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Book I




Chapter One: Cataclysm



Dead. They were all dead. Giles, Willow, Xander, Angel, Joyce, and Hank. Killed by a mistake that never should have happened. When Buffy and her Scooby gang had planned how best to stop the Mayor, it had been Xander who had first made the suggestion about using a man-made eruption, an explosion, to stop him. Just as a volcano had stopped the last Ascension, they could stop this one in a similar fashion. He even knew where to get enough explosives to do the job. They had all been blissfully ignorant of the possible consequences. 




When Xander rigged the school to blow using ANFO, Ammonium Nitrate and Fuel Oil, he had not really understood the quantities needed. His soldier memories told him the formula and how to calculate the amount required, but it was Xander the high school slacker who actually did the calculations. Too much time spent sleeping in class rather than paying attention, coupled with his typical sloppiness, had led Xander to miss the amount of explosives he needed by a factor of twenty. 




Since he had no practical experience with explosives to go with the theory provided by his memories, he had not questioned the ten tons of fertilizer that was to be mixed with fourteen hundred pounds of fuel oil, packed into fifty-five-gallon drums, which would help contain the explosive pressure, allowing for actual detonation. 




Buffy hadn’t even considered his calculations might be wrong, even when the entire library was encircled with the explosives, merely thinking that the Mayor was definitely in for a surprise. Giles and the others had been too busy moving books and recruiting students to worry about the explosives beyond asking Xander if he thought that he would finish on time, to which he replied affirmatively. 




After all, Xander had finished on time, raiding his Uncle Rory’s farming supply warehouse for the ammonium nitrate. The endless trips back and forth from the warehouse, using some of the boys from the senior class to help, had resulted in huge stacks of fertilizer everywhere. The many fifty-five-gallon drums of mixed fertilizer and fuel oil, now officially ANFO, rigged with det cord and C-4, stolen from the nearby Army base to act as a booster to ensure reliable detonation, were put in place and rigged to blow using a plunger-type detonator. They had run the wires quite a distance from the school. “Just in case of flying desks,” Xander had jokingly put it. Everything was going according to plan.




When Buffy had led the Mayor-turned-giant-snake through the school and into the library, she had run like the wind, moving in excess of forty miles per hour, as fast as she had ever run since becoming the Slayer. Bursting through the library doors, she had scampered through the entire room, before darting out the back entrance. When Buffy had seen the stacks and stacks of explosives while on her way through, she had, for the first time, a premonition of disaster. There had been just so much, stacks and stacks of barrels with the yellow strands of det cord hanging everywhere. 




Running towards her watcher who was standing up behind the heavy concrete abutment they had previously chosen for shelter, holding the detonator, about to depress the plunger, she put on one last burst of speed and literally leaped forward, up and over the concrete lip, dropping neatly behind it, its bulk sheltering her. Giles detonated the explosives before she had even hit the ground, not waiting for her to regain her feet and take the detonator from him. 




Maybe he saw the wall of the school bulging from the snake-like form of the former Mayor about to make his exit. Buffy would never know. She no sooner hit the ground then it felt as if the entire world went mad. The ground came up and struck her, the world an endless sensation of roaring orange light and burning intense noise. She felt more than saw Giles go spinning away from her, lost in the distress of senses overwhelmed and raw. Finally, the worst of it stopped, and she could see a pall of smoke over everything from where she lay on the ground, still sheltered by the vestiges of concrete and steel.




Choking from smoke, Buffy had staggered to her feet. The first image she saw upon rising was a towering spire of black smoke outlined by flashes of flame where the school had been. Nothing appeared intact, save a few bricks hugging the foundation of what used to be a school. The concrete edges of the abutment that had protected her were shattered and broken, steel rebar peeking out of the concrete housing like broken bones from a corpse. Turning her back upon the blazing fire and smothering heat, Buffy’s eyes fell upon the still form of her Watcher.




Giles lay crumpled on the ground nearly fifty feet away. Running to his side, calling his name, “Giles! Oh my God! Are you alright?” Buffy dropped to her knees next to him. 




Immediately, she knew he was dead. The upper left half of his head was missing, sheared off by hurdling debris, the expression on what was left of his face one of astonishment, rather than fear or pain. Heedless of the blood covering him, Buffy took him into her arms, rocking him and crying quietly. After a few minutes, she pressed one final kiss to his sooty cheek before laying him gently back to the ground. Arranging his arms at his sides, Buffy said goodbye to the man who was the closest thing to a father she’d known these last three years, “I love you, Giles. I promise I won’t forget you.”




Moving to check on the others, despite the tears still blinding her, she circled the funeral pyre of Sunnydale High. Rounding the remains of the building, she came upon a scene of horror. As bad as the blast had been out back, it appeared to have been even worse here. 




Later, she understood that the load-bearing walls and frame of the the building had to some degree focused the blast wave in some directions, while attenuating it in others before finally pulverizing under the sheer intensity. Unfortunately, the directions it had focused the blast wave had been near opposite ones. Towards her and Giles at the rear of the school, as well as towards the front where her fellow students had been fighting off the hordes of vampires brought out by the Mayor’s eclipse. 




As it turned out, she and Giles had been much farther from the school than those fighting out front. Even then, Buffy had been knocked senseless despite being sheltered and and possessing the physical durability of the Slayer, while Giles had been killed by flying debris.




Out front, everything was simply…gone. The entire area was leveled with nothing intact. Nothing remained alive in an area that ran for blocks. Of the students, vampires, and the audience who had come to see the graduation, all were gone, both the living or undead. 




Staring out at the wasteland before her, Buffy blinked away tears, the scene abruptly coming back into focus. A scene of shattered brick and debris; torn and crushed flesh; bodies lying in piece, most not even recognizable as having ever been human; everything burnt and blackened. The scene before her was a window into the Abyss.




Numb, she wandered through the infernal scene, trying to find some hint of the fate of Willow, Xander, Angel, or her parents. Everything around her was camouflaged by jumping shadows, painted with shades of orange and red from the towering flames of the still burning building. As she walked, she mourned decisions made in haste, as well as the stubbornness of loved ones. 




Her mom had been too stubborn to leave when Buffy had begged her, and her father had made a surprise visit to see her graduate. As he had explained it the night before, he wanted to apologize for missing her birthday and hoped to regain the closeness they once shared. He wanted to be a better father. 




She had been hesitant to believe him, but had felt a tendril of hope inside her at his apparent sincerity. She had still missed her dad, despite having Giles. In a burst of forgiveness, she had hugged him, welcoming him back into her heart. 




Buffy remembered how happy she had been at knowing her dad was coming to her graduation. Of course she knew he would find out about her being the Slayer, which seemed the only drawback. After briefly speaking to Joyce, Buffy had agreed to wait to tell Hank about the whole Slayer thing until after graduation, when he would have seen the proof of it with his own eyes. That way, the first thing he would do, wouldn’t be to call a psychiatric hospital for a reservation for a the padded cell, in a repeat performance of the last time Buffy had discussed her calling with him. Now she would never how he would have responded. She would never see either of them again. 




Catching a glimpse of red hair, Buffy abruptly turned away, swallowing against the rancid taste of bile rising in her throat. The fragments of red hair dripped with blood, giblets of flesh clinging, appearing to have been ripped off by force. ‘Willow…oh God, Willow,’ Buffy’s silent lament echoed through her head as she finally lost her battle against nausea and fell to her knees, vomiting. Racked by dry heaves, Buffy ran from the scene, before the first of what appeared to be dozens of emergency vehicles, ambulances and firetrucks, arrived. Running as fast as she could, she lost herself in the mechanics of movement, anything to delay her acknowledgment of grief, of what she’d lost. 




Buffy finally stopped in a familiar graveyard, miles from where she had started, breathing hard more from sobbing while running than the movements themselves. Even here, she could see the dull orange glow on the horizon, smell the faint odor of burnt flesh and ashy death. The overcast sky finally fulfilled its promise of mourning and a slow dull rain began to fall. 




She ignored the wetness at first, but finally sought shelter in the doorway of a particularly ornate crypt, probably built for someone who had not wanted to be forgotten, but whose legacy were still ultimately lost in the sands of time. With her back against the doorway, Buffy sat down and hugged her knees to her chest, pain and grief overwhelming her, choking her, as rancid as the taste of vomit left from earlier. 




She spat, trying to rid her mouth of the sour taste, finally reaching forth to catch some of the rain drops. Scooping them up, she poured them into her mouth, first rinsing it, then swallowing, quenching a sudden, raging thirst. When she had drunk her fill, Buffy huddled into the doorway and cried, lost in memories and dreams of might have beens.




Morning found her still sitting, lost in her despair. Realizing she could not sit there forever, Buffy rose to her feet, headed in the direction of home. The rain had ceased a couple of hours before dawn and the skies had cleared with the promise of a new day. When she reached her house, she saw her mom’s car parked out front. Hope flared in her chest. Running into the house as fast as her feet could carry her, she quickly unlocked the front door, running inside. 




“Mom!! Mom!! Are you here?” Buffy’s shouts fell upon deaf ears as no one answered. She leaped up the stairs hurrying to check first her mom’s room and then her own. Neither had been slept in. That was when it hit her. 




Of course her mom had caught a ride with her dad. It wouldn’t have made any sense for them to take two cars when they were both going to the same place. When they were both getting along so well. That was why her mom’s car was still there. 




The ache in her chest, which had for a moment subsided, returned, redoubled in force, strangling her with chains of despair. Buffy thought she would quite literally drown in grief. Walking slowly back to her room, Buffy went inside and lay on her bed. Wet and cold, she curled up under the covers, hugging Mr. Gordo to her breast. Crying again, she finally slept.







Chapter Two: Grieving



Buffy slowly trudged up the walk of her house, feeling tired and drained. It had been a harrowing two weeks since the death of her friends and family. She had arranged and attended the funerals of both her parents and Giles. She had also attended the funerals of Xander, Willow, Cordelia, and Oz. At least she had not had to arrange the funerals of her friends as well as those of her parents. 




They, at least, had had better luck in persuading their parents to stay home or at least Willow and Oz had. Xander and Cordelia’s parents had not even planned to come, one set too busy drinking, the other too busy dealing with the IRS.




It had taken Buffy three days to get out of bed after she had gone to sleep following the events of graduation. Overcome with grief, she had spent most of the days and nights since in a kind of waking sleep, completely numb. Finally hunger had driven her from her cocoon and made her head downstairs to the kitchen. 




Her Slayer metabolism had punished her body severely, causing her to lose pounds she could ill afford, giving her an almost honed appearance. Buffy had stuffed herself, then gone back to bed. Thus had the next two days gone. Finally on Wednesday, the ringing of the telephone had roused her and she had gone to answer it.




“Hello?”




“This is Sergeant Mathers with the Sunnydale Police Department. I am part of the task force assigned to investigate the gas explosion of Sunnydale High School. Is this Mrs. Summers?” The masculine voice was somewhat tentative. Too much dealing with the grief-stricken likely made for a difficult time.




Closing her eyes against fresh tears, Buffy replied, “No, I’m Buffy Summers. My mom died at the graduation.”




“Buffy Summers? You surv…er were at the graduation, Miss Summers?” The excitement in his voice was palpable. 




“Yes, I was there,” Buffy softly replied.




“I need to speak to you immediately, Miss Summers. Can you please come down the the station as soon as possible? We could really use your help.” 




The insistence in his voice grated on Buffy’s sensitive nerves. She had to choke back an urge to scream into the telephone receiver and forced herself to reply calmly, “I’ll be down as soon as I can.”




Putting the receiver down, Buffy had gone back upstairs, and resisting the urge to crawl back into bed, had gone into the bathroom to take a quick shower. Clucking at the mess in her hair, she had spent more time getting clean than she had planned. Getting dressed, she had walked down to the police station, both for the exercise and to delay her dealings with the police as long as possible. 




After speaking to Sergeant Mathers, she learned that the police believed it was a faulty gas main that had caused the blast. Apparently there was one located right beneath the school. Their theory had been that gas had leaked out, completely filling the school, until finally sparking, setting off an enormous explosion. Buffy neither confirmed nor denied smelling gas the day of the graduation, leaving their story in place as an explanation. She was surprised that the plunger-thingy had not been found, or any other evidence of the true nature of the explosion. Then again, the Sunnydale Police were well known for creating their own versions of the ‘truth’ on a regular basis.




Her own survival was more problematic. Apparently she was the only survivor among the attendees. The people she spoke at the station were amazed that she survived, but surprisingly did not closely question her vague answer that she did not really remember how she had come through the holocaust alive. 




While the police were not a problem, the press were. The national press had descended upon Sunnydale seeking a ‘Story.’ Fortunately, the police officers Buffy spoke with promised to keep a lid on her identify, knowing that if the press found out they would never leave her alone. All of the officers were enormously sympathetic to the young girl who had lost her parents, friends, and classmates to disaster. After taking her statement, they smuggled her out of the station through a back entrance and back home. 




Buffy had been unable to return to her self-imposed coma once more. Still hurting deeply from the loss of so many who were close to her, she nevertheless had decided to deal with the details of arranging her parents’ funerals. She had officially claimed their bodies when at the police station, unfortunately only receiving two death certificates, as nothing of their mortal remains existed. 




Subsequently, she’d contacted a funeral home to take care of the arrangements, which had been surprisingly easy. They had understood the situation and made the sensible suggestion of receiving urns for her parents rather than caskets as there were no remains to inter. This did double duty by keeping the costs down as well. Later, Buffy added an urn for Giles as well, not sure he had anyone willing to do this for him. 




Buffy contacted what relatives she knew of, mostly from her mom’s side of the family. Her dad was an only child with only one uncle as far as she knew. She couldn’t reach the uncle. She had better luck with her mom’s sister, Aunt Barbara, her dead cousin Cecilia’s mother. When Buffy reached her, Aunt Barbara took over calling the rest of their relatives. The turn out for the funeral had still been somewhat sparse, primarily because there just weren’t that many relatives left. 




After the funeral, Aunt Barbara had tried to get Buffy to come stay with her. Buffy had been tempted, but couldn’t see herself living in Sacramento. It was just too far north and too far from the Hellmouth. In the end she had declined Aunt Barbara’s invitation, telling her she needed some time alone to come to grips with her grief. Her aunt had looked at her with a shadow behind her eyes, and merely commented, “One thing I know is that being alone isn’t the best way to deal with grief when someone you love dies.” 




Buffy had also contacted the various parents of her friends to find out dates and times of their funerals. She had arranged to attend each of their funerals as well as the ceremony that was held to mourn all of the dead of Sunnydale. Of the funerals of her friends that she had attended, Willow’s had been the hardest. 




As she had watched the casket being lowered into the ground, Buffy had wondered if any part of Willow was in there, flashing back to the piece she had found after the blast. She had not made it halfway through the service when she broke down and started sobbing. Buffy had been surprised when Willow’s father had walked around the grave site to pull her into his arms, holding her as she grieved. 




Neither he nor Mrs. Rosenberg had cried, at least not where Buffy had seen. She took what comfort she could from the soft pats on her back and the gentle reassuring murmurs of the large man holding her. Afterwards, he had told her that if she ever needed anything to call him. Looking into his wear eyes, she’d realized that he was even sincere in his words.




Buffy had held Giles’ service privately, with only the earth and sky for witnesses. She had not even hired a pastor, preferring to spend the time alone with just her Watcher and her thoughts. She regretted the distance that had come between them after the Cruciamentum. She had ultimately come to trust Giles again, but couldn’t remember if she had ever told him. That bothered her a great deal. She hoped he knew how much she had come to love him. 




Finishing all of the funerals for those she’d loved had left her drained, cried out. Buffy had never before experienced so much grief or felt the depths of misery to which a person could descend. Not even when sending Angel to Hell and getting kicked out of her home while chased by the police, had things felt so difficult. That those events had made her stronger were a given, but even with that additional strength, she felt brittle, like the next stray word or kind gesture would shatter her into a million pieces.




Going to see Faith had been almost as devastating. Today was the first time she had gone to see the other Slayer since putting her into a coma, and she was hesitant. She had finally gone despite her misgivings. When Buffy had arrived at the Richard Wilkins III Long Term Care Facility, she had spotted someone unexpected ahead of her. Quentin Travers had been going inside even as she walked up. 




She had followed him, staying just out of sight. He had stopped just outside an open door, speaking to a shadowy form within. Buffy had strained her senses to the utmost to hear the low murmur of conversation. The words she overheard would haunt her dreams for week afterward.




“So it’s finished?”




“Yes, she’s gone. The next Slayer will have been called.”




“Well enough then.”




“I don’t like doing this; to someone helpless like her. It’s one thing to kill a vampire or demon, and quite another to kill a seventeen-year-old girl in her sleep.” The unknown man’s voice revealed stress and uncertainty.




“It had to be done, Smithers. With Buffy Summers dead, we don’t have the luxury of being able to wait until Faith awakens, assuming that she ever will. Even if she woke up in a timely manner, there is little likelihood she would be both rational and willing to return to active Slaying,” Quentin Travers spoke calmly, but with an undertone of sadness.




“Well…it’s over and done with now. Will you be sending the new Slayer and her Watcher here then?”




“Yes. Once we know which of the potentials has been Chosen. If nothing else, the situation of the Mayor’s ascension has shown there to be the need for an active Slayer here on the Hellmouth for the foreseeable future. We’ve already acquired Rupert’s apartment and most of his books with it. We’ve moved his personal possessions out. We’ll send those to his family.”




“Do you think she’ll do better than the last two?”




“Better than Faith? With no doubt. Better than Buffy Summers? Ah, well. She accomplished quite a lot in her time. Not the least of which was changing my mind about the usefulness of family and friends in helping a Slayer stay alive. I rather doubted that at first and fired Rupert for it. A father’s love…humph. 




“After the events of the last few months, I’ve had a change of heart. I had planned on reinstating Rupert Giles as her Watcher after the balls up that Wyndam-Pryce made of things. Buffy convinced me that the closeness she shared with her Watcher was not necessarily a bad thing. God knows, he would have died for her and she for him. I don’t know if the next Slayer will be the kind of person who can continue this…tradition, but then only time will tell.”




“Let’s get out of here. The nurses will be by soon and find her body…” Their voices faded in the distance as the two men walked down the corridor, leaving by another exit.




Buffy had gone down the hallway and entered the room. She had noticed the still form on the bed and crossing the room, had stood over her. 




Faith was dead. The vitality that she had possessed in such abundance was absent, nothing left but an empty shell. Buffy had taken Faith’s hand, squeezing it firmly as she stared at the slack face of the young girl. Of all the ways to die, this would have been the last she would have chosen for Faith. Killed by vampires or demons would have been a more fitting end. 




Buffy had considered chasing down the hallway after Quentin and killing both the murderer and the commissioner of that murder, but could not summon the will. There had already been too much death. After a few minutes, she laid the hand back onto the sheets, placed a kiss upon the cooling brow of her sister Slayer, then turned and left.




As Buffy slowly trudged up the walkway to her home, she felt every moment of grief from the past two weeks like a physical burden. Among those moments, she considered Faith’s fate. In some ways she almost envied the girl; at least her fight was over. No more vampires; no more death; no more losing the ones she loved. She finally had peace. Her musings were interrupted as a figure stirred in the shadows of her front porch.




“Slayer, we need to talk.”




Buffy looked with intense dislike upon the revealed figure. Her tone flat, she muttered, “Whistler.”







Chapter Three: An Alternative Offer



“What the fuck do you want, Whistler?” Buffy demanded, deep anger showing in her voice. She looked like he couldn’t believe that Whistler had shown up so soon after the explosion. 




Whistler, for his part, looked, really looked, at the young girl in front of him. She appeared drained, all vitality gone. Even her bright, blonde locks seemed duller. Her face was noticeably thinner than the last time he had seen her. Her clothes hung on her frame. But it was the eyes that had changed the most. 




That spark that all slayers possessed, and that Buffy Summers possessed more of than most, was missing. Her eyes, the window into her soul, were dark and empty. Her clothes reflected her mood as well. Her normal choice of bright colors and the latest fashions was in hiatus, replaced by dark, dull colors with a slightly dowdy appearance. 




Whistler briefly considered delaying his mission for a while, giving Buffy more time to recover. However, he knew that the Powers would not tolerate any delays. They saw too much room for disaster if Buffy’s relocation was delayed. It would take a certain amount of time to achieve as it was. Any extra delays might condemn the world. All he could do would be to break the news as compassionately as possible.




“I think it would be best to go inside. You don’t want your neighbors hearing this.”




“Fine.” Walking past him, she opened the door and walked through. She didn’t invite him in, but left it for him to enter if he could. Whistler stepped in behind her, looking around. The house appeared empty, and curiously lifeless, as if it too, were missing the dead.




“Slayer…Buffy, I have a message from the Powers That Be for you. But first, I wanted to say how sorry I am about what happened to your loved ones. I feel…regret that you are hurting so badly.” Whistler’s voice was gentle, his eyes filled with compassion. Buffy met his eyes briefly, before looking away. It clear that if nothing else, he was probably good for keeping the Slayer from crying as her intense dislike for himself made it unlikely she would do so in front of him. It was equally unlikely she would enjoy hearing the message he bore.




Obviously controlling her tears with great effort, she replied, “Thanks for that at least. But if you were truly sorry, you would turn around and leave. I’m so not in the mood for you and your bosses right now. I’ve just come from seeing Faith. She’s dead. I don’t know if I can take any more bad news.”




Whistler winced. This wasn’t going well. But it would only get harder. Best to be upfront with her. “Buffy, what happened to all of you was…unexpected. No one saw it coming. Not the Powers, not the seers, not anyone. Xander’s been a wild card since the beginning. Being exposed to Janus’s influence on Halloween two years ago, only made it worse. 




“Certainly the Powers didn’t foresee the deaths of so many. They’ve been scrambling around trying to figure out a solution. My coming here was a sort of last resort. They don’t like to interfere, it really screws with the whole ‘free will’ thing. But in this case, the need was so urgent, they thought it was worth it. No matter what the cost. So here I am.”







“Just spill. Then go crawl back under your rock.” Buffy was beginning to come back to life. Anger was replacing the emptiness and lethargy within her. Goddamn Whistler. He only seemed to show up in times of disaster, of personal tragedy. The last time was when she’d sent Angel to hell, her mother had kicked her out, she was wanted for murder, and her friends were all injured through her negligence. This time, everyone was dead. Next time, the world would probably be ending. Or ended. Blinking back tears, it took everything she had left to force herself to listen to the demon.




“The world is facing a danger in the near future different than anything it has faced in millennia. About five millennia in fact. An artifact has been uncovered, one that should have stayed hidden. And it is under the control of the United States military. The Air Force to be exact. The artifact is called the Chappa’ai or Stargate if you prefer. It is a device that allows for travel between worlds. It was created by an ancient race that has since ascended. They were of an age with the Powers and have worked together before—”




Buffy interrupted him, her voice cold and abrupt, “What does that have to do with the here and now? Get to the point.”




Giving her a wary glance, he continued, “They figured out how to use it four years ago, and have been cautiously exploring the galaxy via the Stargate ever since. Not cautiously enough, unfortunately. They’ve encountered another species that also has been using the gate. That race is the Goa’uld, a parasitic race, that possesses and uses humans. The same race that was driven from the Earth five thousand years ago by another Slayer and her allies. They use advanced technology, hundreds, if not thousands, of years ahead of Earth’s. They are a dangerous foe and would win a direct confrontation. And there are worse things out there. Much worse. That’s why the Powers sent me. They want you there. To help prevent certain foreseen disasters from happening.” 




Buffy stared at the short, unkempt man standing in front of her. She felt her anger begin to peak, but tamped it down to focus on listening to the demon’s words. When he was done, there would be plenty of time to rip out his rib cage to as a hat. 




Still, she let at least some of that leak into her voice as she asked, “So the Powers want to Glenda me to wherever this gate thingamajig is, so that I can save the world again? Is that the jist?”




“Not exactly. The Powers don’t interfere. Even my coming here to give you this information was mulled over for two weeks before they decided. They would never use mystical means to interfere. So they won’t be sending you anywhere.” Whistler was hedging. He really was not looking forward to explaining the next part. The Slayer was not going to be happy. 




“So, if they don’t want to magically send me to where this gate thingy is, how do they expect me to get there? Drive Mom’s jeep?” Buffy tried to keep the bitterness from her tone. But it was just like the Powers to want her to do something, while having no intentions of helping. 




“No. That wouldn’t work anyway. You can’t drive to a top-secret base near Colorado Springs, Colorado. Besides, the events that are the most problematic are not coming for nearly five years according to the most exigent prophecies. To be in a position to help, you must start now. You must start at the bottom.” Whistler watched as Buffy’s eyes widening in horror as she began to comprehend what he was saying. His voice low and urgent, he continued, “You must enter the military. You must excel at being a soldier. You must be promoted to where you will be needed. Only then will you be able to stave off the coming disaster.”




“Y-y-you,” Buffy stammered. She felt like she had just been sucker punched. The Powers wanted her to be all G.I. Jane? That was so not her. She was Dolce and Gabbana, not olive drab fatigues. 




“It is the only solution. You are no longer needed here on the Hellmouth. The Council believes you dead. Another Slayer and watcher are coming. You have no ties here any longer.”




“You expect me to just join the Army? I’m sooo not the Private Benjamin type. Buffy and the military are non-mixy things. Like oil and water. Or Posh and Ginger Spice.” Buffy’s frantic argument picked up steam. She was not doing the whole basic training montage, ala Rocky.




“Not the Army. The Air Force. And not join directly. Instead, enter the Air Force Academy. After graduation, you will be a commissioned officer. With your abilities, you should shine enough to have your pick of assignments, including Stargate Command, which is located not far from the academy, in Cheyenne Mountain. The Powers can probably give that a small nudge, if necessary. However, you will have to do the work to make it happen.” Whistler’s voice was calm and persuasive. He clearly hoped that Buffy would willingly accept, when all she really wanted was to never hear from the Powers That Be again.




“I didn’t apply to the Air Force Academy. Even I know that you can’t just waltz in at the last minute. There are no more open slots this late. And you need the sponsorship of a congress-type person. Unless the Powers were lying about interfering, I don’t see how I can get in.” Buffy felt her argument trumped Whistler’s. Thank God. She didn’t really want to stay in Sunnydale. Too many memories. But heading to wherever the Air Force Academy was located was not in her plans either.




“You can get in late. You scored a 1430 on your SAT’s. You survived an incredible tragedy. Your local senator will sponsor you because of what happened here in Sunnydale. At worst, you might need to take a psych evaluation to make sure you weren’t negatively affected. And if someone needs a small nudge, we can do that. But only a small one. Free will, remember? We did cheat in one way.” 




Whistler pulled several pages seemingly from mid-air. He handed them to Buffy. “These are letters of recommendation from the Mayor, Principal Snyder, and Chief of Police. They all commend you for your civic-mindedness. They also mention how you plan to take a year off to spend working in the Peace Corps before applying to the Air Force Academy. All you have to tell the Academy is that you changed your mind after the disaster. That you no longer want to put off doing what you’ll spend the rest of your life at. Life is too short.” Whistler studied Buffy’s face intently. She didn’t appear convinced. He did not want to pull out the big guns. That would not be good.




“Whistler, why me? Why can’t I just rest? Why won’t they leave me alone?” Buffy’s desperate plea was heartfelt. She did not want to spend the next several years of her life on some kind of harebrained mission to save the world. 




“You want to know the real reason?” Whistler asked, making eye contact.




“Repeat much? Duh! Of course I want to know.” Buffy stared, wondering how he thought he could convince her. 




“Because there isn’t anyone else. Angel was going to be a champion, but now he’s dead. Willow was going to be an immensely powerful witch, but now she’s dead. Xander, Cordelia, Giles, Oz…all of them had their roles to play in the future, which now will not happen. Everything has changed. Before the explosion, you would have stayed here and gone to college. People you met while in college would have eventually joined up with the group around the Stargate, providing you with an in. Now, that won’t happen. None of the things that need to, will happen. And…” Whistler hesitated, not wanting to say it. Too bad he knew she wouldn’t let him get away with withholding anything.




“And what? Don’t hold back on my account.” 




“And if you stay here, you’ll be dead within four months. The seers are not certain exactly what happens, but all of them agree that you’re killed by a vampire. And the world ends less than five years later. C’mon kid, we need you to do this. The world needs you to do this.”




Buffy felt her gorge rise. Another prediction of her death. This time not written in an ancient text, but instead stated by seers. Either way, she was dead. She gave Whistler a bitter look. She would rather have not known. Either way, stay or go. Now she would never know if she made the decision because it was the right thing to do, or if it was because she was afraid. 




Because she was afraid. Not of death, but of living. She was more afraid of joining the Air Force and taking on the challenges there, than of dying in four months time. She was tired and the peace offered by an early death was not be taken lightly. The hardest thing in the world was to live in it. She wasn’t sure she could. Just as she wasn’t sure if she could allow the world to end because of her weakness. So be it.




“All right, Whistler, I’ll do it. I’ll be their puppet. But first, I want something.”




“What’s that?” Whistler asked nervously.




“Bring them back. Please. I’ll go into the Air Force. I’ll do whatever you want. But, please, bring them back.” Buffy didn’t care that she was begging. Her self-respect was worth even a chance at regaining her family. She would do anything to achieve that.




“Slayer, please don’t ask that. You don’t know the consequences of what you’re asking. The price.”




Buffy met his eyes. “I would do anything to bring them back. I’ll pay any price.”




Whistler met her eyes. Gravely he began, “The Powers anticipated you asking for something along those lines. They can’t do something like that, Buffy. They can’t change history or it would destroy causality. But they understand your sacrifice. It has power. Balancing the two, allows them to make one change. It’s one that can’t affect everyone. Or even most of those who died. Bringing them back would change history too significantly. 




“Only someone who would not affect the fate of the world, who would not truly change the things to come, can be saved. Someone not mystical or tied to the supernatural. Of those who died, you only have the choice of your father or mother. Only one of them, though. You have to choose. Only you. So, would you rather your father, Hank, survived that day or your mother, Joyce?”




Buffy’s head spun. She would never see any of her friends again. No Xander, Willow, or Giles. No Angel. Only her mom or dad. She had to choose between them. Even a week before graduation, the choice would have been easy. 




She hadn’t seen or spoken to her dad since junior year. But he had come back. Back for her graduation. Back to make things right. He obviously cared after all. Buffy had always been closer to him growing up. “Buffy was Daddy’s little girl,” everyone would say. And she had loved it. 




But since the divorce, Buffy and her mother’s relationship had waxed and her and her father’s had waned. Minus the whole ‘throwing her outta the house’ thing, their relationship had progressed steadily. Especially this past year. 




Seeing her daughter, the hero, in action, had changed Joyce’s perception of her. They’d spoken long and hard about the choices Buffy had to make, the sacrifices. Joyce had come away from those discussions with a far greater understanding of who her daughter was. She had been immensely proud of her. So proud, that she wouldn’t leave town for graduation. Joyce couldn’t run away while Buffy and the others risked their lives. 




To choose hurt more than Buffy had ever imagined, a pain not unlike dying. But choose she did. “Bring back Mom. I choose her.” Her face wore an expression of pain, like a glaze over her features, aging her. Being the Slayer had always been about hard choices. But none had ever been harder than this. 




With an expression of sympathy, almost pity, on his face, Whistler seemed to listen to the wind. “It’s done. In a moment, you won’t remember the last part of this conversation, except that you agreed to do as we requested. That’s one additional favor they will do for you. They will save you the pain of remembering having to choose. Good luck, Slayer.” With that, he walked out the door.




Buffy looked around. Where was her mother? Whistler had promised. Shouting, “Mom! Mom, are you here?” she raced through the house. 




Checking the dining room, kitchen, and den, she was about to run upstairs when her mom appeared at the top of the stairs. Clad in a bathrobe with a towel secured around wet hair, she looked like she just come out of the shower. “Buffy, what’s wrong?”







Running up the stairs two-at-a-time, Buffy reached her mom and pulled her into a huge hug. Not understanding, Joyce hugged her back until her ribs started to creak. “Buffy, it’s getting hard to breathe.” Her daughter didn’t let her go, but squeezed her less forcibly. Joyce freed a hand, and began to stroke her hair. “What’s wrong, baby?”




“Thank God, you’re here. Thank God, you’re alive.” Buffy’s voice was sad and broken, her hurt so obvious.




“Sshhh, baby. I’m here. I’m here. Don’t worry, baby. I’m here.” Joyce’s soft murmurs in her hair helped calm Buffy. Joyce didn’t know why Buffy appeared so upset. She hadn’t been like this since that terrible night.




“I don’t know what I was thinking. I just had a bad feeling. The house felt so empty. Just like it did when I got back here after the explosion. I couldn’t find you that night and thought you’d gone after all. When you finally walked in, I’d never been so happy to see someone. I love you so much, Mom.” Buffy appeared confused to Joyce. Her baby had been so down the last two weeks. Sometimes Joyce wished she could wave a wand and make everything better.




Joyce hurt too. Xander and Willow had almost felt like her own children. Losing them hurt so badly. But she was still the mom, and would always be there to comfort her daughter. “You’re not alone. I’m with you. I didn’t go to your graduation after all, just as you wanted.” Looking into her daughter’s eyes, Joyce continued, “I will always be there for you. Together, we’ll get past this. Someday, we’ll be able to talk about them without it hurting so much.” Even as she reassured her daughter, Joyce’s thoughts went back to that terrible day. 




Hearing the reports on the television, she had rushed out. How she had avoided having an accident, Joyce didn’t have a clue. But somehow she had reached the site of the explosion. The flames had been dying down by that time, smothered under the deluges of water applied by the numerous firetrucks at the scene. She had run around frantically, looking for her daughter. She had questioned everyone at the scene, all of whom had expressed tremendous sympathy, but possessed no real information. Joyce had been devastated when one of the EMTs had told her that identification was going to be almost impossible since most of the bodies had been too badly damaged by the explosion. 




Spotting another set of EMTs wheeling a covered form away from the scene, she had raced up to it. Not asking any questions, Joyce had stripped away the covering from the body, exposing the still face of Mr. Giles. The top of his head was missing, leaking blood and thicker, more viscous things. 




Joyce had dropped to her knees and vomited, until nothing remained in her stomach. A female EMT had helped her to her feet, draping a blanket around her shoulders, her expression bleak. The young woman reflected the helplessness all of the personnel at the scene felt. With no one alive to help, they had no purpose, merely acting as tourists in a macabre world. Joyce just didn’t have any room left for sympathy for the girl, her focus on finding Buffy taking up her entire span of attention.




Finally, she had been persuaded to go home. Walking up to the front door, she found it unlocked. Racing inside, she discovered the still form of her daughter laying on the stairs, still sobbing her her heart out. Joyce had wrapped her arms around Buffy, ignoring the accumulation of ash and blood that covered her. Together, they had mourned the loss of the others. They had comforted one another. In that moment, they’d grown closer than ever before. Eventually, Joyce had persuaded Buffy to get cleaned up, then had dressed her various wounds. Later, they had fallen asleep in Joyce’s bed, holding one another. 




The next two weeks had been difficult. Joyce had helped where she could. Sheila and Ira Rosenberg had been devastated at the loss of their daughter. Despite treating her with a kind of benign neglect while alive, they had both loved Willow very much. They had spent a great deal of time hugging and touching Buffy, as if being with her made them somehow closer to Willow. 




Xander’s parents had barely even spoken to either of them at his funeral. His father had been drunk, tears running down his face. His mom had been silent, face empty of anything but grief. The only time she’d approached anything resembling life was when she sent an accusing stare at Buffy as they lowered Xander’s casket into the ground. Joyce had just been happy her daughter was too wrapped in her own grief to see the look. It was obvious Xander’s mother blamed Buffy, at least somewhat, for his death.




Once the funerals had been over with, things had settled into normality. Joyce running the gallery. Buffy patrolling. Joyce had difficulty letting her perform her first patrol. She’d struggled with her worry about her daughter. Eventually, she stepped back and allowed Buffy her ‘space’. 




It wasn’t just Buffy who needed space. Joyce had her own demons from that night beyond even the ones created by her worry over Buffy. She felt a tremendous amount of guilt over not being able to stop Hank from attending Buffy’s graduation. 




Joyce had known for weeks about Hank’s intentions of attending. He had hoped it would be a first step toward reuniting with his daughter. When Buffy had come to Joyce a couple of days before graduation and explained to her that Joyce couldn’t attend her graduation and why, Joyce had fully intended to notify Hank. But she hadn’t been able to reach him. 




Joyce had chalked it up to Hank planning to miss yet another event in Buffy’s life. Then she’d gotten the message on her home answering machine that Hank was in town and he would see her at Buffy’s graduation. Joyce had cursed fate because Hank had, for the first time in so long, regained some sense of propriety. 




He apparently hadn’t stopped by her house in an effort not to ‘intrude.’ And it had killed him. Joyce had desperately wanted to race to Buffy’s graduation and pull him away, but remembering her promise, hadn’t. Despite Hank’s death, it was just as well. If Joyce had gone, she would have died too, leaving Buffy alone. It was a horrible thought. Yet, Joyce still felt guilty for surviving while Hank hadn’t. Maybe if she had somehow found a way to contact Hank…Her reminiscing was interrupted.




“Mom?”




“Yes, sweetheart?”




“I have some bad news.” Buffy wore a bleak expression as she recounted the events at the care facility. While Faith had not been Joyce’s favorite person, it was hard to hear of the death of yet another child. Then Buffy hit her with the capper: Whistler’s visit and message.




“Are you certain, Buffy, that you have to do this? I know I wanted you to go off to school, but the Air Force? That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.” Joyce was worried about Buffy going into yet another dangerous field.




“It’s what I have to do. I want you and everyone else to be safe. And the not dying in four months would be of the good as well. If I have to dress up as Private Benjamin to accomplish said saving, then I’ll make that fashion sacrifice.” Buffy appeared to be trying to convince herself as much as Joyce. 




“And the job, this ‘stargate’? Where’s it located?”




“Umm, around the same place as the Air Force Academy. Colorado Springs, Colorado. At least that’s what Whistler said.”




Joyce briefly contemplated the situation. There was no way she was letting her daughter go off alone and risk her life, with, at most, infrequent visits. While the gallery was doing great, it was just a business. If she sold both, she would have more than enough money to start over in Colorado Springs. And with Sunnydale not holding much allure these days, it seemed like the best choice.




“Buffy, sweetheart, sit down. I have some news for you as well.”







Chapter Four: BCT (Basic Cadet Training)




August 8, 1999

Dear Mom,




Well, I’m almost done with BCT (That’s Basic Cadet Training to you). It has been…interesting. I think I did pretty well. It was a bit of a shock. I especially missed being able to talk to you. But no phone calls until Parents’ Weekend this fall. Them’s the rules. That’s why the endless stream of letters. If I got muscle cramps, I would have crampy fingers by now. 




I told you about having to get my hair cut even shorter, didn’t I? It’s really been easy to take care of, but I’m looking forward to life after BCT when I can grow it out a little longer. It brings back too many Dorothy Hamill memories. Shudder. I asked my Cadet Leader how long I could let it get and she told me shoulder length. That’s about as long as I wore it sophomore year in high school. For now, I try to avoid mirrors, since I also can’t wear makeup either. I still get looks from the guys here, but I think thats mostly because I’m the girliest girl here. And the shortest. Every one of my fellow female cadets are taller than me. So not fair. Where are those tall Summers’ genes?




Wearing a uniform has been really strange. I miss my clothes. I dreamed about shoes last night. Jimmy Choo’s with that cute strappy look. I just sighed by the way. I think that if I can find the time, I’m going to see about fitting my uniform a little more. XXXXXXXXXX Sorry about the smear, but I just thought about what Xander would say about me being in uniform. It was entirely inappropriate and thoroughly Xander. I miss him so much. I miss them all. XXXXXXXXXX Okay, I’m better now. Today’s just one of those ‘hard’ days. 




The hardest thing to get used to, other than the hair and uniforms, has been the lack of free time. It’s been getting worse and worse. They keep us busy from the time we get up until we go to bed. I finally got used to going to bed at 10:30 at night. I told you how hard that was. But now I get up way earlier than anyone else. It works since I don’t really need that much sleep. Years of patrol and all. I have been getting up at 2:30 am for the last four days. That gives me around three hours of free time! I can do my nails, or anything else that doesn’t make noise. I even reread Contrails, to make sure I didn’t make any silly mistakes about the Academy. Which is definitely of the good. 




There’s no rule against being up so early, but I think my roommate narked me out. My Squad Leader had a talk with me about not sleeping. Apparently she got the 411 about what happened at graduation and was keeping an eye on me. I told her I was totally okay, but I’m not sure I convinced her. She kept asking me if I was having nightmares. I told her I don’t dream. She didn’t ask again, but she thinks I’m hiding something. Sometimes, I really wish I wasn’t. I do dream. They’re mostly happy. But sometimes, I dream about THAT night. I guess those dreams qualify as nightmares. I know I woke my roommate up a few times. Okay, enough mopey Buffy. 




I finally got used to everyone running around like energizer bunnies beginning at 5:30 am. It was about the same time as I started to get my three hours of alone time. By the way, my room has been perfect! Me and my roomie so rock! Another girl in the next room missed a corner on her bed and forgot to put up some clothes. She had to do a lot of push ups to make up for it. I’m actually kinda glad you made me make my bed for so long. No ‘push up Buffy’ so far. Not that it would be hard, just boring.




The twenty-five minutes for eating breakfast and lunch has taken some getting used to. Remember how I told you the food is really good? Well turns out it was not a fluke. So far, everything’s tasted great. I’m crossing my fingers right now. Superstitious, I know. I gotta say though, that nothing prepares you for watching a couple of hundred people eating at warp speed. It is a gruesome sight, not to mention all of the lipsmacking that goes on. Total surround sound. Especially breakfast. Because of how tough each day is, everyone’s starving first thing in the morning. I actually inhaled three plates of eggs yesterday morning. I think if I had gone any faster, I would have eaten the fork, too. 




The calisthenics, marching, and other military stuff, finished off last week. It was boring, although I did learn to salute! Military training supposedly gets a lot more interesting later, when it’s more about tactics and leadership and stuff. Halfway through our third week, everyone took the PFT and AFT. Sorry, that’s the Physical Fitness Test and the Aerobic Fitness Test. I got laughed at when I asked if we got to listen to music when we did aerobics. By the way, I’m pouting right now. 




Turns out it means we had to run. A whopping mile and a half. I ended up doing it in seven and a half minutes, which was faster than all but one of the guys. To me it felt like I was jogging. At least it stopped all of the blonde jokes I was getting. But it started causing me to get weird looks, so I decided to play it cool on the rest of the tests. So I did just a few more push ups and sit ups than the top score required. At least I made the instructors happy. They told me if I kept doing this I would belong to something called the the ‘1000 Club’. 




Captain Merryville kept saying I should join the Women’s Cross Country Team. I might do that, although there are so many other activities I could do instead, if I want. They have unarmed combat teams. They even have cheerleading as a sport! And I can try out for the team in the spring. How cool is that? 




The last few days, we have been doing phase two of BCT. I thought I was going to HATE doing the whole camping outdoor thing. I am sooo not a country girl. Turns out, I was wrong. Please don’t tell anyone, but I really really liked it. It was a lot of fun. We marched out here in formation. As we got further away from campus and the it started to look like wilderness, I was freaking out inside. XXXXXXXXX Sorry, more smears. Willow would have laughed at ‘big city Buffy’ doing the whole ‘Jeremiah Johnson’ thing. My nose is running so I’m going to go blow it. Okay, back now. 




I actually got to help build the camp. I helped put up our tent, and made a firepit. I also got to dig a latrine. That was seriously gross. More in thinking about what would go in it rather than actually doing it. But not as gross as filling one in. No, not me. One of the guys said something a little inappropriate and got punishment detail. Yep, a blonde joke about yours truly. So, he got a week’s worth of filling in latrines. We are considering nicknaming him ‘Stinky’. How glad I am that it’s not me. That reminds me, I forgot to tell you earlier. I got a nickname. Everyone calls me ‘Cali’. It’s short for California, but then I suppose that’s obvious. 




I wish I could tell you in person about this. I really miss you. Otherwise, I am starting to be happy. I’m not sure why. I haven’t forgotten them. I won’t ever do that. Like you told me, as long as there’s someone alive to remember them, they’re not really gone. I remember. I will always remember. Maybe time does heal all wounds. It’s something to think about, huh?




XXX OOO

Buffy Summers

Fourth Class Cadet

United States Air Force Academy

Colorado Springs, CO









Chapter Five: First Year The Beginning



First day of school. Buffy looked over the bright beautiful grounds of the Air Force Academy. From the Air Force Academy Cadet Chapel Building, one of the loveliest on any campus, to Arnold Hall, it was an amazing sight. She was still uncertain how she’d managed to get there. 




But Whistler had been right. Her senator, Robert Kinsey, had been more than willing to recommend her. He’d actually even given her his full sponsorship. And since he was chairman of the Defense Appropriations Sub-Committee, he had been able to pull strings to get Buffy one of the handful of slots that were kept as back-ups. 




The first few weeks of summer had gone by in a blur of tests, followed by five weeks in BCT. Buffy had passed them with flying colors, although she was constantly worried about not saluting or forgetting to call someone ‘sir’. Intellectually, Buffy knew she wouldn’t get tossed out on her ear for forgetting once or twice. Her worries probably had something to do with the feeling of not belonging. 




Buffy still remembered the look on the face of her first interviewer, a captain, who wore pilot’s wings. He’d taken one look at her and only saw her petite size, blonde hair, and attractive appearance. Buffy didn’t think he’d ever quite understood why someone who looked like her would want to serve her country. 




Her next interviewer had been completely different. Near retirement, he had looked past Buffy’s slender, almost fragile appearance, and seen more of the inner person. She’d apparently impressed him. She’d definitely impressed the noncom who conducted the fitness tests, conducted during one of her visits earlier in the summer. Buffy had done her qualifying run at what felt slow to her, but was probably a five-minute-mile pace. She stayed just behind one guy, who pushed himself extra hard because of a girl pacing him. Buffy’d deliberately forced herself to slow her pace, allowing him to finally beat her.




Buffy could have finished the run in less than half of the time she’d done it. But she didn’t want to get identified as a freak, just a suitable candidate. None of the guys had been freaked out by her, but she had gotten one or two odd looks, as well as the usual check outs. All from the guys. 




The girls’ looks had mostly been a mix of admiration and intimidation along with a couple of jealous looks as well. The other calisthenics had been easy and she’d breezed through them. Buffy had actually been surprised by just how easy it had all been. She’d been expecting a drill sergeant barking orders and driving them until they dropped. Instead it had been about leadership, self-reliance, and teamwork. She especially like that aspect.




Reminiscing, Buffy contemplated the day her mom dropped her off at the Academy for BCT. It had been an emotional day. As Buffy gave her mom one final hug goodbye, she thought Joyce was going to break down. Somehow, she’d kept it together, which had kept Buffy from joining her. After all, they wouldn’t speak again until Parent’s Weekend, taking place in the middle of the Fall semester. 




After one more goodbye, Buffy hefted her small bag, carrying it towards Vandenberg Hall. As a fourth class cadet, she was only allowed the smallest amount of personal possessions. She saw other new cadets doing the same thing. After carrying it inside, she was given directions to her room, and a mark was made next to her name on a list. 




Once inside the room she would share with one roommate, Buffy grabbed one side of the room, carefully putting away her few things. She found the uniforms she ordered a couple of weeks earlier already in her room. After trying on her uniform for the first time, she’d discovered that she looked pretty good in Air Force Blues or even Battle Greens. As long as they fit properly. And she had spent several fittings doing just that. So Buffy had been relatively satisfied with her appearance. 




Buffy had met her roommate, Conchita Perez, who was from South Florida, a couple of hours later. “Call me Connie,” the tall, dark-haired pale-skinned, Hispanic girl had said. Connie was tall, athletic, and looked every inch an Air Force recruit. Towering six inches over the petite Buffy, they looked like Mutt and Jeff standing together. The one girl, petite, blonde, green-eyed, while the other girl was tall and brunette, with dark brown eyes. A marked contrast if ever there was one.




After Connie’s breezy introduction, Buffy had done the same herself. “I’m Buffy. Buffy Summers.” She still remembered what the other girl had said, although the sting had long faded.




Laughing, Connie had looked at her and said, “Seriously, what’s your name really?” Her laughter had faded at Buffy’s cool look. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry! You’re the first ‘Buffy’ I’ve ever met. Forgive me?” She’d grinned cheekily at Buffy.




Buffy had smiled back. “It’s cool. I’m from California. We’re home of the flower-child names.”




Grabbing her arm, Connie had guided her out of the room. “Cali, you and I are going to be good friends.” That was how Buffy had gotten her nickname. She had been ‘Cali’ to everyone at BCT; well, except the instructors. That was also how she and Connie had become friends. After BCT, they were set to be roomies at least through the end of the Fall semester. For the Spring semester, they’d have to play it by ear. 




Smiling, Buffy headed off to her first class. She had Calculus, Engineering, Chemistry, and English this morning, in that order. Then she would fall in to march to lunch at Mitchell Hall. In the afternoon, she had computer science, military theory and PE. Then she would be off to participate in fencing and unarmed combat. 




Hopefully, nothing would happen in any of her classes.







Okay, the poop had definitely hit the fan. Everything had gone great today, up until now. All of Buffy’s classes had been understandable. Not easy, but not nearly as intimidating as she’d expected. Chemistry appeared to be the hardest, at least so far. Buffy had even enjoyed PE. 




She’d ended up taking racquetball this semester for her PE elective. Buffy had briefly toyed with the idea of joining the Track Team, but ultimately decided it would be unfair to compete with her advantages. That didn’t stop her from cleaning up on the racquetball court. No one could match her speed. And the things she could do with the ball were, well, Slayery. 




The only thing Buffy’d worried about was being too good. She didn’t want someone to try to get her to join the Racquetball Team that competed in NCAA events. So she’d deliberately been careful not to blow anyone out.




Buffy had decided to try out a couple of intramural activities. First, she joined the Fencing Club. That had turned out to be fun, although the fencing they practiced wouldn’t actually allow you to defend yourself. Buffy had easily cleaned the clocks of the first several people she’d faced, earning the admiration of the instructor, Major Sherman. It had been the Unarmed Combat Club that had seen her downfall. 




When Buffy had arrived, she’d seen all of the tall, athletic people gathered for practice. At five feet, two inches tall, Buffy had been the shortest one there by at least five inches. That hadn’t been a big deal since she was used to being the shortest girl around, especially since joining the Air Force. 




She’d gotten a few funny looks from the others when she joined the warm up. Nothing overt or hostile, but it had made a nervous lump form in her throat. It hadn’t helped when Captain Billings, the instructor, had pulled Buffy aside afterwards and asked her about her experience with martial arts. He’d apparently been worried when he’d seen her fragile appearance. It had taken a few minutes to assure him she wouldn’t break. By the time she had, everyone was involved in some one on one sparring, leaving Buffy the odd man out. 




Captain Billings had taken the place of her sparring partner. He had taken it very easy on her. At first. Buffy hadn’t exactly enjoyed being treated like china and had let slip she was more skilled than her appearance suggested. 




Before she’d known what was happening, the sparring had sped up. As Buffy had blocked or countered every attack made by the captain, the expression of pleasure on his face had deepened. She hadn’t been sure when everyone else had stopped sparring to watch them. But she’d become aware of the fact about ten minutes in. It hadn’t been good for her concentration. 




Instead of mostly pulling the kick she’d used as a counter-attack after she’d blocked Captain Billings’ own strike, Buffy had hit him almost full speed, although thankfully not full strength, blowing right past the partial block he’d had in place. The resulting kick had struck him squarely in the chest and sent him flying ten feet through the air, right into three of the watching crowd, sending all four of them crashing to the ground. 




“Oh my God!” Staring at the heap of bodies in utter horror, Buffy hoped she hadn’t broken anybody. Moving as fast as she could, she rushed to the captain’s side. 




“Captain Billings, sir, are you all right?” She took the resulting wheeze as assent and quickly checked the other cadets out. Each of the three scrambling up from the mat looked okay. Then it struck her. 




Earlier, Buffy had noted that everyone present had seemed taller than her. Now she realized looking around, that all of the other cadets there appeared to be older as well, obviously all first class and second class cadets. Then she overheard the whispered conversation behind her.




“Did you see that? I was surprised to see a smack show up to an advanced class. Now I can see why she’s here. Those were some sweet moves.” The guy’s voice was full of admiration, which was good. The bad was that Buffy had hoped to be a bit more normal and fit in. Not even in school for one day, and here she was already slipping up, Buffy thought despondently.




“Cadet, ah, Summers.” Buffy looked down when she heard the wheezing voice. Uh oh, she thought, the captain doesn’t look too happy. Struggling to sit up, Captain Billings finally made it. He appeared to be getting his wind back. And he didn’t appear to be too angry.







“Cadet Summers, that was an excellent demonstration of skill. I think you got a little carried away there at the end, but that was as much my fault as yours. I don’t often get cadets of your skill level even here in the advanced class and allowed myself to get distracted from the sparring. Tell me, where did you study? What dojo?” Tom Billings was still feeling the effects of the kick Cadet Summers had landed. It had been stunningly powerful, especially coming from his petite opponent. 




When Tom had first seen the young woman come in, he’d intercepted her, trying to find out why she was attending the advanced class of the Unarmed Combat Club. He’d already decided she must have come to the wrong class by mistake. When his subtle questions had fallen on deaf ears, Tom had been glad to see everyone paired off for sparring, leaving the fourth class cadet to him. The last thing he’d wanted was for the petite girl to get injured. He figured he could let her down gently after a short spar, and direct her to the beginner class, meeting later that afternoon. 




As they started to spar, Cadet Summers’ technique had more than surprised him. She was amazing. Probably at least a black belt. He had smiled in pleasure as the pace of their bout had continued to increase, receiving an answering spark back from the green eyes of his opponent. He’d been aware of the other cadets stopping to watch them, but had been enjoying the workout too much to stop and get them back to work. 




Tom still wasn’t a hundred percent sure what had happened. He’d actually seen the moment Cadet Summers had noticed they had an audience. Her eyes had gotten enormous. Then her riposting kick had flashed right past his block and had impacted his chest. The next thing he knew, he was lying on his back trying to get his wind back. At least he didn’t think he had any broken ribs. 




The cadet in front of his looked utterly gobsmacked. Her eyes had widened until she looked almost comical, while her mouth opened and closed like that of a fish. 




“Cadet Summers?”




“Uh, sir, it wasn’t so much of a dojo as a friend. Err…family friend. A family friend taught me. A British family friend. Martial arts are kind of my calling, you might say, sir.” As she spoke, Cadet Summers smiled nervously, making her answer seem less than convincing.




Tom frowned. He half-remembered an odd memo coming down from the mountain. Something about watching out for any ‘weird’ activities around the school and reporting them immediately. Catching the deer-in-the-headlights look he was still getting, Tom inwardly chuckled. 




He somehow doubted that Cadet Summers was what they were talking about. She was so obviously horrified about knocking an instructor down, that he felt the need to reassure her that everything was okay. With a warm smile, he proceeded to do so. “Cadet Summers, I didn’t mean to grill you. Your family friend must have been quite skilled to be such an excellent teacher. Now, I want you to show me that move again. I think it will come in handy when we go up against the best from the other services in our annual grudge match. It’s for inter-service bragging rights. I’m sure you’ll be happy to join the team. Hopefully, we’ll be able to fit you into a weight class.” He waited for her dazed nod. 




Tom paused a moment, noticing that everyone was still watching them rather than working out. “All right, Cadets, back to sparring. We’ve got a long way to go and I know no one here wants to be humiliated by the jarheads.” Turning his attention back to Cadet Summers, he saw the panicky look in her eyes. “Don’t worry, Cadet, you’ll do fine. We’ll make you into a fine representative for our beloved Air Force in no time. Now follow me.”







Head spinning, Buffy followed the captain across the mat. What had she gotten herself into? Joining the Unarmed Combat Team, even an unofficial one, was not on Buffy’s agenda. Now she was picked to take on the best martial artists from the other services, even if it was for an ‘unofficial’ set of matches. She was so screwed, she thought. But she agreed to it, essentially volunteering. 




Buffy tried to remember what Xander had said about volunteers in the military, taken from his soldier memories. She couldn’t pull it up. Whatever it had been, it hadn’t been good. Dodging a spinning back kick thrown her way at full speed, Buffy realized Captain Billings was no longer even trying to go easy on her. How was she going to get out of this one?







Chapter Six: First Year Buffy The Trainer



With a grin, Buffy corrected the form of First Class Cadet Randolph ‘Gator’ Pierson. She acknowledged his quick “Thanks, Cali” with a thumbs up. Buffy hadn’t expected to end up helping Captain Billings teach the Advanced Unarmed Combat Class of the Unarmed Combat Club. But here it was only two weeks into the term and that was exactly what she was doing. After only a couple of days, it had become obvious to everyone involved that Buffy was quite a bit more skilled than anyone else attending the Advanced Unarmed Combat Class, including the instructor. She had handled anything that anyone had thrown at her effortlessly. 




A little too effortlessly she suspected. But instead of becoming suspicious, the captain had pulled her aside on her third day with an offer. He had asked her to put her tremendous skills to use and help him teach the class. She had been tremendously flattered, but had raised one problem with him. Buffy could still remember how their conversation had gone.





“Sir, I would love to! But…” 




Captain Billings had raised his eyebrows at that and asked, “What’s the problem, Cadet Summers?”




“Well, umm, sir, I…” Buffy hadn’t known exactly what to say.




“Go ahead and spit out, Cadet.”




“I’m only a fourth class, sir. I don’t think I can tell first class and second class cadets what to do.” Buffy had blurted out her answer.




The captain had hesitated, obviously thinking about what she’d said, before answering, “Cadet Summers, I know what class you are. So does everyone here. I wouldn’t have asked for your help if I thought it was going to be a problem. Everyone is here in order to improve. You can help them improve. So no one here will mind you doing whatever is necessary to accomplish that. It’s all about teamwork, Cadet. Each of them has tremendous skill and drive just as you do. Over the next few years, they will teach you a great deal in the areas of their expertise. Just as you can teach them a great deal about martial arts. That’s what teamwork is all about. Complementariness. You can do this.”






Just like that, Buffy had become the captain’s number two. True to his word, she’d only run into one problem so far. Second Class Cadet Roy Williams had been extremely argumentative when she’d tried to correct him over one of his kicks. Buffy had expected help from Captain Billings, but he had been elsewhere, working with another cadet. Somehow, she thought he was aware of the conversation happening between her and Williams, but he hadn’t let on. So he obviously expected her to handle it. So Buffy did. 




She’d smiled sweetly at Williams, then asked him if he would use the move on her. From his hesitation, she had known that he was aware of the gap in their skill levels. But he had gone ahead and done it. Buffy had effortlessly blocked the kick. She had asked him to do it again. Again, she’d blocked the kick. Finally, she asked him to block her kick. She’d taken it easy, but he still couldn’t block it. His stubborn look had faded to a thoughtful one. 




When Buffy had asked him if he saw the difference, he’d indicated that he did. Buffy had then asked him to demonstrate the kick again. That time, he’d done it perfectly. Of course, Buffy had still blocked it, but had jokingly added that anyone with less skill would be nursing a seriously bruised chest, pleasing Roy immensely. After Roy, everyone else had been eager for pointers. 




Now Buffy was thinking about asking Captain Billings if he would mind if she changed the pre-workout warm up and post-workout warm down to Tai Chi. Buffy had learned the art from Angel back in high school. He’d been incredibly well skilled at Tai Chi and had taught Buffy. She had practiced it ever since. Tai Chi was tremendously effective in building fine motor control and body-awareness, something that every one of the cadets here needed. 







“Sir, may I speak with you?” Cadet Summers approached Tom at the end of class. 




“Certainly, Cadet Summers.” He led her to a table they used for team meetings. “Now what can I do for you?”




“I know I’ve just started with the helping, but I had an idea, sir.”




Tom was feeling extremely pleased with his earlier decision to use Cadet Summers. He’d already seen the growth in her since she began helping him teach. She’d become quite a bit more confident and self-possessed. In a lot of ways, he felt she was a natural leader. It showed in many of the things she did. Whether it was the patience with which she helped correct the near endless issues her fellow cadets possessed, or whether it was coming up with a new idea to help them. 




She just needed nurturing to develop that leadership further. Tom had been interested enough to try to access her high school transcripts, only to discover that Buffy was from Sunnydale, the town that had suffered that tremendous tragedy last Spring. Her records had been lost in the event. It had left him unable to evaluate how Cadet Summers had spent her high school years, but it had given him some insight into what she’d overcome. It had also left him even more determined to help her develop her potential. “Please tell me your idea.”




Cadet Summers smiled and began to talk in an animated tone. “Well, sir, I’ve been thinking about how to get the most bang for our buck from the class. We only get about two hours per day to practice. I know we can practice more in our spare time, but, sir, you know that’s not going to happen too often. So I was thinking that if we made the warm up and warm down more like a workout, we would totally be more efficient!”




Tom tried not to frown. While he was glad Cadet Summers had come to him with her idea, he wasn’t too sure of the implementation. He foresaw injuries becoming a problem if that was all there was to her plan.







Buffy saw the look in the captain’s eyes and continued quickly, “Oh, I’m sorry, uh.. sir, I should have told you what I meant by working out. I mean use Tai Chi for the warm up and warm down. It’s simple and is all about slow, controlled movements. You don’t have to worry about injuries as long as you properly stretch, and Tai Chi even helps with that. Most important, it teaches tremendous body-awareness and fine motor control. It would really help everyone pull a Bruce Lee out there when competing.”




“I think it is an interesting idea. However, I have absolutely no experience or training in Tai Chi. All of my experience is with Taekwondo and Shotokan Karate. I wouldn’t be able to teach this. As a matter-of-fact, I would be just as much a student as anyone else here. Do you have a solution, Cadet Summers?”




Buffy was flummoxed. She had planned to offer to teach all of the cadets Tai Chi, but teach Captain Billings? Suppressing a nervous giggle, Buffy finally got out, “I would be happy to teach everyone, sir. I have enough experience to do a good job.”




“Great, then why don’t you take a few minutes before tomorrow’s class, and come up with a quick training outline for me. Come in prepared to teach the class Tai Chi. I think we can devote one full class to learning enough about how to use it for our warm ups and cool downs. If it is as successful as you think, we may spread it to the beginner class as well.”




Buffy was terrified. She had to come up with a training outline? How did she do that? And by tomorrow? She hoped she wasn’t wearing her patented deer-in-the-headlight look as she considered how to go about fulfilling the captain’s orders. Suddenly aware that Captain Billings was still waiting patiently for her answer, Buffy gulped and said, “Yes, sir. I will have it by class tomorrow.”




“Cadet Summers.”




“Sir?”




“Don’t worry. I know you’ll do a great job with this project. Just as you’ve done a great job helping me train. Just put in the effort and you will succeed at anything you try. Now hurry up and get cleaned up or you’ll miss dinner. I’m sure you’re hungry.”




“Yes, sir!” Buffy hurried off to do just that. She wondered if she could ask Cadet Williams the proper format for an outline for training. Since he was a second class, he’d probably done a million of these things. Now that would be complementariness, she thought in amusement. Not to mention Williams had the cutest tush Buffy had seen yet at the Academy.







Three weeks later found Buffy in hot water once again. It had all started out so well, too. It was the day of the big interservice unarmed combat meet. She had handily won all of the matches she’d been placed in, easily beating women much larger than herself, to the great and vocal delight of her teammates. They’d cheered even louder when she won overall victory in the women’s division.




As a team, they’d done almost as well. Late in the meet, the Air Force Team had been first overall, just ahead of the Marine Corps Team, with one match remaining to determine the overall service champion. Then during the match to determine the overall men’s champion, the cadet representing the Marine Corps had struck Gator a blow that was a foul. 




Unfortunately, only Buffy with her faster-than-human reflexes had seen it. It had allowed the Marine Corps both the victory in the men’s division, and the overall victory among the four services. As they were receiving the various trophies, Buffy had to listen to the boasting of Cadet Joe Wilson as he regaled everyone around them with tales of his prowess in beating the ‘Chair Force.’ Ultimately, Buffy had seen red and couldn’t stop her mouth from its fatal pronouncement. “Yeah, he might be the men’s winner, but I could kick his ass from here to Sunday!” 




Unfortunately, her comment had occurred during a lull in the conversation going on around them and had been heard by everyone, including the myriad officers there from the various services. 




For his part, Joe Wilson looked aghast. “What? You think you could beat me? What a joke! I’m not only twice your size, blondie, but I’ve fought in dozens of matches. You wouldn’t stand a chance. Just because you took some othergirls doesn’t make you a real fighter!”




Momentarily, Buffy saw red, then her attention was pulled away by a voice that came from behind them.




“Cadet Wilson, I think you owe Cadet Summers here an apology.” 




Buffy didn’t recognize the tall, lean Air Force colonel who had interrupted the Marine Corps cadet’s rant, but she was glad he had. Left to her own devices, she would have probably punched him if he had gone on much longer.




She watched the Marine cadet gulp, something that she only understood later, once she’d learned exactly who Colonel Jack O’Neill was. A near legend in Special Ops, it didn’t matter that he was an Air Force Officer. Even Marines respected his reputation for having successfully completed dozens of black op missions. 




But at the time, all she knew was the Marine cadet’s eyes took on a calculating look, then he turned toward her and nodded. “Colonel O’Neill, I do owe Cadet Summers an apology for the way I addressed her. Cadet Summers, I am truly sorry if I caused you any offense over what I said to you. I should not have used the term ‘blondie’ to address you. It was demeaning and disrespectful and contradictory to interservice respect and cooperation. However, I have to stand by the spirit of my remarks. I would be able to defeat you in any kind of unarmed combat contest.” 




Buffy was furious as she read the self-serving congratulatory look the marine wore. Clearly, he felt he’d figured out a way to not only get away with his remarks, but to rub her nose in it as well. She was trying to hold onto her temper, but it was extremely difficult. Finally, she managed to get out something without foul language attached. “Really? Prove it.”




Joe looked flummoxed that she was still pushing. “Err, what?”




Buffy sweetly smiled up at him, almost batting her eyes. “I said ‘prove it.’ Prove that you can beat me. Put up or shut up.”




A nearby Marine colonel intervened. He said,“Hold on, cadets. There is no need for this. We don’t have matches between male and female cadets for a reason. There is simply too much of a disparity in weight, making such a match intrinsically unfair.”




Buffy somehow kept from gritting her teeth. Keeping her voice respectful, she said, “Yes, sir. However, I do not understand how Cadet Wilson can claim to be the overall champion when he hasn’t beaten me, the women’s champion. I know I can take him. So to me, I’m the overall champ.”




“She’s got you there, Colonel McNamara,” Colonel O’Neill said, his own tone faintly mocking. Buffy noted the way it had an immediate effect upon the Marine officer.




“Does she? Are you prepared to back up your remarks in the ring, Cadet?” Colonel McNamara asked curtly, looking her over.




Buffy quickly answered, “Yes, sir!” 




At the same time, Colonel O’Neill said, “No.” He turned to the Marine colonel and said, “You know it would be a slaughter if my cadet fought yours.” He ignored Buffy’s offended Hey!” and continued, “Let’s just stop this now and lower the testosterone level back to normal.”




Joe Wilson appeared unwilling to comply. “Yes, sir, just as soon as the Doo…err, Cadet Summers over there admits that I can beat her.” 




Buffy frowned at the stubborn look on Wilson’s face as well as his words. Likely he felt like he’d been insulted by a fourth class Air Force ‘doolie’ and wasn’t going to back off short of being told to so so by one of the officers milling around. Which event did not appear to be going to happen, based on the mulish expression on the Marine colonel’s face.




“You couldn’t beat me if my hands were tied behind my back!” She shot back. She was aware of the displeased expression on Colonel O’Neill’s face, but didn’t care. She wasn’t going to back down. 




Colonel McNamara smiled in carefully calculated amusement. “Okay, then we’ll be having one more match. We can get the Army ref for it so as to keep it completely impartial. Let’s meet back here in fifteen.” With that, he took Joe’s arm and steered him off to discuss the match.







Jack was aghast. The girl was crazy. She was going to get killed by that oversize jarhead. And he would be the one responsible for it. This was not the result he’d intended when he’d first began championing her cause.




He had been standing back watching the debate, amused by the chutzpah of the female fourth class cadet. She had balls bigger than most of the guys he knew, which considering her petite size, was a pretty major achievement. Not that Jack thought for one second that she could beat the Marine Corps bruiser. He outweighed her more than two-to-one and had a ten-inch reach advantage. No, she would be no match for him, but it had been fun to chime in on her behalf.




Now turning to the young woman, he rasped out, “That was the stupidest thing I think I have witnessed since joining the Air Force. Cadet, what were you thinking?”




Silently, the female cadet stared wide-eyed up at the Jack’s face. It seemed to have just registered on her exactly whom she was about to address. A colonel in her branch of the service. 




Jack watched as she breathed in deeply, let it out out, then squared her shoulders as if she were going into battle. She leaned forward almost combatively, and it was clear to him that she hadn’t noticed her training officer, Captain Billings, moving up behind her, almost at a run. “Sir, I witnessed the Marine Corps cadet win the match against First Class Cadet Pierson with a foul blow. It looked legal, but it was not. It struck far too low, in his.. ahh…privates, sir.” 




Jack had felt that the blow had been a little low, but hadn’t had that good an angle to see it, certainly not as good as the judges scoring the bouts. Impatiently, he gestured for the cadet to go on.




She continued, “When I heard him boasting about being the best fighter, especially after the way he won, I could not keep silent.”




Jack exploded, “Fer cryin’ out loud! You’re going to get killed by that bruiser. He’s twice your size! Now I have to go figure out a way to diffuse this. And you’re going to help me. You started this, and you’re going to help finish it.”




The girl looked mulish, something that in other circumstances Jack have admired. “Sir—”




“That’s all, Cadet.”




“Excuse me, sir?”




Jack looked over at Captain Billings, the coach of the Air Force Academy Unarmed Combat Club, who had just addressed him. Billings had quite impressed him as the coach of this year’s team. he had been amazed by the improvement in the team he’d seen from last year. For a little while, he’d actually held out some hope they would win it all. 




Jack even admitted he’d been extremely impressed by Cadet Summers. She’d torn through the ranks of the female representatives of the various services like a hot knife through butter, despite giving up an average of at least thirty pounds per opponent. But those acts, however admirable, didn’t qualify her to get in the ring with a male fighter of Joe Wilson’s size, skill, and experience. From the stubborn look on Captain Billings’ face, he obviously didn’t agree. While Jack didn’t want to hear it, he finally acknowledged the captain. “Yes, Captain. What is it?”




“Captain Thomas Billings, sir.” 




“Colonel Jack O’Neill.”




“Yes, Colonel, I know who you are. Sir, did I understand that Cadet Summers challenged the male division winner, Cadet Wilson, to a match to determine the best fighter?”




“That about sums it up. You want to help me get this misunderstanding ironed out?”




Instead of the expected agreement, a huge grin spread across the captain’s face. “No, Colonel, I do not. I want to go get Cadet Summers ready to kick the crap out of that Marine puke.”




Jack stared at the captain in astonishment. Okay, he thought, now he was dealing with two crazy people. Jack was just about to call the captain on it when he beat him to the punch.




Captain Billings explained, “I know you probably think I’m crazy, sir. But Cali…that is, Cadet Summers, is extremely skilled in martial arts. She’s one of the best I have ever met, let alone coached. The truth is, she’s been teaching me and the rest of the team better technique since joining us back in August. You probably noticed how much of an improvement there’s been since last year. Cadet Summers is responsible for much of that improvement. She is a credit to the Air Force. If she believes she can take Cadet Wilson, then I have no reason to doubt her in the slightest. I respectfully request you do not interfere with this match, but instead let it continue to its conclusion.”




Jack was surprised at the confidence the captain had in his pupil. He turned and looked at Cadet Summers, who looked back with equal intensity, not the slightest bit intimidated by him. At least not too visibly, Jack thought in amusement, noticing a vein throbbing in the girl’s forehead. If she was that good…he came to a decision. “All right, Captain. I’m going to let this match proceed. Cadet Summers.”




“Yes, sir!”




“You are not to hot dog out there or to do anything that would put yourself in physical jeopardy. If you find yourself being beat up, I want you to yield. Do I make myself clear?” This last was barked out in what Jack referred to as his ‘command voice.’ He’d had a lot of practice with it over the years. He was glad to see from the look on Cadet Summers’ face, he still had it.




“Yes, sir!! You are clear, sir!”




“Okay, then. Go give that jarhead hell.” With that Jack hurried off, eager to grab a good seat ringside for the match up. He figured he could get at least twenty-to-one odds if he bet on his cadet. Maybe even thirty-to-one. After all, she was both a shrimp and a girl.







Chapter Seven: First Year The Fight!



“Okay, Cali. I want you to be careful. I know how good you are, but you’re still giving up something like one hundred and twenty pounds and ten inches of reach. At least. This young man is good. He’s the best fighter the Marine Corps has produced this year and traditionally they do produce the best unarmed fighters.” Captain Billings smiled at Buffy’s frown. “I know you think Gator got robbed of the title. I don’t know whether the blow was low or not. It doesn’t matter. The truth is Gator would have lost the bout. That’s why he wasn’t upset about the hit. Now can you fight this jarhead without letting emotion get in the way?”




“Yes, Captain Billings.”




“Good. He’s going to try to use his weight against you. Remember his background is Shotokan and Judo. So expect a mix of holds and hard blows. There’ll be some soft blows as well, but he’ll use mostly hard, trying to go for a knockout. Don’t let him hit you. One punch and you’re toast. If you do take a hit, stay down. You could really get hurt. Do you understand everything so far?”




Buffy knew she couldn’t tell the captain that even if Cadet Wilson hit her twenty times, it wouldn’t put her down. Sometimes, she really hated being ‘secret identity’ gal. “Yes, sir!”




“Okay, looks the that Marine colonel has rounded up an Army ref. Why don’t you head on in.”







Jack watched as the smack walked up the ring, easily sliding between two ropes to enter. She was really was extraordinarily graceful, he thought. If she were fighting a guy anywhere near her own weight range, Jack would back her in a minute. But he’d seen the bruiser she was fighting. Six feet, three inches tall and two hundred and twenty-three pounds, Cadet Wilson was every inch a Marine. He looked tough and dangerous. 




Jack had put $500 on Cadet Summers, getting thirty-to-one odds, mostly because he was the only one other than Captain Billings willing to bet on her. He didn’t really care about losing the money, Jack just didn’t want the girl injured. He planned to talk to her more after the bout, assuming she survived intact. 




After all, they were always looking for more good people in the SGC. While Jack didn’t know if her academic background qualified her, he was sure he could put in a good word. He laughed at himself. He was getting way ahead of himself, he thought. There was every chance Summers was planning to become a doctor or an engineer, and wanted nothing to do with traveling to exotic worlds. 




Jack winced as he watched Cadet Wilson go through a quick kata to loosen up. Damn, he thought, that kid has some seriously quick hands for someone his size. Hopefully, Summers would at least make a decent showing of it before losing. And not get hurt. Jack didn’t care so much about the money as he did about the Air Force’s pride and about his smack’s safety.







Buffy looked across the ring at her competitor. His form wasn’t bad, but he focused too much on the showy styles: the flashy strikes and big throws. His size, speed, and strength let him get away with it. In some ways, he was a lot like a vampire. Even the good ones tended to show off way too much, their ego getting in the way. 




Buffy on the other hand, knew ten different martial arts. First with Merrick, and later with Giles she had distilled down the various forms until she had the most pure and effective moves available for her size, strength, and speed. It was one of the things that made her truly dangerous. 




Sure, she was strong and fast, but what made her an effective fighter was the inherent ability to not only learn moves in one or two repetitions, moves that might take another days or even weeks, but to take those moves and adapt them to her own style. Giles had once said she had acquired the equivalent of a lifetime’s worth of martial arts training in less than three years. 




Couple that with the motivation of daily fights to the death, and she had more practical experience in unarmed hand to hand combat than any other human alive. The only thing she had to worry about in this fight was trying not to win too easily or injure the Marine cadet.







“You ready, smack?” Joe was feeling good. The girl still hadn’t done anything to warm up, other than a little bit of some slow movements. It was probably Tai Chi, he guessed. He was going to have to take it easy on her. If he broke her too badly, he might get in big trouble. 




Colonel McNamara had cautioned him to go full speed, but half strength. Joe wasn’t going to hit her as hard as he could, but he thought a mouthy bitch like her should be able to take at least a three quarters strength blow, especially if he kept it to the body. That probably wouldn’t even break any of her ribs.




“Oh, I’m ready.” The girl smiled at Joe, white teeth showing. She really was a hottie, he thought, almost feeling bad what he was about to do to her. Then she gave him a look of faint contempt, something that fanned the flames anew.




Oh boy, he was really going to enjoy this, he decided.




The Army referee, a Captain Collins, gave them a brief caution about low blows and obeying any signals from him. After that, he gestured to the timekeeper who rang the bell.







Buffy bowed to Wilson, taking care not to take her eyes off of him. She saw him do the same thing. She slowly circled him, staying high on her toes. She reminded herself to stay slow. Then she had to remind herself not to get kicked in the head as Wilson leaped high in the air, driving a spinning back kick at her. 




Buffy dropped low, kicking out at his anchor leg, but just missing. Okay, that wasn’t Shotokan or judo, she thought with wry amusement. Buffy recognized Taekwondo. So, Joe was holding out on us, she thought wryly. Okay, maybe he actually was the best fighter here, she decided, avoiding a series of fast, hard blows. At least of anyone not a Slayer. 




Buffy blocked a spinning backhand, then launched her first strike, moving just a little too fast for Joe to block. It was a simple jab to the nose, without too much strength behind it, and while it didn’t hurt much, it did succeed in its goal: pissing one Joe Wilson off. 







Joe blinked in astonishment. That little bitch had just popped him one right in the nose, hard enough to make his sinuses swell and his eyes water. Worse, she’d done that after she’d blocked or avoided three combinations that would have put anyone else here down. 




He fought back anger. Down that road lay defeat, or so his first instructor had always said. Of course, he thought absently, driving forward to try to pin the small girl against the ropes using his body weight and failing as she effortlessly danced away, his first instructor had never had to fight this damn smack! 




On top of that, Joe was aware that she could have easily tagged him again in the back of the head if this had been a real fight, and not just a match, where it was a foul. All the same time, he had yet to hit her. Damn the girl was quick!







Buffy was enjoying herself. She’d danced around for a bit, then popped the marine one, and then danced some more. She was going to hit him again on his next attack, a little harder. She’d decided that the best strategy in dealing with Joe was to make him beat himself. Get him mad enough, and he’d charge her, allowing her to use his mass and momentum against him. That wouldn’t give away any hints as to her abilities. 




Buffy dodged a flurry of kicks and blows, staying just a half-second ahead of each blow, before answering with another quick strike to Joe’s nose with her left hand. Just to make him madder, she slapped him across the face with her right, a deliberate taunt. Not that any of the onlookers would be able to tell. To them, it would look like he’d dodged the second hit, robbing it of most of its force. 







Jack sat up straighter. Cadet Summers was doing much better than he’d expected. She had either blocked or avoided everything the jarhead had thrown her way. Jack had winced at a couple of the blocks she’d taken. No doubt her arms would be black and blue tomorrow. 




For now though, while she hadn’t really scored a point, she hadn’t lost one either. Jack still thought that the combo he’d just seen should have been scored, but the officials obviously didn’t agree. As he watched, the tempo of the match continued to increase. 




Joe Wilson was firing off a dizzying number of blows, obviously trying to score just once. Jack had to admire his strategy. Obviously the young man knew that it would only take one solid hit to take Cadet Summers down. He was really starting to worry. Then he blinked. Summers had just scored a point!







Buffy blocked each of the blows Joe tossed her way. She’d somehow managed to do so without giving away how outclassed her opponent really was, but it had been difficult. Then in the middle of a dazzling series of pure strikes, Joe had left himself wide open. Buffy couldn’t resist and took the opening, driving a spinning back kick squarely into his jaw and taking him off his feet.




“Two points, Air Force!” 




Buffy grinned and did her happy dance. She had just scored two points, she thought, grinning. She watched as Joe Wilson slowly climbed to his feet. Uh oh, he looked murderously angry. Well, she did want to piss him off, she mused. It looked like she’d gotten her wish.




Buffy saw him coming and stepped back, moving around the ring. He left himself so open, she had two or three opportunities to put him down again. She’d decided to taunt him though, and gave him a smirk around her mouthpiece. His eyes narrowed further at this and he sped up. Buffy was just about to pop him one, when the foot she was planting slid right out from under her.







Joe was furious. He’d just gotten tagged like a rookie by a damn female smack! His friends and fellow cadets would give him so much shit that he’d be drowning in it within a week. Nothing he did was going to let him live this one down, a story like this one likely to follow him for years. 




Except, possibly, if one thing happened: Joe put that damn girl in the hospital. Envisioning the petite blonde spitting out a mouthful of those pearly white teeth, he lunged forward, planning to pin her in the corner and pound her. Unless something else happened even sooner, he thought in satisfaction, spotting where the girl about to step. 




Joe watched his opponent slip on the mat where he’d fallen earlier. He’d gambled that no smack was going to have enough experience in the ring to know to avoid a wet patch like the one he’d left. Even as she went down, Joe was lunging forward and driving a hard elbow into the girl’s ribs, riding the blow down backed by all his weight. He heard the air go out of her with a loud grunt, while something gave under his elbow. Joe rolled away as the referee tapped his shoulder.




“Minus two points, Marines! Foul! Four points total, Air Force!”




Joe didn’t care at that point. Even if the girl got up, she wasn’t going to be dancing anymore. He watched the ref bend over her, asking if she was all right. Joe watched her as she got to her feet, then moved forward ready to finish her off.




Smugly, Joe observed how much slower the girl moved now. She seemed to be favoring her right side. I wonder why, he mused, laughing inside. Oh right, he’d just broken her damn ribs, remembering the cracking sound they’d made. 




Clenching his hands, he bounced on his toes as Summers gamely came forward. Oh, so she’s finally coming to me, he thought. If he’d known it would be that easy, he’d have fouled her earlier.




Watching the blonde cross the mat towards him, Joe lost his cocky smile. There was something…deadly in the graceful way she stalked him. Nervously, he wondered where that thought had come from. Her eyes were cold and something almost…alien seemed to be peeking out at him. Dammit, he told himself, she’s just a little girl. Go get her, Marine!







Jack clenched his fists. The little rat-bastard, he thought. The marine had deliberately fouled his girl as she lay on the mat after slipping in the sweat from his take down earlier. He had seen the force of the blow and wondered if she was going to be able to get up afterwards. 




He felt his own ribs twinge in sympathy. She’d probably be lucky to get out of it with just a couple of cracked ribs. Jack watched the referee bend over Summers, wondering for a moment if the he was going to stop the fight. Then Summers got up.







Buffy was pissed! She couldn’t believe that damn Marine jarhead, ass-licking, shit-eating bastard! He’d hit her when she was down. Buffy could care less about the two extra points she’d gained as a consequence. No, it had become a matter of honor to decisively win this match. Marine Cadet Joe Wilson was going down.




Buffy slid forward, unaware of the hypnotic grace of her movements. Unaware of how the world had slowed around her. She’d forgotten her audience. She’d forgotten her earlier pledge to be careful. 




All she could see was the hateful face of the man who’d just hurt her. And she did hurt. She had at least a couple of cracked ribs, something she recognized from the aftermath of a hard patrol. 




Joe had come down with all of his weight on the elbow strike he’d hit her with when she was extended out in a fall and vulnerable. If she’d been an normal person, she’d be spitting blood right now from a perforated lung. Luckily, Buffy mused, she wasn’t a normal person. As one Joe Wilson was about to find out.




Buffy blocked the first of a series of spinning backfists as Joe took the fight to her. As the second came toward her head, she leaned forward under it, feeling the force of the blow as its passing stirred the fine hairs on the back of her neck. Then she was upright once more, as his body slowly turned towards her. Buffy took a half step forward and drove three hard blows right into Joe’s midsection. 




Joe grunted, trying to wrap her up in a clinch to protect himself, all thoughts of hitting her apparently gone. Buffy stepped back before he could grab her. Slow down, slow down, slow down she chanted, the words a mantra in her head. Willing herself to slow, Buffy watched the world as it seemed to speed up once more around her. 




Even as the referee stepped forward to declare her the winner, based upon her scoring her fifth point, Buffy leaped into the air, driving the heel of her foot around until it impacted Joe Wilson’s jaw with a vicious crack. The hapless marine flipped head over heels, landing in a heap, out cold. 




Only then was she aware of the sound of applause. Buffy looked around in astonishment. All of her teammates were there, howling and applauding, Captain Billings right there with them. But they weren’t the only ones. 




The match, with its aspect of David versus Goliath, had drawn quite a crowd. There were dozens of officers, of all ranks and services, each of them applauding wildly. Hesitantly, Buffy raised her hands over her head. The applause sharpened. Without even a backward glance at her fallen opponent, Buffy stepped through the ropes and into the welcoming arms of her team.







Chapter Eight: First Year The Aftermath



Jack stared, stunned into silence. His cadet had just pounded the marine. Even having seen it, he couldn’t credit it. Man, he thought, she could give Master Bra’tac some pointers. 




If Jack were a more suspicious person, he’d think she was a Goa’uld or something. However, just looking at the girl’s face, full of astonished pleasure as her teammates pounded her on the back and high-fived her, put paid to that idea. Not everything’s about the damn Goa’uld, he thought moodily. Some things were about someone doing something amazing. 




Cadet Summers was extraordinarily skilled. But it was her speed that had won the fight. Except for the cheap shot, Wilson had never even hit her. 




Jack was vaguely aware of handfuls of cash being slapped into his hands as one disgruntled officer after another handed over his winnings. Even the most disgruntled though, had clapped and cheered as Cadet Summers had taken down her opponent. He stuffed money into his pockets until he couldn’t fit any more as it was messing with the cut of his uniform. 




He straightened and folded some bills and managed to stuff them into his back pocket. Okay that was it. At least he hoped so. Truthfully, he couldn’t even remember everyone with whom he’d bet. Which would have been a problem if he’d lost, Jack thought. Since he’d won, well, if someone missed paying him, he wasn’t going to be exactly destitute. 




Since things were calming down ringside, he decided to head over and congratulate Cadet Summers. Halfway there, Jack ran into Colonel McNamara. The man looked he’d eaten something sour as he apologized, “I’m sorry, Colonel O’Neill, but I’ll have to owe you the money. I don’t have that much cash on me.”




Because you didn’t expect to lose, he thought, seeing the puckered, lemony face the other colonel wore. The Marine looked extremely unhappy. Jack thought Cadet Wilson had lucked out not having McNamara as his supervisor. Not that he wouldn’t get enough grief from his friends and classmates at getting his ass handed to him by a girl. “That’s okay, Colonel, mail it to me when you can. Please excuse me, I need to go over and tell my cadet what a great job she did.” With that, he walked off.







With brooding eyes, Colonel McNamara watched the fly boy depart. He still didn’t know how Wilson had lost the match, but he had his suspicions. In all of his years as a Marine, he had never seen anyone move that fast. He’d had a ringside seat for the blurring punches the girl had hit Wilson with. 




McNamara wasn’t sure anyone else had seen anything out of the ordinary. With the things he dealt with on a day-to-day basis, something like a hundred-pound blonde beating up on his two-hundred-and-twenty-pound marine made him extremely suspicious. He planned to grill the young man once he was completely awake. 




He had two days’ leave left before he needed to get back to Sunnydale. Hopefully, he would have gotten to the bottom of it by then. At worst, he’d have wasted his last two days of leave. At best, Walsh would have another lab rat for her cages. Straightening his hat, McNamara headed back to his hotel room







As Jack approached, one of the cadets spotted him and the young man’s eyes widened in surprise. He quickly called “Atten-hut!”




Jack stifled a grin as the handful of cadets putting up gear snapped to attention. Well, he thought with amusement, at least the Academy still teaches cadets the basics. His amusement vanished at the slight wince from Cadet Summers as she snapped to. She had taken a serious elbow-strike to the side while her defenses were down. He just hoped those ribs were only bruised. 




“At ease, cadets. Great job on coming in second. We’ll get those Marines next year. Cadet Summers, I want to congratulate you as well on a great win, both as Women’s Overall Champion and for beating that jarhead. By the way, how are the ribs? You took a pretty hard hit out there and incidentally disobeyed a direct order.”




The girl froze, her face wearing a ‘deer in the headlights’ look. Then at Jack’s inquiring look, she quickly responded, “Fine, sir! I didn’t mean to disobey, sir. Just that jar…err, Marine, got my back up. I wasn’t going to let him win that way, sir.”




“Relax, Cadet. I was kidding. Even us colonels do that occasionally. Now let me see those ribs.”




“Sir, Captain Billings…” Cadet Summers stopped at Jack’s stern look. Then she opened her gi, a look of embarrassment on her face.




Jack winced as he saw her ribs. That’s gotta hurt, he thought, having experienced something similar on more than one occasion. The area where the hit had landed was already turning a nice shade of purple. He touched her ribs, very gently prodding the area. 




Cadet Summers winced slightly, but otherwise didn’t let on that she was in any pain. Tough kid, he thought approvingly. Despite the appearance, Jack figured the ribs were only bruised. Otherwise, he doubted even someone as tough as Cadet Summers would have kept from flinching at his touch.




Standing barefoot next to him, Jack was again conscious of just how small Cadet Summers was. And skinny, he thought disapprovingly. Had they stopped feeding the cadets over at the Zoo? “Okay, Cadet, zip it up. I don’t think anything’s broken unless you have an even higher tolerance for pain than I think you do. Still, when you get back to the Academy, I want you to get that looked at.” He smiled at her mulish expression. “That’s a direct order. Probably the same order that Captain Billings gave you.” At her sheepish nod, he continued, “Now onto the other thing I wanted to discuss with you.”







Rats, she thought, remembering good-natured advice to never attract the attention of a superior officer. At least, not until you were one. Self-consciously, Buffy closed her gi. She had on a black sports bra beneath it that covered more than a bikini top, but it was one thing for a fellow cadet to see her in it and another thing entirely for two superior officers now, to do so. Thank god she hadn’t worn a normal bra, she thought, although now she wished she’d worn a t-shirt under her gi. Buffy had decided to go ahead and err on the side of caution, despite doubting she’d have any reason to disrobe here. Of course, now she had and would likely need to do so again for Captain Billings.




Belatedly, Buffy grew aware that she needed to acknowledge the waiting officer. Hastily, she blurted out, “What’s that, sir?” 




Buffy was wondering exactly what Colonel O’Neill wanted. In between advice on how best to handle Wilson, Captain Billings had given her a brief run-down on one Colonel Jack O’Neill. Apparently he’d been some kind of Special Ops spook back in the day which explained Joe Wilson’s caution. 




Now he worked in Cheyenne Mountain, coincidentally the place where Buffy had to go. Deep Space Radar Telemetry didn’t sound anything like the Stargate, but Buffy had to wonder why someone like Colonel O’Neill would be working on so dull a project. 




The colonel had already impressed Buffy a great deal with how he handled things. He had a blunt, forceful manner that nevertheless gave hints of a wry, self-deprecating sense of humor. He’d been every inch the professional officer when he’d come over to congratulate her. She’d seen the concern in his eyes as he’d carefully probed her ribs. 




That he was wrong about just how much pain Buffy could take wasn’t his fault. She was the Slayer after all. She had been surprised that he’d noticed her reaction at all when she’d come to attention. Good powers of observation, she guessed. She could do worse than to use him as a role-model, Buffy thought, remembering the surge of pride she’d felt when he’d congratulated her. 




“Well, to feed you for one. Has the food quality gone down at the Academy, Cadet?”




Buffy almost choked. “No, sir!”




“Huh. Well, I want you to eat more of it. You’re too thin. Now back to what I was going to tell you. I won quite a bit betting on you, so I wanted to say thank you. I’m taking you out to a celebratory dinner, Cadet. I’ll get permission from the Academy’s commandant for you to go off-base.”




“Dinner, sir?”




“Yes, Cadet. Dinner. You know, where you use those little metal thingamajigs to eat stuff with. That kind of dinner. I wanted to speak with you about your major and what career path you expect to follow once you graduate. So be prepared to discuss that and to take notes. How does that sound?”




Buffy figured when a full colonel asks you how something sounds, you had better say just fine. So she said exactly that. “Fine, sir. Err…when?”




“You have Parents’ Weekend coming up?” At Buffy’s nod, Colonel O’Neill decided, “We’ll call it the weekend after that. Saturday evening, assuming nothing comes up at my command. Actually, I won’t need your commandant’s permission then, will I.”




“No, sir. That’s Deep Space Radar Telemetry, sir?”




“That’s me, Cadet.”




“Umm, sir?”




“Yes, Cadet?”




“Do you have to change a lot of plans over DSRT, sir?”




“You never know when an egghead will fly off the handle and do something…odd, Cadet. And I have a lot of eggheads reporting to me up there. Congratulations again, Cadet Summers.”




“Thank you, sir.”




“And, Cadet?”




“Sir?”




“Remember, infirmary and food. In that order.”




“Yes, sir.”




She watched Colonel O’Neill walk away. Self-consciously, she noticed the sidelong glances she was receiving from her teammates. Buffy didn’t think it was often that a full colonel was interested in the doings of a smack. She hoped that she didn’t screw up during dinner. At least being in the military simplified one thing. Before, she would probably have taken hours trying to figure out what to wear. But when you only had uniforms, it made it pretty easy to pick out an outfit. 







Colonel McNamara prepared to board his flight. He wasn’t due back from leave for another day, but he wanted to speak with Professor Walsh. The investigation into Cadet Summers had proved…unsatisfactory. After questioning Cadet Wilson, McNamara had begun to doubt what he’d seen. The cadet had indicated that he was beat by a superior fighter, but one that was hardly superhuman. He also seemed to think he would win a rematch. 




McNamara doubted that, but Wilson’s very confidence blunted the worst of his suspicions. He was honest enough with himself to wonder if it was his own prejudice against women that made what Cadet Summers had done seem so out of the ordinary. He didn’t think so, but he would be extra careful in his judgment because of this. 




He’d accessed her Academy file as well. She burned down a gym in high school and spent a few days in an asylum. Finding out that she had moved to Sunnydale after that had also served to whet his suspicions. Her involvement with what amounted to vigilante groups made him wonder if she was aware of the darker side of Sunnydale. 




He’d also found out that she’d had a powerful sponsor in Senator Kinsey, and had gained admission to the Academy partially upon letters of recommendation written by the deceased former mayor, chief of police, and principal of Sunnydale High. The former made him extra wary of her and the latter was suspicious in and of itself. 




McNamara briefly wondered if she was one of the senator’s ‘pets.’ If so, he would have to rethink or even abandon his approach. Once he was back in Sunnydale, McNamara thought he could talk Walsh into giving him some additional time and resources, but for now, he was done. 







Buffy walked to class, trying to keep an eye out for second and first class cadets. It was three days later and she’d been ‘stood to’ about ten times a day ever since winning that match over the Marine. 




So far, the impromptu inspections had taken three forms. The first were upperclassmen who wanted to congratulate her. Which was cool. The second were those who were curious about the notorious fourth class they’d heard about. Which wasn’t too bad. The third group was the problem. 




Those were the senior cadets who felt it their duty to put uppity smacks into their places. It didn’t help that Buffy couldn’t summon the faintest bit of apprehension towards them, a fact that apparently she needed to become much more adept at hiding. 




Unfortunately, every first and second year cadet felt it their duty to grill her on her knowledge of the Air Force, the Academy, their history and traditions. Despite practically memorizing pretty much all of her Academy literature, as well as whatever other info she could get her hands on, when you’re quizzed that often, there was always something they knew that you didn’t. Buffy had received a record amount of demerits that she had to work off either through running, doing push ups, or by doing some written assignment. She absolutely detested the last.




Buffy spotted one of her primary tormentors, First Class Cadet Lloyd Merryman. She’d met the cadet for the first time two days ago. Of course, he fell into the third group. Buffy wasn’t sure why he was such an ass, but knew she hadn’t made it better by her demeanor when he’d yelled questions into her face. The clincher had come when he’d yelled, “What was the score of last weekend’s football game, Cadet Summers?!” 




As Buffy had started to answer, Merryman had yelled at her, drowning out her reply. “Cadet, I can’t hear you!” They’d both finished at the same time. He’d glared at her, obviously expecting her to start again. “Cadet, you will answer me!”




“Sir, I did answer!” Buffy managed not to roll her eyes at him. She probably shouldn’t be even slightly ironic, but Merryman’s manner had her back up. The one thing she’d struggled with since entering the Academy were the jerks who enjoyed using the Four-Class System to bully others. 




“Cadet Summers! You will answer the question!” From the offended look on his face, Buffy had just seriously pissed off one First Class Cadet Lloyd Merryman.




Ugh, Buffy thought, did he just spit in her mouth? She somehow managed to not reach up and to wipe off her lips using on her sleeve. “Sir, The Fightin’ Falcons beat Colorado State, 45-17!”




“Cadet, I want an immediate answer when I speak to you! You will run two miles at drill today! Is that understood?” Merryman’s eyes seemed to gleam as he gave Buffy her punishment. Two miles was extremely high for a minor demerit punishment. Ridiculously so. 




Buffy kept her cool as she contemplated how easy it would be for her. “Yes, sir!” With that, Merryman had sauntered off. 




Now, he was lurking near her engineering class. Buffy gave the matter a moment’s thought, aware she was only a couple of minutes from being late. Deciding on a course of action, she put her plan into effect.







First Class Cadet Lloyd Merryman stood ten feet from the door of the classroom. He figured to have another little chat with Cadet Summers. Their last meeting hadn’t gone the way he’d expected. Instead of breaking down into tears, like the last five cadets he’d disciplined, she hadn’t even broken a sweat. She’d also been dryly ironic in the tone she’d taken when he’d told her to answer. 




There had also been a quickly hidden contemptuous look in her eyes when he’d chewed her out. Lloyd had enjoyed giving her two miles for her mouth. The penalty was just barely inside of regs, although usually reserved for more heinous offenses. He’d even shown up to her drill that afternoon, looking forward to seeing her stagger through it. 




Instead, she’d calmly run the four miles total she’d been assigned as penalties at an easy seven-minute-mile pace. She hadn’t even bothered to take off her pack! She didn’t look to be breathing hard at the end either. 




Lloyd started as someone brushed by him from behind. He hadn’t even heard anyone come up behind him. Lloyd caught just a glimpse of a cadet with short blonde hair, her cap tucked under her arm. It looked like Summers. He was about to address her, but she’d already opened the door to her classroom building. Any kind of action against her with class starting up would be a serious no-no. If he had time, he would catch her after class. For now, he had other things to do: namely, conduct multiple inspections of various cadet facilities. 




He was conscious of receiving some odd looks as he headed towards Vandenburg Hall, the first stop on his inspection tour. He was passing a group of female first class cadets, headed by Cadet Jennifer Walters, when another girl Lloyd didn’t recognize stopped, gave him a look, and touching her butt, making a neighing sound. The entire group burst into laughter. 




He stared at them in astonishment. Lloyd wondered what their malfunction was. He had a hint when he caught a glimpse out of the corner of his eye of another cadet slowing down and looking at his back. Lloyd quickly stuck his hand behind his back. Feeling paper there, he grabbed a sign that had somehow been posted on his back. Smoothing out the paper, Lloyd read the sign: “HORSE’S ASS HERE.” 




He was beyond angry. When he figured out who’d done this, he was going to make them regret it. Lloyd briefly wondered if Cadet Summers was responsible, but dismissed the thought. No smack would be that bold. Although if he did find out she had anything to do with it, he would make sure she washed out of the Academy by spring.







Jack tapped his pencil impatiently as he dialed the number a second time. The first time he’d called, about an hour ago, it had been busy. Now it was ringing. “Captain Tom Billings.”




“Captain, this is Colonel Jack O’Neill. We met this past weekend.”




Captain Billings sounded more than a little wary as he responded, “Of course, Colonel O’Neill. I remember you well. What can I do for you?”




Jack hoped so, it had only been four days since they’d spoken. Then again, the man had likely checked him out further because of the interest he’d shown in Cadet Summers. It was what he’d have done in Billings’ place. However, he let none of that color his voice as he cheerfully said, “This is an unofficial call. I hoped you could help me with some information.”




The man didn’t sound particularly reassured. “Of course, Colonel. I’ll answer anything I can for you.”




“Great. I had some questions about that cadet of yours, Summers.”




“Cadet Summers? What do you need to know?” The tension in the other officer’s voice grew of the conversation continued. It was clear that he didn’t like the fact that a full bird colonel with Jack O’Neill’s ties to the intelligence community was asking questions about a smack. His smack.




Jack could almost feel the negative vibrations communicating themselves across the telephone lines. He silently cursed for being too busy to actually go talk to the man in person. It was so much easier to put things to rest in person. 




But SG-1 could be called off-world at any moment. Not exactly the best time to head out on a quick trip to the Zoo. “Relax, Captain. I was just wondering if she went and saw a doctor at the Academy infirmary. I saw her ribs after the match and they looked bruised at the very least.”




Captain Billings sounded more relaxed after Jack’s offhand comment. “She’s fine, Colonel. She went and saw Dr. Haskell. Clean bill of health. She was back to practice by Tuesday.” 




On the other hand, it was Jack who wasn’t feeling particularly reassured now. Back to practice after only one day of rest? That didn’t sound right to him. “Captain, I don’t want to second guess you. But I’ve had extensive experience with injuries. Cadet Summers’ ribs did not look like they’d have recovered in less than a week, if that. You’re telling me she was fine after only one day of rest?”




Great, now the man sounded angry, the emotion coming across despite the strict control in his voice. “Colonel, I saw her ribs. They were still bruised a little, but there wasn’t a hint of anything worse. X-rays on Monday showed there to be no fractures. Her physician also checked for separation and cartilage damage. There was none. Just a nice rainbow color. When Cali told me she was raring to go, I was fine with that. However, I did restrain her to only teaching and Tai Chi this week. Just in case.”




Now Jack felt like an ass. “I’m sorry, Captain Billings. I’m being a pain in the ass, aren’t I?”




“Colonel, I would never say that to a superior officer.”




Jack laughed out loud. He heard an answering chuckle from the other end of the line. “Well said. I’m glad Cali is okay. That brings me to the other thing I wanted to talk to you about. I arranged last weekend to take Summers out to dinner the weekend after Parents’ Weekend. I want to talk to her about her career choices. Did she mention it to you?”




“No, sir, she did not. Colonel, while I appreciate the compliment you’re paying my cadet, isn’t this a little early to start thinking about recruiting? I mean the wash-out rate alone…”




Jack interrupted him, intensely curious as to his answer, “You really think Cadet Summers will wash out, Captain?”




Captain Billings hesitated, then capitulated. “No, sir, I do not. She’s on her way to becoming a great officer. She will be a credit to the Air Force someday.”




“That’s how I see it, too. I pulled her file on Tuesday and read it. She’s had a pretty rough high school experience. Losing her father and her entire high school graduating class to a gas explosion at graduation. She had those police issues her junior year of high school as well. Two murders?”




“Colonel, I’m aware of what’s in her file. All of her instructors were briefed on Cadet Summers because of the potential for emotional problems. Granted, I got a slightly later brief than the others because this is an intramural sport rather than a signed-up-for prerequisite. 




“But I asked questions. Sunnydale, where Cali’s from, is a hotbed of gang activity. Cali was involved in Take Back The Night groups all through high school. I know she was cleared of any involvement in those crimes. She had letters of recommendation from both the mayor and chief of police of Sunnydale because of activities protecting others. That’s what I call officer material.”




“Still, she also notified us about problems as a sophomore. Burned down her high school gym, didn’t she? Not to mention, she also spent that week in an asylum. I was wondering how she even got into the Academy. She was a late applicant, as well, wasn’t she?”




“She passed a complete round of psychiatric tests, Colonel. More than any other cadet has in recent memory. She easily passed BCT. She’s made friends. As far as how she got in, scuttlebutt was that her sponsor put the pressure on.”




Suddenly, alarm bells began to sound in Jack’s head. “Her sponsor? Who is that?”




