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The unlikely pair walking down the sidewalk ignored the looks they drew from passer-byes. Jane ran her right hand through her blond pixie cut. “So, where to next?”

“My tailor.” Steven easily sidestepped a small child looking the other way and not seeing the tall man approaching.

“You’re picking up another suit, old man?”

He shook his head. “No, brat, but you’re getting measured for one.” He took a moment to adjust the burgundy tie he wore with his dark suit.

“You are aware I’m a woman?”

His dark eyes glared at her for a heartbeat. “The way you are dressed at the moment, the whole street is aware of that, I’m sure.”

She glanced down at her artfully ripped designer jeans and tight-fitting Union Jack tee. “Yep, they should be. What about the suit, then?”

“You might need one for a job someday soon ... and you have complained several times that you can’t move completely unrestricted in the pantsuits you own ... hence you need a suit tailored to fit you and my tailor can make that happen.”

She looked up at him, her blue eyes glittering with amusement. “I’m not going to get out of it, am I?”

“No.”

“Oh, well, I’m going to get measured for a suit, then.”

“Indeed you are.” He stepped off the sidewalk onto the first of a set of steps leading to a shop. “And since we’re there, it’s going to happen soon.”

She followed him inside. It wasn’t her first trip to the shop, but the first time she entered it as a customer. Steven was greeted very warmly by one of the employees, which didn’t surprise her. She’d never seen him in anything but a suit during the fifteen years they’d known each other - and each of them had been bespoke and tailored to fit perfectly.

“What can I do for you today, Mr. Quinn?”

Steven smiled. “It’s not what you can do for me, Ben, it’s what you can do for my colleague here.” He pointed to Jane, who smiled in their general direction. “I called yesterday to make an appointment for her for measuring.”

“Ah, now I remember. I’ll call Clara.”

The employee disappeared for a moment and came back with a young woman in tow. Even though the shop dealt mostly in suits for gentlemen, it also did some work for women, it seemed.

“What kind of clothing did you have in mind?” Ben looked at both of them expectantly.

Steven answered the question before Jane could: “A suit for special work.”

The employee’s face lit up a little. “Ah, I see.” He turned to the woman who’d come with him. “Clara, please see to Miss...”

“...Browne’s...” Jane supplied.

“...Browne’s measurements ... I will give you specific instructions later.”

“Miss Browne, follow me please.” The young woman walked towards one of the doors leading to the fitting rooms of the shop.

They spent half an hour taking measurements of various kinds. Jane realized just what a complex job tailoring was and felt less annoyed by the idea of getting a tailored-to-fit suit herself. She knew she might need one on short notice one day and she knew she could probably do worse than with a high-quality one made by experts. Finally, Clara put the measuring tape and the notebook back into a pocket of her frock.

“I have no idea what a suit for special work is, to be honest, but Ben is going to tell me, I’m sure.”

“You and me, both ... I was dragged in her for measuring myself.”

They both laughed at it for a moment, then they left the fitting room. Outside, Jane spied Steven and Ben discussing something. She walked over to them.

Ben smiled at her. “Your first fitting will be in a week, Miss Browne ... perhaps you can call ahead?”

“I will call ahead, yes. Thank you.”

She watched as Ben walked over to Clara and left the main room with her, then she turned to Steven. “What is a suit for special work?”

“It’s a keyword for Ben ... or his colleagues.” He smirked. “It means a suit cut to allow absolutely unrestricted movement and with a few discreet secret pockets for tools in it.”

“They know?” Jane was surprised. “Are they a front?”

“No, but several people and institutions outside the Agency are aware of our existence. Especially Branch Two and Three regularly need bespoke suits, so several generations ago, this tailor shop was introduced to the Agency.”

She shot him a dirty look herself. “Were they, now?”

He ignored it. “And it suits me well ... I get a discount here.”

She heaved a sigh. “Easy on the puns here, old man. Where to next?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, brat. And I still need to pick up some manure for my roses.”

“All in a sudden, I know why we had to take my car for the trip.”

“Oh, it is smaller than mine and easier to find parking space for.”

“Yeah, I’m sure those are the only reasons...”

