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1. Xander and the Problem



Xander Harris was sitting with the guys in O’Malley’s bar. He was only having a coke, but he let the guys figure it was a rum and coke. He just didn’t drink, unless it was something major. Too many ‘Tony and Jessica Harris’ memories. Plus, it was nighttime, which meant he needed to keep a clear head. Even in a place as unmagical as Colorado Springs, there were sometimes things lurking in the dark. And when things that lurked in the dark knew you by reputation, that was usually of the bad. With him, they knew his name, his friends’ names, his reputation, his nicknames, his ex-fiancée, his enemies, you name it.




He was buying drinks for his construction crew. They had just finished working their asses off getting the house ready. Vi’s parents were having to sell their newer home, thanks to the recession and the sub-prime mortgage collapse. So they were retiring to their little bungalow back here in Colorado Springs, where they first met. Xander had had no idea Vi’s dad was retired from the Air Force, before she told him a month ago. She’d never told him that, in all the time they’d talked about how her parents didn’t believe in the supernatural. Not that every military guy in the world had to be another Maggie Walsh, but the Scoobies still tended to be a little suspicious about anyone who wasn’t one of Riley’s guys and gals. That was probably why Vi hadn’t brought it up. So Xander had pulled together a team of seven highly-respected local construction guys, and had re-built that bungalow, which frankly was a bigger dump than his basement bedroom back when Spike was sharing it with him. It needed a new roof, new drywall, upgrades on the electric, some repair work on the south footings, and better windows. So Xander had just redone the whole house, including putting in a new kitchen, plus adding on a sunroom like the one Vi’s mom was losing from their Florida home.




And the house was all finished, just in time. Vi’s folks were supposed to be showing up tomorrow morning. Boy, were they going to be surprised. Vi had told them that her ‘friends’ were helping out, but her folks still didn’t understand about the Scoobies, or the New Slayers And Watchers Council, or things that go bump in the night. Vi had tried to explain it, but her folks were too far in denial about the whole supernatural deal, as way too many of the new Slayers’ families were. This wasn’t the Sunnydale Hellmouth, where you understood something wiggins-making was going on, or else you were a late-night snack for something with fangs. This was the ‘real world’, where vampires were so scarce you could safely refuse to believe. So Vi’s family just knew Vi was insanely strong and fast, and she used her powers to help the good guys in some sort of international organization. Apparently, her folks thought she was like Sidney Bristow or something, and the whole ‘vampire’ deal was a weird cover for her international espionage activities, or really secret codewords for terrorist activities, or something.




The New Slayers And Watchers Council, or as Xander liked to call it, Scoobies Unlimited, had this problem all over the planet. If you weren’t near one of the thirteen Hellmouths around the world—make that twelve, now that Sunnydale was a huge hole in the ground filled with ocean water—or within twenty miles of one of the five primary Wolfram and Hart law offices, or in one of the really isolated places on earth where demons could have the place mostly to themselves without worrying about the few humans there telling anyone they were being eaten, then the supernatural things were either pretty much nonexistent, or so careful that even the local cops didn’t suspect anything. That didn’t mean Xander was going to get drunk off his ass and risk getting eaten by the one-in-a-thousand vamp who was traveling through Colorado Springs on his way to Los Angeles. But it meant he could lower his guard a lot more than he could in Cleveland or New York or Manila. And no place on earth was like Sunnydale had been. Back in Sunnyhell, Buffy had killed on average maybe thirty vampires and three demons a week for seven years running. Now she was calling Xander to complain about how boring Rome was, vamp-wise, even with the Wolfram and Hart office that was only four kilometers from Vatican City. It was almost funny that the little blonde girl who wrecked mommy’s car and had trouble with high school French and wasn’t good at math was now an expert driver in the raceways that people called Italian streets, and spoke flawless Italian, and could give amounts in kilometers and liters and kilograms.




It was almost funny how they had all had to grow up.




Xander really missed the whole gang. Even Kennedy, if he was going to be honest. But they had spread all over the world now, and chatting via webcam just wasn’t the same. Buffy was running the European branch of Scoobies Unlimited, and Dawn was with her when not working on her studies at Oxford. Giles was running the Council out of London, and being all tweedy again, now that his father had passed away and he was officially Dr. Rupert Giles, Baron Graybourne. (It still really, really bugged Xander that the Watchers’ Council had taken the Honourable Rupert Bredon Carothers Giles, Ph. D., only son of the sixth Baron Graybourne, and made him play ‘impoverished librarian’ at Sunnydale High.) Willow was off with Kennedy handling South America. Faith was being amazingly responsible, taking Chao-Ahn and a couple other Asian Slayers, and handling most of continental Asia. Since there were tons of places in Asia that were still pretty wild and demon-centric, Faith was kind of hogging the Slayer-iffic places, but that seemed to be good for her. After Willow had done that white magic spell with the Slayer Scythe and made him regrow his ruined eyeball, Xander had done two years in Africa, with plenty of side trips through the Middle East and western Asia, but now Sam Zabuto was covering Africa with Caridad and N’bogo as his lead Slayers.




Okay, Xander had needed a couple years in Africa, after Anya died. He’d nearly got himself killed more times than he wanted to think about now, but he’d needed that time to get over Anya, and how he’d screwed everything up, and how he’d never get a chance to tell her just how sorry he was that he’d screwed up, or how much he missed her. On the other hand, the only reason that damn N’trella demoness in Liberia hadn’t eaten his organs and then laid her eggs in his corpse was that he was still too hung up about Anya to go to bed with her. At which point the whole ‘liver-eating demon’ thing came out, complete with fangs and tentacles, and boy was she surprised that the dorky white guy she was planning on eating had a shortsword in a neck sheath and knew how to use it.




After twenty-two months of finding new Slayers and training them to fight demons, Xander had finally pulled himself together and had asked for a new assignment. He had figured Giles would give him a job like ‘facilities manager’ or ‘food coordinator’ or ‘call center monitor’ or even ‘guy who had to put up with Andrew’. He had just about fainted when Giles gave him all of North America. How insane was that? A dorky carpenter with a magically-replaced eyeball and no college background at all was running Scoobies Unlimited for all of North America. He was based out of Cleveland, since that was where the Hellmouth was, and where the Slayer school was. Robin Wood was principal of the Joyce Summers School for Gifted Young Women, and was doing a way better job of playing principal for a couple hundred super-powered girls than Xander could ever do.




And they so needed that school. Willow’s spell had not only powered up all the current Potentials who were between thirteen and seventeen, but it had kept on working. Now every Potential became a Slayer when she hit fifteen or so. They tried to get the girls to the school when the girls were about thirteen, so they could learn about control and martial arts and the supernatural before they became Slayers. That meant the school ran grades seven through twelve now. Willow’s mojo did a better job of finding all the Potentials than the old Watchers Council had managed, but they still missed a couple every year and had to do to damage control. In every sense of the word. Especially when some fifteen year old girl suddenly punched some full-grown guy through a wall. But this way was a jillion times better than the old system, where asshole Watchers took some helpless kid away from everything she knew, and brainwashed her into believing all the bullshit the Council was cramming down her throat, and turned her into a vampire-killing machine who had nothing to live for. That goddamn Spike was right: before Buffy, every Slayer eventually had a death wish, whether she realized it or not.




Now Slayers had families, and peers, and friends, and a school where they fit in. They could have boyfriends, or in the case of girls like Kennedy, girlfriends. They could grow up and get married and have families. Every Slayer was encouraged to be a girl first, and a Slayer second, because they already had a ton of other girls who could go out and save the world. They were still losing a couple girls a year, because the mini-Slayers just weren’t as strong and tough—and frankly, as horrifically desperate—as Buffy and Faith had been, but they were working on that. A girl didn’t get to go out and slay until she was eighteen and fully trained. Slayers no longer went out alone, either: Slayers worked in teams of two or three at a minimum, and they went out with backup too. If a girl didn’t want to be a Slayer, she didn’t have to. Not that any of them ever stopped being a Slayer inside, where it counted. Even the girls like Emily and Patrice, who didn’t like fighting vampires and just wanted to be Research Girl, still had that driving itch to go hunt at night and kill supernatural evils. Xander knew full well how Emily sublimated that itch: who the heck would have guessed that Andrew was actually straight?




But Sunnyhell was gone. The worst Hellmouth in at least five millennia was completely closed and sealed. All over the world, the forces of good were finally starting to take back the night. Good wasn’t winning. Not yet. But it was coming back from a sure loss, and was working its way back toward a tie game. Someone like Vi might live to be an old lady, and might even see the day when vampires were almost extinct. That was really Xander’s dream. That women like Faith and Buffy could grow up, and have families, and live to a ripe old age, and die of natural causes. Instead of ‘neck rupture’ or ‘gangs on PCP’ or a ‘barbecue fork accident’ or a ‘wild animal attack’.




And that was why Xander was so surprised when the demon walked into the bar.




Xander wasn’t even the first to notice her. Jerry, the roofing guy, nudged him after Cliff pointed the chick out.




Okay most every guy in the bar was looking her way. Even the guys who were there with dates or wives. She was an astonishing babe. Right up in the ‘Buffy and Faith’ category for hotness. And she was dressed in what looked like leather. Sexy leather pants, and one hell of a leather top. Faith would go for a top that tight and cut like that. But there was no way that outfit was out of a normal store.




Cliff laughed, “What, is it one of those role-playing chicks?”




Jerry smirked, “You mean cosplay? Like those Japanese girls at that convention last year?”




“Whoa, those girls were hot,” agreed Bob.




“I was thinkin’ more like SCA stuff. Society for Creative Anachronism? My old girlfriend Mina did that with her sister,” said Pete. “They had some pretty crazy outfits.”




Xander wasn’t thinking like that at all. He was thinking, “Oh holy crap, how do I get this demon chick out of here before she picks out her next dinner?” Because there was no way she was human. No way at all. She didn’t move right. When she turned her head, there was something eerie and unnatural about it. It reminded him of…Oh God, it reminded him of Drusilla. Or maybe that two-thousand-year-old vengeance demon that Anya and Halfrek had introduced to him one night at dinner. Whatever this demon was, she moved like she didn’t really know how to be human, or in the case of Anya’s friend, she had been a demon so long that she had forgotten how to pretend to be human.




Definitely not a vamp, though. She had a reflection. Xander checked that right away. There were mirrors on about a quarter of the ceiling panels, and she definitely had a reflection. Plus, there was no way a vampire had ever dressed like that. At worst, a vamp still dressed like the day they got turned, and at best like they were only a couple years out of date. Okay, Harmony still dressed like she was a fashionista, even if Xander had no idea how Harmony checked her outfit and did her makeup every morning when she couldn’t see herself in a mirror. Frankly, he didn’t want to know. He’d once heard Will and Kennedy having a ‘meaningful discussion’ about Harmony’s problems with looking good every day, and had promptly left the house for a donut run.




So that made this woman a demon. And if she wasn’t one of the types of harmless demons like Brachen demons, it made this woman a threat to every guy in this bar. Maybe even a threat to every woman in the bar too, since there were plenty of demons who only appeared to be human and had no idea whatsoever about male-female things. And then there was that apparently female demon last year who had decided to turn Willow into her next sex slave, only Kennedy put her foot down about that. Right in said demon’s skull. Along with an axe and two combat knives. Ever since then, Xander had felt a lot better about Kennedy being with Will.




But if she was dangerous, no one else in this entire town stood a chance against this thing, because no one else in Colorado Springs had a clue about the supernatural. Which meant Xander had to handle it. He kept his hand in his pocket as he speed-dialed the call center a Code Yellow and then texted them the code for ‘single human-looking demon’. He pulled his phone out just long enough to snap a pic of the demon and send it to the call center. Then he shoved his phone back in his pocket and left his phone on, so the call center could track him.




Amazingly, it had been Andrew who had the brainstorm about the call center. Every Slayer and Watcher and witch now had a magically-enhanced cellphone with GPS and the call center on speed dial. There were three speed dial numbers for the call center, so you could signal a code yellow, a code orange, or a code red with the press of one speed-dial button. Not that Xander had thought he would need to call anything in this week, but you kept your Council phone with you at all times. And he hadn’t had to dial in a code red for at least five months.




Andrew had even come up with the idea that you could speed dial an emergency signal, and then text a code for the type of emergency. And, Andrew being Andrew, he had come up with a three-page list of codes. Xander had thought that was way too much. Right up until he hit that clan of Peri’aki’sel demons in Madagascar, right in the middle of their attempt at a virgin sacrifice with three human girls who turned out not to be virgins, which accidentally released one very pissed-off hell demon. After that, he had pushed real hard for everyone to have to memorize the entire list of codes. Okay, Faith only had one code, and everyone knew it: I am about to kick ass, don’t fucking bother me for a while. And she never entered that code, she just pressed one of the speed dial buttons before she got down to Slayer business. Andrew had been amazingly grateful when Giles put him in charge of the whole call center operation, which was now in the operations building in Cleveland, where plenty of under-aged Slayers and Slayers-to-be could man the phones instead of running around loose at night. Just seeing how grateful and amazed Andrew had been about the whole thing made Xander feel like a total dick for the way he—and everyone else except Emily—usually treated Andrew, even if Andrew was still the most annoyingly nerdy person Xander had ever worked with. And if people like Xander and Willow and Dawn thought you were annoyingly nerdy, then you had to be the king of annoying nerdiness.




Xander stood up from the table like he thought he was Mister Studly, and said to his crew, “You guys just keep on drinking. I might have a little business to attend to.” Then he headed straight for Leather Demon Girl.




The demon spotted him before he was five steps away from the table. Not that she did anything. She just watched him approach, and she looked him over the way Faith looked guys over. Or the way some vamps looked over some idiot who was about to be their next snack.




He gave her a big smile. “Hi. I’m Xander. Looking for someone in particular, or just looking around?”




She didn’t react normally to the pick-up line, which didn’t surprise him a bit. Lots of demons were not big on the whole ‘human interaction’ thing. At least not demons who mainly had interactions with humans that consisted of ripping out their organs or draining their blood. And if this demon was one of the non-threatening species who kept their heads down and tried to blend in, then she should have known how to act like a human. She said, “Hello…Xander. I am just looking around. I heard about this concept of ‘the bar’ and I was most interested in seeing how such a thing would function.”




Wow. Most demons at least pretended they were human when they were pulling this kind of crap. Or maybe she was trying to pretend and she was just worse at it than Anya had ever been. She certainly wasn’t any good at the ‘sexy female voice’ bit. No, she sounded pretty darn arrogant, and sort of icy. Kind of like Cordelia at her worst, but with some early Anya thrown in for that freaky non-human touch.




He glanced in a mirror behind her to make sure no one else was close enough to hear his next words. He smiled and said, “We don’t usually see man-eating demons in here.”




She turned her body slightly. He knew what it looked like when one of the Slayers turned her body to get into a fighting position, and this wasn’t it. This was more of an ‘I don’t know how to stand like a normal human’ movement. Still, he recognized that the expression on her face was surprise. Not shock, or fear, or threat.




She said, “I am not a demon. I did not even know any Tau’ri outside your government’s Stargate program were aware of the Goa’uld threat.”




Xander kept the smile on his face while he winced inwardly at how drastically bad this had suddenly become.




She continued, “You may call me Anise.”








Yes, we’re now officially AU.





		Here, the Goa’uld still constitute a threat. The Tok’ra have not been wiped out, and Anise is still alive.

		Also, the Scooby world is completely under the radar, with the gigantic Los Angeles disasters of the latter seasons of Angel being nipped in the bud so they didn’t happen, and the SGC has no idea.

		Everything in BtVS happened, with Sunnydale collapsing at the end of Buffy season 7. This story is not conformable with the Buffy Season 8 comic books.

		Also, Jacob Carter is still alive, just because I like Sam—and it facilitated the plot.

		As you’ll notice if you think about it, I jiggled the timelines a little too.







	


2. Xander and the Dinner Order



Xander kept the smile on his face while he wondered what the hell to do. He had been planning on checking whether the demon was a threat, and if necessary, escorting the demon out of the bar and then doing his damnedest to kill it before it killed him. Now he was suddenly looking at a demon who had information he needed. He had no idea what the ‘Stargate program’ was, but it sounded military. Very military. Which could be excruciatingly bad. And the very word ‘stargate’ sounded familiar for some stupid reason. If it was because of that old Wormhole Extreme program Andrew was still going on and on about, he was going to strangle someone. Andrew, probably.




But the other words had him a lot more worried. He didn’t recognize the word ‘Tauri’, although Miss Leather-clad Demon obviously was applying it to humans. But the word ‘Goo-ah-uld’ rang a bell. He just couldn’t place it. Giles or Willow or Dawn would have known it right off the bat, but not him. Well, that was why they had a call center set up like this.




He said, “May I buy you dinner? Maybe a couple drinks? That way, you can see how this ‘bar’ thing works.”




She nodded regally. “That would be ideal. I can see that currency is being exchanged, and I have no Tau’ri currency with me.”




Okay, now he was getting a major Maggie Walsh vibe off her. Like she was determined to learn about something new, regardless of the cost to anyone else. And frankly, he’d rather get a Drusilla vibe off someone than a Maggie Walsh vibe. Walsh had pretty much made Glorificus seem like a rational, caring person. As Buffy had once said, even the dead, demonically-animated Maggie Walsh had a better personality than the original Maggie Walsh.




Xander caught the eye of Denise, who had seated him earlier. When she came over, he said, “Could we get a table for two, somewhere private?”




Denise gave him that ‘oh you horny guy’ look, but went ahead and did it. Anise seemed totally oblivious to the byplay. She just looked around like she was studying the place for the Demonic Sciences Quarterly. Xander acted like Mister Polite as he led Anise over to the table Denise was standing by, and he let Denise set down menus.




He asked, “Anise, would you like something to eat?”




She nodded. It was too bad he might have to kill her before she ever learned how to nod like a real human. She was good enough to fool someone not in the know, as long as they weren’t too close. Up close, she was even more gorgeous, but she just didn’t do human expressions quite right. She said, “From what I have heard from Daniel Jackson and Samantha Carter, I would first like to try the thing called ‘scotch’ and ‘nachos with jalapenos’. Then I would like to try something from a cow, such as a ‘steak’ or a ‘sirloin’, and also what Selmak has described as ‘a fruity drink with a little wooden umbrella in it’. I do not understand why a small wooden umbrella would be an appropriate addition to a beverage, but I am interested in discovering more about this.”




Anise was so not human. But it occurred to Xander that if it was possible to get her—or it—drunk, then it would be a lot easier to get information out of her. And if he could get her really stinking drunk, it would be a lot easier to kill her, or even capture her so the experts back in London could find out what she knew about that ‘Stargate’ deal. Because if the U.S. military was opening portals into demon dimensions, then that was going to be a hell of a lot worse than the whole Adam disaster. So…




Denise came back, and Xander said, “A double scotch for the lady, and I’d like another of what I was having before. Plus we’d like to split an order of the nachos supreme, and an order of the crab-stuffed mushrooms. Then we’ll get you our dinner orders in a bit.”




Denise rushed off, and Anise asked, “Mushrooms? Are they not species of fungi? Are not many species of Earth mushroom poisonous?”




Man, she talked more like an alien from a bad sci-fi movie than a demon. Fortunately, Xander had hung around Will and Giles enough, because he actually knew the answer to her question. “The mushrooms they use in restaurant foods are all perfectly safe to eat. There are species of mushroom that are really, really toxic, but they don’t use that. These’ll be nice, tasty mushroom caps with a crab mixture stuffed in ’em, and some cheese over the tops, and then baked until the cheese melts and everything’s hot and yummy, because you want that melted cheesy goodness.”




Anise tilted her head slightly to the side, as if she were listening to an inner voice, or silently debating the safety of eating some weird human food. Xander didn’t think any human food could hurt a normal demon, although there had been those demons in China that Faith told Dawn she’d killed with tomato paste. Although Dawnie still thought Faith was yanking her chain about that one. After all, where was Faith going to find tomato paste in the middle of the Gobi desert?




Finally, Anise said, “That sounds like a food we should taste.”




“Good!” Xander said. He figured he needed to play ‘Mister Nice Guy’ and get as much intel out of her as he could. He knew the phone in his pocket was still live, so the call center was hearing everything she said. That was good. Even if she killed him, the researchers would have enough info to find out what she really was, and what this stupid ‘Stargate’ deal was. Because he had a really bad feeling someone big was going to have to stop it. And Xander Harris was probably not that someone. This sounded way out of Xander’s league. Xander was guessing that this was going to end up being a ‘Buffy plus Willow plus Faith’ operation, with Sunnydale-esque collateral damage.




Stupid demons. Stupid military guys.




Xander went on, “I think after that, I’ll order a sirloin steak, and I’ll get you a filet mignon, and then you can have some of each.”




Anise thought for a second and then said, “That sounds acceptable. I look forward to the opportunity to contrast and compare two similar dishes prepared from different parts of the ‘cow’. What else do you recommend?”




He ruthlessly suggested, “I think you ought to try the pina colada and the tequila sunrise, so you can try the drinks with umbrellas. And then maybe some ice cream for dessert.”




Anise said, “Ah! Ice cream. Would they have that here?” Xander nodded. “I have heard of this ice cream. I thought it was made in an ice cream shop.”




Xander smiled for a moment, remembering how Anya was so surprised by so many human things. Then he felt sudden horrible sadness, which he instantly tamped down. He couldn’t afford to let his feelings show right now. He explained, “There are ice cream shops around here. They make a much wider variety of ice creams, and a wider variety of ice cream treats, but you can find ice cream in grocery stores and in regular restaurants.”




Just then, the drinks came. A double scotch for Anise, and a large coke for him. He said, “Just sip it at first.” He wanted her to drink a lot more, and if she decided she hated the first drink, then he probably wouldn’t get the ‘fruity drinks’ down her. Still, if he couldn’t get her drunk, this was going to be a huge waste of money. He could just imagine the grief he’d get from the other Scoobies. Xander the Demon Magnet, trying to get another demon in the sack, and trying to get this one drunk too. He’d rather eat the cost than have to try to get this through the Council accounting office, where Andrew’s buddy Mark worked and so Andrew would hear all the details within minutes of the receipts turning up. Xander still remembered watching Willow turn red as a beet while Andrew blabbed the details of her expense report from when she and Kennedy went to New Orleans to deal with that voodoo priest and those zombies. The four gallons of dipping chocolate and the extra charge from the hotel for cleaning all the chocolate out of the bathtub? Pretty funny. But he still didn’t know what the two poodles, the latex nun’s habit, and the inflatable toy giraffe were for. Even Kennedy blushed when Andrew mentioned that.




Anise took a sip, and swallowed thoughtfully. “This is quite good. It reminds me of the ril’yeh brewed on Parlosa.”




Xander risked a major eww moment and asked, “Ril-yeh? What’s that made from?” If she said it was from yak blood or baby intestines, he was gonna gag.




Anise explained, “It is made of a malted grain not unlike your Earth barley, if I understand what Daniel Jackson has said about Tau’ri agriculture.” She knocked back the rest of the scotch like she was used to large amounts of hard liquor and said, “I look forward to tasting your pina colada and tequila sunrise.”




Xander took a big drink of coke and smiled, “I look forward to it too.”





	


3. Xander and the Potty Break



After Denise brought the nachos and mushrooms, Anise asked, “Is there a room with ‘toilet facilities’ here?”




Xander fought down an impulse to laugh at the way she phrased it. He said, “I can show you. Do you know how to use Tauri toilets?”




“Oh yes,” Anise insisted firmly. “I have used them when I have visited the Tau’ri before and stayed at Colonel Carter’s base.”




Which was of the good, because Xander was pretty sure things wouldn’t go well if he had to take Anise into the ladies’ room and show her how the plumbing worked. Come to think of it, did Anise even have the plumbing to use one of these things? It really bothered him that Colonel Carter, whoever he was, had let demons onto Earth, and had obviously done it multiple times. That sounded like extreme badness was happening. And how was some secret military base not completely over-run with demonic badness? Or was it over-run already, and Anise was just part one of the badness?




No, wait. Anise had said ‘Carter’ before. Samantha Carter. Could this ‘colonel’ be the same person? In which case he now knew one of the military problems was named Colonel Samantha Carter. Just how old and evil and insane did a woman have to be to make it all the way to colonel and be letting demons come through portals to earth for God only knew what? And if that was going on, why weren’t the Powers That Be Supreme Dickheads giving any of the Slayers a heads-up in one of those charming Slayer dreams? If he never again had to hold a teenaged girl who was crying in terror because of some monstrous Slayer dream, it would be too damn soon.




Xander played the polite host. He stood up and offered Anise an arm as she rose from the table. If he hadn’t been used to Slayer strength, he probably would have been pulled face-first into the table when she accepted his arm and pulled herself up. Damn, she was strong. He didn’t think she was anywhere near as strong as Vi or Rona, but she was way stronger than a normal human female. He really wasn’t looking forward to the ‘fight to the death’ part of the evening. But there was no way anybody in Cleveland could get a Slayer out to him before things got to that point. This was barely a Code Yellow, and there weren’t any Slayers any closer than Vi, who was probably five hours away by car and staying with her parents at a motel as she drove their U-Haul truck with all their furniture and stuff. Magical teleportation was a big no-no except in apocalypse-type emergencies, since the alternative to the teleporting-only-after-two-full-days-of-earth-magic-preptime spell was mostly black magic, and a black-haired, veiny Willow was not of the good. So no help. It was all up to Xander. But things had been that way plenty of times before, and he still had both arms and both legs and both eyeballs. Even if one of his eyeballs was over twenty years younger than his other one.




He pretended not to notice Anise’s inhuman strength, and walked her back to the restrooms. Then he made sure she went into the right one, since the cute little man/woman symbols on the doors didn’t mean anything to her. He dashed into the men’s room, used it as fast as he could, and dashed back out to wait for Anise. And to listen closely, just in case Anise decided to eat some poor woman whose only crime was needing to hit the john after a couple beers.




His phone vibrated in his pants pocket. He was alone, so he yanked it out. “Xan-Man here.” If he had been in danger or in a place where he was being overheard, he would have answered differently, so the call center now knew he was still safe, and that they could talk.




Andrew answered, “Xander, we’ve got some research back. Nothing on the name Anise. But the ‘Goa’uld’ thing she said? That’s probably the Egyptian Goua-uld demons that controlled most of northeast Africa for centuries while pretending to be Egyptian gods. It was thought they were driven off earth by a revolt led by Tejaya the Slayer, and they escaped through a portal into an unknown dimension, never to return. If they’re coming back now, this is bad. You’ve got to find out everything you can.”




“Anything else you got?” Xander checked. “What about ‘stargate program’ or ‘tauri’ or ‘Colonel Samantha Carter’ or ‘Sell-mack’ or ‘Daniel Jackson’?”




Andrew said, “We’re checking. Given what we heard and what we have so far, it looks like ‘tauri’ is from an ancient Egyptian dialect. We’ve got Dawn on it right now, but she’s up at Oxford and doesn’t have all her books with her. There’s a thousand Daniel Jackson guys, so not a lot of success there yet, but we got a big hit on Colonel Samantha Carter.”




“Okay?”




“This is big. And I mean Death Star ‘that’s no moon’ big. U.S. Air Force full colonel, and according to our source in the Pentagon, they’re about to make her a brigadier general. She’s the daughter of a retired Air Force general who’s now a ‘special ambassador,’ whatever that really means, since we can’t find any country where he’s listed on the ambassadorial register. Plus, she has a Ph.D. in theoretical astrophysics. Her doctoral thesis sounds like something out of a science fiction movie. Author of a grad school level textbook on wormhole physics. We sent Willow a copy of the book for review, and she says she’s going to need time to scan through it, so you know it’s serious physics. Plus, Carter has medals. I mean, she has medals out the wazoo! She’s got a couple medals for being a fighter pilot in the Gulf War. She’s got so many Purple Hearts and Presidential Citations and Air Force Medals and stuff, you’d think she saves the world more often than Buffy! And get this. She’s in a top-secret program called ‘Deep Space Radar Telemetry’. How do you get Air Force Medals and Purple Hearts sitting in a lab doing deep space radar telemetry?”




Xander closed his eyes for a second. “Let me guess. She’s based out of Colorado Springs.”




“Right! She’s in Cheyenne Mountain. That’s where NORAD is. You know, like in War Games.”




“Andrew, if you start imitating that computer again…”




“Okay, okay! I was just going to do it a little.”




“No!” You had to be firm with Andrew, unless you wanted a two hour talk on how today’s problem was just like something from the expanded Star Wars universe. Fortunately for Andrew, his girlfriend Emily was almost as big a Star Wars geek as he was. Otherwise, he would be probably sleeping on the couch in their apartment about 95% of the time.




“Okay, just find out what you can from Anise. You demon magnet, you.”




“Andrew…”




“When I tell Buffy, she’ll…”




“Andrew!”




“Well, Dawn already knows, and I had to alert Giles, who was really grouchy about the time over there, so it’s only fair I get to tell Buffy and Willow! If I don’t say anything, Dawn will get to, and she got to last time!”




“Oh…crud.” That made it officially hopeless, if Dawn already knew. “Okay, you have my permission to tell Buff, Will, and Faith. And then you can gloat to Dawn that you beat her to it.” That would probably earn him one of Dawnie’s most malicious revenge pranks.




“Thanks, Xander! You’re the best!”




Xander smiled malevolently, thinking that Andrew wouldn’t feel that way once Dawn Patrol sprung her practical joke on him. Dawn’s practical jokes tended to be pretty impractical. Like being turned green for a couple weeks, until the dyes wore off. Xander was pretty sure the last time Dawn pulled a major prank on Andrew, Andrew ended up stark naked and covered with mud in downtown Hoboken. He wrapped up, “And look for anyone named Daniel Jackson who’s connected to Deep Space Radar Telemetry, or to Colonel Carter.”




“Gotcha!”




Xander snapped his phone closed, and re-connected with the call center by pushing a speed dial button as he shoved the phone back into his pants pocket. He muttered, “Andrew, I swear to…”




“Hello, Xander. Is there a problem?” Anise asked from behind him.




He managed not to leap into the air or yelp. He turned to face her, and he sighed, “You ever have a friend who you’ve known for years, but he’s really, really annoying? Sometimes Andrew’s okay, but sometimes I just want to whack him on the head with one of his Star Wars action figures.”




Anise paused. “I have friends like that, too. Even if I do not know what these ‘action figures’ are.”




Man, Anise was the weirdest demon he had ever met. He let her walk ahead of him back to the table. He had to admit it; she had the best ass of any demon he’d ever met. Even better than Anya or Halfrek. Not that he figured she’d look that good once she changed into her true form. Still, he couldn’t keep his eyes off her buns as she walked back to the table.





	


4. Xander and the Appetizers



When they got back to the table, Xander saw that Denise had brought dishes and extra napkins and silverware for both of them. Plus big glasses of water. If he was still alive at the end of the meal, she was getting a huge tip. Xander watched, trying not to be too obvious about it. He wanted to see if Anise knew how to eat with human utensils. Or even how to eat while in a human-shaped body.




Anise looked over the food. “These ‘nachos’ look very tasty. Xander, do you have any recommendations on serving methodologies?”




He smiled, “Sure. Look, you just grab a chip, pull it free, making sure you get plenty of cheesy goodness on it, and pop it in your mouth. Or you pull a handful out, dump ’em on your plate, and eat from there.”




“And are the jalapenos on here?” she checked.




“Yeah. These green slices. They’re kind of spicy. So don’t get carried away until you know you can handle ’em.”




She pulled a chip out and took a big bite. Not a dainty eater, but not an inhuman eater, either. Okay, so she was probably used to eating in this body. Just not eating regular human food.




“Mmm!” Her eyes flickered closed as she enjoyed the heck out of the nachos. Even though there was a good-sized jalapeno pepper on top. As she ate, her expression was…well…She was enjoying the food an awful lot. He’d seen women have orgasms without putting that much gusto into it. He made a real effort to ignore just how pretty she was, because when she was busy enjoying her food and not being The Royal Inquisitor Demon, she was stunningly attractive.




This did not bode well for Xander the Demon Magnet. He knew how things like this went. The next thing you knew, he’d be stuck on a table while Anise turned into a giant preying mantis demon and tried to eat his head. Or…Well, he had been through way too many bad adventures with demon chicks. Even that time when Anya had…No, he wasn’t going to think about that.




Anise smiled at him. It was part pretty and part freaky. The first part was because the body she was pretending to have was really hot. The second part was because she just didn’t have the whole ‘acting human’ thing down. It was like when Anya had tried to pretend she was Anya Jenkins, All-American girl born on the Fourth of July. There was just something subtly wrong with the act, even if most people didn’t notice.




Anise beamed, “Samantha Carter was most correct. These nachos are remarkably good. And the jalapeno peppers make a spicy accompaniment to the dish.”




Xander casually said, “That Colonel Carter sounds like one smart woman. That’s why I like plenty of jalapenos on my nachos.”




Anise waved away the idea of the colonel. “Yes, Samantha Carter is quite intelligent for one of the Tau’ri. Selmak is quite proud of her, but I am sure much of that is because he is her father.”




Xander managed not to choke on his nacho. Oh God, this was looking worse all the time. If some demon named Selmak had a half-demon or full-demon child who had infiltrated the U.S. armed forces and was now a colonel in the U.S. Air Force, then the Scoobies probably had an apocalypse looming like nothing they’d ever faced. An apocalypse where some of the enemy demons were official U.S. military officers? They were going to have to bring Riley’s teams in on this one. Hell, they were going to have to bring in every single person who ever owed them a favor, starting with the Queen of England and working their way down.




And then there was the fact that Anise didn’t want to admit that someone else could be as smart as she was. She wasn’t going with the usual bombastic demon rant, like what Xander was used to. He’d heard it dozens of times. “You puny mortals are as nothing before the big giant brain of Smartacus!” Yada yada yada. But it was an obvious weak spot with Anise. Xander went for it. “So what has Samantha Carter done that’s so smart? I’m sure you’ve done a lot more.”




Anise beamed at the compliment. “I am a biological researcher. She is interested in physics.” Bingo! They had the right Samantha Carter, at least. Anise went on in her dismissive tones, “The Tau’ri look upon her as a genius merely because she developed the science for them to use the Chappa’ai, and some similar tools.” 




The ‘bingo’ feeling went away. Fast. Xander asked, “Chappa’ai? Is that ancient Egyptian?” He concentrated hard. If only he hadn’t skipped out on all those lessons Giles gave Willow those first years in Sunnyhell! He’d had to work like a dog since then just to play Watcher for the Slayers he found in Africa and Asia, and now the Slayers he worked with out of Cleveland. He thought hard. “Umm, the…umm…door to the sky?”




Anise beamed at him. “That’s really quite good! Are you a linguist like Daniel Jackson?”




“Oh no, I’m just a humble carpenter. But I have some friends who know a lot of old languages, and I guess some of it just rubbed off on me.” But he had a really bad feeling in his stomach now. Because ‘door to the sky’ could just as easily be ‘gate to the stars’. He suddenly had a really bad feeling about this so-called ‘stargate’ program. At least everyone at the call center would figure it out, if some dork like Xander could. And now they knew this Daniel Jackson was a linguist. Probably a Ph.D. in linguistics, or something similar.




Then another horrible thought hit him. Oh crap! He ventured, “Are you saying this is the ‘astria porta’ of ancient legends?” Oh God, if the military had the astria porta out of Giles’ mythology books, and was using it to let demons come to earth from their own dimensions, this was going to be somewhere between horrific and extra-apocalyptic.




She gave him another big smile. “That’s fascinating, Xander. How is it that you speak the tongue of the Ancients?”




The tongue of the Ancients? Uh-oh. He tried to climb out of the hole he’d just dug for himself. “Ancients? No, it’s just Latin. I know a tiny bit of Latin.”




She raised her eyebrows and thought out loud. “Daniel Jackson has also mentioned the ancient Tau’ri language Latin before. I did not realize that it was spoken by anyone other than scholars of dead Tau’ri languages.”




Xander tried to cover his ass. “Umm, it’s still taught in schools and stuff. Some. And the Catholics still use it in their…umm…religious rites.” Well, he was pretty sure they didn’t anymore, but he’d heard they used to. “And there are still some old books in libraries that are in Latin, so you have to learn it if you want to read the books.”




She calmly said, “Yes, the Ancients built what you Tau’ri call the Stargate system a long time ago, before they ascended.”




Ascended?




Did she just say ‘ascended’?




Were they dealing with another Ascension? Or maybe a whole cluster of Ascensions that happened a long time ago? He had a sudden ghastly image of Mayor Wilkins turning into a hundred foot long snake demon, only multiplied by a thousand.




“Xander? Are you feeling all right?” Anise asked.




He took a gulp of coke to hide his feelings. “Umm, sure. I just got a couple jalapenos that caught me by surprise.” He smiled at her as he pressed the speed dial button on his phone that signaled a Code Red.





	


1. Andrew and the Drastic Crisis



Andrew Wells, Master Mage, the Summoner Supreme, Honorary Admiral of the Rebel Alliance Mauve Squadron (Mideastern U.S. division), was a man of action. A man of resources. A man of authority.




He was also a man who knew he had better not get his girlfriend Emily mad at him, or he was going to be sleeping on the couch. And since his girlfriend was a Vampire Slayer, one of the Chosen, one of the most important weapons of The Powers That Be…and also a girl who could toss their living room couch from their balcony up onto their roof, he knew he didn’t want to push his luck and end up sleeping on a couch…on the roof…in the rain. The rain in Cleveland could be really, really cold. And he’d ended up having to buy a new couch when it happened the time before, because they were never able to get it fully dried and restored, even with a couple spells. Especially with a couple spells.




Note to self: do not encourage the introductory magic class try to clean and restore your couch ever again, unless you want couch cushions that have been set on fire and burned to a cinder.




Plus, the maintenance people at his condominium had never looked at him the same way, ever since he had to ask for help getting his sopping wet couch off the roof and couldn’t explain how it got up there in the first place. Maybe he shouldn't have said it was a Sith lord.




He wasn’t allowed to get all nervous when one of the Scoobies was in trouble. Emily said that he didn’t look mature and in charge when one of his friends was in trouble and he started running around calling on the phone for help. So he had to stand there and pretend he was fine. Even if Xander had just signaled a Code Red and was about to interrogate a demon some more and then have a fight to the death with no backup!




Okay, it wasn’t the first time Xander had done something like that. Xander seemed to find Code Reds everywhere he went. Xander’s first year in Africa, he had logged nine Code Reds, all of them valid, and he had stopped all of them, either on his own or with whichever Slayers he had on hand.




Andrew still had on his wall an email, in a simple walnut frame, that had Xander’s first memo after his first Code Red.




Attention everybody—and this means you too, Buff and Faith: Andrew’s Code Red stuff just saved my bacon. I want everyone using it. Even Will and Ken Doll. Even if you don’t memorize all the texting codes, use this. And Andrew? Good one.




Andrew knew he was going to have to take it down before too long, because people made fun of him for wanting to keep that memo. But he was just going to move it into the office in his and Emily’s condo. Maybe it was just him, but being accepted by the Scoobies—really accepted as a valuable contributor—meant a lot more to him than a lot of other stuff on his walls. He didn’t care about his college diploma. What good did that do him? But an ‘attaboy’ from The One Who Sees? That was worth more to him than…than…a genuine Star Wars Boba Fett action figure. In mint condition.




Note to self: make sure not to call Xander ‘The One Who Sees’ in his presence or where it would get back to him, because Xander tended to wreak vengeance like an angry Anakin Skywalker over stuff like that. Only without the lightsaber and the force pulls.




Andrew stood firmly in his best ‘Horatio Hornblower on deck’ pose and said, “Rona, I need you to check and see if we have anyone within six hours of his position. We can always fly someone in, if he needs support. But magical transport is out. Willow isn’t prepared, and we can’t ask her to do the black magic apparation spell.”




Rona said, “She hates it when you call it ‘apparation’.” But she got busy on the computer, checking positions.




Emily asked, “What do you want us to do?” She gave him a look, urging him to get on with it.




Andrew reached over her shoulder and flipped a switch so Xander’s voice was no longer on the loudspeaker. He said, “You and Rona switch off monitoring his phone. Make sure we’ve got full coverage being recorded.”




He pointed, “Trish. Get that demon photo off to HQ and tell ’em it’s for Xander. That’ll get them moving faster on demon identification than telling them you want an A priority on it.” He looked at the clocks all along the upper tier of the wall before him, and noted the one that showed London time. “They’re still on night staff over there, but they can get started so their day team can ID our demon faster.”




He pointed again. “Kristal. Go through all the recorded material we already have. Forward it to HQ, our researchers, and Willow’s team. You’re going to have Command and Control on this. Keep tabs on everything that comes back, and collate it for me.”




He looked around the room. “Everyone else? Stay on alert. We have four strike teams in the field and somewhere around seventy Slayer patrols to monitor at some point tonight. No matter how much we like Xander, we can’t let anything else slip through the cracks. So no listening in on Xander’s phone. Focus on your tasks. If there’s anything important, Rona or Em will let you know. Meanwhile, I have to make some phone calls.”




He walked carefully to his office, instead of running like he wanted to. He closed his office door and carefully cast a sound-blocking spell—he liked calling it a Silencio but everyone made fun of him for it. Okay, so he and Emily went to the last Halloween party as Draco Malfoy and Hermione Granger. That was nothing! Xander showed up as Snake Plisken! Okay, that was really awesome. Xander made a great Snake Plisken.




Then he tried not to have a nervous breakdown. “Aaaaaaaaaaaaagh!!”




Once he felt more in control of himself, he sat down at his desk and did what was making him want to have a nervous breakdown. He had a specific list of actions he was required to perform whenever Xander called in a Code Orange or a Code Red. It was the first thing on the list that was making him feel like he needed some adult diapers.




He had to call Faith and tell her Xander was in trouble again.




Normally for a Code Red, he’d first be alerting HQ ‘across the pond’ or making contact with Willow and her team down in South America. But Faith had made it painfully clear that if he didn’t call her first every time Xander signaled a Code Red or Code Orange in, he was going to regret it. She wasn’t a complete maniac like she said she used to be, but she was one scary woman when she wanted to be. And Andrew had seen the police reports from her crime spree before Angel got her to turn herself in. There were several guys who had pissed her off and wouldn’t ever have to worry about getting a girl pregnant ever again.




He sat down and dialed Faith’s cell phone. Faith and her crew were out where there were no cell towers and no cell reception, but Willow’s magic—in conjunction with a huge array of satellites that were already up there doing communications work—made it possible to get phone coverage in places no one would believe. Like deep in evil lairs and in places that had never even seen a telephone.




“What the fuck is it, A? This better be good…”




He gulped and said, “Your protocol. Not mine. Xander just signaled a Code Red.”




“What is it this time? If that chucklehead found another demon sacrifice and hadda go barge in and rescue virgins…”




He said, “No, he spotted a demon—type unknown but human-looking—in Colorado Springs, and she has knowledge of a U.S. Defense Department project that’s bringing demons into our dimension. He’s trying to get her to talk.”




Faith growled, “You’re shittin’ me.”




“No! I’m totally not!” he insisted frantically. “He’s even buying her lots and lots of drinks to get her drunk so she’ll talk more!”




Faith snorted. “You’re…No, I guess you’re not. So the Ol’ Demon Magnet’s at it again, huh?”




Andrew defended his friend. “I’m sure it’s not like that.”




Faith said, “Okay, look A, I gotta get some more sleep. We were all up late tryin’ to track a caravan of Mellinosha demons that are scarin’ the crap out of the nomads out here. But keep me informed.”




Andrew decided to risk life and limb. “Five by five.”




She didn’t yell at him. She just snickered and hung up. Okay, he’d dodged one bullet. He wiped the sweat off his forehead. Now for the next step on the list. Yet another scary step before he dared call the Code Red into HQ.




He had to call Dawn and tell her Xander had signaled a Code Red again.





	


5. Sam and the Escapee



“We’ve escalated it to a Code Red, sir.” Colonel Samantha Carter sprinted down the corridor for the elevator. She was talking into her base radio, which was clipped to the shoulder of her BDUs. “Yes sir, security doesn’t know when she got out of her room, but she’s gone. And she’s not anywhere in sight. I’m also not getting any feeling from her symbiote, and neither is Teal’c, so she’s not anywhere close to either of us.”




General Landry snapped to his second-in-command, “Is this a foothold situation, Colonel?”




Oh God, I hope not. “No sir, I’m sure Anise isn’t launching an invasion of Earth. But she may be using this as an opportunity to perform tests we really don’t want her to do on innocent civilians.”




Hank Landry asked, “Can we call General Carter back for assistance?”




Sam swallowed and checked her watch. “Unlikely, sir. He should be airborne by now, and he’s flying commercial to San Diego.”




The general said, “Hold on a sec, Colonel.” Over the radio, she could hear that someone talking to the general, but she couldn’t hear well enough to understand what the person was saying. She jumped onto the elevator and headed up.




General Landry came back. “Colonel, we have news. And it’s not good. Our special cameras covering the ground-level entry picked something up. An infrared source walked out at 16:47, about six minutes behind General Carter and his escort. Nothing showed up on normal video. And that infrared source? It’s about the size and shape of a woman.”




Sam groaned, “So she’s got an invisibility system, like Nirrti. Or like the Re’tu.” She could see where this was leading, so she stopped the elevator and sent it back down.




General Landry asked, “So why didn’t our Anti-Re’tu scopes pick her up?”




Sam guessed, “It might be because our scopes are of Tok’ra design. She probably knows how to disable them. They might even have a built-in backdoor she could exploit. One the Tok’ra just forgot to tell us about.”




Landry asked, “Do you think Anise is a threat to the civilian population?”




Sam just wanted to bury her face in her hands. “Sir, she was asking about Earth customs and Earth clothing and Earth foods. Daniel told her about steaks. I…umm…I might have told her about scotch and nachos and jalapeno peppers. It’s just remotely possible she’s in Colorado Springs, looking for a restaurant or a shop.”




“Sam, take Teal’c and Dr. Jackson, and try to track her down. I don’t know how, when she’s got an invisibility system, but you and Teal’c are the only people on base who have a chance of detecting her if she’s invisible, if our anti-Re’tu scopes aren’t picking her up.”




“Yes sir. We’ll need to change out of BDUs and try to move more inconspicuously, sir.”




“And try not to shoot her unless you have to. This is already a diplomatic disaster. I have to contact the Tok’ra and let them know one of their people has gone walkabout.”




“Gone walkabout?”




General Landry said, “What? Am I the only one who’s not allowed to make movie references? I saw Crocodile Dundee again last week.”




Despite the grimness of the situation, Sam found herself smiling. “Yes sir.” She thought about Anise, and what it would take to get into Colorado Springs from the mountain. “Sir? How many vehicles have left since my dad got a ride to the airport?”




“You don’t think Anise could have snuck out along with Jacob?”




Sam explained, “No sir. You said Anise was six minutes behind him, and he wouldn’t have been willing to wait around for that long for no reason. He was in a hurry to get to the airport. And he would have felt it if Anise got anywhere near him, even if she was invisible.”




“Right,” General Landry agreed. “Anise would know that, so she’d find a later vehicle to hide in.”




“Yes sir. My thoughts exactly.”




Landry said, “All right. I’ll have Walter track down every vehicle that left after Jacob, and he’ll get that intel to you ASAP. We’ll do a full sweep with infrared detectors up top, and make sure she’s not still on base. You get Dr. Jackson and Teal’c ready, and get into town as fast as you can without stirring up any suspicion.”




“Yes sir.” Because running through the streets of Colorado Springs with infrared goggles and zat’nik’tels at the ready wouldn’t make anybody suspicious. Of course not! And how long before the NID or The Trust got wind of this and set up their own creepy little plan to kidnap Anise and do a little testing of their own? Sam knew what that was like, and even though she didn’t like Anise, she wouldn’t wish that kind of horror on anybody.




Okay, she might wish something like that on Ba’al, given what that bastard had done to Jack. Or Kinsey, given what that asshole and his people had done to most of the friends she had up here. Or Nirrti, given what she did to Cassie. But all three of those threats were dead now. Well, she was pretty sure Ba’al and every one of his clones were dead.




She took the elevator back down. She needed to alert Daniel and Teal’c first. She needed to change clothes. She needed to determine the gear they needed. She needed to map out some strategies to narrow down possible targets Anise might have gone for.




She needed her non-DOD laptop. If Walter could get a list of vehicles exiting the base, with routes for each, she could overlay them onto a map of Colorado Springs, add a GIS point coverage layer of restaurants and bars, and assign some sort of likelihood based on proximity to the sites. She wished Jack was here. Jack would have thought it over, remembered some obscure facet of Anise’s personality, and guessed what bar Anise would head for.




