torso armor and Army helmets, probably teargas or smokebombs with pro masks, possibly even something crazier. Maybe grenades.”




Kate said a bad word, and then Oscar cut in, “Aly, could you and Steve jump out the windows with Atron and Audrey?”




Aly admitted, “Sorry, sir. Steve’s hurt, even if he’s pretending he’s fine. We’re on the fourth floor, and we’d have to land on concrete or asphalt. I could make the jump, but it’s pretty borderline for his… gear.” She didn’t want to say ‘bionics’ if she might get eavesdropped on. “There’s no way we could make that jump with an unconscious Audrey, and I have no idea how bad she’s already hurt. Atron’s got broken bones, maybe internal injuries, and she’s already bleeding from her nose and eye and stuff, so that would probably kill her. And we sure can’t turn her over to plant security, because once she heals up, she’s going to be mega-dangerous.”




Oscar carefully said, “Consider your options, then.”




Aly thought about it. The floor and ceiling were heavy, reinforced concrete. Aly knew how thick the floors were from walking up some of the backstairs places in the building over the years. She and Steve could probably pound a hole in that, if no one was listening and they had fifteen uninterrupted minutes. The walls were just plasterboard over aluminum framing. She could go through that, even if it wouldn’t be silent. But Vince was bound to have people moved into the offices on either side by now, and probably already trying to put borescopes through the walls to check on them.




While she thought, she knelt beside Audrey and checked her pulse. Audrey groaned miserably and opened her eyes, then looked around, then relaxed when she saw Steve was okay.




Aly put a finger to her lips in a ‘shush’ gesture, and Audrey gave her a thumbs-up.




Aly leaned over and whispered in Audrey’s ear, “Where are you hurt? Just point.”




Audrey pointed at the back of her head, her shoulders, her hips, her elbows and hands, and her feet. Pretty much what you’d expect from someone who got slammed back into a wall. Aly decided she needed some serious first aid training, because she didn’t know how to tell if Audrey was just bruised, or if she had a concussion, or if she had broken bones, or what. Aly could see that Audrey’s pupils looked normal and equal, and Audrey’s eyes were focusing, but knowing that much was not the same as being able to make a sound medical diagnosis.




Okay, Aly could get away, but that would be mega-bad for Steve and Audrey. She could tear her way into the office behind Audrey, but Vince’s people would hear her and maybe be ready. With lots of firepower. Like semi-automatic rifles with big magazines.




She said into her phone, “I’m going to surrender and see if I can talk Vince Carter into doing something sensible. And I’m going to leave my phone with Audrey. If anything bad happens in the hall, she’ll hear it and let you know.”




“Aly, I don’t have a better plan, and you’re the on-site expert. But please, be careful.”




“I will,” she promised. “My folks would have a cow if I get hurt. Here, in town, where they’d know about it.”




Oscar carefully said, “I might ‘have a cow’ about it too. So… no getting hurt again.”




She handed her phone to Audrey, who was sitting up against the wall, but looking like she wasn’t ready to do much more. Aly looked over, and Steve gave her a confident nod.




Aly checked her pockets and decided to keep her card wallet, but leave her money clip with Audrey because Vince was a real jerkhead. And she had two ball bearings left in her pocket, which she also handed over. She kept the plastic can of foot powder and the nutrition bar and the makeup. Those were easy to explain away.




She opened her compact and used the mirror to take a peek down the hall in both directions. Ugh. Armed guy peering around each corner with an AR-15 pointing her way. Probably more armed guys backing them up.




She closed her compact and shoved it back into her pocket. Then she yelled, “Don’t shoot! I’m coming out with no guns or stuff! I’ve got a message for Vince Carter!”




She put her hands out first, and then leaned out the doorway so they could see she was unarmed. For a certain meaning of ‘unarmed’. 




She slowly stepped out into the hallway, her arms still up. The eight mercenaries were still laid out on the floor. Most of them were still unconscious, but Aly could hear one of them starting to groan. Crud. He sounded like she’d really hurt him.




Okay, she didn’t want him to wake up and have a weapon handy, so she pretended to trip over his AR-15 and ‘accidentally’ kick it and another weapon down the hall while falling on her face. Okay, she fell on her front and caught herself on her arms so her face didn’t hit the floor. Still, she looked clumsy and harmless which was what she wanted.




The mercenary with the AR-15 at the corner ahead of her even laughed. She didn’t like being laughed at, but he stopped aiming at her center of mass, so that was a good thing.




She slowly picked herself up off the floor, rubbed her knees like she’d really hurt herself, and got back to her feet. Then she limped down the hall with her hands back up over her head.




She got to the corner, and two more mercenaries in helmets and torso armor reached out and grabbed her, pulling her around the corner and out of the line of sight of someone who might peek out of Atron’s office doorway.




As the guy aiming down the hall slid back until he was mostly protected by the corner, the two guys holding her started patting her down. “Hey! Stop that! I’m underage, you pervs!” She squawked and fussed like she was totally shocked and unprepared for this kind of ickiness.




But this was one of the things that happened on missions, even if you were on a job inside the United States. If you were on a job outside the country, there were plenty of places where getting a patdown was the least of your worries. She didn’t like it, but she put up with it. And these guys even knew to check for stuff like bra holsters and ankle holsters and neck knives.




“Nothing, sir,” reported the guy who had patted down her waist and hips and butt. “A card wallet, some makeup, and a sample can of the foot powder out of the labs.” The guy let her keep the makeup and can, but he tossed the wallet to Vince, who looked in it. She spotted when Vince looked at her new driver’s license. 




So she smiled, “Hi, Vince. Long time no see.”




“Mack?” Vince growled in that distinctive tone. “You’re George Mack’s little kid. What the hell are you doing here?”




“Getting caught up in bad stuff, mainly,” she answered. “Can I put my hands down?”




Vince gave an okay that was mostly a half-shrug. “What’s going on in there?”




She held out her hand, and he slapped the card wallet into her palm. She pretended it hurt. “Ow! Okay, you need to get an ambulance and paramedics here right away. Dr. Atron’s really hurt bad. Everyone in there is hurt. And they called the police, so they think they’re the good guys and Dr. Atron needs to be arrested.”




“We can handle the local yokels,” Vince scoffed.




So she added, “Well, all I know is that the astronaut guy called the police, the FBI, the FDA, and some other agencies while I was in there, so I think maybe you need to help him and not shoot him, or you and your guys are gonna be in mega-bad trouble when real government agencies show up and wanna know why you shot famous astronaut Steve Austin, and why Dr. Atron has superpowers and tried to kill him.”




“No one’ll believe that,” Vince said confidently. “Atron will have the LEOs doing exactly what she wants.”




So Aly told him, “Dr. Atron’s unconscious and injured. And everyone will believe what a famous astronaut like Steve Austin says, especially if he’s doing official NASA stuff.”




Vince wasn’t giving up, which was pretty much what Aly expected, because Vince was kind of not-so-sane. “Lars will take over and handle the locals long enough for us to stall the Feds.”




She asked, “Umm, you do know Lars is from Europe, right?”




“So what?”




She fibbed, “Dad thinks Lars is working for a foreign power to steal Dr. Atron’s work and do mega-bad stuff with it, like for the Russians or the Iraqis. So he won’t help you. He’ll steal everything he can and disappear, leaving you and your security guys looking like traitors and crooks and all-around badguys.”




Vince looked like he’d been smacked in the face with a dead fish. He thought for a couple seconds and then spoke into his radio. “Team Four, this is Carter. Get down to Frederickson’s lab and make sure Lars and his minion Gunther stay put.”




“Roger that,” the radio guy replied.




Aly listened bionically as everybody at the other end of the hall packed up and ran downstairs. Wow, that had worked way better than she’d hoped.




Now she just had Vince and three armed mercenaries to deal with. And they had no idea she was a threat.





The Secret Job of Aly Mack V



Aly tried, “Vince? Can we go help Dr. Atron now?”




“Sure, kid,” Vince growled. He looked at one mercenary. “Lowry. Ziptie the girl and stick her in the little girls’ room. Then backstop us.” He looked at the other two mercenaries. “Let’s go see what the ‘famous astronaut’ is up to.” He looked down the corridor at the still-down men and added, “They may be using knockout gas. Pro masks first.”




The guy who had to be Lowry pushed her toward the bathroom, while the other two mercenaries unbuckled their helmets so they could put on their gasmasks. Vince wasn’t wearing a helmet, maybe because he wanted all his security men to be able to ID him instantly. Or maybe he liked his hairdo too much.




Lowry growled, “Put your hands together and hold ’em in front of your face.” He slung his weapon over his shoulder, and he reached into his satchel. He pulled out…




Ooh! He had a whole clip of zipties!




Aly was holding her wrists together with her hands about a foot in front of her chest. And Lowry wasn’t expecting any trouble. So… not a problem. She just waited until his eyes darted down to the zipties for a fraction of a second…




One fast two-handed chin jab Lowry never saw coming, and he was out cold. Aly just had to grab him and hold him up and keep him from crashing to the floor and making lots of noise. She grabbed the zipties and trussed him up using some bionic arm speed so it was quick. But zipties weren’t like handcuffs. Even regular people could bust them if they knew what to do.




She peeked around the corner, and Vince was moving toward the doorframe, with his two guys spread out behind him. They’d be like wingmen, except one guy had to be behind Vince to avoid walking on the still-down security men.




Aly moved. She sprinted at the guys, accelerating hard, and hoping she could catch up to the back two guys before they heard her coming. Okay, she was also hoping that those pro masks would cut down on their peripheral vision and add extra breathing noise so they wouldn’t spot her approach at all.




The rearmost guy sure didn’t spot her. She put a hand on the reinforced collar of the torso armor, and she yanked him backward so the second guy wouldn’t see anything going on. Maybe she yanked a little too hard, because he came flying off his feet and too far backward. And he yelped, so there went her sneakiness.




She spun and hurled him into the back of Security Guy Two, only she grabbed his left ankle as he crashed into his buddy. Then she did something really mean that she wished she didn’t have to do. She used him like a flail.




She spun back the other way and slammed him into the wall, and then she reversed direction, swinging him with her. Security Guy Two was going down hard and Vince was wheeling about, so she leapt forward and swung the guy hard into Vince’s side. Vince went flying into the wall and bounced.




She slammed her flail down on Security Guy Two and caught Vince as he bounced off the wall. Well, she caught him with a front punch. Vince went flying back into the wall and stuck there in the wallboard.




She checked that both of the other guys were out cold, and she pulled out the zipties. Then she used her bionic speed, because she had no idea how long she really had. She ziptied Vince and each of the security men, and then ziptied them together so it would be extra-awkward to bust free.




She stuck her head into Danielle’s office. “Everything okay in here?”




Audrey nodded carefully. “Yeah. I’m keeping Oscar informed. He worries.”




Aly tried not to break into a grin. “He is an awful lot like a dad.”




Steve laughed from the other side of the room. “I never thought about it like that, but between Kate and you two, I guess he’s got a lot of daughters.”




Audrey covered the speaker on the phone and whispered to Aly, “Oscar was kind of creeped out by what I can do. Well, at first. Steve brought him around.”




Aly had heard about that. She smiled, “Steve’s great too. And if you two aren’t hurt too bad and we’ve got this wrapped up before close of business, I’m gonna see if you two can come over for dinner. My mom’s a great cook.”




Steve asked, “Do you think you can get an anesthetic or tranquilizer we can inject into Atron, so we can keep her unconscious for a while?”




Aly nodded. “I’ll go ask my dad. But I have no idea how we can keep a telekinetic that strong locked up. Unless we stick her in a bank vault.” Then she had an idea. She leaned forward and said, “Oscar? If the OSI doesn’t have plans for containment of a really strong telekinetic, ask Andrew to brainstorm it.”




Oscar sounded a little shocked by that idea. “That… umm… that’s probably a really brilliant idea, Aly.” He teased, “Would you like to take over my job?”




Steve snorted in amusement. “Right. I hear it’s really stressful and you get no time off, but you get tons and tons of paperwork as a trade-off.”




Boy, that sounded worse than high school. Maybe even worse than what Annie said her friends said med school and law school were like.




Aly dropped that subject. “Okay, Vince’s Team Four is loose, but they’re supposed to be in Lars Frederickson’s lab, keeping an eye on him and his minion Gunther. And I have no idea how many other ‘security staff’ there are around here. So maybe we can get the local police to help instead of trying to lock us all up.”




Steve smiled, “Even local police forces that want to side with the local powers, like Atron, don’t want to get crosswise with the state police and the FBI and the other groups Oscar’s sending here.”




Aly hoped he was right. She said, “Let me go ask dad about anesthetics and stuff like that.”




Steve reminded her, “And you can keep out of sight, in case the locals want to give me and the lieutenant here a hard time.” Audrey rolled her eyes at that because she was just pretending to be a lieutenant. “You’ve been a pretty impressive secret weapon so far.”




Aly tried really hard not to blush. “Thanks. I would’ve been in big trouble if you hadn’t saved me with that table.” And she complained, “I’d like to know where she got these powers.”




Steve pointed out, “We have run into a woman with telekinetic powers before, and it looked like her mother had some form of telekinesis, as did some of her maternal ancestors, at least one of whom was burned at the stake for it.”




Aly guessed, “The ‘diet drug’ she and Lars are working on. They’re hiding the side effects from the FDA, and maybe one of the really rare side effects is… this.”




Audrey looked at Aly. “How do you know that? You’re not just guessing, you…” Audrey blanched. “Please stop thinking so hard about that. I don’t wanna know.”




Steve said, “She tries not to read people, but some of us are extra ‘loud’.”




Aly winced a little. “Sorry.”




Audrey gave Aly a weak smile. “It’s not your fault. I think maybe I picked up a little concussion or something, so it’s harder than usual to block everything out.”




Steve directed, “Okay, Aly, go talk to your dad and get some injectables for Atron and maybe our security force out in the hall. Some pain relievers wouldn’t be bad either. I’ll keep an eye on Audrey and Atron, and Audrey can ‘listen’ for any more problems coming our way.”




Aly heard heavy cars zooming into the parking lot outside, so she took a little peek. Yep, two police cars, and a couple more on Atron Boulevard on their way in. She told Steve, “It’s the local LEO. I’ll clear out now.”




She reclaimed her money clip from Audrey. Then she ran down the hall, down the stairs, and to her dad’s lab, so she’d be out of sight when the police charged in. She very carefully slowed down to a normal walk before she knocked on her dad’s lab door. “Hi dad! It’s me.” She didn’t hear anyone, but the door wasn’t locked.




She walked in, and spotted the problem instantly. Lars and his minion Gunther were there. Lars was holding a Beretta on her dad and Scooter and Emily, and Tom was unconscious. Tom was unconscious, and being held two feet in the air by his shirtfront in one meaty Gunther-hand.




Crud. Lars was a problem, especially in front of witnesses, but Gunther was a serious problem. The guy looked like he was six and a half feet tall and maybe 280 pounds, all of it muscle. His black suit had ripped all around the right shoulder, probably when he hit Tom.




Super-strength, possibly from that diet drug. Or adrenalizine or a similar drug. Or a bunch of other options, including cyborg and robot. However it shook out, Aly had to assume that Lars might not be a plain old human either.




And if Lars and Gunther were here now, then they had probably smashed Team Four and were hiding out until they could disappear with Atron’s drug and the directions for making it. Maybe in the big black briefcase Lars was holding in his other hand. So maybe her stupid remark about foreign agents was totally on target and had just put her dad and his friends in danger. Crud!




She decided to play dumb. “Dad? What’s going on? How come there’s police outside? And how come Dr. Frederickson is pointing a gun at everybody? And is that guy super-strong like in a comic book? Did he hurt Tom?”




Lars sneered just like Aly was expecting, because she’d only seen him a couple times, but he was a sneering jerkhead pretty much constantly, except when he was being an obedient toady for Danielle. He smirked, “Mack, it looks like your daughter is even more stupid than you are.”




Her dad nervously said, “Come over here, honey, where you’re safe. Well, safer.”




Aly kept playing dumb. She looked at Lars with her ditziest expression. “But Dr. Frederickson, how come you have a gun and a super-strong minion guy? Are you a Russian spy stealing secret chemistry secrets like on tv?”




Lars grimaced slightly, which was pretty much a ‘you guessed way too close’ expression. He murmured to Gunther in Russian, “We’ll take her as our second hostage when we leave. You like them young and blonde, right?”




Gunther grinned malevolently.




Okay, that was not good. But she’d rather they took her as a hostage than her dad or Scooter. She was pretty worried their other hostage would be Emily. Emily wasn’t young or blonde or pretty, but she was petite and female and obviously afraid, so they undoubtedly figured she would be easier to handle than someone like Scooter, who might try something brave but dangerous.




And if Gunther had those kinds of urges, that ruled out ‘robot’ and probably ruled out ‘alien’. But not ‘bionic’ or ‘superpowers’. Aly really wanted to ask if Gunther had ‘superpowers like Danielle Atron’ but she didn’t want to tip off these jerkheads if they didn’t know you could get massive superpowers from that diet drug.




She walked up to Lars and let him jab her with the Beretta’s muzzle. He growled, “Back off, you little idiot.” Her dad was asking her to back off too, and Emily was whimpering. But she was not backing off.




She took the muzzle between her thumb and forefinger, and she squeezed as hard as she could while she pretended she was doing nothing more than pointing it off to the side. “That’s not very nice. You could hurt someone with that.”




Gunther snickered and casually dumped Tom’s limp body on a lab table.




Then she kicked Lars in the shin. She did it a little bit harder than a normal teenaged girl could manage. Lars howled in pain and hopped up and down a couple times. He gave her a hateful look and pulled the trigger.




Okay, that was what she wanted. The bullet couldn’t squeeze through the pinched barrel, so the gun backfired spectacularly into Lars’ face and chest. Lars went down hard. Emily screamed her lungs out.




Gunther reacted. Okay, he didn’t react as fast as she did, which was good, because he could be up to three or four times stronger than her bionics, in the worst case. He moved toward her with a fierce growl that would have had her peeing herself a year ago.




And he reached out to grab her. Good.




She pivoted smoothly on the ball of her front foot, sliding her back foot even farther off his line of attack. She was moving fast enough that she was was hitting the plateau, and Gunther’s movements felt like they were slowing nearly to a crawl.




He slowly tried to reach farther out to grab her, but she had time to use a cross-body block to the outside of his forearm to force his arm away. She hit as hard as she could, and it was a good thing she did. There was a crash like a sledgehammer pounding against a concrete wall, and his arm did not want to move. It was like blocking a truck. An ordinary human? She would have shattered his forearm bones and sent him flying. Gunther? She forced his arm inward about a foot and a half. Oh, and she surprised the crud out of him.




As his arms went past her, she grabbed his wrist with her back hand and pulled hard so he was yanked forward and down. He was running faster than an ordinary human, and he had all that weight, and he was not nearly as flexible as she was.




Gunther went face-first into the concrete lab floor, and he slid forward until his hands punched through the steel storage drawers under a lab table.




She would have attacked him when he was down, but he flailed his legs and she had to jump back out of the way. One of his shoes hit the floor hard enough to chip the concrete, so Aly knew she didn’t want to get kicked by a reinforced shoe attached to a super-strong leg.




Gunther rolled over, ripping the steel storage drawers out from under the lab table. He tore his left hand out, and Aly got a brief look at mangled plastics over bionic innards before Gunther tried to use the whole three-drawer section as a big mace.




He leapt forward and tried to bring the whole steel section down on her head. She pivoted out of the way and slapped the top of the drawers really hard, sending it swinging past her and into his knee.




The steel was on his right hand, so she moved to his left in a smooth glide-step that put her in the right position to tilt slightly away from him and give him a piston kick in the left hip. She didn’t know how much of him was bionic, so she hit him hard, and she made sure to snap her leg back out of reach as fast as she could.




Gunther was a lot heavier than he looked, but she got in a really solid kick. His pelvis shot away from her, with the rest of him coming along for the ride. He crashed into the wall shelving and fell to the floor, his head bouncing off an edge of the steel drawers still wrapped around his right fist.




That didn’t stop him, but she didn’t expect it would. She was already closing on him before he tried to get back to his feet. Having his good hand still stuck in a steel box wasn’t helping. He was still on his knees and one hand when she got close enough for him to hit her.




She was totally not surprised that he took a swing at her with the steel around his right fist. He just seemed like a ‘crush kill destroy’ type. She was kind of surprised that where his face had got cut open was no blood but a lot of steel under plastic skin. Now she was wondering if any of him was human.




Gunther took a nasty sideways swipe at her stomach with the whole set of steel drawers, which was getting pretty banged up by then. Drawers slid open and dumped stuff all over the floor, which she was hoping Gunther wasn’t noticing.




She used a simple front kick as a defensive maneuver. She pushed off with her left foot, and the force of his swing tossed her backward, just like she’d figured. She easily landed on top of a solid lab table. Which had a couple ringstands standing up at the other end. Now that was tera.




She yanked the ringstands out of their sockets and moved to attack Gunther again. Joan’s rule on escrima sticks and stuff was ‘slash at hard, jab at soft’. And with bionic people and superpeople and robots, sometimes you didn’t know specifics on hard vs. soft ahead of time, but the rule still worked.