* * *
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In the early evening, Jane parked her light-blue mini - freshly cleaned after having been loaded with two bags of manure - in the parking lot of a small bistro. She slipped out and locked it, then she made a beeline for the front door. Inside, she stopped for a moment and scanned the room. She spied her three closest friends at a table in the back, dressed for a night out, like she was herself. She walked over to them, ignoring the looks her short skirt and tight top drew from several men in the bistro. As long as they’re only looking we’re all getting along fine. If they try more, they’re getting a few broken bones or at least a bruised ego for it.

Cynthia spied her first and waved. “Jane!”

Jane waved back. “Hi girls!”

She slipped onto the half-circular bench next to Myra, nodding to both her and Stacy. “Did you order already?”

“No, we were waiting for you.” Myra grinned. “Since you’re probably going to order more food than any of us.”

“You can bet on that.” After the shopping trip with Steven, going through that measuring, and cleaning out the mini, I feel like a good meal.

Stacy pouted. “Where do you leave it?”

“Fitness studio, jogging track, those kinds of places.” I have no reason to diet, not with the life I lead and the hours I spent training every week.

“If you weren’t such a nice person, we would be forced to hate you.” Myra laughed. “But then, it’s not your fault for spending so much time with sports, it’s our fault for not doing it.”

Oh, I’m not half as nice as you think, but thanks, nevertheless. Jane grinned. “I just like sports, it’s not as if I have to force myself to do them. It does beat dieting, though.”

“Well, I prefer to keep a diet to spending as much time training as you probably do.” Stacy studied the menu. “Even though it’s a shame, given the great food they sell here.”

“It’s not as much as you think.” I do have a demanding and dangerous job as well.

“That’s what you always say.” Cynthia smiled. “But every other day you’re training somewhere and doing stuff like kickboxing.”

“It’s a great overall training ... works on the whole body.” And teaches you which parts of another person’s body to use your hands and feet on ... just in case. Not that I needed to practice kickboxing to learn that ... that’s what I had ‘practical anatomy’ for when I was a kid.

“What did you do today?” Cynthia looked curious. “Usually, you’re the first to arrive for our club evenings.”

“I helped my uncle with some shopping, that included a fitting at his tailor, so it took a little longer.” His tailor and my measuring, but I can’t tell them that.

“The guy with the sharp tongue?” Myra obviously still remembered the first time Jane had mentioned her ‘uncle’ to her friends, right after putting an ex who had hurt Cynthia in his place.

“Yes, that one. I actually like him a lot.”

Stacy looked up from the menu. “Any chance we can meet him someday?”

“Perhaps.” Most likely not ... even without him actively wanting to, he could easily scare you to death. He earned his nickname the hard way ... just as I earned mine. “I never know beforehand when he’ll be in London, he usually phones me on short notice.”

A waiter arrived at their table and they ordered some food as basis for the alcohol they planned to drink later on in the clubs. Once he was gone, they returned to their talk.

“So, how were your days?” Jane looked at her three friends.

Myra sighed. “I had a terrible row with Aaron about his trip abroad. I understand that he can’t take me along, since he’s travelling for his family, but I just don’t think he needs to take that slutty secretary his mother pressed on him along instead. She doesn’t like me and I think she wants us to break up.”

“Come on.” Stacy rubbed Myra’s arm for a moment. “You know it’s not going to work ... Aaron likes you too much.”

Jane nodded. “Stacy’s right ... forget about his mum, he’ll never exchange you for a secretary, slutty or not.”

“Yes, forget about it.” Cynthia nodded as well.

“Easy to say ... especially for you, Jane. I bet you’ve never met the mother of any of your boyfriends.”

Jane grinned. “You got me there, Myra.” Men are not my main interest ... if they’re good in bed, they might stick around for a while, but that’s as far as it goes.

Stacy sighed. “Nothing like that for me ... I just got a manicure and went for some shopping.” She lifted her hands to present her new nails.

Myra mustered them. “Nice and good work, too.”

Cynthia and Jane nodded. Stacy lowered her hand again and they all turned their eyes to Cynthia.

“My dad called me today. It was ... strange.”

“Strange, really?” Myra was the first to pick up the slight decline in Cynthia’s naturally hyper behaviour.

“Well, we’ve hardly spoken since he married that ... woman ... two years ago. Today, he suddenly called me and asked if anything unusual had happened lately. He even sounded worried.”

“Perhaps he just worries about you.” Stacy smiled.

Jane tried another direction. “Honeymoon for him and his new wife is over, so now he remembers he’s got a daughter?”