Oh holy Hannah. If Anise really did that, then she would probably go to one of the places that SG-1 had talked about while on base. If any of those routes went anywhere near O’Malley’s…




She clicked her radio again. “Daniel! Teal’c! We’ve got to go!”






	


2. Dawn and the Wakeup Call



The phone was ringing. She so didn’t want to get out of the bed to answer it, but she knew if she didn’t, someone would rat her out to Buffy or one of the Scoobies or even one of the Scrappies. It was always easier to just answer the phone than end up being the subject of a false Code Red. Again.




And it had totally not been her fault that time. Just because she got lucky with Charles, the cute graduate assistant with the big smile, and she left her purse in his kitchen when they went upstairs into his bedroom, so she didn’t hear it when the call center made a check-in call. Okay, so she forgot it was Tuesday, and everyone got their panties in a knot about her on Tuesday nights. She so hadn’t been kidnapped in over a year! And then there was general Scooby panic, and Willow even did her black magic teleport spell to get emergency help to Dawn so she was all sick and veiny and black-eyed for like three days, and so five Slayers appeared in Charles’ kitchen, and Dawn was screeching right in the middle of a really big O just when the door got kicked in and then everything was of the bad. Charles still wasn’t speaking to her. And Kennedy had been mad at her about Willow for like a month or two afterward.




She clambered out of the bed and grabbed the cellphone. She took a quick glance at the screen. Andrew? Andrew never made the check-in calls in person. He always made one of the minis do it so she wouldn’t yell at him as much. “What? I was sound asleep! If this is another check-in…” She went with Latin this time, as she described in detail how he was going to end up being drawn and quartered by authentic Roman chariots pulled by Halvik demons.




Andrew uncomfortably said, “Dawn, it’s Xander.”




She felt a sudden shiver of panic. “Ohmygod is he okay?”




Andrew sort of whined, “He signaled a Code Red. And I need your help.” Emily insisted Andrew didn’t whine anymore, but that was definitely part whine.




“What do you want? I can be packed in ten minutes. Where is he? Where do you want to do the pick-up?”




Andrew said, “Calm down. I just need your help for research. Xander found a demon who may have come through a portal. And the Air Force may have opened it.”




“Argh!” she growled. “Does Buffy know? She’ll go postal if this is another Initiative thing!”




Andrew said, “Xander spotted the program is called the ‘star gate’ project, and—”




Dawn thought it over for a second and interrupted, “Crap. So ‘star gate’ could be the astria porta. Giles is gonna polish a hole in his glasses if that’s finally turned up after so long.”




Andrew said, “Yeah, that’s what I thought too. And she said Goa’uld. That has to be—”




She interrupted again. “The Egyptian goua-uld demons. And if she has a precise pronunciation, then she probably knows some of them, or at least has an oral tradition about them.”




Andrew said, “Right. She said she wasn’t one of them, and she was a Tok’ra.”




Dawn frowned. “Okay, that’s ‘someone opposing Ra’ or ‘a fighter against Ra’, or possibly even ‘a rebel against Ra’, depending on contextual cues. But I’d need to hear her speak in the original language to tell. So maybe she’s one of the good demons instead? Or maybe they’re the worse demons who got mad at Ra for getting deposed and driven out of our dimension.”




Andrew said, “We also have: ‘Ah-nees’, which is her name or title; ‘Parlosa’, which is a place; and ‘ril-yeh’, which is some sort of beverage, possibly alcoholic and grain-based; and Selmak, which is some other demon, either a name or title or species.”




Dawn admitted, “Okay. The ‘ril-yeh’ could be connected to the Egyptian Old Kingdom fermented grain beverage ‘ree-il-yah’. That would match up with the goua-uld demons. But the other two? You got me. I need to do some research. And most of my demonology texts are back in London.”




Andrew said, “I don’t know how much help they’ll be, but I need you to check anyway. The accounts of Tejaya the Slayer’s Watcher are sort of weird. The goua-uld were human-looking demons who were stronger than a human but weaker and slower than a Slayer. And they had troops of humans they used as soldiers and also for what sounds like some kind of baby farms. And they used magic, but it read more like Star Trek. Force fields, phasers, phaser rifles for the troops, something that was maybe a dermal regenerator…”




She sighed. Not everything was Star Wars or Star Trek. But she had given up on that battle. She was leaving it to Emily these days. Which was probably not a good plan, because Emily tended to describe everything in terms of Star Wars too. If she had to endure Em describing a demon as looking like a bantha or a wookie ever again…




Andrew said, “Uh-oh. Rona’s giving me the big ‘get over here right now honky’ look. I gotta go. Maybe Xander’s found out more stuff.”




She said, “Okay. Go. I’ll do what I can without all my reference materials.” She put the phone down and went to put some clothes on. Why did apocalypses have to be so cryptic all the time?




And then she needed to crank up the coffee machine. She didn’t care that she was in England, or that Giles had taught her how to brew a proper cup of tea. Middle of the night Scooby research required coffee. And doughnuts. Why did no one appreciate how important it was to have a Xander around to go get doughnuts? Especially if going to get doughnuts in the middle of the night in Sunnydale was pretty much like jumping into a shark tank. With a nosebleed.




Fortunately, she knew an all-night eatery where you could get real American doughnuts that they made fresh in a fryer, and then iced up for you. With sprinkles, if you knew Charlie and he was on duty. And Lina, the Slayer who was on ‘Dawn bodyguard duty’ this month, hated research enough to be willing to drive all the way out and back. All she had to do was send Lina off to Charlie’s, call Charlie and get her doughnuts made up before Lina got there, order three triple cheeseburgers with lettuce, tomato, American ketchup, mustard, mayo, and bacon strips, with onion rings on the side, so Lina had something other than doughnuts to wolf down on her drive back, and then wait an hour until still-fresh doughnuts showed up on her kitchen table with hardly any Slayer fingerprints all over them.




If only Charlie would make her some maple bars. Maybe with jalapeno flavored cream cheese filling. Mmmm. That would be great. But Charlie said he wasn’t making anything for her that would make the rest of the cooks throw up just from watching him make them, no matter how much she begged.




	


6. Xander and the Fruity Beverages



Anise pushed the remains of the pina colada at him. She demanded, “Here, Xander. This one is too sweet. You will finish it, and then we will try the tequila sunrise.”




Oh crud. Well, he’d already gotten two double scotches and three-fourths of a pina colada down her. He could take this one for the team. “Sure thing, Anise.” He scooted his coke to the side and had some of the pina colada.




“I still do not understand why the wooden umbrella is supposed to be an important part of the recipe.”




Xander shrugged. “I think it’s supposed to be part of the ambiance. It’s a tropical beach kind of drink, with the pineapple juice and the coconut juice. So the beach umbrella is supposed to go with the whole sunny beach concept.”




Anise frowned in thought. “I do not see how that would improve the taste of the drink. But your explanation makes more sense. I did not realize that the Tau’ri used these umbrellas for anything except protection from precipitation.”




Denise came back and asked, “And how are we doing?”




Anise said, “I believe we are doing acceptably. Could you please bring us…one more tequila sunrise, one screaming orgasm, one sex on the beach, and one fuzzy navel? And please put a little wooden umbrella in each one. Oh, and another double scotch. That was extremely tasty.”




Denise managed not to stare at Anise like there were horns growing out the sides of her head, and instead plastered a fake smile on her face. “I’ll get right on that.”




Xander gave Denise a slight smile and said, “Thank you.” He figured that if all those drinks didn’t get Anise drunk enough to tell everything she knew, then it was going to be hopeless. He was pretty sure he couldn’t talk Anise into drinking a gallon of Everclear, no matter how many cute little wooden umbrellas he put in it.




He finished off the pina colada and waited until Anise was most of the way through her tequila sunrise. Then he asked, “So, how long you been in Colorado Springs?”




She said, “Only since I left the base and rode down here. How long have you been around here?”




He suddenly wondered if she was supposed to be loose. What if heavily armed military types were going to be showing up soon, looking for her? Did they even know she was wandering around civilians without a leash? What would they do to said civilians when they found them around Anise? He had a good idea what Maggie Walsh would have done, and that really made him worried. He thought that over while he explained, “Oh, I’ve been here for almost two weeks. A friend of mine needed a house re-built, so I hired some local construction guys, flew in, and went to work on the place. We just finished today. I figured I’d help them move in tomorrow, and then fly back to Cleveland. What about you?”




Anise started talking about her work in biological research, even if a lot of it sounded more like archaeology to him. She said she was only here to test out a new device, and then take it back to her lab for further work. Weird. Xander had no idea demons ever had research labs. As far as he knew, the closest demons ever came to doing research was when Spike had spent a couple weeks digging up Sunnydale looking for the Gem of Amara. Not that he was going to say that in front of Anise. Boy, this tequila sunrise was better than he expected. He finished it and watched Anise kill most of that ‘screaming orgasm’.




“Do you know why it’s called a screaming orgasm?” he asked, knowing damn well she had no idea.




“No Xander, I have no idea at all,” she slurred slightly. She rested her elbow on the edge of the table and nearly fell over when it slid off.




He grinned, “Because it’s supposed to be funny when you ask the waitress to give you a screaming orgasm.”




“Oh!” She suddenly grinned mischievously. She handed him the remains of the drink and asked, “Xander, would you like me to give you a screaming orgasm?”




“Why sure,” he laughed. They chortled together as Xander finished off the screaming orgasm and Anise drank three-quarters of the ‘sex on the beach’.




She handed him what was left of the drink and leered, “Here you go. I think I should give you another screaming orgasm, don’t you think?”




They laughed some more, while she killed the fuzzy navel and lasciviously sucked the last drop of liquid off the umbrella. Xander sort of noticed that every one of the glasses was empty. And he definitely noticed that she was plastered. When he tried to stand up and his legs didn’t work right, he figured out that he was at least as plastered as she was.




He paid Denise, and left her a huge tip. Then Anise led him out of the restaurant. She walked him around the corner, so they weren’t under one of the streetlights. He figured this was the place where the fangs and tentacles came out.




She looked up at him and leaned into him. She opened his coat and pressed herself against his chest. “Xander? There’s something I neglected to…to tell you.” She hiccupped slightly.




“Yeah?” he cleverly answered. He was all set for her to go demon on him, and then he was gonna get the drop on her and she was gonna be in so much trouble…




She ducked her head a moment. He watched as her eyes flared white for a moment, like little flashbulbs were going off somewhere inside her head that Willow would know what it was called and would say something really smart about.




She said in a much more gentle voice, “Please, call me Freya. Just for tonight, call me Freya.” And then she kissed him.




Which had to be the oldest trick in the book. Or the second oldest trick in the book. Or something that his brain couldn’t figure out, because she was a really incredible kisser, and it had been a while since he had been with anyone, even if she was a hideous demon from a demon dimension that evil Air Force officer women were letting loose on earth and were gonna cause the apocalypse of all apocalypses because they were so stupid.




“Xander, you do not mind that you are of the Tau’ri and I am not?”




“No Freya, I don’t.”




“Good. Kiss me again, please?”





	


3. Rupert and the Phone Call



“Your Lordship? Emergency call from Cleveland.”




Rupert sighed and clambered out of bed as quietly as he could. The last thing he wanted to do right now was wake up his better half. He grabbed his dressing gown and stepped out into the hall before shutting the door as carefully as he could. Then he spoke. “Bandon, how many times do I have to ask this of you? It was bad enough when I was younger, but I do hope that you could at least cease calling me ‘your lordship’ when we’re in private.”




Eric Bandon had been serving the Giles family for decades, and he wasn’t ready to accept this new egalitarianism. “Sorry, milord. But your father gave me strict instructions, as you recall.”




Rupert sighed. At least his wife was still asleep. After Sunnydale he hadn’t really expected to return to the old family estates and find things so unchanged, but it was as if he had driven down to London for the day, instead of being in the colonies for most of a decade. The estates were the same. His family was the same, although older and without his late father. Marianne Benson-Heyar was still at her family estate, having driven back from Oxford to see him. When he was sixteen, having a nine-year-old girl following him about with a massive crush was embarrassing and frustrating. It didn’t help that his father thought Mari would make an excellent wife for him. Now that he was much older, seven years seemed like nothing, and Mari still thought he was heroic and exciting.




The Heyars were another longstanding Watcher’s Council family, so Mari was fully aware of what went bump in the night. In fact, she had lost two cousins when The First’s forces had blown up Council headquarters in London. It also meant that Mari knew he had been the Watcher for the Vampire Slayer. On a Hellmouth. For seven years.




It was generally accepted in the Council that a Slayer on a Hellmouth had an expiration date like clotted cream. And it was also accepted that a Watcher on a Hellmouth had about as much chance of surviving his Slayer as Manchester United had of being relegated. It was intensely embarrassing, but Mari and her entire family insisted on treating him as if he were some sort of heroic figure. Even worse, his own family and the family servants were nearly as bad.




Still, an attractive woman who thought of him as heroic and dashing? Very hard to resist. The same woman who could also read six ancient languages and who wanted to have chats with him about the Pergamum Codex? Impossible to resist. He had found himself engaged to be married in a surprisingly short period of time. Faith and Buffy were still teasing him about rushing into it, primarily because he had said the same thing to both of them an uncountable number of times when they were younger.




Of course, the wedding had been an absolute nightmare. Marianne Benson-Heyar was a cousin of the Queen, and was technically fifty-seventh in line to the throne. He was stuck having had to take the helm of what had once been the Watchers Council. Because of her connections, there were far too many policemen and bodyguards to deal with. Because of his connections, there were far too many Watchers and Slayers and Scoobies to deal with. And if the security wasn’t a big enough headache, he had ‘the children’ to deal with.




Not that any of them had been allowed to be children since they were teenagers. But Buffy flirted with three different heirs to dukedoms. Dawn flirted with nearly everyone he had invited from the British Museum, except for poor Peter Hoskins, who was unfortunate enough to get into a ferocious argument with Dawn about the evolution of grammars from Achaean Greek to modern Greek. Faith flirted with most of the counter-terrorism forces, and apparently took an entire SAS team out drinking after Rupert had whisked Mari away on their honeymoon. Four different British army generals made angry phone calls about the aftermath of that particular pub crawl, and the Council had ended up having to pay some massive repair bills and medical bills due to a brawl in the last pub when a rugby team mistook Faith for a prostitute and she took offense.




Xander hadn’t flirted with anyone at the wedding, but he had gone to a private party of those in the know about the supernatural, and regaled Mari and some of her relations with some of Rupert’s more colorful exploits. Fortunately, Rupert had been unaware of this at the time, or he might have strangled the boy. Just as fortunately, Xander refrained from telling any ‘Ripper’ stories. But that didn’t mean Xander let him off the hook. No, from the wide-eyed astonishment and admiration on Mari’s face after that party, it was clear that Xander had told far too many tales out of school. Xander had told them how Giles had faced down most of The Scourge of Europe with little more than a flaming baseball bat, and how Giles had stood up to torture by the one and only Angelus. How Giles had blown up a hundred-foot-long Olvikan demon, taking most of the school with it. How Giles had dared to keep William the Bloody chained up in a bathtub. How Giles had invaded a top secret underground U.S. installation to perform a magical spell to endow his Slayer, and how the spirit of the First Slayer had tried to kill him in his dreams afterward. How Giles had helped fight a true hellgoddess and a small cavalry troop of Knights of Byzantium. How Giles had fought Dark Willow to a draw for long enough to save everyone in the Magic Box from her wrath. How Giles had rescued Potentials, risking the wrath of the First Evil and Caleb and an army of Bringers. And naturally, Xander had made every one of his stories into an epic full of astonishing heroism and horrific peril.




Hearing about it afterward was quite one of the most embarrassing moments of Rupert’s life.




At least all of the Scoobies had restrained themselves during the wedding ceremony. Faith had even worn a dress. A dress that was appropriate, and covered up enough that none of her tattoos showed. That showed a great deal more respect than he had anticipated, and perhaps more than he deserved. Naturally, there were five two-Slayer teams stalking around the estate, looking for troublemakers. And naturally, they found troublemakers. One master vampire with twenty-five demons, intent on making a statement by slaughtering the head of the Council on his wedding day. When the SAS teams caught up to the carnage, several of the trained soldiers had to be sedated. But the Slayer teams were so successful—and Willow did such a good job of a buffering spell around the wedding chapel—that no one seated at the wedding had any inkling there was a threat out there.




He was most certainly not going to lecture Bandon in the hallway, anyway. Mari was seven months pregnant now, and needed what sleep she could get. Even with the nurse he had just hired, Mari was going to be dealing with an infant before long. And he would have to ensure that the Slayers on duty didn’t overly spoil his son. Not that spoiling was avoidable. Buffy and Dawn and Willow and a dozen Slayers were already sending gifts and asking when they could come see the baby. Even Faith had sent a handmade Tibetan cradle. He wondered what it was going to be like to be a small boy with a hundred eager aunts, most of whom could toss him fifty feet into the air and catch him one-handed. Not that he was going to let any of the Slayers attempt such a thing.




He checked the tie on his dressing gown and stepped into the ‘home office’ which Willow’s people had set up. He had been forced to overcome his objections to the demonic devices that were his laptop computer and his smartphone. At least these had sufficient wards on them to stop everything from hacking attacks and viruses to Moloch, assuming he ever got loose in the internet again. He pressed the button on his phone system that flipped it to speakerphone. “Giles here.”




Andrew said, “I’m sorry to bother you this late at night, but Xander signaled a Code Red.”




He sighed inwardly. “Andrew, I know you are concerned about our friends, but if I had to arise every time any of the Scoobies signaled a Code Red, I would never get a decent night’s sleep.” He knew that was rather an exaggeration, but the Scoobies did tend to possess an alarming ability to find trouble and then leap into it with both feet. Even with Dawn no longer being kidnapped roughly every third or fourth Tuesday, it still seemed that his ‘children’ accounted for more Code Red situations than every other member of the NSAWC combined.




He should have someone look into that and then have Willow review the study.




Unusually, Andrew persisted. “I’m sorry Giles, but this is different. Xander is in Colorado Springs, where there are a lot of U.S. Defense Department presences, and he found a demon who may have come through what we’re thinking may be the astria porta.”




“Good lord.” He found himself reaching for his glasses and polishing the lenses. Ten years of being teased about that still hadn’t broken him of the habit. If the true astria porta had been opened again after all these millennia, then there was no telling how many demons might be able to come through, and they would be emerging in an area away from any Hellmouths, so the Council would have no one around to safeguard the area.




He paused for a moment. “Wait, isn’t Vi on her way to Colorado Springs right now?”




Andrew said, “She should arrive in about twelve hours. She’s traveling with her parents, who are Class 3-D civilians, so she can’t get there sooner without causing a different problem.”




He had to stop and think for a moment. The color code alerts and the text message codes had been an inspired idea of Andrew’s, which was but one reason why Andrew was in charge of the call center. But his ‘civilian classification code’ had not been as popular. That was putting it mildly. It took Rupert a moment to remember that ‘class 3-D’ meant immediate family members who adamantly refused to believe in the supernatural. He had to wonder what a retired Air Force officer thought his daughter—the daughter who could bend crowbars in her bare hands and who could run at over forty miles an hour—did. He rather suspected that Vi’s parents viewed her job as some sort of covert Emma Peel profession, only without the skintight and quite attractive catsuits.




Xander and Buffy would have some far more modern references, no doubt. Comic books or American television or some such. Although Anne Francis really had been quite attractive as Honey West…




He cleared his throat. “Pardon me, Andrew. It took me longer to decipher your classification code than I expected.”




Andrew let a slight whine creep into his voice. Rupert was fully aware that Andrew never did such a thing around Emily. That young woman had certainly whipped him into shape. “But it’s a great code! And I worked out some new code numbers we could use!”




“Andrew, I’m sorry, but when having a civilized conversation, even over the telephone, it is far more direct and useful to say ‘her parents do not believe’.”




“But…but what about when we need to have top secret private conversations around other people? Like Vi’s dad? Who totally would have been an Imperial Stormtrooper if you ask me. Maybe even Grand Moff Tarkin but before he got promoted.”




Rupert found himself polishing his lenses again. It really wasn’t Andrew’s fault that Andrew had been the Watcher who went with Vi to explain the hard facts of life to her parents. It was hardly possible to send himself or Robson to meet with every Slayer’s family on earth, so other people did have to pick up some of the load. Vi’s dad had certainly not taken to Andrew, and that could have had an impact on his refusal to believe what Vi had to say. Still, it probably wasn’t a problem that an Air Force retiree was content to believe that his daughter was an important secret agent for a covert international organization, rather than an important demon slayer for a covert international organization. However, not everything needed to be a reference to Star Wars. Or was this one Star Trek? As long as it wasn’t that ghastly Power Rangers travesty that Xander used to watch with Dawn when he was babysitting.




He carefully said, “Andrew, speaking in front of someone and calling them a ‘Class 17-Zed’—”




“There isn’t any class 17-Z!”




“That was intended to be an example which clearly could not be construed to be a legal code,” Rupert said peremptorily. “As I was saying, using obvious codewords in front of someone will do nothing more than increase their levels of suspicion and distrust. We would be far better off developing a system of names that reflect the behaviors of said individuals. Instead of a Class 3-D, we could say ‘she’s just like Sheila’. Instead of a Class 3-C, we could say ‘that guy’s a Joyce’.” He had to admit it had taken an unconscionable amount of time to convince Buffy’s mother of the truth about what was really out there in the night. She had been bitten by Darla in her own kitchen, and still had not believed. And he still found the actions of Willow’s parents so far beyond the pale that he sometimes wondered if someone like Mayor Wilkins had tampered with their minds when Willow was little.




“Ooh! We could have codewords for badguys like…like Adam and Wilkins and Drusilla and Caleb! And Warren! And Glory and Ben! And Harmony. This is great! I’ll get right on it.”




Rupert carefully reminded his associate, “And what about the astria porta?”




“Oh. Right,” Andrew said apologetically. “So Xander spotted she came through it and the U.S. Air Force has it open so demons can come into their secret base—”




“What?!”




There was a clunking sound on the other end of the line like someone fumbling the phone and dropping it onto the floor. He sighed. He was going to have to apologize for making Andrew nervous, or else Emily would complain to Buffy, and Buffy would complain to him. Or ask Dawn to replace all his boxers with ‘amusing’ underwear choices again.




“I’m okay!” Andrew squawked.




He pinched the bridge of his nose. This was probably going to take some time.





	


7. Sam and the Trackdown



“ColonelCarter, I do not believe that exceeding the legal speed limit will improve our chances of finding Anise, and it will certainly not help us look unsuspicious.”




“Sorry Teal’c, it’s just…”




Daniel knew what it was. “It’s Anise. I don’t want to think what Jack will say when he hears about this one.”




Sam sighed, “Oh, I already know what Jack will say when he hears about it.”




“You called him already?” Daniel said with a wince.




“I figured I had to. You know how he is about her. And now she’s loose with…”




Teal’c said, “Her cloak of invisibility.”




Sam tore her eyes off the road to stare at the big man. Daniel was staring at him too.




Teal’c placidly said, “Thanks to O’Neill, I was able to watch Harry Potter 1, 2, and 3 on DVD last week. With director’s commentary.”




Daniel asked sarcastically, “And did that help with any insights for this particular mission?”




Teal’c calmly said, “Indeed. I believe that Anise will use her invisibility cloak as Harry Potter did, for activities that are more personal than mission-oriented.”




Sam muttered, “Oh Lord, I sure hope so.”




Daniel asked her, “Do you really think there’s a chance she’d go to O’Malley’s? And are we still banned from there?”




Sam groaned, “I wish you hadn’t brought that last bit up.”




Teal’c smugly replied, “I am not.”




Daniel groaned then. “Because what’s going to be more subtle than Teal’c asking about someone like Anise? They’re going to think it’s an episode of the Sarah Connor Chronicles.”




Sam clenched her jaws so she wouldn’t laugh out loud in front of Teal’c.




Teal’c looked straight ahead and said, “I am now fully capable of being subtle when questioning a citizen.” Sam glanced over at him. “I have watched every Sam Spade movie available on DirectTV.”




Sam refrained from pounding her forehead on the steering wheel.




“I have even purchased my own tan trench coat and fedora.”




Sam really, really felt like pounding her forehead against the steering wheel, but she was driving. It would have to wait.




Daniel looked up from Sam’s laptop. “Your program’s running. I see twelve different routes out of the base, seven of ’em directly into Colorado Springs. What’s the difference between the blue lines and the red lines?”




Sam explained as she drove. “Red lines are trucks and open jeeps. Blue lines are closed cars. Even with an invisibility…cloak…” Teal’c didn’t bother to look smug. “…there’s no way she could open a car door and get out without the driver noticing. And after the foothold situations we’ve had, the driver would definitely have reported something like that when Walter checked with them. So the really likely vehicles are the red lines.”




“Very clever, SamanthaCarter.”




“Thank you, Teal’c.”




“I see that I shall have to take lessons from you in deduction when I am posing as a private investigator.”




Sam rolled her eyes where Teal’c wouldn’t see.




Daniel said, “So really we want to start with the two red lines moving through Colorado Springs. And…Oh shit, both of them go within about three or four blocks of O’Malley’s. One of them basically goes right past it.”




Sam groaned, “So we start at O’Malley’s.”




“This isn’t going to end well,” Daniel muttered.




“Ya think?” said Teal’c in an amazingly good imitation of Jack.




Sam and Daniel burst out laughing. Daniel suddenly said, “Teal’c, if you can do an imitation of Jack for more than two words, you could use it to play private eye.”




“Indeed.”




Sam said, “But if you say ‘indeed’ like that, you’ll ruin it.”




Teal’c calmly admitted, “I have been practicing for a long time. My JackO’Neill imitation is now quite good. Master Bra’tac has me do it for groups of Jaffa on certain occasions.”




Daniel asked. Sam knew he would ask. There was no way that someone like Daniel could keep from asking. “How long?”




Teal’c regally said, “I realized when Machello’s machine switched our minds that JackO’Neill in my body moved and talked very differently from my own behaviors. I even watched the security tapes of myself and my…self. That was when I realized that if I moved and talked like JackO’Neill, I could pass as one of the Tau’ri, if need be.”




Sam managed not to laugh out loud, although it was close. Teal’c had been planning this for what? Six years? “Daniel? We need to record off Teal’c’s radio for this. And I’m going to want you to go around to the big window on the south side of O’Malley’s with the videocamera.”




Daniel didn’t say anything. He just grinned. Finally after long seconds, he asked, “So…when do we get to show this to Jack?”




Somehow, Sam kept a straight face as she said, “Well, because of security issues, I think that first we’ll have to show it to General Landry. And General Carter. And Ferretti. And maybe Doctor Lam. And…”




“Ya think?” asked Teal’c in that same imitation.




Daniel added, “And Cassie?”




This time, even Teal’c laughed.





	


4. Buffy and the Interruption



Buffy signaled to switch off the motors on their zodiacs and begin using the oars. Silence was more important now that they were close to the island. Stupid demon hearing.




They still had half a mile to go, and they had to integrate their movements with the rest of the teams. That complicated matters. She didn’t really like being General Buffy, but all the minis—except Kennedy and two or three others—seemed to want her to be that person. So she was leading this force and coordinating the rest of the forces, like something out of a war movie.




As long as it wasn’t Platoon. Or Saving Private Ryan. Or that one with the helicopters playing “Ride of the Valkyries” because it was bad enough that Xander and Andrew both liked to play that at insane volumes when rushing in to make big, dramatic rescues.




Buffy and her Slayers had to sneak onto the little island that was looming ahead of them. And the Philippine government was being really snotty about having a Slayer armada cruising around in their ‘sovereign waters’. Giles even said the government official was being ‘bloody shirty’ about the whole thing. Buffy had needed to run to the little girls’ room so she could laugh like a loon without offending the jerk even more. And the guy had the weirdest mustache ever. It was like it had been trimmed by someone who hated him. It was really tough meeting with him and looking him in the face and not bursting out in giggles. Or at least making him go to a decent barber and get it fixed.




The thing was, the Philippines were huge. Lots of little islands, all spread out over a ginormous area of ocean. With the most annoying Hellmouth on the whole planet, in her personal opinion. It was under water. way under water. Thousands of feet under water. Even vampires and your normal, everyday demons couldn’t get down near it. Instead, all the water-iffic demons in the world hung out there. So instead of getting vampires doing the synchronized swimming-and-biting competition, they had to deal with crap like that giant vampire squid thing that was eating entire fishing boats. Good thing Xander and Andrew and a couple of Willow’s wizards had been watching a “Tremors” marathon, and good thing the giant vampire squid was dumb enough to try and eat a remote-controlled fishing boat full of C-4. Even if there had been squid guts everywhere. She had been washing her hair for days afterward. She shuddered inwardly at the memory.




This time, it wasn’t vampire squids. Or those giant-eel sea monster thingies. Or that really gross all-tentacles-all-the-time thing that mind-controlled whales and dolphins into doing its bidding. No, this time it was those stupid fish-guys from her second year at Sunnydale High who kept showing up on islands around this Hellmouth and causing trouble for the locals before taking off into the depths again. If she never had to deal with another swim team in her life…




So they had magically tracked the swim team demons to this spot, where Willow’s team was pretty sure they had like thirty Filipino women penned up. And if they were keeping the women alive and on land, it probably wasn’t for snackage. It was probably something really creepy, like Creature from the Black Lagoon creepiness. Her bet was the whole Mars Needs Women thing, which was just ooky. She had fifty bucks riding on it with Dawn.




The thing that was bugging her right then was she kept getting the name of the island wrong, so her whole team was teasing her about it. Amalia was still insisting it was called ‘Shammalammadingdong’ which she knew wasn’t it.




The team was wearing black wetsuits, except for her and Amalia. They were both in custom-made off-black camo-pattern drysuits, because they seemed to be doing more of the water-based demon fighting. Amalia, because she was the official lead Slayer for this Hellmouth, and Buffy, well, because she looked really a lot hotter in a custom-made outfit.




There was a faint vibration against the outside of her right thigh. It was her WillowPhone. The Willow-powered cellphones still got messages when they were way outside standard coverage. She just wished Laura would stop saying, “Can you hear me now?” every time she called anyone. So Buffy had to put her phone on the special Slayer-vibrate that Willow had designed, so demons and vamps wouldn’t hear if she was trying to be with the sneakage and she got an inconvenient call from Dawn asking where she put the pizza cutter. Again. Really, what was wrong with putting the pizza cutter in the cabinet with their pizza stone? Was that really against man and nature? Dawn was so weird sometimes. At least when Dawn made pizza these days, she didn’t put marshmallows or nutella on it. Or those cute little yellow and blue marshmallow peeps. It was so sad looking at a pizza that had molten peeps dead all over the top. Not to mention, way too disgusting to eat. Anchovies? Okay, Buffy had to make a sacrifice in there somewhere, so anchovies were on the Official Allowed Pizza Toppings List now. Along with pineapple. Ick. But not honey or tortilla chips or fried onion rings. Buffy was sticking to her guns on those. The ‘Mexican food’ pizza turned out a lot better than she expected, but spicy salsa, black beans, and cilantro were only allowed if they were all on the same pizza with no other weirdness. And Dawn had to wait until she had her own slice on her own plate before adding the crushed tortilla chips and the special hot sauce that would just about burn a hole through the plate. Buffy rule number something-or-other: if the hot sauce is too hot for Faith or Maria to use, then it has to be considered toxic waste instead of food.




Their ‘pizza toppings’ rules were now six pages long. Pretty much everyone else thought she and Dawn were crazy. Willow wouldn’t eat pizza with them unless Dawn stuck to the Official Willow Pizza Toppings List, which was regular pizza sauce, regular cheese, and some of Willow’s twenty or so allowable veggies. Giles wouldn’t eat pizza with them unless they went over to eat with him, and they let Mari pick the menu and instruct their cook. And don’t get her started on Faith’s ideas about pizza, which included a list of allowed beers to go with pizza. And Buffy was sworn to secrecy that some of Faith’s ‘allowed beers’ were European beers like Grolsch, and some expensive craft beers, instead of plain old Budweiser. Faith insisted she had a reputation to maintain.




Buffy pulled the phone out, leaving it in its watertight case. It was a call from Andrew. That meant the Cleveland call center. It wasn’t Tuesday, so it probably wasn’t Dawn getting kidnapped. What did that leave? Oh, there were way too many possibilities. They were still far enough out from the island that she could check her phone. She had the screen’s light level turned down so low that only a Slayer could read it, even in daylight. The text message said:




X found dmn in Colorado Springs. Code yellow. Dmn maybe thru astria porta. US DOD has it. X upped 2 red. X ?ing dmn. w alcohol




Xander, a demon, and alcohol? Oh crap. And another military project messing with demons? Double crap. And the pic Andrew sent along was…okay, this was the hottest demon she had seen since Halfrek. Triple crap. She knew what that meant, and it was not of the good. She was going to have to check on that as soon as they took care of these annoying Creature from the Black Lagoon demons. And ran through the post-mission debriefing. And dealt with all the penned-up victims who were probably not in a good place mentally after getting poked with these guys’ fishsticks for a couple weeks.




And it wasn’t like there was even a name for these things in the old books, since they had been created fairly recently through a freaky mix of evil science and black magic. Stupid swim team coach. Stupid Russian sports cheat-y guys.




She mentally reviewed the plan again. Step one. Sneak onto island and rescue victims. They were doing that part in daylight, when the demons seemed to prefer to be on the island, instead of swimming all over the area, so her teams could catch them. Step two. If any of the swim team demons dive into the water to get away, signal teams three and four. After all, who said Slayers couldn’t use scuba gear? And twenty-mile-long fishing nets you could wrap all the way around an island this tiny? Step three. Use the fishing boats to haul in the nets and snag any remaining demons. Step four. Get victims to hospitals and get Philippine government dorks with stupid mustaches off her back. Step five. Go through all the post-mission stuff she was already committed to doing, like debriefing and then making nice with the government liaisons who totally deserved some Dawn pranks. Man, Xander was going to have to count her out on initial contact. There was no way she was going to be able to help out for a day or two.




Stupid swim team demons.




But if Giles’ idea about the borrowed fishing boats did the trick, she was going to thank him with something nice. She had already sent about a truckload of baby clothes and baby toys, so maybe it was time for something actually for Giles. But what did you get for the baron who had everything? She’d seen the coolest antique pens for sale at Christie’s. He’d like that. And some more of those special chocolate covered cherries for Marianne. It was funny how she thought of Mari as almost a stepmother. But then, Giles had been far more of a dad to her than Hank had been, for at least eight years, if not longer.




Okay, not everything was all hunky-dory between them all the time, but they had managed to get over the bad spots. Hey, Hank kicked her out of the house and slammed her into a nuthouse, and two years later Joyce kicked her out of the house, and both of those happened years before she got booted out of her house the last year in Sunnyhell. And those were her real parents.




She took a deep breath and put all that aside. She had a swim team to net.





	


8. Teal'c and the Investigation



Teal’c stepped up to the front door of O’Malley’s. It had been years since he had been in here. He had not gone back after O’Neill and Carter and DanielJackson had been banned from the restaurant for fighting. And that was Anise’s fault as well. He vividly remembered those armbands. It would not do to fail in this mission. Anise had to be found, even if she was only testing out her invisibility ‘cloak’ on a planet she deemed safe for such experiments. Her experiments had a tendency to proceed poorly for those around her.




Plus, O’Neill did not like her. O’Neill had never explicitly said so, but Teal’c believed from some of O’Neill’s comments that Anise had made inappropriate advances toward O’Neill at some point. Given O’Neill’s behavior, Teal’c had to believe this had happened in one of their early meetings with Anise. Or perhaps it was Freya who had been interested in O’Neill.




That made sense to Teal’c. Anise valued intelligence and knowledge. She was far more likely to make inappropriate advances toward DanielJackson or even ColonelCarter. Anise was not a warrior or a fighter. She was not honorable or trustworthy. She was the kind of person who gave the Tok’ra a bad name. Teal’c suspected that Anise would find some way of observing the common behaviors in a place like O’Malley’s and perhaps use her invisibility to steal many samples of food and beverage while letting other people suffer penalties for her actions. Teal’c expected to find a cook who had been fired for ‘losing’ his cooking, or a waitress who had been fired for ‘losing’ her orders. Still, he would follow ColonelCarter’s orders and begin with the standard private eye routine.




Nevertheless, he would use his O’Neill impression to do so. He had been practicing for some time in private.




He stepped into the restaurant. A man walked over and asked, “May I show you to a t—”




Teal’c glowered down at the little man. The man looked up, and up again. Teal’c was wearing a black leather jacket, and—at the recommendation of ColonelCarter—was wearing a Colorado Rockies baseball cap but with the cap turned around so the bill was at the back. Teal’c had seen many young black men wearing caps in this manner and acting in a threatening manner, although Teal’c himself did not feel threatened in any way. He also did not understand why wearing a baseball cap backward was supposed to be intimidating, but he recognized that people expected a black man with a cap like this to be dangerous.




It also did an excellent job of concealing the mark of Apophis.




He slipped into his imitation of O’Neill. “Any chance maybe ya happened ta see this babe?” He pulled out a photo that had been supplied by ColonelCarter. It had been cropped, so that it was not at all obvious that Anise was standing in front of the Stargate. It showed Anise in all her irritating pomposity. It also showed her in the Tok’ra clothing she almost always wore.




Teal’c did not show his surprise when the little man said, “Oh her! Sure. She was here a while ago.”




“Was? She was here? She’s not here now?” Teal’c pressed.




The little man gulped. “Lemme get Denise. I think she was handling her table. She oughta be able to tell you.”




“Ya, sure, you betcha.” Teal’c let the little man rush off. The man was obviously willing to let this ‘Denise’ take the brunt of some large black man’s anger. This man was not a warrior. Teal’c would remember that if he ever came back to O’Malley’s.




A reasonably attractive brunette walked over. She was not a waitress he had ever met before. “Hi. I’m Denise. Tom said you had a question I should help you with?”




Teal’c showed her the picture.




Denise instantly said, “Oh. Her. Is she a crook or something?”




Teal’c carefully toned down his intensity. He asked, “Why would you think that?”




Denise shrugged, “Well, ‘cause she was kind of weird. And she got a nice guy to buy her a fancy dinner and a whole bunch of drinks.”




Anise? With a nice guy? And drinking? Teal’c checked, “Are we talkin’ about the same girl?”




“Oh sure, no mistaking her. She came in looking just like your picture. Even pretty much the same clothes, I’m pretty sure. And then she just stood right here, like she’d never even seen a restaurant before. It was kind of creepy. Is she off her meds or something?”




It suddenly occurred to Teal’c that there was a logical way to explain whatever peculiar behaviors Anise had most likely demonstrated. “Yep.” He even popped his ‘p’ as JackO’Neill did when he wanted to be particularly irritating. “Probably off her meds. Again. What’d she do then?”




Denise frowned. “There’s this young guy. His name’s Xander. He’s been coming by maybe every other day for about two weeks, usually with some other construction guys. He’s always in charge, and he always pays, but he’s real easy-going. He kids them, they kid him. And he’s been real nice. He doesn’t let ’em give the waitresses a hard time. He always leaves a really good tip. He never hits on any of us. I was kinda hoping maybe he’d ask me for my phone number.”




Teal’c looked at the waitress. She looked no older than CassieFrasier. “You say he’s a young guy?”




Denise nodded. “Maybe twenty-five or so. Nice looking. Wouldn’t have thought she was his type.” Denise shrugged unhappily. “So anyway, she’s just standing there, looking kind of weird but skanky, and Xander gets up and walks right over and picks her up.”




Teal’c raised one eyebrow suspiciously, but then he realized that Denise did not mean this man had physically lifted Anise into the air. Anise would not have permitted such behavior.




Denise said, “So Xander asked for a table for two, somewhere kind of private, and I took ’em over there.” She pointed off to one of the alcoves at the back of the restaurant. “Then they started having drinks and eating appetizers and stuff.”




Teal’c asked, “What’d they get?”




Denise said, “Umm, lemme see if I still got their order.” She leafed through a notepad in her apron for a few seconds, checking over some carbon paper copies. “Umm, a large coke for him and a double scotch for her. The nachos supreme and the crab-stuffed mushrooms for appetizers. Another double scotch. One sixteen-ounce sirloin steak, medium rare, with baked potato and sour cream. One ten ounce filet mignon, rare, with rice pilaf. A pina colada, a tequila sunrise, a second tequila sunrise, a screaming orgasm, a sex on the beach, a fuzzy navel, and another double scotch. For some reason, she was big on drinks with little umbrellas in ’em. They split pretty much all the food, but the girl drank most of the stuff while Xander had the coke. After a while, she started giving him everything she wasn’t finishing. They were both pretty plastered by the time they left. I wasn’t sure they could both walk.”




Teal’c was glad that he had spent enough time with JackO’Neill to know what these oddly-named drinks were. It would have been most suspicious if he had not known that this ‘sex on the beach’ was an alcoholic beverage. He asked, “Do ya think they drove off?”




Denise shrugged, “Don’t think so. Xander’s truck is still right there in the parking lot. The blue rented pickup. I’ve seen him driving it into the lot.”




Teal’c noted that this Denise was very attentive about this Xander individual. He finished up, “Well thank you very much, Denise. Hopefully, we can find her…and get her back on her meds before she gets sick. If she comes back, could you call me at this number?” He handed her a small card which only had a cellphone number on it. It was a cellphone ColonelCarter had wisely procured for this very kind of problem, and it had no connection at all to the SGC, or even to the mountain. ColonelCarter had simply walked into a store, bought the phone, paid for a hundred minutes on it, and left with it.




Denise looked up at him. “If I see her and I call, who do I ask for?”




He said, “Call me…‘Big T.’ ”





	


5. Riley and the Surprise



The phone went off. Not the regular house phone, but the phone. The one that Sam had behind the clear plastic door so little Theresa couldn’t touch it. It was programmed for eight different ringtones, and…




He didn’t recognize that one. He knew the tune okay. It was Monster Mash. But he hadn’t programmed that one in. And he didn’t think Sam had changed the ringtones without alerting him first.




Okay, there was only one group that would have Monster Mash for a ringtone, and they had people who could easily change his phone’s ringtone without his permission. Maybe it was Willow calling.




He liked Willow and the rest of the Scoobies, but when they called it was never a good thing. The last one had been a request for an anti-tank weapon to stop some ‘indestructible’ demon that was causing a crisis in a neighboring dimension where the Slayer Scythe didn’t want to go. How horrible did a dimension have to be if inanimate objects were afraid to go there?




“Please don’t be an apocalypse,” he whispered. “Please don’t be an apocalypse, please don’t be an apocalypse, please don’t be an apocalypse!”




He opened the biometric lock with his thumbprint and answered the phone. “Finn here.”




Andrew’s tones filled the receiver. “Umm, Riley, I know it’s getting late, but we have an eensy beensy problem here and Giles told me to call you.”




Riley carefully asked, “Just how eensy beensy?”




Andrew said, “Xander found a humanoid demon in Colorado Springs…”




Okay, that didn’t sound so bad. Even if Colorado Springs was close to some U.S. Defense Department assets. Not as bad as finding a human-looking demon in downtown D.C. Granted, some of the politicians and lobbyists he had run into were probably at least half-demon, in his opinion, given what self-serving slimeballs some of them were. Or at the least, they were cherished clients of Wolfram and Hart.




Andrew kept going. “He’s getting her to talk…”




Riley checked, “Just how is he doing that? I don’t want to find out he beat up a U.S. citizen who just happens to look weird.”




“Oh, we wouldn’t let you find that out!” Andrew gulped, “Wait, that’s not what I meant. We’d never do that. I mean, well, we try not to, even if there was this one thing in Moscow with this guy running guns and he was part demon, and someone who will not be named—but her name isn’t Hope or Charity and you still don’t like her—thought he was about to shoot these schoolchildren, but he was really there picking up his own kids who are also part demon, and he just happened to have a case of AK-47’s open in his van at the time, and it was a good thing the police were already looking to arrest him, so she didn’t get in trouble with the Moscow police, who really aren’t nice to strangers. Even if a bunch of the other Moscow police were looking to make sure he didn’t stay in jail or go to trial.”




Riley thought for a moment and said, “It would, however, be useful to know who the guy was, and that he’s part demon. There are international efforts toward stopping that kind of thing.”




Andrew sighed, “Umm, yeah. That’s what she did. She waited until he got out of the hospital a couple hours later, and she sort of kidnapped him and dropped him off somewhere they really wanted to talk to him and they wouldn’t ask questions about how he got there. So you can ask the Mossad about him. Just don’t tell them how he got dumped in one of their Moscow safehouses.”




Riley made a couple notes on his secure PDA so he could look into that the next day. He said, “Okay, we’ll skip that. So how is Xander getting this demon to talk?”




Andrew sounded embarrassed as he admitted, “He’s…buying her dinner and drinks. Lots and lots of drinks. For some reason she’s trying to learn about alcoholic drinks with little paper umbrellas in them.”




Riley managed to keep his laughter down to several snorts.




“It’s not funny!” Andrew protested. “Okay, if no one gets hurt, it’ll be really hilarious about next week, when Rona starts teasing him about it.”




Riley thought about an old saying his grandmother used to say. “It’s all fun and games until someone puts an eye out.” That just wasn’t funny to him when he thought about the Scoobies. Not after what happened to Xander. Even if Xander had his eye back now, thanks to a frighteningly powerful witch. At least the Scoobies had given him enough intel that he had been able to get the FBI to close several ongoing investigations into Caleb Clyde Collyer, aka ‘The Preacher’, who was suspected of somewhere around forty to sixty murders of young girls, going back to ten years before Sunnydale collapsed.




Riley checked, “So if this is Xander dating another demon—”




“Hey!”




“—what’s so important that Giles wanted you to call me?”




Andrew said, “Well, there’s this really old, really evil artifact called the astria porta which is a doorway into a bunch of demon dimensions. It was lost back in ancient Egypt when a Slayer led a revolt against a bunch of demons who were trying to enslave a ton of humans. Xander’s demon said she came here through the thing. And she said it’s being opened by a military base.”




Riley didn’t curse very often, but right then he said a few things his ma and pa would wash his mouth out with soap for. If this was another NID screwup…




He said, “Andrew, I need to make some phone calls. As soon as I have intel I can give you, I’ll call back.”




He hung up. This was going to require some connections a lot more secure than his house phone. He slipped into the bedroom. “Sam? Sam honey?”




Sam sleepily rolled over. “Again? Now? Didn’t we just…”




Riley made himself not smile. “Sam, it’s not that. I have to drive into HQ and make some secure calls. The Scoobies may have found another rogue NID op.”




Sam groaned, “Do those guys just have magical demon magnets in their heads or something? Everybody else goes their whole life without even seeing a demon, and they’re running into them when they go to the grocery store.”




Riley grinned. “Something like that. I’ll write a report up afterward and you can see the parts that aren’t Need To Know.”




Sam rolled over and muttered, “Drive carefully.” She was asleep before he was out of the room.




Riley checked on little Theresa. Then he grabbed his coat and his keys and his ID. He managed not to flinch when he thought about who he was going to have to wake up in the middle of the night to get some reasonable answers on this one.




	


9. Sam and the Clues



Sam waited patiently in the SUV. Okay, she was waiting impatiently while pretending to sit still. Daniel was off filming the performance from Teal'c. Sam could hear Teal’c doing his impersonation, and the responses. If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought it was really Jack, perhaps a quarter of the time. Most people wouldn’t have had any idea it wasn’t Jack, but she knew Jack a lot better than most people. And once Jack officially retired in three months, she was planning on ‘knowing’ Jack as often as she could get out of the mountain and his bad knees could stand it. Once they were living together, most people would probably believe that they had broken regs and been involved when she was still in his chain of command. But people like that didn’t know General Jack O’Neill. And people like that definitely didn’t know her. And people like that could take a flying leap at a…




Teal’c emerged from the restaurant, looking massive and intimidating. Sam didn’t think Teal’c ever understood how daunting he looked even when he wasn’t trying to be fierce. There was nobody she’d rather have on her six. Not even Jack. Well, she’d take the Jack O’Neill of ten years ago, long before his knees forced him out of fieldwork.




Daniel came rushing out of the bushes alongside the restaurant, nearly falling over something before catching his balance and running over to the SUV. Teal’c yanked open the shotgun door as Daniel slid into the back.




Daniel held up the video camera and grinned, “Got it!” Teal’c looked at Sam, and they smirked wickedly at each other. This was going to be better than the time someone had re-programmed Jack’s cellphone so that all his personal ringtones were switched over to songs like “I’m a Barbie Girl.” Jack had known it was her, but he was utterly unable to prove it. And since the phone hadn’t left his side while he was up at his cabin alone, he couldn’t even figure out how she had done it.