She took up a balanced stance and let Gunther charge her with his drawer-section mace. She was really hoping he’d step on some of the stuff from the stuff spilling out of the drawers and he’d slip and maybe fall or at least leave a big opening for her to attack. But the pens he stepped on just got crushed into plastic shards. And he came right at her. Still, Gunther was holding his hand up over his head, so he’d have to attack her with a downward swipe.




Crud, that was just a feint. Gunther tried to kick her into the next county with a simple front kick. She used her left fist in a push block, but the force of the kick still knocked her backward. She didn’t like getting caught by surprise in sparring, and she liked it a lot less in a real fight.




She managed to land on her fists instead of on her face. And she pushed off hard, flipping into the air and over a lab table. Which was totally good, because Gunther brought his drawer-mace down where she would have been, and it hit so hard it cracked the concrete. It also totaled the steel drawers.




He went after her again. She easily jumped onto the lab table behind her and let him try to crush her legs. What was left of the steel drawers smashed into the table. But she was already leaping again.




She flipped over him and hit him in the back of the head with one ringstand. She landed smoothly on both feet and immediately went with a kick to his lower ribs, which felt like she was kicking steel bars. She moved back a step, just in case.




Gunther still grunted angrily and whirled about, slashing the crushed steel drawers in a horizontal swipe that she was mega-glad she was out of range of.




Once his arm was way too far across his body on that swing, Aly attacked. As fast as she could, she slashed her ringstands into his elbow, his shoulder, his ribcage, and the side of his head. Then she dodged back out of range as he swung his drawer-mace back the other way, which opened up his entire torso for a moment. She took the opening, even if it could be a trick. She jabbed at his solar plexus and his face.




Gunther ignored the jab to his solar plexus and ducked his head down enough that her jab to his face bounced off his hairline.




Crud! Was he just a robot with weird, creepy programming? That would be mega-weird. And totally disturbing, because why do something like that?




He grinned evilly when her attacks didn’t do anything except punch a hole through the plastic skin on his forehead, revealing even more metal. Okay, her skull was largely rebuilt with metal alloys, so she didn’t have a lot of room to talk.




Gunther took another backswing with his drawer-mace, and she did a glide-step to move far enough back that he missed again. But she knew that if he connected with that thing and his strength, her torso would not hold up as well as his did.




And he used his backswipe as a feint so he could lean back a little for a nasty sidekick. If he hadn’t telegraphed that move, she might have gotten kicked across the lab into a wall.




Instead, she let him do the kick. When he was fully extended, she dropped a ringstand and grabbed his ankle and heaved upward, lifting him off his back foot for a moment. And she kicked him as hard as she could in the crotch, which did zip.




Gunther was falling, since she had his ankle up in the air, but he took another swing with his drawer-mace, this time at her knee on the leg that was on the ground. Her kick knocked him upward a couple feet and back a couple feet, so he missed, but it was pretty close.




So she did what she’d done to that security guy, which she still felt bad about. She spun with Gunther’s ankle still in her hand, and she slammed him into a lab table.




The lab table took more damage than Gunther did, so she kept going. She kept spinning, so Gunther was going to have to make an effort to reach in and hit her, and she slammed him into one of the concrete walls of the lab. He tried to kick her with his other leg, so she slammed him into the concrete floor and let go.




But Gunther was still moving after all of that. His face looked horribly squashed, but she was sure that was an artificial face over cybernetics, and his brain had to be elsewhere, like in his chest. She still didn’t know whether he had a human brain or a computer brain, but it didn’t matter a whole lot if he won the fight. Because if he won, he would definitely kill her, and then no one else in the lab would be safe.




She took the ringstand she still had, and waited for Gunther to make the obvious grab at her ankles. He was close enough, and he was down on the floor, and his legs were facing the wrong way for a kick.




When he made the grab, she jumped. Well, it was just a quick hop onto his back so she could jam the point of the ringstand as hard as she could into his armpit. There was a terrible grinding noise, and his shoulder joint froze up. His forearm and hand were still twitching jerkily as they tried to get her, but they were totally not moving like human body parts. Maybe he was all robot. Or maybe she had damaged some of the cybernetic control systems.




But Gunther still wasn’t down for the count. He swung at her with the drawer-mace hand, which was not good for grabbing anymore. She grabbed it at his forearm, and she heaved upward as hard as she could.




Crud, he was strong. Maybe she had the leverage — for a moment until he rolled over — but he had muscles on his muscles. She strained, and suddenly there was a huge give as his shoulder joint broke. There was a spray of sparks and the sound of groaning metal, and the whole thing gave way, tearing the plastic skin and the clothes and everything.




Emily screamed again. Come to think of it, Emily had been screaming through pretty much the whole fight.





The Secret Job of Aly Mack VI



Aly looked over at some terrified biochemists who were crowded against the back wall, with Emily still on the verge of screaming again. She tried to sound calming, “It’s okay.”




Gunther growled in Russian, and called her some names that Steve said it was okay to slap someone if they ever said them to her. And then he said something she didn’t quite catch about how his people would fix his cybernetics and then he’d come back and kill her and everyone else in this town. And he said bad words about Paradise Valley too.




Crud. Had she just put her her whole town in danger by stopping this loony? Okay, her whole country would probably have been in danger if she hadn’t stopped Lars and Gunther. And who knew what the heck Danielle Atron would have done?




Well, Audrey probably knew.




Since Gunther had already heard Lars say that she was George Mack’s daughter, she went ahead and said to her dad, “I need you to go up to Danielle’s office and try not to be freaked about the damage, and tell Colonel Austin that he also needs to call the CIA and the DIA because these guys are foreign agents doing espionage and stuff. And find a place for Emily and Scooter so they can recover from seeing this. And when the paramedics and ambulances show up, send a paramedic here for Tom. And Lars. And tell Colonel Austin that Gunther is a cyborg, and probably has his brain in his chest because it sure doesn’t seem to be in his skull.”




“H-how did you do that? What are you?” Emily whimpered.




Aly tried really hard not to wince. She lied, “Martial arts training.”




Emily totally did not buy that, but Scooter knew Aly from coming to dinner at the Macks’ and stuff like that, so he just ushered Emily out.




Aly practically kicked herself for forgetting the part that was so important she’d come down here in the first place. “Oh, and dad?”




“Yes, Aly?”




“Could you find some inhalable or injectable anesthetics or sedatives or tranquilizers and take them up to Colonel Austin real soon? He needs enough for about… umm… over a dozen people.”




“I’ll see what I can do.” He glanced down at the cyborg she was still standing on. “You’ll be okay if I leave you alone here with that… guy?”




Aly tried not to smile. “Yeah, I’ll be okay.”




But once her dad left the room, Gunther growled in English, “You will not be ‘okay’ once I get to my feet again.” And he called her some mega-bad names too, some of them Russian words she still hadn’t learned.




She still needed to do something about his legs, so she bent a ringstand around his ankles, and one around his calves, and one around his knees. Then she slid a couple ringstands in between his legs and bent a couple more around his thighs.




She fibbed, “I could tear off your legs too, if you don’t behave.” Given how hard it was to break his shoulder joint, she wasn’t sure she could tear off his legs. “For that matter, with your brain and vitals in your chest, I could also tear off your head so I wouldn’t have to listen to you.” But that seemed mega-wrong, and then he’d be blind and deaf too, and she had no idea if he had a real sense of touch, and she just couldn’t do that to him even if he was a badguy.




So she checked, “How often do you require nutrition? Because Lars is in no condition to feed you.”




He said some more Russian that totally should have gotten his mouth washed out with soap. So she gave up and checked Lars, who was still unconscious and was going to need a ton of plastic surgery, which made her feel really cruddy. Lars had that briefcase with a lock that was not bionics-proof, and inside the briefcase were drug samples along with a stack of research notebooks on the diet drug, and where they went wrong, and where they went right, and stuff like that. Aly figured this needed to get secured at OSI headquarters where someone responsible could work on it.




Someone like her dad and big sister. Or Rudy. Aly wasn’t completely sure Andrew wouldn’t decide that it would be awesome to give himself superpowers. That would not be tera.







Aly found out that the aftermath is a lot less fun than pretty much anything, including getting hit by a bionic person in heavy sparring. She had to watch Gunther and Lars until paramedics showed up. Then she had to watch Gunther after the paramedics took Lars and Tom off to the hospital, and no one would tell her anything about Steve or Audrey. And she didn’t even have her phone anymore!




Then the police wanted to talk to her. While she was standing there watching a supervillain. She had to tell them over and over that she couldn’t talk to them or their superiors or even the FBI guys who were going to be showing up soon. And she had to tell them that they didn’t have permission to take a foreign espionage agent, and they didn’t have a jail cell that could contain him. Then the FBI guys showed up, and she had to tell them over and over that she couldn’t talk to them either. And they couldn’t take Gunther either.




It was mega-boring and mega-frustrating, and no one would tell her anything, and they wouldn’t let her dad or anybody see her. All she could do was keep telling people what she was supposed to, and keep telling them to call the OSI on the phone number she gave them. It seemed like no matter how many guys went off to call that number, in a few minutes someone else would show up and start the same stuff all over again.




Then finally, Steve showed up around four-thirty with CIA agents that he said she could trust, and the CIA guys had a special heavy-duty steel carriage thing to haul Gunther off.




“How’s Audrey?” was the first thing she asked him. Because he was already back from the hospital, so the doctors had to have told him he was cleared to leave.




He smiled, “Light concussion, and a lot of bruises. No broken bones. I was worried. She’s not a combatant.” He gave her a look. “And speaking of combatants…”




She shrugged. “A couple bruises. I’ve got a couple marks on my arms and hands and feet I want Rudy’s group to check, in case the skin needs to be fixed, because Gunther was not mega-fun to fight. And I busted my nice sneakers, which I should’ve known would happen, so duh on me. And dad and his team saw the whole fight in here, so we need to get Scooter and Emily under NDAs. Emily was totally freaked. I think Gunther really scared her, so me beating Gunther up really really scared her.”




Steve tried not to smile too much. “I think we can handle a couple NDAs. And a new pair of sneakers. You may have to fill out some forms. Peggy or Linda can show you what to do. Oh, and your dad was pretty insistent that my adjutant and I are coming over for dinner, so you’d better get some new shoes before then.”




She rolled her eyes at him. “Will Audrey be okay out of the hospital? I mean, don’t they have to check concussion cases every two hours in case they lapse into a coma or something?”




Steve suppressed another grin. “Audrey doesn’t like being in a room surrounded by people thinking about medical problems and people in pain and people worrying about medical crises. Her own room at the hotel’s hard enough on her.”




Aly frowned, “Well, that’s dumb. She can stay with us tonight. We’ve got a guest bed, and I can check on her every two hours if I need to. Then you can take her home tomorrow, and make sure she gets some really good medical treatment. After this, she probably won’t want to do any OSI stuff anymore.”




Steve did grin then. “Audrey’s a lot tougher than she looks. Her first couple jobs with us were back when she was a teenager, and in one of them, she had to be the hero and rescue the dumb colonel who was locked up and freezing to death.”




Aly grinned, “You guys should be ashamed of yourselves, dragging defenseless teenaged girls into this stuff.”




Steve teased right back, “If I ever run into any defenseless teenaged girls, I will make sure not to drag them into ‘stuff’.”




So then Aly had to use the plant phone system to call her mom and ask if it was okay if they had two guests for dinner and if Audrey slept over in the guest bed. It was a good thing her dad had already called about guests for dinner, because it was pretty late in the afternoon for surprise dinner guest stuff. Aly now knew how much work it was if you had extra people to feed all of a sudden.




At least she and Steve didn’t eat like Buffy and Lexi. And Alex. Aly kind of wondered how you kept a whole school of Slayers fed. Maybe you needed to put the school on a cattle ranch.




And she was really hungry. All she’d had since breakfast was that nutrition bar she’d shoved in her overalls.




Then Steve got serious. “What’s your assessment on Gunther?”




She grimaced, because she had an idea that was just icky. “I think he’s just a brain in a cyborg. His head is pretty much non-brain, because nothing I did got close to stunning him. So I’m guessing inside his chest in lots of protection is a brain and brainstem, with just enough stuff to keep it alive and working right. Even if I think he’s maybe a rapist or a serial killer, from what Lars said to him. In Russian.”




Steve thought about it for a few moments. “Hmm. Besides the brain and the casing, they’d need a pump, an oxygen-CO2 exchange system, a nutrient tank, and a filtration system. Maybe not even blood, just a plasma or artificial plasma with something to carry the oxygen.”




One of the things she’d been learning about was the human body, since what she had and what Steve had weren’t a hundred percent human anymore. So she knew this. “Maybe some kind of hemolymph with red blood cells dumped in it. Probably no white cells, because it’s sealed off so it can’t get infected, and platelets would just be a clotting risk. Ick.”




Steve nodded, “Yeah, they’d need room for the power source too, but it’ll be bigger since it has to power everything else too. But that entire system could be pretty small. And Gunther’s a pretty big boy.”




Aly worried, “Yeah. And he was pretty mad at me. And at dad. And at the whole town. Maybe I shouldn’t have torn his arm off.”




Steve patted her on the shoulder. “No, you did the right thing. And you did a great job. It’s not your fault. There are just a lot of badguys who want to blame everyone except themselves for the bad choices they make and the bad mistakes they make. I’ll just give Oscar a heads-up on Gunther, and we’ll make sure he doesn’t get traded back to the Russians or whoever in a prisoner exchange. After all, he does know some things we’d like to keep a secret.” He gave her a smug smile, so she knew he was talking about her.




When her dad came in, he had another nutrition bar, which she scarfed down, and he checked with Steve if there was anything Steve or Audrey didn’t eat, just like they were regular dinner guests. And finally, she got to go home. Okay, she apologized to her dad the whole way home in the car for wrecking the lab and getting the plant in trouble with the FDA, and all that stuff.




Her dad pulled into the driveway, parked the car, and turned to face her. “Aly, you’re not to blame for what Danielle was doing, and it’s not your fault that you had to save us from… whatever Gunther really is. You and your friends did a really good thing, and the plant’s going to be a lot better for it. And I love you very much, even if I think you scared the heck out of Emily. Okay, I was scared to death when you walked right up to Lars and his gun, and then I was even more scared — for you — when you fought Gunther. But you were… well… amazing.”




She gave him a big hug and smiled, “I love you too.”




He kissed her on the forehead and whispered, “And naturally, this means you get to carry all the heavy luggage when we go on vacation.”




They went inside together. Aly ran up to her room, tossed her ruined sneakers in the trash, and dug out her best pair of sneakers still in her closet. She went downstairs and found her mom working away in the kitchen, with a big smile on her face. So Aly washed her hands and started helping.




Her dad decided to help too, mainly so he could tell stuff. “So Barb, anything interesting happen today? We had some very interesting events.”




Barb smirked, “As a matter of fact, yes. You know those college boys Shirley Whitson across the street rented rooms to and then decided she didn’t like them?”




“But she was stuck with the rental agreement she’d drawn up herself, so she couldn’t just throw them out.”




“Right,” Barb nodded. “So mid-afternoon, Shirley called me up at work to tell me the police and FBI came and hauled those guys off in handcuffs, and apparently they’ve been snooping on us with special lasers. Shirley sounded so happy I’m sure she called everyone in the whole neighborhood. Maybe in the whole city.”




Aly whispered, “When Audrey brings my phone back, I’ll make sure the front windows are de-bugged.”




George smirked a little bit. “We had quite the to-do at the plant. It ended with Danielle being rushed unconscious to the hospital, along with Vince Carter and a dozen of his bullyboys, and Lars Frederickson. And Gunther was taken off by the FBI or the CIA or someone. Also, Danielle’s office and one of her private labs were wrecked, Scooter’s lab is going to need a lot of repair work, and the hall outside Danielle’s office will need work too. Colonel Austin and Lieutenant Moss went to the hospital too, but they’re fine.”




Aly spilled, “The colonel got some bruises and an injury on the back of his head, and the lieutenant got a lot of bruises and a mild concussion that was light enough they said she could come to dinner. And maybe she could stay here tonight instead of the hospital? Please? I’ll make up the guest bedroom and tomorrow morning I’ll wash the sheets. I promise.”




Her mom wondered quietly, “Is there something about ‘the lieutenant’ I should know?”




Aly nodded quickly but said, “Oh no, she’s perfectly normal.” And she said it in her ‘I am making this up voice’ so her folks would know but an eavesdropper wouldn’t.




Her mom and dad gave each other secret mom-and-dad looks, and finally her mom said, “Why don’t we meet the lieutenant and let her decide if she’d rather spend the night here?”




Aly could tell she wasn’t going to get a better deal than that, so she lied, “That sounds great to me.” And she didn’t use her ‘I am making this up’ voice either.




So her dad grilled two steaks instead of one, and she helped by telling him about Xander grilling steaks, so her dad even used lots more salt and pepper than normal, and he put the meat on the cutting board and covered both steaks with aluminum foil for ten minutes before slicing them up and tucking them on the serving plate that went in the oven under the potato casserole.




She peeled and chopped the carrots for the salad, which made her mom mega-nervous because she used her bionics so it got done way faster that normal. Her mom already had this awesome salad mix she’d picked up at the farmer’s market. Then the frozen peas were already in their serving dish to get heated up in the microwave, and the grocery store dinner rolls were in their pan waiting to go in the bottom oven, so Aly dug a couple of flavors of ice cream out of the big freezer, because she was figuring guys like Steve needed plenty of meat and also dessert.




Her mom just smiled and said, “Just don’t use up my Ben & Jerry’s.”




She gave her mom a hug and reassured her, “I promise I won’t touch your Cherry Garcia. Even if I still think that name means you used to be a Deadhead.”




Her mom pretended to think that over. “Hmm… George, what was it our younger daughter used to do? Oh, right!” She turned to face Aly and stuck out her tongue, which was mega-funny.




She hugged her mom and said, “I love you too. I really missed both of you. The mom-and-dad types where I’ve been are like Steve and Jaime, or Willow and Xander.”




“Willow and Xander?” her mom asked.




So then she told them a lot more about having dinner with Willow Rosenberg and her husband, and how nice and friendly and kind and funny they were. And how smart they were too.




And as soon as she heard a big car pull into their driveway, Aly stepped over and popped the dinner rolls in the oven to warm up. Then she headed to the front door to be a polite hostess, even if it was her mom’s house.




Steve stepped out of the vehicle with the air force base tags, and gave the neighborhood a steely glare. Especially the house across the street. Aly figured he was using his bionic eye to check for stuff she didn’t know to look for. Yet. She was totally okay with that.




Audrey stepped out of her side of the car, but moved a little gingerly, like maybe she was bruised all over her back half from getting slammed into a wall. Which she totally was.




So Aly scooted out of the house and over to the car. “Hi, Steve! Audrey, do you need a hand? Oh, in case you don’t remember, I’m Aly. My mom and dad are ‘read in’.” Aly even did the airquotes thing with her fingers.




Audrey smiled, “I remember. And thanks for having us over. This is really nice. Usually I’m stuck having to eat with Steve.” She grinned to show she was kidding.




Steve grinned back. “Well, it is true that one time I made her eat my cooking around a campfire. No one deserves such an awful fate.”




Audrey giggled and then reached into her bag. “Oh, and I brought your phone back. Sorry. Steve said you were stuck playing guard for hours with nothing to do.”




“Thanks,” Aly told her. “And really, when you’re guarding someone dangerous, you really shouldn’t be on the phone or playing games on your phone or whatever.” And that was true. Even if you already turned your ‘someone dangerous’ into a busted-up cyborg with no working arms and secured legs. Maybe guarding was a really boring job, but it was pretty important.




They walked into the house, and Aly did the introductions, “Mom, dad, you remember Steve, and this is Audrey. Audrey Moss. Audrey, this is my mom and dad.”




Barb shook Audrey’s hand and said, “Call me Barb. Calling me ‘Aly’s mom’ went out of style back when Aly was in first grade.”




“And I’m George,” her dad said as he shook Audrey’s hand too. “Come on in, if you don’t mind, we’re eating in the kitchen since Aly hasn’t had a chance to check the front half of the house for eavesdropping, even after the eavesdroppers across the street got arrested today.”




“Oops,” Audrey said, looking at Aly’s OSI phone.




Aly’s mom smiled, “No, don’t be silly. Steve is practically family after what he and Jaime did for Aly, so you can eat with the family.”




Aly grinned, “Anyway, five is pretty much perfect for the kitchen table.”




And five or six worked fine for friends and family around the kitchen table, just like it always did, even back when Aly and Annie were younger and maybe one or both of them had a friend over, like Ray or Nicole or Robyn. Even if Aly had a lot more friends to invite to dinner, and Annie hardly ever complained about it.




So Aly and her mom put everything on the table, and they all sat down and said grace and ate. Steve didn’t eat a ton, but Aly already knew Steve had to watch his calorie intake because he couldn’t burn off calories like normal guys. Even if his problem wasn’t nearly as bad as Aly’s because he had a normal stomach, and he had more normal human stuff than she did.




At least she wasn’t something mega-groty like Gunther. Ick.




So Aly watched her food intake, like she had to, even if she was pretty hungry. She had two slices of the steak, and a small helping of the potato casserole, and some peas and some of the sliced carrots from the salad, and she skipped the rolls.




