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Author’s Notes: I now have (counts in head) a minimum of four stories going on, and I promised myself I would finish this before I did the last chapter to “Haven and Home”. Everything ties in to an eventual epic, apocalyptic battle (or, as TV Tropes would put it, “Battle Royale with Cheese”). 




I’m beginning to think that Joss is destined to become the next Kevin Bacon—as in Six Degrees Of. Many of the actors of BtVS have gone on to other roles in other series, some of them pivotal. So what happens when an actor (like, oh, David Boreanaz) plays a major character in two series (BtVS and Angel) and an even more major character in another (Bones)? As a writer, I figure I have two choices: completely ignore it OR put a lampshade on it. Of course, if you’re going to put a lampshade on it, you do have to provide a logical reason for the uncanny resemblance. Which I will. 




1. Notifications and Introductions



The secretary knew well enough by now that if Special Agent Gibbs strode into the vestibule office, she might as well announce him to Director Vance, as Gibbs never cared if he was interrupting a call from the SecNav or a rare game of Minesweeper.




“Special Agent Gibbs to see you, sir,” she managed as Gibbs reached for the door handle.




Gibbs shot her a look with a slightly raised eyebrow—enough so she knew he was amused by her timing, not annoyed.




“He’s expected,” Vance replied through the intercom. “Don’t bother sending him in. He knows the way.”




Gibbs stepped into the inner sanctum of NCIS’s director and closed the door behind him. As always, he scanned the room. Old habit. Old Marine sniper habit. Abby might occasionally tease him about it, but she knew just as well as the rest of the team that his hyperacuity had saved their lives on more than one occasion.




The office was much the same. Vance preferred the kind of overstuffed chairs and dark wood found in a smoking club. Luxurious without being opulent. Solid, a little intimidating, but also comfortable. There were two new photos of his children on the desk. The school portraits must have been sent out. The two men and the woman standing in front of Vance’s desk were completely unknown to him.




Trouble.




“You’re getting old, Gibbs,” Vance said. “A couple of years ago, Charlene never would have gotten the announcement to me before you were inside.”




“Maybe she’s just getting better,” Gibbs replied and waited.




The visitors, all wearing badges, turned to face him. All of them had the expression, stance, and wardrobe of either government agents or non-government professionals. The taller man, dark haired and observant, wore the uniform of a United States naval commander. From the ranks of awards on his chest, Gibbs could count the number of deployments, campaigns, and combat theaters he’d been to. With that number, he would have expected a Bronze Star. With that rank, the lack of a Bronze Star didn’t mean cowardice or incompetence. It meant he worked behind the scenes—not a rear echelon MF and not special forces, but probably a liaison between navy and other units. He would have sent men into combat. He’d have played political chicken with different branches of the service, and he’d have seen men die by the score on his watch.




More trouble.




The second man wore the standard issue black suit, crisp white shirt, and narrow black tie of a government agent. He also had custom made Italian leather shoes that Gibbs would have bet his next handbuilt wooden boat would survive running a marathon and had more than one hideout. His sunglasses were folded and placed in his jacket pocket. He stood with the ease of an athlete, a soldier. He wore a wedding band. The cut of his suit told Gibbs that it was tailored so he could move easily in it. Special forces under a civilian cover? He looked as wholesome as a fresh picked apple. 




This was getting bad.




The woman bothered him the most. Tall, slender to the point of skinny, restless, and dressed to kill, figuratively and metaphorically. She set her gaze on him, and he could feel the burn of some obsessive desire. Not towards him. From the way she looked at him, he was a tool. Whoever she’d decided to take down, they were in for a world of hurt. She wouldn’t stop until they were pulpy bits ground into the carpet, and she probably wouldn’t care who else got hurt. Just so long as she got hers.




Fuck.




“We’re kinda busy, Leon,” he told Vance.




“Not right now, but you will be,” the director answered. “This is Special Agent Riley Finn, currently attached to Homeland Security.”




Vance indicated Mr. Wholesome, who held out his hand to shake. Gibbs gave it a shake, measuring what he could. The man was in excellent physical condition. He had callouses on his hand, met his eyes, and showed only a little wariness.




“Currently?” Gibbs asked. “Who are you normally with?”




Finn gave him a wry smile. “I can’t reveal that, Agent Gibbs. Let’s just say I’m on loan for the greater good.”




“This is Commander Jarod Leightner, previously stationed in Brussels,” Vance indicated the other man.




They shook hands, and Gibbs got a totally different read off him. Unafraid. Curious. And very, very smart. Abby would go nuts for him, and he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Brussels could mean NATO headquarters or a thousand other things.




“And this is a special operative,” Vance indicated the woman, “whose function will become apparent once you’re briefed on the mission.”




“Katherine Parker,” the woman introduced herself, shaking Gibbs’ hand. Sharp as broken glass this woman was. Dangerous, and not just to whomever she’d taken a dislike to. He was going to have to warn Tony off. McGee, at least, had enough self-preservation to stay away.




“Mission?” Gibbs asked Vance. “Not an investigation?”




“Exactly.”




Gibbs waited.




“October twelfth, two thousand,” Commander Leightner said. 




“Bombing of the USS Cole,” Gibbs responded. He’d been stationed stateside and hadn’t been involved in the investigation, but a lot of work had been shifted to him as NCIS poured resources into the investigation.




“October twenty-third, nineteen eighty-three,” Special Agent Finn added.




“Bombing of the Marines barracks in Beirut,” Gibbs said. The death toll from those two events was well over three hundred Marines. There wasn’t a Marine in the world who didn’t know those two dates.




“What if I told you that both those events were planned and enabled by a covert organization here on US soil?” the woman asked. “What if I told you that I can hand you the keys to their headquarters and the nails to their coffins if you’ll work with us?”




His eyes narrowed. Even just a couple of years ago, his response would have been “what do you need?” Even now, he had to control that, narrow his eyes, and consider them.




These people were connected to one another, but there was more going on than just the group they were talking about.




“Why me? Why my team?”




Vance waited patiently, knowing there was no pushing Leroy Jethro Gibbs into something. 




“Your team has an outstanding record,” Commander Leightner told him. “And it’s got a range of abilities that we might be able to duplicate, but a history we can’t touch. We need to know that the people we’re working with are a cohesive unit.”




“Oh, they’re that,” Gibbs answered.




“If Miss Parker’s information on the hierarchy of this group, The Centre, is accurate,” Agent Finn said, “you’ll be able to bring in up to a dozen terrorists personally responsible for planning the bombings and see them held accountable in a court of law.”




“Is it accurate?” Gibbs asked Parker.




“Very.”




“I’m in.”







“Wait,” Dr. Temperance Brennan said. “Why do they want us?”




Seeley Booth, her longtime and long suffering partner, sighed. “Because there are a bunch of angles on this case, including serial kidnappings of gifted children. They need a forensic anthropologist in on this, because we’re talking about at least forty years of activity. Plus, there are supposed to be bodies buried all over the place. They want scientific backup, they want psych-ops kind of stuff, and they really want squints. Very hush hush sort of thing.”




“Forty years?” Angela asked. “And it’s not a serial killer?”




Booth shook his head. “No, it’s a covert organization, acting on a global scale. It’s like Al Qaeda with brains.”




“Now there is a scary thought,” Dr. Saroyan said.




“We’ve got upwards of thirty or more children, kidnapped from the late sixties through last year. These kids don’t show up on any of the databases because their families disappeared too,” Booth told them. “Info I’ve gotten is shaky, but in most of the cases, the parents were threatened into silence—talk and we’ll take your other kids—or they went into hiding because this place was trying to kidnap their other kids.”




“Wait,” Brennan said again. “Why entire families? Are they looking for some sort of inheritable factor?”




“I don’t know,” Booth told them. “It’s squint stuff. Psychological motivation, ESP, and apparently some sort of take-over-the-world conspiracy. I got pulled in on it this morning. There are multiple teams, and I’ve seen some of the names involved. This is real, and they want us.”




“Hang on,” Dr. Hodgins said. “I just want to get this straight. There actually is a group conspiring to take over the world. And our government is going to take it down.”




“Right,” Booth agreed.




“You realize that I am never going to let you live this down,” Hodgins said.




“I’m willing to live with that.”




Which, in and of itself, told them just how serious FBI Special Agent Seeley Booth was.







“Think it’ll work?” Willow asked. 




She sat across a comfy chair in the house they’d rented in DC for however long they would stay. Jarod had an uncanny skill at finding places that took cash, didn’t ask many questions, and had landlords willing to fix plumbing problems by the next day. Two of three, Willow guessed, could be had at any time. All three together?




“I don’t know,” Buffy answered, pacing the room. “I mean, on one hand, there’s no possible way they could ignore what Jarod and Kate are taking them, right? They don’t even have to make anything up. The Centre has been behind some seriously heinous stuff. But, it is kind of inching into tinfoil hatland too.”




“There’s weirder stuff out there. I mean, the Initiative?” Willow pointed out.




“But who’s going to believe we’re included?” Buffy asked. “We’re talking about FBI and…whoozit?”




“NCIS,” Willow repeated.




“What does that even stand for?” Buffy asked.




“Naval Criminal Investigative Service,” Willow answered. “They’re Navy cops. They investigate crimes aboard ship, on Naval and Marine bases, and the deaths of any Navy or Marine personnel.”




Buffy gave her a very reproachful look.




“Tara had a thing for JAG,” Willow answered. “So I picked up the lingo.”




“Right, and so the FBI and the Navy cops are going to look at us and say ‘hey, those two look nothing like coeds in need of a wet t-shirt contest, let’s include them in our incredibly secret and ultra-coordinated mission to take down a worldwide conspiracy. What could possibly go wrong?’”




The other two persons present shifted. The older one cleared his throat.




“I think you’ll find, Miss Summers, that Jarod can convince nearly anyone of nearly anything with even the least amount of preparation. It certainly helps that he’s worked as an FBI agent before. And a naval officer.”




“It’s Buffy,” she said, leaving the nail she’d been chewing. “If you’re just Sidney, then I’m just Buffy.”




Sidney gave her an avuncular smile. “You may want to start introducing yourself as Elizabeth or Anne Summers. If there’s anything that will give a government agent pause, it will be an operative named Buffy.”




“If I can slay vampires as a Buffy,” she said, glaring at him, “I can take down global conspiracies as a Buffy. Besides, Buffy is my first name. It’s not a nickname.”




“Parents,” Broots muttered.




“Careful, nerd boy,” Willow warned him. “I acknowledge your hacker skills, but diss my Buffster, and I will take you down.”




“Why do the scary women always pick on me?” Broots asked Sidney.




Before Sidney could answer, Buffy’s cellphone rang.




“You gave Riley the William Tell Overture as a ring tone?” Willow asked, aghast.




Buffy shushed her as she answered.




“Yeah.”




For several moments, she listened. 




“Uh huh. Uh huh. What did Jarod say? Really?”




Several more moments passed. 




“Okay. Yeah, full wardrobe and props, no problem. Yeah. Okay. Text me the address?”




After she said goodbye and closed her phone, she faced the others. “We’re on. Mission briefing is in two hours. I’ve got the address. We’ve got just enough time to get changed and drive there. Riley said to go full bore. We’re to stick to the backgrounds Jarod made us. Broots, is everything in?”




“If you mean the enormous amount of completely faked life data all the way back to an in-school suspension for setting loose the frogs intended for dissection in biology class in seventh grade for Willow there, to the point that even NCIS’s computer whizzes and the FBI can’t make us, then yes. And let me tell you, the word on the federal geeks is that they are world class.”




“We’ll need it,” Buffy said.




“Why did it have to be frogs?” Willow asked Broots.







The building they were scheduled to meet in was on the grounds of the Jeffersonian—a lecture hall devoted to educational outreach. However, it took security clearance to get to it without a guide, and it had the media equipment both Miss Parker and Commander Leightner insisted was needed. As they were already on the grounds, Special Agent Booth and the Jeffersonian forensic anthropology team under Dr. Temperance Brennan walked over to the room. Dr. Hodgins and Angela fussed over getting the listed and stacked equipment connected, booted up, and running properly.




“I’m just going to make sure the others can find us,” Booth said, heading out of the room.




“Booth, there are five classrooms in this building, and the other four are locked,” Brennan pointed out. 




“Yeah, I know,” he answered sheepishly, “but I really want to meet Agent Gibbs. Living. Legend. Seriously.”




“I don’t understand what that has to do with providing visual cues to find the room,” Brennan said.




“Let him go,” Dr. Saroyan told him. “It’s a guy thing.”




“How can something be a guy thing if it doesn’t involve a pe—”




“Trust me.” Cam cut her off. “Just trust me on this one.”







There was actually good reason for Agent Booth to meet the others at the entrance. While the foyer was open enough to allow large groups to gather, beyond the admittance desk, there was a warren of offices and storage. The signs weren’t very clear, and what looked like the obvious route—wide, well-traveled, and well lit—actually ended at the main set of restrooms.




Not wanting to have to sign in and out each time someone arrived, Booth chose a spot where he could see the visitors enter before they saw him. NCIS was a well regarded organization, especially under the hand of Director Leon Vance. Special Agent Gibbs was the stuff of “no shit, there I was” stories told when law enforcement officers got together after hours. His team had one of the highest clearance rates in law enforcement. Gibbs had a storied history as a Marine sniper. Their forensics guru was considered one of the best in the world and had been wooed without success by any number of private organizations. A Mossad agent had left her country and citizenship behind so she could continue to work as a member of Gibbs’ team.




And then there were the others. Special Agent Riley Finn rang some very quiet bells in the back of his head. He couldn’t be sure, because there was no paperwork to check, but the name had come up while he was in Iraq, and when the name came up, some random trouble spot stopped being troublesome. Usually, it was never heard from again. Commander Leightner…there was an odd one. His file was extremely short, in the sort of way that made it clear a large segment had been redacted.




Plus, the civilians. If he hadn’t worked with Temperance all these years, he would have refused the assignment based on just that, but the backgrounds on them checked out, and if it were possible for a 20-year old woman to be one of the toughest hand-to-hand combatants in the world and the other 20 year-old woman to be the kind of computer hacker and all around genius that made the CIA salivate, well, it was possible.







“Why am I wearing heels?” Buffy asked, exasperated. “I hate heels.”




“And skirts,” Willow reminded her.




“And skirts,” Buffy agreed. “Skirts suck. I can’t move in them, I can’t fight in them, and they always need ironing.”




“You look hot,” Willow told her.




“Do I?” Buffy asked. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you? I’m feeling a little insecurish.”




“Gee, hadn’t noticed at all.” Willow rolled her eyes.




“Hey, in case you haven’t noticed, Jedi Master, I fight vampires. Not people. Vampires. Vampires that go fwoomph when exposed to sunlight. Or poof when staked. People bleed. And they have guns.”




“Buffy.” Willow stopped in her tracks, causing Buffy to stop as well, and causing Broots and Sidney to nearly run them down. “Have you read the highlighted sections of the prophesy I gave you? Even a little?”




Buffy wobbled her head evasively. “…Some.”




“Okay, well, consider this a practice run. From what the prophesy hints at, there will be a lot more evil humans and a lot fewer vampires. You have to widen your scope. We’ve got enough Slayers. We need a warrior queen, and Xena’s a few centuries out of style.”




Buffy stared down at her feet. She sighed heavily. “I thought I had it figured out is all. Me, Slayer. World, stupid but still here.”




“Hey.” Willow leaned in and took her best friend’s hand. “You’re not in this alone.”




Buffy took another deep breath, this time, bracing herself. “You’re right. If there’s one thing I’ve got for this particular end of the world, it’s company.”




“That’s the spirit!”




They turned toward the building and started walking again.




“Did I mention I hate skirts?” Buffy asked.




“Yeah, but you still look hot.”







Riley looked up from his smartphone, a thought crystallizing in his head.




“Jarod, where’s Buffy?” he asked.




“She should be ahead of us,” Jarod answered. “She’s probably already in the building.”




“And Special Agent Booth?”




“I think he’s already in the meeting room,” Jarod answered. “Why?”




“I just remembered why that guy’s face bugged me so much. Come on.”




“I am not running,” Miss Parker stated.




Riley and Jarod took off at a run.




“God, I want a cigarette,” Miss Parker swore.







“So, let me get this straight, Boss,” Special Agent Tony DiNozzo said, “we’re working with the FBI, some vague-ed up Homeland Security guy who could be anything from CIA to NSA to MIB, a bunch of civilians, and the Jeffersonian?”




“Looks like,” Gibbs answered.




“I can’t wait,” McGee said, smiling. “The Jeffersonian is my favorite museum in the whole world.”




“Of course it is, Mc-Gee-I’m-a-Nerd,” Tony answered.




“Are you kidding?” Abby asked. “Why do you think I let you pry me out of my lab? We’re going to be working with Doctor Temperance Brennan!”




“People still name their kids Temperance?” Tony asked. “What, is she eighty years old?”




“Try south of forty,” Abby said. “I went to her seminar on determining body weight by femur thickness. She is amazing.”




“She is the foremost expert in forensic anthropology,” Ducky said. “There is no one else I’d trust to sort through a case I couldn’t solve.”




“Has that even happened?” McGee asked.




“Well, no,” Ducky admitted. “And not that I would wish for such an occurrence, which is why I’m delighted to be included in this exercise.”




“It’s not an exercise, Ducky,” Gibbs said. “It’s a mission.”




“She spent some time in Israel, helping identify the remains of a Hamas suicide bombing,” Ziva said. “I was not there, but I am told her work allowed several families to put their loved ones to rest. She is brilliant and abrasive, and she worked without a break to identify as many remains as possible so the bodies could be buried before the full day had ended.”




They had reached the wide brick apron spreading out from the building’s entrance, each member of the team carrying a backpack or other equipment, each of the agents carrying at least one main weapon and a backup weapon. In Ziva’s case, no one took Tony’s odds that she was carrying at least ten weapons on her person and could improvise another five if you gave her half a minute.




Two men—the agents Gibbs had met in Vance’s office—sprinted past them, racing for the doors. Even as they reached them, a woman inside had started shouting.




“Trouble?” Tony asked.




“Sounds like,” Gibbs said, and they ran for the door.







“I hate high heels,” Buffy muttered, tottering as one of her heels almost got caught in a sidewalk seam.




She hopped on the other foot a couple of inches and managed to right herself without losing the shoe. Points for the Slayer.




“Why does it seem so much colder here than Cleveland?” she asked Willow. “Aren’t we further south?”




“It’s the rain,” Willow said. “And the gray. It always seems colder if it’s cold and wet as opposed to cold and snowy.”




The foyer was open and inviting. Willow looked over the displays with longing.




“Later,” Buffy told her as she signed in at the desk. “I’m sure there’ll be a little time before—”




“Hi,” a tall man said. “You must be Buffy Summers and colleagues.”




“Yep,” Buffy answered, looking up from the roster. Her line of sight started at his belt buckle, which was bright red and said “COCKY”. “That’s—




And she met his eyes.




“Angel?” she whispered.




“What?” Willow asked, looking over from a diorama of human sacrifice through the ages.




Agent Booth blinked in confusion when the young woman he greeted looked up at him and went white as a ghost.




And Buffy Summers, senior Vampire Slayer, for the first time in her life, fainted dead away.




Agent Booth was fast enough to catch her, but just as he started to pick the young woman up, the redhead with her went apocalyptic on him.




“Back the hell off right now or you will regret it!”




His reaction to imminent death was automatic. He dropped the woman and reached for his weapon. Brennan could explain to him later how a woman’s eyes could go completely black and her voice drop four octaves, but right then, he was going to make sure he could get at least one round off before she squeezed all his blood out of him.




Two men sprinted through the doors behind her.




“Stand down! Stand down!” one of them shouted.




The other skidded to a stop and put himself in front of the seething, filled-with-death redhead.




“Willow, easy,” the man urged her. “Easy. It’s okay. It’s not what you think.”




The other man got right in front of Booth.




“Stand down, Agent,” he ordered. “Holster your weapon.”




Booth kept his grip on his nine millimeter semi-automatic, but took a half step back.




“There’s been a misunderstanding,” the man in front of him repeated. “It’s my fault. No one’s in any danger. Willow, you hear that? No one is in any danger. This is FBI Special Agent Seeley Booth.”




“The hell he is!”




But her voice had returned to its normal octave, and her eyes weren’t blacked out any more.




“Willow, look,” the second man said. “He’s standing in direct sunlight. See?”




Willow looked over his shoulder at Booth, both furious and frantic.




“What the hell does—” Booth started to say.




“Stand down, agent,” the first man ordered again. “Holster your weapon.”




Booth took two hard breaths as a new group of people—all of them agents, all of them armed—poured in through the doors. 




The first man leaned in towards him. 




“Sergeant,” he said in lower voice. “Stand down. You and I both know there’s some weird stuff out there. You were just on the receiving end. I will explain. But first, holster your weapon.”




Very slowly, Agent Booth took his finger off the trigger.




“Get ducky!” one of the new people called, which made no sense to Booth.




“Keep going, sergeant,” the man said. 




With a deep breath, Booth put the safety on, stood straight, and holstered his weapon.




The redhead stepped back and shook her arms out, trying to release the tension she felt.




“Willow?” the first man called.




“Okay!” she snapped. “But this better be good, Riley.”