“Senator Robert Kinsey, Chairman of the Defense Appropriations Sub-Committee. He’s pretty high-powered when it comes to civilian oversight of the Air Force. Are you familiar with him?”




Jack felt his stomach sink. “Yes, I am.”




He must have given his feelings away at least somewhat as Captain Billings asked, “I take you don’t think too much of him?”




“You could say that, Captain. I had some difficulties with him at my command up at the Mountain. Gotta love the bean counters. They want every light bulb counted.”




A chuckle came across the line. “Yes, they do. Well, I hoped I’ve answered your questions, Colonel.”




“Actually, I have a couple more. I noticed Cadet Summers has taken three sports this year: Racquetball, fencing, and unarmed combat.”




Captain Billings sounded puzzled as he confirmed Jack’s information, “Yes, Colonel, that’s right.”




“One of the most important aspects of any officer or potential officer is his or her ability to be part of a team. Most of the sports available at the Academy are team sports. Yet Cadet Summers has deliberately chosen to avoid team sports, to focus on sports that force her to rely on her own abilities only. I was concerned that Cadet Summers either doesn’t trust herself as part of a team or doesn’t desire to be part of a team. Either issue will result in her failing in this Academy and as an officer in the Air Force. How would you address my concern?”




“Colonel, I’ll be speaking freely of my thoughts on the matter.”




Jack was puzzled. “Of course, Captain. Please, be completely frank.”




The other officer wound up and let fly with a doozy. “Cadet Summers, Cali, came into my Advanced Unarmed Combat Class and in one day, impressed me enough for me to ask her to help teach this class. I’ve seen how she interacts with her classmates, all of whom are upperclassmen. The patience, dedication, and humility she has shown. Cadet Summers is courageous, loyal, bright, and a good communicator. She has managed to take her teammates farther than they’d ever gotten under my leadership. I don’t know what else we want from one of our officers.”




Jack was surprised to receive such a glowing endorsement from Captain Billings. “Captain, you’ve only known her for a short time. What makes you so certain?”




Captain Billings snorted. “You’re right, Colonel. I’ve only known Cali for a bit more than three months. But what I’ve seen from her! She’s hungry to learn. I’ve rarely seen anyone like her. You pat her on the back to compliment and praise her, and she’s surprised every time. That tells me how bad her experiences in the educational system must have been. I’ve gotten so many hints from her along those lines. 




“About three weeks into helping me, she asked me if I thought she should speak to her engineering teacher about a problem she was having. It was as if she couldn’t imagine Dr. Hwang would be happy to help her. I told her to talk to him. The issue was resolved satisfactorily, and she hasn’t had a problem like that since. Sir, I think you should ask her about her experiences in high school.”




“I’ll do that, Captain. Still, it seems a bit of a coincidence that she didn’t pick one team sport.”




There was a brief silence on the line, then finally Billings started, “Colonel…”




“Go ahead, Captain.”




“I believe that Cadet Summers doesn’t believe it’s fair to compete in team sports. I think she’ll avoid them because of just how talented she is physically.”




“Ooookay, Captain. I’m just a United States Air Force colonel. That was a bit too zen for me.”




“I mean, Colonel, that she is better than the people she would be playing with and against. I’ve seen her move. Cali’s reflexes are probably the best I’ve ever seen. For a girl her size, she’s amazingly strong. She runs like the wind and has an amazing vertical. I saw her showing one of my first class cadets a spinning jump kick. She got an unbelievable amount of air on that kick. 




“She’s got incredible stamina. Cali’s been getting a lot of gigging because of her wins last weekend. You know how it is when a smack stands out. Subsequently, she’s had to run an average of five miles a day. She could have used her rib injury to avoid punishment. But she didn’t. She ran them with her pack on after drill. At a sub-seven minute mile pace. That’s on top of all of the push ups. She really is one hell of an athlete.”




Jack was dumbfounded. Cadet Summers…that shrimp, was that athletic? Who would’ve thought it? Well, he’d seen odder things off-world, just not here. At least not lately. “That’s an interesting theory, Captain.”




“I had planned to talk to her later about this. Encourage her to instead do team sports in the spring. Well except for Unarmed Combat. I don’t want to give up my best student.”




“I think that would be wise, Captain Billings. I appreciate how frank you’ve been with me. You’ve given me a lot to think about. If you ever want to speak to me about Cadet Summers, please give me a call.”




“Thank you, Colonel O’Neill. I hope you have a successful meeting.”




Jack hung up slowly. Well that had been interesting. Of all the answers he’d expected to receive, Senator Kinsey being Cadet Summers’ sponsor wasn’t one of them. That made him more than a little uneasy. Still, it seemed unlikely that she would be a plant. As a matter of fact, Jack wondered if she had ever even met the senator. He knew from his own experiences with junior officers that a lot of them never met their sponsors, instead communicating solely by letter and phone. So the world changes. 




At least he’d gotten a glowing endorsement from Captain Billings, which was the main thing he’d been looking for. He sat thinking a moment, then heard the klaxons going on off indicating the an off-world activation of the Stargate. As Jack grabbed his sidearm and coat, he hoped it was the expected Tok’ra group. Otherwise, it was going to be another long, tortuous shift.







Joyce smiled at her customer, Jorge Ramirez, as she totaled up the purchase of the beautiful New England copper warming pan for him. “I know your wife’s going to love this, Jorge.”




“Gracias, Ms. Summers, gracias. It is truly lovely. I love so much the old things of our country.”




“I do as well.” With a final smile, Joyce finished with him. Glancing at the clock over the mantel, she saw that it was after 6:00 pm. Closing time, Joyce thought. She strode to the front of her small shop and turned the deadbolt. 




Quickly working through the sales slips for the day, Joyce totaled everything up. It had been an excellent day. Besides the copper warming pan, Joyce had also sold a set of brass fireplace tools, one Han dynasty vase, an antique clock, a early American rolltop desk, and a beautiful set of antique calligraphy tools. In total, the items came to a little over $8,000, of which almost a third was profit, well a little less than that after paying for overhead. It was an excellent day, though not the best she’d seen since arriving in Colorado Springs. 




Not bad for a single mom, Joyce thought. Especially one who was about to see her daughter for the first time tomorrow. 




Joyce had missed Buffy dreadfully since dropping her off for BCT in July. The letters had helped, but nothing equaled actual time spent with your child. She had devoured every line of every letter, searching between them for hints as to how Buffy was really doing. 




Every bit of her mother’s intuition, though, said that Buffy was happy. Really and truly happy. In her wildest imagination, Joyce had never dreamed that Buffy would be a good fit for something like the Air Force. What had happened to the little girl who’d dreamed of being a professional skater because she so loved how pretty the skating outfits were? 




She’d grown up. But then Buffy had to grow up, Joyce mused. Just as she herself had to. Finding out your daughter was the latest in a long line of female warriors chosen to fight and die at an early age was something that either broke you, or made you stronger. 




Joyce had nearly broken that terrible night her daughter informed her of the existence of vampires and her sacred duty to fight them. The fight and subsequent flight had badly hurt them both. The thing that had hurt her the most was knowing she’d driven her daughter away. The drink she’d taken that night hadn’t been the last Joyce had drank, but it was the last time she drank to excess. She had vowed to never again fail her daughter. 




She thought that for the most part, she’d succeeded, squashing a guilty image of handcuffs and the hood of a police car. She’d been there for Buffy throughout her senior year. Joyce had interceded where she could and done her best to make Buffy’s dangerous life as comfortable as she could. 




Joyce had also taken joy in the day to time time spent with her daughter. Her pride at Buffy’s SAT scores had been tremendous. The thought of her daughter escaping the fate she’d been trapped in to go to college at Northwestern had been one of her happiest moments. Of course, that dream had died, crushed like so many by the Hellmouth. Strangely, it was out of the tragedy of graduation, among the death of so many people both she and Buffy had loved, that another chance for Buffy had arrived. A chance at an education. A chance at a life away from blood, slime, and death. A chance at living past thirty.




Joyce hadn’t known what to expect when she’d started researching the Air Force Academy. There had been reams of information for parents about the Academy and the experience it gave its students. She had absorbed all of it. She wanted to do everything possible to help Buffy excel. 




The things she’d learned from various sources had quelled a lot of worries Joyce had about the Air Force. An old friend had answered many of her questions. Buffy had every chance to obtain a first class education. Her daughter could even become a doctor or lawyer. Of course one glance at Buffy’s expression as she stared at a promotional video featuring the Thunderbirds and Joyce had known how futile that would be. Buffy would never be that sedentary, she thought with a maternal smile. 




Moving on, she considered her own life. The question of what to do while Buffy was off at the Academy had an easy answer. Sell her shop and house in Sunnydale. Buy another house and open a new antiques shop in Colorado Springs, Colorado, where she’d be close enough that Buffy, whenever she had leave, would be able to visit. 




It was funny how lighthearted she’d felt after leaving the shadow of Sunnydale. Joyce had never had many friends there. Now here in Colorado Springs, she’d already made a half dozen friends among the various business owners who shared the central mall of the small shopping center containing her own shop, Joyce’s Antiques. All had been complimentary at finding out she had a daughter in the Academy. 




Smiling, Joyce checked off the things she’d done to get ready to visit Buffy. The sign in the door of her shop let prospective customers know she’d be closed through the weekend. The mountain bike Joyce had purchased for Buffy to ride around the area surrounding the Academy was in her sport utility. 




She knew Buffy would be excited over that. Her letters had hinted how helpful it would be to have an alternative way to get around the area since she couldn’t own a car until she was a second class cadet, the equivalent of a junior in a regular college. Joyce had also loaded up Mr Gordo for Buffy. The last thing she had to pack were the two apple pies she’d baked last night. But that would wait until tomorrow. 







Joyce waited anxiously near her vehicle for Buffy. They had agreed to meet here in the parking lot by the Visitors Center. She had hinted that she would be bringing items for Buffy as an enticement. Joyce was glad of the warm woolen coat she wore as she waited. 




Colorado in October was quite a bit colder than California even in January. She caught a glimpse of blonde hair and started to take a step forward, only to be almost bowled over by a whirlwind. Joyce hugged Buffy back almost as hard as she was being hugged. The key being almost. She managed to wheeze out, “Buffy. Can’t breathe.”




Buffy relaxed her hug. “Sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to squish you. It’s sooo good to see you!”




“Step back and let me take a look at you.” Joyce moved Buffy back to arm’s length. Her daughter practically glowed with health. Present was none of the life-draining weariness that had bowed her shoulders for so long. Her daughter’s face looked astonishingly lovely without even a hint of make up. 




Oddly, Buffy’s blonde hair was even shorter than it had been when Joyce had dropped her off in July. Which was scary as Buffy had indicated that it had been cut again just prior to BCT. With the four months her daughter had had to grow it out, just how short had it been? 




While it wasn’t the first time she’d seen her daughter in her uniform, Joyce took a moment to take it all in. Buffy wore a deep blue skirt and jacket, a lighter blue blouse, and her head was topped with a matching blue cap. Her uniform was quite literally neat as a pin. She looked every inch an Air Force Officer Candidate, she thought fondly. “You look wonderful, Buffy. Just like an officer.”




“Do I? I hope I look more Catherine Bell in JAG than than that drill instructor lady in Private Benjamin.” Buffy’s face crinkled into a smile as she joked.




“Definitely Catherine Bell. But hotter.” Joyce nodded vigorously at Buffy’s doubtful expression over the the last statement.




“Okay, you ready to rumble, Mom?”




“Absolutely, but first, let me show you something.” Joyce walked around to the back of her Grand Cherokee and opened the tailgate. She saw Buffy’s eyes widen as she took in the black Trek 9000 mountain bike. She winced at decibel level of the resulting squeal.




“Oh my God! Mom! It’s great! Thank you so much!” Buffy wore an expression of disbelief on her face, as if she couldn’t believe that Joyce had bought her this. “It’s so nice! It even has shock absorbers!” 




“Well, I can see you like it. It doesn’t seem that long ago that you wanted a car. Now you’ve worked your way up to a bike. Maybe you’ll be ready to ride a trike by the time you’re thirty.” Joyce laughed at the priceless look on Buffy’s face. It was equal parts chagrin and amusement.







Buffy wore a rueful grin as she acknowledged the validity of what her mom had just said. She was excited by a bike. Now she would be able to get around much easier than before. Her range had just increased to a radius of thirty miles, or even more. Not that she couldn’t have run that far before, likely in just a couple of hours. Just it would have looked a wee bit suspicious. So new bike. Yay!




“Good one, Mom. What else do you have for me?” Buffy nodded towards the medium-size box sitting next to her bike.




“I try. Let’s see. One stuffed pig, aka Mr. Gordo. Plus two apple pies, your favorite.” 




“Mom, I love you. And not just cause you brought me Mr. Gordo and pie. It’s so good to see you.” Buffy hugged her mom a second time. This time the hug was gentler and lasted longer. They both blinked away happy tears. 




“Okay, sweetie, why don’t you grab your new bike. I’ll carry the box. We can drop off this stuff in your room and you can show me around.” 




“Sure thing, Mom.” Buffy easily lifted the bike and set it on the ground. After Joyce grabbed the box, they walked together towards her dorm with her walking the bike there. 




“So, what have you been up to?” Joyce asked as they walked together.




“I don’t know where to start. Okay, let me begin at the beginning.”







“So this jarhead was like ‘We’ll stop this just as soon as Cadet Summers says that I can beat her.’ I really let him have it, Mom. Don’t worry, no one suspected I was the Slayer. Not even Colonel O’Neill.” Buffy grinned as she contemplated how much fun the match had been.




“Colonel O’Neill?” Joyce asked, an interrogative Mom brow raised.




“He’s the guy who made the Marine cadet apologize the first time. Then he backed me to win with some of the officers there from the other services.” As both of her mom’s brows went up, Buffy quickly explained, “He didn’t want me to fight. When I made it so there was no choice, he chewed me out. He was really worried about me. Afterward, he checked me out.”




“Why would he need to check you out?”




Buffy realized immediately that she’d made a mistake. Uh oh, she thought, seeing the expression on her mom’s face. “Weellll, you see, I kinda slipped on the mat where Wilson’s sweaty body landed earlier. It was waayyy gross, by the way. When I was down, he caught me in the ribs with an elbow. I wasn’t expecting a cheap shot like that. It cost him two points, too, although I think the ref wanted to disqualify him. He probably got in big trouble back at Annapolis. Anyway, the colonel saw me wince and made sure I was okay. He told me to go to the infirmary as soon as I got back, which I did. Oh, and he invited me out to dinner on him.”




Joyce’s expression took on the first stirring of the alarm she clearly felt at the story’s ending. “Buffy, how old is Colonel O’Neill?”




Buffy knew immediately what her mom was really asking. “Ewww, Mom. He’s like Giles’s age. Very old and gross. Although, you might think he’s cute.” 




Buffy wore an innocent expression at Joyce’s mock glare. Giggling, she continued, “Anyway, it’s not like that. He wants to talk to me about my career. He even wants me to bring a notebook and be prepared to take notes.”




The expression on her mom’s face grew contemplative. “Is that common? I mean for officers to do things like this?”




“Kinda sorta. Usually it doesn’t happen until at least Third Class or even Second Class. To have someone like Colonel O’Neill take an interest in you is awesome. That means they see a lot of good qualities in you and want to groom you to join their or possibly a friend’s command. He works out of Cheyenne Mountain, too.”







Joyce frowned at the last statement. That her daughter still had some vestige of her sacred duty was disturbing. The danger posed by the Stargate gave Joyce the odd nightmare, even if the messenger whose name Buffy’d said was Whistler indicated the worst danger was still five years away. “What does he do there?”




“Deep Space Radar Telemetry.”




“That seems a bit…tame for you.”




The grin Buffy sent her way was a familiar one, half adrenaline junkie and half smirk. “I know, but I figure it’s got to be a cover. You know, Top Secret and all that stuff. He probably doesn’t work on the Stargate, but maybe he knows someone who does. Anyway, I am soo looking forward to dinner with him.”




“You’re making me jealous,” Joyce kidded. She did feel every so slightly threatened by the close ties Buffy had forged with her teachers. Her daughter had waxed on for hours about every one of her teachers, although she had special praise for Captain Billings, her Unarmed Combat coach, Lieutenant Colonel Richards, her Military Theory professor, and now Colonel O’Neill, her possible advisor. 




Joyce knew how glad she should be that Buffy finally had teachers who cared about developing her potential, something that had never happened in high school. She was very glad on a surface level, but on another deeper one, the green-eyed monster fanned the flames.




Buffy looked her straight in the eye. “Mom, I love you. I am so proud to be your daughter. I could never have done all of the things, survived all of the things I’ve been through, without you. Never be jealous of anyone. You are the most important person in my life.”




She felt her eyes tearing up. Joyce grabbed Buffy in another hug, although this time it was her daughter who almost had to call for air. “I love you too, sweetheart. I’m so proud of you. You’re the most important person in the world to me.”







They made some additional small talk, and explored a bit more of the campus together, but all too soon, it was time to make their way toward the Parents Weekend Celebratory Event that was taking place in a spot Buffy called the T-zo, but that was more prosaically called the Terrazzo in the map Joyce had. It was a mostly grassy area surrounded by strips of marble-lined terrazzo tiles that lay surrounded by the several buildings. It was there that they were currently observing formation flying.




Joyce watched her daughter’s rapt face, rather than the celebration, as the formation of jets roared overhead. Buffy was definitely going to interested in flying, something which didn’t shock her as a sedentary life would never fit her daughter ever again. At least she was doing well here.




Joyce had met all of Buffy’s professors now. Each had something personal and complimentary to say about her daughter. After more than two years of dealing with Principal Snyder, she was finding this amazingly refreshing. 




She winced at a particularly low maneuver brought the noise level to extreme. Even Buffy reacted a bit to that one. It echoed the earlier shock Joyce had received at the various odd exchanges between her daughter and her classmates. 




Joyce still remembered her expression of astonishment when Buffy had greeted another cadet with, “Good morning, ma’am! Strong and mighty!” The other cadet had given just a simple nod in return. 




When she’d asked what that was about, Buffy had explained that was her class greeting, based on her graduation year, given to unknown upperclassmen. It seemed complicated to Joyce, although it appeared her daughter found it simple. A different cadet had received, “Good morning, Cadet Halloran! First look, then kill!” 




After that cadet was out of earshot, Buffy explained that since Cadet Halloran was in her squadron, you greeted him with the squadron greeting versus the class greeting. Apparently, she even had a special BCT squadron greeting where she was the ‘Big, Bad, Barbarians.’ Still it was better than the ‘Dirty Demons’, something she’d used earlier to yet another classmate. That particular greeting had made Joyce frown.




She was still having a hard believing that Buffy had adapted so well to the Air Force. Of course, the proof was right in front of her eyes. Her daughter was becoming an officer of the Air Force.







Buffy grinned, enjoying the precision flying going on above them. It was a wonderfully relaxing day since she was ‘at rest’ over the entire campus because of Parents’ Weekend. She could even be at rest on the Terrazzo, meaning no running. 




Of course, she still had to do the standard ‘Good morning/afternoon/evening, sir/ma’am/Cadet ___’ to every upperclassman and officer, but it wasn’t that big a deal. And she finally got to stroll the Ho Chi Minh Trail, normally off-limits to fourth class cadets unless there was a thunderstorm.




Finally, the aerial displays finished and Parents Weekend was officially over. Buffy led her mom back to her car. There, she pulled Joyce into a tight hug. “Thanks again for the bike, Mom. I’ll put it to good use, although that’ll probably have to wait until spring. Can you believe that?” 




As the words left her mouth, Buffy gestured to the snow already on the ground. She’d actually had to get her greatcoat earlier because of the temperature drop.




“See that you do,” Joyce admonished teasingly. “I’m going to miss you all over again.”




“Well, Thanksgiving is coming up very soon. I get four days off for that. I’ll be home to be stuffed with turkey and dressing and pie. Don’t forget the pumpkin pie.”




Joyce stroked her cheek, her eyes misty. “I’ll make two pies, okay? Just come home.”




“Two? Yum. I’ll be there. Bye, Mom, I love you.” Buffy smiled bravely as she said goodbye. She was already missing her mom. Thank goodness Thanksgiving was just a over a month away, she thought in relief.







“I love you too, Buffy. I’ll see you at Thanksgiving.” As the words left Joyce’s mouth, she couldn’t help staring into her daughter’s eyes, seeing the longing there. As carefully as if she thought she’d break, she touched Buffy’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. Her daughter’s fingers came to rest atop her own for just a moment.




Finally, Joyce dropped her hand, climbed into her Jeep, and turned the key to start it. Putting the truck into gear, she slowly backed out. As she drove off, she found herself watching as her daughter’s figure dwindled in the distance. 




Making her way down the winding roads, and out through the Academy’s gates, Joyce felt immensely conflicted. Part of her was bursting with pride. Her daughter was finally getting a chance to make something of herself in a way that filled her with a lightness and joy that sent her spirit soaring at the mere idea.




The other part of her wanted nothing more than to turn around, grab Buffy, and head home with her for good. Wrap her in bubble wrap so that nothing and no one could ever hurt her again. The emotion that part filled Joyce with wasn’t something to be proud of, being composed of equal parts fear, misery, and hopelessness




Fortunately, pride and joy won out, and she continued on. Besides, she’d see her daughter soon enough. Joyce smiled as she looked forward to Thanksgiving. Turkey and dressing and pumpkin pie. Maybe she’d even try that pecan pie recipe again. It had been six years since The Incident. Possibly Buffy had developed a taste since.







Chapter Nine: First Year Multiple Threats



Connie Perez checked the stacks in the library for the book she needed. No dice. It was either not there, or it was misfiled, an unfortunately all-too-common happenstance in the dear Zoo library. Mother fucker, she thought, she still had to finish that damn report for Military Theory! Not getting it right was going to result in yet another reduction in the grade she received for the military part of her schooling. Academically, she was doing solidly, while her physical training grade was close to the top of her class. Of course Cali’s physical training grade was at the top. The petite blonde was doing great. Sometimes, Connie envied her roommate. 




Connie, herself, had struggled to fit in from day one. The constant in-your-face screaming of Firsties was something she could do without, along with the endless drill. The other day, they’d drilled for hours in the dust and heat, just because their training officer was on the rag. 




But while Connie was struggling, her roommate, ‘Cali’ Summers, seemed to be thriving. The pressure the Zoo put on 4-digs was infamous, but Cali just went through it without even a blip. No matter how much extra running, drill, or push ups she was assigned, Cali just did them as if they were nothing. Oh, she bitched just like every other smack at God’s Academy, but that was all Cali did. She never went out of her way to try to figure out a way around it. 




By, for instance, cheating. Connie had struggled with the balance of the physical, military, and academic life since the day she arrived here. So far she’d avoided cheating, despite the all-too-numerous opportunities. Cheating was a fact of life at the Zoo. Especially among fourth class cadets who had neither the true understanding of the honor code of the Air Force, nor the discipline to handle the workload. 




Connie had been her high school valedictorian, while at the same time, participating in both student government and lettering in three sports. Not bad for a Cubanita. Of course, that had been high school, while the Zoo was different. The pressure put on her now was enormous. So she found herself tempted to take shortcuts, especially on things that didn’t really matter. Like her Military Theory Exam. Except that she didn’t think Cali would see it that way. 




One thing Connie had figured out about her roommate within the first few days of knowing her was this: Cali was what she was and wasn’t going to be significantly changed by the Zoo. She’d make it through the Zoo with clear skies because she already shared so many of the core values. She also did not waste time on meaningless bullshit. 




However, to her, the Zoo’s honor code was anything but that. Cali had a sense of honor like some damn medieval knight. It was like she’d kill you while saying a prayer for your soul. Connie had seen her stand up under a screaming rant from some one-dig without even batting an eyelash, her eyes cool and serene. But more importantly, Cali’s eyes evaluated the Firstie, judging him or her against some standard in her head. All too often that faint sense of contempt touched her eyes as she found them wanting. 




Oh, she didn’t display it overtly, but it was there. It was as if Cali had already gone through something harrowing and couldn’t dredge up the energy to either respect or feel threatened by someone who hadn’t. Maybe that damn Take Back The Night program she’d joined back in high school was the reason. 




She, herself, had entered the Zoo with all the confidence in the world. She’d thought her high school background had prepared her for whatever it could throw at her, allowing her to not only survive, but excel. She’d been mistaken. Whatever Cali had gone through in her own high school days, had not only prepared her for the worst the Zoo could hit her with, but seemed to give her endless reserves. 




An example was how easily she’d fit in with the older cadets of the Advanced Unarmed Combat Class. Having gone through a variety of such classes, you would think they’d be even more arrogant than a normal First. Connie had met a couple of the second classers Cali practiced with. Met as in had them screaming in her face right before doing the same to Cali. 




But there’d been a difference in how they treated her versus how they treated Cali. With Connie, there had been a concentrated effort to push her into a mistake, along with the absolute contempt any smack was held in until at least Recognition, that time-honored, one-week-long rite of passage that combined aspects of every nightmare a smack had ever had. 




When it came Cali’s turn, the two cadets had repeated Connie’s inquisition, with one subtle difference. Despite the screaming and attempt to pressure her into a mistake, it was clear that they’d already accepted her. They didn’t hold Cali in contempt. If their demeanor didn’t show it, their eyes did. And the questions they’d drilled Cali with were the ordinary ones that any smack could and did answer daily. 




Her roommate did have her weird hang ups. Like how she always wore a cross, even though she didn’t seem even remotely religious. When Connie asked her about it, she’d just said, “I believe in God. But just because I believe in Him, doesn’t mean he needs me to kiss up to Him. He leaves me alone and I leave Him alone.” Except if that was true, why the cross? 




Probably the oddest thing about Cali was that the girl didn’t sleep. Oh, she hit the hay at lights out, but was up by 2:30 am every morning. Reading her books. Ironing her uniforms. Polishing her shoes until they were like mirrors. Practicing some damn esoteric martial art. She never woke Connie up, moving around the room like a cat. Except a cat was louder. Connie had been prepared to find out Cali was a closet junkie, amped up on meth. No such case. You couldn’t live with someone for months on end and not find out most of their deep, dark secrets. 




Not that Cali had many. For instance, she was the healthiest person Connie knew. Nothing physical phased her. Not the drill. Not the running. BCT was a breeze. She’d finished at the top of all female cadets on her PFT and AFT. Cali had actually finished third overall including the men, a fact almost no one seemed to realize. There had been a couple of guys who’d given Cali funny looks, but then had shaken their heads, lulled by her appearance. 




She was also some kind of savant when it came to martial arts. Connie had awoken one morning to find Cali going through some kind of slow motion form that had been both beautiful to watch and impossible to duplicate. Connie knew cause when she’d tried, she’d almost ended up pulling something. 




And when Cali ate! If Connie had half the metabolism of her roommate she’d walk off campus to Church Row and kneel at every alter there giving thanks to the Lord. Seeing Cali at chow was awe-inspiring. In between giving News Reports and filling out Form 0-96, Cali still managed to wolf down at least double what Connie ate. Every time. Where she put it was a subject of debate among the other smacks. Speculation ranged from a hollow leg to serious bulimia. Of course, Connie knew that was BS. Cali didn’t suffer from any of the problems of a normal person.




Except maybe one thing. The nightmares. Connie wouldn’t trade for anything, even the metabolism, if the nightmares came along with it. Especially near the beginning of term, she had woken on more than one occasion to the sound of someone choking back screams. She’d gotten up and turned on the light to see her roommate tossing and turning, tangled in her sheets, sweat matting her face and torso. The sounds she’d made were tortured. Agonized sobs and cries. The cries had sounded like the torments of the damned. 




Almost always, Cali would eventually wake up on her own. However, the first time this had happened, Connie had tried to wake her up and almost had her head taken off by a flashing kick that had completely twisted Cali’s body around. This while she was lying flat on her back asleep! The only thing that had saved her was that she’d grabbed Cali’s foot and shaken it, not somewhere higher, allowing to back away quickly. 




Cali had been apologetic, but had asked Connie not to touch her when she was asleep. She said if it got too bad, just toss a book at her. Connie never did. Fortunately, over time, the frequency and severity of the dreams had slackened. It had been almost a month since the last one. 




Connie continued to check the shelves, hoping against hope that the book was somewhere. She’d just about given up when she found it, a depressingly thick tome, bound in a lovely shade of olive green. Dragging its substantial weight off the shelf and into her arms, she was about to head back to her table, when she heard the two male voices talking quietly on the other side of the stack. She was starting to move away, when she caught a name she knew. Intrigued, she stopped and listened.




“I tell you, Lloyd, that Summers is one hot smack. Out of all the little chickies in the so-so Class of ‘03, she’s out and out the sweetest piece of ass, hands down. She may very well be the hottest piece in the entire Zoo. Or you are going to propose another candidate?”




“Fuck, Sher, maybe she is. At least she’s not another butter.”




“Yeah, look at that body, but her face…Ohhh!”




The two first class cadets shared a coarse laugh. Connie should have been pissed, but couldn’t gather the energy. That kind of attitude was all too prevalent at the Zoo. Maybe someday it’d change, but as of today, it hadn’t. Fuck, she thought, she needed to get out of here. The last thing she needed was to be busted listening in on two Firsties. Then she heard something that froze her in place.




“I’m going to tap that ass before Recognition, I kid you not. Imagine her ankles around her ears. Or around mine.”




“Whatever. I can pretty much guarantee that little slut won’t be around for you or anyone else to hit when I’m through.”




“Ohhh, Lloyd, you’re acting all manly.″ This in a falsetto, followed by more in an ordinary tone. ″So I take it you figured out she was responsible for the sign you had on your back?”




“Fuck if I know, but if she didn’t do it, she saw it and didn’t say anything about it. That’s enough in my book. I’ll bust her out whatever stops I have to pull out.”




“You’d better be damn careful. You know they look close at wash-outs, especially of the female gender.”




“Fuck that. smacks wash out all the time. You know it. I know it. And so do the Powers That Be. It’s not like she’ll be around to defend herself.”




“Dammit, you couldn’t find a dog to bust out? I was seriously looking forward to seeing how many shots it took to get her on her back. She’s got such a tight little body. All that running’s got her seriously in shape. Plus, the little ones are always the sweetest rides.” This last was accompanied by one of those laughs that come out when boys know they’re talking about something nasty that they shouldn’t be. Connie felt icy sweat running down the back of her uniform blouse, but she stayed put.




“Shots, huh? Do you even care if she’s conscious?”




“Conscious is overrated. As long as it’s female and breathing, I’ll hit it. Besides, it’s a lot harder for someone to say no if they’re out of it. Like last Spring. You know what I mean.”




“Yeah, I know. Still, like I said, she won’t be around.”




“Fuck. I’ll tell you what. I’ll bet you I can tap Summers’s sweet spot before you can get her out.”




“You serious? You know you’re going to lose. She can’t even go off-base yet without asking for a pass. And she gets what? Three or four this Fall? Kind of hard getting her drunk if she’s stuck in the Zoo.”




“Yeah, so you hold off on working your angle until next semester. Then we both start at the same time, say, January 15. How’s that sound?”




“What are the stakes?”




“The usual.”




“Shit, you’ve got a bet. You’re going to lose.”




There was a few seconds pause.




“Goddammit!”




“What?”




“I just realized I’m protecting the little bitch’s virtue by busting her out. The things I do to win a bet…”




Connie heard the voices start to fade as the men walked away from her. She stared at the book in her hands. She had to tell Cali about what she’d heard. One of the cadets was definitely Lloyd Merryman, while the other she wasn’t sure about. Still, remembering the look in Cali’s eyes last week when he called her out, she couldn’t help but wonder how Cali was going to react to this. She just hoped Cali didn’t go ballistic.







Buffy strode into her room in no particular hurry. She had a few minutes until evening chow. A chance to unwind and and relax in the one place of no salutes and minimal tension. Then she spotted Connie, who sat in her desk chair staring at Buffy, obviously having been waiting for her. Great, something was up. So much for the minimal tension. The atmosphere was already so thick you could cut it with a knife and serve it for dinner. After all, when you’re the lowest of the low, anything going on was all too often not of the good.




“Okay, Connie, out with it. What’s the what?” Might as well find out right now before she had to head out into the world of no contractions.







“Pardon?” Connie was startled. How did Cali know that Connie needed to speak to her? If that was what she’d meant by that. Sometimes Cali really was all too Cali. 




“You were sitting and waiting for me. So you must have something to say. So out with it. What horror has the Zoo decided to visit upon lowly us.” Cali smiled as she spoke. 




Connie wondered just how obvious she’d been sitting here waiting. “Not the Zoo. Just two members. A couple of Firsties. You’re familiar with one of them. You put a sign on his back.”




“Not Merryman?” At Connie’s nod, she exploded, “Shit! It’s Merryman! What is he up to now?”




“I was in the library when I heard him and someone he called ‘Sher’ talking about you.”




“What did they say?”




“Which one? Sher thinks you’re the hottest girl in our entire class. He wants to bang you.” Connie had to admit he had a point. Buffy was extremely attractive. If Connie swung that way, she’d probably have been all over her. Fortunately, Connie was strictly hetero. Tall, dark, and handsome was her battle cry. She didn’t have to worry about ‘don’t ask, don’t tell.’




“Should I be flattered?” From her expression, Cali didn’t look too sure she wanted to have the label of the hottest girl in class. Connie didn’t blame her, having already seen how guys behaved here. So far it hadn’t bothered her or her roommate too much, but she’d seen other girls become increasingly freaked out by cadet life and the attitudes they sometimes received. 




“Not if you heard him talk. Let’s just say he doesn’t care if you’re conscious. Just warm and breathing. At least I think that’s where he draws the line.” Connie didn’t particularly enjoy reliving that part of the conversation. It made her ill thinking that bastard had actually assaulted some girl. Maybe both of them. 




While looking slightly squicked, Cali’s expression was more calculating than grossed out. “And Merryman?”




“He wants to kick you out of the Zoo.” Which would suck, Connie thought. The Air Force would lose a great officer and she would lose a friend. And her life would be poorer for that loss. 




“Sheesh, I wonder why? Did he find out I put the sign on his back?” Both were aware that if he had, the blonde was in trouble. No one held a grudge like a Firstie who’d been dissed by a smack. They could get Old Testament when it came to vengeance. 




“No, thank God. The guy’s an ass. He probably has a hundred people who hate him enough to do it. But he suspects. Besides he figures you didn’t tell him about the sign, so you’re fair game.” Connie would not have done what Cali did for all the tea in China. Cali just didn’t seem to have the normal fears of most people. Maybe it was because of what she’d lost last spring. Living through an event like that had to change a person. It was just one more of the things that made her who she was.




“Great, neanderthal man wants to mate with me, and cro-magnon man wants to expel me. Could it get any worse?” Cali looked annoyed. Just as with Connie, herself, likely the last thing she needed to have piled on top of her current load was a couple of psychotic jackasses looking to score or for payback.




“Well, yeah.” Connie was reluctant to tell this last part, but figured she might as well get it over with. 




Cali stared, then made a circular gesture with two fingers. “Spill.”




“They made a bet.”




“Awhat?” Cali’s eyes flashed as she spoke, anger darkening her irises from their usual sparkling green to a darker shade. Dangerous things lay in the depths of her gaze.




“They bet on whether ‘Sher’ would bang you before Lloyd got you expelled.” Connie felt better after having the last of it off her chest. 




Cali slowly smiled. It wasn’t a very nice smile. Watching her, Connie felt afraid of Cali for the first time. The look in Cali’s eyes could only be described as merciless. Connie had seen looks like that in the eyes of predators she’s seen in the Miami Zoo where her parents had taken her as a child. The ones with the L’s in front of their name. Like lion. And leopard. 




At that moment, Connie was glad she wasn’t anyone named Merryman or Sher. Maybe she was being fanciful, she thought. After all, what did a girl from California have in common with a predator? After a moment, she asked, “You have a plan?”




“I have something. So, did they say when this bet starts?” It looked like wheels were turning in Cali’s head.




“Not until next term so that it would be more fair to Sher. Merryman said he would back off until then.”




“Good.” Cali’s voice was flat, without inflection. She was clearly trying to hold onto her composure. Connie hadn’t seen her this angry since they’d arrived at the Academy. 




Connie waited. When no explanation was forthcoming, she asked, “What are you going to do? Go to the the Commandant’s Office?” If she did, Connie doubted anything would happen. She’d heard too many stories of actual rape victims whose cases had been whitewashed to believe that a smack would be believed over a couple of Firstie’s.




“No.” Cali kept her answer short. She clearly didn’t want to involve her roommate in what she was going to have to do. Connie saw her thoughts play across her face, including, but not limited to ‘better to deal with it herself’. She could see why Cali would feel that way. If things went south, she would be the only one facing the axe. 




Connie burst out, “I want to help.” She felt surprised at her own offer. While she liked Cali, Connie had not planned to get involved beyond warning her. After all, if she was caught alongside her roommate, the best she could hope for would be working off demerits at drill for months. At worst…well it didn’t bear thinking about. Except now here she was offering to help Cali. She didn’t understand what was driving her to follow the other girl. But she wouldn’t back off now. 




“I see.” 




She felt Cali’s gaze like an actual weight upon her skin. She was being measured. Her character. Her commitment. It wasn’t a very reassuring feeling and made something deep inside of Connie tighten. The feeling was just like the one she’d felt the first time she’d gone past the glitzy recruitment officers and actually met a combat veteran who’d grilled her on her reasons for joining the Air Force. His eyes had weighed and measured her, trying to see into her heart. Trying to put a value on her integrity. Just like Cali’s were doing now.




“I need to ask you something first.”




“Go ahead.” Connie’s mouth was dry as she replied. Her heart was starting to beat faster.




“Do you think Lloyd Merryman and this Sher are worthy of becoming officers in the Air Force? Don’t answer right away. Think about it for a second.” 




Something that had been dancing in the depths of Cali’s gaze was now at the surface, visible to all. Icy and cold, it looked a lot like judgment. Connie closed her mouth, her first impulse stopped in its tracks. She took a moment and thought about it. Were those two officer material? By any definition of the word, they weren’t. 




One was an all-around asshole, while the other was an admitted rapist. They were filth and would sully the character of the United States Air Force just with their presence. Lloyd was in the bottom third of his class. Connie doubted that Sher was doing much better, although she had no basis for comparison.




Connie hadn’t known at first what Cali was after when she’d first said to ‘think about it for a second.’ Now she did. Cali was asking her if she was willing to help with a plan to drum the two of them out of the Zoo. That was beyond serious. 




If it had been anyone other than Cali suggesting it, Connie would have laughed. Two smacks up against two Firsties? On the surface, it appeared ridiculous. Staring into Cali’s cool eyes right at that moment, she felt any inclination to laugh die an early death. Still, this was not something to be undertaken lightly. 




Not just because of possible ramifications if they were caught, but because by doing this Connie would be walking a fine line of conduct herself. Could she justify the things she might have to do to get those two bastards out of her service? The only answer was the one that burst from her lips, “No, they aren’t worthy of being officers. If I let them graduate and gain commissions, they will demean everything that I took an oath to uphold.”




Green eyes met dark brown. “I agree completely. Merryman wants to get rid of me. Well I want to do the same to him. And his friend. I have an idea how to accomplish this, but the first step is to find out exactly who ‘Sher’ is. Once we do that, we know both our enemies. How does that sound?”




“Well, Butch, I think that sounds just fine.” Connie’s eyes danced, to be met by an answering spark in Cali’s.




“Butch, huh? Well I guess that makes you Sundance. Let’s just hope we’re more successful than they were. I, for one, am not looking forward to getting shot full of holes.”







It was Saturday, 1830 hours when Jack O’Neill pulled up to the Visitor Center of the Zoo. Getting out of his staff car, he looked around for his smack. There she was. She was hanging out around the front doors, just out of the wind, her greatcoat buttoned to the neck. Gotta love Colorado, Jack thought. Even though it was only early November, winter had arrived with a vengeance.




He waved at the bundled figure, getting her attention. Why did their uniform coats look just like a Nazi’s from the last war, Jack mused silently as he watched Cadet Summers come to rigid attention in front of him, her feet at a perfect forty-five degree angle, her salute held perfectly straight with her palm canted just slightly downward. Her face was flushed by the wind and her eyes danced. Jack let her stand there a moment, then finally decided to let her relax.




He returned her salute. “At ease, Cadet Summers. How are you enjoying our fine weather?”




“Sir, the weather is good. I have never felt anything like it, though.”




“I bet, since you’re from California.” Jack checked his watch. “Let’s get this show on the road.”




He moved to the other side of the car, letting his cadet open her own door. Prior to arriving, he’d felt a bit of trepidation over what he was doing. He’d never sponsored a cadet. Yet here he was sponsoring someone and a smack at that. Oh well, he thought, she won’t be a smack after Recognition. But he would still be sponsoring her. Jack smiled sardonically at his own thoughts. Coward, he told himself. Look at it this way, he thought. The worst thing she could be is a plant. What are the odds of that?




“Sir, may I ask a question?”




“Certainly. But first, drop the extra formality. Sir or colonel is fine, but you don’t have to ask to ask question. Just speak your mind.” Jack ruthlessly suppressed amusement at the wide-eyed stare he got in return. At his patient expression, Cadet Summers stammered out a reply.




“Yes, sir! Uh, sorry, sir.”




“So what was your question?”




“I was just wondering where we are going to eat, Colonel?”




“There’s this little bar slash steak house not far from here. My team and I blow off steam there occasionally. They make a mean steak. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind a nice steak, would you?” Jack smiled at the positively lustful look Cali wore at his statement. Then her face fell.




“Sir, I don’t know the etiquette for ordering when eating with a superior.”




“Order what you want. I’ll let you in on a little secret. I made a bundle betting on you against that jarhead. The odds against you were thirty-to-one. Probably because I was the only one betting for you, other than Captain Billings. If you want two steaks, that’s fine. I think I can afford it.”







She felt her eyes widen at Colonel O’Neill’s revelation. He bet on her. Wow, she thought, it’s cool that he had that much confidence in her. Now that he’d mentioned it again, Buffy remembered him saying something before about winning a bundle on her. It made her feel less guilty about sponging off of him. 




During the next few minutes, the two of them rode in companionable silence as Buffy mused on what had happened to her this past week. Not only had she managed to somehow piss off two first class cadets to the point that they were out to get her, but she just might have found someone she could count on to have her back.




While Connie wasn’t Willow or Xander, the courage she’d shown in making a decision to risk her future with the Air Force to see the two of them gone spoke well of her. Buffy had to admit that she still didn’t know the other girl nearly as well as she’d gotten to know her other two old friends, but then again, when you’re night fighting evil together most nights, it tended to take a little longer to find out who someone was.




Of course, Buffy hadn’t enjoyed finding out from Connie about ‘Sher’ wanting to sleep with her to the point he was willing to resort to using date rape drugs. She’d already had her one and only experience with something along those lines, and while ‘Sher’ likely didn’t want to sacrifice her to a snake demon, finding out she’d slept with him was probably almost as bad.




Buffy was all too aware of the things that boys thought about her and other girls, having at one time read the minds of all too many of the first, so it didn’t exactly shock her that someone could behave that way. Still, it wasn’t something that she was going to tolerate, not in her Air Force. She’d—




“Penny for them?”




Buffy smiled easily as she demurred, “They’re not worth a tenth of that, sir.”




“Well, we have to talk about something, so why not let me be the judge of that?”




She enjoyed the rest of the ride to the steakhouse, making idle chit chat with Colonel O’Neill on subjects ranging from the weather to the finer points of Shotokan katas. As they pulled into the parking lot, Buffy read the name: “O’Malley’s”. Sounds like a good name for a steakhouse, she thought. Getting out of the car after Colonel O’Neill parked, she followed him in.







Three sets of eyes were following the older officer that was accompanied by the young female cadet as they made their way toward a table on the other side of the room. All of those eyes wore a speculative look, and Sam knew hers was no better than her companions.




Daniel Jackson leaned closer to her and whispered, “Who’s that with Jack, Sam?”




Sam smiled and shrugged. “Dunno, but it might be the cadet he said he was going to sponsor. I know he was supposed to meet with her soon, so that soon might be tonight. Have you heard anything, Teal’c.”




“I have not, Samantha Carter. O’Neill has told me about the young warrior’s skill. I believe he compared her favorably with Master Bra’tac. I was surprised at someone so young being so proficient.” You couldn’t tell from the impassive expression on Teal’c's face whether he truly believed what Jack had said or not. The slight glint in his eyes belied his serious expression. 




She raised her eyebrows at this. Considering that the old Jaffa was tough as old boot leather and twice as mean, that was saying something. Sam studied the girl as she took off her greatcoat. She was dressed in the standard uniform of the Zoo, navy skirt and jacket, with a lighter blue blouse. 




However, the girl was tiny, standing barely two inches over five feet. Her face was lovely and animated as she described something to Jack, her hands moving in a series of fast gestures. I wonder what she’s saying, Sam thought, amused at the thought of her friend and superior officer at the mercy of fourth class Cadet from the Zoo.







Jack signaled the hostess for a table. As he and Cadet Summers followed the swaying hips of the young hostess, he looked over the room. Uh oh, Jack thought, as he spotted SG-1 sitting at a table farther in. Daniel gave him a wave, inviting him to join them. Conscious of Carter and Teal’c's stares, Jack made a gesture towards his back, indicating that he was here with someone. Daniel nodded, letting Jack know he got the message. Of course, he was going to be grilled tomorrow, but he’d deal with it then. Somehow, he managed to pull his attention back to his dinner companion.




“Then I pulled in tight and hit my best Dorothy Hammill-esque spin. I got a silver, but I still think the judges were paid off, sir.” 




Cali had just finished describing the high point of her figure skating career at the tender age of thirteen, when she’d sported the haircut of her idol. According to her spiel, she’d deserved gold, especially since she was the only one there who could do a double or a reverse double. 




“It sounds like it. So do you know what you want?” Jack gestured at the menu Summers still held in her hands. He figured she hadn’t even looked at it. And the waitress was on her way.




“I know what I want. Anything, right sir?”




“Sure.”




At the waitress’s expectant look, Cali ordered eighteen ounces of smoked sirloin, a baked potato, a Cesar salad, and chicken nachos for an appetizer.




Jack shrugged. It sounded good. “Make that two, except I’ll take the bacon and cheese smothered french fries instead of nachos. Thanks.” He handed back the menu and turned to Cadet Summers. “So while we’re waiting, how about you tell me what you’re thinking about majoring in, Cadet.”




Cali quickly pulled a notebook and pen from the pocket of her greatcoat. “Sir, I’m currently considering Geospatial Science or Space Operations. I’m interested in both. I’m leaning more towards Space Operations. I want to see space.”




Jack raised his eyebrows. “You know about the cutbacks in the shuttle program, Cadet. What makes you think you’ll be able to make the grade. They want the best of the best for astronaut training.”




Cali’s face fell. “Yes, sir, you’re right. I don’t know that I’ll have the grades. I’m in the top third of my class academically, but not the top two or three. I am number one in Physical Training and number two in Military Training. I know that’s good enough to get me into pilot training, which is my second choice.”




“Fighters?” Jack grinned. That had been his choice once upon a time. He still enjoyed the occasional flight, despite the satisfaction of commanding SG-1. Of course, on occasion he’d flown things a bit faster and even more maneuverable than a fighter jet.




The girl’s eyes gleamed. “Yes, sir. The thought of flying an F-22 is…exciting. I would still like space, but that would be great as well.”




“Well if your military and physical grades stay that high, you can count on graduating near the top of your class. That would put you in the running for your choice of assignment. However, I would like you to consider my command.”




“Deep Space Radar Telemetry, sir?”




“Yes, it’s quite interesting. And you would get the chance to earn your wings there as well.”




“Sir, it sounds interesting, but I’m not sure…”




“Think about it, Cadet. I would like you to consider spending time there Second Class Summer term. I can’t let you see any of the really interesting stuff, but you’ll get a feel of the Mountain. What do you think about that?”




“Well, sir, I can do that.”




“Good, good. What are your plans for this summer?”




“Parachuting and sailplane, sir.”




Jack frowned. “You’re considering taking on both?”




“Yes, sir. I know it’s hard, but Major Harriman said I could do it if I was up to the physical challenge.”




“Cadet, are you aware of just how strenuous the physical demands are for para-school?”




“Sir, I am. I feel confident I can do it. I’m sitting third overall in the PFT and AFT. I’m not afraid of the physical demands. I’m more worried about the intellectual demands of learning to fly a sailplane.”




Jack caught something odd. “I thought you said you were first in your class in Physical Training.”




“Yes, sir. I am. I’m third overall at the Zoo. Among both men and women.”




Jack raised his brows. Okay, he thought. Captain Billings had not been joking when he’d described just how physical Cadet Summers was. If anything, he’d underplayed the matter. Third was no joke, especially when you factored in the older male cadets, some of whom were scholarship athletes. “How did you manage that?”







Buffy shrugged. She couldn’t tell the truth, that a smirk from one of her classmates as he’d passed Buffy had made her pick up her pace to beat him handily during their latest Physical Testing. It was only later that she’d realized that she’d beaten the guy ranked number one in her class in Physical Training, who was a bona fide high school track star to boot. He was also joining the Air Force Track Team. Buffy had downplayed the run and somehow dodged all attempts to get her to join the official track team. Now though, she got even more odd looks from her classmates. “I guess I’m just good at the tests, sir.”




“Uh huh. Well, I feel better about you doing both schools this summer. I’m impressed by your initiative. Ahh, here’s our food.”




The waitress had brought their appetizers and salads. She and Colonel O’Neill had agreed to share their appetizers, splitting each down the middle. Buffy could barely suppress sighs of pleasure as she chowed down on cheesy, melty nachos and cheesy, bacony fried potatoes. The potatoes even had sour cream on them, while jalapeños topped the nachos. 




She alternated sips of her ice tea, barely able to get her hand around the huge glass. Why do they only bring tea in quart-size glasses in steakhouses, Buffy wondered absently. It wasn’t a bad idea, just not necessarily practical for smaller hands. Like her own, for example.




“So, Summers, I heard you applied late. I was curious how you got in.”




Buffy froze for a second then focused on acting normally. Luckily the large bite of buttered bread she’d just taken gave her several seconds to think. After a moment, she swallowed. “Sir, I asked my Congressional sponsor, Senator Kinsey for help. He was able to provide assistance in getting in despite the late entry date.”




“What did you think of the senator?”




Buffy was figuring that whatever Colonel O’Neill was after, it wasn’t about her past or any irregularities in how she’d made it in. He appeared quite interested in Senator Kinsey. Unfortunately, she was going to have to disappoint him, having never met the senator. “I’m sorry, sir, but I never met Senator Kinsey. I spoke with him over the phone and a nice man from his office interviewed me. But the senator was in DC at the time, so we couldn’t meet personally. From my own experience with him, he was very helpful.”







Jack was glad he’d finally brought up Kinsey. He’d been thinking about the situation for some time, and figured he needed to clarify Cadet Summers’ status. The last thing he needed was to get involved with one of Kinsey’s people.




He was both elated and disappointed by her response. Elated that Cali wasn’t a spy, at least as far as he knew. Disappointed because she hadn’t been able to provide him any intel on Kinsey. Ever since the senator had tried to shut the SGC down, he had made Jack’s short list of people for whom he had no love. He decided he needed to be ready if or when the good senator came back after the SGC. 




Jack paused a moment to take a bit of his French fry appetizer and just watch Summers eat. My God, he thought, he couldn’t believe how much food the girl could tuck away as she devoured yet another nacho. So far, he figured Cali had eaten about two thirds of the two appetizers versus his one third. And she still had over a pound of sirloin coming as well as a baked potato. Not to mention they were on their second loaf of bread, he thought, watching as Cali cut off another large slice and liberally buttered it. 




“My mom didn’t vote for him,” Cali blurted out after a moment, interrupting Jack’s thoughts much to his secret relief.




It took Jack a second to figure out what Cali had said and he bit back a grin. “She didn’t?”




“No, sir. She thought he was ‘a slimy, jumped-up toad.’ ”




Jack laughed out loud, startling the nearby diners and getting all-new interested looks from his team. “Your mother seems like a great judge of character.”




“I told her about you, sir.”




Jack wore a quizzical look as he asked, “What did you say? Something good, I hope?”




“Yes, sir. I told her about you wanting to help guide my career. She was cool about it, sir.”




“I see. So, Cadet, what does your mother do?” Jack asked the obligatory question out of politeness.




“Sir, she owns an antique shop in Colorado Springs, ‘Joyce’s Antiques.’ ”




“Colorado Springs? I thought you were from California.”




Cali’s eyes grew sad. “I am, sir. My mom sold off our house and her shop after what happened at graduation. She decided that the town held too many bad memories to stay. Plus that way I could come home for all holidays and some weekends.”




Jack thought it a little odd for Summers’ mother to follow her across the country, but shrugged it off. He’d seen odder things since joining the Air Force. “There’s yet another reason to work at the Mountain. Your mom would be just a few minutes away.” He wore a ‘butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth’ expression as he said this last.




Cali eyed Jack with suspicion. Yes, he had just gone there, he thought smugly. It wasn’t that he thought she was so easily manipulated, rather he left no arrow in his quiver when going into battle. Jack smiled at the girl’s expression. 




He knew she knew he was manipulating her, but didn’t care. If it worked, it was cool. If it didn’t, it was minimal effort. And there were the entrees. Jack looked over his medium-rare smoked sirloin appreciatively. It had that salty, peppery stuff on the outside that made it taste extra good. He cut off a piece. It was every bit as good as it looked. 




From the ever-so-faint moaning noise Cadet Summers made, she agreed. The baked potato was equally good, loaded down with butter, cheese, bacon, sour cream, and chives. Jack mashed his up, mixing all of the ingredients inside the skin, before taking a bite. Yep, he thought, delicious. 




All too soon the food was gone, leaving Jack feeling more than replete. He watched Summers finish off the last half of yet another loaf of bread loaded with butter as she waited for desert, some kind of double-fudge brownie covered in Jack Daniels sauce. It had sounded good, but if he ate anything else, he’d puke. The loaf of bread slowly disappeared, consumed bite by bite. Okay, he thought, Summers is definitely an alien. No one, not even a smack missing home-cooked meals, can eat that much. Especially if they weigh barely a hundred pounds. 







Now that it was just eating, Buffy had some time to think about what Colonel O’Neill had said. She wasn’t sure whether he really thought she was that easy or if he was just kidding around when he’d mentioned her mother living in Colorado Springs as yet another reason to work at the Mountain. 




Even if he did think he could manipulate her, she probably shouldn’t say anything. After all, he was a colonel, while she was a smack. Smack equals Soldiers Minus Aptitude, Coordination, and Knowledge. And the sound shit made when it hit a wall. Buffy smiled as she contemplated the gross analogy. 




She was aware of some incredulity in Colonel O’Neill’s gaze as she finished off the last of the bread. She hadn’t been that hungry, but hated to see it go to waste. Besides it was sooo good. She turned an inquisitive look his way. He was obviously going to speak.




“Cadet Summers, I would like to officially become your officer sponsor, effective today, with the idea of you working for me upon graduation in my command in Cheyenne Mountain. Towards that end, I wanted to recommend you take Space Operations as your major. That will help prepare you for your duties. In approximately eighteen months or so, during your Second Class Summer, I would like you to take a turn in the Mountain, working on one of the upper floors in logistics. 




“You’ll need your SECRET clearance to work there so we’ll start the process early next Fall to make sure you clear in time. First Class summer, I want you to do a full turn in the main part of the base, working in Operations. You’ll need your TOP SECRET clearance. If you apply fall of your third year, that should be plenty of time to get it. 




“In the mean-time, I want to meet with you every month so you can update me on your classes and bring me up to speed on any challenges you take on. I’ll also answer any questions you might have. I’ll be making suggestions periodically regarding any classes I think you should take, especially among the electives. Do you have any questions about what I’ve just outlined?” 




From his amused smile, the colonel clearly enjoyed the flabbergasted look Buffy knew was on her face as he basically made her an unheard-of offer. She was unsure whether to believe him in everything, as few officers had carte blanche in picking their teams. Then again, if he was in some position of authority over the Chappa’ai, he might have that power or more.




She decided to test the waters with her response. “Sir, I’m flattered. Very much so. But I do not understand how you can make me this offer. My understanding of the way the system works is that I have to put in my preferences for what I would like upon graduation and if I’m very, very lucky, I might get my second or third choice. But you’re saying you can guarantee my being assigned to the Mountain. I do not understand how that is possible.”




“Is there a question in all of that?” Colonel O’Neill asked jokingly. “Here’s the thing is, Cadet Summers, I do have some clout with the Powers That Be, especially when it comes to recruitment. I don’t use it very often, but it’s there. I believe you will be a great asset to my team. Don’t think though that I won’t bounce you in a heartbeat if you get lazy or don’t put in the effort. But you work hard and follow my plan, and I’ll get you in. How does that sound?”




Buffy hesitated for one second. This might just be Whistler’s doing, she thought, ignoring the fact that he’d said that at best he could give a nudge here or there. The idea that it could be Cadet Buffy Summers who so impressed a full bird colonel that he offered to do whatever was necessary to get her on his team was anathema to her. Well, if the real Powers That Be want her in Cheyenne Mountain, she thought idly, then that’s where she’d go. “That sounds great, Colonel O’Neill, sir. I look forward to having you as my officer sponsor. I also look forward to working with you up in the Mountain. Thank you very much for this opportunity. I will not disappoint you, sir.”




“I’m sure you won’t. Now is there anything I can help you with or answer for you before you dig into that sinful concoction the waitress is about to drop off at our table?”




Buffy hesitated, thinking about asking him for his advice on the situation with Cadet Merryman. Ultimately, she decided not to. She knew she had to learn to handle difficulties using just herself and whatever resources she had. With Connie on her team, helping her out, she was confident she could deal with Merryman and his mystery friend. They would both be going down in flames. “No sir, I do not have any questions.” 




With that, she started in on her desert. Unfortunately, it didn’t have nearly the taste it should have, especially with her mind so distracted by the bombshell that had been dropped on the table. 







Jack noticed her hesitation, minor as it was. Well, he thought, if whatever she’s thinking about becomes big enough, she’ll come talk to me. It was probably just a personality conflict of some kind. The Zoo was notorious for those, some officers almost coming to blows years later over problems that started there. It was still one of the best ways to separate the wheat from the chaff and in the majority, producing superior officers. There were always a few scumbags that made it through, but they were the minority, most leaving the Air Force after their mandatory hitch was over. 




“Okay, then, finish up your desert and I’ll give you your assignment to turn in next month when we meet.” Jack ignored the momentarily horrified look that appeared on her face before she schooled it to attentive interest. He knew the idea of more assigned work on top of what she was already doing wouldn’t be taken kindly. But he had a plan for what Summers needed to do to gain the skills that would best serve the SGC. She would just have to suck it up.







Buffy hurriedly ate her desert, aware of the aforementioned assignment hanging over her head like the sword of Damocles. More work. Yay, she thought sarcastically, already regretting taking Colonel O’Neill up on his offer. Oh well, how bad could one assignment be?







Chapter Ten: First Year The Assignment



Buffy jauntily walked into her room. She’d somehow made it all the way from the Visitor’s Center where Colonel O’Neill had dropped her off to her room without running into a single upperclassman. How cool was that? Now, however, she was in for one hell of an inquisition, based upon the look on Connie’s face.




“Spill, Cali. What did Colonel Secret Agent want?” 




“Colonel Huh? Oh, I get it. Ha, ha. I wonder if I’m supposed to discuss it. I mean, can you be trusted with such information…” Buffy’s words trailed off as she was hit by a flying pillow. Grinning, she grabbed her desk chair and moved it across to where Connie lay stretched out on her bed, straddling it. “Okay, now where was I?”




“You were being hopelessly pompous. Now dish.”




“He offered to be my officer sponsor for now until after I graduate, when I’ll be assigned to work under his command in Cheyenne Mountain.” Buffy stopped at this point, the words still too new to be real. And because Connie was having a conniption.




“He WHAT?!” Connie shrieked, bolting upright on her bed. She was stared in absolute astonishment at her roommate, a look of complete disbelief on her face. 




Buffy finally continued, somewhat self-conscious about her news. “I know. You could have whacked me with a sledgehammer. I was that surprised.” She caught the odd look Connie wore at that comparison, but ignored it and continued, “Anyway, he seemed sincere. Colonel O’Neill talked with me about my major, letting me know what would work best with his command.”







Connie was still feeling the amusement at the put-upon expression on her roommate’s face when she’d first walked in and she’d laid into her. Did Cali seriously think she could have dinner with a high ranking officer and not get the third degree, she wondered? 




She knew Cali was focused on something to do with space, while her own specialty was Systems Management. The closest she would ever get to space would be if she ended up doing an audit of something headed that way. Deciding to dig a little more, she said, “Wow. What are you going to major in?” 




Cali looked down, her tone quietly contemplative. “Space Operations. The colonel pretty much decided for me when he ‘recommended’ I take it to prepare myself for joining his command. He also wants me to get my SECRET clearance next year so that I can spend second-year summer at Cheyenne Mountain in the upper levels. Then he wants me to get my TOP SECRET after that and join his actual command down in the Mountain itself my last summer here.” 




Connie silently whistled at this latest news, conscious she was staring. She didn’t think she was jealous, but maybe she was, at least just a little. Officers just didn’t do things like this for a smack. It just wasn’t done. 




Although, if any smack deserved this kind of recognition, it would be Cali Summers, she thought with bitter honesty. Connie was once again aware of just how good her roommate was. She silently vowed to do her best to become if not Cali’s equal, at least the best she could be. 




Deciding to be supportive, she said, “It sounds like he’s got it all figured out. What about flying? I know you were talking about getting your wings in fighters. That still on?”




Cali frowned. “Well, not immediately. I think I can take flight training after a couple of years at the Mountain, though. I’m sure Colonel O’Neill would sign off on it.”




“Damn, Cali. Sounds like you got it made.” Connie noticed the slight tightening of Cali’s mouth. Something wasn’t good, no matter how rosy this all sounded, she thought. “What is it? You don’t have it made?”




Her roommate sighed. “There’s a catch.”




“What catch?”




“Colonel O’Neill assigned me homework.”




“He did?”




“Yes. I have to write a report. And not a short one. Fifty pages worth.”




That sent a bolt through Connie. Fifty pages might as well be five hundred with how little spare time they had. She blurted, “Holy shit! On what?”




“Reasons Behind the Fall of the Roman Empire: From a Citizen of the Empire’s Point of View.” Cali was quoting from a sheet of paper that Colonel O’Neill must have handed her.




She mouthed, “Reasons behind…okay, I’m not even going to try to repeat that. You aren’t kidding, are you?”




“Nope.”




Connie whistled. “Damn, Cali. That’s going to be a killer. Well, at least it’s just one report.” At Cali’s silent shake of her head, Connie asked, “It’s not just one report?”




Cali shuddered, her green eyes tragic. “I have to write one report a month for him. Every month. For this one, I have to read like four books. That’s on top of what I’m already doing. Maybe Colonel O’Neill is a closet sadist.”




Connie snorted. Cali had that right. “All superior officers are sadists. I can’t believe you have to write a report every month. That’s like…”




The blonde held up her hand in a gesture to stop. “Don’t. If you finish that sentence and there’s some number attached to the end of it that I have to think about, I’ll probably have to hurt you. The less I think about it, the less I’ll despair.”




“I wonder why ancient Rome? I mean of all the things he could’ve assigned, that’s gotta be about as unlikely as snow in Miami. You know?” That was definitely one of the oddest things Connie had ever heard of an officer asking someone to do and she had family in the service.




“Yeah, I do. But still, it’s there. Besides, it did once snow in my home town of Sunnydale.”




Wait…huh?




In a careful tone, Connie asked, “Cali?”




“Yes?”




“Sunnydale’s like a couple of hours north of LA, right?”




“Yep.”




“How could it have snowed there?”




“Freak weather conditions. They never figured out what happened.”




“Ooookay.” Connie shook her head, deciding to change the subject. “So have you given anymore thought about what to do about Lloyd Merryman and John Sheridan.”




“John who?”




“I finally figured out where I’d heard that voice. ‘Sher’ is John Sheridan. Ranked number one academically in his class.”




Cali chewed her lower lip as she digested Connie’s news. Surprisingly, she didn’t seem to mind that much finding out who her admirer was. “That’s fine.”




“It is?”




“Yep. Connie, what are the two things that the Air Force doesn’t tolerate?”




“Insubordination? And, mmm…” Connie was struggling to come up with another item in her impromptu pop quiz.




“Cheating.” Cali supplied.




Connie frowned. “Cali, you aren’t that naïve. They put up with all kinds of crap. Harassment. Cheating. You name it. As long as you don’t get caught…”




“What if you did? What if you got caught cheating? And that was why you were doing so well?”




“Maybe. They might just hush it up. Especially if the potential officer was considered solid, otherwise. Do you seriously think Sheridan and Merryman are cheating?”




“Maybe. That’s what we need to find out. Also, what if the potential officer was gay? And a cheat? Would they hush that up?”




Connie’s eyes gleamed with amusement as she admired the convoluted mind of her roommate. “No, they wouldn’t. Butch, are you proposing that we trump up a hypothetical gay romance between our two rapists?”




“Why, Sundance, that is exactly what I’m proposing. The thing is, neither of these alone would be enough to get them automatically booted. They would have a terrible time in the modern-day Air Force if it were discovered that they were carrying on an illicit romance between the two of them. If it was discovered that they were cheating…” Cali’s voice trailed off suggestively.




“The Powers would be happy as larks to use that to kick them to the curb.” Connie grinned, thinking about the humiliation of their prey.




“Exactly.” Cali’s own smile was fierce and completely without mercy as she contemplated the end of those two jerks.




“How are we going to find out? It’s not as if we can just get into their offices and dorm room, you know.” Connie felt a cold feeling in gut at Cali’s level look. “Shit! Cali! Do you seriously mean to search their rooms? What if you get caught?”




Cali smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Connie, I won’t get caught. I’ll be in and out lickety split. They’ll never know I was there. If I’m successful, we’ll have part of the evidence to get rid of those two.”




Connie nodded, despite the uneasiness she felt. She really hoped nothing goes wrong, she thought.







Buffy hurried along, worried about being late for class. It was Monday just over a week after her dinner with Colonel O’Neill and last thing she wanted to get was a demerit and lose the privilege of going home for Thanksgiving the day after tomorrow. She smiled as she contemplated the huge dinner Joyce was planning, even if it was just going to be the three of them, she having invited Connie along at the last moment. 




She was also feeling pretty good about her plan to get Merryman and Sheridan before they got her. When she’d first told Connie about her plan, it had been all bravado despite whatever her roommate might have believed. But over time, the plan had firmed up. 




Connie had done the first step the past weekend. While Buffy had stayed in their room, cleaning and polishing for the both of them, Connie had gotten a ride into town. While there, she’d managed to get into the most notorious gay bar in Colorado Springs, Hide-n-Seek. She’d grabbed several match books as well as a couple of menus, basically anything that had their name printed on it. 




Buffy planned to put the stuff in the room the two first class cadets just happened to share. She figured that when she went to search their room for evidence of possible cheating, she would kill two birds with one stone and plant the gay evidence. If for some reason, she was unable to get into their room to search it, she did have one other avenue to accomplish the job. She was very reluctant to go that route though. 




The last thing Buffy wanted to do was to use Sher’s attraction to her to plant the stuff. She would do it if she had to. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have the ability to manipulate men. She had been practically born with the ability. First her father, Hank, then later boys like Pike and Xander, and finally men, like Angel and even Giles were putty in her hands. 




But the idea of using her sexuality to manipulate a rapist like Sheridan left a bad taste in her mouth, despite the dark irony involved. Besides even Buffy might be helpless if she somehow let the bastard drug her, like that certain group of frat boys had done to her back in high school.




Of course, if she found GHB, rohypnol, or ketamine in their room, she had other options, from involving the military police to using them to drug the boys themselves, stripping them, and taking pictures of them in compromising positions. Still, Buffy figured that the cheating was the best avenue to explore right now. 




It was entirely possible that John Sheridan was actually that smart, while still being a disgusting human being. But in her mind, the two didn’t mesh. After all, it wasn’t merely intelligence that got you the top spot in your class. Instead, it was usually coupled with determination, dedication, and sheer grit. 




The thing is, everybody in the Zoo was smart. But only one could be the top of their class. She somehow doubted that Sher was that dedicated, based on his after-hours hijinks. As far as Lloyd Merryman was concerned, Buffy figured that he did the least he had to in order to get by, making cheating a distinct possibility. Even there, he probably wasn’t dedicated enough to memorize the tests, giving himself a higher class rank. Irregardless, she was going to find out the week after Thanksgiving whatever lay in their room.







Joyce smiled as she took the last two pies out of the oven. Now all she had left to bake were a hundred or so peanut butter cookies made using chunky peanut butter, Buffy’s favorites. Setting the pecan pies down next to the two pumpkin and two cherry pies she’d already made, Joyce hoped that her daughter had fully recovered from that time when at age twelve, she’d eaten an entire pecan pie, formerly her favorite. 




After spending the next six hours worshiping at the porcelain altar, Buffy had sworn off pecan pie forever, saying it didn’t taste nearly as good coming up as going down. She had decided that enough time had passed that Buffy should be recovered from her pie trauma and ready to eat pecans again. Besides, Joyce told herself, she made one darn good pecan pie. 




She mentally went over the list that she’d made up of for the dinner. Turkey was a given, as was the dressing made from corn bread. Mashed potatoes, sweet potatoes, fresh peas, giblet gravy, and cranberry sauce made from real cranberries would all be at the table. she was even making fresh yeast rolls, shamelessly spoiling Buffy. Besides, Buffy was bringing a guest, her roommate, Connie, who Joyce had briefly met during Parents’ Weekend. 




Apparently, Connie could not afford to go home for Thanksgiving, given that she had to fly all the way to Miami, so had planned to spend it on base. When Joyce had heard that, she’d told Buffy to invite her along. It wasn’t as if there wouldn’t be enough food, even with Buffy’s slayer appetite. Not even her daughter could eat a twenty-two pound turkey, a gallon of smashed potatoes, two gallons of dressing, a half gallon of sweet potatoes, forty fresh yeast rolls, six pies, and over one hundred peanut butter cookies in just three days. 




She was also looking forward to catching up with Buffy about her meeting with Colonel O’Neill. She had briefly alluded to it during their Sunday phone call, but hadn’t gone into any details. Still, Joyce had sensed her repressed excitement over the phone. Smiling wryly, she sternly repressed her brief flash of jealousy. 




Buffy had always needed a strong male figure in her life, even more so than most teenagers. It was only after Joyce had found out about her calling that she’d realized why. After her first angry reaction to being fooled for so long, she had actually been thankful for Rupert Giles’ presence in Buffy’s life. Without a doubt, he’d kept her daughter alive during the two and a half years he’d been her watcher. 




Joyce hummed as she started placing peanut butter cookie dough onto baking sheets. After this, she just had to start the actual dinner itself. Despite the work ahead of her, her sense of anticipation grew.







Excited, Cali grabbed Connie’s arm as she saw her mom’s SUV heading toward the parking lot. “There’s Mom! Grab your stuff!”




Connie surreptitiously flexed her fingers after Buffy released her arm. Damn, but Cali was strong, she thought. Also, how had she seen her mother’s SUV, a Jeep Grand Cherokee, from so far away? 




Dismissing the thought, she reached down and grabbed her duffel, carefully packed with her few civilian clothes. It was going to be weird wearing civvies after going so long in uniform. Cali had laughed and said she was going to wear the shortest skirt she had in her closet. Connie figured that would last until Cali got her first icy draft then she’d be back to wearing jeans.




Mrs Summers pulled up next to the curb where the two girls waited. “Ready to go, ladies?” After receiving two affirmatives and giving the girls a moment to put their bags into the back, she pulled away, heading back towards Colorado Springs.




Connie decided to go ahead and get the thank you’s out of the way. “I just wanted to say thanks so much for inviting me for Thanksgiving, Mrs. Summers. I really appreciate it. I was not looking forward to the horrors of dining hall turkey.”




The woman laughed. “I can see how home-cooked would be better. Although Buffy seems to like the food well enough. Also, call me Joyce, Mrs Summers was my mother.”




Cali put on her most piteous expression, which Connie could see from the back seat. “The food is okay, Mom. But I really miss your cookies and pies. It’s just not the same.”




Connie grinned from the back seat. “Wow, Cali, if you could bottle that expression, you could be rich. Did it work often in getting your way?”




Joyce smiled, but with a slightly flinty look in her eyes. “Let’s just say it worked a lot better on men than women. Hank, my ex-husband, became Captain Waffler every time Buffy pouted. At least until right before the divorce.”




Cali frowned, likely remembering her parents’ divorce and her father’s descent into unreasonableness. “Well, at least Giles wasn’t pout-proof. Or Xander.”




“I haven’t heard you mention them before, Cali. Who are Giles and Xander?” Connie became conscious of an awkward silence after she asked her question. Maybe she shouldn’t have asked, she thought, feeling the depth of the silence she’d created, but finally Cali broke it.




“Giles was my high school librarian, kinda a mentor to me. He was killed in the explosion. Xander…well, Xander was Xander. He was this amazing guy who had the biggest heart. He was my first friend in Sunnydale and we went through a lot together. He also died that day.” Cali shook her head at Connie’s stricken expression. “Don’t sweat it, Connie. I can’t ignore the past. I’m not going to forget those guys or Willow. But I’m not going to sit in the dark eating ice cream and miss them either. They’ll always have a place in my heart.”




Connie shook her head. “That’s one of the things I admire about you, Cali. You seem so indomitable. You know exactly what you want and go after it. I wish I were like that…” Connie stopped, puzzled as the two women in the front of the SUV burst into laughter. After a moment, she continued, “Okay, obviously I said something funny. Anyone care to clue me in?”




Cali turned and looked back at her roommmate affectionately. “Sorry about that, Connie. If only you knew me in the past. I used to be this bubble-headed cheerleader whose only thoughts were about boys and clothes and not necessarily in that order. You would have hated that girl.”




“So what made you change?” As soon as Connie asked her question, she knew it was another charged topic. Joyce’s posture as she sat in the driver’s seat betrayed an underlying tenseness. But it was Cali who claimed Connie’s attention. Cali whose eyes looked like those of the grizzled noncom who had helped recruit Connie. Old eyes. Eyes that had seen too many horrors, until what they had seen spilled out into the real world in images of death and destruction. 




She was being silly, Connie told herself, but Cali’s eyes told a far different story than a blonde cheerleader and prom princess. Was it the horrors of her graduation or the stresses of her participation in the Take Back The Night Program? By her own admission, she was getting over the graduation thing. What lay in Cali’s past that was so horrific, that her eyes looked so cold and bleak?







Buffy was aware of the way the atmosphere in the SUV had become tense, but felt unable to dispel it. Or more accurately, unwilling to do so. She felt like she’d been putting on an act for months now and was unwilling to tell a joke or act the ditz just to put someone else at ease. Besides, Connie should have known better. 




One of the first ground rules they’d established when they first became roommates had been don’t ask questions. Buffy had jokingly told Connie that right after they met. Of course, like so many things told jokingly, it wasn’t really a joke, but deadly serious. Connie had taken it the way Buffy had meant it and kept away from personal questions for the most part. Until now. 




Until they had arrived at a setting comfortable enough that she’d forgotten. Now let her pay the price. Silently Buffy turned back to the stare out the front of the vehicle, leaving her mom to pick up the threads of conversation if she wanted.







Joyce managed small talk with Connie during the remainder of the drive. She could sense the burning curiosity of the girl. Curiosity Connie must have ruthlessly repressed while rooming with her daughter. The same daughter that she currently wanted to put over her knee and spank. 




Joyce knew that talking about the destiny that she’d been forced to embrace bothered Buffy, but sooner or later she needed to, as Cordelia had once put it, “Get over it.” Instead, Buffy tended to shut down, her version of moping. Well, unfortunately, you couldn’t spank your all-but-grown daughter, but you could have a serious talk with her, which Joyce planned for later. 




“So here we are. Buffy, if you would take Connie upstairs and get her settled in the guest room.” Joyce waited a moment for Buffy’s nod before heading towards the kitchen to do one final check of her baked goods. 







Somewhat recovered, Cali smiled at Connie then gestured towards the stairs, visible through an arched doorway. Cali followed as Connie headed towards, then up the stairs. 




“I hope I remember where my room is. My mom and I were only the house about a month when I left for BCT. Nothing feels familiar, you know? It’s not like our old house on Revello Drive in Sunnydale.”




Connie rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you’ll be fine. So which room is yours and which is mine?”




Fortunately, Cali found that even four months wasn’t long enough to forget how to find her way around as she easily pointed Connie to the last door on the left, which led to the guest bedroom. Her own bedroom lay one door closer to the stairs. Essentially both rooms were identical, minus their contents. She left Connie there to settle in while she headed back downstairs.




Connie surveyed the room she was going to be spending the next four days sleeping in. While the rest of the house appeared to be beautifully furnished with a nice mix of antiques and modern furnishings, her room was a bit on the generic side. Still, it beat her dorm room. At least she had her own bathroom, she thought, spying a shower stall through a half open door off to one side. 




Clothing stowed away, Connie headed back downstairs, following the scent of delicious food. She heard Cali and Joyce talking and paused for a moment at the door.




“…and he’s giving me an assignment a month. Nasty ones too. At least the first one was. It was about the Romans. Weird, huh? I’ve been wondering if it doesn’t have something to do with…”




Connie heard Cali’s voice trail off, just when it was getting interesting. She entered the room, glancing briefly at Cali, who gave her an innocent smile in return. Weird. There was no way that Cali could have heard her standing at the doorway, yet she still got the impression that she’d stopped because she knew someone was listening.







Buffy focused on the food in front of her. They were going to have roast beef sandwiches tonight as a simple meal before tucking into the huge turkey dinner tomorrow. She actually wished she could eat turkey tonight, but at least Joyce was letting her eat some pie. Although it was the dreaded pecan pie. Not that it appeared to be a problem anymore from the way her mouth was salivating at the smell of the baked pies on the sideboard. It was amazing what the years could do with bad memories.




Earlier, she’d been talking to Joyce about the assignment that Colonel O’Neill had given her. She was just about to share her insight into why she thought the colonel gave her an assignment with an emphasis on ancient cultures when she’d become aware of Connie listening in. Buffy wasn’t too sure that inviting Connie to stay for the holidays was the smartest thing she’d done. She had been looking forward to letting down her hair and not having to hide her abilities for the first time in months. Now she had to continue to act normal. Whatever that was. 







Joyce was very aware of the subtext in the room. Connie appeared intensely interested in her daughter, her curiosity an almost palpable force. Combined with Buffy’s poor history at hiding her so-called “secret” identity, she was surprised the girl didn’t already know Buffy was the Slayer. 




Connie probably did know that Buffy was special based upon her frequent compliments. Joyce almost wished that Buffy would just confide in the girl, but she understood why she didn’t after what had happened to the last group who’d known. Hopefully, there would come a time in the future when the trust between the two girls would overcome her daughter’s painful memories.




“Okay, Connie, if you’ll grab the plates and silverware and Buffy, if you’ll grab the condiments and the salad, we can go ahead and have dinner. I’m looking forward to learning absolutely everything about you.”




There, Joyce thought, amused at the gobsmacked look on the Latina girl’s face. That should give her daughter a little space while she grilled Buffy’s roommate about her life before the Air Force Academy.







Buffy slept in her room among her stuffed animals. The dream slowly wormed its way into her subconscious.





Buffy watched the dark-haired girl tenderly kiss the blonde girl, before the allowing her shy partner to duck her head again. There were several people in the room, including an older man, dressed in tweed, who screamed Watcher, a somewhat scruffy-looking man in his late twenties, a blond boy who appeared to be in his late teens, and from the way he was dressed, a complete nerd, a sharp-featured young man who looked very intelligent, and a young woman who looked familiar. 




Then Buffy recognized the last person as Anya, the former vengeance demon, who had given them so much trouble last year. The group was carrying on a subdued discussion, but Buffy did not hear anything, the scene presenting itself like a silent movie. But she didn’t need sound to feel the tension in the room, the desperation in the way each person sat, dejection coloring their features. Something bad was coming…






She woke up with a start. Breathing heavily, she lay there a moment before breaking into a string of curses that would have impressed her classmates to no end. She really, really hated the Powers, Buffy thought, trying to figure out the significance of the dream. She had to talk with her mom about this, which meant getting away from Connie, at least for a little while. Maybe she’ll pig out on turkey and the triptophan will get her, she thought in amusement.







Chapter Eleven: Thanksgiving



Bam! Bam! Bam!




Groggily, Connie raised her head. What the fuck? It took her a moment to remember where she was. Then looking around, she realized she was staying at Cali’s house. She glanced at the clock on the side table, realizing it was only 0700 hours. She’d planned to sleep way late after staying up until 2300 hours last night chatting with Cali. 




Bam! Bam! Bam!




This time the sound was accompanied by a voice. “Connie? You up?”




“I am now,” Connie muttered as she swung her legs off the edge of the bed. At least the room was nice and toasty. Just then the door opened and a blonde head, minus the rest, moved into view.




“You are up. Breakfast in thirty minutes.” 




Connie stared at Cali, who wore a slightly guilty expression. Well she should, Connie thought grumpily, waking me up so early on my first true day off since going through BCT. Then she forgot about being irritated as the rest of Cali came into view. 




Her roommate was wearing an extremely short leopard-print mini-dress. Its hemline lay well above mid-thigh and Connie wondered where Cali had worn it before. And when. Belatedly, she realized that Cali was waiting for her to answer by the patient expression on her face.




“Oh, okay, sure. Breakfast.”




“Nice and coherent, I see. And you even got to sleep in an extra hour and a half.” 




Connie smiled slightly at Cali’s teasing tone, but decided to get some of her own back. “An hour and a half is not sleeping in. What the hell are you wearing?”




Connie watched as Cali spread her hands in a “What? This?” gesture, before replying, “I did say I was going to wear something short. I had to dig this up from the back of my closet. I don’t think I’ve worn it since junior year.” 




Connie stared. “You wore that to school? You didn’t get sent home?”




Cali shook her head, grinning. “Yep. Nope. Everyone wore short dresses there. It’s not as if this is the shortest thing in my closet.”




“It’s not?”




Cali shrugged, then admitted, “I actually have a skirt that’s not only a lot shorter, but has a slit up the side.” 




Connie was a bit surprised. While Cali had shown her girly side a few times at the Zoo, it was odd talking to her about this stuff when usually she was so focused on school or training. And how could a skirt be any shorter? “I won’t ask how the boys reacted, cause I’m sure it was funny. You probably had to beat them off with a stick.” 




She wondered what she’d said to prompt the odd look that briefly flitted across Cali’s face, but then mentally shrugged. She couldn’t spend the entire weekend spending every moment worrying about every comment she made or it was going to be quite a chore to get through the few days. Better to just say whatever and apologize if she stepped on any land mines.




“Something like that. I’ll leave you so you can grab a shower. Yell if you need anything.” 




With that, Cali exited. Connie wasted no time grabbing her shampoo and hitting the shower. She decided that hot water was exactly what she needed to chase away the last cobwebs that colored her thoughts.







Connie stepped lightly down the stairs as she headed towards the sound of voices emanating from the kitchen. She was curious to see if she could hear anything that Buffy and Joyce discussed before she came in. But the conversation ceased right before she got close enough to actually make out anything. When she walked through the door, she definitely had the impression that Buffy and Joyce knew she was approaching. 




There was something in the way that they held themselves that indicated they were trying to be casual. With a small inward frown, Connie seated herself at the breakfast table, already loaded with dishes holding bacon, eggs, fried potatoes, sausages, toast and a large container of orange juice.




“Good morning. Wow, I hope you didn’t do all of this for me. I don’t usually eat a big breakfast.” It was a lot of food for three women to consume, especially on a day when a large Thanksgiving dinner loomed just over the horizon. Well, at least she didn’t have to worry about getting fat, Connie thought, for once finding a reason to actually like PT. Even if, now that it was getting cold, enduring it was going to be even more Hellish.




“I don’t either, but I knew Buffy would be hungry, so I whipped up a little something to last until Thanksgiving dinner. We’ll be having that at two.” Joyce seemed full of energy as she whizzed around the kitchen, putting finishing touches on the various breakfasty foods there.




“Well, it all looks great.” With that, Connie grabbed a couple of pieces of toast, a couple of strips of bacon, and a small serving of scrambled eggs. 




Connie sat slowly munching her way through the food, allowing the conversation between the other two women to wash over her. It was mostly lighthearted and casual, and not even remotely enlightening. She took another sip of her orange juice then made a realization. Over half the food on the table was gone and Cali had to have eaten it. 




Okay, maybe she was wrong and Joyce had eaten more than she thought. Connie went back and mentally reviewed who ate what. She quickly realized that Cali was eating deceptively fast, while more than carrying her side of the conversation. She watched with a sick fascination as Cali filled her plate again, which was probably the fourth time she’d done so. Then Cali devoured everything on it. It made her stomach hurt just watching the other girl.




It was funny, but when she thought about it, Connie realized that Cali ate a lot every meal. During breakfast and lunch, because they ate in formation, everyone had a set amount of food for the most part, although you could get extra if you asked. But smacks didn’t ask, not if they knew what was good for them. Cali always cleaned her plate during those meals. She also snacked on power bars throughout the day as well. 




Cali also ate a lot during dinner. It was during dinner that you could really fill up since there was not a set time for eating. Instead dinner ranged from seventeen hundred hours to nineteen fifty hours. You could go back and get as much as you wanted or even eat a variety. 




Thinking back, Connie realized that every time she’d eaten dinner with her, Cali had gone back for extras at least two times. Once she’d commented on it and Cali had said she was extra hungry from all of the running that day. Which made sense. Still, overall, Cali ate way more than most people. 




Maybe she’s an alien in disguise, Connie thought in amusement, unable to look away as Cali finished off the last of the toast, after liberally coating it with red plum preserves. Yeah, right, an alien who just happens to be from California, and who has a great mom.




“Did you want anything else, Connie?” Joyce’s polite tones broke into Connie’s thoughts. Guiltily, she shook her head no. She watched as Cali pushed back from the table with a smile. 




“Mom, that was great. I really missed your cooking. The Zoo food is…”




Connie snarked, “Actually pretty good?” She grinned at the glare Cali sent her way, which prompted it to change to a rueful smile.




“Okay, it is pretty good. But still, it’s not home-cooked. When you cook so much food at a time, it loses something in the process.” 




Connie nodded thoughtfully at what Cali had said. It was true that food was better in family-size portions, although maybe that was just the company. “It’s a good thing, too, or you would bankrupt the Air Force, eating like that every day.” Connie decided that commenting on how much Cali had eaten was safe. Plus she wanted to see what Cali said.




“Like you’re not going to pig out when you get home to Miami, Miss Pulled Pork Sandwich 1996.”




Connie acknowledged the shot with a smile. So Cali had deflected her again. Big surprise. Although, in fairness, she had talked about those delectable sandwiches from Eduardo’s since BCT.




“So you want to go up to my room and hang out for a while?”




“Sure thing. You can show me the infamous even shorter skirt you have.” Actually, Connie dreaded the thought of a fashion show. Hopefully, they would just chat again, like they’d done last night. 




“Not only will I show you that one, but you’ve got to see this one outfit I have.”




As they trooped upstairs, Connie wanted to tell Cali that wearing a skirt that short was not a good thing around stairs. She rather suspected that Cali already knew that and didn’t care. Those must have been some happy boys back in Sunnydale, she thought in amusement.




As they walked into Cali’s room, Connie was immediately struck by two things. First, was the sheer number of pictures on the walls of the room. Second, was the cage that sat on a table by the window. Inside was a medium-sized rat. 




“He’s cute. What’s his name?”




Cali smiled somewhat sadly at the rat. “Her name’s Amy. And she was…err, is cute. She is the cutest.”




Puzzled, Connie looked at the rat. Weird name, she thought absently. After all, who names their rat Amy?







Connie stifled a yawn as she sat next to Cali looking through another family photo album. After being introduced to Amy, they had gone through Cali’s closet in search of the infamous skirt. It had taken a while, but they’d finally found it stuffed way in the back. The reason it had taken so long was because of just how many clothes Cali had. 




She thought her entire wardrobe could fit in one small corner of Cali’s closet. Cali had at least fifteen times as many clothes as she did. And the same number of shoes. There were probably eighty pairs in her closet, versus the six pairs that Connie owned. How could you even keep track of this much stuff, let alone wear it, Connie wondered for the umpteenth time.




The clothes were probably the single most dramatic illustration of how different the lives of the two girls had been. Connie had grown up in a working class neighborhood with a dad who worked in the dockyards as a crane operator. Her mom had taken off when she was three, leaving her and her four siblings with their father. 




Truthfully, she barely remembered her. Fortunately, her dad was this amazingly strong person. Somehow he had kept things on track and had ultimately graduated all five of his kids from high school. Three of them had attended college, including Connie, who was the baby of the family. If she graduated, it would make three college graduates in the family. Not bad for a bunch of Cuba-lingas.




Back to the clothes. Connie’d had a very limited wardrobe growing up, consisting mostly of jeans and t-shirts, with the occasional cheap dress or skirt bought at Wal-Mart thrown in. She’d worked six months to get the money to buy the dress she wore to the prom. Luckily, she had always been tall, slim, and athletic, making even the cheap clothes she had to wear look good. 




Despite this, she had gotten her share of teasing from classmates with enough money to stay on the cutting edge of fashion. One reason that Connie had decided on the military was because at least with uniforms she didn’t have to worry about what was trendy this year in Milan.




When Cali had gone into a running monologue as they investigated her closet, Connie had been completely lost. She had no idea why slingbacks were more fashionable than wedges or why you couldn’t wear that shade of ‘pumpkin’ during the winter. She had nodded her head in all of the right places or so she hoped. 




When the barrage of fashion had finally ended, including the scandalously short skirt, she’d looked for something more innocuous to talk about and had settled on photo albums. Cali had scrambled to grab several and the two girls had seated themselves on Cali’s bed and looked over pictures. It had been interesting at first, as they had initially looked over pictures of Cali’s friends from Sunnydale. As each picture had come into view, she had made some fond observation about the person, the event, or both. Connie had seen her get a little misty-eyed, but overall, it seemed to be cathartic for her. 




Connie had liked what she’d seen of Cali’s friends from the sweet-looking red-haired girl to the goofy-looking, shaggy-haired boy. Even the one whose name Cali said was ‘Oz,’ seemed nice, if a bit wooden. However, a less likely group of people to be involved in a ‘Take Back The Night’ group, she couldn’t imagine. 




Then again, Cali seemed unlikely to have done something like that either, at least based on surface appearance. It was only after you got to know her, that the true person emerged. Then it became obvious that it was something Cali would do. Her friends were probably the same. Of course, the pictures of Cali’s friends had not lasted long before they had moved onto to others. 




Even when they had moved to pictures of close family, like the picture Cali had of her and her cousin, Celia, taken when they were six, it had still been interesting. Of course, when Connie had innocently asked where she was these days, Cali’s offhand comment that she had died in a hospital of the flu later that same year had been a shock. 




While the blonde seemed to be over her cousin’s death, she couldn’t help recalling something Cali’d once said about not liking hospitals when Connie had accompanied her to get the X-rays done after her big unarmed combat match. Thoughtfully, she considered how she would have felt in the same circumstances, and decided that a little hospital phobia wasn’t exactly out of the question. 




Moving back to the pictures. From Cali’s near and dear, they had moved on to relatives she’d probably only seen once or twice in her entire life, if that. The lack of anything interesting to find out combined with the sheer amount of time spent on the subject, made Connie’s head start to throb. You could only look through so many pictures of people you don’t know before you feel like blowing your brains out, Connie thought darkly. She desperately looked around for something else to deflect Cali.




“Is that a jewelry box?” Connie thought her question a bit inane, and most likely so did Cali from her questioning look.




“Sure.”




“Let’s see what you have in there.” Connie scrambled up, nearly knocking the album from Cali’s lap, but with a graceful sweep of her hand, her roommate caught it before it hit the floor. 




Blushing, Connie opened the large jewelry box. There were literally hundreds of pieces of jewelry inside, most of it of the costume variety. There were dozens of crosses in everything from pewter to gold which she found odd, based on Cali’s religious feelings. Then she noticed the earrings. At least those were something Connie could talk about as she enjoyed wearing earrings more than any other piece of jewelry. Actually, they were the only pieces of jewelry she ever wore.




Connie grabbed a pair of gold studs that looked real. Glancing over at Cali, she noticed a slightly dreamy expression on the other girl’s face. “Okay, spill.”




Cali looked up at her. “Umm…what do you mean?”




“What’s his name?” At Cali’s blank look, Connie explained, “The guy who you wore these earrings for?”




Connie watched as comprehension flooded the other girl’s face. Smiling, Cali said, “His name was Angel. He didn’t give me these. My dad did. But, I wore them to the prom with him. I also wore that lilac dress. You know, the one you said you would look dreadful in?”




Connie grimaced. She hadn’t been too diplomatic when Cali had shown her the dress in question. It was something that even she knew was completely wrong for her height and coloring. And she’d said so. Fortunately, Cali hadn’t been offended, instead tucking it away in the closet without comment. 




Now she realized that it probably had tremendous sentimental value if Cali wore it to the prom. She wondered why there weren’t any pictures of this Angel in any of the girl’s photo albums. Even Connie, as allergic to pictures as she was, had dozens from her own prom. And…




Connie stopped, suddenly distracted by something she’d just noticed. The earrings in question were for pierced ears. Stealing a glance at the girl next to her, she recalled what she had done for Cali shortly after BCT, when they had been allowed to wear earrings again. 




Connie had noted the complete lack of holes in Cali’s small pink lobes at the time, and had done DIY piercings for her right there in their dorm room with nothing more than a needle and an ice cube. If Cali had worn those earrings as recently as prom, shouldn’t she still have had vestigial holes still? Or at least scar tissue, she thought, remembering how easily the needle had slipped through Cali’s lobes. 




She contemplated saying something, but decided not to. Maybe she had some of those little clip-on converters that Connie had noticed some of the older ladies who went to her church back in Miami wear. Instead, she looked in the jewelry box again. Every pair of earrings inside were for pierced ears. There wasn’t any sign of the little converters. It just gets weirder and weirder, she thought.




It was with relief that Connie greeted Joyce’s call to come down for Thanksgiving dinner. At least that should be normal, she thought hopefully.







She leaned back, stuffed to the gills. Thank God she hadn’t eaten much breakfast. If she had, she wouldn’t have been able to do justice to the meal that had been set before her. 




Connie had eaten some large family dinners back in Miami. Being second-generation Cuban-American, her father had seized upon the traditions of the country in which he had been born enthusiastically, to say the least. Every Christmas and Thanksgiving, as well as a slew of other holidays, were greeted with a feast, for which he sometimes saved up for months ahead of time. 




As big as some of those dinners were, Connie had never sat down to a bigger dinner than at Buffy’s house. Well, other than the larger extended family get togethers they had on a roughly annual basis. Although, she thought the amount of food here would be just about right for some of the smaller ones, like for twenty or so people.




To begin, the turkey was roughly twenty-five pounds, making it one of the biggest that she’d ever seen. Then there had been all of the side dishes. A huge pan of dressing dominated the table, taking a back seat only to the turkey itself. An almost equally large pan of mashed potatoes was there as well. There was butternut squash, creamed spinach, corn on the cob, yams, sweet peas, some kind of green bean casserole, a large vegetable salad, a fruit salad, some kind of three bean salad, cornbread, biscuits, and homemade yeast rolls. Oh, and giblet gravy. To make matters worse, everything was truly delicious. 




At hearing Cali groan, she bit back a smirk. She had wondered if her roommate was going to pig out as badly as she’d done at breakfast. Astonishingly, the girl had actually far surpassed her breakfast gorging. Now that she was conscious of it, Connie had been watchful as Cali had eaten helping after helping of everything on the table, while at the same time carrying on a long, convoluted conversation about Joyce’s new neighbors, none of which were associated with PCP, whatever that meant. The sheer amount of food the girl had put away was almost frightening, especially when you considered she barely weighed a hundred pounds. 




Now Cali was paying for it, however, if her expression was anything to go by. Cali looked like she was about to throw up, which based on how much she’d eaten, made it a truly horrifying thought. 




“Good Lord, Cali, how did you put so much away? I think you ate more than Joyce and I combined.” Actually she probably ate more than twice as much as the two of us combined, Connie thought in wonderment, but decided not to make a point of it. The watchful expressions on both women’s faces were alike enough that Connie knew she had scored a point. Even if she didn’t know what the contest was or how she was being scored.




“Buffy’s always been like that, eating way more than she should during holiday meals.”




Connie decided that Joyce did a great job of damage control. Although it would have been better if Cali hadn’t shouted “Mom!” right in the middle of Joyce’s explanation, an expression of outrage on her face. Laughing, Connie decided to let Cali off the hook. There was plenty of time to figure out the mystery that she represented after Thanksgiving football. Her Cowboys were playing Miami. 




“So, anyone up for football? The Cowboys are playing today.” At Cali’s blank stare, Connie explained, “America’s Team? The Dallas Cowboys?” She shook her head sadly at Cali’s mystified expression.




“Connie, just how does a nice Cuban girl from Miami become a Cowboys fan? I hear a story there.” Joyce’s voice seemed genuinely curious as she asked the question.




Connie nodded, acknowledging Joyce’s question. It wasn’t something she’d talked about the other night, although she had told the woman most of the rest of her life story. And hadn’t that been fun? “Yes, it’s a long, complicated story.”




Cali burst in, “Connie’s dad is a Cowboys fan because he likes the uniforms. They represent freedom to him.”




“Apparently not that long.” Also, apparently Cali had remembered about her dad and the Cowboys from one of their conversations in their dorm room, at least Connie thought so, based on her expression. Cali’s next words confirmed Connie’s thought.




“See? I do know about football. So, is Miami the team with the cute little lightning bolts on their helmets? Those were my favorites out of the ones you showed me.”




Connie snorted in disgust. “No, that’s the Chargers. Miami’s helmets have those dolphins on them. Remember? I showed you all of them.”




Cali shrugged as if to say “So what?” then answered, “Oh right. Now I remember. At least I know the Cowboys have those cute little horseshoes on their helmets. The horseshoes are because they ride horses, Mom. I think Miami is going to win cause dolphins are smarter than horses.”




Connie started to make strangling noises, then catching the glint in Cali’s eyes, realized she was making fun of her. “That’s fine, tease the sports enthusiast. But one day, when I’m married and my husband’s all ‘Can you get me a beer, dear, so I don’t miss anything?’ I’ll be able to tell him to get his own da…err, darn beer so that I don’t miss anything, while you’ll be trotting back and forth like a regular June Cleaver.” 




She watched as Joyce and Cali looked at each other, then burst into laughter. Okay, I must have said something funny, Connie thought. Then Joyce explained.




“If Buffy brought her husband a beer, it would probably be burnt.”




“Mo…Okay, that’s fair. If not burnt, then definitely shook up. I don’t cook. Ever. It’s a personal choice. And a request by those who know me. Besides, I’m not exactly sure I’ll ever get married.”




“Buffy.” 




The sheer stress contained in the one word Joyce said surprised Connie, but not as much as the amount contained in Cali’s two word reply. 




“Mom, don’t.”




Staring at the two women and their expressions, Connie was aware of how charged the atmosphere had become. Almost instantly, things had changed from genial banter to raw emotion. Old griefs, like land mines, lay just under the surface, where the slightest movement would cause them to explode, once again paint the world with shades of with anger and pain. 




She watched as Joyce hugged Cali, saying something in her ear. Meeting Joyce’s eyes over Cali’s head, she saw the mix of compassion and sadness there. Deciding she was intruding, Connie headed into the living room and turned on the game, raising the volume to drown out the voices in the other room. 




Staring blindly at the television, Connie realized that she was still focused on Cali and Joyce when she finally noticed that she hadn’t registered a single play in several minutes. She didn’t even know who had the ball. The voices had become inaudible some time before. With a sinking feeling, she wondered what was going on. What had happened in the past to make Cali’s innocent words so explosive? What lay between the two women?




A half hour later, Connie saw Cali come into the living room and head over to sit next to her on the couch. Cali’s eyes were slightly red with the faint signs of puffiness Connie associated with crying. The smile she wore looked fragile, as if it could easily pop like a soap bubble. 




“Hey.”




“Hey.” Connie acknowledged Cali’s attempt at casualness. She wondered if the blonde would explain what had happened.




“Sorry about that. The whole grandchildren thing’s kinda a touchy subject.”




Connie noted Cali’s shuttered expression. She decided to keep things light. “So, I take it you’re not exactly into marriage?”




“Something like that.” Cali’s closed expression kept Connie from saying anything more. Then Cali asked, “Anyway, who’s winning?”




Connie actually didn’t know. “Dallas,” she blurted out, hoping she was right. From the look that Cali turned her way, she apparently wasn’t.




“Umm…Connie? The score is zero to zero.”




“Oh, I thought you asked who I was rooting for.” Connie knew it was a weak return, but she didn’t think Cali would call her on it. She seemed to be trying to be as low-key as possible.




“That’s cool.”




There was a long pause. Connie tried to focus on the game, not the girl sitting next to her. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Cali staring fixedly at the screen, her stare blank. Tentatively, she reached over and put her hand on Cali’s shoulder. Feeling the stiffness there, she almost removed it, but left it instead. After a while, some of the tension seemed to leak out of Cali. Finally, she turned to her with a serious expression on her face.




“Thanks.”




“For what?”




“For putting up with me.”




“No worries.” Noting that the emotions she’d seen seemed to be back under control, Connie decided to focus on cheering Cali up. Keeping things light, she quipped, “I still say Dallas is going to win. Dan Marino is nothing compared to Troy Aikman.”




“Well, Troy is much younger and cuter. Although I have to wonder if he ever smiles.” This last was said in a thoughtful tone, as if Cali had given it serious thought. 




“Of course he does,” Connie insisted.




Cali looked dubious. “If you say so.”







Two hours later, there was a loud “Woot!” in the room as Connie celebrated her victory.




“I told you my Boys would win.” Connie’s expression was gleeful as she playfully punched Cali in the arm. Damn, but the Cowboys kicked ass today, she thought. Twenty to nothing! She wondered if they’re going to the Playoffs? Six and five wasn’t the best record, but at least they’re back over five hundred, she thought happily.




“Yes, you did. Several times. Like maybe a hundred.” Cali seemed to be back to her normal self as she baited Connie. 




Connie was unabashed. She looked at Cali, noting the teasing light in her eyes, and said nonchalantly, “If certain people didn’t choose their teams based on their helmet logos, they might be able to root for a winning team, too.”




“Hey! No fair! Using the cute animal on the helmet to pick a winning team is a perfectly legitimate method. Right, Mom?”




Connie watched as Joyce nodded regally, then spoiled it by laughing. She and Cali had sat for a while watching the game before the woman had come in. After a few minutes of awkward silence, Joyce had moved from the chair on which she was sitting to the couch to Cali’s left. 




Putting her arm around her daughter, Joyce had said something too low for her to hear over the television and Cali had relaxed into her hug. After a few minutes, the silence had been broken by Cali asking a question, which unfortunately demonstrated her total lack of understanding of football. From there on, Connie had been drafted to explain various plays happening. Between that and her frequent yells as the Cowboys made defensive stop after stop, the rest of the game had flown by. 




“I still don’t know how you could have been a cheerleader and not know anything at all about football.” Connie made sure to put as much disgust into her tone as possible.




She watched Cali’s face take on a superior expression as she pontificated, “Connie, the point of cheerleading is not about who’s winning. It’s more about whose uniforms look better and who can do the best gymnastic moves and cheers. I’m not sure I even looked at any of the games when I cheered freshman year. I was too worried about making sure I had the perfect ponytail.”




“I still have a hard time believing that the girl who digs such a great latrine was also a vapid, shallow, popularity-driven cheerleader.” Connie’s voice was sarcastic as she poked fun at Cali. 




From Cali’s insufferable expression, she appeared to be wasting her time. As Cali’s next words easily demonstrated. “What? I can’t have layers?”







Chapter Twelve: The Investigation



Buffy hurried to her class, being careful not to slip on any of the snow and ice that covered the grounds. The last thing she needed right now was to have a Firstie give her a Checkpoint quiz. That had happened to another smack just a few minutes before, slipping and getting quizzed. 