Okay, she also thought about what leftovers she’d eat in a few hours. Like the steak, which was really good if not as awesome as Xander’s, and some more of the potato casserole. It would be totally helpful if Rudy could invent a bionic stomach for her. Oscar could probably fund the entire OSI for a couple centuries for what thousands of mega-rich women would pay for a bionic stomach that would let them eat what they wanted but not pass that many calories on to their bodies.




And the dinner conversation was fun. Not OSI talk, even about Danielle Atron and the plant, but stuff like Steve and Jaime’s vacation in Baja California, and Audrey getting to visit Steve’s friend who worked with dolphins, and Aly getting to have dinner with the Willow Rosenberg and how sweet Willow was.







So Aly was totally not surprised that her mom and dad wanted Audrey to stay the night. And she wasn’t surprised that Audrey was good with staying at their house instead of being surrounded by hospital patients in lots of pain and hospital workers thinking about patients in lots of pain. Aly kind of figured that telepathy was either a horrible superpower that made you want to not use it, or else an awesome superpower that made you want to use it all the time so you became a supervillain.




And there was still the ‘wake Audrey up every two hours to check on that concussion’ thing. Aly volunteered to do all the wake-ups, but her mom insisted Aly needed her sleep too. So Aly took the midnight and four a.m. times, and her mom took the two a.m. time, and her dad took the six a.m. time because he was going to get up that early and go into work extra-early because they had so much stuff to handle thanks to Danielle and Vince and Lars.




And they put Audrey in the guest bedroom so she was farther away from Aly’s brain than she’d be if she slept in Annie’s bed in the same room as Aly. Aly showed Audrey where the extra pillows and blankets were in the guest bedroom closet, and where the guest towels and stuff were in the bathroom, and all that stuff.




At bedtime, Audrey gave Aly a little hug and whispered, “Thanks for doing this, and your parents are the nicest.”




Aly grinned, “I could’ve told you that, and I can’t even read minds.”




So Aly’s alarm went off at midnight, and she tiptoed down the hall to the guest bedroom. “Audrey?”




A sleepy Audrey groaned, “Yeah? Is it midnight already?”




“Yep.”




“Great. My name is still Audrey Moss, and your folks are George and Barb.”




“Good. Go back to sleep,” Aly told her, before sneaking back to her room and going back to bed.





The Secret Job of Aly Mack VII



Aly didn’t even notice her mom doing the two o’clock check on Audrey. But she sure noticed when she had her nightmare. She was in the plane again. She was tugging as hard as she could, but she couldn’t pull back hard enough, what with a body pressing forward on the other wheel and her aunt panicking, and the ground was coming up faster and faster, and the plane hit, and Aly was thrown through the jagged broken windshield and the pain was too much to bear, and…




“Aly, wake up!” A small hand gave her a light shake on the shoulder.




Aly woke up and made an effort not to over-react. Bionic people had to watch themselves when they were surprised and stuff. Especially after something like that nightmare.




She looked over, and Audrey had already backed up out of reach. Okay, Aly wasn’t surprised that a psychic who had worked with Steve and the OSI before knew about bionics and bionic problems.




But Audrey was pale as a ghost. Aly checked, “You okay?”




Audrey nodded, but whispered, “It was your nightmare. Jaime doesn’t remember her accident at all, and Steve doesn’t remember the last twenty seconds before he lost consciousness. But you… you remember all of it. It’s hard seeing that, even without it happening to me.” Aly tried not to look shocked, but she figured she was failing, because Audrey apologized, “Sorry, I try not to read anybody, especially friends, but your nightmare was really… umm… loud.”




“Sorry.” Aly didn’t know what else to say. She glanced over at the clock, and it was nearly four anyway. “Okay, go back to sleep, and this’ll count as your four o’clock wakeup call. And I’ll try not to have any more nightmares.”




Like she could make that happen. But Audrey knew that.







In the morning, Aly helped Audrey pack up her stuff before Steve picked her up. Audrey even had to put on the Air Force lieutenant disguise, because she had to fly out of a real Air Force base.




Audrey looked around, which was probably really psychically checking if anyone was around instead of using her eyeballs. She quietly said, “Your mom’s in the kitchen washing dishes. So she won’t hear. I’ll tell Steve and Oscar and Rudy, but the OSI may have to do a grant thing with your dad’s company and bury this. Danielle Atron figured out that her ‘diet drug’ was never going to get FDA approval because it just didn’t do much about weight loss, and it had dangerous side effects. But she and Dr. Frederickson found some of the side effects were… interesting. So they developed an antidote for it, and then Danielle secretly did a series of dose-and-antidote experiments on herself until she got a result she really liked. Massive telekinesis. She hasn’t told Frederickson, but she thinks he’s got a good idea how she did it.”




“Crud,” Aly muttered. “We need to get dad under another NDA and tell him. This stuff is dangerous. And we need to make sure Lars doesn’t get a chance to do data transfer to his handlers and bosses.”




Audrey nodded, “That’s what Steve said.”




After Steve picked up Audrey, Aly washed the guest bedroom sheets and spent more time with her mom, mainly doing kitchen stuff. She wanted to figure out how to make piecrusts when her hands kept over-doing the mixing and the dough-kneading and stuff.




Then her dad came home early enough that he and her mom could drive her up to the airport for her to fly home. Aly told him that Danielle’s ‘diet’ drug was really dangerous and he needed to sign another NDA for Oscar and work with the OSI on clean-up stuff. But that was all she said, because she wanted to spend their time together talking family stuff and just being a family, even if Annie wasn’t there too.




The flight back was long, but she had a goody bag packed by her mom, including two steak sandwiches in a little insulated sandwich bag. And chocolate. Not only did she not finish everything in the goody bag, she didn’t touch the rest of the food in Rudy’s nutrition kit that was still in the middle pocket of the backpack. Even better, her flight got in on time, and Kate picked her up instead of Andrew.




Okay, Kate picked her up because there was already another crisis going on, and Oscar wanted Aly fully briefed on the way back, in case stuff came up.




Aly asked, “Does stuff like this happen three, four times a week all the time?”




Kate smiled while keeping her eyes on the road. “No. I would say never, but this looks like an exception. I mean, my first year on the job, I had four big cases and maybe six small ones. Total. Jaime’s first year? Not even that. I had at least a month in between big cases, mainly because Oscar and Rudy wanted to monitor my bionics a lot. You just seem to be falling into an Aly-shaped situation.”




“So is this new thing Aly-shaped or non-Aly-shaped?”




Kate giggled. “It’s not Aly-shaped. It’s Jaime-shaped, based on past cases. Have you read about Dr. James Courtney yet?”




Aly had to stop and think. She’d been reading about a lot of cases and background material, and studying geography and languages and politics, and a ton of other stuff. “Okay… he’s the plastic surgeon guy who turned his secretary into a Jaime copy, right?”




“Right,” Kate nodded. “Then he gained temporary super-strength and broke out of jail so he could get even. Or something crazy like that. He snatched Lisa Galloway, dumped Jaime in her place, and sent Lisa to steal more of the adrenalizine. But Lisa kept it and kept using it. It’s not safe for repeated use. She had a psychotic break. Courtney went back to jail, and later escaped. We just got a lead on him, thanks to one of the Peggybots spending way too much time correlating local and state LEO reports and BOLOs from all over North America. It looks like Courtney got some bent cops to file a suspicious BOLO on two young women.”




“Young women?” Aly asked. “How young? Jaime-young, Kate-young, or me-young?”




Kate said, “A teen and a twenty-something, according to the BOLO, but their descriptions don’t match any of us, which doesn’t match Courtney’s old M.O. So we sent some people to check things out. Well, we sent Jaime and a Peggybot, and they’re back already. The building’s been torched by pros, but Peggy Two could tell some of the walls were too thick, and that fire was definitely too hot. They had prison cells there, and they used thermate bombs to hide all the evidence when they had to cover their tracks. Jaime says Courtney bought himself several local cops and a judge, and that means someone big was behind him, because the OSI managed to seize all his assets when the Justice Department declared him a flight risk. Courtney should have been broke after busting out of a federal prison that second time. Someone paid to build him those prison cells and probably a research center and who knows what else, and that someone paid some serious cash to bribe at least four cops and at least one judge. We don’t know who Mister Big is, but we do know who has grudges against the OSI, so we have leads. And Rudy’s worried that Courtney’s stolen more adrenalizine-related chemicals, so he may be super-strong again. Courtney was diagnosed as sociopathic before but he could be completely psychotic from long-term exposure, so if you see anyone who might be him, watch out.”




Aly asked, “So are there Evil Twins in play again?”




Kate groaned, “We don’t know, but we know Courtney likes ’em. So just in case, Oscar said Protocol Omicron, and he’ll change the protocols using the Omicron schedule.”




Aly paused for a moment while she dredged up the rules on Protocol Omicron. Because the OSI had lots of Evil Twin protocols these days. And a superpowered Evil Twin of Jaime would not be fun to run into. “Gotcha. What else?”




“We’ve got descriptions on the two women.” She pulled out a copy of the BOLO and handed it to Aly. The two women were pretty distinctive. One was a seventeen year old future Playboy Playmate who was short and really built. The other was a 5’8” ballerina-shaped super-genius with a heavy Texas accent and two doctorates already.




Aly read over the BOLO. “Okay, this makes no sense. A then-fifteen year old living on the streets and hooking, teams up with a genius JPL scientist from another city to kill a party-girl office worker who lives in yet another city. The murder takes place, or at least the party girl vanishes. A month later, Dr. Burkle vanishes on her way home from the JPL, just abandoning her vehicle. And months after that, Stephenson vanishes off the street. They’re both gone for months and months after that. And suddenly the BOLO turns up?”




Kate nodded, “That’s pretty much what Oscar and Jaime said. Also, the BOLO is from the wrong investigative unit, and Peggy One says that according to LAPD computer records there’s no forensic evidence and no coroner’s report for the case, so that means there may not be a body, and ‘the deceased’ may not be dead at all. We’re tracking down who put that BOLO out, because they’re probably dirty along with the cops Jaime pegged.”




Aly asked, “And you’re picking me up instead of Andrew because…”




Kate frowned, “Because Jaime thinks that many prison cells means Courtney will have lots of jacked-up threats targeting Courtney’s enemies, meaning us. And with this much money on the table and someone powerful backing him, Oscar figures someone within the OSI may be providing intel. So only Rudy and the bionic agents get briefed on this, and only the three Peggybots who keep their data segregated from the other bots.”




“Crud,” Aly complained. “So Oscar suspects Andrew?”




Kate frowned more. “No idea. But Andrew’s brother is a Person Of Interest in our files now. So maybe Andrew is being blackmailed. But there are other people who could be the leak. And it may not be deliberate. Steve and Audrey had a case that was a psi raiding the mind of an innocent scientist who probably would have been tried for treason if Steve hadn’t been a friend and stuck his nose in when he wasn’t supposed to, and Oscar let him, even though Oscar wasn’t supposed to, and Steve worked with Audrey back when Oscar was strongly opposed to psychics in the agency.”




“I read some about that when I got briefed on the Paradise Valley op,” Aly told her. It sure seemed like Oscar let Steve and Jaime do a lot of stuff they weren’t really supposed to be doing. Aly wondered if Oscar got yelled at a lot by higher-ups for doing stuff like that. Or maybe Oscar fibbed a lot on his reports.




Kate explained, “So we may have to use Scramble Rules to fool any internal leaks.”




Aly just nodded. Oscar’s ‘Scramble Rules’ were something secret that only he and the bionic agents knew about, and under those rules, Oscar might officially order one agent, say, Jaime, to fly to Europe on an assignment, and everyone else would think Jaime was going, but really Kate would take her place and Jaime would stay in some spot so she was ready in case of an attack on Steve or Oscar or Rudy or whoever. Or in this case, maybe Aly would get sent to Europe while wearing a Jaime wig and Jaime makeup and some Jaime clothing plus high heels, since Jaime wasn’t even two inches taller than Aly, and Aly was almost exactly the same height as Kate when Kate wasn’t wearing high heels. So some badguy specifically targeting Jaime wouldn’t have any idea where she really was, or who might be ready to punch him through a wall when he tried to set a trap.




Aly muttered, “I hope it’s not Andrew.”




Naturally, Kate heard. “Do you like Andrew?”




Aly only rolled her eyes, which Kate totally wouldn’t hear. “Not that way! I’m trying to like him, because I don’t think he has any friends here, and he talks like he doesn’t have many friends back home, and he’s sure not good at making friends, and I think he’s like some of my dad’s coworkers who only have friends who are like them, but not friends like normal people. I mean, he’s trying to make friends with the bots, and he’s sort of failing at that too, which is a bad sign.”




Kate asked, “Has he checked out groups he might fit in with better, like… okay, I know this is going to sound mean and stereotyping, but I know he’s nuts about Star Wars and D&D and things like that. There’s bound to be a serious RPG group within an hour or two drive that does Star Wars themed games.”




Aly spilled, “One of the Willowbots was asking me about Andrew. I’ll get her to search for a few games in the area like that and she can tell Andrew about ’em.”




Kate said, “I’ll ask my boyfriend if he knows about anything like that.”




Aly just smiled to herself. Pretty much everyone on-site knew Kate was dating Oscar’s nephew. Aly thought they were a really cute couple.




But Aly had to memorize a bunch of stuff Kate needed to tell her, because there were still lots of OSI ops that Aly had not been briefed on, and a bunch of them could be related to the badguys behind this stuff. After running into Gunther, Aly was thinking the creepy prison cells and evil experimenting doctor sounded like the Russians or Eastern Europeans, but then why would they be working in Los Angeles instead of somewhere like Moscow or Kiev or Sofia?




Really, operating in the U.S. at all seemed like a bad idea to her, unless there were American connections involved besides Dr. Courtney. So she asked, “Are there American companies or agencies or rich people who have it in for us?”




So Kate talked about a couple ops that sounded relevant, while they worked out ways they could protect the probable targets. Aly was pretty sure that with Dr. Courtney doing this, the main target would be Oscar or Jaime. Okay, the money behind Courtney might be after Oscar. Or Steve. Or maybe Kate. Or possibly the whole OSI.




When Aly got dropped off, she let herself into the building and her apartment. Then she checked that her go bag and secondary go bag were really ready, in case of Scramble Rules. And she emptied her backpack, dumping her dirty clothes in her hamper by her washer-dryer set-up. She set out clothes in case there was a late-night emergency. Then she did her nighttime bathroom stuff and went to bed.







In the morning, Aly ate a quick high-protein breakfast before she headed over to the bionics lab to get her skin checked. Sure enough, there were six spots Rudy wanted to replace. Fighting cyborgs was not good for keeping yourself all uninjured and undamaged and stuff, even if Rudy said the spots would be fine for quite a while, but they might discolor more and look like weird bruises that wouldn’t go away.




Okay, Rudy also wanted to run some quick diagnostics to make sure Aly’s bionics were working right after just one pretty rough day in her dad’s building. That didn’t take long at all. Still, Aly spent the whole time wondering if she was going to need to rush off before she was all closed up and patched up.




Rudy smiled, “Everything looks good. Oscar wants you and Steve in for the debrief, so you go do that, and we’ll schedule the skin patches afterward.”




“Sounds swell,” she smiled. “Thanks!”




She trotted on over to Oscar’s office and checked on the time Oscar wanted to have the debriefing, so that gave her enough time to go over to the cafeteria and get a little lunch. The cafeteria’s chile verde was not as good as what she was used to, but she didn’t want to complain about it. Okay, she thought about talking to someone about a better recipe and getting better ingredients, because chile verde should be mega-delicious. And totally spicier. And with more meat in it.




Then the debriefing was just Oscar and Linda, plus Aly and Audrey and Steve of course. And Oscar called Steve’s CIA friend to have him on speakerphone for part of it, and Oscar even called Aly’s dad and checked that all the new NDAs had been signed.




After that, Oscar had to get to a meeting off-site. And Steve had to drive Audrey home. And Aly had important stuff to do too, like go back to her apartment and look up chile verde recipes. She even called her mom to ask for advice, because her mom was a great cook. She really wished she could call Ray’s mom and talk to her about Mexican cooking, but that was a ‘no way’ until Ray and his whole fam signed NDAs and got Top Secret clearance and stuff. Then Aly headed over to the cafeteria to talk to the cooks, and hopefully they wouldn’t get mad at her.




She didn’t make it all the way there.




Three of the Willowbots came running up the path at way-over-human speed.




Aly just stopped and asked, “What?”




One of the bots stopped to explain, while two more ran on. “Problem with vehicles at the north gate, and Oscar’s car is one of them. Plus we may have something overhead but not clear on radar.”




Aly looked around. “Hologram covering a stealth chopper, or something worse?”




A flying saucer uncloaked, and a bunch of Bigfoot robots bailed out of it.




The bot looked at that and calmly said, “Something worse.”




Aly thought of a couple really bad things that could happen, if two Willowbots were off guarding Oscar. She tried to sound calm, even if she totally wasn’t. “Make sure someone’s guarding Willow and Xander and Rudy.”




“WillowAlpha is already posing as Willow while concealing Willow’s location. Peggy Two is moving to protect Rudy. Linda Tres is moving to Xander’s current location of highest likelihood.”




Aly had a crazy thought. “Do you think I could throw you high enough to get you into that ship?”




The bot tilted its head slightly in thought. “If it does not move in the next ten seconds, then I would predict a seventy-five percent success rate.”




Aly and the Willowbot sprinted at top speed, Aly pulling ahead far enough that she could plant her legs. The bot came at her at roughly seventy miles an hour, only Aly was already hitting the plateau, so she could see everything in slow motion. The bot leapt forward, her feet aiming at Aly’s stomach. Aly cupped her hands, caught both shoes, and heaved upward as hard as she could, as the bot jumped straight up.




Then Aly spun around in case she needed to try and catch a falling bot. Nope, the bot got both hands inside the doorway and heaved, rolling into the ship. Almost immediately, there was a roar, and one of the Bigfoot bots came flailing out the doorway head-first.




Aly waited until it landed hands first. The thing was heavy enough and falling from high enough that its arms sank in until its head hit too. Before it could start to tip over onto its back, Aly launched a piston kick that sent that Bigfoot head flying off toward the office building.




She didn’t wait to watch the bot tip over. She sprinted for the north gate. And Oscar.




Aly leapt the fence in one bound. As she flew over the fence, she got a good look. Crud, if everyone else hadn’t gotten here first, things would’ve been grim. Totally grim.




There was a group of half-person half-totally-inhuman-robot-parts things. And there was a quartet of Bigfoot robots. The only good thing was the badguys were facing off against goodguys. Joan was in her body armor and was expertly kicking and striking the half-human things. Two of the Willowbots were facing off against the Bigfoot bots, with someone who looked like Dr. Burkle from the BOLO sniping at the Bigfoots from behind with some sort of arm-mounted energy weapon.




One Bigfoot broke away from the pack and made a beeline for Oscar’s position. Aly sprinted for it. No matter what, she could not let it get to Oscar. She just ran.




She was already hitting the plateau again. The Bigfoot was like it was moving in slow motion. It had huge strides, but Aly was way quicker. She caught up with it and hit it from the rear quarter with a feet-first slide between its legs, like in soccer. It went down hard, but its massive legs tangled with hers and she got tossed into the air. She went flying over its head. Crud!




Okay, she was going to land and be between it and its target, which was better than nothing. But while she was in the air, she saw a new threat charging her way. A tall guy in high-tech armor that looked way more tech-y than Joan’s stuff.




Great. Aliens cheating with super alien high-tech armor stuff.




She put out a hand and pushed off from the ground, flipping over to land on her feet. But by then, the Bigfoot was on its feet, and Mister Armor was almost that close. Mister Armor wasn’t as big as the Bigfoot, but he was still easily six feet tall, and armored, and probably had more than just armor in that frame. Okay, she didn’t have to cream both of them. She only had to engage both of them at the same time, and hope they weren’t smart enough to just split up before she got backup.




Both of them swung at her at the same time. Mister Armor tried to throw a right cross, but Bigfoot went for a looping roundhouse punch with way too much round in it. She timed it just right and blocked Bigfoot’s arm to the side enough that it smashed into Mister Armor’s forearm. Bigfoot didn’t like that, and Mister Armor just acted… sort of annoyed about it.




Aly took the opportunity to launch a double kick into one of Bigfoot’s legs, and then glide-step around it to launch a spinkick into Mister Armor’s side. Bigfoot staggered, and her spinkick sort of slid off Mister Armor’s armor like it had an invisible teflon barrier around it. He still got knocked back a couple feet, but he gave her a big smirky grin so she was pretty sure he wasn’t hurt at all.




The two rifle shots that bounced off his armor-field sort of reinforced that whole ‘teflon forcefield’ thing.




Mister Armor should have won easy. He had all the advantages. An impregnable forcefield. Super-strength. A Bigfoot sidekick. But Aly could tell: Mister Armor was terrible at martial arts. So she took advantage of that, even if that meant she was just stalling.




And then someone even smaller than Aly ran right over. It was the other woman off the BOLO. The one who was maybe seventeen now and she had to do horrible stuff to survive on the streets, and she probably got kidnapped and dragged into this mess against her will. She just stuck out one arm, palm out, and something invisible hit the Bigfoot and fried it. It did an ‘I just got electrocuted’ dance and keeled over.




Mister Armor didn’t like that at all. Well good.