The agents, all of them wearing NCIS insignia, ranged around them, blocking access to the doors, and placing themselves where each of them covered one of the participants. Each of the four had their own guns out, pointed at the ground. Once Booth secured his gun, they put theirs away.




The secretary peeked out over the desk. The other two men who’d been present—one nerdy, the other an elderly scholar—had pressed themselves against the glass barrier in front of the diorama.




“What do we do?” the nerdy one whispered.




“Stay quiet, don’t move, and pretend you’re not visible,” the other answered.




“Oh, that’s easy,” the nerd answered. “I do that all the time.”




“Jarod, how’s Buffy?” the man, Riley, asked.




Jarod had knelt beside her and very gently turned her towards him.




“Pulse is fast, skin is clammy, breathing is shallow. Agent Booth,” Jarod looked up at him. “What happened?”




Booth put a hand to his forehead, aware that he’d just gone into a flop sweat. He’d been in more than a few tight spots before, but he had never stared at Death quite like that. He didn’t know how, he just knew it would have been instant, messy, and horrible.




“She just…” he started and had to swallow. “She just looked up at me and fainted dead away. I swear I didn’t do anything.”




Jarod picked her up, cradling her head against his shoulder.




Riley—Special Agent Riley Finn, the one who’d called him in on this—kept his voice low. “You look exactly like—and I mean exactly like—an ex-boyfriend of hers. He died last year.”




“Okay,” Booth managed to concede. “I can see where that might be upsetting. And why did the redhead want me dead?”




“It was…kind of a bad breakup,” Riley answered. “Buffy and Willow are best friends. Willow’s…protective.”




“What’s the sitrep?” Special Agent Gibbs called, watching every movement.




Yet another two people entered—a short man with a friendly demeanor and a tall, lean woman dressed in black, chains, and tattoos.




“Good grief, what’s happened?” Ducky asked.




“Ducky,” Gibbs said, pointing him towards Jarod. “She fainted. The rest I’m not sure about.”




“Oh, well, let’s see,” Ducky answered, making his way through the crowd of people.




Once Ducky reached Jarod and took a look at Buffy, the tension in the crowd bled off.




“Let’s get everyone in to the designated meeting room and find somewhere this young lady can recover,” Ducky suggested.




“You…have to sign in,” the secretary said, holding out a pen with a shaking hand.




As they queued up to sign in, one last person joined them—Katherine Parker, who had neither hurried nor worried. She flashed a curious look at Willow, who had closed her eyes and was beginning a deep breathing exercise. 




“I suppose I missed the Keystone Cops convention,” she said to no one in particular.




“You have no idea,” one of the NCIS agents said. He looked her over and gave her a suave, self-assured smile. “I’m Special Agent Tony DiNozzo. You are?”




She glared at him like he was a bug. “Not interested.”




She cut in line.




As Finn began to herd people through the checkpoint, Gibbs went over to Booth.




“You okay?” he asked softly, not looking at him.




Booth was still aware of his heart pounding in his chest, and in another thirty minutes, his flop sweat would transform into some ferocious BO.




“Give me a couple more minutes,” he said. “That was…intense.”




“Yeah,” Gibbs agreed. 




Then he changed his demeanor and looked directly at Booth. 




“Special Agent Leroy Jethro Gibbs, NCIS” he introduced himself and held out a hand.




Booth took it in a firm shake. “Special Agent Seeley Booth, FBI,” he responded. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”




“I could say the same,” Gibbs responded, scratching the side of his face. “There are some real stories about your work with Dr. Brennan. And your work in the army.”




“Whatever you do,” Booth said, pointing at Willow, who had calmed herself down and was talking to the two men who’d come in with her, “do not piss off the redhead.”




Gibbs indicated with a turn of his mouth that he completely understood. “I’ve always been partial to redheads myself, but she looks like trouble.”




“You have no idea.”




2. Briefing



“I have never seen so many incredibly sexy men move so much furniture so fast in my entire life,” a woman said.




“I know,” another woman agreed. “It’s really kind of…inspiring, isn’t it?”




It didn’t sound like the usual vampire banter. Groggy and trying to figure out exactly how and when she’d been knocked out, Buffy tried to open her eyes.




“Hello.” This was a man’s voice, tenor, British, and very pleasant. But not Giles, which was odd. “I do believe she’s coming around.”




“Buffy?” That was Jarod.




“Mmwu-whu hapnd?” she managed. “D’I win?”




“Well, you weren’t exactly in a fight,” Jarod explained.




She managed to get her eyes open. The lights were dimmed, and there were two men hovering directly over her. One was Jarod. The other had to be the nice British man.




“I’m afraid, my dear, that you fainted,” the nice British man said.




“I did?” She looked at Jarod for confirmation. He nodded in agreement.




Knocked out, killed twice, collapsed from illness, keeled over from exhaustion, drunk, drugged, and comatose from lack of sleep and far too many Cheezy Doodles—all of those were part of her life experience. But fainting?




“Why did I do that?”




“I think maybe we’d better wait until you feel better for the explanation,” Jarod said.




“Yes, we…don’t want to risk a relapse,” the nice British man added.




Buffy’s eyes widened. “Did the world end?”




“No,” Jarod assured her.




“I didn’t kill someone, did I?”




“Ah, no,” the nice British man said. “Though your friend apparently was ready to. I’m still not quite sure how she was going to accomplish that.”




“I don’t ask,” Jarod said. “Willow’s mostly sweet and fluffy, but I understand grizzly bears hide when she gets angry.”




“I admit the resemblance is striking,” a woman further away was saying, “but if this person was killed, why would Miss Summers think Agent Booth was him?”




“You didn’t see her face,” a man answered. “I don’t know. Maybe she’s had people come back from the dead on her before, but she seriously thought I was this guy.”




“Angel?” Buffy gasped, and tried to get up. The room tilted, and both Jarod and the nice British man held her in place.




“It’s not Angel,” Jarod told her. “Angel really is dead. I’m so sorry, Buffy. The man you saw is Special Agent Seeley Booth. He’s in the FBI. He’s a member of the team we’re putting together.”




“But…”




“I know,” Jarod said. “There’s a picture of Angel on your phone. Willow showed it to the others. They all agree he’s a de— nearly identical.”




“Actually,” the nice British man, “before I saw the photograph, I rather thought he looked like John Wilkes B—”




“Are you feeling better?” one of the women asked, stepping over.




“I guess?” Buffy managed.




“I brought you some juice,” the woman said. She had an odd inflection, flat and brusque. “Syncope associated with an acute stress reaction often causes low blood glucose levels.”




Buffy looked at Jarod for a translation.




“You had a shock. Your blood sugar has probably bottomed out. The juice will help you feel better,” he explained.




“I just said that,” the woman protested.




Jarod looked up at her. “You did, Dr. Brennan, but I’ve found when working with laypeople, it often helps to alter my language register to a more informal level, even if it means sacrificing some accuracy in terminology. The layperson finds it easier to grasp the concept and is less intimidated.”




Buffy stared at him. Dr. Brennan considered this.




“You may have a point,” she conceded.




Dr. Brennan returned a discussion with several other people wearing the blue jackets of Jeffersonian Institute staff.




“Is she a Vulcan?” Buffy asked.




“No,” Jarod said. “She’s Doctor Temperance Brennan.”




“Now then, my dear,” the nice British man said, “why don’t we get you to sit up, slowly, so you can enjoy your juice.”




“By the way,” Jarod said, “this is Doctor Donald Mallard. His friends call him Ducky.”




“Up we go,” Ducky said, giving her his arm to pull up on. “My, you have quite a grip.”




“Oh! Sorry.” She adjusted her hold.




Once she was vertical, Ducky gave her the can of juice, which she sipped carefully. Willow came over, her arms wrapped around her. She looked very embarrassed.




“I’ll let the two of you chat,” Ducky said, getting up.




“Thank you,” Buffy called. “I liked him.”




“He’s very likeable,” Jarod agreed. “Willow?”




Willow took Ducky’s seat. Buffy had been lying on a padded bench with the two men on either side of her. 




“I can do a quick healing spell,” Willow offered.




Buffy shook her head. “No, not with so many people here. I’m better. Give me another couple of minutes, and I’ll—”




She glanced across the room and saw him, standing next to Dr. Brennan and another woman. Her breath caught painfully in her chest. How could it not be him? It even sounded like him.




“It’s all right,” Jarod told her. “I have a theory, but I need to do some research to confirm it.”







Gibbs stood and watched the interactions. The Jeffersonian team he got. They’d been together for years—probably as many as his current team—and they’d gone through thick and thin. There was a tight bond between Booth and Brennan, the regard of true partners. The others, Saroyan, Hodgins, Montenegro, and Sweets, were more fluid, but still solid.




Commander Leightner, Jarod, was in love with the Summers girl, not that Gibbs could blame him. Pretty thing, and awake, she was starting to move with a decisive energy. There was something in her gaze, once it was off Agent Booth, that reminded him of Ziva. If he hadn’t known better, he’d have thought she’d done at least a couple of combat tours in Afghanistan, but that wasn’t in her file. 




The redhead, Willow Rosenberg, was a cypher. Abby had talked to her for a few minutes and came back to Gibbs with a short report. “Wow,” was one part of it, and “really freakin’ smart,” another, and finally “intense. Don’t piss her off, Gibbs,” was the last. Right now, though, Willow looked more embarrassed than anything else. Like Summers, Rosenberg had the look of someone who’d gone through hell. It took a hell of a lot more than a “computer geek and all-round-genius” to rattle the cage of an army Ranger sniper.




Broots reminded him a bit of McGee, if you sucked all the color and fun out of him. Doctor Sidney Green, European but not British, older than Ducky. He studied the people around him—intently, silently. He also kept looking back at Jarod and Parker. 




And Parker. He did not like her. Her kind got people killed.




“What do you see, Boss?” Tony murmured, keeping their conversation from being noticed.




“This is more than just a mission,” Gibbs replied softly. “This is personal. Especially for her. Tell Abs I want her digging up everything on Katherine Parker. Ignore the file we were given. If it wasn’t manufactured just for this job, I’ll go back to Mexico.”




“You got it,” Tony replied.




The lights came back up, and the people near the center began moving things around. Jarod helped Buffy to her feet, and the two of them went over to Finn. There was a short discussion. Jarod put something forward, Finn didn’t like it. Both Jarod and Buffy said something. Finn reluctantly agreed. Miss Parker was called over. She listened, and then she shrugged. Either way was fine by her.




“Can we get everyone down here?” Finn called. 




The different groups had spread out around the small amphitheater while they waited for Miss Summers to recover. Now they made their way to the front two rows and took seats.




“I want to apologize for the confusion at the start of this,” Finn said. “It’s been dealt with, and we need to get back on track. I cannot emphasize this enough—we are dealing with an ambitious group of killers whose goal is nothing less than to undermine as many world governments as it can in order to profit in the wreckage. Now, several of the people here are going to speak about this group, The Centre, not just to fill you in on details but to give you a visceral understanding of what they’re capable of. I’ll tell you right now—they are amoral, they are vicious, they are well funded, and they are implacable.”




Jarod stepped forward. He had a hand held control he used to dim the lights a bit and bring up the projector.




He paused and flicked through several slides. Each one showed a particular disaster or event. Some of them were small, some had global influence. Nearly all of them were deadly in one way or another. The attack on the US Marines barracks in Beirut, the explosion of Flight 800, an outbreak of SARS in Seattle, Toronto, and Tokyo, a spree killer in Omaha, baby formula in Croatia contaminated with industrial toxins. There were more than twenty events.




“Each one of these,” Jarod explained, “was planned and sometimes executed by The Centre. Sometimes, the plans were commissioned by a client—usually a declared terrorist group. Sometimes, The Centre initiated the event, in order to profit directly or indirectly by it.”




Miss Parker joined him at the front.




“This is not a short-lived conspiracy,” she said, her attention turned toward the group. “The Centre has been operating since before I was born.”




A picture came up of a strikingly beautiful woman. She looked almost exactly like Miss Parker, but the hard edges was softened. 




“This is my mother, also named Katherine Parker,” Miss Parker said. “She was…involved with several of the higher ups in The Centre, including my father and the man who raised me. She became aware of the ultimate goal of The Centre and one of the projects intended to bring it about. Children—gifted children, children with extraordinarily high IQs or evidence of other remarkable abilities—were being systematically kidnapped. They were then raised under extremely controlled environments and molded so their abilities could be put to The Centre’s use. Their families were…hunted down and sometimes exterminated.”




Miss Parker paused for a moment, her jaw working.




“My mother did her best to save the children she could, warn the families she could, and sabotage the program. For her efforts, she was killed. I was eight years old at the time, being raised as the daughter of the director of The Centre’s North American headquarters. Her death was covered up. I was groomed to take my place at the highest levels of The Centre. And then…Jarod happened.”




“Yeah,” Tony muttered to Gibbs, “this is sounding pretty damned personal.”




Dr. Brennan raised her hand.




“Yes, Dr. Brennan,” Jarod called on her.




“You are making some very serious allegations,” Dr. Brennan said. “I’ve counted a minimum of seven hundred sixty-eight first degree murder charges, multiple conspiracy charges, as well as possible counts of treason, and that’s not counting the kidnapping charges Miss Parker mentioned. I’m sure you’re familiar with the dictum that extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof. Can you back up your claims?”




“I can,” Jarod said. “And the first thing I’m going to do to back up these claims is tell you that I have lied to you.”




A hush fell over the group.




“Here we go,” Gibbs said.




Jarod carefully removed his uniform coat, folded it and set it aside. “The truth is that my name is not Commander Jarod Leightner. I’m not a naval officer. I am a Pretender. I was one of the children kidnapped so many years ago. I have an eidetic memory, my IQ measures greater than 170, and I have the ability to become any person, living or dead, that has ever existed. I can step into the shoes of a President or a cleaning woman. I have become an FBI agent, a Coast Guard officer, a test pilot, a bus driver, a trauma surgeon. Before you leave here today, I’ll have a list of the names I’ve used over the last ten years—since the day I escaped from The Centre. You’ll be able to research my life during that time and draw your own conclusions. I don’t expect you to believe me right now. I am asking that you hear me out, look at the evidence, and make up your mind from there.”




Riley Finn came back to the center.




“What Jarod said is true,” Riley said. “I’ve worked with him before on two separate occasions. Once when he was satellite technician with the CIA and the other time when he was a Secret Service agent with duties protecting a Ruritanian envoy.”




“These,” and Jarod held up a thumb drive, “contain copies of all the documentation I’ve done over the years. The originals—these red notebooks—are available for your forensics teams to verify their authenticity. This device,” and he indicated a briefcase size piece of hardware, “is a playback system for digital records of my upbringing, training, and the projects I completed before I escaped. I’ve included all the discs I was able to bring with me. They’re also at your disposal.”




“Kind of old school,” Abby muttered. “I mean, for a take-over-the-world conspiracy.”




Jarod looked directly up at her. “The technology is nearly forty years old, Miss Sciuto, and it’s only now been surpassed by commercially available hardware. The records it can access are irreplaceable. I’m sure you’ll take good care of them.”




Abby slid down in her chair like an embarrassed high school student.




“I escaped from The Centre nearly ten years ago,” Jarod continued. “And when I say escaped, I mean exactly that. I was raised in the equivalent of a prison laboratory. When I discovered that the work I had done was being turned to evil, I used my abilities to find The Centre’s weaknesses, stole whatever documentation I could, sabotaged anything else I could get my hands on, and ran away. Since then, I’ve been searching for the family I was stolen from. I have seen my mother and sister from a distance. I’ve met my father and helped rescue a younger brother from The Centre. I had another brother, but…”




Here, Jarod paused, and his jaw tightened. He swallowed hard before continuing.




“Kyle was killed.” He paused again. “The Centre turned my work from ideas that saved lives into designs that took them. The past ten years of my life, I’ve done four things—keep The Centre from killing more people, redeem my work, find my family, and stay at least a step ahead of the team Miss Parker led to capture me.”




Miss Parker stepped forward again.




“The records Jarod is providing you with will prove his case. The ones I’m giving up will help you dismantle The Centre. The hierarchy is run by the kind of amoral bastards that would give the Borgias pause. It may also be just as incestuous. I’ve outlined the leadership and history the best I can with profiles of the major leaders. What I learned is why I’m here and why I want The Centre torn down and the earth it stood on sown with salt.”




A long pause followed as their audience absorbed what they’d delivered.




Agent Booth was the first one to speak up. “How is it, in all these years, there is no mention, no record, no action, no nothing concerning The Centre? I mean, come on, there is no such thing as a watertight conspiracy. Someone always talks. Someone always messes up.”




Agent Finn fielded the comment.




“There are records, Agent Booth. From my research, there are incomplete investigatory statements implicating The Centre going back to before World War I. Even then, a coherent picture of the organization was nearly impossible to put together because so many mid- and upper-level law enforcement and government officials had been compromised by The Centre. 




“At this point,” he continued, “we’ve accumulated a substantial amount of information, but until Jarod and Miss Parker came to us, it was nebulous at best. Those records were held as top secret, sensitive compartmented information, and very, very few individuals were given access. The previous code name for this topic was “Wyvern”. We have reason to believe that The Centre is aware of it and the security has been compromised, which is why we’re creating this new initiative.”




Riley scanned the group before settling on one particular member.




“Doctor Hodgins.”




The nebbish scientist sitting next to Dr. Brennan looked up from his notes.




“What?”




“Your file shows what some agents consider a paranoid obsession with government or organization intrusion on private life. You take what some consider extreme measures to preserve your own privacy, and you’re often the first to question government motivation. You’ve been described as cynical, paranoid, defiant, and unwilling to accept conventional authority.”




“Yeah, and?” Hodgins demanded.




“That’s why I’m making you the information security officer for this project,” Riley told him. “No one outside this group will know anything about what we’re doing until it’s all over. That means physical security of all evidence, including what Jarod and Miss Parker have given us. That means computer security. That means individual security. Put your paranoia to use, Dr. Hodgins. Whatever you say is necessary, that’s what we’ll do.”




Dr. Hodgins stared at him, horrified.




“I’m a bug guy,” he insisted. “I take scrapings of mold. I hatch fly larvae.”




“You’re also one of the richest individuals in the United States, and you have an excellent grasp of what covert organizations are capable of. As an entomologist, you’re about as far down on The Centre’s list of people to be on the lookout for as you can be. I’m using that to my advantage.”




“Oh, fuck me,” Hodgins muttered, putting his head in his hands.




Angela patted him on the shoulder. “Look at it this way, honey. Just because you are paranoid doesn’t mean you weren’t right.”




“The mission codename has been changed,” Agent Finn resumed. “It is strictly need to know, and there will be compartmentalizations within the group as a whole, the teams, and by individuals. It’s one of the reasons you were asked to participate. I need to know that when your partner says ‘jump’, you trust him or her enough to jump, no matter how strange it may seem.




“The codename is Carthis,” Finn told them. “It’s off the books. Your superiors are aware that you’ve been assigned to duties deemed necessary by the United States government. Anything you need, let me know.”




Both Jarod and Miss Parker jerked in surprise when he said Carthis.




“We’re signing up for a black ops mission?” Doctor Saroyan asked, incredulously.




“You have twenty-four hours to review the evidence provided by Jarod and Miss Parker,” Finn told her. “At that point, you’re in or you’re out. My hope is that once you understand the gravity of the situation, you’ll say ‘yes’.”




Hodgins leaned forward. “So, we look at all this stuff, learn all about Carthis, we say no, and you just let us…walk away? How are you going to guarantee we don’t talk about this?”




Riley leaned against the table in the front and crossed his arms. “Doctor Hodgins, I’ve read exhaustive psychological profiles and histories of every single person in this room, and I’ve reviewed the cases you’ve worked on, interviews with the people you’ve helped, and your behavior in situations like…being buried in car with a limited amount of oxygen while a serial killer taunted your friends.




“Anyone,” Riley emphasised, “can be broken. But not everyone can be turned. Just being here today puts you at risk should The Centre ever learn of Carthis. I can’t make sure they never get their hands on you, but I also know—I trust—that you’re not going to do anything that might aid The Centre. You wouldn’t be here if I thought you might.”




Hodgins shut up and let Angela hold his hand.




“Mission timeline begins here and now. Twenty-four hours for your forensics and psychology personnel to review all the pertinent evidence and report conclusions to team leaders. Then each of you decides “go” or “no go”. Once membership has been established, mission teams will be created and will coordinate on all aspects of the mission. The immediate goals are as follows: locate and take into protective custody all members of Jarod’s family, draw the triumvirate of The Centre to the North American headquarters, infiltrate the headquarters, and arrest the top and mid-level executives, disrupting their chain of command. If we can pull it off, we have commitments from eighty of the ninety compromised countries to follow up with arrests of Centre operatives on their soil.”




“What about intermediate goals?” Gibbs called.




“Rounding up the stragglers and making sure anything we charge The Centre with sticks. I want to lock them up in a room and throw away the room.”




“And long term?” Willow asked.




Riley gave her an even stare. “We have indications of potential large-scale future events with significant consequences for the United States and the global population. One of my jobs is to ensure there are inter-agency ties, relationships we can draw on when the shit hits the fan. Relationships which are not obvious to an external observer, relationships which will survive the possible destruction of large segments of the federal government.”