Buffy had stood nearby lending him her silent support as he was hammered mercilessly on his knowledge of the number of days until Air Force next beats Army and sundry other questions, all the while wet snow dripped down his uniform coat. Oh well, she thought, at least he hadn’t fallen right in front of his tormentors. When he was finally done, face red with embarrassment, he’d given her a grateful look, then headed off. 




It made her feel like she belonged, the camaraderie that she’d developed with others in her class. You were supposed to succeed or fail as a unit. The only part that Buffy didn’t like was that you were also not supposed to stand out from that unit in either a good or bad way. She supposed that she’d already failed that, although a Firstie could always find a way to use Class Unity against you if they really wanted you to fail.




Sighing, Buffy slipped into class. She wasn’t late, but also not as early as she preferred. Hurriedly pulling out her notebook, Buffy got ready to take notes. Her thoughts momentarily wandered to the previous Thanksgiving weekend. That had been both fun and horrible. Having Connie there the entire time had meant there was someone with whom she could hang out, watch TV, and shop. Unfortunately, it also meant she had to be on her guard the entire time, in the one place she usually could count upon being herself. 




Not that Buffy thought she’d been especially effective. Stuffing five times as much food into yourself as anyone else could eat wasn’t especially inconspicuous, but dammit! The food was just sooo good. With Thanksgiving being the one big meal of the day, she hadn’t been able to sneak in snacks throughout the day as she usually did. 




Worse, Connie seemed to take note of her munching on power bars now where before she’d been oblivious. If Buffy wasn’t careful, Connie was going to think she was an alien here to infiltrate the Zoo and learn all of its secrets. Although what self-respecting alien would put themselves through this?




Buffy tried to focus on what the instructor was saying, but decided it was a lost cause. Tonight was the night she’d set for investigating Sheridan and Merryman’s room. She was actually nervous, which was funny. Fighting vampires and demons didn’t make her nervous, but raiding the room of a couple of jerks did. 




Buffy knew, though, that she would be fine. Their room was on the sheltered side of the building and with the recent snowfall and early sunset, very few people would be out. Of course, that didn’t mean no one would be out. At least she shouldn’t have to worry about either of the cadets in question showing up. Sheridan was acting as an Honor Rep, helping cadets understand the Honor Code, while Merryman was doing something with his flight as Cadet Flight Commander. Buffy should have the room to herself.




Of course, the only thing left was how to get in. Their room was on the fourth floor and she was sure to get busted if she tried to go in through the inside door. That just left the outside window, which hopefully would be unlocked. Pretty much no one who lived on the third floor or higher locked their windows. 




After all, there wasn’t much chance of a burglar breaking in, even if anyone living there had something worth stealing. But Buffy wasn’t just any burglar. She thought that she could climb up the outside of the building using the gaps between bricks for toe and finger holds. It would be cold, but not that difficult. 







Buffy stood outside Vandenberg Hall, feeling the icy wind whipping by her. It was a miserable night, with temperatures hovering in the twenties. Additionally, there was a thirty mile per hour wind blowing with even worse gusts. It was the coldest she had ever been, although oddly enough, she wasn’t really uncomfortable. 




She’d felt much colder during the ski trip she’d taken with her parents when she was twelve. But that had been before becoming the Slayer. Giles had always told her that she had far more abilities than she’d ever used. If only she would focus more. Momentarily, a fond smile touched Buffy’s face as she thought about her former mentor. Sternly, she repressed the answering touch of sadness that usually accompanied thoughts of the Brit. She had a job to do and needed to get to it.




It was a perfect night for breaking into a certain twosome’s room. Both were occupied with extra duties and shouldn’t be back until well after 2100 hours. It was now just 1930 hours, and the entire area was completely deserted. The sun had set two hours ago, but it hadn’t mattered. With the the heavy cloud cover, twilight best described the day’s light level. 




The night was dark enough that Buffy doubted she would have been noticed if she was wearing an orange jumpsuit, but in just in case, she wore dark clothes that allowed her to blend in. Dark gloves and a black ski mask finished her ensemble. Even if she was spotted, no one would know they were looking at Cadet Buffy Summers. At least she hoped not.




Buffy approached the brick wall, fingering the rough material of its construction. She’d been sure it was easily climbable for someone with her abilities and it was. Slowly, finger hold by finger hold, she moved up the face of the wall until she reached Sheridan and Merryman’s window. The room was dark, which was good since she wouldn’t be silhouetted against a light. Not that there was anyone out, a fact she confirmed with a quick glance around behind and beneath her. Now if only the window was open.




Buffy breathed a sigh of relief as she pushed up on the window and it moved. It was unlocked. She hadn’t seen any reason it wouldn’t be, but people did odd things sometimes, including locking a window on the fourth floor. Even when the window in question had been open just a few days ago to take advantage of one of a handful of beautiful Fall days. As it had turned out, it was probably the last day like that until Spring. 




Buffy eased over the top of the window, and slid into the room. Carefully, she closed the blinds on the window before turning on a desk lamp. With their room being at the back of Vandenberg Hall, it was unlikely anyone would spot the light being on, but she wasn’t taking any chances. 




Buffy surveyed the room. Like most cadets’, it was fairly immaculate. Of course, as Firsties, Sher and Lloyd had a TV. And a mini-fridge beneath it. She stared with frank envy at the twenty-five inch TV sitting on top of their mini-fridge. She didn’t have time to watch television, but still, it was the principle of the thing. Determinedly turning away from temptation, she tried to figure out where they would hide contraband.




She had retroactively decided against planting any evidence against the two cadets. First, she didn’t know if it would be enough. The Air Force’s unfortunate desire to cover their ass tended to outweigh the desire for full disclosure more often than not. The police’s “Blue Wall” had nothing on the Air Force’s. 




So if she wanted to get those bastards expelled, Buffy was going to need solid evidence. Which, hopefully, she’d find. The other reason was simpler. Planting manufactured evidence wasn’t the right thing to do. She was there to try to get both Sheridan and Merryman expelled. The last thing she needed to do was do violate her own ethics while doing so. 




Fifteen minutes later, Buffy was getting frustrated. She’d checked the fridge first, and envied its contents. No contraband in, behind, or under it. The dressers were out of the question, although she’d checked them anyway. The beds had also netted her a big goose egg. She’d unscrewed the two air vents to check behind them, but again, found nada. Now she slowly double-checked all of the things she’d checked before, looking for something taped to the bottom of a drawer; anything really. 




After a moment, her eyes fell on the desktop computers, one each belonging to Sher and Lloyd. Quickly, Buffy booted them up to the password screen. There, she was stuck. Then she remembered something Willow had shown her, how lazy users who couldn’t remember their own passwords would hide them in some convenient spot. 




Quickly, Buffy flipped over the keyboards. On Merryman’s computer, there was a piece of paper with two passwords written on it taped to the back of the keyboard. Quickly, she entered the first of the passwords. The computer finished its boot up and she was able to peruse Merryman’s files. Looking for anything out of the ordinary, she set to work.




After a moment’s thought, Buffy checked inside the Windows folder. Willow had once said that no one looked for stuff that was mixed with the system files. Scanning as fast as she could, she almost went right past the questionable file. 




It was named ‘System2.’ Buffy wasn’t sure that made sense. She tried to open the file. No such luck since the folder was password protected as well. She quickly typed in the first password, but it didn’t work. However, the second one did. 




Inside were two Word files. The first file contained a list of names along with letters and numbers next to them. “Gerald Kimball – 8 CC”. Customers and amounts, she wondered? 




Beneath the names was a much shorter list of what could be amounts and weekly dates. Buffy thought those might be inventories, but she wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like how her mother did inventory, but then Joyce’s products were for the most part unique. If it was an inventory, where was the product?




The second file was a list of female names with asterisks next to them. Some of the names had as many as five asterisks next to them. Feeling ill, Buffy didn’t go any further. She suddenly didn’t want to know what they meant, although she had a sinking feeling that she already did. 




Turning off Merryman’s computer, Buffy turned to Sheridan’s. No passwords under the keyboard. She realized that she hadn’t checked the cases for contraband, so she opened it and looked inside. No contraband, but again the passwords were right there, taped to the inside of the case. 




Buffy quickly entered the first password, accessing the system. Checking the same location, Buffy found the same file. So they shared tips on hiding files, but not passwords, she thought absently as she opened the sole file that was inside of Sheridan’s folder. 




It was an Excel file with three unnamed tabs. On the first tab, under the heading “Customers,” there was a long list of names, along with classifications. On the second tab, under the heading “Acquired,” there was a long list of classes, organized by year. On the third tab, under the heading “Need”, there was another long list of classes. It was fairly obvious what the lists were. Buffy sat a moment and fumed, then turned off Sheridan’s computer, closing up the case. 




It pissed her off to think that so many cadets were cheating, taking shortcuts. While it seemed minor compared to Merryman’s rape ring, it still spit on the traditions of the Zoo. Traditions that Buffy hadn’t realized she took so seriously, until she saw the fruits of Sher’s dishonesty. Her anger, so hot just moments before, grew harder, colder, and more ruthless as she considered what to do about the situation. She felt a chill in the pit of her stomach.




So she had the documentation, but where was the actual evidence? She’d already checked the entire room. If the two cadets kept their products somewhere else, she was out of luck. Thinking for a moment, Buffy tried to decide if she’d missed anything.




After a couple of minutes, Buffy’s eyes fell on the foot lockers that stood at the foot of both cadets’ bunks. It couldn’t be that easy, surely. Buffy had ignored them up to now, knowing that they were both items that were almost certainly checked every inspection. The idea that either cadet would keep anything there that was the slightest bit suspicious was beyond insane. 




Still, it was the only place she hadn’t looked. And, she decided thoughtfully, Buffy herself had used one with a false bottom to conceal things from her parents for years. Hers had been a gift from Merrick, but that didn’t mean someone else couldn’t get one just like it.




She carefully opened up a locker and examined it. Yucky, she thought absently, as she recognized Merryman’s belongings. A second later…Bingo! Buffy checked the bottom and sure enough, there was a discrepancy between what where the bottom was and where it should be. No one but a Slayer would have noticed, she thought, feeling the small discrepancy. It would only allow for at most, three quarters of an inch for storage, unlike her old footlocker. But that might be enough. 




She quickly removed everything from Merryman’s footlocker, carefully noting the standardized layout. Basically, it was set up just like hers, so she could put it back together in her sleep. Once that was done, she set about opening the false bottom. She tugged and pressed to no avail. Buffy focused her entire attention on the item that lay before her. 




Closing her eyes, she extended her senses, feeling for any discrepancy. Lightly shaking the locker, she heard the faintest clink of glass. Allowing fingers that could effortlessly tell the face of one coin from another just by how worn it was to ghost over the footlocker, Buffy felt for any clue. There it was. She pressed once, and with a faint click, the footlocker revealed its secrets. 




Through cold, angry eyes, Buffy stared at more than fifty small vials that lined the bottom of the locker along with several small stacks of hundred dollar bills. Each vial couldn’t hold more than half an ounce of fluid at most, but with a sickening certainty, she knew they contained GHB. Deciding to make sure, she picked up a vial and unscrewing the top, lightly touched it to her tongue. 




Yep, definitely GHB, Buffy thought dully. While supposedly tasteless, that wasn’t exactly true when it came to the taste buds of a Slayer. Especially to a Slayer who had been exposed to the substance once before. 




As a junior in high school, Buffy had gone with Cordelia to a party given by Delta Zeta Kappa Fraternity, only to nearly be sacrificed to a snake demon. The GHB that had been administered in her drink shouldn’t have affected her substantially, but because it was mixed with the mystical venom from Snake Boy’s poison glands, it had hit her at the time like a ton of bricks. 




It had been embarrassing that Cordelia of all people had woken before her. Worse, the girl had made sure to rub that fact in. Giles had ended up coming to Buffy’s rescue. He had explained that because the venom was mystical in nature, she had been just as vulnerable as any other girl. 




Less than tactfully, he had added that because Buffy was so much smaller and more slender than Cordelia, she’d actually been out a bit longer. It had taken weeks before Cordelia had forgiven Giles his faux pas, but it had earned him a Buffy-hug. 




The best thing about the experience, at least as far as Buffy was concerned, was that Giles had also informed her that because she’d been exposed to the drug and the venom already, it was unlikely to affect her again. Slayers were already tremendously resistant to most toxins and drugs, one reason her Watcher had given her so many shots of the Cruciamentum drug before it had finally robbed her of her abilities. 




Also, once a Slayer was exposed to a toxin or drug, they built up even more immunity. That was probably why Quentin had taken off so quickly after Buffy’s Cruciamentum. If he had stayed around, she probably would have kicked his ass, especially since her abilities came back within days of the drug no longer being administered. Giles had confirmed her idea that it would be almost impossible to use the drug on her again, although he had cautioned her that if something happened that required the use of it, the Council was far more likely to send a wetworks squad to deal with her. 




That thought had momentarily crossed her mind when she had defied Wesley and the Council in saving Angel, but she hadn’t let it stop her. At the time, Buffy had thought “Let them come.” She was prepared to do whatever was necessary. But of course, they hadn’t come, instead ignoring her as beneath their notice. Then the school had blown up and killed everyone.




Pulling her mind back to the present, Buffy quickly calculated that there was enough of the date rape drug to dose over a hundred women. Numbly, she decided that Merryman was the biggest bastard she had ever known personally. Or maybe not, remembering Mayor Wilkins. 




Still, who knows how long he had been doing things of this nature? It was probably only how the attitude of the Air Force that condemned the victim of a crime like rape that caused no one to come forward. Any woman who did, knew she was jeopardizing her career. 




Buffy had heard scuttlebutt that if you accused someone of rape, more often than not, you were charged with having sex with another cadet in their dorm room, a crime punishable by expulsion. That, coupled with the knowledge that too many times things of this nature had been swept under the rug, kept a lot of women from reporting them.




Checking Sher’s footlocker was almost anti-climatic. Sure enough, it had copies of dozens of tests, as well as several small stacks of bills, all neatly laid out in the space available. It took Buffy a few minutes to figure out that Sher had copies of every final that he was going to be taking in about three weeks. 




There were even more than that and Buffy recognized more than thirty tests and answer keys that appeared to belong to more than a dozen other First and Second Year classes. Was he selling them, Buffy wondered? Or maybe he was using them for influence? The money certainly suggested the former rather than the latter, but who knew? Idly, she counted the money. There was roughly fifteen thousand dollars in Sher’s footlocker, almost as much as in Merryman’s.




Buffy shivered, truly cold for the first time tonight. Desperately, she wanted to go find both cadets and give them a beat down so vicious it would go down in the annals of history as the worst beating anyone had every received and still survived. But she couldn’t. Not and accomplish her mission for the Powers. Saving the world still had to come first. But that didn’t mean she was going to let them off the hook. At least the heat was off of her now.




Buffy knew she had blackmail material enough to counter anything that either cadet tried. She could force Merryman to abandon his plans to get her expelled. She could make Sher drop to his knees and kiss her feet, though eww…Neither plan interested Buffy in the slightest. She wanted to see them both crash and burn. Nothing less would satisfy her. Nothing less would provide justice to all of those, both male and female, wronged by the two men. 




Making her decision, Buffy quickly packed up the two footlockers. It was easy because the standardized layout was the same for all cadets. After doing one final survey inside with all her Slayer senses, she closed the footlockers. She looked over the room, decided everything was exactly where it should be. Then she heard a key in the lock to the room.




Buffy moved in a blur, turning off the light, then moving towards, then out, the window. Even as the door was opening, she was carefully closing the window, doing her best to be quiet. She held her breath as a shadow passed in front of the blinds, which to her eyes were still moving slightly, but nothing else happened. No one opened the window and shouted, “Intruder!” 




Buffy was suitably grateful to Murphy for the non-application of his law. Then her left hand slipped off a spot of ice, while her right hand was already moving towards another handhold. One that she hadn’t grabbed ahold of quite yet. She abruptly fell the thirty feet to the bottom of the wall.




Buffy stared up at lighted windows above her. Ouch. She was currently lying on her back and her ass ached fiercely. Screw Murphy, she thought murderously, then in a mercurial change of temper, laughed softly to herself. She’d been so focused on nothing going wrong, that of course it had. Luckily she’d fallen on a relatively thick layer of snow. 




It was freshly fallen enough that she only had bruises, although for at least a few hours the ones on her ass were likely to be particularly vivid. Getting up, Buffy rubbed that area of her anatomy, then moved out. She had to go grab her uniform and get dressed. She had to be in her room by lights out at 2230 hours. And before lights out, she wanted to discuss with Connie exactly what she’d found.







“Those mother goat fuckers,” Connie swore fiercely as she listened to Cali tell her dastardly tale of what she’d found. “I swear to God, Cali, those guys should be castrated. I mean, you hear stories. Someone knows someone else who’s had been attacked. But to find out that those guys are doing this and making money on it? They should be castrated. Maybe by hanging them from their balls until they are cut off? Hell, I’ll pull on the rope.”




“Ewww, Connie, thanks for the visual. The less I think about either of those guys’ balls, the less chance I’ll barf. You know? So what do you think?”




Connie stared at her roommate. Cali looked a little less sure about herself than usual. Finding out about a ring of serial rapists and cheaters would take the stuffing out of anyone, she thought ruefully. Then she considered that Cali hadn’t been phased by breaking into the Firsties’ room. 




Exactly how had she been able to get in anyway? Maybe it was the sheer degree of their dishonesty. Or maybe not, Connie thought ruefully. She was definitely over-thinking this. Carefully, she stated, “Cali, I’m not sure what you’re asking me. I mean I think we need to make those bastards pay. But as to how? I just don’t know.”




Cali sighed. Her eyes took on a familiar look of focus and concentration as she concentrated on the task at hand. “That’s been the weakest part of my plan. An anonymous tip might or might not get action. I’m thinking not. Or at least, not quickly enough to stop them from getting rid of the evidence. The Powers That Be don’t want any scandals. It’s the last thing they need from a public relations stand point. Screw them.” Her thoughtful expression slowly cleared to be replaced by grim determination. “Okay, I have an idea.”




Connie felt a sense of foreboding as she saw the dangerous look that appeared in Cali’s eyes. Crap, she thought, her roommate was going to do something crazy or dangerous. Or maybe both. “What’s your plan?”




“I report what I saw to Colonel O’Neill, and then to the Zoo hierarchy.”




“Are you stoned? You can’t report them. How are you going to explain being in their room?” Connie wanted to shake the smaller girl. Or would if she didn’t know that Cali would put her over her knee and spank her. If she was lucky. She shivered as the dangerous smile of a tiger, who’d just made a kill, slowly curved Cali’s soft lips. At times like this, the other girl scared the crap out of Connie. There was something beyond dangerous about her at times like this. Partially sexual, it screamed “Predator!” A really dangerous predator.




Cali’s eyes were hard as stone as she explained her plan. “I’m going to get into their room by hooking up with Sher.” As Connie’s eyes widened in loathing, Cali’s face screwed into an expression of utter disgust. “Eww…I’m not going to sleep with him. But I need to be in their room legitimately. That’s the only way to be able to report them without getting hammered flat myself. I can’t let them get away with what their doing. They’re shitting all over the Zoo and the Honor Code. But I’m also not going to get my career fubared to do it. So that’s the only solution. Unless you have another idea?”




Connie considered what Cali had said. No, she didn’t have another idea. Still, she didn’t want to see Cali take risks like that. “Cali, I don’t want you to take a chance like that. What if he drugs you? Then you’re going to be another statistic. Or what if—”




Cali interrupted her, “Connie, I’m not going to be in any danger. Those losers don’t scare me in the slightest.”




Connie hesitated. She knew that Cali probably wasn’t in danger, but should she say so? She decided to take the chance to get closer to Cali. After a moment, she said, “Cali, look, I know that you’re…different. You’re special.” 




At the shocked look on the smaller girl’s face, Connie grimaced. “Hey, I’m not stupid, you know. I have sharp eyes and a brain behind them. You do things that most people can’t. The thing is, I don’t care if you’re a mutant or Satan’s daughter. You don’t have to tell me what’s going on. I do hope one day that you’ll trust me enough to tell me. That’s all I’m asking, ’kay?”




Cali seemed lost in thought. After a moment, she said, “Connie, I can’t tell you anything right now. I promise that I’ll come clean one day. Although, I can promise you that I’m neither a mutant nor Satan’s daughter.” 




The blonde’s eyes were forthright as they met Connie’s. The two girls stared into one another’s eyes for a few moments, each trying to read beyond the surface, then in unison both looked away. They had looked deeply into one another’s souls and the vulnerabilities within had forced their disengagement. But not until they had an even stronger sense of one another than before. A deeper sense of respect and liking than before.




Deep enough for Connie to say what she felt, “Cali, I’ll wait. I do trust you. More than anyone I know, other than my dad. You’ve been worthy of my trust and I know that’s not going to change. But don’t expect me to stop watching and thinking. If I figure out what’s going on before you tell me…” Connie smiled as her voice trailed off. 




More than anything, she felt giddy with relief. She wasn’t crazy. The world was a different place than it had been this morning. More importantly, she hadn’t had her ass kicked by bringing up something that had to be as touchy a subject as there was for her roommate. She felt confidant that one day soon, Cali would trust her with the truth about what was going on. Until then, she would trust her friend.




Cali’s face seemed glow as she smiled in response to Connie’s words. She looked absolutely stunning. For the first time, staring at that radiant face, Connie felt the faintest stir of desire for her roommate. Not that she was into women, but the attraction she felt went beyond gender to touch something deeper inside of her. Not that Connie would act on it, even if she were gay. 




Not only would it be dangerous to both their careers, but ultimately she respected Cali too much to consider becoming involved with her that way. Dear friends, classmates, and ultimately, fellow officers, those would have to be enough. Decision made, Connie felt a sense of peace. Whatever happened, she would always remember this moment. The moment she truly joined her fate to to that of Buffy ‘Cali’ Summers.







Buffy stood near the entrance to Vandenberg Hall. It was late afternoon on the next day. Sheridan was a creature of habit and would likely be by within the next few minutes. Buffy was running a risk. She was risking being “stood to” just by being here. If Sher saw her, though, Buffy figured she was safe. He was unlikely to put his chance with her in jeopardy by putting her through an inquisition. A moment later, she saw him striding along.




As Sher grew nearer, Buffy pretended to just notice him. Buffy snapped to attention, her feet automatically finding the correct forty-five degree angle, her shoulders back, hands at her sides, her thumb along the location where the crease of pants would be if she were wearing them instead of a skirt. 




“What are you doing here, smack? You know better than to be here.” Sheridan’s voice was mildly scolding as he spoke to her. 




“No excuse, sir!”




Sher’s voice was droll as he said, “Can the Seven, Cadet Summers.” He referred to the seven basic responses that a smack was supposed to use in response to an upperclassman. He had a charming smile, which Buffy might have liked, if she didn’t already have inside knowledge of what a scumbag he really was.




“Sir?” Bingo! Buffy knew she had him. After all, anyone who would cheat on all of those tests, would certainly cheat on a bet even with a friend. Sher was eyeing her like he was deciding where to take a nibble from first. 




“Surprised I know who you are? I’ve had my eye on you for some time. You’ve been very…impressive in what you’ve accomplished so far, Cadet. Very impressive.”




“Thank you, sir!”




Sher reached over and took her elbow, startling her. The last thing she had expected was for him to actually touch her. Looking around, Buffy noticed they were the only two people here. The weather still sucked, so most cadets were in their rooms or at the library. That would change soon as dinner approached, but for now, they were alone.




“Uhh, sir?” Buffy decided playing the innocent would be the best way to lure the big, bad wolf and she was right.




“Let’s get inside, Cadet. No need to stay out here and freeze. We can talk in private.”




Seconds later, they were already inside and moving towards the stairs. Sher gestured gallantly for Buffy to go first. At least it would be gallant if she didn’t know what the boy’s real reason was for letting her go first: he wanted to stare at her ass as she walked up the steps ahead of him. 




Buffy made sure to put a little extra hip roll in her walk as she moved up the steps. Heels would have helped, but even without them, she was able to put on a show. It made her feel dirty and in need of a shower, but just thinking about what she’d seen in Sher’s room kept her from even contemplating not going through with this.




At the fourth floor, Sher opened the stairwell door for Buffy. Politely, he gestured for her to go ahead of him. Buffy walked down the hall. She would have walked right past his room if Sher again hadn’t put his hand on her elbow, halting her. “My room’s here, Cadet.”




“Your room, sir?” Buffy put a little squeak into her voice as if nervous. 




“Sure. It’s the only place we can be alone to talk. Otherwise, we have to stick to the traditional methods of communication, when I would much rather avoid that.”




“That’s fine with me, sir.” Buffy’s voice was soft as she said the last. Just then someone came out of the room two doors down. Buffy saw the startled face of Gator, who did a double-take as he spotted them. All emotion was wiped off of his face as he stared at them a moment. For just a second, the brawny young man looked like he was about to speak, then stopped, turned around, and headed the other way down the hall.




“Go on in, Cadet.” 




Obediently, Buffy walked into Sher’s room. She heard the door close behind her and then the lock snicked shut. She was alone in his room with John Sheridan.







Sher couldn’t believe his luck. He’d spotted Cadet Summers as she’d loitered in an area where she wasn’t supposed to be, probably taking advantage of the weather to not have to worry about being busted. For a moment, he’d considered giving her hell. But that wouldn’t have been in line with his goal of nailing the little bitch, so he’d held off. He was damned glad he’d done so, looking at the hot little thing standing in her uniform in his room. 




Watching her walk up the stairs had made him conscious of just what a tight little ass Summers had. She had to have known he was staring and had put a little extra wiggle in her walk, not an easy thing in flats. But then she was one hell of an athlete.




Sher knew all about Summers’ physical abilities. That had been almost as big a lure as her looks. The idea of that little energizer bunny riding him for hours was more than a little erotic. Briefly, he wondered what expression she would have on her face as she came.




He realized he’d missed something she had said. Oh yeah, that was it. “Please, call me Sher. And I’ll call you Buffy. Or do you prefer ‘Cali?’ ”




She smiled a sweet smile. “Call me Cali…Sher.” Without being asked, Cali sat on his bed, crossing her legs, and looking up at him with big, innocent, green eyes. 




Sher fairly salivated as he stared down at her. Cali leaned back onto her elbows. The position tightened her blouse across her breasts, emphasizing them nicely. Her nipples were hard points, faintly visible through the material. Cali’s skirt had ridden up slightly and he could see hints of her toned thighs. 




He knew from his own experience that those skirts could be easily hiked up. He contemplated doing exactly that, but decided to test the waters a little first. Sitting down next to her, Sher allowed his hand to rest on Cali’s flat, taunt stomach. 




Lightly rubbing, he watched Cali’s face as her pupils dilated. Gotcha, he thought smugly. He didn’t even have to break out the happy juice. Almost casually, he rolled over on top of Cali and pressed her into the mattress, grinding himself against her thigh. A second later, Sher covered Cali’s mouth with his, tongue seeking entrance.




She kissed him back for a moment, then pushed lightly with both hands on his chest. Sher wasn’t going anywhere, and continued to devour her mouth. He had just cupped her breast, feeling the nub there centered in his palm, when she got her leg braced against his body and kicked out, tossing him up and off of her. Almost, he kept his feet, but ultimately stumbled to his knees.




Angry, he started to curse the little bitch, when he stopped, arrested. Cali’s lips were soft and kissable. Her eyes were drowning deep, pupils enormous. Her chest heaved as she breathed deeply in and out, the first three buttons of her uniform blouse undone, showing a hint of cleavage. Damn, she was hot.




“I’m sorry, Sher, but I don’t do that on the first date. Actually, we haven’t even had a date yet.”




The little bitch had the effrontery to actually flutter her eyelashes at him. Rather than make him mad, it just made Sher more determined to nail her. His thoughts were the harder the pursuit, the sweeter the reward at the end, remembering the way Cali had undulated her hips against his own. Just staring at that sweet little pouty mouth made him want to…




Sher got a grip on himself. “So you want to go out with me?”




“Maybe. You haven’t asked me yet.”




Amazing the myriad ways girls made you jump through hoops. Sher decided then and there that he would take Cali out. Buy her dinner and then dose her. He would then spend the rest of the night enjoying himself with that hot little body. If he got the dose just right, she wouldn’t even be completely out, but instead just loose enough to enjoy herself. Certainly, he’d enjoy her.




“Cali, would you go out with me Saturday night?”




Cali smiled mysteriously, before answering, “I would love to, Sher.”




“It’s a date. How about we continue…”




“I have to go. My roommate’s expecting me to meet her for dinner, then studying after. I’ll see you soon though.”




Sher watched as Cali quickly fixed her uniform blouse, fastening the three buttons. With a quick wiggle, and smoothing of her uniform skirt, she was back to being the same attractive, together smack she’d been when he first saw her. Sher grabbed at her before she made it to the door, pulling her hard against and giving her a quick kiss. Her heated response thrilled him, then she was gone, so quickly that he almost thought she had supernatural powers.







Buffy leaned against the wall outside Sher’s room for a moment, her stomach roiling. She almost vomited right then and there. Never in her worst nightmares had she imagined how hard it was going to be to play her part. Now she knew. That knowledge curdled her stomach like battery acid. 




She desperately needed a shower to wash off Sher’s touch. And to get out of here before he came out of his room. Hurriedly, she stumbled away down the hall, heading for the north staircase, the one opposite where she’d come upstairs.




On her way down the stairs, Buffy almost ran into Gator. Buffy came to attention, even though she had to back up a step to the landing above her. She was aware of the expression that Gator wore, a mix of anger and frustration. He did not speak immediately. Finally, after a long pause, Gator said, “Ca…Cadet Summers, it is against regulations for you to be fraternizing with another cadet in his room. Especially a first class cadet. What do you have to say for yourself?”




“No excuse, sir!”




“That’s not good enough, smack.” He paused, then, “Dammit, Cali! I’m only going to say this once. John Sheridan’s bad news. I do not want you anywhere near him. Do. You. Understand?”




“Yes, sir! I understand, sir!”




Dark, angry eyes stared into quiet, green ones. After a moment, Gator’s tension seemed to ease and his eyes softened. “Did anything happen, cadet? While you were in his room?”




“No, sir!”




“Can the Seven, Cali. Did Sheridan do anything to you?”




“No, he didn’t, Ga…sir. He didn’t do anything. Please don’t worry. I won’t be seeing him again. I promise.” Buffy somehow kept from crossing her heart, but it wasn’t easy. She’d wondered at one point a couple of months ago if a certain Randolph ‘Gator’ Pierson ‘like’ liked her, as in a boy-girl way. He’d never given any overt sign of it, but at the same time, there had been something about the way he’d watched her sometimes, his eyes dark blue and quiet.




Now, she was sure. If there was one thing that Buffy understood, it was boys. Just as she’d known how to play Sher, she knew that Gator was attracted to her. He had that look on his face. Slightly sappy, slightly befuddled, it told her more about the way he felt than if he just declared it. 




Her life was complicated enough without adding dating an upperclassman to it, especially a Firstie. One who would graduate in a few months, entering the Air Force as an officer, while Buffy stayed in school for another three years. Still there was something about those dark blue eyes of his that made her wonder.







Gator stared at Cali’s face. She looked flushed and embarrassed, yet she was still the prettiest girl at the Zoo. Maybe even one of the prettiest he’d ever been around. The first time he’d seen her, joining their Advanced Unarmed Combat Class, he’d been struck by just how attractive she was. 




Now, staring into her face just a few inches away, Gator realized that Cali was beautiful. Without eye make up or even lipstick, Cali Summers was beautiful. There was a quality about her, an inner strength and charisma that surrounded her, that made her seem larger than life. 




It was that larger than life quality that made Gator do a double-take every time he realized just how small the blonde girl was. There was a delicacy to the bones in her face and body that made look frail and dainty. Of course from sparring with her, Gator knew she was anything but that. Watching her toss the Captain around had been shocking, but even more so had been seeing just how skilled she was as she helped teach the class over the next couple of months. 




Cali was almost certainly the best martial artist Gator had ever seen. He included those grainy black and white reels featuring Bruce Lee and others that he’d watched back in high school in Ft. Lauderdale. She stepped like some kind of dream, elegant and graceful, power in every movement. His old teacher had moved something like her, but even Master Notei hadn’t Cali’s perfect grace, despite teaching and practicing Shotakan Karate for over fifty years. 




How did an eighteen-year-old girl have so much ability? Gator knew that Captain Billings had some of the same questions, not that he would discuss them even with a Firstie. Still, it had been obvious from his puzzled expression when he had seen him watching Cali demonstrate some particularly difficult combination to another cadet.




It wasn’t just her looks and ability that Gator found attractive. It was her generosity of spirit, the way she went out of her way to help others. She’d found and corrected so many errors in his and the others students’ forms that it had been embarrassing. Or it would have been with anyone else doing it. Somehow with a quick word and a smile, Cali made her corrections painless. She’d even got through to Mr. Prickly-pants himself, Roy Williams, and gotten him to correct that damn kick. Gator considered that nothing short of a miracle.




Her match with the marine last month was going to be the stuff of legends. Gator had realized just how good Joe Wilson was when he got his ass handed to him in the finals. He hit hard, fast, and accurately, making him a dangerous foe. He had scored exactly no points against the other, although he would have gotten a penalty point if the referee had seen Joe foul him. 




Cali had gone after the guy. For a moment, watching her pound Joe, Gator hadn’t even been worried. He knew just how good she was. But then she’d slipped and Joe had hurt her; at first Gator had thought badly, although it had turned out to be just bruised ribs. He had grown worried as she got back up and closed with the jarhead. 




Of course, Cali had gone on to school Wilson in why messing with her was such a bad idea. She’d kicked his ass big time. The Air Force might have come in second in the overall standings to the Marines, but they’d won a moral victory by having their winner in the Female 105 lb Class kick Wilson’s ass. 




Afterward, watching Cali standing around in her sports bra getting checked out by Captain Billings, Joe had felt intensely attracted to her. He had felt vaguely ashamed that the sight of her skimpily dressed form could cause him to feel that way. She was hurt after all. The last thing she needed was to have him lusting after her when she really needed to see a doctor. It had caused him to avoid her for a little while right after the match, but eventually he’d gotten over it. 




Gator had even imagined asking her out. It was against regs for a first class cadet to date a smack, but as long as they didn’t make it too obvious, it would get overlooked. It would have been different if she were a grade higher, since that was allowed. It was even fortunate they weren’t in the same squadron as it would have been even harder if they were since they would have been looked at more closely. Being in different squadrons, they could pretend to be just friends while secretly dating. Or so his fantasies went.




Then today had happened.




Just thinking about what he’d seen made Gator angry all over again. John Sheridan was a low-life shit-heel. Gator couldn’t prove it, but he’d heard too many rumors of the things he had done to other female cadets, many of them smacks just like Cali. Sher’s accomplice, Lloyd Merryman, was even worse. Gator thought the both of them should be kicked out of the Zoo, but that wasn’t his call. 




Seeing Cali about to go into Sher’s room with him, watching him with his hands on her, had almost made Gator head over and beat the crap out of Sheridan. The only thing that had stopped him was that Cali, out of all the girls he knew, was most able to take care of herself. If Sheridan tried anything unwelcome, she would bounce him around the room like a rubber ball. The thing that really caused his guts to clench was the idea that maybe if Sheridan tried anything, it wouldn’t be unwelcome. 




Staring into her gorgeous face, meeting those big, green eyes, Gator was convinced that Cali wouldn’t spend any more time with Sheridan. She had looked slightly nauseous when he’d first seen her just now and worriedly, he had wondered if she’d drank anything while she was in Sheridan’s room. He wouldn’t put it past the bastard to…




Flushing, Gator realized that he had been staring directly into Cali’s eyes for a while now. She was on the landing, two steps above him, which put them nearly at eye level. She’d just said something else, but he had no idea what. Amusement at his expense slowly crept into those green eyes. 




Dammit! She was still a smack and he couldn’t allow her to be amused at his expense. But at the same time, he had no patience right now with the games the Zoo played on its inhabitants. He just didn’t feel like busting Cali’s chops with the system here. So he did the next best thing. Looking to make sure no one else was around, Gator pulled Cali Summers hard against him and kissed her.







Ooookayyy, she really hadn’t expected that. Being kissed by Gator was light years better than being kissed by Sher. Instead of disgust, Buffy felt desire. Instead of dirty, she felt heat burning through her. God, he was a good kisser, she thought. 




His tongue lightly teased her bottom lip and helplessly, Buffy opened her mouth fully. She never even contemplated pushing him back. When Gator finally stepped back, a smug expression on his face, she had to grab the railing to stay upright. She hadn’t been that weak-kneed from a kiss since the first time she’d kissed Angel. Not even thinking about her dead lover could dim this moment, though. She tried to gather her thoughts, failed, and then finally got out, “What was that all about?”




“I’ve been wanting to kiss you for a while now. I was just looking for the right time.”




Gator’s simple statement shocked Buffy into speechlessness. She stared at his calm, contented expression. After a moment of her staring, Gator said, “Get to your room, Cali. We’ll talk about this later. And no hanging around John Sheridan. Got it?”




“Yes, sir!”




“Carry on.” 




With that, Gator moved past Buffy up the steps, leaving her alone. Wow, she thought. That was some kiss. She wondered if she should tell Connie? Then she realized that she needed to get back to her task at hand, namely talking to Colonel O’Neill and then the Powers That Be here at the Zoo. More than anything, she hoped that everything went as planned.







Chapter Thirteen: Punishment



Buffy stopped, reversed direction, and ran back up the stairs. “Wait, Gator!”




He stopped, turned around and frowned darkly. “Yes, Cadet Summers?”




Uh, oh, Buffy thought. Maybe she shouldn’t have called him by name. Well, she knew how to deal with that. Taking the last step, she moved in and kissed him again. Yep, that brought out a smile. He began, “If you just wanted to kiss me…”




“No, si…Gat…Okay, this is weird. I am going to stick with calling you Gator for right now. Gator, this is the situation. I was in Cadet Sheridan’s room to search it. I need to come clean because I’m taking what I found there to the Powers That Be. So feel free to report me. But please don’t indicate what time you saw me leave. I have a reason for stopping you beyond the entire kissing thing. Please trust me.”




Gravely, Gator looked into her eyes. With a sigh, he said, “I’m probably going to regret this, Cali, but okay. I’ll back your play. I’ll report you first thing tomorrow morning. That’s the earliest I would have anyway. I won’t say I saw you afterward. I’m going to want an explanation at some time in the near future. Got it?”




“Thank you, Gator. You’ll get one.” She started to turn around, but Gator stopped her. He pulled into another kiss that again curled her toes. Wow, Buffy thought, she could see stars.







Buffy slipped into her room, her heart still beating fast. It was odd how climbing icy walls in the middle of the night didn’t affect her pulse, but getting kissed by a cute boy did. Okay, maybe not that odd, but still.




Connie greeted her. “Hey, Cali. So?”




“So what?”




“Don’t say so what to me. Tell me what happened with Sher. Dish, girl!”




“He kissed me.” Buffy knew she had a dreamy expression on her face, but she couldn’t help it. Gator’s last kiss had rocked her in a very good way. 




Connie’s eyes widened. “Sher kissed you? Yuck!”




“No…I mean, yes, I did make out with Sher. I had to seal the deal. But…what I mean is that Gator kissed me.”




If anything Connie’s eyes got even bigger. “Wait. You made out with two guys? Daayuumm, girl, you really do get around.”




In exasperation, Buffy tossed her pillow at Connie. This lead to a little back and forth wrestling that Buffy won by dint of Slayer strength. 




After a moment, Connie said, “So give me the play by play.”




With that, Buffy launched into what had happened with Sher. She explained how he had hit on her, invited her to his room, and tried to steal second base. She told Connie what she had done to him, then how the two of them had a date on Saturday. A date which she was not planning to make since hopefully both Sheridan and Merryman would be long gone by then. 




Connie said, “You never really told me what you’re going to tell Colonel O’Neill about how you found out about Sheridan and Merryman. I mean, he’s not going to be convinced if you just call him and tell him that there’s a big cheating slash rape ring. You know?”




Buffy calmly met Connie’s eyes. She could tell that the other girl was nervous, despite their discussions on how best to handle this. But she deserved the truth. “I’m going to tell him the truth. That is, for certain shades of the truth.”







Connie almost choked as she heard what Cali had to say. Trying to get herself under control, Connie wondered exactly what truth Cali was going to tell Colonel O’Neill? The truth about how the two of them had taken it upon themselves to try to get two utter bastards out of the service of their country, no matter what it took?




“Uh…Cali, what do you mean? If we tell the truth, they’re going to get rid of all four of us.” Connie watched Cali as she spoke, looking for a reaction. 




There was a brief flash of amusement, then Cali spoke in a reassuring tone, “Don’t worry, Connie. The worst thing that’ll happen is that I’ll get Boarded. I actually expect to. But all you did was bring to my attention something that you overheard. That’s all you have to testify to. Okay?”




Connie frowned. So Cali was going to take on all of the risk. Typical. Not this time, though. “No, it’s not okay. You’re not going to make yourself the patsy for this. I’m in it up to my eyebrows and I’m going all the way with it. That means, as far as Colonel O’Neill or General Kerrigan’s concerned, I was in on the planning on how to deal with those two, I was involved in the execution of said plan, and I have supported you completely. Got it?”




Cali’s eyes glowed. Connie could tell she was touched by what she’d said. Still, the next words out of her mouth were, “I can’t let you do that, Connie. I—”




Connie interrupted the blonde, her tone fierce, “You can’t stop me. You need me to testify about what I heard in the library. Or you’ll have no basis for your suspicions and why you did what you did. So zip it, Cali, and let’s take those two assholes down.”




Cali stared at Connie consideringly, as if she were a beagle that had jumped up and started to quote Shakespeare. The assessing look faded into respect as a slow smile grew on her face. “Okay, if that’s the way you want it.”




“I do.”




“I’m going out to call Colonel O’Neill then. Wish me luck.”




“Good luck, Cali.” 




Connie watched as Cali headed towards the door. Then something occurred to her. “Wait!” Cali turned back towards her. “You didn’t tell me anything about what happened with Gator. I’m going to want all of the juicy details when you get back.”




Cali flashed her a smile. “Sure thing.” Then she was gone. 




Connie sat in front of her desk thinking about what the next few days would bring. She knew there was going to be hell to pay over this. She just hoped that whatever happened didn’t result in the two of them getting the boot as well for conduct unbecoming.







Jack sat at his desk, throwing balled up pieces of paper at a trash can he’d set up on the other side of the room as a make-shift basketball goal. He was bored with a capital “B”. There weren’t any missions for SG-1 for another four days. There hadn’t been any emergencies for nearly two weeks. It was making the adrenaline junkie side of himself a little stir crazy. Or maybe just crazy, he mused, getting up and picking up the thirty or so wads of paper that he missed the trash can with. 




The thirty or so wads of paper that should be the last five months worth of reports, but weren’t. Or rather, they each were a sentence or two’s worth of report. That was where he’d stopped with each of them. Writing reports was just so damn boring. On the other hand, helping those young soldiers who had been training to fight to the death for Apophis had been the opposite. Jack wondered how Rogers was doing now.




Just then, the phone rang. Saved, Jack thought gratefully, although with his luck it would be Hammond calling him in for another raking over the coals for not finishing his reports. Then again, he deserved a break after the last few days of boredom.




“O’Neill here.”




“Colonel O’Neill? This is Cadet Summers. I…uh…need to talk to you.”




His cadet had called him. That couldn’t be good. Jack hoped that she wasn’t going to try to get out of the assignment he’d given her. If so, she was going to be in extra trouble for waiting until the last minute. Jack already regretted sponsoring her. If Summers hadn’t done any of the assignment he’d given her, he was going to drop her. Best to get it over with quickly. He leaned back in his chair as he contemplated his reply.




“Cadet Summers, is this about the work I assigned you? Because that assignment is non-negotiable.”




“No, sir, it’s not. I’ve already finished the assignment you gave me. It’s about something else. Something I found out. About a fellow cadet, or rather two fellow cadets. I didn’t know who else to tell what I’d found. So, I wanted to talk to you, since you told me to call if I ever needed anything.”




The girl’s voice was stressed. It was also a sign of just how upset she was that she’d lapsed back into speaking with contractions, a big no-no for a smack. Something was wrong. Jack sat up straight and asked, “I did tell you that, so let’s have it. What happened?”




Jack sat there in growing disbelief as Summers explained. Finally, he interrupted her. “Hold on. I’ll be there in a couple of hours or so. In the meantime, I want you to go grab dinner at the mess, then go back to your room and stay there. You and Cadet Perez wait for me there. I’ll be bringing someone with me to help me ask more questions. Afterward, we’ll all go talk to General Kerrigan. You got all that, Summers?”




Jack could practically hear her come to attention over the phone. “Yes, sir!”




“I’ll see you in one hour, Cadet. O’Neill out.” Jack hung up the phone, then silently cursed. He had thought he was making a mistake sponsoring Summers. Now, he knew he hadn’t. Still, it was going to be a huge mess to straighten out. And there was going to be fall out. For everyone involved.







Major Samantha Carter sat in her lab working on her experiment. That she’d done this particular experiment twice already didn’t bother her. Running a naquadah reactor to its limits never got old. Even if the reactor in question was old, small, and surplus. Just then, Colonel Jack O’Neill came striding into her lab, obviously in a hurry. 




“Saddle up, Carter, I’ve got a mission for us.”




Sam was mystified. “Sir? P4X-3997 isn’t until next week. Has something happened? Have one of the SG teams run into problems out in the field?” If so, she’d better get ready, Sam thought, already starting to shut the reactor down. She froze in place at Jack’s next words.




“No, no, nothing like that. Everyone here’s fine. That was why I was bored. I’m not any longer, though. I just got a call from Cadet Summers.”




Sam stared. Where had she heard that name before? Right. “That sma…err, that fourth class cadet you were sponsoring. What happened? Is she all right?”




“You can call her a smack, Carter. After all, you graduated from the Zoo just like I did. Anyway, my smack, Summers, is in trouble.”




Sam felt frustrated, but managed to stop her initial, borderline insubordinate reply. After a second, she spoke, “Sir, I don’t see what this has to do with me. You chose to sponsor a ‘smack,’ not me. You may have roped Daniel into helping you with her, but I’m not biting.”




Jack sighed. “For cryin’ out loud, Carter, this is important. And something you’ll be interested in. She—”




Screw insubordination. Sam interrupted her erstwhile superior office, “With all due respect, sir, I still don’t see what this has to do with me. I…”




“Summers found a date rape ring and an organized cheating ring, both operating out of the Zoo. Both being run by first class cadets.”




Sam, who had been about to speak, stopped. A date rape ring? A cheating ring? Either was a horrible situation. Together they raised it from horrible to catastrophic. To both the reputation and the effectiveness of the Academy. With the Goa’uld threat looming, the Air Force was even more in need of talented young officers. 




If something detrimental happened to the Academy, the pipeline of those needed officers into the ranks of the Air Force could be disastrously diverted. It galled her that Jack was right, but Sam didn’t waste any time on recriminations. 




“I understand, sir. Give me five minutes to shut the reactor down. Then I’ll be ready to go.” Sam hit buttons and switches numbly, while thinking over what Jack had said. In the meantime, she heard him on her lab phone, trying to reach General Kerrigan.




“Colonel O’Neill here, Airman. I need to set up an appointment with the general immediately.” 




“I know what time it is.”




“This is an emergency, Airman.”




“Yes, I know that the general is probably eating dinner. I would like to as well, but I can’t. So call him up. He’ll want to hear what I have to say.”




“Son, the last thing you want to do is stall me. It’s 1830 hours right now. I’ll be there by 2000 hours with the emergency in tow. Am I clear?”




“Thank you, Airman.”




Sam was done and grabbed her jacket. “You were a little hard on that airman, weren’t you, sir?”




Jack ran his fingers through his graying hair. “Maybe. But I don’t have time for his CYA attitude. Worse, I can’t call a national emergency and pull rank that way. I mean, just because the reputation of the Academy is under a severe threat…”




Jack looked stressed as he trailed off. Moving alongside him down the corridor, Sam tried to reassure him. “Sir, I’m sure it can’t be that bad.”




Jack bit off a harsh laugh. “No, Carter, it can be exactly that bad. Summers found a large supply of GHB in a cadet’s footlocker along with incriminating files on that cadet’s computer. His roommate had similar files on his computer and a large supply of tests with answer keys in his footlocker. Those incriminating files contained names of customers. There was even a…”




They hit the elevator together. “What, sir?”




“There was a list of female cadets with asterisks next to them. Summers didn’t draw any conclusions, but the answer is obvious and disturbing. Those are almost certainly rape victims.”




The elevator doors opened. “I don’t understand, sir. How did Summers get involved in all of this?” 




Together, they moved through the various security checkpoints. Sam knew Jack was waiting until they got in the car to answer her question. Finally, though, they were inside and speeding away from the Mountain. 




“Sir?”




Jack sighed. “Her roommate, a Cadet Perez, overheard the two cadets engaging in a crude discussion about Cadet Summers. She stayed to listen, then reported it back.”




Sam hid her frown. She knew firsthand about the ‘boys will be boys’ attitude of the Zoo and the Air Force in general when it came to male/female relations. That some of those relations bordered upon or were flat out sexual harassment was a fact of life, one that any female officer had to be prepared to face. The Air Force’s attitude was still far better than that of the Army, Navy, or Marines. However, that didn’t make it right.




“Sir, that doesn’t explain how Cadet Summers found out about the GHB.”




Watching the road as he drove, Jack stared straight ahead. Finally, he replied, “Some of the things Perez heard were pretty bad. Enough to make Summers and her suspect that there was more to the situation than two male cadets boasting. So Summers suckered the one who wanted to scr…err, sleep with her into letting her into his room. She convinced him to let her watch television for a while. He left her alone after a while and she searched his room, finding the evidence.”




Carter started. “Sir! She’ll be disciplined.”




“Yes, she will. It’s an honors infraction, but she didn’t do it to steal or anything else underhanded. That’s what I’ll argue with Kerrigan. Still, she won’t be coming out of this smelling like a rose.”




Carter asked, “Will you still continue to sponsor her, sir?”




Jack’s eyes gleamed. For the first time since they’d gotten in the car, his face was alive with emotions. Sam just wasn’t sure what those emotions were. She quickly found out. “Are you kidding me, Carter? Hell, yes, I’m still sponsoring her. Short of her getting kicked out of the Zoo completely, which I won’t let happen, there’s nothing that could stop me.”




“Sir, I thought…”




Jack smiled crookedly. “I know, Carter. But, even though Summers did something pretty stupid searching their room, she’s still exactly what I want for the SGC. She acted quickly. She acted decisively. And she didn’t shy away from making a hard choice. Nor did she choose to follow the easy path. She could of kept silent, but she didn’t. She did the right thing. More to the point, her roommate supports her completely. I got that much from our conversation, reading between the lines. It’s not easy to teach the kind of leadership that Summers has. She comes by it naturally. I want it for our command.”




Sam considered what Jack had said, and brought up something that was bothering her. “Still, sir, she did illegally search their room.”




“Yeah, right. For cryin’ out loud, Carter, we’ve all done worse since joining the SGC. I’ve done far, far worse back in Special Ops. And we’re the good guys. Also officers, who are supposed to know right from wrong. Not something a smack should have that good a handle on. But my smack does.”




His smack. Sam mulled over a wide range of responses to what Jack had said. One by one, she discarded them. Ultimately, she agreed with him. Not that the ends justify the means, that way lay tyranny and chaos. Rather, that sometimes you had to take a shortcut or two with the rules. To resolve an issue that threatened a lot of people. If there was a list of names of women who had been raped, which Sam didn’t really doubt, then for their sakes, what Summers had done had its justification. 




Finally, Sam said, “I agree, sir. Let’s go take care of ‘your’ smack.”







Buffy jumped at the sharp knock on her door. She leaped to her feet. Exchanging a worried look with Connie, she went to answer it. She’d prepped Connie on how she had come by the information, basically searching Sheridan’s room while he left her alone to watch television. Still, she admitted to being worried.




Opening the door, she saw Colonel O’Neill. “Atten-Hut!” Buffy snapped rigidly to attention. Behind her she could hear Connie do the same. 




Colonel O’Neill walked by her into their room, followed by a female officer wearing the insignia of an Air Force Major. Both stood there for a moment before the Colonel finally said, “At ease, Cadets.”




Buffy fell into the parade rest position. She wasn’t going to chance underestimating how ‘at ease’ Colonel O’Neill meant for her to be. Apparently, she’d gauged it correctly since he nodded in approval. 




“All right now, Cadet Summers. Why don’t you give me a few more details before the appointment that I arranged with General Kerrigan comes due?”




Nervous, Buffy started, “Sir, it started like this…”







Sam stood watching as Cadet Summers recounted what she’d found out and how she had gone about doing it. She had to admit it wasn’t what she would have done, but then not everyone had a general for a father. It was daring, decisive, and completely the wrong way to deal with the situation. Summers should have gone to one of her teachers who was also an officer and started an investigation that way. There would definitely be repercussions. How bad, depended on whether they were able to keep her name out of it. Of course that would be up to the general. How he would feel would be very interesting.




Cadet Summers finally reached a stopping point. Also, Jack finally seemed to remember that he had someone with him. “Thank you, Cadet. By the way, this is Major Samantha Carter. She’s smarter than all three of us combined. That’s why I brought her along. I figure that even if I miss something, she’ll be sure to see it. Major Carter, this is Cadets Summers and Perez. I think you can tell them apart since Summers is the one in trouble. Major, if there’s anything you would like to ask them before we go see General Kerrigan, now’s the time.”




Sam watched amused as Summers gulped, but stayed silent. “I would like to say it’s nice to meet you both and under other circumstances, I would. But this is a serious situation. Cadet Summers, how did you know to look for the passwords where you found them?”




“Ma’am, I had a friend back in high school who was a ge…skilled with computers. She told me of an old trick that lazy people use to hide their passwords. That is how I found Cadet Merryman’s password, ma’am.”




“And Cadet Sheridan’s?” 




“Dumb luck, ma’am. I opened the computer case to look for contraband and spotted them inside the case.”




“Dumb luck indeed. And the footlockers? Why look there?”




Sam watched as Summers’ face reddened. This should be interesting, she though. “Ma’am, I …ah…had a similar hiding place myself back in high school. Theirs was more complicated, but still worked similarly enough that I was able to find them, ma’am.”




“For what, cadet? Drugs?”




“No, ma’am!”




Sam raised her eyebrows, waiting.




“My diary, ma’am. Some weapons I used in my night time activities.”




Sam glanced at Jack, wondering what that was about. He shrugged. “I’ll tell you about that later, Major. Cadet Perez.”




“Yes, sir!”




Sam watched as Jack grilled Perez the same way he had grilled Summers. She listened while glancing over the room. It was neat and tidy, identical to every other cadet’s room, including her own when she had been a cadet. The only non-reg item Sam spotted was a pink pig poking its head out from behind one of the cadets’ computer cases. Amused, Sam decided not to make an issue of it. 




“So Cadet Perez, you thought that it was a good idea for Cadet Summers to mislead Cadet Sheridan, giving herself access to his room? Is that right?”




“Y…”




Buffy interrupted. “Sir, Cadet Perez did not know what I had planned. She only reported the initial conversation, sir. I take full responsibility, sir.”




Sam watched as Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t interrupt again, Cadet Summers. Now do I need to repeat the question, Cadet?”




“No, sir! You do not need to repeat the question, sir! I knew that Cadet Summers had planned to search Cadet Sheridan’s room, sir! I did not know how she would do so, sir!”




“Thank you, Cadet.”




“Permission to speak, sir!”




Sam raised her eyebrows at Perez’s request. The girl was only going to get herself in deeper by volunteering more information. She could tell from Jack’s quick frown that he agreed. It was up to him as to what he would do. 




“Granted, Cadet.”




“Cadet Summers is a fine, upstanding member of the Air Force Academy, sir. I have nothing but respect for her, sir. I support her one hundred percent in the actions she has taken in this situation, sir.”




“I see, Cadet. Anything else to add?”




“No, sir!”




“Let’s go. We need to be at the general’s office by 2000 hours.” With that, he led the way out the door, followed by Cadet Summers, Cadet Perez, and Sam.







Buffy groaned. It was going to be bad. Very, very bad. She lay in bed that night sweating over the meeting she’d attended earlier. Specifically the meeting with the general in charge of the Zoo, which had not gone well. General Kerrigan, on hearing their stories, had gone ballistic. Without so much as raising his voice or using one single cuss word, he had made both her and Connie feel about three inches tall. Then he had grilled them both. 




What had they seen? Why had they done what they did? Why had they drawn those conclusions from the conversation they’d overheard? Next, he had gone over in detail what the repercussions would be to the Academy and to them personally. Finally, he had dismissed them and told them to report back to his office at 0700 hours for more questioning. 




Both Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter had stayed behind to speak to him more. Throughout Buffy’s inquisition, she had been aware of the silent support from the Colonel next to her. No matter what he had said to her or what he thought about what she’d done personally, he had only supported Buffy when he spoke about the situation with his superior. 




When the general had used “scatter-brained, unthinking children” to describe their reaction to the overheard conversation in question, the Colonel had responded with “calm, analytical, and emotionless analysis of the pertinent data.” When the general had used “impulsive, reckless behavior” in describing Buffy’s search of Sheridan’s room, the colonel had called it “a daring, decisive act.”




Still, she had days of this to go at the least and then there were still the consequences to deal with. General Kerrigan hadn’t pulled any punches. He’d basically told her that even if she wasn’t bounced from the Academy by an Honor Board, she would be lucky to last a semester once everyone found out what she’d done. 




Buffy hadn’t really given all that much thought to how the rest of the Zoo would behave once the story was out. As she had stood there listening, she’d realized that Connie hadn’t either. The idea that every single first, second, and third class cadet would know that she and Connie had been responsible for as many as seventy-five of their fellow classmates leaving the Zoo was daunting to say the least. There would be hell to pay. 




She was just getting to sleep when a voice rose out of the dark. “Cali?”




“What?”




“Do you think we’re going to get bounced?”




Buffy considered Connie’s question seriously. Would they get kicked out? It wouldn’t be fair, but she had learned the hard way not that long ago, to the tune of over five hundred dead, that life wasn’t fair. 




“I don’t know. I don’t think we will, but the general was pretty mad. I liked him a lot more the first time I met him.”




“I would have just as soon not met him. Know what I mean?”




Buffy dryly laughed. Connie’s comment wasn’t that funny, but at least it relieved the tension. After a moment, she said, “I know. But at this point, it’s in the wind. Even if this costs us both our spots, it’s a small price to pay to stop what was happening.” She hoped Connie wasn’t too angry at her for all of the trouble they were in. Ultimately, she wished her roommate had just listened to her and stayed behind. 




Connie’s next words were surprising. “I agree. I want you to know I don’t regret what I did. Not any of it. Well, maybe I shouldn’t have interrupted the general when he was comparing you to a particularly loathsome type of scum found in cesspools.”




Buffy couldn’t help it. She started giggling. Once she started, she couldn’t stop. Then Connie joined in. It only made it worse. Finally, after several minutes, they were both able to stop. 




Buffy started to doze again, her tension somewhat relieved. 




“Cali?”




“What?”




“You never did tell me what happened with Gator. I’m going to want details…”







“Colonel, you are very close to insubordination. I know the value of what you do up at the Mountain, so I’m giving you a warning. Back off.”




“With all due respect, General, no. Not until I get you to agree to keep Cadet Summers’ name out of the media. She doesn’t deserve that.” Jack wasn’t backing down. He knew his smack was going to have take her lumps, but he wasn’t going to let her get a deal this raw. 




“It’s not a penalty, Colonel O’Neill. I just don’t see how I can do it. The media are going to find out that we punished a cadet for searching another cadet’s room. We’re not going to be able to keep that a secret.”




“You’re going to throw them Cadet Summers, sir. You know she’ll be hounded right of the Zoo if the other cadets find out she was the source of this. Hell, you should be thanking her. How much worse would it have been if this didn’t break for another three or four years? And it would have gotten out eventually. Stuff like this always does.” Absently, Jack ran his fingers through his hair. 




“Colon…Jack, I just don’t see another way.”




“Could I make a suggestion, sirs?” 




Both men turned to the other person in the room. Major Carter looked back, a serious expression on her face. At the general’s sharp nod, she began, “What if we try the following? General, the main reason you don’t think the matter can be kept confidential is that Cadet Summers must be disciplined for searching Cadets Sheridan and Merryman’s room, correct?” 




She waited until General Kerrigan nodded again before continuing, “What if, instead of punishing Cadet Summers for searching their room, she get punished for the lesser charge of fraternizing with a cadet in her chain of command? If you went with the maximum punishment, which is seldom done, it would carry the same consequences. Would that satisfy you, General Kerrigan?”




The man in question looked reflective. “I believe it would, Major.”




“Would it satisfy you, Colonel?”




“Well…” Jack backed down at the look on Carter’s face. The one that said, “Don’t be an idiot, sir.” “Yes, that would satisfy me.”




“Then can we agree, sirs?”




“Yes.”




“Yes.”




Jack eyed General Kerrigan from across his desk. Then the general surprised him by suddenly grinning and saying, “Thanks, Major. Don’t look so surprised, Colonel. Just because I raked her over the coals doesn’t mean I want her out. The way she took down that damn Jarhead last month was beautiful. I’d hate to lose her.”




“I wasn’t aware that the general was there.” Jack smiled as he thought rapidly about whether he’d seen General Kerrigan at the fight.




“I wasn’t. But General Bradshaw of the 1st Marines had it taped and sent to me. Intending, I believe, to taunt me with our loss. Then Cadet Summers challenged his cadet and whipped his ass. Fortunately whoever he told to tape it and send it taped that part, too. So I have a complete copy.”




“I’m sure that General Bradshaw wasn’t too happy with his aide who did the taping.”




“No, I imagine he’s not.” The two men shared a look of complete understanding then both grinned widely at one another.




“So I would like to see Cadet Summers stay. Now as far as punishment goes, I think it would be appropriate to confine her to base for the rest of her time as a smack. She can get out for the two-week summer break.”




Jack was outraged. “No way is that right, sir! Cadet Summers…”




Carter interrupted, “Sirs, if I may offer a suggestion?”




Jack sighed, “Go ahead, Carter. You might as well stick your nose in here, as well.”




If she was offended by his brusque tone, she gave no indication as she said, “Take away her Christmas and Spring Breaks. Give her extra drill twice a week. If you want to be generous, give her Christmas Day off-base. I know her mother lives in Colorado Springs, so that way she could at least spend Christmas with her family, then be back on base by 2230 hours.”




“Gee, Carter, why don’t you draw and quarter her, too.” Jack’s sarcasm was wasted as he saw General Kerrigan nodding his head. 




“I like it, Major. Colonel, I’ll tell you what. I won’t even make your cadet testify. We can call it an anonymous tip.”




“You sure that’ll fly, General?” Jack was surprised. He hadn’t expected that much leniency.




“Just make sure she’s at the next Unarmed Combat Championships. I plan to attend and bet on her to win. Maybe I can even drum up another match with a Jarhead. You never know.”




“No, you don’t, sir.”




“Well I for one am ready to call it a night. I would say thank you, but the two of you have stirred up a hornet’s nest for me to deal with. So I’ll just say good night.”




“Good night, General.”




“Night, sir.”







Buffy walked out of the administrative building in a daze. She wasn’t testifying. Why wasn’t she testifying? For that, there had been no explanation. Just a quick note from an overworked captain informing her to report to an Honor Board at 1500 hours. Otherwise, she was to attend her remaining classes like nothing happened.




Buffy was aware that something was going on as she headed towards her second class. Pockets of cadets were clustered all around the main thoroughfares in hot debate on some topic. Catching sight of a familiar face, Buffy hurried over.




“Billy, what is going on?”




Cadet William Burnet, Billy to his friends, ran a smoothing hand down his overcoat. “You didn’t hear, Cali?” His voice was low as if he didn’t want to be overheard.




“Hear what?”




“They ran a drug dog through Vandy last night based on an anonymous tip. It caught a whiff in Sheridan’s room. So they tore his and Merryman’s stuff apart. They found all kinds of crap. I mean, I heard they found guns, drugs, booze; you name it, they found it. They’re on their way out. Merryman and Sheridan. The Powers are coming down on everyone. They had lots of people going in to be grilled about stuff. They’re searching lots of room. This is heavy stuff, Cali.” Billy leaned close to Buffy. He whispered, “Like rape and murder stuff.”




Buffy’s eyes goggled. What? What kind of rumors were flying around? “You have got to be shitting me.”




“No way. It’s the real deal. I heard it from Boozer, who heard it first-hand from his squadron sergeant. Heads are going to roll. How did you not hear about this? Where were you coming from, Chem?”




Buffy grimaced. She might as well get the story out. “I got called in for being in a Firstie’s room. They’re Boarding me this afternoon”




Billy whistled. “That’s fast. I bet it’s because they trying to clear out all of the small fry before this deal goes down.” Then with a grin, he said, “Sheesh, Cali, I always got the impression you weren’t into guys. I only ever see you hanging with Perez.”




Buffy shot right back at him, “What makes you think it was a guy’s room I was in?” She let him drool over his fantasy for about ten seconds before cruelly finishing, “Actually, though, I do like guys, just not dweebs like you.”




Billy shrugged. “Too bad. Now that would have made a good story. Probably provided whack material for the next month, too.”




Buffy smirked. “So sorry I couldn’t help.”




Billy headed off, with one parting shot. “Trust me, Cali, you already have, lots and lots of times.”




Buffy felt herself turning red. Damn, but that was embarrassing, thinking of a bunch of lonely, horny guys masturbating while fantasizing about her. Not that it surprised her in the slightest after what she’d heard during her period of telepathy back in high school. If these guys were anything like those guys…she shuddered at the thought. Then glancing at the time, started to jog to class.







Connie heard the door open. Turning around, she watched Cali walk in with a dazed expression on her face, walk over to her bed, and flop down on it face down. Then she didn’t move. Wow, she thought, it must have been bad.




“What happened, Cali?”




“Idontwannatakabotit.” Cali’s voice was muffled by the pillow she’d pulled over her head. 




After a couple of minutes, Connie decided the best way to deal with Cali was to let her wallow in self-pity for a while. Her roommate would talk when she was ready. Turning back to her computer, she went back to typing her report.




Connie was just finishing up the table of contents, when Cali’s bed erupted. Startled, she turned to see Cali jump up and throw her pillow across the room. Then she grabbed her bedspread and tossed it into the floor, followed by her sheets, then the mattress itself. She jumped up and down on the mess, then turned and eyed Connie’s bed.




“Don’t you even think about it! Cali, what happened? It couldn’t have been that bad, could it?”




Cali turned and stared at Connie like she was insane. Then she sat down in the middle of her messed up bedding and burst into tears. 




Connie stared in disbelief. Cali was crying? Cali, who had gone through BCT without a single complaint, was crying? Who had fought a marine more than twice her size and had the black and blue ribs to prove it? What had they done to her. The Latina girl quickly sat next to her roommate and hugged her, murmuring comforting words into her ears. “There, there. It’s going to be okay.”




After a few minutes, Cali pushed back from her. Connie looked with concern at her tear-stained face. Self-consciously, Cali wiped her eye with her uniform sleeve and smiled ruefully. “Not too tough now, am I?”




“What happened?”




“I met with the board today. They raked me over the coals. They accused me of all kinds of stuff. Pretty much called me a slut. I took it. I mean, what else could I do? They kept me out of the investigation, which I wasn’t expecting, so I figured this was my penance. Then they got to the punishment phase.”




“What did they do? I mean it was just some time spent in his room.”




“They pretty much let me know that they thought I was sleeping with Sheridan.” Ignoring Connie’s “What!” Cali continued, “So they hit me pretty hard with penalties. I have to do two days of extra drill each week. I have to write a paper on why it’s a bad idea for smacks to date first class cadets. I also lose my Christmas and Spring Break privileges. I won’t be able to go with you back to Miami in March, Connie. I’m sorry.”




Connie hugged her. “It’s cool, girlfriend. You won’t be missing much.”




“Just the ocean, warm enough to actually swim in.”




Connie frowned. “Well…yeah.”




Cali slowly got up and started to put her bed back together. “You know the thing I’m going to miss the most is spending Christmas break with my mom. No offense.”




“None taken. I’m going to spend it with my dad and brothers. Plus whatever aunts, uncles, and cousins show up. Actually, there’ll probably be thirty or forty people there.”




“They did say they would let me out Christmas day. Like they were throwing me a bone. At least I get to spend that with Mom.” 




“See? That’s not so bad. And you still have Sundays to receive visitors, right?”




“Yeah. They didn’t mess with those, although that asshole Brueller wanted me to lose those as well.” Buffy looked so woebegone that Connie knew there was more.




“What else happened, Cali?”




For a second, Cali looked like she would burst into tears again. Then she nodded. “I ran into Cadet Pierson on the way back. He wasn’t too happy. Apparently, he got a visit from Brueller, who asked him about his relationship with me. He basically thinks I told the Board about him kissing me. Brueller apparently told him that I was probably sleeping with Sheridan.”




“Jesus Christ. What an asshole. So Gator was pissed?”




“I think you can safely say that. I don’t know what’s going to happen with him now. I wasn’t exactly looking for a boyfriend, you know? It was just that he was so nice and normal and sweet and…”




“Had a great ass?” Connie exchanged a look with Cali, then both girls laughed.




Nodding her agreement, Cali smiled and said, “Yeah, that too.” She finished putting her bed back together in silence.




“You feel like grabbing some chow?”




“Sure. I’m starving.” Cali grinned as she said it. 




“When are you not?” Connie dodged Cali’s playful swat. “Did you hear the latest rumor? Sheridan and Merryman were Iraqi spies and were going to blow up the Zoo.”







“Did you hear, Cali? Burns, Weinstein, and Blackmon are gone. They got the boot. That makes like over fifty now.” Billy’s face was flushed and worried. 




“I didn’t know that. Did you, Connie?” From next to Buffy, Connie shook her head. That actually made fifty-eight, Buffy thought. But it was winding down, now. She doubted anyone else was going to be gone. It left at least another forty-five unpunished for the cheating. She still wondered if they were going to get any rape convictions. Somehow, she doubted it. Anyone brave enough to come forward would probably have already done so. After so long, it made convictions difficult to obtain. Combining that with lingering doubts as to the effects on their careers, it was going to keep a lot of women from reporting.




“You hear how Merryman tried to escape and they had to taser him? Sheridan got pepper-sprayed.” Connie’s eyes showed dark amusement as she told the latest rumor of asshole one and two.




“Oh, yeah, I did. They both heading to Leavenworth, according to my source.”




Yeah, right, Buffy thought. They were both going home to nice families and probably off to another college so they can do it again. If Anyanka were still around, Buffy probably could have wished some vengeance on them. Briefly, she wondered if anyone else had taken over as the patron saint of scorned women.







Numbly, Buffy walked along, trying to avoid thinking. A week later, it was mostly over. Everything but the consequences that is. Sheridan and Merryman were gone, both having requested to leave the Zoo, said request granted. They could still find themselves facing criminal charges as the investigation into the sexual assaults continued. Not that Buffy expected many women to come forward. Not those who wanted a career in the Air Force. Still, maybe enough would come forward to put the two men away. 




No matter. At least they had lots of company. Of the names on Merryman’s ‘buyer’s’ list, all but two had also resigned from the Academy. Those two, both third-class cadets, had been bounced for ‘conduct unbecoming.’ 




There were going to be sweeping changes in the Zoo. Over the next few months, they were implementing mandatory sexual harassment and sexual assault reporting, part of the “Agenda for Change.” Those changes had been pushed through in advance of a more solid detailed recommendation to be made at the end of the investigation, which probably wouldn’t finish until sometime late next year. Buffy felt that she had accomplished something at least.




Of course, they had whitewashed most of the cheating scandal. All of the cheaters who had also been on Merryman’s GHB list were gone, of course. Of the remainder, the cheaters who were not also rapists, only a quarter of the names on the list that Sheridan had on his computer were gone. It had infuriated Buffy that they were going to get away with it. She knew why the Powers had done it, or thought she did, but it still burned her.




“Penny for your thoughts, Cadet?”




Buffy looked up at the person asking the question. She met the eyes of her companion, who had been walking alongside her as she thought over what had happened. “Colonel O’Neill, sir, my thoughts would be overpriced at the cost of a penny.”




“Just spit it out, Cadet. Tell me what’s eating you.”




Buffy burst out, “They didn’t do hardly anything to those cadets who cheated. I mean, none of the ones still here are even going to get so much as a note in their jackets about what happened.”







Jack looked down into the face of the young woman walking beside him as she talked about what was bothering her. Truth be told, it bothered him too. Still, the consequences were just too grave to start a witch hunt at the Zoo. He wished he knew a way to explain that to his cadet. He decided to take a stab at it. 




“Cadet Summers, I know that it doesn’t seem fair or right that those cadets who participated in cheating are going essentially unpunished.” Jack ignored Summers’ muttered “No, sir,” and continued, “That’s because it isn’t fair or right. I’m going to let you in on something that I think you already have a handle on: Life’s not fair.”




Jack could tell that Summers wasn’t buying what he was selling, but he need to make his point. “Life’s not fair. It’s not fair when some kid in Somalia gets shot by crazy militia and it’s not fair when you receive more punishment than people who did things that were far worse than your own acts.”




Summers nodded and said, “I understand that, sir. I am not complaining about what happened to me. I broke the rules and accept the consequences. But those cadets cheated and—”




Jack broke in. “Should also accept the consequences of what they did. I agree, they should. In a perfect world, they would. Of course in a perfect world, they wouldn’t have done it to begin with. The thing is, Cadet, that the Academy can’t go around punishing people without some burden of proof. They kicked all of the people out that they found corroborating evidence on. The rest…” He spread his arms wide, palms out.




He decided to let Summers know how he felt about what she’d done. “I just wanted you to know how proud of you I am.”




She sent him a wide-eyed look of confusion. Good, he’d startled her. “Proud, sir?”




Jack smiled. “Yes, proud. I can’t tell you how glad I am that I made the decision to sponsor you. Cadet Summers, you are a credit to your squadron and to the Academy as a whole. I have absolutely no doubt you’ll be an exemplary officer. I look forward to serving with you when you graduate.”




“Thank you, sir. I…thank you, sir.”




“Don’t mention it.” 




The two of them walked a little farther along. Finally, Jack asked, “Have you told your mother about the situation?” Amused, Jack watched as Summers visibly gulped. 




“No, sir.”




“You’re going to have to tell her.”




Summers sighed. “I know, sir. But I don’t want to hurt her.”




Stopping, Jack put his hand on Summers’ shoulder, halting her. Turning her towards him, Jack said, “It’ll hurt more if you don’t tell her. As quickly as possible. Besides, it’s only one Christmas break, and you will at least see her Christmas day.” 




Jack watched as his cadet’s face underwent a gamut of emotions ranging from sadness to extreme anger. Ultimately, she just looked resigned. “You are right, sir. I will call my mother and tell her on Sunday. I cannot place a call any earlier than that.”




Jack smiled. “Instead of doing that, how about this Saturday when we meet for our monthly dinner, I drive you down to your mother’s house before we eat? That way you can let her know in person. How does that sound?”




Summers’ eyes lit up. She practically squealed in her excitement. “Oooh, thank you, sir!”




“Well, here’s my ride. Why don’t you head back and get ready for phys ed? I know you have unarmed combat this afternoon.”




“Yes, sir! Thank you, sir!” She came to attention, did a snappy about face, then hurried off. Jack watched her until Carter pulled up alongside him. Opening the door, he got in.




“So how are you feeling, Colonel?”




Jack sighed. “Pretty crappy, actually. She got a raw deal.”




Carter snorted. “She got off pretty light actually. An Honor Board…”




“Honor, smonor, Cali got a raw deal.”




“Cali, sir?”




Jack smiled crookedly. “That’s the nickname bestowed upon her by her roommate. They all call her that, even her unarmed combat coach. Nothing complex, the kid’s from California.”




“Ahh, I see, sir. Still…”




“Not a word more, Carter. Say what you want, you’re not going to convince me. More to the point, Cali knows she got a raw deal. And you know what?”




“What is that, sir?”




“She never squealed about it even once. I expected it, mind you. I was ready to pretty much give her the ‘Speech.’ But I didn’t have to. She’s not a whiner. I should have known she wouldn’t be. I read her jacket and everything. After what happened last spring, the kid knows life’s not fair. She knew that before I ever said anything. She also knows that sometimes you get handed a pretty crappy situation and just have to do your best with it. She’ll be fine.”




“I’m sure she will, sir.”




They drove along in companionable silence. After a time, Carter spoke again. “Colonel?”




“What?”




“I just wanted to say, I liked her.”




“Mmmm?”




“I know I only just met her, but from what I saw, I liked her. I think she’s a credit to the Zoo and will make a fine officer.” 




Jack smiled at Carter’s earnestness. But then she was always that way. It was one of the things he liked about her. If things were different…But they weren’t. 




“Thanks, Carter.”




As they parked, Jack had a sudden thought. Stopping, he cocked his head at Carter. 




“Sir?”




“You know, in all of the excitement, I just realized that I hadn’t gotten back to Danny-boy about the paper that Cali wrote. I don’t even know if he liked it.” Damn, Jack thought, he should have checked with Daniel earlier. Now he was going to have to run around and find Daniel as quickly as possible before his meeting with Summers. He didn’t want her to think he wasn’t reading those hellish papers he was assigning her after all. After all, that’s what he had Daniel for.




“Daniel loved it.”




“He did?” Okay, that was a surprise.




Carter smiled mischievously. “Yes, sir. To quote Daniel, he said something like this: ‘If it were for a graduate class on history, he would award the person an A minus, but seeing how it was a college freshman writing it, he would up that to an A plus with extra credit as well.’ He also said that for a school like the Academy that produces ‘neo-barbs’ it was an excellent analysis of how non-military causes sank the Roman Empire.”




Jack grinned in satisfaction. That was his smack. Then he frowned. “Hey, who’s he calling neo-barbs, anyway? Damn pencil-pushing geek.”







Author’s Note: The events that took place with the rape ‘ring’ that involved Merryman and Sheridan are completely fictional. However, there was a very real problem with sexual assaults going unreported at the USAFA, which culminated in a scandal in 2003. Because of this, they instituted several reforms, some of which I included in this story. You can read more about it here: USAFA sexual assault scandal







Chapter Fourteen: Finals



Buffy slept in her room clutching Mr. Gordo. The dream slowly wormed its way into her subconscious.





“Cadet Summers, if you would come down to help demonstrate this principle, please?” Colonel Jameson asked. Obediently, Buffy walked down to the front of class and lay on the desk there.




“Cadet Pierson, if you would also help?” Gator smiled and walked over to where Buffy lay. What was Gator doing in her Chem 141 class? 




She stared up at him nervously, aware of the other cadets watching. “Everyone’s watching.”




Gator leaned in and smiled. “If you kiss me, the sun will go down.” Confused, Buffy kissed him. Then she was alone, standing in a dark, gloomy hall.




From nearby, she heard a little girl singing. Moving towards the sound, she saw a girl jumping rope and singing, 




“Can’t even shout. 

Can’t even cry. 

The Gentlemen are coming by. 





Looking in windows. 

Knocking on doors. 

They need to take seven, 

And they might take yours. 





Can’t call to Mom. 

Can’t say a word. 

You’re gonna die screaming, 

But you won’t be heard…”





Suddenly there was a grinning skull-like face staring into Buffy’s eyes.






Buffy awoke with a shiver. Okay, she decided, that was too weird for words.







Buffy stared at CNN. She had been in Arnold Hall and decided to catch a few minutes of the news so that she’d have something to say if she were called upon for a news report at lunch. That’s when she saw it. The entire town of Sunnydale was under quarantine because everyone had gotten laryngitis. 




Talk about weird. It worried Buffy, and the creepy dream she’d received the other night might just be about Sunnydale. “Can’t even shout, can’t even cry…” could be referencing the laryngitis. Plus the white skull-faced guys? Majorly creepy. That had quite possibly been the oddest dream Buffy had ever received since becoming the Slayer.




She decided to just keep an eye on things for now. If it looked like it could be spreading, then she would decide if there was anything that needed to be done.




From there, she headed over to get into formation to march in for lunch. Finding her squadron, she got into line ahead of Connie. From there, it was a matter of minutes to get into the dining hall, be seated, and have food put in front of her. 




Not that they let you just eat. No, instead, just before you were about to take a bite and do the mandatory three chews and swallow, you heard your name shouted. Like now.




“Cadet Summers! Give us the news!”




Buffy set her fork back onto her plate and immediately stood. “Sir, the news is as follows: The town of Sunnydale, California has been afflicted with an epidemic of laryngitis, with apparently the entire population affected. The CDC has quarantined the entire town until further notice, sir.”




Westerman rolled his eyes. “Summers, you can do better than that. If you’re going to make up a story about your home town, at least make it…” 




Greeley whispered something into Westerman’s ear. He blinked a couple of times, then said, “Cadet Summers, you owe me one mile with your pack on for not specifying this was a CNN story!”




Buffy shouted, “Yes, sir!”




Sitting down, she silently fumed as another smack was called out. Damned if she did and damned if she didn’t, Buffy thought. Oh well, hopefully she wouldn’t get called upon again for a day or two.







Of course, early the next morning, she heard her name shouted again.




“Cadet Summers! Give us the news!”




Grrrrr. Buffy immediately stood up from her breakfast. Thank God she’d just swallowed. “Sir, the news is as follows: CNN states Sunnydale’s laryngitis epidemic only lasted one day. Everything is now back to normal. CNN believes it was just a huge hoax, sir.”




Westerman yawned. “Sure, sure. You’re from a weird town is all I can say. Cadet Ripley! Give us the news!”




Buffy sat back down and continued eating. Whatever had hit Sunnydale hadn’t lasted long. Only one day according to CNN. It had been short enough they were even calling it a hoax. Which was good. Still, Buffy had found out from the Sunnydale Examiner’s website that two people had been found with their hearts cut out.







Dr Daniel Jackson jogged down the long underground hallway to catch up to Jack. “Hey, Jack.” 




Jack had been deep in thought and jumped slightly when his teammate addressed him, even if at some level he was aware of him. Giving the other a flat stare, Jack asked, “Did you need something, Daniel?”




The man blushed, a curse of his fair skin. Jack smiled inwardly as he realized he could still get to his teammate even after all this time. Flustered, Daniel stammered out, “Uh…y-yes I did. I wanted to talk about the last assignment you received from Cadet Summers.”




Jack’s eyebrows went up. He’d wondered when Daniel would try to track him down after hearing how good he thought the paper was from Carter. Now if Daniel would just get to the point. They had a mission that he hoped to be back from before his meeting Saturday night with Summers. Plus, he’d promised to back her up when she told her mom that she was confined to base for the foreseeable future. 




Technically, she could apply for a pass for a Saturday evening or anytime on a Sunday, but with her punishment in place, the odds were pretty high against it being granted. Since he was her sponsor, Jack supposed he should get her out of there on a Sunday. Maybe have a BBQ at his house? Or they could always do Jack’s favorite and go fishing out at his cabin out by the lake. 




“Sure, Daniel, but get to it. We only have forty-five minutes until we head off planet.”




Daniel nodded and said, “What I was really wondering was if I could speak to her directly?”




Jack frowned. “Why would you want to do that?”




Excited, Daniel babbled, “Cadet Summers referenced a work that I’ve never seen before. I’ve heard of it, but it’s pretty rare. I was wondering how she got her hands on a copy. It’s called Pax Romana and was written in the 4th Century A.D. by a powerful Roman senator. Anyway, I really wanted to read it if she had a copy.”




Jack sighed. “Daniel, I promise that I’ll ask her. But I’d rather you didn’t meet with her.”




Daniel gave him a puzzled look. “Jack, if you’re worried about her finding out that you’re not reading her papers—”




“I read it.” Take that, Jack thought smugly.




Daniel stared in amazement. “You read her paper on the fall of the Roman empire? All of it?”




Jack nodded. “I felt it was the least I could do if she went to all of the trouble to write the damn thing. Besides, Carter made me feel guilty for having you grade it.”




Daniel smiled. “I don’t really mind. I mean I did at first, but that was a very well-written paper. She didn’t even have any typos. Well, one, but then you don’t expect many eighteen-year-olds to know how to spell antidisestablishmentarianism or to even know when to use it. She was making some comparison between ancient Roman and medieval Christian churches and tossed the Church of England in as a third example.”




Jack shook his head. “Spell it? I don’t even know how to say it.” Hopefully, Daniel would leave off asking to see Summers.




Doggedly, Daniel went back to his question. “Why don’t you want me to meet with Cadet Summers?”




“Danny-boy, cut the girl some slack. She’s just gotten hammered by an Honor Board after accidentally being involved with the most horrific stain on the Academy’s honor in its entire history. The last thing she needs is to be hounded by you.” Jack knew his answer was weak. The real reason was so much simpler. 




He didn’t want Cali to meet all of his team because he found that he rather enjoyed having something that was just his. In a lot of ways, Cadet Summers was exactly what a certain Cadet O’Neill had been many years ago. He felt oddly possessive of her. Not in a creepy way, either. Just a…damn if he really understood his feelings.




It was funny, Jack thought. He’d only known Summers for a couple of months. He’d only met her a handful of times. Yet, he worried about her more than he did people he’d known for years. He tended to shy away from examining his deeper motivations for sponsoring Summers. Those lay too close to many other emotions he’d buried years ago. 




Yet anytime Jack thought about Summers, he got a warm feeling. Even now, picturing her face as she’d earnestly tried to explain how she felt about the fallout from the investigation, he smiled. Somehow, Summers had wormed her way into his heart, a feat that only one other person had managed in the last few years. That had been Skaara. 




After what happened to him, Jack had been doubly careful to guard himself. Still, he felt closer to Summers than anyone since Skaara or…Charlie. He felt a sinking feeling in his gut as he thought about why that was. 




He knew he needed to come clean with himself, if no one else. Jack felt like Cadet Summers was the daughter he’d never had. There, he said it. From what little he’d been able to find out about Summers’ father, Hank Summers was a real shit. He’d dumped her mom when Summers was a freshman in high school. Then he missed various birthdays and other holidays because of ‘business,’ a flimsy excuse at best. 




Somehow, Summers had turned out okay. She was what was described as one tough cookie, her martial arts just being the tip of the iceberg. He wished that he had a kid just like her. Deep down, Jack knew he wasn’t ever going to have any more kids, and not just because of his relationship with Carter. He might as well enjoy the single pseudo one that he had. 




Jack became aware that Daniel had said something else that he’d missed. Raising his eyebrows quizzically, Daniel said, “Wow, Jack. I’m usually the one who’s drifting in a daze. What’s her name?”




Jack shook his head ruefully. “No one, Daniel.”




“Well…okay, if you say so. Look, I understand if you want to keep your relationship with Cadet Summers private. I know it would embarrass you if it got out. So, I won’t bother you anymore about—”




Jack interrupted. “There’s no relationship with Summers, Daniel. I resent your implication.”




Daniel looked taken aback. “Oh, you thought…No. No, I meant that it’s obvious you consider her one of your team. I didn’t mean you were involved. Good lord, Jack, I’ve come to know you well enough to know you wouldn’t let personal feelings get involved with your command.”




Mollified, Jack muttered, “Okay, then. Just watch what you’re saying. Rumors can be an ugly thing.” And worse, when they’re true. He was uncomfortably aware that he was pinning too many of his hopes on the fragile shoulders of one young woman. For God’s sake, was he really that pathetic, he wondered?




Daniel continued, “It’s just that Sam got to meet her and I haven’t. I am one of your best friends after all. And…”




Jack tuned out the rest. It was going to be a long forty minutes until they gated out.







Buffy lay asleep, enmeshed in a yet another dream.





Buffy watched the young dark-haired girl say something rude to the older man. At least it looked rude from the way he reacted. He apparently gave as good he got, Buffy thought, watching the girl stomp off. Wow, she was immature, but then she only looked thirteen or fourteen, making it allowed.




Without transition, she was watching the same girl from earlier make a huge mess of her opulently furnished room. She threw stuff around for quite a while as Buffy stood there wondering exactly what she was supposed to be learning. A moment later, something flew through where her head was.




Buffy wanted to throw something at her, but quickly found she couldn’t pick anything up. After a while, a black-uniformed maid came in and started to clean up the mess. A look of regret on her face, the girl appeared to say something apologetic and left.




Again they were somewhere else. This time, Buffy stood watching the dark-haired girl as she went through seemingly endless katas, while the older man supervised. There was something familiar about what they were doing. It was odd, but that last combination looked like something she should remember.






Buffy slowly opened her eyes. On the other side of the room, Connie snored softly. Buffy turned an eye ceiling-ward and griped, “Why can’t you just tell me what you want me to know? I was only joking about ripping out Whistler’s ribcage and wearing it as a hat.”







Buffy waited, freezing her butt off, for the colonel to arrive. Finally, after a few minutes, she saw his car. That’s what you get for getting here so early, she told herself sternly. Then she spoiled it by smiling at him as she got in.




“Well, Cadet, how have you been?”




“Good, sir. I hope you have been as well, sir?”




Colonel O’Neill grinned as he carefully pressed down on the gas. “Not bad, Cadet. Especially since I’ve been able to get some sleep without getting any calls about nefarious doings at the Academy.” 




Buffy knew she was blushing. He was deliberately making fun of her. Which should have pissed her off. Oddly, though, it didn’t, instead engendering a warm feeling in the pit of her stomach. “Sorry, sir.”




“Don’t be. At least I wasn’t bored. By the way, I have some news for you on that front.”




“News, sir?”




“About our friends Lloyd Merryman and John Sheridan. You’ll be happy to know that both are sitting in jail in Colorado Springs waiting to get to get out on bail. Seems that seven different women have come forward pressing charges of sexual assault. I’m not sure that all of them will stick, but certainly something should.”




Buffy felt slightly ill. “Yes, sir.”




The colonel raised his eyebrows. “I thought you would be happy about this, Cadet.”




“Yes, sir. It is just…I thought I would be happy, too, sir. I wanted to see that happen, after all. But now…”




Shrewdly, he finished, “Now you find that it wasn’t what you wanted after all.”




Buffy nodded. “That is exactly it, sir. I want them to be punished. I just hate that for them to be punished, I have to find out for sure what happened to those women.”




Colonel O’Neill nodded. “I wish I could tell you it will get easier. I won’t lie to you, though. It never gets easier finding out just how poorly human beings treat one another. Enough about that, Cadet. How close are we to your house?”




Buffy thought briefly. “Take the highway another six miles. Then take a left at that next stop light, then a right at the first stop sign. It is the second house on your left.”




“Easy enough.”




They sat in companionable silence for the remainder of the trip. Then they were pulling up in front of Buffy’s house. Buffy got out of the car and straightened her uniform jacket. Well, she thought, I hope Mom’s in a good mood.







Jack walked beside his smack up the walk of the house. It had been shoveled recently and wasn’t too slippery. The house was a relatively modest two story home. There were already Christmas lights up, blinking in a merry display of red, green, and blue. They nicely complimented the light spilling out from the large picture window centered in the front of the house. All in all, it felt warm and cheery. A home, rather than just a house.




From next to him, Summers produced a key which she used on the door. Walking in, she called, “Mom, it’s me. I’ve got company with me.”




She probably was trying to keep her mother from coming out in a mu mu or her nightgown, Jack thought in amusement. Then she appeared and Jack almost choked.




When he had first heard about Summers’ mother, he’d envisioned a matronly woman, perhaps a little short, like her daughter, with wide hips. She would be quite…chubby. Jack didn’t know why he saw her that way; he just did. The woman who stood in the hallway looking at them was almost exactly the opposite of what he’d imagined.




First off, she was tall, at least 5’ 8”. Instead of matronly, she was slender and willowy. Her hair was surprisingly long, and fell loosely around her shoulders. It was a medium brown in color with lighter highlights. Her eyes were a light brown that was almost amber. She was wearing a black, knee-length cocktail dress, that dipped just low enough to show the faintest hint of cleavage. Understated cosmetics emphasized an excellent bone structure. In short, she looked amazing.




She looked glad to see her daughter, but unsurprisingly, also a little puzzled. “Buffy! And…”




From next to him, Jack heard Summers say, “Yep, it’s me. Wow, Mom, you look great. What’s the occasion?” Of course, she forgot to introduce him, a fact that her mother seemed to take in stride, based on the amused look she gave them both.




The woman smiled and spoke, “I have a small function at with the local Chamber of Commerce tonight. Nothing too fancy. Actually, you almost missed me. I was just on my way out. What are you doing here, Buffy? And who’s that with you?”




Jack decided to jump in. “Colonel Jack O’Neill, ma’am. Cadet Summers and I were having dinner tonight to discuss the paper she wrote as well as her career. She had some news she wanted to share with you, so I agreed to stop by here first.”




Joyce looked puzzled. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Colonel O’Neill. I’m Joyce Summers, Buffy’s mother. So, Buffy, what’s this news that couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”




Jack watched as his smack started a couple of times, then stopped. Finally, she said, “Mom, I won’t be able to come home for Christmas break. I…” Her voice trailed off into silence.




Joyce nodded. “So you finally decided for sure to go to Miami with Connie?”




Buffy shook her head. “No, it’s not that. I’m confined to base, actually.” Jack listened as Summers explained to Joyce what had happened. He could feel the tension ratchet up as Joyce became more and more angry. Finally, with blazing eyes, she turned to him.




“How could you let this happen, Colonel O’Neill?” Her gaze was fierce as she said it, making her even more attractive.




Jack started to reply, but she continued without missing a beat, “How dare the Air Force punish my daughter for exposing its dirty laundry? This is the biggest travesty I’ve ever heard of. Give me one good reason I shouldn’t call my congressman and bring this up to him?”




“Because it wouldn’t be right, Mom.”




Both adults turned and looked at the girl who had just spoken. Jack watched as Summers met her mother’s eyes unflinchingly. A beat later, she continued speaking, “What I did was wrong. The Powers That Be had every right to punish me for it. Otherwise, they did what they could by keeping my name out of it. I didn’t have to testify. The colonel saw to that. Otherwise, the other cadets would probably make my life pure hell. I’m not complaining about what happened. A lot of the people who cheated or were involved with the scandal are gone. I just found out from Colonel O’Neill that Merryman and Sheridan are finally in jail. Everything turned out fine.”




Joyce shook her head. “Buffy, when I first found out that you were going into the Air Force, I had my doubts. But at least I thought you would be safe there. Now I find out there was a group that participated in sexual assaults of girls there. At least when you were sl…patrolling, I knew where you were and when you’d be home. Now I just—”




Summers moved up and hugged her mom. “I am safe. I’m better than safe. I’m learning so much. Even this was a lesson learned. I don’t regret learning them. Any of them. Try not to worry too much, ’kay?”




Joyce smiled and touched her daughter’s hair. “I make no promises, but I’ll try.” Turning back to Jack, she said, “I’m sorry for what I said, Colonel O’Neill. I—”




Jack waved a casual hand. “Please, call me Jack. I completely understand. She’s your daughter and you want to protect her. I promise I’m keeping an eye on her. I don’t know if I can keep her out of trouble; she seems to have a knack for it, but I’ll do my best, Mrs. Summers.”




Joyce smiled brightly at him. Wow, what a smile, Jack thought as he smiled right back. “All right, Jack. Please call me Joyce.” To Summers, “Sweetheart, I really need to go. I will be able to visit you tomorrow, won’t I?”




Summers nodded vigorously. “Yes, you can. I can still have visitors, I just lost Christmas break and spring break privileges. So no beachy action for Buffy.” Then she seemed to realize that Jack was standing right next to her and almost came to attention. Amused, Jack decided to tease her about it later.




Joyce sighed. “Well, that’s not necessarily a bad thing.” She ignored Summers’ outraged look. “I remember the things I got up to on spring break and they aren’t things that a nineteen-year-old girl should be doing.”




Jack thought Buffy was going to say something, but she managed to hold her tongue. Amused, he thought if he weren’t here, she would have probably whined a little. Which in the grand scheme of things, could be forgiven.




“Well, then, Joyce, we won’t take up any more of your time. I’m taking your daughter over to a pub called O’Malley’s for dinner. They make a mean steak and she certainly needs all the food she can get.” Smiling inward, Jack ignored the choked sound from next to him.




Joyce’s eyes gleamed. “O’Malley’s? Is that nearby, Jack?”




Jack smiled back. “Not far. Just off Berkman. You should try it sometime. It’s very low key.”




Summers jumped back into the conversation. “Okay, then, Mom, I’ll see you tomorrow. Have a good time at the party.” She was halfway to the door before Jack said his goodbyes and followed her. He held the door open for Joyce, then waited while she got into her Grand Cherokee and drove off with a wave. 




Getting into his car, Jack was aware of Summers’ silence. She didn’t speak the rest of the way to O’Malley’s. Finally, he decided to find out what was going on. “Spill, Cadet. What’s going on?”




Her face a study of contrasting emotions, Summers sat in her seat. Finally, she said, “Permission to speak freely, sir?”




Jack nodded impatiently. “Of course. Go ahead.”




“Were you just flirting with my mom, sir?”




Jack started to answer, then stopped, considering. Had he been flirting? Joyce was certainly an amazingly attractive woman. He’d definitely found her so. Thinking about it, he had to admit that he had flirted. Even better, she’d flirted back. “Yes, Cadet, I think I was.”




“That is all I wanted to know, sir.”




Jack, suddenly uncertain, asked, “Does that bother you, Summers?”




She shook her head. “No, sir. I thought it might, but it just does not. I only want the best for my mom. I do not mind that…the two of you enjoyed talking to each other.”




With that, she sat back with a faint smile. So she’d noticed Joyce flirt back. Considering what she’d just said, Jack realized that she had just given him her endorsement as well as permission. He kept his expression neutral, but inwardly he was smiling as he got out of the car and headed into the restaurant.







Buffy stared at Colonel O’Neill. He loved her paper? Seriously? And he’d shown it to one of the scientists that worked there and he liked it, too? Enough to ask the colonel about one of the source books. “Wow…err…sorry, sir. I mean that I am very glad you enjoyed the paper.”




Colonel O’Neill casually waved towards the bread. “Finish it off, Summers. I know you still have room for it in that bottomless pit you call a stomach.”




Buffy’s face burned as the truth of what he’d just said hit home. She could still eat a bit more, which was good because she still had desert coming. Basically, she had just duplicated the order from the first time she’d been there a month ago. It was just as good the second time. Including the bread, of which there was still half a loaf left, just begging to be buttered and devoured. 




While Buffy ate, Colonel O’Neill expanded on what he’d just said. “It was an excellent paper, Cadet. It was a little light on the military causes behind the fall of the Roman Empire, but then I think that’s what Dr. Jackson liked best about it. Let’s just say we tend to disagree about what the most important things in life are.”




Buffy swallowed the last of the bread and washed it down a deep sip of sweetened tea. Ahh, that hit the spot, she thought. Just in case the colonel expected a response, Buffy decided to speak. “I do appreciate it, sir.”




“Well, you won’t after you get your next assignment. Because now that I see what kind of work you can do, I’m not going to settle for anything less. Got that?”




Buffy knew her eyes were getting huge. “Yes, sir!” Shit, she thought, I’m going to have to top what I did this last time. That’s going to suck.




“If you continue to do this quality work, I’m going to see about getting you some bonus credit for it, possibly in your History and English classes.” Colonel O’Neill held up his hand. “Don’t thank me until after you’ve actually done all of the work. Speaking of which, before I get to your next assignment, I wanted to ask you for a favor. Dr. Jackson was hoping to be able to see one of the books from which your drew a reference. Pax Romana, I think it was? He has an interest in that sort of thing, which is why I showed him the paper to begin with. I told him I would ask if it would be possible.”




Buffy thought quickly. Was there anything in the book that could betray her? There was a brief mention of the Slayer, but it was disguised by flowery language that made it almost impossible to figure out. It was also the official reason that Giles had had it in his library. Buffy knew the unofficial reason was that he just loved old books. 




“Yes, sir, I can do that. However, sir, I do need to let you know something.”




Colonel O’Neill raised an eyebrow in inquiry. “And what’s that, Cadet?”




“It is written in Latin, sir.”




“That’s okay, I’m pretty sure Dan…Dr. Jackson reads Latin. Wait, you read Latin, Summers?” He stared at her as if she’d grown a second head. 




Buffy flushed at the amazement in his voice. “A little. I am not super-fluent or anything, sir. But I can get by. We needed something to do when we were waiting for those pesky gangs back in Sunnydale, sir.”




Colonel O’Neill nodded, still looking bemused by what Buffy had said. Finally, he spoke, “So when can I give Dr. Jackson the book?”




Buffy quickly thought about it, then casually mentioned. “It is at home right now, sir. I used it at Thanksgiving for research. The easiest way to get it would be to contact my mom directly. I can give you her phone number if you would like, sir.”




The colonel froze for a moment, then casually nodded in agreement. “That would be fine, Cadet. Now about that new assignment.”







Buffy smiled as she walked down the hall towards her room. She had just set up Mom up with Colonel O’Neill. Well, kinda, anyway. The ball was in his court. He had Joyce’s home and work numbers and a reason to call her. She wondered if she should give her mom a heads up tomorrow when she came to visit, but decided it would be better not to, just in case Colonel O’Neill didn’t call.




The other thing the colonel had done was to give her permission to use contractions in his presence. He’d basically said something about Mickey Mouse crap and to just talk like a normal person. Which was a relief. While not using them at the Zoo kinda made sense to Buffy, since it did teach you to think carefully about what you were saying and about clear communication, it didn’t make sense to do so everywhere else. 




Especially somewhere you were relaxing. Colonel O’Neill had also said that since she was stuck on base for the foreseeable future, he’d drag her out to his place at some point for a BBQ some Sunday. That way she would have at least some kind of normality. Buffy had smiled and thanked him. He really was a great guy. She wondered how she’d gotten lucky enough to have him pick her to sponsor?




Buffy had already learned a great deal about how to be an officer just by watching how the colonel dealt with the various things that had come up. From making sure she was okay himself, to not wasting even an hour when she’d finally told him about the Merryman situation, Colonel O’Neill had taught her that an officer went to bat for his people. You still roasted them over the coals a bit when they did something iffy, but you then defended them from everyone else. She just hoped she was worthy of all of his support.




Buffy got her key out and was just about to unlock her door, when she caught sight of a familiar face heading down the hallway towards her. She froze for a long moment, then started to turn the key, stopping as a large male arm blocked the doorway. Looking up, she met Gator’s dark, blue eyes.




“Cadet Summers.”




“Yes, sir!” Buffy stood to attention, difficult with him looming over her. She could smell the faint scent of aftershave and another smell that was just him, musky and male.




He looked at her carefully, then put his hand over hers and turned the key. Turning the knob, Gator opened her door, pulled her inside with him, then closed it behind them. He stood there staring down at her. Buffy wondered if there was something on her face, like maybe some butter or possibly some A-1 sauce, so intent was his stare. 




Neutrally, he asked, “How have you been, Cali?”




So that was how he wanted to play it. “Fine, sir!”




Gator winced, then visibly calmed himself. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you.”




Buffy was cool in her response. “Yes, sir?”




“Can the seven, Cali. I…” Gator stopped, and ran rough fingers through his short hair. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. I’ve been thinking about what happened last week.”




“Sir, I do not understand!”




“Goddammit, Cali, can that crap. Shit! This is not how I wanted to talk to you. I wanted to say I was sorry I ever doubted you. That I should have trusted you.”




Buffy was dumbfounded. Staring into his eyes, she asked softly, “So, you believe me?”




Gator nodded. “Yes, I do. I’m sorry it took so long for me to come talk to you. That’s partially because it took me a while to think things over. Also, partly because I was worried.”




Buffy started to enjoy herself. In an innocent voice, she asked, “Worried, sir?”




Gator gave her a sharp glance, then snorted. “Yes, dammit, worried. I was worried you wouldn’t accept my apology. That I’d burned my bridges with you.”




“I see, sir.”




“I see, Gator.”




Buffy smiled faintly. “I see, Gator.”




He smiled back. “So I thought I’d come by and talk to you. I know I shouldn’t. The last thing you need is to get involved with someone like me. But I like you, Cali. You’re special.” 