The girl grinned, “Aly? I’m JJ. Kate sent me over to help.” Then she focused on Mister Armor. “Hi, Benjy! No power lines here!”




Aly didn’t know what that meant, but she knew ‘Benjy’ did, and didn’t like it. Aly was fine with that, too.
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Aly tried not to get distracted, but ‘Benjy’ said really horrible stuff to JJ. And JJ said even worse stuff back! Both of them really needed to have their mouths washed out with soap. Maybe some really, really icky soap.




Okay, Aly didn’t stop them, because JJ was totally keeping Benjy from doing what he was supposed to be doing, which was mega-great. And also, Aly still didn’t have a way to stop Benjy.




Also, JJ was making Benjy really, really angry, and Buffy Summers and Lexi had both told Aly that was a great way to make badguys do stupid stuff or forget to do their smart stuff. So Aly was letting JJ say really filthy stuff that was embarrassing Aly just hearing it. Okay, Ray and Hunter would have been falling down from laughing so hard. Probably Xander too.




And JJ said that Mister Armor’s name was Benjy Hiller. Okay, they were looking for people who had grudges against the OSI, and Aly knew that one of them was a guy named Barney Hiller who was old enough to have a kid this age, and this kid looked a lot like the old photos from the file on Barney Hiller.




But Barney Hiller wasn’t rich enough for this stuff, and that spacecraft was totally alien tech. So the Hillers were probably more pawns for the Bigfoot aliens. Aly still didn’t know a name for them. She had read short bios on a couple of them that had just called them ‘the Colonists’, but duh, of course they were colonists if they had a colony on Earth. That wasn’t a real name.




Benjy finally lost his temper big-time, and took a wild swing at JJ, which JJ should have ducked or parried. But JJ blocked it, and went flying. Benjy took a swing at Aly too, and Aly did not feel like getting knocked over the fence or anything.




Aly ducked the first blow and parried the second one with an upward block. Weird. It was like getting hit by a car covered in slippery stuff. It shoved Aly back, but most of the force went over her head with Benjy’s arm.




So Aly switched to using glide-steps to move out of the path of Benjy’s punches, and parrying his strikes to the sides. She had no idea if his armor would run out of power before she wore out, but if his stuff was alien-tech, it was probably going to outlast her by a few centuries. Still, if she stalled him long enough, then—




“Mind if I cut in?” JJ was back! Great!




And this was a great stall. Benjy and JJ yelled at each other for like a minute, with Benjy spilling more and more intel as he went. So now Aly knew it was Nedlick, who was using the pseudonym Professor Edward Lichter. And Benjy was using a mergeron-powered battle frame, which meant possible extreme badness. Not only was that power source not going to run out, but there was a risk of radiation poisoning from the mergeron. And if Aly remembered the report right, then Steve was told the mergeron was some kind of anti-matter, which meant a containment breach might cause a nuclear explosion.




Benjy swung and missed, so JJ ducked under his guard and hammered him with an uppercut. That slid off Benjy’s field too, but still took Benjy off his feet and a few feet back.




And Aly had an idea. They couldn’t bust through Benjy’s field, but they could use it. If Aly could get Benjy off his feet enough that she could kick him at JJ, then JJ could kick him back Aly’s way, and they could play hacky-sack with Benjy until someone figured out how to disrupt that ‘phase lock magneton field’ thing. All Aly had to do was get Benjy up in the air without tipping him off that she was after air-time and not just punching him silly.




Okay, that was not as easy as it sounded. JJ took several shots, and Aly took a hit to her stomach that would have killed her if she hadn’t twisted her body just enough that most of the force slid past her. It still knocked her down hard enough to leave an Aly-shaped dent in the ground. And they still didn’t have him airborne.




JJ asked, “Any ideas?” Only she asked it right in front of Benjy!




Aly couldn’t tell her the plan in front of Benjy! That would ruin everything! So she lied, “Nope. JJ, this guy is mega-dangerous.”




But then JJ made Benjy even madder than before. JJ was really good at that, even if she had a mega-bad case of potty mouth. Benjy popped out a set of blades from his forearms, and that made everything worse. Aly was pretty sure Benjy’s forcefield would be covering those blades too, which would be extra-bad. Okay, when Benjy lunged at JJ, JJ was able to block the side of the blades with her hands and arms.




Aly took the tiny opening and went for a bionic-powered leg sweep that would hopefully bounce Benjy high enough that they could play badminton with him until they could disrupt that field. But Benjy spotted her out of the corner of his eye and slashed down at her leg.




Aly tried to block the blade with her forearm, but Benjy turned the blade and it sliced deeply into Aly’s forearm, and then cut into her leg too. Crud, that hurt. “And I just got my hands fixed!” she complained, as she rolled back out of reach, her leg flopping horribly while she tried to make it work enough that she could get out of Benjy’s range.




But JJ suddenly went completely ballistic. She screamed, and shuddered, and blood started pouring out of her nose. JJ hit Benjy so hard he flew a third of the way across the parking lot and his body smashed into a minivan. But whatever JJ had done to herself, she wasn’t stopping. She ripped the front of somebody’s sedan apart and tore the engine block out of it before she threw the whole engine into Benjy’s face.




JJ ran over, picked up the engine block, and hit him again. And again. And again. It was terrifying. JJ was pounding him so hard he was smashed all the way through the minivan and then into the asphalt of the parking lot. She just kept pounding him until Benjy was unmoving.




And JJ keeled over like she was dead.




Aly was up on her feet — well, mainly on one leg — and limping as fast as she could to JJ, but JJ looked dead. Aly could tell from her bionic hearing there was no heartbeat anymore. No breathing. Nothing. She turned and screamed at the Willowbots, “Medic!”




By then, the Willowbots had creamed those three Bigfoot bots, and there was only one badly-damaged Bigfoot left to polish off. So one Willowbot ran to Aly, while the other turned the last Bigfoot into scrap.




Aly gasped, “Get her to our ER stat, and alert anyone you’ve got that she has no heartbeat and she’s not breathing anymore, and Nedlick expected this would kill her.”




The bot didn’t bother to waste time asking if Aly was sure, or anything. She scooped up JJ’s bloody body and ran for Rudy’s ’emergency room’ lab.




Dr. Burkle screamed, “JJ!”




Oscar pointed at Dr. Burkle and yelled to a couple guards, “Get her to the ER overlook! We’ll do clearances later!”




Aly looked around. Kate and Joan were finishing off the last of what looked like really sick cyborg constructions that didn’t even have human brains anymore. That meant they were more like robots with bits of human stuck on them, instead of humans with some mechanical replacements. Mega-gross.




And the spaceship was heading up and away, with the side door still open and the ship still uncloaked. Aly worried that the Willowbot might be trapped in there.




Kate ran over to where Aly was trying to get her damaged leg to work enough that she could walk to the labs to get fixed up. Again. Aly looked down at her arm and her leg. “Sorry.”




Kate groaned, “Aly, you’re not supposed to apologize when you get hurt doing your job.”




Aly sort of mumbled, “But this stuff is mega-expensive.”




Kate insisted, “And you just did what a fleet of jet fighters and a platoon of Marines couldn’t have done. You drove off a spaceship and stopped two mergeron-powered cyborgs running on alien technology.”




Aly tried not to sob. “I think I lost one of the bots in that spaceship. How do I apologize for that?”




Kate said, “Aly, they’re not gonna hold that against you. Let’s get you back in the repair labs, okay?”




So Kate just scooped Aly up like she was a doll, and ran her off to Rudy’s labs. Still, with Rudy and his top medical assistants and his OR nurses working on JJ, Aly had to sit and wait for a while. Kate sat with her and told her about the Kate-and-Joan stuff that had been going on, which was totally cool.




After a while, Andrew came in to do the base work. “Aly! You have to stop getting hurt!” He looked plenty upset too.




Aly gave him a smile. “It’s not that bad. Totally not as painful as getting my hands and feet burned off.” Andrew cringed. Aly glanced at Kate and added, “Besides, they can rebuild me. Make me better than before.”




Andrew smiled a little at that. “Okay, I’m just gonna do the diagnostics and then turn down the pain receptors. Rudy’s having a little trouble with JJ, so he may be a while.”




“Oh crud!” Aly gasped. “She’s not gonna die, is she?”




Andrew looked at Kate, and then peeked out into the hall. “Don’t tell anyone, but we don’t really know. I mean, the adrenalizine and neotraxin and that other stuff toughened her up so much the anesthetic stopped affecting her, and she woke up in the middle of an aortic resection, and she was like ‘hey, I’m not dead, am I?’ And then she was like ‘okay, go ahead on the heart-lung repair work, I’ll just lie here and chat with you’. It was pretty freaky. And her vitals are totes not normal, but that may be her permanent condition because I don’t think Uncle Rudy can take the med drips out of her without doing bad stuff.”




Kate carefully asked, “Andrew, are you supposed to be telling us this part?”




“Umm… probably not?”




Aly groaned, “Andrew! Don’t get yourself in trouble. How are you gonna turn this into a permanent job if Oscar has to put bad stuff about you in your permanent record?”




Kate asked, “What are you allowed to tell us?”




Andrew thought for a moment. “Umm… let’s see… I can’t talk about the mole hunt. I can tell you they found WillowGamma from where she got pushed out of the spaceship, and she’s damaged but Willow and Rudy’s robotics team can patch her up. I can’t tell you who else fell out. I can tell you everyone else is fine, even if Dr. Burkle is totes worried about JJ. And I can’t tell you what else happened, but you should ask Willow.” He held up a hand when Aly started to react. “Willow is fine. Totally. But she may giggle a lot when she tells you the story.”




Okay, that sounded pretty promising. And not so worrying.




So Aly just stretched out on the examining table and let Andrew do all the diagnostics stuff, which Aly had to admit he was getting really good at. Then he turned the pain receptors way down, and he splinted her arm and leg so it was like having a broken arm and a broken leg, and not like having your arm and leg nearly hacked off and dragging in icky ways.




Because of the surgery stuff on JJ, Rudy wasn’t available to replace Aly’s bionics until the next morning. That meant Aly had to spend the night in a hospital room, but at least Kate brought her a nice dinner. And Jaime brought her a couple books to read. And Andrew brought her a couple nutrition bars and some nutritious snacks in case she got hungry later.




Okay, by then she was getting a little worried that Andrew was sweet on her and was going to ask her out or something. She didn’t want to say no, but she would. And she’d probably lie that she had a boyfriend back in Paradise Valley. If she had to.




But mainly, Aly used the tv screen on the wall to show the teaching channels Rudy’s group had set up, even if half the courses were CIA on-line training and the other half were university on-line courses. Aly was working on Russian with a Moscow accent and Arabic with a Cairo accent, even if she totally did not look like she could have been born in Cairo. Okay, with synthetic skin, you could remedy that if you really wanted to. But Aly was also working on math and physics and chemistry and biology and geography and global studies and world literature and world history and computer hacking, and other stuff she thought she needed as an international OSI agent. Also, her English and Spanish were really good, but her English composition needed more work before she took her GED, and her Spanish needed bumping up to ‘speaks like a native’ level. And she wanted to learn to speak Spanish with several different accents, so she could blend in better whether she was in Europe or Central America or South America. Then, once she got certified on Russian and Arabic and Spanish, she had a big list of other languages she wanted to work on, starting with Mandarin and Hindi and German and French and Hausa. She wasn’t the world’s greatest linguist or anything, but she liked having something brain-related that she was the best at in her family.




So she watched an hour of Russian lessons and an hour of Arabic lessons and an hour of Iraqi tv. And she watched an hour lecture on calculus which was more interesting than usual, because the professor was talking about the calculus of ballistics, and that included the path of thrown objects. Even if the professor had no idea how hard an OSI agent might be able to throw something, which meant Aly had to do the math for that stuff on her own. Then she stayed up late watching three hours of chem lectures, because one of the learning channels had the recorded organic chemistry lectures her dad had done at UC-Paradise Valley last year, and that was like nearly a whole year of college organic chem.




Okay, it was sort of weird how much of this she already sort of knew from watching her dad work in their garage chem lab and listening to her dad and her big sister. Aly was starting to think that Willow was right, and Aly should test out of as many college courses as she could, and take the rest of her coursework as college courses, and just earn a college degree in International Studies over the next year or two.







In the morning, when Rudy and his team were ready for her, she got a nutrition bar and a big pill that was a tranquilizer. No anesthetic, which she appreciated, because she was mega-sensitive to too much anesthetic, due to the whole ‘not enough flesh-and-blood Aly’ thing. They just turned her pain receptors off and replaced her lower arm and lower leg. They went ahead and did the skin patches she needed too, while they had her on the table.




It was really boring, except when Rudy talked to her about what he was doing. She sort of dozed off in the middle. Not that anyone minded.




Then she had to do the usual diagnostic tests and calibration tests and everything-else tests when anyone got their bionics repaired or upgraded. That took a couple hours, and then she got to go home and shower and put on clean clothes. It was totally a bummer that her clothes got wrecked in the big fight the day before. Now she needed two new pairs of sneakers. She figured she’d better put in a requisition for four pairs. Maybe in different cute colors. Plain white was so ‘junior high gym class’. Ick.




And before dinner, there was an all-hands meeting in the big meeting room. And Oscar gave everyone an update, which obviously everyone was hoping to hear. Aly totally was.




Oscar had an AV guy lower the lights and flip on the big projector. A picture of Nedlick appeared on the huge white wall behind Oscar. “This is Nedlick, AKA Professor Edward Lichter. He’s the mastermind behind yesterday’s assault, and the kidnappings of these two women…” The picture switched to photos of Dr. Burkle and JJ. “Dr. Winifred Burkle of JPL, and JJ Stephenson. Dr. Burkle prefers ‘Fred’. There is a BOLO out on them, and we are quashing it as I speak. If anyone asks about these two women, say it’s Need To Know. We’re hoping both will join the OSI, Fred as a researcher and developer, and JJ as a future agent… once she’s older and trained up. Despite her appearance, she’s only seventeen.” A picture of Dr. Courtney appeared next. Oscar said, “This is Dr. James Courtney. According to Fred and JJ, Courtney has become even more psychopathic than when we dealt with him before, and he’s holding a grudge against Jaime, Steve, and me… at a minimum. Also, he appears to be using drugs to give himself super-strength on a regular basis. Do not confront him if you spot him. Evade, and alert security. And finally…” A picture of Benjy Hiller appeared. “Benjamin Hiller, son of Barney Hiller, who some of you may know was our first major failure when he used our work and turned criminal back in Steve’s early years with us. Benjamin has been cyborged using alien technology, so he’s extremely dangerous. He’s currently in our hospital area, and we are trying to tune down his bionics to human levels of strength, so he can be handled by the federal prison system.”




The pictures clicked off, and the lights came back up. Oscar grimaced slightly, “After yesterday, everyone at our site now knows one of the OSI’s major secrets: aliens are real, and have been on Earth for a while, and some of them are not friendly. Anyone who has not signed an NDA on this will need to do so at the end of this briefing, and please remember that most aliens we have encountered have been friendly, and most pass quite easily as human.




“Nedlick is the leader of the problem group of some aliens we call ‘The Colonists’ because we can’t pronounce their name for themselves. Some of the special tech devices we use here on-site are gifts from Apploy of the friendly group. But Nedlick has a group of unknown size which are less… cooperative. Steve and Jaime have stopped him, but he’s still out there. We know he has at least one spaceship, which most of you saw yesterday. Don’t talk about it. And that goes double for you, Andrew.” A number of people in the audience laughed, while Andrew blushed.




Oscar added, “The Colonists have other technologies which make them potentially problematic, including devices which allow them to alter local time, devices which allow them to affect human minds, the Bigfoot security forces which too many of you ran into yesterday, cloaking tech, and forcefields. We managed to capture two aliens yesterday, but their time alteration devices self-destructed when the ship ran for it, thanks to the efforts of WillowGamma.” Several people, including Willow and Xander and Aly, applauded. Andrew did too.




Oscar continued, “WillowGamma was able to get into the ship thanks to the quick thinking of Aly Mack. She was able to damage several key areas of the ship before she was forced back out. She was injured in the fall, as were two more of their Bigfoot security. The Colonist Dallet fell also, and was killed on impact. Since he was one of Nedlick’s key scientists, this may put an even bigger dent in Nedlick’s efforts.




“And we found that our mole was a nurse at Walter Reed, so we may have to move all our medical in-house in future. When Marta from HR and my PA Peggy had their physicals last year, said nurse implanted Colonist cerebral transducers in both of them. So we now have two cerebral transducers to study as well. Since problems like this have happened to Peggy before, we are promoting her and sending her to CIA agent training, so she’ll be better prepared if something like this happens again.”




“You mean ‘when’,” Steve called out.




Oscar groaned slightly. “I’m hoping not. But when Peggy’s back, we’re going to do the same with Linda, just in case, and we’ll give other of our non-trained staff the chance to get this kind of training. Just in case. Our sum total of injured from yesterday was WillowGamma, who is under repair currently, Aly, who is back on her feet already, JJ, who is going to be in our hospital area for a while longer, and three of our security men, Cliff and Mike and Paul, none of them seriously. We also lost five cars, a section of the north parking lot, some of the lawns, and the north gate is going to have to be repaired, so try not to use it for a few days. Our opponents lost ten Bigfoot guards, six of what JJ insists are ‘zombie cyborgs’, two aliens captured, one alien deceased, Benjamin Hiller captured, one spaceship damaged internally, and I believe they have lost the element of surprise for now. Still, we have seen that Nedlick and Courtney hold grudges for ridiculous amounts of time, so expect both will be back and still blaming us for their situations.”




Aly went and checked on JJ before dinner, which she was having with Steve and Jaime and Kate. Kate went to the hospital room with her. And JJ looked good as new, not counting the huge incision from her collarbone heading down and out of sight under her hospital gown, and the thing was just held together with tape, because JJ healed up so fast that stitches would be mega-bad. Okay, JJ seemed good as new physically, but not in a good place emotionally. Aly sort of figured that living on the streets and being a hooker was way too soul-crushing and emotionally-damaging, and JJ needed more friends. Besides Fred.




Aly was so glad she had a great family, and not the horrible mess JJ got shoved into. Aly thought about stuff Xander had told her, and she sort of figured JJ had self-esteem so low that she thought she didn’t even deserve friends or a decent life. Aly decided that someone — someone named Aly — ought to try and help with that.




So the next day, Aly dropped by to see JJ just because. So, naturally, JJ was suspicious. “Hi JJ!”




JJ just gave Aly one of those ‘I am so totally fooled — not!’ looks. It was even better than Aly’s mom’s. “What’s up?”




Aly sat down in the closest chair. “I figured Fred couldn’t sit here with you 24x7, so I’d drop by and see how you were feeling and find out if you wanted some books or a computer or some snacks they’re not giving you.”




JJ smiled and whispered really, really quietly what she wanted. So she’d figured out that Aly had bionic hearing too. Well, JJ had to be smart to figure out how to escape Dr. Courtney.




Then JJ asked, “Are all the Willows robots? Because one was way more like Fred.”




Aly tried not to grin too much. “The Willowbots all want to hang with the real Willow Rosenberg, who’s a computer genius. We’ve got her doing some research work with Rudy. I think she’ll hit it off with Fred. They’re both mega-smart in totally similar ways.”




JJ stopped and asked, “So… how long before you try to talk me into going on a mission for Goldman?”




Aly was kind of shocked. Did people really think she was like that? “No way! You’re too young! You already had a bad life. You should get some ‘nice life’ time. And Oscar says we can’t go on missions until we’re eighteen, and fully trained, and properly qualified. So you got a while to wait. And you have stuff you need to learn, and stuff you need to work on, and you have to get qualified on all of it before you’re allowed out in the field.”




JJ just frowned, like Aly was fibbing. That sort of hurt. “Well, no matter what, I got dibs on ex-doctor Courtney and his boss Asslick.”




“Nedlick,” Aly corrected, even if she knew JJ knew the right name.




“Right. Nads-lick.” JJ smirked.




Aly liked JJ, but what a potty mouth!







It wasn’t until the next day that Aly got to hear about Willow’s ‘incident’. Aly had already dropped by to see JJ again, and had brought her some books and showed her how to use the wall tv to look at the learning channels. Then it was time for the gym. Maybe Kate liked to wear her aerobics outfits, but Aly was sticking with normal clothes she could be wearing when she had to fight.




Aly and Kate and Jaime and Joan were doing sparring sessions toward the end of the day’s martial arts training. And Willow came in with Xander and one of the Willowbots. The Willowbot was casually holding a large-screen flat panel tv, while Willow was toting a thin valise that had a computer cable dangling out one side.




Xander said, “See? I told you! Perfect time to catch all of ’em together.”




The Willowbot said, “I agreed with Xander’s suggestion. This is an effective use of the on-line scheduler.”




Willow pouted, “But this isn’t as nice a place as I wanted for this.”




But Willow and the Willowbot still set up the flat-panel tv as a monitor, and Willow pulled out a laptop and popped a DVD into the drive. Willow explained, “This is what happened after they got me into a secure room and then loitered with intent just outside…”




Footage from a security cam came up, with a little datetime stamp and other codes in the lower right-hand corner. ‘Willow’ was apparently standing there, looking off toward one end of the building opposite the camera, maybe at the flying saucer. Two guys in funny clothes peeked around the other end of the building, gestured at ‘Willow’, and touched gadgets on their wrists. And suddenly they were on either side of Willow, and really close.