Someone gave a low whistle. 




“That is probably the most vague yet frightening bureaucratic statement I have ever heard,” Dr. Saroyan said. “And I’ve heard a lot of them.”




“It’s certainly open to a great deal of interpretation,” Dr. Brennan said. “Can you be more specific, Agent Finn?”




“Not at this time,” he replied.




“I knew this was going to be trouble,” Gibbs muttered to himself.




“Dr. Hodgins, Miss Sciuto—you are the forensics experts. I leave it to you to determine the validity of the evidence. I’d like you to present your findings to the rest of the group in twenty-four hours. Doctors Mallard, Sweets, and Green, I’d like you to review as much of the documentation that you can in order to draw up preliminary profiles of Centre leadership. Everyone else, relax, get to know each other. We’re here for the rest of the day. Lunch and dinner will be catered.”




The group began to gather their things. Abby dashed down to the table where the boxes of evidence were stacked and started to reach into a box. Her hand was intercepted by Hodgins.




“Whoa, whoa,” he said. “Sorry, Miss Sciuto. No touchy stuff until we’ve got it in a secure environment.”




She shrugged and withdrew her hand. “Fine. Give me five minutes to load it up, another thirty to get it to my lab, and—”




“Uh uh,” Hodgins said, shaking his head. “It stays here at the Jeffersonian. Least amount of movement possible, least amount of handling, smallest chance of bad things happening.”




“Yeah, but everything I need is at my lab,” Abby insisted. She stood half a head taller than Hodgins and glared down at him, but he just looked back up, neither shaken nor bothered.




“The Jeffersonian’s forensic anthropology lab has all the cutting-edge, top of the line equipment you could possibly want and some you’ve probably never even heard about. I promise, I’ll give you the tour and set you loose.”




Abby set her jaw. “You have a forensics facility geared towards research,” she said, gesturing that she was picking up his little lab and putting it in a box of its own. “I have a criminal forensics lab geared to solving crimes.” She gestured, putting her own lab in different box.




“We solve crimes all the time, Miss Sciuto,” Dr. Brennan said, joining the discussion. “I think that our lab will meet all your needs. I’ll ensure that every resource there is at your disposal. I think you’ll find, for instance, that Miss Montenegro’s skill at graphics manipulation as applied towards crime scene recreation is unparalleled.”




Abby glared at her. “Gibbs!”




Special Agent Gibbs stepped over. He nodded at Doctors Brennan and Hodgins.




“They won’t let me do stuff at my place!” she complained. “I could totally connect both labs asynchronously so nobody misses anything.”




“You want to network video and data on a top secret project?” Hodgins asked, raising his eyebrows.




Abby tilted her head a little to the side, and her eyebrows drew together in the beginning of a rare Abby fit. “I’ll put my encryption up against anything you, the Chinese, or The Centre have any day of the week.”




“And the terabytes of super-encrypted data over a secure government network won’t attract any attention,” Hodgins snarked. “You can encrypt a riddle inside an enigma inside a puzzle, and I’ll give you a standing ovation, but right now, encryption doesn’t matter. Not getting noticed does. Stuff stays here.”




“Gibbs!” Abby pleaded.




“He’s right,” Gibbs said. “You never put a sniper in a spot that looks like a good place to put a sniper. You put him where no one would ever expect a sniper, and then, the sniper stays still and shuts up.”




Abby growled and stomped her foot.




“Would you take Special Agent McGee with her?” Gibbs asked. “He’s a…computer guy. Abby will vouch for him.”




“Sure.” Hodgins shrugged. “No problem.”




“And keep her supplied with Caf-Pow, if you know what’s good for you,” Gibbs added before leaving.




Abby glared at Hodgins. “You’re probably going to tell me to dress all business casual like some office drone.”




Hodgins widened his eyes and shook his head, innocent as a lamb. “Oh, no. Believe me, you’ll totally blend in.”







Both Jarod and Miss Parker cornered Finn before he could get far. Buffy joined them.




“What the hell was that?” Miss Parker demanded. “Carthis?”




“Agent Finn, I think you should explain how you came up with that codename,” Jarod said.




Riley frowned. “All operation names are chosen randomly by a computer system. Carthis is a nearly uninhabited island in the Mediterranean with some poorly documented archeology sites. It’s got nothing to do with this.”




“Carthis is the island my father died at,” Miss Parker spat.




“What?!” Riley demanded.




“Both Miss Parker and I went there in search of a set of scrolls,” Jarod told him. “These scrolls were supposed to give the complete history of The Centre from founding through the end of the eighteenth century, and there were hints that it predicted events within The Centre itself, including me.”




“Have you seen these scrolls?” Riley asked.




“We both have,” Jarod said. “I glanced through them but didn’t have enough time to really study what they said. Some of it made no sense at all. I was capture by The Centre—by Miss Parker, her father, and Mr. Raines. Just after the plane to take me back to The Centre lifted off, I…goaded Mr. Parker into looking at the scrolls. He must have understood better than me what they were talking about, because he took them and jumped from the plane without a parachute.”




“Are you…” Riley stopped himself from finishing the question. Their expressions were dead serious. There was no humor in them.




“There are a handful of CIA listening posts around Carthis,” Jarod said.




“You are not supposed to know that,” Riley snapped. 




“There are a lot of things I’m not supposed to know about,” Jarod answered, bitterly. “By the time I was able to even consider getting back there, it was long after any evidence would have vanished, but those posts might have something in their records.”




“It’s a coincidence,” Riley said.




“Riley, seriously?” Buffy asked. “You ought to know by now that there’s no such thing as a coincidence in our world. There’s a reason that computer system pulled up Carthis.”




“I haven’t shared your world in years,” Riley answered her. “And mine has enough shadows in it as it is—terrorist cells, assassins, conspiracies. I do not need to be haring off after some sort of phantom.”




“Check with the listening posts,” Jarod repeated. “I’ll give you the dates, the coordinates, and the likely areas the currents and tides would have carried the scrolls and Mr. Parker.”




Cursing under his breath, Riley copied down the information Jarod gave him and disappeared. It took nearly an hour, and when he returned, he was much paler.




“Two weeks after the date you gave me,” Riley said without preamble, “a fishing boat found the remains of a man tangled in a net in the area you described. A set of scrolls, badly damaged by exposure to the elements were found on a beach, three miles south of the airport your plane left from. Both of these were sent here. The scroll is currently a project of Angela Montenegro’s—low priority since there’s no indication they’re of historical value. The remains were reviewed and catalogued. Isotope studies showed the subject was probably an American with an extensive history near Delaware, but no dental records or other matches could be found. The remains are stored here in a facility some of the staff calls Purgatory. I’ve already informed Doctor Brennan, Agent Booth, and Miss Montenegro. We’ll meet them in the media lab.”





3. The Proof in the Pudding



The Forensic Anthropology lab of the Jeffersonian Institutions was split into two levels and multiple offices. On the first floor, the autopsy lab was raised above the main floor and could only be reached by swiping in with a security ID. The platform was surrounded by other workstations, and behind and to the side of those were the particulates lab, the media room, and offices for Montenegro, Brenner, Sweets, and Saroyan. Above, on the second level, was a well appointed lounge.




One of the reasons it was so well appointed was because Special Agent Booth was tired of his back going out when he slept on Dr. Brennan’s office couch, and Doctor Saroyan found it easier to bring her team together if there were well stocked snack and soda machines and comfy chairs for everyone. Just then, it was crowded with those members of Carthis who couldn’t or shouldn’t be contributing to the first phase of investigation below—proving Jarod and Miss Parker’s claims.




Buffy and Willow had taken seats together. Willow had produced a thick volume on symbols in religious iconography larger than the purse she’d pulled it from. Buffy was patiently grooming her nails. Dr. Saroyan was in her office, trying to keep up with all the other projects the lab was responsible for—deflecting questions and dealing with bureaucracies. Gibbs sat patiently across from the girls. DiNozzo paced the perimeter of the second level. Broots stared at the selections in the snack machine.




McGee, Abby, Hodgins, and Angela were working on the hard evidence—determine whether Jarod’s notebooks, the information they included, the digital record display, and all its video records could be verified. Doctors Sweets and Mallard had taken over one of the smaller offices to work out the timelines of the different projects in regards to the hierarchy and membership of the The Centre. They had access to all the information from Jarod’s notebooks, the video records, and Miss Parker’s statements.




Doctor Brennan, Agent Booth, and Agent Finn were consulting with Jarod and Miss Parker on a related matter.




Booth ducked into the particulate lab.




“Hey, Angela,” he called. “I need to borrow you for a few minutes.”




“I was just getting started with the video records.”




“It can wait,” he told her.




“It can wait?” she asked. “Global conspiracy? Twenty-four hour time limit?”




“It’s okay, Ang,” Hodgins said. “I’ll work on the notebooks, and Miss Sciuto and Agent McGee will take the device and give us an idea of the hardware.”




Abby muttered something.




“I’m sorry,” Hodgins said, cupping a hand to his ear. “Did you say something?”




She growled.




“Miss Sciuto,” Angela said, picking her things up, “you have my permission to maim him, so long as you don’t get any blood spatter on my stuff.”




“It’s Abby.” Abby begrudged. Then she looked pointedly at Hodgins. “And I can kill you without leaving any forensic evidence.”




“Oh, there’s always something,” Hodgins answered. 




“Uh, I wouldn’t tempt her,” McGee said, looking up from the tangle of cables he was organizing. “She’s short on Caf-Pow, which makes her cranky. Also, she carries a Tazer and sleeps in a coffin.”




“Do you really?” Hodgins asked, delighted. “Hey, Ang, I finally met someone kinkier than you!”




Angela put her head back in the room. “Go ahead. Kill him. I’ll be back.”




She followed Booth back to the media lab, where she normally ruled the roost. Inside, Agent Finn, Jarod, Miss Parker, and Temperance waited. 




“What’s up?” she asked, coming in.




“Angela, we need you to bring up the reconstruction of the remains labeled C-MS-15,” Temperance said.




“Okay,” she agreed, dubious. 




Unlike Temperance, she didn’t have the memory for random strings of letters and numbers, so the designation didn’t mean anything to her. She logged into her computer, signed on to the server, searched for the specific file, and uploaded it the 3D display.




“Does this have something to do with what we’re currently working on?” she asked.




“Possibly,” Agent Finn answered. “For now, just give us the facts without drawing conclusions.”




“Of course,” Dr. Brennan answered, a little irritated. “I can assure you that if I draw any conclusions from the evidence on hand, they are warranted.”




“It’s okay,” Booth assured her. “They’re just used to working with people who sometimes…jump to conclusions.”




“I can see where that would be both irritating and distracting,” she answered after a moment. 




Angela brought up the first layer of the file, a 3D modeling of the skull.




“From the brow ridge and jaw length, this specimen appears to be male,” Brennan started, highlighting the features for a moment so they glowed. “The size of the ocular orbits, their shape and the width of the nasal cavity all fall well within the parameters of a Caucasian, and the cranial sutures are completely ossified, which indicates the subject was a minimum of fifty-five years old. This is confirmed by calcified epithemeae of the long bones. Dentition shows tooth wear consistent with a greater age, possibly by ten to fifteen years.”




Agent Finn and Jarod watched impassively, though Jarod looked like he was soaking in every word and recording it indelibly in his brain.




“From this,” Angela said, picking up where Temperance had left off, “I can apply tissue depth markers over the skull.”




The holograph of the skull sprouted thick, stubby cylinders of different colors.




“I then fill in the eyes,” she explained. “There’s no way to determine eye color from skeletal remains, and in this instance, there was no recoverable DNA to sequence in an effort to find the alleles responsible. However, because the anthropomorphic measurements better matched northern European proportions, I defaulted to blue.”




The eyes, spherical and unprotected by muscle or skin, appeared.




“Then, the nose,” Angela continued. “There’s room for interpretation because the nasal cartilage continues to grow with age, but the angle and width of the nose don’t.”




A nose, gray in color, appeared over the nasal cavity.




“Then I overlay the musculature,” she added, clicking her controller.




The skull abruptly became a face—unskinned and without human expression, but a face nonetheless.




“Skin color, again, is extremely variable, but as with the eyes, I decided to go with something on the low end of the pigmentation range.”




The face became human, an adult man with strong, authoritarian features, but no discernible age. There was an eerie smoothness to it, emphasized by the lack of eyebrows or hair. Miss Parker gasped and pressed a hand to her mouth.




Angela glanced up at the noise, saw Miss Parker’s expression, and then glanced at Booth. He nodded reassurance.




“From the age range, I’ve added what would be considered a normal amount of change to the underlying fatty tissues and collagen—that is, sags and wrinkles.”




The face began to age before them, lines appearing at the corners of the eyes, between where the eyebrows ought to be, stretching from the corners of the nose to the corners of the mouth. The skin sagged down at the jowls, and light brown age spots blossomed in random spots. The face took on a slightly hostile expression, frowning. The lines around the eyes and mouth weren’t from laughter but anger and stress.




“A lot of this is interpretation on my part,” Angela admitted. “I spend a lot of time with each set of remains and try to get a feel for the person.”




“Keep going,” Miss Parker ordered.




“Well, hair is usually the last thing added. At the subject’s age, gray hair is the most common color.”




Eyebrows finally appeared, and a short, businesslike haircut made the man real. Angela looked up at Miss Parker and glanced at Jarod. There was no mistaking their recognition.




“Give him a mustache,” Miss Parker ordered. “Full but well trimmed.”




Angela called up a menu, made some adjustments, and a mustache appeared above the man’s upper lip. 




“His hair was lighter, closer to white than gray,” she said. “And he was balding.”




“Standard male pattern?” Angela asked.




Miss Parker nodded.




With a few more adjustments, the portrait of a man emerged—strong, calculating, possibly cruel. Miss Parker stepped toward the display and raised a hand, as if to touch the face.




“Daddy?”




The tiny voice didn’t seem to come from her, but there wasn’t anyone else who could have spoken.




“It’s him,” Jarod said. “You can identify him as Cain Parker.”




There was a long moment of silence as the others in the room absorbed the news.




“Miss Parker,” Dr. Brennan spoke, “your father’s remains are currently stored on site at the Jeffersonian. I can make arrangements to ship them to whatever mortuary you name whenever you choose. Please accept my condolences on your loss.”




The woman staring at her father’s face didn’t respond.




“Brennan, Angela, come on,” Booth said, gesturing. “Let’s give them some time.”




After a very brief whispered exchange, Agent Finn followed the others.




Jarod stood and waited for nearly five minutes while Miss Parker stared at the image.




“Katherine,” he finally said, “I’m so sorry.”




“Just…please leave,” she whispered. “Please.”




Jarod bowed his head and left without speaking again.







“That’s just great,” Angela snapped, as they walked back to the particulates lab. “You couldn’t have given me some warning?”




“It wouldn’t have changed anything,” Brennan said.




Angela turned on her heel and put a finger in Temperance’s face. “You nearly had a meltdown when we identified your mother’s remains. It was the closest I’ve ever seen you get to losing it.”




Dr. Brennan only blinked and refocused on Angela’s face. “Miss Parker was well aware that the remains were in all likelihood her father’s. I believe she handled the news with equanimity and poise.”




“I am not talking about her,” Angela said. “I am talking about me. I did not go into that room expecting to be the Bringer of Death for some poor woman I only met an hour ago. You should have warned me. Now I’m going to have to go hide in the bathroom and cry, because now all I can think about is looking at that display and seeing my own father up there.”




“Angela,” Booth started.




“It’s my fault, Miss Montenegro,” Riley interrupted. “Time is of the essence, and I told Agent Booth to bring you straight in without explanation. I didn’t want your emotional reaction to sway Miss Parker’s identification one way or another.”




“Okay, let’s get something straight,” Angela snapped at him. “I am the soft, squishy, wibbly-wobbly, artistic emoter of this team. I am the one the others come to when their worlds are shredded. I have seen death come through this lab two and three times a week for years now, and I have helped identify over one thousand human souls. I don’t sway people’s reactions, Agent Finn, I respect them and provide as much emotional support as I can. When I can’t do that, I get angry, and you are not going to like me angry.”




She stormed off, leaving the others behind.




“Is there some ‘Beware the Nice Ones’ message we didn’t get?” Booth asked. “Because between Miss Rosenberg nearly exploding my head from the inside and that, I’m starting to worry.”




“You know, realistically, it’s impossible to explode someone’s head remotely with currently available technology,” Brennan said. “It would take an almost impossibly complex plan, including cranial surgery, and the victim would have to be aware that something was going on.”




“Keep saying that,” Booth told her.







Hodgins looked up from the samples he was carefully swabbing from each page of the journals and setting into individual test tubes for rehydration when Angela returned. He dropped what he was doing and went over to her.




“Whoa, whoa. Hey,” he said, taking her by the shoulders and turning her towards him. “What’s wrong?”




She was near tears. “Why couldn’t you just be wrong?” she demanded. “I was fine when you were paranoid and obsessed with conspiracies. Really. I liked the world better that way.”




“Okay,” he agreed with her. “I liked it better too, to tell the truth. Come on over here.”




He led her to a stool where she could sit and took a seat beside her.




“Tell me what’s going on,” he said.




Across the lab, McGee and Abby stood, heads bent over the digital record display, which was now opened up and spread out like a corpse at an autopsy. McGee nudged Abby.




“Check it out,” he whispered. “I wonder what’s going on.”




Abby glanced up. Her mood was much improved—first by the two one-liter bottles of chilled Caf-Pow Hodgins had produced for her when they entered the lab, then by his promised tour and freedom of the facilities, and finally by this piece of impossible hardware that looked like Blu-Ray system designed by Alan Turing and the recordings they’d analyzed.




“She’s the artist, right?” Abby asked.




“Artist, forensic reconstruction expert, and designer of the most completely mindblowing holographic hardware/software interface seen on this planet,” McGee told her. “Didn’t you read the article I sent you?”




“No, I was looking at the pictures,” Abby responded. “She’s really upset.”




“Probably her first global conspiracy,” he judged. “There’s always some harsh disillusionments in those.”




Abby tsked. “Timothy McGee, you are going straight to Hell.”




“Only if you come with me.” He smiled at her.







Jarod joined the rest of them upstairs and went straight to Buffy and Willow. He spoke to them in a low tone none of the others could catch. After a moment’s conference, Willow put a bookmark in her thick tome, set it aside, got up, and went downstairs.




“Everything all right?” Gibbs asked.




Jarod took a deep breath. “An unexpected complication, but it should be okay. It doesn’t affect the research teams.”




Tony and Ziva stood off to the side.




“You catch anything?” he asked. Ziva’s talent for reading lips was well regarded.




“Miss Parker’s father has been identified,” she said. “Jarod asked Willow to check on Kate and make sure she was all right.”




“Identified?” Tony asked. “In a forensics lab? That can’t be good.”




“I agree,” Ziva said. “And considering Miss Parker’s spank, if she’s upset enough that Jarod’s worried about her, it must be very bad news.”




Tony paused and ran her words back through his mind.




“Spunk,” he told her. “And Miss Parker doesn’t have spunk. Abby has spunk. Miss Parker has knives and a glare that can flay a man’s ego.”




“You’re only saying that because she spunked you,” Ziva said, glancing up at him through her lashes.




“Spanked me, and she did not,” he answered. “And seriously, you should not be using the word spunk until you look it up in a dictionary.”




“It is what Mary Tyler Moore had, is it not?” Ziva asked, pretending to be defensive. “And it’s a slow burning piece of tinder used to set fire to fuses, no?”




“Technically, yes, but there are other definitions that get a little…sticky,” he answered.




He looked down at her.




“You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”




She gave him a sweet smile.







Katherine Parker stood in the darkened office and stared at her fa— no, he wasn’t her father. If what she’d learned was true, the man she believed was her father had actually been her uncle. And the thought that kept occurring to her was simply “I don’t understand”. 




She didn’t understand how her mother could have given birth to twins—her and Mr. Lyle—by one man, a man everyone who’d ever dealt with him believed to be evil incarnate. She didn’t understand why her mother would then allow Mr. Lyle to be raised by a completely different family or why she then married the brother of the man she’d conceived her children by. 




And what about Ethan, the half-brother she shared with Jarod?




He had known, she thought. The man she’d called Daddy her entire life had known at least as many secrets as Mr. Raines, and he must have staked everything he had on his understanding of them if reading the Carthis scrolls had driven him to suicide.




She had stood still so long the motion sensors had automatically dimmed the lights. Now, another person stepped in and silently closed the door. It wasn’t Jarod. She always knew when it was Jarod. She was surprised to realize she knew it was Willow. It was a quiet Willow, a gentle Willow, a Willow that made no move to fix or demand or instruct the way every person in Katherine Parker’s life always had. She felt a sudden gratitude that gripped her throat.




She waited for it to pass and spoke without looking away from the hologram of a man now dead nearly a year.




“I have no father,” she said simply.




“I’m sorry,” Willow answered.




“I gave up everything for him, just to please him. Just to make him proud. I would have spent the rest of my life hounding Jarod, and I would have been been glad to do it, if just once he’d said he was proud of me.”




“You’re not the only person who’s ever said that,” Willow told her.




“I just don’t understand.”




Willow came up beside her and stood next to her, studying the portrait of the man who’d raised her, called her Katie, and quite possibly ordered the death of the only other man she’d ever loved.