“Could both be right.” Cynthia sighed. “How does your dad act when he calls you, Jane? I mean, you haven’t seen him in years, too, right?”

Decades ... since I don’t know who my parents are, being an orphan. But they don’t know that, since I could hardly play the rich heiress, if they knew I had no parents. “We talk every now and then, but it’s just a general sort of ‘how are you’ talk. He pretends to be interested in my life and I pretend to be interested in the company.” If you mean the closest thing I have to a father figure, though, we talk at least once a day over the phone and I just helped him haul two bags of manure into his garden today.

“You think he believes it?”

“I don’t think either of us believes the other one is really meaning it. But it’s how we keep in touch.”

“And how’s the cutie you brought to the last Bluebell Ball?” Stacy’s question came out of the blue.

“Zack’s okay ... still soldiering around.” And I meet him and the rest of the guys once a week, too, but not for clubbing.

“Do you think he’ll be around any time soon?”

“Why, Stacy, do you want to date a soldier? They don’t make good boyfriends, since they’re not around a lot.” And Brock has zero interest in women, not that many people know.

“But he’s so cute ... so tall and muscled and ... is it me or is it getting hot in here?”

Jane, Myra, and Cynthia just laughed at Stacy’s words.

* * *
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Jane came home late that night - or early the next morning. She went to bed and slept until around noon. Once awake again, she rolled out of bed and grabbed her phone, calling up Steven.

“Good morning, Steven.”

“Good morning, Jane.” As always, he put some emphasis on the word ‘morning,’ it was a running gag between them. “Got home late last night, didn’t you?”

“Have you taken to stalk me in your spare time?”

“No, but nights with your friends tend to end late.”

Jane stepped into the shower stall and turned the cold water on. “Well, I have to keep up with what is going on around them ... it’s my job.”

“You do ... it is.”

“What’s on my schedule for the day?”

“A manicure.”

“And what’s on yours?”

“It’s Friday.”

Jane grinned. “So you’re visiting the shooting range to strike fear in the hearts of the agents in training?”

“Precisely.” She heard the amusement in his voice.

“It would be even worse, if we did our shooting practice together, I guess...” Jane stepped out of the shower stall, using the time to think about the possibilities for a moment. “You know what? Forget about the manicure ... I’m coming to the compound, too.”

“It will be a dark day for the agents in training.”

“Or everyone else practicing today.” She grinned. “Give me some time for breakfast, then I’ll meet you there.”

“See you later, then.”

“Yes, see you later.”

Jane hurried a little with the breakfast, grabbed her P250, and went to get her car. She left London and drove out to the ancient Blythe Manor, but turned into a forest road about half a mile from the actual manor. Soon afterwards, her car disappeared below ground. Jane parked between two jeeps and went to the main gate.

She nodded to the guard on duty. “Agent Browne, Branch Two, coming in for practice on the shooting range.”

He nodded back and pointed to the handprint scanner. Jane put her hand on it and waited for it to turn green, identifying her. Then she passed the guard by and entered the compound. She reached the entrance to R&D soon afterwards and stopped. Looking through the always open door, she spotted Liam Fawkes, a good friend, at one of the workbenches, so she walked inside to greet him.

“Hey Liam.”

He turned around and spotted her. Immediately, a smile appeared on his face. “Hey Jane. Why are you here?”

“I’m on my way to a meeting with Steven for practice at the shooting range.”

“He still practices there?”

“Once a week, every Friday.” Jane grinned. “He claims he does it to teach the agents in training never to underestimate an elderly man.”

Liam sniggered. “And they don’t even know who he really is.”

“No, they don’t.”

“Why does he really do it?”

“Because he is who he is, I guess. He enjoys it.”

“I absolutely believe that. Well, you both probably do...” He sighed.

“What’s the problem, Liam?”

“I barely make it through the regular tests, you know. I mean, standards are lower for Branch Three and Four, since we’re less likely to get caught in a fire fight, but I still have to worry every time.”

Jane mustered him for a moment. “Why don’t you come with me? I’m sure Steven and I could give you a few pointers. It won’t turn you into a master marksman, but you should get better that way.”

“You think so?”

“Sure.” She grinned. “The old man taught me to shoot passably in half an hour when I was twelve, you know...”

He stared at her. “You’re kidding me.”

“No.” Even though the main point of that exercise wasn’t to teach me how to shoot. “So, what do you have to lose? He’s not going to kill you, after all.”