Sam asked, “What in the world do you think got into Anise?”




Teal’c said, “It is possible that this invisibility cloak has a side effect. Those armbands caused you to act with lowered inhibitions. What if she has utilized the armband technologies or some similar technology in some way to provide the invisibility, and she does not realize she is less…inhibited?”




Daniel winced, “An uninhibited Anise? I’m not sure I want to find that.”




Sam thought it was more likely that Anise had simply underestimated the amount of alcohol she was consuming, since Anise had a really annoying tendency to underestimate the risks of anything that didn’t threaten her. Sam really didn’t want to think about the consequences of Anise misusing nanotechnology like those armbands while she was on Earth.




Okay, Sam was now officially thinking about the consequences of Anise misusing nanotechnology on Earth. She was going to have to make a report to General Landry, and get some SGC people out here taking samples to ensure there weren’t going to be any ‘gray goo’ or ‘replicator’ consequences. She thought several extremely uncomplimentary things about Anise, but she didn’t say any of them out loud. Yet.




Sam looked around the parking lot. “Teal’c, make a quick circuit of the block, far enough away from me that you can sense Anise if she’s nearby. If you don’t find anything, try moving one block out from there and doing a wider circuit. Keep your radio live, in case you run into her and she tries anything. Daniel, contact the SGC and fill them in. Get some teams checking police calls, the hospitals, the morgue, fire department calls, emergency medical team calls, the whole deal. Tell ’em to keep it quiet for now.”




“And what will you do, ColonelCarter?” Teal’c asked.




“I’m going to have a look through the guy’s rental. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”




“Indeed.”




Okay, that time she was certain he was saying it just to get a reaction out of Daniel.




She moved their black SUV into a parking space between the guy’s rental truck and the restaurant, so she could go through the truck without being observed by anyone from the restaurant. She was already screened from the street by a big concrete wall, and the rental was now in the shadow of the SUV. She left Daniel inside the SUV, watching for trouble and making reports back to the SGC. She pulled on a pair of neoprene gloves before touching the truck.




It was a matter of seconds to use her lockpick set to open the passenger door of the truck and get into the glove compartment. As she read the rental agreement, she transmitted details over the radio for Daniel to give to the SGC teams. “Let’s see here…Rental for Alexander L. Harris. Okay, ‘Xander’ must be short for Alexander. Home and work addresses in Cleveland…He took the insurance, and even took out an auxiliary policy, like he was expecting to get the truck scratched up. Hmm…”




She looked through the trash bag hanging from the stickshift lever. “Someone has an unhealthy interest in junk food. Maybe five twinkie wrappers, a few visits to Winchell’s Donuts…Whoa. Some notes on a Summerfield Suites notepad. The notes look like a sketch for a sunroom, with dimensions roughed in. Summerfield Suites are expensive. Our ‘construction guy’ seems to have more money than you’d expect.”




Daniel’s voice came over the radio. “NID maybe? Or Trust?”




Sam admitted, “I doubt it. Either one would be a lot smarter about keeping their agent in the right kind of hotel with the right kind of car. This guy got a high-end rental and paid extra for insurance. There’s something weird going on here, but it doesn’t feel like Trust.”




Teal’c came in over the radio. “I agree, ColonelCarter. I have completed my first circuit with no detection of Anise. Not even while using the infrared goggles when I was not under direct observation by passersby. I am widening my circle now.”




“Copy that, Teal’c. And Daniel? Get someone to go out to the Summerfield Suites and see if Harris made it home. If so, find out if Anise is with him. If not, have them make a fast sweep through the place and see if there’s anything that shouldn’t be there.”




Sam went back to work. She quietly closed the passenger side door and moved to the rear of the truck. She had no trouble picking the lock on the camper top. Then she switched on a small infrared light and pulled on her infrared goggles. She had plenty of light to look through the gear in the back of the pickup, with no visible light showing to anyone else.




The truck looked like any construction foreman’s truck, except a lot neater, and a lot cleaner. Two toolboxes, an expensive toolbelt loaded with gear, cases for seven different power tools including an electric nailgun and a sabresaw, chargers for power tool batteries, a portable shop-vac, a box of supplies for carpentry and a box for electrical work, some carefully-stacked 4x4’s and 2x4’s, and a tube for blueprints.




She pulled out the blueprints and saw that someone had worked out how to re-model an old bungalow, complete with a sheet of non-blueprint paper that had that same sunroom, only drawn out in enough detail that someone could build the thing to specs. Each of the sheets was signed in the lower right corner: X. H. Which was bound to be Xander Harris.




And hidden behind everything was a large gymbag. Sam pulled it out and opened it. “Holy Hannah.”




“What is it?” asked Daniel over the radio.




“ColonelCarter, have you found anything important?”




“Oh yeah. Daniel, I think I could use your expertise.”




“Huh?”





	


6. Kennedy and the Inconvenience



“Oh! Oh Ken! Oh baby don’t stop! Ohh!”




There was no way she was going to stop now. Not when she was so horny she was about to explode, and it wouldn’t be her turn until she got Willow off two more times. This was definitely going to be the last time she bet on a sporting event. Because making sex bets with a really smart witch never worked out.




Still, it was her soccer team! She couldn’t let it go when her Willow Tree said they would lose by at least two goals. That never happened! She had been so sure she was going to win that she had bumped up the penalties even more than Willow suggested. And boy oh boy, was that a bad idea.




“Ohh! Kenny! Ohh!”




Okay, she loved it when Willow would play in chocolate with her. There was something about the combination of the sensuous chocolate and Willow’s scent and Willow’s musky taste that turned her on like crazy. She could get ridiculously hot and wet just fantasizing about a chocolate-dipped Willow.




But this time, Willow was covered in molten chocolate…and Kennedy was helplessly stuck in rock-solid chocolate. A Willow completely covered in a shiny coating of semisweet chocolate from the top of her head down to her pretty little toes? Total turn-on. And the pool heater Willow designed kept the chocolate they were playing in at a perfect temperature, so Willow kept coating herself in more chocolate no matter how much licking Kennedy did.




When Xander or Buffy came to visit next, she had no idea how they were going to explain the plastic swimming pool in the private room off their bedroom. And the special pool heater. And the two hundred pounds of dipping chocolate. And the high-tech chocolate filter with magical recirculation system that only Willow could have figured out.




“Ohhh! Oh baby yes! Like that!!”




But this was an exercise in frustration, and it was all her fault. Stupid penalty she insisted on. Stupid sports team that lost 3-1, so she lost the bet. Okay, a solid chocolate dildo and buttplug didn’t sound that bad. It would have been excruciatingly fun to put them sooooo slowly into her Willow and let her beg for release. But who lost the bet? Not Willow. Damn it.




Okay, so the problem was the little tidbit she added to the bet ten minutes into the game when it looked like her team might be going to dominate, even if they hadn’t scored yet. She was completely coated in chocolate too, which was really fun. But then she was covered in a thick layer of solid chocolate too. From her neck down to a couple inches above her knees, she was a solid block of chocolate with a molten Kennedy center. And when the solid chocolate coating was three to five inches thick, with a little magic added to keep it solid and rigid, even a Slayer couldn’t break out of it. So she looked like she was inside a chocolate-coated box with just her head and legs sticking out. Her head even had a stupid chocolate ‘wig’ she had added to the bet when Willow had teased her about the other team getting the first goal, so now she looked like a chocolate Doris Day. And the chocolate dildo and chocolate buttplug were slowly driving her insane.




She licked faster, knowing that after this one, she only had to bring Willow to one more enormous O before she could get out of this giant chocolate bar and get some relief.




“Ohh! Oooh! Oh yeah! Oh! Right there!”




Dun dun dun…dum-dee-dum dum-dee-dum…DUN DUN DUN dum-dee-dum dum-dee-dum!




No! Not now! She could have sobbed in sheer frustration. The house phone. The goddamn Star Wars music. Which meant it was Andrew, calling from his office in the call center. The Star Trek music was reserved for Andrew’s cell phone.




Willow opened her eyes and gave Kennedy a wicked smile. “Would you mind getting that, baby?”




Kennedy lay there helplessly for long seconds while the phone kept ringing. “Please Will, can’t we let it go to voicemail?” She wasn’t sobbing. She really wasn’t.




But Willow was enjoying herself way too much. She sensuously purred, “Oh, I think you’d better get it. After all, I’m all…covered…in rich…thick…yummy…chocolate…all over my tummy…and my breasts…and my pussy…”




“Willow!” she all but shrieked. “I’m dying here!”




Willow gave her a wickedly sexy smile. “Are we talking le petit mort by any chance?” Then Will whispered something under her breath…




The chocolate dildo and the chocolate buttplug began wiggling inside her. Not enough to let her get her rocks off, but just enough to make her sexual torment about ten times worse. “Oh please make it stop!”




Willow just said, “I think you’d better get the phone, dear.”




And it began that same stupid ringtone again. Dun dun dun…dum-dee-dum dum-dee-dum…DUN DUN DUN dum-dee-dum dum-dee-dum!




She was never going to be able to look at Darth Vader the same way again.




“Ahh, the Imperial March by John Williams,” Willow teased. “Maybe I’ll get you the whole album for a Chanukah present. Now go answer the phone.”




Andrew’s voice called out from the phone in the other room. “Guys? Guys? Please pick up. I know it’s late and you’re probably asleep, but we’ve got a Code Red, and it’s Xander, and I need some research help. Just research! No magic. Yet.”




“Oh shit.” Kennedy knew there was no way Willow was skipping this phone call now. And here she was, stuck in a hundred pounds of solid chocolate. Plus, Willow was now about as far from that huge orgasm as she was going to get, unless someone unleashed a shower of frogs on her, or made her sing in public.




Willow wiggled her fingers, and Kennedy felt the entire block of chocolate lift into the air so she was floating upright out of the chocolate pool. And then she was floating down onto her feet. But she couldn’t move. She could shuffle an inch or two at a time, and she could turn her head, but that was about it.




Andrew had completely explained the whole deal—starting with Xander and the demon, and going all the way to the idiot Air Force officers letting demons into their dimension through the astria porta—before she managed to shuffle her way to the wall where the speakerphone was mounted. There was a phone set-up and a computer screen in almost every room in the house. And thank God Andrew hadn’t called on the computer so he could see her like this. She was humiliated enough as it was.




She leaned forward…and the block of chocolate hit the wall. “Shit!” She craned her neck and stuck out her tongue as far as it would go, and she just barely managed to press the speakerphone button. She tried not to sound weird while she said, “Okay Andrew, we got all that. We’re on now.”




Willow casually said from the chocolate pool, “Sorry for the delay. Kennedy’s up to her neck in stuff.”




Kennedy turned bright red underneath all the chocolate. She tried to turn around to glare at her honey, but turning when your legs are locked together was a lot harder than she expected. She had to move one foot an inch or two forward, then the other one an inch or two back, and repeat. And repeat. It took her a dozen tiny forward-backward moves to get where she could give Willow one of her death-glares.




And Willow was just laying there in the chocolate, enjoying herself! Literally! She was fingering her pussy with one hand, and playing with one nipple with her other hand, and grinning like a maniac at Kennedy’s helplessness!




Kennedy mouthed, “You are so in trouble.”




Willow just smiled and slowly wrote across her left breast the letters ‘L I C K M E’.




Kennedy mouthed, “Bitch!”




Willow just nodded naughtily, and then oh so slowly licked chocolate off her finger with that little pink tongue that was so talented…Kennedy thought she was going to pass out from the rush of need inside her.




Willow calmly said, “Okay Andrew, we got it. I think I know what to look up, and I’ll get back to you in half an hour or so.”




“That would be so great!” Andrew squeaked.




Yeah, it was nearly a squeak. Kennedy had warmed up to Xander, who cared about Willow like nobody had ever cared about Kennedy, not even her sister. And Kennedy put up with Buffy for Willow’s sake, even if she and Buffy were never going to be best buds. Shopping partners maybe, some day in the future, because Buffy had terrific taste in shoes and tops. But Kennedy just didn’t like Andrew. Maybe it was those months crammed into Buffy’s house waiting to be killed by Bringers or Turok-Han or that insano Caleb, with everybody getting on everyone else’s nerves, and Andrew walking around sticking that camcorder into everyone’s business.




She knew she’d have to have the Scoobies in the wedding party when she married Willow. She had been just short of eighteen that last year in Sunnydale, and looking at never moving from Potential to Slayer despite years and years of training. Now she was one month short of twenty-one, and as soon as she was past that milestone, she was going to buy the biggest frigging diamond South Africa had to offer, and go down on one knee, and pop the question. Then they’d get married at her folks’ place in Massachusetts, even if her mom was still not exactly up with the ‘lesbian marriage’ thing.




She was going to be the ‘groom’, and she knew without asking that Willow would insist on Xander being the best man and Buffy being the maid of honor. Okay, Kennedy would have picked Xander for the best man, just because he was. Anybody who lost an eye to a psycho who could beat up Faith and Buffy simultaneously, just to save young women? And then didn’t expect said young women to put out for getting saved from a psycho? That guy was the best man out there. And Kennedy could live with Buffy as maid of honor, because she wasn’t that close to her sister. But there was no way Andrew was in the wedding party. He could come to the wedding, as long as he didn’t insist on doing the catering himself. And if Willow’s dad was still antsy about her being with Kennedy, then Giles could give Willow away.




Kennedy understood her own dad being squeamish about his younger daughter being a lesbian. But she didn’t get Willow’s parents. Kennedy’s parents weren’t Ward and June Cleaver, but they were real parents who really cared about their children. Willow’s parents? There was something weird there. Kennedy had a private theory about it, but Willow had made peace with her past and didn’t want to talk about all the times when her parents weren’t there for her. Still, Kennedy suspected that Ira and Sheila had spotted something about the school or the town—because let’s face it, they were both really smart and had degrees in this kind of stuff—and had gone straight to the mayor with it, and the mayor had done black magic to their minds. So they just stopped being there for Willow, and they stopped coming home to Sunnydale, and they stopped doing all the things for their own daughter that they insisted on other parents doing for their kids.




Sheila was still squirmy about Willow being in a lesbian relationship, even if she tried to pretend it didn’t bother her. Ira didn’t seem to object to the lesbian part, but he did fuss about the age difference. Like Willow was some sort of sleazy predator who swooped down and picked up some vulnerable teenager. Kennedy figured once she was twenty-one, that business would go away. Then Ira would just be all weird about the thing that Kennedy wasn’t Jewish, even if Willow was no longer a practicing Jew and was really more into Wicca these days than Conservative Judaism.




Andrew announced, “Uh-oh, Rona’s giving me that look. I gotta go.” He quickly hung up.




Willow slowly rose up out of the pool, and whispered something. The chocolate magically sluiced off her, so she was completely clean when she stepped out. She smiled naughtily at Kennedy, “I’ll just take a quick shower and go take care of this for Andrew. Then we’ll go back to where we were. You don’t mind just standing around for a bit, do you?”




Kennedy stared at Willow in shock. “Wait! You can’t…leave me like this! I’m going crazy! And I can’t move! This isn’t fair!”




Willow stepped into the little shower they had in there for clean-up, and deliberately teased Kennedy with a slow, sensuous, soapy shower. She used her magic to dry off, and she stepped into her bathrobe. “Now don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, honey. If you can think of anything I wouldn’t do.” She wiggled her eyebrows naughtily.




Kennedy tried to stomp her feet, but she couldn’t manage it. She managed to slap the ball of one foot against the floor. “Willow Rosenberg! Don’t you dare leave me like this!”




Willow walked over and kissed her on one chocolate-coated cheek. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”




Willow stepped back and closed her eyes in concentration. Kennedy nervously realized that chocolate was flowing out of the pool and over in her direction. Chocolate flowed into her mouth, forcing her jaws apart. Chocolate flowed over her legs and feet. Chocolate flowed around her neck and over her face.




The chocolate in her mouth grew until it was a rigid ball the size of a billiard ball, wedging her mouth open as far as it would go. The chocolate on her legs hardened until she couldn’t move her legs or feet at all. The chocolate on her face and neck solidified until she was frozen in place, with only openings for her eyes and nostrils.




“Mmm! Mmmp mmn mmf!” She tried to yell at Willow, but it was hopeless. She couldn’t move a muscle. She could move her eyes and she could take shallow breaths, but that was it. Even with Slayer strength, she couldn’t budge the magically-strengthened chocolate.




Willow smiled wickedly and kissed Kennedy on one chocolate-covered cheek. She giggled, “Don’t go anywhere, baby. I’ll be back in half an hour or an hour, and then you can pay off the rest of your bet.”




Kennedy stood there helplessly while Willow strolled out of the room. And then the chocolate dildo and chocolate buttplug began moving again. Not anywhere near enough to get her off, but more than enough to rev her up even more. She was going to explode from need before it was her turn. On the other hand, she knew from a ton of completely unbelievable sex with Willow, that when Willow kept her all revved up like this for a really long time before she let her cum, she had orgasms so powerful that she passed out from them.




“Mmm-mm?” Willow? She couldn’t even beg Willow to make the wiggling stop for a while. She couldn’t even do anything about the itching on the back of her knee. She couldn’t do anything about…Oh God, was the chocolate tickling the bottoms of her feet now? She was super ticklish on the bottoms of her feet and between her toes. She was going to scream if Willow made the chocolate tickle her feet. That was totally not fair! “Mmmmp!”




She was never going to make a bet on sports ever again. And as soon as Willow let her out of this torment, she was going to track down the inventor of the dildo and kill him. And then she was going to track down the inventor of the buttplug and kill him too. And then she was going to track down the inventor of dipping chocolate and…and…introduce him to Faith; that would either kill him or reward him beyond his wildest expectations…or maybe both.




She closed her eyes, tried to ignore the writhing sensations below her waist, and started counting off seconds.




	


10. Sam and the Gymbag



Sam mentioned, “Daniel, bring your infrared goggles, so you can see what we’ve got.”




Daniel clambered out of the SUV a few seconds later and slid around to the rear of the rented pickup. Sam noted how Daniel checked his surroundings as he moved, and stayed out of the brightest areas. It was interesting how Daniel, of all people, had managed to learn Jack’s lessons about team tactics and spec ops movement. Still, it had taken Daniel a lot of years to pick it all up.




Daniel whispered, “What do we have?”




Sam said, “Either this guy is the weirdest SCA role-player ever, or he’s prepared for a small medieval-scale war.” She lifted out a recurved crossbow and handed it to Daniel.




Daniel looked it over. “Modern construction. Definitely not a mock-up of a classic crossbow. So definitely not an SCA person.” He tugged on it. “And whoever he is, he’s strong. Even with this pullback mechanism, he’d have to exert a hell of a lot of force to cock this thing, and the recoil ought to be impressive when he fires it.”




Sam pulled out a bolt for the crossbow. “What do you think of this?”




Daniel looked it over. “Can I take this over and look at it under that streetlight?”




Sam said, “I’d rather you looked at it in the van.”




Daniel nodded, “Right.” He ditched the infrared goggles and slipped into the van to study the bolt. Sam had a rough idea what Daniel was going to find, because she had noticed that the bolt was of a really heavy hardwood, with some odd metal inlays at the tip and along the shaft of the bolt.




Daniel’s voice came through over the radio. “Sam, this is the weirdest crossbow bolt I’ve ever seen. A really sharp point with what looks like a titanium tip. Not trinium or steel, anyway. The inlays along the length of the shaft appear to be silver and wrought iron, by their look. Which makes no sense, because neither would provide the strength that the titanium would, and they’re simply linear strips of inlay, not ornamental in any way. It’s not like silver and iron have any special utility. The bolt looks like it’s very carefully machined, and the crossbow looks extremely modern. I don’t get it.”




Sam said, “If you wanted to kill someone, a crossbow bolt that unique would be pretty much the same as signing your name on it.”




Daniel agreed, “Sure. But if you wanted to put a heavy bolt right through a wall—or maybe heavy armor—this might be the thing to use, with a crossbow that powerful.”




Sam wasn’t ready to let it go. “But if that was your intent, then why use wood instead of, say, solid steel? Or trinium? Or, assuming you couldn’t get trinium, titanium alloy? And why add inlays that don’t help anything, and would just make it more likely that your bolt could fracture on impact?”




“Good points,” Daniel said. “Let me take some samples of the wood and the metals, and bag ’em, and we’ll see if our physical scientists can come up with anything for us.”




Sam checked, “If that’s titanium or a titanium alloy, how are you going to take samples?”




Daniel said, “You know that trinium-bladed knife you told me not to bring? Well…I brought it. I can scrape off some tiny sample fragments.”




Oh great. She managed not to slap her palms against her face. “You can’t lose it, you know. It’s got to go back to base. Just walking around with it is a security risk.”




“I know. I’ll be careful,” he said. “What else you find?”




Sam had been pulling more gear out of the gymbag and laying everything out on the tailgate for inspection. “You’re not going to believe it. More of those crossbow bolts. A pistol crossbow with a dozen wood bolts. Steel tips, I think. They look like standard deer-hunting arrow tips. Very lethal. Four throwing knives. A moneybelt re-stitched with pouches to hold about two dozen little bottles full of powders and liquids. Ten hardwood stakes, carved down to sharp points, with carved handgrips on each one. A double-bladed battleaxe. A katana and a scimitar. A shortsword with a sheath, and straps that look like you could wear it under a coat like a big neck knife. A pistol squirtgun and a large supersoaker, both loaded with something liquid. Get two sample vials over here so we can get samples back to the lab. Two mason jars full of a thick liquid: the jars are scored so they’ll break if you throw them, and both have miniature magnesium flares glued to the side with tear-strips. I’m guessing these are Molotov cocktails, maybe with styrofoam chips dissolved in gasoline so you have homemade napalm.”




“Nasty.”




Sam said, “Yeah. Extremely nasty. But what do all these things have in common? And why did he take the trouble of getting all this stuff in the gymbag, if the rental agreement is right and he’s only been here for about two weeks? It’s a rental from the airport rent-a-car, so if he flew in, he couldn’t have carried all this with him.”




Daniel thought out loud. “Hmm. The waitress said construction workers. So maybe the Molotov cocktails are some kind of insurance scam? Arson?”




Sam said, “I doubt it. The flares and broken glass would leave a hell of a trace for the arson investigators.”




Daniel muttered, “There’s something we’re missing here.”




Sam said, “Oh yeah. Definitely. Have the SGC check and see if there are any murders or assaults connected to crossbows, swords and battleaxes, Molotov cocktails, throwing knives, or even getting stabbed to death with a wooden stake.”




Daniel asked, “Locally?”




Sam thought for a second. “Locally over the last two weeks. Then check nationally, especially in the Cleveland area.”




Daniel said, “On it.”




Sam put everything back in the gymbag, and moved it back into the far end of the truck bed. She checked, “Teal’c. Report.”




“Nothing yet, ColonelCarter. However, there are many bars, restaurants, shops, and other buildings into which they might have moved.”




“Daniel?” she asked.




“Okay, I’ve got the first report from the SGC. No police or fire reports matching Anise’s description. No hospital admissions matching her, either. One hospital admission that’s a very rough match for Xander Harris, but it’s a local teen named Pete Benson who shows up there with alcohol poisoning pretty regularly. And…Hang on a sec.”




Sam waited patiently while she closed up the truck. Daniel came back. “We got someone over to the Summerfield Suites. Xander Harris is staying there. No answer at his room. Hotel security checked for us, and he’s not in. Our people did a quick sweep, and nothing. The only thing unusual they found was a family-size box of Twinkies.”




Sam muttered to herself, “So where is he?”




Daniel asked, “Well, where would you be in his situation? Alone with a hot babe who’s been drinking too much?”




Sam winced a little. “Daniel? Let me just say this. Eww.” But she knew exactly what he meant. “Okay, once Teal’c has made his second sweep, let’s spread out. We’ll use my GIS map and hit every bar and motel in a ten-block radius.”




Daniel said, “Good thing we have Big T on the case.”




Teal’c came on over the radio, doing his Jack imitation. Jack as a film noir private eye. “She was a woman who’d make a bishop kick a hole in a stained glass window. I knew she was trouble the moment she walked into my office.”




Sam managed not to laugh out loud as she carefully put everything away and closed up the pickup truck. She moved to the SUV and pulled up the GIS map software on her laptop. She said, “Daniel, have the SGC liaison get the police to start checking with the cab companies. There’s only a few gypsy cabs in town, and we need to have the police check them too.”




“Gotcha.”





	


11. Sam and the Hunt



Colonel Samantha Carter, U.S.A.F., was thinking about causing a serious diplomatic incident. Specifically, she was thinking about wringing Anise’s neck when she finally caught up with the Tok’ra. Or maybe ‘accidentally’ shooting her with a zat. Every day, for a couple weeks in a row.




They had been searching for Anise and ‘Xander’ Harris for seven solid hours. It was five in the morning, and she was utterly exhausted. Daniel was making another coffee run, but she really needed some sleep. Granted, she and Daniel had been known to subsist on coffee for a couple days at a time when in the throes of a good research problem, and Teal’c could go for a really long time before he needed sleep, or even kel’no’reem.




It had taken hours of patient cross-sectioning and questioning to find the second bar. Daniel had found it. The ‘Steep Slope,’ a yuppie bar specializing in fancy cocktails and twenty-something waitresses in skimpy outfits. A waitress had recognized the couple. Harris and Anise had walked in—staggered in, according to the waitress—and ordered ‘one of everything with a little wooden umbrella in it.’ Sam had winced just hearing Daniel’s report.




The waitress had told Daniel that the girl spent most of the time sitting in the guy’s lap. Also, she served them four drinks and then cut them off, since the bar had to maintain its liquor license, and they were both pretty smashed. The waitress had tried to call them a taxi, but they had paid her, left her a pretty big tip—which was the real reason she remembered Harris—and then walked out with the girl practically climbing all over the guy as they stepped outside.




Sam had asked Daniel if there was anything else, and his hesitance had been all she needed to know that there was something. However, it had taken some prodding to get Daniel to admit that the waitress had taken a business card out of her cleavage and stuffed it into Daniel’s front pants pocket with a breathy instruction to call her. Sam had managed not to laugh out loud, but there was a suspicious noise from the radio that could have been Teal’c suppressing some laughter.




After that, Sam had gone to work on her GIS system and mapped out a wedge-shaped sector of the city to investigate next. She assumed that Harris and Anise were most likely to continue in the same rough direction they had been going since they left O’Malley’s. That reduced the workload, and it could even turn out to be a rational solution.




The three of them moved onward, checking every place Anise and Harris might have gone. But it was time-consuming and tedious and irritating. She didn’t know how policemen could stand it. She could work on an interesting problem in the lab for days at a time, but asking repetitive questions of really stupid people was making her want to scream with frustration.




While she was checking a dance club with a bar, she got another report from the SGC. The liquid samples from the squirt gun and the supersoaker were water. Plain old tap water. In fact, based on trace impurities and the chlorine level, it was probably plain old tap water straight out of the City of Cleveland municipal system. What was the point of carrying squirt guns around? Was he planning on sneaking up on the Wicked Witch of the West? Why were toys like that in a gymbag with Molotov cocktails and a lethal crossbow?




While she was checking an all-night liquor store, she heard back from the SGC with a report on the metal and wood samples Daniel had prepared. The crossbow bolt was ironwood, and NMRS showed that the tip was a common titanium alloy. The inlays were, as Daniel had guessed, silver and cold-forged iron. Someone had taken the time to look at the iron samples under a high-powered microscope to determine the forging method. Daniel had told her that cold-forged iron was almost unheard of in the last several centuries, since the technique was outdated. So what the hell was Harris doing with cold-forged iron as inlays in his crossbow bolts? The more information she got, the less this made sense.




Sam had found the next stop for Anise and her drunken ‘friend’. It appeared that Sam’s idea of delineating a narrow cone as the target area was paying off. She had walked into “Artie’s”, a sleazy smoke-filled bar with two waitresses in lowcut black minidresses so short that they wouldn’t be able to bend over and serve anyone without showing off what color their panties were. And since they were wearing fishnet hose with those ridiculous heels, there wouldn’t be any hiding of anything from the men behind them.




An annoying guy with a cheap cigar had headed her off and said, “Sorry dollface, we ain’t hirin’ today. Although with those legs, you could prob’ly convince me. In my office. If you know what I mean.”




Sam had refrained from shooting him with the zat in her jacket pocket. Or kicking him in the crotch. Although she was grouchy enough to consider it for a fraction of a second. Instead, she pulled out a picture of Anise and said, “Not applying for a job. Trying to track this bimbo down, since she’s out of the hospital and off her meds.”




The guy leered at the photo and said, “Oh. Her. Yeah, her and her boytoy were here. Hours ago. Shit, were they drunk. And they wanted drinks with fuckin’ umbrellas in ’em. Whaddaya think this place is? Some sissy bar for yuppies? Al gave ’em a couple tequila sunrises and sent ’em on their way.” Sam turned to leave, but the jerk just had to add, “Nice ass, too. Ya want me ta keep yer number in case Mindi or Bunni quits?”




She had just gritted her teeth and left. She had refined their search cone after that, and they had kept looking. She got yet another report from the SGC, telling her that none of the cab companies had taken fares matching the description of Harris or Anise, and none of the gypsy cabs that they had managed to track down had picked them up either.




Some time later, Daniel called in over the radio, “Sam, there’s an all-night grocery store on the corner here. I’m going to check it out.”




Sam asked, “A grocery store? Why?”




Daniel said one word. “Beer.”




That made as much sense as anything right then. It was going to be dawn soon, and they still hadn’t tracked down Anise, even if she had seemingly drunk the entire town’s quota of tequila sunrises in the last ten hours.




While Sam was checking out an all-night liquor store, Daniel said over the radio, “I got a hit.” She left the liquor store, dashed to the SUV, and drove the block and a half to the grocery store where Daniel was.




Teal’c caught up with her outside the store. He stoutly said, “I have investigated two more bars without success.”




Daniel came out of the store grinning, and walked over to their position. He smirked, “Turns out they didn’t want beer. They were after ice cream. They had a drunken discussion with a clerk. The guy wanted Twinkie flavored ice cream.”




Sam winced, “Twinkie flavored ice cream?” She remembered the Twinkie wrappers in the pickup and the box of Twinkies back in Harris’s hotel suite. She figured that it had to be him.




Teal’c calmly said, “I was not aware that such an ice cream flavor existed, although the spongecake and cream filling would make an interesting taste treat.”




Sam complained, “Teal’c, don’t tell me you like Twinkies!”




Daniel asked, “How did you even find out about Twinkies?”




Sam was pretty sure of the answer to that one. “Let me guess. Jack.”




“Indeed,” Teal’c nodded. “O’Neill has been instrumental in teaching me the fundamentals of American snack foods. I personally prefer the ‘Little Debbie’ and the ‘Ho-ho’ but there is much to be recommended in the ‘Twinkie’ I believe.”




Daniel said, “They settled for a box of Twinkies, several different pints of Ben and Jerry’s, and some plastic spoons. Harris apparently told the cashier he wasn’t ever coming back to her store until they got Twinkie flavored ice cream. She thought he was really drunk.”




Sam grabbed her laptop and began working on her GIS program. As she typed, she muttered, “So where did they go next if they didn’t drive, and they were already too drunk to get served anywhere else, and they didn’t take a taxi?”




Daniel muttered, “I hate to say it, but…”




Sam looked in the direction Daniel was looking. She groaned, “Oh no. I don’t even want to think about that.”





	


7. Rona and the Eavesdropping



Rona adjusted the earbuds once more. There was no way she was going with headphones, like Emily was. Maybe Emily didn’t care about her hairstyle, but there was no way Rona was ruining her ’do when she could go with earbuds instead.




Hell, half of the guys around here cared about their hair more than Emily. Rona knew the only reason Emily hadn’t gotten her hair cut super-short was that Andrew thought Emily’s hair was really sexy like that. And maybe Emily wore the pants most of the time in that geeky little relationship, but when Andrew did anything the least bit romantic, Em pretty much melted.




Like the hair. Andrew had told her he loved running his fingers through her hair, and so there was no way Emily was gonna get that cut short. And then there was the time when Andrew bought Em those emerald earrings because he thought they went with her eyes. Emily wore the things constantly for about a month straight. And when he bought her that ‘Jem and the Holograms’ lunchbox off eBay and surprised her with it at work that one lunchtime, Em screamed so loud they probably heard her in Cincinnati. Jesus, Emily was an enormous geek. The two of them were a match made in…somewhere. Probably in Comic Con. And to think she used to tease Vi about being nerdy. Compared to Emily, Vi was like the world’s most popular cheerleader or something.




Okay, compared to Emily, gamer girls on YouTube were like cheerleaders or something. Emily was so intensely nerdy that only supreme nerds were going to be interested in her. Even if she was cute. By Slayer standards, Emily was plain. But by Slayer standards, Kristen Stewart was ordinary. Emily was too geeky for normal guys, and too threatening for geeks. Emily might not want to go out and hunt demons like most Slayers, but Em was still as strong and as fast and as fierce as any Slayer, and Em had all the Slayer training in hand-to-hand and weapons. Rona knew from experience: guys shit themselves when a hot woman turned out to be the alpha predator. If it weren’t for Andrew, Em would be doomed. For boyfriend-type stuff, anyway.




And Andrew thought Emily was awesome. It was so cute to watch them sometimes. Andrew was surrounded by dozens and dozens of incredibly hot young women who routinely wore tiny little exercise outfits and worked themselves into a sweat. And he only had eyes for Em. Em was too big a geek to notice that, so it was a good thing Rona and some of the other senior Slayers were willing to step in and point it out. Because they had all known that Andrew was never going to get the nerve up to ask Em out on a date. Traci and Lori and some of Em’s other friends basically set the two of them up on a date, and made sure Andrew took Em to ‘Coruscant’, the Star Wars themed restaurant downtown. And it was trivia night that night, as Traci had already planned. Andrew won a dinner for two, and Em came in second, winning a dinner for one. Rona didn’t care who got third place that night. It was probably some pimply nerdboy who made Andrew look like a bodybuilder by comparison. But Em was enchanted with a guy who knew that much about Star Wars and thought she was great too. And Andrew was enchanted that Em knew almost as much Star Wars shit as he did. Definitely a match made in sci-fi heaven.




Meanwhile, Rona was stuck listening in on Xander’s dinner with Miss Colorado, Demon Division. Rona wasn’t into girls, but even she had to admit this demon was hot stuff. And that outfit was kinky. Rona was just hoping it didn’t turn out to be human skin or anything like that. Because Xander was on his own for at least a couple more hours.




There were enough Slayers that they had regular patrols set up across the planet, and special strike teams, and if they had to, they could scramble a super-team or two for apocalypse-ish shit. But General Buffy had four of the strike teams off in a massive strategic movement in the Philippines to take care of those damn swim team demons once and for all. And Vi was usually the rover for the continental U.S., but she was helping her folks move, and her teammates Mindy and Paula were getting vacation time in Rio, partying down with Willow’s Slayers, while Vi was doing that. And Faith had one of the strike teams helping her group track down some wandering demons who were eating nomads. And the last strike team was in Africa, dealing with a mess in Somalia, where some demons had set up shop because there was no human law enforcement in place there anymore. That left four individual pairs or trios of Slayers out west who could get to Xander in a few hours via chartered jet, but all of them were out on patrols dealing with assorted vampy or demonic nuisances, and wouldn’t be available yet. She was getting the Council’s private jet flown into Cleveland anyway, just in case, even if the Brits were going to get their panties in a twist over it.




But this was not sounding like Xander needed a strike team. Unless they were gonna be standing around holding his shorts and a box of condoms for him. Because this demon sounded like she needed to get out more. Okay it wasn’t all that weird that ‘Anise’ was also named ‘Freya’. Plenty of demons had titles or jobs that they went by instead of their demon names. Andrew was figuring that Freya was the demon’s personal name, even if it was right out of Norse mythology. Anise definitely wasn’t out of Norse myths. Andrew and Emily even argued about names from old Thor comic books, because that was the kind of geekery they always did, but they couldn’t come up with a source on the ‘Anise’ part. And the researchers hadn’t come up with a good match from any of the primary demon languages either.




Rona wasn’t easily embarrassed, but Em sure was. So when Freya was begging Xander for some serious Kama Sutra-style sex, and Xander was getting a hotel room, Em was sitting there doing her job but turning redder and redder. White girls all blushed like little virgins. Even Faith blushed once in a while, although getting Faith to blush was like trying to get tigers to line dance.




And then it got frankly embarrassing. Xander and Freya were going at it like crazed monkeys, and the phone was still live. Em was red as a beet, and insisting she needed a coffee break. Or a potty break. Or pretty much anything that would let her put the earphones down and go hide for a bit. Rona let her go, and even managed not to laugh.




She watched as Andrew came out of his office and made his way right over to her. He leaned over and waited until she pulled one earbud out. “Is Emily okay? Are things getting too…violent?” How cute, Andrew was worried about his girlfriend. Okay, Em did have a queasy stomach compared to most Slayers. Compared to normal young women, Em was a beast, but you hack up five or six Fyarl demons into bite-sized chunks, and Em was trying not to hurl. Most Slayers in that position would be cleaning off their sword and wondering where the nearest Dunkin Donuts was.




Andrew then checked, “And is Xander still getting information out of her?”




She grinned. “Oh, that boy ain’t gettin’ anything out of her anymore. It’s just what he’s gettin’ into her.”




Andrew gave her a puzzled look and stuck one side of Em’s headphones over his left ear. It took about two seconds before Andrew’s little eyes bulged and he turned redder than Emily did. He choked, “This is not to go out over the speakers no matter what! This is completely unsuitable for younger ears!”




Rona just smirked at him, because this hadn’t been on the speakers for a really long time. She said, “Didn’t know Xander was that good at the teaching part, didja?”




“Rona!” he hissed as he blushed even harder.




So she kept going, especially because she spotted Emily coming back. “Maybe it’s that hands-on part he’s so good at.”




“Rona!” This time, it was Andrew and Em simultaneously.




Rona couldn’t resist. “What, you two aren’t sitting down and taking notes? Getting some awesome sex tips from the Xan-man?” They both blushed so red they looked like they were going to catch on fire. “Hey Em. Maybe you could try that reverse cowgirl thang while dressed like an actual cowgirl.”




“Rona!” Andrew choked.




“Eek!” Emily squeaked.




It was all Rona could do not to fall over laughing. The two of them were so red their blush was creeping down into their shirts and up into their hairlines.




Andrew managed, “We don’t need anything like that!”




“Yeah!” Emily agreed. “We already have a book!” She suddenly had a panicked look on her face when she realized what she’d just confessed. “No! We don’t! We absolutely don’t have a book on Jedi sexual positions!”




Andrew actually cringed and covered his face.




It was all Rona could do not to laugh until she peed herself. “What? The Luke Skywalker Book on Sexing Up Your Sister?”




Andrew angrily defended Luke. “Luke is a hero! He’d never do that! It was just bad planning by George Lucas!”




Emily angrily insisted, “That’s not what it’s called! It’s the Unofficial Star Wars Guide to Ultimate Jedi Sex! So quit it!”




Rona couldn’t help it. She had to laugh at that.




Em frowned, “And Andy bought it for me for my birthday!”




Rona laughed some more. “Oh, so it was really a present for Andrew, huh? What, you got one a’ those Princess Leia metal bikinis for his birthday?”




Both of them turned an even brighter red. Oh shit, Emily really did. This was way too funny. Rona leered at Andrew. “So…Han Solo…did you show her your blaster?”




“Rona!” Andrew gasped.




She turned to Emily. “Did you get some wookie?”




“Rona!” squeaked Emily.




“Did Han shoot first?”




“Rona!!!” they both squealed.




Rona pointed at them and said, “I dare you guys to come to the next Halloween party as Han and Slave Leia.”




Together, they squawked, “Rona!”




She knew there were a ton of rules about Council Halloween parties, mainly because the Scoobies had gone through a few ultra-weird Halloweens. Everyone knew Halloween was supposed to be deader than dead for the undead, but somehow stuff just happened to you if you were a Scooby. So absolutely no one could come as a supervillain. No one could come dressed as anything fluffy and useless, like a ballerina or a cheerleader. No one could come as anything like a zombie or a demon or a vamp or a werewolf, not even fictional heroic ones like Vampire Hunter D or Teen Wolf. And a few people always came as superheroes, just in case some chaos mage tried that ‘Halloween costume’ spell again. Buffy always came as Supergirl or Ms. Marvel or a Green Lantern, just in case she got changed into her costume again, not that it had happened. And if Giles was there, he was always dressed like normal. The rules said someone had to be, just in case they were needed to explain to everyone else what the hell was going on if the place got hit with the wrong spell. And there was usually one or two of Willow’s witch brigade dressed as themselves but twenty or forty years older, just in case they got turned into themselves in the future so they could find out what was going to happen next. It never worked, but it was fun to tease them about being the adult chaperones.




Rona paused with the teasing, because something was up with Xander and Freya. She was really hoping it wasn’t anything serious, because she hadn’t been able to line up any backup for Xander, and she really didn’t want anything to happen to him. No one did. She had a feeling that some day, Xander was going to get himself killed, and then five hundred insanely angry Slayers were going to storm whatever demon dimension was responsible and turn the entire dimension into a wasteland. Hell, she’d probably be up near the front of that army.




“Oh no,” she muttered.




“What? What?” Andrew squawked. He grabbed the headphone, but Emily easily pulled it out of his hands. Fortunately, there was a spare set of headphones since Rona was going with earbuds, so Andrew scrambled for the spare headphones and plugged them into the extra jack.




Emily and Andrew immediately turned a brilliant red.




Rona grumbled, “Doesn’t this chick ever stop? What, they don’t have sex in her dimension?” Because it sounded like what she was doing to get Xander revved up again was something even Faith probably wouldn’t do.




She had to admit it, Xander was still going. None of her boyfriends had ever had that kind of stamina. Now she knew why Buffy and Faith still did those ‘Viking in the sack’ jokes long after Anya had died.




She tugged one of Andrew’s headphones away from his ear, so he could hear her. She told him, “I don’t think he’s gonna need any help from us until tomorrow morning. Or tomorrow. Or tomorrow night. Or the next morning. Unless you wanna send him some Cialis and a couple gallons of Gatorade.”




Andrew turned so red he was practically on fire. Man, teasing him and Em was the most fun you could have when you were stuck in the call center.




	


12. Teal’c and the Trackdown



Teal’c listened as ColonelCarter said, “Oh no. I don’t even want to think about it.”




He looked in the direction that DanielJackson was staring. About a block down the street was a two story motel. He calmly insisted, “That is an excellent induction, DanielJackson. I must study your inductive talents for my further work as a private investigator.”




“Big T, Private Eye,” teased Daniel.




“I believe that name has much to recommend it.”




“Indeed,” Sam agreed, in her deepest tones.




DanielJackson snickered a little, but Teal’c maintained his stoic façade.




Sam looked at her GIS map and muttered, “I hate to say it, but it’s our best option right now. Big T, you go play private eye at the front desk with the night manager, while Daniel and I bracket the motel.”




Teal’c just said, “In that case, I believe that I will need to drive the vehicle, so that the desk clerk does not see either of you.”




Sam nodded. “Give us a couple minutes to get into position, and I’ll give you a heads-up when it’s time.”




He nodded as he climbed into the driver’s seat and carefully adjusted it for his size. ColonelCarter was tall for a woman, but she was much shorter than he was, with shorter arms and a much shorter torso. She did have very long legs, which Teal’c had noticed any number of times, just as he had noticed that O’Neill had a difficult time not looking at ColonelCarter’s legs and rear when she was marching directly ahead of him. Teal’c did not think that—just because ColonelCarter was a great warrior and a brilliant scientist—she should have to ignore the fact that she was still a very attractive woman. But the forces of the SGC and the Tau’ri military had rules that were very different from those of the Jaffa and the Tok’ra.




By the time he had the seat adjusted to his satisfaction, DanielJackson had moved to a spot across the street from the open side of the motel. The motel itself was a large open square with access to the rooms on the inside of the square, almost as if it were designed to make it a defensible position in time of war. He was aware that the design of the motel made it much harder for criminals to sneak in to loot unsuspecting tourists or steal someone’s car. It also made it easier for a single clerk to maintain control of the chokepoint where people drove in and out. The one open side had a manager’s desk at the corner of the square. The rest of the motel was two stories of open walkways to motel doors.




ColonelCarter spoke over her radio. “Back side is nothing but tiny, glazed bathroom windows. No one’s going to be escaping from those windows unless they’re the size of a housecat.”




DanielJackson replied, “I’m in position across the street. There’s a good sized tree I’m lounging against so I’ve got protection.”




ColonelCarter said, “I’m coming all the way around now. Teal’c, wait until you see me infiltrate from the other side of the open side before you drive in.”




“Copy that,” said Teal’c.




“Copy too,” said Daniel.




Teal’c watched as ColonelCarter moved around to a short row of shrubbery. She moved expertly, going quickly, but not so quickly that she made a lot of noise. She took up a defensible position behind some cars parked in the motel parking lot. Then she clicked her radio and whispered, “Go.”




Teal’c carefully drove into the motel, parking under the covered way. He entered the manager’s office and got the attention of a skinny motel clerk who looked like he was more concerned with studying from a large textbook than in maintaining the safety of the people using the motel.




The clerk looked up and swallowed, his big adam’s apple bobbing. “Umm, howdy there big guy.”




Teal’c replied in his JackO’Neill imitation, “Howdy. I’m lookin’ for this woman. Have you seen her?”




The clerk took a look, ogling the girl in the picture. “Umm, yeah. She checked in hours ago with a guy. He paid with a credit card and everything. Is something wrong?”




“Yep.” Teal’c even made sure to pop his ‘p’ like O’Neill. “She’s off her meds. We’ve gotta get her back to the hospital before she does something. Something you wouldn’t want to happen in one of your hotel rooms.”




The clerk cringed. “Oh Jeez! Okay, they’re in room 212. And I think they’re pretty drunk, so don’t be real surprised if they can’t stand up or nothin’. Okay? She seemed a little weird, but they looked like…well, they looked like a cute couple.”




Teal’c insisted, “Can you tell me the name of the ‘guy’?” He was quite sure that the clerk was not supposed to yield such information, so he applied some additional intimidation.




“Umm, sure. Alexander Harris. Cleveland, Ohio. The girl kept calling him Xander and tryin’ to get him to hurry up. If you know what I mean.”




Teal’c said, “Yep, I do know.”




The clerk dug into a wall cabinet. “Okay, look, here’s a room key, but they probably got the security bolt on too. You can’t get that from the outside without one of these special keys for the deadbolt.”




Teal’c nodded slightly. “Thank you. We’ll try to get her back to her doctors as quick as we can, with no fuss. And then we’ll get your keys back to ya.”




The clerk smiled nervously. “Okay, that would be great, sir.”




Teal’c said, “Yeah, sure, you betcha.” He was quite sure he heard both ColonelCarter and DanielJackson snickering over the radio. He walked out of the manager’s office with keys in hand. He was fully aware that the conversation had been heard by his partners, so he only held the keys up for them to see.




ColonelCarter slipped out from her position between the cars and studied the room numbers. She kept an eye on room 212 as she motioned DanielJackson in from his position.




Teal’c watched as ColonelCarter silently directed him and DanielJackson to bracket room 212 with her. Teal’c went up the righthand stairs, while ColonelCarter moved up the lefthand stairs with DanielJackson a full flight of stairs behind her. They had the room surrounded, and they could easily block the narrow walkways on either side of the room. Unless Anise chose to jump through the plate glass window and leap over the balcony, they had her boxed in. And if Anise was so foolish to attempt something like that, they would use their weapons on her.




Right then, ColonelCarter looked like she was really hoping to have a chance to zat Anise right in the mik’ta. He would never say so, but he looked forward to the event with great anticipation.







In canon, mik’ta is a Goa’uld word for the posterior. Really.





	


8. Jack and the Beanstalk



Jack O’Neill was having a weird dream. He knew it was a dream, because Danny was Ascended again, but hanging around being all cryptic, and dressed really weird like Oma Desala. Really like Oma Desala. Even wearing that stupid dress Oma pretended to wear when she wasn’t even solid. And Sam was wearing her hair really long, like one of the alternate universe Sams, with a lot of makeup, and acting flirty. And helpless. Which was completely not his Sam. And he was trying to climb a beanstalk to the stars, but the giant at the top of the beanstalk kept pouring oil down the stalk and yelling, “It’s canola oil! It’s good for you!” And the giant was Teal’c, only Attack of the Fifty Foot Woman sized.




And then Danny was shaking a weird little bell and saying, “Wakey wakey!” And the bell just kept ringing.




Oh. It was the phone. He sat up in the bed and grabbed it off his nightstand. “O’Neill here.”