“Buffy’s dad stopped coming to visit after her junior year of high school, stopped taking her for visits. He moved to Spain her senior year and didn’t even come back when her mom died,” Willow said, the tone of her voice not changing. “Xander’s dad is—or was, we haven’t had word since Sunnydale—an abusive alcoholic who acted like having a son was the worst thing that could have happened to him. Except Xander has saved my life and Buffy’s more times than either of us can count and saved the world. Giles’ father trained him to be a Watcher even though he knew Giles might have to kill the Slayer he trained if the Council required it.”




“And what about you?” Katherine asked.




Willow looked down, calm and sad. “My dad read to me every night before bed until he could recite ‘Hop on Pop’ from memory. He refused to let me watch The Charlie Brown Christmas Special in his house, and he never let me get a puppy. He paid all my college bills. When I brought Tara to visit, he treated her like a daughter, and then, he and my mom moved away. I write them every month. Mom sends me a card for my birthday and Chanukah, and she signs for Dad. I haven’t actually talked to him in two years.”




“I don’t understand,” Katherine repeated. Her eyes hadn’t left those of the portrait in front of her.




“We think there are rules,” Willow said. “That Dads are species with certain markings or habitats or predictable behaviors, and they’re not. They’re just people, and they’re about as random as everyone else. Some people luck out, I guess. Jarod’s dad is supposed to be decent. Riley’s talked about his dad, and he sounds nice. Giles has pretty much taken over Dad duties for the rest of us. You just weren’t as lucky.”




“I don’t understand what I’m supposed to do,” Katherine said, staring at the man that had been her father.




Willow took her hand. “Right now, you don’t have to do anything. At some point, you’ll wake up, and you’ll know what you’re supposed to do, and you’ll do it.”




Katherine found the hand holding hers more comforting than she’d ever imagined such a thing could be.




“What now?”




“Probably ice cream,” Willow said.




“Promise?” Katie Parker asked.




“I promise.”







Doctors Sweets, Mallard, and Green had spent hours combing through the recordings, the statements, the notebooks, and the interviews. The data they collated had been organized and illustrated on three separate whiteboards—a timeline, an organizational chart, lists of the children, their family members, other victims, and people tangentially involved, and a geographical map of incidents, headquarters, meetings, and events. There were symbols drawn around the edges, taken from what little information had been recovered from obscure documentation.




“Wow,” Sweets said again for the thousandth time. “I still can’t get past this. The scope is one thing—looking for inheritable abilities of the same magnitude as Jarod’s and then pushing for some sort of extrasensory perception—but to take that and try to apply it to everything from market manipulations to political assassinations? I mean, it’s like Professor Moriarty had a sociopathic genius child with a James Bond villain. The complete lack of empathy necessary to acquire Jarod as a child, and what was done to him afterward is utterly inhuman.”




He stopped, realizing a moment too late that he had directly referenced the same program Doctor Sidney Green had run, if not designed. Neither Doctors Mallard or Green looked at him.




“Ah. Okay,” Sweets said, “I want to run this by Hodgins and make sure our timelines match up with what they’ve verified from the notebooks and the recordings. There are also a couple of things I want to check with Dr. Brennan on. If we’ve got time for the tests I’m thinking of, they could be the clinchers. Can I get either of you two anything while I’m out?”




It was close to ten p.m., and they’d started just after nine that morning. They had simply plowed through reams of data for hours on end with few pauses and no breaks. Sweets, the youngest by far, still looked like he could wrestle a dragon. Dr. Mallard was feeling his age in his joints and his fraying temper. He’d grown quieter and quieter during the work, finally only answering direct questions. Dr. Green was gray with fatigue, his hair limp and damp, his face pointy with stress and exhaustion.




“Thank you, Doctor, but no,” Mallard answered Sweets. 




Dr. Green shook his head.




Once they’d correlated the data with Hodgins’ team, they’d write out their conclusions—which Dr. Mallard had every intention of leaving to Sweets—and rest until the morning. Just then, Dr. Mallard was very glad Doctor Sweets had stepped out. He hadn’t been sure he could have held on to his temper much longer.




He got to his feet, took his glasses off and cleaned them on his sweater.




“Dr. Green.”




“Yes,” the old man said in his curious voice. It had a timbre like a double reed instrument—an oboe or an English horn.




“I have one question for you.”




“And what is that, Doctor Mallard?”




And Ducky felt his heart harden. “How could you?”




Doctor Green opened his eyes, but he didn’t sit up or say anything.




“Doctor Sweets hasn’t put it together yet, but he will,” Ducky said. “He’s too bright not to add it up. I have the advantage of age and experience. Your English may be fluent and your accent almost eradicated, but it’s still there. So is your age. And so are the clues in your accounts. You were born an eastern European Jew. Polish?”




“Slovakian,” Doctor Green replied.




“You and your twin brother were shipped off to the camps but kept from the gas chambers even if you were too young to work. You were set aside, weren’t you?” Ducky demanded. “For Mengele and his experiments.”




Doctor Green looked down at his hands. “We were. Jacob and I lost all of our family in the Holocaust—parents, brothers, sisters, cousins, aunts, and uncles. They were all gone. We survived only because Mengele hadn’t proceeded as far in his protocols with us as he had with other twins. If the Allies had not liberated Auschwitz when they had, we probably would have been killed by the next week.”




“You were taken from your family,” Ducky repeated, shaking with fury, “tortured, experimented upon, and finally rescued. And yet, you inflicted the very same fate on Jarod and dozens of other children. How could you?”




Doctor Green looked up at him, pale and tired. 




“You’re familiar with Faust, Doctor Mallard, I’m sure,” he said. “I was offered a similar deal. I simply didn’t recognize the Devil when I saw him. Jacob and I were assured that Jarod had been placed with The Centre by parents who recognized his uncanny abilities and wanted the best for him. We were told that contact had to be limited, then extinguished entirely, in order to provide the control necessary for Jarod’s proper development.”




Doctor Green paused for a moment.




“Each step was only a tiny bit further on the road to damnation, and my brother and I convinced ourselves that the work we were doing would shape humanity for the better. It was Jacob who found his conscience first and began to question the lies The Centre fed us, began to look into where the children had actually come from and what had become of their families. Katherine Parker, the elder, came to him with her own suspicions.”




He looked up at Ducky now, his expression bleak and bitter.




“They tried to kill him,” Sidney said. “My brother. They very nearly succeeded. As you’ve read in the documentation, Jacob was in a coma for nearly thirty-five years. And by then…I was trapped. I told myself the best thing I could do was to remain in the belly of the beast, to protect the children I worked with as best I could and to try to find a way, somehow, to mitigate the damage done to the children, and then somehow rescue those. Mrs. Parker and I were working together on a plan when she was murdered.”




He closed his eyes, exhausted and pain-ridden.




“Miss Parker has never known how vulnerable she was, how she could have just as easily been put in a cage alongside Jarod, and used to undermine all that is good in the world around us. I did the small things I could, to deflect attention away from her own abilities, to keep The Centre from using up Jarod, and to find some way to redeem myself. Jarod suspects that I enabled his escape, that I put those records in his path. Miss Parker wonders but has no proof. I even, at one point, did my best to kill Mr. Raines, the man I hold most responsible for this hell, but I botched that.”




He wound down and sighed. He looked ill.




“Will Jarod ever forgive you?” Ducky asked him.




“I don’t know,” Sidney replied. “First, he’ll have to come to terms with the magnitude of my betrayal and the smallness of my reparations.”




Ducky turned away from him, mouth tight with disgust and anger. By God, he’d seen men tortured, he’d even ended lives in order to spare them the kind of pain dealt out by power mongers like The Centre, he’d known Jethro for twenty years and more and was well acquainted with how well his friend played the role of the Reaper. He’d autopsied friends and colleagues. He’d watched a woman he’d greatly admired drive herself to destruction over a choice made a decade previously. But he didn’t think he’d ever seen as great a betrayal or tragedy as the man sitting before him.




Sweets returned, closing the door behind him, wreathed in smiles.




“This is great. Doctor Brennan can do the tests I’ve requested and have the results by the time we present, and Jarod and Miss Parker have both agre— what’s wrong?”




Ducky decided not to press Doctor Green under the circumstances. He would talk to Doctor Sweets separately. It did no good to leave the team’s only fully-fledged psychologist in the dark on a matter of this magnitude. 




“I’m afraid both Doctor Green and I have reached the limit of our endurance,” Ducky said. “We need to retire for the night and take up the fight in the morning. Could you outline our results and begin fleshing them out without our help, Doctor Sweets?”




“Uh…sure. Sure, I can do that,” Sweets agreed. “You guys do look beat. I understand they’ve got some more comfortable sleeping arrangements on the second floor, if you like.”




“That sounds lovely,” Ducky said. “Why don’t you join me, Doctor Green.”




“Yes,” Sidney replied. “I think I will. Good evening to you, Doctor Sweets. I will see you in the morning.”







Gibbs and Ziva stood on the other side of a table in the ballistics lab with Jarod on the other side. Ziva held a stopwatch. Jarod wore a blindfold.




“Go,” Ziva ordered, clicking the button on the watch.




With unerring accuracy, Jarod’s hands began to pick out pieces of the disassembled rifle in front of him. Each piece dropped into the next like a ballet of machined steel. Stock, lock, barrel, spring, pin, trigger, and scope. Both Ziva and Gibbs watched, eyes flicking back and forth like spectators at Wimbledon. 




“Done.” Jarod said, leaving the now assembled sniper rifle on the table in front of him.




Ziva clicked the button again.




“So?” Gibbs asked.




“He has beaten both my time and yours,” Ziva told him. “The only person I’ve ever known who could assemble a 2000 HTR any faster was the Mossad agent who trained me and virtually every other person in Israel to ever pick one up.”




“Can I take off the blindfold?” Jarod asked.




“You have any other weapons you want to test him on?” Gibbs asked.




Ziva shrugged. “We appear to have exhausted the stores of the Jeffersonian. We could give him one of our service weapons.”




“Standard issue firearms for Federal agents?” Gibbs asked. “If he can handle the esoteric pieces you’ve put in front of him, he can do a semi-automatic nine millimeter in his sleep. Go ahead and take the blindfold off, Jarod.”




Jarod lifted it off, looked over the scene, and met Gibbs eyes.




“Abby says there’s no record of you ever doing a stint in NCIS,” Gibbs said.




“I never had the honor,” Jarod replied. “Usually, I enter situations where there’s been some abuse of power or corruption. Nothing ever came up with NCIS.”




Gibbs hrrmmmed. Ziva picked up a clipboard they’d been working from.




“That covers small and large arms, medical knowledge appropriate for an EMT, a trauma surgeon, a physical therapist, a veterinarian, cosmetic surgeon, anatomist, and a geriatrist, flight ratings, interstate trucking regulations, military procedures for every branch of the United States military as well as most of the NATO signatures and several eastern bloc countries, civilian law enforcement on local, state, and Federal levels, epidemiology, vulcanology, zoology, lab technician, survival guide, urban and wilderness Search And Rescue, fire fighter, journalist in both print and television, mechanical and chemical engineering, an NTSB investigator, psychologist, psychiatrist, and that does not include the criminal activities he adopted in order to bring at-large criminals to justice. Listing his technical and computer skills would take more time than we have left.”




“You forgot lawyer,” Jarod added mildly. “I’ve done that about six times.”




“And lawyer,” Ziva added.




“Is there anything you haven’t done?” Gibbs asked him.




“I haven’t gotten to conduct a symphony orchestra or work in a circus,” Jarod answered. “I’ve wanted to, but there just haven’t been any situations where I was needed in that capacity.”




Booth ducked his head in. “Hey, Jarod, Dr. Brennan needs you in the lab. She’d like your opinion on some of the results she’s looking at.




“No problem,” Jarod answered. “Do you mind?”




He gestured at the assembled Israeli sniper rifle.




“I’ll take care of it,” Gibbs said, and began to break it down and put the components away in a its stainless steel carrying case.




Once Jarod was gone, Gibbs continued to tidy up.




“What’s your take on Summers and Rosenberg?” he asked Ziva.




She hadn’t imposed herself, but they’d spent more than ten hours either upstairs and had visited the ladies’ restroom—fully equipped with shower and towels for late nights at the lab—at the same time.




“You’ve noticed Buffy has small scars all over her hands,” Ziva said.




“Yeah.”




“They extend up her arms. When she changed clothes, I saw at least one bullet scar and several surgical scars. The placement of the injury was either sloppy or someone determined to make her die slowly. Thoracic surgery would have been very dangerous, and I’d expect a high rate of disability even if the patient survived. Yet, her scars all have the appearance of being extremely old, and she has no limp, no loss of range of motion, no one-sided weakness—nothing I have seen in operatives who carry the same number of scars.”




“And Rosenberg?” Gibbs asked.




“She reminds me of myself,” Ziva said, as she handed him several other cases to stow away, “when I realized that my father had succeeded in turning me into a weapon. It took a few missions, but I came to understand that if I decided a certain person should be dead, I could then ensure it happened. I could do it from far away—like you—or up close and personal. But, I was Mossad. My training ensured that I only ever killed when the mission required it. Willow has never had that level of training. It’s not in her file or in her demeanor. She’s had to learn on her own what the cost of that ability is.”




“Has she learned it?” Gibbs asked.




“For the most part, yes,” Ziva said, staring off into the mid-distance. “Whatever happened with Agent Booth leads me to believe that she will kill to protect Buffy, perhaps Jarod or Miss Parker. Her reaction afterwards tells me that she’s not comfortable with that. She’s not a born killer, Gibbs. She had to be pushed into it.”




“None of us are born killers, Ziva,” Gibbs told her.




“Ari was,” she answered, locking the cabinet.







Doctor Brennan posted the results on the widescreen monitor in her office for Jarod and Miss Parker.




“I thought you might prefer to see these before I sent the results to Doctor Sweets,” Doctor Brennan explained.




“It does kind of put a whole new spin on characters and motivations within The Centre,” Booth added. “You weren’t kidding, Miss Parker, when you said they weren’t far from the Borgias.”




“What are we looking at?” Miss Parker asked.




She stood between Booth and Jarod, her diamond hard persona softened just enough to sound human. Jarod leaned against the corner of Doctor Brennan’s desk. Brennan stood before them, ready to explicate whatever was displayed.




The monitor displayed several pictures—a series of Jarod from childhood to adulthood, a similar series of Miss Parker, a single photo of a young man named Ethan who both of them claimed to be related to, and a last photograph, taken sometime decades ago, with Jarod’s mother and the elder Katherine Parker standing arm in arm.




“Doctor Sweets idea was to compare what biological and genetic data we could in the time we have, to see if it helped us understand the underlying motivations and pressures this so called Triumvirate and The Centre possess,” Brennan said. “We don’t have the time to do a full genomic comparison, but we could isolate particular alleles in both the mitochondrial DNA and the Y chromosone of the nuclear DNA as well as compare your different blood types.”




“Could we skip the squint talk?” Booth asked.




“If it’s all right, I’d like to hear it in detail,” Jarod said. “Doctor Brennan?”




“Here are our preliminary findings from cell samples obtained from you, Miss Parker, and the lock of hair from the man you call Ethan when subjected to comparison of mitochondrial DNA.”




She flicked something and three strips of random black and gray dashes appeared. Only, they weren’t completely random. With another click, the strips stacked one on top of the other, and every single dash aligned perfectly.




Jarod lost all semblance of relaxation. His hands dropped to his sides, his mouth fell open, and he stood at attention.




“Oh, my God,” he whispered. “Of course.”




“What?” Miss Parker demanded. 




“Mitochondrial DNA is only passed from mother to offspring,” Doctor Brennan explained, “and it has a very slow, regular rate of mutation—too slow for us to determine how many generations may have gone by in as short a time as a century or even a thousand years. But from this, it’s very clear that you, Jarod, and Ethan share a common female ancestor.”




Miss Parker looked at Jarod, her brows drawing down. “What does that mean?”




“It means our mothers were related,” he told her. “Daughters of the same woman, or granddaughters of the same maternal grandmother. We’re cousins.”




Miss Parker opened her mouth to speak and stopped, unable to find anything to say.




“What about Ethan?” Jarod asked.




“Well, Miss Parker indicated that he was her half-brother by her mother,” Doctor Brennan said. 




“I was told he was also my half-brother, but not by which parent,” Jarod answered. “And it’s very possible that Miss Parker was lied to.”




Brennan shook her head. “There are thirty different blood typing groups, and most of them have been mapped to specific chromosomes. Miss Parker and Ethan both possess a mix of groups, many of them recessive, that are statistically would almost never occur in people who weren’t related. There are enough differences between the two of you that, in comparison, I would rate the likelihood of you and Miss Parker being first or second cousins as greater than fifty percent, and the likelihood of Ethan and Miss Park being siblings sharing one parent at ninety-five percent or better.”




“What about Ethan and me?” Jarod asked.




Brennan clicked again, and two new gene diagrams appeared. “These are from an arbitrary length of codons from your Y chromosomes.”




She overlaid the two. Again, they were a perfect match.




“We share the same father?” Jarod asked, stunned.




“You share a recent, common male ancestor,” Brennan corrected him. “It could be a paternal grandfather or great-grandfather, though, admittedly, I would consider that fairly unlikely. There’s one other thing.”




Both Jarod and Miss Parker stared at her, unable to demand what else could possibly be left.




“Neither of you mentioned Ethan’s age,” Brennan said, “though I was left with the impression that he was younger than either of you.”




“Yes,” Miss Parker said. “I believe he was born just before my mother was murdered.”




“The timing may be correct,” Brennan told her, “but your mother may not have given birth to him.”




“What…” Miss Parker shook her head, trying to grasp what she was being told.




“This is…not even a theory,” Brennan said, glancing at Booth. He nodded at her. “But, considering the extremely advanced design of the digital recording system and mentions of other technological breakthroughs The Center possesses, I was willing to entertain it when Doctor Hodgins brought it to my attention.”




“What?” Jarod demanded.




“There’s a suspicious amount of damage to the telomeres for a man nearly ten years younger than Miss Parker. In fact, I would expect to see the same amount of damage on the telomeres of someone at least forty-five years old or older. It’s difficult to judge.”




Jarod walked over to the couch and sat down heavily. He put his head in his hands for a long moment, and when he looked up, he was wracked with grief and guilt.




“It was never about me, was it?” he asked Dr. Brennan. “All this time, I thought it was about me, just me, but it’s not.”




“If Doctor Hodgins’ hypothesis is correct,” Brennan told him, “then no, it’s not just about you. It’s about the genetic legacy your father, your mother, your maternal aunt, and your cousin carry. The Centre hasn’t been trying to recapture you simply because of your abilities but because they’ve found some sort of genetic key that you carry. Either they spotted it in your parents’ generation, or they back-tracked it from you to your parents, and decided to replicate it as best they could.”




“Could I get this in FBI dummy talk?” Booth asked. “Because you left me back with all the genetic key words I never picked up in high school.”




“Ethan,” Brennan told him, “is most likely the product of a cloning or genetic manipulation program, one that is decades ahead of what we can do now. Jarod, Miss Parker, their mothers, his father, and all their direct relatives have encoded in their genes some inheritable factor that makes it possible for Jarod to be a Pretender. There are some other, very vague references to Mrs. Parker possessing a different set of abilities. Creating Ethan may have been an attempt at fusing those abilities, provoking a new ability when the involved genes were paired, or just at duplicating what they knew they had.”




“Let me get this straight,” Booth said, pulling his hand down his face, “Jarod, Miss Parker, and their backwoods, Maury Povich “who’s my baby-daddy” family are the real world equivalent of X-Men mutants? And The Centre’s using them to try to take over the world?”




“I don’t know what that means,” Brennan said.




“I do,” Jarod answered, his shoulders slumping. “And I think it’s true.”




“Where’s Ethan?” Booth demanded.




“Safe,” Jarod answered. “With my father. The younger brother I mentioned…”




“What?”




“My father and I managed to rescue him from The Centre. He looks exactly like I did at that age. It’s my belief that The Centre cloned him from my genetic material. He’s also with my father.”




“We’ve got to find them,” Booth said. “Now.”




“Wait a minute,” Miss Parker cut in, turning towards him. “I am not digging out and exposing Jarod’s family just so the government can take them into custody instead of The Centre. My mother gave her life making sure Ethan and the other children would have a chance to grow up outside of a…a rat cage in a laboratory. There is no way in hell I will see her sacrifice go to waste.”




“Hey, nobody’s talking about involuntary custody,” Booth answered, his voice rising to meet hers. “I’m saying, let’s get them out of harm’s way before The Centre can put them all in a blender and make mutant smoothies out of them.”




“Oh, and you think the govern—”




“That’s enough,” Jarod cut in, hard and incisive. Both Miss Parker and Booth shut up. Brennan had an impressed expression on her face.




“We talk to Agent Finn,” he continued. “If he gives his word our family members won’t be held against their will or subjected to any involuntary testing, then we do this. If not, I walk away and do it on my own.”




“Not without me,” Miss Parker said.




Jarod looked up at her and nodded his thanks.




“We really do need to include this in our briefing,” Doctor Brennan said.




“Let me talk to Finn first,” Jarod responded. “And Buffy,” he added as a quiet afterthought.