Funny Clothes Guy One insisted, “You are Dr. Rosenberg. You will come with us.”




‘Willow’ looked at the two of them and asked them, “Do you know what the difference is between the world’s greatest AI expert and a robot?”




The two guys looked at each other, and the second guy said, “No. Is this like Earthling ‘knock knock’ jokes?”




‘Willow’ smiled at them. It was like the smile you’d see from a tiger that just had a couple hikers walk into her lair because they wanted to take a potty break.




Then the curbstomp ensued. It was brutal, and it happened so fast the two aliens never had the chance to activate their time-stop gadgets and run away. Aly couldn’t help giggling even though it was two guys getting beaten up by ‘Willow’. Okay, most everyone else giggled. Except Joan, who did her martial arts critique face instead. Xander laughed out loud, even if Aly was sure he’d already seen it. Probably, a couple times.







But there was more. Two days later, when Aly walked into the gym for more martial arts practice, Joan was standing there with a really old guy. The guy had thinning, shoulder-length white hair and old worn clothes and no shoes. And he stood casually like he was ready to spar, even though nothing was going on.




Joan smiled, “Aly, you’re here early. Great. I wanted you to meet my sifu, and he just turned up this morning.”




The old guy smiled calmly at Aly. “It… is a pleasure, Miss Mack.”




“Umm, just call me Aly, sir.”




He nodded, “Well Aly, perhaps you could show me some katas and spar a little with Joan?”




Joan mentioned, “He’s cleared by Oscar, so you can show him everything.”




“Everything?”




Joan nodded, “Everything.” And Joan put on her special sparring armor while Aly went through a few forms, so Aly knew Joan wanted Aly to show the old guy everything. So Aly did her best in sparring, even if Joan pulled out all the stops. Aly had to really speed up until she hit the plateau, and then she could block most of the stuff coming at her, even if Joan was really, really fast for a not-bionic woman. And even if Joan was wearing her special armor, Aly was careful not to strike too hard, because this was just sparring against a person. A person she liked. It was not like fighting Gunther until she won or she got murdered.




Afterward, Aly wasn’t sure what to think. The old guy just stood there in thought. He finally said to Joan, “Yes. I see what you mean.” And then he turned to Aly. “Would you be willing to work with me?”




Aly instantly said, “Sure! I mean, yes sir. Joan’s said really great stuff about your skills. And stuff.”




The old guy smiled, “Then you may call me… Master Caine. The monks who taught my grandfather liked to tell students, ‘when you can snatch the pebble from my hand, it will be time for you to leave.’ But I think, given your bionics and your speed, we may have to find another guideline…”






Epilogue VI


STORMBURST! Issue #1


(just minutes ago)



The monster charged at her. Huge. Impossible. Unstoppable.




Stormburst flew backwards, keeping an eye on Terawatt and the monster. She’d seen big things. She’d seen scary things. She’d never before seen something the size of a football stadium that was also running at her and wanting to kill her. But the cat monster was like an extra-long lioness with extra legs in the middle, only enlarged until it would have to curl up some to fit in a soccer stadium.




She briefly wondered if bugs felt like this when a housecat went after them.




She was silvery now, so she could see the giant cat creature in front of her, as well as her team way off behind her. And she could see what Terawatt had probably spotted already. The summoning had gone to heck, a giant cockroach thing was getting its thorax kicked, and… Oh crud, Alexandra was probably possessed by the god they had summoned.




So not only did Stormburst need to drop a thing the size of the Superbowl, she needed to drop it so close to her team that Utu would freak. And she needed to not drop the monster on her team.




Timing. She could do this.




Terawatt gave the hand signal, and Stormburst clamped down. Hard. The cat monster’s carotids were immense. They were big enough to push a compact car through. The blood pressure was enormous. And Stormburst still had enough tk to squeeze both carotids closed. The pressure built up behind the blockage, but Stormburst hung on, while Terawatt darted in to give the monster a massive electrical shock through the eye and up the optic nerve into the brain.




The monster dropped, falling face-first when the back legs kept pushing and the forelegs gave up. The impact shook the ground like a mini-earthquake. From her position, Stormburst could see a seismic wave erupting away in every direction from a really furry epicenter.




She would have to thank Robin for making her learn about earthquakes too.




The monster’s impact sent dust and dirt in every direction, so Stormburst flew down to the team, where several wizards and witches had already cast huge, invisible forcefields to protect the team from the dust cloud.




And Harry Dresden was standing there, acting like his hand was a gun, and he had just magically blasted a giant monster with his finger. What a goofball.




Only… it worked. Stormburst had no idea how high Harry’s charisma stat had to be, but he just bluffed a god while Stormburst was flying in.




And as Terawatt joined her, Utu announced through Alexandra’s straining throat, “I find… for the supplicants.” And portals — purple portals like the one that had grabbed her and Selina — started appearing.




Terawatt flew over and looked directly into the first portal. “It’s some sort of spotlight. With a bat symbol we all saw on someone’s chest.”




Buffy pretended to be puzzled. “Gee, I wonder whose portal that could be?”




Selina rolled her eyes and snarled, “It’s ours, all right? Batman probably had Dr. Fate on the job eight seconds after we vanished.”




Stormburst was ready to grab Selina and fly right through the portal, but Hermione stepped forward and started running some kind of magical diagnostic. Which Stormburst should have asked for anyway. Or Selina. Because Utu had to be mega-grumpy about this whole mess, so the portals could have all gone to really wrong places.




By the time Stormburst and Terawatt had checked the view through each of the portals, Hermione was reassuring everyone that the portals had correct magical signatures, so they were safe to use.




While Harry bluffed the heck out of Utu and really made it mad at him, Terawatt called out, “Okay, last call, everyone! Let’s go before our portals close up! Everyone have the notes from lunch? Stormburst, you have that cutting wheel and wiresaw?”




Stormburst felt like a jerk for forgetting them in all the stuff going on. She apologized, “I can give ’em back.”




But Terawatt just shook her head no. “No. I have more in my belt, and I can get replacements. Also, work on your makeup.” Her lipstick just peeled off of her lower lip and flew into Alee’s hand. “You said you weren’t happy with how long it took to put your makeup on right.”




“Thanks!” Now that was a really great superheroine and a really great person. Stormburst zoomed over and gave Terawatt a huge mid-air hug.




Naturally, Buffy looked up at that and yelled, “Group hug!”




So Stormburst swooped down with Terawatt and hugged everyone who came over. For some reason, Harry Dresden didn’t. Stormburst would have hugged him too for saving Alexandra, along with everything else he’d done for them.




And then Selina moved for their portal, so Stormburst swooped over her, scooping her up and carrying her through while it was still open.




Alee was still anticipating something else bad happening, when they emerged in the Watchtower, almost exactly where they had left from. And right in front of them was a young woman Alee didn’t know, pouring out so much mana Alee could see it, while holding a bat-symbol shape that refused to let any of the magical energies pass through it. Both Zatanna and Dr. Fate were standing behind the woman, beaming magical energy into her like she was a magical lightbulb or something.




As soon as Alee and Selina flew through the portal, Zatanna and Dr. Fate stopped beaming magic into the woman, and the woman stopped blasting magical light into the portal. Dr. Fate waved his hands in an intricate pattern, and the portal vanished.




And Alee saw that it wasn’t just the blonde and Zatanna and Dr. Fate. Batman was there, and Superman, and Hawkgirl, and a big guy Alee thought was probably Orion. Oh, and a guy not in costume at all, who for some weird reason was soaking wet and was dripping water onto the Watchtower floor and looked worried. That guy was dressed like normal, but he totes had the superhero build, and everyone could see since his wet clothes were kind of plastered to him.




Before the unknown woman could do more than sag a little, the soggy guy jumped forward and scooped her up in his arms. Then he shook his wet hair all over her face, which seemed kind of not-nice. Even if the woman laughed about it.




Stormburst pretended she wasn’t noticing, and she flew Catwoman straight over to Batman before setting Catwoman on her feet right in front of The Caped Crusader. Then Stormburst landed right next to Catwoman and said, “Thanks for the signal.”




“The Bat-signal!” the soggy guy insisted loudly.




Stormburst thought that Batman looked just a tiny bit annoyed by the soggy guy, but it was mega-hard to tell with The Batman.




Catwoman smiled seductively at Batman and purred, “We made it back, and it only took…”




“Three hours and forty-seven minutes,” Batman growled. And he wasn’t even looking at a clock. Stormburst wondered if Batman had a Heads-Up Display hidden inside that cowl. Or maybe he was just that detail-oriented.




Catwoman grinned naughtily. “Ohh, were you worried? About little old me? And Stormburst?”




Batman gruffly insisted, “I was… concerned that there might be problems, but I had confidence in both of you. However, I would feel better if you could give all of us as much detail as you can on your trip, and how you returned.”




He led Catwoman out of the room and down the hall toward the briefing room that Stormburst had never been in before. But before Stormburst got to the doorway, Superman held up a hand for her to stop. And he was smiling. And he was looking at the wall that Selina and her boyfriend were probably on the other side of.




Oh. That x-ray vision thing that Robin said wasn’t actually x-rays. Well, sure, because if Superman shot x-rays out of his eyes, he wouldn’t be able to see the pattern of rays that passed through an object. That would only get picked up on the other side of the object. Not to mention that if Superman really shot x-rays out of his eyes, he would be irradiating everything he looked at like that, and that would be mega-bad. Also, Superman would never do something that would endanger anyone he looked at.




The soggy guy said to the blonde superheroine he was still holding, “Hey, looks like Bats has the right idea.” And he kissed the blonde. A lot. And she didn’t complain a bit. Not even about getting all wet from him and his soggy clothes.




Stormburst was pretty sure that was what Batman was doing to Catwoman, and she didn’t need x-ray vision to tell. Just the warm smile on Superman’s face was enough of a hint. She had a feeling he shipped Catwoman x Batman. Stormburst was going to have to ask Robin if the JL had an unofficial, super-private shipping name for it. BatCat? Cabbit?




After all, Robin and Red Arrow had spilled that the secret JL nickname for the Black Canary — Green Arrow thing was ‘Canarrow’. Alee thought that was sweet. She wondered if she made up some of her own shipping nicknames, like ‘Megonner’ or ‘Flashtemis’, if her teammates would get mad at her.




Stormburst wanted to talk with Batman, but she figured it was going to be Justice League ‘important debriefing’ time first. But she wasn’t too worried about that, since she had Catwoman’s cell number so she could arrange a chat with Batman when she needed it, instead of when he wanted it.




Would Robin call it a Batchat? Because Alee was pretty sure Batman would tell Robin if he didn’t like Stormburst going through Catwoman to arrange something like that. And then Robin would tell Stormburst what not to do the next time. But if Robin told her to ditch Catwoman’s phone number, Alee was going to say ‘no thank you’. And she was going to memorize the number, in case Batman or Robin just went ahead and hacked her phone to delete that record, which would be mega-jerky.




Alee tried not to think about that stuff. For a while, anyway. Instead, she asked Superman, “Umm, I can see how someone could project tons of mana to make a spotlight, but how did you make a Bat-signal out of it? Catwoman kinda got teased about that when we saw it.”




Superman smiled and spoke in that super-voice of his that sounded totally super. It was this deep, reverberating, forceful tone that you just knew was super-powerful and super-awesome and super-helpful. “Actually Stormburst, White Knight came up with the idea. I was just the cutting tools.” And he looked over at Soggy Guy.




But Soggy Guy wasn’t in a uniform or anything, but was apparently someone Alee hadn’t heard of. The White Knight. Alee sort of hoped the woman wasn’t named The White Queen to go with the White Knight, because that was a Marvel supervillain. Or the White Pawn, because that sounded sort of downtrodden and minion-like.




The White Knight grinned, “I’d seen Batman pull off a cool anti-magic trick using Nth metal, so I just asked Hawkgirl for the thinnest sheet of Nth metal she had that I could wreck, and then I asked Superman if he’d cut it into a Bat-symbol so you’d know it was your portal we were beaming energy into. The Nth metal blocked the mana and left a nice ‘black’ outline for you to see.”




Superman nodded, “A great idea. Too bad we’re running out of Nth metal for these sorts of techniques, and the Thanagarians don’t want to let us have any more.”




The White Knight kidded, “And it’s not like Hawkgirl’s gonna let us cut up her warhammer.”




Superman just said, “That would be rather unlikely, since she needs it as is.” But there was a little something in Superman’s voice that Alee thought meant he knew the White Knight was kidding around, and he liked the guy.




The pretty blonde the White Knight was still carrying said, “Behave yourself. If that’s even possible.” But the blonde couldn’t keep from smiling at him.




The White Knight just grinned. Then he looked at Alee. “Stormburst, right? I’ve heard impressive stuff about you, even if I’ve since been informed that I shouldn’t listen to JL gossip and rumors and stuff. I’m Xander, and this is some stranger I rescued and I just haven’t put her down yet. Mainly because she’s really hot.”




The blonde rolled her eyes and smiled, “Hi. I’m not a stranger, I”m Amy. And no one is stranger than Xander.”




“Abso-tively!” Xander insisted with a big smile. “And totally not The Creeper, no matter what he says!”




Alee sort of wondered if there was some kind of weird contest going on between The Creeper and the White Knight. Then she wondered if Batman was behind it, because Batman seemed to be doing lots of stuff behind the scenes. And planning.




Okay, she’d found out she needed to do more planning too. And more other stuff. But Alee just smiled back and said, “I’m Stormburst.”




Xander smirked, “Oh, we already know that. I’m the White Knight when I’m wearing a goofy supersuit. Amy is The Superpowered Witch With No Name.” Then, just to be a pain, he started humming a really old song Alee had heard her folks playing on the stereo.




Alee remembered the name of the song, right about when Amy glared at Xander and elbowed him. Right. He was humming A Horse with No Name. He really was being naughty. Even if he didn’t drop Amy or set her down or anything after getting elbowed. Assuming you could hurt him with an elbow, because Alee had no idea how strong Xander really was. The White Knight could be anywhere between Robin-strong and Superboy-strong, and there was a mega-huge gap in between there.




Okay, he still hadn’t looked like he was even thinking about putting Amy down, so that told her he was stronger than Robin. Robin was really strong for a thirteen year old, but that was not the same as ‘really strong for the JL’. That was diff. Mega-diff.




And when she was in her Stormburst costume, she needed to stop saying stuff like ‘mega-this’ and ‘okay… that’. She’d have to work on that one.




Alee stepped into the hallway, and decided she’d been totally right. Batman was standing there like nothing was happening, but Catwoman was leaning against the wall and panting like she wanted to go do something that wasn’t going into a meeting and talking for an hour.




Alee decided to go for the distraction. She asked, “You got that list of goodguys and badguys?”




Catwoman purred, “Yeah, I got it hidden away.” She slid her fingers into a pocket that didn’t even look like there could be a pocket there, and she pulled out a copy of Hermione’s parchment. She unfolded it and handed it to Batman. “Souvenirs.”




Batman scanned the whole thing in seconds, folded it up again, and flipped it through the air toward Superman. Naturally, Superman had no trouble snatching it out of the air and reading it at superspeed.




Superman said, “This looks useful.”




Batman growled, “Many of the names we already know.”




Catwoman gave him a smirk. “That would be because ‘many of the names’ came from me.”




Alee added in her best Stormburst tones, “And some of the names are the same, or pretty much the same, in other worlds. Which is… eerie.” She’d almost said ‘mega-freaky’. She totes needed to work on that.




She was about to say something less dopey, when the lights flashed, and the warning alarm blared in the dah-dih-dah-dah sound of the International Morse Code letter ‘Y’.




Which meant it was her team in trouble. Crud! The ‘Y’ was for Young Justice, even if hardly anyone on the Watchtower was supposed to know that.




She darted at her top speed for the transporter. She cut to the ceiling, veered to one side, and used her tk to make a sharp right turn into the next hall without slowing down. It was just good manners. Or something. But with the way things went on the Watchtower, there were rules for walking and flying down the halls so you didn’t crash into Superman or run over The Question or worse. Like fliers went up to the ceiling to avoid smashing into non-fliers, and you stayed to the right until you needed to pass another flier.




Still, she wasn’t anywhere near the fastest thing on the Watchtower. Before she got to the next turn, Superman had already zipped past her on her left. And then The Flash darted underneath her. She tried not to think about that, but she was worried she would get left behind.




Alee zoomed into the transporter room, where Superman and The Flash were already in position on the big circular teleporting pad, and Power Girl was already at the controls. Alee darted onto the pad just as Power Girl slapped a button then darted at superspeed onto the pad too.




The transporter activated. For Alee and three of the biggest heroes in the universe. She felt totally outclassed.




And suddenly she was in the matching room in Young Justice headquarters, only it was a wreck. Most of the ceiling had fallen, so the big pad was two-thirds boulders, and the transmission systems were mostly buried under rubble. There was maybe a thirty degree sector that was usable. And she was standing in it.




She had beamed down and left the big heroes behind. At least she hoped they got left behind and not beamed into boulders and disintegrated. Not that she thought you could disintegrate Superman. Or Power Girl.




Another massive boulder fell from the ceiling, right at her head. She went silvery and smacked the boulder with her tk in a sort of guide parry. The boulder went flying off to the side and crashed into one of the walls, taking out another chunk of the technology needed to make the thing work. Oops.




Stormburst didn’t stick around and wait for another ceiling collapse. She darted out at her top speed, cutting through the halls using her tk so she didn’t have to slow down for corners.




She wasn’t too worried. If the team had called an alarm for an earthquake or a cave-in, Conner and Kaldur could catch anything dangerous and protect the squishier teammates. And Superman could fly down from the Watchtower… probably. She’d never asked if he needed special gear if he was in space.




Maybe a quarter of the rooms looked like they’d taken damage, and all of them looked like an earthquake had hit. Maybe a meteor.




Oh crud. She thought about a map of Mount Justice, and the damaged areas were all on the west side of the headquarters, facing the ocean. Was a tidal wave possible here? Well, a tsunami. The HQ was pretty high up from sea level. A tsunami would have to be hundreds of feet high. That would wreck pretty much every city around the Pacific Rim.




The doorway she was going to use was blocked. And collapsed. She could see a tiny crack of sunlight at the upper right corner, and she was already silvery, so she went for it. She squeezed through and stayed silvery, but she squished herself back into Alee-shape instead of blob-shape. Okay, it was silvery Stormburst shape, but she knew what she meant.




And the place was a wreck. No wonder a lot of the western rooms had gotten hammered. The open area had gone through an avalanche and then a pounding. Where there was supposed to be a nice patio, there was now a huge pile of very wet rock that had maybe been torn out of the sea floor nearby.




Stormburst moved further out and saw more around the curve of the wrecked hillside. There was no one in sight.




No one except a blonde woman floating twenty feet in the air. A blonde woman in a white labcoat.




Stormburst was sure she hadn’t made any noise, but the woman spun around in mid-air and grinned, “Ahh, more grist for the mill, so to speak.”




Alee tried not to gulp as she recognized the woman. It was obviously this world’s Samantha Carter.




It was Gravitas. And it looked like Gravitas had wiped out the entirety of Young Justice before anyone could get here to help. 




And Stormburst had no backup.




Boulders the size of a semi trailer leapt from the ground on either side of her and aimed to crash into each other with her right in the middle.





STORMBURST! Issue #2



Stormburst kept looking at Gravitas, but being in her silvery morph meant she had full 360 degree vision. She spotted the huge boulders about the time they ripped free from the ground, so she was totally not surprised when they headed right at her.




The boulders plus all of the force Gravitas was using had to be way more than Stormburst could beat, but she didn’t have to beat all that force. All she had to do was use a trick Terawatt had showed her.




Stormburst used her tk to push against the boulders, only she used her tk the other way around. Instead of trying to push the boulders off to one side, she pushed on the boulders and used that to push herself out of the way. The boulders smashed together hard enough to crush anything in between. Well, anything not Kryptonian or New Genesis or Czarnian or… Okay, it was still enough to squish most superheroes into tomato paste.




But Stormburst was behind the boulders instead of in between them. So all she had to do was put up a tk wall to block all the rock fragments that exploded out toward her from the impact. As the boulders collided and then dropped, Stormburst dropped down with them and then peeked over the top of the boulders to hurl a lightning burst at Gravitas.




The lightning hit an invisible barrier maybe half a foot in front of Gravitas. What? Because Stormburst could see right through the invisible barrier, so why didn’t energy go right through it?




Oh. Crud. Terawatt had talked to her about their lightning being a particle beam instead of real lightning, even if lightning was charged particles too. And Gravitas understood more than just gravity. Like all of unified field theory, maybe. That was not of the good, as Buffy would say.




The lightning hit Gravitas’ barrier and did a completely freaky thing. It just sank into the barrier and sort of vanished, even as little waves went through the barrier like the lightning bolt was just a pebble dropped in a pond. Maybe that was all it was to that barrier. Maybe the particles of her ‘lightning’ were just getting gravitically squished.




At the same time, Stormburst was reaching in with her tk, and… Nothing. Nope, she couldn’t get through the barrier to get at Gravitas. It was like trying to reach through a concrete wall with her bare hands. However that gravity barrier was designed, it was going to need a lot of softening up first. And Stormburst was pretty sure it was designed in really smart ways, because Sam was a really smart scientist.