Liam shuddered. “He might glare at me.”

“But you’re not going to shit yourself because of that, are you?”

He laughed. “No.”

“I have it on authority of Sir Frederic that actually happened while he was still an instructor.”

“Really?”

“Well, a few times...”

“That I believe. I really wouldn’t have wanted to face Steven while he was still in active service.”

“Me neither. I’m sure he earned his nickname the hard way.”

Liam grinned. “And I still can’t believe he was an instructor. Did anyone learn anything in his classes? And what did he teach?”

“He taught assassination techniques and people learned an awful lot in his classes, including me. He might have been scary ... scratch that, everyone but me was terrified of him ... but he really could teach.”

“I’m not surprised you weren’t afraid of him.”

“I never was ... not even when I met him for the first time. We hit it off right away.”

“Why is he your handler now?”

“He decided to be ... he gave up teaching when I entered active service, so he could become my handler. And I’m extremely happy about that.”

“Your enemies aren’t, I bet.”

“Nope, they aren’t. So, are you coming or not?”

He thought about it for a moment. “Yes. I should do shooting practice again, anyway. And perhaps there’s a chance I get a little better.”

“A big one. Come on.”
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Jane spotted Steven the moment she and Liam entered the shooting range. He leaned against the counter in the back and chatted with the agent who provided weapons and ammunition for training sessions. She pulled Liam over with her.

“Ah, there you are, Jane.” Steven turned towards her and smiled. “Hello Liam.”

“Hi Steven.”

“Hello Steven.” Jane smiled back, then she turned to the agent at the counter. “I’ll need something for my 250, please.” She took the ammo he handed her. “Thanks.”

Steven turned to Liam. “Why are you here, Liam?”

“Well.” The younger man looked down for a moment. “Jane thought you might be able to help me improve my shooting. I’m barely passing the tests, normally.”

“Ah. Well, let’s see what we’ll be working with. Did you bring your gun?”

“I ... I don’t have one. I usually shoot with one from here.”

“They’re not bad as a such.” Steven shrugged. “Then we’ll need an automatic for you.”

The agent behind the counter handed Liam a standard automatic and his own pack of ammo. They walked over to one of the stalls.

“Go ahead, let’s see how well you shoot.” Steven gave Liam an encouraging smile.

Liam nodded and loaded the gun. Then he lifted it with both hands to steady his aim and started to shoot. He emptied a full clip and lowered the gun again. Steven called the target in and mustered the result. Several bullets had hit the human outline, but Jane could definitely tell the victim would have survived. Quite some of the bullets had completely missed, though.

Steven stroked his chin, thoughtfully. “Jane, take a few shots with this gun, too, will you?”

“Sure.” Jane put in a new clip and sent a new target out to the same distance, then she lifted the gun, aimed with one hand, and shot a few times. The bullets clustered in the head and around the heart. “Pulls a little to the left.”

Steven nodded. “Thought so.”

Liam sighed. “I’m a hopeless case, I guess.”

“No case is hopeless, Liam ... unless you completely refuse to learn. Take over the gun again.”

Jane handed it to him. She grinned. Steven is in instructor mode ... I guess not only is it impossible to take the game out of the agent, you also can’t take the classroom out of the teacher. She watched as Steven corrected Liam’s stance and the way he held the gun, then told the younger man to shoot again. Two Branch One agents approached, sniggering. Jane shot them a glare and they swallowed hard and moved away. Not in Steven’s league yet, but my glare is definitely improving. She smiled and watched Liam shoot again. On the second try, at least some of the bullets would have killed his target and his overall aim was much better.

Liam was just done with his third round of shooting when Sir Leonard Adams, head of Branch One, arrived on the shooting range. Several of his agents, among them the two who’d been around before, came into the cave as well. Jane nodded to him. During a difficult mission a while ago, she had grown rather fond of the old soldier. He walked over to them.

“Are you giving shooting lessons, Mr. Quinn?”

“Well, I thought I could give Agent Fawkes a few pointers, Sir Leonard.”

“Excellent.” They looked at each other for a moment. “Do you plan on giving more lessons today?” Translation: will you teach my agents a lesson in humility?

“While I’m at it ... Jane, get a precision rifle, I want to see how much your aim has improved recently.”

“Sure.” Jane walked over to the counter and took the rifle and the ammo for it from the agent.

“Do you need a scope, too?”