“Jack, it’s Hank Landry. Sorry to wake you up at this time of night, but I really need your help.”




Crap. He blinked a couple times and then made sure the phone was on ‘scramble’. “Okay, go.”




“We need to find out about a scrubbed project. The DRI. No idea what it stands for, but Hailey thinks the ‘I’ is for Initiative. Ran for about a year in Sunnydale, California.”




“You mean it got dropped into the Sunnydale Crater?” Jack asked.




“No, it got scrubbed three years before then,” Hank said. “Head researcher was Dr. Maggie Walsh. Deceased. Lead officer was Colonel MacNamara, also deceased.”




Jack quipped, “That’s a lotta ‘deceased’ there.”




Hank said, “They’re claiming a forty percent casualty rate. In one year. On American soil. Highest ranking survivor was one Riley Finn, now in Spec Ops. And it looks like it was NID, running covert with Army patsies out front.”




Jack growled. “Should’ve guessed. Still…forty percent? What the hell were they doing? Even Maybourne couldn’t kill off forty percent of his men in one year.”




Hank said, “That’s just it. They scrubbed so thoroughly we can’t find anything. We can’t even find out what DRI stands for. And we have a small crisis thanks to Anise—”




Jack managed not to choke, even if Sam had given him a heads-up hours ago.




“—and it turns out the person she ran into—or vice versa—just happens to be mixed up with whatever happened to the DRI. So anything you can find out in the next eight to ten hours would help us a lot.”




Jack smiled a little. “And you’ll owe me.”




Hank said, “Jack, after all the crap you’ve pulled…”




Jack laughed and signed off.




He wasn’t laughing two hours later.




He had been ditched, lied to, dodged, stalled, and generally given the runaround on the DRI. It hadn’t been that hard to find out who to call. But he was Homeworld Security, and a freaking two-star general asking a question related to national defense. You weren’t supposed to say ‘kiss off’, or much ruder words to that effect, to Homeworld Security! Even some of the NID people he thought were semi-trustworthy couldn’t or wouldn’t talk about it. Okay, the NID tended to run rogue ops so far off the books that pretty much everyone else in the whole agency was in the dark.




He had even found Riley Finn’s current commanding officer, a two-star running out of Fort Bragg. And the fact that the guy was up at this hour meant someone had some Spec Ops forces running somewhere. Jack knew that without thinking about it. But said two-star stalled his butt off about Riley Finn, and Finn’s former assignments, and Finn’s current work.




The guy finally said, “Look O’Neill, I understand you’re DHS, and you’ve got a pretty wide purview, but this is outside that. I can’t tell you. I’m not supposed to tell you, but on top of that, I mean I literally cannot tell you.”




“Oh, what, your head’ll explode if you talk to me about this?” Jack snarked. He was usually nicer to other two-stars who he was trying to get intel out of, but this guy was really getting irritating.




The guy just stopped talking. Now that was weird. And disturbing. For a couple reasons. Finally, the guy said, “You’ll have to go higher than me to find anything on this. And you won’t like what you find. If I could give you some advice, it would be: give up. Don’t try to find out anything else. But I know you won’t listen.”




So Jack had gone over to the top Pentagon brass, and chewed his way through the duty officers, and finally got through to some higher-ups who really didn’t like getting awakened in the middle of the night. And that had gone even less swell.




Which was why he was now on the phone to Ed Walton, the chief of staff for the President of the United States. And when you called the CoS for the POTUS in the middle of the night, you were really pushing your luck. The thing was that Jack was planning on retiring before long and he already had his papers ready to turn in, so there wasn’t a whole heck of a lot they could do to him. At most, they could refuse to give him that promotion to three-star as a parting gift when they finally got rid of him. Not that he needed the promotion, since all it would mean was a little more income every month, and even more annoying invitations to fancy events he already didn’t want to attend.




The other thing was that the POTUS knew who Jack was, and what Jack did, and why the SGC was the most important group in the entire Department of Defense.




Ed said, “Look Jack, it’s the middle of the night. This better be important.”




Jack frowned but said, “I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important. I need to know about a joint NID / Army project called the DRI, headed by Colonel Robert MacNamara, deceased, and lead researcher Dr. Maggie Walsh, also deceased. Along with a whole truckload of other deceased from the project.”




Ed said, “The DRI? Want to tell me how you found out about a black ops project that’s been buried and scrubbed?”




Jack said, “It’s come up in connection with the SGC. You know the ‘visitors’ they have on occasion?”




“Ye-es…”




Jack went on, “This is one of our friends, with General Jacob Carter’s current assignment.” That was enough to tell Ed what was going on. This might be a secure line, but that didn’t mean Jack needed to use words like Tok’ra out loud. “She used ‘advanced’ technology to leave the base, and she ran into someone outside our purview. Said someone has a connection to the DRI, and we need to know if that means he’s a threat, or an NID agent, or an NID agent who’s a threat, or maybe even someone who can keep his mouth shut.”




But Ed insisted, “Jack, I really can’t talk about the DRI. The best I can do is ask the Chief if he can talk to you about it.”




Wait! Was Ed talking about waking up the President in the middle of the night for this? How serious was this DRI stuff? Because this was sounding like SGC level material, and he couldn’t even think of what could be outside the SGC’s purview that would be that critical. The SGC had handled intragalactic menaces, intergalactic threats, and even a couple interdimensional invasions. What the hell was left?




Ed checked, “You’re in your office?”




“I am now,” Jack admitted. He’d started calling around at home while he got dressed, and he’d had one phone call in the car on his way in, but he was making all his secure calls from his office.




So Ed Walton hung up on him and had him sit on his hands for twenty minutes. And then the red phone rang. That meant the President was calling on a secure line kept separate from the regular telephone systems. That wasn’t good.




He answered, “Yes, Mister President?”




“Jack, Ed came and told me you’re pressing everybody and their mother about the DRI. And he said the causality was an SGC issue. I’m going to have to ask you to stand down on this.”




He insisted, “But sir—”




“No, Jack. The DRI has to remain Need To Know for some very important reasons. Just like we wouldn’t tell anyone on their side of the fence about the SGC. Some things have to remain compartmentalized. So I’m going to ask you to stop prying. Now what level is the SGC’s crisis?”




Jack admitted, “It’s still level blue.”




The President made a snorting noise. “All right. If your problem moves up above level yellow, you can call me back directly and explain in detail. And if you really need to know what was behind the DRI, I’ll make sure you get a personal briefing from a trusted source. And let me tell you from personal experience, it will be a briefing that will make you regret you ever asked. I didn’t sleep well for a month after I was briefed. Good night, Jack.”




Jack stared at the phone in his hand. Christ. This mess really was just like trying to climb a giant beanstalk. While a giant poured canola oil on his head.




And now he needed to call Hank Landry and tell him what he hadn’t found out. Great.





	


13. Xander and the Morning After



Xander was awake.




He had to be awake. His head couldn’t possibly hurt this bad if he was asleep. Or dead. Or in a coma. Or whatever.




His head was throbbing. His mouth felt like someone had left old, unwashed gym socks in it—and when it came to unwashed gym socks, he was an expert. His stomach was queasy. There was a weight on his chest.




Definitely a hangover. Okay, most of the hangovers he’d had were either from magical attacks or from getting drugged and getting kidnapped. Or sometimes, all three at the same time, for that special hangover trifecta. Like that whole deal with those Wolfram and Hart idiots who thought that kidnapping him would be a good way to force a bunch of Slayers to do what they said; funny thing was it turned out it was really only a good way to get a whole bunch of Slayers and witches really, really pissed off at a building full of evil lawyers. If he hadn’t been painfully hung over that time and dangling by his wrists over a pit of hungry hellhounds, it would have been pretty funny. Okay, it was still pretty funny. The looks on those guys’ faces when they finally figured out that one really uber-powerful witch could open dozens of simultaneous portals into their supposedly-protected building, and about twelve full striketeams of Slayers were turning the building and every evil thing in it into scrap? Priceless.




So…magical hangovers and tranquilizer dart hangovers? Way too often. Alcohol hangovers? Not so much. That whole ‘son of two drunks’ thing. He’d only gotten really plastered a few times in his life. That night Giles got really drunk and told how Angelus had tortured him to make him tell how to bring Acathla to life. The night after Anya died. Okay, the whole week after Anya died. The…




The weight on his chest suddenly moved, and pressed soft curves against him.




Oh crap! His eyes flew open. The exploding pain in his head made him regret it as soon as he did it.




It wasn’t Anya. He looked at the head of hair nestled on his chest. He felt the lush curves pressed against him. And the beginning of the evening came back to him. Okay, a few parts of the night were still pretty much of a blur. But he remembered ‘picking up’ Anise to keep her from eating any innocent bystanders. He remembered buying her dinner and drinks. He remembered pumping her for information about that Stargate program the Air Force was running under their mountain. He remembered walking out of O’Malley’s with her. He remembered…




Oh crap! He vividly remembered her kissing him and then unbuttoning his shirt…And kissing him some more…And him kissing her…And…




Oh God, he hadn’t slayed her, or killed her. Unless you got to count le petit mort as killing her. Oh no, Xander the Demon Magnet had done the stupidest thing he could imagine. He’d boinked her right there against the side of the building. And she hadn’t eaten him.




Oh, but wait, that wasn’t the most idiotic thing he could have done. No, he had kept up the idiot-age. He had let her lead him off down the street, and they had gone to another bar. And, at some point, another bar. And ice cream. Had he gotten into an argument with someone about Twinkie flavored ice cream? Oh man, at least he didn’t get into a drunken fistfight like his old man would have. And then…




He looked around. They were in a motel room. It definitely wasn’t his motel room. He was staying at the Summerfield Suites, and his room was a lot nicer than this one. Two years living in tents or in the back of old Land Rovers while Buffy lived it up in Rome and Willow treated Kennedy to the high life in Rio de Janeiro meant that Giles never complained about Xander’s expense accounts. Not even the time he rescued four baby Slayers from that wizard who was auctioning off Slayer blood to the highest bidders, and he ended up with four naked teenaged Slayers in his hotel room and the girls ate everything in his honor bar, ordered five hundred bucks worth of room service, and then bought four hundred bucks of clothing from the hotel shops. All of it charged to him. Man, had Buffy and Faith and Rona given him grief about that for weeks.




He tried to look around without moving, since his head felt like it might explode if he turned it the least little bit. Queen bed, fully occupied. Small table over to his right, near the window—which thankfully had the curtains drawn—and a cheap but sturdy-looking door. Opposite him was a wide dresser, a big television bolted to the wall, and a video camera on a metal arm that was likewise secured to the wall. The camera still had a little red light on, and it was pointed right at the bed. Crap. The other side of the room had a small sink and mirror, with a rod for hanging clothes on one side and what was probably a small bathroom on the other side.




He wondered if all his clothes were in the room. He guessed they’d be on the floor, along with Anise’s stuff. He definitely remembered how soft and sexy her fake leather top and pants felt under his hands. He didn’t really remember taking her clothes off. Well, he didn’t remember it all that clearly. He definitely remembered bits and pieces afterward. A lot of really sexy bits and pieces. She certainly wasn’t shy or restrained. Maybe that was why he hadn’t stopped: she was so much like Anya in ways that had nothing to do with how she looked or what she was.




And he definitely remembered her eyes. That flaring white light from behind her irises, like she had a fifty watt lightbulb inside her head for half a second. She had shown him that before she made love to him against the wall outside O’Malley’s, and he was pretty sure she had done it several more times during the night, once they were here in the motel room. He didn’t know what it meant, but he wasn’t the demonology expert of the NSAWC. He knew she had done it at least once when she was flipping from Anise to Freya or back. And he was pretty sure she had done it a couple times when she climaxed.




So her name was Freya. Or Anise. Or Anise!Freya. Or something like that. Only Xander, Idiot King of the Demon Magnets, could find a schizo demon with multiple personalities. If she sat up and told him she wanted him to call her Sibyl from now on, he was going to…




But Anise didn’t give him time to finish whatever he was thinking. She slid up his naked body and kissed him sensuously. “Good morning, Xander.” He kissed her back, despite the throbbing agony in his head.




Was that a noise from just outside the door? The way his head was pounding, he was praying that it was going to be a really, really quiet noise, so his brain didn’t implode. Or else a really, really loud noise that would finish him off once and for all.







I started with the idea of this chapter while reading one of the ‘when I woke up’ fics, but then my muse Agatha hit me with a half-brick in a sock and I realized what the framework of that event would be. Thus, the entire story was born.





	


14. Sam and the Capture



Sam moved nearly silently along the walkway. Teal’c moved even more silently on the other side of the motel room. Daniel managed not to make too much noise. Teal’c stealthily moved into position and put his weapon away before he inserted both keys into the door.




Sam gave Teal’c the signal. Teal’c snapped both keys in the locks and swung the door open, somersaulting through the opening and pulling out his Double Eagle as he did so. He expertly took up position with his handgun aimed at the bed. Sam ducked through the door going the other way, and ended up against the wall, with a dresser on her right. Daniel stayed out on the walkway in backstop position, just in case Anise had something handy to take them out, like a Goa’uld hand device or a zat’nik’atel.




Unfortunately, Sam’s position gave her an excellent view of the display panel of the motel room’s video camera. It had obviously filled up its memory and had stopped recording. Now it was merely looping through the recorded video, which was something Sam really didn’t want to see. It was Anise and this guy Harris. Stark naked. Anise was sitting in the guy’s lap, facing him, with her legs up so high they were on either side of his head. His legs were behind her, bent at the knee to hold her in place, and she was obviously screaming her lungs out, even if the sound was off. Sam uncomfortably wondered why she had to be the one who saw the video.




As for the real Anise, she was lying naked atop Harris, and kissing him while he wrapped his arms about her. Sam didn’t want to watch this either. Jack would have just made a scathing comment that would have had her biting the inside of her mouth to keep from grinning.




Anise stopped kissing the guy and looked at them. She calmly said, “Colonel Carter. What a surprise to see you here.”




Sam couldn’t help herself. She glanced at the image on the video camera and said, “Anise. So nice to see you’re maintaining your flexibility.” Jack would have been so proud of her.




The guy looked at Sam and Teal’c. He closed his eyes and quietly said, “Oh crap.”




Sam was starting to get worried. More worried. A normal guy ought to be a lot more upset and frantic when armed forces suddenly burst into his motel room and caught him in flagrante delicto, as Daniel would have said.




Anise turned back to her partner and said, “It is all right, Xander. They are not going to hurt you. They don’t do that.”




The guy looked at Sam and said, “What are you doing here?” He looked back at Anise and asked, “Freya? Are you sure you’re gonna be okay?”




Anise tipped her head down toward the guy’s muscled chest. Sam suddenly noticed the guy had scars. A lot of scars. Scars that definitely did not look like construction accidents. A couple possible knife wounds, a couple burns, a couple things that looked like bitemarks from God only knew what, and a few things that looked frighteningly like clawmarks. Really huge clawmarks. Where the hell did you get scars that looked like that? Hand-to-hand combat with grizzly bears? Even Jack didn’t have scars like that!




Anise’s eyes flared white. The guy didn’t even flinch. He just said, “I wish you wouldn’t do that again.”




Again? Great, so Anise had already blown national security into tiny fragments.




Anise said in a colder, firmer voice, “You may call me Anise again.”




Sam tried for a save. “Do you realize that you just took advantage of a psych ward patient with multiple personality disorder?”




The guy had the nerve to laugh. He was naked, with two large caliber automatics pointed at him, and he laughed. “Colonel Samantha Carter, U. S. Air Force, I take it? Nice try. Really. Way better than I would’ve managed. And a great delivery. You gotta give me the name of your drama coach. But seriously? Do you think I can’t tell the difference between a human out of a psych ward, and a demon?”




Oh God. Anise, what have you done?




Anise turned her head enough to look at Sam and complained, “Why couldn’t you have waited until later? Xander promised to show me the reverse cowgirl next, and then the side saddle cowgirl, and even the lazy doggie!”




“I…I don’t want to know. Really, Anise.” Sam didn’t even want to know what the name of the position was that Anise was doing in the video camera image. Hell, she didn’t even think she could bend that far. And Jack’s knees probably wouldn’t take that kind of stress for that long. Sam felt like she was blushing all the way down to her feet. And she wasn’t one of the naked people.




Daniel said from outside the door, “They’re American names for common Kama Sutra positions.”




“I was pretty sure of that already, Daniel, but thanks.”




Teal’c didn’t look at Sam as he asked, “Are there any records of the images on that camera system?”




Sam said, “We’ll clear ’em after we make sure there’s nothing Anise shouldn’t have said.”




Xander looked at Anise and said, “He’s got the same speech patterns as you. Another demon?”




Anise growled, “I have told you, Xander. I am not a demon! The Goa’uld are not like us. We are Tok’ra!”




Teal’c solemnly said, “Indeed. I am not a demon.”




The guy stopped and stared at Anise. “Tok’ra? Umm…Opposed to Ra? You’re fighting a sun god?”




Sam stopped blushing and started blanching. Who the hell was this kid? A ‘construction crew guy’ from Ohio, with enough money to buy at O’Malley’s for his whole crew? Who also had scars like he’d been tortured, maybe using wild animals? And he also knew enough ancient Egyptian to figure out the meaning of the word Tok’ra off the top of his head? God, that was getting up toward Daniel’s skill level! She didn’t know who this kid was, but she was going to have to find out fast. She was going to have to cover up what could turn out to be the biggest leak for the Stargate program since the NID almost got their intelligence on the Stargate program released on national television. She was going to have to handle what was already a diplomatic fiasco.




How could this get any worse?




Anise smiled smugly at Sam. “Not only does he know much of the language of the Tok’ra, but he also speaks some Ancient. He knew what the astria porta is.”




Sam groaned inwardly. Okay, things just got a lot worse.





	


15. Xander and the Evil Colonel



Xander looked around. How did he get himself into these things? It was bad enough he got so drunk he let a demon talk him into a quickie against a wall, and more drinking in another bar, and then another bar, and then ice cream somewhere, and then a marathon sex session that even Anya wouldn’t have lasted through. This demon had inhuman stamina, and a body that just wouldn’t quit. If she ever decided to give up the demon-y stuff and live on Earth, Xander was pretty sure Lorne knew some high-end soft porn producers who would kill for a hottie like her. But now it was dawn of the next morning, and he was sober. Painfully sober.




Emphasis on the ‘painful’ part.




And he was looking down the barrels of two very big guns. He had expected the Evil Colonel Carter to be in her fifties or sixties, and looking like Rosa Klebb. If anything, the Colonel looked hotter than Anise. And it was obvious she was going out of her way not to look hot. Short hair, un-stylish cut, no makeup, man-tailored pants, combat boots. Xander had seen butch dykes who didn’t try this hard to look unfeminine. Well, he could see why. If the Evil Colonel ever went for the ultra-feminine look, with a professional makeover she’d give Buffy a run for her money.




And how the heck did a woman work her way up to full colonel when she couldn’t be more than forty? Maybe thirty-five? Xander was worried that she was a lot older, but the demon side of her was keeping her looking unusually young. Or maybe it was black magic, like The Mayor had gone in for. That was all he needed: a high-ranking member of the U.S. Armed Forces using national defense assets while she Ascended into a giant snake demon.




And she still had the automatic aimed at him and Anise, in a ferocious two-handed grip. Her arms weren’t shaking even a tiny bit. He had a really bad feeling she’d shot people before. There was a good chance he wasn’t going to leave this hotel room, except in a body bag, despite what Anise had just said.




Anise started to climb off him and go for her clothes, which were strewn all over the room. He didn’t remember throwing them all over like that. Mainly he just remembered…umm…okay, he didn’t really remember all that much of the undressing details, except her undressing him with her teeth, and her showing him how to unzip her top, and…




“Anise! Freeze!” the evil colonel barked.




“Is there a problem, Samantha Carter?” Anise asked, in that ‘look, I’m obviously not human’ way she had.




The evil colonel barked, “Teal’c!” The big black guy slid to the side, so he could maintain a pretty nasty crossfire as the evil colonel moved to check through Anise’s stuff. Damn, they were good. Xander wondered how long they’d practiced this stuff. And what they used all that practice for. Because there was no way Deep Space Radar Telemetry needed this kind of skillset. No, this was more like SWAT teams or Special Forces. Or maybe Black Ops. Was Deep Space Radar Telemetry a cover for some kind of ‘black helicopters’ deal? And if so, why would they have an astrophysicist running things? Xander was pretty up with the whole ‘girl power’ thing, but even he didn’t think the old men running the U.S. military would put a pretty blonde in charge of a major black ops set-up. Not even if the pretty blonde was named Buffy Summers and she could bench-press a Humvee.




It took the colonel about ten seconds to come up with Anise’s big wrist bracelet. “Aha!”




Anise calmly said, “Samantha Carter, you will not be able to operate the…”




And that was when the colonel turned invisible. Xander groaned, “Not another freaking invisibility ray!”




The big guy asked, “XanderHarris, you have seen an invisibility device before?”




Xander decided to play it straight, at least on this. “Yeah. Some bad guys used an invisibility ray on one of my best friends. It took us a couple days to get her visible again.”




The evil colonel suddenly turned visible again, and there was no mistaking the shock on her face. She squawked, “An invisibility ray?”




Anise insisted, “That is not technically feasible. You would have to change the molecular structure of the target and put it out of phase with your dimension in such a way that only the visible spectra of light were perturbed, and everything else would be left unchanged.”




The colonel said, “A quasi-dimensional shift like that wouldn’t work. You’d kill anyone you used it on. Entropic cascade failure would rip him apart in days.”




Anise argued, “But only if you truly shifted the target so far out of your original dimension that you reached intersection with an alternate reality with matching target characteristics.”




Xander stared uncomfortably. These maniacs were messing with alternate realities too? He was so going to enjoy watching a horde of Slayers and witches take them down. Hard. Assuming he was still alive enough to watch.




The colonel looked ready to argue her point some more, but a third guy stepped into the room. He said, “Sam, I think we need to postpone the technical details until we’re in a less…exposed situation.”




The evil colonel actually blushed. She cleared her throat and said, “Right, Daniel. Sorry.”




Xander tried to think things through. What kind of evil colonel lets her minions call her by her first name? What kind of evil colonel lets her minions correct her in public, and just blushes, instead of giving them the ‘you have displeased me’ routine and shooting them? And maybe this guy knew how to point a gun, but he didn’t look all that military. Frankly, he had more of a ‘Giles’ vibe than a ‘Riley’ vibe.




She said, “While we watch them, go through their stuff. Carefully.”




Xander watched as ‘Daniel’ slid behind her, not getting in her line of fire, with his gun pointed at the floor while he moved past her. And he kept an eye on them while he went through their stuff, too. Okay, so Daniel had training in this kind of operation too. Anise had a couple odd-looking demonic things in her clothes. Daniel looked them over, appeared to recognize half of them, and shoved them all into his coat pocket. Then Daniel moved over to Xander’s things…




Oh crap. That was when Xander remembered the phone. The phone was undoubtedly still live, and with Willow’s magic it wouldn’t have run out of power. So the whole call center had to have gotten to hear Porn Star Xander showing Anise the highlights of the Kama Sutra for most of a night. He was never, ever, ever going to live this down. This was going to be worse than all those ‘Xander is a sex machine’ jokes from back when he was dating Anya, and Buffy and Willow were starting out at UC Sunnydale. Or those ‘Xander is a Viking in the sack’ jokes from when he was living with Anya.




Oh wait! The phone! Yes! “Colonel Carter, before you decide to shoot me and make the killing look like ‘gangs on PCP’…” He couldn’t resist fingerquoting that bit, despite the pain in his head when he moved. “…you ought to know that my phone is live, and someone on the other end now knows who you are, and who your friends are.”




The evil colonel rolled her eyes like he’d said something stupid. She sighed, “Mister Harris…”




“Xander. Mister Harris is my father. I prefer ‘Xander.’ ” He caught her eyes flickering over to Anise, and he knew instantly what she was thinking. He was absolutely not hitting on a thirty-five year old evil colonel, no matter how hot she was. “No, everybody calls me Xander. Since I was in kindergarten.”




Colonel Carter tried again. “Xander, we don’t shoot people for picking up…foreign nationals and taking them to a motel room for a night. We just need to take you back to base, find out what Anise told you, give you a check-up to make sure you haven’t been exposed to anything that might affect you later, get you to sign some non-disclosure forms so you won’t tell anyone about what you heard tonight, and then you can go…”




She suddenly stopped and stared at the phone. “Live? For how long?”




Daniel just said, “Uh-oh.”





	


16. Sam and the Threat



Sam scooped the phone up off the floor, making sure she kept out of Teal’c’s line of fire and she didn’t point her automatic at anyone she wasn’t prepared to shoot if she had to. She held the phone at arm’s length so she could estimate how effective the phone’s microphone system really was. Then she said in a calm, polite, extremely quiet tone of voice, “This is Colonel Samantha Carter of the U.S. Air Force. Could you please identify yourself?”




A voice came back. It sounded like a young woman. “This is Rona, at the NSAWC call center. We know you have Xander, and we know exactly where you are. If you don’t release him unharmed within 24 hours, we will be forced to take executive action against your entire operation.” Okay, an over-confident young woman who wasn’t afraid to face off against the entire U.S. Air Force.




Well, he could easily have a GPS chip in the phone. And it was painfully likely that they had listened in on everything Anise had spilled about the SGC. But what did they really know? Sam casually said, “Like you even know about our program.”




Rona insisted, “We know all about you, Colonel Carter. And your Deep Space Radar Telemetry program, which we also know is a big cover for your real agenda.”




Sam couldn’t keep from smiling. Until Xander spoke from the bed and said, “Rona, she’s baiting you. Don’t tell her what else we know.”




Anise was standing there stark naked and holding a towel in two hands as if she was trying to figure out how to wrap it around her bare torso. She said, “If Xander knew that the Chappa’ai was your ‘stargate’, then I imagine your security leaks go much farther back than last night.”




Sam managed not to wince. She asked Xander, “When did you first hear the word Chappa’ai?” Not that she actually expected him to tell her the truth, but it was worth keeping Anise involved in the conversation, because Anise had obviously been spilling her guts, and when the secrets weren’t hers she apparently had all the discretion of a drunk sorority girl.




Xander said, “Last night. Anise mentioned that you were the one who was smart enough to get the Chappa’ai working for the U.S. government, and I just sort of realized what the phrase would mean.”




Daniel perked up at that. “And you just happened to know enough ancient Egyptian to know this, and somehow knew how this would be sounded out, because…”




Xander just smiled. “I have several really smart friends who have been interested in ancient languages since we were in high school, and some of that stuff just rubbed off.”




Sam was still holding the phone. “What do you think, Rona?”




This time Sam could hear a man’s voice. If she had to guess, she would say young, Californian, nerdy, and very gay. Not that she had anything against gays. She had a couple people under her command who she was very carefully keeping from getting booted out of the SGC, even though she knew they weren’t straight. The man said, “Xander isn’t as dumb as he looks.”




“Oh thanks so much, Andrew,” Xander complained from the bed. Sam could hear more than one girl laughing out loud, back in that ‘call center’. It really concerned her that no one at this call center seemed to think Xander was in any real danger, even though he had stated that people were pointing guns at him. The SGC might act that way, but who else would?




Daniel suddenly said, “Sam, watch him. He might have something under the pillow.”




Sam moved slightly and adjusted her stance as she trained the automatic on Xander. She didn’t glance to the side as she asked, “What is it?”




Daniel said, “He’s carrying. Not a gun, but he has a knife in a hidden pocket inside his left boot, and two…throwing knives, I think, in the other boot. Plus a wooden slat carved like a letter opener. The knife looks like it’s…the blade is hand-forged iron with maybe silver for an inlay, and it’s antique. I’d say Roman, probably second century A.D.”




Sam blinked in surprise. She didn’t know non-Egyptian archaeology that well, but she knew enough to know that a knife like that would be worth a small fortune. And this guy was carrying it around in his boot as a weapon? There was clearly something going on there. A memory surfaced. Jack, throwing a combat knife through the forcefield of Apophis and destroying the Goa’uld’s hand device. Could Xander be dealing with something like the Goa’uld here on earth? Were there foothold situations that some other organization, like this NSAWC, was facing without any support from the Stargate program? And did those bastards at the NID know about this but just conveniently ‘forgot’ to alert the SGC? She just said, “Anything else?”




“Yes, Dr. Jackson, what else?” Xander asked.




Oh great, and on top of everything else, Xander had figured out who Daniel was.




Xander said, “By the way, excellent scholarship there. That knife was forged by an early Christian order in what today is called Florence sometime between 202 and 214 A.D., and then later personally blessed by Pope Leo the First in 452 A.D.”




Daniel stared in horror and gasped, “And you carry it around in your boot? If you’re right, this is an Italian national treasure! It belongs in a museum!”




The phone suddenly flipped over to speakerphone without Sam doing anything. It was the nerdy guy again. “Xander! We’ve got it. Doctor Daniel M. Jackson. Ph.D’s in both linguistics and archaeology. Reads and/or speaks maybe thirty to fifty languages, most of them dead. Boy, you gotta introduce him to Dawn and Giles. He figured out the pyramids are a lot older than previously thought, and he guessed it was aliens, not demons. He got laughed out of his field. He was thought to be dead, but now he’s working in Colorado apparently…”




Xander said, “Yeah Andrew, I got that. He’s right here. So he’s working on their ‘Stargate’ program. Probably as an interpreter or translator.”




Sam refused to react, but she was worried. This guy was good. Way too good. He had a knowledge base that let him translate phrases like “Chappa’ai” and “Tok’ra.” There was no way a mere construction worker could know enough of ancient languages to just accidentally be able to get that. Or ‘astria porta’. He was carrying around weapons. A weird assortment of weapons. At least one of his ‘weapons’ was probably worth several hundred thousand dollars. What else was going on with Xander Harris? And why did this Andrew character say what he said about ‘demons’? Wait, Harris had said ‘demon’ too.




Sam gulped as she realized that this NSAWC might be fighting Goa’uld, or other extraterrestrial threats, or even maybe some offshoots of The Trust, and be unaware of their true origin; they were obviously not terrestrial, so if you didn’t know about the extraterrestrial issue, why not guess they were demons? She had to bring Harris in, if only to find a way to get him briefed on the truth about the threats he was apparently facing, because if he really was dealing with extraterrestrial threats like the Goa’uld, the SGC needed to be brought in. Immediately, if not sooner.




Daniel said, “More gear. Swiss Army knife in a pants pocket. Small squirt gun in jacket pocket. Plus two wooden stakes.”




Sam quickly said, “Daniel, don’t check the liquid in the squirt gun. It could be anything.”




She knew that any construction worker could be expected to carry around a knife like that for work. And construction crews used wooden stakes for a variety of…She glanced at the stakes Daniel was holding. Those weren’t the kind of stakes construction workers used. They weren’t cheap pine slats to be driven into the ground for markers. They were some sort of hardwood. They were carefully carved. They had detailed points and expertly carved handgrips, like the stakes in Harris’ gymbag. She took a guess. “How are they balanced?”




Daniel rolled one in his hand and tossed it a couple times. “Seems like they’re carved so they’re pretty balanced.”




Teal’c said, “DanielJackson, toss one to me.”




Daniel flipped it over the bed to Teal’c, who snatched it out of the air without moving his weapon off Xander. Teal’c felt it carefully and then said, “ColonelCarter, this is also a throwing weapon, perhaps suitable for…purposes we have previously discussed.”




Sam knew exactly what purpose that was. The same purpose she’d thought about only moments earlier with those throwing knives. Penetrating a Goa’uld forcefield with a weapon with a low enough kinetic energy to breach the forcefield, but still capable of inflicting damage on a Goa’uld. As for the squirt gun…“Xander? What’s in the squirt gun?”





	


17. Sam and the Security Breach



Xander shrugged carelessly. “Just water. If you don’t believe me, just have Dr. Jackson squirt me. Aim for my mouth. I’m thirsty.”




Sam knew the water in the squirt guns in his gymbag was ordinary tap water. She called his bluff. “Daniel? If it’s just water, you can squirt him in the mouth.” She spoke into the cellphone. “It is just water, right? We’re not going to hurt him?”




From the phone, the girl Rona said with a laugh, “Squirt him in the face!”




Daniel said, “I don’t know…”




Suddenly a stream of water hit Xander in the face, most of it going into his mouth. He swallowed and licked his lips.




Anise said, “There. Just water. As he said.” Sam realized that Anise had wrenched the water pistol out of Daniel’s grasp and squirted Xander. Anise suddenly said, “I need a shower.” She dropped her towel on the floor and strolled naked into the bathroom. The door didn’t close, and Sam could hear the sound of the shower turning on.





	


9. Anise and the Host



Anise glanced at Colonel Carter and Daniel Jackson and Teal’c. They seemed intent on pointing Tau’ri firearms at Xander for some reason. She dropped the white rectangle of fabric that was supposed to be a Tau’ri towel, and she strode into the small ‘bathroom’. It clearly was designed for showers and toilet usage only, so she didn’t see why it was referred to with such an inappropriate name.




Perhaps Xander would tell her later. As long as Colonel Carter and Doctor Jackson didn’t ruin things for her.




Or perhaps she was reading too much into things. She had done it before. Anise had done it before. Freya tended to be far more reticent. About everything. Men, her skills, her place in society, her ability to fulfill most Tok’ra roles…The only thing she was not reticent about was her belief in Anise and in Anise’s talents as a scientist.




As she adjusted the water, she thought it over with Freya. Were they going too fast? They both liked Xander and didn’t want to scare him off.




Freya found him very attractive, in a rugged, manly way. She was from a planet where scars were a sign of a man’s bravery and willingness to fight for his village. Xander seemed like that kind of man. A man like Jack O’Neill. She was still embarrassed about how that had played out. She had been so sure he was the right one for the both of them, but then Anise had come on so strong that the man had been overwhelmed. Even Anise had admitted she had been too forceful. Eventually. But Anise’s strength was one of the things Freya loved about her. Freya had been raised to believe that she had nothing but beauty. Not bravery, nor intelligence, nor skills worthy of note. Even after their long, long blending, she still found it easier to let Anise be in charge. Anise always knew what to do, and how to do it.




Anise also found Xander attractive. Any man with enough intelligence to compare her work against that of Colonel Carter was worth watching. Any man who could translate Ancient and Goa’uld, even if he knew them through Tau’ri languages like Latin and Egyptian, was a treasure. It had been quite frustrating that Daniel Jackson had not been interested in her. Freya expected that kind of behavior from people, but it was not at all fair to Freya, who was a most attractive woman.




Freya and Anise usually agreed on things. Freya backed Anise up on her scientific endeavors. Anise had supported Freya for decades in her efforts to make Freya more forthcoming and self-reliant. And they were in agreement on this point too. Xander Harris was the best bed partner they had ever had, by a very large margin.




They just had to work out if Xander felt similarly about them.




Anise never spoke aloud of Freya’s past before they blended, but she knew it had shaped Freya in unfortunate ways, and had contributed to some of Anise’s attitude. Freya had been treated just as every lovely girl of her world. Her family had protected her, and she had not been abused or violated. But she was nothing more than a token to be bartered in her world. She was the prettiest girl in her part of the world, and her family used her accordingly. She was not allowed to have schooling. She was not allowed out of the house unsupervised and unprotected. She was not allowed to do anything that might give her a cut that might scar, or a callus that might detract from her beauty, or a wrinkle that might make her less attractive. She was not allowed to eat or drink anything that might give her an ounce of extra fat, or cause a pimple to mar her complexion. She was to be a trophy wife and nothing more.




There were many worlds where being beautiful was a curse. The Tau’ri simply did not understand this. The American Tau’ri seemed utterly incapable of understanding. Most often, being beautiful was a curse upon the beautiful one. In her case, it had been far more widespread, and far more horrible.




She still remembered before she had blended with Anise. She would never be able to forget. Three different warlords had engaged in a series of running battles as they fought to be the one who gained her hand. The violence attracted a more powerful warlord from the central regions. That attracted the attention of a Goa’uld sympathizer. And that drew the attention of Ra Himself.




If Freya had known the truth about the Goa’uld back then, she might have tried to kill herself. Being truly beautiful could be the worst curse in the universe, when it meant that you were soon going to be trapped forever in your own body, tortured beyond belief for decades or perhaps centuries, forced to watch as your body then did horrific things to everyone and everything you cared about…Yes, beauty was a curse. It was better by far to be one more plain-looking woman who would have an ordinary life.




The four warlords and their armies were obliterated by Jaffa. The lush, mountainous valley where her family lived was obliterated by a squadron of ha’taks. Her family was obliterated. It was a nightmare. Freya was sure she would go insane from it all.




Anise and her fellow Tok’ra Kelnor had infiltrated the forces of one of Ra’s minions, in order to find out what Ra was doing, and that ultimately saved Freya from being taken as one of Ra’s ‘queens’. From being trapped forever in her body while a Goa’uld controlled her and tortured her. Anise’s host Hanri was seriously injured when Anise and Kelnor tried to protect Freya’s family, and Freya made the first brave choice in her entire life. She let Anise blend with her while Kelnor rushed them to safety in a stolen ship.




For some time after their blending, Anise was not used to being in an attractive body. Her previous hosts, Melami and Hanri, were chosen for their minds, not their looks. On the other hand, Freya was not used to having any say in her own life. That led to several disastrous encounters with men. Men who really only wanted her for her beauty. Men who said they cared about her…but only for as long as it took to use her and then abandon her. Men who did not care whether she was satisfied in bed, as long as they got what they wanted.




Anise was humiliated, and dove back into her research. Freya was ashamed, and could only think to give her symbiote the little advice she had. And so they became like Freya’s aunts: ice queens who insisted on being the rulers of the family. It worked. Anise was left alone to continue her researches. They were not harassed by inappropriate men any longer. They were not asked to go on any more espionage missions. They were most productive as scholars and researchers and archaeologists.




And they were very, very lonely.




If they had not had each other, they didn’t know what they might have done in the long run. But they had each other. And sometimes, when they met a man who seemed intelligent enough or interesting enough, they considered having sex again. But there were rules. It could not be one of the Tok’ra. That way was too painful and humiliating. It could not be a man on a world where they would reside for any length of time. And they developed six other rules as well.




Their rules did not appear to be successful, so they had tried a scientific approach, moderating one rule at a time and evaluating the results before considering the moderation of a different rule next time. There was a mathematical model which suggested that this might be an effective strategy for an evolution of the rules into something that would work. But they had yet to get to any sort of rule structure that seemed optimal.




Xander was something of a surprise, even though he met all their rules. He pretended to be harmless, but he carried weapons. He pretended to be ignorant, but he was a remarkable scholar. He pretended to be ordinary, but he was interesting. She recognized pretense. As a Tok’ra, she lived it. As a Tok’ra, she saw others practice it. As Freya, she saw how Anise used it as a wall to protect herself from others. And Xander was funny. He was caring. She could tell he was worried that her little ‘escape’ from Colonel Carter’s project would create problems for her, or for the people around him. Freya could tell that the waitress liked Xander and was jealous of Anise.




But Xander wasn’t put off by Anise’s iciest manner. He acted like he was used to it. And he wasn’t put off by her revelation that she was not of the Tau’ri, which Freya really should not have admitted. But the alcohol content of those drinks was much higher than she had calculated, and there was only so much a symbiote could do before becoming inebriated as well. Her after-the-fact computations suggested that the ‘Long Island iced tea’ must have had significantly more alcohol than the ordinary ‘iced tea’ that she had consumed at the SGC.




Xander clearly hadn’t expected that she would not be put off by his scars. He had some most remarkable ones. If she had to guess, she would say that he had fought something like an Unas in hand-to-hand combat, along with engaging in ritual combat with things that were like several of the more dangerous creatures of Freya’s homeworld. His burns on his chest looked like…well, they were not from a staff blast, and they were not from ordinary fire. All of Freya’s life before their blending, she had been told that a man’s scars were his honor and his courage. Xander had not expected that she would find his scars arousing. Freya wondered what was wrong with Tau’ri females that they could not recognize a worthy warrior when they saw one. Perhaps it was the stupid Tau’ri obsession with ‘beauty’.




And what was wrong with Tau’ri females that they could not recognize what Freya’s cousin had once called…The American translation would be something along the lines of ‘a warlord in the bedroom’. Even with the accelerated healing she got from Anise, she was still tender after a few hours rest. In all the right places.




She thought about her prior lovers, and decided several of them must have been deficient in significant ways. Perhaps even defective. She should perform some sorts of studies with Xander, in order to evaluate the hypothesis. Preferably without Colonel Carter or Daniel Jackson around. Unless that was something that Xander was interested in trying with her. She had read extensively on the subject, and while some of the described activities seemed to exceed the bounds of normal Tau’ri flexibility, she would be willing to experiment.




Preferably, with replication. Lots and lots of replication.




	


17.1. Sam and the Security Breach, Continued



Sam focused on Xander. “We’ll let you get dressed in a minute, after Daniel finds all your weapons.” She didn’t like the way Xander gave her a lopsided smirk, as if to say ‘try your best, you won’t find all my weapons.’





While Daniel went through Xander’s clothes more carefully, Sam asked, “Who do you work for? Really?”




Xander carefully turned his head in the direction of the cellphone. “The NSAWC. I like to pronounce it ‘no-sock’, but Giles put his foot down about that one.”




The male voice—Andrew—called out from the cellphone. “Everyone put their foot down on that one. But not as hard as when I suggested calling it the Jedi Council.”




Sam hadn’t expected the nerd to be that nerdy, but she wasn’t about to turn off the phone. Xander seemed to be alert to the fact that she was learning from what the ‘call center’ said, but Andrew didn’t appear to be as sharp. Sam asked, “So, what does ‘no-sock’ stand for?”




Xander smirked, “They stand for pretty much anything, once you figure out they still haven’t kicked me out.”




“Sam?” That was Daniel. “Here.” Daniel slid over and handed her Xander’s wallet. Visa platinum card and Amex black card. Damn! Even she didn’t have an Amex black card! Driver’s license issued to Alexander Lavelle Harris of Cleveland, Ohio. ATM card. Charge cards for Home Depot and Sears and Lowe’s. Seven embossed business cards, all of which said ‘Xander Harris, Director of Operations for North America, NSAWC’, followed by phone numbers, fax number, email address, and NSAWC call center number. All the numbers had the same area code and exchange, and she was fairly certain it was the area code for Cleveland. The call center number was in bold across the bottom of the card, and in a much larger point size than the other information. The call center number was only eleven digits off Xander’s fax number, so she was guessing it was co-located with his offices in Cleveland. Not that she was going to say so out loud in front of Xander. Or Anise, for that matter.




Sam asked, “What’s a big-time national director of operations of NSAWC doing working construction out here?”




Xander said, “Hey, I like construction. I did it for years. I’m good at it. I still do some whenever I get the chance. One of my people, Vi, needed help. Her folks are selling their second home in Florida, and they’re moving back to their old place here in Colorado Springs. You know, I had no idea Vi’s dad was ex-Air Force. Well, I could have gotten some guy I’d never met to handle it, but Vi’s like family. So I had someone check the place over and send me some photos. And let me just say calling that place a dump is an insult to all the dumps I’ve ever stayed in. So I pulled together some local guys with talent, and fixed the place up. It needed a new roof, new footings, new electric, new drywall, some new framing, new insulation where the roof was leaking into the bathroom, you name it. But we just got it finished, and Vi’s driving up with her folks and their stuff tomorrow…I mean today…Oh crap! I was gonna help them move!”




Sam had to admit it. The kid was good. Unbelievably good. Either he was telling the truth, which seemed pretty damn unlikely under the circumstances, or else he was the best actor she had ever met, which seemed positively terrifying given some of the people—and things—she had run into over the last decade or so.




Sam gave him a gentle smile. “Maybe we could help with the move.”




Xander rolled his eyes. “Oh yeah, I can see that one now. Hi! We’re complete strangers, and we’ve got this guy Xander handcuffed in our armored car over there, but we’re going to help you move! Not. Plus, Vi would go postal.” For some reason, he seemed more concerned about Vi ‘going postal’ than anything else. Or perhaps that was what he wanted Sam to think.




Sam said, “So how did you meet up with Anise?”




Xander said, “Don’t you know?” Sam just shook her head no. “I was treating the guys to dinner and drinks at O’Malley’s for doing a hell of a good job on the house and finishing just under deadline. And then your demon friend walked in. She was obviously not human. You know that, since you’re working with Teal’c there, who I’m guessing isn’t human either. I figured I was going to have to get her away from the innocent bystanders and then try to take care of her if she wanted to eat the waitresses or something. But then she started talking, and I realized she was just a font of information about you and your little military program where you let demons come from other dimensions to invade Earth.”




Sam said, “Xander, first off, that’s not what we do in Deep Space Radar Telemetry.” He was absolutely not buying that. She said, “And you do know that if you ran around telling people that story, they’d think you were insane.”




He stared at her calmly, “Not everyone is that naïve, Colonel. The people I work with would believe, and they have the ability to take you and your entire program down.”




Sam said, “Except for the fact that demons don’t exist.”




Xander looked right at Teal’c and said, “Not a very convincing statement, if you ask me.”




Teal’c said, “ColonelCarter. I believe I have deduced who this man is.” Sam gave him a nod to continue. Especially when Xander tensed up a little. Teal’c said, “He is listed as a ‘director of operations’ for an entire continent, not just a country. He knows languages, some of which are not spoken on Earth anymore. He carries specialized weapons and a cellphone more sophisticated than yours. His organization has a fully-staffed emergency call center with researchers who have already been able to track down DanielJackson’s career and papers. He seduced Anise and persuaded her to talk a great deal about the SGC. Judging by the marks on his skin, he has stood up to torture more than once.”




Teal’c stopped to take a breath. “ColonelCarter, I believe this man is James Bond.”





	


18. Sam and the Spy



“I believe this man is James Bond.”




Xander suddenly burst into laughter. And Sam could make out a lot of giggling going on over the phone. Someone who sounded like Rona called out ‘Harris, Xander Harris!’ to even more hilarity. Sam was pretty sure it was Andrew who insisted, “He could be James Bond! Can I be Q?” Someone whose voice she didn’t recognize called him ‘Miss Moneypenny’, and it sounded like Andrew took offense at that. But none of them seemed overly concerned with Xander’s health or with Teal’c inductive prowess. Sam figured that meant Teal’c still hadn’t pegged the mysterious Mister Harris.




Sam figured Xander had a hell of a hangover, based on his expression once he stopped guffawing. He still grinned as he said, “You do know James Bond is fictional, big guy?”




“Indeed, XanderHarris. But you are clearly an agent of some repute, working for a clandestine international organization and putting yourself in harm’s way in order to protect others. Therefore, you are much like the fictional James Bond of the exciting movies.”




Xander grinned, “As long as I get to be Sean Connery or Daniel Craig, and not that really lame guy.”




“Which ‘really lame’ guy?” Teal’c asked. “The ‘Roger Moore’ James Bond, or the ‘George Lazenby’ James Bond? Neither is a warrior that lives up to the name Bond.”




“Both. I take it you’ve been on Earth long enough to see a lot of the James Bond movies?” Xander casually asked.




“Indeed, XanderHarris. I have seen all of the James Bond movies, including the original Casino Royale with Peter Sellers. Some of them I have seen on DVD, thanks to J— Thanks to a friend.”




Sam didn’t say anything about the fact that Xander had more or less tricked Teal’c into agreeing that he was not from Earth. Maybe Xander really was some kind of agent. If only Xander didn’t have this weird thing about demons. Demons, for God’s sake!




Then it hit her. What if it was a codeword? A codeword for something that couldn’t be discussed in public? Like, say, alien incursions? Or threats running around with hideous snake-like things inside them? If he called them ‘demon attacks’, he could pretend he was crazy, or even that he was involved in some sort of Dungeons & Dragons game, or perhaps LARPing. He was young enough to pull that off, too. He could easily pass for a college student. Did that explain the gear in his gymbag? She thought for a second and decided it could explain some of the bulkier items, but definitely not everything in there.




Maybe the SGC could take a few lessons on cover stories from Xander Harris and his organization. Deep Space Radar Telemetry made sense as a cover for her and Hailey, but not for Daniel or Teal’c, or most of the members of the SGC. And it had been a remarkably lame cover for Jack.




It was becoming clearer and clearer to her that they needed to get Harris into the SGC, debrief him, and find some way to get him enough clearance to explain to him just what he was really fighting out there. After all, this was what the SGC was tasked with.




It was also clear to her that he was not going to go willingly, unless she came up with some adequate compensation. Maybe compensation wasn’t the right way to go with someone like him. Perhaps lures. Things that would interest him enough that he would willingly come with them. Plus, she needed to get NDAs on everyone at the call center who had heard all of this mess. Hmm…Maybe she could make that look like an olive branch, if she played it right…




She holstered her automatic, and nodded at Teal’c to do the same. She picked out one of the chairs over by the window and sat down. Then she tried her sales pitch. She wasn’t the salesman of the team, but she needed to give it a try before Daniel had to step in.