With that, he leaned in and kissed her. It was as good or better than any of his previous kisses, and Buffy could feel her toes curl. She put her arms around Gator’s neck, feeling the thick muscles there bunch as his hands slid around her waist. He stayed a complete gentleman, though and didn’t touch her any further, though his tongue plundered her mouth. 




After a few minutes of playing tonsil-hockey, Buffy wanted more and allowed her hands to move from around his neck to touch his butt. Deliberately, she squeezed his firm buttocks, feeling the shock race through him at her boldness.




He nearly growled as he literally picked her up around the waist and carried her over to her bunk. Laying her down, he covered her with his body, pressing her into the hard mattress. Buffy could feel how aroused he was as he ground his erection against her thigh. Breaking their kiss, he slid his mouth down the delicate line of her jaw. Nuzzling her there, his right hand made short shrift of the buttons of Buffy’s jacket. His big hand gently cupped the mound of her breast through her blouse and bra.




Buffy’s breath came in sharp pants as she arched into his hand. Her nipples were hard as rocks and she felt a dampness soaking into her panties as she became more and more aroused. Letting her own hands roam over Gator’s chest and back, they finally came to rest on his chest. She tentatively unbuttoned his shirt, then let her hands grip his undershirt, feeling the thick muscles beneath. 




At the same time she was opening his shirt, he’d returned the favor. Buffy was conscious of his hand on her breast again with just the thin material of her bra between it and her skin. Then as he pushed her bra up, there was just his skin and hers. Thick fingers skillfully teased her nipple, making her gasp. She pulled his face back to hers for a searing kiss, her tongue pushing out to meet his. 




He broke the kiss again, this time moving his mouth lower. He licked her neck, then continued down. Still fondling and squeezing her breast, he sucked hard on the underside of the soft mound. Moving his hand aside, he took her nipple into his mouth, pulling even harder. For a moment, there seemed to be a line connecting her breast to her groin as Buffy felt every pull of Gator’s mouth between her legs. Thinking about how his mouth would feel licking and sucking her there almost sent her over the edge. She started to grind her body against his hardness.




Then he pulled back from her, sitting up, his breathing ragged. Buffy sat up as well, tugging her bra back into place, while also pulling her blouse closed, and pushing her skirt, which was almost hiked up to her waist, down. She wondered how he was going to explain this.







Gator could hardly sit, he was so aroused. It was actually painful as his uniform slacks compressed him. You didn’t feel that way a few minutes ago when you were grinding yourself against Cali, he reminded himself, so don’t think about it now. Unfortunately, the admonishment only made him more aware of the girl who occupied the bed with him. 




He turned to stared at Cali. Her eyes were huge pools of green as she stared back. Her lips were swollen. She’d pulled her blouse mostly closed, but she was breathing as raggedy as he was and every deep breath made things move there. Very interesting things.




Stop it, he told himself. You’ve seen a woman’s tits before. But those hadn’t been Cali’s. Seeing her, touching her, had been arousing beyond belief. Her mouth tasted of chocolate, while the skin of her neck and breasts tasted clean and smelled faintly of vanilla. Even now, he wanted to go back and touch her breasts, taste her skin and peel the rest of her uniform off. 




Which would be a disaster if they were caught, especially with Cali already assigned punishment detail. Who knows how much more drill they’d assign her if that happened. She might even get kicked out. The last thing he wanted was to do that to her. 




After a moment, he managed, “Button up your blouse, Cali, or I won’t be responsible for what I do.” His voice came out harsher and more rasping that he had wanted and he wondered if he had offended her. Somehow he doubted it though, seeing the mysterious smile that graced her lips.




Great, he thought, he’d amused her again. But at least he knew one thing for sure now. Cali hadn’t slept with that fuckcrack Sher. She was one hell of a kisser, but otherwise, she was one of the most inexperienced girls he’d ever made out with. She made up for it by just how passionately she responded to him, though. 




Feeling her lithe little body writhing under him as he sucked on her hard nipples turned him on far more than if she’d been performing reciprocal acts upon him. The little moans and groans that had sounded as if they were being torn from her hadn’t hurt either. Dear God, Gator thought, Cali was one hell of a sexy girl. And he had to stop thinking about it or he be all over her again.




“So, was that what you wanted to talk about?” Cali’s tone was innocent, but Gator could hear the irony in her words. Coloring, he scowled at her. Unfortunately, it was hard to intimidate someone who had just had their tongue down your throat.




“I…I didn’t come here intending to do this. I’m sor…screw that. I’m not sorry for what we did, I enjoyed it. But I didn’t come here to make out with you, Cali. I actually came to apologize and to say we needed to be careful about what we did…” Gator trailed off, mesmerized by the gamine grin she wore. A grin that grew into a laugh.




“Okay, let me get this straight. Please excuse me if I’m a little slow, I am a smack after all. You came here to apologize and warn me that we needed to be careful, but ended up sucking on my…ah…getting to second base with me? Does that about sum it up?”




Gator could feel his face reddening at Cali’s ironic tone. Despite her tone, she was smiling though. It brought an answering smile to his lips. “Pretty much.”




She’d finished up putting everything back in place and doing up all her buttons. Only her swollen lips and mussed hair gave evidence that anything had happened. She jumped off of the bed. “So what now? Where do we go from here?”







Buffy stared at Gator as she asked her questions. “So what now? Where do we go from here?”




She’d gotten up because the last thing she wanted was to be sitting so close to him when he still looked so good. Eyes so dark they were almost black stared up at her. He sat on his elbows, which showed off his chiseled physique to good advantage. 




He was in amazing shape, something Buffy could attest to, having just touched most of his body, even though she’d done so through his clothes, not having the nerve to strip him as he’d done her. All she’d done was unbutton his uniform shirt. Even then she’d kept her hands outside his undershirt. She was just glad he’d called a stop to it because she wasn’t sure she would have, not at least short of actually having sex.




Rubbing a hand through his short hair, Gator finally answered, “I don’t know. I want to be with you. I want to date you. But you know the rules. Smacks aren’t allowed to date anyone but other smacks, so that means dating me is a no-no.”




Buffy frowned. Gator was right. She wasn’t allowed to date him. “So I guess we don’t date. We can be friends though.”




His eyes were dark with frustration. “After what happened, do you think I want to be friends with you, Cali?”




She shook her head. “Maybe not. But as you just said, we can’t date. It violates the regs and is the wrong thing to do. It’s the last thing either of us needs. We can always date after you graduate.”




He sighed heavily and gave her a long look. “Would either of us want to wait that long?”




Buffy hesitated, then finally said, “Look, Gator, the only suggestion I have is this: We give the friends thing a try. If nothing else, at least we’ll know if it’s worth trying to maintain a relationship after you’re done with the Zoo. The thing is, I liked you as a person long before I considered dating you. You’re one of the most interesting guys I’ve met since entering the Zoo. But if you don’t want to be friends…”




“I want to.” The extremely emphatic nature of Gator’s statement seemed to surprise even him. He smiled as if coming to a realization. “I want to be your friend, Cali. Hell, I feel the same way. I like you a lot. What you did to that damn jarhead back in October was one of the coolest things I’ve ever seen. But I noticed you before that. How patient you were with everyone in UC. How calm and centered you always were. How cute you looked in a gi. So let’s be friends.”




“Okay.” Buffy smiled, the frowned as something occurred to her. “I need to warn you though.”




“About what?”




Buffy sighed. “I don’t plan to be little miss play nice while I’m here. I patrolled my home town hunting gangs. Lots and lots of gangs. I won’t keep my head in the sand when I see problems. Especially with the damn culture here. I’ve heard too many stories since I’ve been here about women being raped and not to trust any upperclassmen. That’s fucking bullshit. If I catch someone doing something illegal, I’m going to bust their ass. If I don’t think I can do that through Admin, I’m going to do it myself. So, I might not be the most comfortable friend to have.”




Gator shook his head ruefully. “Damn, Cali. You’re pretty ambitious.” He appeared to think it over for all of five seconds. “Screw it. You’re exactly the kind of friend I want to have. I’ve always hated when those sick fucks, who someday are going to be officers, joke around about screwing some drunk smack. But it’s so hard to do anything about it.” He lowered his head, looking down.




Buffy touched his arm, getting him to look up. “You’re not alone, okay? I’m with you. And I know I can’t change the world. I just want to leave this a better place than I found it. The Powers are going to be making some changes. I’m not sure how many of them are going to work, but at least things are going in the right direction.”




Gator grinned. “I’m not so sure about that. Did you hear that you can’t even yell at the smacks as they’re getting off the bus next year? You have to be nice and polite to them.”




Buffy grinned back. “Like that bothered any of us. Hell, we were looking forward to it all during BCT. I guess the Powers are trying though.”




“Maybe. Tell you what, Cali. For our first friend’s thing, let’s get together tomorrow after Chapel and watch TV at Arnold Hall.”




Buffy smiled. “Okay, that sounds cool. I’ll bring the popcorn. What’s on?”




“Miami-Broncos game. It’s the last game of the season…I take it you don’t want to watch it?” He apparently saw her frown.




Buffy shrugged. “It’s cool. There’s just this really interesting figure skating competition going on. It’s a major qualifier for the Winter Games next year.”




“Tell you what. We’ll flip back and forth. How’s that sound?” His slow, lazy grin made Buffy want to jump him again. Bad Buffy.




Instead, Buffy put out her hand. “Gator, you’ve got yourself a deal.”







Buffy stared at the page in front of her. It was a week and a half since the night she’d agreed to be friends with Gator, not that she had done anything further on that front. Worse, she had barely slept the past two nights as she studied her ass off. All in the name of trying to keep her grades up. 




The same grades which still had a small chance of being all A’s, provided she aced her Chemistry and Calculus finals. Well, not aced exactly, but she had to make a 96 and a 94 respectively, to get A’s in both classes. Buffy had actually taken the time to figure out what she needed despite knowing she had a snowball’s chance in hell of getting it. These classes were hard!




Her other classes were a bit easier. As long as she got medium to high B’s in those finals, she would keep her A’s in all of them. Of course, it was one thing to know that, it was another to actually do it. Buffy thought that she’d managed to keep her A’s in those classes, but she hadn’t had time to actually go by and check her grades with her instructors on those finals.




Currently she was taking her Chem 141 final. It wasn’t that it was so hard as much as how long it was. How was anyone expected to solve forty problems in an hour and fifty minutes? That was less than three minutes a problem, which was not cool. Already she had two pieces of scratch paper completely covered in calculations. And she’d only answered fourteen questions!




If somehow she got through this one, she just had Math 141 left. Thank God she’d waited to take Physics until next semester. The general engineering class she’d taken instead hadn’t been that bad, despite Buffy never having had any real exposure to engineering. The small class size had let her ask a lot of questions, as well as get a lot of help from her professor. Connie had also filled in some gaps that had helped Buffy a lot.




Military Theory hadn’t even been hard. It was mostly just talking about what was expected of them as Air Force officers. It was funny, but when Lieutenant Colonel Richards had asked her a supposedly difficult ethics question about what she’d do as an Air Force officer, all Buffy could think of was how would Colonel O’Neill handle it? When she’d answered it that way, she gotten one of Richards’ rare smiles and a nod of approval. 




English hadn’t been bad at all. Relatively simple, and with the least homework of any of her classes. Well, outside of P.E., which oddly enough, also had homework. Go figure.




Computer Science had been the class that had most intimidated Buffy going in. Apparently, though, Willow had rubbed off on her more than she’d ever imagined. She had actually found it, while not easy, not that hard. You just needed to do the work and it wasn’t too bad. Buffy could now program a series of calculus equations in C++, which she would never have imagined doing before.




Buffy answered the question and moved onto the next. Now, what was the dielectric constant of water?







Buffy looked for Connie. Finals were over and she’d just gotten her grades. She wanted to catch Connie before she took off for Christmas break. But she was nowhere to be found. Buffy knew where she was getting a ride from, but didn’t see her out front of the Student Union. Finally, Buffy decided to check inside on the off chance Connie was using a phone. 




Bingo. Buffy watched Connie talk, one of her hands waving excitedly. She had a piece of paper clutched in that hand. Buffy didn’t need Slayer vision to know that Connie was holding her grades and was probably telling her dad all about them. Smiling, Buffy watched, knowing that in a little while, she’d be doing the same. After all, her mom had threatened to not cook her famous Christmas ham if Buffy didn’t share. 




After a few minutes, Connie wound down. Buffy caught her eye as she walked up. “Hey, Connie. Who were you talking to?”




Connie bubbled, “My dad. He’s so proud of me.”




Buffy smiled. “Let me see.” She took the piece of paper Connie handed her. She quickly perused it:
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 “That’s great, Connie! You kicked ass!”




“I know. I was so afraid I was going to get a C plus in Chem instead of that B minus. God, I studied so hard. It was completely worth it. How about you? Let me see your grades.”




Buffy held them out to Connie. Diffidently, she said, “I did okay.”
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Connie’s eyes bulged as she read Buffy’s grades. “Holy shit, Cali! You pulled a 4.0! You got an A in everything. That is sooo the shit, girl.” She held up her hand and Buffy gave her a high-five. The two girls grinned at one other.




Part of her smile was relief. She should have known that Connie wouldn’t be jealous because she’d done well in her classes. Connie was actually as excited as Willow had been all those months ago at Buffy’s SAT scores. she felt a faint sadness as she thought about Willow and how much she would have enjoyed college. 




Pushing dark memories aside, Buffy responded to Connie’s congratulations. “Thanks, Connie. I have to admit I nearly had a heart attack when I saw them. I was sitting on the cusp in Calculus and Chemistry. I needed nearly perfect scores on both finals. Mom is going to freak. In high school, the highest grades I ever got were all B’s on one report card.”




Connie shook her head. “Well, you’re not making B’s now. Still planning to write that report during break?”




Buffy grimaced. There were those dark memories again. “Unfortunately, yes. The Incas, how fascinating. They made mummies, you know.”




Connie laughed. “Cali, you know the strangest things. Well my ride’s here. I’ll see you soon, okay?”




Buffy hugged her, then grabbed one of Connie’s bags. She slung them into the trunk of the dark blue Mustang. Gator was driving. As Connie got in, Buffy walked around to the driver’s side. “Thanks again, Gator.”




He shrugged and gave her a sly sidelong glance. “What are friends for? Cali, you take care of yourself. Have a good break.” He held his right hand out the window to Buffy. She took it, squeezing it lightly, while looking him in the eye. After a moment, she released it and moved off. She gave their car a final wave as she watched them drive off. Well, she’d better call her mom about her grades. Buffy so wanted to hear her flip out.







As Cali’s figure receded behind them, Connie turned to Cadet Pierson. “Thank you for the ride, sir.”




He smiled distractedly at her. “No problem, cad…Connie. We don’t need to stand on ceremony. We’ve escaped from the confines of the Zoo at least for a couple of weeks. Call me Gator.”




“All right…Gator.” Connie thought about asking if she could flip on the radio, but decided he was being nice enough just giving her a ride. Catching a taxi would have cost $40 at least. Waiting for one of the shuttle buses would have made Connie miss her flight. Catching an earlier one would have required her to be up and packed at 0600 hours.




Sitting there, she wondered if she dared ask him about his relationship with her roommate. It was odd. One day they’d been going hot and heavy, the next they’d been super casual. Just friends. Like Connie had bought that. Still, any relationship beyond friends was against regs and while Cali might have flaunted it before getting Boarded, she was unlikely to do so now. 




“So, Connie, how was your first semester?”




“It was fine si…Gator. Sorry, I tend to now automatically sir everything male. My dad is going to be so happy.”




Gator waggled his eyebrows and grinned. “Mine certainly was.”




“Gator, can I ask you a question?”




He shrugged. “It depends. Personal or professional?”




“Personal.”




“Ask. If I don’t want to answer, I won’t.”




Better than she’d expected. Connie asked, “What’s up with you and Cali?”




He looked thoughtful for a moment. Finally, he said, “It’s complicated. And not something I want to talk about. Let’s just say we’re friends and leave it at that.”




Connie slowly nodded. She’d been right. “That’s cool. So you going to see any movies over break? Cause I’m thinking The Sixth Sense. I missed it when they had that showing at Arnold Hall back in October.”







Walsh looked at Colonel McNamara in dislike. “You’re sure about your facts, Colonel?”




He shrugged. “As certain as I can be under the circumstances. I don’t have any actual proof, however. Nothing that I can take to our superiors in the NID. That’s why I came to you.”




Walsh gave her own analysis of the situation. “So, we have one human-appearing girl, who not only passed her Air Force physical without any flags being raised, but who has been at the Academy for over five months now without an incident. A girl, who you are convinced is a demon of some kind. That about sum it up?” 




Walsh decided not to mention the Slayer to McNamara. She didn’t want to waste time on something she barely believed in despite recent evidence to the contrary. Besides, there was only supposed to be one of them at a time. 




McNamara looked offended. “There was an incident. What else do you call a hundred-pound girl beating a Marine more than twice her size? Dr. Walsh, I know you believe I’m overreacting about this, however I disagree. I think we should get her here and at least find out what’s going on with her.”




She nodded. Ultimately, she agreed with the Neanderthal officer. If the girl turned out to be what Walsh now thought she might be, she would be very interested in ‘finding out what’s going on with her.’ Crisply, she said, “All right, Colonel. How do you suggest we go about it?”




McNamara appeared thoughtful. “It can’t be immediate. She’s buttoned up at the Academy right now and will be until summer break. Then she gets three weeks leave before starting Third Class summer studies. She’s supposed to get three weeks seasoning at a base at the beginning of her Third Class Summer. I think we can move that up so that she goes straight from the Academy to her assigned base, which will be here. 




“I can cut orders to that effect, saying that’s the only time slot we have open and that she can take her summer leave after that. She’ll consider it a privilege. When she gets here, we won’t process her in. She’ll just disappear. As far as the Academy is concerned, she never made it out here. When she doesn’t show back up for the rest of her summer term, they’ll consider her AWOL. It’s not as if the Academy doesn’t have this sort of thing happen. They won’t devote all that much time or effort to looking for her.”




“And if she does turn out to be completely human?” Walsh already knew the right answer, but she wanted to see if Colonel McNamara had what it took to see this through to the end.




He gave her a cold, empty look. “Then we get to finally see the siring process all the way from the beginning through to its end.” 




She gave him a grim nod. “That sounds like a workable plan, Colonel. I’ll leave it in your capable hands.” Somehow, she doubted the girl was human. Even if she was, Walsh wasn’t sure she wanted to waste her time monitoring a dead-end process. Adam, she thought as a grim smile slid across her face, how would you like a sister?







Chapter Fifteen: Christmas Break



Buffy was beyond bored. It was Christmas Eve and absolutely nothing was going on. She’d had a great lunch at Mitchell Hall. They had laid on a full Christmas meal for those who were still here. Tomorrow, they would be closed down, to allow all of the civilian waiters and cooks to be home with their families. Luckily, she would be doing the same. 




The past few days had actually been busy. Buffy had volunteered to help with a food drive sponsored by the Zoo. That had meant manning a station in front of a Flagship Kroger store in Colorado Springs in full dress uniform asking for donations. Whether because of her uniform or because people felt sorry for her, she had cleaned up. She had even had several guys, many of them obviously still in high school, go through and donate several times, apparently just so they had a reason to talk to her. 




She hadn’t set a record, but she’d done much better than the year before. Unfortunately, Major Sherwood, the officer in charge, had managed to set up some publicity for the event. Publicity that Buffy had to deal with personally. She’d gotten her photograph taken for the local paper, the Colorado Springs Gazette, standing in front of three dozen 55-gallon drums all full of canned food. 




Buffy hadn’t thought that was exactly fair, since she’d only been responsible for part of that huge mass of food, but she was overruled by Major Sherwood. He seemed pleased to have someone as photographic as her be the face of the Academy. After the recent beating they had been taking in the local papers and on television, she couldn’t really blame him. 




Then the local TV station had arrived, KKTV News, looking for a quick human interest piece. Buffy frowned ruefully as she considered the woman who’d conducted the interview.





“I’m Michelle Terrago, here at our local Kroger’s to bring to you a wonderful Christmas story. Cadets at the Air Force Academy have been sponsoring a food drive to help the Care and Share Food Bank, which helps local families with Christmas.”




“Cadet Summers, how much in the way of donations have you garnered?”




“Well, ma’am, you can see behind me the three dozen or so 55-gallon drums we’ve collected. They’re all full of canned goods, every bit of which are heading to the Care and Share Food Bank. It should help some of our local families have a better Christmas, as well as adding to the emergency store the food bank keeps on hand.”




“Cadet, how did you get involved with this drive?”




“I learned about it from Major Sherwood, who stopped by my Military Science Class. I thought it was a good thing, so I volunteered.”




“Cadet, it’s wonderful that you’re working so near Christmas. Did you have plans for Christmas?”




“My mother lives here in Colorado Springs, so I am spending Christmas with her.”




“That’s wonderful. What does your mother do?”




“She owns Joyce’s Antique’s. That’s over on Hillcroft just after Seventh.”




“I think that’s enough for now, Cadet Summers, Miss Terrago.”




“Major Sherwood, Cadet Summers, can you comment on the massive investigation that is just finishing up at the Air Force Academy? I heard severa—”




“Sorry, no comment. Come along, Cadet Summers.”






Buffy had been happy she’d gotten the plug in for her mom’s store, especially when she spoke to her mom later on the phone. Joyce said that apparently a lot of people coming in the past few days had seen it, that being at least part of the reason they’d come in. Her mom had cleaned up.




She sighed. She might as well see if she could get another tour in today. It was still early after all. Getting up, she got dressed and headed off to see Lt. Colonel Mitchell.







Buffy ignored the cold as she did yet another circuit around the Terrazzo. It wasn’t snowing, but there was quite of bit of snow still on the ground. It was bitterly cold, however that was muted quite a bit by the steady marching with the rifle in her gloved hands. 




A tour consisted of marching in a square around the tour pad at the northwest corner of the Terrazzo, while wearing service dress, white gloves, and carrying a rifle. You had to get a uniform and rifle inspection at the start, which if you failed, you didn’t get credit for the tour that you had to still march. Buffy had passed easily enough, since she had more than enough time beforehand to make sure everything she was wearing was immaculate.




She’d actually been quite happy when they had let her exchange her drill punishment for marching tours. Drill punishment involved forcing her to drill twice a week with another squadron in addition to any drill her own squadron did. Worse, it could last any amount of time, based on the mood of the cadet sergeant in charge. Buffy’d had her own cadet sergeant keep them out in the cold for three hours straight, most of it at attention. Apparently, just because. Which sucked. 




At least the tours could be done on your own schedule, within reason. Buffy had to do two a week, and usually did both on Saturday after Saturday Morning Inspection, more commonly referred to as SAMI. They only lasted fifty minutes, after all, so weren’t any big deal. Once the weather heated up, she wasn’t so sure she would be so blasé. 




Buffy actually planned to adopt an old trick that Gator had showed her of wearing a cut off shirt under her Service Jacket to keep cool. If she ditched her bra too, she didn’t think she would have any problems staying cool. It wasn’t as if she was so chesty anyone would even notice. She wondered if Gator had any tricks for her shoes. You wore out the soles on a pair after roughly twenty-five tours, which could get expensive.




She finally got the signal from Lt. Colonel Mitchell that she was done. Sweet! That put her two ahead, so that when she came back the day after Christmas, she wouldn’t have to march any that week.







On Christmas morning, Buffy waited in the predawn darkness for Joyce. It was 0600 hours and sunrise was still an hour away. She didn’t care, though. She was looking forward to a home-cooked breakfast, followed by a huge Christmas Dinner of ham and myriad other goodies. Joyce had told her that there would be a special desert, so to bring her appetite. She had assured her mom that wouldn’t be a problem.




Buffy thought she saw headlights in the distance. Yep, there was her mom’s jeep. Grabbing her duffel, she prepared to head out. The only reason she was bringing the duffel bag so that she could hide the presents that she’d bought her mom. Well, also so that she could load up with any non-perishable left-overs, which should include all of the deserts and lots and lots of cookies. 




Not that her mom stinted her there at all and was bringing an average of fifty per week on Sundays when she visited. Also, Buffy planned to grab a few perishables as well. She could hang them in a bag outside her window, keeping them fresh. They would freeze, but that wouldn’t be a deterrent to chowing down on them. 




Joyce pulled up next to her. Buffy tossed her empty duffel in the back and got in. “Good morning, Mom.”







Joyce smiled at her daughter. “Good morning. How are you feeling? Plenty Christmasy?”




“Yep, Cadet Christmas-Buffy reporting to duty.” Buffy gave her mom crisp salute, causing Joyce to a laugh.




Joyce tried to study her daughter in the darkness of the car’s interior. No easy feat, and she was unable to come to any conclusions. Joyce just hoped she was happy. “So, looking forward to opening presents?”




Buffy squealed, “Oh, yes! I can’t wait. I do want to eat first. So I guess that’s waiting a little. I can wait a little.”




Joyce smiled, then frowned. “I just wish I’d known earlier about how much food you need—”




Buffy, sounding embarrassed, interrupted her, “Mom, you know I hate to talk about it.”




Joyce, genuinely curious, asked, “Why? Why does it bother you?”




“It’s like this. I went from eating one, maybe two meals a day, to needing to eat like a linebacker. Probably two linebackers. It’s embarrassing.”




“Do you feel embarrassed eating with Colonel O’Neill?” Joyce’s soft question was partly inspired by jealousy, and partly by interest. The man in question had called her the other day and arranged to pick up a book from her. One of those that Buffy had ‘inherited’ from Rupert. She had made arrangements for him to pick it up the day after Christmas. It was the earliest that their schedules had coincided.




“Actually…no, I don’t.” Buffy sounded surprised by her own answer. Joyce glanced over at her daughter again. She wore a pensive expression. She made a little humming noise, inviting more. After a moment, her daughter responded.




“The colonel just…he makes me eat. Okay, he doesn’t make me make me, but he ‘encourages’ me to eat. He says I’m too skinny. Plus he obviously wants me to be all right and…I don’t know. It’s complicated.”




Joyce smiled sadly. Her daughter was still a daddy’s girl at heart and probably always would be. First with Hank, then Rupert, and now Colonel O’Neill. Each had a unique position in Buffy’s heart. She just hoped that the colonel didn’t disappoint her daughter like Hank had done. 




Even Rupert, during the Cruciamentum, had nearly broken Buffy’s heart, first by not taking her to the ice show she wanted so desperately to go to, then again by drugging her. Rupert had redeemed himself later, but Joyce couldn’t help notice that they hadn’t been as close afterward. Maybe they would have regained their closeness if he had lived, she mused.




“That’s fine, sweetheart. I’ll just have to use the same argument.” Joyce grinned at the mock shocked sound that Buffy made. Turning into her driveway, she pulled up to the house and parked.







Buffy grinned with anticipation as she looked at the various presents beneath the tree. She’d just finished pigging out on waffles with real butter and real maple syrup. No fake maple served at the Summers’ house, no sirree! 




After eating nearly fifteen waffles, Buffy wondered how her mom had been able to afford to feed her for the past year and a half. Before that, of course, she’d mostly mooched off of Willow. After her mom had finally found out about her abilities and their requirements, she’d started to buy tons more food. Looking at all the presents Joyce had bought her, she was wondering the same thing.




“Mom, you shouldn’t have. That bike you got me was supposed to be an early Christmas pre—”




Joyce waved her hand in a shooing motion. “Don’t worry about it, Buffy. Besides, I had a really, really good year.”




Buffy smiled, happy for her mom. “That’s great! I know you were worried about opening a new place here in Colorado Springs, which isn’t the biggest town.”




“I was, but I shouldn’t have been. Business has been great. Plus I got the website up and running. And the referral service has worked great as well. It also didn’t hurt you mentioning me on the news. I’m actually going to shut down a few days after January 1st to go on a buying trip. I did get some people coming in and selling, but the majority, by far, were buyers.”




Buffy, remembering just how much stock Joyce had had in her shop as of Thanksgiving, stared at her in surprise. Joyce’s answering smile told her that she had had a very good year indeed. With a smile on her face, she settled down to opening presents.




“Oh my God!” Buffy exclaimed, staring into the package she held. It had been extra squishy, so she figured it was clothes. But not just any clothes. The package was full of bras and panties from Victoria’s Secret. “I love you, Mom!”




Joyce gave her a wry smile. “Try them all on later. I’m pretty sure I know your size, but I just want to make sure everything fits. And that you like them. I had gotten you a gift certificate, but after you told me you were confined to the base until at least May, I cashed it in.”




Buffy hugged her. “Thanks so much. I love them. It’s going to be great wearing something other than basic white underwear.”




Joyce gave her a hug back. “Now open the rest.”




The next hour passed in mostly silence, as Buffy opened presents galore. Now, she stood amidst her bounty. In addition to getting the bras and panties from Victoria’s Secret, she had also gotten an Olympus 2.1 megapixel digital camera, a printer for her dorm room, three pairs of running shoes, several pairs of running shorts from the ‘official’ Air Force store, and a pair of Concoran Boots in her size, five and a half. 




Getting up, Buffy hugged her mom again. Then she got out the presents she had gotten Joyce.




Her mom hadn’t wanted to open her gifts from Buffy until after Buffy had opened all of her gifts and Joyce had taken pictures. Now it was her turn at the helm of a camera. Joyce had gone ahead and charged the digital camera she’d bought her and it was ready to go. She got ready to take a picture as Joyce opened her first present. 




Joyce stopped, staring fixedly at what she held in her hands, as tears formed in her eyes. Worried, Buffy slowly lowered the camera. “Mom, don’t you like it?”




Joyce looked up at her, then gave Buffy a soppy smile. “I love it so much. Thank you, sweetheart.” With that, Joyce held up her gift to be photographed. It was a large picture frame filled with pictures of Buffy in her uniform, Buffy in her fatigues, Buffy in her gi, basically Buffy doing everything from her daily life, all the way back to BCT. There was a large manila envelop attached to the back. 




Buffy snapped the requisite couple of pictures, then went over and hugged Joyce. “I love this. I was just lamenting that I hardly had any pictures of you in your uniform. Now I have a lot.”




Buffy grinned. “Not just that, but the envelope back there has even more. Along with negatives. In case you get bored with these. Or want to play around with them.”




Joyce gave her another hug. “Thank you so much, sweetie.”




Joyce opened her next gift. It was a coffee mug that read: “Air Force Mom.” She grabbed her last gift. It was a pink Air Force hooded sweatshirt. Fingering the soft material, Joyce smiled. “I’ll wear it all the time, Buffy.”




“And drink out of your coffee mug, too.” 




“And drink out of my coffee mug, too.”




Joyce gave Buffy one final hug. “Well, let’s get everything cleaned up. Then you can help me with the ham.”




Buffy’s trepidation must have shown because Joyce laughed, “You just need to put it on the serving tray. I still remember the last time I tried to teach you to cook.”




“Mom!”







Buffy sat back, stuffed. She’d eaten at least three pounds of ridiculously delicious ham. Joyce had laid on a large meal, although not as large as at Thanksgiving. In addition to the ham, there was a large pan of roasted potatoes with thyme, an avocado, tomato, and mozzarella salad, a large pot of green beans, deliciously spicy black bean soup, yeast rolls, cranberry sauce made from real cranberries, and a rich brown gravy. 




“Ooohh, I’m so full,” Buffy moaned. 




Joyce laughed in amusement. “So no room for that special desert?”




Buffy’s eyes lit. “Maybe just a little room. I already saw all the pies, cakes, and cookies. What else did you make?”




Joyce merely smiled and disappeared into the kitchen. When she emerged, she was carrying a large covered tray. Setting it down, she pulled off the cover. “Ta da!”




It was an enormous peach cobbler, probably over two gallons. Buffy had smelled peaches when she’d walked in earlier, but had dismissed it after not finding any further evidence of their presence. “That looks so good.”




Joyce said, “Get yourself a helping. I have vanilla Häagen-Dazs to go with it.”




Buffy grabbed a clean plate and dug into the cobbler. The top was that perfect golden brown color, covered in caramelized sugar and butter. The best part, though, was inside. Joyce made her cobblers in a non-traditional manner. Instead of making them shallow, almost like a pie, she made them using an enormous bowl more than ten inches deep. She then layered the entire inside of the bowl with dough, then laid a layer of her peach pie interior, then another layer of dough, then another layer of pie stuff, until she completely filled the bowl. She hadn’t made one of these in almost two years. 




Buffy was glad she’d decided to do one today. She took a bite of the thick, syrupy cobbler, tasting the brown sugar, cinnamon, and butter. And of course, peaches. Then her mom was back with a half-gallon container of ice cream. Häagen-Dazs, her favorite. Also, vanilla, perfect for peach cobbler. She loaded up a huge helping of ice cream onto her plate as well. Carefully, she combined the two flavors. Yum! She was in heaven.







Joyce carefully drove back to her house. It was 10:30 PM. She’d just dropped Buffy off at the base. They’d had a great day, mostly talking about what was going on in the other’s lives. Buffy had caught her up on the entire scandal at the Academy. It hadn’t been something her daughter felt too comfortable talking about when she visited her there, so they had decided to wait to talk about it later. It had made her mad all over again, but at the same time proud that it had been Buffy that had busted it up. 




They had talked about other things as well. Slayer things. Buffy had already told her about her dream on Thanksgiving. Apparently she’d had more since. All starring roughly the same cast. Buffy had told her that it was possible she might need to go to Sunnydale at some point. Joyce had cringed at the very thought. Getting out of that town’s miasma had been the best thing so far about Buffy entering the Academy, even including her grades. 




She still couldn’t get over Buffy pulling a 4.0. That had been so wonderful! Joyce had always known her daughter was smart. When Buffy used to pull the dumb blonde routine, it had bothered her that she wasn’t living up to her full potential. Now she knew it had mostly been because Buffy’s time and attention were being consumed by being the Slayer. It just made her that much more happy that Buffy had done so well.




As she pulled into the driveway, Joyce thought about her day tomorrow. She was going into her shop, hoping to have another great day. Plus she was expecting Colo…Jack to pick up the book. 




Joyce had made another smaller cobbler just for him, along with a pint size container of Häagen-Dazs to go with it. She was going to give it to him tomorrow. She hoped he liked it.







With easy grace, Jack guided his car over the icy roads. He was headed for Joyce’s Antiques to pick up a book for Daniel. And maybe to talk some more with Joyce Summers. Smiling behind dark aviators, he thought about the woman whose daughter he was currently sponsoring. Joyce was lovely, intelligent, and kind. All qualities that should make sure she steered clear of one Jack O’Neill. Still, he was glad she wasn’t.




Wake up, Jack, he told himself. It’s just picking up a book. There’s nothing more to it. Yet he’d deliberately decided to show up near 1700 hours on the off chance Joyce might be interested in getting dinner. With him. He quickly inventoried his outfit to make sure it was up to snuff for a dinner at O’Malley’s: Dockers, boots, white undershirt, checkered flannel shirt, and his leather bomber jacket. He figured he would pass inspection, plus, he was comfortable.




Pulling up near her shop, he quickly found a parking spot. Getting out, he strolled towards her shop. Opening the door to the sound of a tinkle, Jack walked on in. He didn’t see Joyce anywhere. There were quite a few interesting items items inside, although it was more Daniel’s scene than his. He walked over to the counter where he spotted a coffee mug that made him grin. It said “Air Force Mom” on it. 




Jack shouted, “Hello? Anybody here?”




Joyce came out of the back, hopping on one foot as she slipped on one of her shoes. Her cheeks were flushed and she looked slightly embarrassed. “Hi, Jack. Sorry, I was just sitting down and massaging my feet. Today has been murder.”




“Busy?” Jack asked sympathetically.




Joyce nodded ruefully. “That and then some. Half of the people wanted to exchange their gifts and the other half wanted to buy more. Overall, it was one of the best days since I’ve been open, I think. I’ll know for sure after I close out.”




Jack casually leaned against the counter. “I like your taste in coffee mugs.” 




Joyce glanced at the counter top and smiled. “It was a present from Buffy.” 




Jack grinned. “I figured that. So, have you eaten?”




Joyce looked surprised, then pleased. “Well…no, I haven’t. I was too busy to catch lunch, and I just didn’t think to eat breakfast.” 




Jack smiled. “How about this? I take you down to O’Malley’s and buy you dinner. Then you can finish up here afterward?”




“You’ve got a deal, Jack.” With that Joyce bustled around, locking up. Then the two of them headed out.







Jack grinned at Joyce before taking another sip of his Beck’s. “So what did you do?”




“I gave her the ‘You need to be more responsible speech.’ Actually, I’m glad she didn’t pick up the dress. Shortly after that, I got rid of it. It wasn’t too flattering. I don’t mind looking my age, but who wants to look ten years older?”




“You couldn’t look that even if you were dressed in rags.” Jack gave her a flirtatious smile. The look she gave him back was one of mock affront, which she spoiled by giggling. The woman giggled and he even found that attractive.




“Still, it’s been a challenge raising a daughter alone.”




“Especially one with as much energy as Summers.”




“You have no idea.”




“I wondered why your daughter never went out for any kind of sports in school, Joyce. She’s amazingly athletic.”




Joyce grimaced. “Buffy was a cheerleader at Hemery High. Also Fiesta Princess, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. Pretty much everything you would expect from the most popular girl in school. But when we moved to Sunnydale…I don’t know. She changed. She befriended some kids who were social outcasts. Great kids, mind you, but unpopular. She did try out for the cheerleading squad there and even made it. Then something happened between her and one of the popular girls and Buffy got kicked off it.”




“And she got involved in the Take Back the Night program.” Jack finished. He would never have figured Summers for a cheerleader. She had that absolute physical confidence of a top athlete. He didn’t exactly consider cheering to be a sport, although he knew some who would disagree.




“Exactly. That killed her remaining social life, while putting quite a strain on her grades. Thank God for Rupert Giles.”




“Who was that?” Jack asked, wondering where he had heard the name before. It sounded vaguely familiar.




“Rupert was Buffy’s high school librarian and a mentor to her and her friends. He was a wonderful man, very educated. He had all of the belief in the world in Buffy. He’s also the one who got her involved in s…Take Back the Night. He was deeply involved himself. Buffy’s friends, most of whom had neglectful parents, were looking for something to believe in. That’s why they became involved.” Joyce’s expression was faintly sad as she talked about Buffy’s former classmates. It must still hurt, Jack surmised, based upon her expression, losing those kids the way they had. It was yet another thing he could relate to.




“They sound like great kids.”




“They were the best. I loved them all. It really hurt when they…”




Jack covered Joyce’s hand where it lay on the table in front of him. He gently squeezed it. She looked at him with gratitude at his attempt to comfort her. 




“Anyway, I’m just glad for Buffy. I couldn’t be more proud of her pulling a 4.0. this sem—”




Jack started. “Wait. Summers pulled a 4.0? Seriously? Why didn’t I know about this?”




Joyce gave him an arch look. “I know she emailed you, Jack. Don’t you check your account?”




Chagrined, Jack frowned, then shook his head. “Not often enough. I’ll need to make a point of checking it a lot more frequently. You ready to leave?”




Joyce sighed. “I need to get back to it. And you need to get that book.”







“Joyce, really, you shouldn’t have,” Jack repeated as he took another bite of the delicious cobbler liberally covered with ice cream.




Joyce smiled at Jack. He really was a good looking man, she thought. Standing there, wearing Dockers and a leather jacket over a flannel shirt, he was a treat for her eyes. His shock of salt-n-pepper hair made him look quite distinguished. He had plenty of laugh lines around his eyes from smiling, which was even more attractive. Best of all, he had a great butt, she thought, having taken the time to study it in depth as he leaned over the counter and ate his cobbler. 




“It wasn’t any problem. I had lots leftover after making a giant one of these for Buffy.”




“She’s a very lucky young woman.”




Joyce nodded. “I agree.” Jack looked momentarily puzzled, then continued eating. Joyce wasn’t going to tell him that she had meant that Buffy was lucky to have a man like Jack take an interest in her. He’d probably figure it out eventually. He was an intelligent man under his humor.







“Heya, Cali.” 




Buffy looked up from where she was doing the finishing touches on her report, The Fall of the Incan Empire: How the Spanish Were Able to Divide and Conquer. Connie stood in the door, looking sleek and fit. Jumping up, Buffy squealed, “Connie! You’re back.”




“Damn skippy! It’s good to be back, too. I missed you. And the Zoo.”




“Pull the other one.” Buffy eyed Connie skeptically, then spoiled it by laughing. The two girls smiled and hugged one another. “So, what did you do? Did you spend the entire time in Miami? Were there boys? How was the ocean? Was it warm?”




“Lots. Yep. Definitely. Very swimmable. Yep.” Connie rattled off answers to all of Buffy’s questions with a big smile.




Buffy sighed and sat down. Pouting, she complained, “You’re so lucky. I was here the entire time. And it was cold. Freezing.” Dramatically, she shivered to illustrate her point. 




Callously, Connie said, “Too bad.” Ignoring Buffy’s sputtering, she sat down. “So what did you get for Christmas?”




Buffy’s eyes gleamed. “Victoria’s Secret.” Proudly, she pushed out her chest, which was a bit more emphasized by what she now wore underneath her tank top.




Now it was Connie’s turn to pout. “Daaamnn, girl. That’s sweet. How many?”




“Ten bras and twenty pairs of panties.” 




Connie’s eyes bugged out. “Jesus. Your mom must love you. That’s pricey.”




Buffy laughed. “She told me that she had a very good year at her shop.”




“What else did you get?”




Buffy picked up her camera from her desk and took Connie’s picture. She looked surprised in the little LCD screen. “One digital camera.” Buffy then turned and cleared some junk off of her desk. “One laser printer. No more sharing the squadron printer.”




Connie whistled. “Sweet!”




“Let’s see, what else? Mom got me three pairs of Nikes, five pairs of running shorts, and a pair of Concoran Boots.”




Connie looked stunned. “The ones with that you only need to shine like every three months and even then it only takes twenty minutes?”




Buffy nodded solemnly. “Those very ones.”




Connie sighed. “You’re so lucky, Cali.”




Buffy looked at her friend. “Didn’t you get some good loot, too?”




“Not bad, but nothing like that. However, I did get this.” Connie pulled out a case from which she produced a guitar. “Sweet, huh?”




Buffy stared. “Wow, I didn’t know you played.”




Connie laughed. “I’m not great, but I do all right. It’s something to do when you have time on your hands…”




Both girls finished together: “A whole five minutes a day!”




Buffy laughed and urged Connie to play. Watching her friend strum her guitar, she decided that it was a very good day, even if classes did start tomorrow.







Jack sat down and leaned back in his seat. He had finally tackled his backlog of emails, finding the email from Summers in there amongst the chaff. That almost encouraged him to start on his backlog of reports. Almost. He was just contemplating heading over to bug Carter when the door to his office flew open.




“Jack! This is amazing!” Daniel stood in the doorway, reverently clutching the book that he had retrieved for him the other day. From looking at him, Jack decided that he hadn’t slept since receiving the book more than seventy-two hours ago. Surely an impossibility.




Then again, Jack thought, after getting a whiff of him, maybe not. Behind Daniel, he saw Carter standing patiently and carefully breathing through her mouth. Apparently he hadn’t been the only person pulled away from their work by Daniel. He ignored the stray thought telling him that he hadn’t planned to do anymore work that day anyway.




“Hey, Carter. What’s amazing, Daniel?” Jack asked impatiently.




“This book. Pax Romana. Did you know it’s a thirteenth century copy of the work? It’s the oldest extant copy I’ve ever heard of. I was expecting, at best, a nineteenth century Victorian knock off. If you know what I mean. Not this.”




Jack frowned. “So it’s old, big deal.” 




From behind Daniel, Carter cleared her throat. As the two men looked at her, she pointed out, “That means, sir, that the book is about eight hundred years old.




Jacked nodded. That was pretty old. Still…“So what?”




Daniel shook his head. “Don’t you get it, Jack? It’s in Latin! Classical Latin! How does a eighteen-year-old girl get her hands on a book like this? It’s priceless. How does she read Classical Latin? I read it, but only because I had to learn it in order to do archaeological work on sites from that era.”




Jack was getting a bad feeling. “How should I know? It’s Summers’ book. Ask her.”




Daniel looked feverish. “That’s exactly what I intend to do. When did you say you were meeting Cadet Summers again?”




Jack groaned. Carter was giving him a sympathetic look, but he could tell she agreed with Daniel. She wanted to know. “None of your business.”




“Jack! Sam got to meet her! Why can’t I?”




“Because.” Jack knew he sounded childish, but he didn’t care. He didn’t want to drag Summers around for the appraisal and approval of his team. 




“Sir, if I may make a suggestion?” Carter asked, her voice calm.




Jack eyed her with intense dislike. “I don’t want to hear it, Carter. So just keep your oh so reasonable suggestions to yourself.”




“Like I did in General Kerrigan’s office?” Carter innocently met Jack’s eyes.




Damn! Hoisted on his own petard. Jack grunted out, “Fine, make your suggestion.”




“Why don’t you have her over the week after next on Sunday. We can have a cook out and everyone can meet her. I know Teal’c's very curious about her as well.”




“Teal’c is?” He was? Jack contemplated Carter’s suggestion. As always, it was exactly what he should do. There was a reason he kept her around, after all. Sighing, he acquiesced. “Fine. That’s fine. I’ll do it. Now, take Daniel home and don’t let him back onto the base until tomorrow.” 




He ignored Daniel’s jubilant, “Yes!”




Carter looked unhappy. “Actually, sir, I was working on—”




Jack gave her a fierce stare. “I don’t care. Do it. That’s an order.”




With a final unhappy look, Carter grabbed Daniel and led him out of Jack’s office. Moodily, Jack watched her go and thought about what he was going to tell Summers. He guessed that BBQ is going to come a few weeks early. Hopefully, she wouldn’t mind too much.







Buffy focused on being absolutely still as she stood at attention while her room was checked. It was SAMI time again. Thank God the room was immaculate. The last thing she wanted was to get in trouble and not be able to go to Colonel O’Neill’s BBQ tomorrow. The two of them weren’t meeting tonight for dinner. Instead, they were meeting tomorrow for a BBQ, one in which she would meet some of the colonel’s friends as well. She considered the telephone conversation they’d shared.





“Cadet Summers, we won’t be having dinner tomorrow night after all. Instead, we’ll meet on Sunday at my house. I’m having a BBQ. Don’t worry, there’ll be plenty of food.”




Buffy could hear his smile even over the phone. “Yes, sir.”




“I’m sending Major Carter to pick you up. She volunteered since I am going to be busy grilling.”




“No problem, sir. What time should I be ready?”




“Be waiting for Carter at 1000 hours at our usual spot.”




“Sir, will there be any one else there?”




“Definitely. You’ll get to meet a few of my friends, Summers. Don’t worry. It’s going to be fun. Oh, and don’t wear your uniform. Wear some Air Force sweats. Be comfortable. Got it?”




“Yes, sir!”






“Cadet Summers! Cadet Perez! Your room is acceptable. Wait here at attention for the next inspection team.”




“Yes, sir!”




“Yes, sir!”




Great, Buffy thought, she had at least one more inspection. She tried to remember if there was any scuttlebutt about a visiting dignitary that needed to be shown around, including inspecting cadet rooms. She couldn’t remember any. So it sounded like there were just extra inspections today. Well, them’s the breaks, she decided.







Sam pulled into the lot by the Visitor’s Center. She spotted Cadet Summers standing near the steps up from the sidewalk. Even in her sweats and jacket, she must be freezing. Sam quickly pulled around and the girl jumped in.




“Thank you for the ride, ma’am.”




“You’re welcome, Cadet.” Sam smiled at the girl. “Your first name is Buffy, isn’t it?”




“Yes, ma’am.”




Curious, Sam asked, “Is that short for Elizabeth?” It seemed an odd diminutive, but she had heard something similar once before.




Buffy blushed. “No, ma’am. My parents named me Buffy as my official name. They are from California, ma’am.”




“Thus the nickname?”




Buffy smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”




“Do you mind if I call you Cali?”




“That would be fine, ma’am.”




Sam smiled. She still liked the girl. She had a great deal of poise for a young woman her age. There was the faintest shadow in her eyes, but that didn’t surprise Sam. Anyone who had witnessed something as horrific as all of her classmates being blown to pieces would show some vestiges of it. Or be a sociopath, something which Cali clearly wasn’t.




“Ma’am, may I ask a question?”




“Go ahead.”




“Who else is going to be at the BBQ, ma’am, besides the colonel, yourself, and me?”




Sam spoke in a reassuring tone of voice, “Just two other people. Dr. Daniel Jackson and Murray Simmonds.”




“Thank you, ma’am.”




Sam continued making small talk with the girl. By the end of the ride, she knew Cali’s favorite color, pink. The pig’s name was Mr. Gordo. Cali’s mother’s name was Joyce. She was looking forward to taking both Jump school and Glide school this summer, but only if Colonel O’Neill couldn’t get her into the Airborne School in Fort Benning, Georgia. If that happened, it would be Airborne School and SERE training.




Sam was more than a little astonished by the second to the last one. She hadn’t even suspected that Jack was working on pulling strings for Cali. 




They soon pulled up to Jack’s house. Both of them quickly got out and moved towards the house. Sam opened the door and ushered Cali inside.







Buffy stepped into Colonel O’Neill’s house. The inside was surprisingly homey, all wood and warm colors. She liked it immediately, thinking that it felt an awful lot like the man himself. She hadn’t made it ten feet inside, when the colonel appeared, wearing a pair of khakis and a warm flannel shirt. “Welcome, ladies. Come into my humble abode.” He passed Major Carter a beer. “What are you drinking, Summers?”




“Ice tea would be fine, sir. If you have it, that is.”




“Come into the kitchen and I’ll pour you a tall one.” 




He was as good as his word, filling a glass so large it could have doubled for a pitcher. Buffy could barely hold it with one hand, it was so large. She took a deep swallow of the sweetened concoction, liberally flavored with lemon. “Thank you, sir. That’s excellent.”




“Now you get to meet the other guests.” With that, the colonel ushered her into the another room, that obviously doubled as a game room. A large pool table dominated the room and two men were playing. One looked like a younger, cuter version of Giles, even to the wire rimmed glasses. His eyes shown with good humor and intelligence. The other was a huge black man who looked like he could shrug off an anti-tank round. Oddly, he was wearing a large Stetson hat, pushed low on his head.




“Daniel Jackson, you are indeed skilled. You have defeated me this day.” 




Jack interjected, “Hey kids, our other guests are here. Daniel, Murray, this is Cadet Buffy Summers. You can call her Cali for short.” 




Murray stepped forward and bowed. “I am honored to meet you, Buffy Summers. O’Neill has told me of your battle prowess. Defeating so large an opponent was truly worthy.”




Buffy stifled an urge to curtsy. Murray made her feel odd. “Umm, thanks, umm, Murray.”




Daniel smiled and held out his hand for a shake. Then he said, “It’s nice to meet you, Cali. I admit, I’ve been dying to meet you ever since Jack gave me your paper to read. Thank you so much for allowing me to read the book you used. Pax Romana is a fascinating work.”




“You’re welcome, sir.”




He smiled. “You can call me Daniel, Cali. I’m not an officer.” 




“Yes, si…Daniel.”




Buffy took another deep drink of ice tea as she considered the man in front of her. He seemed an odd fit for an Air Force consultant.




“So how long have you been reading Classical Latin, Cali?”




Buffy almost spit out her ice tea at Daniel’s question. Swallowing quickly, she gave her answer careful thought. “I’m not that great at it, sir, but with the dictionary I have, it wasn’t that bad.”




“Still, it’s quite an accomplishment. Who was your teacher?”




“Our school librarian, Mr. Giles, taught us to read some Classical Latin, as well as a little Sumerian and some Ancient Greek.” Buffy could tell that her simple statement had caused quite a reaction with the others in the room. Well at least with Daniel and Major Carter. Murray was so impassive it made it hard to figure out what he was thinking. Colonel O’Neill just looked bored.




“Danny-boy, this wasn’t why I brought Summers here. No more grilling unless it’s a pork sausage, got it?”




“I’m just trying to find out more about her, Jack. Do you mind my questions, Cali?”




“No, sir.”




“Bah. Come with me, Summers. We’ll leave the eggheads here. Murray, you hungry?”




“Indeed, O’Neill.”




Together they walked back into the kitchen. Jack started dragging amazingly fragrant food out of the oven that he had obviously grilled earlier. Then he pulled a huge bowl of potato salad out of the refrigerator. Finally, he pulled out a huge platter of hot rolls out of the warming pan at the bottom of the oven. 







Jack grinned at the expression on Summers’ face as she smelled everything he’d cooked. Or grilled rather. He never cooked. She nearly moaned, then looked embarrassed. “It’s okay to salivate, Summers, so long as you don’t drool. That wouldn’t be considered polite.”




“Yes, sir.” 




Jack grabbed a plate and started loading it, starting with a huge mound of potato salad. Then he put on a quarter of a grilled chicken and three large sausage links. Looking at it thoughtfully, he added six rolls. Then he doused the entire thing with BBQ sauce. There, that was about right. 




“Good God, Jack, are you going to eat all that?” Daniel had followed them into the kitchen and was looking surprised at what Jack had loaded up.




Jack shook his head. “Nope, she is.” He handed the plate to a surprised Summers.




“Thank you, sir.”




“Don’t thank me, Summers. Eat it. You’re still too skinny.” Jack grinned at her flustered expression. “Take it over to the dining room, Summers. Through those doors. Don’t forget your tea.”




“Yes, sir. I won’t, sir.” With a grin, she disappeared into the dining room. 




Jack grabbed another plate and loaded it up for himself, taking about half of what he’d loaded up Summers with. “Load up, everybody, before Summers and I eat it all.”




Everyone else grabbed a plate and started putting food on. Jack headed into the dining room. Summers was already seated and had eaten two of the sausages he’d piled her plate with.




“How is everything?”




She visibly swallowed what she had. In a chipper tone, she stated, “Excellent, sir.”




“Good.” They ate companionably in silence. After a couple of minutes, Sam and the others filed in. Teal’c carried two plates, both loaded as full as Summers’. Jack saw her glance at Teal’c, then do a double-take, obviously surprised at his appetite. He almost smiled at that. Like she wasn’t going back at least once and possibly twice for more.







Daniel itched to talk to Cali, but one glance at Jack dissuaded him. He had a look on his face that said, ‘don’t push it.’ Instead, he focused on making small talk. He also watched Cali eat. She seemed determined to match Teal’c bite for bite. Neither spoke much and both cleared their first plate about the same time. Except Cali had to get up to get seconds. With a quick “Excuse me, sir,” she got up and carried her plate back into the kitchen. 




She was gone nearly five minutes and when she came back, she had her plate piled with four sausages, two chicken breasts, and another large helping of potato salad. She’d also refilled her glass of tea. 




Teal’c finished his second plate about the same time that Cali finished hers. Daniel felt like scratching his head. He couldn’t swear but he thought that Cali had actually eaten more than than Teal’c. Then they both surprised him by heading into the kitchen for more.







Teal’c walked in ahead of the Tau’ri female. He selected additional meats, then more of the ‘spicy potato salad’ that O’Neill had made. It was excellent. The amount he now had should fill him completely. 




He commented as he watch Buffy Summers fill her plate a third time, “For someone so small, you have a tremendous appetite, Buffy Summers.”




“Thanks, I think?”




Teal’c had watched her carefully. He had already seen what O’Neill meant when he had told him about just how skilled a warrior she was. Buffy Summers moved so lightly it was as if her feet barely even touched the ground. It was quite impressive. He wished he could see her in battle or perhaps spar with her himself. He would be careful not to injure her if O’Neill allowed them to spar. 




Buffy Summers had finished filling her plate with a serving far larger than his own. Then she did something surprising. She seemed to feel the weight of his gaze. She turned her head and for just a moment, Teal’c met her return gaze. There was something supremely dangerous in the eyes he stared into. 




Teal’c decided that he had never before met so fierce a gaze, not even with Master Bra’tac. Then her eyelids dropped, veiling her gaze, and she headed back into the other room. Thoughtfully, he considered everything that O’Neill had told him about one Buffy Summers.







Shit! Shit! Shit! Buffy silently cursed as she headed back into the dining room. She’d just given herself away. In a major way, no less. Damn Murray or whatever his name was. He’d freaked her out and she’d lost it.




Buffy had been minding her business filling her plate when she gotten an odd feeling. Looking up, she’d met Murray’s eyes. There was a familiar look in them, one that she had seen in the eyes of far too many demons since she’d become the Slayer. It was a look of challenge, one that asked a simple question, “Can I take you?”




Without thinking, Buffy had responded to the challenge the same way she’d responded to so many before, with a gaze that allowed the Slayer to peek out. He’d only gotten a glimpse of her darkness, but she’d seen Murray’s gaze sharpen. He hadn’t been the least bit intimidated, which surprised her. Then again, he was one of the largest…men that she had ever seen. Assuming he actually was human. There was something off about him. He made her uneasy, now more than ever.




She quickly sat down and started in on her plate, ignoring Murray when he sat down a moment later. She wasn’t going to let her conflicted feelings interfere with the best BBQ she’d ever eaten. Buffy listened to the easy chatter going on around her as she ate. She decided not to go back for any more since she was quite full. Earlier, when she’d gone back for her second plate, she had stayed in the kitchen for a few minutes and eaten five sausage links on the spot. They were just so darn spicy and good!




“Summers, you have any room for desert?” 




Buffy quickly looked up as Colonel O’Neill spoke to her. “Yes, sir!”




He smirked. “I thought so. I’ll be right back.” 




Buffy decided that she didn’t like the way that Daniel was eyeing her after Colonel O’Neill left. he smiled and asked, “So, Buffy, how did you get your hands on an eight-hundred-year old book?”




Buffy smiled and told the truth. “It belonged to our school librarian, Mr. Giles. He loved old books, the older the better. He wanted me to have some of his collection. I have that one and a few more.”




Daniel looked avaricious. “Do you think that I could get a chance to read those, as well?”




“Sir, I…”




Colonel O’Neill showed up at that moment carrying a large cake with nineteen candles. “What did I say, Daniel? No bugging my smack. Now let her blow out her candles.” 




Buffy stared at him in shock. The colonel smiled. “What can I say? Joyce mentioned your birthday is on Wednesday, so I figured we might as well have an impromptu party. Just don’t expect me to sing.” He paused a moment, then frowned. “What are you waiting for? Blow them out, Summers.”




Obediently, Buffy blew out the candles, getting them all. The colonel disappeared for a second, but almost immediately was back. With ice cream and a knife. A moment later, Colonel O’Neill set a bowl of ice cream in front of everyone. The largest went in front of Buffy. She stared into the bowl, then back up at Colonel O’Neill. “Sir, is this…”




“Mint Chocolate Chip. Joyce told me it’s your favorite. No biggie, Summers. I like it, too. Dig in, while I cut the cake.”




“Yes, sir!” Buffy didn’t need to be told twice. She finished the bowl in record time, then started on the huge slice of cake that the colonel set in front of her. It was chocolate with cream cheese icing. And utterly delicious. 




After she was finished, Buffy took a quick look around. Everyone was still eating, even Murray. With a quick “’scuse me,” she headed back into the kitchen. Listening to make sure no one was behind her, Buffy walked over and quickly devoured three more sausages in record time. Oooohh, that’s good, she thought. She was beyond completely full. She rinsed her bowl and plate and placed them in the empty dishwasher. 




Seeing the mess around her, Buffy started cleaning up. She’d just gotten the counter cleared and all of the food put away into the refrigerator, when Colonel O’Neill walked in. 




“Good God, Summers. Stop before you make me feel guilty. You’re the birthday girl here. Birthday girls sit on their butts and relax. They don’t do the dishes.”




“Sir, my mother—”




“Summers, I’m sure Joyce is a wonderful woman, but listen to me on this. Now march back into the dining room. I want to see that new report of yours.”




“Yes, sir.” Buffy quickly washed her hands and hurried back into the dining room. She got her paper out of her backpack and started to hand it to the colonel. 




He shook his head and said, “Why don’t you read the abstract to us, Summers? That’ll give you a chance to work on your public speaking skills.”




What! Buffy stared at him for a moment, knowing she wore a deer-in-the-headlights look on her face. Quickly composing herself, she carefully opened her paper to the appropriate spot and began to read aloud.







Chapter Sixteen: Buffy vs Carter



Buffy finished with, “Túpac Amaru’s death ended the Incan empire in 1572. Following that, the Incas ceased to be a civilization, instead devolving into loose collections of people, whose ethnic traditions can still be seen today in the Quechuas and Aymara people of modern Peru.”




The colonel applauded. “Excellent job, Summers. I’ll let you know what I think of the rest of your report next time we meet.”




Buffy nodded, thankful that she didn’t have to do any more public speaking. After a shaky start, it had gone surprisingly well, especially in front of people she wasn’t familiar with. She hadn’t wanted to let the colonel down, so had done her best, apparently which had been good enough. Or so she hoped. She focused back on the colonel as he began to speak again.




“Anyone have any ideas for the rest of the day? It’s a little cold for a walk, but we could head over to the park and work some of that BBQ off. Or I could light a fire and we could watch some TV. I think there’s a hockey game on.” There was a faint wheedling tone to the last bit, that everyone in the room seemed to ignore.




Daniel darted out with, “We could discuss the book some more. Pax Romana is a fascinating bit of literature. Did you know it tells some fascinating stories of the supernatural?”




Colonel O’Neill shook his head. “Uh uh, Daniel. The only person who would find that interesting would be you. And maybe Carter.” Buffy saw Major Carter give a small head shake that the colonel also saw. “Make that just you. So we won’t be doing that.”




The big guy, Murray, spoke up next, “I have a suggestion, O’Neill.”




Colonel O’Neill gave him a cautious look, then asked, “What’s that, Murray?”




Raising one hand for emphasis, the large man said, “I have long desired an opportunity to test the mettle of Buffy Summers in combat ever since hearing your story of her great victory. That would be most entertaining and should pass the time quickly.” 




Buffy could feel Murray’s eyes on her for a moment. Ever since meeting his eyes in the kitchen, she had been hyper-aware of his gaze. Moodily, she decided it was probably a Slayer thing.




Looking up, Buffy saw Colonel O’Neill start to say something, then catch himself. After a second, he said, “I don’t think that’s the best idea. You are pretty good, Murray, and I wouldn’t want Cali to get hurt.”




Buffy didn’t want to hear that. Did the colonel actually think some overgrown escapee from a Kid Rock concert could take her down? Well, actually, he probably did, she thought. Murray was enormous. He had to weigh at least two hundred and eighty pounds, not an ounce of it fat. 




Add that to the effortless way he moved, and he was probably some bad ass fighter. Buffy would be handicapped fighting him, only be able to use a small percentage of her physical abilities lest she give herself away. Not that the colonel seemed likely to even let her try.







Sam heard everything said with interest. She was pretty happy that Jack had nixed Daniel’s idea. She would have been okay with watching a hockey game, but it would have bored Daniel to tears, just as his idea would have bored everyone else to tears. She actually thought Teal’c had the best idea so far. However, Jack didn’t seem to be giving it a chance. She decided to intervene.




“Sir, I have a suggestion.” Sam watched amused as Jack made a shooing motion towards her. She just stood there waiting patiently.




Finally, he said, “I just know I’m going to regret this. Carter, what is it?”




“How about I spar with Cali? I’ll be careful with her. Then if everyone thinks it’s safe, she and uh, Murray could do a little sparring. Would that satisfy you?” Sam carefully kept her expression neutral. Any hint of triumph would just make Jack dig in his heels. She really wanted to see just how good this girl was. Jack had raved about her several times during staff meetings to the point he’d bored everyone but himself and Teal’c. 




Of course, Sam knew exactly how good she, herself, was. She had a black belt and a lot of practical experience in hand-to-hand combat, several times taking down men larger and stronger than herself. Cali, while probably quite good, certainly lacked any practical experience, not to mention she gave up seven inches and forty pounds to her. She would need to be careful so as not to embarrass the girl in front of Jack.




Who eyed her with the oddest expression on his face. “Do I understand you correctly, Carter? You want to spar with my cadet?”




“Yes, sir. It should be educational.”




Sam didn’t like the gleam in Jack’s eye just then. It too closely resembled the look he got when he was about to pull something nasty over a Goa’uld. “I agree with you, Major. It should be quite educational. All right, I think that’s a grand idea. Let’s give Summers a few minutes for her food to settle, then we’ll head outside. If that’s fine with you, Cadet?”




Cali smiled and stated, “Sir, that would probably be a good idea. I am so full that I thought I was about to burst earlier. I don’t suppose you have any video games, do you?”




Jack grinned. “Well, I might just have something like that. Let’s go kill some alien invaders, folks, then we’ll see how Carter stacks up against the Zoo’s best.” With that, he led the way into the game room. 




Sam slowly followed, thinking carefully of what she had just seen. It wasn’t like Jack to back someone who wasn’t a member of his team. But if he really thought Cali was that good, he might. Briefly, she wondered exactly what she was getting herself into?







Buffy stood facing Major Carter in the colonel’s back yard. It was closer to two hours later than one, since she and the colonel had needed a couple of final death matches to determine the Mario Kart champion. Unfortunately, Colonel O’Neill had won, raising his hands in triumph to the amusement of Buffy and his other guests. Now it was sparring time.




Buffy surveyed the back yard. It was plenty spacious, with a few trees and bushes here and there. Fortunately, here by the house there wasn’t much snow and the footing was good. She had carefully walked around, testing it. No slips here, she thought, a ghost of a smile touching her lips as she thought about her match with Joe Wilson those many months ago. 




Buffy thought about the coming matches. At first, she hadn’t wanted to spar with Murray, realizing that she would need to hold back or risk injuring him, something that might be difficult to do, depending on just how good he was. From the way the colonel acted, he must be extremely good. 




Add to that the way he gave her the wiggins, especially since their exchange of looks in the kitchen, and Buffy had been ready to avoid him completely. However, she’d changed her mind. She was confident that she could take Murray down and keep her secret safe at the same time.




Major Carter, on the other hand, was another matter entirely. Somehow, she didn’t think the major had anything against her. She was probably just used to being the best woman around, and playing with equal standing against the boys. Plus, there had been some subtext between her and the colonel. Buffy wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but she wondered if there was some friction because of Article 134. She hoped not because she rather liked the idea of Colonel O’Neill dating her mom.




Still, despite all that, Buffy had been less than happy with the way that the major had assumed that it would be she who lost to her. She seriously doubted that Major Carter was any better than Joe Wilson had been, at least not substantially so. But the major had actually had the gall to say that she would “be careful” with her. That attitude was going to change.







Sam limbered up, glad that she had worn fatigues today. Her first instinct had been to get dressed up for the BBQ. She had had to take a moment and examine her motives before she was able to pinpoint exactly why. Ultimately, she decided that it had something to do with finding out that Jack had gone out on a date with Cali’s mother. 




Technically, two dates, since they’d apparently had an off-the-cuff dinner the night after Christmas. It embarrassed Sam when she realized she was jealous. 




Sam knew that any relationship with Jack was forbidden by their presence in the same chain of command. Additionally, neither wanted a transfer to another command partially because of just how important their work was, and partially because they truly enjoyed their work. So a while back, she had put any feelings toward Jack in a dark cupboard and carefully locked them away. She’d even thrown away the key and had succeeded in forgetting about them. 




At least, she’d thought she had. Until Jack became involved with Cali. That had bothered her a little, but she hadn’t given any thought to the why of it. Heavens, she liked the girl after all. But when Jack dated Cali’s mother, Joyce, Sam was no longer able to pretend there wasn’t something bothering her. 




She carefully considered her actions so far today. She wanted to make sure that sparring with Cali wasn’t another jealous reaction to the interest and pride Jack had for the girl. With a sense of relief, she realized that wasn’t the problem. Sam almost grimaced as she realized the reason she was doing so was just as bad, although not involving a certain Air Force colonel.




Sam had always been at the top of anything she engaged in. Intellectually, she had few rivals. She really was that brilliant. But still, she’d pushed herself to excel in other fields as well, especially physical ones. She’d finished number one in her class both in her grades and on her physical performance. 




She had slipped to second on her military performance, but it still had been more than enough to give her the number one overall position in her class. Sam realized that she had wanted to test herself against Cali for some time now because of just how good Jack boasted the young woman was. Now she had her chance.




Finished limbering up, she took a second to watch Cali as she glided gracefully through a slow motion kata of some kind. After a moment, Sam recognized Tai Chi, an eastern art of exercise and meditation. Wow, she thought, Cali’s good at that. The slow, graceful movements were almost hypnotic. For a moment, she wondered if she had made a mistake.







As Buffy completed Step Up to Seven Stars, one of the last Tai Chi katas, she decided that was enough of a warm up. Facing Major Carter, she waited for the colonel’s signal to start. Smiling easily, Colonel O’Neill said, “Okay, we’re not here to kill anybody. No eye-gouging, low blows, or other fouls.” He grinned at his own cleverness. 




Buffy almost grinned with him, but the look of concentration on the major’s face kept her serious. The colonel finished with, “Be careful, ladies and begin at my signal.” He gave each of them a quick searching look, then said, “Bow.” Buffy and Major Carter bowed to one another other. His hand flashed down between them, then away. “Begin.”




Buffy fell easily into a stance, waiting for the major’s first move. She didn’t have to wait long. A flashing kick seemingly came out of nowhere, which she carefully slapped aside, throwing the other blonde into an awkward stumble. She had absolutely no intention of attacking the major. That way lay badness. 




No, she’d be content to just block stuff. At some point, she might do a throw or two, possibly flipping the woman over to where the deeper snow had piled up against the fence. The last thing Buffy needed to do was embarrass a superior officer, even one as nice as Major Carter. She’d had it drilled into her head by other cadets how much of a mistake that would be. Carefully, she concentrated on that idea to the exclusion of all else as she continued to block blows.




It turned out Major Carter was good. Very good, really. Better than Wilson had been, and far smarter and more experienced. She was at least a black belt in Judo and had quite a bit of Jujitsu and Aikido experience. She was definitely as good as Captain Billings. 




But therein lay the problem. The captain had been good enough to stay with Buffy while she was going slow. However, as soon as she got distracted, she had knocked him into next Tuesday. Since then, she had worked quite a bit on staying focused so as to prevent a repeat of that fiasco. Just as she staying focused today. As part of that focus and concentration, she continued to evaluate Major Carter’s form.




Her kicks were excellent, just slightly off-center, as were her strikes. Actually, the more Buffy sparred with her, the more she realized that the culprit was the woman’s stance. She was using a modified migi-shizentai stance, which left her a bit too extended to the right. From there, she tried an uchimata throw, attempting to use her greater height and weight to toss Buffy. 




Unfortunately for Major Carter, it required that she get her opponent to commit her balance to the front. Since she was being for the most part defensive, it was almost ineffective. Additionally, Buffy was careful to keep Major Carter from getting one of her feet between her own, which was the beginning of the blow. 




Buffy was so concentrated on stopping that particular move, that she almost fell prey to a tai otoshi throw. But again, Major Carter had no forward momentum to work with and she once again blocked the woman’s attack. 




She could tell Major Carter was beginning to get frustrated. Whether it was with her own inability to land anything or because she wasn’t attacking her in turn, she didn’t know. Still, it was obvious that she needed to figure out a way to end this. Possibly with a submission hold. That should be safe. A moment later, Buffy saw her chance.




As Major Carter abandoned throws and locks in favor of throwing a hard strike with her right hand, Buffy slapped the major’s arm hard with her right hand, driving her arm further to her own left, out of line with the woman’s body, putting her slightly off-balance. In the meantime, she stepped into Major Carter’s body on her right side, circling behind her, and bringing her right arm across the woman’s chin, high enough to avoid a choke hold, since the last thing she wanted was to strangle one of the colonel’s friends. 




With her left hand, she caught two fingers of the major’s left hand as she flailed at her, and twisted them backwards. As Major Carter realized what had happened, she tried several different tricks to get the holds released, with Buffy countering them all. Finally, the woman tapped her arm with her right hand, signaling to be released.







Sam stepped away from her opponent, hoping the color on her face could be attributed to exertion, rather than embarrassment. Because she was embarrassed. She realized that she should never have stepped in the ‘ring’ with Cali. She had been completely outclassed. As good as she considered herself to be, Cadet Summers, who had been so careful not to hurt her, was light years better. 




It had only taken Sam a couple of minutes to realize that the younger woman wasn’t going to attack her. Most likely that was because of Sam’s rank, but it had to be at least partially because the other didn’t believe she could stand up to a hit from her. 




As the fight had progressed, Sam had started to feel a great deal of frustration. No one was so good that they couldn’t be hit, with the possible exception of Teal’c. Then again, she, herself, had also been holding back a little, worried about going all out in what was, after all, a friendly match. 




However, Sam had subsequently seen what she thought was an opportunity and had dropped her softer attacks in favor of a lightning fast strike to Cali’s face. If it had landed, they would probably still be trying to revive the girl. Not that it had even come close to landing.




Sam truly became aware of just what a tactical mistake she’d made in challenging Cali when she was knocked off-balance by the young cadet after attempting that hard strike. Not far off balance, but far enough that she had been unable to rotate with Cali as she slid behind her back on her right side. She had felt the lightest breeze from Cali’s breath in her ear, then an arm seemingly made from rebar had come across her chin, immobilizing her. 




The utter disbelief that she had felt over how easily she had been locked up had only increased as she realized that the girl was being careful not to put her under a choke hold. Sam had at least been glad that she would be able to break free easily enough since you couldn’t really keep someone under a hold like that since there wasn’t enough leverage. 




Except it hadn’t worked like that. When Sam had reach back with her left hand to grab Cali’s arm and break the hold, Cali had responded by grabbing Sam’s middle and index fingers in her fist and bending them back, making it impractical to resist further. In a life or death situation, she might have been tempted to throw her body forward, which would have broken Cali’s grip at the same time as it dislocated or broke her own fingers. However, with the only thing on the line being her pride, she wasn’t going that route. So she had tried a couple of less damaging things. When those had failed, she’d tapped out and had been released.




With the match ended, Sam had caught the briefly apprehensive look on Cali’s face before she hid it from view. It amused her. She probably thinks I’m going to hold a grudge, she thought. Well, she might not have gotten into the fight for all of the right reasons, but she was a gracious loser.




“Cali, that was amazing. I take back everything I ever said to the colonel. You are every bit as good as he said.” There, now Jack couldn’t say she wasn’t supporting his smack, Sam thought smugly.




It was Cali’s turn to blush. “Thank you, ma’am.”




Sam smiled. “I want you to show me that last move you did.”




Cali stiffened. “Permission to speak freely, ma’am?”




Sam stilled, curious what the young woman wanted to say. “Certainly, Cali. Go ahead.”




With careful courtesy, Cali began, “Ma’am, you’re focusing on the wrong thing by wanting me to show you how I subdued you. The reason I was able to get the better of you so easily was because of your stance and attacks.”




Sam raised her eyebrows in interrogation. “Really? Go on, please.”




Looking relieved that she hadn’t been stepped on, Cali said, “Your stance is slightly off-balance. Not much, and I doubt it has affected you a great deal, but it’s there. Your attacks seem to be intended for a much taller person, almost certainly a man. As tall as you are, you aren’t a man. Your first instructor was male, correct, ma’am?”




Sam nodded. “Yes, but that was actually well before BCT, when I was high school. How did you know?” It was interesting that Cali had figured that out just by analyzing her style. She wouldn’t have expected someone so young to be experienced enough to be able to make those kinds of judgments.




“Ma’am, most people seem to think that stances, strikes, and other moves of the various arts are set and written in stone. That they are one size fits all and intended for everyone. Nothing could be further from the truth. Conventional teachings emphasize these points after shodan and even into nidan or sometimes sandan. It’s only after that point, you begin to learn what martial arts are really about. That every single person has their own stance, their own strikes, completely unique to them. One size does not fit all.”




Carter stared. “Cali, just what dan rank do you have?” After the way she’d been handled, if Cali was any less than a nanadan, she would be surprised.




Cali looked thoughtful. “Well, I don’t really know, ma’am. Not officially, anyway. I’ve never been tested by a master of any of the various schools. Unofficially, Giles never really placed that much emphasis on belts. He did train me in everything from Wing Chun to Taekwondo to Shotokan karate, ma’am.”




Jack had gotten up from where he was sitting on his back porch. “You don’t have any belts, Summers? In any of those different disciplines?”




The young woman shook her head. “No, sir.”




Sam’s brow wrinkled in thought as she contemplated what Cali had said. “I have heard something about the philosophy you brought up. That everyone has their own unique type of martial arts. Why exactly do you think that people are taught the way they are?” She had already arrived at a theory and was trying to see if Summers had the same one. Patiently, she waited to see what the girl came up with.




Cali shrugged, then said, “Ma’am, the answer is that because of just how close to impossible it is to teach a student the true path until they’ve developed the tremendous self-mastery necessary to travel down it. That does not typically happen until they reach those belts. I could demonstrate a proper stance for you if you would like, ma’am.”




Amused by Cali’s use of one of the seven responses, Carter acquiesced. “Please, Cali.”




Cali moved Sam around until she was in the exact position Cali wanted her in. The resulting stance felt slightly awkward to Sam, as her muscles tried to adjust to it. Sam could tell that if she stayed in it too long she’d be a little sore tomorrow. Still, it felt interesting, as if her body was just slightly more balanced.




“How does that feel, ma’am?”




“Slightly awkward. I imagine it’s going to take a while to get used to it.”




“Yes, ma’am. It is all about muscle memory after all. Try an uchimata throw from this position, ma’am.” Cali lined herself up again Sam for her to practice on.




Sam gripped Cali solidly and did the throw. The stance made it that much easier to slide her foot between Cali’s and pivot her body, throwing the light weight cadet easily. Actually…it felt really good. She was unable to get back into the stance afterward and had Cali show her again and again before she felt she would be able to reliably resume it after a strike or throw. Finally, she tired of it.




“That’s enough for me. Colonel?”




The man in question held up his hands in a stop gesture. “Not me, Carter. I’m too old to learn new tricks. Daniel?”




Daniel shook his head. “I’ll stick to hiding behind you guys when danger threatens.” 




Sam realized that Daniel didn’t realize what he’d said. However, Cali did. “Sir, you get a lot of danger up there in Deep Space Radar Telemetry? You know, you never did say what your specialty was.”




Daniel opened and closed his mouth like a fish for a second, before Jack rescued him. “Oh, all kinds. The food fights in the cafeteria are particularly fierce. They even scare me. Danny here is a doctor of monotony, which puts him in all kinds of danger from his fellow man. You’d realize that if I had let him talk about that book.”




Cali grinned. “I’m sure they do not scare you, sir.”




Sam noticed that Cali wisely did not comment on what Jack had said about Daniel’s specialty. She was glad since it meant that she didn’t have to try to figure out yet another cover story. She reminded herself to talk to the man about spending too much time with Cali. He sometimes had too much of a tendency to speak before thinking when he got excited.




“All right, kids. It’s been fun, but it’s time to head in…” Jack said, before being interrupted by Teal’c, who wore an expression of fierce concentration on his face.




“O’Neill, I have not had my ow chance to challenge the young warrior.”




Jack looked nonplussed. “Well, Murray, it’s getting late. I wouldn’t want for Cali to turn into a pumpkin.”




Teal’c looked unhappy, staring moodily off into the distance. A moment later, Cali said, “I’ll spar with him, sir. It’ll be fun.” 







Chapter Seventeen: Buffy vs Teal’c



Cali and Teal’c squared off outside of Jack’s house in the back yard. The area back there was mostly clear of snow because of a couple of large evergreens that screened the backyard from inclement weather. Still, there’d been some snow, but it hadn’t deterred either combatant, nor had the scuffed area where Carter and Cali had already sparred. Teal’c had already traded in his stetson for his beanie to keep Apophis’ symbol covered. Jack was relieved he wouldn’t have to try to cover that up again.




Surprised by how nervous he felt, Jack pulled Cali to one side and cautioned her to hold nothing back while sparring with Teal’c. “Be careful, Summers. Murray’s extremely good. I mean extremely good. Got that?” At her excited nod, he continued, “Don’t dance around him like you did Major Carter, or he’ll murder you. Stay back and use your speed on him. Understand?”




“Yes, sir!” 




Cali gave him a determined look. Despite the resolve that was contained in her expression, Jack would have felt better if Summers at least came up to the Jaffa’s shoulder, instead of falling inches short. She just looked so damn small out there next to him. If Teal’c broke his smack, there were going to be repercussions, he thought darkly.




After making sure they were both ready to go, Jack retired to sit next to Carter and Daniel on the back porch. Jack gave the signal from there. “Bow. Begin.” He watched as the two bowed to each other, then began circling one another. A moment later, Jack’s stare turned to one of disbelief, as he realized for the first time, just how good Cali was. 




Teal’c was trained in the ancient martial art of the Jaffa, Lok’nel, one that possessed moves that no Earthly martial art did. That expertise in an advanced fighting style, coupled with his natural strength and speed, made the Jaffa warrior pretty much unbeatable. Jack hadn’t enjoyed the few sparring sessions the two of them had engaged in, nor had pretty much anyone else. Certainly, none of the soldiers Teal’c had sparred with had ever penetrated his defense. Until today, he hadn’t thought that anyone could. Now he learned just how wrong he was.




Apparently, Summers had listened well. As the fight began, Cali darted at Teal’c, dropping into a slide to sweep his feet. When he reacted by moving down low to block her, Jack saw that it was a feint. Cali didn’t try to sweep, but in a move that would have made any breakdancer proud, spun on her back, then while flipping around to her feet, she kicked Teal’c in the face with both feet, the resulting two slaps sounding as one. 




Teal’c's face wore an expression that Jack could only describe as astonishment as he stared at his tiny opponent. Then a fierce grin of pure joy covered his face, and he moved to attack her.







Teal’c's smile grew fierce as he attacked Buffy Summers. She had scored a hit upon him just now. It was the first time he’d been hit by any of the Tau’ri during a sparring session since he had come to this planet. That it had been accomplished as much by guile and misdirection as skill, only made him even more determined to test the limits of his opponent.




He had fought with many of what they called ‘martial artists’ since his arrival here on Earth. He’d found a majority of them to be quite able, if lacking a skill level equal to his own. In all his time on Earth, however, he had never faced someone who blended so many of the Tau’ri fighting arts into one. Not until today. Buffy Summers moved with a gracefulness and economy of motion that told of endless hours training as well as tremendous self-discipline. 




Grunting as he took a hard hand strike to his ribs, Teal’c was momentarily distracted from his thoughts. Slamming a quick forearm into a hasty block, he tossed his opponent back. She landed less than three feet away, then paused, as if gathering herself, her intense gaze showing her absolute focus on the fight. He could almost see the wheels moving in her head as Buffy Summers considered her next attack. An attack that he knew would be both fierce and unexpected as he met that ferocious gaze.




Without even knowing exactly how he managed it, Teal’c moved to intercept her newest attack. For a moment, the two of them strained chest to chest and forearm to forearm. He was startled by the girl’s strength. Small as she was, Buffy Summers possessed might equivalent to a strong Tau’ri male. Staring down into her fierce eyes, he had an odd thought. Was she holding back against him?




He started to toss her back, but she was already moving back even before he began, making him overbalance slightly at the lack of resistance. Three perfectly placed kicks struck him in the thigh, hip, and ribs in a space of under a second. His return kick only caught the girl a glancing blow, the force wasted against a retreating opponent. 




Teal’c almost chuckled aloud at his earlier whimsy. The girl was attacking as fiercely as she was able. Were she possessed of equivalent strength and size to him, he would be vanquished. But as it was, she only delayed the moment when he would defeat her.




Seconds later, he saw his chance. She moved away too slowly and he avoided the kick she snapped at this head as she moved to maintain their distance from one another. Lunging forward a step, he placed huge hands upon her shoulders, grappling with his much smaller opponent. She would be unable to break his grip and he would force her to submit.







Jack wished for a video camera as he watched the fight. Both opponents moved with incredible speed and skill. Cali was faster, while Teal’c was, perhaps, more skilled. And stronger. “Don’t forget stronger, Jack,” he cautioned himself, worried sick despite how well things had gone so far. Both fighters were continuing to speed up and the force behind their strikes and kicks was increasing. 




Jack watched as Teal’c managed to grapple with Cali, placing his huge hands on her shoulders and starting to pull her towards him. Cali immediately seemed to realize what a mistake she’d made. He was astonished by how she got out of Teal’c's hold. 




In order to break his hold, Cali placed her hands on Teal’c's arms and literally used them as an anchoring point so that she could do a complete mid-air flip. The rotation of her body broke Teal’c's hold on her and she ducked away from him, avoiding a mule kick. Without pause, she counterattacked.




Cali dropped to her right side, bracing herself on her hands, and kicked out at Teal’c with her left leg. Jack knew from experience just how strong the legs of an experienced martial artist were, capable of blows much more powerful than any upper body strike. 




Cali’s kick just slipped in past Teal’c's block, striking him squarely on the hip bone and sending him reeling back. With cat-like grace, the big man retained his footing, his face smiling more ferociously than before. Disturbingly, Cali’s face wore a similar expression as she effortlessly backflipped to her feet.







Buffy was feeling a sense of exhilaration as she stood lightly on her toes in a Shizentai stance, staring into her opponent’s eyes. She was ready to attack or respond to her opponent’s attack. Almost instantly, Murray moved forward. She ducked just under the big man’s strike, while partially blocking his follow up kick with the sole of her foot using a nami ashi block. 




The main force of the blow was spent and barely hurt. For certain shades of barely. Regardless, the both of them would be beaten and bruised when this was over, she thought. Which brought out another thought for Buffy to contemplate.




Murray had literally the oddest hand-to-hand style she’d ever encountered. It was extremely effective, but relied primarily on superior strength to prevail. Buffy doubted the man ran into many people as strong as he was. Not only was he ridiculously strong, but he was incredibly durable as well. She had already hit him several times quite a bit harder than she’d hit a certain jarhead, and she’d had little effect on him. It was as if he was all gristle and bone. Or possibly not human.




Buffy almost took a spinning backhand as she was distracted by the odd thought that had popped into her head. Trying a flawless series of Sanbon Zuki, followed by a Mae-ren geri, she managed to get one out of four of her attacks through Murray’s defense. 




Throughout her attacks, and the subsequent ripostes, Buffy further pondered her odd thought. Murray was incredibly strong. So far, she’d managed to get him off-balance a few times, only to have him recover far faster than a human could have. He’d recovered faster not because of unusually fast reflexes, although he was quick, but rather because of his sheer strength. 




The big man was strong enough to spin his entire massive body on one foot before he twisted literally in mid-air, while simultaneously kicking out at her. He’d missed the kick, which was of the good, since she knew that she couldn’t have kept up appearances if she’d gotten hit by that particular move. It must be unique to the martial art he practiced. 




It was also another piece of evidence that made Buff suspect Murry wasn’t human, since no human being of his size and build could have pulled it off. The move required a strength equal to at least three times that of a normal human being in Buffy’s estimation. When it came to knowing how strong you had to be to perform certain moves, she was somewhat of an expert, having fought a surfeit of powerful vampires and demons since being called as the Slayer.




Combine that strength with a toughness that matched most vampires, and Murray was quite a handful. Still, Buffy didn’t doubt that she could take him. After all, she was only using a small fraction of her strength, roughly that of a strong man, possibly a little more. She was doing her best not to use too much strength, not wanting to be outed. 




Moreover, Buffy wasn’t moving nearly as fast as she was capable of. Therein lay the biggest difference between them. Moving only slightly faster than a human should be able to, she still had tremendous speed in reserve, while Murray was pushing himself much closer to his limits, at least she thought he was, picking up the telltale clues from his movements.




Not that it mattered. She could no more speed up further than she could pick up Murray over her head. Not if she wanted to remain incognito, that is. So she had the choice of losing the fight or coming out of the closet. As much as she wanted to let go, as much as the Slayer demanded she let go, Buffy couldn’t. So with fierce self-discipline, she prepared herself to lose. At least she had an idea how to lose in a way that shouldn’t arouse suspicions.







Cali’s expression didn’t falter even when she took a kick to her own hip that staggered her and made Jack wince sympathetically. He’d been black and blue for two weeks after taking a similar blow from Teal’c once. With pride, he considered again just how tough his smack was. Still, he was wondering if he should call the fight. Especially when Cali landed an elbow strike to Teal’c's ribs that they probably heard three blocks over. 




Whumph!




That did it. Jack got up to call the fight before something worse happened. Of course, per the law of Murphy, that’s exactly when something of that nature did happen. Cali had just gotten in another combo on Teal’c, hitting him with both a knife strike to the sternum and a spin kick to his left quadricep. In return, Cali had taken a shot to her ribs. 




Ssshhhraaacckkk! 




Again, Jack winced at the impact as it lifted the petite girl from her feet, but Cali appeared undeterred. A split second later, Teal’c launched a palm strike at her, which she attempted to slap away, possibly followed by attempting to wrap Teal’c up just as she’d done Carter. 




The problem with that idea was that Teal’c wasn’t Carter. He was more than twice Carter’s size and five times as strong. And faster as well. Instead of his arm moving to the left, torquing his off-balance body around that way, he was actually able to pivot to his right with Buffy as she tried to move around him and drive her backwards. Straight into, and then through, the wooden fence that bordered Jack’s back yard. 




Rrraaawwwmpppphhh!




Both went sprawling with Teal’c on top of Cali, hiding her from view, to the sound of splintering boards. Jack, already on his feet, ran to where they’d fallen. Teal’c was already getting up, but Cali lay still, her eyes partially closed. Jack dropped to his knees next to her, ignoring the faint twinge he felt. 




“Summers! Are you all right? How many fingers am I holding up?” Jack held up two fingers.




For a couple of seconds she didn’t respond and his worry sharpened. Then, finally, she opened her eyes fully and said, “Two, sir. Did anyone get the license number of that truck?” 




Jack was relieved she was joking. That probably meant she wasn’t badly hurt. Jack carefully searched her face. His heart was beating ridiculously fast and his guts churned with worry. Carefully, he checked the pulse in the girl’s delicate throat. It was strong and steady, as well as being remarkably slow considering the physical exertion she’d just experienced. Still, he wasn’t convinced Cali was all right. When she tried to sit up a moment later, he wouldn’t let her. “Carter, call 911. I think we should get an ambulance—”




Cali surged up, somehow sitting despite Jack’s interference. “No! Sir, I mean. I’m fine. See? All my fingers and toes work.” With that, she demonstrated that her fingers worked, although Jack had to take her at her word on the toes thing. 




“Are you sure, Summers? Let me see your pupils.” Jack checked her pupils which looked fine. He’d seen more than enough concussions to recognize the signs of one if he saw it, Daniel being a prime example. At least Cali wasn’t concussed.




“I’m fine, sir. Really I am. Please don’t be worried about me.”




“Buffy Summers, I am sorry to have injured you. In the heat of battle, I did not notice the fence being so near. It was not my inten-.”




Cali grinned up at the huge man. “Don’t worry, Murray. I’m fine. Besides, it was fun. It’s not often I can go all out against someone. You’re really good.”




Teal’c smiled broadly, his dark eyes gleaming. “As are you, Buffy Summers. You are truly a worthy opponent. Thank you for the opportunity to test myself against you.”




“You’re welcome.”




Shaking his head at the madness of certain individuals, Jack dragged everyone back into the house.







Buffy looked over at Major Carter as they headed back to the Zoo. She had really enjoyed the BBQ at the colonel’s house, especially the sparring. It wasn’t until today that she realized just how much she missed killing vampires and demons. The Slayer in her could only be sublimated so long with calisthenics and other exercise. 




Even the sparring she engaged in with the UA club simply didn’t provide the burst of adrenaline that Buffy needed on at least a semi-regular basis. She had noticed that she was a little more on edge lately, but put it down to it being ‘that time of the month’. Now at least she knew the real truth. 




She really needed to find some vampires to kill, Buffy thought moodily. But that was unlikely to happen while she was confined to base. During summer break, however, she was going to go Rambo on every vampire she ran into, even if she had to go all the way up to Denver to find some.




“Thanks again, ma’am, for the ride back. I know it is out of your way—”




Major Carter interrupted her, “Don’t worry about it, Cali. I’m going into the Mountain after I drop you off. Yes, I know it’s in the opposite direction, but trust me, it’s still less than twenty miles from here to the Mountain. This isn’t exactly a big area.”




“Ma’am, do you often go to work on a Sunday evening?” Buffy figured that Major Carter was pretty dedicated if she did that. Or maybe just really liked what she was doing.




The blonde major smiled in a way that lit up her whole face. “Only when I’m running an experiment. I’m a physicist and I’m constantly doing some kind of experiment there. It’s one of the reasons I enjoy being posted there so much.”




“Yes, ma’am.”




“Cali, I would like to ask you about something. I don’t want to offend or embarrass you, but I have to admit I’m concerned.” 




Uh oh, Buffy thought, that didn’t sound good. She wondered what was going on. Had she slipped worse than she thought she had? Hiding her grimace behind a stoic countenance, Buffy replied, “Of course, ma’am.”




Major Carter glanced at her, then carefully asked, “How long have you been bulimic, Cali?”




Buffy gaped at the major in astonishment. Whatever she’d expected to be asked, it wasn’t that. “What…huh…umm…I am not bulimic, ma’am.”




Major Carter gave her a severe stare. Sheesh, Buffy thought, that’s as scary as Colonel O’Neill’s, maybe even scarier. Then the woman’s eyes softened. “Cali, having a problem is nothing to be ashamed of. Everyone needs help on occasion. I noticed how long you were in the kitchen those two times. Correct me if I’m wrong, but you went into the bathroom and threw up, didn’t you?”




Buffy finally got control of herself. Shaking her head in an emphatic no, she stated, “No, ma’am, I did not. I know that it appears that I ate a huge meal, and I guess I did. But in my defense, everything was amazing. I burn so many calories every day that I tend to eat a lot. I doubt I ate any more in that meal than I usually do all day on any normal day.”




Major Carter eyed her skeptically. “Cali, I won’t question your word. But consider what I said. I know firsthand the amount of pressure a cadet is under at the Zoo. It’s even more true for women, since we still only make up about ten percent of the cadet population. I know from Colonel O’Neill just how well you did your first semester. I just want you to know that even if your grades drop, you don’t have to worry about the colonel’s backing. So you don’t have to put so much pressure on yourself.”




Buffy was both touched and irritated that Major Carter took the time to make sure she was okay. Touched that she was concerned and irritated that the major didn’t believe her. She made one final stab at convincing her. “Ma’am, I truly appreciate your concern. I will not say that everything has been easy. I am not just talking about the Scandal. There have been a lot of adjustments that I have had to make in going from a civilian to a member of the Air Force. And the attitude of a lot of the male cadets has not made it any less stressful. But I am fine, ma’am. I understand why you arrived at the conclusions you did, but you need to see me eat at any meal. I am probably one of the only cadets who asks for seconds during breakfast and lunch. I was actually embarrassed about how much I like to eat, but Colonel O’Neill has gone a long way towards making me feel more comfortable about my appetite.”




Major Carter gave Buffy a thoughtful look, but didn’t appear to think she was lying. It looked like Buffy had managed to allay at least some of her fears. “Okay, Cadet Summers. I’ll accept you at your word. But if you ever need to talk to someone about food issues, or anything else, please feel free to call me.” 




She dug a card out of the her fatigue pocket and handed it to Buffy. “That has my contact information for the Mountain. Just ask for me at the switchboard and they’ll patch you through. That particular card has my home phone number on the back. I wrote it on there earlier. So please call any time you need to talk.”




Buffy stared at the card in her hand. The major’s home number was written on the back, just as she’d said. Touched, Buffy softly said, “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.”




Buffy was silent the rest of the way back. She had a lot to think about, Major Carter only playing a minor part. No, most of her thoughts coalesced around someone else. Pensively, she glanced out the window. Almost there. 




Back to her thinking, Buffy couldn’t worry anymore about what she’d found out. Still, it had been one interesting day. Not only had she finally met the colonel’s friends and coworkers, but one of them turned out to be an alien. Well, almost probably.




It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that Murray wasn’t human. Buffy had several clues to go on. First, he was more than three times as strong as any human being she had ever fought before. Not nearly as strong as she was, but still, incredibly strong. 




And not all that good at hiding it, despite how careful he had been to try to avoid hurting her in the initial stages of their fight. At one point, body overextended and off-balance, he’d still swatted her aside effortlessly. Buffy could have taken him down so easily at that point, but unless she, in turn, wanted to give herself away, she’d had to give the impression of strength normal to a girl her size and weight. So she’d let herself be knocked down, although she had turned it into a roll and a kick.




Second, he was using an odd, if effective, martial art that Buffy had never previously encountered. An art that was obviously designed for someone with superhuman strength. For instance, someone with exceptional, but still human, strength wouldn’t have been able to make half those moves work, even if they were substantially bigger than her. 




Murray, on the other hand, had excelled, even if the fighting style he used wasn’t quite as effective as the one that Buffy followed. Then again, hers had been developed over thousands of years out of every fighting style on Earth. However, she was considering adding a few of Murray’s moves to her repertoire, making it that much more effective. Buffy really wished she could see even more of the moves first, though.




Third, was ‘Murray’ even his name? Not only did he not feel like a ‘Murray’, but she had caught enough hesitations in the voices of the others to clue her in. Perhaps an ordinary person wouldn’t have noticed those hesitations, but Buffy, with the enhanced hearing of a Slayer, easily did. She might not have been the best Slayer in history at sensing vampires, but she more than made up for it with her keen sense of what was and what was not normal. ‘Murray’ was not normal.




Fourth, the colonel had warned her about him. Colonel O’Neill knew just how good she was, or at least how good she’d allowed him to see her as. He hadn’t batted an eye about her sparring with Major Carter, instead, likely seeing it as a joke on a coworker. 




With Murray, he’d given her a deadly serious warning, like he had expected her to need all of her ability just to avoid a beating. If Buffy had been anyone other than the Slayer, she’d have been black and blue for the next two weeks. As the Slayer, she would only be bruised for around one night, about like a light patrol back in Sunnydale.




Fifth and final clue: Whistler’s warning about aliens through the Stargate. They must have brought Murray back with them. Probably because he was a big help, being a bad ass fighter and super-strong ’n stuff. Buffy wondered if he had any other cool, alien-type powers. Not that he really needed any so long as he could kick ass like that, she thought. Now if she could just figure out how to reliably sense his ‘alienness.’




They were finally back at the Zoo. Major Carter pulled up in front of the Visitor’s Center so that Buffy could get out. “Thanks again, ma’am, for the ride. I appreciate it.”




Major Carter smiled. “No problem. Remember, if there’s anything I can do for you, please give me a call.”




“Yes, ma’am.” With that, the major pulled away. Buffy began the walk back to her dorm.







Chapter Eighteen: Still Life in Spring



Buffy grinned as she got ready for breakfast. Connie was up early for a change and was grabbing a quick shower. Buffy thought about her class schedule:




		Applications of Chemistry II (Chem 142)

		Literature & Intermediate Comp (English 211) 

		Modern World History (History 101) 

		Calculus II (Math 142) 

		Mil Theory, Strategy & Officership (MSS 101)

		General Physics I (Physics 110)

		Physical Education





The only classes she was worried about were Physics and Chem II. They seemed pretty hard already, even this early in the semester. Luckily, she was in the same section of Chem II as Connie, and the Latina girl had also promised to help her with Physics, something she was supposedly a whiz at. 




Buffy was sticking to UA for one of the two intramural sports she was allowing herself. For the other, she was going to try basketball, despite how much she’d enjoyed fencing. Hopefully, taking two team sports would satisfy Colonel O’Neill and make her seem like less of a crazed loner. 




Of course, if she wasn’t confined to base, Buffy would have tried out for the cheerleading squad, despite how little chance smacks had of making it. She was going for it next year, no matter what! Her gymnastic skills would probably get her on the team, since unlike high school, skill actually mattered more than popularity. At least she hoped it did. Unfortunately, this year, she had to settle for soccer as her PE class. She figured it would be at least as fun as racquetball had been. 




After the first few soccer classes, it looked like it wouldn’t be too hard to figure out how to lay low. Buffy figured she’d just pass the ball off as much as possible, which should allow her to stay out of the spotlight. It was funny, but she’d actually been bothered a little when she’d been passed over as a potential goalie. She guessed that they were looking for someone tall with good reach, which wouldn’t be her. Still, it was probably for the best. She could just see herself making some impossible save, she thought. Then everyone would know that she was not exactly normal.




The door to the room opened and Connie padded in, wrapped in a large robe, fresh from her shower. “Good morning, Cali. How’s life?” With that, Connie dropped her robe and quickly got dressed. 




Buffy looked away briefly. She’d finally gotten used to that particular aspect of sharing a room. Getting dressed and undressed in front of someone else all the time had felt weird at first, despite doing it in locker rooms for PE and cheerleading. But she was cool with sharing a room now, at least most of the time. Then her eyes narrowed as a thought entered her mind. Just as long as her greedy roommate kept her mitts off her power bars! 




Connie, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have any issues with sharing a room. Connie had brothers and sisters the entire time she was growing up, all of whom had fought over the one bathroom in the house she’d grown up in. Plus, she’d shared a bedroom with her sister as well. “Life’s good. I’m actually looking forward to today’s classes.”




“So, how was your meeting yesterday? You got in so late that I was already asleep.”




“Yeah, you weren’t here when I got back, so I hit the library to get a head start on the colonel’s latest opus. This one’s about Ancient Egypt.”




Connie’s eyes gleamed in amusement. “Sorry. Was the dinner at least good?”




Buffy smiled, starting to salivate as she thought back on the great dinner she’d had. “Hell, yes! The colonel made BBQ: chicken, sausages, and ribs, all of which were great. He also had spicy potato salad and rolls. And he made me a birthday cake. Well, bought me one, anyway.”




“That sounds really delicious…Wait. Birthday cake? I didn’t realize your birthday was coming up. Why didn’t you tell me?”




Buffy didn’t know how to explain to Connie that her last two birthdays had been so full of gut-wrenching horror, that she’d hoped by ignoring this one, she would be free of that particular tradition. “Uh…I didn’t want anyone to fuss. Or to feel obligated to buy me anything for my birthday.”




Connie shook her head. “So when is it?”




“The 19th.”




“What! That’s the day after tomorrow! How am I going to arrange a surprise party that quickly?” Connie’s eyes gleamed as she took in Buffy’s horrified expression. “Relax, roomie, I’m just joking.”




Buffy eyed her doubtfully. “You promise?”




“Cross my heart.” 




Buffy took a moment to check that Connie wasn’t crossing her fingers behind her back, which led to the girl to toss a pillow at her. Laughing, she threw it right back, pegging her roommate in the face.




“Okay, then.” Buffy was reassured that Connie wasn’t going to court disaster by trying to throw a party. Something off-topic occurred to her. “Did you do the homework for Chem?”




“All done. Want to check it against yours?”




“Definitely. I think I got that whole titration thing down, but I want to make sure.” That way, she wouldn’t have to wait until it’s been graded to find out whether she got it right, Buffy thought gratefully. Connie was pretty good at chemistry and didn’t have any problems with helping her more challenged roomie out, which said roomie considered a ‘Good Thing.’




“It’s cool. I’m just glad we are actually in a couple of the same sections on our classes. And since you’re playing intramural basketball, you have to be on my team.” There was a gleam in Connie’s eye as she spoke.




Buffy gave her much taller roommate a dubious look. “Uh huh. Why would you want one of the shortest girls here on your team?”




Connie grinned. “Because you’re incredible when it comes to throwing stuff. Don’t think I missed you hitting Westerman squarely in the mouth with that spoonful of spoiled mayo during his nuking last week. I figure if you can hit a guy in the kisser from thirty feet away with a spoonful of mayo, you can sink a basketball from at least that far away. Hell, we might just have you dunk the ball.” This last was obviously said in reference to how ‘special’ Buffy was.




Momentarily worried, Buffy protested, “Connie, you know I don’t dare dunk a basketball. It would…” Her voice trailed off at the knowing expression Connie wore. Uh oh, she had just made another mistake.




“Actually, I wasn’t sure you could dunk a basketball, but you obviously can jump that high. Pretty amazing for someone your height. I know, I know, you’ll tell me when you’re able. But I did tell you that if I could figure it out, I would. Just a friendly warning from your favorite roomie.”




Buffy gave Connie a dark look. “You’re my only roomie.”