4. Just the Facts, Man



Breakfast was catered, and the individuals gathered in the Jeffersonian’s forensic anthropology lab moved with varying rates of stiffness, crankiness, or energy. Sleep had been had by some, caffeine by most, and everyone was ready to present, hear, and decide.




Hodgins came up behind his wife and put his arms around her.




“I thought your work here was done,” he said. “What’s this?”




It was a drawing, done in charcoal pencils, of a scene viewed through a doorway.




“I was headed back to my office,” Angela said, “and Jarod and Buffy were in one of the empty conference rooms. I could tell they’d been talking, but…”




She had captured a moment when Buffy had stepped into the circle of Jarod’s arms. He had been sitting on the edge of the table. She had bent her head down only a few inches to kiss his forehead. The slope of his shoulders, the way she pressed the back of her fingers against his cheek, and his hand resting on her waist were a snapshot of private intimacy. He was tired unto exhaustion, stricken with grief and loneliness. She was an anchor, a shelter, a reason to get up and keep going. It was all caught in the drape of light cast through the conference room windows, a chiaroscuro of a half-glimpsed face and a delineated hand.




“Wow,” Hodgins breathed. “Babe, this is…”




“I know,” Angela agreed. “It’s one of the best works I’ve ever done, and I don’t know what to do with it. They didn’t know I was there. I didn’t mean to pry, but…I kept seeing it, and it wouldn’t leave me alone until I put it down.”




“Save it,” Hodgins said. “We’re in the run up of something that may change everything. They strike me as good people. Maybe, some day, you can give it to them, when they need it.”




“I guess.”




He gave her a kiss on the top of her head. “Come on. The fun’s about to start.”







They gathered in the media lab after several extra couches and chairs had been moved in. Outside the lab, people were just beginning to arrive and peeking curiously in through the frosted glass. The forensic anthropology lab was known for its odd happenings, but there was no hint of the business at hand.




The NCIS team took up a couch and two seats, the Jeffersonian team either stood or occupied another couch. Jarod, Buffy, Willow, Miss Parker, Broots, and Dr. Green took the back row, perching on tables, chair arms, or leaning against the shelves of the far wall. Agent Finn stood off to the side, by himself.




Dr. Brennan began.




“Our purpose has been to determine if the accounts provided to us by Jarod and his associates were factual, accurate, and provable. Doctors Green, Sweets, and Mallard were also asked to give us an idea of how the organization known as The Centre, stipulating its existence, might behave under a given set of circumstances. We also went a bit further when an opportunity was provided to us to test connections between Jarod and his associates and others associated, however tangentially, with The Centre. Dr. Hodgins will take the first allotment of time.”




Hodgins stepped forward, and an animation of the notebooks Jarod had turned over began.




“My job,” Hodgins explained, “was to see, as much as possible, if Jarod’s notebooks were an authentic record of the events they describe. Ms. Montenegro will tell you more about handwriting analysis, choice of pictures, layouts, and other less numeric stuff. Here’s what I can tell you.”




He clicked, and the timeline developed by the doctors three appeared, a connecting line drawn to a numbered notebook below it.




“I can tell you that the notebooks are identical in composition from paper to cover to staples to the ink that printed the blue lines. They were manufactured in North—”




“Hold on,” Gibbs said, raising a hand in protest.




“Yes?” Dr. Brennan asked.




“Skip the details. All I want to know is: is this for real?”




Hodgins looked mortally offended, and Brennan puzzled beyond her capacity to express. Abby stepped in.




“Guys, don’t explain,” she said. “It takes too long. Sum up.”




“Plain English,” Booth told him. “Skip the squint talk.”




Hodgins rolled his eyes, half an inch from launching into a tirade.




“Hey,” Willow interrupted, “I read your report. It was really cool, and I have questions for afterwards, okay?”




Hodgins glared at her.




“Like the prevalence of aspergillum spores in urbanized desert areas,” she amended.




Everyone stared at her.




“What?”’




It was enough to break the tension.




“Sum up,” Hodgins repeated. “Sum up. Okay, to sum it up, the notebooks are real, the writing is real, the stories are real, and they all tally up with what Jarod’s told us.”




“Could they have been faked?” Tony asked.




Hodgins shook his head. “Not without time travel.”




Buffy and Willow shared a look.




“Fine,” Gibbs said. “Next?”




“All the images purported to be Jarod on the digital recordings are consistent with anthropologic measurements over the course of statistically reviewed growth patterns,” Angela said.




“Squint talk,” Booth murmured.




“We can say that the images could be Jarod, based on skeletal and facial features,” Angela amended. “But we can’t say that he’s the only person it could be. We can say that the others who show up—Dr. Green, the now identified Mr. Cain Parker, and this mysterious Mr. Raines—match either conclusive records or, in Mr. Raines’ case, some very grainy, difficult to verify images.”




“Okay,” Gibbs said. “Next.”




Abby stepped up with McGee beside her. Her bubbly energy was contagious.




“Okay, Gibbs, this stuff—the digital recordings and the playback device—seriously, it’s out of the world. I mean, not literally, but figuratively. The circuitry, the hardware interfaces, and the software are all completely different from everything commercially available in the last forty years. It’s like they grabbed some of the esoteric stuff from—”




“Abby,” Gibbs interrupted.




“Right. Just the facts. Basically, from the wear and accumulation of dust, pollen, and other stuff, this thing really is about forty years old. So, again, either it’s genuine, or there’s a crazy time traveler out to set us up.”




“There’s no indication that time travel is a realistic possibility,” Dr. Brennan argued. “Even the most liberal interpretations of Einstein’s theory of relativity—”




“Bones.” Booth stopped her. “She wasn’t really including it as a possibility.”




“Oh.” Brennan subsided.




“McGee?” Gibbs asked.




“Okay, so we’re having to work by a process of elimination on the projects Jarod and Miss Parker say The Centre has had a hand in,” McGee started. “After all, a secret conspiracy isn’t going to leave many marks behind. Dr. Hodgins had some very useful suggestions.”




“You like conspiracies, Doc?” Gibbs asked.




“No,” Hodgins answered with a glare. “But I’m not a sheep. Instead of burying my head in the sand, I actually acknowledge that there are gr—”




“Hodgins,” Booth interrupted.




“Uh…anyways,” McGee continued, “once Abby and I ran some of the forensics, there are some similarities in design, strategy, tactics, and knowledge of defenses that are statistically significant. It’s more than just chance or a bunch of random terroristist groups. There is a common thread, and it matches what Jarod’s told us.”




“DiNozzo?” Gibbs turned to him.




“Right, boss,” Tony answered. “The Jeffersonian wasn’t really set up for this, but Agent Finn was able to pull some strings, and Doctor Saroyan offered her office for a secure satellite link. The facilities Miss Parker named are present where she said. Previous records of satellite intel are, strangely enough, missing, corrupted, or have unexplained gaps. Real time imagery shows some very strange spikes of infra-red and radio activity. Flights in and out, especially from the compound in Delaware, somehow get slipped into the national aviation control system without being noticed. They’ve got people in the system protecting them.”




“Ziva?”




“All of Jarod’s qualifications check out,” she answered. “Also, he mastered as much Krav Maga as I could give instruction in under an hour and did a better job than most Mossad agents after a year’s training.”




Several sets of eyes turned towards Jarod, who stood, arms crossed, favoring a swollen left ankle. He also had a bruise the shape of a size seven woman’s boot across his right cheekbone.




“All things being equal,” Jarod said, “I’d rather have had a knitting lesson.”




“He was quite impressive,” Ziva concluded.




“I don’t know whether to hit her or ask for a sparring session,” Buffy muttered.




Agent Finn stepped forward.




“Miss Summers, Miss Rosenberg, Jarod, and Miss Parker were the ones who brought this to me,” he said. “I’ve known Buffy and Willow long enough to trust them with my life. Jarod’s proven himself to me on two separate occasions, and all three of them vouch for Miss Parker and her associates.”




He paused. 




“But this isn’t just a strategic mission. One misstep, and The Centre not only gets their hands on Jarod, but they know Miss Parker, Doctor Green, and Broots have turned on them. They catch one whiff of any of us, and none of us, none of our family are safe. We fail, and we hand them the time they need to do global damage. And, there is no one else we can bring in. So what I need to know is are you in, or are you out?”




“You had me at the USS Cole,” Gibbs said. “I’m in.”




“I’m in,” Ziva said.




“In,” DiNozzo answered.




“I’m in,” McGee said.




“I’m in,” Abby answered.




“And I,” Doctor Mallard added.




Riley turned towards the Jeffersonian team. They all looked towards Booth and Brennan.




“On weighing the balance of the evidence and the gravity of the situation,” Brennan said, “even though the scenario appears extremely implausible, I’m convinced of the threat and cannot in good conscience refuse to participate.”




“That’s a yes,” Booth translated. “For me too.”




“Hell, yes, I’m in,” Hodgins said.




“Count me in,” Doctor Saroyan said.




“I’m in,” Angela said.




“I’m in. Whatever you need,” Dr. Sweets said.




Riley looked at the last remaining group—Jarod, Buffy, and their compatriots.




“I have to ask,” Riley said.




“The answer is yes,” Jarod spoke, his voice unusually soft and harsh.




“Yes,” Miss Parker said a moment after him.




“Uh…y-yeah,” Broots said. “About time I got to stick it to The Man.”




“I’m in,” Sidney said. “For the rest of my life, if need be.”




Buffy looked up. “I’ve been in the world-saving business for a few years, though this isn’t my usual genre. I’m in.”




“I could use a few more gold stars, and you guys are a blast,” Willow said. “Count me in.”







“You don’t plan strategy with twenty people,” Gibbs said. 




“We’re not,” Riley answered. “Not exactly. But each of the people here has a unique perspective on the situation, and we need all the ideas we can get before we decide our approach.”




“You said our first priority was located and ensuring the safety of Jarod’s family,” Dr. Sweets stated.




“Yes,” Riley answered. “They’re at the most risk. According to Miss Parker, there have been teams after them since before Jarod escaped The Centre.”




“So, how exactly do we find a group of people who’ve been on the run longer than Jarod, are probably as smart as Jarod, and weren’t raised in a lab the way he was?” Tony asked. 




“Not to mention,” Dr. Mallard added, “they won’t be driven to put themselves at risk in order to make amends for their actions. Jarod has made himself a very large, noticeable target in his efforts to bring justice to the less fortunate.”




“Jarod?” Booth asked.




Jarod had been quiet and withdrawn through the whole meeting, turned in on himself and lost in thought.




“I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “Every time I’ve come close to finding my mother and sister, The Centre intervened, and they were in danger as well. I found my father, I thought, more by coincidence, and we took advantage of the opportunity.”




“They aren’t going to be found unless they want to be found,” Miss Parker added. “It’s fairly clear to me now that while Jarod was a top priority, he was actually considered to be less difficult to secure than his family members. Others—like Mr. Lyle—were put on the trail of his family, partly because there were things I wouldn’t do.”




“Really?” Tony asked. “Because from what I’ve read, you don’t have much of a problem with armed assault, kidnapping, terrorizing, theft, breaking and entering, a few counts of downright espionage, or putting an innocent man back in the hands of a bunch of people that make Nazi scientists look like cuddle monkeys.”




“I don’t shoot people in cold blood, cut off thumbs as a warning to others, blow up subway systems, or set orphanages on fire, either, agent,” Miss Parker snapped. “And I don’t use my rank to get dates with coeds.”




“Hey!” Riley yelled. “That’s enough. Make it constructive or keep it to yourself.”




Dr. Sweets took a step forward. “Look, we’re all on the same side here, and we’re all coming into this with some profound convictions that can lead us into conflict with others. Instead of snapping at each other over personalities or past histories, let’s focus on what each of us can contribute.”




“That’s an order, DiNozzo,” Gibbs added.




“Miss Parker,” Sidney began.




“Fine,” she answered.




“That still leaves us with the problem of how to find a group of people who are expert at living under the radar,” Booth said. “And they are not going to want to be found, not by Miss Parker, not by the government, and maybe not even by Jarod, knowing that he’s always followed by agents from The Centre.”




“There’s a lady in the FBI, over in the Behavioral Analysis Unit,” McGee put in. “She’s a legend at pulling ghosts out of the system, finding the faintest signals in the noise, and putting it together into a short list of possibilities. Leadership over there credits her as one of the main reasons their solve rate is so high.”




“The more people we involve,” Riley answered, “especially from another department or division, the greater the chance that The Centre finds out.”




“I think you’re looking at this from the wrong direction,” Doctor Mallard said.




“What do you mean, Ducky?” Gibbs asked.




“We don’t need to find Jarod’s family,” Ducky said. “All we need to do is let them know that it’s safe to come to us.”




People stared at him.




“He’s right,” Willow said, standing up straighter. She gazed off into space, considering things. “Look at it from their point of view. You’re Jarod’s mom. Your son was taken from you at an early age. Maybe it was a forcible kidnapping or maybe it was a trick. Either way, you realize you’ve got to protect your other kids. But you never forget about your son. And years later, you find out he’s escaped, and he’s looking for you. A couple of messages go through, and you almost meet him, but it’s spoiled by The Centre. So, you know it’s still dangerous. Do you stop? Do you give up?”




“No,” Booth answered. “You keep looking. You don’t wait for him. You keep trying to find some way to get to Jarod. To communicate with him. To connect.”




“Yeah,” Buffy agreed, “but how do we let them know when The Centre is listening to everything Jarod says or does.”




“You don’t use Jarod,” Ducky answered. “He’s far too obvious. You use someone else. Someone The Centre isn’t concerned about and doesn’t believe has any reason to contact Jarod’s family.”




Broots made a face and shrugged. “Our team’s come under suspicion before. I don’t think any of us could.”




“We’ve come under suspicion,” Sidney said, “because of me. I have a known connection to the first Katherine Parker and reason to help Jarod. The Centre knows both these things.”




“What they don’t know,” Willow said, looking up from her thoughts. She stood in half-shadow, and for a moment, her eyes flashed in a way no one there could account for. “Is that Miss Parker knows exactly who she is and who she’s related to.”




“I have no memory of any member of Jarod’s family from my childhood,” Miss Parker answered, an edge of fright to her voice.




“Doesn’t matter,” Willow said, shrugging off any and all concerns. “Think about it, Katherine. Jarod’s mother is your aunt. You are her sister’s daughter. There’s no way she doesn’t know about you. From the timeline Jarod’s given us, you were probably born not long before he was kidnapped. Hell, your mom might have stayed with The Centre in an effort to get Jarod, her nephew, back.”




“That’s not—” Miss Parker started. “I don’t…”




She ran her hands through her hair, then stood, thinking hard.




“They don’t have any reason to believe that I’m anything other than a Centre agent, raised to do my f— Mr. Parker’s bidding.”




“Ah, but it doesn’t have to be so,” Sidney said. “Just as Jarod, his father, and his half-brother share all the qualities of a Pretender, so you and your mother share a particular gift. It wouldn’t be unreasonable to speculate that Jarod’s mother—your aunt—also shares that gift.”




“What gift?” Bones asked. “What’s he talking about.”




“I closed that door a long time ago,” Miss Parker said, staring hard at him.




“This is the ideal environment in which to open it once more,” Sidney answered.




“I don’t understand,” Bones said. “What gift?”




Booth gave her a hand signal that very clearly told her to drop it. 




“I can help with that,” Willow said. 




“Why do I get the feeling we’re getting into some hinky territory, boss?” Tony muttered to Gibbs.




“Not what concerns me,” Gibbs answered, never taking his eyes off the discussion’s participants.




Jarod stood and limped a few steps over to Miss Parker. He ducked his head to look her in the eyes.




“Katherine, please,” he said. “If there’s something you can do…”




“I have no idea if it will work,” she hissed at him, panicked. “Or if it’ll be accurate, or if The Centre doesn’t have some way of tracking it.”




Jarod lowered his voice. “You know Willow will protect you. You know what we both saw. Katherine, they’re your family too. You have cousins you’ve never met, that I’ve only seen twice in my entire life.”




She looked up at him, the two of them suddenly alone in a room filled with people.




“Jarod,” she whispered, “they’ll hate me.”




“No,” he answered. “It won’t happen. I won’t let it. Katherine, please.”




Miss Parker studied him for a long moment and slowly, finally, let down her guard.




“I’ll do it,” she said. “For you, Jarod. I’ll do it.”




“Thank you.”




And for the first time in either’s life, they hugged.




Dr. Sweets, standing next to Riley, leaned over a bit.




“What exactly was that all about?” he asked, intrigued.




Without looking over, Riley answered, “Doc, you ever heard the phrase ‘need to know’?”




“Well, yeah. Sure.”




“You don’t.”




Sweets grimaced and looked away. “I hate that phrase.”




“Willow, Miss Parker, Dr. Green, and Dr. Sweets,” Riley announced. “After we break, I want you to make contact with Jarod’s family and establish communication. Gibbs, you’re tactical. I want a break down of approaches to The Centre’s headquarters, how we’re going to lure the bigwigs in, and how you plan to take them in. If we lose cover on this part of the op, it’s acceptable, but I want no body count and a lot of arrests.”




“Who do I get?” Gibbs asked.




“Who do you need?” Riley asked.




“My team,” Gibbs answered, tilting his head at them, “Jarod, and once she checks out, Miss Summers.”




“Uh…checks out?” Buffy asked. “When did I become a circulation desk?”




“Fine,” Riley answered. “I want a yes or no on Buffy by lunch today.”




“No problem.”




“Agent Booth,” Riley called.




“Yeah,” Booth replied, standing straight. 




“I want your team assembled and ready to go as soon as Gibbs’ team has secured the headquarters. It’ll be your responsibility to gather and catalog every bit of evidence.”




“Isn’t that more a crime scene technician job?” Angela asked. “No offense.”




“The stuff we expect to find in there,” Riley replied, “if it’s as bad as what Jarod and Miss Parker’s intel leads me to believe, we’re going to need every ounce of skill and knowledge the Jeffersonian can throw at this. I want an airtight case. One of those bastards walks, we’ll be doing this all over again in ten years.”




Booth exhaled. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”




“No kidding,” Hodgins replied.




“I don’t understand what that means,” Brennan protested.




“For the time being, people,” Riley continued, “keep to your regular schedules. No sudden changes in habits or movements, because there’s nothing special going on. If you don’t have one, put together a go bag, because when it’s time to roll, you’ll have about five minutes’ warning.”




The entire team of the Jeffersonian and half the others stared dumbly at him.




“Get some rest,” he told them. “You’re excused.”




“You realize he just excused us ten minutes after the regular work day started,” Hodgins said to Angela.




“Don’t be cranky,” she told him. “You can nap on my couch.”







“Check me out,” Buffy repeated, looking warily at Gibbs.




“Yeah. Your dossier says you’re an expert at hand to hand and close quarters combat, but it’s kind of skimpy on the details. I need to know what you can actually do,” Gibbs answered.




They stood—Gibbs, Buffy, Ziva, Tony, Jarod, and McGee—in a Marine training facility at Quantico, an hour away from the Smithsonian. The only reason Buffy wasn’t thoroughly cranky was because Gibbs had stopped at a Starbucks on the way and, without consulting her or Jarod, got them each a venti sized caffeinated drink. Upside down caramel machiatto for Buffy, skinny mocha for Jarod.




“What do you need?” Buffy asked, still dubious, but wide awake.




Gibbs made a slight face and tilted his head towards the sparring mat. “I’d like to see how you do against Ziva.”




“Okay.” Still dubious. “What are the rules?”




“Don’t break anything,” he told her.




Buffy made the same slight face in return. “Fair enough.”




Jarod stopped her on the way to the mat. Under his breath, too softly for anyone else to hear, he said, “watch your speed and your power, Buffy. No one gets hurt, okay?”




She gave him a slightly exasperated smile.




At the edge of the mat, she pushed her shoes off and pulled her socks off as well, then stood barefoot, while Ziva waited for her. Both of them wore sweatpants and t-shirts. Both of them looked like they could kill and eat megafauna any day of the week. Buffy popped her neck, stretched her shoulders out, and then pressed her palms together and bowed towards Ziva. Ziva did the same.




“You might want to back up,” Jarod told the others, taking two large steps back.




McGee and Tony exchanged looks, but when Gibbs stepped back, they followed suit.




It started off as slow and graceful as a ballet, with Buffy and Ziva pacing in a counter-clockwise circle, gauging each other. Both were under five feet five inches tall, both were less than 120 pounds, both were well muscled, graceful, balanced, and athletic. The first attack was Ziva’s, a straightforward punch to Buffy’s solar plexus that Buffy twisted out of the path and then pinned Ziva’s arm against her and turned in an elbow lock.




“Aikido,” Gibbs murmured.




Ziva dropped, allowing her turn and speed to free her before the lock was complete. She kicked at Buffy’s knee as she fell, and was blocked. Buffy used the block to spin into a low back kick, which should have connected with Ziva’s head, only Ziva didn’t wait for it. She used a similar trap on Buffy’s leg, but before she could cup Buffy’s heel, Buffy simply tucked, rolled, and turned the trap into a throw that wrenched Ziva around by 180 degrees.




“Judo,” Gibbs added.




Ziva rolled again, getting her feet under her. Buffy swung all her weight onto her shoulders, put her hands against the mat and pushed off as she swung her feet back down, landing on them just as she came upright.