She said, “Okay Xander, we really need you to come back to our base. All we’re going to do is give you a complete check-up to make sure Anise’s invisibility device didn’t do anything to you, and you haven’t picked anything up from this contact. And we need you to sign some NDAs—non-disclosure agreements—so we can rely on you not to discuss this with anyone.”




He rolled his eyes like she had to think he was stupid. “You mean like sign it in blood? No thanks.”




She glanced over at Daniel and mouthed, ‘sign it in blood?’ “Surely you don’t mean that literally, because—”




“Yeah, I mean it literally.”




She stared at him. Harris was one weird guy.




Daniel said, “According to classical myth and folklore, signing a contract in one’s own blood bestowed mystical connections to the contract, and often the signer might later realize those connections were impossible to sever.”




Xander gave her a goofy grin and said, “Yeah. That stuff. I’m really superstitious. I don’t walk under ladders, either.”




Sam gave him a returning smile. Did he really think she would fall for a dopey smile and a lame story like that? No, he had some other reason, but he wasn’t going to tell her. She just said, “We don’t do stuff like that. We’re the United States Air Force, not some Anne Rice story.”




Harris groaned, “Ugh. Don’t mention Anne Rice. Not nearly as bad as Stephenie Meyer, but still…”




Daniel jumped right in. “Yes, as I’ve pointed out before, they’re complete corruptions of the original mythos, even the distorted version written down by Bram Stoker has—”




Before Daniel could pull the entire discussion off into an utterly irrelevant tangent, Sam insisted, “Xander, look we just want you to use an ordinary ink pen, on ordinary paper. It’s a simple non-disclosure agreement that says you won’t tell people about the stuff you’ve heard in the last ten or twelve hours since you met Anise. That’s all. Now I know you don’t trust us. So I’m going to make two suggestions. First, I’ll send one of our people to your call center in Cleveland to get more NDAs signed by all your call center people who have heard you and Anise. Your people will have him there more or less as a hostage until we let you go. And second, Daniel and Teal’c and I will help you get your friend Vi moved before you go to the base.”




Xander turned his head and listened to the sounds of Anise showering. “Can I take a shower and change clothes first? Maybe some breakfast?”




She smiled, “Sure.”




Teal’c said, “As long as you do not intend to shower while Anise is still in the shower with you, because given the length of recorded intercourse on that video camera I fear that you might miss any appointment you would have arranged with your associate Vi.”




Xander gave Teal’c a studied look, and then once again became a relaxed goofball. Sam had seen Jack pull this off often enough times to recognize the warrior underneath the pretense. Xander casually asked, “Assuming I go for these wacky hijinx of yours, who are you going to send over to my call center?”




She said, “Lieutenant Colonel Paul Davis, who’s currently working out of the Pentagon with General Jack O’Neill in DHS. Colonel Davis has served in this capacity enough times that he knows how it works. And he can get an Air Force jet into Cleveland and be there before we’re done unloading Vi’s truck.” She turned her head to face Harris’ phone and said, “So, Rona, how does that sound?”




Rona asked, “Is he hot?”




Sam wondered if her leg was being pulled. “He’s married, with three daughters. I think he’s a little off-limits.”




Rona said, “Just wondering if he’s old or ugly or fat or something. If I gotta show him around and keep him around here for a day or two, I wanna know if I should be looking to dump him off on Emily.”




“Hey!” another girl squeaked from the phone.




“Yeah! Hey!” complained the young man—Andrew—that Sam had guessed might be gay. Apparently, he wasn’t. Sam glanced over at Harris, who had a ‘some people are just too easy to tease’ smirk on his face.




Sam said, “Yes, he’s hot, for someone around forty.”




There were several giggles on the other end of the line, including someone who quite clearly said, “Then he’s too young for Buffy,” which cracked up the whole call center.




Sam had to wonder about that, but she filed it away for future reference. She looked over at Harris and asked, “Do we have a deal?”




Xander nodded. “Yeah, I think so. Hey Rona, you know where I’ll be. Just in case, go ahead and set up Plan C. And, you never know, let’s get permission and arrange for Plan H also.”




Sam wondered what that meant, given that Andrew and Rona both laughed out loud.




Andrew checked, “Plan H1, H2, or H3?”




Harris grinned, “I’d like to be ready for all of them, just in case, but I’m figuring on Plan H2 right now.”




Rona and another girl chorused, “Eww.”




Sam really wondered what the hell Plan H was, and how she was going to prepare for it when all she knew about it was a single-letter designation.





	


19. Daniel and the Breakfast



Daniel watched Xander operate. The guy was really young, and was acting like he didn’t have a care in the world. In fact, he was acting in a way that reminded Daniel rather disturbingly of Jack. That was when Daniel realized Xander was just play-acting. He was acting like some goofy guy who merely did construction jobs. The act was a cover for a more dangerous, more professional side. Considering that Jack had picked that routine up from years and years in Spec Ops, Daniel was really wondering just where the heck Xander had learned his business. The kid was only in his early to middle twenties. Unless there was some weird time loop deal that had given Harris years of experience while returning him to this body. Given what SG-1 had gone through over the years, that couldn’t be ruled out.




Xander said to Teal’c, “So, big guy, where around here’s good for food?”




Teal’c inclined his head in the way that meant Teal’c felt that he was dealing with another warrior. “I believe that there is a Denny’s just down the street. I am particularly fond of the Grand Slam Breakfast.”




“Hey, sounds good to me. My hotel has a decent breakfast bar, but I think they’d have a hissy if I invited my own army along for grub.”




Sam smiled, “Your own Air Force. Not Army.”




Xander grinned, “Well, as long as it’s not the gyrenes, we’re good.”




By then, Daniel was really curious about Xander. The man was just too good at blending in with the military types. Did he have some OCS in his background? Maybe some ROTC in college? If Xander had spent his time acquiring military experience, then where the heck did he get his language training? Nobody in the military went for ancient Egyptian or Latin. No, based on his experiences so far, Daniel would have figured a military type would most likely aim for training in Arabic or Farsi, with Swahili, Russian, Cantonese, Spanish, and Urdu as outside possibilities.




Daniel watched as Xander got dressed. The young man then drank three glasses of water and swallowed six ibuprofens. The guy probably had the hangover from hell, given all that he and Anise had drunk last night, and he didn’t have a symbiote curing his hangover and filtering congeners out of his blood, like Anise did.




Xander said, “I think I need to eat more than I need to shower. If everyone else doesn’t mind how bad I stink, maybe we could hit Denny’s first, and my hotel second. Anise? What do you think?”




Anise looked Xander over like she was evaluating him as a breeding animal. Daniel would have been fairly annoyed if she had ever looked at him that way. He knew Jack had been angry and disgusted when Anise gave him that treatment, a few years ago. Jack had complained about it a couple times over beers.




Anise said, “I too would like to see this ‘Denny’s’ that the Jaffa has mentioned.” Daniel managed not to wince as Xander obviously caught the new non-English word that Anise had just used. The guy was a lot smarter than he acted, just like Jack. Anise went on, apparently unaware that she was just adding to her security breach. “And then I would like to see you shower and change clothes. It is most unfortunate that Colonel Carter has intervened, because that is reducing the likelihood of getting to use your hotel bed or shower together to roughly zero. You did promise me that you would show me how to do the ‘lazy doggie’ in a shower.”




Daniel carefully watched Xander, looking for tells. Most men would react in some way to Anise’s superior attitude or her demanding nature. Xander just let it all slide off him like water off a duck’s back. Had he already met someone like Anise? Was it possible that he had already worked with one of the Tok’ra before, somewhere on Earth? Or could he have run into a Goa’uld and had to deal with the attitude? Either case was a critical situation for the SGC, and they would have to find some way to get Xander to talk about it. And then they would have to find some way to talk Xander and his organization into letting them help.




Daniel watched Teal’c take the door keys and leave to return them to the motel clerk. He tried to act casually, but he knew that if Xander was going to try anything, now would be the best time. Instead, Xander just rubbed his forehead and said to Sam, “So Colonel, are we walking to Denny’s, or riding in a big ol’ halftrack?”




Sam couldn’t repress her smile. “No, we have an SUV we’ll all fit into. You can even sit where you want, except the driver’s seat.”




Anise said, “I wish to sit in the rear seats with Xander.”




Xander just shrugged. “Fine with me. And we need to pick up my truck sometime. It’s still at O’Malley’s, I hope?”




Daniel said, “Still in their parking lot.”




Sam casually said, “Maybe we can swing by and let you get it on our way from Vi’s house to the base. Then you’ll be all set to drive home when we’re done with your medical and debriefing.”




Daniel watched as Xander nodded. Sam was getting really good at this. She was making it sound as if there was no problem at all, and Xander would have an easy trip in and out of the mountain. But Daniel didn’t think Xander was buying that, no matter how relaxed he appeared to be, or how gullible he acted. Daniel knew from years of experience that someone like Jack just got more dangerous when he went into the ‘dopey old me’ routine that Harris was using. In fact, thinking about what Jack might do in this situation was making Daniel really nervous.




Sam tossed the car keys to Daniel and said, “Go ahead and unlock it.” Then she turned to Xander and said, “Let’s take one more look around the room to make sure you didn’t leave anything you might want to keep.” Daniel noticed that Sam had pulled the memory out of the video camera and pocketed it, and he was pretty sure Xander had noticed that too.




So Daniel walked off to the SUV with Xander and Anise right behind him and Sam bringing up the rear. Sam had all of Xander’s weapons in a big baggie, tucked into an inner pocket of her coat.




As Daniel unlocked the SUV, he saw that Xander had put one arm over Anise’s shoulders, and she was letting him be just that familiar. Well, they had spent about four to six hours getting as familiar as was possible in a motel bed in front of a video camera, so maybe Anise was past her usual insularity.




Xander asked, “Can I have my gear back after the debriefing? Giles will kill me if I lose his knife.”




Daniel checked, “Umm, the second century dagger? That’s part of someone’s private collection?”




Xander said, “Sure. But I take care of it. It’s not like I use it to clean my fingernails like Faith does, you know.” Daniel had to wonder who this ‘Faith’ was, and why she would be cleaning under her fingernails with sharp knives, unless she was some sort of knife nut. Some of the Special Forces guys did things like that with their combat knives when they were on missions and bored.




Xander opened the side door and took Anise’s hand. “May I help milady into her seat?”




Anise nodded, “That would be most useful, Xander.”




Daniel noticed that Anise completely missed the silly tone in Xander’s voice. Jack would have been biting the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. Daniel suddenly wondered if they could get Xander into the SGC, because he would be really useful even if he did nothing more than interact with the Tok’ra.




On the other hand, Xander would probably drive Sam’s father insane. Xander would probably enjoy driving General Carter up the wall.




Sam drove straight to a Denny’s that was only about six blocks away, and they clambered out of the van. Daniel noticed how Sam and Teal’c bracketed Xander while making it look like they were being friendly. Daniel automatically moved to a position where he could cover Sam’s six, and he suddenly wondered just when he had slid from ‘clumsy linguist’ to ‘trained special ops fighter.’ It was probably all Jack’s fault.




They strolled in and let a perky waitress lead them to a table. Daniel watched as Xander ‘casually’ picked a chair that put his back close to a wall, while putting Anise to his right, away from the front door, where he could protect her more easily. He was sure Sam and Teal’c spotted it too. But it was exactly where Jack would have sat, if he was trying to guard someone. And Xander was way too young to have that kind of military training, unless he enlisted right out of high school.




Xander pored over the menu and finally burst out, “All right! Now this is what I’m looking for! Bananas Foster pancakes in a grand slam breakfast. Now if they only had Twinkie pancakes…”




Sam asked mischievously, “Is there such a thing as Twinkie pancakes?”




Xander grinned, “Nope, but I bet if I told Dawn it was impossible, she’d figure out how. Mmmm, Twinkie pancakes…”




Teal’c said, “I have tried the Twinkie, as well as several other snack foods, but I prefer the Little Debbie and the Ho-ho.”




Xander insisted, “When it comes to the snackage, there’s no beating that Twinkie goodness.”




Daniel rolled his eyes. “You’re both wrong. The Hostess Cupcake is the best one.”




Sam didn’t roll her eyes, but he was pretty sure she muttered, “Men” under her breath.




Daniel watched as Xander helped Anise pick out her breakfast, offering to let her have a taste of his pancakes if he could have a taste of her Belgian waffle.




Frankly, Daniel thought Anise looked like it wasn’t Xander’s pancakes she was aiming to get a taste of. They definitely had to find a way to make Xander the official SGC ambassador to the Tok’ra. Unless it meant that Anise would be traveling to Earth a couple times a year instead of a couple times a decade.





	


20. Sam and the Moving Job



Sam followed Xander’s directions to Vi’s parent’s home. She still wasn’t sure this wasn’t some sort of trap, regardless of how unlikely that seemed under the circumstances. The trouble was that she liked Xander. He handled Anise expertly, as if he had years of experience with her sort of behavior. He melded well with SG-1. She had a feeling he would hit it off with Jack, too. They would probably sit around trying to out-snark each other, but that would be good. Or, as Xander said, ‘of the good’. Sam was from California—in part, anyway, given that she was an Air Force brat—and even she found Xander’s ‘valley boy’ phraseology weird.




Breakfast had been interesting, even if there had been a few tense moments. When Teal’c had claimed that he was from Chulak in Mozambique, Xander had laughed and called him on it at once. He had said, “Hey big guy, I’ve been in Mozambique, and I know what the natives look like and sound like. And you ain’t it.”




And then there had been Anise’s comments, which were not always security-oriented. Not to mention the look on the faces of the elderly couple behind them when Anise stated that she wanted Xander to spend time with her in her quarters, since she still hadn’t learned the ‘lazy doggie’. Sam had thought the little old lady was going to choke to death on her omelet.




They drove over to the Summerfield Suites, where Xander showered and changed clothes. Anise just had to inspect the bathroom and the bed, including checking out the shower while Xander was still in it. Sam was worrying that Anise would want to stay there for another bedroom ‘workout’, but fortunately Xander got a call from Vi that she and the moving van were nearly at the house.




And then there was Xander’s reaction when he had seen what was under Teal’c’s cap. Most people freaked when they saw the mark of the first prime of Apophis. Xander studied it carefully and finally said, “It looks like they carved the shape out with a knife and poured the molten metal right into the cut. Must’ve hurt like a bitch.” Sam really didn’t like the idea that Xander had enough experience with torture and wounds that he could identify something like that.




They pulled up along the sidewalk of what looked like an ordinary one-story house. Sam was guessing it was probably three bedrooms and two baths. It looked distinctly better than the surrounding houses, not that the neighborhood was bad or anything. But it had a new roof and a new exterior paintjob, plus a very impressive-looking sunroom on the south side. Sam recognized the handiwork from the blueprints. It looked like Xander really was telling the truth about that part.




An attractive young redhead who looked like a college student in jeans and a knit hat waved happily. She shouted, “Xander! You made it!” She ran over and gave Xander a huge hug, before dragging him over to see her parents. “Xander! You remember my mom and my dad, right?”




“She seems most pleased to see him,” said Teal’c. He adjusted his baseball cap so that the mark of Apophis no longer was on display.




Sam noted that Anise scowled at that. Sam hadn’t expected to see the green-eyed monster rearing its ugly head after just one night of drunken sex. She sincerely hoped that Teal’c was wrong, and Xander wasn’t some sort of James Bond super-spy capable of winning over any woman in a single night. All the SGC would need would be a lovelorn Anise trying to get back to Colorado Springs on a regular basis. Seeing her once every couple years was usually trying enough. It was a good thing Anise was willing to stay in the SUV, because Sam wasn’t sure how they would have explained Anise’s ‘costume’ to someone who wasn’t in the know.




Vi’s dad strode over to meet Xander’s ‘crew’. He shook Sam’s hand and smiled, “Hi. Mike O’Connell, and that’s my wife Mary Bea. I’m USAF, but retired. Made it all the way up to major. Don’t know how Xander keeps rounding up all the pretty girls, but welcome.”




Sam smiled back, “Sam Carter. This is Daniel, and that’s Murray. We figured Xander could use a hand here, since his construction crew won’t be coming to help.”




“Well, that’s mighty neighborly of you.” Mike stopped and stared at Sam. “Sam Carter?” He scratched his bald spot and asked, “Any relation to General Jacob Carter, by chance?”




“My dad.”




Mike scratched his bald spot again. “I served under General Carter. A good man. But…I thought the general said his daughter was in the Air Force too.”




Sam managed a smile. “I am. Colonel Samantha Carter, at your service.”




Mike rolled his eyes. “Only Xander would get a colonel to come out and help us move. That boy…” He turned back to the house to escort them over to the moving van. “I heard your dad was pretty sick a while back, and I hadn’t heard anything since then. Is he…okay?”




Sam went with the official version of the story. “Well, it was cancer, but we were able to get him a radical experimental treatment, and he’s in full remission now. He’s down visiting my brother Mark and his family right now.”




Mike walked into the moving van and said, “Hey, that’s great. Glad to hear it. He was one of the best CO’s I ever had. Okay, we’ve got all these boxes labeled, but I’d better show you what’s where in the house so you know what it means when the box says ‘bedroom’ or ‘sewing room’ or ‘office’. And we’ve got a dolly in here for the fridge and the freezer and the washer and dryer. The heavy boxes all have ‘heavy’ written on the top…”







The moving job was pretty simple, once Mary Bea stopped crying and hugging Xander for her renovated kitchen and her new sunroom. Teal’c moved the washer and dryer by himself, while Vi carried boxes and showed Sam and Daniel and Xander where to place everything. Teal’c and Xander moved most of the heavy furniture, while Sam pretended not to be frustrated over being treated like some helpless girl. If she could hike for miles with a fifty-pound pack and a P-90, she could damn well carry an easy chair forty feet.




But everything was moving along smoothly…until the refrigerator. Teal’c had it on the dolly and maneuvered it easily into the kitchen by himself. Sam and Vi were putting boxes in the rec room, so they had a clear view as he worked. Then Teal’c lifted the refrigerator to move it into place, and he accidentally stepped on the base of the dolly.




The dolly slid out from underneath his foot. Sam watched in shock as the fridge fell forward on him.




And stopped in mid-air.




Vi had somehow reacted, put down her box, sprinted across the rec room into the kitchen before the fridge could get more than halfway to the floor, and caught a falling fridge, plus Teal’c, with her bare hands. She was easily holding up the top of the fridge, with Teal’c still clinging to the front, even though he was now nearly underneath it.




Vi stood there, holding up the entire fridge in her petite hands, with no strain at all in her arms. And then she realized that Teal’c was looking up at her, and Sam was staring at her from the rec room. She looked at Xander and said, “Oops?”





	


21. Sam and the Hok’tar



Sam looked at Xander. His face was frozen in fear. Not fear for himself, or Teal’c, but for Vi. And Sam understood. Xander wasn’t protecting himself. He was protecting Vi. Vi was superhumanly fast. Superhumanly strong. 




Vi was a hok’tar.




“Violet Mary O’Connell, if you broke that new fridge…”




Sam didn’t take her eyes off Vi and Xander as she listened to Mrs. O’Connell calling from the other room. Vi had the clear look of a child who wasn’t guilty this time and intended to argue. Xander had the look of a worried parent who wanted to protect his charge, or maybe the look of a soldier trying to protect a citizen.




Teal’c swiftly let go and dropped onto his back. He expertly rolled and leapt to his feet. Then he quickly took the fridge from Vi. He called out, “No, Mrs. O’Connell, it is I. I slipped on the dolly and nearly dropped your refrigerator. I am most apologetic.”




But Sam could tell. She looked at Mary Bea’s face as the older woman walked into the kitchen. Vi’s mother knew that Vi was abnormally strong. Vi’s mother expected things like this to happen.




Sam thought back to her short time with that damn armband—which had been Anise’s fault as well, come to think of it—and she gave Vi’s mom a big smile. “I know, one too many doorframes or doorknobs to repair?”




The older woman grinned back, obviously relieved to know that someone else was in on the big secret. She acknowledged, “Oh, we were lucky, she was pretty much over that before she came home from Sunnydale. But you know, sometimes little things happen when she’s not paying enough attention.”




Mike called out from the bedroom, “Like the time she changed my tire for me!”




Sam noticed that Vi winced. Even Xander winced. Sam took a guess. “How long did it take to get the nuts off, the next time?”




Mike walked out grinning. “I couldn’t budge ’em. I had to take the car into Feeney’s service station, and they busted two of the nuts getting ’em off again. They really chewed me out for putting the tire on with a power tool instead of a torque wrench. And I sure couldn’t tell ’em my daughter put the nuts on with her bare hands.”




Vi whined, “Da-ad!”




Sam said, “Don’t worry Vi, it’s a parent’s job to tell embarrassing stories about you. You’re lucky you’re not in the Air Force, with your dad telling stories about you to your commanding officers.”




Teal’c said, “It is my understanding that JacobCarter only told two such stories to General Hammond.”




Sam said, “But he told more than that to Jack.”




Daniel came out into the kitchen. “Your dad told Jack a bunch of stories about you? Jack? Isn’t that an offense punishable by death?”




Sam said, “I made him buy me dinners out for two solid weeks. He finally had to bribe me with a new suspension for my Harley.”




Teal’c said, “Given JackO’Neill’s propensity to use background information for teasing and kidding over extended time periods, that does not seem like a sufficiently severe punishment.”




Mike set down some tools in his toolbox, so Sam guessed he had finished assembling the beds. “Did you say Jack O’Neill? The Jack O’Neill?”




Sam tried to look casual as she asked, “Did you know him?”




Mike laughed, “He- heck no, us mere desk jockeys weren’t in his circles, even when he was flying. I had some drinks with him and some mutual acquaintances once, and half of what he said was ‘can’t talk about it’ or ‘classified.’ ”




Daniel said, “Sounds like our Jack.”




Given that Daniel had just spilled the beans, she put a smile on her face and said, “He used to be our commanding officer. He’s a general at the Pentagon now, and he’s retiring soon.”




But she noticed that Xander had that alert expression that sometimes slipped out. Just like Jack, he was far smarter than he pretended. So Xander now had another name to give to his call center’s investigative people. And nobody who ever looked at Jack’s folder would believe a decorated flyboy with extensive black ops experience had spent most of a decade in Deep Space Radar Telemetry, and then simply moved to a prestigious spot in Homeworld Security. It was just barely feasible that Daniel would be on a project like that, given his linguistics background.




Hell, even Sam’s own father hadn’t really bought her cover story, and Jennifer Hailey hadn’t been fooled for more than about three minutes. And Sam even had the right background for a Deep Space Radar Telemetry program!




Sam glanced over and saw that Vi was apparently unaware of the importance of the conversation, even if the girl was standing in a ready stance. Vi was chatting with her mom, and standing as if she were ready to attack an opponent.




Given what Sam had just seen, she had the feeling that Vi was ready to attack half a dozen heavily armed opponents. Vi looked as if she couldn’t bench press a Thanksgiving turkey, and yet she was strong enough to catch hundreds of pounds of falling object. A refrigerator plus Teal’c? Sam was estimating Vi had caught six hundred pounds of falling dead weight, which was tipping forward along the base, so that meant the upper edge was falling under the influence of gravity, so the force she so casually stopped without staggering was…Sam did a few quick calculations and gulped. Vi had to be five times stronger than a normal human her size, at a minimum. She was almost certainly stronger than Teal’c. Plus, her reaction time was somewhere between ‘well beyond the upper bound of normal humans’ and ‘eat my dust, Peter Parker.’ Teal’c had reaction times that were fast, but still just within the upper limits of humans.




On the other hand, Teal’c had decades of experience with advanced martial arts. Did this girl have martial arts training? Sam looked, and the answer was obvious.




Oh, hell yes. Vi had more martial arts training than was reasonable. Nobody who knew martial arts could study Vi moving around without seeing what was there. How had Sam not noticed this when Vi was carrying boxes? People like Teal’c and Vi simply didn’t move like normal people. They moved like black belts with years and years of experience. Vi had that smooth glide to her step, keeping her in some sort of ready stance no matter what. She was too graceful. Her balance was too good. Sam’s old jujitsu teacher hadn’t moved that fluidly, and he had been training in the art for over thirty years. How could Vi be that good at martial arts when she was of college age? And could Vi take Teal’c in a fight? As far as Sam knew, there wasn’t a single person on Earth who could stand up to Teal’c in sparring for more than a minute…except for a slim young redheaded woman who looked like she probably couldn’t pass the physical tests to get into the Air Force Academy. 




So Xander Harris and the NSAWC had a hok’tar working for them. A young woman faster than human and stronger than Teal’c. A young woman who had martial arts expertise. Did Vi’s special abilities connect with the bizarre array of weaponry in Xander’s bag? Sam was suddenly struck with a crazy idea: could you rule out hitting your partner with friendly fire if you had a partner who could move faster than your weaponry? Could Vi dodge a crossbow bolt? Perhaps she could dodge a crossbow bolt but not a bullet. Could that explain why Xander had the weapons he did? It certainly didn’t explain all the weapons Xander had.




Sam couldn’t help wondering what an SG team could do with a warrior like Vi in their group. Someone who could pass as an innocent bystander, but who had the strength and speed to take out a four-Jaffa search squad before they could even try to alert others. Someone who could run at insane speeds and easily lead Jaffa trackers in wrong directions. Sam really wanted to know just how much weight Vi could carry and still hike at a standard pace.




Hell, what could an SG team do with a warrior like Xander Harris? The boy—young man—had probably stood up to torture more than once, and he had the Jack O’Neill attitude: apparently dopey and harmless on the outside, probably lethal on the inside. He wasn’t carrying around those swords and crossbows for LARPing. Plus, he had a linguistics background that was probably close to qualifying him for translation responsibilities on an SG team.




Oh God, what would happen if a Goa’uld took either Vi or Xander as a host? Sam suddenly had a sick feeling in her stomach.





	


10. Vi and the Alert



Vi waited impatiently until Xander and the others were all in that SUV across the street.




Her dad said, “Honeybee, those friends of Xander’s sure were helpful.”




Her mom said, “And it’s a good thing they knew about you, because you picked up some of the heavy things and forgot to act like you were straining.”




But they hadn’t known about her. Not before she blew it. Boy, and Buffy complained about being bad at the whole ‘secret identity’ deal. This was so bad. She had to call it in right away.




She said, “Mom, I know I said I would put away all the books in the den, but I have to make a phone call first. And I need some privacy for it.”




Her dad said, “Well, just go in the den and close the door. I’ve got things to put away in the garage, and your mom is going to be putting away kitchen junk for hours.”




“It’s not junk, Mike!” her mom fussed, just like Vi knew she would.




Her dad gave Vi a wink and patted her mom on the butt before moving off to the next task.




She stepped into the den and closed the door. The place looked pretty good already. All the furniture was put in place. Sam had set up the computer on the desk. There were just the boxes of books to put away in the built-in bookcases, and that really wouldn’t take long.




She pulled out her WillowPhone and called in with a Code Yellow. As soon as she got a voice, she said, “This is Vi, and I’ve got a Code Yellow involving Xander and some military types. And I messed up totally!”




The girl, whose voice she didn’t know, probably because she sounded like she was about fifteen so she was one of the baby-Slays, immediately called out, “Andrew!”




That couldn’t be good. Andrew ought to be off-duty by now. Unless she had messed up on the schedule. She checked her scheduling app on the phone, and sure enough, it said last night was an Andrew-and-Emily night. Andrew and Em should have gone off duty at about four their time, two her time as long as she was in Colorado, which was hours and hours ago. And that meant something big was going on, and she wasn’t on duty to help out. She hated feeling like she was letting people down, and she always felt guilty about taking vacation. It was bad enough she hadn’t gone into the Air Force like her dad had really wanted, but she couldn’t tell her folks what she really did because they just wouldn’t believe in the supernatural, even if she had superpowers.




Her dad still thought she was like the Bionic Woman or something, running around the world for a secret government agency, fighting crime and saving the day. Okay, that was really pretty close to what she really did. She’d thought about it a lot, and she figured it was better to have her folks think she was really a secret agent than to have them scared to go out of the house because of vampires and demons and dark mages and all that…




Andrew came on and asked, “Did Xander look okay? What happened?”




She unhappily explained the whole thing, including the ‘catching a falling refrigerator’ bit. And then the bit about her mom and dad walking in and thinking it was okay to tell ‘Vi has superpowers’ stories to the military types.




Andrew checked, “And the military types told stories about them? Real ones?”




Vi thought it over for a second. “I think so. Even the big quiet guy thought it was kind of funny that her dad the general told stories about Colonel Carter to this O’Neill guy, who sounds an awful lot like somebody who wouldn’t do all that well in the military, but they said he was a general now. And dad said Jack O’Neill was famous for being a gigantic smart-aleck but being so good at his job that he never got a dishonorable discharge or anything. But they didn’t exactly talk about him like he was their boss, it was more like the way we talk about Buffy. And I don’t mean the way Rona talks about Buffy, because she teases Buffy all the time, or the way the baby-Slays talk about Buffy, but more like the way the rest of us talk about her. You know, like she’s our boss but also our teammate and our friend and like that.”




He said, “Weird. Hard to imagine military types being like that. Even Riley’s pretty by-the-book and we even trust him.”




She said, “Well the rest of them weren’t military. The big really quiet guy? I got a weird vibe off him, but he’s not like any soldier I’ve ever met. Dad agrees with me. Maybe he’s some kind of soldier from some African nation.”




Andrew said, “I don’t know. He already lied to Xander about being from Africa. But Xander called him on it, and they just let it slide.”




“Weird.”




Andrew asked, “So that vibe you got off him? Demon or vampire?”




Vi said, “Neither. And he can’t be a vamp, he’s walking around in daylight. Even if he’s really strong. For someone who’s not one of the girls. But there was definitely a ‘not quite human’ vibe there. I just don’t know what the heck it was. It didn’t make me want to run over and beat him up and then hack his head off. It just made me not want to let him stand behind me.”




Andrew checked, “And what about Colonel Carter?”




“Human. Definitely all human all the time. No funny vibes at all.”




She could just about hear Andrew frown. “Well, then we have something else to figure out, because Anise told Xander that Carter’s father is a being called ‘Sel-mack’, but how can she be part demon and not ping on anyone’s Slaydar?”




Vi said, “I dunno. She pretty much talked about this General Carter guy as being her dad, and I think she meant it. Could she not know what Anise knows?”




Andrew admitted, “You got me. Anise seems to blab pretty much everything. Or maybe that was the alcohol talking. She did drink a heck of a lot.”




Vi checked, “How much ‘a lot’? Xander level ‘a lot’? Giles level ‘a lot’? Buffy level ‘a lot’? Faith level ‘a lot’?”




Andrew said, “I went over the recordings, and it was definitely Faith level.”




“Wow.” Vi was really impressed, because even other Slayers couldn’t keep up with Faith when it came to drinking.




“If she wasn’t a demon, she wouldn’t have been able to walk to that motel. She would’ve been in a hospital with alcohol poisoning.”




Vi said, “Well, whatever the deal was with her, she didn’t come in, so I didn’t get the chance to see her.”




Andrew said, “It may not matter. Riley made some calls for us last night, and he got stonewalled. They hit him with a whole Need To Know deal. Which is crazy. Because how could the NSAWC not need to know about a demon invasion? But the generals told Riley it was ‘outside the purview of the NSAWC’. So he was stuck.”




Vi wondered, “Outside our purview? What could be outside our purview, except for all-human no-demon Defense Department stuff?”




Andrew muttered, “No idea. But at least Riley promised to send us some new pictures of Sam and Theresa.”




Vi sighed, “She’s so cute. Do you think a Slayer, like maybe me, could have a baby someday?”




Andrew said, “I have no idea. The Council records are pretty much useless on that, because they’re all ‘the one girl in the world’ stuff where the Slayer gets killed in a year or so.”




She asked, “But doesn’t Emily want a baby?”




He said, “Yes. She even went to a fertility clinic, and they said she looked completely healthy, but we don’t know if there’s Slayer magic to keep a Slayer from getting pregnant.”




Vi decided she wasn’t going to talk to Andrew about her mom wanting grandchildren. Her folks still hadn’t admitted to themselves that she did something really dangerous. And it wasn’t like she had a guy in her life, even if there was this really nice guy in her World of Warcraft guild…




Andrew said, “Look, we’re in pretty good shape on this one. You’re in position to lead a reaction force if we need it. And Xander already initiated Plan H, and we’ve got it under way.”




Vi sighed, “Okay. Plan H is…pretty kooky.”




Andrew added, “Just be ready if we call. We know just where he is, and Willow isn’t finding any wards or protective charms at all, so we can magic Xan out of there in no time if we have to.”




“Well…Okay. If you’re sure…”




Andrew insisted, “Sure we’re sure! You don’t think I’m going to let anything bad happen to Xander, do you?”




She said “Okay” even if she wasn’t really ready to agree. But she knew he wanted her to say it. She was still sure it was all her fault that she’d messed up so Xander was going to the evil lair to protect her.




If Xander got hurt, how was she ever going to be able to look Buffy and Willow in the face again?





	


22. Paul and the Girls’ School



Lieutenant Colonel Paul Davis checked his rental car’s GPS as soon as it began to flake out on him. He should have been about four hundred yards out from the main gate of the Joyce Summers School for Gifted Young Women. He still didn’t believe that an international NGO so secret that no one at the Pentagon could—or would—tell him what NSAWC stood for could be co-located with a girls’ school. That only happened in bad movies. Bad movies in which the girls’ school was a cover for espionage training, or assassins, or child prostitution, or something even stranger.




On the other hand, given how strange his life had been since the Stargate had been opened, it was really only to be expected. For all he knew, this was going to turn out to be another cult run by a secluded Goa’uld, or a bizarre foothold situation, or some new plot by the NID or The Trust, or a new invasion tactic from the Lucian Alliance, or…




Or maybe a miracle would occur, and this would be a simple meet-and-greet with nothing going wrong and half a dozen people happily signing NDAs so he could go home.




Nah. Who was he kidding? When had that ever happened if the SGC was involved? By the way that Sam Carter had described the assignment, he was there more as a ‘hostage trade’ than as a standard military assignment. This Xander Harris had offices on the ‘campus’ and the NSAWC call center was apparently on the campus as well. If the NSAWC was using high school girls in a call center for a secretive international organization, there was automatically something peculiar going on. And, as Sam had pointed out, his job was to pretend that he hadn’t spotted every one of the peculiarities he found around the school.




Even though the car was a rental, it had been checked by the airmen who met him when he stepped off the plane. And he knew that the GPS in the car had been swapped out and replaced with a state-of-the-art mil-spec GPS. There was supposedly no way to knock out a multi-spectral GPS without blasting enough energy in the bandwidths to set off the warning lights on the box. And yet it was crapping out on him just as he got near the school. Okay, he couldn’t be any more suspicious if there were billboards up for Apophis brand soft drinks.




He pulled off to the side of the road and turned around. After about thirty yards, the GPS came back on-line. It still said the school was roughly four hundred yards south of his position. He followed the map on the GPS monitor and drove west for a minute before driving south and then east, so he was coming in toward the school from another direction.




The same thing happened to the GPS. He clenched his jaws and pulled over to the side of the road. This was really advanced technology. Something was interfering with broadcast information from multiple GPS satellites, without setting off the warning systems. He knew that Colonel Carter could rig up something to create an effect like this if she wanted to, and Rodney McKay could, but he didn’t know of many humans who could. None of the people at a girls’ school should have tech like this. He wasn’t even sure the Goa’uld had tech like this. After all, they’d just blow up the satellites instead. Subtlety wasn’t a Goa’uld strongpoint, unless Ba’al was behind this set-up. And Ba’al’s idea of subtlety was still a long way away from building a quiet girls’ school in Cleveland. No, Ba’al’s idea of subtlety was wiping out an entire city with a bioengineered plague, instead of bombing it from space.




He quickly checked his cell phone. He could see that the GPS signal was off-line, and the cell signal was fluctuating oddly between full strength and minimal signal. He tried backing up about twenty yards, and the cell phone came back at the same moment the GPS did. This was really not a good start. He drove forward until the signal began misbehaving again, and he tried making a call. Not anything classified, since he suspected that anyone who could block GPS signals could eavesdrop on cell phones and satellite phones with little trouble.




Since he had to assume his call was being tapped, he called his wife. Despite the odd way his phone was behaving, the reception was excellent. In fact, he might have said it was an unusually clear signal. That thought made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. Just what had Carter and Landry sent him into this time?




“Hi, Paul, what’s up? You don’t usually call during the day,” his better half checked. She’d played this game before when he called, and she knew the rules.




He put a smile on his face in case someone had a camera on him. “Hi, Trish. I just wanted to check on things. I have no idea how long this is going to take. Maybe an hour, maybe two days. And I have no idea when I’ll get a chance to call next. But give Sammi and Danni my love, and tell ’em I’m still going to take ’em camping on the 23rd. Okay?”




“Gotcha,” she said. “Kiss kiss.”




He teased her a little, now that he had the ‘secret code’ part of the conversation out of the way. “You’re not worried about me hanging around a school full of teenaged girls? Probably wearing naughty Catholic schoolgirl outfits?”




She giggled and said, “Smart aleck. I’ll see you when you get back. Love ya.”




He said, “I love you too. Should I grab a brochure for Erica? She’s twelve, she’s got high school ahead.”




Trish said, “Eri would kill us. Taking her away from Bree and Jenna and Maureen? And I think she’s got a crush on Mickey Sandstrom’s older boy.”




He laughed and hung up. He made an effort to keep the smile on his face, just in case. He assumed the call had been monitored, and he would be assessed as ‘unaware of the threat.’ He was sure they wouldn’t be able to identify the code intel among the family information. ‘Give Sammi and Danni my love’ meant to call the SGC. ‘Camping’ and ‘23’ together meant that GPS and cell reception were interfered with up to at least four hundred yards from the perimeter. The SGC would be able to backtrack his call and tell that he had made the call inside that perimeter, so they’d know that normal calls would probably be tapped. He wondered if satellite phones would be knocked out too, if these NSAWC people could handle GPS satellites so easily.




He put his phone away and drove as casually as he could, up to the Joyce Summers School for Gifted Young Women. He idly wondered what sort of ‘gift’ the school founders had in mind, and how it tied in with Xander Harris and the NSAWC. He drove up to the gate and buzzed in. He could see that the gateway arch and the gates themselves were ridiculously overbuilt. He would have expected gates that thick and hinges that massive if this were a top secret installation that might have terrorists in armed pickup trucks crashing into the gates to blow them apart. But a girls’ school?




A cheerful girl’s voice came back on the speaker beside the buzzer and codepad. “Hi, and welcome to the Joyce Summers School for Gifted Young Women! How may I help you?”




He said, “Hi. I’m Colonel Paul Davis. I’m here to meet with some of the NSAWC call center people. I was told to ask for Rona Jeffries.”




The voice said, “Oh! She’s waiting for you. Just drive on in, and take a right where the road splits, and follow the signs to the NSAWC offices. It’s the four story office building-looking thing over by the gym. Just park in one of the spaces out front and go on in. She’ll be there. And have a nice day!”




“Thank you,” he replied. He had to admit, the perky girl on the intercom didn’t sound abnormal or mind-controlled.




The gate swung open, and he drove through. The wall around the school looked a lot thicker than a normal masonry wall, and it was unusually high. Plus, the ornamental spikes atop the wall didn’t look ornamental in the least. No, they looked very businesslike, to someone who knew the difference. Were they trying to keep someone out, or were they trying to keep someone in? As it was, the wall and the gate looked like they were prepared to stop a horde of Unas.




As he followed the road to the office building—it wasn’t hard to spot a four story glass-and-steel office building in the middle of what looked like a normal school full of two-story buildings—he couldn’t help noticing another odd feature. It was the arrangement of the buildings and trees. There were open lines of fire from the buildings toward the walls. This place wasn’t set up like a girls’ school. It was set up like they were preparing for an invasion. An invasion on foot with no air support and no air attacks. Okay, they weren’t preparing for an assault by the Air Force, or even Army Rangers parachuting in. So…what were they preparing for?




He parked in the first space marked for visitors, and he adjusted his cap before grabbing his attaché case. He didn’t know how this meeting would go, but he wanted to have his NDAs handy no matter what. Plus the gear hidden in the false bottom of the case. Just in case. His ‘go bag’ was in the trunk, in case he was here for more than the day, but he was hoping he wouldn’t need that either.




He walked into the building and found a receptionist sitting in a sunny room. She was sitting talking to a pretty black girl who definitely had a slight Southern accent. She looked like she was not much older than his oldest daughter. The black girl turned and smiled, extending a hand. “Hi. I’m Rona.”




“I’m Colonel Davis. Call me Paul. Because nobody wants to talk to someone called ‘colonel’.”




The receptionist grinned, “Not even Colonel Sanders.”




Paul said, “I thought he was dead.”




Rona smirked, “Her point exactly.”




He took off his cap and said, “How would you like to do this? I was told I’d get a tour of the campus, but that’s not necessary if it’s an inconvenience. All I really need are some signatures. I have non-disclosure agreements for all the people who heard Anise and your friend Xander Harris. Once everyone reads them over and agrees not to talk about what they heard, they just sign the papers and we’re done. It’s that simple.”




Rona frowned at him and asked, “In blood?”




Paul stopped at that. Wow, Sam had warned him they were weird, but in blood? “No, just ordinary ink. You can even use your own pen. We’re the Air Force, not the Ministry of Magic.”




She laughed and said, “Oh yeah, those Brits. How much stuffier could they get?”




Hmm. Did this girl have a lot of experience with the British? If so, then in what capacity? He decided not to ask, because it might tip his hand. Instead, he casually said, “Oh, I don’t know, the British officers I’ve met have been pretty relaxed. Not at all stuffy.”




She just shrugged and said, “Haven’t met any Brits who were soldiers. Least, I don’t think so.” She said to the receptionist, “Okay, go ahead and tell all the call center people on the list to be at the upstairs conference room in an hour and a half. I’m going to give the colonel the grand tour.”




Paul smiled and said, “That would be great. The campus looks beautiful.”




He locked his attaché case and cap in his car. Then he waited until they were walking away from the building. He said, “Why don’t you ask me what you really want to ask?”




She frowned. “I don’t trust you. And I don’t trust that Carter chick.” He snorted in amusement. “What’s so funny?”




He said, “I’ve known Sam for years, and I just can’t see anyone calling her ‘that Carter chick’. I’m sure your friend Harris will come back with plenty of stories about her and her team.”




She finally asked, “Will Xander be safe? Will they let him go?”




He nodded. “Sure they will. This is the U.S. Air Force, not the KGB.” He glanced at her face to make sure she even knew what the KGB was. When he saw that she recognized the term instead of looking confused, he went on. “They really need to give him a physical exam, but that won’t take long. Colonel Carter said Anise had some technology we didn’t know about, and we want to make sure your friend doesn’t have any exposure effects. Right now, we don’t even know if there are exposure effects. Then she needs to know what Anise said last night.”




Rona snorted with laughter and said, “We all heard that part. It was mostly ‘oh oh ohohohoh’ and like that. That boy’s gonna get teased bad when he gets home.”




Paul didn’t say anything, but he wasn’t comfortable talking about sexuality with a girl around his oldest daughter’s age. He knew his girls weren’t saints, but he didn’t like to think about that part of his oldest daughter’s life in college.




After a few seconds, Rona said, “We got the whole thing on tape. Well, recorded, anyway. Andrew’s cuttin’ you a CD of the whole thing, so you don’t have to interrogate Xander on all this stuff. That Anise is kind of a blabbermouth for a demon.”




Paul said, “She really isn’t a demon. She’s not Miss Congeniality, but we know all about her.”




Rona stopped and glared at him with a look that would have cowed a lesser man. “Colonel, if you don’t know what you’re lettin’ in through the astria porta, you’re a bigger idiot than the last bunch of military types whose butts we had to run in and save.”




Paul let that slide, as if he was too busy looking at the buildings to notice just what she had let slip. But if these people had been called in to save some military project from their own stupidity—a certain rogue NID group or five came to mind—then there might be no way to get them to trust him. On top of that, no normal person on Earth should know about the Ancient phrase for the Stargate. He was going to file those bits of intel away, along with everything else he was learning.




But he noticed a lot of peculiar things. Like the emphasis on martial arts, including training gear that was appropriate for a squadron of fully-grown Jaffa warriors, not for little high school girls. Or the fact that inside the buildings were decorations: crossbows and swords and battleaxes hung expertly on the walls. Only those weren’t display pieces. They were real weapons. Who fought in today’s world with battleaxes? It was as if they were preparing for a zombie apocalypse instead of a modern assault. Did girls’ schools in Cleveland get many attacks from Viking marauders? He pretended he hadn’t noticed the weapons either.




Then Rona introduced him to a dozen of the girls who were on their way to a class. Not one of the girls was afraid of a large military man in dress uniform. No, they looked at him like he was a mouse and they were cats. Really large cats with really sharp claws. No one other than a Goa’uld had ever looked at him like that before, and that Goa’uld had been fully armed with a squad of armed Jaffa around him. These girls were all looking at him like that. He pretended he hadn’t noticed it. 




And there was an obstacle course off toward the back section of the property. But he knew about obstacle courses. You didn’t get through the Air Force Academy without running a military obstacle course over and over. Rona didn’t take him over to the course, but he could see the problem from where he was. The obstacle course was too large. The jumps were too high or too far, the climbs were too hard, and in general the whole thing was orders of magnitude harder than even the standard military courses. Who could use a course like that? Spiderman? Suddenly, a shiver ran down his spine. He could think of one answer. An entire school full of hok’tar…Were all these schoolgirls—or most of them—hok’tar? Were they prepared for an assault from another gang of hok’tar? That would certainly explain the arrangement of the buildings, and the outer walls, and the weaponry. But if there were halfway competent people training these hok’tar, then why were they training them for an invasion of armed foot soldiers with no air support and no long-range weaponry? If he was assaulting this campus against these girls, he would use one A-10 Warthog and destroy all the buildings. If he was restrained to ground tactics, he would go with a couple tanks. If he had to stick to pure infantry tactics, he would pick out a couple vantage points several hundred yards out and lob mortar shells in or fire RPGs until he could force the defenders out into the open for sniper teams. Anybody would know that, even the lowliest soldier on the streets of Somalia. 




So what was he missing here? It had to be something drastic…





	


11. Xander and the Leisurely Drive



Xander clambered into his rental truck, and waited while Anise scooted into the shotgun seat. He was frankly surprised that Colonel Carter and her team were trusting him to follow them up to the mountain without any of them in the pickup with him. Or maybe they were trusting Anise to get him to take her back to the base.




Or maybe they had cars and helicopters and stuff like that all around him in covert surveillance, just waiting for him to do something stupid like make a break for it in an area filled with military assets and military bases and military police and military other-stuff. Maybe it was a test.




Well, if it was a test, they were in for a surprise. There was no way he wasn’t going to their base. He needed to know just what the frilly heck these gooberbrains were doing with the astria porta. And this way, they were even inviting him in. They were inviting him in, and they were leaving a Slayer only minutes away, and they were giving the Scoobies a way to see how heavy their magical wards were, because Xander had a couple Willow-spells on him and they’d trigger as soon as he walked into a warded trap.




He put on his seat belt and waited while Anise fastened hers.




Once he heard that little click, he turned the key in the ignition and said, “Anxious to get back to the base?”




She nodded, “Yes, Xander. I expect that they will want to verify that you are healthy and that I have not done anything that would violate their rules. Then they will want you to talk to them. It is an inevitable part of working with the SGC. But then I expect we will be given sufficient time for you to teach me the sexual positions you promised. You will accompany me to my quarters, where I have a nice, if small, shower.”




He asked as casually as he could, “You have your own room there?”




“It is not specifically my room, but they do have quarters for visitors. It is not the room I used when I was first visiting at the SGC.”




He tried, “When was that?”




“Over five years ago,” she said blithely. “But I was only at the SGC for a couple days before I returned.”




“Through the astria porta?” he asked as casually as he could.




She smiled smugly. “Yes. And you do not need to try subtlety in order to interrogate me, you may just ask me questions. If there is anything I do not wish to tell you, I will say so. In return, I have questions for you.”




Oh boy. He carefully followed Colonel Carter’s van toward Cheyenne Mountain and said, “Okay. But if there’s stuff I can’t tell you, I’ll just say so.”




“That is quite satisfactory. Now ask me a question.”




He thought it over. “How long has the military had the astria porta open?”