Connie breezily replied, “You know you love me.” She grinned at Buffy as she said it.




Buffy’s eyes softened. Connie was right. She did really care about the other girl. She wouldn’t want to change her even if she could. No matter how close she came to uncovering her secrets. She walked over and gave the other girl a hug, which was returned fiercely. Letting Connie go, she glanced at the clock. “We need to hurry. Formation’s in five minutes.”




Connie’s grin slackened. Rolling her eyes, she sarcastically stated, “Yeah, wouldn’t want to miss that.”







Cali and Connie hurried down the steps towards the quad. Once down, they broke into a jog. Then as they arrived at the quad, they both stopped in confusion. There were only a handful of cadets there, all smacks. Cali turned to her and asked, “What the hell’s going on?”




Connie looked back at her roommate. She’d wondered briefly when she had read the schedule if there had been a mistake, with today being Martin Luther King Day. There shouldn’t be class or drill today. And there apparently wasn’t. “Well, I think we’ve been had. It’s a holiday…”




Cali’s eyes started to glow with a righteous anger. “Martin Luther King Day.”




Connie nodded and continued, “So there shouldn’t be classes or drill or anything.”




Cali exploded. “Those bastards! I’m going to kill Westerman!” 




“Take it easy, Cali. He’s just getting us back for nuking him. Plus, we did fall for it.” Connie smiled uneasily, trying to calm down her roommate. She watched the slow, involuntary smile creep across Cali’s face with trepidation.




Cali held up her hand palm forward. “Okay, I get that. Maybe Westerman thinks that this was an appropriate revenge.” Her smile grew positively evil. The petite blonde slowly rubbed her hands together in imitation of an evil scientist and cackled, “We shall have our revenge upon him. He shall come to regret the day he crossed us.”




Despite the humorous imitation, there was an undertone of seriousness that Connie caught. “Cali, what are you planning?” 




Cali now wore a thoughtful expression. The same kind that she’d worn when they had planned the demise of Merryman last semester. Connie tried to mask her horror. “Cali, you’re not…” Then she was interrupted by a loud, taunting shout from across the quad.




“Hey, smacks! Get lost today?”




A group of Firsties, led by Westerman, were all standing at the edge of the quad. They were dressed casually for holiday comfort and continued to taunt Connie and the others.




“Well, you know what smack stands for, don’t you? I think this is more a case of lack of aptitude than the sound that shit makes when it hits a wall. Although, maybe not.”




“Hey, Perez! You warm enough out there? Got some good Cuban loving for me?” The Firstie who taunted her thrust his hips back and forth to make his point more strongly. 




The taunting from there only got worse. And more politically incorrect. After a while, even Connie was fighting a blush. She grabbed Cali’s arm and started to drag her away. To her surprise, the other girl accompanied her without demur. After they got far enough away, she turned to her roommate and in a cold voice stated, “Okay, count me in. Let’s get those turd-eating shit-stains. Just tell me you have a plan.”




Cali gave her a beatific smile. “Oh, I have a plan. It’s going to be so much fun.”







Teal’c sat and meditated. He was deep in Kel no’reem. As he focused on his inner self, thoughts of the match yesterday troubled him. He had not shared his suspicions with O’Neill. His suspicions that the man’s protégé, Buffy Summers, had allowed him to win. 




The move she had used to attempt to end the match was exactly like the one she’d used against Major Carter. Despite knowing that Teal’c had observed her first match, Buffy Summers had repeated a move that any competent fighter would have been prepared to counter. 




A wise warrior would have known that Teal’c had observed their first match and would have used new and different tactics in their second. Buffy Summers had done exactly that throughout most of the match, fighting with amazing skill for one so young. Throughout the match except at the very end. 




To attempt a move that she would know she didn’t possess the strength to make work, was unbelievable. Teal’c couldn’t think of any reason she would have to throw the match. Even if Buffy Summers was fatigued, that was no excuse for such a poor choice of moves. So why had she done so? That was what troubled him the most.







Connie laughed at loud at the antics of Jim Carrey in Liar Liar. The movie just happened to be playing in one of the TV rooms at Arnold Hall, so they had decided to sit down and watch it together. They’d arrived at Arnold Hall after changing out of their dress blues into their more comfortable fatigues. 




Beside Connie, Cali laughed out loud as Jim Carrey’s character told the busty girl on the elevator that people were nice to her because she had big jugs. They were alone in the room and could be a loud and rambunctious as they wanted, which was nice. There weren’t any Firsties there to tell them to keep it down.




Cali shouted at the screen, “That’s exactly why they’re nice to you! You have huge boobs which you show off to everyone!”




Connie giggled and told her roommate. “You’re getting too into the movie, me thinks.”




“Bah!”




“Atten-hut!”




Connie sprang to her feet as the shouted command rang through the room, Cali accompanying her. She stood rigidly at attention despite knowing that Arnold Hall was an ‘at rest’ area. She and Cali weren’t supposed to be rousted here. However, Connie figured it was better to be safe than sorry.




A figure entered her view. It was Gator. He was grinning widely at them and said, “At ease, cadets. I just—” 




That was all he got out before Cali tackled him, knocking him into the other couch. She sat astride him pinning him down. Ominously, she said, “Say you’re sorry.”




“Or?”




“Or else!”




Gator’s face wore a stern expression. “Are you threatening me, smack?”




Cali rolled her eyes. “Darn tootin’.”




Connie grabbed her roomie and hauled her off of Gator. “Quit it, you two. What if someone sees?”




Cali shrugged. “So? We’re just friends.”




Connie gave her a skeptical look. With as much sarcasm as she could muster, Connie drawled back, “Riiiiigghhtt.” At that, Cali had the grace to blush. Gator just lay on his back on the couch wearing a shit-eating grin.




Then he spoke, “Seriously, Connie, we’re just friends. That’s all we can be, until Recognition. But friends can hang out together, you know?”




Connie decided to stay out of their business. “Okay, if you say so.”




“So, what are you both watching?”




Cali gave him a mock glare. “We were watching Liar Liar, before some egotistical first class cadet rousted us.”




“Cool.” Gator sat up so that he could see the movie. “Oh, I really like this part.” He transferred to their couch for a better view and leaned forward to watch the movie. 




Connie exchanged a “Boys!” look with Cali before joining him on the couch. Cali sat on his other side, leaning in a little closer than Connie liked. She really hoped those two stayed out of trouble. In the meantime, she was going to just enjoy the movie.







Jack leaned against the wall of his house, wiping sweat from his eyes. Despite the cold weather, he was hot from the hard work of fixing the fence that Cali and Teal’c had all but destroyed yesterday. Luckily, Home Depot was open even on Martin Luther King Day, and he was able to buy fencing, nails, and Thompson’s Water Seal. 




“You want me to get you a beer?” The soft, contralto voice of his companion carried to him from the nearby kitchen door. Looking up, Jack smiled at Joyce and nodded his assent. She emerged a moment later with a cold Budweiser, from which he promptly took a swig. 




“That hits the spot. Thanks again for coming over and keeping me company today.”




She smiled mischievously. “It was the least I could do for the man who bought my daughter a birthday cake.”




Jack smiled, then shook his head. “Yeah, but I’m also the same guy who nearly got her head taken off when I let her spar with Murray.”




Joyce put her hand on his arm to stop him. “Please, Jack. As good as this ‘Murray’ is, I’m sure that Buffy held her own. Plus, I’m completely certain that she enjoyed it.”




Jack smiled. “That’s definitely true. She was just so…fierce.” He almost said more, but stopped, arrested by the look on Joyce’s face. She wore an expression that was equal parts immense sadness and intense pride. He was puzzled by the dichotomy of emotions she exhibited. 




Joyce really was a wonderful woman. She was unlike anyone who he’d ever met before, although she shared many of the same qualities that he admired in a woman, including a certain Air Force officer. Jack shook his head, not wanting to go there. Deciding to both lighten things up and distract himself, he casually mentioned, “Well, the fence is nearly done. What are we going to do with the rest of our holiday?”




Joyce took his hand and casually led him into the house. “I’m sure that between the two of us, we can come up with something.”







Buffy grilled her officers. “Cadet Perez, how many smacks have you recruited?”




Connie grinned and began, “Ma’am, this cadet has recruited nineteen smacks for tomorrow night’s festivities.”




Buffy regally nodded her head. Then, “Cadet Burnett, how many smacks have your recruited?”




Billy came to attention and stated, “Ma’am, this cadet has recruited twenty-two smacks for the ‘party’.” He gave all and sundry a look of such recklessness that Buffy feared for him.




Buffy nodded. “And I recruited thirty-one smacks, including one collaborator who will be used to communicate misdirection to our enemies.” She shared conspiratorial smiles with the others. “That gives us seventy-two smacks against twenty-one Firsties. I somehow don’t think we will have any problems in showing them tonight that messing with us is. Not. A. Good. Thing.”







Chapter Nineteen: Adventures in Dormitory Living



Buffy ducked and threw a charging Firstie over her shoulder using his own momentum against him. He ended up on the floor where five smacks jumped him, including Cadet Emma Phillips. She was the most vicious of the five as she rubbed BBQ sauce into his hair while the others duct taped his wrists behind his back. Buffy winced at the sight. Then she had more important things to worry about. 




There were another ten Firsties charging down the hallway towards her group. They’d apparently been hiding in one of the rooms there, awaiting their opportunity to act. Too bad they’re too late, Buffy thought smugly. 




“Charge!” Buffy shouted to her own reinforcements, who had also been hiding, waiting for their chance to ambush the Firsties. The last twenty-five smacks charged out and hit the Firsties from behind, knocking almost half of them on their butts. 




Buffy, wielding two bottles of BBQ sauce, one in each hand, liberally squirted any Firstie in range squarely in the eyes. It was a surprisingly effective move. Maybe she should have tried something like this back in Sunnydale, she mused. With a sudden grin, she imagined Giles’ reaction to her telling him her idea. He probably would have spent at least a minute cleaning his glasses before saying anything, she thought fondly.




There was still a small knot of Firsties on their feet at the opposite end of the hallway. Westerman was at the center of the cluster, shoving down any smacks who got too close for his companions to pummel. That’s when Buffy decided to act. Racing forward at a sprint, she threw herself into the air at the last minute and drove right into the group, sending them flying like tenpins. 




The only problem was that they were standing right in front of the large mirror that covered that end wall of the hallway. Buffy went right into it, shattering it into a million pieces, just as the AOC walked in.




The Air Officer Commanding, Captain McMillan, took one look at the huge mess, and shouted, “Atten-hut!” Every single cadet in the hallway froze, then snapped to attention. The AOC slowly walked down the hallway, staring at everything. Buffy was conscious of just what a disaster area the hallway had become. There was blood, BBQ sauce, and other fluids coating practically every surface. Trashcans had been emptied all over the hall, their contents just adding to the tremendous mess. The coup de resistance, though, was the shattered mirror. 




Captain McMillan slapped her leg hard. Then in a deadly tone, stated, “You have SAMI at 0800 hours. You have nine hours until then to clean this up. If I, or any of the other brass, see so much as a speck, every squadron on this floor will spend the rest of the semester on base. Am I understood?”




Buffy and the rest of the cadets there thundered, “Yes, ma’am!” 




With that, the AOC took one last horrified look around, then left. Buffy sagged back from attention. She rubbed her back where she’d hit the glass. “You okay, Summers?” She turned towards Westerman, who looked genuinely concerned. 




“Yes, sir. I am okay, sir.”




He looked around in wry amusement. “Well, this is one fine mess you made, Cadet.”




Buffy wasn’t going to let that go by without a response. “I had some help, sir.”




“Yes, you did. Well, get to work cleaning. I’ll be back in a second.” At Buffy’s questioning look, Westerman grinned and said, “Just because the rest of these pussies hiding in their rooms avoided helping make the mess, doesn’t mean they’re going to avoid helping with the clean up. Especially after I mention the possible consequences.” With that, he headed off.




Buffy started picking stuff up. Connie, who was working nearby, laughed and said, “Well that was slightly more intense than I expected.”




Buffy laughed as well. “Yeah, I did not expect to have that many Firsties show. I guess they were trying for overwhelming numbers. Too bad we still outnumbered them nearly two-to-one.”




Connie wore a mock sympathetic look. “Yep, too bad.” With a final laugh, they got back to work.







“So, Cali, what do you think?” Connie asked, as she put one final brush stroke onto her masterpiece. 




Buffy stared in disbelief. Greeley and a couple of other cadets had gotten it into their heads that they needed to replace the shattered mirror with a painted mural. Since Connie was the most artistically talented of the squadron, she’d been roped into painting it. They’d ‘procured’ paint and painting supplies from somewhere and gone to town. The result covered the wall.




A large hairy barbarian dressed in the remnants of an Air Force cadet’s dress blues was smashing out of the wall, a fierce expression covering his face. The words ‘Big Bad Barbarians’ along with their squadron number were painted below him. The class years of all current classes from 2000 to 2003 were represented as well along the other end of the painting. All in all it was an…interesting piece of art.




“I like it,” Buffy declared, amusement evident in her voice. “But don’t you think you should grab a shower now? SAMI is in one hour.”




Connie’s eyes widened dramatically. “Fuck!” With that, she raced off. Buffy took one final look at the mural and shook her head. She wondered if the AOC would be able to square this with the brass.







Cali was laughing so hard tears streamed down her face. Next to her, Connie howled. Gator let them work it off for a second, then continued, “Then the AOC tells the Commandant, ‘I wanted a mural so they painted me a mural.’ ”




With that, the howls of laughter began again. Finally, Cali managed to get out, “Connie painted a mural that the AOC signed off on! To the Commandant! Oh my God, that is sooo sweet!”




Gator smiled, struck again by just how cute she was, especially now, with her cheeks flushed and her hair messy. “Well, I think someone should thank Captain McMillan. It’s not often you get an AOC that’s not a complete sack of shit.”




Laughing, Cali said, “I will give her half the cookies my mom’s bringing tomorrow.”




Gator put a mock hurt expression on his face as he asked, “I thought I got dibs on those cookies?”




Connie shooed him back, making the sign of the cross over her breast. “Get thee back, Satan! Those cookies are mine!”




“You can both go jump in a lake. Since she’s my mom, I get all cookies. But I might be willing to pay with cookies for foot rubs.” Cali gave Gator an arch look from under lowered eyelashes.




Connie scrunched up her nose. “Ewwww!”




Gator became aware that the atmosphere was getting charged again. Deciding that discretion was the better part of valor, he said, “Well, I gotta go, ladies. I just wanted to stop by and let you know how your little event was perceived.” Ignoring Cali’s disappointed expression, he went out the door.







The two girls watched the one boy leave, then looked at one another for a moment before looking back at the door once more.




Cali shook her head. “You scared him off.”




Connie whirled at Cali’s accusation. “I scared him off? Me? Not the fact that you were acting like a wookie in heat?”




Cali started to reply, stopped in shock, and finally said,”Umm…wookie in heat? What does that even mean?”




Connie smiled sweetly. If she wasn’t getting cookies, she might as well dive right in. “If the shoe fits…”




Cali frowned. “That is sooo unfair. I’m not a wookie. There’s nothing wookiesh about me. Plus, I have waayyy better hair, even this short.” She fluffed it for emphasis.




“I notice you don’t dispute the ‘in heat’ part,” Connie said, baiting her roomie.




Cali started to reply, then stopped. With a wry grin, she stated, “Actually, that’s a pretty fair assessment. The last time I had sex was…well, once when I was seventeen. So, I might be a little bit ‘in heat.’ ”




Connie stared. Cali hadn’t had sex but once in her entire life? Thinking back on four boyfriends in high school, plus the handful of other guys she had ‘hooked up’ with between them, she decided that she had the more experience. Finally, she got a chance to be the mentor, she thought with satisfaction.







Buffy dreamed.





Buffy watched something dark and terrible stalk through the dark halls. The area around her gave the sensation of being underground, despite the width of the passageways. The walker paused momentarily, picking over corpses. It touched, then discarded a human’s, before finding what it was looking for in the form of two different demons. Lifting them both with casual strength, it threw them over its own broad shoulders.




Stalking back in the direction from whence it came, the figure finally stepped into the glow from an emergency light. Strange features, half demon and half machine, were visible to Buffy’s eyes. It strode on down the hallway, deeper into the shadows. 




Buffy started to follow, when she stepped onto a corpse. Instinctively stopping, she looked down. The pale, dead features of one of the girls she’d seen kissing in a previous dream stared back up at her, her dark hair lying like a reverse halo around her head.






Buffy shuddered awake, her heart beating furiously. Grimacing, she glanced at the alarm clock which read 0200 hours, then swung her legs over the edge of her bed. She wouldn’t sleep anymore tonight.







“So let me get this straight. Not only did you plan and execute a Hall Brawl that wrecked the entire third floor, but you also broke one of those big, expensive mirrors that are on either end of the hallway, which you replaced with a mural.” Jack was torn between astonishment and amusement. Cali appeared to be trying to singlehandedly set some kind of record for demerits at the Zoo.




Cali looked back at Jack innocently. “Yes, sir.”




“What was the butcher’s bill for all of this? Dare I expect you to be off-base sometime during your first class year?”




“The AOC was fine with our solution, sir.”




“Huh?” Jack wasn’t often taken that aback, but finding out the Air Officer Commanding hadn’t done squat to them after they’d practically wrecked Vandenberg Hall was enough to shock even him.




“Sir, the AOC, Captain McMillan, told the Commandant that she had asked us for a mural and was quite pleased with the result. Also, the fact that the wing received the highest SAMI scores so far this year didn’t hurt either, sir.”




Jack grinned. “Did you even sleep at all that night between cleaning up and getting ready for SAMI?”




Cali smiled demurely. “Who needs sleep, sir?”




“Yeah, right. I remember being that young. Barely.” Jack was aware that something had changed between them. Two months ago, Ca…Summers wouldn’t have dreamed of confiding something like this to him. Now, she’d told what went down two weeks ago without batting an eye. He wasn’t sure how to…




Jack’s attention was pulled away by the man approaching their table. Well-dressed, he looked familiar. A second later, he had it.




“How is your meal, folks?”




Jack looked up at the owner of O’Malley’s, Fergus O’Malley, himself. He smiled and said, “It’s great, as usual, Mr O’Malley”




The man smiled back. “I’m very glad to hear that, Colonel. We definitely pride ourself on the quality of our food and service. What did you think about it, Cadet?”




Cali smiled widely. “I loved it, sir. The desert was especially scrumptious.” She gestured to the remains of her multi-layered chocolate desert.




The man smiled at them both. “Thanks again for coming in tonight. My name is Fergus and if there’s anything I can do for you and your daughter, please let me know.” With that, he’d walked away to the next table, leaving Jack and Cali staring at his retreating back.







Jack sighed heavily. The damn Academy Scandal, as it was being called by the newspapers and CNN, had seriously screwed up his deployment plans. He’d lost all three of the cadets he had planned to recruit. While it was a good thing to not have liars, cheaters, and rapists under his command, it was a bad thing that he now had to start recruiting all over again. That meant winnowing the entire graduating class of the Zoo. Currently, he had six names on his short list, none of whom had appeared on either of those now infamous lists:




		Jeremiah Greeley

		Randolph Pierson

		Terence Brueller

		Edgar Westerman

		Todd Armen

		Sarah Hill





All were first class cadets. They had each applied for, and received, Top Secret clearances. Three of them had taken survival training aka SERE while of the other three, two were on the Wings of Blue, while the remaining cadet was a Soaring IP. All six had majors that would come in handy, ranging from Space Engineering to Space and Missile Ops to Geospatial Science. One of the six had actually expressed an interest in becoming an astronaut. 




Of the six of them, Jack only saw one candidate that he would consider putting on an actual SG team, but there was at least as much of a need for Engineers and Space and Missile Ops as there was for the elite members of the SG teams. Additionally, all six were smart and dedicated. They were all on the Dean’s List for academic excellence, the Commandant of Cadets’ List for military performance, and the Director of Athletics’ List for physical performance, entitling them to wear the coveted silver star enclosed in a wreath between two lightning bolts on their dress uniforms.




Jack slowly smiled, thinking about that symbol. It was the same one he’d seen on Summers’ uniform during their latest dinner last week. She hadn’t mentioned the pin, but when he’d made a point of noticing it, she’d been so obviously proud. And even more happy that he had noticed. Her smile had been completely infectious. 




Jack had enjoyed being the one who put such a happy smile on her face. From something Joyce had mentioned on their latest date, Cali hadn’t had many reasons to smile during her last few years. First the divorce, then her involvement in a program best left to adults, lastly the tragedy at graduation. He didn’t like the idea of any kid having to go through what Cali had. He resolved to do his best to keep her feeling proud and smiling. Cali really was a good kid, he thought fondly.




Distracted by thinking about his smack, he sat back in his chair. Ever since the day of the BBQ, the relationship between him and Summers had changed. Not overtly, but Jack saw it in a myriad of small ways. Most specifically, during their last dinner. Cali was more open and far less cautious of what she said, even going as far as to tell him about the Hall Brawl she’d helped plan and execute. 




She’d asked Jack’s advice about a few items, where before he’d sometimes had to drag information out of her. Some of the things she’d talked about had been more than a little personal. She’d also smiled a lot more as she grew much more at ease with their relationship. 




Brooding, Jack thought about how, a few days after the BBQ, Carter had come in and asked him if he was aware of any food issues that Cadet Summers had. When he had asked her what prompted her to inquire, Carter had said that she was concerned that Summers was bulimic. His jaw had dropped, then he had laughed out loud, remembering the girl who so enjoyed her food. Summers had eaten more at the BBQ than anyone, but he merely attributed it to just how good the food was compared to the Zoo’s.




Carter had even mentioned the reasons behind her suspicions, including the two trips that Summers had made to the kitchen. Since Jack had seen her cleaning up on the second, he knew she hadn’t tried to sneak away to the restroom then. He had made that point and more to Carter. He thought he had convinced her, but he wasn’t certain. Not that he cared.




Jack hadn’t asked Summers about being bulimic, but he had told her that Carter sent her regards. He had been surprised when Cali had proceeded to tell him the conversation she’d had with Carter, and how she had responded. She’d even revealed that the major had given her a card with both her work and home phone numbers on it, in case she needed to talk to someone about matters she didn’t feel comfortable talking to Jack about. 




Cali had then told him that there wasn’t anything that she didn’t feel comfortable discussing with him, but she’d kept the major’s card just in case. Jack had been touched by Cali’s last statement and they had settled into a comfortable silence. 




Jack had to admit that he was confused by how he felt about the girl. Their closeness made him squirm. Not in a bad way, but still…The capper from that night had come when the owner of O’Malley’s had stopped by their table to check on them. Jack had met the man once years before, but it was apparent the guy hadn’t remembered him. Given that it was a large, busy place, that was certainly understandable. At first, the impromptu visit hadn’t been a big deal, with the usual small talk, then his words had become explosive, as he’d assumed that Cali was Jack’s daughter.




Jack had almost opened his mouth and protested, but had decided to let it go. When he had glanced over at Cali’s face, he’d been glad he hadn’t said anything to contradict Fergus’s opinion. Cali’s face literally glowed with a kind of inner radiance that you only saw in pregnant women and the truly joyous. That was the only way to describe it. 




Jack had kept the remaining conversation light, up until he finally got to the feedback on her report, which was again excellent. Daniel had loved her report on the Incas, considering it first class work. Jack had never doubted it would be. He’d heard her abstract after all. Cadet Summers had been a first class speaker once she got over her initial stage fight. 




And one hell of a hand-to-hand fighter. He’d given his tentative approval to Teal’c's idea about sparring with Cali, but only because he’d been certain that Teal’c would be careful not to hurt the girl. Teal’c wasn’t Joe Wilson, after all. But even he’d been surprised that Cali had been more than willing to spar with Teal’c, considering that he appeared to be part mountain. 




Then again, he really should have recognized that glint in her eyes. The results had been beyond his own expectations. The way that Cali had managed to stay with Teal’c and even push the larger man. Of course, the end of the fight was less so, especially since Jack had lost part of his fence, which he’d just spent most of Martin Luther King Day putting right. At least he’d had Joyce there to distract him. Now he was having to turn down a request for a rematch from Teal’c nearly daily. He briefly wondered what was driving the Jaffa to want to fight Buffy again, when he had soundly beaten her the previous time. 




That’s the last time he hosted any WWF events at my house, Jack decided moodily. Hell, Cali could have been badly hurt. He sighed and went back to work. Looking at the six names on his list, he decided that one was as good as another. He crossed off three names at random and decided to give the remaining three a chance. If they washed out or didn’t want the opportunity, he would go back to the other three.




At least he didn’t have to worry about Daniel anymore. As fanatical as he’d been to find out more about the books that Cali had, he’d very much toned down his questioning of Cali once she’d started asking her own about him. Especially, once Daniel let slip that he was an archaeologist. Jack smiled as he thought about the conversation from that day.





“Cali, we never got to finish our conversation from earlier. Do you think that I could get a look at the rest of those books you said you inherited from your friend?” Daniel asked with a sincere, guileless smile.




Great, Jack thought, he’s at it again. He was about to step on Daniel again, in the nicest way possible, when he once again realized why he was sponsoring Summers.




“Certainly, sir. I have to admit, though, that I do not understand why a physicist is so interested in old books.” Cali wore a quizzical expression as she spoke.




Daniel explained, “I’m not a physicist. I’m an archaeologist. I…” Too late, he seemed to realize that he had said more than he should have. Cali’s next words confirmed that.




“An archaeologist, sir? What exactly do you do in Deep Space Radar Telemetry?” There was a gleam in Cali’s eye as she asked her last question. 




Jack was torn between glee and anguish as his smack defended herself far better than he could have. I shouldn’t have worried about her, he thought in amusement, Cali appears more than able to deflect questions she doesn’t want to answer. Still, he was probably going to have to fill out paperwork at this potential breach of security. Maybe he could pawn it off on Carter?




Daniel stammered out, “I-I…uh…well, you see…”




Carter intervened. “Cali, actually what Daniel does is extremely boring, but it is classified. That’s mostly because of where he works, not what he does, if you know what I mean. Survey work.” Carter’s bored tone seemed to say that asking anything else would be dull and monotonous.




“Yes, ma’am.” Cali, however, stared at Daniel as if she wanted to ask more questions. 




Daniel, on the other hand, made a quick excuse about needing to get on the road and catch up on some work. He headed out like he was being chased by Jaffa, Jack thought in amusement.






Jack sighed. He really needed to get some work done. He was distracted by thinking about the latest assignment that Daniel had given him to give Cali. Because of all of the exemplary work that Cali had turned in, Daniel had decided to give her a harder assignment than ever for her fourth paper. Jack hadn’t read it ahead of time, but Cali’s brief shocked expression had been a dead giveaway that it was a bastard. Still, even he had been taken aback by that assignment once he realized just what it entailed.







Buffy dreamed.





She stood in a darkened hallway. Somewhere, not too distant, sirens were going off. A figure, difficult to make out in the dimness, raced away from her down the hallway. Buffy hesitated, but when she heard voices shouting in the distance, followed that fleeing figure.




They ran down a number of passageways, the first with finished walls that reminded Buffy of an office building or lab which gave way to rougher materials, concrete and raw wood, before finally to rougher still, rock and dirt. She was no closer to the figure than when she’d first began her pursuit. 




No matter how fast Buffy ran, she couldn’t gain any ground. Then the figure paused a moment, almost allowing her to draw near. With the reduced distance, some details became obvious. It was a woman that she was following, one with shoulder-length dark hair. 




Buffy almost caught up to her at this point. Just before she did, the woman began to climb. After a moment, she began to move upwards as well, pursuing her muse.




After a while, they burst from the ground into an open clearing in a wooded area. It was night time and the clearing was dark. Clouds raced past over their heads. Buffy still couldn’t make out any details of the woman in front of her. Then a nearly full moon broke through the clouds. 




Light flooded the clearing and it was as if a veil was removed from her eyes and her mind. Buffy recognized the clearing in which she stood. It was inside of one of Sunnydale’s parks, near the university campus. With surprise, she also recognized the figure in front of her. It was the one of the girls from her previous dream, and she had a pleading look on her face as she beckoned her on.






Buffy woke up. Shit, she thought, not another one. Well, it looked as if she were going to Sunnydale after all, she mused absently. Looking towards the ceiling, Buffy whispered, “Just let me know a time frame, ’kay? Being AWOL as a smack would really do sucky things to my military career. Understand?”







Buffy walked back from the library. It was after 2200 hours and bitterly cold. She’d been working on her newest assignment from Colonel O’Neill. It was a report on the Han Dynasty of China, titled, The Han Dynasty: Expansion and Regression Over Four Hundred Years. Of course, the title didn’t tell you what the report was to be about. The colonel wanted a report on what could have been done to prevent the failure of the state that had lasted over four centuries. 




This was definitely the most difficult assignment yet, especially since it required Buffy to extrapolate solutions to the problems that were occurring during that period. At the same time, the solutions had to be logical and well thought out. It really forced her to think deeply about what could, and more importantly, should be done to save the civilization and its culture. 




It was also a departure from the style of reports that Buffy had been required to produce up to this point. Those had been, in order: Reasons Behind the Fall of the Roman Empire: From a Citizen of the Empire’s Point of View, The Fall of the Incan Empire: How the Spanish Were Able to Divide and Conquer, and Ancient Egypt: The Rise and Fall of the Old Kingdom. As hard as those sounded, they were relatively easy from the point of view that only research was involved in compiling them. Some thought was required to pull together the relevant facts in a logical order, but otherwise, they weren’t too tough.




Buffy was thinking that if she could prove that the rebellion of the Confucian scholar-officials could be contained by a more beneficial tax system, she would be halfway home. That’s when she heard the sound. A faint groaning noise. She stopped and extended her senses. She could hear a heartbeat going a million miles an hour on the other side of that hedge. It was a familiar sound.




She ran around the hedge into the shadows there. Two figures were locked into an embrace. Even in the shadows, Buffy could tell that one was a tall male wearing BDU’s, while the other was female, medium height, dark-haired, clad in BDU’s as well. She was just about to retreat in embarrassment, when she realized that she’d only heard one heartbeat. No wonder the sound was familiar. It meant the other person present was a vampire.




Racing forward, Buffy snap-kicked the smaller of the two figures in the head, knocking it head over heels into the snow. The taller collapsed into a limp pile. From the mound of white, cruel golden eyes stared up into hers and as Buffy’s eyes adjusted to the shadows to see as clear as day, the rest of the details of the face became visible, a heavy jutting brow and a mouth full of fangs. Hissing angrily, the vampire launched itself at her.




She ducked the first wild blow, a haymaker, and took the second more precise one upon her raised forearm. Buffy then again kicked the blood sucker in the head. This time the creature stayed on its feet, but dropped its guard, allowing her to step in close and piston her fists into the vampire’s upper abdomen to the sound of ribs breaking like castanets. 




The vampire, probably now concerned more with survival than eating, frantically shoved Buffy, who moved back a little, unluckily tripping over the prone, groaning figure of the vampire’s victim. When she got to her feet, the vampire had disappeared into the night.




Buffy was just about to head off in pursuit, since the vamp would be easy to track in the snow, when she heard the figure at her feet groan once more. Cursing, she realized that she had to take care of the vampire’s victim first. She quickly dropped back to her knees, thanking the gods that the uniform of the day was BDU’s rather than dress blues. 




If it had been dress blues, she might have chosen to wear the knee-length uniform skirt rather than pants. It was doubtful considering the weather, but Buffy was, on occasion, still more concerned with appearance than functionality. That’ll probably be on my tombstone, she thought darkly as her knees still froze from kneeling in the wet snow, despite her BDU’s.




Flipping over the figure so that she could see his face, Buffy stared. It was Ed Westerman, he of the smack-tormenting news requests. Or of the Connie-directed nuking, she decided in amusement, her good humor restored.




Checking him over, Buffy didn’t think he had lost that much blood. She must have interrupted the vampire at the beginning of its feast. He was awake, but groggy and not very coherent. She quickly dragged Westerman to his feet, draping one of his arms over her shoulder. Half helping, half carrying, she headed them towards the dorm. They were almost to the steps leading into Vandy when Westerman seemed to come fully awake. 




“What the fuck? Let me go!” He pushed himself away from her. She let him go and watched as he fell into a snow bank. She repressed a smile as his thrashing almost made a snow angel. Westerman looked around wildly from his position on the ground. As he came to recognize Buffy, his panic receded and his eyes narrowed in anger. “Summers! What are you doing here?” 




Buffy managed not to roll her eyes. It was hard, and it took a great deal of her self control. Westerman apparently had gotten over the burst of good cheer after their epic Hall Brawl. She figured he still held her responsible for his nuking more than a month ago, when all she’d done was suggest that since he was celebrating a birthday that day, it would be a great occasion to help him with his celebratory efforts. It’s not as if she’d actually recruited the thirty or so smacks that had tied him up with duct tape and thrown rotten food on him. That had been Connie, after all.




Of course, then Buffy had gotten Westerman and the rest of those Firsties back for the Martin Luther King Day incident. It had been the Hall Brawl to end all Hall Brawls, she thought smugly. The Firsties had been outnumbered two to one despite reinforcements. She was already hearing rumors that wildly exaggerated the damage done. 




In a year, they would have burned down Vandy, she thought wryly, reminded of a certain Hemery High Gymnasium. In the meantime, she had to take care of his highness. Snapping to attention, she stated, “Sir, the answer is that I spotted you in the snow. I discerned that you were bleeding so I helped you up and brought you back to Vandenberg Hall.”




Westerman frowned. He appeared to be searching his memory. “So you didn’t see any…I’m fine, Cadet Summers.” Turning his wrist, he checked his watch. “You have two minutes before you are late for lights out. Better hurry.”




“Yes, sir!” Buffy started to head in, but then stopped. Even if Westerman hadn’t lost all that much blood, he had still lost enough to be unsteady. He staggered to his feet, glaring at her, then fell right back down. 




Buffy rushed to his side. “Sir, are you all right?”




Buffy noticed how bleary his glare was as she knelt back down next to him. “Cadet, I think I am going to need some help getting back to my room. You are excused from lights out. Now give me a hand.”




Buffy helped him to his feet. She desperately wanted to ask Westerman how he had hooked up with a vampire, but didn’t dare. She dragged him up the stairs to the second floor and to his room. Just as she was helping him in, the door opposite her opened. Two Firsties, Murphy and Jacobs, came out, talking. 




They stopped and stared at Buffy and Westerman. One turned to the other and whispered something that made Buffy wish she didn’t have an enhanced sense of hearing, “That Summers chick really gets around, doesn’t she? First Sheridan, then Pierson, and now Westerman.” 




Buffy could hear the leer in Murphy’s voice as he spoke.




Jacobs replied, “Yeah, maybe we should nickname her ‘Thirstie’ for all the ‘Firstie’ she’s been doing.” The two young men chuckled, exchanging low fives, before heading down the hall.




Flushing, Buffy managed to get Westerman into his room where she left him with his roommate, Greeley. She quickly excused herself and headed for her room. Fortunately, she didn’t run into anyone else on the way up to her room on the third floor. 




Buffy quickly let herself into her room. The lights were out and Connie was asleep. Taking care to be as silent as possible, she changed into her pajamas and slid into bed. But she couldn’t sleep. It seemed that all of the last seven months of sleep conditioning was thrown by the wayside as the Slayer emerged, wanting to kill something. 




Not to mention the whole hungry and horny thing. Buffy tossed and turned for an hour before finally giving up on the idea of sleep that night. She lay there thinking. A vampire at the Zoo. A vampire that had been wearing the uniform of a second class cadet. She wondered what was going on, and more importantly, what she was going to do about it?







Chapter Twenty: Lions, and Tigers, and Vampires,



Connie was trying to study when she felt Cali’s eyes on her back again. Yet when she looked around, Cali was reading her book. She gave her roommate a narrow-eyed glance, then went back to her calculus. The next time when she felt Cali’s eyes on her, she tossed her book down and jumped to her feet.




“What?” Connie demanded loudly.




Cali gave her a lazy look. “What what?”




“Oh, no, you don’t. None of that weird California double-speak that no one but you understands. What is going on? What’s with the weird looks? Do I have bed hair? Are my sweats dirty? Did I kill Jimmy Hoffa? What is going on?”




Cali gave her a considering look, carefully studying Connie’s face. Finally, after a long pause, she casually stated, “I was considering whether to bring you along tonight when I go out after lights out.”




Connie’s jaw dropped. “What’s going on? Are you planning another nuking? Who’s the victim?”




For a moment, Cali’s expression grew grim, then her face relaxed, as if she had consciously forced it to. “I wish it were something that simple. No, I’m not planning another nuking. Instead, I’m going hunting.”




Connie stared. “Hunting? For what?”




“Something that will answer a lot of the questions you have about me. Wait,” she said, as Connie started to speak. With a warning look, Cali stated, “I’m not going to tell you. Despite everything, you wouldn’t believe me. You’ll have to see it first. So, do you want to go along? It’ll mean risking getting caught out after hours.”




Connie immediately said, “I’ll go.” Sweet! She was finally going to find out Cali’s secret!




Cali slowly smiled. “Okay, then. Be ready at 2300 Hours. We’ll go out the window. I have enough rope to let us get to the bottom. Then it’s a few minutes’ walk to our destination.”




Curious, Connie asked, “Where are we going?”




Cryptically, Cali said, “We’re going spelunking, Connie. So make sure to watch your head.”







Connie sat on the edge of her bed, replaying the conversation she’d had with Cali before dinner. She barely eaten anything during dinner, only picking at her food. She’d been so curious and nervous that she might as well be eating cardboard as the semi-tasty surf-n-turf meal. 




Of course nerves hadn’t affected Cali’s appetite. She’d gotten seconds, then thirds. The more Connie watched her eat, the more foolish that she felt for not noticing even before Thanksgiving just how much her roommate ate. Cali was averaging at least two and maybe even three times as much food as she, herself, consumed. The only reason she could come up with for not noticing before was simply that you just didn’t expect someone of Cali’s size to eat so much. Because of that, it made it easy to ignore what you thought you saw.




Connie shook her head, giving up on trying to distract herself from what they were doing tonight. She wasn’t too worried about being out after lights out, knowing that unless they got caught by a major dick, they would likely only get an extra session of drill or maybe confinement to quarters for a weekend. Even Cali wouldn’t get hit too hard by something so trivial. 




No, what was getting to her was the trying to figure out what Cali had meant about spelunking. There certainly weren’t any caves here at the Zoo or even nearby. Cali must be planning to head into the Tunnels that ran all under the Zoo. Those were mysterious and cool enough that everyone talked about exploring them at least once. Not that Connie knew of any other smacks who had done it yet. So, if she and Cali did it, they would be the first from their year to do so.




Connie was wearing her dark blue fatigues since she was going to be out in the dark. She figured it would be better to blend in. Cali had laid out the same fatigues on her bed as well. 




Connie pondered the last words that Cali had said to her before heading to chow.





Cali nodded briskly. “Just a couple of things, first. Make sure to take a shower after dinner. Don’t use any of that perfumy soap you have, though. Use that neutral stuff that they provide here for free.”




Connie frowned in disgust, then shook it off. The soap wasn’t that bad. “Anything else?”




“Don’t brush your teeth. Don’t use any mouthwash. And don’t eat anything at chow that will give you gas.”




Connie stared. “Uhh…”




Cali just nodded. “I know, I know. Just bear with me. Be glad that your period hasn’t started or you wouldn’t be coming at all.”




Connie was even more confused. “Hoookay…”




“Don’t worry, grasshopper, all will become clear.”






The door opened and Cali dashed in. “Heya, roomie.” She tossed her pack down and started unloading various books and papers. Then seating herself at her desk, Cali started working on what looked like her latest paper from Colonel O’Neill. 




Connie sat staring at Cali. What the fuck? She couldn’t be serious, could she? After ten minutes of trying to hold it in, she finally exploded. “Cali, how can you be so calm? Are you deliberately fucking with me?”




Cali looked up from her paper, and gave Connie an innocent look. “Now, would I do that?”




Connie nodded emphatically. “Yes, you would.”




Laughing, Cali spun her chair to face Connie. “Okay, maybe a little. Look, what we’re about to do is highly dangerous. And no, I can’t explain. I just need you to trust me and to be careful. Like chasing a serial killer careful.”




Was she serious? Connie nodded, even though she didn’t really understand the point Cali was trying to make. They were looking for a serial killer? Then she saw that damn look in Cali’s eyes. The one that asked, “Can I depend on you?” The one that measured you and found every flaw. She raised her chin and met Cali’s gaze squarely, feeling a warm surge of pride at her roomie’s approving look. 




“I’ll be careful. 2300 hours is going to be slow to come.”




“Sorry. Later is better. What we’re hunting comes out late.”




“What exactly are we hunting?”




Cali wagged a reproving finger at her. “Nope. Be patient and all will become clear.”




“Fine.” Connie managed to avoid grumbling under her breath, aware that Cali would probably hear her. The girl’s hearing was damn acute. She would be patient. She would be freakin’ Confucius patient. That’s what she would be. Even if it killed her.







Connie watched, impressed as Cali did something to the rope that made it come flying down their dorm’s wall. Then it occurred to her to ask, “How are we going to get back up?” She kept her voice to a whisper to avoid waking anyone in the nearby rooms.




Cali, a darker smudge in her fatigues, flashed white teeth, then whispered back, “I’ll free climb back up to our room carrying the rope. Then I’ll help you back up.”




Riiigghhht. Connie bit her tongue and concentrated on what she had with her. In addition to the two flashlights she carried, she was loaded down with two wooden stakes, a bottle that according to its label contained holy water, and a large wooden cross to supplement the silver cross she wore around her neck as a good Catholic girl. 




Amused, she almost asked Cali if they were hunting vampires, but didn’t want to be made fun of. There was probably a completely rational explanation for all of this. One that would become patently obvious once she found who or what they were going after. Besides the sheer mysteriousness of it all was turning out to be pretty damn fun.




She followed Cali as she wended her way around various obstacles. A couple of times they nearly stopped while Cali whispered to her about various obstructions. It was as if she could actually see them. Of course, knowing Cali, she probably had scouted the way during the day and had the whole damn route memorized. If her roommate was one thing, it was thorough. 




It took them nearly twenty minutes to make it to the nearest entrance to the Tunnels. Connie was aware that she was the one holding them back to a slow pace. Cali just seemed to glide along the path, not even slipping on the icy crust that had formed over the partially cleared ground. Even when they crossed over into essentially virgin territory, areas where the snow had not been cleared, Cali broke the path seemingly without effort, pushing strongly forward through the snow. After five minutes, Connie could feel her thighs already starting to burn despite her own intense fitness regime. And she wasn’t even the one in the lead.




Shaking her head, she abruptly stopped to avoid running into Cali. “Are we here?” Connie asked, not able to see anything. She was going to be happy when they went underground and she could use her flashlight. 




Cali whispered back, “The cover’s here. You ready?”




“Fuck, yes. Let’s go in. I want to be able to see again.”




“Okay.”




Connie watched as Cali did something to the cover of the shaft. She wondered how heavy it was. It probably wasn’t too bad since Cali lifted it and tossed it a few feet away into the snow. She reminded herself to check it out on the way back. She heard Cali say, “Go ahead and turn on your flashlight. You don’t want to slip going down the ladder.” 




“Okay.” Connie dug into the pack she carried, finally finding the flashlight. With a sigh of relief, she turned it on. She was careful not to shine it in Cali’s face, keeping it at their feet. She saw the dark hole that seemingly led straight down to hell. Grinning at her own silliness, she watched Cali’s blonde head disappear from view. Feeling so excited she was about to burst, she headed down the rabbit hole after Alice.







Connie managed to not scream as something ran over her foot. Thank God for combat boots, she thought. Shuddering, she turned the flashlight just in time to see the huge rat disappear into a pipe. Connie caught Cali’s amused look as she looked back at her. “You didn’t tell me there would be rats,” she accused.




“Not that many, considering.”




“Considering what?”




“That it’s a lot warmer down here than up above. I figure something’s been eating rats. That’s why this is the first one we’ve seen.”




Something was eating rats? Ewww. Connie didn’t like where her mind was going. Sewer monster? Surely not. If only Cali would tell her what they were looking for.




More time passed and even her sense of excitement was finally beginning to die a lonely death down here.




“Cali, it’s been over an hour and we haven’t seen anything. How much longer are we going to stay down here?” Connie tried to keep her voice neutral as she followed Cali down yet another of the seemingly endless cement-lined tunnels.




Connie could see Cali’s calm expression as she looked back. “Not much longer since we’re almost there. Smell that?”




Connie had become aware of a steadily increasing smell of decaying flesh. It wasn’t particularly strong with the cold weather, but it was there. “I do. What’s up?”




“There’s going to be dead stuff up ahead. Don’t gross out. Also, if I tell you to run, do it. ’kay?”




“Sure.” So they were getting close. Connie felt her excitement, which had slowly been dwindling, kindle anew. Despite the stink, she was looking forward to locating the spot where Cali said their prey was.




It still took several minutes to get there. Connie hoped that Cali didn’t slip and break an ankle because she figured it would take her all night to find her way out of the maze here. And wasn’t that a terrifying thought? Abruptly, the tunnel opened up into a larger room. They stopped just inside the doorway to the room.




It was cluttered with large shapes that loomed in the dim light from the flashlight. It looked like the room was probably forty feet square and absolutely full of crap. Bulky old office furniture, bedding, and what appeared to be broken universal gym all crowded the room. 




There the nasty stink grew far worse. It was thick and cloying, seemingly coating the inside of the mouth and throat with the wonderful taste of decayed flesh. Connie spotted a pile of dead rats and other less identifiable animals, all ripped up and tossed into a pile. They didn’t look eaten really, but they were there. How had Cali known?




“Ugh,” Connie muttered, only to be sshh’d by Cali. “What?” She whispered.




Cali gave her a fierce look, then turned to listen. Then Connie heard it. A faint sound as something brushed against one of the piles present. Something big. Something not a rat. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. She couldn’t pinpoint the source, but she saw Cali first turn towards her left, then towards her right, before heading directly into the room. Panicked, she started to follow, but a quick hand gesture stopped her in her tracks. Nervously, she waited just inside the room. 




Then Connie heard a low, rippling growl that made her skin crawl. What the fuck? What the hell was in there with them? It sounded like a large animal, and when something slammed into one of the piles sending it to the ground, she nearly jumped out of her skin. Then all hell broke loose.




A loud shriek tore through the room, sounding like all the hounds of hell were loose. It was answered by another growl that obviously came from yet another creature. There was another shriek, punctuated by the sounds of fists hitting flesh. Grunts and growls rang throughout the room. Connie could see shapes moving at the back of the room. Something heavy slammed into the distant wall hard enough to send dust falling from the walls and ceiling, making it even harder to see in the uncertain light.




Her heart raced as she heard the noises increase in volume. Fuck it, she had to help Cali. Connie moved toward the struggling shapes. Tripping over a stack of old text books, she fell to her knees. She staggered back to her feet just in time to see Cali go flying by her, hitting a stack of ancient dorm room desks hard enough to send them toppling over onto her, burying her completely.




Connie turned to help Cali, when that same rippling growl sounded behind her. Her heart racing with terror, she spun to face toward the sound. She turned her flashlight towards a shambling shape that moved with deceptive quickness towards her. Bright yellow eyes shone in the darkness. Dear God, she thought, what the hell is that thing? Then it was on her!




She swung the flashlight towards the figure’s head, hitting it with a solid strike that vibrated the heavy metal flashlight in her hand. However, the effect on her target was nil. Instead of knocking it down, the figure’s head turned towards Connie and those strange glowing eyes stared directly into her own.




It’s a monster, was Connie’s first thought. The figure was human-shaped, but there was something really wrong with its face. Once it might have been a human girl, but her face was deformed now, with a bony, jutting brow, a strong jaw, and long, pointed canines. Her last rational thought as the thing grabbed the hand holding the flashlight and nearly crushed it, squeezing with incredible strength, was that this was a vampire. 




Then her head was twisted to the side, baring her neck as a slimy tongue licked Connie there.




“Get off me!” Connie shrieked, aware that an edge of hysteria was entering her voice. She was equal parts astonished and disgusted when the figure answered back.




“Slayer’s lickspittle,” the vampire said, her breath, smelling of old blood, touching Connie’s nostrils in a nauseating manner. “I’m going to drain you dry. Then I’m going to dig her out from under all that shit and do the same to her.”




Connie stammered out, “W-what d-did you call me?”




In a sneering tone, the figure ground out, “You are the Slayer’s dog. But it won’t save you. The fools warned me about her, but they said she was in California. Lying bastards. But it doesn’t matter. I killed her. Me. I’ll be famous when everyone finds out about that I—”




The creature was interrupted by a mocking voice from behind them, “That you are in serious need of a perm? I agree. Also, if you’re going to dye your hair, you really should keep up with it. You look pretty sad with all those inch-long roots showing.”




It was Cali. And just like that, the vampire was jerked backwards, releasing its hold on Connie to grapple with her roommate. She turned, pointing her flashlight towards the duo, blows flashing almost too fast to see in the harsh shadows. A second later, she saw Cali kick the vampire squarely in the face to the sound of crunching bones. The vampire tried to hit Cali, who slipped the punch with a feline grace, sliding behind her, grabbed the sides of her head and twisted viciously.




The sound of the vampire’s neck snapping echoed through the room. Connie nearly vomited as Cali’s foe fell bonelessly to the ground. She watched in horror as her roommate nonchalantly pulled a stake from her sleeve, and squatting, started to stab it into the fallen vampire. The face was no longer that of a monster, but instead it was a girl just a couple of years older than them, pretty in a healthy, athletic kind of way.




“Wait!” Connie blurted, unable to think of anything else to say.




Cali looked up, something wild and dangerous in her expression as she met Connie’s eyes. Instinctively, Connie shied away from that stare. It was the most challenging look she had ever received, making the fiercest gang-banger back in Miami seem tame by comparison. She looked instead at the frightened face of the girl on the ground. Scared eyes met hers. How was the girl still alive? Struggling to calm her racing pulse, she got out, “What are you going to do, Cali?”




“Kill her.” 




The words, baldly stated, hung in the air between them. Connie wasn’t sure what, if anything she would have done because at that moment the vampire spoke.




“Slayer, please don’t kill me.”




“Riiight. Like that’s going to happen.” Cali started to drive the stake downwards, but stopped at the vampire’s next words.




“I can tell you where others are. Where the one who turned me is. What they’re planning.”




Cali looked down at the vampire and Connie at that moment fervently hoped that she never had anyone look at her that way. It was a combination of contempt, disgust, and outright hate, that made her skin crawl. 




The vampire continued, “Let me live, and I’ll tell you all.”




Cali shook her head. “I don’t think so.”




“But…”




“But nothing. I’m not letting you go. Instead, why don’t you just tell me what you know. Before I make you.”




The vampire, who had been trying to look ingratiating, sneered up at Cali. “I won’t tell you anything.”




Pitiless eyes stared down at her. Slowly, Cali unfastened the cross she wore around her neck. Then she dangled it over the vampire, her smile looking oddly satisfied as it looked up at her with fear. “In the end, you’ll tell me whatever I want to know. Then I’ll stake you.” With that, she shoved the cross into the girl’s mouth, Cali’s hand covering her mouth and muffling the screams. Nothing disguised the burning smell of overcooked meat that rose along with smoke from the vampire’s mouth.







Connie retched again, on her knees out in the hallway. She had just vomited her entire dinner of steak and fish, carrots and peas. Her throat raw, Connie spat, before moving back from the pool of tonight’s dinner. She stopped several feet away. What she had just seen and heard…She shivered uncontrollably.




Dismissing the image, she focused on the blessed silence that was present now that the vampire was dead. It had literally turned to dust after Cali stabbed it once its confession was done. There was nothing left of it but a pile of ashes. Connie became aware of a hand on her back, rubbing gently. Oddly, despite what she had just witnessed, she didn’t feel the slightest fear of her roommate. It was as if instinctively she knew that even now, Cali wouldn’t hurt her. 




“Feeling any better?” 




Cali’s quiet question touched Connie, but it was still difficult to dismiss the images and words she had just been witness to. She struggled to frame a reply, and finally came up with, “Did you have to do that?”




The hand stopped rubbing for a second, then resumed. In a distant voice, Cali stated, “A friend once told me that when you see a vampire, you aren’t looking at the person, but instead at the thing that killed them. What that girl was was worse than the most vicious human serial killer alive. She would happily kill anyone and everyone she came across with a smile on her face and a song in her heart. To her, we’re food and entertainment all rolled up in one. So, to answer your question, yes, I did have to do that.”




Connie looked up. Even in the dim light provided by the flashlight beam, she could see the hauntingly sad look in Cali’s eyes as she stared off into the distance. Connie’s recruiter had had it, probably from serving in Vietnam. He’d kept it under control for the most part, but it had leaked out near the end of their interview. She had thought it was romantic to think of the things he had witnessed. 




Now with a better idea of the personal cost involved, she wished she could take it away from her roommate. Cali looked years older, as if she had lived through some kind of terrible tragedy. In a flash, Connie knew. She’d been given all of the clues. The so-called “Take Back The Night” Program. Cali’s physical abilities. The flashes of someone or something else. What had happened at graduation. Connie extemporized, “You’ve been doing this for a long time, haven’t you? Killing vampires?”




Cali looked down into her eyes. Slowly she leaned back against the wall at her back and slid down onto her butt, never breaking eye contact with Connie. After a moment, she nodded and said, “Since I was fifteen. That was when I was Called.”




Connie heard the capital C in Called. She knew it had something to do with the vampire calling Cali “Slayer.” Deciding not to probe, she merely commented, “It must have been hard, to do that at fifteen.”




Cali’s smile was bleak, then it grew more genuine as if by sheer force of will. “There have been moments.”




“So vampires exist, huh?”




Cali nodded, then said, “Vampires, demons, zombies, werewolves, plus other stuff. A lot of other stuff.




Connie shook her head. It was hard enough to get her head around the idea of vampires. Throwing other stuff into the mix just blew her mind. She had to ask, “How does no one know about this stuff?”




Cali’s smile grew bitter. “They don’t want to know. Then they might have to take responsibility for defending themselves. For helping prevent the world from ending. So they stick their head in the sand. They pretend there is a rational explanation. That it was a trick of the light. That or a hallucination.”




“But the government…”




“Probably knows.”




“What?”




Cali looked uneasy for a moment. “I’ve gotten flashes of dreams. Running through a government facility, vampires and demons running amok, dead bodies everywhere. I think the government knows, and is doing experiments.”




Had she heard correctly? Connie decided to hell with not probing. “What dreams? It just keeps getting odder and odder. Cali, exactly what can you do?”




“You know most of it. I’m strong, fast, great senses. I heal fast. I can use any weapon. I have prophetic dreams…”




“Seriously? That’s pretty cool.” Connie was trying to find a positive out of the litany of abilities that Cali had just rattled off. That they were all designed to help Cali kill ridiculously dangerous and scary stuff was incredibly grim and frightening. Maybe she got glimpses of happy times to come?




Or maybe not. Cali shook her head. “I’ve dreamed of my lover being killed. I’ve dreamed of my own death. I’ve dreamed of skull-faced floaty guys ripping out people’s hearts.”




Jesus Christ. Connie struggled to ask her next question. “But you were able to stop those things, right? You didn’t die, right?” She stopped, horrified as Cali silently shook her head. Dear God. She whispered, “What happened?”




“I died when I was sixteen. I was drowned by a master vampire that used some kind of mind control on me. The only reason I’m alive today is because of my friend, Xander, who went down into the sewers when he wasn’t supposed to and performed CPR on me. He brought me back. I defeated the Master in the end, but it was bad. I did save my lover. For a while, anyway. He died when the school exploded. As far as those floaty guys are concerned, remember when I gave the news from Sunnydale?”




Connie slowly nodded. “I remember. Laryngitis, right?”




“They somehow stole those people’s voices so they couldn’t scream. They were harvesting people’s hearts in the night. A few people died.”




“But, you were here. How did they get…”




“The other Slayer stopped them. The one Called when I died. Or rather, the one Called when the second Slayer that has been Called since I died, died.”




“Fuck, Cali, you’re talking casually about two people dying in a little over two years. How long do these “Slayers” live?” How long do you have, Cali? Connie felt dread build inside her as she waited for Cali’s answer, even though she already knew the answer.




“If you’re lucky and good? Two or three years. If not, you die in a few months. Kendra didn’t last a year. Faith lasted about the same. This new girl? Who knows? You want to know the best thing, the thing that makes this so much more miserable and horrid?” 




Connie nodded, despite not really wanting to know. She needed time to digest what she had learned. She could feel the darkness pushing into her psyche, afraid for the first time in her life of the simple absence of light. Connie so wanted to be back in bed right now, her doors and windows locked. Would she ever view the nighttime in the same way again?




“If you make it to your eighteenth birthday, your Watcher, who maybe feels like a surrogate father, especially when your real father isn’t really around, makes you go through something called the Cruciamentum. You know what that is?” Connie shook her head as Cali sighed. “Of course you don’t. Get this. They inject you with this drug that takes away all of your abilities then they lock you into this room with a crazy vampire and make you kill it with only your wits. Sounds like fun, doesn’t it?”




“Stop.” Connie’s plea hung between the two girls like a wall. She couldn’t take anymore explanations. How could Cali bear her life? How had she ended up here at the Zoo, when she was some kind of supernatural protector of mankind? Even if there was another like her out there, shouldn’t she still be there fighting against vampires like the one from tonight? 




Connie desperately wanted to know, but was too afraid of the answer to ask. What new, horrid secret would her simple question reveal? When she had been so curious about Cali’s mysterious past, she had never imagined it would be so frightening, her life so bleak and depressing. That she was relatively normal after all that said so much about Cali’s character. 




She tried to find the words to say how much she admired her friend, but she just couldn’t get them out, her brain feeling frozen. Finally, she blurted, “I can’t handle anything else tonight. Give me a while to figure out what’s going on, okay?” Connie managed to meet her roommate’s eyes, too ashamed of her fear to allow herself to look away. The compassion she saw there only made her feel worse. God, Cali was so strong and she was failing her. She hung her head to avoid that the look, briefly closing her eyes as Cali’s hand gently squeezed her shoulder.




“Let’s get you back to bed. We’ll talk about this in a few days. After all, what we found out tonight’s going to require us to make some tough decisions, isn’t it? Don’t worry about going to sleep. I’ll watch over you.”




Connie looked up, meeting Cali’s eyes again. The compassion was still there, but overlaying it was a fierce resolve, so intense it should have consumed the other girl. No wonder they chose you, Cali, she thought silently. She was the strongest person Connie had ever met. She wouldn’t trust anyone else to watch over her. Or to deal with the situation we have to take care of now. She managed a short nod and got out, “Yes, we do.”




“Good. Let’s go home.” With that, Cali put a firm hand on Connie’s shoulder and led her back toward the light.







Chapter Twenty-one: Repercussions




Connie raced through the dank sewers towards the sounds of fighting. The dull thuds and explosive grunts grew louder. She could see a reddish tinge to the only light there, almost as if the air itself were bleeding. Splashing through foul smelling things better left unnamed, she raced on. 




Emerging into a larger room Connie saw her roommate, Cali Summers, fighting three vampires, somehow keeping them all at bay, but her defenses seemed to be wavering. Starting forward, she knew she had to help her friend.




Then the worst happened. Just as Connie prepared to launch herself into the fray, a vampire managed to sweep Cali’s legs, making her fall squarely on her back with a muffled, “Ooomph!” All three vampires descended upon Cali instantly, fangs flashing as they buried them in whatever part of the girl that was nearest. 




Screaming like a banshee, she ran towards the group. Then she stopped, paralyzed in horror, as one of the vampires slowly rolled off her roommate to expose Cali’s dead, staring eyes. He turned his cruel, hungry eyes towards Connie, who stood there in apathy as her death watched from a few feet away. She never stopped staring into the still eyes of her friend even when the fangs broke the skin at her throat and she began to die.






Connie awoke with a start, aware of her heart pounding in her chest, the fear thick in her mouth like taffy, making it almost impossible to breath. She’d had the dream again. It was always the same. Oh, it was always something different that killed her, but in every dream, Cali died. She fought against impossible odds, while she, herself, struggled to find a way to help her. 




Then Cali slipped or fell, while whatever was battling her, killed her, in various horrible ways. Her roommate was left ripped and torn and bleeding her life away. Afterwards, Connie often died, knowing she had failed her friend. Worse, sometimes she lived, knowing the same thing.




Sitting up in bed, Connie stared at the other bunk where Cali slept. She wondered why she had been so eager to know Cali’s secret. It had been a blissful ignorance, being unaware of the secret war being fought for humanity by a small group of heroes. Now, her heart felt encased in ice, as Eve’s knowledge destroyed her innocence. Connie would never again be able to see the night as harmless. Not knowing what hid in it; fed within its protective embrace. 




She swung her legs out over the edge of her bunk and got up. On silent feet, Connie walked over to Cali’s bunk and stared down at the sleeping girl. Then she leaped back as Cali’s eyes opened and she sat up. Giving her a knowing look, her roommate said, “We have to talk.”







Buffy stared at her friend as she switched on the light. She noted the way that Connie blinked rapidly to adjust to the sudden illumination. From the way she stared, then looked down, she figured that Connie, in turn, had noticed the way her own eyes didn’t even blink as they instantly adjusted to the changing light level, yet another perk of being the Slayer. 




It would be nice if one of the perks of the Slayer was the ability to read minds, because Buffy didn’t have the slightest idea what to say to her roommate to make her feel better. Finally, she patted the bed next to her and said, “Want to talk about it?”




Connie slowly sat, keeping a careful three feet between them. They sat in uncomfortable silence a moment before she carefully asked, “Talk about what?”




Buffy decided to be blunt. “Your nightmares.”




Connie gave her a sharp look before looking away into space. “What nightmares?”




“The ones that have woken me up every night for the past week. Connie—”




“I don’t want to talk about it.” 




The Latina girl looked challengingly at Buffy, who started to reply, then stopped. Finally, after a long uncomfortable silence, Buffy said, “I’m sorry.”




Connie sighed, long and hard. Softly, she said, “You don’t have to be sorry, Cali. I’m the one who wanted to know, always prodding and prying. You didn’t make me do anything.”




Buffy shook her head in denial. “Maybe, but I could have held out. It was just so…lonely to not have anyone know what I am. To talk to about it.”




Connie stared at her. “Don’t you mean who you are?”




Buffy stared back, unable to formulate a reply. She had thought she’d come to terms with being the Slayer and for the most part, she had. But some times she still felt like a freak. Times like now. 




“You’re not a freak.” Connie smiled at Cali’s look. “That’s what you meant, right? You’re not some thing. You’re a person. A good person. And my friend.”




Buffy tried to keep her tone neutral as she replied, “Yet I’m the reason you’re having nightmares.”




Connie nodded. “You’re right. You are the reason I’m having nightmares.”




Buffy felt a coldness inside herself at Connie’s words. She’d done this, exposed another person to her world. It was at least as bad as when she’d dragged Willow and Xander into her world three years ago. Probably worse, since they’d at least had some inkling that something was really wrong with their hometown of Sunnydale. She needed to make amends. “Maybe you should request another roommate. That might be the best—”




“Cali, you’re an idiot.”







Connie watched the bleakness in Cali’s eyes be replaced with surprise at her bald statement. She clarified, “I’m not having nightmares about me. I’m having nightmares about you.”




Cali shook her head. “All the more reasons for me to move out if you’re scared of me—”




Connie interrupted her again, “Can you shut it for a second and let me finish?” She waited a beat, then continued, “I’m not having nightmares about you because I’m afraid of you. I mean, I admit that finding out you’re as strong as any ten of the guys here was a little weird, but I’m about as afraid of you as I am of Bambi.” 




Connie smothered a grin at Cali’s offended look. She held up a finger in admonishment as Cali started to speak, then as she subsided, continued, “I’m not afraid of you, Cali. I’m afraid for you.”




Puzzled, her roommate asked, “What do you mean?”




Connie deliberately kept her tone even as she explained, “My nightmares have been about you dying. You’re the star in them, not me. You keep getting killed by various horrible things and I can’t save you. I’m not even a help to you. That’s what been keeping me up at night.”




Cali looked, by turns, surprised and touched. “You shouldn’t worry about me. I’m tougher than I look.” She looked deep into Connie’s eyes as she said it, as if trying to convince her by force of will. 




Again, Connie felt the force of Cali’s personality. It was as if she had her own gravity field, the way she could sway a person with a few words and a glance. Still, she wasn’t convinced. Trying to find a way to put her feelings into words, she softly said, “I can’t help worrying about you. I really care about you and it scares me to think about the things you fight. Or used to fight.”




Cali reached up and touched Connie’s face, her eyes gentle. “Hey, it’s okay. I won’t try to tell you I’m invincible, but I have been kicking Evil’s ass for the last four years. It’s been Buffy…well, a lot, Big Bads, zero.”




Connie was extremely aware of the warmth of Cali’s hand, now cradling her jaw. She felt disappointed as Cali released her hold and let her hand fall to her side. Not wanting to examine those feelings any more closely, she teasingly asked, “Big Bads?”




Cali grinned. “That’s what the Scooby Gang called all of the various wanna-be world-enders that seemed to pop up every few months. Usually, I made with the Slayage, it was over, and then after a while the next one would pop up. It was a thing. We partied in-between.”




Connie grinned. Listening to Cali talk was always fun, but especially so when she forgot to edit her Valley-speak. “What kind of creatures were these ‘Big Bads?’ ”




Cali looked thoughtful for second, then said, “They ranged from the Mayor, who wanted to turn into a big snake to the Master, this really old vamp.”




“A big snake? That’s it?” Connie started to giggle at the thought of a guy wanting to be a snake. Of course, since he was a politician, he was probably most of the way there already.




Cali hedged, “Well…he was actually trying to become this ancient demon who was like, 150 feet long, but he looked like a snake.”




Connie stared, her jaw dropping. “A hundred and fifty feet long? What did you kill him with, a rocket launcher?”




Cali shook her head. “Nah, we used that on the Judge. I don’t think it would have even scratched the Mayor. No, to kill him, we blew up the entire high school after I lured him inside.” Her look grew sad, then she shook it off. Then Cali looked up over at Connie, apparently finally seeing the stunned look in her roommate’s eyes. “You okay?”




Connie swallowed. “Uh, yeah, I’m okay. Of course, now instead of having nightmares about Freddy Krueger or the Creature from the Black Lagoon killing you, I’ll dream about giant demon-snakes, or something that needs to be killed with a rocket launcher, doing it.” 




She paused, then looked over at her alarm clock. “Shit! I have to be up in like three hours! I’m going back to sleep.” 




Leaping up, Connie ran and jumped into her bed. She buried her head into her pillow. After a moment, Cali’s light went out. Then it went back on. Plaintively, Cali asked, “You’ve really been dreaming about the Creature from the Black Lagoon killing me? Are you? I mean, seriously? ’Cause I could take him easily. Connie? Connie, you still awake? Connie…”







Jack sat across from the second name on his list, one Randolph Pierson. His first interview, with a cadet named Andrew Greeley, had been an unqualified disaster. Staring up at the senior cadet standing at rigid attention in front of him, he kept the bored look intact on his face. At least this one doesn’t look like a complete dweeb, he decided, liking the cadet’s clean-cut looks. It also didn’t hurt that Pierson was into martial arts or that Cali had said something positive about him in a random aside during one of their dinners together.




Finally, after another three minutes had passed, Jack decided he had sweated the kid long enough. “Be seated, Cadet Pierson.”




“Thank you, sir!” 




Pierson quickly sat in the chair across the desk from Jack, looking back at him with intelligent eyes. Mmm, Jack thought, let’s see how well he takes the pressure. “Cadet, I understand that we have a mutual acquaintance.”




Cautiously, Pierson asked, “A mutual acquaintance, sir?”




Jack smiled a shark’s grin as he homed in. “Yes. One named Cali Summers. Ring any bells?”




“Yes, sir!”




“Cadet Pierson, exactly what is the nature of your relationship with Cadet Summers?” Gotcha, Jack thought, as the first signs of panic appeared in the eyes of the young man across from him. That’s what the boy got for hanging around his smack.







“Hey, Westerman! Wait up!”




Ed Westerman turned around at the shout, eyes narrowing at the sight of Senior Cadet Jerry Street hurrying towards him. Street was a bit of an ass and not exactly his favorite person to be around. Still, to be polite, he stood in place, waiting for him.




“What’s up, Street?” Ed kept his expression neutral to mask any hint of his feelings towards the other.




A broad grin spread across Street’s face as he replied, “I wanted to talk to you about that little smack you’ve been seeing.”




Mystified, Ed asked, “What smack? What the hell are you talking about?”




Street gave him a ‘Yeah, right’ look and said, “Look, I know you don’t want to lose a good thing and since she’s a smack, you have to keep it on the QT, but I wanted to know if I could have her number for when you’re done with her. I mean, compared to most of the girls at the Zoo, she’s pretty much a goddess. I really dig that tight little body and those green eyes.”




Ed felt his face redden as he finally figured out just who Street was referring to. Based on the description, it could only be Summers. In a strained tone, he replied, “I’m not seeing Cadet Summers. Go bother someone else with your BS, Street.”




An ugly expression appeared on Street’s face. “Asshole. What the fuck’s the matter with you, Westerman? You think your going to keep a sweet piece like that to yourself? Hell, you’re out of here in May same as me, so why not share? From what I hear, Summers is one sweet ride—”




Ed grabbed the smaller man by the neck and shoved him against the nearest wall. Ignoring Street’s ineffective attempts to break loose, he leaned in close enough to see the scared look in the other’s eyes. “Listen to me carefully, fuck up, cause I won’t be repeating it. If I hear you spreading any of your filthy rumors about Cadet Summers, I’ll have you brought up on charges. Even if you beat it, no one’s going to want a dumbshit like you under their command. No more flying. You’ll be lucky to get assigned to base maintenance. That is, if I don’t go tell Summers’ sponsor, Colonel O’Neill, what you’re saying. Oh, you didn’t know he was her sponsor? Too bad. He’ll probably have you killed. Now shut the fuck up and don’t cross me again. Or else. Got me?”




Street’s face, which had whitened during Ed’s diatribe, grew positively ghostly at the mention of Jack O’Neill. There were too many rumors about the man, including that he was still deeply involved in Black Ops and had friends in high places, to be able to ignore a threat like that. Staring down at Street, Ed gave him an unpleasant smile, then pushed him away.




Almost falling, Street stumbled away as if being chased by the hounds of Hell. Fucking coward, Ed thought derisively, as he watched Street flee. Then a nasty smile appeared on his face as he decided what to do about the assholes from whom the rumors about him and Summers had to have originated. 




Ed hadn’t been so out of it that he was unaware that something had been said by Jacobs and Murphy, the two cadets living across the hall from him when they had seen Summers helping him to his room. If nothing else, the way she had stiffened as she half-carried him into his room would have been evidence enough. She’d even avoided looking him in the eye as she’d left, most unlike her.




He was a little foggy on what had happened with the girl he’d picked up, but he figured that he owed Summers one. Maybe a big one. Being who he was, he would never pay back a favor by giving her special treatment. Hell, he’d be the first in line cheering if they booted her ass out of there. Any smack who couldn’t take it needed to be gone. But he hated owing anyone, anything, so he figured that if he caused the other two cadets some misery coupled with a little public humiliation, he could call it even. 




Of course to do so, he needed to figure out exactly what to do. Then it hit him, the perfect solution. And to top it off, Summers would be the instrument of his revenge, allowing her to see that he didn’t owe her jack anymore. Yes, Ed decided thoughtfully as he slowly began to walk again while working out the details, that would work just fine.







Bam! Bam! Bam!




Ed hammered on Summers’ door hard. It was time to get this over with, even if it was nearly 2100 hours. There was a long pause, and he was about to knock again, when Summers’ roommate, Conchita Perez, opened the door. She took one look at his expression, stepped back, and barked, “Atten-HUT!” She snapped so rigidly to attention that her braless breasts bounced inside of her t-shirt.




He kept his amusement off his face as the other figure in the room leap to her feet and also went to rigid attention. Idly, he critiqued her form and decided that she at least looked Air Force. For a smack. He also noticed the way Summers’ warm-up bottoms hugged her ass, but instantly dismissed that thought just as he’d done with Perez’s boobs. Ed was here to deal with an unpalatable situation, not to ogle a couple of female smacks. 




“At ease, Cadets,” Ed stated, waiting as both girls went to rest position. He stepped forward into the room, absently noting its neatness. “Summers, I need to talk to you.” He waited a moment, and when Perez didn’t appear to be leaving, pointedly added, “Alone.” He watched the other girl’s eyes widen in acknowledgment and she immediately walked to her desk, threw some books in her smack bag, grabbed her coat, and left. He glanced back as the door closed behind her.




Turning back towards the interior of the room, Ed met Summers’ eyes. They bore a wary expression, although her face gave nothing away. He stepped forward until he was right in front her. Damn, she was short, he thought, noting that he was over a foot taller than her. It didn’t help that she wasn’t wearing shoes, instead only white socks covered her feet. 




It was the first time he had noticed just how short she was, probably because she was usually so confident that she appeared taller than she actually was. Out of uniform, Summers also looked extremely cute, an idea he found more than a little disturbing. Enough of this crap, Ed thought, time to get down to business.




“You know why I’m here,” he stated bluntly, then awaited her reply.




“Sir, no, sir!”




Ed sighed. “Cut the bull, Summers. We’re not out on the Quad so you don’t need to ‘by the book’ me. I know what happened the other night, so you don’t need to try to act all innocent.” There, he thought, that should get his message across.




Summers stared up at Ed, her expression blank. “Umm, si…Cadet Westerman, I…” She stopped, then with a small head shake stated strongly, “Sir, I do not have the faintest idea what you’re trying to say unless you’re threatening me to stay quiet about the other night.” 




It was starting to occur to Ed that maybe she really didn’t understand what he was trying to say. He decided to try again. “Don’t be stupid. Look, Summers, I owe you from the other night. What happened with that other…cadet. Do you understand me now?”




She looked doubtful. “Sir, I think so. Do you mean when the other evening when I—”




Ed interrupted her. “Let’s not go into details.” He still didn’t know exactly what happened, but something bit him and the last thing he wanted to find out was that it was the hot girl he’d been making out with. That was just a little too creepy. “But I do owe you, so I’m here to pay you back.”




Summers gave Ed a cool glance, then quietly said, “Sir, I’m not sure what you’re suggesting, but I don’t need any help here—”




Ed exploded, “I’m not offering you any! Like I would lift a finger to help you make it here. You live or die by your own merits, Summers. That’s it.” He started to run a hand through his short hair, then stopped, reluctant to show his agitation. Taking a deep breath, he finished with, “No, what I’m suggesting is involving those two asses who said something when you were helping me to my room.”




For a moment, Ed could have sworn Summers was ready to kill someone; she looked that angry, but then her expression disappeared behind a mask. “I don’t know what you mean, sir.”




“Yes, you do. What did they say? Something about you being a slut? Trying to sleep with every senior cadet? We can stand here all night, but you’re going to tell me.” Ed studied the mutinous expression on her face, his own a calm mask. You can’t out-stubborn me, Summers, he thought with satisfaction. After a moment, his persistence paid off.




“They said I should be nicknamed Thirstie for all of the Firstie I’d been doing.”




Ed felt his mouth form a reluctant grin. At her angry look, he shrugged. “What? It’s actually pretty funny. Still, I’m not going to let some fucktard from another squadron dis my smack.”




Summers looked away for a moment, but not before Ed saw the hurt look in her eyes. He decided to have the ‘Talk’ with her. Putting his hands on her shoulders, he turned her back towards him. Staring straight into her eyes, he said, “Look at me, Summers. I’m just going to say this once. And if you repeat it back to anyone, I’ll deny it. You’re going to make a good officer. You have all of the basics down. Everyone in your class respects you. You’re a natural leader. You work your ass off. But one thing you need to stop doing is this: Stop being a fucking girl.” He paused a moment to see if what he was saying was sinking in. 




Summers looked by parts pissed off, flattered, and confused, so he clarified, “What I mean is, no one cares that you busted that cheating scandal. At least no one who matters.” 




He shook his head as she started to speak. “Don’t worry how I found out. Anyway, as far as I’m concerned, the ones that got expelled can jump out of a C-130 without chutes. Now, something I heard over the vine doesn’t sit well and that’s you sleeping with Sheridan to get the evidence to bust him. That’s not how an officer behaves. You should have found another way. Stop.” This last Ed said because Summers looked ready to defend herself with something he could give a damn about hearing. 




Ed paused a moment to collect his thoughts, then continued, “I don’t want to hear it. There’s always another way. One within the code of conduct of an officer. Stop wiggling your ass to get your way and you’ll be an asset to the Air Force. Be careful of your relationship with Pierson. No one’s going to turn a blind eye to that after the shitstorm that you stirred up. They catch you sleeping with him and you’re out, Colonel O’Neill or no Colonel O’Neill. That’s all I have to say about that.” 




Ed stepped back, bothered by his awareness of just how attractive Cali Summers was. Be an adult, he told himself angrily, and get your head on straight.







Buffy was by turns incredibly mad, extremely flattered, and absolutely surprised. The last thing she’d expected from her Squadron Commander was a compliment, even one as backhanded as the one he’d given. That it had come with a lecture was less surprising. That he was at least partially right was the part that actually made her maddest. That he knew about her being the source of the cheating scandal shocked her. And it was none of his damn business what her relationship was with Gator!




Still, a little voice in the back of her mind sounded off, he’s trying to look out for you. And he was. In his usual domineering, don’t-give-a-damn-about-social-graces way, he was trying to look out for her. At least, he did think she was a good potential officer, which made her smile on the inside. Buffy gave herself a mental shake. Time to get back to the subject. 




“Sir, thanks for your feedback. Why are you here?” There, she thought gleefully, that should be blunt enough for even Ed Westerman.




Apparently it was because he immediately explained. “I owe you for the other night. And no, I don’t want an explanation. Anyway, since I’m not going to help you with your career here at the Zoo, I had to figure out another way to pay you back. I think I’ve found it. Those two knuckleheads from the other night? How’d you like to make them pay for what they said about you? Interested? Okay, we’re going to nuke them. Or rather you’re going to.” He stopped for a moment, reading her face.




Buffy tried to keep her face expressionless, but apparently he perceived her doubts. “Yeah, I know. It’s just a nuking. We’ve all had them. But there’s ‘nukings’ and then there’s nukings, if you know what I mean?” He grinned a maniacal grin, causing Buffy to involuntarily grin back, then continued, “Okay, so here’s the deal.”




As Buffy listened to Westerman, she had to suppress a giggle. Definitely too girlish. But her Squadron Commander’s plan appealed to both the Slayer and girl sides of her. And whatever else you could say, she was still a girl. Even Westerman was probably aware of that based on the way his eyes had lingered on her chest and ass. 




On the other hand, there must have been at least a hint of how pleased the Slayer side of her was, because for a moment, Westerman had an uneasy look in his eyes, completely at odds with his usual confidence. Yes, Buffy thought in amusement, this is going to be fun. 







Somehow Dave Jacobs kept his face blank as Colonel Newman, the Zoo Disciplinary Officer, continued to shout into his face, “General Kerrigan saw you both as well. How could you both be so stupid as to alienate both your own classmates as well as most of the fourth class cadets? You’ve wrecked Class Unity! Whatever you did to cause this, fix it! Do you understand me?”




Both Dave and his roommate, Taylor Murphy, exclaimed, “Sir, yes, sir!”




Colonel Newman gave them both a disillusioned look, then said, “You’re both dismissed. Get out of my sight.”




Dave scrambled up, hastily saluting, before almost running out the door. He managed to get out ahead of Murph, who stepped on his heels in his own hurry to leave. They both walked in silence until they made it out of the building, then Murph exploded. “Goddamn it! Fuck! I’m going to kill that little bitch! I swear!”




Dave, who usually let his roomie take charge, shocked himself with his next words. “Don’t be a douche. You’re not doing shit.”




Murph gave him a surprised look that quickly turned to contempt. “Like you? I never should have listened to you. We should have them up on charges. That went beyond any nuking. You know it, I know it, and they know it. Now I’m going to have to do something about it or else those little shits will think they’ve won.”




Remembering Summers’ whispered words, Dave felt almost ill. Was Murph that stupid that he didn’t understand what the potential consequences were? But he hadn’t been facing her. He hadn’t see the look in her eyes as she’d made her threats. The girl was certifiable. Murph was going to get them both killed. Desperately, he scrambled for a way to convince his roommate to let the matter lie. Then inspiration struck him.




“So you’re planning to take on Westerman now, huh?”




Doubt touched Murph’s eyes. “What does Westerman have to do with anything?”




Dave was inspired as he explained, “You don’t think someone like Summers came up with this on her own, do you? She obviously had help, otherwise we wouldn’t have caught alone, with no other classmates nearby. Class Unity may not be worth much, but this is the one thing that it has always been good for. It would take someone like Westerman to arrange for everyone to be ‘gone.’ ”




Dave thanked God that Murph finally looked worried. No one in their right mind crossed Westerman. The man was a by-the-book asshole, but at the same time, if you did something that he felt wronged him, he could also be a bit of a psycho. At least that was his reputation. 




While Dave actually did think that Westerman was involved in planning what Summers and her accomplices had done, that wasn’t his worry. The two of them had had their run-ins, but at the end of the day, nothing had really come of it, Westerman’s reputation just that and nothing more. Well, probably. 




No, it was something else that bothered Dave, that made him want to put this behind him. That something else had been Summers. It hadn’t been the words that had been said, relatively innocuous threats. It hadn’t been the tone of voice, full of humor at what she had helped do to them. But there’d been a look in those eyes, visible through the holes in her ski mask, that had chilled Dave’s blood. Green eyes, high on adrenaline, that had silently communicated to him a simple desire, ‘I want to hurt you.’ The naked violence in those eyes had nearly unmanned him. To his shame, he’d looked away, unable to face that threat. 




Murph finally answered, dragging Dave from his silent reverie, “Okay, you’re right. I don’t want to fuck with Westerman. But I’m telling you this: If I ever get the chance, I’m going to get back at both of them.”




Guts churning, he nodded. That’s fine, Murph, he thought distantly. You just do what you need to do. Dave himself just going to keep his head down, fly straight, and by this time next year, he’d be in the cockpit of a fighter jet. Or so he hoped. Even better, he’d never run into Summers again.







At the knock on her door, Maggie Walsh looked up from the diagram she was currently working on. Her creation was on the loose and killing people. That he had escaped was bad enough, but he’d almost killed her on the way out. Only Riley and that damned girl had kept her alive. Still, as long as he was out there, her life was in tremendous jeopardy. The last thing she needed were these constant interruptions. But she was still the base commandant, at least until Washington found out about what had happened.




Finally, she called, “It’s open.” After all, she thought, can’t get into the habit of inviting anyone in.




Walking in, Colonel McNamara gave her an approving nod before speaking. “I thought you might want an update on the Summers situation. I have set up the false orders that will execute right at the end of classes that are going to take her to the Army base outside of town using our cut-outs in the NID. I have two of my best men meeting her there. They’ll be taking her directly here. No one will be able to trace her after her arrival in Sunnydale. Just another AWOL cadet.”




Maggie managed to stifle a sigh. She really couldn’t find the energy to care about Cadet Summers. The girl had barely interested her then, and interested her even less now. As far as she was concerned, Cadet Summers was just one more girl who’d been mildly affected by the supernatural energies of the Hellmouth. 




However, she needed to keep up appearances. “Fine, Colonel. Just put her in one of the cells by herself when she arrives. No reason to take any chances with her. Now if you have nothing else, I really need to finish this.”




McNamara looking disappointed at her lack of enthusiasm, but nodded and left. Maggie turned unseeing eyes back to the computer screen. Cain, where are you?







“…and then we rubbed shit all over him. Human, pig, dog, who knows what all. Cali got it from Westerman. That was almost as nasty for us as it was for those turds. At least for those of us who actually did it.” Connie sent an arch look Buffy’s way, but she ignored it, more interested in their audience, one Gator Pierson, who looked, by turns, astounded, disgusted, and uneasy.




Quietly, he asked, “Are you sure that was a good idea, Cali?”




Buffy lay on her bed, smiling at Gator, who slouched in her chair by her desk. He looked really cute when he smiled, she decided thoughtfully. Except now he was frowning. “Sure it was. I mean, payback on a Firstie? With no repercussions? How often do those opportunities come along?”




“You need to think carefully before you go along with Westerman. I’ve known him for four years and his rep isn’t exaggerated. He’s done some crazy stuff that’s gotten him in nearly as much trouble as you. It’s a complete mystery how he managed to become Squadron Leader.” 




Buffy stared at Gator in disbelief. Westerman? By-the-Book Westerman? She started to open her mouth, but Gator waved her to silence. “Anyway, I’m just saying, don’t get used to following his lead outside of your duties. He’ll get you into more trouble than even the colonel can get you out of.”




Buffy nodded thoughtfully. “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind.” She saw that Gator looked to be getting ready to leave. Deliberately, she slid into a sitting position using the innate limberness that seemed part and parcel of the Slayer package, one that always seemed to make Xander drool. Gator’s eyes followed her movements closely, but then he deliberately looked away, leaving her feeling vaguely disappointed. 




“I need to get out of here. Cali, can I talk to you by the door a sec?”




Buffy stood up in one boneless, swaying movement and followed him to the door. Gator stopped short of the door and waved her to stand in front of him. Confused, Buffy stood between him and the door, half expecting him to kiss her. Instead, he leaned in and asked in a low tone, “What can you tell me about Colonel O’Neill?”




“Uhhh, he’s my sponsor?” ‘Great answer, Buffy,’ she told herself in disgust.




Humor flashed momentarily in his eyes, but he wasn’t diverted. “Let me explain. He tapped me yesterday about joining his staff up at the Mountain. Space telemetry. He was pretty persuasive. The thing is, Cali, you know I want to be an astronaut. The last thing I can afford to do is to waste three to four years in a dead end job that doesn’t advance my career. You know this guy. Does he really head something that might help me towards space? And I can’t believe I’m asking a smack about this. Even you.” 




Buffy looked at Gator’s confused expression. What should she tell him? Hell, what could she tell him? She decided on safety. “He’s the most amazing officer I’ve met since I joined the Air Force. He is everything that I expect an officer to be based on our military classes, but don’t often see from the faculty. I met part of his team and they all are great people.”




Gator just shook his head. “That doesn’t tell me anything, Cali. I’m sure he’s a fine officer and it would be an honor to serve with him. But I need to know more.”




Buffy stared up into Gator’s dark eyes. She felt herself start to melt. After a moment, she decided to abandon safety. “The colonel is for real. His assigned mission is a cover of some kind. I’m almost sure of that. Not from anything he’s said, but it just doesn’t make sense to bench someone like him. He would have had to mess up, and he hasn’t. So something’s going on. If he’s recruiting people like you, it can’t be by accident.”




Gator’s eyes sparkled with excitement, a change occurring so quickly that Buffy realized that she’d been had. “That’s what I figured as well. I already told him yes.” He leaned in as if to kiss her, but instead avoided her mouth, moving around to whisper in her ear. “This means I’ll be around the area for some time. So, Cadet, what do you think about dating a dashing young second lieutenant in the near future?”




Buffy felt herself flush as Gator’s warm breath caressed her ear. “That would be acceptable, sir.” She wanted to kiss him so bad it was almost a physical pain. Then he was standing straight again, his eyes glinting in amusement. Tease, she thought darkly.




He slid around her and opened the door. “Later, Connie, Cali.” Just like that, he was gone. 




Buffy slowly closed the door and leaned back against it, fanning her heated face. Glancing over at her roomie, she caught the teasing expression on Connie’s face as she mouthed, “Wookie.” 




Laughing, she jumped on her bed and threw a pillow at Connie. The two of them whacked each other with pillows for a few minutes before finally collapsing on their beds still giggling. Grinning, Buffy sat up and casually mentioned, “Gator thinks he’ll be assigned up at the Mountain as part of his space ops training.”




Connie squealed, “Ooohhh! Maybe you’ll get to finally scratch that itch then.”




Buffy shook her head dolefully. “Yes, in about two months.”




“Don’t worry, it’ll pass faster than you can imagine, as busy as they keep us. Besides, you can always…” Connie made a vaguely obscene gesture with her right hand that made Buffy blush.




“Connie!”




Connie shrugged. “Just saying. Anyway, you have bigger fish to fry than that.”




Confused, Buffy asked, “What do you mean?”




Looking her directly in the eye, Connie quietly stated, “I’m not stupid, Cali. I know you are planning something for Spring Break. To deal with those vampires in the Springs. And I’m telling you, I’m in. You’re not doing anything without me. So whatever you have planned, count me in.”




“Connie—”




“Don’t even bother. You’ll be wasting your time. Now clue me into your master plan, Butch.”




She stared back at roommate. The mulish expression on Connie’s face told Buffy that she was serious. And she could really use Connie’s help. At least it would be a lot easier with two. But did she have the right to expose the other girl to a dangerous situation? To ask her to risk her life?




Connie got up and crossed the distance between them. Sitting down next to Buffy, Connie stared her right in the eyes and stated in a firm voice, “Listen to me. I’m not a victim in this. No one’s taking advantage of me. I choose this. So deal with it.” 




Connie’s eyes held so many emotions that Buffy couldn’t sort them all out. But chief among them was a look of absolute determination, followed by one of caring. Deserved or not, Connie cared about Buffy and was going to help her one way or another.




Buffy blinked back tears. “Okay, Sundance, consider it dealt with. As far as my plan, here goes. I thought we would go in that Saturday and…”







Chapter Twenty-two: Vamp Killing 101



Connie stared at the blank computer screen. It was the Sunday ending Spring Break and the Colorado Springs vampire threat was over. Whatever had been the vampires’ intentions, it was over and done with for now. Or at least she thought it was. 




Currently, she was feeling tired, confused, and uncertain. So much had happened this past weekend. Connie had had the entire week to think about the events and was no closer to a resolution in her mind. She had spoken a couple of times to Cali, but with the five hundred pound gorilla hanging over their heads, it hadn’t been that productive.




She remembered what one of her high school teachers had always preached. Mr. Kincaid would say, “If something big happens in your life that confuses you, and it isn’t something you want to talk about with someone else, write it down. Make it either a report or a story. The format doesn’t matter. The main thing is to get what happened down. Usually what you’ll find is that you’ll get your feelings about the event down as well or you’ll at least clarify them in your own mind.”




Connie thought something like that would work for her. Deciding, she put away her Physics homework and started typing, a fierce look of concentration on her face.






Vamp Killing 101




or




How I Spent My Spring Break




by Connie Perez




Well, I’m here. Here being “Obsession”, one of the newer clubs that seem to pop up all the time in Colorado Springs. Oh, sorry, I just realized I hadn’t introduced myself. My name is Connie Perez. I’m a Fourth Class Cadet up at the Zoo. I’m here at Obsession to kill vampires. Or rather to prevent any vampires from escaping while Cali kills them.






Yes, that’s right. A vampire-killer named Cali. Which is actually more appropriate than her given name of Buffy. At least Cali could be construed to be the Hindu goddess of death, not just a nickname for being from California. Buffy’s just…weird in that California prom-princess kind of way. But I digress. 




I arrived at Obsession at 2000 Hours dressed in a short skirt and a top skimpy enough that every time I took a deep breath, I worried people will start stuffing dollar bills into my boots to pay for the show. But that’s what you need to have on to get in. They don’t just let everyone in. Of course, how much of that is because of their standards and how much is because this is a vampire bar, who knows?




Yes, a vampire bar. A bar that is run by vampires. Cali says vampire groupies call them the Lonely Ones. It makes it a lot more romantic than calling them what they are, a bunch of blood-sucking monsters who prey upon weak-minded idiots. Yes, I have issues. Vampires scare me. One nearly killed me the first time Cali took me vamp hunting.




I’m drinking something vaguely fruity and alcoholic. Figures, they were closer to asking me my cup size than my age. No ID necessary to get in. I don’t think they are worried about the police. Cali thinks that they may have someone placed in the police department. Apparently not all cops are as stupid as the ones in Sunnydale. 




At least that’s what Cali says. Let me go into more detail about Cali. Her given name is Buffy Anne Summers. I met her the first day of BCT and we hit it off immediately. Five weeks later, after innumerable bug bites, a couple of nasty sunburns (mine, despite my Latin ancestry), and many, many bitch sessions, we’d become fast friends. 




Cali impressed me from day one when she kicked the ass of practically everyone there, navigating the various obstacle courses and other physical conditioning they made us do. She was simply amazing. The funny thing is, no one really noticed. Oh, they saw what she’d done, none of our classmates are stupid despite the way a lot of them act, but they just couldn’t seem to reconcile her actions with her appearance.




You see, Cali is a tiny, blonde, California prom queen. At least on the outside. She can act like a blonde ditz, but she’s like an iceberg. You know what I mean. Most of what she’s about is going on under the surface. 




Anyway, while every guy at BCT, even a lot of the student instructors, were salivating over Cali’s looks, none of them were really seeing the person underneath. Yes, she’s that hot. It was worse with the girls because they were all jealous. Jealous of Cali’s looks. Of her physical prowess. Of the attention she got from the guys here. 




But back to what Cali is really like. The best description is that she’s like a force of nature, a hurricane or tornado. The smartest thing you can do when she’s coming is to just get out of the way. Even then, you’ll get swept along in her wake. That’s what happened to me. Except, instead of getting out of her way, I jumped right in next to her and got carried away like Dorothy. Except there’s no Cowardly Lion or Tin Man here. Just monsters who make the flying monkeys seem not so scary.




How did I find out about Cali being a vampire killer? Oh, wait, sorry, Vampire Slayer. Yes, capitalized just like a proper title. I have been suspicious of Cali from shortly after we first met. She just isn’t like other cadets. For one thing, nothing rattles her. When a Firstie would get in her face and scream at her, she wouldn’t even bat an eye. It was like she’d been through worse. Nothing seemed to faze her. 




Also, she kept doing crazy stuff physically. She beat up on some huge Annapolis cadet who was Marine-bound at the UA Championships. That was pretty crazy. Also, no matter how much drill punishment she received, Cali would just do it as if it wasn’t even a challenge. I was ready to toe the line after walking a few ‘Squares’. Cali wore out the soles of three pairs of boots doing so.




I could go on and add her sleeping patterns, her nightmares, and a host of other details, but that would just be redundant. Cali’s just not normal. Whether it’s because she spent so much time in high school killing vampires or part of the whole Slayer package, she’s unique. Very unique.




But enough about Cali. We’re here about vampires. Vampires. Where to start. Well, I now know how to kill them. Vampire Slaying 101, as Cali calls it. This is what Cali said about killing vampires.





Cali grinned at my look of distaste. She had all of the tools of vampire killing laid out on her bed. One by one, she went over them. “Okay, this is a wooden stake,” she confidently stated, effortlessly whirling it around in her hand. “Quickest and easiest weapon to use on a vampire. You stick them in the heart and they turn to dust.” She put it down. “The only problem is, if you’re not a strong man, or me, it can be pretty tough to hit the heart with one. Getting through the skin and muscle, that is.”




“Ugh.”




She shook a chiding finger at me. “You’re the one who wanted to know about this stuff, Sundance, so shut it!” 




I stuck out my tongue to which she responded with a beatific smile. “Next, we have a short sword. Best if kept razor sharp. ’Cause you gotta decapitate them with a sword in order to kill them.” Cali looked thoughtful for a moment. “Though I guess if you cut off their arms and legs, they would pretty much be helpless.”




I was getting sick. “Please tell me you’re joking. You wouldn’t do that, would you?”




Cali looked offended. “Please. I rarely play with vamps, but when I do, I usually just beat on them with my fists. I’m not into random torture.”




But you’re okay with non-random torture, I thought, remembering the Tunnels. I left the words unsaid. “And the lighter fluid?”




Cali picked up the lighter and lighter fluid. “Vamps are combustible. Is that a word? Anyway, you can set them on fire pretty easy, and you get vampire flambes. Then they dust. But when you squirt them, it tends to make them pissy, so watch out.”




“Is that it?” I asked.




“Nope. If you can get one into sunlight, it’ll burn up pretty quickly.”




The odds of me getting a vampire to follow me into the sun were minor. “Okay, stake ’em, decapitate ’em, burn ’em, or tan ’em.”




“And one more.”




She carefully put away all of the various weapons back into her ‘weapons trunk.’ Then from under her pillow she pulled a super soaker. 




“Umm…Cali?”




She gave me an innocent look. “Yes?”




“What’s up with that?”




“What?”




I gestured at the water gun she had in her hands. “The toy? You planning to squirt them with lighter fluid?”




I shuddered at the gleam in her eyes, but then Cali shook her head. “Nope. Interesting idea, though. I’ll have to try it one day. But for now, we’re sticking with this.”




Cali pulled out a bottle from under her pillow. She tossed it to me. It was labeled ”Holy Water”. “Cali. What. The. Fuck. Look, I get that you’re not religious, but there’s no reason to make fun of us that are. I mean it was one thing to give me that down in the Tunnels, but for shooting out a squirt gun?” Practicing Catholic here, folks.




I stopped at the look in Cali’s eyes. Slowly she stated, “Connie, I never said I don’t believe in God. I see evidence all of the time of His existence. I just don’t like him very much. But he does provide one good thing.” With that, she gestured towards the bottle I held.




“Holy water works against vampires?”




Cali nodded. “It acts like acid on them. Dissolves them if they get hit by enough. Remember me telling you about the Cruciamentum?”




Ugh, yeah, who could forget? Aloud, I said, “I remember.”




“I managed to kill this crazy vamp, Kralik, by tricking him into drinking holy water. He literally burned from the inside out. Turned right into ashes while standing there. I even got a pat on the head from big guy from the Watchers’ Council for being so clever. ‘Course, I ruined it when I told him as soon as I got my powers back I was going to hurt him, but that’s another story. Anyway, holy water works great in a squirt gun. And since this is going to be your weapon, I figure you might want to practice.”




With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I took the super soaker. Hefting it, I noticed there was already ammo inside. Okay, this thing might be fun. I aimed it at Cali and shot her squarely in the face. I fell to the floor laughing at the look of astonishment on her face.






So these are the ways to kill vampires. The only problem is that for most of them, you need to be close enough to interact with the vampire. Who just happens to be two to three times as strong as a large man and a soulless serial killer. 




Not that Cali intends me to kill vampires. I am strictly backup. That’s why the super soaker filled with holy water. I’m also armed with a bunch of crosses and a handful of wooden stakes. According to Cali it’s better to be prepared than not. That’s pretty much the inventory of weapons on me at the moment. Oh, I almost forgot. I also have a short sword that looks like something out of Lord of the Rings that I have to hand off to Cali in the bar.




The plan goes like this: I go in, order a drink, while waiting for Cali. Once she arrives, she’ll head towards the vampires and I’ll follow behind her after a moment. My job is to keep the vampires from escaping after I give her the sword. Oh, by the way, I do have a long leather coat on to hide the weapons. Which doesn’t look odd. I promise. It is still extremely cold in March in Colorado after all. 




We’re here on a Sunday evening because it turns out that sneaking out of the Zoo on a Saturday, even during Spring Break, when you are under confinement, isn’t really possible, not unless you can be in two places at once. Yesterday was filled with last second inspections and busywork, even a SLAMI, where they tore our room apart, apparently just to do it. This morning, Cali said it’ll help prepare us for Recognition, but at the time, she was all white knuckles and lip biting. Not to mention the cursing as we cleaned and organized everything afterwards. The girl’s got a temper.




I still haven’t seen a vampire. Or anything resembling one. Just a bunch of wannabes dancing to crappy techno music, interspersed with the occasional Top 40 garbage. Where were the Cranberries when you needed them? The beat is starting to give me a headache. But such are the sacrifices of helping to save the world. Or at least my little corner of it.




Just like that, the music changes. I recognize the song. It’s Building a Mystery by Sarah McLachlan. A song I actually like. I sit for a moment, relaxing as I listen to the beginning lyrics. Then all relaxation is forgotten. Cali’s here.




You come out at night

That’s when the energy comes

And the dark side’s light

And the vampires roam

You strut your rasta wear

And your suicide poem

And a cross from a faith that died

Before Jesus came

You’re building a mystery





You live in a church

Where you sleep with voodoo dolls

And you won’t give up the search

For the ghosts in the halls

You wear sandals in the snow

And a smile that won’t wash away

Can you look out the window

Without your shadow getting in the way?





Cali walks in like she owns the place. She’s dressed all in black. Extremely short, black leather skirt. Incredibly slutty black halter top. Black fishnet hose. Black knee-high leather boots with a heel so high I’m not sure I could even walk in them. And a black wig that almost made her look like an anime character out of a Japanese cartoon. 




The funny thing was that when I saw everything laid out on her bed, I didn’t find any single part of the outfit all that bad, except maybe the halter top. Okay, there’s no maybe about the halter top. I’d said slutty then and now I’m thinking slutty with a side helping of skanky with a big ol’ order of ho-bag for dessert. 




As Cali stalks into the room, I find the music oddly fitting. Maybe she does too because I see her put even more wiggle in her walk. With heels that high, she’s already wiggling plenty. Jiggling plenty, even, in that skimpy halter top. And getting attention. Lots and lots of attention.




A girl dancing with a guy slaps him when his head turns to follow Cali. Another pair of guys stop talking, as they are drawn into her orbit, eyes traveling down the slim line of her bare back to her leather-clad buttocks. Like a wandering star, Cali’s gravity affects everyone in the room, male or female. Everyone there wants her or wants to be her. 




Cali arrives at the bar and leans slightly over the bar to speak to the bartender. Her skirt, already so short as to be indecent, is in danger of doing the big reveal. Everyone is watching and waiting, conversations on hold. I can see one guy, drink halfway to his mouth and completely forgotten, staring. But somehow the hemline of her skirt stays in place for the few seconds it takes the bartender to smile, nod, and gesture her towards a door that nearly blends into the wall near the other end of the bar. 




Cali straightens, smiling her thanks and sashays that way. As she passes near my table, I catch her wink, her eyes bright with amusement. After all, I am not staring at her jiggling chest or anything else in motion, unlike the rest of the bar. Then she’s through the door and gone. 




I hit the timer on my watch. I have two minutes until I need to follow her. Two minutes that are going to last for an eternity. As I wait, I ponder Cali’s genius. 





“Won’t someone recognize you? Or at least be able to provide a description?” I asked, staring uncertainly at the clothes that Cali had laid out on the bed.




“Not if they’re all staring at my boobs. Or my ass. Which they will be.” Cali was grinning as she said it.




“Buffy.” Joyce’s quiet remonstrance dimmed Cali’s grin, turning it into a pout. “Don’t give me that look, young lady. I can see how this is going to work, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. No mother likes seeing her daughter looking like a street walker.”




Cali’s pout turned back into a smile. “That’s why you wouldn’t buy me that dress back in high school.”




“Exactly.” They shared a quiet glance with communicated so much. It made a lump form in my throat.




Cali’s face turned wistful. “But it made me look so thin.”




Joyce shook her head and stared at the outfit spread out over Cali’s bed. “And like a street walker. Although, I’m pretty sure this is actually worse than that dress. After all, that dress at least covered your back. I’ve seen swimsuits that covered more than what you’re planning to wear. And where exactly do you plan to put a weapon?”




Cali shrugged, “I can carry a stake in this. Trust me when I say I’ve had lots of practice at hiding one of those. As far as the heavy artillery is concerned, Connie’s carrying that.”




I nodded at Joyce’s look. And wondered where exactly Cali was going to put that stake. Even Mr. Pointy (don’t ask) didn’t look like it would fit anywhere. But then again, that was why Cali was the Slayer.






Okay, it was time. I got up from my table and headed towards the door that Cali has just strutted through. As I reached it, I was intercepted by the bartender. Up close, he had a kind of Neanderthal attraction, dark intense eyes under thick brows. He said something I couldn’t hear over the music, so with a sultry smile and a hand cupped to my ear, I leaned in. 




As he started to repeat what he’d just said, breath warm against my ear, I drove my knee into his groin with enough force to actually lift him slightly off the floor. He dropped to the floor into a fetal position, rocking in pain, hands wrapped around himself. 




Grabbing the door handle, I quickly pushed it open into a long hallway with a single bulb hanging down providing a dim light. There was only one door located at the opposite end of the hallway. I ran at this point, almost tripping in the heels I wore. Steadying myself against the wall, I could feel my pulse pounding. But I didn’t hesitate once I reached the door, throwing it open. Into Hell.