Crud. Well, at least someone had conveniently dumped a bunch of fresh-made boulders all over the place.




Stormburst made a fast pass around Gravitas, trying to move so quickly that Gravitas didn’t have a chance to lock onto her. After all, controlling gravity didn’t help you at all when it came to reaction time.




And she stayed silvery. That let her watch Gravitas try to turn fast enough to track a mega-fast Stormburst. And that gave Stormburst enough time pull up every not-too-massive boulder she flew over and aim all of them into that gravitic barrier. With her tk powering her flight, she could turn in a really small circle at a really high speed, so about thirty boulders hit Gravitas’ barrier from every direction in under a second or so.




The barrier flexed with every impact. Every boulder disintegrated into powder and got sucked into the barrier, turning a chunk of the barrier from clear to a dark, rocky grayish color. Stormburst figured that wouldn’t last, but it meant Gravitas couldn’t see what was up for a few seconds.




Because Stormburst had a guess about that big pile of rocks off to the side, and if she was right, help was only tons of rocks away. She darted over and tried to toss the top boulders off to the side so they could fall down the mountain into the ocean.




And crud. Gravitas was holding the pile down with enough gees to squish a Jovian. Which meant Alee’s idea was almost totally bound to be right. There were YJ teammates under there, and they were alive, and Gravitas knew they were still alive, and had to be holding them in there like a gravity-jail.




Which was weird, because Gravitas kept talking like she wanted to kill everybody and destroy everything and stuff, but so far, she hadn’t done more than make a jerkhead pee himself and wreck a couple buildings. Which wasn’t really very supervillain-y. So maybe…




And then her thought got cut off in the middle, because she hadn’t thought stuff through. Gravitas controlled gravity. She had spotted Stormburst without looking at her. She could tell there was someone under all these rocks pushing back and trying to get loose.




Gravitas didn’t need to see in order to know what was going on, because she could sense tiny changes in gravity. Like the change caused by something the mass of a human body.




Stormburst felt it as a gravitic hand the size of Giganta’s scooped her up and sent her flying straight up.




It was a massively strong ‘hand’ and a totally scary g-force on her. Like enough gees to push her blood from her head into her legs and knock her out, except she was silvery so she felt the force but didn’t get crushed and didn’t pass out. She zoomed upward, going faster and faster. Physics lessons from Steel popped into her head. At 20 g, she’d hit escape velocity in about a minute. And this felt like maybe a lot more than 20 g. If Gravitas didn’t let go for a few minutes, Alee might be in big, big, mega-big trouble.




Stormburst used all of her tk strength to try and force her way back down. She strained hard, but she couldn’t overcome the power of that gravitic grip. She wasn’t slowing down. She didn’t even think she was maybe accelerating less.




She tried thinking of Gravitas’ attack as a giant hand holding her, and she tried prying the ‘fingers’ loose to let her free. Only, when she used her tk to feel what the grip on her was really like, it really was like a giant energy hand. So Gravitas was doing visualization, or something like that. And if she really was thinking of this grip as a giant hand, then maybe Stormburst should think of it like a giant hand that she could attack.




First, lightning. Stormburst twisted her arms against the immense power of the ‘hand’, using her tk to push outward enough to give her some room to work. Once she managed to slide her arms free of the grip, she reached out as far as she could and pressed down on parts of what felt like a giant thumb and forefinger. Then she let loose.




Arcs of violent lightning seared through the rapidly-thinning air. Vicious actinic light flashed all around her. If she hadn’t had her powers, she would have been blinded. But she had what The Flash liked to call ‘just the right secondary powers’, like his ability to tap into the Speed Force so he didn’t kill himself or destroy everything around him when he used his powers.




The giant gravitic hand flinched, and quivered… and then it tightened its grip. If she hadn’t been in her morph, she would have been crushed.




Next, her morph. She tried flowing out of the hand, but gravity was not her friend when Gravitas was in control. She couldn’t overcome the force and get out of the hand.




Fine. Telekinesis. Well, telekinesis and training and great advice. Because Terawatt had showed her some stuff. She reached out with everything she wasn’t using to keep herself from being squished, and she grabbed what felt like the little finger. Okay, it was a little finger the size of half a truck tire. But Stormburst had enough tk to manhandle — or maybe girlhandle — something like that. And she’d gotten martial arts lessons from Robin and Black Canary and some guest ‘lecturers’ so she knew how to grab a little finger and twist to make someone stronger than her let go, and how to keep twisting until she had the someone face-down and in an armbar.




Stormburst grabbed the finger and heaved. She felt it move, but not enough. So she quit protecting herself, and gave it everything she had. She felt the thumb and forefinger squishing into her body, but she was fluid enough to ignore that. She got the little finger and twisted. She strained as hard as she could, and… it moved!




She twisted it out and down, and suddenly the hand reacted like she’d broken that finger or something. Then the hand just vanished from her tk feel. But she was still being shoved upward.




She was still flying toward deep space, and as far as she could tell, she was still picking up speed. Not only was she not slowing down, but she was pretty sure she was still accelerating just as hard as before. She tried flying down against the gravitic push. That still wasn’t working. Crud!




What Would Terawatt Do?




Well, for one thing, Terawatt would be using her brain way more. And you didn’t fight a riptide by swimming against it. You swam sideways to it and got out of it, then you swam back to shore!




She started ‘swimming’ perpendicular to the gigantic gravitic push…







Robin looked up when the rock overhead suddenly groaned. “Any problems?” He had Superboy doing the heavy pushing, with Aqualad and Miss Martian providing extra lift and some telekinetic protection from dust and gravel and debris that might slip through Conner’s tactile telekinesis. Unfortunately, Kid Flash was still out cold. Artemis was keeping an eye on the speedster, and was worrying about him way too much for just a teammate.




Superboy glowered, “No. I’ve still got it.”




Aqualad actually provided the intel. “It yielded slightly. Like Gravitas lessened the force somewhat.”




Miss Martian broke into a huge smile. “It’s Alee!” She caught Robin’s look and tried to look more serious. “It’s Stormburst. I felt her up there. She was really worried about us, then she was straining against Gravitas, and then she vanished from my range at the same time Gravitas needed to use that much of her power.”




Artemis checked, “Gravitas didn’t kill her, did she?”




Robin tried not to smile at that, because Artemis always insisted she wasn’t close to anyone on the team. Even if she was stressing over Wally, and worried about Alee.




Superboy grumbled, “So Gravitas launched her away?”




Miss Martian nodded. “That’s what it felt like. But Stormburst’s really fast, and really tough, and she doesn’t need to breathe if she’s morphed out first.”




Robin didn’t nod, but he agreed with MM’s assessment. Superboy had phenomenal telekinesis-based super-strength. Aqualad had super-strength and the ability to breathe while underwater. But only Stormburst was safe for extended periods in outer space or deep underwater. If only Stormburst wanted to be a full-time superheroine instead of just ‘I wanna get my powers under control and then go home and just be an ordinary teen again’.




On the other hand, Alee was the only one of them who had ever had the chance to just be an ordinary teen. She was the only one of them who hadn’t had a life that forced them into this. Alee was still Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, while most of the rest of them were far too much like Batman or Green Arrow. Or worse, because he knew Conner’s secret and Megan’s secret and Artemis’ secret, and he was fairly confident about Kaldur’s secret.




He just said, “If Gravy-toss is busy focusing on Stormburst, maybe we’ve got an opportunity.”




“That is what I was thinking,” said Aqualad.




“Then quit talking and start heaving,” Superboy snapped.




“I’m on it!” Miss Martian piped up, as she used her telekinesis.




Robin swiftly moved to where he could protect Kid Flash or Artemis if there was a small rockfall. And he let his teammates do what he couldn’t.




Superboy strained hard. With a massive heave — and lots of support from Aqualad and Miss Martian — he threw the entire rockpile off to the side, where it tumbled and avalanched down the mountainside toward the ocean.




“Move it!” Aqualad ordered. Robin glanced at Superboy and pointed where he wanted Conner to head. He was sure Miss Martian already knew what his plans were, because he wasn’t trying to protect his thoughts.




They leapt out of the hole and spread out quickly, moving away from where Artemis was protecting Kid Flash. Who right now was more like Kid Flashed.




Robin hurled an explosive batarang as well as a smokebomb, even though he was sure Gravitas could still detect everyone’s position through changes in local gravity. Superboy moved to a point opposite Robin and hammered Gravitas with a boulder that exploded on Gravitas’ field. Miss Martian tried attacking Gravitas mentally while pretending to be focusing on physical attacks. And Aqualad pulled up a cylinder of water from far below to hit Gravitas with a liquid piledriver.




But Gravitas seemed to ignore them. In fact, she… looked up. And that was exactly where Robin didn’t want her looking.




A meteor was heading toward them. Something round and about ten feet across, and heading down so fast it was just a fireball. Except there was no trail of burning debris behind it. It wasn’t a meteor.




Gravitas started to form a massive shield over herself, so Robin yelled, “Hit her hard!”




Robin threw most everything he still had at Gravitas, not expecting to do more than distract her. But a distraction was what he wanted, because he could see where the ‘meteor’ was headed. Superboy moved in closer and began slugging it out with that gravitic field, while Aqualad alternated between water attacks, physical attacks, and electrical assaults on his side of that forcefield. And Miss Martian was telekinetically launching small boulders at Gravitas too.




Robin was confident, based on the size of those boulders and the frequency of their launch, that Miss Martian was putting a lot more effort into a psychic attack, which was possibly their best strategy given what they’d managed physically so far against Gravitas’ powers.




And Gravitas still managed a heavy overhead shield. Robin threw his last acid batarang so it curved and hit on the top of that shield, splattering acid which was quickly absorbed or disintegrated in the shield. But he’d known that would happen. He wanted to get an idea of the shape of the thing.




And it was a slightly-curved overhead wall that tilted sharply toward the ocean, which would aim a threat right at Aqualad.




“Aqualad! Move it! Fast!” he yelled, and Aqualad dove off to the side toward MM.




The fiery meteor hit the shield with an impact that sent shockwaves through the air. It punched through the overhead shield, knocking Gravitas and her personal shield hard to the side, where Superboy punched it hard enough to stop it in its tracks.




The meteor hit the ground by Gravitas with a thunderous impact, sending rock and dirt flying. And then the fire dissipated, leaving a crater twenty feet across. And at its center was a silvery form crouching on the damaged rock. Stormburst had even done the ‘intimidating three-point superhero landing’ routine so she was glaring at Gravitas from her position with one hand and two feet on the ground.




Stormburst rose up to her full height and levitated high enough to be well out of the crater. She looked untouched, other than the thing where she was in her silvery morph. Only it was a perfect, silvery version of the way Stormburst looked normally.




Robin really wanted to know what was up with that. Stormburst had been gone less than four hours, and somehow she’d learned how to do something she hadn’t managed in a couple months. Plus the ‘meteor impact’ trick. And whatever else she’d done that Gravitas had needed to divert so much power.




Maybe this wasn’t really Stormburst. Or maybe it was a future Stormburst with better control and stronger powers. Or it could be a clone, or an alternate-universe version, or one of a dozen different options he had studied, most of which were bad news waiting to happen. Of course, it was also possible this was the real Stormburst, only she had been gone for years according to her personal timestream.




Gravitas was still down, though. She was surrounded by a gravitic forcefield that looked fuzzy and unstructured. She was bleeding from her scalp and her nose and her mouth. She was pushing herself to her knees, but she was pushing off against the inside of her forcefield, not the rocky ground.




Robin hastily glanced over at Miss Martian, who was concentrating, trying to get an impression on the condition Gravitas was in, and if this was a trap.




Stormburst glanced over at MM too. That was a teamwork exercise he had been working on with Alee, and it looked like Stormburst had just taken a quantum jump in teamwork skills and teamwork trust. Robin refused to think about how nice it would be if Superboy and Aqualad could take the same jump.




And Stormburst flew over to Gravitas and gently put her hands on the forcefield. Her hands began to slide through the field.




Right. The field handled massive deltas in gravitic force. Really minor changes had to go through, so Gravitas could get oxygen, and photons could pass through. And Stormburst had figured all that out, in enough detail to use it as a combat maneuver.




Gravitas managed to sit up, but she looked dazed and confused. If he had to guess, he’d say a Stage II concussion. And maybe some mental confusion from Miss Martian.




Stormburst kept sliding through the field, oh so slowly. But Gravitas wasn’t defending against her, and it was probably already too late to put up an adequate defense given Stormburst’s hands were through the field. That had to mean electrokinesis and telekinesis were both available, and could attack Gravitas without warning.




Robin wasn’t forgetting his situational awareness, so he spotted what else was going on. He relaxed slightly and decided to let Stormburst make her play.







Stormburst slid a little more of herself through the field. It was taking a while, but Gravitas was too injured to do anything about it. Yet. And Alee was worrying that maybe Gravitas was pretty badly hurt. That meteor attack was just supposed to disrupt the grav-field, not kill her.




And it looked like Megan was trying to do something psychic, like maybe read what Gravitas was really up to, or make Gravitas a little more confused, which would probably wreck her forcefield, given how fuzzy and coming-apart it already looked.




Stormburst watched as Gravitas managed to sit up and then touch her own face. Yeah, there was a lot of blood there. Alee was as careful as she could be, but she pressed down a little with her tk on that scalp wound to make it stop bleeding so much. And she tried to feel where the blood was coming from that was going out Gravitas’ nose and mouth, but she didn’t have the pinpoint touch that Alex had.




Alee slid further forward until she was completely inside the forcefield, and still Gravitas hadn’t done anything to stop her. Also, The Team was there, ready to step in if this went wrong.




Alee went normal, and she put her hands on Gravitas’ head and neck to try and see if there was any damage she needed to deal with, like a fractured skull or a broken neck.




Gravitas looked at her and whispered, “You won. Do it.”




Alee instantly knew what Gravitas — Samantha Carter — wanted. Sam had warned her about this. “No. No way.”




“You have to kill me. I’m a monster. I ruin everything I touch. No jail can possibly hold me. If you don’t kill me now, I’ll break out and do even worse.”




Alee wrapped Gravitas in her arms and murmured, “Samantha, it’s okay. You’re not a monster. I believe in you. I know you can be an awesome heroine. An amazing superhero. A genius inventor. You can be anything you want. You don’t have to do this.”




“But… but… no one believes in me!”




Alee hugged this Samantha. “I do. I believe in you a lot. I’ve been to other universes. Universes so far away the physical constants are different. And you’re always a person of amazing gifts.”




“But if the physical constants are different, then would there be enough gravity to form planets? Or the right physical constants for life to evolve?”




Alee smiled, “I knew you’d understand. There are lots of universes out there where there’s nothing, or nothing like us. But somehow, in the universes where life can form, it forms like us. And sometimes it forms exactly like us. There’s a universe out there where stargates let people form wormholes between gates and walk from planet to planet. The Sam Carter of that universe has no powers, but she’s the smartest being in the galaxy, and she fights evil aliens pretty much a couple times a month. There’s a universe out there where magic is real: people can tap into energy and cast spells using wands. The Samanza Carter of that universe is a genius who’s an expert in high-mana physics. There’s a universe out there where they don’t have powers like us, but they can give some people bionic replacements. The Sam Carter of that universe is a world-renowned Air Force officer and astrophysicist on the ISS. There’s a universe out there where biochemistry can give people powers, and their Sam Carter was an unpowered astronaut who went on the first space shuttle to a comet. She fought the alien lifeform that came back on it. She got infected, but as the only survivor she still piloted her shuttle by herself to a module on the ISS. And when Envisat was going to crash into the ISS and destroy it and spread the alien lifeform all over Earth, she built a satellite killer out of spare parts and saved the world… and killed off the alien RNA inside her, which gave her superpowers too. Sam Carters are always amazing.”




“I… I’m not. My mom died because of me. My own family doesn’t want to be near me. No one in school wanted to be my friend. Other physicists hate me.”




Alee tried not to cry for Sam. “Your mom was not your fault. And your father shouldn’t have said it was. He was upset and angry, and he had no one to be angry at except maybe himself, and he took it out on a child. And I think he’s been punishing himself ever since, but you thought he was punishing you. He just didn’t know how to make it right. He kept trying to make sure you were as close to him as he could manage when he couldn’t care for you by himself, and it kept ruining things for both of you. And no one in school had a chance to be your friend. You were too young, and you didn’t know how to make new friends, and your gigantic brain kept intimidating everyone, even the smart people, and then you’d be gone at the end of the school year or the next year. And other physicists don’t hate you. Most of them think you’re another Einstein or Hawking. A couple of them are scared silly that you’ll make them look like big stupid dummy losers. Which they are, for doing what they did in that meeting. A lot of other physicists complained a lot about that.”




“I… I didn’t know that. I thought everyone…”




Alee kept going. “Most everybody in physics is on your side. Even after what you did to those creeps. You know what Stephen Hawking said about you?”




“Hawking? He talks about me? Really?”




Alee nodded. “He said you should’ve been awarded a Nobel Prize for any two of your research papers since your dissertation. Especially the astrophysics ones.”




Sam looked at her with a stunned expression of once-lost hope.





STORMBURST! Issue #3



Stormburst hugged Samantha harder, “And you were right. You were right on everything. And you proved it. Not in a journal, but in real life.”




Sam looked down at the ground. “And I wanted to use it to hurt everybody who hurt me. Luthor, Milnoski, Gregorovic…”




“…And especially, Samantha Carter,” Alee told her. “When regular people do this, it’s called ‘suicide by cop’. When people like us do it, it’s called ‘supervillain’. But you don’t have to keep doing it.”




“It’s too late. I… I…”




Alee insisted, “You ruined a couple buildings. That’s it. Big deal. Superboy’s done that.”




“Hey!” a certain part-Kryptonian complained from off to the side.




Alee kept going. “You could make restitution with the university, and help ’em rebuild that wing.”




Robin stepped forward. “You could wait for Milnoski or Gregorovic to sue you for damage to their property, and then crucify them in court. Show the jury what they did to you in that seminar. Tell the jury how their universities let them get away with it. Let ’em testify, and then let your lawyer rip them apart, because they attacked you when they were afraid you were right. They’d probably collect triple damages, and in cases like this juries have been known to award a dollar. Or a nickel.”




“I don’t deserve—”




But Alee cut her off. “You do. You’re an amazing person, and life has been horrible to you, and you need help. I want to help you. I’ve met another Samantha Carter, and she has no powers, but she’s so awesome you wouldn’t believe it! And she helped me. Her friends helped me. So I want to help you be the Sam Carter you can be.”




“B-but what about all the crimes I committed?”




Alee insisted, “The Justice League is filled with awesome people, and I’m sure they can help you with the legal issues. And if they can’t, I will. I can drop what I’m doing and help you, and I know people who can help you in other ways. Like your spinal injury. We can get you back on your feet and walking again, and we can help you turn your life around. It’s not too late, especially when you’re not a bad person, and you’re not a crazy person. You’re just a person in a lot of pain.”




Samantha pressed her face against Alee’s chest and wept.




Stormburst hugged her and looked up. Superman was hovering about eighty feet away and forty feet up. Power Girl was on Alee’s other side and a little farther out. Both of them gave her a ‘good work’ nod. Superman even gave her a thumbs up! Superman! She never thought she’d be the kind of person who got a thumbs-up from Superman.







Naturally, it wasn’t that simple. No way.




There was legal stuff. There was Justice League stuff. There was clean-up stuff. There was medical stuff, because Samantha couldn’t walk, on top of having a concussion and stuff, and Wally had been knocked out and needed to get looked at, and it turned out Artemis had a couple cracked ribs but hadn’t wanted to tell anyone when she was busy worrying about Wally, even if Megan knew Artemis was hurt.




And Alee wanted to apologize to Conner about the ‘Superboy wrecked a couple buildings’ thing.




So Stormburst and Miss Martian and Superboy and Aqualad spent maybe ten minutes cleaning up outside debris, and moving inside debris outside, and shoring up damaged areas inside Mount Justice that were going to need more repair later. But super-fast workers who could telekinetically move tons and tons of stuff? Really fast repair work. And Alee and Megan’s room was hardly damaged at all.




So they were still done before the JL medics were finished working on Samantha and Wally and Artemis. Then Superman had a temporary teleport pad set up, and they started beaming up injured people and people who needed to go up to the Watchtower, which meant her. Robin stayed behind to direct interior repairs, while Conner and Kaldur started rebuilding the patio and the path down to the beach and the mountaintop.




Beaming up with Power Girl and then walking with her to the meeting was, well, mega-weird. Alee was okay being Stormburst, but there was no way she was the same size as Power Girl. Except they were both about 5’7” when Alee had just sort of assumed Power Girl had to be at least 5’11 or 6’0”. But no, Power Girl was about 5’7” with two inch heels on her boots, so they were like eye to eye. Except that Power Girl was way bigger in the bust than Alee ever wanted to get, even if Alee already had breasts that Megan and Artemis were envious of, and Alee was still growing… in that direction. She totally hoped she didn’t end up with Power Girl breasts. Not that she was going to say so to Power Girl. That would be mega-rude.




Power Girl gave Alee a big smile. “That was well done, Stormburst.”




“Umm, thank you, ma’am,” Alee managed. Because it was Power Girl!