She said, “Due to power requirements and transmission requirements, it can only stay open on one connection for a maximum of one th’liya. But I believe they first opened it over ten years ago.”




Ten years? How could they be opening this thing for ten years and not be completely overrun by demons? He would have guessed they first opened it about a week or two ago, maybe less, if Anise was just now getting around to wandering around without permission. Now he had even more questions, but he started with, “I don’t know what a th’liya is.”




She looked like she was doing math in her head. Then she finally said, “I believe it would be roughly thirty-eight Tau’ri minutes.”




Okay, thirty-eight minutes would be enough time to lead a small army of demons through something the size of the astria porta, unless all of Giles’ books were wrong and it was really smaller than a hula hoop. He didn’t get it. If the base wasn’t overrun the first time they opened it into a demon dimension, then why would even boneheads like military guys open it again? Unless Colonel Carter was really half-demon or all-demon, and she was making the other demons tow the line until she was ready. Or they had their very own Maggie Walsh working for Carter, and they were inviting demons in before giving them the Hannibal Lecter treatment.




But that didn’t make any sense, because he had carefully managed to run Carter past Vi, who had really good vampdar. And Vi didn’t even blink. If Carter was even one eighth demon, Vi should have reacted and warned Xander at once. But if Carter wasn’t even part demon, what was the deal with her father, this ‘Sell-mack’ thing? And if her father was this ‘Sell-mack’, then why did the rest of her team think her dad was this General Carter guy? And how could General Carter be listed as being on ambassadorial duties when nobody could find a country where he was on the embassy lists? Could the U.S. government be doing something so stupid as sending ambassadors to demon dimensions?




Now he had a few billion more questions. He kept his eyes on the road and followed the SUV. He said, “Okay, your turn. What would you like to know?”




She paused and then asked, “Xander, how many Kama Sutra positions can be done in the front seat of a pickup truck such as this one?”




He managed not to slam on the brakes or crash into Carter’s SUV. That was definitely not what he was expecting. Good thing he wasn’t drinking a soda. He would have had bubbly goodness squirting out his nose like a fire hydrant, and that would be of the painful. He said, “Umm, I never really thought about it. Lemme think about it…Okay, I don’t know. But at least a dozen.”




She looked pensive. “Hmm. Then how many could be done while the truck is in motion, on an average city street or highway?”




He managed not to laugh or anything. “That would be none.”




She looked puzzled. “Do you not have an auto-pilot on this vehicle? I can see that there is a velocity control on your steering system, and Dr. Jackson has told me that Tau’ri passenger jets have an auto-pilot that can fly the jet from one airport to another.”




He explained, “Passenger jets just have to fly in a straight line at a fixed altitude. Cars have to be able to react to everything around them at a moment’s notice, including people crossing the street, other cars, guys on bikes doing stupid stuff, traffic signs, traffic lights, curves in the road, you name it.”




“Why would I name it?” she asked.




“Sorry. Human idiom.” He went on, “So the speed control only works to keep the speed up while you drive. As soon as you step on the brake, it automatically disengages. And it’s a really simple system. You can make one with no computers or anything, just mechanical linkages and stuff.”




She smiled at him. “It is very helpful that you know all this detail. Dr. Jackson is quite unaware of much of this, and Samantha Carter is not interested in discussions at this level. O’Neill, when he was at the base, preferred to pretend that he was not capable of such work, even though he has a Masters degree in astronomy.”




“He likes to play dumb?” Xander wondered.




“Yes. That is it exactly. Much like you, he prefers to act in ways which lead others to underestimate him. Although I believe you failed in that enterprise this morning, since Teal’c correctly identified much about you.”




He said, “When my friends hear he thought I was James Bond, they’ll laugh so hard they’ll wet their pants.”




“Why would that be amusing?” she wondered. “Neither Samantha Carter nor Daniel Jackson found the comment to be ‘funny’.”




He wasn’t quite sure how to say it. “I work for a pretty big company, and way over half the people in the company can beat the snot out of me.”




She said, “I do not believe that is the case, Xander. Remember, I have seen your scars.”




He couldn’t help smiling. It wasn’t very often that he met someone who saw his scars and didn’t freak majorly. And didn’t think he was a loser for getting so banged up when he worked with Slayers. People unconnected with the Council tended to be in the first group, and the various Council witches, Watchers, and Slayers tended to be in the second. If only Anise wasn’t a demon connected with The Initiative II: The Wrath of Carter, things would be a lot better.




She added huskily, “I look forward to seeing your scars as soon as possible. Every single one of them.”




Would Willow look at him funny if he asked if she could do a magical auto-pilot for a car? Would she make one for him? And how much trouble would he get into if he really tried it out with Anise? Because he knew that if anyone would get caught in the most embarrassing position possible when the magical auto-pilot went offline, it would be him.




He followed Carter’s van up the long road toward Cheyenne Mountain and wondered how hard it would be to get back out of this evil lair once he was in it. Most evil lairs didn’t have NORAD sitting on top of them, but then most evil lairs wouldn’t have regulation military elevators and airshafts and HVAC systems. He might not know demons like Giles, but nobody in the Council knew standard human construction work like he did.




He could do this. He kept telling himself all the way past the guards and the ginormous fence and into the parking lot.




Okay, the parking lot was weirdly normal. And he was willing to bet the dorky car over there was Daniel Jackson’s. It just had that ‘Giles’ vibe to it.




Maybe he really could do this.





	


12. Teal’c and the Mountain



Teal’c waited patiently while XanderHarris helped Anise out of the pickup truck. He had seen enough Tau’ri movies to recognize that when the man helped the woman out of the vehicle like that, particularly when she did not need the assistance, it was ‘gallantry’. XanderHarris was courting Anise in some way, even though they had already engaged in strenuous sexual efforts during the night.




This was something he needed to talk to JackO’Neill or DanielJackson about. Tau’ri relationships and sexual customs were most confusing. In some ways, they were far more lax than what he was used to, and yet in some ways they were far more strict and confining. However, he knew enough about Tau’ri sexual customs that he knew not to ask SamanthaCarter unless he wanted her to become very flustered and uncomfortable.




O’Neill would find that most amusing. He might wait until O’Neill was back visiting SamanthaCarter before springing the subject upon them both.




Teal’c watched with interest. He was aware that different levels of Tau’ri ‘dating’ led to different modes of paired walking. Would they walk side by side, or arm in arm, or hand in hand?




Anise wrapped one hand around XanderHarris’s elbow and led him forward. Harris gave her a big smile and let her keep her hand where it was. Therefore, Harris accepted this interpretation of the relationship. Perhaps he was even willing to let Anise define the parameters of the relationship.




Teal’c made an effort not to be detected observing this. In his personal opinion, Anise was too thakh’ta’moor—too ‘pully’ if he had the idiom correct—for the average American male. Was that too ‘pushy’ or too ‘pully’? He would ask DanielJackson at some later date. The typical American male who was forceful enough to be in the armed forces, or to be a warrior such as XanderHarris, tended to prefer to direct the relationship at his own pace, regardless of the attractiveness of the female. Teal’c had seen much evidence of that within the confines of the SGC. And even DanielJackson preferred to control his relationship with Vala, rather than let the young woman do so. Not that Daniel saw it that way, but Teal’c had seen far more relationships over the decades, and he knew what he saw.




Teal’c strode over to Anise and XanderHarris. He had already decided that a warrior like XanderHarris deserved an appropriate response. And he had also decided that a man who protected hok’tar like Vi deserved to be treated with respect. Because there was no doubt in his mind that Vi was a hok’tar, and there was no doubt in his mind that XanderHarris was doing this to protect her. He also suspected that if Xander had one hok’tar this close at hand, then it was likely he was protecting more than one. How many more? He doubted a warrior like Xander would tell.




He bowed his head slightly. “XanderHarris. If you would accompany me, I will show you how to enter the SGC and deal with the security personnel, of which there are many.”




Xander grinned, “Hey, as long as there aren’t trapdoors that dump you into shark tanks, I’m good.”




Teal’c said, “It would be most inconvenient to accommodate a large tank full of salt-water fish like sharks here.” He waited until XanderHarris smiled. Then he said, “It would be far easier to have a pit full of hungry wolverines.” He managed not to smile when XanderHarris reacted.




DanielJackson intervened. “Actually, you couldn’t have a pit full of wolverines, because they’re a territorial species, and they would fight each other long before the victim got around to falling in it. Then—”




SamanthaCarter stopped him. “Daniel, no one is really going to build a pit trap and put wolverines in it. The wolverines in Colorado? Individual hunters with hunting ranges that go for miles.”




XanderHarris said, “But you could have a pit trap full of rattlesnakes, right?”




SamanthaCarter asked, “Why are we even talking about pit traps? This is the U.S. Air Force, not SPECTRE.”




XanderHarris casually shrugged, “I’ve seen some pretty bizarre booby traps in my day.”




SamanthaCarter insisted, “You won’t find any in here. This is an Air Force base, and we run standard Air Force security.”




“Indeed,” Teal’c reaffirmed SamanthaCarter’s position.




They walked up to the first security post, which was two airmen in uniform, standing with Tau’ri rifles. Teal’c had always been interested in the rifle as a long-distance weapon. The staff weapon was notoriously inaccurate at anything less than close quarters combat, but it didn’t run out of ammunition and it was easy to fire. The rifle could be fired by users of any skill level, but a marksman of O’Neill’s abilities could kill a Jaffa at five or six times the range at which a Jaffa would want to try firing back with a staff weapon. And a sniper of O’Neill’s abilities, with the right weapon and the right ammunition, could fire lethal rounds at distances well over a kilometer. O’Neill had pointed out once, while they were watching a made-for-tv Horatio Hornblower movie, that Jaffa charged in a mass, like soldiers with muskets in the Napoleonic Wars. Accuracy was not as important as main force and overwhelming numbers. There was much to learn from the Tau’ri, but fortunately, the Goa’uld could not lower themselves to do so. Having an arrogant and egotistical enemy was far better than having a smart enemy.




The airmen snapped to attention as soon as they saw ColonelCarter. She gave the regulation response, but did not flaunt her authority, as some of the NID officers were wont to do. Teal’c watched as the airmen let his group pass, while maintaining radio contact so that the next checkpoint would be prepared. He was aware that there were also extensive electronic systems for detecting a large number of other types of intrusions.




He watched as XanderHarris glanced around and spotted at least half of the scanners and detection systems. Most interesting. Xander made it appear as if he was looking at Anise, and the security men, while carefully evaluating the electronic security as well. It was just as Teal’c had expected.




He decided to interrupt XanderHarris’ efforts to acquire additional intel about the Cheyenne Mountain security systems. “XanderHarris. You may relax now. We will simply walk through a security checkpoint, obtain a security badge for you and return Anise’s security badge to her, and then pass through yet another security checkpoint. After that, we will move to the elevators and go to a meeting room.”




XanderHarris gave him a raised eyebrow, which no doubt denoted some suspicion and distrust. There was most likely fear and anxiety in there too, because XanderHarris was not a stupid man. Teal’c could still remember the emotions he had masked when he first entered the SGC and met General Hammond.




Then the raised eyebrow and the suspicion were quickly hidden underneath the mask of a clown. XanderHarris grinned, “Hey, are these checkpoints with real checks? Or maybe stripes? Because I got a thing about points that clash with my Hawaiian shirts. Besides, stripes are more slimming.”




Teal’c made sure that he did not even smile. It would not do to laugh out loud and allow XanderHarris to see that he was being successful in his efforts to distract them. This was much like O’Neill, making comments to amuse himself or insult his captors, or perhaps even lessen the anxiety of his fellow prisoners. There were certain comments by O’Neill that—once Teal’c himself understood enough Earth culture to ‘get’—he was able to make some fellow Jaffa laugh out loud when describing. One particular O’Neill quote sprang to mind, and he had to clench his jaws to keep from smiling.




When they reached the second checkpoint and ColonelCarter went through all the steps to get XanderHarris a visitor’s badge, Teal’c noticed that Xander attempted to introduce levity into the proceedings at multiple points.




“Name?”




Xander glanced his way and carefully said, “Harris. Xander Harris.” in what was a surprisingly good parody of a ‘posh’ British accent.




Teal’c carefully refrained from smiling or snickering. DanielJackson had to hide his laugh with an artificial cough. Teal’c noted as well that ColonelCarter glanced his way to catch his reaction as soon as she saw that Daniel was hiding laughter. He carefully gave her his standard stare that O’Neill had once labeled the We Are Not Amused Stare. DanielJackson had needed to explain about the deceased Queen Victoria of England before Teal’c ‘got’ the joke.




He decided it would be most interesting if XanderHarris became sufficiently involved with Anise that he was a regular visitor to the SGC, so that O’Neill could meet him. It would be most entertaining to watch them make comments at each other, particularly about their jobs and about Anise. He anticipated that XanderHarris would be most protective of Anise, while O’Neill would enjoy teasing Harris on the subject.




And there was always the possibility that regular tal’mik’na with XanderHarris might make Anise less rigid. He had seen that the amount of ‘sharing’ that a Tok’ra did depended much on the partnership between the human and the symbiote. There were very equal partnerships. There were partnerships where the human seemed to take control more, such as that with JacobCarter. And then there were partnerships such as Anise, where the host seemed to yield to the symbiote so often that it was almost like dealing with a Goa’uld. He did not think that he had ever spoken to Freya, or received words from her. And yet, from what XanderHarris had revealed before he was dressed, Freya had been the primary participant for an entire night of activities which Teal’c did not associate with Anise. He found that quite interesting, and he drew several conclusions from it. He did not think that any of them were relevant to the mission of the SGC, so he resolved to keep them private, until such time as they might benefit XanderHarris rather than inconvenience him. If XanderHarris ever came to him for advice in dealing with one of the Tok’ra, then he would consider revealing some of his thoughts on the subject.




Until then, it should be sufficient to let ColonelCarter know that Anise was already taking a proprietary interest in XanderHarris. Teal’c noticed that Anise was very careful to move between Harris and any attractive women who might be in the hallway. This was clearly a waste of effort, given that ColonelCarter was clearly the most attractive woman in the SGC, even when Vala Mal Doran was in residence, and XanderHarris clearly had no interest in the colonel.




Not that Teal’c was in any way biased on the subject.




Still, it was noteworthy that Anise made an effort to distract XanderHarris when JenniferHailey came by to present ColonelCarter with a thick file of some data. Anise was already displaying possessive and jealous behaviors, indicating that at least a part of her was more emotionally involved than Teal’c would have expected after merely one night with too much alcohol. He assumed that he was seeing an interaction between Anise and Freya which he had never seen before. Perhaps he should discuss it in private with Selmak when JacobCarter returned from visiting his grandchildren.




While Vala had a great deal of experience with men and relationships and the Goa’uld, he most definitely was not going to discuss this with her.




	


23. Xander and the Medical Exam



Xander walked into the infirmary and met the smiling doctor. She put out her hand and said, “Hi. I’m Doctor Lam. You can call me Carolyn, if you’d rather, since you’re not military. We’re just going to run a few quick tests on you, so you can get out of here. Okay?”




Xander grinned, “Umm, you’re not going to say ‘I’ll be your server today’?” The cute blond nurse snickered into her hand, and the black orderly looked like he was biting the inside of his cheek. Xander decided he was going to pretend to overlook the two MPs stationed outside the infirmary, even though they had walked with him and Daniel Jackson down to the place.




He really wanted to know what the hell was going on around here, but he wasn’t going to let his anxiety or his curiosity show. This place was so highly classified it was under NORAD. He was over twenty stories below the entrance level, and he knew from glancing at the elevator buttons that there were more stories below this one. If he knew his evil lairs—and no one knew evil lairs better than the Scoobies did—then the really good stuff would be on the bottom level.




And he figured that the longer he spent down here, the more intel he’d pick up for when Willow and company had to mojo his butt out of here. Because he really didn’t believe the ‘oh so nice and friendly’ colonel. Full bird colonels were not nice, friendly ‘let’s feed you breakfast and help you move your friend’s folks in’ people. So he wasn’t buying Carter’s act for a second. No, he had come along so that he didn’t have to worry about Colonel Carter sending an assault team after Vi, which he was worried about ever since the colonel spotted that Vi was way too fast and too strong for a human. So he was here to play along and keep an eye on Carter and her pet demon Teal’c. Sooner or later, the mask would slip, and then he’d know the truth. He might not survive it for long, but if necessary that would be enough for Willow to do a little ‘ghost whisperer’ bit and avenge his gruesome death by crushing this mountain like a stack of Denny’s pancakes under a troll hammer. But whether he survived it or not, Vi would be safe, and she could identify all of Colonel Carter’s buddies when Buffy and Willow or whoever showed up at her parents’ house. And he knew the really important part was making sure the Scoobies would finally find out just what Colonel Carter’s wacky pals were really up to, not keeping some beat-up carpenter in one piece.




Oh, sure, he wanted to buy into the whole ‘Anise isn’t a demon from another dimension’ fantasy, but it was obvious she wasn’t human. She didn’t even dress like a human! How could they think he wouldn’t notice things like that? And that ‘lightshow behind the eyeballs’ bit she did sometimes when she was switching back and forth from Anise to Freya. What sort of human did that? Okay, that was something Will could probably fake with no trouble at all, but Will was Willow the Red Witch. There wasn’t much she couldn’t do if she tried.




At least Doctor Lam was about a jillion times more pleasant than Maggie Walsh. Not that that was a shock. Fyarl demons were more pleasant than Maggie Walsh. Fyarl demons that had been set on fire were more pleasant than Maggie Walsh.




Doc Lam said, “Okay, now for your exam.”




Xander grinned, “Is there a written portion?”




The nurse turned away and clapped a hand over her mouth. The orderly covered up his laugh with a fake cough. The doc just smiled and said, “Have you by any chance been taking lessons from General O’Neill?”




He hadn’t ever met General O’Neill—who he was pretty sure had to be the Jack O’Neill he’d heard about at Vi’s folks’ house—but by the reactions of the nurse and orderly, they sure had. And he was guessing this O’Neill was as big a smartass as the Xan-man, which was weird, because he didn’t think of generals as being all that big on the funny. The people heading up The Initiative had been about as funny as a rectal exam done with a Roto-Rooter.




Doctor Lam gave him another smile. “First, we need you to put on the embarrassing hospital gown, so you won’t run away while I’m taking a blood sample. Then we’ll give you a little privacy so you can give us a urine sample. Then we’re going to do an MRI with you lying in a big tube; it’s pretty loud but perfectly safe. After that, if nothing’s wrong, we have two more quick checks, and then you can get dressed again. Okay?”




“Sounds like more fun than a barrel of monkeys. Not that I ever figured out why a barrel full of monkeys would be that much fun. You’d think the monkeys down at the bottom of the barrel would definitely be not of the fun sort, what with monkeys standing on their heads and getting monkey poo dumped on them and all that.”




She grinned at his rambling and gave him the skimpy hospital gown to change into. Then the orderly showed him to a little privacy: a curtained-off area with a hospital bed in the center. He figured he might as well get it over with, so he started changing.




Once he was in the skimpy hospital gown—which was in hospital green instead of a more embarrassing color—Doctor Lam had her nurse take some blood and a quick scraping from inside his cheek. He had been in hospitals and ERs enough to realize that they weren’t even taking as much blood as a normal hospital might do if the doctors wanted to run a full spectrum of blood tests. That was of the good. He didn’t want to be passing out from low blood pressure right when he might need to be fighting his way out of an underground military base full of interdimensional demons and who knew what else.




Then Doctor Lam gave him a quick physical before the MRI. He knew his reflexes were extremely good. About a decade of fighting supernaturally fast foes helped on that. Andrew liked to claim that video games helped too, but Andrew routinely got his ass handed to him by even the newest Slayers. However, the doc wasn’t happy about his scars.




Okay, so he wasn’t a Slayer, and he didn’t have Slayer healing. He had some scars. And some of them were clearly not normal.




Doctor Lam sounded concerned as she asked, “These are bites marks on your neck and shoulder. What are they from?”




“Angry puppy.” There was no way he was telling her they were from vampires.




“Hmm.” So she didn’t believe him. No one except a Sunnydale doctor would. “What about these clawmarks on your side…and your leg…and your arm?”




“Oh them?” he said airily. “Those are from breaking up a fight between Wolverine and Sabertooth. Y’know, those cosplay guys at the comics conventions really get carried away with the whole authenticity deal.”




She didn’t say anything, but she made some more notes on her clipboard. He could tell she was freaked, even if she wasn’t acting like it. Good bedside manner.




“And what about these burns on your chest? The edges are oddly jagged, and the pattern is…strange.”




He said, “Oh those old things? Accident with a barbecue grill…and some bad hotdogs.”




No one bought his story. He didn’t expect them to. But there was no way in any kind of hell that he was admitting the jagged-edged burnmarks on his chest were from when his bestest friend in the world tried to wipe out the human race and destroy the planet.




Then the nurse helped him onto the padded tray that slid into the MRI machine. He knew from uncomfortable experience that the better a job you did holding still inside the thing, the sooner they would let you back out of it.




As he lay there trying to ignore the noise, he wondered what Carter and her team were up to while he was in here. Probably debriefing the head honcho about him and Anise. He really hoped no one was showing that video footage around. No, he really hoped no one was going to let the Scoobies and the Scrappies get hold of that thing. He’d never hear the end of it. It was going to be bad enough that everyone in the call center got to hear the entire Porn Star Xander Sex-a-thon while his phone was live.




Man, oh man. Rona and Faith were never going to let him hear the end of that one.







	


24. Jennifer & the Debriefing, Part I: Sunnydale High



U.S. Air Force Major Jennifer Hailey, M.S., Ph.D., didn’t like standing up in front of people and giving presentations. But she’d rather kiss Anubis on his ugly, immaterial ass than actually admit she had a fear of public speaking. Or that she had a fear of anything. And she really hated presentations where she was so much smarter than her audience that she had to spend ninety percent of the time going back and explaining obvious issues to complete idiots. Even worse were presentations like that, where the idiots were higher ranking officers, so she couldn’t even tell them they were idiots. At least, at her doctoral defense, no one in the room was unable to follow her talk. Granted, that meant she had to be ready for some highly insightful questions from Colonel Carter and Doctor Lee, and the expected ‘I’m a genius and you’re a moron’ comments from Dr. McKay. Even if Rodney had some really good points she jotted down afterward when he wasn’t looking, because they were clearly the right directions for future research.




Still, with Colonel Carter and Dr. Jackson in the room, she wasn’t overly concerned about the ‘cannot follow the discussion’ aspect. Even General Landry was a lot smarter than he looked. She tried to watch for that now. It had taken her almost a month at the SGC to figure out that Colonel O’Neill was way smarter than he acted, and then she felt like a complete idiot. She hated feeling stupid. She still looked back on those weeks and shuddered, since in retrospect it had been obvious that the rest of SG-1 had dropped hint after hint that she was being an overbearing little bitch, and the colonel had just let her dig herself deeper and deeper. It apparently appealed to his sense of humor to feed her more and more rope, until she had managed to hang herself spectacularly. Now, thanks to her arrogance, she had a Pentagon general in her chain of command who thought she was a snotty little bitch. Okay she was a snotty little bitch. She had been, ever since as a first grader she realized that the other kids in elementary school hated her for being trailer trash and being a daughter of the town slut, just as the other kids’ parents all hated her and her entire family. Her bitchiness was her power armor, even more so than her intellect.




Jennifer also didn’t like getting pulled off important tasks, like her research on the power conduction mechanisms in the zero point energy modules, since the SGC needed that knowledge almost as much as Atlantis did. But Sam had needed her to oversee this investigation on this guy Harris, and she owed Sam. Given what Sam had done for her and her career, she was going to owe Sam until well after they were both retired. Plenty of people thought she was an arrogant asshole, but she was not going to complain if Sam asked her to ramrod this task. She wouldn’t complain if Sam asked her to clean all the toilets in the whole SGC, since she owed Sam. That, and Sam always had a damn good reason for everything.




And it was a damn good thing Jennifer had overseen things, because the computer searches had hit a lot of dead ends, and she had needed to get really creative to get around several roadblocks. Harris supposedly came from Sunnydale California, but too many people were now using that sinkhole as a way around ID cards and national security traces. She knew one of the aliens at the SGC was listed as having grown up in Sunnydale. It was a good dodge, since all the paper records and simple ways of tracing backgrounds were a mile under the surface of Lake Sunnydale now. Although technically, she reminded herself, since it was an inlet from the Pacific Ocean, it was a bay, not a lake, no matter what people usually called it.




General Landry said, “Go ahead, Major. The rest of SG-1 is still off-world on assignment, so they won’t be joining us this morning.”




“Yes sir.” She clicked the control in her hand, and nodded at the airman by the door. He turned down the lights slightly as she put up the first image on the projection screen. It was two pictures, side by side. On the left was a candid picture of Xander Harris that Colonel Carter had snapped with her cellphone when he wasn’t looking. On the right was a picture out of the Sunnydale High yearbook for his senior year. It was obvious that they were the same person. Granted, the man on the left was about seven years older, and had filled out since his teenaged years. He was a lot more muscular, and there was a certain set to his jaw. But, other than the aging, it was obvious that the two pictures were of the same man. They even had the same shaggy hair, and the same goofy grin.




Jennifer started. “Xander Harris. Survivor of the Sunnydale disaster. High school slacker, construction worker, world traveler, and now the director of North American operations for the NSAWC, which is an organization so secret that we couldn’t find anyone who could or would tell us what it stands for. Although I’ll come back to that in a bit.




“The usual Sunnydale websites that we might check were all lost when Sunnydale collapsed, and there was a suspicious lack of archival information in the state records, but we found some websites that were using webservers in Santa Barbara and Los Angeles and some other cities, so we do have some intel on Harris and his town. Bob found some personal webpages with Sunnydale High School memorabilia, and we’ve pulled details from there.” She saw Colonel Carter’s eyes light up, and she knew what Sam was about to ask. “And yes, colonel, we were able to verify that these are the original, untouched webpages. We went through the long-term memory storage at Google and also at the NSC, just to check.” She looked at the expressions on half the faces and explained, “After all, you can always change an old webpage to make it look like your brand-new false information is long-established truth. But we have these webpages showing Sunnydale High yearbooks and school newspapers and school awards going back about thirty years. During the years when Harris was at Sunnydale High, the school papers and such were uploaded roughly twice a month, so we have confidence these are real. That means we have a little scholastic intel on Harris going all the way back to his graduation from junior high, plus a lot of other computer files.”




She clicked her control, and the next image appeared. It was a full page from the Sunnydale High Gazette. She frowned, “Alexander Harris was indeed a graduate of Sunnydale High. But there was something drastically wrong with that school. We scanned everything in and ran it through OCR with some fast verification…” She saw the hand, and since it was General Landry, she forced herself to be polite as she explained, “Optical Character Recognition. Computer scans of images and reconstructing what the words actually say for the computer to use in data mining. OCR tends to be problematic if the words aren’t in a simple typeface in a clear image, but this was newspaper print, and really high-quality scans, and we used Colonel Carter’s scanning programs, so we ended up with about a 99.97% success rate on correct word translation. The few losses tended to be proper names, since there were some students with some very odd names. I still find it hard to believe they had students named Cordelia and Aphrodesia.”




Colonel Carter smiled, “Well, it is California.” Several people snickered. Jennifer just nodded. Sam Carter had grown up in San Diego, among other places, and could get away with that kind of joke. Jennifer knew that if she tried it, people would just think she was being snotty again.




Jennifer pointed at the header of the page. “The bi-weekly school newspaper had an obituary and missing persons page. I don’t mean a tiny rectangle when someone died. I mean that in every single issue there were enough deaths and missing persons for an entire page or more. And this was every other week! This page was from 1991, years before Harris ever got near the high school. This particular week, there were two and a half pages of notices about deaths or people gone missing. Two and a half pages.




“And the listed causes of death? Now it begins to get really bizarre. Any normal high school, if it had a death notice, the cause would be suicide. Or a traffic accident, possibly drunk driving. In some high schools in urban areas, it could possibly be a drug overdose, or a knife fight, or a drive-by shooting. That was what we were expecting to see.” She clicked the control, and yellow ovals appeared around select passages in the paper. “No, the most common causes of death in Sunnydale were ‘barbecue fork accident’, ‘gangs on PCP’, and ‘wild animal attack’.”




“That’s crazy!”




“That doesn’t make any sense.”




“Most peculiar,” said Teal’c in his usual deadpan way. Jennifer liked him. Not only was he excruciatingly hot in a Playgirl centerfold way, but he never treated her like she was just an arrogant little jerk or a useless egghead.




Colonel Carter just asked, “And these deaths are verified intel?”




Jennifer nodded. “Yes ma’am. As verified as we could make it. Every one of these people has a birth certificate on file with the state and federal archives. Sunnydale had state-level permission to file all death certificates locally with no copies in the state archives—we don’t know why this one city had an arrangement like this, but state records indicate it was set over a hundred years ago and never changed—so we can’t check whether there’s an official death certificate filed for any of these people. But every one of these people that we checked has fallen off the radar. No use of Social Security number, no job record, no credit cards, nothing. We ran computer checks on two hundred supposedly dead names, and we came up with two names with some current activity, one of which was being used by a convict from Pennsylvania who was recently arrested for several hundred counts of identity theft, and the other is being used by the Federal Witness Protection Program for someone other than the original person. About sixty percent of the names we checked did have records we found where at least one of the following happened: their bank accounts had been closed, their health insurance had been canceled, and/or their life insurance had been paid out. As far as we can tell, these people all died when the papers say they did.”




The General frowned. “But how can this many people—this many children—all die or vanish, with no outcry? This should have made every newspaper and news program in the country!”







	


25. Jennifer & the Debriefing, Part II: Sunnydale



“But how can this many people—this many children—all die or vanish, with no outcry? This should have made every newspaper and news program in the country!”




Jennifer nodded unhappily. “Yes sir. But as far as we’ve been able to tell, it wasn’t even making the town newspaper or local news programs, which suggests a local cover-up that goes all the way to the top. Even stranger, it wasn’t being reported to the state authorities as part of the state crime statistics, which is illegal. We checked. The state of California has one specific rule for lack of reporting into the state and federal crime databases: incorporated towns of a population under one hundred without an elected sheriff can avoid the reporting rules. Most of the towns like that go ahead and report anyway, since it’s not a serious burden. In 1990, the state crime database had a list of the four incorporated towns under one hundred people that had not reported in: Fossil, Dry Lake, Morris Creek…and Sunnydale.”




Dr. Jackson quickly asked, “But doesn’t the sheer size of the high school and the number of deaths mean that the town population had to be well over a hundred?”




Jennifer smiled. Man, it was good to work with a smart audience. She said, “Yes. A lot larger than a hundred. We searched every database we could find, and we got vastly different numbers for the town’s population. We knew the ‘under 100’ number couldn’t be right. The graduating classes from Sunnydale High are all larger than that, even after all the deaths and missing person reports. We found a picture of the ‘Welcome to Sunnydale’ sign on another webpage, and the sign claimed the population was around 38,000, at least for the year the sign was last updated. But that didn’t match anything else we found. Sunnydale received state and federal grants for small cities, which would mean that their population had to be over 50,000 and under 100,000. They were invoking federal law enforcement guidelines that were for cities of at least 100,000 people. They had an airport and a train station, even if the main tracks were a good fifty miles outside the city limits, and flights were normally only from other California and Nevada airports. They also had a full-sized zoo, which normally suggests a population of well over 400,000. On the other hand, they had only one Starbucks, which is fairly unusual for any town over about 20,000 people, although they did have at least half a dozen non-franchise coffee shops that we know of through advertisements in the campus paper. They had a university: U.C. Sunnydale. There was also a small college, Crestwood College. They had two large public high schools and at least one private high school that we could find. They had a light industrial area, a heavy industrial area, a large warehouse district, a port area with docks, and two different high-tech areas, one of which had apparently folded before Harris started high school. According to state records, they had three city morgues, each one of them roughly the size you’d expect for a city the size of Los Angeles. Also, according to state records, they changed the official coroner about once or twice a year. The old coroners? Dead or missing, apparently, because they don’t show up anywhere afterward. We’re still trying to find even one of them. Plus, there were forty-three churches, nine funeral homes, and thirteen cemeteries. Large, currently-active cemeteries, not tiny frontier cemeteries that are no longer used. Those numbers tend to go with cities of around two million people or larger. But based on computer analysis of the records from the state and regional power and water companies, we estimate the town appeared to have roughly 88,000 people as of the spring of 1999.”




“What about the federal law enforcement guidelines you mentioned?”




Jennifer looked over at Sergeant Harriman. He would spot the regulations issue. Well, she was going to talk about that eventually, anyway. “Yes. That’s another really weird thing about Sunnydale. They used some federal guidelines to keep the California Highway Patrol and the state police from entering the city limits. In fact, they used an old 1870’s law to keep the state police forces from coming within a much larger boundary set by the original drafts for the town. State forces were not allowed to enter Sunnydale even if they were involved in hot pursuit of felons. You’d think this would be a loophole that everyone running from the law would use. I called my old Academy roommate and got her to connect me with her uncle, who’s still with the CHP.” She didn’t mention that she wasn’t on good terms with her old roommate, so it had been a fairly uncomfortable call. But that’s what happened when your Academy nickname was ‘Mini-bitch’. Especially if you deserved to have a nickname like that. She went on, “He told me that no one in the criminal community wanted to use that loophole. There was something about the town, or the town’s police force, that scared them a lot more than hot pursuit by the California Highway Patrol. Not to mention that there’s nothing around Sunnydale, so the problem didn’t turn up very often. When he told me that about the town, I asked if the town police force was that tough, and he laughed out loud. He said the Sunnydale police force was fifty percent incompetence, fifty percent corruption. He told me that his people assumed there was a corrupt core that deliberately hired the most incompetent idiots to fill in the rest of the force. If there was real crime going on in Sunnydale, he wouldn’t be surprised if the town police were directly involved in it.”




“That’s a pretty strong statement for a police officer,” said Colonel Carter. Jennifer knew Sam had dated a cop for a while, so she probably knew what a police officer wouldn’t say outside the station house.




Jennifer agreed, “Yes ma’am. However, I think I can back it up. We ran a check on police department employment information since the Sunnydale Crater. Not one single member of the Sunnydale Police Department has found employment in any police department in the entire state since the collapse. We found thirty-three rejections and no acceptances, even in areas where they’re short on police officers. I’m conjecturing it has something to do with the inability of the Sunnydale police to do anything sane about these deaths.




“Just look at the three major causes of death I mentioned before. Barbecue fork accident, gangs on PCP, and wild animal attack. None of these makes any sense. How could you die from getting stabbed with a barbecue fork, even if several of the school newspaper accounts mentioned that the stab wound was to the side of the neck? How could you believe in gangs on PCP when there was no current PCP-related gang activity in California, and all the gang activity was connected to unrelated drugs? PCP pretty much passed its heyday by 1990. How could you accept wild animal attacks when Sunnydale had so little stray and wild animal activity that in 1983 the mayor officially combined the animal shelter manager and the dogcatcher, and made it a part-time job? That was in one of the school paper articles we found, which was apparently written because a couple students lost their part-time jobs in the change. And how could you have that small a stray animal problem in an area like Sunnydale? With the coastal California weather there, they should have had enormous problems with homeless people and stray animals. They had such a small homeless population that they didn’t even bother with a real homeless shelter. According to the online records of the area Catholic diocese, the most that Sunnydale needed was a temporary shelter arrangement once or twice a year in the basement of one of the churches. Every other city up and down the California coast has a homeless problem that’s dozens of times worse. For some cities, it’s hundreds of times worse. So where were the homeless people in Sunnydale?




“We managed to get into the databases of five major HMOs that provided care in Sunnydale.” She didn’t bother to keep the disgust out of her voice as she said, “Apparently, they had no problem with insuring these people, since I’m guessing they tended to die before they got seriously ill with anything.” No one objected to her comment. Most of the room nodded in agreement. This really was just plain wrong. “Most common visits to the ER? Serious loss of blood, usually due to ‘barbecue fork accident’, usually to the neck, although occasionally to the wrist or forearm or inner thigh. Second most common? Wild animal attack. Both of these were sometimes listed along with the notation ‘assault by gang members on PCP’ or ‘assault by person wearing mask’ or ‘assault by person with deformed face’, whatever that means. The times of the visits also skewed heavily toward nighttime, for some reason. The frequency of these particular comments suggests they’re some sort of code the ER workers used for some sort of activity they didn’t want to discuss openly. Although there were some really bizarre spikes of atypical admissions. In Xander Harris’ junior year, there was a spike of bizarre admissions in a single two-hour period on Halloween night. The next year, there was a spike one night when a large number of adults were admitted for confusion, loss of impulse control, and behavioral changes, including what must have been half the staff of the hospital. All these cases were listed as ‘cured’. By the next morning.”




“That’s impossible,” insisted Colonel Carter.




Jennifer nodded. “I agree. But there’s more data like this. Later in that same school year, at graduation, Harris’s high school exploded.”




“What?”




“You’re serious?”




She nodded. “As a heart attack. The graduation ceremony took place in the school courtyard. The explosion was centered in what—according to a map of the school we downloaded off one of the memorabilia sites—would have been the school library. The mayor, the school principal, three other city officials, eight students, one teacher, and four parents were killed. The bodies of the principal and city officials were never recovered. Not even traces. The eight students and one teacher and four parents who died? Barbecue fork accident or wild animal attack, according to the school paper. The people taken to the ER? Not one single person with burns or blast damage. There were fourteen people with broken bones or torn ligaments or dislocated shoulder, half of them with defensive wounds on their knuckles and arms, as if they were in a riot instead of an explosion. Several of them were also listed as having our perennial favorite: loss of blood due to barbecue fork accident. And here’s the best part. The police and fire department decided it was a gas leak, even though the downloaded school map suggests there wouldn’t be any gas lines in that part of the building.”




“So there was a massive cover-up there for…years?”




Jennifer said, “Possibly for decades. Maybe even since the city was founded. But these are just the events we could track down in one night of computer searches. One year later, there was a city-wide laryngitis epidemic. Every single person in the city came down with extreme paralytic laryngitis and couldn’t make any sound at all. Not even a whisper. And they all came down with it simultaneously. No diagnosis made, and no cause found. According to assorted HMO records, various doctors at the hospital ruled out poisons, bacterial infection, viral infection, prions, and physical trauma. Roughly twenty-four hours later, it was gone and every single person in town was completely cured. The HMOs all agreed it was a hoax and refused to pay out for any hospital visits.”




“That’s ridiculous.”




“How’s any of this possible?”




Jennifer went on. “A year after that, there was a sudden spike in cases of insanity. The psych ward was full to overflowing for months. The patients were found wandering the streets or were reported by their families. And the onset was more or less instantaneous. People who were perfectly fine and asymptomatic hours or in some cases minutes before they were found, people with no history of mental illness or instability of any kind, were suddenly staggering, whimpering, babbling basketcases. They came in like this, averaging about one every other day, for five straight months, after which the patients busted out of the ward en masse and apparently converged on a downtown construction site instead of wandering off aimlessly. And that was it. The problem just stopped for no apparent reason, and no new cases were ever admitted. All patients presented with confusion and inability to function. All the patients had the same symptoms. None of them responded to drug therapy, either. And no one ever found a reason that there was this unnatural constant rate of incidence. Even better, no one ever called the CDC and reported this.”




No one commented. In fact, several people sat there with their mouths open.




“Now here’s an oddity we can’t figure out. Another oddity we can’t figure out. Only one of these patients ever got better, and she got better without medical help. Tara Maclay, who was brought in by…Xander Harris and one Willow Rosenberg. Remember that name, because it will be reappearing. Maclay had the same symptoms. She was checked out of the hospital by Rosenberg. And then, only a month later, the HMO records say the home visit by the Psych Ward’s visiting R.N. found that Maclay was completely cured. No symptoms or disability whatsoever. We have no explanation for this, and we don’t know what Harris’s connection with it is. But it’s suspicious in itself, and even more so when you note that this occurred shortly after the mass breakout happened.




“The next year, there was a twenty-four hour period where the entire town was singing and dancing uncontrollably. The ER doctors even wrote their reports for the HMOs in iambic pentameter. It’s unbelievably creepy reading those reports. And then the effect was gone as if nothing had ever happened, even if there were supposedly fatalities. From dancing. The doctors decided it was ergot poisoning, probably in the town water supply. Which wouldn’t explain why everyone was cured overnight with no treatment. The next year, the entire town evacuated in the five days before Sunnydale fell into a giant sinkhole, and no one could explain why they left. Everyone reported a feeling of unease and a sense of a looming threat, and they just fled their homes. Everyone, including the police and fire departments and other emergency personnel. Maybe that’s why none of these jerks could get jobs as policemen afterward.




“There may be more, but this is all we could find in the available time, with no Sunnydale records available. But I think there’s one possible explanation for all of this.” She took a deep breath and put her ass on the line. “I think the entire town may have been subject to a foothold situation for decades.”







	


26. Jennifer & the Debriefing, Part III: The DRI



“I think the entire town may have been subject to a foothold situation for decades.”




Jennifer was expecting an explosion of disbelief and derision. After all, it’s how she would have reacted if she was presented with such flimsy evidence.




General Landry nodded, as if he was thinking it over. Daniel Jackson had that look he got whenever he was thinking so hard he lost all situational awareness. Teal’c looked exactly like he always did—Jennifer was really glad she didn’t play poker against him. And Sam Carter gave her a grin that was almost exactly like the one Sam gave her when she successfully rebutted one of Rodney McKay’s most unpleasant criticisms during her doctoral defense. It was as if Sam was proud of her. Jennifer wasn’t used to looks like that. Her folks—her mom, the guy her mom was pretty sure was her dad, and her mom’s succession of ‘boyfriends’ and husbands—had never been proud of her. Her family didn’t think a girl should do well in school, or go to college, or join the Air Force, or earn a degree in astrophysics, or anything that wasn’t spending her life being barefoot and pregnant.




Colonel Carter smiled, “I imagine you have some more supporting evidence, since you haven’t even gotten to the details on Xander Harris.”




“Yes, colonel,” Jennifer said. “There’s a lot more that was just obviously wrong about Sunnydale. Get this. The principal of their school was eaten by wild animals during Harris’s sophomore year. In broad daylight. In his office at school. With the door closed and the windows locked from the inside. With no one in the entire school seeing even a single animal in the area. In a town listed as having no wild animal problems.”




“How is that even possible?” General Landry asked.




“I have no idea, sir. But given the extensive cover-ups going on in Sunnydale, it’s possible he was killed elsewhere, left out for the coyotes, and then his corpse was dumped in his office the next day. Or possibly something even worse. We’ve seen stranger things.”




She took a breath and started on her next topic. “Also Harris’ sophomore year, the science teacher was murdered and his headless corpse was found in the school. A few days later, the replacement science teacher vanished. Does anyone worry about this? No. They have another replacement working less than a week later. Corpses turned up on the high school campus about once a month on average, based on the school paper stories. Stuffed in a locker, dumped in a classroom, dead in the showers, an eviscerated body left on the floor in the cafeteria to be found when the lunch ladies arrived in the morning; it seemed to be an unending series of horrors. I’m surprised the entire town didn’t have post-traumatic stress disorder. Xander Harris’s graduating class publicly announced that they had the lowest death rate of any graduating class in Sunnydale High history, and yet as far as we can determine from looking at recorded births, almost half the children Harris went to nursery school with didn’t survive to graduate from high school. Harris’s junior year, the parent-teacher night was ruined by the attack of a ‘gang on PCP’ which according to the story in the school paper had a bunch of people wearing masks or else with deformed faces. Six people died that night, all from ‘barbecue fork accidents’ to the neck, and seven others had to be taken to the ER. The school paper includes the unlikely report of one of the gang members being hit in the head with a fireaxe and running away unhurt. His sophomore year: a student burst into flames during cheerleader tryouts. In the middle of the gym. Junior year again: the swim team suddenly improved their times by ridiculous amounts, and then they all died or vanished in a six-day period. All the events I already mentioned. Heaven only knows how many incidents we didn’t find reported in the school papers.




“And, for a grand finale, the entire town fell into a sinkhole which has no known explanation. The Sunnydale Crater is still being argued about by geologists and geophysicists, since there is still no viable explanation. The popularly accepted explanation of a collapsing cave system makes no sense, given how deep the crater is. Plus, it’s perfectly circular from the air. It’s as if someone had unleashed a massive gravitational singularity roughly three miles beneath the surface, and then just turned it off again once the radius of effect reached three miles.”




She clicked her control again to get back to the pictures of Harris. “So now we have enough background to see Xander Harris’s intel for what it is. Because he has a classified file so secret the file itself is off-line, with tripwires on the file stub to spot people trying to read it. All we’ve been able to find out so far is that it was a project called the DRI, and called ‘The Initiative’ by the people working in it. So the ‘I’ presumably is for ‘Initiative’. As far as we’ve been able to determine, it was another rogue NID op, suckering in U.S. Army forces as their patsies, and it went so badly that no one involved wants to talk about it.”




“How badly did it go?” Sam asked. Jennifer knew that Sam had been involved with some disasters in her time. Jennifer knew Sam had saved the day at a lot of those disasters.




Jennifer said, “The op turned into a massive Charlie Foxtrot. The final day of the op ended with severe losses for the project. They claimed 40% losses. But they lied in an official report.”




General Landry thought for a second and then asked, “Why would they make up such a ridiculously high number?”




Jennifer said, “Because the real number was 80 percent losses and nearly 100 percent injured.” Given that 10% losses was decimation, and even 5% losses was usually considered a catastrophic failure, that got a reaction out of the entire room.




“What?!?” gasped the general.




“How is that possible?” checked Colonel Carter.




Once everyone stopped shouting about how incredible that number was, and what a disaster that operation had to have been, Jennifer went on. “As I said, 80% casualties, based on a computer cross-check of personnel lists and listed deaths. Out of 160 soldiers and scientists in the project, there were only 31 survivors listed as belonging to the project. Plus, along with that list of 31, there were 4 civilians listed who had no business being there: Xander Harris, Buffy Summers, Willow Rosenberg, and Rupert Giles, all of whom have blacked-out files. Presumably, they all had to sign more NDAs than they ever want to see again. But we can’t find out what they did that required every bit of their files to be redacted. The most senior surviving operative is one Lt. Colonel Riley Finn, who is now part of DHS, and is out of the country on Spec Ops. He’s unavailable, and his current commanding officer refused to comment on the DRI.”




Jennifer said, “Given that we can determine from Army records that the dead and injured included even the scientists and desk jockeys, it would appear they had a major foothold situation that overran the base.”




Jennifer looked directly at General Landry, who was kind enough to tell his part. “When Major Hailey came to me with the news that she was being stonewalled on this DRI project, I went straight to Jack O’Neill. He got stonewalled too. In fact, he was told by the President personally to stop sticking his nose into places where it didn’t need to go, and if he ever needed to know what was behind the DRI, he’d get a personal briefing that would make him regret ever asking.”




Jennifer carefully said, “Thank you, sir.” She knew that ordinary generals didn’t go to bat for mere majors, particularly when the President of the United States was telling them to knock it off. She thought she had the best commanding officers anywhere. She only wished there was some way she could ever let people know that.




She said, “As a result of their involvement with the DRI, all four of them, as well as one Daniel Osbourne, have national security clearances.” She couldn’t keep the frustration out of her voice as she said, “In fact, all of them except Osbourne have security clearances higher than mine.”




Colonel Carter frowned, “That doesn’t make any sense, given what you do for us here, unless they’ve been involved with aliens too, or else something just as critical to national security. So who are these kids?”




Jennifer nodded and went on, “Xander Harris was a mediocre high school student who scored well, if not spectacularly, on his SATs. We don’t have a lot of academic records on him since his high school was blown up, but the HMO records indicate his father and mother changed jobs and insurers more than half a dozen times including extensive periods of unemployment for one or the other, and that his mother had to bring him into the ER multiple times during his childhood. The injuries are pretty symptomatic of a battered child. Even the ER doctors noticed it. But apparently social services never did anything about this. However, none of the major scars Doctor Lam has noted were a part of this, since they weren’t on his charts in the HMO files. Then, in high school, in the middle of his sophomore year, the pattern of injuries changed. The injuries became more frequent, but the pattern changed to what looked like brawling injuries, complete with defensive wounds. And he was no longer being brought in by his mother. He was brought in by either Rupert Giles, Buffy Summers, Willow Rosenberg, or one Cordelia Chase. After high school, he was also occasionally brought in by an Anya Jenkins, twice by Dawn Summers, and once by Tara Maclay. Yes, that Tara Maclay. Note that these people are the same group of civilians we found from the DRI files, with a few additions. Also note that if they were employed by or directly involved with the DRI, their injuries probably would have been treated by DRI doctors. That didn’t seem to happen.