Bodies were flying everywhere as what seemed like dozens of figures tried to converge on Cali. Who somehow wasn’t there when they hit, avoiding them all, except for the ones she’d staked. A dusty haze hung over the room, testament to how many she’d already killed. Even as I watched, Cali executed a perfect palm strike to the chin of a lunging vampire, snapping its entire body straight for perhaps half a second. Which turned out to be plenty of time for Cali to drive the wooden stake in her hand into its heart, turning it to dust. 




Another vampire snapped her head back with a hard left, only to have its follow up blow blocked, its arm seized, straightened, and the entire joint destroyed, almost faster than I could follow. Cali dusted it, turning that move into a vertical jump split kick that caught two vampires coming in right in their faces, sending them head over heels into others. Of course she must have flashed them big time. I somehow doubted that they felt it was a fair trade. I reflected that it was a damn good thing that skirt was that short or Cali would never be able to pull off half her moves. 




Cali continued to fight, seemingly striking three blows for every one she took. Then I shook off my trance. I was here to do a job. Grabbing the short sword from its sheath beneath my coat, I shouted, “Catch, Cali!” and threw it as hard as I could at her.




Just as we’d rehearsed, Cali effortlessly snagged the blade from the air, whipping it around so fast that I could hear the hum from where I stood even over the cacophony of the vampires. It removed two heads even as another was dusted by a stake thrust. I realized that I had attracted some attention of my own and lost track of Cali’s movements.




Hastily unlimbering the super soaker from beneath my coat, I aimed at the two vampires stalking towards me. With a quick pump, I sent a stream of water that hit the first directly in the eyes. The result was gruesome, his flesh crumbling as if I had sprayed acid on him. Blinded and screaming in agony, he turned away from me and quickly became fodder for Cali’s spinning blade.




The other vampire, an attractive brunette girl, dressed for clubbing with some serious waist-low cleavage, hesitated a second, then lunged at me. I missed her face, but soaked her scalp with holy water, sending her into a frenzy of screams as she tore at her smoking hair. Unfortunately, she didn’t stop running towards me and I was too slow to get out of the way as she barreled into me, knocking me onto my back. Luckily, I was able to take the fall like a judo throw and while I knew I would be bruised tomorrow, I wasn’t injured. 




I was also able to hold onto the super soaker, and hit her again from my prone position. The blast of holy water literally burned a hole straight through her chest, dusting her a moment later. Dusting being a more of a metaphor as she became part of a muddy mist that hung in the air. It was unbelievably disgusting as I could literally taste the vampire in my mouth.




I started up, only to be hit by another figure. This time, I slammed painfully into the floor, breath leaving me in a big ‘whoosh’ as a figure pinned me there. I’d lost the super soaker when I hit and turning my head, saw it off to my right. I was just reaching for it when I felt breath at my throat. Even as a cold tongue was licking across my collar bone, I reached down and felt around the skull of the vampire that was on me until I found what I was looking for. Without hesitation, I drove my fingers into the vampire’s eyes, feeling the soft gelatin-like orbs tear and squish.




The vampire reared up into the air, screaming at the top of its lungs as it clutched its eyes. I managed to grab the super soaker and started spraying it right in its open mouth. In a moment, screams were replaced by a ‘whoosh’ sound, and I was covered again in wet, sticky, vampire dust. Between that and what was on my right hand, I was barely keeping it together. My internal mantra became, ‘Don’t vomit. Don’t vomit. Don’t vomit.’




Scrambling to my feet, I took a second to survey the fight. Cali had the vampires down to just six, but they were hanging back, staying out of reach of her sword, taunting her, and trying to get to her back. Fuck that. I started spraying everything in sight with holy water. Damn, a super soaker had good range. And holy water was a great distraction. Vampire screams and roars rang out before Cali silenced them with a thrust or slice. 




Finally, silence fell. Every vampire was dust. Only Cali, myself, and a third figure I could just make out at the other end of the room remained. I walked up to Cali’s side, warily watching the other figure. She flashed me a quick smile, then casually announced, “You might as well come forward. There isn’t another way out.”




Slowly the figure shuffled forward. It was clad in a dark robe with a hood. Raising its arms, the figure pushed its hood back. Somehow I swallowed my instinctive scream as its face was revealed. The thing screamed its alienness as it stared at us through cruel yellow eyes. Somehow my mind made the connection. It was a demon. A demon. A mouth with way too many teeth for anything natural opened and it spoke in unaccented English. “The Slayer lives far to the west of here?”




It was half statement and half question. I was trying to wrap my mind around something from a horror movie speaking perfect English, but Cali seemed to take it in stride. Flippantly, she said, “That’s what I hear. Me, I’m just a girl.”




It gestured around the room. “Cain did not warn of us of you. Now you have killed my brethren.”




Cali seemed genuinely surprised. “Your breth-who? Since when have demons and vamps been hanging out together? You guys like bunk-buddies now with the touch-feely? Cause, that’s like ewww…”




The demon stood taller. Spite and malice dripped from its voice. “Cain has promised us a new world if we work together. One where we do not have to be afraid. Where we will rule and humans will be fodder. Where—”




With a look of almost pity on her face, Cali interrupted him, “And you believed this ‘Cain?’ ” She strode forward until she was standing right in front of the thing. “’Cain’ is wrong. Demons will never rule here again.”




The demon tried to sneer as it stared down at her, but even I could see that it was afraid. It was a strange emotion on that horrifying visage. “Who are you to speak such words?”




Cali paused a moment, then the blade of the short sword she carried was sticking out the back of the thing’s head. I had never even seen her move. Her speed was terrifying. The figure toppled, pulling the blade from her hand. Staring down at slain demon, Cali stated, “I’m the Slayer.”




Cali looked up from the corpse at her feet and asked, “You have the lighter and fluid?”




I nodded and produced them from one of the many pockets in the coat. Cali took both, retrieved her sword, and after cleaning and sheathing it, proceeded to spray the lighter fluid all over the room. After the container was empty, she tossed it to the ground. The lighter she lit and kneeling, touched the lighter fluid. The room started to burn.




“That’s our cue to get out.” Cali grabbed my arm, pulling me out the door.




I won’t burden you with all of the events that happened next. Suffice it to say that even vampire bars have pull-tab fire alarms. At least this one did. The bar was evacuated. No one was killed. No humans, anyway. And it was pretty much gutted before the fire department got the blaze under control. Cali did say one thing as we watched it burn. “Fire bad, tree pretty.” I had to agree with her there.




Anyway, that is how I spent my Spring Break, killing vampires and burning down a bar. I know it’s not a gym or an entire school, but hey, learning here. Cali found out something from that demon before she killed him. Otherwise she probably would have tortured him. I think I understand as well. If not, I’m sure she will tell me in time what she discovered and what it means. Right now I am back at the Zoo and am not going to think about monsters for a while. 




Conchita Perez

Fourth Class Cadet

United States Air Force Academy

Colorado Springs, CO









There, she was done. It read more like a trashy adventure novel than a report, but that was okay. No one else was ever going to read it. Not even Cali. Connie had written it for herself, and it was no one else’s business what was written or how it was written. 




Connie silently stared at the computer screen. She could feel her roommate’s curiosity about what she’d spent the entire day doing. Cali’s stare on the back of her neck felt like an actual touch. It made her shiver. Monsters were real. Her worst nightmares didn’t even come close in comparison to what was actually out there. Horrors that wanted to end the world. With only one person, well, now two people, standing between the world and its extinction.




“I’m sorry.”




Connie ignored the voice for a moment, but finally allowed herself to be pulled out of her funk. “You played me.”




“I know I did. I had my reasons.” Cali’s voice was oh so reasonable as she spoke to Connie’s back. Fuck that.




Spinning around, Connie lashed out, “I was never in any danger back in the Tunnels, was I?”




Cali’s fierce gaze was dimmed, as though she’d deliberately banked her fires. Gently, she said, “No, you were never in any danger.”




Connie shook her head. Damn she was pissed. It hadn’t registered with her until halfway back to Cali’s house just how easily Cali had dealt with so many vampires. Even if they were all newbies, as she’d stated, Cali had torn through them like a chainsaw through balsa wood. Even without her help, Cali would have won that fight. After coming to that realization, she concluded that there was no way that Buffy would have been thrown around so easily by the vampire in the Tunnels. It was just one of the things that had so obsessed her thoughts the past week.




“I’ve never fought that many vamps by myself before and I didn’t know what to expect.” Cali’s voice was introspective as she continued, “I’ve gotten quite a bit better fighting here at the Zoo. Maybe because I have to pay so much attention to technique when I go so slow, or maybe because I’m teaching others. They say you learn best while teaching. But—”




Forcing down her interest in what Cali was saying, Connie interrupted, “What were you trying to accomplish? Did you want to scare me off? Is that it?”




Those banked fires suddenly blazed as Cali’s stared at her. Connie could feel the heat of her gaze as Cali weighed her words before she emphatically shook her head, “No. I wasn’t trying to scare you off. At that point, I didn’t think it would work anyway. But I needed you to be careful.”




“Careful? We were hunting monsters. Of course I was being careful…”




“No, you weren’t. You were off on an ‘adventure’. You had no idea what was out there. Yes, I let that vamp grab you. I wanted you scared. I wanted you worried and cautious. I did not want you overconfident and careless. Too dependent upon me. I don’t want to lose you.”




“I’m not a child!”




Softly. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just…I can’t lose anyone else. Not again.”




Connie took a deep breath. Shit, she thought, damn her for being right again. “It saved my life,” she admitted, a wry smile tugging at her mouth. Smile disappearing, Connie met Cali’s knowing gaze squarely. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m still mad at you. I’m going to be mad at you for at least another week. But, what you did, it saved my life in there. To know how strong a vampire was. How little chance I had against one hand-to-hand. How utterly cruel and amoral they were. I was completely ruthless when I dealt with them. If I had hesitated, even a split second, I’d probably be dead. So thanks.”




Cali smiled, eyes full of some undefined emotion. “You’re welcome.”




Connie spun back around in her chair. With her back to Cali, she stated, “Remember, I’m going to be mad for another week. At least.”




Cali’s soft words brushed her spine, “I’ll remember.”




Connie could feel warmth steal into her. Sure there were monsters out there. Things worse that her worst nightmares. But there was also something else out there. A hero. Someone who would save the world. Because that was what she did. 




Connie stared at her computer screen. She clicked ‘Edit’ then ‘Select All’. Her finger hesitated over the ‘Del’ button, before finally pressing down. She didn’t need the words anymore. Her thoughts were clear. Her future was decided. Smiling, Connie leaned back in her chair and listened to her roommate mumbling something over her Physics homework. Everything was going to be okay.







Cain stared into space, his thoughts savage. The team he had sent off to subjugate the Air Force Academy were dead, their base of operations destroyed. He had no idea who had done it. Based on what he knew from gleaning the Internet, most of the United States Government knew nothing about the supernatural or what was happening in Sunnydale. But someone knew. They had taken steps to prevent him from succeeding. 




Anger fading, he shook his head at the foolish emotion. Victory was assured. With regrets he canceled the two additional missions to Annapolis, Maryland and West Point, New York. No point in wasting resources at this point. All three would fall to him soon enough. First, however, he needed to bolster his forces and he would need the Initiative to do so. Smiling faintly, he decided that it was only a minor setback. The Slayer was no match for him. Soon, the world would be his.







Chapter Twenty-three: Reports! Reports! Reports!



Buffy stared at the report in front of her. It was almost done. Thank God, because it had been the worst one yet. Hell, Connie had literally cringed when she heard the name: Proto-Indo-European Language Origins During the Period 7000-4000 BCE. It had taken her literally weeks of research. She’d had to order books that the library didn’t carry. One of the assistant librarians had looked at her like she had horns growing out her forehead until she’d told him it was for a report for her sponsor. Then there had been sympathy. A lot of sympathy. As well as a failed attempt to ask her out, she thought in amusement.




By now, the report had consumed nearly eighty precious hours of her time. With Recognition coming up in less than a month, that wasn’t time she had. Still, she had been surprisingly effective in compiling the information for this paper. She was finally becoming Research Girl, Buffy decided, a feeling of pride filling her at the thought. Unfortunately, though, without the donuts, she thought mournfully. With a shake of her head, she focused back on the matter at hand. Now if she just added this final section on PIE ablaut sequences, it should be complete.




Done. Buffy laid her whirling head down on her desk. What a way to spend Friday night, she thought. But tomorrow there was SAMI and her meeting with Colonel O’Neill. He was expecting this report and wouldn’t have accepted excuses for it not being ready. Not that his expectations excused her from homework. Or her afternoon intramural soccer match for the league championships, something that she was determined to win.




Soccer had turned out to be one of the more fun and pleasant things so far this semester, much better than basketball. At first, Buffy had feared it was going to be boring, what with her having to take it extremely easy on the people she was playing against. Team sports, like the aforementioned basketball, tended to be that way. Instead, it was fun. You got to run up and down the field a lot chasing after the ball, which really worked to burn off excess energy. It even helped that she was chasing stuff, whether the ball or other people. Somehow it seemed to help sooth the Slayer within. Which, after the events of Spring Break, was doubly important. 




Also, Buffy wasn’t even close to being outed for her ‘unusual’ abilities. She had gotten so good at passing the ball that everyone just thought she was a talented player, not someone with superpowers who could score, goalie or no goalie, regularly from mid-field. All in all, it was a fun way to spend most Saturday afternoons. Much more fun than writing reports, she thought darkly, staring at stack of paper in the process of coming out of the printer. 




The first two reports she’d written hadn’t been all that bad. Even the next one hadn’t been that tough. However, starting with The Han Dynasty: Expansion and Regression Over Four Hundred Years, they had started to become more and more time consuming. The following one, A History of the Angkor Civilization from Hunter-Gather to the Classic Period 3600 BCE-1327 AD, had been tough just because of the sheer amount of information that she needed to gather to cover such a large time period. 




This last report, however, had gotten out of hand. Buffy had already decided that she was going to talk to the colonel about the reports he was assigning. It had started to interfere with her studies. She wasn’t going to be pulling a 4.0 GPA this semester, although a 3.68 was still within reach. Good, but not great. Hopefully, he wouldn’t think she was being a whiner. Buffy would rather do two reports a month than have him think that. Sighing, she started grabbing pages off the printer.







Joyce walked through her shop, duster in hand, trying to focus on business. But it was a slow day, business-wise, and she couldn’t help but wonder what was up with Jack. She hadn’t heard from him in nearly a month. She had tried to call him, both at home and work, and hadn’t been able to reach him. 




Instead, she kept getting his answering machine at home and pretty much the run around at his work. If she got one more “the colonel’s unavailable” she was going to go up there and take an axe to somebody, Joyce thought angrily, slamming down the duster onto the counter. After all, she knew how to use an axe as a certain peroxide-headed vampire had found out.




Snit abated, Joyce gave the duster a guilty look, then sighed. Oh, my God, she thought, she was acting like a teenager over some boy. But she couldn’t help it. Maybe it was just a strong case of like, but she definitely felt some powerful emotions for Jack. She couldn’t help but remember their last date together back before Spring Break, nearly five weeks ago.





Joyce stared across the table at her date. Jack seemed unusually distracted tonight. She wondered if it was because of something that she’d done or maybe that he was rethinking their entire relationship in light of being Buffy’s sponsor. Don’t over-think things, Joyce, she told herself, you’re not seventeen anymore. He’s probably just having a tough week at work. Still, it had been a long time since she’d last had a relationship with an actual adult that was so much fun. Not that they spent that much time together, primarily only getting together once every week or so. But that was actually one of the attractions. 




She had long since outgrown any romantic dreams of someone coming in and sweeping her off her feet. That was a dream that a divorce and a grown daughter had pretty much squashed. Now Joyce was more about having someone she could talk to on a regular basis about personal things. And the sex wasn’t bad. Okay, the sex was amazing. 




She couldn’t believe how much she enjoyed being with Jack. He was a tender and considerate lover, but underneath his cool exterior beat an incredibly passionate man. Joyce could feel herself getting flushed just at the memory of one of their lovemaking sessions. 




Anyway, the fact that she and Jack only saw each other on a weekly basis or less, made the heat of their relationship even stronger. Joyce would be loath to lose that. Making up her mind, she finally spoke, “Penny for your thoughts?”




Jack had looked at her a few times over the course of the night with his usual charming smile, but it had lacked a certain warmth that now bled in. With a twinkle in his eyes, he flirted, “A penny? I’m pretty sure that with inflation, my thoughts are worth at least a buck.”




Joyce smile and leaned slightly forward, resting her chin on her hands. “Oh, really? I’m not sure that I prepared to pay that much for a budget analysis.”




His smile deepened and with a certain huskiness in his voice, Jack murmured, “Trust me, I’m thinking more transportation than anything else.”




Joyce blinked. “Transportation?” Okay, she thought, that was an odd non sequitur. 




“Exactly. I don’t think either of our trucks are private enough to get busy in and I’m not sure I can wait until we get back to your house.”




Joyce could feel herself blushing furiously. Hiding her face in her hands, she peeked through to see Jack grinning at her. He looks happy, she thought. Okay, maybe she could let herself get swept off her feet just a little. Forcing her blush down, but unable to keep an answering grin from stealing across her face, Joyce raised her hand for the waiter. “Check, please!” She felt sorry for the poor waiter who didn’t know what to think when he came to the table to find both of his customers laughing like loons.






Joyce sighed. Maybe she would talk with Buffy when she saw her on Sunday. Buffy should have a meeting with Jack on Saturday night, unless he missed it. She shied away from the idea. Because if he missed his meeting with Buffy, then there was a real problem. And something happening to Jack was not anything that Joyce wanted to contemplate.







Buffy waited for the colonel’s car, report secured in her backpack just to make sure nothing happened to it. Something wasn’t right. She checked her watch just to make sure she wasn’t wrong. He was late. Colonel O’Neill was never late. It was something of a pet peeve he had. She had learned that she had better be on time or else. It had only taken one stern look early on at a watch when she had arrived with less than a minute to spare for her to make sure she was early from that point forward. 




Finally, after she had been waiting nearly twenty minutes, she saw a blue sedan pulling up. Okay, he’s going to be upset about having to apologize, Buffy thought in amusement. But it wasn’t Colonel O’Neill staring at her from the driver’s seat as the car pulled up next to her. 




Major Carter’s blue eyes met hers as she gestured for her to get in. Slowly, she moved forward, a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. While nothing she ‘knew’ was concrete and based on facts, Buffy had more than enough hints that whatever the colonel was involved in was dangerous. Now he was missing their appointment. Unfortunately, she had to pretend not to know anything about what might actually be happening.




Buffy briefly saluted before climbing into the car. “Major Carter, is everything all right? I was expecting Colonel O’Neill, ma’am.”




“The colonel’s had to leave the country on urgent business, Cadet. He asked me to take you to dinner. If it’s okay, we’ll go to O’Malleys as you and the colonel had originally planned.” Major’s Carter smiled sincerely at Buffy, but there was just the slightest strain in her voice and eyes that Buffy caught.




Not letting on that anything was wrong, Buffy hid her disappointment. “Of course, ma’am. I am glad everything is all right with Colonel O’Neill.”







Sam managed to make small talk with Cadet Summers while eating dinner, but she couldn’t have said what they talked about. She could have been blabbing secrets about the Stargate Program for all she remembered. Most of her focus was on the particle beam accelerator she was trying to develop that would help them recover the colonel from Edora. 




Sam hated to waste the time she could be working to talk with the colonel’s smack, but it was something he had requested of her a few weeks before their last mission. It was a request she couldn’t say no to, especially not now with him…gone.




She still remembered the exact way he’d asked her, too.





“Carter, I have a favor to ask you.”




Sam looked up to see Jack O’Neill standing in the doorway to her lab, insouciantly leaning against the doorway, his usual sardonic smile in place. Although maybe his smile seemed just a little less sardonic than usual. He seemed somewhat lighter of heart since they had managed to free Skaara from Klorel’s control. Although, it might just be dating someone that did it instead. 




She chided herself for being catty. Sam was genuinely glad that Jack had someone in his life. Really. It was just that sometimes, she did think about what might have been.




“Carter, you in there?”




Sam blinked as she realized that she had been staring and still hadn’t answered his original question. “Sorry, sir. I was just thinking about the Tollan’s ion cannons. It would be nice to have some of those for our own.”




Jack snorted. “Might as well ask for the moon while you’re at it. Now about that favor.”




Sam hesitated, then stated, “I’m sorry, sir, but I do not have time to write your reports for you. Besides, the general has that memo out forbidding anyone to help you.”




“For crying out loud, Carter, would I ask you to write my reports for me?”




Sam merely widened her eyes slightly in response. “Yes, sir, you would. Actually, on three separate occasions you have asked me to write your reports for you. I can provide you with dates if you want?”




Jack’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “You’re dangerously close to insubordination there. But that wasn’t the favor I was going to ask you.”




“Sir?”




Jack suddenly got serious. “Look, we don’t talk about what we do here, the risks and dangers.” He met her eyes squarely as he spoke.




Sam slowly nodded. “No, sir, we do not.”




He nodded back. “Most of the time, it’s no big. You and I are single, Daniel’s…well, single. And Teal’c's Teal’c. So, if we don’t come back, we won’t be missed that much.”




Sam shook her head. “I don’t necessarily agree, sir, but I understand what you are trying to say.”




He looked relieved. “Good. I was wondering if something happened, you would look after my smack for me.”




Sam was flummoxed. “Your smack?” That hadn’t been the request she was expecting.




She must have not have a good job of concealing her astonishment since Jack became defensive. “Yes, my smack. I want you to look after Cali for me. Take over as her officer sponsor. Make sure she makes it through the Zoo. Maybe even help get her assigned here.” 




Sam was uncomfortable at the turn that the conversation had taken, but she could tell that Jack was completely serious. “Why me, sir?”




“Hell, Carter, there’s no one I trust more.”




In a reasonable tone of voice, Sam pointed out, “What about Daniel?”




Jack shook his head. “Danny-boy’s not Air Force. He doesn’t know what it takes to make it through the Zoo, let alone to be an officer. You would probably do a better job of looking after Cali than I do, having more in common with her. So, will you do it?”




Sam nodded, her thoughts going a mile a minute. “Yes, sir, I will. Thank you for trusting me. I won’t let you down.”




Jack nodded briskly, sardonic smile back in place. “See that you don’t.” There was an awkward silence for a moment, before he directed, “Go ahead, Carter, get back to working on a big, honking space gun for us. It’ll probably take all of your geekiness to figure it out.” 




With that, he left.




Sam wore an offended expression on her face for a moment, but internally was relieved that things had gone back to normal. As she considered Jack’s request, Sam wasn’t sure she was the right person to look after the young woman, but she would do her best, if the situation came up.






“Major?”




Sam started, looking over to meet Cali’s knowing eyes. She managed not to react with a blush, but it took all of self-control. “Yes, Cadet Summers?”




Cali smiled as she asked, “Did you want any more of the bread?”




Bread? Sam looked at the loaf of bread sitting in the middle of the table, halfway gone. Quickly adding it up, she realized that it was the fourth such loaf they had received. All had been brought without prompting by a strangely knowledgeable staff. Of which Sam had eaten all of one fourth of one loaf. Where was the girl putting it all? “No thank you, Ca…Do you mind if I call you Cali?”




Cali smiled widely. “No, ma’am. I mean, I do not mind, ma’am.”




Sam smiled back. “Great. Go ahead and can the seven, Cali. I’m sure that Colonel O’Neill doesn’t require you to speak without contractions.”




The girl’s smile widened. “Thank you, ma’am. No, the colonel doesn’t. Something about it being too Disney, ma’am.”




Sam snorted as she caught the reference. Disney equals Mickey Mouse equals Bad. “So how did your report go this time?”




Cali’s smile faded and she became serious. “Ma’am, that was one of the things that I wanted to speak to the colonel about. I have the most current report that is due, but I have a big problem.”




Her attention fully on the girl on the other side of the table for the first time tonight, Sam waited for her explanation.







Buffy wondered how to start. Her plan for explaining things to Colonel O’Neill had fallen by the wayside as soon as she realized that she would be eating dinner with Major Carter. Add in the distraction of knowing something had happened to the colonel while having to pretend that she bought the story about him being out of the country, made thinking on her feet even more difficult. She had to say something soon, however, as even though Major Carter currently wore a patient expression on her face, everyone had their limits. 




Okay, Buffy thought, here goes nothing. “When I first began writing these reports for the colonel, I wasn’t sure about their purpose, but I did so because I trusted that he had a reason for it. I’ve even enjoyed writing most of them. But beginning in February, the reports began to change. They required more time and more original thought.” Buffy trailed off, unsure how to continue without sounding like she was whining.




Major Carter’s thoughtful expression never changed as she asked, “Cali, how long did this last report take you?”




Relieved at just having to answer a question, Buffy stated, “Approximately fifty hours of research, plus another fifteen to type and proofread it.” Well, Buffy thought, it was only cutting thirty hours off of the research, and another ten off of the typing. Of course, twenty-five hours was only because of Slayer typing speed. And she wasn’t even going to think about nights lying in bed and thinking about some of her researched material and where to put it in the reports.




The major looked thunderstruck. “And you’re still doing two Squares a week as punishment?”




Buffy nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”




“Also taking UA, soccer, and basketball? And the usual nineteen hour load?”




Buffy nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” Wow, Buffy thought, she actually looks impressed.




Major Carter nodded decisively. “How are your grades, Cali?”




Buffy winced slightly. “Currently, I’m carrying a 3.37, but I think I can get that back up to a 3.68 if I can get the B’s I have in Physics and Calculus back up to A’s.”




The major nodded. “Are you taking any history or English courses, Cali?”




Buffy nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’m taking both.”




“And your grades in those?”




Ugh, Buffy thought. “I have low B’s in both, ma’am. I don’t think I can get those grades back up to A’s no matter what I do. It isn’t mathematically possible.”




Her eyes knowing, the major asked, “What happened?”




Buffy shrugged apologetically. “I just didn’t have enough time to do justice to research papers in those classes. My grades in those classes reflect that.”




“Okay, this is what we’re going to do. Beginning this month, you’re not to do a paper until after finals. I am going to take the papers you have written so far to your English and history professors. I am sure once they realize what you have been doing they will have no problem giving you credit for these assignments.” Major Carter paused. “Is something wrong, Cali?”




And she would be the girl who whined and got her grade changed, Buffy thought. No thanks. “Ma’am, I appreciate what you are trying to do, but I don’t want to be the type of person who takes unfair advantage.”




Buffy could feel Major Carter’s approval from across the table. “Cali, Colonel O’Neill always intended you to receive extra credit for these assignments. Unfortunately, he never got around to talking to your professors. However, I am certain that he would want this for you. So, while I appreciate your honesty, I will be moving ahead with this solution. It’s what Colonel O’Neill would ha-want. I am certain he will approve this when he gets back.” 




The major reached over and took a long drink from her ice tea, a clear delaying tactic. After a moment, she set it back on the table. “Besides, if anyone says anything, just hand them your reports to read. I don’t think they’ll have anything to say after reading even one of them.”




Buffy’s guts were clenching. She had been right, Colonel O’Neill was in trouble. The major had almost slipped and said, “It’s what Colonel O’Neill would have wanted.” Past tense, as if he were dead. 




Clenching her fists underneath the table cloth, Buffy wanted to go up to the Mountain and do something. They had better make sure he was okay, she thought darkly, aiming her thoughts at the Powers That Be. Otherwise, she was going to do something that would derail all of their plans. You could bank on that.




“Cali, are you all right?”




Pulled herself from her introspection, she nodded quickly. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you for your help.” They had better remember what she was putting out there, she thought again, leaving the ‘or else’ unspoken. Or rather unthought. Buffy was starting to confuse herself. She was sure of one thing, however. She’d find a way to help the colonel if she needed to.




“You’re welcome. Now, I wanted to give you some hints for surviving Recognition.”







Sam drove at a sedate pace back towards the Mountain. The last thing she wanted was to slip on a patch of ice, go careening off the road, and need to be towed out of a ditch. As she drove, she pondered the mystery of Buffy “Cali” Summers. That the girl was ridiculously dedicated was a given. That a great deal of that dedication was aimed at Colonel O’Neill was obvious. She was just glad that Cali had the sense to ask for help when things became too difficult.




Sam was bothered by a couple of things, however. First, she had a suspicion that Daniel had deliberately assigned Cali extremely difficult assignments without informing the colonel. She wasn’t sure of his reasons, but she suspected it might have something to do with those old books that Cali had mentioned during their BBQ. As far as she knew, Daniel had never had a chance to get his hands on them. He might not realize that he was putting his life in his hands by messing with Jack O’Neill’s smack.




The other thing that bothered Sam about the whole thing was the vague feeling that Cali had lied to her. Not about exaggerating the research. More that she had downplayed the amount of time she had actually put in. 




Sam hadn’t read every one of Cali’s reports. She just wasn’t that interested in the subjects that Daniel had assigned Cali as they were to focused on his field rather than hers. However, during the BBQ, when Cali had read her abstract from The Fall of the Incan Empire: How the Spanish Were Able to Divide and Conquer, Sam had actually been interested. And it hadn’t hurt that Daniel had raved about Cali’s paper being of grad student quality. So Sam had taken the time to actually read it. 




The paper had been well-researched, well put together, and contained a few points that were so insightful, that Sam had been extremely impressed by Cali’s clarity of thought. It had also had the feel, both from its heft and from its quality, of an extremely time-consuming endeavor. She had dismissed the thought at the time, out of some vague feeling that Jack would make sure to keep Cali focused on her studies. Unfortunately, that appeared not to have happened.




Pulling into her parking space in the staff lot, Sam hesitated a moment, then opened the robin’s egg blue cover of the report. Turning on the overhead light, Sam began to thumb through Cali’s work. The density of prose and the sheer number of pages coupled with the long list of sources in the bibliography, made Sam fairly certain of one thing. 




Cali hadn’t written the report in a mere fifty hours. It would take longer than that just to read and review all of the source material. And typing this monstrosity would consume far more than fifteen hours. Sam’s own experience in typing up after-action reports bore that out.




Sam wondered why Cali had lied to her. That Cali had written this, Sam had no doubt. There was no way the girl could have found something this esoteric available on-line, even if Daniel hadn’t already said that each subject was unique and individualized for her. Maybe Cali had thought she wouldn’t be believed if she named some fantastic figure.




Sam sat and thought about everything she knew about the girl. Tallying it all up, the total turned out not to be that much. But she could find out more. Maybe talk to Teal’c about why he was still so eager to spar with the girl again, when he’d beaten her once already. 




Closing the report on her lap, Sam came to a decision. She would go back and read the other reports. She would also talk with Daniel to get his best estimate of how long each of these reports had taken to research and write. Of course, all of that would need to wait until she found a way to rescue the colonel. 




The colonel! Sam grabbed all of her stuff and hurriedly closed the door to her jeep. At that moment, she had her insight and stopped, frozen. The plasma phase relay’s design was so obvious, that she couldn’t believe that it had escaped her for so long. Taking the night off had helped clarify her thinking, she decided. With any luck, they would have Jack back within a few more weeks at most, rather than the months they had originally projected. With a determined stride, Samantha Carter headed into the Mountain, all other thoughts forgotten.







Colonel McNamara sat at a table, his drink untouched in front of him. Meeting like this in a seedy bar in Los Angeles wasn’t exactly his thing. But he couldn’t travel all the way to Washington with the current ‘situation’ in Sunnydale. The last thing he could afford was to have something happen while he was gone and for Walsh to rub in the inefficiency of the Marines yet again. He might snap at the next snide remark she made and use his sidearm to shoot her, he thought sourly. He would be doing the world a favor.




Colonel McNamara considered his NID contact, Harry Maybourne, seated across from him, obviously enjoying his own drink. Untrustworthy shit, he thought contemptuously. But he needed Maybourne, if he was to somehow slip Summers past Jack O’Neill’s watch. 




When McNamara had first planned for Cadet Summers to spend some time in the Initiative holding cells, he hadn’t counted on Jack O’Neill being her sponsor. What officer worth their salt sponsors a smack? But O’Neill was doing so. This smack. While keeping a close eye on her. Too close to give her fake orders to the Army base outside of Sunnydale, only to intercept her beforehand and bring her into the Initiative. Even worse, scuttlebutt had it you didn’t want to mess with Jack O’Neill.




McNamara didn’t know that much about O’Neill. Mostly just his black ops reputation. Although supposedly he was involved in something big up at Cheyenne Mountain. After all, who would assign someone like O’Neill to Deep Space Radar Telemetry? One of the biggest problems with a cover was you had to make it logical to the personnel involved. O’Neill’s presence was utter idiocy. If, that is, all they were doing was monitoring space. The man was too damned good for that to make sense.




McNamara needed to get around him. Otherwise, he’d be leaving a deadly threat present in the heart of the U.S. Military. He needed information on Jack O’Neill and Harry Maybourne was just the man to give it to him.







Harry kept his face impassive as he heard out Colonel McNamara. What a load of crap, he thought. HSTs? Fairy tales, more like it. But he could always use another favor. Especially since he already had the information the colonel needed. “I can help you.”




McNamara waited a moment and when Harry didn’t continue, asked, “I take it there’s a catch?”




Harry smiled like the crocodile from a certain children’s book. “No catch. Just I scratch your back and you scratch mine.”




McNamara frowned, but nodded. “I’ll owe you a favor. What do you have?”




Harry leaned back in his chair still smiling. “Jack O’Neill is currently unavailable with no ETA as to when he’ll be back. But it won’t be soon. So whatever little play you have planned for Cadet Summers, you can go right on ahead.”




McNamara’s answering smile was grim, well-suited to his personality. “Perfect. Thanks for your help.”




Harry waved it off. “No problem. Have a good day, Colonel.”




Gathering his things, McNamara replied, “You as well, Colonel. You as well.” With that, he left. 




Harry slowly finished his drink, savoring every drop. He briefly considered checking up on the Initiative, to see what exactly they did do. He did, after all, do business in Sunnydale on exotic tech. It might be good to make sure his source stayed “uncorrupted.” But to find out, he would need to use up some of those precious favors. Unfortunately, Harry needed those for his next project. Just like he needed a certain Air Force Colonel. 




Harry had wondered about the relationship between O’Neill and Summers. Jack getting busy with a piece of young tail? Unlikely, no matter how attractive said tail was. Later he had learned that Jack was seeing the girl’s mother. That when it clicked. Surrogate daughter. How she had wormed her way past Jack’s defenses, he didn’t know or really care. But she had. And he could use that. In the defense of his country and the human race. Plus, the operation was going to be fun. 




Harry dropped a ten onto the table beside his empty drink and got up to leave. He just loved it when a plan came together.







“Hey, Mom!”




Stepping out of her car in the Air Force Academy’s visitor parking lot, Joyce looked up at the shouted greeting, only to be enveloped in a whirlwind of blue. One extra-strong hug later, she stepped back from her daughter, looking her over. Buffy continued to look good, her face and body visibly glowing with health. 




She once again thanked whatever god had answered her prayers for a better life for her daughter. Because it had been granted. Of course, there was the slightest shadow in her eyes, but Joyce was certain that she already knew the source of that. It was the same as lay behind her own worries. She would discuss this shortly with Buffy, but first things first. “Hi, sweetheart. I’ve missed you.”




That earned her another rib-straining hug. “I’ve missed you, too. What did you bring me?”




Joyce grabbed the large box of cookies she had wrapped up. “Peanut butter cookies.”




Looking concerned for a moment, Buffy pressed, “Made with extra crunchy peanut butter?”




Joyce nodded with absolute seriousness. “Made with extra crunchy peanut butter.”




Buffy grabbed her arm. “Score! Let’s go into Arnold Hall and watch some TV. I’ll give you an update on what’s happening in the wonderful world of Buffy.”




Laughing, Joyce acquiesced. Following her daughter’s quick, decisive steps, they were soon at the aforementioned Arnold Hall. During the walk, she had heard about Buffy’s soccer team winning the league championship, what classes she was enjoying most, Behavioral Science, what class she was enjoying least, Physics, and about how everything was pretty okay between her and Connie these days. Heading inside, they quickly found a private place to talk. At that point, her daughter’s attitude changed from lighthearted to serious.




“Mom, I need to talk to you.”




Heart sinking, Joyce asked, “Is it about Jack?”




Buffy nodded. “The colonel missed our meeting last night. Major Carter came in his place. She let slip something. She spoke about him in the past tense.”




Joyce held back unhelpful tears. “Do you think he’s dead?”




Buffy shook her head, her expression fierce. “No.” 




Joyce asked softly, “How can you be sure?”




“Two reasons.” Buffy took a deep breath. “First, even though the major spoke about the colonel as if he were dead, she wasn’t certain. She assured me that he would be back soon. My guess? It’s something top secret. After all, he is a big black-ops guy. Which makes me suspicious about why he’s up in the Mountain in the first place. I figure they lost contact with him on some mission, but the major thinks they’ll get him back, maybe without losing that possible liability”




“Plausible deniability,” Joyce automatically corrected, feeling reassured. “You said there were two reasons.”




Buffy’s fierce expression became actively threatening. Her voice, when she spoke, was as cold and merciless as an Alaskan winter, “I told the Powers that I wouldn’t tolerate them hurting him. If something happens to him, I’ll derail all of their plans.”




Joyce was frightened by the emotion in Buffy’s eyes. It was a determination so intense, that it transformed the young woman from just another girl to akin to a force of nature. In a calming tone, Joyce said, “Buffy, please don’t do something you’ll regret. I’m sure things will work out.”




Looking directly into Joyce’s eyes, her expression unchanging, Buffy grimly stated, “So am I. Because if it doesn’t, it won’t be me regretting it.”







Chapter Twenty-four: Recognition



“Hey, Sam, wait up!”




Samantha Carter turned at the sound of her name being called by one of her teammates. Daniel Jackson hurried down the corridor towards her, a worried expression on his face.




Sam spoke as he arrived, “What’s up, Daniel?”




“I just wanted to see if there was anything else I could so to help with Jack’s situation.”




Sam shook her head. “Not really. I have done everything I can for the moment. It’s going to take a few more weeks of trial and error work with the plasma cutter before we have the best possible chance of succeeding with burning through the rock covering the gate.”




“But you’ll be able to do it? You’re sure?”




Again, Sam shook her head. “I can’t guarantee anything. But I am reasonably sure. What’s up?”




Daniel looked uncertain. “I was thinking that if we don’t make contact in the next month or so, maybe we should contact Jack’s next of kin.”




Sam’s face hardened. “No. Colonel O’Neill is alive. We will rescue him. There is no point in unduly worrying his family.”




Daniel’s face was neutral as he spoke, “And Cali and Joyce Summers?”




Sam spoke in a calm voice, while inwardly angry, “They don’t need to know.”




“Sam…”




“Daniel, stop. We can’t tell them anything to alleviative their worry. Everything is Top Secret. Cali doesn’t even have her Secret clearance yet. Joyce Summers is a civilian. So, no.”




Daniel sighed. “All right, Sam. I just hate to see anything happen to Jack’s relationships while he is…unavailable.”




“Don’t worry about it. But while I have you here, I do have something I need to talk to you about.”




Daniel nodded absently. “Sure, shoot.”




“When you assigned those reports to Cali, were you aware of the adverse impact they would have on her grades? Of the pressure she is under as a fourth class cadet at the Air Force Academy? That she spent so much time on that last one that she lost A’s in two classes? What do you have to say about that, Daniel?”




Daniel’s face looked by turns shocked, embarrassed, and upset. His mouth made motions more resembling a fish out of water than a person. Sam nodded decisively. “That’s what I thought. Come with me, Daniel. I want to give you a quick breakdown of the realities behind the Air Force Academy.”







Buffy dreamed.





A group of people sat around a large table. Each had their task. The shy blonde girl and another short-haired pouty-looking girl were making little packets of something using spices and other ingredients. The scruffy-looking man along with the girl, Anya, were sharpening stakes. The blond boy was playing a flute over a strange looking device while the brainy guy watched avariciously. 




The only ones not working were the dark-haired girl and her Watcher, who talked quietly in one corner. The attitude in the room was one of quiet determination. A digital clock in the corner showed the date and time, May 29, 2000 around two in the afternoon. With startling abruptness, the Watcher walked over and picked up the phone. He spoke a few words, then stopped and just listened. After a moment, he put the phone back. 




Without hesitation, he gestured for everyone to attend him. After a short speech, the action seemed to speed up, and one by one, they each finished their tasks. Then they left as a group. Shortly after they left, something huge and hulking burst through the door, spraying the now empty room with bullets from a huge gun on his arm, the impacts blowing holes through every wall. Then he seemed to realize that no one was there. For a brief moment, a look of bafflement and rage crossed his face before he, too, left.






Buffy woke up, groaning. Glancing over to the alarm clock on her desk, she realized it was only 2330 hours. Great, she thought, I only just got to sleep. Now I’ll probably be up for hours. Laying back down Buffy figured she would concentrate on her dream to see if she could figure it out. Within minutes, she slept again. Of course, she dreamed yet again.





Wearing her BDU’s, Buffy walked through strangely twisted streets filled with oddly dressed people. Stalls filled with all sorts of odds and ends stood at the street edges. Every time she paused to examine something, a large black man wearing a fool’s motley, a tattoo in gold on his forehead, would caper in front of her, waving her forward. Finally they reached the end of the street in front of an imposing castle gate. 




Guards with pikes ignored the two as Buffy and the fool sauntered between them, heading within. Inside lay an enormous room dominated by two immense thrones on the far end. Moving forward, Buffy could see richly dressed figures on the thrones, one male and one female. Closer still, Buffy recognized the man as Colonel Jack O’Neill. Holding an immense jeweled scepter, he would occasionally wave someone forward, only to strike them on the head with his scepter minutes later.




The woman on the adjacent throne was an unknown woman with a regal air.. When Buffy tried to run forward to meet the two, the motley’d fool blocked her. Trying to get around him, Buffy ran dizzyingly in different directions, only to be stopped each time. Finally, she gave up, content to just watch the strange proceedings. 




Immediately, she noticed was that the two appeared to be ignoring each other. Since they were obviously the King and Queen, Buffy wasn’t sure why that was, but somehow, it made her glad.




After some time had passed, the motley’d fool capered over to the colonel’s throne, After dancing crazily for a moment, he pulled from his brightly colored tunic a large device of modern design and blasted the throne out from under the colonel. Crashing to the ground, the colonel scrambled up, shouting at the fool, who bowed to him. Then the two of them danced back out of the throne room as the doors behind them closed.






Okay, Buffy thought grumpily, that was just wrong. If it was supposed to tell her something about Colonel O’Neill, she had no clue what that something might be. Besides, what was up with Murray being the court jester? Narrowly eying the ceiling, Buffy quietly muttered, “I wasn’t kidding. He’d better be okay.” Grumpily, she punched her pillow. Buffy then rolled over and tried to go back to sleep. After all, tomorrow started Recognition, which was going be much harder than even The Forty Days had been.




Recognition, Day Three, the Obstacle Course



Buffy ran to her next obstacle. It was day three of Recognition and she was running the Obstacle Course to see how she would do. Not that she was worried, but she needed to be careful not to do too well. 




From in front of her, the Instructor shouted, “Get a move on, Summers! Get up that wall! Hancock! Move it, you maggot!” 




Buffy was rather proud that he didn’t end hers with a maggot like the guy next to her got. Most of the instructors knew she was pushing the physical boundaries of what a woman could do, leading even many of the male cadets. While a lot were pretty hide-bound about women in the military, there were plenty that were okay with it as well. They seemed pretty proud to see one of theirs doing so well.




She actually had to force herself to slow down just a little as she scrambled up the wall, going only as fast as the guy next to her, rather than at full speed. Hell, she could have jumped to the top of the wall. Or even right over it. Still, the obstacle course was fun and exhilarating, consisting of running, jumping, climbing, and a short rappel. 




The rappel was still to come, while she was currently working on one of the climbing events. The wall she was on was the third climbing event so far. The rope climb had been the most fun, while the monkey bars had just been lame. 




Pausing a split second at the top of the log wall, Buffy could feel the fresh breeze cool her body off. Noticing her companion starting to get ahead of her, she casually swung her body around and effortlessly passed him on the climb down, taking off at a run. Or a jog to her. 




It was Recognition, the hellish time in early April when you were pushed to your absolute limits. Today they were running the Obstacle Course. Tomorrow it was the Assault Course. In the last six weeks leading up to this, there had been endless Spirit Missions. Those had been immensely fun, often sleep depriving, and sometimes incredibly nerve wracking. Thinking back on the last six weeks, Buffy recalled three particularly memorable Spirit Missions.



The Forty Days, Day Eleven



Connie and Buffy stood at rigid attention as their room was destroyed completely around them. Nothing was sacred. It was day eleven of the Forty Days preceding Recognition and everyone around them was doing their best to push the fourth class cadets to their breaking point. Case in point being the current dismantling of their room that masqueraded as an inspection.




Buffy managed to keep an even, serene expression on her face as one of their tormentors tossed Mr. Gordo on top of all of her formerly perfectly pressed uniforms. Then he dumped the contents of her footlocker on top of that. Luckily there wasn’t anything that could leak or otherwise make a mess. That had been one of the things that Major Carter had warned her about. Now, there wasn’t a single ink pen or other source of stains in the entire room. She and Connie had stored everything in Gator’s room, where it would be safe. 




“Cadet Summers!”




“Sir, yes, sir!”




“What is the number of days until Air Force beats Navy?”




“Sir, the answer is that the number of days until Air Force beats Navy is one hundred and ninety days, sir!”




“Cadet Perez!”




“Sir, yes, sir!”




“I can’t hear you, Cadet Perez!”




“Sir, yes, sir!”




“What is the number of days until Air Force beats Army?”




“Sir, the answer is…”




“I still can’t hear you, Cadet Perez!”




“Sir, the answer is the number of days until Air Force beats Army is two hundred and seventeen days, sir!”




“Huh.”




Finally, after what seemed like eternity, the SLAMI was over. Their tormentors filed out of the room and Buffy and Connie set about making everything right. Without the addition of any food or liquids, straightening things went pretty smoothly. Buffy caught Connie staring at her a couple of times and finally asked, “What’s going on, Connie?”




Connie shook her head, a sad expression on her face. “I…oh fuck it, Cali. I am just not sure I am cut out for this.”




Buffy was flabbergasted. “Not cut out? You’re the poster child for the Air Force. Look at you, tall, dark, Hispanic. You know what they say, minorities rule.”




That last brought a smile to Connie’s face, but her eyes remained serious. “Maybe I look the part, but I let things like this get to me too easily. I mean, look at you.”




Uneasily, Buffy asked, “What about me?”




Connie sighed. “You never ever get told that they cannot hear you. Yet I am louder than you. Not to mention how easily you slip back and forth between speaking normally and not using contractions. I cannot use contractions at all. I think I have been brainwashed.”




Buffy grimaced. “Look, Connie, don’t let it get to you. Everyone goes about doubting themselves about now. This is what the Forty Days are all about. It’s only going to get worse during Recognition. Major Carter told me some pretty hair-raising things from her own Recognition.”




“Ugh.”




Buffy walked up to her roomie and gave her a hug. “You’ll feel better after your Spirit Mission tonight.” 




Connie’s eyes gleamed with amusement as she stepped back. “Okay, maybe you are…you’re right, goddammit!” With that, both girls burst out laughing.







Connie gave the sign, a quick forward jerk of her hand and Buffy, Sky, and Big Mike all scrambled forward, lugging the supplies for tonight’s mission. Each of them wore camo, from their dress to their face paint. They were on a mission after all. An important mission. One that Connie had dreamed up. But it was very time sensitive. 




They only had, at best, thirty minutes under the cover of darkness before General Kerrigan finished up and headed out to his car. Quickly they got down to business. With Connie directing, they unpacked the items they were carrying: large rolls of plastic wrap, liberated from the dining hall’s storage room. 




Working diligently, they began wrapping General Kerrigan’s staff car, the goal to cover it completely. While Sky and Big Mike worked on going round and round the car from bumper to bumper, Buffy and Connie worked on going around the car from roof to wheels.. Connie and Buffy had the harder job as they had to pass the rolls of plastic wrap under the car after each pass. 




Still, with minutes to spare, they finished, giving Connie time to spray paint their Squadron Number onto the plastic-wrapped vehicle. In mere seconds, she was done. They had time for a couple of quick pictures, then they quickly headed back to their dorm, high-fiving each other as they ran.







“You were right.”




Buffy looked up at Connie as they got ready for bed. “About?”




Connie smiled crookedly. “About me feeling better. Tonight was unbelievably fun. Maybe I am cut out for the Air Force.”




Grinning, she gave Connie another high five, then began brushing her teeth. Connie was going to be fine. Of that, Buffy was sure.




The Forty Days, Day Twenty-One



Buffy again checked her supplies. She didn’t want to be short anything. Okay, she thought, time to check her bag’s inventory once again. One hundred dry cleaner bags. Check. Eight hundred straws. Check. Two hundred birthday cake candles. Check. Fifty rolls of Scotch tape. Check. Fifty lighters. Check. Typed instructions on how to build their devices. Check. Everything divided up into fifty separate kits. Check.




After that, Buffy looked over her personnel. She had forty-nine smacks on hand plus herself to help complete the mission. That still made only one person for every two dryer bags. It was going to be tight. But she was convinced they could pull it off.




“Let me go over the plan one final time.” As Buffy explained, she couldn’t help the shit eating grin that stole over her face, echoed by almost everyone there. She finished with, “Remember, if you are caught, disavow any knowledge of the mission. Let’s go!”




With that, they moved out, as quietly as fifty people can be who are up to no good. Buffy skipped ahead, and began handing out packs of supplies as each pair went by. Finally, it was just her and Connie and the final two packs of supplies. “Connie, let’s go.”




Running, they hit the Quad, quickly finding their designated spot. Buffy put her plan into action. She quickly used the straws to assemble a frame. Taping the plastic bag around the frame so that it wouldn’t fall apart was the work of mere seconds. Finally, she taped the birthday candle into the center of the frame where the straws crossed. She repeated for the other bag. Glancing over at Connie, Buffy saw that she was also done. 




Glancing at her watch, Buffy saw that it was almost time. She quickly lit both of her candles, as Connie carefully held the bags away from the flame. Even if a hole was burned in the bag, careful application of tape should seal it. But it was better to be safe than sorry. Next, they did Connie’s candles. 




The bags quickly filled with the warm air. The surrounding cold air made them become buoyant very quickly. After a moment, Buffy was unable to control both of her bags. She allowed one, then the other to begin floating, as Connie released hers as well. She could see other balloons starting to rise, slightly ahead of schedule. Oh well, Buffy thought with a fierce grin, no plan survives contact with the enemy unchanged. 




As the time to launch arrived, then passed, more and more balloons began to launch. Now there were several dozen points of light in the sky. Suddenly there was a whining cry as an air raid siren began to sound. Sharing an “Oh shit!” look with Connie, Buffy ran as fast as she could to her duty station. Behind her, Connie followed, laughing like a banshee. At least they couldn’t get in trouble for not being in their rooms.




The Forty Days, Day Thirty-five



Buffy was chuckling as she finally made it to her room. She’d made it from her last class of the day to Vandenberg Hall with minimal interruptions. Only the most hard-core Firsties rousted her these days. Her reputation was set after the Night of Balloons fiasco. The air raid siren had been just the first of several crazy things that had gone on as the PTB prepared to evacuate the Zoo because of a possible military or terrorist attack. Complete insanity. Luckily some more sane person had finally figured out what all of the lights in the sky were, and had called off the evacuation. 




Of course, Buffy had paid. She’d been called into General Kerrigan’s office and read the riot act. At the end, though, there had been just the slightest twinkle in his eyes as he had dismissed her with the admonishment to, “Stay out of trouble, Cadet Summers.”




Considering that Buffy had half expected to get her Tours doubled at the very least, being yelled at didn’t even register to her as punishment. And people were looking at her. It was in many ways better than when she’d beaten a certain jarhead, and in other ways worse. None of the upperclassman were really testing her these days. They seemed to think she was a known quantity, feisty and dangerous, always up for a dare. 




Which might have been why when she went to answer the door a moment later, Ed Westerman stood in the doorway. Staring as Buffy went rigidly to attention, he took his sweet time before finally saying, “At ease, cadet.”




Buffy stood in a rigid at ease posture, hands clasped behind her back, having zero intentions of being busted by Westerman for any infraction he might be able to drum up. Not that he seemed interested in busting her. More like wasting time. He idly walked around the room, looking everything over. At Mr. Gordo, he paused and said, “That pig’s not regulation, Summers.”




“Sir, no, sir!”




“Can the seven, Cali. I don’t really care about the pig. There’s another matter I need to discuss with you.”




“Sir, yes, sir!”




Sighing, he walked over and grabbed Connie’s chair. Putting it behind Buffy, he said, “Have a seat, Summers.” At the same time, he sat down himself in Buffy’s own chair.




Short of disobeying a direct order, there wasn’t anything that Buffy could do, so she sat. As she started to speak, Westerman raised an admonishing finger. “No seven, Summers.”




Buffy steadily met his eyes as she asked, “What do you want, sir?”




There was a gleam in his eyes as he smiled at her. “What do I want, Summers? Besides world peace and an end to hunger? Let’s see; what I want is for you to assemble a team. There’s a mission that needs doing.”




Vaguely alarmed, Buffy sat there a moment. Finally she bit. “A mission, sir? What mission would that be?”




The gleam in his eyes became positively maniacal as he expounded, “This is the thing, Summers. There have been some crazy Spirit Missions over the years. Some of the best have taken place in the last four years if I do say so myself. Your mission…was very, very good. Memorable, you might say.”




Confused, Buffy asked, “Sir?”




“I have been looking for a successor. Someone to pass the torch to. Someone who would be able to do me proud. Produce some serious missions on the road to building spirit. What have I gotten? A bunch of weenies who are afraid of their own shadows. Gutless wonders who only want to get through the Zoo without experiencing the full splendor that it can offer. Then when I think all is lost, you come along. A smack. A girl. Hell, a girlie girl. But you have It, Summers. Whatever It is, you have it in spades. So I am passing the torch to you. I am giving you the mantle of leadership, if you’re ready for it.”




Okay, Buffy thought, Ed Westerman is certifiable. His long, semi-ramble diatribe made exactly zero sense. Not that she was going to tell him that. Since he seemed to be waiting for an answer, Buffy finally managed, “Sir, this cadet…”




“Uh uh. No seven. Either you’re in or out, Summers. Either you want to put your mark on this institution or you want to be one of the faceless masses that just settle for getting by. Which is it?”




“Sir…”




Westerman thundered, “Which is it, Summers?!”




Buffy thundered back, “I want to set my mark, sir!”




Chuckling, he leaned back in his seat. “That’s what I thought. I didn’t peg you for a pussy, despite being a girl. You’ve got balls of steel. Now, onto the rest of it.”




The rest of it? That didn’t sound good. Then he began to explain. As Buffy listened in horror, Westerman explained his version of the Spirit Mission to end all Spirit Missions. He really is insane, she calmly thought. Complete and utterly certifiable. 




After he finished, Westerman asked, “So what do you think, Summers?”




Looking him straight in the eye, Buffy said, “Sir, I’m in.”




Laughing, Westerman got to his feet, and pulling Buffy to hers, began an impromptu dance. They finished with a fierce scowl and a loud rendition of “Big, Bad, Barbarians! Hu! Hu!” With that, he left. 




Had she really just agreed to what she thought she had to? 




Buffy pinched herself, hard. Okay, that still hurt. So she was awake. Just then, Connie bustled in, looking frazzled. Buffy stared at her roommate, who slowly turned towards her. As Buffy’s thousand yard stare registered with Connie, she began to look worried.




“Cali, what’s going on?”




“Westerman was just here.”




Connie looked tenser, if that was possible. “What did he want?”




“He wanted us to perform a Spirit Mission for him.”




Connie relaxed. “That’s it? I thought it was something awful.”




“Well…” Buffy watched Connie’s face as she explained the mission. It grew more and more horrified. Finally she finished. Buffy didn’t have to wait long for a reaction.




“He’s insane! He’s going to get us kicked out! He’s insane!”




Reasonably, Buffy pointed out, “You already said that.”




“I know I did! It’s because he is insane! We need to report him to the AOD. They will lock him up for sure.”




Buffy just shook her head. “It’s too late, I already agreed to do it.”




“What?! Are you insane?!”




Buffy started to giggle. After a moment, it turned into a laugh. From there it escalated into a howl. Connie stared at her for a moment, before she too lost it, howling in laughter. Finally after at least ten minutes had passed, the laughing began to wind down.




Finally, Connie gasped out, “Oh my god, I thought you were serious. I should have known you were joking.”




Puzzled, Buffy stated, “I am serious. I’m going to do it. It’ll be fun.”




Connie’s amusement faded into disbelief. “You really are crazy. They’ll kick us out.”




Buffy looked smug. “They can’t.”




“Why can’t they?”




“Because by their very own rules, they have to allow anything that is spirit-based; as in raises the spirit of the student body as a part or a whole. This does that. It totally promotes us.”




“Her roommate looked floored. “Holy fucking hippopotamuses, Butch.”




“Exactly, Sundance. Now let’s get this party started. Westerman is meeting me with the supplies. We only have five hours to round up troops…”







It had been surprisingly easy to gather fifty or so volunteers for a mission that was sight unseen. Buffy wasn’t sure if it was because she was getting a reputation for crazy and fun stuff, or because everyone was just in a manic mood that night as the Forty Days began to wind down. Regardless, by 2300 hours, she had her cadre, led by her and Connie. Sneaking out of Vandenberg was easy, the PTB expected Spirit Missions and didn’t hinder them, although Buffy had heard rumblings that they were considering making them “approved” before they were allowed to be executed. Which would totally ruin the entire concept behind them. But that didn’t matter at that moment, only the mission at hand.




They met Westerman at the edge of the quad, exactly where he said he would be. He was casually sitting on a five gallon bucket, while leaning against a stack of two more. Other items bulked behind him in the darkness. Recognizing him, someone behind Buffy asked in an uneasy voice, “What’s going on, Cali?”




Buffy turned with a dangerous smile that they couldn’t quite see in the darkness. Which was good, as it probably would have sent half of them running. “Cadet First Class Westerman is here with supplies. Okay, here is where you find out what is going on. This is the plan…”




As Buffy outlined what was going to happen, there were loud groans of disbelief. She could tell that Westerman was getting restless behind her. Rather than let him talk and run off half of her group, Buffy decided to deal with the dissenters herself. “Atten-hut!”




As the group snapped to rigid attention, no more able to resist the command that had been hammered into them all year than breathing, Buffy strolled along in front of them. She didn’t have the faintest idea what to say to them. 




Finally, she found her voice, “I know this is intimidating. It’s the biggest Spirit Mission of the Forty Days. Maybe the biggest in several years. That’s is why I chose you! Each of you is the best of our class. Smart. Resourceful. You are exactly the type of cadet that can make this mission a success.” She paused a moment, then said, “At ease.” 




Fifty-three cadets fell into an at ease position. Buffy continued, “If anyone wants to go back to Vandenberg, go now. We are here to make history. And no one who is a pussy will succeed. Otherwise, step forward and I’ll assign duties.”




The shocking part was that no one backed out. Buffy grabbed her assignment chart, and using a flashlight she had “liberated” from the AOD’s office, began to give out assignments. A few people needed clarification, which she provided, then they grabbed the supplies they needed and moved on to their assigned area. Finally, she was alone with just Westerman for company. Westerman, who hadn’t spoken at all the entire time.




“Nice job, Cali.”




Buffy started at his voice. It was odd hearing her nickname from him. Westerman always called you by your last name, except for a handful of cadets in his own class. “Thank you, sir.”




Even in the darkness, her enhanced vision let Buffy see the crazy grin he wore as he got up and walked over to her. Leaning in, he stated, “You are going to be one hell of an officer, Cali. Just keep doing what you did tonight. I’ll leave you to finish the mission.” He gave her a hard clap on the back.




And just like that, he was gone, whistling as he casually strolled back to Vandenberg. It was unusual, but not unheard of, for upper-class cadets who sponsored a Spirit Mission to leave someone else in charge of said mission. Mostly not. Because if it failed, it was still on the sponsor, making them appear weak in front of their contemporaries. Apparently, Westerman trusted her. Buffy wasn’t sure whether to be excited or scared about that. But right then, neither mattered. Only the mission, for which she had her own part to play. Grabbing the last of the supplies, Buffy got to work.







The next day, the terrazzo area was decorated with squad and maybe even class pride in mind. Everyone woke up to find tens of thousands of feet of red duct tape all over, patches of snow dyed red, a red flag on spirit hill, the Risner statue painted red, red-themed paintings on all the glass in all the stairways and many of the glass doors with class-related sayings, and finally, red spirit banners and their class motto hung in Mitchell Hall. It was the only thing people were talking about. 




Shortly afterward, the shit hit the fan. The PTB crushed them. Buffy and her fellow conspirators spent the next twenty-four hours cleaning up the mess they made, never mind class. It was a pain in the ass, especially since they actually had to melt all of the red snow with hot water they lugged from the dorms. By the time cleanup was done, even Buffy was starting to feel something like exhaustion creeping up on her. 




It was worse for the others, who had been up for almost forty-eight hours straight. Still, it had been fun! Buffy had gotten ten times as many pictures of that Spirit Mission as she had of her and of Connie’s combined. There also weren’t any additional punishment handed down, despite the number of times Buffy was brought in for “counseling.” Good times.




Even better, she’d apparently sealed her reputation as Westerman’s heir apparent. Her classmates were already talking about the Spirit Missions she would lead with the smacks next Spring. The rumors of what she was considering ranged from the bizarre to the truly psychotic. Like she would consider taping General Kerrigan naked to the flagpole in front of the Administration building. You might get away with something like with a Cadet Squad Sergeant, but the Zoo commandant? You’d be insane to even think that would fly. Weird and wild stuff.




Buffy could do worse than be considered the next Ed Westerman. After all, he was the Cadet Squadron Commander. Also, both he and Gator had been seen in the presence of Major Carter being escorted up to the Mountain. So it appeared that both men would be working for Colonel O’Neill on whatever project he ran. Since that was her goal as well, she might as well embrace Westerman’s legacy. With a grin, Buffy got back to studying.



Recognition, Day Three, the Obstacle Course



Pulling her thoughts back to the present, Buffy ran to the zip line and fastened her safety clip over the line. The Cadet First Sergeant assigned there quickly checked her equipment. At his signal, she jumped forward and upwards, while simultaneously lifting her legs. As she left the platform, Buffy shouted, “Whoot!” While this wasn’t exactly SOP, it wasn’t frowned on either. 




With the air rushing by her face, she was grinning all the way down. The zip line drop had to be one of the most fun things on the Obstacle Course. Buffy felt sorry for the people who did the drop while screaming for real, of which there were at least a half dozen in her class. Hopefully, they’d all get through it.




With the other side coming up fast, Buffy prepared herself. As she hit, she deeply bent her legs, absorbing the shock of landing. The Officer Instructor, Major Kendleman, put an impersonal arm at her back to keep her from falling backward off the platform. 




As soon as he gave permission, Buffy released her safety clip and headed out at a dead run. Now she was ahead of the guy who had been pacing her to this point. Deciding not to hold back that much, Buffy set off at a decent pace. It was now just a quick run to the finish line and everyone typically sprinted it. Buffy was really barely jogging, but it would look like a fast pace to anyone watching. 




Hitting the finish line, Buffy waited for her time. Captain Billings, the time judge, gave her a thumbs up. “Eight minutes, fifty-seven seconds, Cali. Great job!”




It was more than six minutes under the required time, and while not a course record, should easily lead all of the girls and most of the guys. Buffy had tried to make sure she stayed under the top guys, just because she didn’t want to stand out too much. As it was, she was starting to draw attention. More than one instructor had encouraged her to focus on their particular specialty, with the idea that she could become an Olympic caliber athlete. 




Even Captain Billings had mused aloud about how awesome it would be to see her compete, then had shaken his head in rueful dismay because her fighting style was such a hodge-podge of the different martial arts that there was no way she could compete in any of the “pure” disciplines. Which was fine with Buffy. The last thing she wanted was to take someone’s slot who worked their ass off for their accomplishments merely because she was the Slayer. 




Now if she could do just as well on the Assault Course.







McNamara couldn’t help a grin of vindictive satisfaction from crossing his face as he stared down at Summers’ orders. The papers in front of him would ensure that she was Initiative-bound come May. Then he would get to the bottom of just what she was, whether a demon or just some odd type of human affected by the strange energies that were unique to Sunnydale. Either way, he would be vindicated. If, by some odd chance at the end of the testing she turned out to be only human, collateral damage was to be expected from any ops.




He tossed the orders into his outbox, where it was promptly picked up by his clerk along with the rest of the contents. The man wasted no time in heading off at a fast pace as McNamara watched with approving eyes. He had made the man wait for the last twenty minutes while he wrote out the orders, just so that they would be in the system. 




No one would be able to trace where Summers disappeared to. Her orders involved reporting to the Army base outside of town. But she would be intercepted shy of that destination by two of his men who would take her down into the Initiative and off to one of the holding cells. Plus, his name would never show up on any of her paperwork. McNamara had written her orders out himself only for the satisfaction doing so gave him. The name of some drone in the Pentagon would be on the “official” orders.




Glancing at his watch, McNamara noticed that it was past lunch time, a fact that his stomach agreed with. Getting up, he grabbed his uniform jacket and headed out of his office. He turned left to head to the small commissary that was here when he heard a voice behind him.




“Colonel McNamara, how nice to see you.”




Turning swiftly, he paled at the hideous sight of Cain standing only a few feet away. Summoning his courage, McNamara commanded, “Stand down, soldier!” Where the hell was the MP stationed at his door?




With a move whose swiftness could only be matched by that annoying girl that Walsh was working with, Cain lunged forward while simultaneously extending his organic weapon system. McNamara tried desperately to twist his body out of the way, but it was if he were moving in treacle. The last thing he saw before blackness claimed his vision was the long spike that extended from Cain’s arm being driven up into his body, right through his heart. At least it doesn’t hurt, he thought, as life faded from his eyes.







Cain eyed the body at his feet with distaste. The colonel was a fool and needed to be eliminated to maximize confusion for the upcoming slaughter. Next was Dr. Walsh, but she would be far more of a challenge as she had allied herself to that little bitch and her band of misfits. But ultimately, it didn’t matter. The Vision would come true. He would achieve the destruction of the Initiative and eventually the world. Order would be achieved for all living things in the new world he was creating. 




Now he just had to decide if it would be better to have the Slayer join his slaughter here or just destroy her and her group early. There were advantages to both plans. Also under consideration was which would cause her the most pain. Cain decided he would think about it for a while, first. After all, he had a few weeks before the inevitable happened. Hefting the colonel’s body over one broad shoulder, Cain wore a look of deepest concentration as he headed back out of the Initiative.




Recognition, Day Four, the Assault Course



Buffy yelled as she hit the well-padded instructor with her rifle. ‘Not too hard, not too hard,’ was her internal mantra today. It turned out that the Assault Course mostly consisted of whacking on people with your rifle while running around the course. In return, they tended to whack you back with padded pugil sticks. Later you got your own pugil stick and you did your best to beat up as many of your classmates as you could while defending a narrow bridge. 




All this while simultaneously keeping your weapon spotless and belly crawling through mud and other nasty stuff. If, by some miracle, you actually got through relatively clean, there were buckets of icy water ready to be tossed onto you. So no matter what, you were going to finish cold, dirty, and exhausted.




Buffy wasn’t sure exactly what this was supposed to do in terms of making you a better officer. As she ducked another blow and whacked her padded opponent a little harder than she meant to, sending him crashing onto his back, she wondered if maybe it was just to separate the sadists from the masochists. She’d already decided which one she was as she repressed a grin at the downed officer. Swiftly scrambling away now that her opponent was vanquished, she sprinted to her next position.




Here she had to work with a group of her classmates against a larger group of opponents, made up of mostly first and second year cadets. It was six against ten. You had to somehow get by. As Buffy eyed the larger group, she already had a plan in mind, which she swiftly outlined to her team. 




Breaking from the huddle, Buffy’s five teammates raced towards their opponents, tightly bunched, with Buffy following just behind. They attacked the center of their opponents line causing it to bow in. As the surrounding wings started to close in to attack Buffy’s flanks, she was there to wildly hammer blows to either side. While she did deliver a few good shots, she was mostly a distraction as their opponents center crumbled under the onslaught. After all, at that exact position, they were outnumbered 5 to 3, and paid for the disparity. 




Before the beleaguered center could be rescued by the flanking cadets, Buffy and her group were through and sprinting towards their next mud pit, leaving their grumbling opponents behind. As she plopped down onto her stomach to wriggle through the mud as fast as she could while simultaneously holding her rifle high to keep it immaculate, Buffy wondered how Connie was doing. Hopefully, the other girl wouldn’t be having too much trouble.







“Wow you look like crap.” Buffy’s blunt observance was issued without a trace of sympathy on her face as she took in the appearance of her roommate where she was sprawled out on the ground. Connie was covered in mud from head to toe. It was even in her hair and on her face. Said face wearing an exhausted scowl under her helmet as she looked back up into Buffy’s smirk. 




“Can it, midgit!” Then her scowl disappeared and a look of horror replaced it. “I dropped my rifle,” Connie admitted looking down at the aforementioned item now resting in her hands, the only clean part of her anatomy.




Buffy’s own eyes widened. “Oh crap! What happened?”




Connie explained, “I was humping it through that one patch of mud near the end of the course. Mine was one of the last groups through. The mud there had gotten out of control. It was all the way to my boobs when I went through. Be glad you were one of the first groups through or you would have had to swim, short stuff.” 




Buffy stuck her tongue out at her roommate, who was too tired to respond. Connie continued, “I was almost out when someone bumped me from behind. I face-planted and my rifle went all the way into the mud. I almost lost it completely before I finally found it. Then I had to go back to the beginning, where those oh so helpful bastards poured buckets of cold water on me to “clean” off my rifle. I had to spend several minutes getting it as clean as I could and go through again. I passed the final inspection, barely, and now I’m here. Tell me we’re done.”




Buffy nodded. “All except for the ritual beating to death of each other with pugil sticks. Although, don’t forget Chimes at Midnight and the Run to the Rock tomorrow.




Connie groaned piteously. “Oh dear God. Cali, if someone hits me with a pugil stick, padded or not, I’m going to die.”




Buffy grinned at her roomie before grabbing an arm and hauling Connie to her feet. “Let’s get your rifle dropped off and grab some chow. I already ate, but I can definitely eat again. We have got us some pummeling to do afterward.”




“Ugh. Don’t remind me. Just lead me to food.”







Buffy faced her fourth opponent in five minutes. Armed with padded pugil sticks, the goal was to beat the other person into the ground. The winner stayed to defend the bridge and the loser left. Luckily, she had been in one of the last groups of smacks to be grabbed by the instructors and there were only four more opponents who hadn’t had the chance to fight. She’d already decided not to lose to any of those last eight people, especially since the pugil stick resembled more than a little the quarterstaff that Giles had first trained her on.




Buffy could still remember how confident Giles had been up until she had effortlessly dropped him, whereupon he’d painfully waved her towards the crossbow. Of course, she’d actually enjoyed the quarterstaff more, Slayers tending to be more hands on than not, but she hadn’t wanted to kill her watcher just to work out. Also, anything that killed vampires gave her the warm fuzzies.




Ducking the hard swing that would have taken her head off, she effortlessly poked the offending smack squarely in the solar plexus, knocking him off his feet and completely taking his breath away. She gave him time to scramble back to his feet, lungs heaving. Buffy was conscious of the officer observers who watched the matches from up on the adjacent bleachers. Made up of several medium to high ranking officers of the Air Force, they were here to see what kind of metal the most recent Zoo class was made of. 




She doubted they had been disappointed. Most of her classmates had acquitted themselves well, hammering each other with fierce eagerness, even if the skill level was lacking. But then that was what it was all about, she thought, absently knocking aside the hard overhead swing from her foe, then doing an effortless sweep of his legs. Buffy placed one end of her pole at the throat of her stunned opponent. Glancing up, she noticed the alarmed looks on the faces of her last four opponents. Uh oh, she thought, smiling weakly, maybe she should have gone a little easier on him.




Recognition, Day Five, the Run to the Rock



She continued to jog in formation, chanting out the jody call. The current one they were using was the Air Force Colors, one of the cleaner ones. After all, Buffy thought in amusement, we wouldn’t want to shock any visiting observers by talking about pussy, cocks, or any of the myriad other things that young men and women with dirty minds could come up.




The Air Force Colors

The color is red

To show the world

The blood we shed





The Air Force Colors

The color is white

To show the world

That we can fight





The Air Force Colors

The Color is blue

To show the world

That we are true





The Air Force Colors

Red, White, and Blue

To show the world

That we’d die for you





They were doing the Run to the Rock, which marked the end of Recognition. The entire Fourth Class, accompanied by the entire First Class, had to run in formation out to Cathedral Rock. Back in the day, before the run, the fourth class cadets of each squadron would have to acquire a large rock, normally heavy enough that it took six to eight people to carry it, and decorate it with the class and squadron colors. Often, these rocks were kept in the squadrons and passed down and repainted from year to year. 




Just prior to the run, upperclassmen from the squadron would transport the squadron rock to the Cathedral Rock area. Upon reaching Cathedral Rock, the fourth class cadets would be expected to locate the squadron rock and carry it, as a team, back to the Cadet Area. This was a considerable challenge, as carrying a rock weighing a couple of hundred pounds for three miles, usually gripping the edges of a blanket holding the rock, required significant coordination and teamwork on the part of the cadets.




During the past few years, the squadron rock had been replaced with a “charge”, a plastic/composite railroad tie fitted with rope handles and likewise decorated by cadets. Although just as heavy, if not heavier, than a typical squadron rock, the handles made it much easier to carry. Gator had told Buffy to expect the tie to weigh in at around three hundred and fifty pounds and for it to be utterly exhausting to carry three miles. She didn’t have the heart to tell him that she could carry the thing all by herself the entire distance, even if it had been one of the old school rocks.




Buffy could see Cathedral Rock in the distance. It was a group of stone spires that dominated the surrounding terrain. Somewhere in that area would be their squadron “charge”. Buffy couldn’t wait to get started carrying it back. She felt great. The past week had been exactly what the doctor, or in this case, the Slayer ordered. The physical and mental stresses that she had been put through by endless drill, memorization exercises, and SLAMIs, had taken her back to the good times in Sunnydale. While not as stressful and entirely lacking the whole murder motif, it was as close as the Zoo could offer. 




Over the last few days, she and her fellow smacks had been getting stopped every ten feet by yet another upperclassman to be put through everything from the seven basic responses to barking out entire passages from Contrails. It never stopped. Buffy reveled in it. 




They were finally at their destination. It took only a few moments under the watchful eyes of the surrounding First Class Cadets to locate their “charge.” Then the discussion began. The First Class Cadets accompanying them stood back, not interfering. After listening to a couple of proposed plans to carry it, and the arguments that had ensued, Buffy’d had enough. “Come on, guys, let’s wrap it up! This is simple. It only takes six of us to carry this thing. Everyone else will spell us every two hundred steps. Call it three jodies. We switch and keep going.”




Jeff Brucker, one of the few people who would argue about anything just for the sake of arguing, challenged Buffy, “So, Cali, you ladies going to be doing your share?”




It was a given fact that women did not have the upper body strength of guys, but still had to do their share. Besides, their lower bodies and endurance was just as good as a guy’s. There were still female cadets who used the fact that they were girls to get out of some of the harder duties, citing feminine “issues.” 




Buffy didn’t have any use for them and could understand the frustration they caused her male classmates. So all she said was, “Of course, Connie and I will start out on the first team. After that, we’ll rotate in one woman out of every six people to carry. Good enough?” Since males outnumbered females about six to one at the Zoo, Buffy figured that was fair.




Jeff apparently did as well, since he nodded in agreement, not seemingly surprised in the least that she would put herself into a male’s role as far as the physical requirements of carrying the charge went. Buffy assigned him the task of dividing everyone up into five man and one woman teams, while she thought about what had just happened. She had taken command. And had come up with a plan in just a few seconds that several dozen of the smartest people out there not only agreed with, but were now carrying out. 




She knew she had made mistakes in Sunnydale. Twice her junior year she had been faked out, first by the Anointed One and again by Angelus. It had cost her and the Scoobies. She had made plenty of other mistakes as well, perhaps her worst being that she didn’t realize just how vulnerable Faith had been to being manipulated because of her outcast status with the group. For the first time in her life, Buffy felt like she was growing as a leader. It was a good feeling. With a jaunty air, she set out to bring the charge home to Spirit Hill.




Recognition, Day Seven, Props and Wings Ceremony



Joyce watched her daughter stand at attention. She and her fellow fourth class cadets were about to receive their “Props and Wings” insignia. Watching her daughter, dressed immaculately in her blue uniform, she couldn’t believe the changes she had gone through over the past ten months. 




Buffy had always been a confidant young woman. She’d only become more confidant since becoming the Slayer. But there had been a grimness to her at odds with the carefree persona she tried to project. Joyce had seen it throughout Buffy’s sophomore and junior years. Only after she’d found out about Buffy’s night-time extracurricular activities did she understand why Buffy was becoming so hard. 




It was a cruel and brutal life for any young woman, especially so for someone as empathic as Buffy had been when she was younger, before Hemery High and its social pressures. And especially before Sunnydale and its endless fights to the death under the cover of darkness.




Now, however, her daughter appeared to be a healthy, well-adjusted young woman. Where Joyce had seen many signs of strain in Buffy’s classmates during her visits over the last few weeks, Buffy had thrived under the pressure. Maybe because it wasn’t pressure to her. Oh, Joyce had no doubt that her daughter felt some stress from studying, but the Academy seemed exceptionally good at organizing fourth class cadets’ schedules so that they always had time to study. 




What Buffy didn’t seem to feel was the pressure of toeing the line, of performing. With a sad, inward smile, Joyce thought that compared to sending your lover to Hell, or trying to save the world yet again, dealing with a people tossing your room around just didn’t seem that big an issue. 




The only thing that kept Joyce from literally jumping for joy was a matter unrelated to Buffy; the uncertainty of Jack’s fate. She was worried, about him, about the situation. She now knew that he was involved in some type of dangerous business, that his command in deep space radar telemetry was just a cover. She wasn’t sure about continuing to be involved with him even if he made it back unscathed. Because eventually, he wouldn’t make it back. 




Even though he made her skin hum, the trade off of living in fear over his fate on a continuous basis seemed like too much of a disparity. After having to do the same thing with Buffy, Joyce just wasn’t sure she was strong enough to do it with a lover as well. She hated herself for being so weak, but she couldn’t just bury her head in the sand, ignoring the situation until it got worse. She’d done that with Buffy and paid for it. She wouldn’t do that with Jack.




Joyce forced herself to pay attention as the general in charge of the Academy personally pinned Buffy’s Props and Wings to her collar. Buffy’s pride was visible as she gave him a crisp salute. Pushing the shadow in her heart further back, Joyce settled in to just watch her daughter on her big day.







Buffy stood at rigid attention as she received her Props and Wings from General Kerrigan. She was one of a handful of smacks who were being recognized by the Zoo’s Commandant. Buffy, both because of her exemplary showing in the UA Combat Cross Services Tournament, as well as her grades. Major Carter had been as good as her word and Buffy was carrying another 4.0 GPA into April, although she was likely to to fall to a A- or B+ in Physics. The others were there for reasons ranging from grades to helping with special projects, like working with Habitat for Humanity during Spring Break. 




She recognized her mother in the stands watching the ceremony, and felt a pang at the absence of Colonel O’Neill. Buffy hoped he was all right and that this was merely the PTB way of removing him from the playing field while whatever was going down in Sunnydale played out. Because the alternative was worse. That the colonel was lost somewhere indefinitely. Or even dead. 




Buffy refused to believe that Colonel O’Neill was dead. He was too tough and smart to go down easily. She had to stop worrying about him. Her thoughts were pulled back to the present by General Kerrigan speaking. “Congratulations, Cadet Summers.”




Quickly, she focused on the here and now as the general finished pinning on her Props and Wings. Buffy snapped off a crisp salute to General Kerrigan, ignoring the twinkle in his eye as he gravely saluted her back before moving on to the next cadet in line. At least the general didn’t appear to hold a grudge, she thought. It wouldn’t exactly be good for her if he did because he had the power to send her home if he felt she wasn’t a good candidate for becoming an officer in the Air Force. It surprised her just how much she would regret being ejected from the Zoo. 




When Buffy had first arrived, there had been more than a little culture shock. From the short haircuts and monotonous clothing, to the intense and rigorous emphasis on military life, she had found herself in an alien world. But she had adapted and thrived. The external discipline that the Zoo placed upon her had changed her in ways she hadn’t expected. She was better for those changes. There couldn’t be any doubt of that. 




Her grades alone proved that. Of course, not Slaying every night might have a little something to do with that as well. But it was primarily that Buffy so wanted to excel that made her work so hard for her grades.




More importantly, she had seen herself grow as a leader. If she had the same Sunnydale situations to deal with again, she had no doubt that she would handle things differently. Buffy had learned a way of thinking, of analyzing problems and coming up with solutions, that was different than anything she had ever known before. She’d also learned the value of teamwork. About how everyone had a part to play. 




Thinking back on how she had handled the situation with Xander during the Sisters of Jhe mess, Buffy could only wince at her own stupidity. There had been so many other ways to handle the situation other than the one she had chosen; to freeze Xander out. Look how well that had worked. Now, she would have found him an important duty doing something that only he was suited for. But only after completely analyzing the situation. 




There’d would be no need to crush someone’s ego because she thought she knew best. Whether it was true or not. Buffy knew she had handled the situation back then poorly. As well as so many others. Like with the Anointed One. And again with Angelus. 




Smiling faintly, Buffy allowed those failures to lapse into the past. She wouldn’t dwell on them. They were part of a different person. Buffy Anne Summers at her worst. Well, “Cali” Summers wasn’t going to repeat “Buffy’s” mistakes. She would make entirely new ones while learning to do her best. 




That decision made her smile slowly relax and become more genuine. It was a great day to be alive and soon there would be cookies ala Joyce Summers. And Fourth Class Cadet Cali “No longer a smack” Summers was just happy to be alive.







Chapter Twenty-five: The Initiative



She stared at the orders in hands. Well, it was official. Buffy now knew how she was getting to Sunnydale. And it wouldn’t be by bus. She was being ordered to the Shepherd Arms Depot, a small army storage unit for older weapons located in Sunnydale. While she had never personally been there, it was where Xander and Cordelia had liberated a rocket launcher for her to use on the Judge. Or as she now knew, an AT4 recoiless anti-tank weapon. 




Dismissing idle speculation about its armor piercing abilities, Buffy focused on her orders. Ugh, she was supposed to be learning inventory and ordinance tracking. The army could make even being ordered somewhere to fight evil boring, she decided. She had no idea how the Powers had managed this one, but it would keep her out of trouble with the other Powers That Be and get her to where she was needed. Hopefully, they had a way to break into a secret military base as well as directions to exactly where it is located.




Of course now she had to decide what to do about Major Carter. Buffy’s last meeting with her last week had been brief. She could understand why, based on how exhausted that the major appeared. But at the same time, she seemed extremely optimistic. So whatever they were doing to get Colonel O’Neill back, it must be close. She thought back on their conversation.





Buffy stared across the table at Major Carter, noting her red eyes and the new lines on her face. She looked absolutely exhausted, both mentally and physically, her skin almost gray in color. That was probably why she’d asked for just a short meeting at Arnold Hall. While Buffy would miss her steak, she was willing to cut the woman some slack if she was actually working herself to exhaustion recovering the colonel. 




Major Carter made the first overture. “So, Cali, how are your grades?” She looked slightly chagrined at herself for such a awkward start, but Buffy just spoke normally.




“I currently have A’s in all classes except Physics, ma’am. I have an A minus there, but I need a ninety-six on the final to receive an A, ma’am. I will do my best on the final, but I do not expect to improve upon that grade, ma’am.”




Major Carter’s tired face creased into a smile. “That’s still great, Cali. So English and History are going well?”




Buffy smiled back. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you for speaking with Dr. Lautner and Major Jeffries.”




“You earned those A’s, Cali. No need to thank me.”




“May I ask a question, ma’am?”




The major’s face grew guarded, her smile fading. “Of course, Cali. What is it?”




“It’s about the colonel, ma’am. Any news?”




Major Carter shook her head. “No, Cali, but don’t worry. I am certain he will be back soon.”




Buffy had perked up at that. “That’s great, ma’am. Thank you.”




Major Carter, while tired, looked happy. With a teasing look in her eyes, she asked, “Now why don’t you take a minute and tell me about how Recognition went.”




Buffy’s eyes widened. “Recognition, ma’am?”




“Even cooped up at the Mountain, we heard something about a Spirit Mission using home-made balloons that caused an air raid warning to be sounded. I’m sure that Colonel O’Neill is going to want to know all about it when he gets back.” With a faint smirk, Major Carter leaned back in her chair to listen.






The major was going to be a problem. Hopefully not too much of one. Major Carter had warned Buffy that she was going to be exceptionally busy over the next three weeks. While she could be reached in an emergency, the woman had said that she would most likely wait until she was done with her latest project to reply to any emails. 




That suited Buffy just fine. She would sent the major an email detailing her new orders for the next four weeks, as well as copying Colonel O’Neill. That way, when they found out she had disappeared for a while, she would be able to reassure them that she’d done her best to keep them abreast of what was happening. Of course, that would only work if nothing bad happened while she was in Sunnydale. Like apocalypse bad. If they found out about something crazy happening through the news, all bets were off. 




Hopefully the new Slayer would be able to handle things with Buffy just running interference for her. Based upon her dreams, she thought that was her role, but she couldn’t be one hundred percent sure until she arrived. Should she warn them about the gun-toting monstrosity that was going to attack them? Was it her in the dream warning them, or was she just supposed to sit back and take a lesson from what she had seen? 




She really missed Willow and Xander at times like this. They would be able to help her plan out things. As would Giles. Buffy could just see him standing there, polishing his glasses and warning her not to take the threat lightly. But they weren’t here. So she needed to plan this out as carefully as possible. 




Carefully wiping dampened eyes, Buffy focused on the task at hand, setting out to create the best plan to deal with any eventuality. She would even add in several fall back options just in case. To be flexible. Especially since Major Cogburn from Military Theory had told them that no plan survived contact with the enemy unchanged. 







Connie breezed into the her dorm room. Spotting Cali working on something at her computer, she called out a breezy, “Hey, roomie! I’ve got news!”




Cali pushed back from her desk and turned around in her chair. Connie noted that she looked a little tired or maybe stressed would be a better description. Which was odd, since throughout the Forty Days and Recognition, Cali had been a dynamo, keeping her and the rest of the squadron going on sheer willpower. They hadn’t had a single washout, while several squadrons had lost at least one person to the pressure. 




But that wasn’t important. At least, not compared to her news. Connie tossed the paper she carried to Cali, who easily caught it before it hit the floor. “Check those out! A’s in everything except Physics! And I still got a B+ in that. Beat that!”




Cali’s face wore an odd expression for a moment, then she smiled and jumped up, hugging Connie. “That’s awesome, Connie! I am so proud of you. I told you that you were Air Force material.”




Connie automatically hugged Cali back, then stared down into her face, eyes narrowing. “Uh uh. You are not going to deflect me like that. Give it!”




Cali innocently smiled back at her. “Give what?”




Connie repressed her desire to choke her roommate to unconsciousness, both because then she wouldn’t be able to find out what she wanted and also because being tossed across the room wasn’t exactly something she wanted to experience firsthand. “Grades. Now.”




With a sigh, Cali turned and grabbed a paper off her desk. She handed it to Connie, who read it.




[image: BuffyGrades2]




Connie turned stunned eyes back to Cali. “How on earth…”




Still wordless, Cali handed Connie another paper. Connie stared at Cali’s Physics test with it’s big, red one hundred circled at the top. “Holy shit! How the fuck did you make a hundred on your physics test? You thought you barely passed.”




Cali shook her head. “I really don’t know. Every question I thought I was wrong on, I wasn’t. I’m no genius.” She ignored Connie’s muttered “That’s for sure,” as she continued, “But every guess I made on the problems was right. Even that one with the two cannons firing at each other at different angles.”




Connie was torn between jealousy and happiness for her roommate. Luckily happiness won out. You just couldn’t be jealous of Cali. She hugged Cali again tightly, then said, “Congrats, girl. You totally deserve it.” Then another thought occurred to her. “You do realize that you are tied for number one in our class with five other people as of now.”




Cali glumly nodded. “I know. I would be worried, but I figure next year’s classes will fix that problem pretty quickly.”




Connie was perplexed. “What do you mean? What problem?”




Cali met her eyes briefly before looking down. There was little of the usually hyper-confident girl as she quietly stated, “The problem is that I’m really not that smart, Connie. I shouldn’t be tied for number one in our class with anyone. It’s like I’m cheating them out of what they deser—”




“What a load of bullshit.” Cali stared at her in astonishment as Connie continued, “I don’t know if you really believe that, or you’re pulling a ‘poor, pitiful me.’ But you are not dumb, Cali. I was joking earlier when I said you weren’t a genius. I mean, you aren’t, but you’re far from stupid. Smarter than me, anyway.”




Cali shook her head in denial. “You’ve only known me for a short time, Connie. Back in high school…”




“Uh uh. Doesn’t matter. High school’s over. Buffy’s gone. Here, you’re Cali Summers, best of the best. You’re smart, dammit, so stop arguing with me.”




Cali’s sheepish grin slowly changed into a smile so radiant that again Connie had to remind herself that she did not swing that way. “I guess I’ll just have to tell myself every morning when I look in the mirror that I am a smart, beautiful woman who can do anything.”




Connie shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that.”




“Why not?”




“First thing in the morning, you have wookie hair. I mean it. It’s like a cat’s that hasn’t groomed itself in a month is perched on your head…ooph!” Connie broke off as she was smacked with a pillow squarely in the face. Quickly, she grabbed her own pillow, but still rapidly lost the impromptu pillow fight. Since she was getting the worst of it, Connie quickly cried, “Uncle!” 




A supremely confident Cali looked smugly down at Connie as she lay where she had been knocked off her feet. Connie rolled her eyes as she took her roommate’s hand, letting the smaller girl haul her to her feet. “No fair using superhuman abilities on your roomie.”




“You know what they say, Connie. All’s fair in love and war.”




“Whoever wrote that didn’t have you as a roommate.”




Cali stuck out her tongue, but then grew serious. “I do need to talk to you about something.”




Connie stilled at Cali’s serious tone. “What’s going on?”




Cali grabbed yet another set of papers off her desk and handed them to Connie. She quickly perused them, then looked up at her roommate. “What’s going on, Cali? Is this something that the colonel arranged before he left? Cause I thought he was getting you into Airborne training over at Ft. Bragg.”




Cali shook her head. “Not the colonel. Look at the locale.”




With a sinking feeling in her stomach, Connie read the location of the depot: Sunnydale, CA. “Fuck.” Staring straight into her friend’s eyes, she demanded, “Tell me what’s going on, Cali. Right now.”







Buffy looked at the mulish expression that had taken over Connie’s normally sunny face and decided to come clean. “For a while…months, really, I’ve been having dreams about something happening in Sunnydale. Something to do with some kind of secret lab. I think they’re building some kind of Frankenstein’s monster there.”




Grimly, Connie asked, “I take it that you’re supposed to go there and destroy it?”




Buffy shook her head. “Not exactly. More like, I’m supposed to make sure the people whose job it is to stop it aren’t killed. This is the thing: There is another Slayer active in Sunnydale. She’s been there since August of last year. She has a Watcher and a group of friends who are helping her. From what I can piece together from my prophetic dreams, I think it is her job to stop this thing. But I’ve gotten a couple of very pointed dreams telling me that I’m needed there, too. Maybe to help. Maybe just to distract the bad guys.”




“And the orders?”




Buffy knew her smile was more of a grimace as she answered, “The Powers way of getting me there. I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure it has to be. The colonel set it up for me to be at Ft. Bragg for training session that starts June 16. But those orders never arrived. Instead, I got these from a…” Buffy peered down at her orders. “Major Decker.”




Connie looked puzzled. “Who’s that?”




Buffy shrugged. “Dunno. Some Army officer in the Pentagon. It’s weird. I mean, it’s not the usual source of our orders, is it?”




Connie looked worried. “Cali, you need to be careful. Slayer or not, I don’t like this.”




Buffy nodded. “I plan to. That is also where you come in. I need you to know where I’m going. As a back up to my mom. I even sent an email to Colonel O’Neill and cc’d Major Carter.”




“Won’t she stop you if she thinks something’s fishy?”




Buffy shook her head. “Unlikely. She’s really busy right now. Couldn’t even make Recognition. Plus she warned me she wouldn’t be around much for the next month. So I’m probably safe.”




Connie slowly shook her head. Looking straight into Buffy’s eyes, she asked, “What is the real risk here?”




Buffy thought about prevaricating, but in the end, decided to answer as honestly as she could. “I just don’t know. At the best of times, Sunnydale is dangerous, but during apocalypse season, it’s worse. And this thing is nasty. In one dream, it’s arm turned into a rotary cannon and killed the new Slayer and all of her friends. It’s some kind of amalgamation of technology, human, and demon.”




Connie looked spellbound as she listened. “What does it look like?”




Buffy shrugged. “Butt ugly with one metal glowing eye. The thing that worries me most is that it looks like a thinker.”




Connie appeared confused. “A what?”




Buffy gathered her thoughts for a moment, then plunged in. “Most demons and vampires aren’t that smart. We’re a lot smarter than them. It’s one reason we kicked them out in the first place. Even the ones that are intelligent, seem to be lone wolves for the most part. But every once in a while, you run into something that is not only physically dangerously, but is able to control other evil beings, demons, vamps and the like. 




“In this case, it’s this mechanical Frankenstein. It seems to have at least basic ideas about planning, although I don’t think it builds in redundancies. Don’t get me wrong, they still have the usual disadvantages that all evil beings suffer from.” At Connie’s blank look, Buffy elaborated, “They tend to betray each other at the drop of a hat. It’s all about the back-stabbage.”




Connie just shook her head. “I fear you. You’ve obviously spent way too much time thinking about this.”




Buffy shrugged. “When there’s world-savage involved, that’s what you have to do.” 




Hesitating a moment, Connie asked, “When do you have to leave?”




Buffy simply pointed at the report date, which was for three days from today. “Soon, Connie. Soon.”







Buffy stretched before grabbing her duffel bag and shrugging the strap up onto her shoulder, feeling just a little stiff after the long, rough flights of the last couple of days. Deciding to try to save Uncle Sam some money, Buffy had opted to catch Space-A flights to her duty posting. Unfortunately, she hadn’t taken a couple of things into consideration.




First, Space-A flights could only be ridden where and when they flew. Which meant that she had first flown to Holloman Air Force Base near Alamogordo, New Mexico, where she’d had to spend the night. At least she had been able to stay in officer’s quarters there, but the town had been a complete bust. She’d gotten there by 1200 hours with the rest of the day to fill. 




However, the entire town shut down by 1800 hours. While Buffy had enjoyed the couple of hours she spent in the Historic District, having to head back to Holloman by 1800 hours had sucked. She’d been reduced to reading some well thumbed copies of American Bow Hunter that some hardy soul had left for the next occupant. While she had liked the equipment, especially some of the crossbows, killing Bambi wasn’t on her immediate or, for that matter, future plans.




The next morning she’d been up at 0400 hours in order to catch the next leg of her flight to El Segundo. At least for that flight, the pilot, a Captain Ray Pickett, had allowed her to spend time in the cockpit. Unfortunately, he had spent at least as much time checking her out as he had showing her his airplane, making her glad she had opted for greens rather than her dress uniform with its skirt. His copilot, Lt. Robert “Boomer” Pedersen had been both nice and relatively non-lecherous, letting Buffy sit in his seat (without him being in it) and even briefly fly the venerable old C-130, nicknamed “Trudy.”




The second leg of her flight had taken hours and had left her in El Segundo with no way to get the rest of the way to Sunnydale where she needed to report. So in the end, Buffy had purchased a coach ticket to Sunnydale and caught a commuter flight the rest of the way.




The second thing she hadn’t taken into consideration was exactly how she was going to be flying. Intellectually she knew she was flying aboard a cargo plane, but for some reason she still thought there would be seats like in a passenger plane. Which turned out to be almost true. They were called jumpseats and after a few hours, made her rear end, whichever part hadn’t turned numb, ache in ways that Buffy had never experienced before. They made the worn seats in the puddle jumper she’d flown to Sunnydale from LA seem positively luxurious in comparison. 




Well, now she was here and only had to make her way to Shepherd and she was home free. Buffy looked around for a taxi stand, knowing she couldn’t rent a car at her age, never mind the fact she didn’t even have a driver’s license. That was when she saw the clock and realized the time. Hour flight, my ass, she thought, then ran over to a bank of phones, swiftly pulling out two quarters and dropping them into the slot. Taking a moment, she carefully dialed the number she’d memorized.




The voice that answered was surprisingly young-sounding. “Hello?”




“Reginald Nottingham?”




Buffy winced as the speaker yelled out, “Notty, it’s for you!”




Even through the hand that for a moment muffled the receiver, Buffy’s sensitive ears could still hear a voice with a British accent say, “Andrew, never do that again.”




“Sorry, Notty.”




Then the person was on the line and speaking. “Reginald Nottingham here. Who may I ask is calling?”




Buffy took a deep breath, then said, “My name is Buffy Summers. Do you know who I am?”




She could tell that he did by the contemplative silence that lasted nearly five seconds before his reply. In a cold voice, he stated, “I know who you are, Miss Summers.”




“Listen to me carefully. In about ten minutes, a demon, looking like a cross between Frankenstein and Robby the Robot is going to be coming through the front door of your apartment. He’s going to kill anyone who is in the apartment at that time.” There, Buffy thought, that should be enough to get them moving.




The voice on the line, however, didn’t sound convinced. “Miss Summers, if this is some attempt to split us up so that you can come after us one at a time, it is not going to work. I…”




Buffy almost shouted into the phone. “Are all Watchers idiots? It’s the tweed, right? It cuts off the flow of blood to the brain. Listen, Watcher-guy, if you don’t get yourself and the rest of your group out of there. You. Are. All. Going. To. Die. Please get out now so that the sleepless nights I have experienced recently don’t go to waste.”




“Am I given to understand that you have had a Slayer dream about Cain?”




Buffy’s voice dripped with sarcasm as she replied, “Cain, smain. I don’t know his name. Big. Ugly. Demon. Arm turns into a gun. Kills everyone. Get out, or at least get the Slayer out. The last thing I want to do is to save the world again, so get the lead out and motor!” With that, she slammed the phone down in his ear.







Across town, Notty stared at the phone in his hand for only a second, before hanging it up. He turned to the others and quickly got them moving. Why had the girl called? What purpose would an assassin for the Council have for saving their lives? He would think on it more later when there was time.




For now, though, they needed to leave as quickly as possible.







Forrest was bored. He and Graham had been hanging at the Sunnydale Airport off and on for a day and a half now waiting for an Air Force cadet named “Buffy” Summers. Who the hell named their kid something like that in this day and age? After all, it wasn’t the sixties anymore. He figured California was still stuck in the flower child phase, although he hadn’t been able to fault how gorgeous the women out here were. 




Banishing that non sequitur from his mind, Forrest wondered if he should check again with their contact at the airport, the one whose job it was to ‘lose’ the security footage. After thinking about it a moment, he decided against doing so. The previous three times had made the guy both nervous and snarky. Doing so again might make him turn the security back on just to spite them. Shaking his head, he turned to his companion.




“How much longer do you think it will be until Barbie shows up?”




Dark, brooding eyes looked thoughtful for a moment, before Graham shrugged and said, “She’ll get here when she gets here.”




Forrest snorted. “That’s what you said last time.”




With a wry grin dispelling the gloom from his features, Graham shrugged again. “That’s what I’ll say next time and the time after that as well. Relax. Enjoy the scenery.” This a nod to two attractive young women walking by who exchanged looks with the two apparent Army noncoms.




Forrest looked pained. “I just can’t relax.”




Graham gave him a knowing look, but still asked, “Why’s that?”




“It’s the uniform! Goddammit! I don’t mind being an ‘agent’, although it’s kinda odd not being addressed by rank. But making us dress up as Army? We might as well be dressed as Canadian Girl Guides.”




His companion looked amused. “They don’t want anything to be traced back to the Initiative.”




“It’s Army, man. Aren’t Ready For Marines Yet. I can’t believe it doesn’t bother you.”




Graham eyed his companion for a long moment, then, in a serious tone, said, “Okay, that’s enough. What’s the real reason you’re acting like a devil pup?”




Forrest snorted. ‘Devil pup’, indeed. But Graham was right about one thing. It wasn’t really the uniforms that was bothering him. He had managed to keep his doubts to himself for a while, which didn’t mean he didn’t have them, just that he wasn’t a pussy, sharing his deep, dark thoughts with his buddies at the drop of a hat. The problem was that he was becoming increasingly disillusioned with what was going on back at base. 




Forrest had always considered himself by-the-book when it came to his duty. He believed in Semper Fi. He had confidence in the Marines and the chain of command. But after the last few weeks of working with Kennedy and her band of misfits, he’d lost what little remained of the confidence kept after this past year’s demon hunting. His world, always so black and white, had been viciously smeared, so that all he could see now were shades of gray. Some light, some dark, but all gray.




Forrest opened his mouth to say something of what he was thinking to his companion when something caught his eye. Something he should have seen earlier. Catching Graham’s eye, Forrest nodded towards the bank of phones on the other side of the airport lobby, where a certain Air Force smack was on one of the phones making a call. 




Graham looked pained for a moment at missing the obvious, but merely shrugged again in dismissal. At Forrest’s brief eyebrow raise, he made a slight slashing motion with one hand. Wait. Forrest nodded in agreement, then metaphorically girded his loins. They were there to take down a potential HST, which didn’t leave room for any doubts.







That was when she spotted the two men in fatigues heading her way. One was fairly tall, Caucasian, and positively gorgeous, with dark smoldering eyes. The other was equally tall, African-American, with a shaved head and an engaging smile. Buffy wondered if they were there for her when they took all doubt from her mind by walking right up to her.




“Cadet Summers? Sergeants Miller and Gates. We’re here to pick you up and deliver you to Shepherd.” This from the yummy, dark-eyed one. 




Buffy was instantly suspicious as there was no way they would have people waiting for her to show up so that they could drive her to her destination. That was for officers only, probably starting with a full bird colonel. Or at the very least, a major. If this was something arranged by the Powers, then so be it. Pasting a pleasant smile on her face, Buffy replied, “Thank you, Sergeant Miller. It is good to meet you both.”




The two men shared a brief grin, then Sergeant Gates said, “You don’t need to worry about the Zoo speak here, cadet. We all pretty much speak like normal people.”




With a sigh of relief, Buffy said, “That’s the best thing I’ve heard yet about this assignment, sergeant.”




While they were speaking, the two noncoms led Buffy towards their vehicle, seemingly coincidentally walking both in front and behind her. Buffy almost rolled her eyes at their behavior, but restrained herself. Like even two of them would be able to stop her if she wanted to get away from them. Arriving at the jeep, Gates got into the driver’s seat, while Miller got into the back. As soon as Buffy stowed her duffel and belted herself in, they took off.




“So how far is Shepherd from here?” Buffy had to raise her voice to be heard over the wind noise.




“Not far. We’ll be there soon,” Sergeant Gates replied in a reassuring voice, while not actually answering the question.




She was distracted thinking about possible scenarios so that she almost missed the quiet question from the back. “Why did you get assigned here, Cadet Summers?”




Buffy flashed a grin back at the quiet noncom in the back. “No idea, sergeant. My officer sponsor was supposed to get me into Airborne training this summer, but then this happened. Call it a SNAFU.”




Sergeant Gates flashed her a grin. “No shit? Airborne? That’s pretty impressive. You must be pretty good to be considered for something like that.”




Buffy shrugged. “I was number one in my class on physical, tied for number one in academic, and number three in military grade.” 




Gates appeared to be nonplussed at her answer and didn’t comment. After a brief moment, Miller’s quiet voice again sounded from the back. “Who is your sponsor?”