But Power Girl just grinned, “You can call me Kara.”




Alee just sort of goggled at that. She couldn’t be on a first name basis with Power Girl! She was just… well… not like that. “I don’t even know if I can tell you my real first name. I think I need to ask Batman.”




Alee was pretty sure Power Girl was trying not to laugh at that idea. Because asking Mister Paranoid about exposing secret identity stuff? Really, that was goofy. Batman would say no. Robin would say no. Kid Flash would say, “You went and asked Batman? Really? Batman?! You’re not just making that up, are you? Because that’s crazy.” And he’d say it really fast too.




Power Girl patted Alee on the shoulder. “It’s okay, ‘Stormy’. If I had family to protect, I’d be a lot more careful. But my family is just as hard to hurt as I am.”




Right. People already knew Power Girl was sort of related to Superman and Supergirl, and sort of not, because of alternate universe weirdness. Still, it wasn’t like people were going to try to kidnap The Man Of Steel to get at Power Girl. That was dumber than when The Creeper tried to give Megan a ‘martian’ chocolate teapot for her birthday on a day that wasn’t even close to her birthday, which wasn’t even a day that translated into an Earth calendar day because Megan was born on Mars, which had an orbital period of just a hair under 687 Earth days, if Alee remembered the astronomy lectures from one of the Green Lanterns. So every seventeen Earth years was only around nine Mars years, and Megan’s real birthday moved around all over the place. Robin had a computer program to track it so everyone could throw Megan a birthday party every twenty-two months or so.




Also, since it was The Creeper, the teapot was the size of a beach ball and made out of Mars Bars glued together with who-knew-what. Robin’s guess was marzipan, because that sounded like a ‘mars’ thing the Creeper might latch onto. Alee and Megan didn’t even want to touch it, because what if it was glued together with Creeper-spit?




Alee dropped that thought fast. She managed to say, “Thanks. I’m kinda new at this stuff. I didn’t even think I could do it for reals. Until today.”




Power Girl nodded a little. “We all have that first day. We don’t start out in a perfect uniform and saving the day everywhere we go, then fighting Doomsday to a standstill.” She paused a minute and grinned, “Except for you. From what I overheard Catwoman telling Batman, you and Catwoman fought your way through another universe. And then you came back here and stopped Gravitas after she took all the rest of The Team and smacked them around.”




Alee tried mega-hard not to blush like a schoolgirl. Even if, really, she was still a schoolgirl. “We had lots and lots of help when we were in that other universe. Including another Samantha Carter, who’s awesome and heroic and brilliant. And a bunch of other me-types.”




“You still did a great job, and you need to tell yourself that a lot,” Power Girl told her. “So… any important questions before we go in and you debrief?”




Alee thought it over and gave in. “Umm, yeah. I know this is mega-rude, but how come you have that huge hole there so everyone can see your breasts?”




Power Girl paused for a fraction of a second. “Oh. Right. I tend to forget that you humans only see in a tiny section of what’s available. Stormburst, my entire uniform is see-through to me. Just as yours is. And everyone else’s except Batman and Nightwing, who have special armor over their upper face and skull so they can also block my vision. I picked this because it’s a ceremonial military uniform from my homeworld. And it’s transparent in almost all frequencies of E-M radiation, because I need the extra solar radiation.” She strolled on into the meeting room.




Alee stood there in the hallway, frozen in shock. And embarrassment. And maybe some horror. And complete humiliation. Because Superman had seen her naked. And Power Girl had seen her naked. And Supergirl had too. And maybe Conner! This was the worst thing ever!







Catwoman and Batman walked up behind her. She tried not to twitch much when that gravel voice snapped, “Problem, Stormburst?”




Alee winced, “Can I get my next uniform lead-lined? Especially…” Her hands sort of waved over her breasts and groin.




Catwoman made a tiny cat-like giggle. “The Kryptonians?”




Alee nodded miserably.




Batman didn’t smile or giggle or anything like that. He treated it like a serious question. “It’s more important that your headpiece have armor that will block large bands of E-M radiation, so they can’t look at your face.”




She tried not to whine. “They’ve already seen my face. And they have photographic memories. So it’s way too late on that.”




Batman nodded slightly. “Right. But it’s not too late to prepare for Kryptonians who are less… civic-mnded. And Bizarro Superman. And the Martian Manhunter has similar vision capabilities, so other martians. And there was a supervillain in Gotham City who went by Hitman. I believe he had some form of x-ray vision and low-grade telepathy. Be prepared for your next supervillain. Also, we need a better term than ‘x-ray vision’.”




Alee tried not to think about walking around basically naked in front of Superman and maybe Superboy for as long as she’d known them. Even if everyone else did it too. She concentrated, “Right. If they shot x-rays out of their eyes, they’d irradiate everyone and everything they looked at. And the x-rays would go through stuff, and they would be on the wrong side of the person to see the results. Robin told me about this stuff.”




“Exactly,” Batman said, in a tone like he wasn’t unhappy with her.




Alee asked, “So Kryptonians see the natural x-rays or gamma rays that are passing through things and ending up at their retinas?”




Batman answered, “Possibly. It could be other energetic sources, although I have ruled out neutrinos.”




Alee scowled, “That doesn’t make me feel any better. Except knowing I’m not getting dangerous doses of radiation every time I meet a Kryptonian.”




Batman said, “I believe they could do that as well, if they chose to.”




“Remind me not to go fight really evil Kryptonians,” Alee grumbled.




“Or only do it on planets with a red sun,” Batman mentioned. “Or while wielding kryptonite. Or using kryptonite lasers. Or after sufficiently powerful mages have had a chance to attack. Or—”




Catwoman put a hand on Batman’s arm, and he stopped. And he glowered at going overboard, while Catwoman tried not to smile too much at his discomfort.




But Batman was totally right. Because Kryptonians were solar batteries, but not for red suns. Alee wondered why Kryptonians like Power Girl didn’t fly to Mercury and sunbathe naked to build up their powers. Okay, she had no idea if they could do that. And if they could, how would she know whether or not they did?




She also wasn’t going to tell guys like Wally that Power Girl’s uniform was transparent in a lot of energy bands. Wally would blab. Guys like Mr. Gardner? Or the Creeper? She didn’t want to think what they might do.




So she walked into the meeting with Batman and Catwoman and tried to act like she wasn’t freaked and embarrassed standing there when some of the people in the room could see right through her clothes.




And then the meeting was mega-embarrassing, but for totally different reasons. First they talked about Gravitas, and Stormburst had to tell about stopping Gravitas and stuff. Then she got a break while Zatanna gave a report on Samantha’s spinal injury and mental health — or lack thereof. Then she and Catwoman had to tell all about their trip to Harry Dresden’s universe, and getting a list of people to investigate, and fighting monsters, and Danielle Atron, and getting back home.




Boy, was Aquaman wired about that Schubert guy, who he hadn’t heard about before. And Batman was interested in some of the names too, even if he didn’t want to admit it. And a bunch of people winced when Ted Kord’s name came up. How was she supposed to know he used to be their universe’s Blue Beetle and he got murdered by Max Lord who everyone thought got murdered by Wonder Woman until he turned up again. She still felt bad about bringing it up.




Catwoman skipped over the ‘rich industrialist with a name like Bruce Payne’ and Stormburst was happy to let that go. Because everyone knew about mega-rich playboy Bruce Wayne of Wayne Industries. And Stormburst didn’t want to spill Batman’s secret identity to anyone who didn’t already know it. Heck, she didn’t want to know it either! But she could pretend she had no idea.




Naturally, everyone in the room wanted to know about genius researchers who could be a huge help or a huge nightmare. Like Sam Carter. Or Maggie Walsh. Or Rudy Wells. Or Dr. Deemer. Or Ted Buchanan. Or Frederic Franklin. Or Hermione Granger. Or Warren Mears. Or Rupert Giles. Or Dr. James Courtney. They already knew about Lex Luthor and Professor Ivo and T.O. Morrow and people like that.




Once the meeting broke up, Stormburst had to rush at ceiling height to catch Batman so he couldn’t disappear on her. Because she had stuff to say. Important stuff that wouldn’t wait. But Leaguers flew at ceiling level all the time, and plenty of times they might have their own private emergency stuff they were rushing to deal with, so no one stopped them or gave them a glare or anything.




Batman wasn’t rushing, but he wasn’t going slow either. And he was walking with Catwoman, who naturally wasn’t walking. She was doing that slinky sashay that Alee wished she knew how to do, even if she didn’t think she could do it without blushing a ton, and she wasn’t really at the ‘walk mega-sexy to make boyfriend horny’ stage of things with her boyfriend, who she hadn’t even seen in a couple months so she wasn’t sure he really was still her boyfriend.




She cut over Catwoman’s head and spun around so she landed in front of Batman and facing him. “We need to talk.”




“You really don’t need dense elements in your uniform over your privates,” Batman growled. “You should focus on other uniform characteristics.”




“And lead bikinis? Not as comfy as you’d hope,” Catwoman added.




Alee decided she did not want to know how Catwoman knew that. “No, not that. This is mega-important stuff. Like training.”




Batman gave her a mega-fierce glare. “We’ve been over this. The training is absolutely not optional.”




“Right,” Stormburst nodded. “I need more. I need to step up the difficulty on the martial arts, and maybe the variety too, and I need more tk training, and I need training in more subjects.”




Wow. She’d never thought she’d see The Batman looking flabbergasted. And mega-not because of something she said.




Catwoman snickered. It sounded like “Mee-yow.” Batman gave her a glare too, even if it wasn’t nearly as fierce. It was more like ‘not in front of the children, dear’.




Wait, that was probably exactly the kind of glare it was.




Stormburst pressed her advantage, because she’d never expected she’d ever get an advantage over Batman. Because… Batman! So she insisted, “I found out I might be able to improve my tk in power level through weight training my tk even if maybe I’d need to use Conner’s weight machine, and in fine control with detail work, like lockpicking so I can’t see what I’m moving either.”




Catwoman jumped in, “She met Alex and got a lot of advice for a few hours full of battles.”




Stormburst did her own jump-in, “She showed me how to do the carotid squeeze I was scared to try! And I watched her pick a really hard lock in seconds. Well, I sort of felt her using her tk on it too, which was way more useful than just watching. And I saw that I needed a ton more science background: biology, chem, biochem, physics, geology, electrodynamics, meta-biology… A ton of stuff I’m only getting bits of now. Okay, Alex has had three years to learn all this stuff, but she’s been learning it, and she said it kept helping her time and time again.”




Catwoman added, “Alex’s world sees her basically as Superman, but given her power level and what she fights, I’d say she’s really more like her world’s… Batman.”




“Totally!” Stormburst agreed. “She thought you were so awesome she tracked down your analogue in her world, and she got him to work with her, and he’s helping train other superheroes now.” She groaned, and said, “And that’s another thing I need training in. Being Stormburst and being Alee, and keeping them separate. Defining and controlling my verbal quirks, my speech patterns, my vocal range, my assertiveness, my body language, my hand gestures… Everything so Alee Mack and Stormburst are completely different people. Alex said I should add in all that for a couple disguise personalities too, like sometimes she’s posing as Lieutenant Annie Farrell, USAF.




“And that leads to uniforms. I need a new uniform, and I want the full kinetic padding over the breasts, and a protective strip through the crotch. And yes, I know that’ll make me look like Black Canary is wearing my uniform. But I’m still growing, and I’m not thrilled about it, but I have to accept it. Also, a couple more inches on these heels. So Stormburst is busty and tall. Alee Mack is going to wear minimizer bras and loose overalls, and she’ll wear flats.”




“Just the new sizing and new boots and the kinetic gel?” Batman checked.




“Nope.” Stormburst insisted, “I need a utility belt.” She showed Batman the cutting wheel and the diamond wiresaw. “Terawatt keeps a couple of each of these in her utility belt, along with a lot of food. I want something at least as good. Nth metal versions, if I can talk Hawkgirl or Hawkman into letting me have a tiny bit. New Genesis metals that’ll be tougher than these. Lockpicks, in case my fine control isn’t good enough or in case my powers get knocked out. Other stuff you can dream up, because I’m not going with all the stuff you need for those bat-grapples, or batarangs, or batcuffs, or—”




“Not everything I use is a Bat-something,” he growled.




“Sorry,” Alee hastily apologized. “It’s just that’s what I hear people calling ’em, so I just sort of assumed…”




Catwoman made a fake cough noise that sounded like she was saying, “Batmobile.” Alee pretended she didn’t notice.




Batman focused, “You have flight, so you don’t need the Bat-grapples. You have medium-range telekinesis, so you don’t need most of my ranged weapons. You have your morph, so you don’t need a gasmask or a rebreather or a filter mask. You certainly don’t need my taser gloves to shock opponents when you strike them, or even without quite striking them. You can move faster than the speed of sound, with a high thrust-to-weight ratio and access to the Speed Force, for extreme acceleration. That means that you won’t need smoke pellets the way I usually use them, but one or two small smoke pellets or flash pellets would give you a split-second of confusion. Some compact B&E gear is also a possibility. Perhaps some drug injectors to keep your prisoners unconscious for hours, after you taser them or choke them out.”




Stormburst nodded, “Great. And I’d like the pocket faces on the inside of the belt, so it looks ornamental, like Power Girl’s belt, instead of functional, like yours. I’ll pull stuff out with my tk, and even if I lose my tk due to magic or something, all I have to do is reverse the belt.”




“Power Girl’s belt is ceremonial, not ornamental,” Batman corrected. “It reflects the position her immediate family had in her world’s legislative and military bodies.”




So Stormburst pushed, “And I need to learn stuff like that, so I don’t end up apologizing to someone for weeks because I didn’t understand something important about their uniform or their family or their beliefs or whatever.”




Catwoman mentioned, “There is documentation on that for new Leaguers. Most people don’t bother reading all of it.”




Batman growled, “Some Leaguers ignore everything except their own personal preferences.”




“Well, I won’t,” Stormburst predicted. “Assuming anyone ever thinks I belong here.”




Batman pointed out, “After today, most of the Justice League will ‘think’ you belong here.”




Stormburst tried not to blush. And that reminded her of something else. “And makeup. Canary’s makeup works amazingly, but it takes way too long to put on. I want to switch to something like this…” She concentrated on the plastic she had hidden in her uniform, and the plastic ‘lipstick’ flew out and plastered itself to her lower lip. “Instant lipstick. It’s a flexible, stretchy plastic that mimics skin and adheres really well. Plus this fits me perfectly, because it was made for another me. By that me’s dad. I need this synthesized so Stormburst can have perfect red lipstick in a fraction of a second.” She used her tk to peel it off and fly it over to Batman.




Batman carefully tucked it into a utility belt pouch and told her, “This is particularly useful. Once we’ve synthesized it, we can use the Watchtower’s 3-D printers to form makeup for any Leaguer who wants to use it.”




Stormburst admitted, “I’m thinking about some more plastic makeup, not just for my lips, but my cheeks and jawline, to make Stormburst’s face look less like Alee Mack’s.” She decided not to mention the ‘cover up zits’ part. “And I might need lots of that plastic for some other identities. Terawatt said she’s done a fat schoolgirl Annie Farrell, and a chubby First Lieutenant Annie Farrell. I was thinking maybe a nosy reporter too. A dark-eyed, dark-haired, olive-skinned newswoman with a name maybe like Anna Ferrolli. And all of them can carry some kind of taser that doesn’t even have to be fully charged, because Annie Farrell can zap an attacker and pretend she used her taser instead of her powers.”




Batman actually nodded! “Good thinking. Not enough of us plan for engaging opponents when out of uniform. And some of us have power sets which are… difficult to wield unobtrusively.”




Stormburst tried not to smile at getting a nod out of Batman. She kept going. “I also want to do some prepwork in case I want to change my codename and uniform to Terawatt when I’m older and I’ve stopped growing. I want training in police work and forensics and detection. Along with the lockpicking, I want training in breaking in and out of wherever, and stuff like explosives, firearms, disarming bombs, all that kind of stuff. And I want to learn more languages.”




“And martial arts?” Batman checked.




“Tot—” She stopped. She was not going to say ‘totally’ anymore when she was Stormburst. “Absolutely. More training than I’m already getting, and in more styles.” She took a breath. “And once I get good enough by your and Robin’s standards, I want you to get me signed up with Lady Shiva.”




Catwoman winced at that.




Batman scowled. “I was expecting you had already been warned. Lady Shiva trains people only if she wants to. Only if she sees real potential in the person. And those who she trains… she comes back a year or so later and fights them to the death.”




Stormburst admitted, “Yeah, Robin told me. But I can already beat her, if I cheat. Terawatt taught me how to do the carotid pinch, or I can put a serious electrical charge in a sword I’m holding so as soon as I parry, she gets zapped.”




Batman thought about it for a split second. He suddenly had a nasty smile on his face. Stormburst knew that smile would have been mega-scary if it was aimed at her.




Alee checked, “Anything else? Because I’d like to get back… down there… and help out with stuff.”




Batman told her, “Definitely. Your sheet of names had one important detail I was missing. Danielle Atron’s middle name is Rosa.”




Stormburst didn’t get why that mattered. She was pretty sure Catwoman didn’t either.




Batman explained, “We have a superheroine in the Central Valley in California. She goes by Red Lightning, and she told us her real name is Rosanna Adele Trilo.”




Stormburst had to stop and think about that. “Oh! It’s an anagram!”




Batman growled, “Right. It’s an anagram for Danielle Rosa Atron. She’s supposedly been protecting some Central Valley communities, but now we have to wonder if she’s a supervillain instead of a superhero. We’ll have to investigate. Maybe Xander Harris and his girlfriend want to look into expanding his franchise into the Central Valley.”




Catwoman hissed, “Well, they’re taking an intern along, because Atron is freaking dangerous and Alee is a lot tougher than I expected from what you told me.”




Alee asked, “If I go as an intern, can I be chubby Annie Farrell with bad glasses?”




“Yes. A disguise is a good idea for something like this. And I’ll show you a trick so you can wear thick, heavily-corrective glasses and still be able to see.”




Catwoman smirked at Batman, “Now all you have to do is talk White Knight into playing along.”




Catwoman tried not to laugh as Batman groaned out loud.







Epilogue VII: The Secret Reveal of Buffy Summers



Lexi finished hugging all the other hers and all their mentors, except Harry Dresden, who was way over with the other wizards for some stupid reason. Then she leapt through their portal when Buffy said it was time to go, because who would want to get stuck in the Nevernever with uber-giant lions and creepy giant bugs and maybe worse stuff?




Okay, the grass stuff that tried to run away when Hermione made that summoning circle? Way creepier. Lexi did not want to walk around through that stuff and find other creepy grassy surprises.




They stepped through the portal, and they were back right in Lexi’s kitchen. Only the kitchen wasn’t empty anymore. And they were getting hugged all over again. Lexi’s mom and dad hugged her. Her three teammates hugged her. Willow hugged her. Even Kennedy hugged her, and Lexi didn’t think Kennedy even knew who she was. Her mom and dad hugged her some more. And people she didn’t even know hugged her!




And everybody hugged Buffy too, especially Colonel Jack. And Willow. And Colonel Jack some more. Okay, Willow hugged Buffy, did a spell to make sure Buffy and Lexi were really who they were supposed to be, and then hugged Buffy some more. Lexi thought that was a little weird. She thought Colonel Jack and Kennedy agreed with her.




And that was totally their world’s Hermione Granger, so Lexi hugged her just because. Their-Hermione was totally surprised. Well, maybe Lexi hugged her a little bit too hard, because you could totally hug a Slayer mega-hard and not worry about stuff, and Lexi had just been hugging her teammates a bunch.




Buffy finally asked, “We weren’t gone that long, were we?”




Lexi nodded, “Yeah, it was only like a few hours, right?”




“Totes,” Buffy nodded.




Willow spilled, “Lexi’s dad heard the chairs when you got portaled, and he called Cleveland right away, and they called us, and I tried the experimental teleport even if Ken said we shouldn’t, and boy was she right, but I didn’t go Dark Willow, and Lexi’s team all got back here and Jack’s team took the jet and parachuted into the yard which was awesome, and Xander’s gonna be here in a couple hours!”




Colonel Jack glanced at Lexi’s dad, who looked at the kitchen clock and answered, “Three hours, forty-four minutes. It felt like a lot longer.”




Her mom whimpered, “It felt like years. We were so worried!”




So Lexi hugged her mom some more, because her mom probably worried a ton when Lexi went out on her regular patrols, and just didn’t say so.




Buffy said, “Probably the same amount of time for us. Even if we did a ton of stuff. And we got to meet my interdimensional buddies again. And we met a slew of other Lexi people.”




“Including flying superheroes!” Lexi grinned excitedly. “On some worlds, I’m a superhero! And on some world’s I’m a really cool witch.”




“Superheroine,” Willow corrected. Like the rest of what Lexi said made perfect sense to her.




Buffy looked around the room and asked, “So… no Giles or Faith or Dawnie?”




Jack gave Buffy a nudge. “And no Andrew or Rona or some other people. Someone had to stay behind and do the ‘responsible adult’ thing, which I am totes terrible at.”




“Oh. Right. Oops,” Willow said. She grabbed her phone and started texting. “And… done. Group message, so everyone knows you’re back and okay. Because Andrew gets stressed out. And Dawn worries when her protégée goes on assignments. And Giles is getting old, and he needs his sleep, and you know he still does that Stiff Upper Lip Fret thing.”