“Whatever was going on with the DRI, we know from University of California records that Harris worked construction on a UC Sunnydale project for three months after high school. From state licensing bureaus, we know he got his contractor’s license during that period. He apparently worked construction for the next several years, moving up to job foreman and then to owner of his own small construction company.




“Then we get one really unusual piece of information—”




“More unusual than everything we’ve heard so far?” Dr. Jackson asked. But he asked it with a smile.




She nodded. “Yes. In the days before Sunnydale collapsed, he was rushed to the ER by Buffy Summers and Willow Rosenberg. A blunt trauma injury. Something nearly an inch across was rammed into one eye so hard that it cracked the orbital structure in three places. He lost his eye—”




“But XanderHarris has two eyes. He is not wearing a false eye,” inserted Teal’c.







	


27. Jennifer & the Debriefing, Part IV: Harris&Friends



“But XanderHarris has two eyes. He is not wearing a false eye.”




She smiled smugly. “Exactly. Here’s a picture of Harris right after Sunnydale collapsed.” She put up a photograph from a newspaper. The caption was ‘the last bus out of Sunnydale’. It was a schoolbus on a now-deserted road. Standing in front of the bus were a dozen people, including Xander Harris, who was wearing an eyepatch. She pointed at some of the people in the figure. “Harris. Buffy Summers and her younger sister Dawn Summers. Rupert Giles. Willow Rosenberg. The young woman holding Rosenberg up was identified as Kennedy DaSilva. Andrew Wells, who is employed now by the NSAWC in Cleveland. Most of the others aren’t named.”




Sam interrupted, “We know one of them. Maybe two. The redhead standing back behind Rupert Giles, near the bus. That’s Vi. Violet Mary O’Connell. She’s the one Harris came out here to help. Her parents just moved back to Colorado Springs. And there’s an Andrew running things at the NSAWC call center. We heard him. That could be Andrew Wells.”




Jennifer said, “They claimed they were making sure people had evacuated, and had gone to the school to recover school records for the community. That was supported by the school principal, Robin Wood, who was on the bus and was seriously injured. They claimed that the earthquake struck while they were inside the high school, and they lost several members of their group as they ran out. According to their claims, the town collapsed behind them, and they almost didn’t make it out. The last person to run out and catch the bus just as it took off? According to one of them, it was Buffy Summers. Who had a stab wound that doctors said looked like she was run through with a sword.”




“Run through with a sword?” Dr. Jackson winced.




She nodded. “And not an epee, either. The medical record indicates she was stabbed in the abdomen with something the size of a claymore or a broadsword, and it went all the way through her. It’s impossible for someone with an injury like that to ‘run’ to catch a bus. It’s impossible for someone with an injury like that to walk. Frankly, it’s unlikely that anyone would survive a wound like that without immediate admission to a hospital and extensive abdominal surgery. But notice her image in the picture. She’s standing with her friends as if she has no injuries whatsoever.”




Colonel Carter said, “Perhaps she was still running on adrenaline, or she had been given some form of narcotic, or…”




Jennifer said, “After doctors examined her and patched her up, the very next day she checked herself out of the hospital AMA. There were other people with injuries. The most serious, other than Summers’ was to Robin Woods. Who just happens to be the current principal of the Joyce Summers School for Gifted Young Women in Cleveland Ohio. Which just happens to be where Xander Harris’ office is, and where the NSAWC call center is located. As far as we can tell from comparing telephone numbers, Harris’ office and the call center are probably in the same building on the school campus. So why does a private school share its campus with an office for a mysterious international organization?”




Dr. Jackson said, “If this was a novel, then it would turn out that the organization trains the girls to be spies, or assassins.”




“Indeed,” agreed Teal’c. “With appropriately painted underground tunnels connecting the buildings to secret underground training facilities.”




Privately, she had her own thoughts on the subject, which weren’t really all that different. She went on, “But the Xander Harris story doesn’t end there. A month later, Xander Harris gets a passport. It’s expedited by a hint from the British government. And here’s his passport photo.”




She clicked the control again, and there was another picture of Xander Harris, this time with both eyes. “That kind of regeneration isn’t possible with today’s technology.”




Dr. Jackson said, “But he could do it if he had a sarcophagus.”




She pointed out, “Based on the old fractures and scars Dr. Lam found, it couldn’t be a sarcophagus.”




Colonel Carter said, “But it could be someone who could operate a Goa’uld healing device. They primarily do localized healing.”




Teal’c added, “Or possibly someone who could make contact with the Asgard or the Nox, or several other advanced races.”




Jennifer said, “Yes, but not if he’s just an ordinary carpenter. We managed to track Harris through a credit card. He used a card paid for by the NSAWC for the next two years. Not very often, but often enough for us to get a rough feel for his movements. He flew to Africa, bought a second-hand Land Rover, and toured the continent. We know from other databases where his name turned up that he occasionally showed up at Peace Corps or Habitat for Humanity sites and helped with construction for a day or two or three before moving on. He also showed up in several reports from Doctors Without Borders, but it is unclear just what he did, only that he ‘helped them out’ in some way. In between, he would often be off the grid for weeks. We don’t know where he went or what he did, except that he was apparently traveling in some very dangerous areas with no backup. And periodically, he bought plane tickets for a couple teenaged girls, and he flew them to Cleveland so they could join the Joyce Summers School. A school which he happens to be listed as being on the Board of Trustees for. He had a sat phone, and we’ve managed to find most of the records on his calls. He primarily called the Summers sisters, who were in Rome, Rupert Giles, who was in London, Willow Rosenberg, who was in Rio de Janeiro, or the Joyce Summers School. We don’t have more than that. We tried the NSA, on the off-chance that they had recordings of his calls, but all they have for any of his calls is several minutes of static.”




“What?”




Colonel Carter said, “That’s absurd. Unless someone recorded over the NSA files afterward. Because they don’t keep records which are pure static or have no usable data.”




General Landry said, “You’d have to have some friends in very high places to get your NSA files recorded over, and even then, it would be more or less impossible for anyone to record over every one of your calls without alerting the entire IT staff of the NSA due to your extended search.” He suddenly realized that several people were staring at him in shock. He complained with a grin, “What? I can’t have background knowledge too? It’s classified, but I was on a Tiger Team reviewing an NSA issue several years ago.”




Colonel Carter asked, “So, friends in higher places than being able to get someone in the British government to just ask for Harris to have his passport expedited?”




Jennifer said, “I think the next section will suggest who helped Harris with that. Because, after Harris finished almost two years in Africa and the Middle East, someone made him director of operations for North America for the NSAWC. And who’s the international director of the NSAWC? Why our old friend the high school librarian. Rupert Giles. Who is really Dr. Rupert Giles, the seventh Baron Graybourne.”




“Umm, could that be R.B.C. Giles, the expert in folklore and mythology?” Daniel Jackson suddenly asked.




Jennifer smiled. “Yes, Dr. Jackson. Rupert Bredon Carothers Giles, Ph.D.s in ancient languages and folklore, both from Oxford. Formerly one of the assistant curators at the British Museum. At the time he went to America, he was the Honorable Rupert B. C. Giles, heir to a peerage, and in line to be the head curator of the British Museum in another twenty or thirty years. But while he was in America, he was pretending to be some ordinary Brit who just happened to have a green card and got to play librarian in a California high school for a couple years. Since his father has passed away, he’s now Baron Graybourne. So it’s pretty clear he was working undercover for someone, with some ulterior motive, while he was in Sunnydale. We’ve checked with MI-6 and a couple other groups, and we were basically told to butt out or the Queen would be having some very rude things to say to the President. So clearly he has a lot of pull—far too much pull for a mere high school librarian.”




General Landry said, “I checked with a contact of my own after the major told me that news, and my contact said Giles was definitely not MI-5 or MI-6. However, there are several very powerful British NGOs—Non-Government Organizations—that might have been backing Giles.”




Jennifer nodded at him in thanks, and continued. “After the high school was blown up, Lord Giles stayed in Sunnydale. Why he did so will become clear as we keep moving along. He took over a small business called The Magic Shop, which did a surprisingly good business in what one would think would be a low-trade operation in a small town. It’s possible that he was doing some smuggling, given the amount of importing he was doing at the time, but that doesn’t really fit in with the other information. He maintained ties with all the other names on our list. Currently, he’s the director of the NSAWC, which apparently inherited the mantle of an organization known as the IWC, which stood for the International Watchers Council.”




She watched in surprise as Dr. Jackson suddenly spit coffee onto the table. He choked, “They used to be the IWC?” Once he was sure Jennifer was nodding, he said, “The IWC supported me on several of my digs! Well, they provided support for a lot of archaeological digs all over the world, but still…”




Sam Carter asked, “And you didn’t know what their initials stood for?”




He blushed uncomfortably. “Actually, I did, but it became a big joke in the biz. Once I was a laughingstock, a lot of the Egyptology community said that it stood for Intensely Weird Crap.” No one said anything for a moment, since they all knew Dr. Jackson had been correct, and no one could reveal that intelligence to the scientific community at large.




Jennifer said, “We don’t know what the ‘watcher’ part really means, though.”




Dr. Jackson said, “Observers. Quis custodiet ipsos custodies. Who will watch those same watchers? They were overseers on a lot of the digs they sponsored, and they worked as advisors for a lot of historical museums. Sure, things walked off on some of those digs, but people generally said that the really valuable artifacts were safer on IWC digs than most other sites, and the researchers were definitely safer.”




Sam Carter asked, “So, could the ‘WC’ in NSAWC still stand for ‘Watchers Council’?”




Daniel Jackson pursed his lips in thought. “In which case, the first letter could represent their reformation, so it might stand for ‘new’. And in that case, the ‘A’ could be an ‘and’. The New ‘something’ And Watchers Council.”




Sam Carter nodded. “That seems like a workable theory, at any rate. We could certainly try bluffing Harris with it, and see if we get a reaction.”




Jennifer said, “I’m not sure we want to do that, colonel. Wait until you hear everything we have, and then decide.”




General Landry said, “You have more? This is good work for one night, major.”




She said, “Well, we had four computer experts working away, while I collated data, examined patterns, and directed new search efforts. That’s a lot of person-hours.”




The general smiled at her. “Still impressive. What else should we know?”




Jennifer clicked the control, and the picture of a redheaded teenager appeared on the screen. “Willow Rebekah Rosenberg. Child genius. Daughter of well-known child psychologists Ira Rosenberg and Sheila Rosenberg. Author of several remarkable pieces of shareware while still in high school. Recruited her junior year by two major software companies. Accepted into every university she applied to, including Oxford, Harvard, Yale, and MIT, but for no apparent reason, she opted for UC Sunnydale. Money problems? Not given her parents, or the scholarship offers she turned down. Also, the NSA suspects that Willow was Sal1xScarl4t, a fairly notorious cracker, even if Sal1x didn’t ever steal anything valuable or damage any computers. However, Sal1x got inside the NSA and DOD computers at least once, and they’re fairly upset about that, not to mention they still don’t know how she managed one of the intrusions. It happens that salix is the species name for willows, and scarlet is a color of red not unlike her hair color. So, a simple computer nerd and science brain who spends too much time on computers that aren’t hers. After the death of her computer science teacher her junior year, she actually taught the class for the rest of the school year, right up until finals, when she ended up in the hospital with a serious concussion. A check of HMO records showed that Willow began appearing at the emergency room on a semi-regular basis, at the same time Harris began doing the same. And both of these starts coincided with the week after Buffy Summers arrived in town and continued until Sunnydale was abandoned.”




She clicked the control again. This time, the image was that of a punk kid with spiked purple hair. “Daniel Robert Osbourne, nickname Oz. Held back a year after failing to show up for most of his finals. Very high SATs and caught the attention of some high-tech companies, but no effort made on schoolwork. Bass player in a local band, Dingoes Ate My Baby. The school paper listed them as playing at a place called ‘The Bronze’ several times. After graduation, he attended UC Sunnydale for a couple months, apparently playing some band gigs as well, then abruptly left. Got a passport, left the country, and apparently ended up in Tibet for a couple months before returning to America. He’s been back to Tibet several times, but he apparently still wanders around the country playing music and not leaving many electronic traces.




“But here’s the really interesting one. Buffy Summers.”







AMA (in this case) = Against Medical Advice







	


28. Jennifer & the Debriefing, Part V: Summers



“But here’s the really interesting one. Buffy Summers.”




The picture she put up was of a gorgeous blonde in a beautiful prom dress, accepting an award that looked like a little gold umbrella. Jennifer waited for the reactions. She knew what people saw when they looked at someone like Buffy Anne Summers. Pretty much the same thing they saw when they had looked at little Jenni Lynn Hailey, second daughter of the town slut. A gorgeous little bimbo who couldn’t possibly have anything in between her ears. Just what Jennifer had been fighting against her entire life.




No one said anything like that. Perhaps it was because she was in the room, along with Colonel Carter, who was pretty enough—and tall enough—to be a supermodel if she had wanted to. And no one was ever going to accuse Samantha Carter of not being smart and competent. Well, no one other than Rodney McKay, who probably wouldn’t concede that God himself had done a good job in creating the universe.




Jennifer said, “Buffy Anne Summers. Born in Los Angeles to Hank and Joyce Summers. Note that name, since Cleveland is now the home of the Joyce Summers School for Gifted Young Women. One younger sister, Dawn. Buffy was spotted as a superb athlete at an early age. She competed in figure skating and gymnastics, and was a particularly athletic cheerleader in junior high and at Hemery High. Enough to make the varsity cheer squad as a frosh, which is pretty much unheard of. She received several medals in figure skating, and several L.A. figure skating websites still have pages up complaining that she should have won the state girls under-12 championship when she was eleven, and that the judges were clearly biased in favor of the winner, who didn’t perform moves as advanced as Summers. How impressive was her silver medal? That winner was Tatiana Quinn, who since then has gone on to compete for America in the Olympics. More than one of these pages implied that Summers wasn’t dedicated enough, and that if she completely dedicated herself to ice skating, she had the opportunity to get to Olympic level.”




Jennifer clicked the control and showed a shot of Buffy in middle school, surrounded by similar pretty blondes. “Then she discovered boys. She dropped the ice skating, just as she had already dropped the gymnastics. She became the consummate junior high and high school clique leader. Right up until she burned down her high school gym when it was taken over by ‘a gang’. It was never proven that she burned it down, only that she pulled the fire alarm when the gym was on fire. The fire marshal’s final report said the fire was caused by ‘mice damaging the electrical wiring.’ ” She looked around the room at the sundry expressions and added, “I didn’t make that up.




“She was expelled from her school, even though she was never convicted of any crime. Even though she was hardly even questioned about the fire and loss of life. But someone—someone with a lot of pull—spent a lot of time spreading rumors of her ‘psychotic’ behavior around in the right places, so she was asked not to attend any other LA schools. She later told her parents the gym was full of ‘vampires’ and she was a ‘chosen one’ whose job was to stop vampires. Her parents had her committed, although only her father signed the papers. And that’s when the data get really interesting.




“She was committed to an asylum and put on psychotropic drugs. The normal dose for a girl her size—bear in mind that Buffy Summers is slightly smaller than me, and she was a high school frosh at the time, so probably a little underweight—is half a cc, three times a day. We have her treatment records, although we had to hack their firewall and their network security to get them. The asylum pharmacy apparently didn’t talk to the therapists or the security officers or the medical staff, because we had to drag this information off four different systems and collate the data. One dose did nothing, which is unheard of. They gave her a double dose eight hours later. Still nothing. Eight hours later, they gave her a quadruple dose. By then, they were dosing her like she was an NFL defensive lineman undergoing a psychotic break. She still wasn’t subdued.




“Day two. She ripped a straitjacket apart after they buckled her into it. Which is physically impossible. They upped her dosage more. Day three. She tore the door off her room, had to be trank darted, was stopped by six male orderlies, and put two of the orderlies in the hospital before the darts took effect. Darts, plural, mind you. The other four all took at least two days sick leave for their injuries. They upped her dosage. Day four. She bent two steel bars on her window. The bars couldn’t be bent back into place. They had to be cut out with a welding torch and new ones welded in. They upped her dose again. Day five. She ripped a doorknob off a door. She punched through a wire-reinforced safety glass window, cutting her knuckles and the backs of her hands. They upped her dose. Day six, they found a dose that kept her docile while she was in a doubled straitjacket. Yes, they had to put her in a straitjacket inside another straitjacket. She was that strong. The dose they settled on was fifteen cc, six times a day. That’s the same as thirty cc, three times a day. The LD50 for a girl her size is a single dose of seven cc.”




“Umm, LD50?” checked Dr. Jackson.




Jennifer made herself stay polite as she explained, “The LD50 is the dose at which half the treatment subjects of that weight will die. She was so far over that dosage that she should have been a corpse about six times over. Fifteen cc six times a day should be enough to kill a horse. At a minimum, she should have had complete renal failure within hours. But it hardly stopped her. Day eight, a hospital clinic nurse noted in a standard medical evaluation that she had no injuries. No injuries after she punched through security glass? She should have been crippled, if not scarred for life, but either she had no noticeable injuries after only three days, or they lied on the official state records. And don’t forget. She beat up six huge security men and put two of them in the hospital. Those guys fought back. So where are her injuries from that fight? But that’s not all. After ten more days, she started getting used to the dosage, and they had to increase her meds again.”




Colonel Carter asked, “So she’s a probable hok’tar? Like Vi?”




Daniel Jackson nodded, “That would explain a lot, except that we haven’t seen any real hok’tar on Earth.” He glanced at Sam and corrected himself, “Not…counting…what you saw Vi do.”




Jennifer said, “It would explain why a hundred pound girl with no known martial arts training could rip apart a straitjacket and beat the tar out of six pretty huge male orderlies even after they tranked her. In fact, they upped her dosage every twenty days or so for her entire time there. The final dosage that was needed to keep her subdued ought to be enough to kill an entire basketball team. And then she was just released.”




“What?”




Jennifer said, “Maybe they were desperate to get rid of her, but apparently one day she just said, ‘oh I’m so naughty, I lied about the vampires to get attention because mommy and daddy were fighting, so can I go home now?’ and after two more independent psych evals they just…let her go home.” She looked around the room and said, “Yeah, I can’t believe it either. There was something else going on there. Something that isn’t in the computer records.




“So a logical question would be: when did little 5’2” Buffy Summers get so strong? Jeff did some data mining on the Summers family credit card expenses, and it looks like about two months before the gym fire, Buffy Summers suddenly started being abnormally strong for no apparent reason. Hank Summers paid J & K Home Repair to come to the house nineteen times, starting then. Six times the first week, and then tailing off after that. A new doorknob. An entire new door. Patch a fist-sized hole in a wall that went right through a stud. Then a new faucet. A new toilet tank. A new door plus doorframe. Replace a section of tile in the bathroom shower. Somebody was suddenly having trouble controlling their strength. On top of that, Joyce Summers was suddenly having to replace alarm clocks, chairs, Buffy’s headboard, a dresser, a makeup table, several shower curtains complete with rods, glasses and flatware, several bath towels, all kinds of household items. It looks like Summers suddenly got so strong she couldn’t keep from ripping things apart, and it took her a while to get used to her new strength.




“Her parents divorced after the asylum issue. They sold the house as part of the divorce settlement. Her dad moved to an apartment, staying in LA for business, although he eventually moved to Spain with his secretary and took over European corporate responsibilities for his company. Because of the rumors about Buffy, the school system wasn’t helpful. No school wanted her, even if she was never convicted of any crime, never even arrested, and exonerated of arson charges by the fire marshal’s report. Her mother moved the family to Sunnydale.




“Now here’s something else we can’t explain. The data mining algorithms pulled this one out. The numbers of deaths and missing persons in Sunnydale had been growing, not by much, but roughly linearly over the past two decades, based on our extrapolations from the school paper totals. Those same numbers declined roughly linearly, starting the week Buffy Summers arrived in Sunnydale, which was very late in the first school term. And the decline was massive. The year before she arrived, the death toll of high school aged children was worse than in Mogadishu. The estimated murder rate we computed makes Caracas and Ciudad Juarez look like retirement communities.” Several people whistled in surprise. “The year she graduated, the class celebrated that they had the lowest death toll in school history. By then, the obituary page had shrunk to a small bi-weekly obituary notice. The death and missing persons numbers as listed by the high school papers continued to decline for the entire seven years she lived there, even with events like the school exploding and that epidemic of insanity. We don’t have causality, only synchronicity, but it’s really peculiar that this change happened right when Buffy Summers showed up. It would have been really helpful to look through the police reports for those years, but they’re all at the bottom of Lake Sunnydale and there are no copies of their files in the state archives—which, in itself, is suspicious.




“Once she was at Sunnydale High, Buffy stopped doing things like cheerleading, and based on group pictures and ‘casual’ pictures from the yearbooks, she was one of the school outcasts. She hung out with two other school ‘losers’, a guy who was in the running for class clown his senior year, and a girl who was the biggest brain in the school. Yes, Xander Harris and Willow Rosenberg. But look at these pictures of her from the yearbooks. She’s carefully made up but in a classy way. Well dressed, sexy but well within school guidelines, and a lot less skin showing than a number of other girls in the yearbook pictures. What is she listed as doing? Dr. Jackson, you’ll love this.” She clicked to another picture. “Archaeology club. With, you guessed it, Xander Harris and Willow Rosenberg and Daniel Osbourne. And who’s the teacher mentoring this odd little club? Why it’s our friendly librarian Rupert Giles.” She put up another image. “And notice, in this yearbook picture for the archaeology club, Buffy looks like she could be on the cover of Seventeen magazine. Big smile, perfect hair, fashionable clothes, expensive heels, and a very well coordinated look. There’s no sign of the usual outcast behaviors or appearances or friends. Osbourne even looks fairly normal in this photo, although that may be because we can’t tell what color his hair is, and we can’t make out the slogan on the front of his t-shirt. Mister Giles looks like he just stepped out of the curator’s office at the British Museum, and Willow Rosenberg looks nervous and nerdy. The worst you can say about the picture is that Harris is wearing a bad Hawaiian shirt.”




She clicked to another picture of Summers. “And just exactly what was she doing behind the scenes? We can’t find any traces. But at the end of her junior year, she was expelled by the principal. Oddly enough it was at the same time that Willow Rosenberg and Xander Harris and Rupert Giles all ended up in the hospital. In one night, Rosenberg is admitted with a concussion, and Harris is admitted with a broken arm and fractured ribs. The next day, Giles is brought into the ER by Harris, with seven broken metacarpals on his right hand, and extensive lacerations on his right thigh. Plus what are probably cigarette burns. Doctor Lam looked at that medical report for me and thinks that Giles was probably tortured. By an enthusiastic amateur. And yet, with all of that, Summers was back in school in the fall, still hanging out with the same people. That makes it unreasonable to assume she attacked them, so perhaps she was fighting whoever assaulted them, and was caught in the act.




“In her senior year, she was voted ‘class protector’, which was a write-in category that apparently has never before and never since been given out. So a lot of people in the school knew what she was doing, even if no one wanted to admit it.




“The year after graduation, she attended UC Sunnydale with decent, if not spectacular grades. Her psych professor Dr. Maggie Walsh was reported dead, and then—lo and behold—who turns out to be the head of the DRI? One Dr. Margaret K. Walsh, M.D., Ph.D. in neuropsychology. Listed as a TA for that class was, probably not coincidentally, one Riley Finn. We’ll probably never know exactly how they all inter-related, unless one of the survivors decides to tell us. Also that year, Buffy made a little side trip to Los Angeles for two days, and somehow managed to get a young woman named Faith Lehane AKA Faith Wilkins to turn herself in for two counts of murder, one count of attempted murder, and something like twenty-seven counts of felony assault, including beating up over a dozen armed police officers in five different assaults. With her bare hands. Faith Lehane waived her right to an attorney, pled guilty, and went to jail, becoming a model prisoner. For two and a half years, before breaking out by punching through bulletproof glass with her bare hands and leaping three stories from a window to an asphalt parking lot, then running away so fast that she was out of sight before guards got down to their pursuit vehicles.”




“Faith. Xander mentioned someone named Faith who liked to play with knives,” Dr. Jackson mentioned.




“Another hok’tar?” Colonel Carter wondered out loud.




Jennifer nodded. “Probably. Lehane was later granted a full pardon by the state governor, supposedly because her civil rights were run over with a bulldozer. She was a minor at the time although her fake ID said she was over eighteen; she didn’t receive any legal representation, she didn’t receive the required legal assistance for minors, she was then placed in the adult women’s prison, she reportedly had to fight off somewhere between six and eight attacks and sexual assaults in her first few days there—she apparently single-handedly put seven career criminals in the prison hospital ward when they tried to attack her en masse in the showers —and then survived what were listed as two ‘attempted murders’ shortly before she broke out. And where is Faith Lehane today? According to State Department records and passport information, she’s in China and Eastern Russia, running a project for the NSAWC. What that project is, we have no idea.




“The following year, Summers dropped out of college when her mother was diagnosed with a brain tumor. According to the HMO, a month after the surgery, her mother died of an aneurysm. We can back that up by all the changes Summers had to make in house ownership, bill payments, and so on. Summers quit school to raise her little sister Dawn, who, judging by the HMO billing on child psychologists and counseling, apparently didn’t handle any of this very well. But Summers was later hired as a high school guidance counselor without even a B.A. degree. Did the principal know who or what she was? Said principal was one Robin Wood, now the principal of the Joyce Summers School, so I’m guessing yes.”




“The next year, Summers was shot. According to the report to the HMO, Summers took a bullet that should have been fatal. As far as we can tell, she just got up and walked out of the hospital before they could even attempt to extract the bullet from the chest cavity. I can’t explain it. The HMO decided it was a hoax, and put a note about it in the attending doctor’s file.”




“Could it have been a hoax?” asked Colonel Carter.




Jennifer paused. “Maybe. There’s no way of telling. If it was anyone else on the planet, including Dr. Jackson, I would assume so. Several HMO’s routinely assumed that anything odd reported from Sunnydale was likely to be fraud.”




She went back to her topic. “And finally, Summers was one of the last people out of Sunnydale. After Sunnydale collapsed, Summers and Harris and their group were in L.A. for several weeks, staying at the Hyperion Hotel. Suddenly dozens of teenaged girls from all over the world took planes, ships, buses, and/or trains to L.A. and came to the Hyperion Hotel. Most of those girls then moved to Cleveland and became the first attendees of the Joyce Summers School. The rest of the girls simply went home, with no outcry, no complaints, nothing.




“Buffy Summers and her little sister Dawn then moved to Rome. They opened a new office of the NSAWC there. According to Italian records, Summers then visited the Vatican about once a week for the next year. And what happens right after Summers gets to Rome? Suddenly, the violent death tolls dropped and missing persons numbers plummeted, just like in Sunnydale. Given that intel, we performed a search on her travels and these kinds of patterns. She went to nineteen other European cities over the next eight months. In every one of these cities, the murder toll and missing persons toll suddenly dropped after her arrival, and stayed lower for months after she left. But there were no reported murders of suspicious people, no notorious criminals found dead, no unusual arrests, nothing. We don’t know what it is that she did. That, apparently, she still does. And we have no idea how it ties in with the extraordinary access she was granted by the Vatican.




“And those girls who didn’t join the Joyce Summers School and just went back home? The same thing, apparently. Of the six girls we have been able to trace so far, each of their towns experienced a drop in murders and missing persons. Not as sizable as the decreases when Summers goes somewhere, but detectable. And two of those girls have since died. One was found in a cemetery, apparently killed some time after midnight the night before. Cause of death? She bled out from what was listed as a single animal bite to the neck. Even though there are supposedly no wild animal attack problems in that city. Is whatever Summers and Harris fought in Sunnydale now spreading across the planet? Or has it been across the planet and they’re spreading their fight now that they beat Sunnydale? Or is there a third explanation? We have no way of knowing without getting Harris to confide in us.




“It’s possible that Rupert Giles was sent to Sunnydale, probably by some group connected with the IWC, specifically to make contact with the hok’tar Summers. If so, then he worked for an organization that has a reliable method for finding these hok’tar, and we can’t find what it is. He arrived in Sunnydale four weeks before Buffy Summers did, almost as if he knew her mother would be moving the family there, which in itself is suspicious. The previous librarian left abruptly in mid-term—according to the school paper he suddenly was offered a really good new job out of state—thus leaving the librarian spot open for Giles to step in. In fact, Giles may have been fully aware of the situation in Sunnydale, and he deliberately ‘acquired’ Summers and the others as he put together his own SG-1.”




That got her several sharp glances, plus an upraised finger from Dr. Jackson as he thought over her words before speaking.




She looked right at him and continued, “Consider it. Lord Giles himself is the Daniel Jackson, proficient in multiple languages and expert in what most people would consider folklore or myth. Buffy Summers is his Teal’c: a hok’tar capable of ripping her way out of a straitjacket, tearing doors off their hinges, and subduing half a dozen experienced asylum orderlies with her bare hands. Willow Rosenberg is his Samantha Carter: a genius with enormous science expertise for a high schooler, and possibly one of the best computer crackers in the world. Xander Harris is his Jack O’Neill: the laid-back but expert fighter who puts up a façade of silliness to cover his real abilities. If I had to guess, I would say that Giles was sent to target Summers, and acquired as many valuable assets as he could while in Sunnydale. It was probably the only way to survive the place.




“But Sunnydale doesn’t sound like any sort of typical Goa’uld infestation. Decades of planning, for what? Killing people in weird ways? There’s no sign of someone ruling the town absolutely and commanding the townspeople, not even in the way we would expect to see after studying Seth. Instead, there appeared to be a longstanding tradition to elect members of the Wilkins family as mayor, mainly the direct descendants of the city founder. Still, something odd was going on, and the final collapse of Sunnydale might have ended the threat, or dispersed the threat, or allowed people to concentrate on much smaller threats, because the ‘team’ dispersed across the world. It may be a concentration on smaller threats, because Robin Wood, the school principal, has one very odd issue we were able to find in his background. His mother died as a teenager. She bled to death. From a barbecue fork accident to the neck. On a New York City subway car. In the middle of the night.”




The general put his hands together and asked, “And are there more people suddenly gaining uncontrolled strength, like Summers?”




Jennifer pursed her lips. That really was a brilliant question. She reminded herself once again not to underestimate the general. “Yes sir. We did a search for all of the aspects we’ve spotted so far. Jumps in damages around the home or at school. News stories on surprising shows of strength. Fights in which people without martial arts training displayed unusual abilities to defend themselves.”




“Did Violet O’Connell show up on your list?” Sam Carter asked. “Because it was clear her parents knew she was abnormally strong, and that she did occasionally break things.”




“No ma’am,” Jennifer replied. “But she was with Summers for some time, so she could have had training in controlling her strength. The girl Kennedy DaSilva didn’t show up either. However, Jeff found a spike. All over the world, there was a surge in news stories like this. A petite, fifteen year old girl who throws a mugger fifteen feet over a car, across a sidewalk, and through a plate glass window. A thirteen year old girl who is being molested by her stepfather punches him through a wall. A sixteen year old girl who saves her mother by lifting the front end of a pickup truck off her. A fifteen year old girl in Africa who wrestles a full grown leopard, killing it with her bare hands when it tries to attack her baby sister. Girls who suddenly began breaking things that shouldn’t be breakable. A thirteen year old girl suddenly goes from mediocre hitter on a boys’ baseball team to Barry Bonds, hitting home runs in three consecutive at bats, each one of them clearing not only the outfield fence but hitting the balls completely out of the stadium. Four girls in four different countries caught out late in cemeteries with tombstones or stone ornaments damaged and no tools to do the observed damage. Every single one of these incidents was reported within twenty-four hours of the collapse of Sunnydale. In fact, as far as we can determine, between seven and nine of the events all happened at exactly the same time around the globe, about five or ten minutes before the town collapsed into that crater. Three of these girls, one in America, one in France, and one in Africa, told the police that they acted because a voice they had never heard before said, “Are you ready to be strong?” Unless this is a hoax or something outside our current understanding, how could three girls thousands of miles apart hear the same words at the exact same time, with the same consequences? If there’s something out there that can somehow turn people all over the planet into hok’tar, we need to know about it.”




No one had a comment. It looked like no one knew what to say.




She finished, “And here’s where it all comes back to Harris. Again. Three African girls we picked up in our data mining are some of the girls found by Harris and flown to the Joyce Summers School. Where Violet O’Connell works as a martial arts teacher. They may have an entire school full of hok’tar, being trained to do God only knows what. But if Harris has rescued or trained dozens and dozens of girls who are hok’tar, directly threatening him may be the most dangerous thing on earth.”




Colonel Carter said, “No wonder that girl Rona had the nerve to threaten the U.S. Air Force. She probably thinks she can take a squad of airmen.”




General Landry said, “More importantly, she may be able to do just what she thinks she can.” 




Jennifer added, “And they might have more support than even they realize, sir. They’re internet heroes. There are websites dedicated to them, claiming they fight supervillains, or international conspiracies, or mutants, or aliens, or supernatural threats, or…Well, you name it, someone has a website claiming they fight it. There’s a website dedicated to Harris that claims he’s known around the world in certain circles as ‘The One Who Sees’ and ‘The White Knight’. Several of these websites even claim the site creator was saved by these people, even if most of the writers seem…let us say ‘confused’ about what they were saved from.”




General Landry muttered, “That sounds unfortunately familiar.” He turned to Colonel Carter and said, “We’re going to have to get Harris to talk to us, and we’re going to have to get him to sign our NDAs so we can tell him what he’s really been fighting.”




Colonel Carter said, “Sir, I think he’ll be a lot more cooperative if we reverse the order on that.”




General Landry nodded in agreement, “Let’s make it happen.” Then he asked Jennifer, “Anything else, Major?”




Jennifer staunchly said, “No sir.” But that was a lie. She had a theory about those girls. Those hok’tar. And what they were really fighting. And why. But it was so crazy she didn’t dare say it, even inside the SGC. And her theory was still making the hair stand up on the back of her neck. In fact, she was thinking about spending more nights at the SGC, over twenty floors away from what might be lurking out there in the darkness.




Considering what she suspected, she was looking forward to her next mission off Earth, no matter where it was.







		Yes, I made up all the details on Buffy’s stay in the insane asylum in between the movie and the start of the television series. But really, what would happen if you tried to pen up a Slayer in a place like that? Similarly, before she was Called she was a Potential, so she should have been unusually good at athletic endeavors.

		Yes, this chapter's longer. So sue me.






	


29. Xander and the Whole Megillah



Xander stepped into the curtained-off area and climbed back into his clothes. He was really curious about the last two tests they had run on him, because he knew enough about modern medicine—from rushing injured Slayers and Watchers and mages to hospitals—to know that no hospitals on earth had gizmos like those last two. But the gadgets were clearly technology, and not weird magical stuff. Plus, they didn’t set off any of the protective spells he had on him courtesy of Willow and the Coven.




When he stepped out, he just had to say, “Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain.”




The nurse giggled and said, “You are so much like General O’Neill.” But she said it in a way that made him think these people really liked O’Neill. And he’d heard the name O’Neill a couple times already. A Pentagon bigshot who used to be a major player down here, and was Carter and Daniel Jackson’s boss. From what Vi’s father said, the guy was probably into black ops before that. He figured the call center had worked up a profile on the guy already. He was just hoping he’d live long enough to hear it.




The two MPs led him down the hall and into the elevator. One of them explained, “You’re gonna get to meet the general now.”




“Okay. Which general would that be?”




“General Landry. Colonel Carter’s his 2IC.” Xander knew enough military lingo from Riley and that old Halloween possession that he knew a 2IC was a ‘second in command’. He didn’t think the Air Force had many women in positions that important. He had to wonder just what Colonel Carter had done to get all those shiny medals and all those big promotions. It had to be more than being really good at Deep Space Radar Telemetry. He was just really hoping it wasn’t ‘makes nice with evil demons and lets them eat babies’ or something like that.




They went down to level 27. The further down they went, the more worried he got. He knew the bottom levels would be where the most secret part of the evil lair had to be. That was always the way demons worked. Except Wolfram and Hart, who also had exceptionally evil crap in the very highest levels of their skyscrapers.




He pretended he wasn’t worried as he walked along with the MPs to a big, shiny conference room with open doors. Whoa. Wait. Open doors? This wasn’t an interrogation room, or anything like that. And the doors didn’t even have any runes on the edges to pen you in. Were they planning on using ordinary soldiery stuff to keep him where they wanted? His faint soldier memories said this was nothing like that. No, he was guessing this was the ‘big’ conference room for big, important guests. He wasn’t sure why he was in it, though.




The MPs had him walk on in. Carter, Daniel Jackson, Teal’c, and the doc were in the room with a big, burly general and a petite, tense female major. The little major reminded him of Buffy, for some reason. Maybe it was her size, or her ’tude. The general reminded him of a big, friendly bouncer Xander had met in Oxnard years ago.




Dr. Lam was showing them her clipboard, so he assumed they were getting the lowdown on his scars. Or at least as much of a lowdown as he was willing to give them.




The general didn’t try to pretend otherwise. He said, “That’s a lot of scars. I guess we won’t be sitting around after dinner playing ‘who has the biggest scar in the room’ with you here.”




Xander caught the ‘Jaws’ reference and grinned, “Maybe we need a bigger boat.”




The general grinned back and extended a hand. “Hank Landry. Since you’re not in my chain of command, you don’t have to call me ‘general’.”




He shook hands. The general was strong and friendly, not ‘crush your hand to show who is boss’ grouchy. “Xander. Since I’m not in your chain of command, you don’t have to call me by my last name.”




Everyone sat down, and Xander waited for the big interrogation to start.




Instead, Colonel Carter leaned forward and said, “We already checked, and your clearance is high enough for us to tell you what we’re really doing in this project. Frankly, your clearance is as high as mine, which doesn’t seem possible.” He tried not to smile, since it looked like she was kind of torqued off about that. She said, “We just need you to sign these NDAs, so you know you can’t talk about this to anyone outside the project without going to prison. Then we’re going to tell you some less sensitive aspects of our project, and then you can fill in the blanks about what Anise told you.”




Xander looked over the NDAs pretty carefully. He’d seen some pretty tricky ones. The ones from The Initiative were just chock full of little booby traps that Giles and Willow had spotted. Unfortunately for the Army boys, Willow just magicked them out of the contracts before the Scoobies signed. He couldn’t do that. At least he didn’t have to offer up his firstborn male child as part of it—he’d heard about some of the really nasty NDAs from Wolfram and Hart.




He took his time and made sure to read every single sentence, just in case. But they were pretty straightforward. Pretty much just ‘don’t tell any of our secrets or else you go to jail forever and we’re really not kidding about this.’




He figured everyone would get really cranky waiting on him, but no one did. Doctor Lam and the little major left. Dr. Jackson and Colonel Carter worked away in notebooks they’d brought with them. Xander snuck a couple peeks, since they weren’t really trying to hide anything. Jackson seemed to be working out something in ancient Greek, and Carter was doing something that was all math and Greek symbols and letters, and totally didn’t look anything like anything demonic. Well, she was supposed to be an astrophysicist. Teal’c sat like a stone statue. The general pulled out a couple folders of his own and read through them. Boy, these guys were nothing like the nervous losers The Initiative had sicked on the Scoobies with their NDAs.




Once Xander signed on all three pages, Colonel Carter gave him a big smile. She said, “I’m glad this went so well. Because you really need to know what you and your friends have been fighting, and you really need to know that we have expertise you’ll want to bring in.”




Whoa. Wait. These people though they knew what was what? They probably didn’t even know the real truth about The Slayer. Xander said, “Didn’t you guys learn anything from The Initiative?”




Carter frowned, “The DRI? We can’t even find out what the initials stand for. The most we could find out is that the highest ranking surviving officer is one Lieutenant Colonel Riley Finn, who is out of the country on spec ops and not available for comment.”




Xander grinned, “Wow, Riley got promoted? Sweet. No one bothered to tell me, oh no, don’t bother letting Xander have the know-age, but still that’s of the good.” He filed away the fact that they didn’t know anything about the DRI, which even the demons they let visit ought to know about.




He noticed that Carter recognized his diversion for what it was, and she let it slide. For now. Instead, she had Daniel start talking. He showed Xander a photograph of the astria porta that looked just like the drawing in Giles’ mythology books, except with a lot more detail. Oh yeah, he was right, these dorks were running around loose with the astria porta. That couldn’t be good.




Daniel shifted into what Xander instantly recognized as the dreaded lecture mode. Giles had nearly the same mode, just with more tweed and a British accent. Daniel said, “In 1928, an Egyptian archaeological expedition unearthed a round cover stone, and underneath it a strange annulus that was made of a material they couldn’t identify…”




As Daniel explained how a British organization had ensured that the big ring went to the USA so Hitler’s boys couldn’t keep it, Xander got the wiggins. ‘A British organization’ connected with archaeology, huh? If this wasn’t the Watchers’ Council, he’d eat his old eyepatch. He should have known this would turn out to be the fault of Travers and his band of dysfunctional tweed-wearers. Even if it happened too long ago to be Quentin’s fault.




Maybe it was Quentin’s grandfather’s fault.




Carter interrupted, “So what you and your friends have been fighting aren’t ‘demons’, but an extraterrestrial threat that the SGC has been fighting for twelve years.”




And that was when it all finally clicked into place. Xander stared at her. “Wait a minute, you mean the astria porta isn’t a portal into other dimensions, it’s a gate to other stars?”




Carter calmly nodded. “Other planets. Earth-like planets with populations stolen from Earth over the last seven to eight thousand years. There are millions of people out there who became the slaves of aliens who posed as ‘gods’. We’ve freed a lot of the planets out there, but we’re still trying to free the rest. And there are other threats out there besides Goa’uld, and plenty of them make the Goa’uld look like playground bullies. But if you’re fighting the same thing we are, only on Earth, then you need to know what you’re really facing, and you need our help.”




Xander just stared at her for long seconds while he thought everything over. He was still playing this by ear. Aliens, and not demons. Actual aliens! No wonder they acted so weird when he accused them of…Oh man, if they stopped and recalled everything he’d said, they could figure it all out. He had screwed up so massively.




Unless they were running a huge con on him, and it really was demons who just looked like they could be aliens, or maybe even humans. Maybe they did know about the DRI, and they did know about the Slayer, and they were busting their chops to keep from getting Slayed. He finally said, “So Anise’s ancestry is originally human, and now she’s from another planet, but she has that weird non-human vibe, plus the freaky lightshow behind the eyeballs? How does that work?”




Carter went into a detailed explanation about the Tok’ra and the Goa’uld. And it fit together a lot better than what he had been assuming. Damn, what if it really was aliens? That made the thing about Carter’s father make sense, for a start. But that meant that Freya was the woman he had been making love with, and Anise was the symbiote who was along for the ride. But Freya let Anise be in charge most of the time, and it was Anise who was big on the scientific researching. Wow, that was a little too ‘Star Trek: Deep Space Nine’ for him. He wondered if Anise would get the joke if he called her ‘Jadzia’. Probably not.




And there was the whole thing with Vi not getting a Slayer vibe off Teal’c or Carter. Vi was really sensitive to demon-y badness. He had been so certain she would be able to identify what Teal’c was, and she didn’t even get all Slayer-y around him. Which meant maybe Teal’c really wasn’t a demon. Crap, if he had put the NSAWC on the radar of a bunch of alien hunters, there were going to be problems.




Carter looked at his expression and added, “I know your group is used to working on its own, but we have expertise in fighting alien threats like what you’re facing. And we have equipment you don’t. You really need to let us help you.”




Xander finally frowned, “Damn. I need an okay from my people before I can talk to you about what we’re dealing with, because it’s not aliens from outer space. And we have people who would give their right arm to find out the real scoop on the Goa’uld in ancient Egypt. Not to mention that Andrew and Emily would wet themselves with excitement if you showed them your ‘stargate’, so don’t. I’d never hear the end of it. I’d be living with ‘Wormhole X-Treme!’ every day for the rest of my life.”




He noticed that Carter winced slightly, and Jackson did a little Giles-ish thing with his glasses. And it dawned on him. “Holy crap, you are Wormhole X-Treme! What, is it disinformation, like the Soviets used to pull?”




Carter was nearly blushing as she explained about Martin the alien scriptwriter and Jack O’Neill’s ‘work’ on the set. Xander gasped, “So you’re Major Stacey Monroe, and you’re Dr. Levant? Teal’c is Grell the robot? So where’s your Colonel Danning?”




Carter said, “Pentagon.”




Teal’c said, “He is no longer a colonel, XanderHarris.”




Oh. It was this Jack O’Neill himself. The guy really was a smartass. Xander wasn’t sure how ‘promoted all the way to general’ and ‘gigantic smartass’ went together, but he figured O’Neill and his people must have saved the planet enough times that the bigwigs in the Pentagon decided to overlook some stuff. That would sure explain how Carter got all those medals and promotions. He was pretty sure from his Soldier Xander memories that women weren’t allowed to serve in combat, but it sounded like these people were kind of ignoring that rule and Carter was making them look good for doing so.




Daniel smirked, “And just how do you know so much about this show?”




Xander dropped his face into his hands and confessed. “Andrew. Andrew is the biggest geek on the planet, and this is his favorite little-known sci-fi show ever. He has the extended boxed DVD set, which has the three shows that aired, and the four shows that were filmed before the cancellation was announced, with director and actors’ commentary. So now I’m guessing the extraordinarily good special effect of the departing spaceship wasn’t a special effect at all?”




“Nope,” Daniel smirked.




Xander pleaded, “Gimme another NDA so I won’t ever mention any of this to Andrew. I don’t think I could stand the geekgasmic consequences.”




Daniel and the general laughed, but Carter stayed serious. So Xander just went on, “Look, the NSAWC has a few really ancient books that deal with the Goa’uld ‘demons’ and the revolt against them, and there are some confidential pieces in them. But we ought to be able to get some translations of the non-confidential sections to Daniel.”




Dr. Jackson looked like he was going to have his own little geekgasm at that news. It took Carter and the general both to calm him down enough to continue the discussion.




Carter said, “If you have people who can translate materials like that, then we should set up some sort of information exchange just for text translations.”




But there was no way the NSAWC would go for that. Far too many of their translations would be chock full of words they couldn’t let the SGC see, like demon and apocalypse and vampire and Slayer.




He could see that Carter and Jackson really wanted to know what the heck he was dealing with, if it wasn’t their aliens. But how was he going to break it to them? Was he going to be allowed to break it to them? Maybe Plan H was ready to go. The Clevelanders had had enough time to get everything to the corporate jet and fly into Colorado Springs already. And if Giles and Buff and Will gave them permission to run Plan H, then that was all the permission he needed. He knew a team out of Cleveland ought to be able to fly from airport to airport in three hours or a little less, so maybe, if he just stalled for a little bit, there would be a surprise package for him up top, and…




Just then, an MP opened the door to the hallway. “General Landry sir, sorry to interrupt, but there’s a rental van up top for Mister Harris. The driver, a young woman named Evelyn Fyffe-Davis from the NSAWC, says she has a corpse we need to see. There’s a coffin in the back of the van. We took a peek, and it’s not a sarcophagus. It’s an ordinary wood coffin.”




Okay! Xander rubbed his hands together and said, “Showtime!”





	


30. Sam and the Corpse



Sam Carter had seen plenty of weirdness in her time, so she wasn’t really surprised that someone was delivering a corpse in a coffin to the mountain. Not that she really believed she was getting a mere corpse. Or an ordinary coffin. Especially after seeing the sheer glee in Harris’s face at the prospect.




She cautiously asked, “Who is this Evelyn Fyffe-Davis, and why does she have a dead body for us?”




Xander grinned, “This is the proof you need to see, so you’ll believe me. First, we need to haul the coffin into the mountain and put it in a med lab. Then I need you and Doctor Lam to go over it with a fine-toothed comb until you’re sure it’s just a dead body in an ordinary coffin, with no secret alien science preserving it or mucking it up. And then I can show you my proof. Oh yeah, and Evie is one of our NSAWC people out of Cleveland. She flew our proof out here once I asked the call center for Plan H.”




“So this is Plan H?” she checked.




“Yep.” He hunched over and rubbed his hands together like he was auditioning for the part of a mad scientist.




Sam watched Xander and decided Jack would love this kid. They’d probably be driving the rest of the SGC insane within hours, but they’d definitely hit it off.




Okay. Not that Sam didn’t trust Harris to a certain extent, but she was going to make sure that the SGC was protected from whatever Harris was up to. She still remembered the nightmare situation they had when they brought Hathor’s sarcophagus into the SGC. She wasn’t going to let that happen again. There was a well-equipped NORAD triage room only about a hundred fifty feet inside the main blast door into the mountain, up on level 1, just this side of the security post. The front section of level 1 would be easy to lock off. She’d just have to talk General Landry into ordering NORAD to do it for them. She nodded, “Great. I’ll talk with the general about getting this set up, and you can go with Daniel and Teal’c to help your friend with your corpse. I’ll even tell security where to take the coffin.”