“Colonel O’Neill,” Buffy blithely answered.




Miller instantly asked, “Colonel Jack O’Neill?”




“That’s the one, sergeant,” Buffy replied, not realizing what a can of worms she’d opened by mentioning that name.







Forrest sat frozen, his mind awhirl at the girl’s answer. Sneaking a glance at the rear-view mirror, he met Graham’s eyes. Another might not have seen anything amiss, but Forrest had known Graham long enough to see the ‘Holy Shit!’ look in his eyes. He was feeling the same way as he contemplated the potential shitstorm they were about to wade into. 




The intelligence community was a relatively small one. Everyone heard the rumors. Events occur and somehow get resolved. Said resolution usually the result of of a handful of people’s efforts, sometimes even of one. That was how legends are made. 




“Black” Jack O’Neill was a legend. Forrest doubted he would ever have the clearance to even read a blacked out after-action report of one of Colonel O’Neill’s missions, let alone something relevant, no matter how long he stayed in the service. They were that clandestine. More than Top Secret, they were need-to-know only.




Currently, there were even rumors that Colonel O’Neill was involved with something very big up at the Mountain. Something even more Top Secret than usual. Not one concrete fact was out there, but you couldn’t help but wonder when someone like him was assigned to what was essentially a babysitter position over a bunch of think tank nerds. It just didn’t pass the smell test. 




That was who might come looking when Cadet Barbie disappeared. What was worse, there was a possibility this wasn’t even about HST’s, but instead some ploy about inter-agency competition, perhaps old rivalries rearing their ugly heads. Forrest had seen certain things and heard of others from older agents. Things that wouldn’t and shouldn’t see the light of day. Things that were far too shameful and so were consigned to the darkness, talked about in whispers, communicated with sidelong glances.




Silently, Forrest cursed Kennedy and Notty. Both of them had pulled him from his comfort zone, dragging him kicking and screaming, at least figuratively, into the real world, where nothing was as it seemed. Evil wasn’t always evil, or even bad for that matter. Often, what masqueraded as the good guys were actually as black as the Devil himself. 




Maybe that girl sitting beside him was exactly what she appeared to be, a Chair Force weenie-to-be, instead of an HST trying to infiltrate the United States military. Forrest badly wanted to pass this one up the chain, but the options had gone from limited to nonexistent. Riley was otherwise occupied, Dr. Walsh was probably actually evil, or at the very least insane, and Colonel McNamara was dead, killed by the very thing Dr. Walsh had created to help them combat the subterrestial threat. 




At that moment, Forrest decided that no one else needed to even know that Cadet Summers had arrived. If he didn’t log her in, it would take days, maybe even weeks before anyone took note of her presence. If she was found, then he could produce her ‘lost’ paperwork. He could park her in a cell and leave her there for now with no one the wiser. 




Although the current crowding almost made him reconsider that idea. The last thing he needed was for Cadet Barbie to see the HST’s. She might have a nervous breakdown. If they could keep her sequestered and ignorant, that would be bonus. 




That was when he remembered that they still had the three old test cells near the ‘emergency exit’. It was the first part of the original build out completed, when they were still testing how to imprison an HST. Later it was mostly abandoned since it was around a dogleg at the end of a long dead end corridor. 




They’d never bothered to upgrade the security there with cameras and the door’s sensors had long been disabled as it was a great way to bring something into the Initiative without it being ‘officially’ logged in. In the early days of the clandestine group, everything from booze to broads had came in through the back door. It would be the first time they’d brought in a prisoner that way, but that shouldn’t prevent it from working. 




The hardest thing about holding Cadet Summers there would be feeding her. Forrest wasn’t looking forward to having to shuttle meals in and waste out. But, Cadet Summers would stay safe and just as important, ignorant of the Initiative and what went on there. If a certain Air Force colonel came looking and got past the airport disappearance, an all too likely scenario, his ass was covered six ways to Sunday. 




He met Graham’s eyes again in the rear view mirror. Silently, he tried to communicate what he had just decided. Apparently he succeeded as Graham gave a small nod. With a sigh of relief, he felt days of tension flow out of him. He wasn’t going to sacrifice some girl on the altar of orders. 




Forrest had always wondered what he would have done if he had been a camp guard at one of the notorious Nazi concentration camps during the Second World War. What would he have done when told to kill innocent people, to obey order? Now he knew. 




At the end of this, Forrest would still be able to count himself as one of the good guys, even if he got bounced for his decision. Hell, even if he paid the ultimate penalty. A calmness descended upon him and he had nothing more to say for the rest of the drive, allowing Graham to carry the conversational load.







Wearily, Jack O’Neill stepped through the Stargate onto the ramp at the SGC. Trying for the proper cocky attitude, he announced, “Hi Honey, I’m home!” 




There was actually a bit of applause, started by Daniel, then joined in by many of the other personnel present. Even General Hammond clapped his hands a few times, before gesturing Jack to follow Dr. Janet Frasier back to the infirmary for the standard post ops testing. 




“Oh, joy,” Jack muttered, getting a few sympathetic glances from most of those present with the pointed exception of one person. At Janet’s sharp glance, he fake smiled and pointing behind her, loudly saying, “Look! Anubis!”




Rolling her eyes at him, Janet muttered something under her breath too low to hear with the exception of “…extra large needle for your mandatory blood test.” 




Scowling, Jack followed his nemesis to his fate. He knew he wasn’t going to avoid this and it was best gotten over as soon as possible. It was just that he was constitutionally incapable of getting blood drawn without lodging some type of protest. At least when he was done here, hopefully in less than the hundred days he was gone, he would be able to see Joyce and check on Cali. 




He had already heard from Carter that Cali had finished with a 4.0 GPA yet again and he couldn’t wait to find out what mischief she’d gotten into during Recognition. Carter had alluded to several “incidents” that Jack was sure to find entertaining. It sounded like his cadet had gotten through relatively unscathed and he couldn’t wait to hear about it directly from the horse’s mouth.







Chapter Twenty-six: Rage!



Jack got out of his staff car, gingerly putting weight on his knees. After he was sure they would keep him upright, he stood fully and started walking to his front door. Thank God for steroids and cortisone shots. Three months on Edora had really done a number on him physically. After the meteor shower, it had been a back-breaking grind to survive. The survivors had harvested what crops remained then replanted what they could. 




In the meantime, they’d rationed food, and did their best to rebuild the remnants of the village at least well enough to have roofs over their heads. But despite their best efforts, the survivors were faced with the slow erosion of their ability to feed themselves. The brutal truth was that they had been only weeks away from making some tough decisions regarding the fate of the less productive members of their group. 




Jack rested his forehead against his front door a moment. It would have been up to him to make the decision of who lived and who died. The close ties of the villagers, despite their differences, prevented them from choosing. Only the outsider, the one who refused to become part of the group, through marriage and family, would have been able to pick those who must be sacrificed. 




With a grimace, he unlocked his front door, stepping inside. He had been given a great deal of grief over his refusal to become part of their village. Still, Jack had no regrets with his decision not to become involved with Laira or anyone else. He had found her attractive, and if things were different on Earth, he would have gladly taken her as a lover, perhaps even a wife. But the problem was he just couldn’t stop thinking about Joyce. The way her hair framed her face in soft waves. Her infectious smile. The way her eyes lit up when she laughed. Her love and devotion for her daughter. 




Jack had made a vow that if there was any way possible, he would get back, no matter how long it took. That it took more than three months didn’t matter. He had stayed faithful to Joyce and to Cali. The temptation had been there, especially when Laira had confronted him late one night in minimal clothing, but he had stood strong, resisting the urge to seek comfort.




The first phone call Jack had made three hours ago when he was finally able to contact the outside world was to Joyce. He grinned ruefully as he thought about her reaction to his call.





“Hello, Joyce’s Fine Antiques. How may I help you?”




“Yes, I was looking for a bed warmer.” Jack kept his voice low and controlled, wondering if Joyce would recognize it.




The woman’s voice remained calm as she replied, “I am sorry, sir, but currently we are out of those. I can probably track one down for you for a small commission if you would like to come by and look through some auction catalogs to see approximately what you’d like.”




“Actually, I can describe her. She’s five seven, chestnut hair, sparkling blue eyes, and has the sexiest little—”




“Jack!”




The shriek over the phone almost ruptured his ear, but it was worth it to know that Joyce was that excited to hear from him. “Heya, honey girl. How have you been?”




“Oh my God, I can’t believe you calling. I’ve been so worried about you. What happened to you? When did you get back?”




Jack teased, “That’s just because I’m such a fine lover. I just got back. You’re my first social call after reams of paperwork.” Uh oh, it sounded like she was crying. “Joyce, are you okay?”




Her sniffle was audible over the phone. “They wouldn’t tell me what happened to you. Nothing. Just dead silence. Finally, they declared you MIA.”




Jack winced. “Sorry about that. I was marooned out in the boonies and they didn’t know if I was dead or alive. Obviously, I am alive and was finally found, but it was a pain in the patootie.” He hesitated a moment, but he’d already made the decision during his three months away to be more open about his feelings with the most important people in his life. “I missed you, Joyce.”




He could hear her soft murmur over the line. “I missed you, too. When can I see you?”




“Soon. I need to finish up here, then I really need a good night’s sleep in a real bed or I’ll be completely useless. Although, I wouldn’t say no if you wanted to rub my back tonight. I have some leave coming up, starting tomorrow. I’d love to spend it with you and Cali.”




Jack wondered if he imagined the slight hesitation on Joyce’s end before she babbled, “Back rub, huh? Why don’t you get the rest you need. I’ll come by tomorrow after work. I’ll even close early. That way you can sleep in on your first day. After all, I want you rested for my visit. You can expect me around three.”




“Don’t forget to wear something sexy.”




Her voice was coy as she cooed, ”I’ll have to think of something to wear. I think I might have something lacy I bought a while back.”




Jack smiled at the thought of what Joyce might be wearing soon. “Bye, honey girl.”




“Bye, Jack.”






So he would be seeing Joyce tomorrow afternoon. Maybe he would wait for her, since she was closing down early. Or he might swing by and surprise her at work with some takeout from her favorite Chinese restaurant. After all, he did want to talk with her about what had happened while he was gone and hopefully get caught up with Cali as well. Jack knew once he got her alone at either of their homes, they wouldn’t be talking for several hours.




Tossing his keys in the tray on the end table by the door, he smiled at the thought of Cali. He couldn’t wait to see her and find out how the last three months had gone. Before he’d left for Edora, he’d been fighting the idea of Cali being his. His heart knew, but his head doubted the truth. At some point, during the time he was gone, the two organs finally came to an agreement.




Cali was his. It was as simple as that. His surrogate daughter. There. He’d thought it again. Every time he repeated it inside of his head, the idea became easier to accept. Over the past three months, Jack had done a lot of thinking. About his life and what was important. 




Cali and Joyce were the two most important things in his life. Life was too damn short to waste it not doing the things that made you happy. Being with Joyce and Cali made him happier than he’d been in far too long.




Jack suddenly froze. Something was wrong. He moved away from the center of the hallway to put his back against a wall. Slowly he sidled towards the living room. He took in the peaceful scene a moment before stepping inside. That’s when he saw the shadowy form of a person sitting in his recliner. The person reached up and turned on the lamp next to him, lighting his face. Harry Maybourne’s face. With a sardonic smirk, Maybourne snarked, “Welcome home, Jack.”







Harry smiled with amusement as he saw Jack’s face wipe clear of all expression as he stared back at him. Good poker player, he thought, although the complete lack of expression might be as good as any other tell in letting the other person know what cards you’re holding. For instance, he knew that Jack was thinking why the hell he was here in his house as well as what could he possibly want. 




Jack’s slowly smiled, no trace of humor entering his pale gray eyes, which remained cold as ice. “What do you want, Maybourne?”




“Jack, Jack, Jack. Is that any way to treat an old friend? Where’s the hospitality?”




Jack gestured to the open bottle of Heineken sitting at Harry’s elbow which had been revealed by the lamp’s light. “Appears to me that you have all the hospitality you need. Now get out.”




Harry shook his head, a doleful expression on his face. “Jack, you should be nicer to someone who is here to do you a favor. I mean, I could have gone to someone else with this offer, but instead, I came to you.”




“Not interested.”




“Of course you are. Now this is what I can do for you. My…associates and I are interested in protecting the Earth from hostile alien forces. In order to do so, we need access to alien technology. Now we understand that many of these aliens are loath to part with their technology, but luckily, we have a plan to deal with that issue.”




Jack’s eyes, if anything, grew even colder as his expression stayed grew grim. “I have no interest in alienating any of the cultures we have met, Maybourne. We need allies a lot more than we need toys. Besides, the SGC controls the Stargate. Without access, you’re not going anywhere or getting anything.”




Harry stopped smiling, letting his own expression mirroring Jack’s. Getting up, he paced back and forth in front of the chair. “No alien scum is going to be willing to bleed for us. Die for us. Not like how we have done for them. With a fraction of the technology of say the Tollan, we could end the war with the Goa’uld in months. The way it’s going, we’ll be lucky if our children see the end to this war in their lifetimes. That’s assuming any of us are even alive by then. We need weapons and technology, and we need them now.”




“Let’s just agree to disagree.”




Harry continued as if Jack hadn’t spoken. “I am putting a team together to ‘liberate’ technology from anyone possessing it. I want you to head that team. Don’t worry, I have a way around the Stargate.”




In his head, Harry laughed with glee at the expression on Jack’s face. Despite Jack’s stoic expression, he could see that he was trying to figure out Harry’s angle in all this. Now to put in the clincher. 




Jack shook his head. “The answer is no. Now get lost.”




“Jack, you really don’t want to say no to this. If you do…” Harry shrugged eloquently.




Jack’s expression grew contemptuous. “You don’t exactly scare me, Maybourne. I mean, what are you going to do? Threaten me? Yours can join the heap of bodies of those that have threatened me in the past.”




“Threaten you, Jack? Now why would I do that? I mean, you’re a legend. Tortured by the Iraqi’s, but you never gave up a thing. There are much easier targets out there than you, Jack.”




Jack’s expression grew murderous. Harry felt the first stirrings of trepidation as Jack growled, “Stay away from my team.”




Despite any misgivings he might have, Harry knew he had to set the hook. “I’m not talking about your team, Jack. They’re protected by General Hammond, who has the ear of the President. But you have other vulnerabilities these days, don’t you? I mean, you’re dating a wonderful woman. How is Joyce these days, anyway? I know you just called and spoke to her. Hopefully, she’s doing well. How about Buffy? Or do you prefer Cali? Have you heard from Cali, lately? Because all kinds of things could happen to a young woman at the mercy of the vagaries of a system like the US Military.”




A strange expression crossed Jack’s face. “Harry, what did you do?”




Gotcha! Harry thought gleefully. He grinned broadly as he said, “If you want to see Cali again, you’re going to have to play ball, Jack. Get my drift? Because you never know what might happen to someone as pretty as…urk!”




He felt himself falling, as Jack’s fist hammered him in the jaw. He reached for his gun, but as he drew it, Jack kicked it out of his hand. The next kick took him in the stomach. Staring up at Jack, Harry saw the look of homicidal rage on the other man’s face. It chilled him to the bone. Instantly, he dove for the gun. 




As Harry closed his fingers on the grips, Jack viciously stomped his hand. Harry could feel his fingers break as the other man crushed his hand under his combat boot, the sensation as broken bones moved against each other completely agonizing. 




Jack’s gone insane, Harry thought frantically, trying to shield himself from the onslaught. He managed to duck away from another driving kick, cradling his broken hand protectively, but took the next one to the temple as bright points of light exploded in front of his eyes, obscuring his vision. Then everything around him began to fade. As his vision tunneled, he wondered if he would ever wake up again.







Jack became aware of a roaring in his ears. Distracted, he stopped the rhythmic movement of his foot kicking forward. The roar slowly faded and he became aware of other noises. His breath whistling in and out of his lungs as he panted. The chiming of the clock over the mantel striking 1600 hours. 




He was even aware of the absence of some sounds. Like the harsh grating sobs of pain from the person who lay on the ground at his feet. The person who he’d been savagely kicking over and over as they lay helpless at his feet appeared unconscious. 




He reached down and grabbed Maybourne under his arms, dragging him over to the chair that he had so recently vacated. He tossed the man’s dead weight into the chair, his head lolling back as he half sat, half lay on the chair, completely out of it. Jack walked to the kitchen, stopping to pick up Maybourne’s gun, tucking it behind his back into the waistband of his pants. Grabbing a glass from the kitchen cabinet, he calmly filled it first with ice, then water. 




Jack slowly drank down the glass of ice water, savoring the clean, cold crispness of the snow melt. None of the water he’d drank on Edora had been cold or particularly clean. He enjoyed every last drop. After finishing it, he refilled the glass with the same mixture of ice and water. 




Walking back into the living room, Jack stopped directly in front of Maybourne. Dispassionately, he noted the obvious broken nose, the black eye that was already swelling shut, the various cuts and bruises. Almost casually, he tossed the glass of ice cold liquid directly into Maybourne’s face.







Sputtering, Harry came awake, his face stinging from something cold and wet. Something was wrong with his vision, and it took a moment to figure out that his left eye was swollen closed. Through his right eye, he could see Jack standing directly in front of him. Suppressing the fear that rose within him, Harry managed to rasp out, “You are in so much trouble, colonel.”




In response, Jack reached behind him and drew a gun, Harry’s gun, from the waistband of his pants. Deliberately, he pulled back the slide and chambered a round. With a click, he switched off the safety. Harry blustered, “You’d better put that gun away! Or you’ll be spending the rest of your life in Leavenworth.”




Harry flinched as Jack surged forward, driving a knee into his chest. Batting away Harry’s arms, Jack drove the barrel of the gun into Harry’s mouth, cutting his gum and chipping a tooth. The snarl on his face was almost animalistic as he rasped, “Where is she?”




Harry tried to say that he didn’t know, but it came out, “Ooo duuunt ew.” Frantically, he tried to watch both Jack’s eyes and his trigger finger. He could see his finger actually tighten on the trigger, and was resigning himself to death, when the other man pulled the gun from his mouth. Almost gratefully he looked up, only to freeze at the dead look in Jack’s eyes. 




“You have one chance to tell me. Then I spatter your brains all over my chair and get Carter to do the looking.”




He didn’t doubt for a second that Jack was serious. Still, he if he didn’t try to obfuscate the issue, he wouldn’t be Harry Maybourne. “Jack, we can talk about this—”




BAM!




The gunshot rang out, the chair next to Harry’s head exploding. Instantly, Harry decided that he preferred to live. Quickly he blurted out, “It was McNamara. He’s in charge of some black ops outfit called the Initiative out in California. Sunnydale, California. It’s NID funded. He must have arranged to have orders cut for her to go out there. I think he’s insane, Jack. They’re supposedly investigating something they call HST’s. Hostile Subterrestials. Storybook monsters. Guy is five beers short of a six pack.” 




Harry knew he was babbling, but he didn’t care. He’d nearly wet himself when the bullet had impacted so close to his head. He had no doubts that the next one would hit right between the eyes. Jack looked like something out of the Old Testament that should be filed under ‘wrath.’




Jack leaned in closer, his gaze intent. “Where in Sunnydale?”




Harry waffled, thinking that he might be able to still get something, even though he had the feeling it was a mistake by the slight narrowing of Jack’s eyes. “Ahh, well, I’m not sure…”




Crack!




“Goddammit! You hit my nose again! It was already broken and you hit it again. You could kill me doing that!” Biting back a groan, Harry held his nose protectively, grimacing in pain as seemed to throb in time with his hand.




Jack nodded in agreement. “I know. I also know you well enough to know that if you checked Colonel McNamara’s posting deeply enough to find out about Sunnydale, then you found out a lot more than that. You could probably tell me the passcode to his personal workstation inside the Initiative. I want the exact location of the Initiative.”




Harry felt oddly flattered at Jack’s description which was an strange feeling when coupled with his fear. While he didn’t know that much about McNamara, Jack’s words were mostly apt. He definitely did know the street address of the cover the Initiative was using. Harry answered, “They’re using a frat house as a cover. It’s 2235 Westing Lane in Sunnydale. There’s some type of lab complex underneath. I’m not sure how big. My source didn’t have access to the plans.”




“Frat house, huh?”




Harry nodded quickly. “Cover for lots of fit young men.”




Jack reset the safety of Harry’s pistol and placed it back into the waistband of his pants at the small of his back. With a quick gesture, he said, “Get out.”




Harry started, “Jack—”




“Zip it, Maybourne. Take this to heart. No more Mr. Nice Guy. You mess with any of us, my team, or my ladies, and I’ll bury you. No warnings. No mercy. Tell that to your masters. I may go down for it, but it won’t matter to you where you’ll be.”




Chastened, Harry nodded quickly and gingerly got up, his body protesting the move. Like an old man, he made his way to the door, glancing back only once. Harry caught a look of satisfaction on Jack’s face, before the mask descended back into place. Shivering in dread, he left, determined that he would be ending his involvement in the SGC’s business. Nothing was worth this amount of shit.







Jack grabbed his duffel and began packing. All of the basics went in, including mostly civilian clothes in order to blend in. His earlier fatigue was forgotten. Energy was coursing through his veins. He had a mission. He was going back up to the Mountain. He was going to get his team together as well as obtain General Hammond’s support. 




After that he was going to wage war, destroying his enemy. Even if it took the full resources of the SGC to do so. After all of the times he had helped save the world, the world owed him. And he was about to collect in triplicate. God help the ones whom he was coming for, for no one else would.







“Hey, guys? Guys? Someone? What’s going on? Let me out!” Cadet Summers’ plaintive cries pursued Forrest and Graham as they swiftly walked away from the cell they had just tricked her into entering, locking the door behind her.




Graham glanced at Forrest. “You shouldn’t have left her duffel in there. Walsh finds out, you are going to be in it.”




Forrest didn’t give a shit what Maggie Walsh found out or would do if she did. Ignoring Graham’s comment, he asked, “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?”




“Are you talking about hiding her in the back test cells or about giving her bag?”




Forrest shook his head. “Should we have just let her go? Sent her on back where she came from? The colonel’s dead and he was the one with a hard on for Summers.”




“We did what we needed to do. With what’s going on with Cain, Walsh isn’t going to be thinking about Summers. Finn’s got far too much on his plate. I’m surprised he even remembered to have her picked up. I don’t think he would have, if it wasn’t for that computer memo that kept popping up on the colonel’s monitor.”




Forrest nodded. “Yeah, that was odd. I just don’t know I’m doing the right thing.”




Graham’s eyes were oddly sympathetic as he responded, “You’re doing the best you can. Hell, I support you. We’re both running the same risks here. You’re only nominally in charge so if you go down, I go down, too. The girl’s safe. You covered everything that can be covered. Unless something completely nuts happens, we’re going to be okay.”




Forrest sent Graham a shaky grin. “You know what Kennedy would say about talking about what might happen?”




“Yeah, yeah. She’d say it would happen. But really, what are the odds?”







Buffy paced the eight by eight cell she was in. As accommodations went, she’d had better. Of course, the summer she’d been in LA, she’d spent at least one night on a park bench before she found a place she could afford. But at least that had allowed freedom of movement.




Tentatively she touched the clear plastic-looking material in front of her. Ouch! Okay, that had stung. There were a few hundred volts traveling through the material, probably conducted by the tiny wires she could just barely see. Not enough to truly hurt her, but it would make getting through the door unpleasant. 




Buffy abruptly grinned as she recalled how Gates and Miller had walked her through the woods to get here. She wasn’t sure if they thought she was just that clueless or they didn’t care that if she figured out that there was no way this was an alternative route in Shepherd Arms Depot. If they thought she was a brainless bimbo, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. She had been underestimated before and she was the one who was still here, alive, when all her enemies were dust and worm-food. 




She had followed the two men through an official looking heavy door into an what appeared to be an older building. Apart from the lack of windows, you couldn’t even tell you were underground. After shutting the door behind them, they had only gone twenty or so feet in when Forrest had suggest Buffy leave her duffel in the small room to their right, while they checked in. It had been odd, but Buffy gone in as if she didn’t suspect a thing. The door had closed right behind her, trapping her inside. 




She hadn’t wasted a moment before asking what was going on and for them to let her out. She’d even accused the men of ‘hazing’ her. Both men had identical guilty looks as they rapidly walked away, shoulders hunching slightly as if they could physically feel her cries turning panic-stricken behind them. Buffy congratulated herself on being such a good actor. She had come a long way since the days of the talentless show sophomore year. She had definitely been convincing as a damsel in distress.




Of course, now she was bored. Buffy had nothing to do and hadn’t even brought any reading material with her since the last thing she’d expected to do was have to sit in a room and wait. She knew she should have gone ahead and kept one of those magazines about bow hunting. Oh, well. 




Trying to make the best of things, Buffy turned her duffel on its side and used it as a chair, sitting down and leaning against the wall. Hopefully, they wouldn’t wait too long before bringing her dinner. Come to think of it, maybe she shouldn’t have pulled such a guilt trip if it kept them (and dinner) away longer.




Buffy closed her eyes, letting her senses roam the world outside her cell. She could actually sense vampires off to the west of her, which unless they were just the other side of the wall, probably meant there were a lot. She could also sense something…




“Whoah!“ Abruptly, Buffy opened her eyes and leaped to her feet, the feeling of intense danger making it impossible to sit still. Where just a moment before she had been alone, now there was something on the other side of the door. Staring up at the large intimidating demon that in turn, was staring down at her from it’s side of the door, Buffy felt a sinking feeling in her stomach as she recognized it from her visions.




“Cadet Summers? Let me introduce myself. I am Cain. I’ll be the one killing you today.”







Chapter Twenty-seven: Reprieve



She stared up at the demon who had just announced her death ala Spike from her junior year in high school. That’s when old school Buffy was pushed aside for new and improved Buffy 2.0 also known as Cali. Since entering the Zoo, one of the things that her instructors had drilled into her and every other student’s heads over and over was that you needed multiple back up plans to cover every possible scenario that you could think of and more to cover those you couldn’t. So she and Connie had spent endless hours going over anything that could possibly go wrong when they’d planned Buffy’s mission.




Too many times in the past, Buffy had improvised on the fly, usually coming through with flying colors. She still remembered Xander asking how she was going to distract the Master’s minions when they’d captured Willow, Giles, and Cordelia. She had told him she was going to kill them all. It had been the very definition of improvisation.




It could just as easily have gone the other way if they had more reinforcements or the vampires had been older and tougher than they appeared. Just from her training so far, Buffy could see at least half a dozen things that could have gone wrong. Just as she saw a half dozen things she could have done differently that would have accomplished the same goal at vastly reduced risk. Although maybe not with as much satisfaction, she thought nostalgically. Regardless, this time she had planned for as many eventualities as she could visualize and fit in one duffel.




That was why she had Ghenar Dust stuffed down in the bottom of her duffel. It was also why she had a plan specifically designed to entice Cain in the event she had a face to face confrontation. Studying the part demon, part human, and part technological face of her enemy, Buffy was thankful for those long hours of planning. Now all she had to do was put her plan into action. 




Summoning all of her cool, Buffy casually glanced at her nails, blew gently on them, then buffed them against the sleeves of her greens. Satisfied with their gleam, she asked, “Now why would you want to do that?”




Cain’s eyes bulged slightly at her question, but he readily responded, “I have calculated there is a ninety-six point four percent possibility that you were responsible for the failure of my operation in Colorado Springs. You have set yourself to oppose me, so I will destroy you first. That is why I arranged for you to be picked up at the airport and brought here.”




He arranged? Interesting. It was always helpful when someone gave away information like that for free. Obviously Cain had input in the running of the base here, possibly through agents or some other method. Getting back to her plan, Buffy sighed. “Oppose, smose. If you’re talking about those pathetic vamps that were set up in Colorado Springs, someone needed to put them down before they blew the whole thing open. Unless you’re ready to take on the entire US Military right now?”




Cain appeared confused both by her words and her lack of fear of him. “I do not currently possess the resources to oppose the entire US Military, but I will. What was wrong with the operation in Colorado Springs?”




Internally, Buffy winced at the idea that Cain was so close to the completion of his plans, but stayed in character as she bounced slightly on her toes while excitedly explaining, “It was a complete balls up! They were turning people, but not the right people. Then, they didn’t control the ones they were turning. I mean, why didn’t you have them turning the Academy’s commandant? Or if you wanted to start lower, turn some of the officers and teachers? Why turn some pathetic students who immediately went back and tried to do an all you can eat buffet there?”




Cain look murderously angry as he exclaimed, “That was not the plan! They should have identified the targets to turn at the Air Force Academy, then executed those targets, siring them, then having them sire others in turn. Within a short time, enough members of the Academy would have been turned to enable us to kill and turn everyone else. If that had been successful, I would have done the same thing at military bases all over the country. It would have opened multiple fronts in the war I am about to begin, while severely reducing the forces opposing me.”




Horrified, Buffy barely kept her mouth closed. Thank goodness for vamp hijinks! If not for the incompetency of the vampires that Cain had chosen for his operation, she might be fighting for her life right now, trying to keep the Zoo from being overrun. Now she just had to convince Cain not to kill her. Thanks to Cain Scenario Alpha Three (Distraction/Infiltration of Cain’s Movement During a Non-combat Confrontation), she had an idea how to do that as well.




“Sounds like you had the right plan, just the wrong people to execute it.”




Cain’s eyes gleamed fanatically. “Yes. Vampires cannot be depended upon. They are pathetic creatures, belonging neither to the world of demons or the world of humans. Still, they are all I have to work with. I do have a plan to succeed despite them. I need time to implement my plan.”




Coyly, Buffy said, “I can help you with your plan.”




Cain appeared to really be really looking at her for the first time. And not appearing particularly impressed by what he saw. “You? Why would you help me? Despite Colonel McNamara’s suspicions, you appear completely human to me. There is only a thirty-one point seven percent probability that you are not.”




Buffy laughed. “Human? Me? Oh, really?” With that, she hammered her fist into the side wall, deeply denting the odd plasticky material. The impact sounded loud in the confined space. A human wouldn’t have even had an effect on the material. It was extremely tough, but luckily, not Slayer-proof. “Also, you seem to forget that I stopped your operation in Colorado Springs. I did that by killing them all personally. Would I have been able to do that if I was human?”




“Interesting. What are you?” Cain did sound interested. Now to set the hook.




“Valnar demon. We appear completely human. That’s how we pass. But we’re stronger, faster, and far more blood-thirsty than a human. We tend to congregate in the military as it allows our violent natures an outlet.” Buffy had chosen a real demon, although one that was far from common. It took a mystical ritual to positively identify a Valnar, although they did tend to give themselves away as they weren’t exactly the sharpest knives in the drawer. 




If Cain tried the ritual, she could still pass, it would just require the use of the Ghenar Dust, which would be a big old ugh as it was nasty. Buffy would almost rather be outed than ingest that stuff. It was an unbelievably disgusting tasting material that would turn her blood green for about a week, emulating the effects of the ritual.




Cain slowly nodded. “You could be useful. If I could trust you.”




Buffy shrugged. “Either you do or you don’t. Just out of curiosity, how did you know it was me that stopped your other operation?




“I extrapolated from Colonel McNamara’s digital journal that you were dangerous, regardless whether you were human or something else. A short female human was seen entering the club where they were gathered. You fit the physical description of the perpetrator, although you were dressed differently then. You allowed yourself to be lured here when it is clear that the orders you received were illegal and you could have easily refused. That meant you wanted something here. Perhaps to attack me, or to infiltrate my operation, searching for information. Either way, there was a ninety-six point four percent probability that you destroyed my operation in Colorado Springs. With your admission, the probability has risen to one hundred percent.”




Buffy smiled admiringly. “I did come here to look up whoever was behind Colorado Springs. Mostly, I wanted to find out why it went down. Now I am satisfied that it was only the execution that failed. The planning was sound. Back to your lack of trust of moi. Tell me how I can earn your trust?”




Cain eyes gleamed with an alien amusement as he grinned showing his teeth, which were mostly human white except for leftmost three that appeared to be made of stainless steel. “I have a way. I will test you.”




“Great! Test me. Are you going to get me out of here first?”




Cain’s grin turned cruel. “That will be part of the test. Expect more very soon.” 




With that, he strode off, heading back into the Initiative. Buffy felt the tension she had been under slowly drain away. That had been close. Knowing what she did from her visions, she doubted a fight between Cain and her in the confined space of the cell and hallway would have gone her way, despite the short swords she had in her duffel. 




Buffy would need a lot of room to allow herself to use her speed against the demon. Even then, she just didn’t know enough about its capabilities to be confident in defeating it. That chain gun alone would have been almost impossible to defeat. All he had to do was sit in front of the door and shoot her. One dead Slayer coming up. Maybe she could have gotten a blade into the mechanism, jamming it. Maybe.




Buffy’s musing were interrupted by the loud sound of her stomach growling. Now if only those sergeants would just bring her some food.







“Finn!”




Riley Finn turned at the sound of his name being called. He gave Forrest and Graham an inquiring look as they walked quickly towards him. “What’s up, guys?”




Graham looked around furtively before speaking, “Can we talk to you a second? It’s about Cadet Summers.”




Riley ran a hand through his short hair. It took him a second to process what Graham was talking about. Then he remembered. The Air Force Cadet that Colonel McNamara had targeted and had shipped here. Why, he wasn’t sure. “What about her?”




This time it was Forrest who spoke, “We picked her up at the airport as you ordered. But we put her in one of the old test cells near the emergency exit instead of with the general population.”




Riley sighed. Shit, another complication. Like there hadn’t been a hundred since he took over temporary command of the Initiative’s forces. “Tell me.”




Graham nodded. “Here’s the deal. No way she’s an HST.” He shook his head for emphasis. “No way. I don’t know what McNamara’s hard on for her was about, but we have a damn Chair Force Cadet in holding who doesn’t need to know anything that is going on here.”




Riley stared hard at the two men in front of him. “How can you be that sure?”




Forrest stood his ground. “She’s just some scared kid. And get this, her cadet sponsor? Colonel Jack O’Neill.”




Riley’s head came up. He gave Forrest a sharp look. “The Colonel Jack O’Neill? The one that dropped into Afghanistan and blew up the…” He stopped, since both of the other men knew exactly what story he was talking about and it didn’t need to be bandied about in a public hallway.




Forrest nodded. In a dry tone, he said, “The very one. Her being here smells, if you know what I mean.”




Riley nodded. It did smell. It smacked of payback for something in the colonel’s past. Unfortunately, that was part and parcel of what could happen in the intelligence community without sufficient oversight. Which parts of the NID were notorious for. Now it would need to be dealt with. Which left a certain Marine captain in over his head. “Did you log her in? In any form?” If so, it was going to be even harder to clean this up.




Graham shook his head. “No way. Like Forrest said, we thought it was better to park her in one of the old test cells. We even used the emergency exit, so there’s no record of her presence, visual or otherwise.”




“Good. It stays that way. Let’s get through the next forty-eight hours, then we’ll send Cadet Summers her merry way.” Riley sighed. At least this was something that shouldn’t blow up in his face.




In a concerned tone, Forrest asked, “Everything Okay, Finn?”




Riley nodded. “Yeah, more or less. There’s just been a bunch of computer glitches this morning. Then we lost communications. We’re going to have to do a complete system diagnosis to get things back up.”




At Graham’s wince, Riley smiled ruefully. “Yeah, it’s going to take some smuck all day to fix it. That is, if they can fix it. Plus, you know that Washington is going to be seriously unhappy at losing contact with us. Again. Walsh is also freaking out over something to do with Kennedy.”




“What about Cain?”




Riley gave Forrest a sharp look, but answered him, “Vanished. But he’s got something big planned and with the cells practically bursting at the seams, the last thing we need is that psycho launching some kind of offensive. Plus, I missed lunch. Again. Dammit.” This last was accompanied by a wry grin.




Forrest groaned. “Shit! I need to get that girl some food.”




Graham’s stern face softened into a smile. “Yeah, and you’ll get more of those puppy dog eyes, too.”




“Don’t remind me.” Forrest looked at Riley and said, “Stay sharp, Marine. Semper Fi.”




“Semper Fi.”




Riley turned back the way he’d been heading as the other two men headed off, bickering in a friendly way. 




“You sure you want to give her mess hall food? Why not just poison her?”




“I eat that food.”




“I rest my case.”







Buffy heard voices long before she spied the forms of two men leading a third with his hands fastened behind his back. Or as she noticed as they got closer still, two men leading a vampire with his hands fastened behind his back. It looked like she was about to have company of the fangy kind.




The two men, one sergeant and one private, dressed in standard green fatigues and armed with both some kind of high tech taser rifle and a forty-five caliber Colt side arm, stopped opposite her cell, doing a double-take when they spotted her there.




Buffy smiled weakly and waved, “Uh…hi? Are you here to let me out?”




The sergeant gave her a sharp look and asked, “What are you doing here? These cells are supposed to be empty.”




Buffy shrugged. “I was ordered to report to duty here and when I arrived, I was locked in here.”




The sergeant gave her a quick once over. “What’s an Air Force cadet doing here?”




Buffy shrugged. “Orders.”




He looked indecisive. Then the private said, “Sarge, maybe we shouldn’t be talking to her. She might be a shape shifter or a perception distorter, like that bug lady.”




“Damn. Yeah, I forgot about her. She snipped Shepherd’s head right off before they got her put down. Stay there and be quiet.” This last was directed at Buffy, who decided to just let it be. It wasn’t as if she wanted out just yet anyway. The conditions didn’t yet match those of her Slayer dream, with the sirens and strobe lights going off. Until then, she might as well just stay here.




The vampire, who until now had kept quiet, spoke in a slimy, ingratiating voice, “Are you going to be putting me in the cell with the little girl?”




The sergeant barked, “Shut up, you.” To the other soldier, he said, “That’s what the paperwork says. To put him in T-3.”




The private shrugged. “It was just a matter of time until they started using these old test cells. I mean, with all of the overcrowding that is going on, I’m surprised it took them this long.”




The sergeant mulled it over for all of five seconds before coming to a decision. “Okay, you’re going in that cell. You.” At this, he pointed at Buffy. “Back up all the way to the back wall. Move one inch towards us and I’ll blast you. Private Rollins, release the prisoner into the cell at my order.”




With that, the two men, working with an easy familiarity, quickly put the vampire in with Buffy, all the while never providing an opportunity for any hijinks. Buffy admired their speed and professionalism, even though she would have been able to easily take them down herself. As would any master vampire. But against near-fledglings, it was quite effective.




As soon as the door closed, the vampire went into game face. As the men turned and started back the way they’d come, he smiled cruelly and said in a raspy whisper, “I don’t know whether to bite you or rape you first. Maybe both at the same time.” He gave her a disgusting leer, then looked taken aback at Buffy’s bored look.




Grossly licking his fangs, the vampire blustered, “You should be scared of me. I’m the last thing you’re ever going to see…What are you doing?”




While he had been monologuing, Buffy had casually removed her cap so it wouldn’t get knocked off and shook her sleeve to drop the stake she had earlier stashed there into her hand. Then she leaned her shoulder against the side of the cell and yawned. Casually, she answered, “Moi? I was just wondering why everyone’s already forgotten me. I mean, I’ve only been gone a year. That seems like a such short time to not know who the Slayer is.” 




This last was said with cold menace in her voice and the vampire’s eyes bulged as if he’d suddenly recognized her. She could just barely hear his whispered, “They said you’d died…”




Buffy gave the vampire a sweet, sugary smile that was belied by her hard eyes. “Nope. Just joined the Air Force. You know, broadening my horizons and all.”




The vampire backed up until he hit the electrified door and jerked away from it in pain. He put his back against the cell wall as far from Buffy as possible. With a sickly smile, he whined, “Look, Slayer, we don’t have to do this. We can just share the cell. You can take your half and I’ll take mine. I promise to stay far away from you. What do you say?” As he spoke, the vampire glanced over his shoulder as if he wanted to call the soldiers back, but they were long gone. 




Buffy gave him a considering look as if she was actually pondering his words. “So how would that work, I’d take this side,” she stated as she glanced towards her duffel. Casually, she gestured with the stake in her hand. “And you’ll take that—” 




Even as she spoke, the vampire lunged, fangs driving towards Buffy’s throat. She let his momentum drive him onto the stake in her hand that was suddenly interposed between them. As he burst into dust, Buffy finished, “—one.”




With a faux sad look on her face, Buffy said, “Sorry, but I don’t like to share.” Coughing slightly as she waved her hands to clear the floating dust away, Buffy stated aloud to the now empty cell, “Besides, you don’t seem like a very good candidate for a roommate. Leaving the toilet seat up. Hogging all of the o pos. Biting me when I least expect it.” 




Idly scuffing one boot through the ashes on the floor, Buffy thought that a collapsible broom and dustpan might be good candidates for her duffel next time. Then she decided it was time to get serious. Briefly, she considered the ramifications of what had just happened, breaking it down like an after action report. 




A vampire being put into her cell with her shortly after she’d spoken with Cain. It was almost certainly Cain who’d been behind it, probably to see how she handled herself against such a foe. If he had any way of monitoring her, he would have seen how easily she’d destroyed the vamp. And his next test would be much harder. 




Buffy sat back down on her duffel and began to consider what else he could use to test her, as well as how she might best handle it. She fell into mulling over the resources available to her as she did her best to plan for the next scenario.







Jack stormed into General Hammond’s office. He’d already alerted SG-1 to gear up, but he needed at least some official approval or he was going to have to resort to subterfuge to get the team out to California. Plus, they’d have to go without any weapons heavier than a side arm. He was still riding the rage that Maybourne had aroused within him and his thoughts were razor sharp. He came to attention in front of General Hammond’s desk.




Hammond looked up and gave him a considering look. “What is it, Colonel?”




“Sir, moments ago I was alerted to Cadet Summers’ abduction by elements of the NID based in Sunnydale, California. Something codenamed ‘The Initiative’.”




Hammond’s eyes sharpened and he gave Jack his full attention. “Who is your source.”




“Harry Maybourne, sir.”




Hammond looked like he’d bitten into something sour as he said, “Maybourne isn’t the most reliable person around.”




With utter certainty, Jack stated, “He did not lie to me. He couldn’t.” He couldn’t help letting a little of the satisfaction he felt at how he’d dealt with Maybourne bleed through into his voice and expression.




Hammond looked uneasy and asked, “Colonel, is Maybourne—”




“He’s alive, sir. Relatively intact. But he won’t be bothering us again.” 




Jack’s ice cold eyes met those of his commanding officer, and an unspoken communication took place. After a moment, Hammond nodded. “I see. What do you need, Colonel?”




“I need permission to assemble my team to mount a rescue. I need a full weapons load out as well as zats and Teal’c's staff weapon. I also need…”




General Hammond said, “Slow down, Colonel. Before you get us involved in an illegal mission on US soil, let me try something else.”




Despite his urgent need to act, Jack hesitated. “Sir?”




Hammond said, “I have a new contact in the NID since the last time we ran up against them. He’s their new military liaison and seems more reasonable as well as by the book. Doesn’t brook any of those ‘off the book’ missions they favor. Let me call him and see if we can’t get Cadet Summers released without going in with guns blazing.”




Jack felt much of his adrenaline drain away, leaving him tired and cranky. Anger and adrenaline were the only things keeping him going. That made far too much sense and if it worked, he wasn’t going to get to shoot any of the people who took Cali. Still, if it got Cali back in one piece, he was okay with it. “Thank you, General.”




Hammond nodded and Jack closed his eyes, leaning back in his chair, trying not to go to sleep. His body desperately needed rest, but he couldn’t until he knew Cali was okay. Absently, he listened to the phone conversation taking place across the desk from him.




“General Hastings. General Hammond here.”




“…”




“It’s regarding an asset in place in Sunnydale, California. The Initiative, I believe it’s called.”




“…”




“Why my interest? We’re missing a Cadet who was targeted by someone assigned to that asset.”




“…”




“It’s important.”




“…”




“Why not?”




“…”




“I see.”




“…”




“No, that won’t be necessary. We will be taking point on this.”




“…”




“Contact the President if you believe that to be necessary, but my teams are deploying as soon as I hang up. I don’t have time for a jurisdictional wrangle.”




Jack sat up painfully, as his commanding officer hung up the phone, staring at it silently for a moment before meeting his eyes. Hammond said, “They lost contact with their base in Sunnydale, codenamed The Initiative, at 0800 hours today. They can’t get through on any channel, encrypted or otherwise. They have to assume it has been compromised until proven otherwise.”




Jack began, “General Hammond, I’ve already alerted SG-1 for immediate deployment.”




Hammond nodded, although his gaze was sharp. “I see. We’ll talk about following the chain of command when you get back. I’m sending SG-14 with you as well since they’re already mission ready. Their trade mission to PX-1941 can wait. Take whatever weapons you need, including Zat’nik’tels. Be discrete. This op cannot compromise this command. Get in, get the girl, and get out.”




Jack stood up and came to attention, saluting. “Thank you, sir!”




Hammond nodded wearily. “Bring her home, Jack.”




For a moment, a bleak rage threatened to overcome Jack, but he ruthlessly tamped it down, drawing on it for fuel, but not allowing it to affect him otherwise. “I will, sir.” 




He about faced and headed out to get his team prepped.







Forrest headed back in through the Emergency Exit with a bag of burgers and fries from Burger King in one hand and a drink carrier in the other. Putting down the drinks, he closed the door behind him. Picking up the drinks, Forrest hadn’t taken five steps before he realized something was wrong, the raised voices ahead of him being a dead giveaway.




“There is no way you are putting that in here with me!” Angry female voice.




“My orders say to put it in Cell T-3!” Angry male voice.




“Then move me to a different cell!” Angry female voice.




Whatever the male was about to say in response was cut off as Forrest rounded the corner and asked in a menacing voice, “What the hell is going on here?”




He took in the two men escorting a Polgara HST and a wide-eyed Cadet Summers on the other side of the cell door. The higher ranking of the two men, a corporal, tentatively spoke, “Sir, we have orders to put this HST in Cell T-3. Sir, I didn’t even know that we had a T series of cells and had to pull up an old schematic of the base to find it. We dragged this thing all the way down from Central Processing, trying not to get skewered, only to find the cell in question occupied by someone who isn’t in the database. She claims to be human. And—”




Forrest interrupted him. “Corporal, take the HST back over to the main cell block. Pick a cell that only has two other occupants and put it there.”




“Sir, I’m not sure any of the cells only have two—”




He stopped as Forrest gave him a hard look. “Do as I said.”




“The paperwork—”




Forrest shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. And no more transfers to the test cells, understand?”




The corporal’s eyes were worried as he asked, “But what do I do with them if there are more transfers?”




“Pick a cell. Any cell. Put them in. And forget anything you saw here. You both got it?”




“Yes, sir!” The corporal barked out. 




The private’s “Yes, sir.” was more subdued, but indicated that he also understood. Carefully they grabbed the arms of the thing they were escorting and guided it back down the hallway, careful to stay out of the line of its forearms.




“You want to tell me what’s going on?” 




Cadet Summers’ voice made Forrest wince as he’d almost forgotten about her while dealing with the two enlisted men. He turned around and met her angry, green eyes squarely. ‘Well,’ he thought, ‘At least she isn’t freaking out.’ He’d seen hardened special ops who had breakdowns after being assigned to one the Initiative’s capture teams. It took a certain ‘flexibility’ in your thinking to make it here. Funny if an Air Force weenie had it when so many others didn’t.




Luckily, he could fall back on need to know. “Sorry, cadet, but that’s classified. Are you okay?”




“I’m fine.” The tone was grumpy, but she did look okay.




Then she apparently spotted the bag he was holding and her attitude did a one eighty. Smiling, she asked, “Is that for me?”




He nodded absently. “Yes, as well as these.” Setting the drinks down, he disarmed the door and opened it. He ignored her surprised look at he violated procedure and handed her the bag and drink holder. Forrest watched a moment as she voraciously tore into the food, finishing a burger in four fast bites before daintily licking her fingers, which put a different set of thoughts in his head which he firmly pushed aside. ‘Not going there,’ he thought as he ignored what she was doing with her pink tongue. 




“You do know that I grew up in Sunnydale, don’t you?” Summers asked neutrally as she ate a handful of fries, licking off the salt between bites.




Forrest’s attention was almost immediately taken off of her tongue and he processed what she’d said, tentatively asking, “So what you just saw?”




Summers shrugged. “Never saw anything like that one in particular. But we knew to stay indoors after dark. And I did see some pretty odd things during my time here. But like I said, you stayed indoors after dark or went out in groups, which made you pretty safe. Those who didn’t…” She trailed off, then shrugged again. 




Forrest made a quick decision. Pulling out the small notebook all agents carried, he quickly wrote down a series of numbers and tore off the sheet. He handed it to the girl, who paused in her eating to take it from him. “This is the override code to the Emergency Exit, which is where you came in. If anything happens, sirens going off, or any emergency announcements, I want you to get out of here. Push the number sign, the code, then finally the star symbol. Understand?”




Cadet Summers nodded, then looked up at him and asked, “And the cell door?”




Brown eyes met calm green and Forrest swallowed. “I’ll leave it disarmed and unlocked. If nothing happens, I’ll be by sometime the day after tomorrow to let you out. Otherwise stay here. Clearance here is Top Secret and you can’t be wandering around.”




Cadet Summers slowly smiled and nodded. “I’ll do that, Sergeant.”




Forrest shook his head. “It’s actually Lieutenant. Lieutenant Forrest Gates.”




Summers looked at him questioningly, before nodding in understanding. In a friendly tone, she said, “Thank you, Lieutenant Gates.”




He turned to go, then stopped as she gave him an impish smile, then said, “Oh, and Lieutenant? My friends call me Cali.”




‘Beats being called Buffy,’ he thought in amusement. Aloud, he said, “Take care, Cali.” Forrest gave her a jaunty smile and wave. Then he headed back inside, his attention already focusing back on his job. Maybe he could figure out why someone had finally decided to start using the old test cells as well as who had authorized the transfer. 







Jack’s eyes were ice as he walked down the aisle in the C-130, assessing his team as well as SG-14. His gaze skipped over guns, ammo clips, and every other mutinai of equipment carried in the field. Everything checked out, but he couldn’t relax. 




He was responsible for something terrible happening to someone he cared about. If it wasn’t for who he was, they would never have taken Cali. In some ways, it was Charlie all over again. His mistakes costing someone dear to him. Except this time, there was someone flesh and blood at the end of his journey who would be on the receiving end of his wrath. 




Jack met the eyes of his second in command, Major Samantha Carter, who flinched slightly at whatever she read in his. There was no satisfaction within him from her reaction to the side of him that had taken over. He knew that he was capable of incredible violence, that when he was thrown into the crucible, his thoughts grew progressively colder and more precise the hotter the action became. It was one of the things that had made him such an effective specials ops soldier. He also knew that if he allowed himself, he could lose any moral compass in the name of accomplishing the mission. 




Right now, that was what he wanted more than anything else. To lose himself, to find those who had taken Cali, and to enact vengeance upon them so terrible that it would spoken of in fearful whispers for a thousand years. But he couldn’t. Two sets of eyes, one green, the other hazel, stood between him and the abyss. So long as they were okay, he would be okay. However, if something happened to one of them, he wasn’t sure if he could stay true to himself or if he would even want to. 




Jack felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked up to meet Teal’c's gaze. “O’Neill, we will bring back your child. Do not doubt that.”




“She’s not my…” Jack’s automatic denial stopped. When had he started thinking of Cali as his? On Edora? Even before? It didn’t matter. She was his. He gave the Jaffa a look of gratitude. “Thanks, Teal’c.”




Fingers tightened a moment, then released. Teal’c nodded once, the headed back to check his equipment yet again, leaving Jack to his thoughts. Maybe a little bit lighter. Maybe.







Buffy was bored. She’d stayed in the cell as Lieutenant Gates had asked. And wasn’t he cute? But there was only so many times that you could count the tiles on the ceiling before you became homicidal. Mostly, she thought about her mom and Colonel O’Neill. She hoped he was going to be okay. Buffy wasn’t sure if her threat to the Powers had been effective. But if they didn’t believe her, they would when she acted. But she would give them a little more time. Until time ran out. Then she would deal with it. She would—




Whoop! Whoop! Whoop!




The sudden sound of the sirens startled her. At the same time, various orange strobe lights began to flash, some visible from where she sat in her cell. Just audible, almost at the limit of even her hearing, there were a strange cacophony of roars and screams that sounded like all the souls in Hell being tormented. 




Springing to her feet, Buffy knew it was time. Everything matched her Slayer dream, the sights, the sounds, even the smells as she pushed open the door to her cell. This was why she’d come here. To defend those who needed her. To fight what might be the toughest battle of her life. It was show time.







Chapter Twenty-eight: Showtime!




Buffy danced. The dance of her life. Faster and faster, she twirled and ducked and spun and kicked. Higher and higher, she leaped and reached and pulled like she had never done before in her life. Graceful and beautiful, she jumped and pirouetted. Her high kicks were the stuff to make any judge weep. No more beautiful a sight had ever been seen than when she was dancing.




Buffy danced. The dance of her life. Faster and faster, she twirled and ducked and spun and parried. Skills that were the stuff of dreams drove twin swords in a whirlwind of steel that licked and kissed, tasted and stroked over and over. Her weaving blades formed fractal patterns that were the stuff to make any judge weep. No more beautiful a sight had ever been seen than when she was dancing.




Buffy danced. And death followed after.





Ten minutes earlier



Buffy swiftly dug into her duffel, pulling out her sheathed short swords, which she quickly strapped on, one over each shoulder so that the pommels hung easily at her sides for a quick cross draw. Stakes went up sleeves and into the cargo pockets on her outer thighs. Knives were strapped on the outside of each thigh within easy reach. She slipped brass knuckles into her hip pockets. It would do, although she was heading into chaos and wished for some of the light and flexible body armor similar to what they’d studied in Military Science class. 




She shook her head. There was no point in wishing for something that she didn’t have. Eyes hard and alert, Buffy gave herself a quick once over. Her greens were sufficient for clothing. Her steel-toed boots would protect her feet when she had to kick or jump. Her swords were her first line of offense with the knives and stakes for back up. The brass knuckles were good for ten to fifteen strikes before they became too deformed to be effective. But for that time, they protected her knuckles, allowing her to strike much harder, blows that could shatter bones and chitin and tear flesh while leaving her own hands completely undamaged. 




This was it. Buffy was as ready as she was going to get. She headed out of the cell and down the hall, listening to the dull roar of sound that had significantly increased in just the five minutes she’d armed herself. Gunfire was now intermixed with the screams and roars as assault rifles in fully automatic mode poured out fire. 




The assault rifles of the defenders might actually turn out to be her biggest problem, Buffy thought absently as she ran down the long corridor. She was fast enough to dodge out of the line of sight of most weapons, moving quicker than the bearer could accurately adjust their aim, but she was far from bullet-proof. Nor could she dodge bullets already fired. All it took was one weapon she didn’t see or one more than she could twist out of line of sight and she was toast. The last thing she wanted to experience was a high velocity military round tearing through her.




Then all worries about being shot faded from her mind as she ran into her first opposition. Three strange creatures who looked like nothing more than skin over bones hovered over the body of a dead scientist, devouring him. The living skeletons noticed her only seconds after she noticed them. 




One raised his head from where it was buried in the torn open abdomen of the man, face covered in blood as it chewed on some particular choice morsel of viscera. Sniffing the air, it immediately turned its head towards Buffy. That was when she saw it had no eyes, instead blank skin where they would be on a person. The other two followed the first almost immediately and all three rose to their feet with eerie synchronicity. 




Buffy never slowed as she approached the trio. Leaping to her left, she kicked off the wall and somersaulted over the creatures, swords flashing as she decapitated two of them. She landed just a few feet past the falling bodies and spun around. The third squatted, then leaped at her, only to be opened at the crotch and throat by twin slashes. It too fell, landing across its fellows. 




Buffy paused only a second, listening to the now louder screams and cries, before taking off. She processed the fight she’d just finished while simultaneously looking for additional threats. They’d been B’heanar demons. Low level demons that were mostly scavengers. No match for the Slayer and not really even for a determined person. 




Hunger and anger at being imprisoned had most likely driven them to attack and kill the man. If that is, it had even been they that had killed him. They might have just taken advantage of an easy meal. They had been easily defeated and Buffy had to remind herself that this might be the easiest battle she was going to have down here. It was only going to get tougher from here on out.







“Let’s go, people!” Captain Jeremy Seaburn shouted as he rallied SG-14 out of one of the Humvees that they had commandeered from the local Army base. He was trying to make sure that his team stayed sharp and did not suffer from comparison to SG-1, who he noted disgustedly, were already halfway up the walk from their Humvee, moving in a loose grouping, with Teal’c taking lead. Now that was teamwork, he thought. 




Jeremy hurried up the walk behind them, to find that Teal’c had already broken the door down to the building in front of them. It left him feeling vaguely uneasy, as technically, they were on an illegal mission, Air Force Special Ops not being allowed to operate on US soil except in the event of a Foothold event, a situation where anything went. Almost. Breaking down doors without knocking probably wasn’t the best way to stay under the radar, but if it really was an illegal NID facility, no civilians were going to be complaining.




Not that he would have said anything to Colonel O’Neill in any event. The colonel had been like a man possessed since they’d caught the C-130 out of Peterson. His eyes were like scalpels, dissecting everything around him, looking for any hint of imperfection or unprofessionalism. 




Jeremy had served in the Gulf War as an Army Ranger. He had seen and done things all over the world, some he was proud of and others, less so. But you don’t see and do the things he had done if you were easily intimidated. But he wasn’t afraid to admit that right now, O’Neill scared the crap outta him. 




You occasionally met others like the colonel out in the world. They were always where the fires were hottest, where the hammer met the anvil and glowing metal flowed like water. If you weren’t careful, you could end up a casualty of any sitrep where they were involved. Colonel O’Neill had always seemed different to him, more caring, more human, than the others. Still, you didn’t get a rep like his without breaking some eggs. Today, Jeremy could see where he’d gotten that selfsame rep, the internal darkness leaking out past whatever barriers had concealed it before.




After observing the colonel’s attitude on the plane ride over, Jeremy was worried that if they ran into an enemy, he was going to zero him immediately, then ask questions later. The stress he was under had to be incredible. Many people crumbled under that level of stress, imploding. Somehow, he doubted O’Neill was going to crumble. Or, rather, if he did, the result was going to be a body count to rival the embassy bombing in Tanzania last year. 




To prevent an explosion, the colonel needed support. He had his team with him, which had to be a tremendous relief. But he needed others to help. Like SG-14. And an out of place Army Ranger. It had been an intricate ballet that had led Jeremy to the Stargate Command from the 6th Ranger Battalion. But here he had found a home. 




He considered the people around him family. O’Neill could be the scary uncle. Regardless, he was still family. The one thing that Captain Jeremy Seaburn, late of the Army Rangers, knew how to take care of was family. So he would do his best as would his team until the mission was accomplished. With that, he followed his second in command through the door.







Jack followed Teal’c into the house, aware of Carter and Daniel at his heels, and Seaburn and his group coming up fast behind them. His eyes kept up a constant scan, searching for threats. 




As everyone arrived, he tersely said, “All right, people, this is a front for a subterranean base. Standard NID layout. We need to find the elevator or the stairs. Based on NID standard SOP, if we find the control panel for the elevator, it will be located ninety degrees clockwise and six meters away. The opposite for the stairs. However, we will be taking the stairs down because the elevator will be trapped assuming it is not in lock down mode. Let’s go!”




Everyone around him began searching and predictably, it was Carter who located the elevator behind a large mirrored panel. Jack walked six long steps forward and to the right, stopping in front of what appeared to be wooden paneling on the wall. Carefully, he felt around the panel until he located a pressure point which allowed the panel to swing out. Behind it was a heavy door made out of steel and looking formidable. 




Jack stepped back and gestured to Sergeant Yankowski, a demo specialist with SG-14, who promptly began setting C-4 charges over and around the lock and both hinges and quickly shaped them. He nodded approvingly as Yankowski set radio controlled detonators into each of the small blocks, syncing them with the detonator in his hand. 




Everyone retreated around a corner in the house and Yankowski flipped the toggle. There was a hard WHUMP! that shook the room, followed by silence. Jack moved out to the hallway and waving away the dust, stared at the door, which surprisingly was still up. Other than the complete destruction of the paneling surrounding the door, there was no sign of any damage to the door itself. From looking into the destruction of the area surrounding the door, it was obvious that the door was a disguised vault door, more than six inches thick. 




The only sound in the hallway was Jack’s exclamation, “Fercryingoutloud!” 







Graham grunted in pain as he accidentally banged his injured arm while firing a full three second burst into the thing trying to climb their improvised barricade. His grunt turned to satisfaction as the rounds blew the creature’s head apart. He was less satisfied when it took another burst from Forrest that stitched up and down the creature’s torso to put it down for good. 




He ducked as something whizzed by his head and he just had time to register it as a human arm, when he had to reload again, Forrest taking over and burning an entire clip. Graham slammed the new clip in, jumped up, and laid down a hail of fire. 




He, too, burned the entire clip as he and three of the five men around him poured fire into what he quickly ID’d as a Fyarl demon. It still didn’t put the damn thing down, and Graham couldn’t help remembering that Notty had said it took a silver weapon to kill one. At least this one was highly discouraged and fled the scene for greener pastures. Or bloodier ones. 




Graham could hardly believe that in less than fifteen minutes what had been a highly efficient, smoothly functioning base had turned into a war zone resembling something in Kosovo or southwest Baghdad. Bodies lay everywhere, both friend and foe, as a fine dusting of ash and powder hung in the air both from all of the vampires that had been dusted as well as the explosives and automatic weapons used by the defenders. It mixed in with the blood and other fluids that coated the floor, turning it into a disgusting quagmire. 




He’d been injured almost immediately as he had been standing facing the hallway to the cells as all of the electronic locks had disengaged all at once. Graham had taken one look, horrified as a guard walking down the hallway was swarmed under and literally torn apart, and had unloaded with the blaster that Warren had ‘tweaked’ for him, leaving trail of white lightning that had immediately hammered four of the escapees into the ground in a permanent fashion. 




Unfortunately, that left only about two hundred more that had taken exception to the lone human standing in their way. He had run for cover, but had been hit with a piece of yellow exoskeleton resembling a knife that one of the charging demons had stopped and thrown at him. 




Graham had stumbled under a table and working as quickly as possible, bound his wound, while several nonhuman legs ran by. By the time the first curious face (with a mouth containing several dozen razor sharp teeth) had followed the blood trail to where he hid, Graham was ready, having dialed up the output of his blaster, and had blown the thing halfway across the room, where it lay twitching and steaming as it cooked from the inside out. 




He’d rolled out and tried to make his way to the armory. So many people were already down, both agents and scientists, that it had sickened him. Graham had gotten lucky as he hit the hallway to the armory, finding that Forrest had gotten there first and had rallied nearly a dozen men and were fighting back from behind a barricade made up of heavy computer desks that had been turned on their side.




That was five minutes ago. Since then, they had survived three waves of attackers that had each cost them two men. Now, from thirteen, they were reduced to six effectives. And had actually burned through almost half their ammo store, which was currently low because of a late shipment. Hundreds upon hundreds of casings littered the ground around them, testament to how much fire they were putting out. 




Graham had already melted the barrel of two M16’s through prolonged fire, putting more than twenty clips through each in just a handful of minutes. The 5.56x45mm round simply did not have the stopping power needed to kill most of their opponents so saturation fire was necessary to have any chance.




If they could have gotten a M249 SAW set up, it might have made a difference, but the only two they had were both nonfunctional, their firing pins missing. Graham didn’t have to be a genius to realize that Cain was most likely behind both their ammo shortage as well as the disabled M249’s. It made a situation already SNAFU that much worse.




Additionally, only he and Forrest had upgraded blasters courtesy of Warren, and while the older model blasters stopped some opponents, against others, they were highly ineffective. At least they were useful against vampires and had already stopped at least two dozen when bullets had only slowed them down. A blaster left them twitching on the ground, easy meat for a quick staking, although to do so they’d had to leave the shelter of their barricade. It was what had cost them the majority of their casualties.




Graham blinked furiously. For a second, he could have sworn he’s seen a small figure cartwheel through the air behind the demons rallying for another charge. Whatever it had been, something had happened to distract the demons about to attack them, as half of the creatures facing them turned to chase something else. Predictably, the other half charged them and he was up to his eyeballs in flying casings as he and the others around him laid down a storm of steel-jacketed lead. 




Still, he wondered, what the hell had he seen?







Buffy was breathing furiously as she had just survived another attack, this time by five Lingas demons, whose most notable features were two mouths and an appearance resembling rotting flesh. And they stank. Like week old road kill marinated in dog shit and spoiled milk. But she had killed four and was about to chase down the fifth that was slowly dragging itself away when a realization hit her. She was going to fail unless she changed her tactics. 




There was no way she could continue fighting these constant battles and make it to where she was needed in time. Each fight sapped her energy, but far more importantly, took time, even if only a minute or two. She’d survived five of these fights so far, but she had only just now arrived at the cell block that she’d heard discussed, beyond which was a large open space that she could just see into. 




From the amount of noise coming from that area, most of the occupants of the cells were out there now. Although at least someone was putting up a fight as she’d heard a number of assault rifles, most probably M16’s, firing fully auto. 




If she got caught up in dozens of battles out there as well, she would never make it on time, assuming she made it at all. It was likely she would be pulled down and killed as she was attacked from all directions by a multitude of demons. Not even Slayers were proof against mass attacks while surrounded. 




So she needed a new strategy. And it wasn’t something she had planned for. But another thing she’d learned in Military Science class that no plan survived contact with the enemy and sometimes the best thing they had going for them was the initiative of a well-trained officer making the best decision they could with the resources and knowledge they had. So that was what Buffy was going to have to do. Make a decision. 




With a hard smile on her face, she knew exactly what she needed to do. It wasn’t going to be pretty, and it could get her killed, but it was the only chance that she could see. So taking a couple of deep breaths, Buffy ran out of the hallway and out into middle of the killing field.







“Yankowski, how long is it going to take you to take that door down?” Jack asked, aware of the tension in his voice, but unable to do anything about it. 




The sergeant hesitated, then said, “Sir, let me give it to you straight. That door isn’t going to be brought down by anything I’m carrying. You need at least five kilos of C-4 to take it down and there’s no guarantee the shockwave won’t take down the building. I’m sorry, sir, but I wasn’t expecting anything like this when I requisitioned the explosives and detonators. Otherwise, I would have brought thermite or that orange crap we found on PX-2213.”




Jack bit down on the impulse to attack the bearer of bad news. “It’s okay, sergeant.” Now all he could think of was what might be happening beneath them. If the door to the staircase was out, their only other choices were the emergency exit or the elevator. Since they didn’t have a clue to where the emergency exit was, since they were designed with a randomization factor that prevented someone from being able to too easily locate them, that only left the elevator, which was likely booby trapped to hell and back. 




“Colonel!”




Jack turned in relief to Carter who had that “I’ve found something” note in her voice. Moving to her side, he looked at what she’d discovered, noting that she had gotten the doors to the elevator shaft open with the elevator itself nowhere in sight. “Sir, the elevator is locked down, but it has been moved to the second floor of the building. That leaves the elevator shaft as a valid point of entry. Look at this.” 




Carter pointed to three heavy ropes that were tied to fixed points in the elevator shaft. “Someone has already used this as an ingress method. I checked the shaft visually. No one was there. That means they are already inside the Initiative.”




Daniel spoke up at that point. “Someone who was carrying this.” He held up a hand axe that was nothing like a modern one which was primarily a tool, but instead was purely a weapon with both the front and back faces sharpened and with a beak for stabbing with. All of this while only being sixteen inches long, handle included. “I pulled this out of the wall by the back door, which was also kicked down by the way.”




Confused, Carter looked at jack. “What do you think it means, sir?”




Jack shook his head. “There’s no time for this. It sounds like they could use our help. All right, people, we’re using the elevator shaft as point of ingress. Get ropes out and let’s rappel down. I want everyone down, locked, and loaded in five.”




With that, the conversation cut off, and his teams worked silently and efficiently. Ropes were taken from packs and tied off. Klemheist knots were tied around carabiners to make rappelling easier. Then Teal’c and Yankowski were moving over the side and heading down with the others lining up behind them.







Buffy ran faster than she’d ever run before. Faster than a vampire. Faster than a demon. After all, she was the thing that hunted the hunters, their boogeyman. Even as she ran, preternaturally sharp eyes had spotted her destination, Room 314. Then she had no time for sight seeing as she literally ran right over a demon, leaping it, while slashing viciously with her left short sword. 




That was her modus operandi. Never stopping, not even slowing, Buffy ran past and over demons, killing where she easily could, maiming if a kill was denied her, or if nothing else, slashing the demon. Anything that was in her path. She took a vampire’s head as it fed from the corpse of a young soldier, dusting it. She disemboweled a lurking Ghenar demon, his spilled intestines having an almost opalescent sheen. A thought flashed through her mind that at least she wouldn’t have to clean up the corpse this time. 




Not that it was always that easy. The floor was covered in a mix of vamp dust, human blood, and stranger fluids that had leaked from the corpses of dozens of men and demons making the footing precarious. Buffy actually nearly fell at one point when her sword stuck momentarily in the skull of the vampire she had nearly cleaved in half. 




She caught herself on the knuckles of one hand as she used it to keep herself upright, dragging it through the disgusting muck, which she repugnantly flicked off her hand as she stood upright once more, never having stopped moving; her knees never having stopped pumping. The sword still in her hand, freed when the vamp dusted. 




She’d begun to pick up a train of demons. At first, just a couple, loping along behind her. By the time she was almost all the way across, there were ten or so following her, demons who had given up on the easy kills or were hunting for something in particular. Any slowdown and they were going to be all over her like a pack of wolves. That was when she hit the big group.




Buffy had seen them as she approached her destination. A large cluster of fifty or more demons trying to push into a corridor that lead to a room that Buffy suspected might be the armory based upon the amount of fire coming from inside. That same rate of fire confirmed survivors. Survivors who might not be much longer if they had to face all of those demons. 




It was two doors over from the room she was going into. If she was careful, most of the demons would never even know she was there, their attention so focused on their prey. But the men trapped there were fellow soldiers, serving their country. A vision of Forrest Gates’ face momentarily entered her mind. That was when Buffy made a decision that she knew would likely cost her her life. 




She hit the back of the cluster of demons like a wrecking ball, swords cleaving their way through their ranks. In as many seconds, she had killed or maimed eight demons, her swords slashing into vulnerable tendons and soft flesh. Then she took off again sprinting like a madwoman. 




Unfortunately, she had lost her momentum. Even as she hit the door of 314, Buffy was fighting off two demons at the same time while three more were swiping at her. She took more damage in that double handful of seconds than she had up to that point, although mostly still only minor cuts and bruises. She had to get away from them, clear some space to set herself. 




Spinning, she put her back to the doorway of the corridor containing room 314. Buffy used her swords to cleave a space around her sending a couple of grasping hands flying, then was through the door, slamming it shut behind it. It took a couple of seconds to drag out a dagger from one of her sheaths and drive it in under the door, jamming it shut. Almost absently, she noted the loss of a weapon.




Not that the door was going to stay shut more than a few seconds as it immediately started to bulge, hinges groaning in protest. All it would take is one demon getting leverage and it was history. Buffy didn’t stand around waiting. There, at the other end of the corridor, three demons were trying to force another door, someone on the other side managing to keep it closed, although just barely. 




Buffy headed that way as fast as she could. She didn’t recognize two of the three demons, although the one closest to her was a Bather’al. Nasty thing injected you with venom from a stinger, liquefied your insides, then sucked them out like a spider. She took it out first, since she knew how to kill it, driving one sword into the Bather’al’s spine, while using the other to cut off its stinger. That caused enough shock to its system to kill it and it collapsed bonelessly at her feet. 




That brought her to the attention of the other two. One was larger than the other and apparently used brute force as its main weapon as it had been the one pushing at the door. The other was small, barely larger than Buffy, and fast, easily dodging the blow she swung at it. She slashed at it to drive it back a few feet to give her breathing room, then spun and thrust her sword right under the chin of the other demon, all the way until it grated on the inside of the thing’s skull, then pulled it back out. 




Instead of falling, mad red eyes stared at her as if finally seeing her for the first time and it attacked. Desperately, she slashed at it, opening up one of its arms, only to have the wound close nearly instantly. That was when Buffy knew she was in trouble. 




There were several different demons that needed ‘special’ weapons to kill them. Some, blessed woods of different types. Others, weapons made of ‘pure’ metals, like silver, or platinum. It was why Buffy still owned a knife with a very high silver content in it and others inlaid with strips of different woods. She berated herself for not having brought one or more of them, ignoring the voice of reason that told her she couldn’t bring everything. 




Well, there was another way of dealing with demons like this one. Special weapons might kill them more easily, but so would doing so much damage to one that it simply could no longer regenerate. How much that was, Buffy had no idea. One memorable fight had lasted hours her junior year at Sunnydale High. But she had finally done enough damage that the demon went in one instant from fighting to a the next becoming a large inert puddle of goo, its healing factor finally overwhelmed by sheer volume of damage she’d dealt it. 




That was when claws caught Buffy in the back, the only thing saving her from a nasty wound was the sword harness soaking up most of the damage. She could tell it was cut through as the sword sheaths now flapped with her every move. It was the small, faster demon again grinning at her as he hissed something in an unknown language. 




She swung her left sword in a vicious backhand blow which didn’t connect, then ducked under a massive blow that if it had connected, would have removed her head, sending it bouncing down the hall like a well-kicked soccer ball. Buffy took a step forward, then launched herself, diving between the feet of the large demon, stabbing it twice in the groin as she slid under it. The shriek of pain from its lungs nearly deafened her. 




Buffy had to avoid another sneak attack by the small demon as it tried to slash her legs this time, just missing with its claws. While lying on her back, she kicked out with both feet, striking it in the chest so hard that it bounced off the ceiling, before landing next to the larger demon. Eyes narrowing, Buffy made a lightning fast decision. The smaller demon needed to die without delay. 




Backflipping to her feet, she ran at the larger demon. As it swung at her, Buffy jumped over its arm, then kicked off its chest, doing a sideways somersault. Surprised eyes stared right into hers as her swords neatly removed the head of the smaller demon even as it was scrambling to its feet. Again she narrowly missed losing her head to a massive blow from the large demon, as it simultaneously roared and kicked the falling corpse out of its way, while swinging a huge taloned hand at her. 




Now it was the big demon’s turn. Buffy repeated the devastating strike she had first hit the demon with, ducking then driving her left sword up under its chin and into its brain, only stopping when it scraped off the inside of its skull. She then spun the hilt of the sword, scrambling the thing’s brain like a smoothie. It toppled over onto its back, a huge twitching mass. Now she only had to do one more thing to keep it out of the fight, despite the cost to her offense.




Jumping onto its chest, Buffy drew back her right foot and kicked the hilt of the sword piercing the demon’s brain hard enough to drive it out the top of its skull, the sword’s hilt flush against the demon’s throat. She leaped off the heavily twitching body, counting another foe down. Now if she could—




WHAM!




Buffy whirled around to see the door being torn apart, its hinges twisting like cardboard as the rest of the demons finally broke through. She could see a veritable wall of demons, with the twenty or so that had chased her reinforced by at least that many more. It was at that point, she truly knew that there was no way to win. 




Always before, even when facing the crazy odds on the way here, Buffy went into each battle somehow confident that she would emerge victorious. Bruised and bloody, her spirit darkened just a little by each succeeding fight, but still unbowed and alive at the end. But never before had she faced such daunting odds. Never before was her task so seemingly impossible. 




Somehow she had to stop that onslaught of demons. Somehow, she had keep the people behind her alive. If it took her life to do so, then so be it. Despite her fatalism, Buffy could feel a curious peace falling over her. It lasted for all of two breaths, but it gave her time to smile and consider the things that were important to her. Family. Friends. The Academy. Colonel O’Neill. All of this and more flashed through her mind. Two breaths, then it was over. 




With a scream that was rage personified, Buffy fully unleashed the Slayer.







Chapter Twenty-nine: Life’s A Bitch



Jack somehow kept himself from exploding as SG-1 and SG-14 carefully rappelled down the sixty foot shaft to the bottom. There was no point in trying to hurry them and getting someone hurt. They were moving as fast as they could, truthfully, faster than SOP allowed, but all of them were feeling it. 




It being a sense of doom and gloom, like a thickness in the air they were breathing, almost choking them. It was something that you just knew, a result of time spent in the furnace of battle. Somewhere, nearby, all kinds of hell was breaking loose.




Jack finished rappelling down, carefully disengaging his harness from the rope. Stepping back, he watched for a moment as Sergeant Yankowski took a small crowbar and used it to pry open the door. After he got it started, Teal’c joined him, and together, the two men pulled the door open far enough for the team to exit.




Jack immediately went to hyper vigilance as the sounds of automatic weapons fire became audible once the doors opened. Someone was firing off an enormous amount of rounds in what sounded like the firefight from hell. He noticed with approval that everyone had flattened to the sides of the elevator shaft, well away from the open doors, while Yankowski was using a mirror to make sure there wasn’t anyone waiting to ambush them. 




Suddenly, Yankowski dropped the mirror with a grunt of surprise and disbelief. Simultaneously, something leaped through the door opening, bouncing once off the floor, before landing on the wall of the shaft opposite the door, somehow clinging sideways there. Jack got a brief impression of scales, claws, teeth, a sickening mixture of reptilian and insectoid characteristics. For just a second, he stared at it, feeling a sense of wrongness that made his stomach heave, then it was on them.




It hit Specialist Terry Webb of SG-14 like a buzzsaw, claws and teeth flashing, a steely iridescent sheen to its skin as it moved. Jack was frozen in horror for what felt like eternity as Webb screamed like a girl as blood splattered the entire bottom of the shaft, but couldn’t have been more than a second. Then he was leaping forward along with Carter and Teal’c, to club the thing savaging the man on the ground. 




As he brutally hammered at the armored back, Jack cursed the circumstances of being so enclosed that he couldn’t fire his weapon. Any misses would ricochet around the shaft, potentially injuring his men. At that moment, a single blow from a long segmented leg slammed him into the wall behind him, robbing him of breath. Jack struggled to breath and tried to lurch to his feet. 




By this time, Webb had stopped screaming and thrashing, and his limp body was further shredded before the thing seemingly grew bored with its prey. With a whirl that threw blood in a crimson arc across the shaft, the horror zeroed in on Carter, who like Jack, had been knocked off her feet. It was gathering its legs beneath it to leap upon her, sickle claws scraping the floor, when Teal’c landed upon its back, the blunt end of his staff weapon hammering into the thing’s head. 




It fell to the floor under Teal’c's weight and the blow he’d administered, legs scrabbling for purchase. Meanwhile, Teal’c reversed his weapon and fired a plasma bolt point blank into the thing’s head, which burst apart in a grisly explosion of superheated fluids and flesh.




Jack nearly vomited as something that immediately started to burn landed on his cheek, a stench that defied comprehension assaulting his nostrils. He wiped his face in disgust, only for his eyes to widen in disbelief as the monstrosity, instead of dying immediately, attempted to lurch to its feet again. 




Teal’c, displaying an agility that was beyond human, stayed erect on it back and fired again, straight into the abdomen of the creature. The entire energy of the plasma bolt was absorbed by the thing’s body and seemed to finally be enough to kill it, as it abruptly collapsed and went limp. 




“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”




“Oh, God! Oh My God!”




“Help me! Someone help me!”




What had been an organized reconnaissance had become a complete clusterfuck of panicked individuals, all shell-shocked and stunned. Jack struggled to his feet, ignoring the taste of bile in his mouth and the ringing in his ears, and shouted, “Attenhut!” There was no point in being quiet; Webb’s screams would have alerted anyone, or anything, that they were there. His men needed a reminder of discipline to them pull themselves together. 




All eyes swung his way. In an quiet, but intense voice, Jack ordered, “Daniel, Carter, check on Webb. Teal’c, guard the door. Nothing gets through. Seaburn, with me. Yankowski.”




The sergeant, looked up from the gory mess that had once been a comrade in arms and met his eyes. Jack could tell at a glance that he was on the ragged edge. He nodded to the rope they’d used to rappel down and said, “Sergeant Yankowski. Get back up that rope. I want you back at the Humvees and on the radio to the SGC. Contact General Hammond and tell him this: Foothold. Foothold. Foothold. Use the confirmation pass code when prompted. After that, fall back two hundred meters, and be ready to paint the house. Do you understand?”




Yankowski stared a moment before the message seemed to sink in. He pulled himself to his feet from where he’d either collapsed or been knocked down and announced, his voice still shocky, “Yes, sir. Up the rope. Back to vehicles. Contact the general. Foothold. Foothold. Foothold. Confirmation pass code. Back off 200 mikes. Paint for an airstrike. Got it, sir.”




Jack nodded, then turned to the last person there, Sergeant Matthew Hilliard. “Sergeant Hilliard, break out the SAW. I want complete interdiction when we move out. Nothing gets past you. Lethal force authorized. Do you understand?”




Hilliard nodded jerkily, while simultaneously saying, “Yes, sir. Interdiction of this doorway and corridor using the M249. Lethal force authorized, sir.”




Jack paused. “And Sergeant? For anyone to leave, there needs to be visual confirmation of one of us, plus a GDO signal. Understand?”




Sergeant Hilliard nodded with more assurance. “Yes, sir. Evacuation requires both visual confirmation and GDO signal.”




“Good man.” Jack nodded, then turned to Captain Seaburn, noting his unhappy expression. He had just effectively dismantled the man’s team. What he had just witnessed was almost without a doubt an incursion of the type for which the Foothold Scenario and SOP had been developed. That he had just sent one of Seaburn’s men to communicate with the SGC, and tasked the other to control the egress point of the base, was necessary. 




“Colonel, I am not bellyaching about what you did. I understand the necessity. But I don’t see what my role is,” Seaburn stated. He looked almost normal, except for the tightening around his mouth and the way he kept rubbing at the spots of dried blood that he, and pretty much everyone else was coated with. Then his eyes flickered to his downed man, and Jack could see the helpless rage there. Well, he would provide him an outlet for it.




“Captain, I need you to grab the other SAW and accompany us. Not only do you have the most experience in combat, but you’ve been through the Alien Physiology Class recently and might be able to ID who we’re dealing with. At a minimum, weak points for weapons’ fire. We need to go in and find out the sitrep. This might have turned from a rescue into stopping an invasion. Carter! How’s Webb?”




Samantha Carter raised her head from the blanket covering the wreck of a human being that she had been trying to help and shook her head. “Deceased, sir. He never had a chance.”




Beyond Carter, Daniel rose shakily to his feet, his face pale and his eyes full of horror. “Jack, that thing tore this man apart. It’s like nothing I have ever seen or read about. I don’t—”




He was interrupted by the boom of the Teal’c's staff weapon as he fired through the doorway. Jack immediately headed that way, his P90 at the ready. However, seeing Teal’c relax and bring his weapon to rest, he removed his finger from the trigger and asked, “Was it another of those creatures?”




Teal’c's eyes never left the corridor as he shook his head and stated, “No, O’Neill. It was nothing I recognize from Earth or elsewhere, but not the same thing I just killed. I dealt with it. Are we moving soon to rescue your child?”




This time, Jack didn’t even react even in his mind to what Teal’c had called Cali. She was somewhere inside of this base with things like that moving around. He would find her and get her out. If something had already happened to her, then God help whoever was responsible, because he would make them pay. In a biting tone, he ordered, “Everyone move out. Teal’c, you have point. Seaburn, you’re second. I’ll take third spot, then Daniel. Carter, you have rear. Watch our backs. Everyone else, keep both eyes forward. Move it!”




With a last glance at the blanket covered form of the young soldier behind him, Jack freed the safety of his P90. God help anyone between him and Cali.







Buffy had never realized just how difficult being the Slayer had been on her. Not just psychologically, with the mental stress of fighting countless bouts to the death as well as all of the crushing responsibility of protecting everyone on the Hellmouth pressing down upon her slender shoulders, but also physically. 




She had never understood just what a toll those selfsame countless fights had taken upon her body. The constant battles, the grueling hours training and patrolling, while also trying to go to school and have a life outside of Slaying. It had placed untold stresses upon her. Stresses that Buffy never really had a chance to recover from.




Even as a Slayer, Buffy always had some kind of low grade pain going. After the first six months, she had just taken it as a given. Magical Slayer healing meant she almost healed any wound overnight. The operative word there being, almost. 




As the Slayer, Buffy never had a chance to get completely well; to allow the regeneration gifted her by the Slayer to repair every injury fully. To bring her to one hundred percent physical capacity. Slowly, over the long haul, all of those old injuries would have added up, combining to slow Buffy down, make her just a bit less crisp and perfect in her execution, until finally, she went from predator to prey and died a lonely and painful death in the night.




That was no longer the case. At least not any more. She’d spent almost an entire year of not being the Slayer. Of not constantly battling, while trying to recover from the previous fight’s injuries. Of not using any of the excess energy that a Slayer possesses, until it had almost driven her mad, making her feel constantly jittery, like a caffeine addict after mainlining several of their favorite beverages. Every old injury had completely healed, until she felt like a new person. Until she felt invincible. 




While Buffy hadn’t had the constant fights, the battling against vampires and demons to hone her like a weapon to a razor’s edge, she had trained her martial arts constantly, using endless hours spent doing Tai Chai to make her balance far beyond anything she’d possessed before. 




Additionally, her other abilities hadn’t faded in the slightest. Buffy wasn’t even sure a Slayer could regress in that way. From sword and knife fighting, to the effortless gymnastics that she had always combined into her hand to hand, they were all there at her command, making her just that much more dangerous. 




A year ago, Buffy likely would never have made it across that room, instead slipping and falling, having to resort to battling the demons chasing her. A year ago, she would never have survived the initial surge of the demons through the door, likely being just the tiniest bit too slow to dodge the myriad blows that battered at her, while blocking others with her weapons. A year ago, she would have been on the ragged edge, where death was nothing to be feared, rather the sweet darkness beckoned. Surrender was seductive temptation, promising peace and tranquility after the long fighting that had worn upon her very soul.




Now, however, within Buffy there was no sensation of peace. Nothing of surrender touched her mind or spirit as she fought, killed, and refused to die. Instead, the only things that touched the perfect stillness within her were concepts. Family. Duty. Honor. Courage. Justice. Fidelity. Things that was hammered into her by teachers who wanted her to survive. To thrive. To live, while the enemy did not. To survive and live for something greater than herself. An idea. And the others who also followed that idea. Fight and survive for them.




Buffy had taken these ideas into herself. Internalized them. Made them a part of who she was. Her refusal to die now, to surrender to the impossible odds that faced her was more than just being the Slayer. Instead, it was synonymous with sacrifice. With duty. For your country. For your family. For those comrades in arms who would, in turn, bleed and die for you. It was feeling that anything short of victory meant letting those people down, something alien and unthinkable. 




Nothing of the thoughts and ideas that existed within the girl known as Buffy Summers touched her countenance as she battled to save the lives of those others huddled behind a simple door. Instead, savage intensity gleamed in her eyes as she hammered another Glyaspeck to the ground with heel kick. As she took the head of one of the Sisterhood of Jhe. As she absorbed yet another bone crushing blow, bouncing up like her legs were spring steel instead of human flesh, to strike and kill yet another enemy. 




Buffy would not bow to death. She had become death. And the long dark night no longer held allure for her.







Teal’c led the way as the members of the SGC headed towards the firefight. They had entered into a huge room just a moment after heading into the Initiative. Evidence of both a battle and a massacre decorated the floor of the room. A small handful of alien creatures fed off of both human and alien remains, while a larger group clustered around a doorway, the source of the gunfire that had drawn them here.




Teal’c did not recognize any of the creatures he saw. None of them resembled anything that he had seen or heard of, other than the majority were bipedal and possessed bilateral symmetry. Not even all of them had that, their shapes more resembling half-melted figures crafted from wax than anything from nature. His senses were offended by their existence, though he did not fear them. However, only their deaths would assuage his disgust at their existence.




He was aware of Captain Seaburn, who had moved up to his side as they’d entered the larger room. He could almost feel the captain’s rage and fear as he swung the muzzle of the light machine gun he carried back and forth. He was just about to suggest they stop when from behind them O’Neill called for them to halt.




“Set up here, folks. Seaburn, get that SAW on a tripod and prepare to fire. Teal’c, I want you to use your staff to take out anything that is resistant to gunfire. Carter, guard our rear, I don’t want any surprises from that direction. Daniel, you have our left flank. Use the wall, and watch for anything sliding along it trying to get behind us. I’ll take the right flank.”




It took only a couple of minutes for everyone to set up while Teal’c waited, his staff at the ready. He approved of the formation that O’Neill had set up. It maximized their firepower, while minimizing their vulnerabilities. He looked forward to the coming battle and a chance to both destroy these abominations and to prove his honor. They would find Buffy Summers and end this threat to the Tau’ri. 




At that moment, O’Neill ordered, “Seaburn, Teal’c, open fire!” And so it began.







Graham blinked away tears as his vision cleared from the latest grenade they’d tossed. Out of fragmentation, the few survivors huddled behind the tables in the armory were reduced to using flash bang grenades. Grenades that were essentially useless against most demons, merely disorientating them for a disheartening short amount of time. Only the vampires and a couple of the other species of demons with enhanced senses seemed vulnerable to the flash bangs, thrashing around in agony after each detonation. 




He was nearly out of ammo, as were the others near him. He glanced over at Forrest, raising an eyebrow, only to receive a short head shake in return. They were going to die in here. There were at least fifteen demons still alive out there, plus a handful of vampires. With unlimited ammo, they would have had a fighting chance. But with so little ammo and their numbers whittled down to just four effectives, they wouldn’t be able to hold off the next rush. 




Graham tightened his grip on his assault rifle, preparing to take at least one more of the demons with him, having his eye on the Gla’corn Beast, when he heard the familiar sound of a SAW firing from somewhere in front of him. From outside the armory. Along with Forrest, he glanced over their barricade to find the demons turning around as they were hammered in the back by machine gun fire. There was also something else that flashed, thundered, and burned a demon down in it’s tracks, its torso blasted apart. 




“Mother fucker, the calvary is here!” Graham cursed as he stumbled to his feet. He glanced at the others who looked exhausted as they still knelt behind their makeshift barrier. “Get up, you rats. Hoorah!”




The “Hoorah” that was returned wasn’t loud, but it was fierce. And desperately needed, Graham thought, as Forrest and the other two marines stumbled to their feet. He ignored the pain in his own arm as he grabbed Patterson and pushed him towards the door. A quick glance towards the wounded to make sure no one was in danger of bleeding out, and Graham led the way towards the armory door at a stumbling trot. 




Graham and the others opened fire on the handful of demons who held back in the corridor to the armory rather than enter the atrium and the fire that was rapidly taking down every demon there. The buzz saw sound of the SAW firing was intermixed with both lighter submachine gun fire and the thundering boom of some kind of heavy weapon. They were able to see the effects firsthand as they drove the demons straight into the heavy fire. A vampire exploded into dust as it was hit with some kind of superfast burning ball. he could feel the heat from more than fifty feet away as it washed over his face. 




Then the last demon was down. Graham cautiously approached the doorway leading out and shouted, “Don’t fire, friendlies coming out!”




Graham waited until he heard an answering shout of, “Hold your fire! Confirming friendlies coming out!”




With that, Graham cautiously stepped into the atrium, taken aback as he realized that he was being approached by two different men, one a bird colonel and the other without any rank on his BDU’s. Bringing up the rear were a major and a captain and another man without insignia. He felt his guts clench as he realized that every one of them had their weapons trained upon him and his men. 




Then the colonel barked, “Colonel Jack O’Neill, United States Air Force. I want a full sit rep on what has happened going back forty-eight hours.”




O’Neill? Graham knew he had heard that name before. He had come looking for her. Should he tell the colonel that his cadet was safe? For now, Graham decided to err on the safe side. He drew himself up, and replied, “Agent Graham Miller. I am sorry, Colonel, but the situation here is need to know and you are not authorized.”




The three officers in front of him exchanged bitter glances before O’Neill stepped forward, directly into Graham’s face, and snarled, “I am in command here, Agent! We both know this is another NID clusterfuck. I have already called in a Foothold, so unless you want to be bombed into orbit by a B-2, you will brief me immediately. Or so help me God, I’ll shoot you myself.”







Buffy was hurting. Badly. She’d thinned her opponents down to the point that, if she’d been even close to fresh, she would have won handily. But she wasn’t fresh. The vicious, brutal fight had taken its toll on her and any reserves she might have had. Currently, there was literally nothing left in the tank.




Worse, she was injured. Something in Buffy’s knee was grating and it barely supported her weight. She was covered in cuts and bruises, almost all individually trivial, but decidedly not en mass. Worse, she’d taken a blow to her torso that had broken ribs and torn cartilage, making every breath an effort. 




Black spots occasionally danced across her vision and she had to focus hard to stay conscious. The grim reality Buffy faced was that if she passed out, she wouldn’t be waking up. Not in this world at least. No, she’d be torn to pieces and death would be a blessing.




Unfortunately, Buffy still faced five opponents, two Glyaspecks, two Hozskeers, and another Fyarl, all of whom were relatively uninjured, having arrived late to the fight. She thought she could deal with the two pairs of smaller demons. While they were fast, they weren’t that tough. But the Fyarl was a tank who needed a silver weapon to take down. Buffy had already dealt with one Fyarl earlier, using a short sword embedded into brain to disable it. But Buffy was fresh out of swords, being down to a single eight inch combat knife for a weapon. 




The rest of her weapons lay broken and used in and among the bodies of the various demons. Even her stakes were all gone, dusted along with the vampires they’d slain. Buffy had sold every one of them dearly.




She dodged a blow from the Fyarl that would have taken her head off, coming so close it brushed her hair. Unfortunately, her move almost took her off her feet. The two Glyaspeck, pack hunters that they were, pounced on her perceived weakness. Glyaspeck were tall, slender creatures, with an oily shine to their dark red flesh, who at first glance, seemed harmless. But the delicate hands at the end of each long arm contained stingers capable of injecting lethal doses of poison, which served double duty by also liquefying their prey’s insides so as to be easily ingested through suction by their long, narrow snouts. 




Fortunately, Buffy had enough speed left to duck around the rightmost one, leaving it out of position and blocking the other. Lightning quick, she reached around its slim neck from behind and viciously slashed its throat, drawing a keening cry from the creature. Using all the strength she had left, Buffy roughly pushed the dying demon into its pack mate, sending them both crashing to the ground. However, she had no time to follow up on her advantage as one of the Hozskeers attacked.




Short and stocky, the Hozskeer was shorter than Buffy by half a foot, but out-massed her by an order of three. Capable of quick, darting movements, its primary weapon of attack were the teeth contained in its almost crocodilean snout. Tough and vicious, it’s only true vulnerability lay in its dependence on its vision, its other senses being less stellar. Blinded, they tended to attack anything they touched. 




Buffy gauged the position of the other four demons as she somehow managed to somersault over the Hozskeer, using mostly one leg, while simultaneously slashing its eyes with her knife as she moved past it. Buffy was sure she’d blinded it which was confirmed by its subsequent actions. The Hozskeer crashed into the two Glyaspecks and went mad, tearing into them with its teeth like a buzz saw gone berserk.




WHAM!




Buffy flew head over heels for the second time in a row, this time from a hit from the Fyarl. Crashing into the wall hurt nearly as much as the blow itself. She grunted in pain and struggled to her feet as stars seemed to circle her head. Somehow she’d lost track of the Fyarl for a split second while dealing with the Hozskeer and it had made her pay for the mistake. 




The only positive thing was that she hadn’t landed in the middle of the fight between the Hozskeer and the Glyaspecks, which as starting to wind down, both sides clearly dying. That would have been painful and potentially fatal.




Instead, Buffy had a broken arm, snapped by the hit like a stick and all but useless now. She cradled the damaged limb against her chest as she hobbled around, slowly circling her last two opponents. The Fyarl said something in its gargling language as it moved around with her. The remaining Hozskeer snarled silently as gray drool dripped from its teeth as its eyes followed her movements. 




Buffy could feels doubts creeping up on her as she barely held herself erect. She’d never been hurt this badly in any fight she had ever been in and even the Slayer part of her was worn out. It was a combination of things, her love for her mother, her sense of duty and honor, and her sheer stubbornness that kept her on her feet. That kept her from just giving up. One foot in front of the other was about all she could manage.




She was coming to the realization that she wasn’t going to win this last fight through superior strength or speed. There simply wasn’t anything left. No, she needed to be tricky here at the end. Only cleverness and deceit were going to give her another day in the sun. Glancing at her two opponents, Buffy had an idea.




She rapidly came up a plan, trying to finish before the two demons grew impatient and attacked. It only took seconds to come together, but in the meantime, the tension within her opponents was mounting rapidly. When it exploded, there would be one final orgy of violence. All Buffy had to do was get a sense of when it would happen and respond first. Yep, that was all she had to do.




Or make it happen, Buffy decided, determination filling her. Feigning a stumble that was only half trickery, she hesitated just long enough for her opponents to commit to their attacks, then dove between the legs of the Fyarl. The big demon, not the most graceful at the best of times, tripped over its much shorter companion, sending them both crashing to the ground.




Still, if Buffy had been expecting them to fight based upon that fall, she would have been disappointed. But she hadn’t expected that to happen. Not until she jumped on top of the two figures still struggling to their feet, and using every ounce of strength she had left, pushed the Fyarl’s hand, which it had been using to fend her off, into the mouth of the Hozskeer, who reflexively bit down. 




Her brain whited out a second from the pain as she went flying into the wall yet again. The Fyarl leaped to its feet, and began hammering blows onto the head of the smaller Hozskeer. As she fuzzily stared at the two battling figures, Buffy thought it was lucky that Fyarls weren’t the sharpest tools in the shed. Case in point was the fight going on in front of her. 




The blows from the Fyarl’s good hand only succeeded in driving the jaws of the Hozskeer into a tighter grip on its trapped hand, which would eventually result in only one thing happening. It was almost anti-climatic, when, with a tearing crunch, the Fyarl’s arm was released, green gore flying. Its stump raised in a mad rage, it tore and smashed at its smaller opponent, who gave as good as it got. 




In the meantime, Buffy lay there, not sure if she could move even if wanted. It probably didn’t matter that she didn’t have a clue where her knife had gone. Her leg was finished and wouldn’t be taking even a part of weight anytime soon. The arm she cradled across her chest throbbed in time with her heartbeat. A thousand myriad aches and pains took the moment to make themselves known and she hissed at the sensation. 




Woozy, Buffy blinked and was aware of a sensation of lost time. The fight in front of her was over, the Fyarl the victor. It slowly dragged itself upright, clearly hurt nearly as badly as Buffy. The key word being nearly. The Fyarl staggered to a halt in front of her and reached for her with its remaining hand. Her efforts to resist were batted aside and it lifted her by the front of her shredded fatigues. Lifted her until she was eye to eye with it. It spat something in its own language at her before moving towards her face as if to bite. Buffy used her good hand to try to fend it—




THUMPH!




Both Buffy and the Fyarl turned their heads in the direction of the door at the unfamiliar booming sound. Her brain appeared still capable of registering surprise as she stared open-mouthed at the familiar figure standing there. A familiar figure holding an odd looking staff. An odd looking staff that spit fire from its split open end. Fire that—




As Buffy tumbled through the air for the umpteenth time since the battle started, darkness finally claimed her, for good this time.







Chapter Thirty: Secrets



The two men finished watching the tapes and sat in thoughtful silence. After a moment, one of them spoke.




The first speaker, his voice flat and without inflection, asked, “Is all of the video safely transferred?”




The second, eager to please, but trying to match the poise of the first, answered, “Yes. It’s all on ultra secure drives in the isolated server room.”




“And the cameras and drives in the Initiative?”




Faint nervousness colored the reply, “The thermite self-destruct charges worked just as advertised. There’ll be nothing left viewable and nothing to trace it back to us.”




“And Maybourne?”




“It was decided not to move against him. His interference with the op was incidental and brought Summers to our attention.”




The first speaker asked, “Have the trucks been dispatched?”




“Yes, with more than enough concrete to fill in the base and make it impossible to recreate the events that happened there.”




The first speaker murmured, “Salt the earth so that nothing grows…”




The second speaking nervously questioned, “What?” He received no reply.




After a moment, the first speaker, sensing an issue, asked, “You have concerns?”




The second speaker spoke rapidly, as if trying to make a point, “We are being overconfident. SG-1 won’t leave this alone. O’Neill won’t leave this alone. We went after one of his.”




The first speaker was dismissive. “Only incidentally. She was not a primary mission target.”




The second speaker, now that he had finally made his point, calmly asked, “And now?”




The first speaker shrugged. His tone was thoughtful as he explained, “Now is a different matter. Unfortunately, her…abilities…exceed our current resources. However, there is no cause for concern. We have time to consider another, more effective, approach later. The future is ours.”




The second speaker, any hint of disagreement subsumed in the cause, agreed, “The future is ours.”







While O’Neill dealt with the ha’taaka as his duty dictated, Teal’c moved away both in an effort to continue the search for Buffy Summers and to expand their perimeter. Threats still existed, some in plain view. He used his staff to kill any of the remaining creatures he spotted, not desiring another incident like the first. Clearly, they were too dangerous to be allowed to live.




Teal’c skirted the half-eaten remains of both humans and aliens as he patrolled, but it did not touch him. After all, he’d seen far worse while under the servitude of the Goa’uld. Far worse. Still, on one level it worried him tremendously. O’Neill’s child, Buffy Summers, was here, somewhere, alone and unprotected. 




Teal’c, more than most, knew the young warrior could take care of herself. He’d experienced her skills first-hand and had tremendous respect for her physical abilities, all the more so since he still suspected that she had held back in their spar, allowing him victory. However, Teal’c could admit to himself that even he would not want to be down here alone and unarmed, facing these alien creatures. 




The beast in the elevator shaft had elicited such a visceral sense of horror, of wrongness, that Teal’c had been unable not to attack it. Even in a laboratory setting he’d have launched himself at the beast in a bloody fight to the death. It was his enemy. As it was, he had just barely kept himself from firing a third time into the creature’s body, just to make sure it was truly dead. His actions hinted of fear. The weakness that implied disturbed him.




Ever since, Teal’c had been carefully examining his actions and motives. His team depended upon him and he could ill afford to let them down. But nothing else so deeply affected him, the remaining creatures encountered eliciting only small feelings of disgust and horror that the Jaffa knew he could control.




Teal’c continued along the wall, using it to cover his flank after killing two creatures that had climbed high, apparently in an effort to ambush or hide. He passed a couple of doors, which were solidly locked when he tested them. Another doorway, this one wide open, beckoned from ahead. 




Swinging out wider so as to reduce the possibility of ambush, Teal’c stopped and quickly eliminated another creature. He watched in satisfaction as it exploded messily as the plasma superheated its body fluids. Moving forward, he was finally at the door.




A horrific sight greeted him as he peeked around the corner. Bits and pieces of the bodies of many of the creatures lay everywhere with at least two of the ones he’d killed first present. Refusing to acknowledge the atavistic chill, Teal’c moved forward. Then motion deeper in caught his eye and he saw Buffy Summers struggling in the grip of a large red-eyed beast.




For only a second, he studied the struggling pair. Then he acted. Another might have hesitated, his target so close to its victim. But then another might have doubted their aim, if even for a second. Teal’c had no such reservations. 




Teal’c's staff snapped to position, in perfect alignment with his arm. He flicked the arming switch with his thumb. Squeezing the triggering element, his thick arm muscles easily rode out the recoil as he watched the bolt of plasma hammer into the creature’s side, forcing it to fling aside its victim as it slumped to he ground. 




Looking over his shoulder, Teal’c bellowed, “O’Neill! Buffy Summers is here!”




Teal’c rapidly moved, not quite at a run as he could not be sure there weren’t other survivors of whatever had occurred here, hidden among the bodies. He never doubted that he would be followed as O’Neill would have heard him and would respond quickly. He started to pass another creature like the one that he’d just shot and seeing it twitch, blew a hole a foot in diameter through its torso. Absently, he noted that it had still been alive despite what appeared to be a sword thrust completely through its skull.