“Wow,” Tony said, “I’ve only seen Gene Kelly and Jackie Chan actually pull that off.”




The first exchange done, Buffy and Ziva looked each other over, adjusting expectations. The lull ended with a flurry of kicks by Ziva that Buffy blocked, dodged, and countered until she got a foot hooked around Ziva’s back leg, and with a yank, knocked her on her back. Buffy spun to deliver a brutal fist strike, but Ziva was already out of the way.




“What was that one?” Tony asked.




“Jeet Kune Do,” Gibbs answered. 




“Nice!”




Gibbs watched, tapping his thumbnail against his bottom teeth.




The women started grappling, taking hold, throwing, slithering out, turning, flipping, and evading new holds. It sped up. Both women were now sweaty and warmed up. Both women were smiling with fierce delight.




“Here we go,” Gibbs said. “Gloves are off.”




Ziva had gone in with orders to test Buffy, find out how quickly she could bring the girl down. Instead, she had her hands on a genuine opponent. She could actually test herself against this blond, brown-eyed young woman.




Around the training room, where Marines and NCIS officers sparred, lifted weights, jumped rope, or otherwise kept themselves in fighting trim, the activity began to fall off. More and more individuals were pausing and then stopping to watch the combat on the mat.




It was fast, and then became brutally faster. Gibbs was naming different fighting styles he spotted Buffy using almost every two or three seconds. She was now using blocks that, even though successful, would leave a spectrum of bruises in the morning, and she didn’t look the slightest bit bothered by it. Ziva landed two different blows—one, an elbow strike to Buffy’s shoulder from above, and the other, a glancing kick to the inside of Buffy’s right knee. Buffy didn’t falter. Instead, she swept Ziva’s feet out from under her with a combined arm strike across Ziva’s shoulders so hard, that Ziva hit the mat shoulders first, with an audible smack. Only the fact that she’d tucked her chin kept her from landing on the back of her head. There was a hiss of sympathy from the onlookers.




“Tony,” Gibbs said.




“Yeah, boss?”




“Take her down.”




Tony grinned and nodded. “Boy, I’d sure like t—”




Gibbs smacked him upside the back of the head.




“Right, boss.”




“Fight dirty.”




“Right, boss.”




Tony was still in his suit, but he peeled the jacket off, slipped out of his shoes and socks, and went straight for Buffy. He had every intention of doing exactly what Gibbs said, even if a little tiny voice in his head started babbling something. He ignored it, and instead of going first for the choke hold, he punched Buffy in the right kidney.




Except he didn’t. She wasn’t there. Then, her foot was there, right across the side of his head, knocking him flat. Ziva turned back into the fight, all pretense of fun dropped. Tony had, at least, provided a bit of a distraction, and Ziva used the opportunity put an arm lock on Buffy as she landed and lever her onto her knees. 




Except Buffy defied conventional anatomy, accepted the agonizing pressure of the lock on her elbow, turned under, grabbed Ziva with her other hand, pulled her on top, and then—lock broken—threw her to the other side of the mat.




Tony was waiting for Buffy, taking a boxing stance, which she matched. He feinted twice, which she didn’t blink at, and stepped in with a cross, which she blocked and countered with a left-handed jab to his face. For all that it was a jab, it felt like it went through his cheek and jawbone and made his face rebound like bowl of gelatin.




But at least that gave Ziva the chance to sweep Buffy’s feet out from under her.




Except she didn’t. Buffy’s feet weren’t on the mat, though she didn’t change altitude. Tony felt a hammer blow strike just above his left knee and heard Ziva make an uncharacteristic “oof”. Finally ticked off, Tony’s fist went straight for that pretty little face just as Ziva came up from her knees to deliver a debilitating kidney punch.




Nope, not that either. The hammer blow had been Buffy pushing off in an overhead backflip, which she finished with a three point landing off the mat. There was an audible gasp from the audience, and then a crunching clatter—like a box of dominoes dropped on the floor—as Ziva and Tony’s fists met in the space Buffy no longer occupied.




And then Buffy nailed Ziva between the shoulder blades with a flying kick, sending her bowling into Tony, and knocking him down for good measure. 




Ziva immediately rolled off Tony and sat up, holding her right hand with her left, stoically grimacing and cursing in Hebrew. Tony lay there like a slug for a long moment, waiting to be able to breathe again. 




When his diaphragm finally worked again, he moaned, “she hurt me all over.”




Buffy stood, feet spread, hands on her hips, and looked up from her sparring partners to Gibbs.




“That was fun. Can we go again?” She grinned.




“Anyone else wanna try?” Gibbs asked.




There was an immediate chorus of “no”, “that’s okay”, “gotta be going”, and “I don’t think so” from the onlookers.




Buffy held a hand out to Ziva, who took it, and pulled her to her feet.




“You are awesome,” Buffy said. “Seriously. Anytime you want to spar, just let me know. And you have got to show me where you picked up that twisting knee strike.”




“Please tell me she is joking,” Ziva said, looking over at Gibbs.




“Why would I joke?” Buffy asked. “Jarod’s the best sparring partner—outside of Faith, of course—I’ve had in ages, and he’s got nothing on you.”




“Just wait,” Jarod called.




Buffy pulled Tony up to his feet next, though he didn’t really seem to want to be there.




“And I haven’t gotten to box in ages,” she told him. “You were pretty good with those sneakeriffic moves.”




“Uh, yeah. Can I get a bag of ice?” he called out. “And a new ego? I just got beat up by a cheerleader.”




Buffy went from friendly to sour. “I was only on the squad for a few weeks, and that was years ago.”




“You still look the part,” Tony answered. 




Buffy shrugged and looked over at Gibbs.




“So, what’s next?”




“Firearms.”







“You did that back in there,” Gibbs demanded, “and you’re seriously telling me you’ve never handled a firearm before?”




“Uh…well, I fired a shoulder-mounted rocket thingie once,” Buffy managed. “Does that count? Oh, and I’m excellent with a crossbow.”




“Does that—” Gibbs stopped himself. “What exactly do you do, Miss Summers, that you can fight hand-to-hand like you’re on wires, but you’ve never used a gun.”




Jarod cleared his throat. “Special Agent Gibbs, I’m afraid that falls into the ‘need to know’ category. Suffice it to say that the population Buffy is most used to dealing with is…resistant to bullets.”




“Resistant,” Gibbs repeated. 




“Well, a big enough bullet would probably do it,” Buffy said, holding her hands in a circle to suggest something larger than an eighty caliber round. “If you hit one in the neck. I mean, technically, it counts as decapitation if they don’t have a neck left, right?”




Gibbs stared at her for a long moment and gave up.




“All right. Fine. Listen closely. This is a SIG Sauer P229R DAK. It is a semi-automatic full-sized duty weapon, and it’s standard issue for much of the US military, nearly all Federal branches, and more than a few state and local authorities.”




He went over the action of the gun, how the trigger would reset itself after the first shot fired and require greater pull to fire again, how each round was loaded from the magazine and then the shell ejected after the round was fired, how to load the magazine, clear the chamber, and use the safety. Then he went over the four basic rules of gun safety: every gun is always loaded; do not point a gun at something unless you intend to shoot it; do not shoot someone unless you intend to kill them; and always, always check what’s behind your target.




Two seconds into the lecture, the perky cheerleader disappeared under the intense, absorbing gaze of a trained warrior learning a new and very useful weapon. Again, Gibbs had the feeling that the young woman he was talking to had seen action. Not a little action. Not some bar fights or street gang activity. Something along the lines of three tours of Iraq and another two of Afghanistan type of action. She had seen people die. She had killed some of them. She had held some of them. She knew exactly what death was. The sparring in the gym had been for fun. If Ziva or Tony had fallen into the declared category of “resistant to bullets”, Buffy would have killed them.




“Now,” he said, “in your own words, repeat back to me what I just said.”




Her repetition included vocabulary like “dealy-bopper”, “killocity”, and “mongo responsibility”, but her grasp of the fundamentals was solid.




“That,” Gibbs said, pointing at the paper target hanging in front of them, “is what you’re going to practice on. If you can somehow pass the firearm qualification test for NCIS agents before we’re called up, you can come.”




Buffy studied it. “I take it I’m supposed to hit the inside amoeba-shaped thingie?”




“That’s the kill zone,” he told her. “Any strike there, from between the eyebrows down to the sternum of the chest, is going to drop a person. Let’s start at twenty yards.”




Buffy gave him an extremely offended look.




“Fine,” he said, and handed her the control for the target pulley.




She sent it all the way to the end. Gibbs glanced at his team. Tony had an icebag taped to his right knuckles. He was stonefaced. Ziva had just taped her hand up. She looked mildly interested. McGee looked nervous. Jarod was suppressing a smile.




“Glasses,” Gibbs said.




Buffy put the safety glasses on.




“Hearing protection.”




Everyone donned their sound-reducing headphones.




“Fire at will.”




Buffy emptied the clip in less than five seconds. Then she popped the magazine out, pulled the slide back to show the chamber was empty, and set the gun on the table. Everyone took off their headphones.




“Hey, it smells like the Fourth of July,” Buffy said.




“How’s that?” Jarod asked.




Tony glanced at him. “Fireworks? Gunpowder? Ring a bell?”




“Oh, right,” Jarod said, nodding. “To celebrate the country’s Declaration of Independence, people often set off fireworks, which contain combustion fuel nearly identical to the powder charge used in ammunition rounds. I hadn’t thought of it that way.”




“I think it’s neat,” Buffy said, pressing the return button.




The target practice area had strong fans, clearing the smoke fairly quickly. Quickly enough that even before the target was back, McGee whistled softly.




The magazine clip held fifteen rounds. The target had fifteen holes torn neatly through the paper in a vertical line from the top of the kill zone to the bottom.




“It’s a lot easier than a crossbow,” Buffy said.




Gibbs took his phone out and dialed.




“Finn? Yeah, she’ll do.”




He hung up, put his phone away, and took out the cleaning kit. “I’m going to show you this once,” he told Buffy. “After that, you clean your weapon every time you use it.”




“That’s it?” she asked, disappointed.




“We’ll start on tactical tomorrow,” he told her.




“Oh. Okay.”




“After this, though,” Gibbs continued. “I’m going to buy you lunch, and we’re going to talk about rifle training.”





5. Reaching Out



“And you’re telling me I missed it?” Abby demanded.




“Well, I did keep my camera on the whole thing,” McGee told her, “so you’ll get it from at least one point of view.”




Abby made a face.




“I don’t know, Timmy. Some chick beating both Tony and Ziva? I may have to hate her.”




“Believe me,” he said. “It was a thing of beauty. Poetry, even. I have never seen anyone move like that.”




Abby considered it a moment, glanced surreptitiously around the lab, and then held her hand out for his phone. He gave it to her.




“What’s everyone else up to?” he asked her as she clicked through his screens to find the movie file.




“Well, Angela, Hodgins, Broots, and I are recreating as much as we can of the different labs and Centre environments. The redhead, Willow, and Miss Parker, as well as Sweets, Ducky, and Jarod, are all holed up in Dr. Saroyan’s office, doing some sort of psychological mumbo-jumbo. Agents Finn, Booth, and Gibbs and Doctor Green are also holed up, and they’re talking strategy. Dr. Brennan is apparently doing regular work. There was something about a body brought in a few hours ago under very hush hush terms, but I could a glimpse of the coffin, and it was draped with the flag of Her Majesty, the Queen.”




Tim blinked. “Great Britain? Ruritania? Melanesia? What?”




“In fourths, two with three lions in a stack, one with a lion standing on its back legs, and one with a harp,” she told him.




“You suck at heraldry,” he told her. “That’s the royal standard of the United Kingdom.”




“So?”




“Maybe they sent her Richard the third,” he speculated.




“Probably the only thing that could pull her away from a global conspiracy with cloning, ESP, Area 51 technology, and the hottest male agents in DC,” Abby answered. “Oh, no way!”




She’d started the video clip and was already bug-eyed with glee.




“Told you.”







“Miss Parker,” Ducky began, “my purpose here is only to help you achieve the state of mind necessary for the exercise Miss Rosenberg will manage.”




“I understand,” Miss Parker answered.




“Are you familiar with the concept of hypnosis?” he asked.




She nodded. “Though, honestly, the Centre was more interested in achieving similar mental states through coercion.”




“My dear, have you been subjected to such measures?” he asked, pitching his voice low.




She glanced away from him and raised her hand almost to her lips. A muscle in her cheek, just below her eye, jumped.




“How long ago?” he asked. “I wouldn’t trouble you, but I need to take it into account.”




She swallowed. “All Centre agents are trained to resist interrogation techniques, and part of that training is undergoing that exact kind of interrogation. That was when I was in my late teens and early twenties. Later, I…had to prove myself when my loyalties were questioned. I volunteered, as it was actually less risky than letting them pull my life apart. That was around three years ago.”




“And how did you cope?”




She still hadn’t met his eyes, and her left hand fluttered near her mouth, as if she wanted to press her fingertips against her lips and remain silent, but couldn’t allow herself to.




“I…shut it away, just like I did with the doubts and questions they were looking for. Just like I did with my mother’s death and…and Thomas’s.”




“Miss Parker,” Ducky gently spoke her name.




She met his eyes, and the façade of a steely-eyed, cold hearted professional was gone, leaving behind a fragile, damaged psyche.




“My only purpose here,” he told her, “is to allow you access to parts of yourself you may not have been able to reach previously, and by doing so, help you and the others the Centre has harmed. Do you consent to this?”




She scanned his eyes and face and after a long moment, nodded. He gave her a very kind smile.




“Very well. Miss Rosenberg,” he called, “we are ready when you are.”




Willow crouched over a circle drawn on the carpet with chalk dust and crushed charcoal. She had just finished setting out every candle which could be found in the Jeffersonian’s forensic anthropology lab—which, considering Angela’s collection, was a considerable number. She’d also gotten Agent Booth to raid several of the antiquities teams and bring back a bowl of beaten silver and a silk tapestry. There’d been a quiet, forceful negotiation on the last, until Jarod had stepped in and asked Booth to take it on faith that it was needed.




“I don’t even want to know how loud Facilities is going to scream over this,” Doctor Saroyan commented under her breath.




“Maybe the CIA will buy you new carpet,” Doctor Sweet whispered back to her. 




She shook her head.




“Okay,” Willow said, “ready over here. Katie and Doctor Mallard, come into the circle, but be careful not to step on its boundary.”




She took Miss Parker’s hand and guided her over to the curved lounge chair they’d pulled from Angela’s office. It wasn’t a dignified sort of chair. It looked like a refuge from the Mod Squad, but it did allow Miss Parker to lie down with her feet up and her head supported, completely relaxed. When she was seated, Willow spread the tapestry over her. Ducky took a far less interesting chair next to her.




“Uh, Miss Rosenberg,” Sweets said as she passed by him.




Willow paused and looked up.




“I was wondering if you could tell us a little about the technique you’re using and which school it comes from.”




Willow gave him a smile that glinted with ironic humor.




“The technique I’m using is called magic. The specific approach is kind of an amalgam of a dozen different disciplines, from NeoPagan to Druidic and Asatru to Old Wiccan.”




“But…uh…”




Willow returned to her circle before he could finish.




“There’s no such thing as magic,” he concluded.







“Are you comfortable?” Ducky asked Miss Parker.




She nodded her head. He looked up as Willow took her seat just outside the circle.




“Doctor Mallard, you understand that while you and Miss Parker will be protected from any external influences during this spell, there is a small chance that if Miss Parker lashes out, you’ll be in danger.”




“Wait, did she say spell?” Doctor Saroyan asked Doctor Sweet quietly. “I thought she was being ironic.”




Jarod joined them.




“What is going on here?” Doctor Sweets asked him.




He glanced over at them. “I know it looks strange, doctors, but it’s effective. Just try to remember what Hamlet told Horatio.”




“More things in heaven and on Earth, my ass,” Doctor Saroyan muttered, frowning. “It’s a good thing Brennan isn’t in h—”




All the candles in the room simultaneously came to life as their wicks blossomed into fire.




Both Saroyan and Sweets closed their mouths. Sweets scanned the room.




A current ran through the room, snapping at hems and hair, and then poured invisibly into the circle of dust and powder. The smell of cut grass and hot pavement flooded the air.




Ducky held up an antique pocket watch on a chain. He rolled the chain between thumb and finger, causing the watch to twirl in place, and as it did so, it caught the reflections of candle flames all around them. Then, he took Miss Parker’s hand in his. 




“Are you quite comfortable, Miss Parker?”




She nodded.




“I’d like you to keep your eye on the watch,” he continued. “Pay attention, please, to how the light plays over the surface and changes as the watch turns. Without becoming too focused, watch for patterns of light and dark and the changes between them. As you do, I shall continue talking to you.”




He did continue talking, in a soft, gentle voice. Instead of being monotonous, his voice was nuanced. It was both easy to listen to and interesting at the same time. He told her about the watch, that it had been his father’s and his father’s father before his, that it had served his family on five continents, and that he still wound it every day, the last thing he did before he went to bed. He talked about the candles and how they were made, noting that Miss Montenegro had the good taste to purchase beeswax candles. Between this information, he interspersed comments about how relaxed she was becoming, how instead of growing tired, her mind was becoming sharper, and how as she focused on the sound of his voice, the sight of the watch and the reflections of light would retreat until they were as far away as a bedtime story.




“Wow,” Doctor Sweets murmured. “This guy is good.”




Doctor Saroyan didn’t say anything, and when he looked over at her, her eyes were closed, and her chin had fallen to her chest.




“Hey!” he whispered to her. “You’re not the subject of this exercise, Doctor!”




She didn’t respond, so he nudged her. Once, a second time, and then hard the third time. She jerked, and her eyes flew open. She looked around, startled, and he gestured to Ducky with his head.




“Sorry,” she said under her breath. “Just…resting my eyes.”




Sweets was about to answer when Jarod shushed both of them.




“Now, my dear,” Ducky continued. “You are quite aware that you are lying on a chair in an office of the Jeffersonian, that I am holding your hand, and that you are entirely safe. At the same time, I want you to imagine yourself standing outside. It is daytime, and you are on a garden path. Can you do that?”




She smiled. “I’m there.”




“Tell me about it.”




She took a deep breath. “It’s spring, around Easter. The path is brick, and between the bricks there’s bright green moss. There are roses all around, and a trellis. The trees are very tall. I’m in shadow, but the sun is out.”




“That’s very good, my dear,” Ducky said. “I’d like you to follow that path through the garden. You will come to a meadow. Continue walking. In a moment, you’ll find that the path enters a wood, and you will proceed down the slope.”




He spoke, guiding her through a progression of garden to meadow to woods, across a stream, to deeper forest, into twilight darkness, and then the mouth of a cave. At the mouth, he explained, stood a door. She would recognize it. The door would open into the safest place she’d ever known. One where no danger would ever reach her.




She reached out for the handle, opened the door, and walked in.




It was her bedroom, the one she remembered from her childhood. There was her bed and its green velvet bedspread, the wardrobe painted with a scene from Peter Rabbit, the dollhouse, the bookshelf filled with volumes she’d long forgotten, a rocking horse, a pile of stuffed animals and dolls, and a girl sized table with two chairs, set for afternoon tea.




Kneeling on the floor next to the table, waiting for her, was her mother, Katherine Parker.




In that place inside of her where she would always be nine years old, Katie Parker started to cry with happiness.




“Mommy!”




She threw herself at her mother and was rewarded with an instant hug. She buried her face against her mother’s shoulder and breathed in the smell of her mother’s hair.




“I told you we would see each other again,” her mother said softly.




“I miss you,” Katie answered, squeezing her mother as tightly as she could.




Katherine Parker smoothed a lock of hair away from her little girl’s face and gazed at her, filled with love.




“I miss you too, sweetheart, but you will always have me with you, and there are other things you need right now.”




Katie nodded and sat back up. Now she was fourteen year old girl who’d snuck into the lab to watch Jarod work on problems without him knowing. 




“Is it true?” Katie asked her mother. 




Katherine Parker’s smile grew deeper. “Yes, baby. I’m glad you know. Bring me that photo album, and I’ll show you.”




She pointed to a thick book with a fabric covered spine. Inside were a hundred or more pages of pictures. Katie pulled it out from the bottom shelf and swung it over. As she opened it, old memories stirred.




“This…this is real, isn’t it?” she asked. “I’ve seen this book before.”




Her mother nodded. “Yes. I showed it to you a few times, before you were too old. When I died, your father packed it away with my other belongings. It may still exist.”




She turned several pages until she came upon the same photograph that someone had once sent Jarod. It was a picture of Jarod’s mother and Katie’s mother, arms around one another, smiling happily.




“She’s your sister,” Katie repeated.




Her mother nodded, and her expression turned sad.




“What happened, Mommy?”




Her mother looked back at her.




“Katie, sweetheart, this is your memory, not mine. What I gave you doesn’t work this way.”




“How do I find her? How do I help Jarod?” she asked.




Her mother smiled again. “That is part of what I gave you. All you have to do is look for her, and call her name.”




“But…I don’t know what her name is,” Katie protested.




Her mother glanced down at the photo and back up. Then she raised her eyebrows at her daughter.




She made a guess, and pried the photo out of its corners, and then turned it over.