Once Harris was out of the room, it took Sam less than a minute to convince Landry. He didn’t want to initiate a foothold situation either, and the last thing anyone around the SGC needed was another sarcophagus with a surprise inside. After that, Sam called Carolyn and explained what she needed to be able to verify. Then she called Jennifer and explained what sensors and monitors she needed to bring up to level one. Sam didn’t know what kind of trick Harris might pull, but there was no way he was going to be prepared to defeat sensors based on Asgardian or Atlantean technology.




By the time Sam got up to the level 1 triage room and flipped on the lights, Daniel was wandering in too. He said, “Apparently, the Honorable Miss Evelyn Charlotte Eugenie Fyffe-Davis doesn’t like Xander calling her ‘Evie’, but she hasn’t been able to get him to quit it in the eight months she’s been in Cleveland working for NSAWC. Has anyone asked Jack if he has a twenty-five year old black-haired son running around loose?”




Sam knew he was kidding, but she still said, “Twenty-six years ago, Jack was still married to Sarah, and apparently they were very happy, even if Jack was disappearing for special ops work on a regular basis. I don’t see any extra children popping up from that part of Jack’s past.”




Not to mention that having Harris as a potential future stepson would be far too uncomfortable for her. Assuming Jack popped the question some day in the future.




Carolyn Lam came in next, wheeling a cart of portable med lab gear, to augment the sophisticated gear that was already in the triage room. A few seconds behind her came Harris and Teal’c bearing a plain wooden coffin and flanked by two NORAD MPs and Sergeant Michaelsen from SGC security.




Harris had Teal’c set the coffin on the floor over by a bare wall. Then he knelt down and pulled off duct tape that had been covering all the edges around the lid. He flipped open the lid to reveal one very dead girl. He said, “This is—”




Major Hailey walked in pushing a two-shelf cart of gear, and saw the body in the coffin. She choked. “Oh God.”




Harris looked up at Hailey in surprise.




Hailey managed to make herself talk. “Th-that’s Harmony Elaine Kendall, one of the students who died on your graduation day. Listed cause of death: b-barbecue fork to the neck and exsanguination. But she died…That was seven years ago!”




Sam had a sudden impulse to call in a lot more MPs with a lot more weaponry. She was in her usual BDUs, since she had changed clothes as soon as they got Xander Harris back to the SGC. She had an automatic under her left arm in a standard holster, and she had a zat in a special holster at the small of her back. But the sheer terror coming off Major Hailey was making her worry. Hailey had been through plenty of training, and years of off-world missions. She had a purple heart with clusters, and an Air Medal. The mere fact that Hailey was freaking about this made Sam think that Hailey had seen some unverified intel in the web searches and was just now making a mental connection. That didn’t bode well.




Harris just said, “You got all that in one night of web searches? I’m impressed. Sunnydale’s hard to research.”




Hailey managed to say, “I had help.”




Harris said, “All the help in the world doesn’t mean you’d remember every little detail. Heck, even I didn’t know what Harmony’s middle name was, and I knew her from about first grade on. You’re really good.”




But Sam was worried. Hailey had been under attack from lethal little green energy balls, and besieged by Jaffa forces, and faced down by one of Ba’al’s clones. Sam had never seen Hailey so obviously spooked. She was going to have to find a moment to find out what was wrong.




In the meantime, she had a task to perform. If this was really a corpse of a girl who had died seven years ago, there had to be evidence of the mechanisms used to preserve the body. There was no sign of any degradation or decay, which was really…odd. Suspicious, even.




While she checked for temporal effects or stasis methods, she let Carolyn take blood and cell samples. Then Carolyn had two corpsmen run a CAT scan on the corpse while she analyzed her samples. Sam took the time to make sure that the plain wood coffin was really just as it looked. She checked, but there was nothing high-tech about the plain pine coffin. The most sophisticated thing about the coffin was the brass hinges. When the CAT scan was done, the corpsmen put the corpse back in the coffin at Harris’ suggestion.




It didn’t take long before Carolyn said to Sam, “Well, she’s dead. No heartbeat, no respiration, no biochemical activity, no real brainwaves—meaning there’s nothing on the EEG that isn’t an artifact from the electrical devices in the room. Body temperature’s the same temp as the coffin, which is below room temperature because of the travel on that jet, but there’s also no sign of cellular breakdown that we’d see if the corpse had ever been frozen. I don’t know how they kept her from decaying for seven years. And she’s not a clone. I checked on that, since you mentioned the Asgard, and there are none of the DNA markers from a cloning process. I’m checking the blood now to see what sort of preservatives they put in her.”




But Sam knew something else. There was no Goa’uld symbiote in the body, and not even any naquadah. She and Teal’c would have sensed it, well before the CAT scan. And there was no evidence of temporal shifts or interdimensional travel, nor was there any sign of Asgardian or Ancient methods for stasis preservation. She had the equipment to pick up those.




Carolyn looked up from her analysis system and said, “Okay, this is impossible. There’s no preservative in the blood. And it’s not even human blood! I’m doing a quick DNA scan, but…”




Xander smirked from his chair. “Try pig first.”




“Pig blood? In a human’s veins? That would be lethal!” Doctor Lam insisted.




“Yup.” Xander didn’t add anything else.




After another ten minutes of work, Carolyn finally said, “You got me. It’s mostly pig’s blood, some bovine too, with some other types of blood we don’t have in our archives. But mammalian, not extraterrestrial.”




Sam looked over at Hailey, who was just sitting on a stool. But Hailey was abnormally pale. Frankly, Sam thought she looked like she might pass out. What was going on with Hailey?




Xander smirked, “Okay. Everybody agree Harmony’s stone cold dead, and not in stasis or something wacky like that?”




Sam reluctantly said, “Yes.”




Xander rubbed his hands together. “Egggggg-cellent.” It was even worse than Jack’s imitation of Mister Burns. “Now for the next exciting clue. Look at her in a mirror.”




Sam was sure that she heard a tiny whimper coming out of Hailey.




Carolyn picked up one of her medical mirrors, looked into it, and gasped. Sam quickly pulled a dental mirror off one of the med trays and looked at the corpse’s reflection.




Which wasn’t there.




She could see the coffin in the mirror. She could see the interior of the coffin. The body had no reflection. She snapped, “This is impossible!” She tried to figure it out. Perhaps it was some sort of psychic interference causing her not to be able to see the body in her mirror—in any mirror. Maybe some manner of invisibility device that only worked on mirrors. No, that wasn’t technically feasible because of…




She started to ask Hailey, but Jennifer was holding a mirror of her own. Jennifer had backed up against a wall. And Jennifer was nearly hyperventilating.





	


31. Sam and the Vampire



Sam had learned the hard way to carry a couple unusual items around in her BDUs on a regular basis. That included a miniature spec ops periscope, along with a few things she really was not supposed to be carrying around, like her lockpicks or her butterfly knife or her trinium-dust wiresaw. She tried looking through her periscope. She looked through it with one eye and without a mirror with her other eye. It was still impossible. It was some sort of trick, because…




Wait a minute, when she looked at the corpse without a mirror, she could plainly see the girl had no injuries. And there ought to be two puncture wounds on the neck, to go with the cause of death. What the…




“Harmony Kendall, come on down!” Xander crowed merrily.




The corpse opened its eyes. Its glowing yellow eyes that were unlike anything human, or even Goa’uld. Her pretty face transformed. Ugly ridges appeared at her brow. Her canines elongated into fangs.




No. This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be what it looked like. It couldn’t be a…




The corpse of Harmony Kendall sat up and climbed easily out of the coffin. Sam distinctly heard Carolyn gasp, “That’s medically impossible!” At the same time, Sam found she was instinctively backing up and pulling out her zat.




Xander just smirked. “Everyone? Pull out your weapons if they’re not already out. This is not an alien, this is a vampire. A real, not-so-live vampire.” He looked around and said, “Okay Harmony, I’d appreciate it if you’d go right through the big guy with the gold tattoo on his forehead, and attack the big sergeant behind him. Now.”




And suddenly, the corpse moved. Harmony moved so fast Sam didn’t have time to get off even one clean shot at her with the zat. It was Hailey who hit Harmony, with a zat right between the shoulderblades. The zat shot didn’t faze her. Which wasn’t possible. The MP beside Sergeant Michaelsen put a round right into Harmony’s chest, and she didn’t seem to notice it. And that wasn’t possible either!




Harmony grabbed Teal’c. Before he could stop her, she threw him across the room. She casually backhanded the big MP who had just shot her, and the man was knocked backward so hard he bounced off the wall. By then she was already on Sergeant Michaelsen, knocking his weapon out of his hand and pinning him against the wall with unbelievable strength and sinking her fangs into his neck…




Harmony stopped. “I don’t have to really bite him, do I?”




Xander calmly said, “No, that’s perfect as is.”




How the hell could he be so calm about a…a…Sam couldn’t say the word, even in her own mind.




But the fang-faced girl just turned her head and said, “Oh good! I…Hey, I have a bullet hole in my dress now! Darn it! You guys are so buying me a new dress after this.”




Sam gulped. Hard. The girl was clearly far stronger than the massive sergeant, stronger and faster than Teal’c even, and the bullet hole—which had to have gone through her heart—was…oh god, it was already healing over. At least she hadn’t bitten him…With those two fangs…In the neck…Like a stab with a barbecue fork…




Sam muttered “Holy Hannah,” and sat down hard.




Sam looked at Harmony’s fangs, and her face. She considered Harmony’s impossible strength. And suddenly everything made sense. It was a sense that was insane, but anyone would say the same thing about the SGC. Barbecue fork accidents, mostly to the neck. At night. ‘Gangs on PCP’ with ‘deformed faces’ or ‘wearing masks’, because PCP had a reputation for increasing strength and resilience to insane levels. Wild animal attacks. Girl dead in a cemetery. Destruction in a cemetery. A man with a gymbag that held a crossbow and wooden bolts, and wooden stakes, and fire, and water. Water that could have been blessed by any priest…




Vampires were real. There was a well-concealed but worldwide vampire epidemic that was being fought by hok’tar. And Xander Harris was training them, just as he had helped one Buffy Summers for so many years. Buffy Summers, who had told her parents she was fighting vampires and she was ‘chosen’ somehow. They hadn’t believed her. And those trips by Summers after which the numbers of violent murders and missing persons dropped? “Oh God.” Sam looked over at Jennifer’s pallid face and guessed, “You knew?”




Hailey shook her head slightly, not taking her eyes or her zat off the vampire in the room. “No, colonel. But all the webpages we looked at…all the websites we searched…all the intel we accrued…it was the only thing that made sense, even if it didn’t make sense at all. In the briefing room, I was afraid if I said it out loud, you’d Section Eight me.”




Oh yeah. Sam was thinking about a Section Eight for herself right about now.




Xander said, “Wow. You figured out about Sunnydale just by web searches in one night? And you worked out it really was vamps and demons? You’re a genius! I mean, even Willow needed time to process, and she’d just seen several up close and personal.” He turned to Sam and asked, “Hey, can we offer her a job?”




Sam managed to keep the tremors out of her voice as she asked, “How are these things even possible?”




“Hey, I’m not a thing! I’m an undead American person!”




Xander said, “Not helping, Harmony. Anyway colonel, the answer is magic.”




Sam instantly said, “There’s no such thing as magic.”




She watched as Xander mimed her exact words. He smirked, “Everyone says that. This is where we usually pull out one of our witches. Or wizards. Or mages. Or whatever. They have all these different names for the same thing. I can’t do that right now, since Evie isn’t one of our mages and I can’t do a decent spell. But it’s magic. It’s real, it’s replicable under the right circumstances, and I can arrange a phone conference for you with the world’s leading expert on magic and science, and how one relates to the other.”




And who could that be? It had to be someone who had a science background, for starters. Sam looked at his fond smile and had another epiphany. “Let me guess. Willow Rosenberg?”




He grinned, “Wow, you guys are awesomely good.”




Sam just stared at him. If she was so good, why did she feel faint? Vampires were real. Magic was real. “What else is real, if we’re supposed to accept ‘magic’?” She took another guess. “Everything researched by Rupert B.C. Giles as ‘folklore’ or ‘mythology’? Because that would be…”




Daniel jumped right in, “That would be fascinating! R.B.C. Giles wrote a journal article about how the mythology of ‘demons’ was related to—”




“Daniel!” Sam snapped. “Not now, please!”




Xander said, “Is there anything you guys haven’t figured out yet?”




Daniel said, “Well, I haven’t figured out some of it, but if you’re carrying weapons with silver, and cold-forged iron, and wood, and blessed weapons, then are you facing demons or sidhe or werewolves too?




Xander slowly shook his head. He grinned, “I can’t believe you guys figured all of this out in just one night. We try not to fight werewolves, because they’re normal people 98% of the time, but some demons can’t be killed easily except with cold iron or silver or blessed weapons. And—”




Harmony asked him, “Can I change clothes now? This dress is really tacky, and now it has bloodstains on it. And is there anything to drink? I’m thirsty, and I had to stay in the coffin for the whole stupid drive out here because of the sunlight, and it was really uncomfortable!”




Dr. Lam nervously asked, “Umm, do you need…a particular kind of human blood?”




Harmony dropped her vampire visage and smiled vacantly. “Oh no, I don’t drink human blood anymore! I have a reputation to maintain!”




Xander explained, “Harmony’s running an NSAWC program for vampires who don’t want to get staked. It requires staying off the human blood, plus regular blood tests to make sure.” He turned to Harmony and said, “I told them to bring something along, so just wait until we can get it out of the van. I think it’s pig, with some vole and ibex added.”




Harmony clapped her hands like a ten-year-old girl and smiled, “Oh goodie! You know, it just doesn’t taste right unless it’s got just that little dash of ibex.”




Sam blinked and managed to ask, “You have blends of non-human blood designed to ‘taste right’ to vampires?”




Harmony said, “Oh sure! You can’t ask someone to give up food for, you know, stuff like vitamin pills, you have to give ’em something they want to drink. Plus, since I’m the figurehead of the company, I take the same blood tests as everyone else, so I need to watch what I drink. At least I don’t have to watch my weight anymore. That was a pain. I was always bitchy when I was hungry.”




Sam really didn’t want to know what a bitchy, hungry vampire was like, if Harmony was this dangerous when she was in a good mood.





	


32. Sam and the Revelation



Sam looked at Xander’s relaxed posture, and assumed he really wasn’t worried about being in a room with a…She made herself think the word. A vampire. A real, live—well, un-live—vampire. Who hadn’t physically aged since she died. Who was walking and talking and thinking, even though she was dead, and so cold that normal body functions and biochemical systems wouldn’t work.




It couldn’t be ‘magic’. It was some manner of scientific system that she didn’t know. Yet. Like the Asgard technologies she had first had trouble believing, then had trouble adapting, then finally begun to understand well enough to manipulate in the lab.




She finally managed to ask, “Is Harmony a normal…vampire?”




Xander grinned at her obvious difficulty in saying the word. “No, not even close. There happen to be two vamps who have souls now, and they’re fighting on the side of the good guys. And Harmony’s the way you see her. Willow has a theory about that, but it’s completely untestable. Every other vamp in the world? Just imagine Hannibal Lecter, but with superpowers. They’re amoral monsters who can’t get enough of the human blood and the torturing for fun. To them we’re just Happy Meals with legs.”




Harmony giggled. A vampire was standing in front of her and giggling. “Ooh, that’s Spikey’s line!”




Sam asked, “Spikey?”




Harmony said, “Oh, I used to date Spike. For a couple months. A little after I got turned.”




Sam looked at Harmony and felt like her head was going to explode.




Xander apparently was taking pity on her now. He said, “Don’t ask. That way leads to madness. Once you start hearing about who dated who when, and who broke up whose relationship, including some human-demon relationships I really don’t want to discuss, it starts sounding less like Dracula Rises From the Grave and more like Days of Our Lives. It’s deeply disturbing.”




Sam tried again. She needed some sort of rational explanation. “So, Harmony’s personality?”




Xander nodded a little, while Harmony accepted a coffee mug full of blood that had been warmed to roughly 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit. Harmony took a big swallow and purred, “Mmm! Yummy! Thanks, Xander.”




Hailey made a sound from the back wall that sounded like it was part whimper and part gagging noise.




Xander said, “The thing about vampires is that they’re a demonic spirit that possesses a dead body, under certain circumstances. A vampire kills someone, say Harmony Kendall, drinking her blood until she’s just about to die and then feeding her some of his own, to pass along the demonic essence. Harmony doesn’t get enough new blood to survive, and it goes into her stomach instead of her arteries anyway, and so she dies on the spot. Her soul leaves the body. A demon possesses the corpse. The demon now has the same memories and a lot of the same personality of the body, and in most cases thinks of itself as the original person, because of all the personality and memories. But it’s not. It’s a childe of the thing that killed the person. It’s a serial killer in a Harmony suit.”




Sam had a feeling there was a movie reference in that last sentence, just by the way he said it.




Xander went on, “Harmony was insecure, and anxious to be part of the in crowd, and a complete bimbo.”




“Oh yeah, I used to be really stupid!” Harmony said brainlessly.




Xander added, “She took out her insecurities on the outcasts of the school. Once she was turned, the insecure and anxious part was largely gone, and so it turns out she’s not as mean as she used to be. Not true in general. Willow thinks it also has something to do with when and where she was turned, since some major black magic was being performed only forty yards away at the moment she died.




“But in general, a vampire is the psychotic serial killer version of you. We once encountered a vampire Willow Rosenberg from an alternate reality. Vamp Willow was brilliant, and sleazy, and ruthless, and bi, and made herself into a Master Vampire in about two years, which is about one fiftieth the time even the really motivated vamps normally need. Real Willow was brilliant and repressed and introverted…and made herself into a master mage in about three years, which is about one tenth or one twentieth the time mages usually need, plus eventually coming out of the closet. And she has shown just as much ruthlessness when she needed to. Moral: a vampire is a sociopathic killer who’s ready to chow down, and you’re a Hot Pocket. Moral two: a vamp can pass as the person it used to be, for at least a while. Moral three: unless we say they’re okay, any vampire is a threat to life and limb.”




Daniel finally said, “Wait…wait a minute…‘The dead who walk.’ I’ve seen that phrase before. In class we were told it was a metaphor for how the sins of the past would follow you through life, but now…I’ve got a book I need to find. I’ll be right back.”




While they waited, Xander asked about the ‘ray gun’ Jennifer Hailey was still holding in a deathgrip. Sam explained that it imparted a high-energy charge that was actually partially electromagnetic but primarily tied to the strong nuclear force.




Jennifer said, “Usually, one shot knocks you out, but it does that by disrupting your electrical signals in your nervous system. Two shots then do enough disruption to your bio-electric field and your electrochemical processes that it’s fatal. Three shots in a short time do enough damage to your body that the strong nuclear force breaks down and you disintegrate.”




“Wow, a real disintegrator pistol,” muttered Xander.




Sam had a feeling that there was plenty of sci-fi geek in him, despite his complaints about Andrew. Sam also had a theory that two shots with a zat wouldn’t stop a vampire either, since there was no electrical system behind the operation of the…corpse. That meant that three shots might disintegrate a vampire, but they might not do the job at all, since the ‘magic’ holding the body together might provide enough energy to withstand the strong nuclear force effects. But it was possible that additional shots might be enough to overcome the energy provided by the so-called ‘magic’ so that the vampire would disintegrate. And, given the speed and strength Harmony had already exhibited, Sam wouldn’t want to have to put her theory to the test in the field, because the time needed to hit a fast-moving target like Harmony three to six times would probably be longer than the time it needed to reach you and rip your throat out.




By the time Harmony had two coffee mugs full of blood and had changed into a champagne-colored business suit with a miniskirt, Daniel was back with one of his ancient tomes. Sam could tell from the front that it was in Latin, even if she wasn’t fluent. It still bugged her that Jack and Teal’c could read Ancient and translate Latin, when she couldn’t. Yet. She was going to make the time one of these days. Stupid timeloops.




Daniel sat down and carefully searched through the yellowed pages until he found the passage he was seeking. Then he began translating on the fly. “Listen to this. ‘Into each period a... Destroyer is born: one maiden in all the world, a…Chosen One. She alone will have the strength and…abilities to combat the dead who walk…the threats of the night, and the forces of evil, to stop their spreading and the swelling of their numbers. She is the…umm…’ ” He looked at Harmony and guessed, “I suppose, in light of this development, the next part ought to be translated as ‘vampire slayer’ or something close.”




Harmony beamed, “That’s exactly what we call her! The Vampire Slayer! You’re really smart.”




Xander did a face-palm, which was all the verification Sam needed. Sam said, “So Buffy was the Vampire Slayer, and somehow when you guys…caused Sunnydale to collapse into the ground, the energy signature…empowered Vampire Slayers all over the planet.”




Xander winced, “You guys are way too good at what you do. You know that? It was a Hellmouth, a literal gateway into a host of hell dimensions, and when we closed it, everything collapsed. We almost didn’t make it out in time. Some of us didn’t.”




Sam said, “So there was Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and Faith the Vampire Slayer…” Xander winced again, so she knew she was right on target. “…and now we have dozens of vampire slayers all over the world, like Vi. And Rona. And all the girls at the Joyce Summers School for Gifted Young Women.”




Xander gasped, “Damn! You guys are way too smart!”




Sam realized something else. ‘Slayer’ started with ‘S’, and they had been looking for an S-word…“So the NSAWC is the New Slayers And Watchers Council?”




Xander just stared at her. “You are totally under-rated super-geniuses. You know that? Both of you.” He glanced over at Daniel and said, “Nothing personal, because your ability to translate stuff like that on the fly is somewhere between awesome and astonishing. After dealing with the dorks in the Initiative, it’s really reassuring to see you guys have the brain trust down here.”




Hailey asked, “And your eye?”




Xander looked shocked as he asked, “How the heck did you find out about my eye?”




Hailey admitted, “HMO records submitted by the attending physician at the hospital.”




Xander nodded in thought. “Yeah, that’d do it. There was this psycho serial killer who got a demonic upgrade so he was a lot stronger and tougher than a Slayer. He was supposed to kill the Slayers and all the potential Slayers he could get his mitts on. I kind of got in the way when he was trying to kill a couple girls, and he gouged out my eye instead of, you know, just ripping off my arms and legs and feeding ’em to me. So after Sunnydale, Will needed to convince a whole roomful of brand spanking new Slayers that magic and demons and stuff were real, and she used me as Exhibit A. Nothing says ‘freaky magic’ like taking some dork with a ruined face and fixing it right in front of you.”




Sam said, “We were assuming alien technologies were used.”




He asked, “Do they always work right for you?”




She slowly shook her head.




He said, “Triple that for magic. And magic doesn’t usually work right around me anyway, so I was expecting to end up with a new eyeball the size of a melon, or an octopus eyeball, or something else totally freaky. But Willow gave me the Resolve Face and I ended up letting her do the demo on my head in front of a whole room full of Slayers, even if I didn’t really want to. Wacky thing? It worked. Hurt like crazy and took a week to get my depth perception working right again, but it worked.”




Sam wasn’t sure she really believed his story, but she had to accept that it was one possibility. While she was getting so much intel out of Xander, she asked, “And the DRI was…”




Xander frowned, “The Demon Research Initiative. Supposedly they were going to study demons and vamps and other things that go bump in the night, and figure out how to do something soldier-y with the intel.”




Sam managed not to cringe, because she could guess what the NID would do with intelligence like that. Super-soldiers for fighting the Goa’uld.




He went on, “Only the head scientist…”




Jennifer supplied, “Margaret K. Walsh, M.D., Ph.D.”




Xander looked over at her and said, “You are good. Yeah, that wacky Maggie decided she wanted to one-up Victor Frankenstein, and she built a super-soldier out of the corpse of one of her own soldiers, plus a ton of cybernetic components, plus as many different demons as she could, plus a nuclear reactor for energy requirements. She named it Adam, which tells you all you need to know about her and her ego. And she got it working.”




“Was she insane?” Daniel choked.




“I’d sure say so, but I’m not the one with the psych degree,” Xander said. “So, in the great tradition of all horror movies, Adam killed her, went on a rampage, and then figured out how to make lots more Adam-ettes, using bits and pieces of captured demons, spare parts Maggie had squirreled away, and the dead bodies of all the people working in the Initiative. It took a magic spell by Willow, using her and me and Giles’ spirits to empower Buffy, to stop him. And then the after-effects of the spell nearly killed us all.”




Sam was satisfied that she finally had enough information on the DRI, so she reminded him, “But you’re not supposed to tell anything about the DRI. Remember their NDAs?”




Xander smirked wickedly. “Giles and Willow magicked some trap pieces out of their NDAs, and so what was left when we actually signed gives us the flexibility to tell others in cases of national security or looming apocalypse. If this isn’t national security, then I don’t know what it is.”




Daniel asked, “Did you do that to our papers?”




Xander waved away his concern. “Nah, didn’t need to. Your stuff is way too straightforward. I’ve seen more complicated NDAs on architectural designs.”





	


33. Sam and the Web Conference



Sam was sitting at a conference table with Xander Harris and Jennifer Hailey. She and Jennifer had set up the webcams and the video screen and the omni-directional mike, so they were ready, as soon as Willow Rosenberg dialed in and established a secure comm channel.




It was only a few hours after Sam had learned the truth about vampires and demons and The Slayer. And now she was going to have a web conference with one of the most powerful ‘witches’ on the planet. It sounded insane. She could just imagine Jack yelling, “Fer cryin’ out loud!”




As soon as Xander had finished briefing them and had sent Harmony and Miss Fyffe-Davis on their way, he had called Willow to set up this conference. Then he had gone to the commissary with Daniel and wolfed down a ridiculous amount of spaghetti, followed by two enormous pieces of pie and two cups of the blue jello. After that, he had vanished into Anise’s quarters for over two solid hours. After which, Anise had apparently been unable to get up and get out of her bed.




Sam had to wonder if Carolyn had overlooked some sort of bionic implants in the guy. Or something.




Now Xander was back for the conference, looking like he was fresh out of a shower, although somewhat exhausted. Jennifer was looking at him like she wanted to ask if he gave lessons, and if she could sign up her boyfriend.




The screen shimmered from gray static to the picture of a pretty redhead sitting in front of a wall full of books. Sam watched the security sensors move from red straight to green with no intermittent yellow or orange lights, which shouldn’t have been possible. She had to wonder if Willow was establishing a secure communications connection using ‘magic’.




Xander waved, “Hey, Will! How’s Rio?”




She smiled, “It’s beautiful right now. Are you going to come out and visit? Ken says most of the girls are dying to meet you, only not literally dying, and not to meet you that way, but you know.”




Xander smiled, “Well tell Kennedy I said hi, and you can give her a hug for me after the call.”




Willow smiled wickedly. “I think I can manage that part.” Then she got serious. “Okay, I heard Plan ‘H For Harmony’ went according to plan, even if Evelyn was really cranky that you called her Evie in front of everyone.”




Xander said, “Yep. As often as I could. Once she gets the stick out, she’s gonna be really good as a Watcher.”




“Xander! You said it in front of them! Did they magic you into spilling the beans? Do I need to mojo you out of there right this instant?”




Sam unconsciously gripped her coffee mug. If this woman could teleport Xander from the SGC to Brazil on a whim, was there anything she couldn’t do? Sam had a sudden mental image of a dozen Ori ships flying into the solar system, only to find a petite redheaded human could teleport entire teams of hok’tar onto each of their craft.




Xander shook his finger. “Doggone it, Will! What is it with you girls? Over-protective much? I didn’t tell ’em. They figured it out all by themselves. In one night. Mainly through websearches, since The Initiative wouldn’t tell them anything, except they managed to get the personnel list and compare it to the casualty list and the survivors list. Which certain boneheads had our names on.”




Willow rolled her eyes. “I am so complaining to Riley and Graham about that.”




‘Riley’ huh? Sam made a small induction and said, “You might have to wait until Lieutenant Colonel Finn returns from his current Special Ops mission, to do that.”




Xander said, “See? I told you they were good. Major Hailey figured out what’s the what with Sunnydale, and that it really was vampires, in one night. With no physical evidence.”




Willow gave Xander a naughty smirk. “And so, what’s the deal with this woman you’re…seeing?”




Xander staunchly said, “Not a demon.”




“Really? Not a demon? Because you know that would break your streak.” Sam looked over at Jennifer and mouthed ‘break his streak?’ “And I…Hang on a sec.” She leaned back and turned her head. Then she yelled, “Ken honey? When did we have Xander breaking his demon dating streak in the pool?”




Jennifer looked back at her and mouthed ‘demon dating pool’? She shrugged.




A young woman yelled back from another room, “This Christmas.”




Willow frowned, “Dammit, if Dawn’s won another pool, I’m gonna…” She must have seen the looks of alarm on the faces of the women sitting with Xander, because she hastily explained, “Oh no, no magical revenges. That way lies badness. Extreme badness. No, I was just going to sneak some methylene blue into her coffee so she pees blue for a week, and…”




Xander calmly said, “Will, they want to talk to you about magic and science, not fun uses of medical dyes.”




“Oh. Yeah. Right.” Sam watched as Willow typed, and the screen split. One half was still Willow, while the other half was a Feynman diagram. And Willow began lecturing.




It was amazing. Willow’s understanding of the process was astounding. Sam had been expecting lots of hand-waving and mumbo-jumbo. Instead she was getting the kind of lecture that normally only she and Rodney gave. Including a tensor analysis that Sam wouldn’t have believed Willow could have the physics background to do…



 < an hour and a half later > 



“…and so from your viewpoint, it’s best to think of magic as merely another means of directing tiny amounts of macrocosmic energies so that small amounts of said energies are available for the practitioner to wield, in much the same way that someone who gets electrical power from a distant nuclear reactor can use that power to turn a frozen chunk of stuff into a tasty, hot veggie burger…”




Sam noticed that Xander’s eyes were glazed over, even before they got into a serious discussion about power sources and metamorphic processes. But Willow wanted to talk about power sources Sam had never even considered: theurgy, dark magic, white magic, green magic, and even necromancy. Okay, given the issues with the Ori, theurgy seemed pretty relevant. But Willow was just as willing to discuss the feasibility of transformations that tapped into the power inherent in zero point energy or superstring theory. Still, as Sam understood it, what put the label ‘magic’ on a transformation using a power source was the part about apparently doing something ‘impossible’ with the power. She just didn’t believe that it was magic. It was simply a more complex metamorphology using a less understood power source.




The incredible part was that Willow had used ‘magic’ to somehow give the Slayer power to dozens, maybe hundreds of girls all over the world, and then collapse the Sunnydale Hellmouth. That was power so far beyond what a Goa’uld could wield that it was terrifying. That was power that could take out the Ori.




On the other hand, Sam didn’t expect Willow to be impressed by her. Willow started babbling about Sam’s text on wormhole physics. Xander had warned her about the Willow-babble issue, but Sam was looking at it as a way to get information that the NSAWC might not really want her to know, so she wasn’t stopping the redhead. “…and I thought it was super brilliant how you derived what the form of a stable wormhole would be, down to the unidirectional nature and the circular portal openings, which came from your initial conditions used to support the partial differential equations you worked out, and then your derivation was so clever, and oh my goddess you have to have your own wormhole already to pick those criteria, I never thought about that, and that’s what the astria porta has to be, it’s running on quantum mechanics not magic, it doesn’t go to other dimensions, it goes to other places in our own universe, oh my goddess, Xander they go to other planets!”




Sam suddenly felt like the bottom was dropping out of her stomach. Again. Even Rodney McKay hadn’t instantly realized that her equations and initial conditions had been based on her prior knowledge about the Stargate. Just how smart was this girl?




Willow gulped and said, “But if it’s other planets…Xander, you’re having sex with an alien? Please don’t tell me you told Andrew. We’d never hear the end of it!”




Hailey smirked at Xander and said in the same tones Xander had used just hours earlier, “Hey, she’s a genius! Can we offer her a job?”




Fortunately, Xander laughed. Then he looked at the screen and said, “Will, you’re not supposed to be able to figure that out just from reading her textbook.”




Sam looked at Jennifer and sighed, “I guess we need a couple more NDAs.”




Willow looked a little alarmed as she asked, “Xan, do they want us to sign in blood?”




“No, just ink,” Xander replied.




Willow said, “Wow, that’s not very sophisticated.”




Hailey asked, “What does she mean?”




Xander shrugged a little. “Umm, we have our own NDAs, with special pens. The pen magically extracts some of your blood for your signature, so you agree to a magically binding contract and literally cannot talk about our stuff. It’s way more effective than hoping someone respects a legal agreement. Especially considering some of the things we have to deal with.”




Sam didn’t say anything, but she had a feeling that soulless demons were probably even less trustworthy than Anubis.




Now all she had to do was start on her revised checklist, starting with organizing translation exchanges, getting copies of the NSAWC scrolls on the first defeat of the Goa’uld, and getting some Slayers onto SGC away teams. And maybe getting some help setting up some replicable studies so she could figure out how their ‘magic’ really worked…





	


13. Epilogue—Hank and the Red Phone



U.S. Air Force General Henry ‘Hank’ Landry sighed inwardly and did as ordered. He just wasn’t sure if he was about to get himself a Section Eight in the process. After all, he was under orders to give a full and accurate accounting of the incident to the President of the United States. And if the President didn’t know about vampires and demons, this was not going to go well. Even if the SGC had video footage of the entire ‘Vampire Harmony’ event.




Or perhaps especially because they had video footage of the ‘Vampire Harmony’ event. Xander Harris and his Plan H was the most disturbing thing Hank had seen since Jack O’Neill talked Sam Carter into that ‘night of the living jello’ prank. And the less said about that the better.




He still had trouble believing in a vampire, much less a vampire named Harmony who appeared to be a Valley Girl with fangs. That was more ridiculous than a senile Goa’uld, like Yu.




He picked up the red phone and made the call.




Of course, it wasn’t as simple as just picking up the red phone. The President of the United States had his schedule packed with meetings and such, and there were hundreds of people who could make an emergency call on the red phone, many of whom weren’t even in this country. He got right through to one of the key staffers and the Secretary of Defense, but he was under orders not to give details about the situation to anyone except the President, so that led to his having to wait.




Thirty-five minutes later, the President called back on the red phone. Hank answered it at once. “Yes sir. General Landry here.”




“Now Hank, can you give me that full, detailed report in short form? I have…seventeen minutes, and then I have to attend a meeting I’d rather not go to. If I could stay here and talk to you for the next two hours and seventeen minutes instead, believe me, I would.”




Hank took a deep breath and said, “Yes sir. Anise of the Tok’ra went walkabout last night, using an invisibility device we didn’t know she had. She went into Colorado Springs, met a young man, had dinner and drinks, and then a lot more drinks, and then ended up in a motel room with him. Unfortunately, the young man is Xander Harris of the NSAWC, and he knows enough Latin and ancient Egyptian to parse some of the things Anise shouldn’t have said, and so he worked out that we have the Stargate here, and that Anise isn’t a hundred percent human.”




“I can’t say that surprises me, Hank. Xander Harris is known in certain circles as ‘The One Who Sees’. He’s a lot sharper than he acts. And there are a lot of people in the NSAWC who are far smarter than him.”




Well, that little admission went better than he was expecting. “Sir, we brought Harris into the SGC to find out what Anise had told him, and whether her device might have had unfortunate effects on him. He used that to his advantage. He orchestrated what he called Project H. Two NSAWC people showed up at the gate with…an ordinary pine coffin.”




“And it wasn’t empty, was it?”




Hank said, “No sir. There was a corpse.” He was beginning to think the President was enjoying his discomfort. And he was pretty sure the President had a good idea what Xander Harris and the NSAWC did, if he knew the coffin wasn’t going to be empty. “Colonel Carter instituted lockdown procedures and only let it in as far as the NORAD triage station on level one. We didn’t want another Hathor incident, or worse. But Colonel Samantha Carter, Dr. Carolyn Lam, and Major Jennifer Hailey all ran tests on the corpse and the coffin before concluding it really was a dead body in an ordinary pine coffin. Then something happened.”




“Did you get video of it?”




Hank said, “Yes sir. For reasons I don’t understand, two of our cameras simply wouldn’t record Miss Kendall’s body or the clothing she was wearing, but the CCD system Colonel Carter had installed did get the imagery. And you know why, sir.”




“That’s right, only I’m not allowed to tell you by the arrangements we have with the NSAWC. However, there’s nothing in the arrangements that says you can’t figure it out for yourself, or be in a situation where the NSAWC tells you themselves.”




He groaned inwardly. So it was all political. He really hated politics. “And so you already know that Harmony Kendall died seven years ago, and is now a…umm…vampire. And there are vampires and demons out there, threatening our planet. And that Willow Rosenberg is a phenomenally powerful witch. And Buffy Summers, Faith Lehane, and Violet O’Connell are Vampire Slayers, as are an enormous number of new Slayers, almost all of whom gained their powers the day that Sunnydale collapsed.”




“And did Xander Harris tell you all of this?”




He said, “No sir. Major Hailey was tasked to investigate using internet data sources, and she worked almost all of it out. Xander Harris gave us confirmation on some of this, and we witnessed some more. Also, Colonel Carter and Dr. Jackson worked out large pieces of the puzzle. Apparently there are some very old texts in dead languages which actually talk about the Vampire Slayer, and there is at least one of these texts which actually explains how a Slayer led the revolt that chased the Goa’uld off Earth originally. We are currently negotiating to get that intel for Dr. Jackson to study.”




“Excellent, Hank. Really excellent. I can’t tell anyone about the NSAWC, but I can’t help it if you work it out yourselves. And similarly, there’s no way I could authorize telling an international NGO that has dealings in places that include embargoed countries about a U.S. military secret like the SGC. But there’s nothing I can do if, say, the NSAWC found out for themselves.”




Hank groaned, “Yes, Mister President.”




“And we didn’t have Violet’s name, so well done. We also didn’t have the link that the change in numbers happened the day of the Sunnydale disaster, but there used to be only one, and now we know there are at least a hundred.”




Hank said, “Colonel Carter ran a quick computer simulation based on some data Hailey put together, and she’s estimating well over a thousand.”




“Whew! Well, if you ever get an offer to incorporate some Slayers in some of your SG teams, or even as protection at the SGC, you just jump on that with both feet. And if Buffy Summers or Willow Rosenberg ever shows up on your doorstep, you just treat them like royalty. No, better than that. Treat them like a five-star who already has Need To Know, and has your budget money in his back pocket. And if either of them ever asks you for something, no matter how insane it sounds, you should just say ‘yes ma’am how high’. Got it?”




He raised one eyebrow, and was glad the President couldn’t see it. “Really, sir?”




The President laughed at his tone and said, “Just like I do, Hank. Just like I do.”




Oh shit. If the NSAWC could boss around the President of the United States, was there any limit on their powers? He just said, “Yes, Mister President. Will do.”




“Oh, and try to keep Willow Rosenberg separated from Samantha Carter, if you can.”




Hank said, “They already had a web conference that Xander Harris set up. They seemed to hit it off well enough. Even if I don’t understand half of the notes Carter took.”




“Oh, that’s good. That’s very good. I was worried that Colonel Carter’s science background might make it difficult to deal with some of what Ms. Rosenberg is capable of.”




Hank cautiously asked, “Is it true that she could have teleported Xander Harris out of here whenever she felt like it?”




“I assume so. I also assume that if the Ori ever manage to get at us again and we can alert Ms. Rosenberg ahead of time, those Priors will be very, very sorry.”




Not for the first time since he took this job, Hank Landry swallowed hard.




“Good luck Hank, I think you’re going to need it with the NSAWC.” It almost sounded like the President chuckled as he hung up the phone.





	


34. Epilogue—Two Months Later



Newly promoted Brigadier General Samantha Carter looked over the stack of paperwork in her inbox and wondered if the increase in paperwork with promotion was quadratic, or possibly even exponential. It certainly felt like it this week. She needed to get through all of the paperwork on her desk before she returned to Atlantis. Fortunately, this time it was a simple three week stint getting the fingiefn1 ready to be the replacement head of the Atlantis expedition, before Sam moved on to the next phase of SGC extended operations.




It had been two months since Xander Harris had fallen into their lives, and they still weren’t fully recovered. They had needed to institute a special SGC program to prepare staff for supernatural threats, even if they had yet to meet one off-world. They had needed to get clearance for two ‘Slayers’ Xander had moved into the Colorado Springs area to protect the SGC and its connections. And Sam had been forced to admit that demons were also real. Particularly when she had gone to the Slayer house and found out that they had a demon named Clem as a helper. And Clem invited her to come back for poker night. Fortunately, she had been able to get out of that, particularly after one of the Slayers had cheerfully explained that the stakes were kittens. And what would happen to the kittens that Clem won. The main consequence to her programs was apparently that Hailey was asking for more off-world missions and might move to Atlantis, despite the issue of dealing constantly with Rodney.




On top of that, they had learned that Xander Harris could keep his mouth shut. Certain segments of the NSAWC now knew alien threats were real, but the other people in the call center were still calling her ‘the evil colonel’ when she contacted their call center.




Then there were the Slayers. She still didn’t know how many Slayers were really out there, but she had run a few simulations, and the numbers were unnervingly high. There were probably between three hundred and twelve hundred Slayers out there. And she had zero Slayers in the SGC. She had tried talking to Harris about it. General Landry had tried. They had gone all the way up to the President, and had finally been told to keep their hands off unless the Slayers came to them first, and that the official rule was that keeping the planet safe from nightly threats all over the world came before keeping the planet safe from threats that were light years away.




The biggest change for the SGC was that Anise wanted to come back to Earth roughly two to three times a week to get more Xander. Sam had needed to call the NSAWC call center almost twenty times about visits from Anise, and it seemed to her that the call center staff did little besides tease Xander constantly. Now Andrew was calling him ‘Captain James T. Kirk’. Not that that reference was hard to figure out. She was a little concerned about Andrew slipping up around someone who hadn’t signed an NDA.




She picked up the phone when it rang. “Carter here.”




A young woman’s voice answered. “Hi, this is General Sam Carter of the Air Force, right?”




Her stomach clenched. Who would be calling this number and getting through the SGC switchboard, and yet not be sure who Sam was? “How did you get this number?” she asked carefully.




“Oh, Xander got it for me.”




Sam winced slightly. It looked like they were going to have to deal once again with Xander Harris and his Slayers.




“Umm, maybe I should introduce myself first. I’m Buffy Summers.”




Sam gulped. Buffy Summers? The Buffy Summers? The woman whose presence caused crime rates to plummet across the planet, because she was secretly killing untold numbers of vampires and demons? “Miss Summers, it’s a pleasure.”




“Please, call me Buffy. No one calls me Miss Summers. Not even Giles.”




“And call me Sam.”




Buffy said, “I’m sorry to bother you, but something came up, and Xander insisted we call you with the intel. Oh, and he says congrats on the big promotion. We have…girls, all over the world, having…umm…dreams. Okay, I know Xander told you the stuff, but I’d rather not say the words over a phone line, if you know what I mean, even if it is secured. So far, nine girls. Every one of ’em has seen a big stone ring set on its side, but with a surface like a pool of blue water. A woman is stepping through. A blonde woman wearing a military uniform. Xander showed four of the girls a dozen pictures, and every one of them picked your photo out of the pile. Then there’s a planet with two moons, a futuristic city in the middle of an ocean, and big blue vampire-things that suck out your lifeforce instead of your blood…and I’m assuming from the dead silence that you know exactly what I’m talking about.”




Sam said, “I can neither confirm nor deny the—”




Buffy just cut her off, “The existence of weird blue lifesucky badguys on other planets. Blah, blah, blah. I know the routine. Believe me, I live it. But if these girls are all getting these dreams right now, then it means you need our help. Wherever you’re going, you need these girls to come with. And you need the full down-low on what we really are and what we can really do.”




Sam suddenly had a vivid mental image of the reaction if—no, when—she brought nearly a dozen teenaged hok’tar to Atlantis as warriors against the Wraith. She could see Sheppard’s face. She could see McKay’s explosive ranting—okay, that would be hilarious. She would have to stick around to see a couple episodes of that. Maybe she could get them recorded to show Jack and Daniel and Teal’c. Wait, the entire SGC scientific staff would want to see that too. And McKay’s sister. And the entire medical staff. And the gate crew. And…okay, maybe she should just plan to have an all-hands meeting and show it to everyone in the SGC who had enough clearance.




She could see Ronon’s reaction when he found real sparring partners who just happened to be the size of Jennifer Hailey, but could beat him and Teyla simultaneously. She said, “Let me talk to my commanding officer and set this up, Buffy. If you can give me a number, I’ll call you as soon as I have his okay and we’ll set up a meeting. We’ll probably need you and your young women to sign NDAs, but we have lots of civilian consultants who do that. And, as I’m sure Xander told you, you don’t sign them in blood. Then I’m going to have to talk my soldiers and security staffers into believing your women can do what we both know they can.”




“Sounds like it’s of the awesome. Let me give you some extra contact info…”





Lt. Colonel Paul Davis concentrated on his work. He really needed to get all this finished in the next half hour so he could get out of the Pentagon and home, before he got buried in the D.C. rush hour. He always tried to spend quality time with his wife and daughters, but he had been more focused on that since little Erica had started having those nightmares. He knew his wife wanted to talk to him about what the child psychologist had told her in their meeting today. Hell, he was dying to hear it. He was really worried about Eri. She was only just turned thirteen, and since the first tentative diagnosis was hebephrenic schizophrenia, he and his wife were terrified about what the shrink might say.




The phone rang. “Colonel? It’s your wife.”




Oh shit. He snatched the phone off its cradle. “Honey? Is everything all right?”




“No!” his wife whimpered. “A guy showed up at our door, and he wants to talk to us about Erica! Why’s a complete stranger showing up at our door, asking about Eri?”




Paul tried to stay calm. “I’ll leave as soon as I can. Who is this guy?”




His wife said, “He says his name is Xander Harris, and he’s with the—”




Oh God. “The NSAWC,” Paul interrupted. Suddenly his heart felt like it was dropping through his stomach and in freefall toward his feet.




“How did you know?”




Paul said, “Get a card from him. No wait, I’ve got their number on file somewhere…” He rushed through his PDA’s databases until he found it. He read off the number for the call center. “Call them. Try to get either Andrew or Rona, if you can. Or Emily, or…umm…Kristal. They’ll know my name. Verify that this really is Xander Harris.” Wait, what were the rules Rona had talked about? “If it is him, let him walk in. Don’t invite him in, but let him walk in, if he can.” If only Rona had been allowed to tell him why those rules existed, and what they really meant. “I think he’s going to invite Eri to go to a private school in Cleveland.”




“Paul, this doesn’t make any sense!”




He sighed, “I know, honey. It’s going to sound completely insane when he starts telling you about things. I can’t tell you more, because it’s classified, and not by us. A lot of it’s so classified I’m not allowed to know about it. I’ll be there ASAP, okay?”




“Okay…I guess…” she said nervously.




He carefully waited until she hung up. Then he called his adjutant and said he had to leave for a family emergency, but he’d probably be back tomorrow at the regular time. He hoped. It looked like he was finally going to learn everything there was to know about the NSAWC, whether he wanted to or not. It looked like their secret was going to pull his Erica into whatever they really did, whether he liked it or not. Still, turning into some kind of hok’tar had to be better than a lifetime with a crippling psychosis. At least, he hoped so.




He grabbed his coat and ran for his car.
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		fingie == FNG == F**king New Guy, military slang. Way more fun to call people than ‘noob’. Try it!

		Yes, it’s a secure line, but still Buffy is far more concerned about protecting NSAWC secrets over the phone than she is about protecting SGC secrets over the phone. Did you really expect otherwise?

		Right now, I have no plan for a true sequel to this, although I left four sequel hooks in the epilogue, and more sequel hooks elsewhere. (I may have a non-sequel someday of missing scenes from this story.) Sometimes my muse comes along well after the fact and beats me about the head and shoulders with a half-brick in a sock. It’s certainly happened enough times in the Whateley Universe.

		I would also like to thank everyone who read or reviewed or rec'ed. The response was more than I expected. I definitely didn't expect so many reviews that this story is now in the Top Ten in terms of review count on the entire site. Feel free to read my other stuff. All the reviews and comments have encouraged me to work on a not-sequel-or-prequel that would be made up of missing scenes from this tale—but there is no timeline on getting anything like that done. I prefer not to post stories until I am so far along that I know I can maintain a regular publishing rate and still have the story written before it's time to post the last chapter.
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