Jack sort of took over at that point. “Okey-dokey. We got comms taken care of. Now we need to do logistics, even if Rona isn’t here. We need a debriefing, and we need to feed hungry Slayers. And given the headcount, I’m thinking we need to go hit a Denny’s or something nearby, because bankrupting our nice hosts wouldn’t be nice.”




Buffy checked, “Who does delivery at this time of night?”




Lexi knew that. “Tony’s Pizza, but they’re not that good. It’s too late even for the Taco Bell, but the McDonald’s on Eighth is open all night, even if they won’t deliver. Ditto for the Denny’s and the IHoP.”




The girl with the cute Russian accent asked, “Is there an all-night ice cream store?”




Jack gave her a look like ‘knock it off already’. He clapped his hands together and decided, “Okay. We descend on the McDonald’s like a horde of locusts. I pay… but it’s Buffy’s credit card so don’t see if you can beat your personal record for most Big Macs inhaled in one sitting. Then we’ll sit outside and debrief where Ronald McDonald can’t eavesdrop. Any questions?”




Jack looked around the room and said, “Nat. You cannot go hunting down ice cream instead. Hermione. You can call your BF on the way there, but no mushy stuff during the debrief. Even if it’s in Akkadian.” Hermione turned bright red, so Lexi figured Hermione had a hot boyfriend she spent too much time talking to. Jack kept going, “Willow? I know that look. You know darn well you can get veggie options at Mickey D’s, and they don’t put lard in the fry fat anymore, so you can at least get a pile of fries. And a salad. And other stuff.”




Kennedy grinned, “You could get a Big Mac and give me your hamburgers.”




A redhead Lexi didn’t know put her hand up. “Can I get a ‘chicken of the sea’? Xander says they’re really good.”




Jack made a yuck face. “Yes Vi, if they’ll fix it for you. And if they won’t you can order a chicken sandwich and a fish sandwich, and toss one bun and slap ’em together. And then you can put up with everyone else staring at you like you’re doing something gross.”




Ooh! That was Vi the Slayer. Lexi had only heard about her. And read a couple of her articles in the almanac.




Lexi’s mom tried, “You could stay here. I mean, you all came and tried to rescue Lexi and Buffy, and there’s only… umm… thirteen of you…”




Lexi’s dad jumped in, “Or you could get your orders and drive back here, and you could take over the dining room for your eat-and-debrief meeting.”




Jack smiled, “Thanks, both of you. I tell you what, if there’s no decent place for all of us to sit and talk at the Mickey D’s, we’ll come back here. Either way, Lexi can call you and give you a heads up. Right Lexi?”




“Yes sir!” Lexi said.




“I like her already,” Jack smirked. “We should come here and rescue her more often.”




Lexi’s mom smiled at that, and insisted, “You can skip your drink orders and come back here. We have enough soda for a small army.”




“Thanks, mom!” Lexi beamed. So she scooted over and gave her mom another hug.




They piled into the cars on the street: Buffy’s, Toni’s, Marda’s, and Elli’s cars. Even if Buffy gave Lexi the keys to her rental, and sat in Jack’s lap in the back seat and smooched with him all the way there. Lexi was pretty sure Buffy wasn’t supposed to let anyone else drive, but she did it anyway, because… The Golden Slayer.




Also, Jack and Buffy were a really cute couple. Lexi was totally shipping them. She was going to call it… umm… Jaffy.




Also, Jack let everyone order whatever they wanted, including that chicken of the sea thing, which Lexi thought sounded kind of gross when she found out what it really was: a Big Mac but instead of the hamburger patties, you stuck in a chicken filet and a fish filet. What was so wrong with just ordering a chicken sandwich and a fish sandwich?




Lexi got three bacon and cheese quarter pounders. With two large fries. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been working hard since her last meals. Nat, the Russian-sounding girl, got a huge McFlurry with her burgers. Totes surprising there. Hermione and Willow both got salads, only Lexi heard Willow tell Kennedy she could have all the meat stuff from her salad, and Kennedy gave her a kiss.




They were a cute couple too.




And Jack announced that he wasn’t ordering anything, but he was going to snitch french fries out of Buffy’s order when Buffy wasn’t looking. Buffy gave him a glare for that. And really, Lexi couldn’t see that happening, because Buffy was probably five times faster than Jack. A bunch of people like Willow and Kennedy thought that was funny, so Lexi figured they knew how the Jack-and-Buffy thing worked.




And the poor McDonald’s people had to work like crazy to make all that food, and Jack just kept taking the stuff they made and handing it out while they made more, so Jack kept track of who got what to eat and what was left to make, while Slayers inhaled their food. Lexi finished her third burger and her first order of fries before the new fries came out of the fryer. And Jack made sure Buffy got plenty to eat, even if he took a couple fries and fed them to her, which was really romantic and cute even if it was in a McDonald’s, and then Buffy kissed him for being romantic, and he stole a handful of fries while they were kissing and Buffy didn’t notice until he ate them right in front of her.




Kennedy just asked Jack if next he was going to ‘pull the mask off the old Lone Ranger’. Lexi didn’t get the joke, but Jack laughed. And after Jack snitched some more of Buffy’s fries, he bought her an extra thing of large fries. So he got kissed a lot in the car on the way home.




And mega-surprising, by the time they got back to Lexi’s house, everyone had eaten everything that hadn’t gotten eaten in the store, except two of the drivers. And Buffy, who had been too busy kissing Jack to finish her last order of fries. So Lexi still had a large order of fries to eat, and Buffy had half an order, and Elli had one order of fries and four hot apple pies left. Somehow, Toni had finished off her food while driving, which sounded like Toni but maybe wasn’t safe.




So Lexi wolfed down her fries while Jack and Lexi’s dad and the British-sounding soldier-type guy set up more chairs around the dining room table so everyone could be in the room for the debriefing. And Willow went around making sure everyone got drinks. And Lexi’s dad sent her mom off to bed because her mom was already mega-stressed and hearing what happened would have made her mom too stressed out to sleep.




Jack started out, “Okay, response teams first. The parachute drop went even better than planned. We should train more Slayers and Watchers for this. The ‘instant teleport’ got Will and Ken here in one piece, but that’s as much as I can say for it. We are not using it again until it’s fully tested. Got it, Ms. Rosenberg?” Willow nodded meekly. “And good work on this end, Ken. Even if you need to work more on talking your girlfriend out of doing dumb stuff.”




“Pot, kettle,” Kennedy smarted off.




Jack laughed at that, and then pretended to pout, which he was not good at. “Oh come on, I thought we agreed I could be the kettle!”




Buffy said, “Jack, I’d tell you to act your age, but then you’d do your horrible ‘hey you kids get offa my lawn’ impression.”




Jack pretended to look offended at that, while he check with Lexi’s team that they hadn’t had any problems getting the alerts and heading back right away.




Then Willow looked at Jack. “Done on that part?” Jack nodded. Willow turned to Buffy. “Okay, okay, tell me all about what you guys did!”




Buffy smiled, “We will. And Will, you are going to be sooooo glad you didn’t go too…”







It took like two whole hours to tell all about their trip to Alexa’s world, and then to go over the list of people to go check on. It seemed like they had already run into some of the names that Buffy hadn’t contributed to the list, so checking on the rest of the list sounded like a mega-good idea to Lexi. And Willow was soooo embarrassed when she heard about the other Willows, especially Hermione’s Willow and Harry Dresden’s Willow. Okay, she was embarrassed about Alex’s Willow being in a steamy thing with Alex’s Jack O’Neill.




Okay, Buffy tried hard to embarrass Jack about all the hotties he was chasing in other universes, but Jack acted like he was proud of that. “Hey, is there any chance in Batman’s universe I’m dating Catwoman? Or that busty brunette in the one-piece bathing suit and the tiara and the bracers you told me about?” “Stop it, Jack.”




So Jack got serious. “We need to track down this vampire Mary Kay strategy and make ’em drive their pink Caddies into the sunlight. We need to deal with our Danielle Atron, if she’s up to no good. And we have a huge list of names to turn over to our researchers so they can drool with excitement over lots of boring but new research.”




“Stop it, Jack,” Hermione fussed.




Oh yeah, Hermione was probably a witch and also a genius researcher.




Buffy nodded, but said, “And there’s something we need to do first.”




“Like what?” Jack checked.




Buffy grimaced, “I need a chat with The Hoff.”




Willow nodded eagerly, “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking too.”




Hermione agreed, “As was I.”




Jack said to Buffy, “Well, I wasn’t, but I figure you’re smarter than me, and if you and the two uber-geniuses in the room all agree, then we’d better get to it, and you can explain later.”




Buffy glanced at Willow, who said, “Umm, yeah, I can do the summoning. I kept that crystal in case we needed to make good on our threats and, you know, go visit him Punisher-style.”




“This won’t wreck the rug, will it?” Lexi checked.




Willow worried, “I’m pretty sure it won’t but just in case, maybe I should do this in your kitchen.”




“What exactly are we talking about?” Lexi’s dad asked.




Buffy sort-of-explained, “There’s this guy we know who’s not actually a guy, and Willow’s gonna summon him so we can have a little chat.”




But Lexi’s dad wasn’t a dummy. He picked right up on what Buffy said. “Summon? Like summoning a demon?”




Willow spilled, “Exactly like summoning a demon, because he is a demon.”




Her dad pressed, “But isn’t that supposed to be really, really dangerous?”




“Oh, totally!” Willow insisted with a big smile. “We would be not with the happy if anyone else was doing it. But we have a little agreement with him.”




Buffy grumbled, “Like… he keeps his Vengeance Demons out of our world, and we don’t go pay him a visit with an army of angry Slayers.”




“Will Lexi be safe?” her dad checked.




“On this? Totally,” Willow insisted.




“Ohh-kayyy,” her dad said kind of hesitantly.




So, while Willow set up a summoning circle in the middle of the kitchen, Slayers and witches and tough-looking guys with big weapons cleared the kitchen and then took up positions in the doorways and around the room. Buffy even let Kennedy stand beside Willow and hold the Slayer Scythe.




And Willow started. She held a glowy crystal and chanted,




Beatum sit in nomine

D’Hoffrynis. Fiat hoc

spatium porta ad nundum

Arashmaharris!





And a portal opened right there in the kitchen. This one wasn’t a bright purple. It was more a scary dark portal into horrible darkness.




Danielle Atron stepped out. She was even in the same earthtone pantsuit and the same ascot that Lexi had seen only a few hours earlier, in another dimension. She opened her mouth and spoke in Danielle’s voice, “Behold D’Hoffryn, Lord of Arashmaharr! He that turns the air to blood and rains death upon… Oh! Willow, how lovely to see you again. Is that a new blouse?”




Willow tried really hard not to giggle. Buffy snorted, “D’Hoffryn. That’s a new look for you.”




‘Danielle’ looked down at herself. Or himself. Or itself. Lexi had no idea. Or even any idea what was going on.




‘Danielle’ looked at her backside, and poked one breast, and looked at her fingernails. She grumbled, “Curse that woman!” Then she looked up with an evil smile. “Oh wait, I already did.” ‘She’ concentrated, and nothing happened. “Hold on, just one second…” ‘She’ tried again, whatever she was doing, and still nothing happened. So ‘she’ looked at Willow and smiled, “Would you be so kind? I seem to be unable to break this shapeshift.”




Willow opened her mouth to agree…




But Buffy cut in, “Sure thing. After you tell us why you grabbed all of us and dumped us in Harry’s world and pointed us at Atron.”




The demon that was stuck looking like Danielle pouted, “Oh… fine. Just be like that. How’d you figure it out?”




Buffy scowled, “I had about a jillion hints, like the draconian Katra thing that looked way too much like the one from our world. Or how Danielle’s portal room sent Alexa to the one place on her world where she would definitely get help, instead of where it was supposed to point. Or how we all kept dropping into that alley in just the right order, against just the right sized foes, even if we still could’ve all gotten killed doing that. Or how none of my teammates seemed to have an idea who from their dimension would be doing everything the way it happened. But it was when my uber-smart teammates pointed out that Utu was also the god of justice that it clicked for me. I mean, how often have you and your minions told us that you’re not Vengeance Demons, you’re Justice Demons?”




“By my count, twelve and a half. You interrupted Anyanka more than once.”




Buffy kept going. “So you made your portals look like Danielle’s alchemy portals, and you moved us around like little chesspieces to screw up Danielle’s plans.”




‘Danielle’ clapped her hands together. “And wasn’t it fun? You got to see your old pals. You got to kill stuff you’ll have bragging rights on for decades. You got to see how Alex is doing. You got to see that people listened to you about martial arts and weapons, and it’s made a difference in their lives. And that pizza was really good, wasn’t it? Getting killed? That’s just an occupational hazard for Slayers.




“And really, the Danielle Atrons of all your worlds are up to no good, and I’m hoping that every one of your Alexandra Louise Macks goes home and destroys her. Like your Atron, who is secretly a dark sorceress who just happens to be one of the powers behind your ‘vampire franchise’ problem.” She froze and put a hand over her mouth. “Oopsies! I wasn’t supposed to tell you that. Shame on me!”




Buffy wondered, “But why’d you do it like this instead of, you know, just squishing her like a bug?”




Willow induced, “You had to, didn’t you? You were limited by what you could do there, and you were limited by the power of the W-I-S-H.”




‘Danielle’ smiled toothily. “Really Willow, you of all people can say the word without consequences. But yes, I was significantly limited by how she summoned me. So I had a couple of my Justice Demons try to get wishes that would affect her. And the best my minion could get out of one of her old boyfriends wasn’t that convenient. I mean Neethis is a hard worker, but he’s not as creative or as socially ruthless as some of my people I have lost, mainly to you and your friends. Neethis gave it the old college try, so to speak, but the best he could get was a drunk chemist who said, ‘Wish? I wish she’d go fuck herself!’ So that was what I had to work with. I had to let her do all of this to herself.”




“And you enjoyed it a lot,” Buffy pointed out.




‘Danielle’ grinned mercilessly. “That too. Why go for the kill, when you can go for the pain? But I really could not let it slide by. Not when she killed Kelan’tath and skinned her and used her dried skin to summon me.”




Willow guessed, “And to form a connection to your dimension and siphon off some of your power, right? That was how she could put so much oomph in her alchemy stuff.”




‘Danielle’ groaned, “Yes Willow, I would have had to stop that, regardless of my feelings about the torture and murder of one of my favorites. And really it’s your fault this happened. I’ve had to forbid my people from doing their job in this dimension, and Kelan’tath was just trying to find new venues where we could expand, and that world is highly, highly magical. Even more so than this world. Unfortunately, it’s an extremely dangerous world for anyone magical. As she found out the hard way.”




Buffy pointed out, “I figure once Harry Dresden and Alexa give their reports to their big Council for their wizards, this kind of thing is gonna get looked for, and that would be bad for you and your minions. So maybe you’d better leave them alone too.”




‘Danielle’ waved away Buffy’s words. “Oh please, Miss Summers. They have much bigger problems than me.”




Willow smiled unpleasantly, “D’Hoffryn, have I ever thanked you for being ruthless about wreaking your vengeances?”




“No Willow, as you are fully aware, you have routinely done the opposite.”




“Well… this time… just this one time, mister… thanks!” She moved her hands oddly, and whispered words that made the air waver.




Danielle’s form transmogrified into something only vaguely human. It looked male, with a beard and mustache, but it had demonic bluish-gray skin and goat ears and horns. It had pointed, merciless teeth and a creepy-shaped head.




Lexi realized that this was probably the nicest form D’Hoffryn had, since he had posed as some sort of demon like a G’fili’tik demon in Alexa’s world. And that was a mega-eww thought.




D’Hoffryn looked at his hands and his robe, which was no longer a woman’s pantsuit. “Willow, thank you very much. If you ever need to make a wish, just call me.” He turned his head. “Oh, and Colonel O’Neill, take good care of Ms. Summers. She does seem to get into all sorts of trouble.” D’Hoffryn turned and strolled off through the portal, which vanished behind him.




Lexi glanced over at her dad, who looked ashen. A couple of her friends looked pretty shocked too. She rushed over and checked, “Dad? You okay?”




He took a couple deep breaths. “I think I will be… eventually.”




“Look on the bright side!” Colonel Jack said. “At least they didn’t spring it all on you with a vampire rising from the grave. And an attempted invasion by a demon army.”




Willow added, “Or finding out the nice boy you thought liked you only liked you in the ‘tastes like chicken’ sense and then you were trapped in a cemetery with him while he planned on feeding you to his sire.”




“You guys are not helping,” Lexi complained. Still, that was pretty horrible.




“Sorry, but it’s no wonder people want to forget any of this stuff ever happened,” Buffy said. “It’s all uber-grim.”




“I’m okay,” Lexi’s dad insisted. “I mean, I will be. It’s just… Hard knowing my Lexi is going out at night, and fighting things like that.”




“But not alone,” Lexi insisted. “I’ve got friends who are great, and they’re better than me. And I’ve got people like Buffy and Willow. Vampire Slayers have never been safer than they are nowadays.”




Her dad gave her a big hug. “But that’s not the same as ‘safe’. And I can’t do anything to make you safer, except be here for you.”




Buffy suggested, “You could let her go to Slayer training camp and get better at stuff. We’ve got an intermediate badguy stomping course in Cleveland, and an advanced one in Scotland, and I want Lexi to go to the O’Neill Funtime Vacationland too.”




Lexi asked, “Can Toni and Marda and Elli come too?” Because she’d heard about the O’Neill Funtime Vacationland, and it sounded like the funnest thing ever.




Buffy grinned, “Yes, but not at the same time you’re there. We want to cycle teams through one person at a time, so no team is underpowered when they run into something of the icky.”




Kennedy’s cellphone rang in a ‘Pirates of the Caribbean’ tune, which Lexi figured meant Xander, who used to have one eye and one eyepatch so he looked pirate-y. Kennedy snapped open the steel cover protecting her phone and answered, “What’s up, X-Man?”




Kennedy had the phone volume turned down so low even other Slayers couldn’t hear it. But she listened for a few seconds and said, “Great. I’ll tell everyone.” She hung up and clapped the cover back on her phone. “Xander and his group are less than half an hour out. They rented a bus so they can pick up everyone and their gear and the parachutes, and haul everyone back to the jet.”




Buffy mentioned, “I’ve got a plane reservation later today, and it’s probably way too late to cancel it without paying for the whole thing anyway. And Lexi needs to go with us, because she knows more about Danielle than anyone else on our teams. Plus, if I have to do that whole debrief again, she does too.”




Lexi checked, “Dad?”




Her dad groaned, but said, “Okay, but be careful. And… have fun storming the castle.”




Lexi giggled and hugged her dad. “You’re the best dad ever.”




“Just be back before school starts,” he ordered. “And if you’re going to go off to those training camps, we need to know all about them, and we need to get you packed for them, and if they’re going to interfere with school, you’ll have to have special notes to give to your principal from your bosses, and you’ll have to keep up with your studies while you’re there.”




Lexi tried not to scowl or anything. “It’s got to be better than being the weirdo everyone talks about behind her back at school. And being so weird you can hear the stuff they say about you.”




Buffy patted her on the shoulder. “We’ll talk to you about who you can tell about your Slayerness and who you shouldn’t. And how to ignore school-level jerks who should be ignored, and how to deal with school-level jerks who you’ll have to deal with sooner or later. Because having real friends, even outside your team, helps. It helped me a ton. And knowing how to deal with the Percy Wests and Principal Snyders of the world would’ve been totes helpful when I was in high school.”




Lexi admitted, “I really miss Nicole and Robyn and Hunter and Ray. And maybe I miss Louis too. And plenty of other people.”




Buffy smiled, “Xander and Willow and I can tell you all kinds of stuff about dealing with friends, And dealing with not-at-all-friends.” She glanced over toward Kennedy. “And Kennedy can tell you about being a clique leader and how to pick on people.”




“I wasn’t like that at all!” Kennedy insisted. Even if Lexi sort of thought Kennedy had that ‘mean girls’ ’tude.




Buffy whispered, “I was, until I got all Slayered up and everything had to change.”




Jack smirked, “I can tell you how to break into the boys’ locker room lockers and put Deep Heat liniment in their jockstraps so they learn not to be buttheads. With girls, put it in their sports bras.”




Buffy rolled her eyes. “Jack can tell you a ton of naughty stuff that you don’t need to be doing.”




Willow nodded in agreement. “Jack pretty much is naughty stuff, which is sort of weird for an Air Force colonel.”




“Oh!” Lexi suddenly remembered something mega-important. “And I want a Terawatt utility belt! Especially with the pouches in back for protein bars!”




Buffy looked at Willow, and Willow rolled her eyes. Buffy grinned, “We’ll have to design back pouches big enough to hold a Twinkie two-pack, or Xander will never stop whining.”




Twinkies? Ick. Now a pouch big enough to hold a two-pack of Hostess Sno-balls…




“Oh! And can I get a wiresaw for my utility belt?”




Buffy looked at Willow. “Was I this bad when we were younger?”




Willow smirked, “Totally. You would’ve wanted a weapons bag that could also hold a spare pair of Louboutins.”




Buffy gave Willow a put-upon pout.




The End 
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