Katherine and Margaret, Summer in Vermont




Words and voices tickled at the back of her mind. She’d heard her mother say the name Margaret before, in bitter, nearly silent arguments with her father.




“Aunt Margaret?” she asked her mother, and she glanced down at the photograph. Her hands were now the ones she remembered from her twenties, when she’d started keeping her nails long and lethal, coated in dark polish, when she still wore a pair of silver rings she’d inherited from her mother.




Her mother nodded, still smiling.




“And now you can reach her,” her mother told her. “Just go through there and call her name.”




Katie Parker got to her feet, knowing by the lines of her bones that she was no longer a memory of herself. Her mother had pointed to her closet door. Katie looked back down at her.




“Will I see you again, Mommy?”




“I am always here, my darling,” her mother told her.




“I love you.”




“Oh, baby, I love you so much,” her mother answered.




Katie Parker walked over to the door and rested her hand on the doorknob.




“Miss Parker?” a voice called. “Are you quite well?”




She swallowed and cleared her throat. She knew with a firm clarity that she was still lying on a ridiculous chair in an administrative office of the research wing of the Jeffersonian, that she was under hypnosis, and that she was safe as houses, as Doctor Mallard had put it. She also knew that her next step through the door in front of her would place her somewhere very different.




“I’m fine, Doctor Mallard. I know where I am. I’ll be right back.”




She opened the door and stepped through.







On the other side was clearing of grassy space surrounded by marble pillars. She stood in the exact center. Standing several feet away was Willow Rosenberg, wearing the same outfit she had on at the Jeffersonian. Above the grass, tiny lights floated in even tinier orbits. Fireflies. She hadn’t seen any since her mother had been alive. She could hear the call of cicadas in the far away treeline and the creak and croak of much nearer frogs. She could smell water, maybe a creek, less than a hundred yards away. The sky above was the color of sapphires and lapis. Stars were out, and there were faint streaks of light at the horizon behind Willow.




“This is the Blue Hour,” Willow told her. “For about an hour before sunrise or an hour after sunset, the sky looks like a Maxfield Parrish painting. You can do whatever you need to here, Katie. You’re safe.”




She looked around. Outside the circle of pillars were other small lights, but unlike the fireflies, these moved in pairs, and the movements were purposeful.




“What are those?” she asked.




“Those are what I’m keeping you safe from,” Willow told her. “There are always predators out here. Those are just your random hungry critters.”




If there were random hungry critters, what about very specific critters looking specifically for her? She decided not to ask. Instead, she took a deep breath.




“Aunt Margaret?” she called. “It’s Katie Parker. Ethan? I’m here. I’d like to talk. Please.”




She looked around, but nothing happened. There was no appreciable change in the sounds around her, or the things moving in the darkness past the circle. 




“Keep calling,” Willow told her. “You don’t have to yell. Just let them know.”




So she repeated herself, asking her aunt and her half-brother if she could talk to them. Telling them that she knew who she was and who Jarod was, and they were both safe. When she looked around, there were more eyes in the darkness.




“Is there any chance they’ll answer?” Katie asked Willow.




Willow met her eyes and then, very deliberately, looked past her. Katie turned and saw a woman with red hair standing a few feet behind her.




“Hi,” the woman said. She was just about the same age as Katie. “So, just to make sure we’re on the level, can you tell me what your mom got you for your birthday just before she was killed?”




“A white rabbit,” Katie managed.




The woman smiled broadly. “Okay, we’re good.”




Two more people walked out of the darkness. One was an older woman, perhaps in her late fifties or early sixties. Her red hair had faded and was threaded with silver. The other was a handsome young man with Jarod’s dark hair and jawline and Katherine Parker’s smile, grinning at her.




“Ethan?” she asked, barely speaking. “Aunt Margaret?”




“Way to go, sis,” Ethan said, holding up both his thumbs in approval. “Nice to see you finally caught a clue.”




“Ethan, stop that.” The older woman put a hand on his arm. “She’s had a hard road.”




Ethan shrugged, but maintained his smile.




“Katherine?” the woman asked her. 




Katie nodded, her throat tightening painfully.




“You look just like your mother,” the older woman said. “You look so much like her.”




All three of them gathered around her.




“Hi.” The younger woman introduced herself. “I’m Emily, Jarod’s little sister.”




“Hi, Emily,” Katie managed.




“And I am your Aunt Margaret,” the older woman said, her eyes searching Katie’s face. “I am so glad to meet you at last.”




Margaret lifted a pale hand and placed it against Katie’s cheek.




“Katie,” Willow called, “I don’t want to rush things, but we’ve been noticed.”




“How is that possible?” Katie called, unwilling to look away from her aunt’s face.




“The Centre has other espers,” Margaret told her. “Children they’ve trained since infancy. They’ll notice anything that passes between us like this. Your friend is keeping them at bay. What she’s doing…I didn’t know it could be done.”




“Not for much longer,” Willow called. “It’s not their strength, it’s their sneakiness. They’re going to worm their way past the circle in another couple of minutes. Katie, find out what you need to and go back through the door.”




“Aunt Margaret, Jarod and I both know about our families. We have the resources to take the Centre down, but the moment the Centre finds out I’ve betrayed them, they will hunt you down and kill you. We need you to find us so we can get you to safety.”




“I don’t know about safety,” Ethan said. “I’d like a chance to help take the Centre down with you, if it’s all right by you.”




“Me too,” Emily told her.




“I can’t promise anything,” Katie stumbled. 




Emily grinned at her. “You can tell them that I’m just like Jarod, a Pretender. And Ethan is just like your mom, an esper, and he’s also a Pretender. I think they’ll say yes.”




“Where?” Katie asked. “Where do we find you?”




It was Margaret’s turn to smile, and Katie realized with both alarm and amazement that as long as her aunt had been touching her cheek, she’d been reading her. Margaret already knew everything Katie could have told her if they’d had hours and hours to talk.




Margaret knew everything. Katie’s stomach turned inside out.




Margaret touched foreheads with her.




Katie, my son was right, and we will all keep his promise. No one hates you. Everyone loves you. I’ll see you in a few days. Be safe.




The image of the location appeared with the knowledge of the date, and Katie couldn’t help but laugh, even if the laughter was a little close to dissolving into tears. She might have dreamed or wished to some day have something resembling a family, one to which she belonged, one in which she was loved. She hadn’t ever thought what it would mean if those family members came with a fierce sense of humor.




“I’ll see you then,” Katie agreed.




“Katie,” Willow called. “Time to go.”




The visitors all smiled, waved, and then winked out of existence. Katie took one look around and saw the number of eyes just barely outside the circle of pillars. More than a few pairs were human.




“Where’s the door?” Katie demanded, looking around. She was still standing in the grassy clearance. Nothing resembling a closet door remained.




“It’s right there,” Willow told her. “Now go.”




“Where?!”




There were bodies with those eyes, and some of them had hands.




“Close your eyes,” Willow said, her voice still calm, “it’s right under your hand.”




She closed her eyes, reached with her hand, and banged her knuckles on the door. She reached down the door, closed her hand on the door knob, turned, pushed, and stepped through.




The door slammed closed behind her, and she sat up, gasping in fear and shock. Hands closed on her shoulders, and she jumped.




“Easy,” Doctor Mallard said. “Easy, Miss Parker. You’re quite safe. You’ve transitioned out of your trance with no warning. It’s quite all right.”




She looked at him, struggling to bring herself back to this dimly lit office with its smell of toner and air freshener.




“I saw them.”




“Yes, I’m quite aware of them, my dear,” Ducky told her, patting her hand. “We only heard your side of the conversation, but it was still illuminating.”




She turned on her side.




“Jarod? Jarod!”




“I’m right here, Katherine,” Jarod answered.




He crouched just on the other side of the circle around them, his eyes focused only on her.




“I saw them,” she repeated. “I saw your mother, and Emily, your sister, and Ethan. I saw them, Jarod. We’re going to meet them.”




He nodded, and a very tremulous smile spread over his face. “I heard.”







Jarod and Miss Parker stood over in on of the corners, talking quietly but very intensely. Doctors Saroyan and Sweets mostly stood silent, their eyes flicking over different things in the room, both of their expressions a puzzle of doubt and worry. Doctor Mallard stayed in his chair long after Willow had dispersed the circle. She took Miss Parker’s seat.




“Are you all right, Doctor Mallard?”




“Please, Miss Rosenberg,” he answered, “call me Ducky. It would seem we are compatriots of a sort, and I hope we shall be friends.”




“Only if you call me Willow,” she answered.




He smiled back at her.




“So, Ducky, are you all right?”




“Oh, I’m a bit tired,” he admitted, taking his glasses off, “and I’ve quite a sharp headache. The prolonged focus I suppose, though I’m not usually susceptible to them.”




“I can help with that,” she said.




She took his hand in hers and with the other hand, put her fingers against his temple. He closed his eyes, and a moment later, opened them, blinking.




“I say, that’s…remarkable. I’ve never…you did that?”




She smiled and nodded. “You were sitting in a closed circle with a beginner psychic reaching out what could have been thousands of miles to contact three people she’s never even met before. I think it would be safe to say that you picked up a bit of the psychic tension and exhaust fumes. I just grounded them off.”




“Ah, I see.” He considered it for a moment. “Fascinating really.”




Willow tilted her head a bit. “You know, Ducky, you seem to be taking this really, really well. I’m pretty sure Doctor Saroyan over there is going to go out and get drunk tonight, and Doctor Sweets may check himself into a mental hospital. But you’re okay.”




He gave her a very knowing smile. “Miss Ros— Willow, over the course of more than forty years, I have worked on five continents and nearly seventy countries. I’ve served as an army doctor, a general physician, and a forensic pathologist. I’ve done my best to heal the survivors of genocide and to identify the remains of the victims. I have seen things I could never explain with logic or science, and I’ve heard far, far more. Let us just say that this is only confirmation of things I’ve long known to be true, even if I didn’t have evidence.”




“Then I guess we’ll call it that, Ducky.”




“Now, my dear, do you think you could help me find some place I could acquire an honest pint? My throat is parched.”




Willow laughed and nodded. “Should we ask the others for company?”




“I don’t see why not.”







“I have to leave,” Jarod announced.




“What? Why?” Buffy demanded.




“Not exactly part of the plan,” Gibbs remarked.




“It is now. Miss Parker was able to contact the family members I’ve been searching for. A rendezvous is set up, but to protect them, I need to be someplace completely different.”




“And Sydney, Broots, and I have to follow him,” Miss Parker said. “We have to keep the Centre believing it’s business as usual for us.”




“Where will you go?” Doctor Brennan asked.




“San Antonio,” Jarod told her. “They’ve just got the Christmas lights up on the Riverwalk. I’ve wanted to see it for a long time. And I hear they have an excellent zoo.”




“Don’t even think about it,” Miss Parker told Broots when he looked like he might say something. The usual razor sharp edge of ice in her voice was missing.




“Okay, so we get you some burn phones,” Agent DiNozzo began.




“Agent David, do you think you could get some from your Mossad contacts?” Jarod asked. “The Mossad is probably the least compromised of any government agency in the world.”




Ziva considered it for a moment. “I believe I can. It will take a few hours.”




“One for me, and one for Miss Parker’s team,” Jarod told her.




She nodded again.




“Give it to Broots,” Miss Parker decided. “He’s the least suspicious of us and the most capable when it comes to telecom technology.”




Broots looked around, startled. “Did she…did she just compliment me?”




“You should probably get used to it,” Jarod told him in a low voice. “And you may have to remind her to be…ah…”




“A bitch, Jarod,” she finished for him.




Broots’ eyes swiveled from one to the other, not quite panicky, but definitely worried about his safety.




“Booth,” Gibbs picked up, looking down at the rendezvous place and time, “can we count on your help with this? You’ve got the most background on this area.”




“Sure,” Booth replied. “It’s just going to depend on how much we want to involve site security.”




“As little as possible,” Riley answered. “No badges, and preferably no guns. If absolutely no one notices us, I’ll be happy.”




“Got that straight,” Hodgins added. “As far as management will be concerned, we’re all strangers on vacation.”




“Makes it a little more difficult, but we can still manage. Anyone liable to recognize any of us there?” Booth asked. “I mean, aside from me?”




Riley shook his head.




“First time I’ve ever been in DC,” Buffy admitted. “I can totally do the touristy thing.”




“I believe Tim and Abby both have memberships,” Ziva said. “That may be to our advantage. They’ll know the building and the regular staff. Some of the staff may recognize them, but it will be in the appropriate context.”




“Saturday afternoon means it’ll be extremely busy. A lot of people in and out a well known public space,” Gibbs pointed out. “We won’t be able to cover all the exits.”




“They’re coming to us, Gibbs,” Miss Parker answered. “We aren’t trying to catch them.”




“Yeah, I could just see this turn into that scene from The Thomas Crowne Affair if someone tries to corner them,” Tony said.




“That was based on one of my missions,” Jarod told him. “My family would top it.”




“I think we need to go with the assumption that Jarod’s family is going to cooperate with us,” Riley said, “and that, by the time we meet, they’ll have more intel on us than our service records do.”




“What’ll we do once they find us?” Buffy asked. “It’s not like we can put them up in a hotel.”




“I’ll free up some space at home,” Hodgins offered.




“How many guest rooms do you have?” Tony asked.




Hodgins looked up, calculating. “Um, sixteen at last count.”







On the way out, Gibbs stopped Tony and Ziva. 




“I want you to follow Summers and Rosenberg,” he told them quietly. “McGee hasn’t come up with any more background on either of them except some really faked up stuff from a small town in California. Get me information.”




“Geez, boss,” Tony said, “not that I’m complaining about the opportunity to enjoy the antics of a couple of fit coeds, but aren’t we on the same side?”




“Rule number seventeen,” Gibbs answered.




“Trust, but verify,” Ziva responded. “I always liked that rule.”




“That’s because you’re paranoid,” Tony explained.




“Just because I am paranoid does not mean they are not well placed, covert operatives from a clandestine organization,” she told him. “They might be Amish.”




Tony tilted his head slowly to the right, trying to absorb the idea. For the life of him, he couldn’t come up with a homonym or spoonerism she might have gotten Amish from.




“They have a mafia,” she protested.




“I am revoking your cable television rights,” Tony said. “No more reality shows for you.”





6. Introduction to Intermediate World Saving



“Okay, I was cool with the little emotional send off she gave Jarod,” Tony complained, “and six hours of shopping was a little much, but I coped. It’s good to know that they’re staying at that charming, completely unnoticeable cottage in Georgetown. But what exactly have they been doing for the last forty-five minutes in this part of town?”




Ziva sat beside him, keeping an eye on the two young women as they walked the same four blocks, back and forth, over and over—talking, laughing, and occasionally (maybe) re-enacting scenes from Wizard of Oz. 




“This is not a very good neighborhood,” she noted. “And they don’t seem to have a purpose here, other than…making a spectacles of themselves?”




She had a point. The two women were dressed in attractive, colorful, eye-drawing outfits, as if they wanted to catch the attention of everyone else in the area. 




“Spectacle. Spectacles are glasses. And have you noticed?” Tony added. “Not a single drug dealer has approached them.”




“If you were to ask me,” Ziva said.




“Which I am,” Tony answered.




“I would say that they are looking for tr—”




Both women vanished.




“—ouble,” Tony finished for her. “Let’s go.”







“Dawn would so totally kill to be down here,” Buffy said, kicking at a few scattered leaves near the gutter. “All the museums and landmarks?”




“I think Hodgins would totally kill you if you invited your kid sister into the covert infiltration and takedown of a global conspiracy because it would make a cool field trip,” Willow told her.




“Yeah,” Buffy agreed. “Does he seem kind of tightly wound to you? He does to me.”




“Seriously? More than half the people we met today seem tightly wound to me. Especially Gibbs, Hodgins, and Booth.”




“I kind of like Gibbs. Yeah, he’s got the tension monkey on his back, but you know when stuff goes down, he’s going to be Mr. Stomp The Baddies. Oh, and you know what Jarod figured on Booth? The reason he looks so much like Angel?”




“What’s that?” Willow asked, pirouetting spontaneously.




“He figured out that Agent Booth is the great-great-great grand-something of John Wilkes Booth, and—uh—don’t go around telling people that, because apparently, he’s not exactly thrilled.”




“Who would be?”




“Right? Seriously. Anyways, he traced the Booth family back to these bigwigs in England, and that end of the family had property in—get this—Galway, and they just happened to be visiting less than a year before Mrs. Booth gave birth to her second son. Oh, and those Booths were known as having really awesome parties.”




Willow turned and looked at her, mouth open in astonishment. “But…the odds…”




“’Never tell me about the odds,’” Buffy quoted and gave her a wry smile. “Jarod wants to do a whole lot more research before he officially calls it, and he isn’t sure telling Booth is a good idea. I mean ‘Congratulations, not only do you have an ancestor who assassinated Abraham Lincoln, but his great-grandmom cheated on her husband and conceived her child by a guy later known as the Scourge of Europe.




“I asked him how it was possible they looked so much alike,” she continued, “and he started muttering about genetic drift and conservation of hottie genes.”




“Yeah, I think you misheard the last part,” Willow said. “The hottie gene has yet to be identified.”




“Well, they should get busy on that,” Buffy said, nodding her head emphatically. “Humanity could benefit from a significant increase in hottitude.”




They came up on one of the narrow alleys. Willow deliberately turned her back to it.




“Don’t look,” she said, smiling, “but I think we’ve finally got a nibble.”




“Geez.” Buffy rolled her eyes. “It’s about ti—”







Tony and Ziva sprinted for the alley, weapons drawn.




“How many?” Tony demanded.




“I saw at least three,” Ziva answered. “There are probably more.”




Just as they came up on the mouth of the alley, a howling, icy wind of hurricane strength blew past them, and tumbled some unlucky man and a great deal of trash onto the street. Both instinctively flinched back and put their arms up to cover their heads.




“What the— Federal agents!” Tony roared.




The man that had been thrown past them got to his feet, and moved so fast, Tony couldn’t quite get a bead on him as he turned to face him. He was three quarters of the way around when the man tackled him, crushing him against the ground, and knocking his weapon out of his hands. Then he grabbed Tony by the hair and pulled his head back.




Tony did his best to break the man’s grip, but not even Ziva, not even Damon Werth, had the strength this guy did. He had no leverage at all, and this guy was about to snap his neck like a Twix bar.




“Federal agent!” Ziva hollered. “Drop him!”




The guy ignored her and started to twist. Ziva put a bullet through his head.




Tony’s attacker wavered, but didn’t fall. Then, he blinked and released his hold. He shook his head as if trying to clear it, scattering bits of brain and blood in a circle around them.




“What the fu—” Tony gasped, gave up, kicked the guy in the face, pushed him off, and scrambled to his feet.




The guy got to his feet as well, brought his hands down from his head, and in the dim streetlights, considered the blood and brain matter on them. There was something wrong with his face. Very, very wrong.




“Great,” he lisped. “Like I need another hole in my head, assholes.”




“What. Is that.” Ziva stated, her voice shaking with reaction, but her weapon rock steady.




“Let’s go with Romero fast zombie for now,” Tony answered, stumbling to her side. “I say we kill it with fire.”




“Very we—”




“Incoming!” someone shouted.




Another man was thrown out of the alley, striking their fast zombie dead on and knocking him down. Buffy bolted out of the alley and ran straight for them.




“Time to take cover!” she yelled.




She didn’t tackle them, but she did emphatically grab both of them and bring them to the ground with her.




“Fiat ignis!”




A roaring tongue of yellow-white flame leapt from within the alley twenty yards out to where Tony’s attacker and the attacker’s friend had gotten to their feet. It engulfed them, and in a split second, the two men disappeared in a blast of dust and heat.




“Uh…I…whu…” Tony managed.




“Upsidaisy,” Buffy said, getting to her feet and pulling them up with her. 




“The…guy…” Tony continued to struggled.




“Yep,” Buffy agreed with him. “Bad guys go poof. We’ll explain, but we’ve got some things to do before we can. Come on.” 




She turned and walked back toward the alley. Ziva stood, frozen, one finger raised and her mouth open. Tony looked around, spotted his gun, and grabbed it. By the time he returned to Ziva, she was moving towards the alley after Buffy.




“You got ‘er, Will?” Buffy called.




“Uh huh,” Willow called back.




“Got what?” Tony demanded, coming up behind Buffy.




“In a minute,” Buffy replied.




In the alley, Willow stood over a woman. The woman had been impaled through the belly by a spar of wood from a broken pallet. Around the ground in the alley were several low mounds of gritty dust. Tony counted five.




“We need to call an ambulance,” Ziva said.




Buffy turned on her heel, right next to the woman, who moaned.




“No, what you need to do is listen,” Buffy said, her voice hard. “And if you pay attention and make a real effort to get it, I’ll skip the lecture on ‘If You’re Trying To Get Yourself Killed.’”




She leaned over, grabbed the woman by the hair and hauled her to her feet, lifting her off the spar of wood.




“Help me,” the woman babbled, her eyes rolling in terror. “Please, help me. Don’t let her kill me.”




“Hey, this is—” Tony started.