Arriving at Buffy Summers, Teal’c fired a second shot into the creature that had attacked her, as he needed to eliminate any enemies first before becoming vulnerable while attending to the young warrior. One last glance around, then Teal’c focused his attention on the young warrior. Quickly squatting next to her, he checked the pulse in her neck. Despite her lack of consciousness, it was strong. 




A warrior’s eyes rapidly cataloged her injuries, none of which appeared life threatening, although there were many. The worst appeared to be a broken arm, although the healers would need to use their radiation emitters to be sure. Teal’c felt a sense of relief go through him. Even with the primitive healing devices of the Tau’ri, Buffy Summers would live.




Teal’c head snapped around. He’d seen something out of the corner of his eye. As he moved to investigate, O’Neill arrived. 







Jack immediately spotted the slight figure on the ground as he entered the hallway at a run. Barely giving a glance to the alien gore that filled the space around him, he dropped to his knees next to Cali. Jack could feel foul liquid soaking the knees of his BDU’s, but he ignored the disgusting sensation as he checked the girl’s pulse. 




Reassured by its strength that Cali wasn’t going to expire immediately, Jack began a series of other checks. Her airways were clear and her breathing, while sounding slightly labored, was strong. He carefully pulled back Cali’s eyelids to gauge her level of unconsciousness. Her pupils were completely nonreactive to the hallway lighting, indicating a deep level of unconsciousness and likely a concussion.




Jack unclipped his mag light and checked again using the narrow, powerful beam. Again, no response. He started to check Cali’s scalp for signs of head trauma, but couldn’t because of the sheer amount of shredded tissue present from the surrounding bodies. Clearly he needed to get her somewhere at least somewhat sanitary. She needed an MRI and a real hospital.




A hand on his shoulder brought him to a standstill, one hand already under Cali’s knees. “Sir, you shouldn’t move her. We don’t know know what kind of internal injuries she might have.”




Jack met the calm eyes of his 2IC. It was all he could do not to shout at her. Taking a deep breath, he said, “We can’t leave her here. She’s got a concussion at a minimum. I can’t even check her for a head injury with her covered in all of this filth.”




His head turned at the sound of another voice. It was ‘Agent’ Miller. “Sir, there’s stretchers in the infirmary. I can show you the way if you’ll give me a hand with our casualties as well.”




Jack met Carter’s eyes and she nodded encouragingly. He rose to his feet and turned to Agent Miller, who seemed to only now have gotten a look at Cali. He whispered, “Summers? What is she doing here?”




Jack felt a surge of red hot rage roaring through his veins. He covered the the distance between them in half a second, grabbing the younger man by the front of his fatigues and slamming him against the wall. “What did you say? How do you know who she is? Are you responsible for her being here?”




He was peripherally aware of Carter ineffectually trying to rein him in, but he was having none of it. He was sick and tired of being controlled and responsible when others around him paid the price. Now Cali was the victim and he’d be damned if whoever was responsible walked. If it was this piece of shit, Jack would deal with him as he deserved and pay the price himself for it later. He would—




A voice finally broke through the red haze in Jack’s head. He turned his head to meet Carter’s eyes and registered her voice, “—give them a chance to explain, Colonel! I—”




Jack waved her off with one hand while continuing to grip Miller’s shirt collar with the other. He was aware of Miller’s fellow agent, who’d identified himself as Gates, being held under gunpoint by Captain Seaburn. By his face, he clearly wanted to go to the rescue of his comrade. Taking a deep breath and meeting the half-angry, half-frightened eyes of Miller, Jack spoke in a cold tone that revealed nothing of the anger still raging within him, “So speak. Tell me how my cadet ended up here; in this base; in this hallway; beaten to a bloody pulp.”




It wasn’t Miller who spoke, as he appeared to still be trying to gather his breath, but rather Gates, “She shouldn’t be here, sir. We left her—”




Jack turned to the other agent and almost shouted, ramping up the tension level in the hallway, “You left her where?”




This time it was Miler who spoke, “Sir, Agent Gates and I retrieved Cadet Summers from the airport per our orders. We—”




Jack’s voice was glacial as he interrupted, “Whose orders, Agent Miller?”




Miller gulped and massaged his throat. “Colonel McNamara’s, sir.”




Jack finally had dual confirmation on a target. First Maybourne and now Miller. Whether McNamara was the penultimate source or not, he’d find out later. For now, he needed more information he could use. “Go on.”




Again Gates interjected, “Sir, we knew something wasn’t right. An Air Force smack being assigned here? And us with orders to put her in the cells with the HST’s, well, it stunk of interagency politics.”




His head spun. HST’s? What the hell? That was that thing with fairy tale monsters that Maybourne had mentioned. Certainly the things they’d encountered hadn’t come from any fairy tale Jack had ever heard of. The interagency part he could understand. He glanced at Cali’s pale face and knew he needed to hurry. Time was running out and he was feeling the pressure. Thoughts of Cali coloring his mind, he barked, “Condense it down, soldier!” 




“Sir, we put her in an isolated cell well away from the others and near an exit.” At Jack’s expression, Gates hastily added, “Unlocked. And with the code to open the exit door. Sir, we tried to take every precaution for her safety. She seemed like a good kid. I don’t know how or why she ended up here, so deep in the base. She should have been safe.”




Jack sagged, his anger subsiding to a slow burn. He had a sneaking suspicion of the how. And even the why, not absolutely, but certainly a suspicion. Damn. Okay, he needed to get this mess cleaned up. In his command voice, Jack ordered, “Gates, Miller, get those stretchers. Seaburn, provide cover. Carter, Daniel, get back up top and get us some support. We still have a potential Foothold. Teal’c provide cover locally.”




As the others scrambled off to take care of their orders, Jack knelt down next to Cali and checked her again. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Teal’c bend down and pick something up. The big man examined it a moment, then wordlessly handed it to Jack.




It was a military combat knife, blade battered and scuffed, stained with dark green gore and bits of flesh, but still intact. Still lethal. Emblazoned upon its blade was “United States Air Force.” It was also the exact type of knife you could buy from the Academy gift shop, along with a wide assortment of fine timepieces. It figured that Cali wouldn’t have bought something as sedentary as a watch. At least she’d had a knife, although the thought of her so armed terrified Jack. He couldn’t imagine even Teal’c surviving down here armed only with a single knife, remembering the thing in the elevator shaft.




“The young warrior fought well, O’Neill.” 




Startled, he looked up, meeting Teal’c's fierce gaze. Jack’s eyes followed Teal’c's glance to the nearby figure of the creature he’d killed with his staff weapon. Green blood and the same flesh as stained Cali’s blade oozed from its wounds. Yes. She definitely had used her blade well. 




Jack looked back over at Teal’c. The big man had been unusually quiet and intense since their fight with the thing that had killed Sergeant Webb. Still as dependable as always, but with an ‘edge’ that Jack hadn’t seen before. After a moment, he commented, “It didn’t do her any good.”




“She survived. When so many others here died, Buffy Summers survived. She was still fighting and surviving against a terrifying foe when I arrived and killed it. Master Bratac says that, sometimes, all you can do is to survive and live to fight another day. That says a great deal about her. You should be proud of your child.”




She’s not my child. The words wouldn’t come out of his mouth. Sometimes the truth was deeper than words. The truth was that he did consider Cali his. His daughter. Somehow, in a short time, she had wormed her way into Jack’s heart, into that deep place that he reserved for only a very few people. Carter, Daniel, Teal’c, Hammond, Joyce. Charlie. Cali joined them there He would do anything to protect her, until the day came when she didn’t need anyone’s protection. Then he’d be damned proud to greet her as a fellow officer.




“You’re right, Teal’c, I am proud of her.” Remembering his thoughts, Jack finished, “Damned proud.” He slipped the knife into a pocket of his BDU’s and placed a hand over it. He’d keep it safe until Cali needed it again.







Jack stalked down the hospital corridor, muttering under his breath, his face carved from stone. He was barely aware of doctors, nurses, and orderlies scurrying to get out of his way. He wasn’t sure if he had ever been this angry before. Even the thing with Maybourne, as explosive as it had been at the time, didn’t compare to this. Worse, he had no target for his anger.




It turned out that Colonel McNamara was dead, had been dead for more than two weeks. Killed by something that Gates had let slip, called CAIN. Jack knew an acronym when he heard one. Something down there had gotten loose and robbed him of his vengeance. An old-fashioned thought, but since currently his feelings were positively Old Testament, quite fitting.




The 2IC of the base, a civilian named Dr Maggie Walsh, was also dead, having died in the skirmish right before SG-1’s arrival. Three other civilians had testified to seeing something tear her apart. There had been no one else to question as Riley Finn, rumored to be next in command, was missing.




It had only gotten worse from there. Carter and Daniel had gotten back soon after they’d left, having only barely spoken with General Hammond before being ordered to facilitate an evacuation. Upon questioning, they had revealed that Hammond told them the orders came directly from the President.




Jack had also received his orders. Take command of the evacuation. Get everyone who needed medical attention the care they needed. Quash any investigation by the local authorities using the excuse of an underground radium gas leak. Leave the site undisturbed and uninvestigated.




It had been right after that that there had been an absolute outpouring of white-coated civilian scientists and personnel out into the atrium. They had come out of various locked doors, scurrying like cockroaches, once the threat was gone. To Jack it had been just another nail in the coffin of this op. Another time that men, brave if not necessarily good, had died so that others less worthy could survive. He remembered the lead cockroach, a Dr Angleman, protesting at not being allowed time to gather his notes.




He had been about to viciously cut him off, when Gates had taken care of it for him, leading the protesting scientist away. Instead, he’d done his duty, while staying as close to Cali as possible. Shortly after, Jack had sent her off in an ambulance to the same local hospital where they had shipped the other casualties. Teal’c had gone along with the ambulance to keep an eye on her. He hadn’t even had to ask. 




There had been dead ends. Jack had dispatched Carter and Hilliard to check for any AV records available. Carter had returned after ten minute looking irritated and had tersely explained every hard drive with any data on it had been destroyed by incendiaries. 




Apparently whoever was behind this hadn’t been content with just wiping the information, but had made sure to physically destroy the drives, possibly aware of the SGC’s access to advanced technology. Technology that might be used to recovered data from even a ‘wiped’ drive.




The rest of the evacuation had taken precious time, time that he would much rather have spent checking on Cali. Instead, he had continued following orders, doing his duty. Once everyone was out, Jack had bundled his two teams back into their vehicles, bitter eyes watching their rearview as ranks of concrete mixers had driven up behind them and started to fill the underground complex in. 




Soon, it would be as if it had never existed. They would cover up this disaster, both literally and figuratively, and no one who really held responsibility would be made to pay. Even the bodies of those who had died would remain, nameless, buried under hundreds of tons of mix. 




It also left him spinning his wheels. Jack was filled with the ashes of the fires that had burned within him earlier. Except, they felt hotter than ashes. Call them embers instead. He suspected that they would be ready to burst into flame when next he needed them. 




He came to a stop. He was here. Absently he noted with approval the two MP’s stationed on either side of the door, who snapped to attention at his approach, while still carefully checking him out. After showing his military ID, Jack opened the door. Stepping inside, he exchanged a nod with Teal’c, who like Jack, was still covered with the remnants of their underground battle. Tiredly, he said, “Thanks for looking after her, Teal’c. I owe you one. I can’t thank you enough for what you did down there.”




Teal’c stood and nodded sharply. “You owe me more than one, O’Neill. But not for saving the young warrior. It was my duty and my honor to aid you in your quest to bring home Buffy Summers. For that, you ‘owe’ me nothing.”




The first smile for what felt like days stretched the corners of Jack’s mouth. “I always knew you were an old softie.”




“If by ‘softie’, you mean warrior enough to kill those who would harm your child, then ‘softie’ I remain.” The raised brow made the words even more ironic, and Jack could practically hear the quotes, but the emotion was belied by the faint humor that sparkled in Teal’c's eyes.




Jack wondered what it said that an alien was so much more human that many of the people he knew. Honor and duty. It was what Teal’c had mentioned earlier and what bound them together. The two of them were so alike that it was eerie. Strange that he had found his ‘brother’ hundreds of light years from Earth. 




He suggested, “Why don’t you head over to the motel that Carter got us rooms in and get cleaned up. I’ll be over in a bit.” With that, he clasped Teal’c's forearm, and was clasped in return. Then Jack was alone except for the pale, still figure lying in the bed.




He sat down in the chair Teal’c had vacated after moving it closer to the bed. Silently, Jack took Cali’s hand in his own, marveling at it’s small size and delicacy. Despite that, calluses ran down the sides and across the knuckles, hallmarks of an experienced martial artist. Of a ridiculously strong and courageous young woman. He held Cali’s hand in both of his and studied it like a benediction.




The only bright spot that had come out of this was that Cali hadn’t been significantly injured. Jack had spoken to her physician, an experienced local doctor, who had given him an outline of her injuries. Cali had bruised ribs and a minor concussion, to go along with a ton of other bruises. He’d even been assured that she had received an MRI which showed virtually no swelling of the brain from her concussion. 




Jack could barely believe that the girl who slept before him with her virtually unblemished skin was the same one who had looked like hell just six hours before. Then again, she was clean now, where before it was hard to tell where the gore left off and the girl began. It was likely that factor which had fooled his eyes earlier.




Lying there, Cali looked so damn ridiculously young. So damn young and so damn brave. It hadn’t been hard to figure out what must have happened. Cali had deliberately been left out of the damned horror show that the Initiative was about to become. Those two agents had done the right thing. She’d even been given access to a sure exit. Instead, brave like a lion, she’d heard the emergency sirens and gone to help. 




God knows how she’d survived as long as she had. Somehow she’d taken refuge, eventually flushed out as that terrible battle between those things had wound down, with the victor stalking her. She had fought it with her combat knife, but likely would have lost but for the timely arrival of Teal’c. If she had died down there. Jack forced the thought away. Cali was here and alive. That was enough.




The hand in his stirred. Soft lashes fluttered against pale cheeks, then opened, revealing tired green eyes. They roamed around the room somewhat absently, then stopped on Jack. There was confusion in those eyes, but then after a moment, recognition dawned. Cali breathed, “Colonel.”




Jack smiled reassuringly, conscious that she’d just experienced a traumatic event. He slowly and carefully reached up and brushed soft blonde hair away from Cali’s face. In a soft voice, he reassured, “You are in a safe place, Cali. There is nothing to worry about. How do you feel?”




Cali’s hand gripped Jack’s tightly for a moment, then relaxed. “Where am I? I last thing I remember—”




“It’s okay. You’re safe. You’re in Sunnydale General.”




Cali’s gaze sharpened. “The hospital? What am I doing in the hospital? I…Oh.”




That sounded a lot like comprehension to Jack. Which made the next thing he had to do that much more distasteful to him. “Cali, I need to talk to you about something. Something important.”




Green eyes stared into his. Cali blinked, then stated, “I was going to say the same thing to you, Colonel. There’s something I need to tell you—”




“Stop.” 




Both of them froze at the vehemence in Jack’s tone. He tried to lighten it slightly. “I know you have a lot of questions about what you saw down there. I understand. But I can’t talk to you about it.”




“Colonel, please. I—”




“Cali, no. This is classified above TOP SECRET as Need To Know. Turns out neither of us has a need to know. I literally can’t talk to you about this. Doing so would be to violate my oaths and the nondisclosure agreements I’ve signed. I can’t even ask you what happened to you. I can only ask you if you’re all right. I’ll even need you to sign an NAD tomorrow, before you leave the hospital. You will not discuss what happened down there with anyone at any time. Understood?”




Cali sat there gravely considering what he’d said. After a moment, she nodded. “I understand, sir. Military ethics. Our oaths take precedence over our individual needs. I’ll sign it.” She fell silent. 




After a moment, Cali softly said, “I am, you know. All right that is.” There was an unknown emotion in her eyes as she said, “I’m just glad you’re back. That you’re here.”




Jack teased, “I barely understood that. More Cali-speak? Well, I’m glad to be back. I’ve missed some people here, you know.”




Cali smiled back, looking nothing like the traumatized girl that he’d expected. If she had been really badly shaken up, Jack didn’t know if he could have held to his oaths. Both were important to him, but truthfully, he never wanted to be put in a situation where he had to choose. It wasn’t likely even his military career could survive that choice.




“Sir?”




Jack’s reverie was broken by Cali’s soft voice. “What is it?”




Cali seemed to be weighing her words carefully as she spoke, “Colonel, I was just wondering what you and Murray were doing here in California. I mean, you must have just got back. If that is something you can talk about.”




Jack spoke carefully and precisely, “Someone for whom I was responsible for went missing. You didn’t think I wasn’t going to move Heaven and Earth, or in this case, make a quick trip out to California, to get her back?”




Pleased surprise bloomed across Cali’s face as she steadily met his gaze. Understanding. Her shy smile was the most precious thing that Jack had ever seen. “Thank you, Colonel.”




Jack squeezed her hand gently. “You are very welcome, Cali.”




They sat there in silence for a few moments, content not to speak. Finally, though, Jack’s yawn told him he needed to leave. “Sorry about that, Cali, but I think my bunk is calling my name. I’ll be back first thing tomorrow morning with clothes and we’ll see if I can’t spring you from this den of iniquity.”




Cali nodded vigorously. “Sounds good, sir.”




Jack got up and started to leave, then stopped. He reached down and touched the pocket of his BDU’s, feeling the shape within. He had carefully cleaned and sharpened it. Reaching in and grasping it, he briefly considered the matter before bringing it out in the open. Speaking to the girl on the bed, he said, “I have something of yours.”




Cali stared up at him. “What is it, sir?”




Wordlessly, Jack handed the combat knife to Cali, who took it from him, staring at it in seeming fascination as she slowly spun it over and over between her hands. When she raised her eyes to him after a moment, there was a fierceness there that brought a rush of pride through him so much so that he almost burst from it. Just as he’d thought. Aloud, Jack said, “Use it well, little lion.” With that he turned and left.







Buffy stared at the retreating figure of Colonel O’Neill. She’d only understood parts of the talk that they’d just had. At times, she had been certain that he knew. About her. About the Slayer. Then that certainty would pass. In the end, she was only certain of two things. One, that the colonel had come for her. 




Buffy had always had a feeling that Colonel O’Neill was someone she could depend upon. From the first time she’d met him, he shown her what being an officer really meant. Still, she hadn’t been nearly as certain how important she was to him. With a casual comment backed by far less casual actions, the colonel had show her exactly how important she was to him. she was one of his people. She couldn’t help the silly smile that graced her face at the thought. 




The other certainty was that the colonel knew she could take care of herself and was proud of her because of it. He’d called her ‘little lion’, but it was him handing her back her knife, clean and sharp, that had filled Buffy with such a sense of pride that she could burst. She couldn’t stop playing with it and finally tucked it beneath her pillow to keep it out of sight. Oddly, it reminded her of sleeping with Mr Pointy back in her bed in the house on Revello Drive.




Sighing, Buffy picked up the TV remote and put on Oprah and let her mind veg. Her lids felt heavy, but she knew she’d never sleep. And Buffy definitely didn’t want to think about what had happened. She’d think about it later. She’d…







She woke up with a start, aware that something was wrong. Then she knew. The TV and lights were off. It could have been the nurse. However, Slayer here. No nurse could come in quietly enough to keep from waking her. She reached out with her Slayer sense and felt it. Sensing a non-human presence sitting in the chair by the bed, Buffy grabbed the knife from under the pillow and launched herself from the bed.







Chapter Thirty-One—Truth and Lies



She moved down the corridor quietly, walking in shadow. Surrounding her, the usual sounds of a busy hospital were deadened. It was as if it were resting, conserving its strength until tomorrow, when it would again be needed as the world awakened and new perils beckoned. 




She approached the correct door, confirmed by the two figures standing guard. Their erect posture and watchful demeanor suggested any attempts to get past them and harm their charge would futile. And it would have been to anyone else. But not to her.




She activated the katra in her hand and watched, impressed, as it did exactly as advertised and the expressions of the two men became dreamy and unfocused. Stepping forward confidently, she walked right between them and opened the door they’d guarded.




Immediately, she took in the scene within. Well lit, a hospital bed dominated the center of the room. A small figure lay sleeping within, blonde hair peeking out beneath white sheets. On the wall opposite, a small TV displayed some infomercial with talking heads yapping in the foreground while a sleek, futuristic piece of equipment stood on a table behind them, its purpose as unfathomable as the Sphinx. 




In an instant, she decided on surprise. She reached out and turned off the lights, leaving the room bathed in flickering light from the TV. Crossing the room on feather-light feet, she reached up and turned it off manually. Now the room lay mostly dark, with the only light coming in from between the curtains and from under the door.




Perfect. She carefully sat in a chair by the bed, relaxing in anticipation. Soon, she would spring her surprise. She would be in control. She would—




CRASH!




Kennedy’s melodramatic thoughts were interrupted by the painful sensation on her head hitting the floor as she and the chair she had been sitting in were thrown over by the impact of the figure landing on top of her. She could feel the weight of the other pressing her down as they straddled her and was just about to throw them into the wall behind her when she felt the razor sharp edge of a blade against her throat, just nicking the skin. She froze as a thin trickle of hot liquid ran down her neck. 




From above her, a cool soprano voice commanded, ”Don’t move!”




“Like I’d dare.” Kennedy hated the petulance in her complaint as she lay there on the floor, the ringing in her ears lessening with every moment. She felt absolutely humiliated as a hand lightly traced her features. Then both the hand and knife were gone. A moment later, the lights came on. 




Blinking owlishly, she stared up at the slim blonde figure wearing only a light blue hospital gown that towered over her. Wordlessly, the other offered her a hand, which, after a moment, she took, gripping it tightly as she was effortlessly hauled to her feet.




For the first time, Kennedy got a good look at the other girl. The blonde stood three inches shorter than her own 5’5” and several pounds lighter. With her erect posture, however, she gave the impression that she was the taller of the two. Her figure was slender and deceptively delicate, looking as if a stiff wind would blow her away. Short blonde hair formed almost a pixie’s cap over the other’s head. 




Her face was surprisingly lovely, although tired lines dragged down the corners of her mouth and eyes. Cool green eyes completed the look, the expression within them dismissive as she pointed to the chair which was back upright and said only a single word, “Sit.”




Gingerly, Kennedy did so, observing as the blonde gingerly sat down opposite her. Immediately guilt surged within her. Of course the blonde was hurt. How could she not be? Considering the sheer number of opponents she’d battled, at least some kind of injury was to be expected. It didn’t make the blonde a whit less terrifying as she remembered the pools of demon blood filled with hacked up body parts. She was still the boogeyman that Kennedy had already conjured up. 




The girl opposite her sighed and ended their stalemate. “Who are you?”




Kennedy sat up straighter and stated forcefully, “I’m Kennedy the Vampire Slayer. I’m here to find out why you are in Sunnydale.”




In an almost exasperated tone of voice, the other muttered, “Of course you are.” The blonde ran a hand through her hair. “I’m Buffy Summers. As to why I’m here, well, that’s not something I can talk about.”




She hated when she was treated as a nonentity, something that only seemed to happen when she was dealing with those who knew this gi…Buffy. From most demons to a certain bartender slash snitch, none of them had been that intimated by her, instead looking over her shoulder as if for someone about to come through the door behind her. Someone short and blonde. Someone named Buffy. 




Of course, it made sense that the Buffy they worried about would feel the same way. Still, it irritated Kennedy immensely and made her want to rattle the other. Hence her entrance. Which, of course, had blown up in her face. 




Then a snap of fingers brought out of her reverie. Startled, Kennedy jumped and met the dangerous eyes of the girl seated in front of her. “Pay attention. I asked how did you get in here? I know there’s MP’s on the door.”




Smugly, Kennedy pulled the katra out of her pocket and waved the glowing stone at Buffy. “I used this. It put the whammy on them. Cool, huh?”




Buffy, who up until now had appeared to treat Kennedy as an annoyances, suddenly went still. The first inkling that Kennedy had that she’d done something to truly piss off the other girl was when she said, “You stupid girl. Those men are on duty. They’re out there to protect me. How do you think it’s going to look if they’re standing there asleep on their feet and someone comes by? Especially their CO?”




Kennedy stammered, “B-but you don’t need protection!”




Buffy almost growled as she spoke, “That doesn’t matter. Yes, if there was a problem, maybe I’d have to protect them. But they’re standing out there prepared to give their lives to keep me safe. They’d do the same for you if it was necessary. So ‘putting the whammy’ on them is disrespectful and spits all over the oath they took to defend the Constitution and this country.”




Kennedy could feel her heart hammering, both from her own emotional turmoil and the threat her inner Slayer was reading from the other. After a moment of fidgeting, the other Slayer told her sharply, “Stand down. I’m not going to attack you. We do have to fix your mess.”




Kennedy opened and closed her mouth as she felt herself relaxing slightly. She got out, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean t—”




Buffy waved her off. “Let me think.” 




Kennedy sat there staring as the other girl figured out a solution. She truly hadn’t meant to cause any harm. Doing what she did to the MP’s was a reaction to dealing with both the corrupt forces of Sunnydale’s finest and the leadership of the Initiative. She had never even thought about what would happen to someone who was honest in their devotion to duty if they were thought to be derelict. 




Kennedy was more than a little shocked and impressed at how quickly the other girl had taken charge. Even more than getting her ass handed to her at the start, Buffy Summers had put her in her place, turning the tables completely on her. She—




Her thoughts were interrupted as Buffy spoke, “This is what we’re going to do. You’re going to open the window over there. That will be how you got in. Then you’re going to turn off the voodoo on the MP’s out there. After that, I’ll call them in and let them know you’re here. You will leave out the door when we’re done. What’s your last name, by the way?”




Kennedy, hating the sulky tone of her voice, said, “Da.. Stallings. Hey, they might hear what we’re talking about if they’re awake.”




Buffy looked at her like she was an idiot. “Then keep your voice down. Now go open the window. And clean the blood off of your neck while you’re up.”




Kennedy did so, glancing outside to see a tree close enough to have climbed. How had the other girl known it was there? Quickly grabbing a tissue and cleaning herself, she tossed it into the trashcan. She returned to her seat to find that Buffy had slipped back under the covers and was sitting reclined, propped up by pillows. She reached into her pocket and squeezed the katra, deactivating it. She nodded to Buffy.




Not another moment went by before Buffy crisply requested, “Staff Sargent? Can you come in here for a moment, please?”




The door immediately opened and a tall soldier entered. His eyes widened at the sight of Kennedy and his hand rested on the baton at his waist. “Ma’am, who is this and how did she get in here?”




Buffy, sitting straight and looking surprisingly commanding considering she was only wearing a hospital gown, explained, “This is Kennedy Stallings, a friend from Sunnydale. She heard that I was here and decided to come see me. As you can see, she felt like the window was a better entrance than the door. I wanted to let you know she was here and of the potential hole in the perimeter.”




The MP walked over to the window with long strides. Taking a glance through it, he closed and locked it, checking to make sure it wouldn’t open. Then he walked up to where Kennedy sat.




“ID, please.”




With shaking hands, Kennedy pulled her license out of her back pocket and handed it to the tall soldier. He carefully looked it over before comparing the picture there to her face. After a moment, he handed it back, his cool eyes dismissive. Forcefully, he said, “For your own safety, please come in through the door next time.”




He then turned back to Buffy. “Thank you, ma’am, for bringing the problem to my attention. I truly appreciate it.”




Buffy nodded. “You are welcome, Staff Sergeant. Have a good night.”




Kennedy waited until he left before whispering angrily, “He made me feel like a tool!”




Green eyes, every bit as dismissive as the MP’s, looked at her. “If the shoe fits…”




“I didn’t come here to be insulted.”




“Why did you come here? I can’t think of anything we need to say to one another.”




Kennedy wanted to shout, but held herself to loud whisper, “You owe me an explanation as to why you’re in my town, interfering with my business.”




The disinterested light in Buffy’s eyes disappeared at Kennedy’s words, replaced by something feral and dangerous. In a deceptively low voice Buffy asked, “I owe you? I owe you? I’d ask how dare you take that tone with me, but I won’t bother as it’s clear that you’re just a brat. You come sneaking in here in the middle of the night, why I don’t have the slightest idea, and you make demands? Where the hell do you get off?”




Kennedy gnawed the inside of her lower lip in chagrin, meeting the fierce green stare of the other Slayer. This was not going at all the way she’d imagined. Notty was going to be furious. His instructions had been clear: Go in, talk to Buffy, thank her for her help, and, if possible, find out the why and how of her showing up in Sunnydale. 




He’d stressed to not be confrontational, especially as the other Slayer was genuinely dangerous and not to be trifled with. He’d seen that corridor the same as Kennedy, after all. If she was an assassin, the last thing they needed to do was give her reason to come after them. Now she’d messed up big time, and the girl sitting opposite her was staring back with an expression that clearly indicated she thought of Kennedy as only a step up from dog shit, if that. 




Silence dominated the room as two Slayers stared at one another. Finally, Kennedy broke it, blurting, “I’m sorry! I saw what you did in the Initiative and I just wanted toimpressyouandnowImessedupandI’mgoingtobeinsomuchtrouble!”




Buffy’s expression, which had started out cold and angry, had undergone several changes over the course of Kennedy’s apology, ranging from shock to surprise and now hovered somewhere around confused bemusement.




“Breath,” Buffy commanded. She met Kennedy’s eyes and seemed to read the nervousness there. “Relax. I’m not going to bite.”




Kennedy nodded slowly. “Okay, but you can’t blame me for being nervous. How would you feel being in my shoes and facing the Council’s Slayer assassin?”




Buffy’s green eyes almost seemed to glow as she hissed, “What did you just say?”




Kennedy audibly gulped. “You would be nervou—”




Emphatic. “No.” Buffy’s eyes bored into Kennedy’s. “What did you say about me being the Council’s assassin?”




“Notty and I figured it out. When the Council wouldn’t answer any questions about you. Why not? You were supposed to be ‘dead’.” Kennedy did air quotes at the last word. She continued, “There was even another Slayer called after you. Yet there you were, operating here in Sunnydale, all the way up until last June. Even if there wasn’t another Slayer called between us, I was called in May. When Notty and I got here in late August, we almost immediately started hearing rumors about the ‘Slayer.’ It wasn’t hard to figure out from there.”




Kennedy was conscious that Buffy’s gaze had gone through several permutations during her explanation, but seemed to have finally settled upon incredulity. The other girl opened and closed her mouth several times before finally asking, in a rather dry tone, “You took all of that info and the best explanation you could come up with was that I was some kind of Slayer assassin? While attending the Air Force Academy full time? Seriously?”




Kennedy had a sinking sensation in her stomach as she began wondering just how wrong they were. Before she could ask another question, Buffy spoke, “I mean, haven’t you ever heard of Occam’s Razor?”




Kennedy froze, confused. “What?”




Buffy’s face lost a lost of its coldness as she animatedly explained, “Occam’s Razor. It states that among competing hypotheses, the hypothesis with the fewest assumptions should be selected. Another way to say it is that the simplest explanation is often the correct one. I mean if you failed a test, which would be more likely: that you needed to study more, or that the professor changed the answers because they didn’t like you. See what I mean?”




Kennedy understood what Buffy was saying, but couldn’t figure out how it applied here. “I don’t see—”




“I died.”




The words hung between the two girls like a wall. Buffy’s eyes had a strange, distant expression in them that made her look years older. An expression that Kennedy’s grandfather had used before about soldiers he’s served with popped into her memory. He’s seen the elephant. There had been a similar expression in his eyes as he told her stories of Guadalcanal, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa, of the battles he’d been in and of the friends who’d died, as if he’d lost something there that was never to be recovered. 




“How—”




Buffy’s smile was mirthless. “The usual way. I was sixteen. I’d only been in Sunnydale a few months. I’d been the Slayer less than a year. A master vampire was trying to escape the Hellmouth and I was trying to stop him. He killed me.”




She’d died? That still provided more questions than answers. Kennedy pointed out the obvious. “You’re still alive.”




Buffy nodded absently. A fond smile broke out on her face, transforming it and making Kennedy catch her breath. If she wasn’t already in love and the other girl didn’t intimidate her so much, she would be seriously attracted. The blonde continued, blithely unaware of Kennedy’s thoughts, “I had this wonderful friend. Brave and stubborn. Loyal, too. He followed me down there. After the Master bit me, he left to drown in a pool of water. Xander found me and gave me CPR. After he revived me, I ended up fighting the Master again. This time I kicked his ass. But I was dead long enough for another Slayer to be called. I met her several months later. Kendra was her name.”




Kennedy sat there stunned. Two Slayers existed because the first had drowned and been revived. She still had questions, however. “I don’t understand why the Council thinks you died.”




Buffy eyed her, but finally explained, “I was there when the high school blew up. They probably figured I died in the blast.”




How could that be? Kennedy knew that wouldn’t work and tried to explain it to the other Slayer. “But they have spells and seers to find Slayers. It would take something ridiculously powerful to block that.”




Buffy’s nodded. “Yeah. I’m pretty sure they took care of it. Like they did with the Academy.”




Kennedy shook her head in confusion. “They who?”




In response, Buffy’s eyes glanced upwards. Kennedy stared at her blankly, then she followed that glance until she was looking up as well. Higher powers? Was Buffy talking about the Powers That Be? If so, she understood how they could do it. Dubiously, she eyed Buffy. “Seriously?”




Buffy wearily nodded. “Trust me, you don’t wanna know.”




No, she probably didn’t if it was them. “Is that why you joined the Air Force—”




With finality, her answer was just one word. “Yes.”




Kennedy wanted so badly to ask Buffy exactly why they wanted her in the Air Force, but even she could see the other girl wasn’t going to say anything else on the subject. She doubted that she would have gotten anything further from her even if she hadn’t messed up regarding the MP’s. Buffy seemed well able to keep her secrets.




Just then, a thought struck Kennedy. Diffidently, she asked, “Earlier you talked about the vampire that killed you. You called him the Master. Did you mean a master vampire? Or the Master?”




Buffy gave her an odd look, but answered, “The Master. You know, the head of the Order of Aurelius.”




Holy shit! Buffy Summer had killed Heinrich Joseph Nest, the head of the Order of Aurelius. Kennedy shouldn’t be surprised after seeing that hellish corridor. Anyone who could take on at least forty demons and kill them could certainly kill any vampire, even the Master, the oldest one known. “That’s amazing!” Kennedy gushed, then turned red in embarrassment at Buffy’s raised eyebrows.




Tentative, Kennedy began again. “I saw what you did down there in the Initiative. I’ve never seen anything like it. I can’t even imagine how good you are, how awesome the fight was—”




Buffy, who had seemed to relax a bit as their conversation went on, now sat completely erect, as if she had a metal rod running down her spine. She fixed Kennedy with a steely look and declared, “It wasn’t awesome. It was hard and ugly. But hard doesn’t matter when you have people who are depending on you for their lives. You dig deep and find a way to win. Not for yourself, but for them. Because they deserve that from you. That’s something you’re going to need to figure out, Kennedy.”




Kennedy startled. “Me?” She wanted to look away from what she saw in the other’s eyes. Buffy stared at her as if she were reading her very soul, its secrets open to her gaze. 




“You. You’re the Slayer now. You’re the only thing standing between humanity and the things that want to end us. You need to step up. Push yourself. Think before you act. Be the best Slayer, the best person, you can possibly be. Just never forget what you’re fighting for. You lose sight of that, and you won’t last.” This last was said in such an emphatic tone that Kennedy knew that Buffy believed in it with every fiber of her being. She thought it definitely sounded like something that she could buy into. 




Hesitantly, Kennedy asked, “Do you mind if I stay here for little while and we talk? I’ll try not to ask you about anything too sensitive, but I could really use some advice.” She wouldn’t be surprised if the other girl told her no.




Kennedy held her breath as Buffy considered her request. She only let it out when she nodded. “I wanted to ask how you deal with…”







Jack walked steadily towards Cali’s room. He was filled with a restless energy that hadn’t allowed him to sleep. So after showering and eating, and filling in General Hammond over a secure line, he was back at Sunnydale General. He’d only stopped by a late night burger place to pick up something just in case she was hungry. Two burgers and two shakes from a drive thru that could double as Fort Knox and he’d been on his way. 




Maybe if he checked on Cali again and satisfied himself that she was really all right, he could at least catch a catnap in the chair by her bed. Plus, if she woke up, he could talk to her about the favor he’d strong armed out of the President. And feed her again.




Jack approached Cali’s room, noting with approval that the two MP’s there, a different set than earlier, seemed no less alert. It was 0200 hours, and while it wasn’t the most difficult time for a sentry, it was close.




The Staff Sergeant on the right checked his credentials. However, instead of waving him through, he said, “Cadet Summer has a guest, sir. I just wanted to give you a heads up before you went in.” 




That was when Jack heard it, low murmurs coming from within Cali’s room. He immediately opened the door and stepped in. Instead of the scene of interrogation that he’d been half-fearing, despite knowing that the guards would have prevented any such act, Jack appeared to have stumbled into a teenage sleepover. Cali and another girl sat cross-legged on her hospital bed, facing one another and giggling madly. At least they appeared to be doing so until he burst in. Twin exclamations greeted him.




“Colonel!”




“Who’s the old guy?”







Buffy sat facing Kennedy, chatting about the old days in Sunnydale, although she was careful about some of the things she said. The girl wasn’t so bad once you got past her prickly exterior, kind like a bratty younger sister. While Buffy was an only child, she’d had friends with siblings who’d behaved remarkably similarly. She didn’t think that they’d ever be friends, being too dissimilar, but they could have a certain mutual respect, driven through shared experiences. Although, truthfully, she found the other girl’s lack of discipline and focus more than a little irritating, like an itch you couldn’t quite reach to scratch.




Buffy had been more than a little amused by Kennedy’s reaction to her. It had been difficult not to give her own reaction away as Kennedy’s body language showed just how intimidated she was. Especially at the bravado Kennedy, herself, showed as an overreaction to many of her stories, especially those dealing with the Order of Aurelius. 




It had reminded her a bit of Faith, who too had tried so hard to impress the girl who’d intimidated her. Ultimately, a boasting Kennedy had revealed that she’d killed Spike, which made Buffy feel a bit relieved and nostalgic at the same time. While she hadn’t gone into many details, she got the impression that Kennedy had been handed her ass by Spike at least once.




Buffy had casually mentioned the times she’d fought Spike, finding him a worthy foe and giving Kennedy her kudos for beating him. After all, she, too, had almost lost to the peroxide pest the first time they’d fought. It had only been her mom coming to her rescue with a fire axe that had saved her. So she could definitely relate. 




Something that had clearly added to Kennedy’s emotional turmoil was the revelation that there hadn’t been one, but rather two Slayers called since Buffy’s death and Kennedy’s own calling. Each Slayer had barely lasted a year, which clearly made the other girl not only feel her mortality, but wonder at Buffy’s four years as a Slayer. 




Buffy had pointed out that half the times she’d survived could be directly credited to the help from her friends. Since Kennedy had friends who helped her as well, and hadn’t that been a shock to find out, she had a leg up on the other two Slayers who hadn’t. Still, Kennedy’s shell-shocked expression had shown a touch of despair at the revelation. Unfortunately, it was something that she was going to have to face, just as she, herself, had long ago; that all Slayers, no matter how good, had an expiration date.




Finally, she realized that it was the fight down in the Initiative that had cemented Kennedy’s feelings towards her. Only another Slayer would know just how dire the battle had been and be able to judge another’s skills from the results. Thinking back on it, Buffy still didn’t know how she’d survived. A great deal of it had been just a stubborn refusal to die. Still, some of the things she’d done should have been impossible. But she had done them anyway. Kennedy likely knew at some visceral level that such survival was impossible, and instinctively deferred to the other slayer who had made it through such an ordeal.




Buffy also found it amusing that Kennedy’s Watcher, the same hard ass who had taken her call, had been Impressed with a capital I. Kennedy had glumly revealed that he already was planning a new training program for her that would soon have her doing half a dozen impossible things before breakfast. 




Seeing the affection there, Buffy had carefully described the Cruciamentum to Kennedy, watching as her eyes widened. She’d made no judgments or suggestions regarding ‘Notty,’ letting the other Slayer make her own decisions, but had mentioned the need for awareness and care. 




Buffy had also told Kennedy about Faith’s death at the hands of the Watcher’s Council, warning her despite what appeared to be an already healthy suspicion of them. Fortunately, that had taken care of the ‘heavy’ stuff, allowing them to talk about lighter subjects from then on.




She had listened to anecdotes from Kennedy’s first year adventures. She found them amusing and interesting, especially in how differently Kennedy had handled things than she would have. Or even how the Buffy she’d been before would have. 




It brought home just how much the Air Force had changed her as Buffy realized that now she thought of multiple back up plans as normal when before she had just ‘winged’ it. She mused that if she fought the Judge today, none of the vampires accompanying him would have made it out alive, not even Angel. And she would have had three more ways to kill the Judge ready to go just in case the rocket launcher failed.




In turn, Buffy had told Kennedy bits and pieces of her own time on the Hellmouth, though she’d avoided any of a myriad of touchy subjects that resonated too much to share with just an acquaintance, even if the other was a Slayer. She also told Kennedy a little bit about life at the Zoo. Kennedy, for the first time, had giggled and acted like a teenage girl, as she listened to the weird and wonderful adventures of a fourth year cadet. 




Buffy had almost giggled herself as she told a story about fourth year cadets being thrown like dwarves down a mattress-covered hallway as part of cadet hijinks. Kennedy’s surprise and subsequent revelation that she had dreamed of that exact event, had put some of her own dreams of Kennedy’s life in perspective. 




When Kennedy had asked her why these higher powers had her dream of Buffy’s time at the Academy, she had suggested to her with a completely straight face, that they were likely grooming her as a replacement just in case she failed. Kennedy’s utter horror had finally pushed Buffy over the edge and she’d giggled like fiend at the other’s dismay. If there was a hint of hysteria in her laughter, neither girl commented on it. Of course, it was at that exact moment that Colonel O’Neill walked in.




Buffy sat up straighter as she saw her superior officer enter. More than a little surprised at his presence, she barely managed a “Colonel?”




“Who’s the old guy?”




Buffy winced at Kennedy’s irreverent question. Of course the colonel had the aplomb to field it easily. Sharp eyes checked both girls out as he casually responded, “The ‘old guy’ is Colonel Jack O’Neill. I’m Cadet Summers’ officer sponsor. Who might you be?” At the same time, he held out a hand to shake. 




Kennedy gave Buffy a slightly uncertain look, but still cheekily commented as she shook his hand, “Nice to meet you, Colonel. I’m Kennedy. I’m a friend of Buffy’s.”




Buffy interjected at this point. “Colonel, Kennedy was just leaving.”




Kennedy slid off the bed and was past Colonel O’Neill before he could comment, saying over her shoulder, “Nice to have met you, Colonel. Get well soon, Buffy.”




With that, she was gone. Buffy met Colonel O’Neill’s intent eyes as they focused with laser-like precision on her. She was extremely glad that she’d cottoned onto Kennedy’s entrance being at the expense of the MP’s outside because she was quite certain that the colonel would not have been even the smallest amount forgiving of what he perceived to be dereliction of duty. 




Worse, if he’d suspected they were drugged or something similar, it would have put Kennedy and her visit under a microscope that would have almost certainly brought things out into the open that she couldn’t afford. Possibly, even including the fact that she was the Slayer.




Buffy had finally figured out that the Powers That Be did not want her outed as a Slayer at this point. She wasn’t stupid and had put all of the pieces together from the TOP SECRET nature of the assignment to the discretion of the familiar doctor who had treated her, having seen her chart and knowing it was a polite fiction at best. The capper, of course, had been her injuries.




While the more grievous injuries were still giving her trouble, like her arm, ribs, and knee, all of the more minor ones, most especially those in more visible areas, had healed unbelievably fast. While Buffy could heal very minor cuts in just minutes with deeper ones taking just a few hours, even she couldn’t heal hundreds of them and the accompanying bruises that quickly. It was as if her healing had been redirected towards her least important injuries, while leaving her more important ones for later. It had sucked royally as she had been in a lot of pain and slept far more than she usually required.




Fortunately, it appeared to be over and Buffy was now healing normally. Well, normally, that is, for a Slayer. Her arm, only a green stick fracture, would be healed in three days or so. Her ribs and knee would likely take twice that, but afterward, no one would ever know that she’d been hurt. Any of the remaining more trivial wounds would be gone by the day after tomorrow. All in all, it was tailor-made for hiding it from Colonel O’Neill.




While Buffy didn’t always follow the wishes of the Powers, she had decided that in this case, the potential downside outweighed the upside. The colonel might overreact to any revelations she made to him or he might not. Regardless, Buffy couldn’t be sure she could trust everyone that he trusted. She had to believe that the Powers had a reason for the secrecy. Additionally, there were two other reasons she was reluctant for Colonel O’Neill to discover the truth about one Cadet Buffy Summers.




The colonel was the first adult that Buffy felt like she could trust, other than her mother, that Buffy could remember. Even Giles, an overall strong and decent man, had betrayed her to do what he saw as his duty. That act had hurt Buffy more than she could fathom. Even now, thinking about it was like pressing too hard on a an old would. If he had lived, she might have been able to truly forgive him and for them to regain their closeness, but Giles’ death had put paid to that. So Buffy was left with another adult, another man, who hadn’t been there for her when it mattered.




Buffy knew that just like Giles, Colonel O’Neill would not hesitate to sacrifice her to his duty. But what he would not do was to lie to her or trick her to do so. Instead, he would likely tell her all of the facts and expect her to do what was necessary, to do her duty, even if it meant her death. That was something that she could respect. Especially when she suspected that if she were going to her death it would be because she was following where the colonel was leading. He simply wasn’t someone who expected less of himself than he did the men and women who surrounded him. 




At the very least, the colonel respected her. If there was more there, well, they would both likely dance around that very difficult subject. While Buffy looked up to him, he treated her in a way that she’d never been by anyone in her life. He valued her judgment and her abilities, her intelligence and courage. He valued her. It was something that Buffy would only give up if there were no other choice.




The other reason was just a deep seated fear that if she were to try to rock the boat that the Powers were sailing, they might choose to do something to the colonel. Clearly, his was a dangerous job. Buffy remembered him being missing for all that time. It would take no more than a nudge here and there for something to happen to him. 




Buffy already suspected the Powers had made certain he was out of the way so that she was clear to go to Sunnydale. She was reluctant to find out how much further they might go if they thought if necessary. To prevent this, she only had her obedience and the threat of just how she would react if they pushed her too far. It would be an ugly situation and mutually assured destruction wasn’t the best bargaining tool even if you were a powerful nation.




A teasing voice interrupted her dark thoughts. “I’d offer you a penny or your thoughts, but with inflation the way it is, you’d probably just sneer at me.”




Buffy couldn’t prevent a broad smile from spreading across her face. Softly, she teased back, “No, sir. The Academy taught me to never sneer at a superior officer. No matter what they say.”




Colonel O’Neill smiled back at her. “Words to live by. So how are you feeling, Cadet?”




Buffy’s smile faded as she thought about the various aches and pains that she’d pushed to the background. Of course as soon as she thought about it, they all came rushing back. Meeting the colonel’s eyes, Buffy honestly said, “I’ve felt better.”




“Well, you look a lot better than you did earlier.”




“Thank you again, sir.”




Colonel O’Neill just waved her off. “None needed.” After a moment, he continued, “I couldn’t sleep so I figured I would pop in and check on you. Is there anything you need? More pain meds? Food?” 




At that moment, Buffy’s stomach rumbled. At her sheepish look, the colonel laughed. “Well, that answers that question. I’ve got that covered.” He set the two bags on her tray table and pulled out the burgers, fries, and shakes. “Eat up. You’re too skinny. Afterward, we’ll talk about a few things that you need to know about. Oh and you’d better enjoy them. I had to go through a drive thru that was built like Ft Knox to get them.”




“Yes, sir!” Eagerly, Buffy grabbed the nearest burger and unwrapped it. In and Out Burger, her favorite. When the colonel had first mentioned food, she had thought he might have gone to Doublemeat Palace. Despite their ads, they had never tasted quite right or filled her up. In and Out, on the other hand, was topnotch. Ooohhh, and chocolate shakes! She briefly smiled around a mouthful of burger at the colonel’s comment about where he got them. Drive thru’s in Sunnydale had to be built pretty tough to minimize staff snatching.




Buffy was aware that Colonel O’Neill was watching her the entire time she was eating. Instead of bothering her, she actually found it reassuring. It felt like when her mom waited up for her after patrol with cookies and snacks. Not wanting to talk, but just reveling in the fact that she was still alive. Slurping ever so slightly on the last of her second shake, Buffy looked up to meet his eyes with a smile.




“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you get breakfast before we leave.”




“We, sir?”




The colonel nodded. “We’ll all be flying out at 1100 hours. You’re going back with us, cadet.”




Buffy was more than a little surprised at that. She’d expected to catch another Space-A flight or fly commercial, taking a few days to get back. That way, she’d be mostly healed by the time she got back. Flying back with the colonel and his team, she would need to be extra careful.




“Thank you, sir.”




“Like I’ll be letting you out of my sight until I drop you off at your mother’s house. Cali, you can use the rest of this term and next for leave. You won’t be expected back until the 7th of July for last term and SERE Training.”




Buffy froze. “Sir?”




“Yes, Cadet?”




“What about my parachute training at Fort Benning with the 507th? It starts on the 16th of June, sir.”




Colonel O’Neill blinked. Then blinked again. Finally, he got out, “Cadet Summers, do you mean to tell me that you still intend to attend Airborne Training for second term despite the…events of the past few days?”




“Yes, sir, I do.”




The colonel’s gaze sharpened to laser-like intensity. “Cadet, you have been through a very difficult time. I do not think at this time that it would to your benefit to engage in something as strenuous as Airborne Training when you are less than one hundred percent. I would like you own assessment of the situation and your reasons for proceeding.”




Buffy started to come to attention, or at least as much as she could while seated, but he waved her off. In a careful tone, she said, “Sir, I have an excellent understanding of my physical abilities as well as what I am and am not capable of. I know the physical requirements of the course. I have already performed the APFT to standard and will be able to do so again when reporting. I have fourteen days before said training begins. I can use that time to rehab and should be very close to one hundred percent when Airborne Training begins. As regards the mental stress, I was actually looking forward to it as a kind of vacation, sir. It is going to be fun. I cannot imagine a better choice for recovery than participating in this training.”




Colonel O’Neill scrutinized her carefully. “Cadet Summers, I will consider it on the following conditions. First, you must pass a physical from a military doctor before reporting. He needs to clear you unequivocally for duty. Second, I want to personally see you perform the APFT. Third, I will need to see a run of no less than five miles with a pace of eight minutes a mile. Fourth, I want you to see a shrink that I know.”




Buffy blinked. Carefully, she asked, “A psychiatrist, sir?”




Colonel O’Neill nodded. “Yes, and before you say you’re fine, that you don’t need to talk to a shrink, let me just say this. Sometimes it helps to talk about difficult issues. If nothing else, she will be able to give you some exercises to work off stress, if you don’t want to talk with her. Unfortunately, you can’t talk about specifics of what you saw, but she’s cleared TOP SECRET and can hear how it started and the aftermath of getting injured.”




Buffy considered, then nodded. “I can live with those conditions, sir.” After all, what choice did she have? It did make her feel good that the colonel was looking out for her, even if he didn’t need to.




Colonel O’Neill nodded. “Now that’s the worst thing we had to talk about. I do, however, have something else to talk about. This may not be the best time or place to bring it up, but neither of us seems ready to sleep just yet.”




“I am good, sir.”




He rubbed his hands together. “Good. Okay, here’s the skinny. I have been able to move forward with certain plans at a rate faster than I expected and I wanted to tell you how this will affect you. DSRT is bringing in officers at an accelerated rate. Accelerated to the point that this year, beginning in August, we are bringing in three first year cadets who will finish their schooling while working with us. Officer Classes and Military Training will occur through actual duty shifts while they will finish any remaining academic classes via correspondence with Academy visits once every four weeks to allow them to access to professors for questions and feedback. They will graduate on time and be commissioned as 2nd lieutenants at that time. However, they will also have a brevet rank of 2nd lieutenant while working in my command even before they officially graduate.”




Buffy’s eyes were huge. The Air Force almost never frocked an officer. To be doing so now, meant that whatever was going on in the colonel’s command was truly important. Actually, she wasn’t even sure this qualified as brevetting or frocking as the person it was being done to wasn’t even an officer.




“I understand, sir.”




The colonel’s eyes gleamed with amusement as he said, “But you wonder why I’m telling you this. I’m telling you because I want to have you do the same at the end of third year.”




Buffy was shocked. “Third year, sir?”




Colonel O’Neill nodded solemnly. “Yes, Cali. As a second year cadet, a year earlier than any of your classmates. So at the end of next May, I want to move you into the Mountain and have you work in my command as a brevet 2nd lieutenant. All of the points I already made will apply to you.” 




Buffy stared, her heart pounding. After a moment, she got out, “I understand, Colonel.”




“I want you to take some time to think this over. It is a big change and you would have to work hard to earn the respect of your peers. Also, you will miss out on a number of Academy social events and traditions, which I regret. So give me your answer after the end of the second summer term.”




Buffy came to attention as much as she could sitting there. Eyes straight ahead and head erect, she stated, “Sir, I accept your offer. You can count me in.”




Out of the corner of her eye, Buffy could see the smile that tugged on the corner of the colonel’s mouth. “I never thought you would say no, Cali. But I’ll still offer you the chance to again say no at the end of second summer term in five weeks.”




Buffy allowed her eyes to slide his way and smiled involuntarily at the proud look on his face. They shared that look a long moment, then Colonel O’Neill continued, “To facilitate this change, you will be working on your SECRET and TOP SECRET clearances successively. So first, there will be an interim SECRET clearance investigation. Afterward, the SSBI will begin for your TOP SECRET. That means there can’t be any skeletons so come clean when the Department of State Office of Personnel Security and Suitability comes calling. The timing will be tight, as SECRET can take thirty to forty-five days and TOP SECRET can take six to nine months.”




Buffy doubted it could be done in that length of time. The colonel must have read her face because he laughed. “Relax, Cali. I’ll let you in on a little secret. I investigated your background back when I first agreed to sponsor you. With all of the background information we already have on you, I’ll be surprised if it takes even half that time. It will probably take you longer to sign all of the nondisclosure agreements required.”




Buffy relaxed back against the pillows in relief, although not sure if she should be concerned that she’d already been investigated or not. “Thank you, sir.”




He waved her off. “No need to thank me. Actually, you’ll probably hate by the time you get through fall and spring semesters.”




Buffy actually grinned as she teased, “More papers, sir?”




Colonel O’Neill shook his head. “You’re going to be far too busy to write papers. No, Cadet Summers, what you will be doing is taking an additional six credit hours along with the usual nineteen. Each semester. I also need you to complete your course load with nothing lower than a B minus.”




That was insane! The course load was already huge compare to an ordinary four year college. Adding six more hours to an already overloaded schedule along with drill and inspections, was going to be beyond tough. Grimly, Buffy nodded. “I can do it, sir.”




“I don’t doubt it a bit, Cali.”




Buffy was curious about one thing. Deciding to be direct, she asked, “Colonel, how much of what’s happening is a direct result of what happened down there in that base?”




The colonel’s eyes glittered a moment with anger. He took a deep breath before saying, “I was already planning to do this with you after your third year as a cadet. Same as the others. But to answer your question, I moved my plans up a year because of that.”




Buffy sat there numbly as she pondered whether the entire thing had been set up to achieve this result by the Powers That Be. Finally, she decided it didn’t matter as there was nothing she could do about it. And there was something else she wanted to ask the colonel.”




Diffidently, Buffy asked, “Colonel, will we still be having dinner together on Saturday evenings?” Trying not to sound too needy, she forced herself to act casual as she added, “That was something I missed while you were gone.”




Colonel O’Neill nodded. “Of course we will. I’ll be checking to make sure you don’t have too much piled on top of your shoulders.”




Buffy nodded with a confident smile. She could do it. More than anything, she wanted him to be proud of her. “I can handle it, sir. I’m tougher than I look.”




Colonel O’Neill suddenly looked haunted as he sat there. After a moment, he spoke in a quiet tone, “I know you are. You’re tougher than boot leather. Understand something, Cadet Summers. You are not to push yourself too hard. As what ‘too hard’ is, we’ll be reviewing on Saturdays. Is that clear, Cadet?”




“It is clear, sir!”






Book II
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Chapter Thirty-Two: Chutes and Ladders



Buffy got out her ID as she went through yet another checkpoint at Ft Benning. She was finally here; Basic Airborne Course with the 1st Battalion, 507th Parachute Infantry Regiment. Despite herself, a sappy grin pulled up the corners of her mouth.




Now all she had to do was to find her quarters and get her gear stowed. As she’d arrived early, she wouldn’t be able to go through in-processing until tomorrow between 0600 and 1000 hours. She brought mostly the things that were were required as the instructors frowned upon extra gear being present. Currently, she had her student ID card, which doubled as her military ID, as well as five pairs of BDU’s with insignia, her name, and service branch on them. 




Buffy was also required to provide two web belts, a matte buckle, her BDU cap, two pairs of combat boots that were both broken in and shined, as well as regular running shoes, five pairs each of Academy undershirts, undershorts, cushion-soled socks. Lastly, she needed to have her boot shine kit, three towels, three washcloths, two heavy duty padlocks, toiletries, and whatever civilian clothes she could manage to fit into her duffel. 




She also had to carry a couple of hundred dollars in cash on her, to buy anything she might need. For example, if she wanted to stay in bachelor officer quarters, or BOQ, assuming there was room, it would cost her seventeen bucks a night, which added up fast. 




Buffy had already decided she’d stay in the officer housing tonight only, then tomorrow, she’d just shift over to the company barracks. It was both free and had the advantage of free food in one of the two battalion dining facilities, either Normandy or Rhineland Regimental Messes.




Managing to get all of the things she’d needed to bring stuffed into one duffel bag was one thing, but she had also brought one dress uniform in a garment bag for graduation day as both her mom and the colonel were supposed to be there. Flagging down a passing private, she asked, “Private, can you tell me where bachelor officer’s quarters are?”




The private, a young man maybe a year or two older than Buffy, gave her a quick once over, which drew a frown from her. Noticing it, he pointed further into the base, while saying in a carefully neutral tone, “Ma’am, it’s roughly one mile up Fort Benning Road. Did you need someone to help you with your bags?”




From the gleam in his eyes, which was at odds with his tone, Buffy immediately knew what the soldier was after. She shook her head. “No thank you, Private. I’ll manage.”




Manage she did, carrying both the duffel and the garment bag with her dress uniform in it. Arriving, Buffy knew she had to see the officer in charge of billeting before she could get into a room. It took a little time, as well as asking a few people, but eventually she managed to land in front of the door of Captain Michael Powers.




Making sure she was presentable, Buffy knocked on the office door. At the muffled, “Come in,” she walked on in. Stopping in front of the desk, she immediately saluted and came to attention. She stayed that way for a moment as the man behind the desk gave her a puzzle once over.




“At ease, cadet. Air Force, right?”




“Sir, Third Year Cadet Buffy Summers, Air Force Academy, requesting quarters for one night at Fort Benning.”




The captain looked bemused. “Cadet, what exactly is an Air Force Cadet doing asking for quarters here? I’m not aware of any cross-service training going on.”




“Sir, I am here for the Basic Airborne Course. I won’t be needing quarters for the duration of my stay, just tonight.”




The officer’s raised brows gave ample of what he thought about Buffy’s explanation. “Let me get this straight. An Air Force Cadet, at the beginning of her second year at the Academy, managed to get into BAC? How exactly did that happen, cadet?”




“My officer sponsor made the arrangements, sir.”




The sandy-haired captain leaned forward in interest. “And exactly who is that?”




“Colonel Jack O’Neill, sir.”




It was clear that Captain Powers recognized the name from the way his gaze sharpened. He gave her another once over as if wondering exactly what it was that an ex-special ops commander saw in someone like her. “Well, I can see why you didn’t report for in-processing as required. You’re early. Why exactly is that?”




“Sir, I used space-A flights to get here. Unfortunately, they are not as reliable time-wise as would be desirable. I ended up here a day early. If getting quarters now is unreasonable, I can head back into town and bivouac at a local motel until tomorrow.”




Captain Powers shook his head decisively. “No need for that. I can get you a room for tonight, but tomorrow you’ll need to vacate as they’ll be giving out room assignments when you’re in-processed. It’s seventeen a night for the room. You understand all of that?”




“Yes, sir. Room for tonight, but clear out by tomorrow first thing then head over to in-processing. Cost is seventeen dollars. I’ll be assigned quarters during in-processing. Understood, sir.”




The captain proceeded to assign Buffy a room, then when her stomach rumbled, gave her directions to the Officer’s Dining Facility, where she could get lunch.




It felt weird being on the base of a different branch of the service. There were so many young people, most of whom were enlisted personnel. If Buffy had been a commissioned second lieutenant in the Air Force, she would have rated salutes from the majority of the men and woman she ran into. As a lowly cadet, however, she just tried to stay under the radar.




Case in point. Entering the Officer’s Mess and paying the nominal price of six dollars and fifty cents, Buffy headed over to grab chow, including some meat-like substance, potatoes, and two different kinds of veggies, before grabbing a half dozen rolls. She finished it up with a glass of ice tea, although she avoided the sweet stuff as it looked far too much like molasses. She’d heard southerners like their tea sweet and here was the proof.




She grabbed a small table in the corner of the mostly deserted room. Fortunately, it was still early for most people to be eating lunch, so she had a table to herself. She was about halfway through her meal when someone sat down across from her.




Staring into the warm brown eyes of the first lieutenant who’d sat down at her table, Buffy said, “Sir, do you require this table? I can move if you want.”




He chuckled. “No…. uh…I’m not familiar with your insignia. It was half the reason I came over. Of course, the other half was me just being social. Lieutenant Charles Stroud at your service, although you can call me Chuck.”




Buffy held out a hand to shake. “Cadet Buffy Summers, Air Force Academy.”




Chuck shook her hand, a look of bemusement on his face. “What’s a female Air Force cadet doing at Fort Benning? You’re not during your base time here are you?”




Buffy shook her head. “No, sir. Global Engagement is done at one of the Air Force bases closer to Colorado Springs. I’m actually here for the Basic Airborne Course.”




“Seriously?” The Lieutenant took a bite of his own mystery meat, chewed and swallowed it with a slight frown as if he weren’t all that sure he liked the taste. When she didn’t volunteer any more information, he asked, “Just out of curiosity, why go through all that? It’s going to be tougher than hell. Plus, I’m pretty sure that the Air Force Academy has its own parachute training.”




She shrugged. “I wanted to get a chance to train with the best. If I do well here, I might get a chance with the Wings of Blue at the Zoo.”




He rolled his eyes, muttering, “Service academy wienies and their BS.”




Buffy lifted an interrogative brown. “Sir, aren’t you a ‘service academy wienie?’ ”




He shook his head vehemently as he finished off his entrée, chewing rapidly before swallowing. A moment later, he proudly declared, “I am a graduate of the finest institution in the nation, the Texas A&M Corp of Cadets.”




Mystified, Buffy shrugged. “Never heard of it.”




“That’s because we don’t play you weinies in football. It would be too embarrassing for you. Although, the Air Force Academy does have the best football team of all of the service academies. It just doesn’t measure up to my beloved Aggies. Gig ’em.”




Mystified as to what ‘gigem’ meant, Buffy shrugged and finished her meal, then got up for more. When she arrived back at the table, there were now three lieutenants sitting at the four person table. The two new additions were also reasonably attractive, fit, and young. Taking her seat, she did her best to conduct herself as an officer and not drool over so much salty goodness.




One of them introduced themselves to her. “Cadet Summers? My name is Lieutenant William Monroe, Billy to my friends. That’s Lieutenant Arthur Fields. Call him Art. Your name is Buffy?”




Buffy nodded. “My friends call me Cali, though.”




“Nice. I like it,” Chuck said. “Gentlemen, Cali is here to attend BAC. Lieutenant Monroe, if you would?”




Buffy’s eyes had already zeroed in on the Jump Wings the lieutenant wore. Clearly, the handsome young officer had already gone through the Basic Airborne Course. Hopefully, he had some kind of knowledge to pass on.




Aware that he was at the center of attention, Billy smiled widely. “You can call me Billy, Cali. Okay, first off, be especially careful of the falls. You can break an ankle when dropping from either tower. So don’t take them for granted. You being so small, the T-10C’s going to weigh a significant percentage of your weight. So be careful that you don’t land wrong or you’ll end up washed out.”




He took a long swig of sweet ice tea. “Second, watch your weight. Just looking at you, I can tell you have to be knocking on the door of the cut off limit. Make sure to eat enough. If you let the physical training push your weight down below a hundred and ten pounds, they’ll bounce you.




“Third, call all of the instructors “Sergeant Airborne” regardless of their actual rank. They’ll tell you to do that during in-processing, but every year someone reads the insignia on their hat and calls them something else. If you do, I don’t care if you’re a full bird colonel, they’re going to run you. Since you’re already going to be running your butt off as part of Airborne training, the last thing you want to do is run more.




“Last, lock your sh…err…stuff up. Things have a way of disappearing when so many different people are hanging out together. Don’t even leave your boots out unless you’re there as well.”




She nodded. “Understood, sir. I ran my butt off during the last part of my first year leading up to Recognition.”




Lieutenant Fields, who’d been mostly silent up to this point, laughed and said, “It’s a time honored tradition for upperclassmen to run the plebes into the ground. You’ll get your turn beginning your third year there.”




“Maybe, but I’m not going to be a sadist about it,” Buffy said, her eyes dancing with merriment.




“Cali, just a little hint: all upperclassmen are sadists. It’s in the job description. You’ll be one, too.”




Buffy smiled at that. A second later, Billy asked, “Since you’re at the Air Force Academy, you wouldn’t happen to know the amazon who took down the men’s champion at the interservice unarmed combat championships would you?”




She froze. What should she tell them, Buffy wondered? The truth? Deciding to stick with that, she said, “Actually, that would be me, sir.”




Two of the lieutenants stared at her google-eyed, while Chuck just shrugged. “What’s the big deal, anyway?”




Billy exclaimed, “The big deal is that Cali here beat up on a two hundred plus pound Marine Cadet with years of martial arts experience. He won the men’s championship handily while I would guess that Cali here took the women’s?”




At Buffy’s nod, he continued, “She promptly proceeded to kick his ass like a drum. I heard scuttlebutt that she nearly took his head off at the end.”




“I did not!” Realizing just how loud she’d been, Buffy gave the others a sheepish look. “I apologize for my outburst, sir. But that’s not exactly how it went.”




“So how did it go?” asked Chuck.




Buffy was then forced to tell a version of what had happened that didn’t involve her being the Slayer or her true abilities. Instead, she emphasized that it was all about her skill and downplayed the skill of the Marine. 




After finishing her story, Buffy managed to escape although not without taking down the phone numbers of all three lieutenants. She wasn’t sure about the policy for dating someone outside your branch of the service, but for now, she didn’t really need any further complications of her love life. Gator, who she hadn’t seen since shortly after Recognition, was enough of one.







The next day dawned bright and early, as well as hotter than hell and equally humid. Gotta love those Georgia summers, Master Sergeant Abel Caruthers thought, well used to them by now. He stood at the desk in the in-processing area for the most recent class attending BAC. He rolled his shoulders to relieve stiffness there as he wondered just what kind of fodder they would be sent this time.




Of course what he wasn’t expecting was a five foot nothing blonde that looked like she was still in high school to be the first one through the door. Carrying her duffel easily in one hand, and what looked like a garment bag in the other, she walked up to his desk. 




“Cadet Buffy Summers, United States Air Force Academy, reporting as ordered to the Basic Airborne Course, Master Sergeant.”




With approval, Abel noted that she didn’t sir him. After all, he worked for a living. She also recognized his rank, despite being in the chair force, while her hair and attire were regulation. Still, he wondered just what the hell was going on with not only a woman, but what appeared to be almost a midget reporting for in-processing. Curtly, he said, “Orders.”




Cadet Summers handed him a copy of her orders. It appeared that she had at least the required nine additional copies as well. He grunted as he read the girl’s orders. As it turned out, they were legitimate. Of course, when they assigned barracks space, it with the assumption that the attendees were all men. He’d have to figure out a place to put her, likely in one of the nearby women’s barracks with a bunch of E-1’s.




Abel scowled at the girl, who didn’t flinch. “Let me see your Phys Ed form and 705.”




The young woman provided both forms to Abel and he scanned them. Surprisingly, the girl was top tier for her academy PFT, topping out on what had to be the men’s scores. Then he checked the other scorecard, which she’d apparently gotten from Fort Carson in Colorado Springs. 




Okay, so she’d maxed out the APFT as well for males. It was good as she’d need to be tough to deal with BAC. The last thing Abel needed was to have to hold someone’s hand while they were doing their jumps and falls. 




“Master Sergeant?”




“Cadet Summers.”




“Do I have time to get breakfast before in-processing begins?”




Abel shrugged. “Yes, cadet. Head over to Normandy Mess Hall. Wait a second.”




He took a chit that they used for meals for students attending BAC and handed it to the girl. He warned, “Don’t lose this. Use it for your meals. That is, I’m assuming you won’t be requesting BOC.”




“No, Master Sergeant. I’ll be billeting where assigned and eating in regimental mess. I’m too poor to do otherwise.”




He almost cracked a smile at that. Abel waved the girl off, watching as she easily hefted her duffel and carried it with her. Almost he offered to watch it for her, but he wouldn’t really have time once more people arrived. Also, it wasn’t something he would offer to do with any others attending BAC. So he stayed silent and watched Cadet Summers walk away.







By the end of the day, Buffy was bored nearly to tears. It was literally one thing after another. Adjutant General. Finance. Transportation. Equipment issue. Platoon and squad assignments. Room assignments, which were just a fancy way of saying barracks space.




As it turned out, they hadn’t known where to put Buffy. Apparently, she’d originally been assigned to the men’s barracks, but upon someone discovering she was a girl, she had to be reassigned. Even then, it wasn’t as easy as just letting her stay in the enlisted women’s barracks. Instead, after all of the run around, she ended up back in Bachelor Officer’s Quarters. 




At least now it was free of charge. But she’d basically be in a room by herself, which actually kind of sucked. 




Buffy had been looking forward to meeting people her own age, even if they were enlisted, and talking to them. Instead, she’d been exiled to having her own room, although she did have to shower in the communal bath at the end of the hall marked ‘Women’.




She’d also put most of her money in the regimental safe, keeping out only fifty dollars to buy meals with. At least she still had her stash of granola bars, although that had been transferred from her duffel to the top drawer of her dresser. 




Even worse, she had nothing to do until tomorrow. They’d sat through what was basically a glorified orientation, been assigned a class ID number (hers was C487, the C standing for cadet), then were let off by five for the remainder of the day. Oh, she had to be up by 0500 hours to shower, eat breakfast, and be in formation to run by 0600 hours, but that was easy. 




Just then, her phone rang. Wondering if she was being assigned other quarters and half hoping it was true, Buffy answered it. “Cadet Buffy Summers.”




“Hey, Cali.”




It took her just a moment to make the connection between the voice and who it might belong to. Then she remembered the lunch table. “Lieutenant Fields. What can I do for you, sir?”




“Please call me Art. Pretty please? With sugar on top?”




Buffy couldn’t help the smile that crept over her face. “Fine, ‘Art.’ What can I do for you?”




“You can do me the honor of accompanying me to the Officer’s Mess and eating dinner with me. I’m off duty for the remainder of the day and would appreciate company.”




She hesitated, then said, “I was actually planning on eating dinner at Normandy.”




“Uh uh. You do not want to do that. The food is…well, let’s just say that Friday’s are stir fry night. I don’t know what they’re stir frying, but it doesn’t resemble any food I’ve ever seen. You’d be better off letting me buy you dinner at the officer’s mess. Surf and turf and surprisingly edible. What do you say?”




What did she say, Buffy wondered? In the end, she decided that eating alone to make a point didn’t seem particularly smart. “Art, I’d be happy to accompany you to dinner. What time?”




“How about in an hour? Say 1800 hours?”




“I’ll see you there.”




Hanging up, Buffy wondered what she was doing.







Lieutenant Arthur “Art” Fields walked into the Officer’s Mess and looked around for a blonde head of hair. He spotted his target a sitting at a table already inside, then frowned. Cadet Summers was already sitting with Billy Monroe, one of his friends. From behind him, he heard, “Move over, Art, talent coming through.”




Spinning around, Art saw his erstwhile friend Chuck Stroud grinning at him. Give the guy a glare, he hissed, “What are you doing here? And Billy!”




“Saving you from yourself, Art. Saving you from yourself. Seriously, though, you didn’t think either of us was going to let you bogart the Chair Force chickadee, did you? Come on, let’s go have some surf n turf.”







Buffy rolled out of her bunk at 0200 hours, ready to start her day. She grabbed a shower first, to wake up fully, then cleaned her room and made up her bed with surgical precision. According to the colonel, there was every chance they’d go straight from PT to room check on any random day, including the first. They’d go straight in and start assigning punishment details, which was almost all running.




Once her room was clean and everything perfect, Buffy got dressed in her PT uniform of shorts, t-shirt, regulations socks, and her Nike running shoes. Everything she was wearing came straight from the Zoo except her civilian running shoes, which were allowed. 




She sat down and spent the rest of her time up until 0500 hours rereading all of the materials she’d been assigned by the Adjutant General’s Office, ‘in order to make her training as safe and effective as possible.’




Buffy rolled her eyes, but at the same time, she could see if someone was a brand new recruit that it would be reassuring to literally have every possible question answered before you even had to ask it. Fortunately, most of her questions had been answered by Colonel O’Neill, whom she’d seen quite a bit more of than she’d expected over the past couple of weeks while she had ‘rehabilitated,’ as apparently he and her mother were now officially dating.




It had been Colonel O’Neill who had gotten her onto a nearby Army base to take the APFT. Not that it would save her from having to take it again today, but hopefully she’d be able to keep back her competitive side, even with all of the various armed services she’d be training with today.







Buffy felt like an idiot as she did six more push ups just so that she would have two more than Second Lieutenant Joe Wilson, who was also in attendance at BAC. Springing to her feet, she saw the momentary look of surprise on the face of the staff sergeant who had been counting them. He wrote down the number of push ups she’d done in a minute, then sent her off to the next section of the APFT.




In the end, Buffy did a little better on every single part of the APFT than Joe Wilson, although she managed to force herself not to try to pass the SEALS when it came to the runs. Fortunately, Joe wasn’t a SEAL, just a regular Marine junior officer. 




Take that, she thought in triumph, unaware of the stir she caused by her actions.







Abel barked, “Finish up processing! Let’s go!” In a lower tone, he asked, “What’s got everyone riled up, Bell?”




Sergeant Jerome Bell, his dark face relatively impassive, shrugged. “It’s that girl.”




Biting back a groan, Abel asked, “Let me guess, she’s struggling with the APFT standards? Wouldn’t be the first time.”




Then he saw the look on Bell’s face. It was one of such impassivity that it was clear the other noncom was trying not to show his amusement. “No, she’s blowing them out of the water. But it’s the reason she’s doing it the way she is that’s got the tongues wagging. Remember the UA championships last Fall? With the service academies?”




Abel wracked his brain, but came up with a solid blank. “Refresh my memory.”




“Some female smack from the Chair Force Academy handed the jarhead who was the men’s overall champion his ass in an unsanctioned match. By which I mean, it wasn’t for anything but bragging rights.”




Doing the math, Abel nodded. “Summers.”




“Yep. Get this. That wet behind the ears second looie, Wilson, is the guy she took down. Apparently kicked his ass pretty bad. I mean, it’s gotten to be a standing joke. ‘Pulling a Wilson’ I think they called it.”




Still puzzled, Abel asked, “It’s a good story, but what does it have to do with the APFT?”




“Look at their numbers.”




Abel took the clipboard from Bell, then found Wilson’s numbers. Alphabetically, he was actually last. Then he found Summers right under Wilson. She’d been put there because she was the only female that was with the current class in BAC. 




He read the numbers, then had to reread them again. Looking back up from the clipboard, he asked, “Are these correct?”




Bell nodded. “I did Summers’ push up count myself. She did two more than Wilson, who did seventy-three. She also did two more sit ups and beat his two mile run. Hell, I can count the number of female recruits I’ve seen max the push up numbers on one hand and Summers did two more than a Marine with a chip on his shoulder.”




Something occurred to Abel. “Does Wilson know that Summers beat every one of his numbers?”




Bell’s expression, which had stayed utterly impassive the entire time the two of them spoke, was only betrayed by the shine of mirth in his eyes. “Definitely. Let’s just say he’s a tiny bit upset.”







”Hey Wilson, get your ass kicked by any more girls lately?”




Joe kept his composure despite the volcanic surge of anger in his gut. The silent glare he sent toward the two SEALS didn’t make so much as a dent in their grins. In the end, he was the one who got up and left the eight man barracks room.




Ever since last Fall and the UA Championships, an event he’d expected to, and had won, Joe had been the laughing stock of the armed services. Not just the Marines, either, as many of the officers present had been from a multitude of other services. 




The story of a six foot plus, two hundred and twenty pound Marine having his ass handed to him by a girl less than half his size had been too good not to make it through the grapevine of every branch of service out there. That most of them got his name right made it even worse. It made Joe wish he had a weird name that no one could pronounce so no one would know he was the one who’d been treated like an idiot.




It was all Cadet Summers’ fault of course. The girl had challenged Joe, pushed him into acting like a jerk, then had gotten lucky and won through a fluke. As much as it had sucked, he’d actually made some headway with that explanation among his friends and fellow graduates. Still, he had the feeling the story was going to follow him for years as he made the Marine Corps his career, planning to stay in for at least twenty years.




Joe had been looking forward to BAC at Fort Benning with the 507th. When it came to paratrooper training, they were the best. Somehow, he’d never found the time to put in for parachute training while at the Naval Academy, too many other things he needed taking up his free time and summers. 




So he’d always planned to head to Fort Benning and the BAC if he could get his officer sponsor to sign off on it. Fortunately, Major McClendon had done so, allowing Joe the time to take the course before joining his command over at Camp Pendleton. It would look good on his record, and he planned to pin his wings in a prominent place on his dress uniform.




Unfortunately, Joe had seen her, Cadet Summers, the bane of his existence, at in-processing. She’d been seated three rows ahead and far to the right of him while the Adjutant General had spoon fed them the information they needed for the next three weeks. He hadn’t even noticed her because of the size of the class until she’d asked a question. Seeing her there, he could hardly believe it. 




What the hell was a…he couldn’t call her a smack any longer he thought. A third year female Chair Force cadet doing at BAC? Who’d called in a favor to get her in? 




The one thing that Joe was certain of was that there was no way a girl who looked like that could make it in here without someone pulling strings for her even if she had been able to do the formation run. Watching her in formation ahead of him during PT dressed in those shorts, he was certain his weren’t the only eyes glued to the girl’s butt as she ran along, easily keeping to the pace that the instructors set.




As bad as that had been, only during the APFT had things come to a head. Like most things in the military, they’d gone alphabetically. Joe was used to going either last or near the end any time there was a wait involved. Unfortunately, whoever had been setting up the testing hadn’t realized until that day that Cadet Summers was a girl, so they had ended up putting her in an entirely different group made up only of herself. 




It had also left her to go immediately after two male West Point cadets who’d gone just after him, since he was the last person alphabetically whose in-processing number didn’t have a ‘C’ prefix. Annoying, but he hadn’t talked to her, nor encouraged her to talk to him. Mostly, he was just trying to get through this without blowing a gasket.




Joe admitted that he’d lingered a couple of minutes after finishing his own push ups to watch Summers do hers. And he might have made a disparaging remark about the disparate numbers in the APFT for women versus men, which was hardly fair as the job they were required to do was the same. But what Summers had done as a consequence had set his blood to boiling.




She’d deliberately done two more push ups than Joe had done. She had not only beaten the max standard required for the men, as had he, but had blown away that of the women. 




Then she’d done the same thing with sit ups. Joe had been steaming afterward. He’d also been determined to do his two mile run at a sub five minute per mile pace, something he’d managed before. If the girl thought that she could beat his mark there, then she was crazy.




After all, he’d never seen a girl who could hope to keep up with him. All the PFT for the Air Force required was that female cadets be able to do a timed run between nine and fourteen minutes. Not that Summers had apparently cared about the requirements. Instead, she’d done the same damn thing once more, beating his two mile run time of ten minutes and fourteen seconds by ten seconds. 




It was all he could do not to rip her a new one. After all, he was an officer now, while she was still only a cadet. But he’d been all too aware of the eyes on him. Weighing him. Judging him. Seeing if he was going to crack. So he’d held his peace. Even under the taunting he’d just received. Perhaps especially under the taunting that he’d just received as even he didn’t want to mix it up with those guys. Still, the taunting they’d done, something which reeked of disrespect, touched him in a way that a lot of other people’s had not.




Joe was all too aware of just how nasty SEAL training was. Of the things that they did to one another, as well as what they had done to them by their instructors in an effort to break them, to either drive them from the course or forward into another day. 




He’d briefly considered joining the Navy instead of the Marines, then putting in for SEAL training once he graduated. But a combination of there being a tradition of Marines in his family, coupled with just the tiniest doubt that he had what it took to become a SEAL had sent him to Annapolis, but into the Corp rather than the Navy proper.




He would never know if he had what it took to make it as a SEAL. For now, though, he’d settle for just making it through the next three weeks.







”Cadet Summers, you will demonstrate the proper PLF for everyone here. Go!”




Buffy jumped from the fifteen foot platform, hitting the ground with her knees together, while most of the impact was to her lower legs and knees as she collapsed onto her side. At the same time, she rotated her entire body to bleed off energy throughout her entire form, thus avoiding breaking her legs or ankles. 




Not that it would have, but by using the Parachute Landing Fall or PLF, which was the proper landing technique taught at BAC, no one would know that she was the Slayer. Or that a jump from a height three times this wouldn’t exactly threaten to do her bodily harm.




Getting up from the soft sand, Buffy brushed off her BDU’s and got back into the shortest of the five lines as the next several dozen people ahead of her went through the same thing. The worst thing about practicing the PLF was getting absolutely filthy, she decided as she ended up not being able to get all of the dirt off of her BDU’s.




So far, she was finding BAC pretty easy. Certainly the physical requirements weren’t much of a test for her, while the materials she had to study, after the grueling Fall and Spring she’d had didn’t seem like much. If anything, it was the off field antics of those around her which she found the most challenging.




Whether it was the ‘Three Amigos’, as she had started calling them, or Joe Wilson, Buffy was keeping busy trying to minimize the distraction that each of them represented. Art, Billy, and Chuck, while nice enough, were having far too much fun trying to sabotage one another, while at the same time flirting incessantly with her. Joe, on the other hand, seemed to mostly glare at her, but turned up nearby with distressing frequency during meal times, although it was possible that was merely coincidence since everyone at BAC was released at roughly the same time for chow.




At least she didn’t have to deal with Joe at dinner as Buffy had taken to eating in the Officer’s Mess most days even though it was far from free. However, since most days when she was there, one or more of the three amigos ended up there as well, she rarely had to pay for dinner. She might have felt bad about taking advantage of the young men, but they seemed to be having way too much fun for her to care.




She just wished that everything was as easy as jumping off the platform.







Abel barked, “Cadet Summers, weigh in!”




He watched as the tiny blonde, now bedecked with all of her gear and looking more like someone’s kid sister playing dress up than a real soldier, approached the scales with a look of faint trepidation on her face. Abel was aware that the girl’s official weight was one hundred and ten pounds, exactly at the cut off line for someone entering BAC. That, coupled with the gear she was carrying, was supposed to put her weight at one hundred and sixty-two and a half pounds, the minimum that would guarantee a successful static-line extraction.




Technically, that number was actually two pounds less than that, but the extra two pounds was there as a safety measure.




Despite his reservations over the girl’s appearance, Summers had actually been one of the best students out of this group. She listened, only asking questions when she didn’t understand some point that had been made to her. More importantly, she didn’t make mistakes, any mistakes, showing concentration and focus necessary for paratrooper.




One hundred and sixty-three pounds, just barely under the wire. Abel grunted for the girl to keep moving.




Later that day, he winced as he watched Summers fearlessly jump off the fifteen foot platform with a full load out. It was one thing for a two hundred plus pound guy to do it, the added fifty-two and a half pounds only a quarter of his body weight. It was quite another to see a girl who weighed barely over half that do the same.




As always, Summers landing was textbook perfect. Abel couldn’t have done better himself. Plus she jumped up despite the weight of her gear as if her legs were springs and got back into line to do it again. And again.




Well, he’d see how well she did when they started doing zip line falls from the thirty-four foot tower at the end of the week. That was when a prospective paratrooper got their first taste of making contact with the ground traveling at the speed that a parachute allowed. Plus, the half second of freefall at the start separated the men from the boys.




For now, he’d keep an eye on her just as he did the rest of her classmates, officers or not.







”Atten-hut!”




Buffy snapped to rigid attention as she waited outside her room while the Black Hat Instructors went through her room. She’d escaped the first round of inspections because of being in BOQ, but she wasn’t missing this one.




Fortunately, she’d taken the time again that morning to make sure her room was spot on, just as she had every morning since she’d arrived. Something which was confirmed a few moments later when the two inspectors, white gloves and all, exited her room while giving her passionless looks.




“Dis-missed!”




She fell in, walking back into her room. She needed to get some rest tonight as tomorrow was going to be her first time using the Lateral Drift Assembly off of the thirty-four foot tower. They got to exit through a pretend airplane door, then do a zip line fall that would simulate the velocity of falling with a parachute and her impact with the ground. She literally couldn’t wait to do it. It was going to be so fun.







He took a few more snaps of the girl using the camera in his watch as she walked around the base. Officially, they were for the organization that had employed him for the mission. Unofficially, he’d send another set of prints to his other employers, whose goals paralleled the first group’s in some ways. 




That second group wanted as much real time information as possible, which continued to be a challenge.




Still, he’d managed to obtain copies of the records of her scores in both fitness tests and the Basic Airborne Course she was taking at Fort Benning for both groups. As it turned out, the Army wasn’t all that good at locking up their records and breaking into the file room where they were stored was child’s play.




Certainly easier than the job he was using for a cover the man thought as he emptied yet another trash can, adding the full and stinky bag to the growing pile in his cart, while replacing it with a clean one. 




What fun, he decided with a rueful grin. Only a hundred more to go.







Abel checked Wilson’s gear, then slapped his shoulder. “Go!”




He watched with careful eyes as the young second lieutenant leaped through the mock airplane door, then up and off of the platform of the thirty-four foot tower, making a mental note to tell him to tone his upward motion down. On a real plane, he’d crack his head on the doorway, potentially even catching his MAWC at the top and sending him into an uncontrolled tumble out the door, thereby fouling his chute.




“Summers! You’re up!”




The blonde, her eyes wide with excitement, moved with almost a bouncing step as if she couldn’t stay anchored to earth such was her energy. Tossing the ridiculous allegory over his shoulder, Abel ran a quick equipment check for the girl. 




She and her gear even to the MOLLE ruck with the MAWC and its dummy weapon within were textbook perfect, which was the only acceptable standard. Summers seemed to have taken the instructors’ advice that only perfect kept you alive when you were falling from thousands of feet up. Abel had already washed out more than a dozen people, only one because of a physical issue, while the others just didn’t have the attention to detail required of a paratrooper.




“Click on!”




Abel took her static line, then connected it to the zip line since he was acting as Jumpmaster, checking that both were properly set. He cautioned, “Remember, you are going to be traveling at approximately twenty feet per second! Parachute Landing Fall! Bend your legs, bleed off energy laterally!”




“Yes, Sergeant Airborne!”




“Go!”




Summers hurdled through the door, then leaped off the tower, moving forward rather than up, as utterly fearless as she’d been from the beginning. Abel checked on her progress until she traveled into the next instructor’s purview. Then he yelled, “Anthers! You’re up!”







Buffy put away every single piece of her gear after first cleaning and inspecting it all. She now had an actual T-10C parachute, instead of the dummy one that they used to grow accustomed to the weight. Not that she’d be using it for another three days as she first had to do all of her jumps from the two hundred and fifty foot tower. 




For now she was ready for chow. 




Heading toward the Officer’s Mess, Buffy almost bounced. She felt really good at the moment. The long days, with activities ranging from calisthenics, grass drills, and four mile runs, to the endless jumps and jarring landings were made for a Slayer. She thought that if she could do this pretty much every day, she wouldn’t even really need to Slay vampires.




Feeling a restlessness fill her if only for a few seconds, she admitted that maybe that wasn’t quite accurate. No, Buffy was still feeling a bit hungry and horny at the end of a day, the latter something which only a good Slay usually took care of. Not that she didn’t have plenty of experience in sublimating those feelings. Certainly she wouldn’t act on them. Not with anyone here.




Like, for example, Lieutenant Billy Monroe, who was waiting for her at what had become their usual table. When she questioned with a raised brow where his coterie was, Billy shrugged and said, “They’ve got duty at the moment. Art and Chuck are pulling shifts from 1600 to 2400 hours for the next four days. So you’re going to have to settle for eating dinner with just me until next Tuesday. Like a real date.”




Buffy rolled her eyes, but couldn’t stop the laugh that erupted from her. “Hah! Like you could handle me!”




After going through and grabbing a couple of plates of food, Buffy headed back to her table. On the way, she noticed that Joe Wilson was sitting at a different table not that far from hers. Ignoring him, she sat down across from Billy.




Halfway through her meal, she felt a presence next to her. Unless he took a swing at her, though, she was going to ignore the Marine. Across form her, Billy raised a brow, and when she didn’t acknowledge him, asked, “Can I help you, Lieutenant?”




“I just needed to speak with Cadet Summers here. Could I borrow her for a moment, Lieutenant…”




Billy stood up and introduced himself, “Lieutenant William Monroe.”




“Lieutenant Joe Wilson, US Marine Corp.”




Billy crooked a brow at Buffy, who still hadn’t acknowledged Joe. “Are you and Cali acquainted, Lieutenant Wilson?”




“Yes, we are. Cadet Summers, may I speak with you?”




Buffy looked up. And up. Cursing the way that the tall Summers’ genes seemed to have escape her, she said, “I don’t think that is a good idea, Lieutenant Wilson.”




“Please?”




The ‘please’ was so unexpected that Buffy involuntarily found herself nodding before getting up and following Joe back over to his table. There, she sat down, after which he seated himself across from her. She met his eyes, which were surprisingly furtive, seeming to look everywhere but at her. When he didn’t immediately speak, she began to wonder exactly what he wanted.




“Gee, how about those Falcons, Lieutenant? Think they’ll go twelve and oh in regular season?”




Joe automatically responded, “Of course not. Navy will knock them off.” 




That seemed to break the ice as he took a deep breath, then said, “Cadet Summers, I would like to apologize to you for my behavior back in October when I insulted you, the Air Force Academy, and women in general. My only explanation is that I was suffering from an overabundance of testosterone at the time and was ready to take offense at any comment.”




He was apologizing to her? Buffy tried to wrap her mind around it. Joe Wilson was apologizing to her. For what he’d said during the UA Championships. It bogged the mind.




She quietly stated, “Sir, before I accept your apology, I should ask why you feel like you need to apologize after all of this time? Because I didn’t get the impression that you thought all that much of me back at the beginning of BAC when we were doing the APFT.”




Joe suddenly grinned and it was as if his face had come out from behind a cloud. Buffy was suddenly aware that Second Lieutenant Joe Wilson was actually a very good looking young man. He rubbed the back of his head ruefully, then blurted out, “I might have been a little ticked off still about losing to you during our fight. You didn’t have to rub it in the way you did by beating my scores.”




Buffy grinned back at the young Marine. “Sure I did, sir. I didn’t want you to get too big a head.”




He looked her over, then shook his head. “I admit, I’ve never seen a female who could do the things that you’re able to do. Even the women we get in the Corp, and some of them are serious hardasses, can’t do that many sit ups, let alone nearly as many push ups as you did.”




Unspoken was the question of how Buffy did it. She puffed up, stuck out her chest, and said, “Clean living, Lieutenant Wilson. Clean living.”




“Joe.”




“Huh?”




He grinned playfully at her. “Call me Joe. You’re Cali, right?”




Buffy nodded. “Yeah, I got that as a nickname my first day at BCT. It kinda stuck.”




“I can see it. You do sound a bit like a quintessential Valley girl.”




“I do? How would you know?”




He shrugged. “I’m from Redondo Beach myself. What school did you go to?”




“Seriously? I went to Hemery High before I moved to Sunnydale my sophomore year.”




Joe nodded. “I had friends who went to Hemery. Ah, I think I’d better let you get back to your dinner companion. His first lieutenancy trumps my second.”




Buffy got up, as Joe rose across from her. She hesitated, then said, “You could join us. If you want?”




He glanced over her shoulder again, then shook his head. “Another time. Thank you, Cali.”




“You’re welcome, Joe.”




Buffy headed back to her dinner wondering if the sun was going to rise in the west tomorrow. After what had just happened, nothing would surprise her.







As Joe headed out for another day’s PT the next morning, he felt at peace. Apologizing to Summers seemed to have done the trick. And in more ways than one.




Hitting the two hundred and fifty foot tower, he had none of the landing problems he’d had the day before. He even managed to land within the qualification ring when they released him the last time. Of course Summers landed exactly where she was supposed, eerily close to the center of the circle. Weird girl.




Everything else went pretty damn good as well. Joe had no SEAL problems for the first time, which he couldn’t understand. But for some reason, those two roommates didn’t get on his case that day at all. Not even when he dropped an empty glass while busing his table at lunch in Normandy. Go figure.




Their last day of Tower training dawned as hot as every other one had. He busted his hump when they were doing grass drills prior to the usual four mile run. Like most days, he noticed the way Summers filled out her shorts, but he stayed focused primarily on the activity. 




Later, he handled his chute deployment failure training with aplomb and got praised by the Black Hat instructor over his poise and his ability to react under pressure. Not that it was all that hard as he’d never been really afraid of heights. And he was quite certain they weren’t going to let him actually hit the ground, pretend chute failing to deploy or not.




Watching Summers up in the air handling the exact same situation was interesting. Having already gone through it, Joe could see her run the checklist of things to do on a chute failure with alacrity, even faster than he did. Of course, she got her chute open in time. And landed in the exact spot she was supposed to, hitting dead center in the ring Actually, that might be just a little beyond bizarre he thought.




Joe spent the rest of the day thinking. At dinner that evening, he headed over to the Officer’s Mess for one final time, as everyone would have to eat at Normandy their final week. He saw Summers there eating with a group of three first lieutenants, including the one he’d seen her with before.




He was mature enough to realize that nothing was happening. It was just a matter of a bunch of guys taking an opportunity to chat up a pretty girl. Still, he stayed when he was done eating, waiting for his chance. When Summers got up to leave with the others, he made his move.




“Cali, can I talk to you a second?”




The blonde cadet turned toward Joe and he was aware of being under the gaze of four sets of eyes, three of them calculating. Still, it was the arresting green eyes of his target that drew him in. When she nodded, he walked outside as she followed him.




Once there, Joe asked, “That match we had? The one where you beat me? That wasn’t a fluke, was it?”




Cali’s gaze, which had been mostly disinterested, suddenly sharpened. Joe was immediately aware of her in a way he only was around opponents. He knew he was being sized up, but refused to allow it to bother him. 




Finally, after a moment of being weighed, she shook her head. “No, it wasn’t. If you and I sparred again, I’d beat you again. I’m faster than you and more skillful. Sorry, but those are the facts.”




Nodding along with the girl’s assessment, Joe said, “I understand. Still, I’m going to go out on a limb and ask you for a favor. Will you go with me to the Smith Gymnasium and hit the mats with me? We can wear headgear and everything if you want.”




Cali’s eyes were cool and distant. “Why should I?”




He shrugged. “Because I have to know.”




The satisfaction that he felt when she finally nodded then said her goodbyes to her dinner companions was surprisingly intense, but he kept it under wraps as he didn’t want to queer the deal. He walked along beside Cadet Summers as they headed toward the gymnasium.




Later that night, as Joe nursed even more bruises than he’d gotten during their first match, he felt a strong sense of satisfaction. He hadn’t been defeated by accident, by some fluke. No, all those months before, he’d been beaten by a superior opponent, plain as that. It made the sting of that long ago defeat pretty much fade away.




Of course, it didn’t hurt that in between beatings, he’d made time with a pretty girl at the expense of a bunch of Army pukes.







Buffy took a deep breath as she stood in the line of soon to be paratroopers about to exit the plane. It was Day Two of Jump Week and she and the others were about to take their first jump. 




Everything about this had been thrilling, from being shuttled out to Lawson Army Airfield where she’d seen real jet fighters taking off for the first time ever, to getting into the C-17 with its load out of potential paratroopers written in chalk on the outside. It had been especially exciting to take off and head out to Fryar Drop Zone because Buffy knew what was coming. 




She would be jumping from twelve hundred feet today, which didn’t sound like all that much for a parachutist, but if something did happen, it was more than enough to kill even a Slayer. Not that it would as Buffy had personally checked her main and reserve chutes, as well as checking every last bit of her gear, even to the retaining pins of the chute’s container. Plus, she’d somehow managed to keep her weight at a hundred and ten pounds throughout the past two plus weeks, if by nothing else than pigging out every chance she got.




Now all she had to do was actually make her first jump. Of course since she was at the end of the chalk, Buffy would have to wait a while for her ‘green light.’ It was the time when two sticks of paratroopers at a time exited the plane, one through each side door, until they were out of the drop zone, upon which a ‘red light’ came on. Meanwhile, the plane made its racetrack maneuver, circling back to the beginning of the drop zone once more.




She would have to wait for the first green light to be done and the plane to head back around to the drop zone before her own came on. Ahead of her, Joe Wilson turned around for just a second from a few spots in front of her and gave Buffy a thumbs up. She returned the gesture, for once glad that the plane was too loud for anyone to carry on any real conversations. No, between the roar of the engines and the rushing sound of the air outside, it took loud shouts to be heard at all, not something she wanted to be involved with.




Her guts gave an involuntary clench as the green light flashed and the first two sticks of their chalk, roughly fifty soldiers, exited the plane, disappearing out of both side doors. For a moment, she wondered if they were going to get anyone backing out at the last minute, especially since everyone present was in their first ever jump. 




But those sticks of soldiers moved smoothly forward in the airborne shuffle, and before she knew it, the red light was back on. Buffy could feel the gentle angle of the flight deck momentarily increase as the plane circled around for another pass over the drop zone. Her heart was starting to beat faster and she couldn’t suppress the excitement that was filling her. 




It looked like it was only going to take just two complete passes before the nearly one hundred soldiers were all off the airplane.




Finally, it was the turn of her stick of twenty-three and the stick of twenty-five next to them. Buffy got herself ready for the jump, girding her metaphorical loins, as she knew that hitting the high blue for the first time would be a shock, one that even the two hundred and fifty foot tower couldn’t prepare someone for. 




Suddenly, the green light lit up, and Buffy was following the person in front of her forward in her own version of the airborne shuffle. Hearing the roar of the engines ascend to deafening, she handed off her static line to the Jumpmaster, took a sharp left, then was out the door. She got buffeted by the turbulence a little as she went into freefall for a couple of seconds, then felt the opening shock of her chute deploying and looked up to see a fully deployed parachute. 




Buffy had been in free fall for less than a second, and now she was floating, one of the most amazing things she’d ever experienced. The entire world seemed to be spread out beneath her and her face hurt she was smiling so widely. Giving the steering risers on her chute just the slightest tug, as she’d been trained the previous week, she headed for the drop zone. She was determined not to miss her target by so much as an inch, and to not land on anyone else already down.




At the same time, feeling the faint rush of air past her face, and seeing the world from such an amazing height couldn’t be ignored either. Automatically, she noted the other students that she’d jumped with floating below her, many of them shouting, “Airborne!”. The earliest jumpers had already landed, while the group before hers was nearing the ground. 




Buffy’s group was still at an altitude of approximately four hundred feet and she could still see so much from here. However, all too quickly her height dwindled and she had to be just a little more active with her chute controls as a Black Hat below her starting shouting at them with a bull horn to shut up and pay attention to landing instructions, which mostly turned out be to land in the soft dirt of the field and not on top of someone else.




A few moments later, Buffy touched down on the soft dirt exactly as instructed, falling and bleeding off the excess energy of her jump, while her landing point was more or less in the center of Fryar Drop Zone. She was one of the last people down, was just glad there wasn’t a noticeable updraft or she might have stayed up for a several minutes. She didn’t waste any time in gathering up her chute and its cords and bundling it into a more manageable size so that she could carry it back to the shuttle bus.




Buffy grinned at one guy that actually kissed the ground, as if happy to still be alive, while another dropped to one knee and made the sign of the cross over his heart. Then she focused on what she needed to do.




After all, there was still the after jump lecture, as well as the question and answer section, which she hoped would be more interesting than it sounded. Then, when all their gear was cleaned, organized, and repacked by the riggers, it would be time for dinner.




Ahead of Buffy, Joe turned around. He gave her a wave. “About time, slowpoke. I didn’t think you were ever going to come down.”




Buffy flipped him the bird, for the first time not bothered by the razzing, as it was obviously good natured in tone. Besides, she hadn’t come down that much slower than he had. Although it might be enough for her to get shot she considered soberly. After all, seconds were forever in combat.




But she wasn’t going to think about anything negative. For now, she was just going to bask in the moment.







The man stood next to the line of lockers, his uniform and identification showing that he belonged to the Maintenance Staff responsible for cleaning this area. Carefully checking his six, he produced a skeleton key that easily opened the lock on his target’s locker. 




Once inside, he removed the T-10C parachute inside. It was a moment’s work to add the small vial of fast acting acid to the main chute’s interior where it would burst as soon as chute opened, weakening and destroying a large portion of the silk. It was, after all, what he’d been paid to do by the same organization that had provided his credentials and cover.




However, the second vial he placed in the reserve chute had been provided by a different and darker organization that had paid him a great deal more money than the first group. 




Not that he cared about the organization or what he was doing. Money was money. The second payment to his offshore accounts would allow him to retire, something that was necessary in any event as his continued survival would depend upon him disappearing after this job. The organization he was doing the second job for wasn’t known for leaving loose ends. So he wouldn’t become one, disappearing instead.




It filled him with an immense amount of satisfaction.







More than anything, Buffy wanted to pout, something unbecoming in an officer. It was their third jump, another daylight jump after which they had to let the riggers go to work and do yet another later that afternoon, followed by a night jump on Thursday, ending with a sixth and final jump on Friday if it wasn’t scrubbed by weather conditions. And she was going nearly last again.




Which was ridiculous. After all, the instructors, the Black Hats as they were called, knew that it wasn’t a good idea to build a routine when parachuting, so they’d shifted the sticks around so that the jumpers would be going out at different times than before. 




Except Buffy’s group, which was even more undersized since they’d lost three more students to landing injuries in yesterday’s second jump. The one thing that the Black Hats had done to her group was to shuffle them around a bit, but she still was only going to be jumping third from the end. Even Wilson had gotten pushed to the very front of the group.




Oh well, at least she was still jumping. Besides the three injured, there had also been one final non-injury washout, a private first class who had missed the drop zone completely during their second jump because he had been screwing around with his directional controls. As the Black Hats put it, there was no room for horsing around at a thousand feet.




She pulled her attention back to the present, that familiar sense of excitement filling her as she prepared herself for her green light. Buffy shook out her shoulders, then checked her nine and three, not wanting to be too narrowly focused no matter how fun jumping was. 




Finally, it was their turn. The green light lit ahead of her and Buffy stepped forward, handing off her static line to the Jumpmaster before launching herself out of the plane. As she exited the door, she fell towards the ground. A couple of seconds later, her static line caught, and her chute deployed. 




For a moment, she started to float, then there was a ripping sound accompanied by a sharp odor, and suddenly Buffy was falling through space. Staring upward, she caught a glimpse of one of the last jumpers behind her, his expression one of utter horror as she plunged toward the ground, her fingers desperately working to deploy her reserve chute. 




Buffy yanked the reserve chute’s ripcord, giving it a bit more Slayer strength that she might have otherwise, and the nylon popped open with a reassuring yank. However, she’d barely slowed before her reserve chute was also tearing and she was once again plunging toward the earth, now trailing two sets of shrouds flapping amid torn and ruined nylon. 







AN: Next time: Freefall
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