Without speaking, Buffy used her other hand to pull a necklace out from under her jacket and take it off. She held it out so they could both see light glint off the plain cross in her hand. Then, still without a sound, she slapped the palm of her hand against the woman’s forehead. The woman shrieked and arched like a bow, and a horrible sizzling sound came from where Buffy pressed the cross against her skin. Smoke rose from under her hand. It smelled disturbingly like barbecue.




After a moment, Buffy brought the cross away. She pulled the woman back up.




There was a cross-shaped burn on the woman’s forehead, but more than that, her forehead was wrinkled, the brow ridges stuck out, and her irises were bright gold with elliptical pupils.




“Holy Mary, Mother of God,” Tony whispered.




Next to him, Ziva whispered something in shocked Hebrew.




“This,” Buffy said, shaking the woman a bit, “is not a person. This is a dead body possessed by a demon, and it stays busy killing people and drinking their blood.”




“Vam…pire?” Tony managed.




“Points to the Fed,” Buffy replied.




“Vampire?!” Ziva demanded. “Like…like Dracula and all—” she held up her hands like claws and made a face.




“That’s the general idea,” Willow agreed. “With a few minor differences in abilities. These guys—and the seven others we dusted—are all fledglings.”




“Which means they’ve got a master out there,” Buffy continued.




“And he’s going to eat you alive, bitch,” the vampire spat at her.




Without changing expression, Buffy lifted a foot and brought it down on the vampire’s lower leg. Tony and Ziva could hear the bones snap.




“I’m sorry,” Buffy said, looking down at the now writhing vampire, “you had something to add to the discussion?”




The vampire screamed at her.




Buffy reached behind her, snapped off the spar of wood from the pallet, and brought it down on the vampire’s chest, punching through bone and skin like tissue paper.




The vampire screamed again, but the sound never made it out of her throat as her body disintegrated in a fall of ash and dust. Even so, Tony reached out as if he could stop her.




“You just killed her?” he demanded.




“You have to be alive in order to die,” Buffy told him. “The person who became that vampire has been dead long enough to vote in Chicago. Will, what are you looking at?”




“Eight total,” Willow answered, “all of them near the same age, and all of them turned by the same vampire. From their relative weakness, I’d say their master is no older than fifty years. My guess? There’s been some sort of coup of the old master, this master survived, and he’s trying to build up a power base.”




Tony glanced at Ziva. From her expression, she was troubled and afraid and watching Willow and Buffy like a hawk.




“Have you checked the accidental deaths, disappearance, and murder stats in your town recently?” Buffy asked them. “Because we did. There have been twenty this month, and the bodies which have been recovered all bear the hallmark signs of vampires.”




He tried to find something to say, but it just wasn’t happening, and his jaw worked without any sound being produced. 




It couldn’t—literally could not—be possible. Vampires? He was hallucinating. Or he’d been poisoned. Or maybe it was all special effects, smoke and mirrors.




“Buffy, I think the Feds have crashed,” Willow said. “Blue Screen Of Death.”




“Yeah, well, that’s what they get for tailing us when we’re supposed to be working together,” Buffy answered. “Yes, Agents DiNozzo and David, when Willow and I aren’t working to disassemble global conspiracies, we like to spend our time killing vampires. You might even say it’s my raison d’etre.”




“What’s that?” Tony finally managed to squeak a couple of words out.




“It’s French for ‘reason for being’,” she told him.




He closed his eyes for a moment. “I know what the phrase means. I’m asking, why is your reason for being killing vampires?”




“Because I’m the Vampire Slayer,” she answered, completely serious.




He looked over at Ziva, who met his eyes.




“That’s it,” he said. “I have officially lost it. Ziva, would you be so kind as to inform Gibbs and maybe see about a reservation at the Funny Farm for me?”




She shook her head in a tiny motion. “No, because I am certain I will be in my room before you are. Perhaps Gibbs can find us there later.”




Buffy pressed her lips together and raised her eyebrows. “Great, I broke the Feds. You know what helps that?”




“What?” Ziva and Tony asked together.




“Ice cream shakes. We know a place.”







“Werewolves?” he asked.




“Yep,” Buffy replied. 




“I dated a werewolf for a while,” Willow said, staring off into the mid-distance. “Really sweet guy. Except, you know, at that time of the month. Had to lock him up and read bedtime stories to him when he went furry.”




“Or…?” Tony prompted.




“He ate people,” she answered. “Not his fault. He’s gotten a lot better controlling his inner wolf.”




Ziva tapped the table until she could pull the phrase she was looking for off her tongue. “Frankenstein’s Monster!”




“Couple of those,” Buffy said, digging deeper into her shake. “The second one was government issue.”




“Creature from the Black Lagoon?” It was Tony’s turn.




“That was the swim team,” Willow answered. “They really loved their coach. You know, with some falva beans and a nice chianti.”




Both Ziva and Tony shuddered.




“Mad scientists?” Tony asked.




“Only every other time we turned around,” Buffy said. “There were also a ton of non-vampire demons, a power mad city mayor who wanted to become a Hell god, and then an actual Hell god.”




“So, technically, vampires can live forever,” Tony said, taking a sip of his shake through his straw.




“Technically,” Buffy agreed. 




“I ran a statistical analysis a couple of years ago,” Willow started. “The majority of vampires, like eighty percent, don’t make it past a year. Stupid mistakes, falling prey to other demons, and being killed by their own masters. Of the remaining vampires, most of them are killed off before they reach fifty years old, and that’s almost entirely internecine warfare. Of the small number that get past one hundred, less than one tenth of one percent of the original number, those guys start racking up centuries.”




“The first master I killed was actually the oldest one on record at that time,” Buffy told them. “He was, we think, around a thousand years old. I was fifteen. Then we ran into Kakistos, who turned out to be more than two thousand years old. Faith killed him. I was backup.” 




Her tone of voice turned quiet and reserved, as if memories had taken up her attention.




Tony’s eyes narrowed in thought. “That thing with Agent Booth yesterday. That was something about a vampire, wasn’t it?”




Buffy’s head jerked up, and her pupils dilated, but she stayed silent.




“Damn, DiNozzo,” Willow muttered. “How the hell did you make that connection?”




“I actually do this for a living, you know,” he answered, the slightest edge to his voice. “Figure things out, find the bad guys, et cetera. Who was he, Buffy?”




Buffy, the most rattled either of them had seen her since, well, the scene the previous day, swallowed. “His name was Angel. He, um, he had a soul. He fought on our side. He was killed in that thing in Los Angeles.”




Tony and Ziva exchanged looks.




“That thing in Los Angeles?” Tony repeated. “With half the city burned down and insane reports of a dragon flying over…head… There was an actual dragon, wasn’t there?”




“Probably,” Buffy replied, not looking up. “I wasn’t there.”




All four of them slumped in their seats. Ziva and Buffy played with their shakes.




“Gibbs will never believe this,” Ziva said.




“Oh, he hangs out around us long enough,” Willow said, “he will.”




“Should probably bring him along on a patrol,” Buffy said, sounding unsure and rather deflated.




“Think that’s going to have to wait,” Tony said. “What with all the stuff coming up. Also, Sunnydale?”




“What about it?” Buffy asked, looking up from her shake.




“Really? Seriously? The intel on that town looks like someone copy and pasted the Dresden Files,” Tony said. “Even with vampires and their buddies being real, it’s hard to believe a town could be that messed up.”




“Oh, it was,” Buffy answered. “And then some. I consider it a good thing the sinkhole took it out. It would probably be for the best if they diverted a couple of rivers and put it at the bottom of a lake.”




“That,” Ziva mused, “is actually quite terrifying.”




“You ain’t just whistlin’ Dixie, Agent David,” Willow answered.




The table fell silent for a moment. Tony looked up and around, and then picked up his shake.




“Good shakes, though,” he commented.




The others nodded in agreement.







“You what?” Gibbs asked. He hadn’t quite worked up to a full, patented Gibbs Glare, but he’d put down his auger and stared at them.




It was close to three o’clock in the morning, which didn’t really matter much in Gibbs’s world. Either he was awake, down in the basement, and working on his latest nautical project, or he was sleeping on the couch in his living room, ready to be awake at the drop of a clue or team member’s personal crisis.




“We are asking you to trust us on this, Boss,” Tony repeated, meeting his eyes. “At least until tomorrow night. Buffy said she’d happily show you the ropes once the rendezvous was completed and they’d verified that Jarod and the others are on their way back.”




“The ropes?” Gibbs demanded.




Tony glanced at Ziva, who nodded emphatically. 




“Gibbs,” she spoke, “I do not feel I can adequately describe the circumstances in which Tony and I learned of what Miss Summers and Miss Rosenberg do, at least not in a way you would find believable. If anything, the abilities they claim are understated. If anything, it…opens a door to a world even more frightening than what the existence of this Centre implies.”




Gibbs’s eyes narrowed, and he watched her closely for a moment.




“Ziva, are you all right?” he asked.




She didn’t answer immediately, and Gibbs’s gaze flashed over to Tony, who met his eyes steadily.




“I am…reconsidering some long held beliefs,” Ziva admitted.




“Tony?”




“This is the second time in a week I’ve had to re-organize my understanding of how the world works, Boss,” Tony said. “I can’t make any guarantees for how this will end up, but my gut tells me they’re good guys.”




Gibbs studied them for a long moment, then exhaled.




“Okay,” he answered, shrugging. “I trust your call on this. Let’s work on the rendezvous and deal with the rest tomorrow night.”







“Boy, did Tony and Ziva look pooped,” Abby commented. “Wonder why.”




“Well, they got their butts kicked by a former cheerleader,” Tim replied, smiling at the memory, “and they had to get everything set up for this by six o’clock this morning.”




“Even so, you’d think they would have joined us,” she pointed out.




They had paused at the entry way to the ocean exhibit and were both staring up at the life sized replica of a barnacle encrusted right whale.




“I know,” Tim agreed. “How could sleep possibly compare with this?”




He indicated with a tilt of his head the entirety of the Jeffersonian’s Natural History Museum, where he and Abby attended as the primary contact for Jarod’s family. The ocean exhibit occupied a quarter of the rear portion of the main floor and less than an hour after opening, it was filled with crowds.




“Sometimes, Timmy,” Abby said, slipping an arm into his, “I wonder about them.”




She’d had to surrender her black battenburg lace parasol at guest services, but that was her sole concession to the security concerns of the day. Even her five inch platform, lace up Edwardian boots spoke more to her sense of proper fashion aesthetics than the possible need for mobility in a hurry.




Around them, an overly chipper teacher guided a group of private schoolers through a series of displays, asking them probing questions while keeping them expertly herded together. Housefrauen, college students, families, retirees, vacationers, tourists, and devotees of knowledge circulated around them. On the other end of the whale, Booth appeared to be absorbed in reading an explanation of the deep ocean. Hodgins strolled past a stand listing the different oceanic environments. Angela Montenegro sketched the enormous man-o-war jellyfish dangling above another plexiglas encased assortment of ocean life. Buffy and Willow were elsewhere in the museum, looking over the other patrons. Gibbs sat in the cafe downstairs, coordinating by cell phone only when absolutely necessary. Ducky and Riley waited in a storage room just off one of the exhibits, near a straight shot out a maintenance alley. Tony and Ziva watched over the alley and kept an eye on security.




Hodgins and Angela were under strict orders to be lookouts and nothing more. Booth and McGee carried only their service weapons under casual, weekend clothes. They were off duty. There were no walkie-talkies, as the museum security had no idea what was going on. There was no reason to believe any of the Centre’s operatives knew what was going on, but it was enough to know that the Centre was willing to spill blood on a very large scale to get their hands on Jarod’s parents, sister, and brothers and had been hunting them for years. It was a balance between not drawing any attention and maintaining enough strength to protect those people the Centre wanted.




“Any ideas?” Abby asked.




Tim shook his head. “They’re supposed to come to us. I suggest we treat this like any other Saturday at the museum.”




Abby hmmphed, but not unhappily. “I like Angela,” she announced. 




“Of course you do,” Tim answered. “She worshipped your boots and promised you a copy of her facial reconstruction software. What’s not to love?”




She grinned. “It’s more than that, Tim.”




They moved along, stepping past the teacher, who was losing her chip and beginning to look a bit harried.




“Thomas, must you?” the teacher asked one of her charges.




The little boy nodded enthusiastically.




“Hey, Auntie Em!” Abby yelled, and waved at one of the docents.




The woman pointed a finger at her and wagged it. “I’ve killed people for less, Sciuto, and I’ll never run out of places to hide the body, working here.”




“Emmie, then,” Abby corrected herself. 




“That’s better. Hey, Tim!” the docent called. “Good to see you again.”




“It’s like we’re celebrities,” Abby said, smiling happily.




“Hey, Emily,” Tim called.




The docent, tall enough under most circumstances but positively short in the company of Tim and Abby, wrinkled her nose at them. 




“Check out the Written In Bone exhibit,” she suggested. “They just put out the stuff on the remains recovered from that well last year.”




“You got it,” Tim answered. 




She started to say something else but was swamped by a group of tourists all wearing identical red baseball caps.




“It’s kind of a microcosm,” Tim noted, as they looked around.




“In a manner of speaking,” Abby replied. “Your writer is stirring, isn’t it?”




He shrugged a little, uncomfortably. “I’ve been doing a little thinking on a new plot.”




“Gotten a chance to talk with Doctor Brennan?”




He shook his head, wide eyed. “Are you kidding? You realize every single book she’s written has been optioned for either movie or television production? She has more invitations to cons and readings than there are weekends in a year. I’ve got three books out there, and I can’t get my editor to even look at my outline for a novel outside Deep Six.”




“Hmmm. I foresee L. J. Tibbs will be chasing a suspect through a crowded museum,” Abby predicted. “I think you should include the T-Rex skeleton.”




“It’s been done,” Tim answered.




They moved on to the next exhibit, noting things which had been adjusted, removed, or updated. The crowds of people shifted only a little. The teacher had to chase Tom down, but not before Tom careened into a young man, knocking a soda out of his hands. Shocked, the young man started wailing, and the teacher stopped to check on him. Emily the docent hurried forward, talking into a mike clipped to her jacket lapel. An older man, about Gibbs’s age and with similar bearing and expression stopped to help.




“But…but…” the young man cried, bewildered, “that was mine.”




“Sorry,” Tom said, sheepishly.




The teacher, now harrassed and almost out of cheer, gently pushed him away from the growing mess.




“Here’s your cup,” the older man said, picking up a plastic cafe cup with a crazy straw. There was a bit of ice left rattling around.




“Hey, we got it,” Emily said, ducking in. “Let me get everyone to back up, so the soda doesn’t get tracked.”




“Young man,” the teacher started in a kind voice, “you’re not supposed to bring drinks into the exhibit. Is there someone here with you?”




The man looked at her, confused with the kind of wide-eyed, worried innocence which usually didn’t survive fourth grade.




“The whale,” he answered, pointing up to it. “I wanted to see the whale.”




“It’s okay,” Emily answered, “he’s got a season pass, and he’s always here with his brother.”




There were crowds gathering on either side of the spill now, as they’d blocked cross traffic. Emily did an admirable job of steering everyone around. Tim found himself crowded next to worried man while the teacher directed her students around the mess and kept one hand on Tom’s shoulder.




“I…I wanted to see the whale,” the man said, getting upset. “But my soda…”




“Hey, it’s okay,” Tim assured him. “Emily’s going to make sure it gets clean up, and you got one of the collectible cups, so you can get a refill. Do you know where your brother is?”




“What’s wrong with that boy?” the old man asked Abby, who stood next to him. His tone of voice was concerned, not irritated.




“Hmmm?” Abby came back from trying to keep an eye on everything that was going on, “oh, he’s probably got some developmental delays. His name’s Ethan. I’ve seen him here a bunch of times, but his brother—”




“There you are,” a teenage boy yelled, jogging towards the whole mess. “Ethan, I said to wait for me.”




The newcomer was wearing an Eagle scout uniform, and half a dozen other boys in the same uniform came up behind him, like reinforcements at a landing.




“Jeff! Jeffrey!” Ethan called.




“Hey,” Abby protested, catching the name and starting to do the mental addition.




A hand clasped her wrist, and she looked down, then up. It was the teacher.




Wait, didn’t she have gray hair? Hadn’t she been shorter a moment ago? The woman smiled with a daring twinkle in her eyes.




Danger is close.




The thought sprang into her head without any attached ideas, and Abby almost jerked away from the touch. She stopped herself and managed to scan the crowd the way she’d seen Gibbs and Ziva do it, looking without turning her head, checking reflective surfaces, and paying attention to her peripheral vision.




A much older man in a polo shirt which didn’t fit him and flecks of stubble from shaving too fast that morning.




A young woman sitting at one of the resting spots, her vacant eyes staring down.




A pair of identical twins, boys who couldn’t be older than twelve.




No harm.




That thought rang in Abby’s head like the Liberty Bell, accompanied by a hectic, kinetic sense of running, tracking, and chasing, then a picture of group of foxes—a skulk? A leash? Abby wondered and shut up—fleeing hounds, running into what looked like a dead end. The foxes turned to face the hounds, and when the hounds came into view, the trap sprang. The foxes were wolves, and a dozen more joined them. But instead of tearing into the hounds, the wolves took each of them by the scruff of the neck and carried them up and over the surrounding cliffs, taking them to safety while the hunters cursed and struggled against the brambles around them.




“Wow,” Abby whispered, staring at the woman’s green and golden eyes. “You just…”




The teacher abruptly let go of her, turned on her heel, gave young Tom a push, and continued after her class.




“Come on, everyone! Human origins is next!” she called.




“Cavemen!” Tom shouted.




A custodian with a bucket and mop had arrived to clean up the soda spill. Warning signs were put up.




“Sorry about that, mister,” Ethan’s brother said. “He just loves that whale. I should have realized he wouldn’t wait long enough for the rest of us to hit the bathroom and the giftstore.”




“No problem,” Tim said. “Jeffrey, right? You’ve got a season pass? Me too.”




The older man had walked off, but the Eagle scouts were busy admiring the exhibits. One of them had redirected Ethan away from the soda spill to the pictures of deep ocean life.




“My whole family does,” Jeffrey answered and broke into a smile. “By the way, there are four teams—surveillance, capture, retrieval, and clean up—for a total of twenty operatives. The last three are armed. There’s a group of eighteen Marines on shore leave showing up in forty minutes. We pull this off right, we rescue Surveillance, arrest Capture and Retrieval, and leave the Clean Up team to get beaten up by some irate Marines.”




He grinned at Tim, gave him a quick salute, and dashed after his brother and troop.




“Uh…”




Emily thanked the custodian, then turned and looked at him and Abby.




“You should probably update Gibbs,” she said.




Then she left.





Dramatis Personae


Buffy the Vampire Slayer



Buffy Summers—senior Vampire Slayer




Willow Rosenberg—best friend of Buffy, powerful witch



The Pretender



Jarod, the Pretender—really smart guy who can be anybody.




Miss Parker—former baddie who chased Jarod from one end of the Earth to the other. Strongly identifies with Wile E. Coyote.




Dr. Sidney Green—elderly psychologist responsible for raising Jarod and developing his talents. Possibly also helped him escape.




Broots—regular guy with strong computer skills. In any other world, he would be the Alpha Geek. Here’s he’s got competition.



NCIS



Special Agent Leroy Jethro Gibbs—former Marine sniper, often inscrutable, intensely loyal, and lives by a fairly inflexible code.




Special Agent Anthony DiNozzo—senior team member under Gibbs, former frat boy, occasional womanizer, and master of film trivia. He is a superlative law enforcement officer.




Special Agent Timothy McGee—the field agent equivalent of Alpha Geek/Smarty Pants. He knows his computer stuff like no one else. Often works with Abby Sciuto to figure out the more esoteric clues the team encounters.




Abby Sciuto—one of the best criminal forensic investigators around. She confounds people’s expectations with a crunchy Goth shell, spicy Cajun interior, and squishy heart of gold. Surprisingly able to defend herself when attacked.




Dr. Donald “Ducky” Mallard—educated in Edinburgh with a professional practice in the military and law enforcement. Ducky is probably Gibbs most trusted friend. He is gentle, eccentric, and extremely insightful.



Bones



Special Agent Seeley Booth—once an Army Ranger sniper with 50 kills, Booth is a devoutly religious and conscientious man. He often translates the world to his partner, Dr. Brennan, and Dr. Brennan to the rest of the world. Once skeptical of “squints”, Booth is now their strongest proponent.




Dr. Temperance Brennan—the world’s foremost forensic anthropologist. Her skill has pulled her away from research to criminal investigation simply because she is that good. She is also cold, abrasive, has difficulty recognizing and understanding others’ emotions. 




Dr. Camille Saroyan—head of the Jeffersonian’s forensic anthropology lab. Cam must balance her teams eccentricities against the demands of the outside world. She is easily the most cosmopolitan of the group.




Dr. Jack Hodgins—on his own, one of the wealthiest individuals in the United States. However, he didn’t let that get in the way of pursuing a career as an entomologist with sides of fungus and minerals.




Dr. Lance Sweets—a prodigy who’s become one of the FBI’s youngest staff psychologists. He works with both to keep Booth and Brennan sane and as the team’s source of psychological insight.




Angela Montenegro—once an itinerant artist, brought into the Jeffersonian to do portraiture of deceased victims, now a software whiz who has developed her own 3D visual re-creation program essential to investigations.
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