She shook her head. “No, not on the distance I’m going for, thanks.” She walked back to the stall and readied the rifle. “Call the shots, old man.”

“Ready, brat?”

“Ready.”

“Headshot.” Jane obeyed, then reloaded. “Left shoulder ... right knee ... left lung ... heart ... nonlethal, right thigh.” Nonlethal meant aiming so the bullet would miss all major arteries, making sure the victim wouldn’t bleed to death. “Right shoulder ... left knee ... nonlethal, but incapacitating, right arm.” That meant making it impossible for the victim to use its arm after the shot, but making sure the shot didn’t kill it.

Jane lowered the rifle after the last shot. Steven called the target in and mustered it. She glanced at the Branch One agents who had grown very silent. An amused grin played around Sir Leonard’s lips.

“Your aim has improved, Jane, but,” Steven tapped the target, “your headshot was off centre and the shot to the left knee wouldn’t have shattered it.”

“I’ll practice more, then.”

Agent Rush, a Branch One agent Jane couldn’t stand for his sexist and arrogant behaviour, turned to one of his pals. “The old geezer can call the shots, but he’s long past actually taking them, I bet.”

Steven smirked. “Jane, the rifle.”

“Here you go.” She handed it over and sent out a new target. “You want me to call the shots for you?”

“No, let’s use the same pattern, so the gentlemen can compare it later.” Steven took his shots in as quick a succession as was possible while reloading between. He called the target in again. Every shot was dead on.

Sir Leonard smirked as well. “Agent Rush, let this be a lesson to you. Never underestimate anyone just because they seem old or harmless. That could one day cost you your life.”

The man swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”

The head of Branch One nodded to Jane, Steven, and Liam, then he left the range again, still smirking. His agents followed, looking rather flustered.

“I really like him.” Jane handed the rifle back to the agent at the counter.

“Yes, he’s a good man.” Steven turned to Liam again. “Do you want to practice some more?”

Liam nodded. “I think I’m starting to get it.”

Jane shot him a smile. “You are.”

* * *
[image: ]


One week later, Jane went to the tailor for her first fitting session. She stepped into a fitting room with Clara and changed into the suit. It was almost ready, she could tell.

“Ben told me to ask you to check how well you can move in it ... I have no idea what he meant, though.”

“Oh, I do.” Jane smiled. “You should take a few steps back.”

Once the other woman was out of range, Jane went through a few fighting moves, pretended to draw a weapon from her waistband, and ran through some easy evasive manoeuvres. She straightened again and ran her hand over the jacket.

“That was awesome.” Clara grinned.

“And the suit is perfect, no restrictions at all.” I will actually be able to do my job in this one ... and I can tell it will look good on me, too. Perhaps Steven is right: for an agent, there’s nothing better than a bespoke suit.

“So far, Ben hasn’t told me all about that ‘suit for special work,’ I guess. He hinted there would be more to it.”

“Well, Steven told me it would also have some useful pockets sewn into it.”

“They would be in the last production step, yes. What are you? A secret agent?”

Jane chuckled. “Don’t tell anyone ... it’s a secret.”

The other one’s eyes widened. “You are a secret agent?”

“Yes. And this tailor shop has been working with the agency I’m a member of for generations. You’ll have to be quiet about that, of course.”

“Nobody would believe me, anyway.”

“Most likely not. Are you doing a lot of suits for women?”

“For two or three businesswomen. I’m also helping with the sewing of other suits, of course, but those are my own customers.”

“Well, count me among those from now on.” Jane mustered herself in the mirror again. “That’s an amazing suit and I’ll probably need a couple more over time.”

“I can also do dresses for you, if you want. Including special pockets and other modifications you want to have in them. The shop mostly provides services for gentlemen, but we’ve always done wardrobe for ladies as well.”

“Great. How much longer until the suit is ready?”

“Once Ben has told me about how and where to do the pockets, I’ll have it ready for the final fitting in under a week. If there’s no problem with the fit then, it will be ready for you.”

“I have the feeling Steven will want to be around for that one...” Jane shook her head, smiling.

“Who is he to you? I mean, I know he’s a long-term customer, but what is your relationship with him?”

Since the young woman had learned about the Agency now anyway, Jane didn’t see the point in not answering. “He is my handler, which means he’s my backup and general assistance. But he’s also been my mentor since I started training a long time ago.” She shrugged. “He’s a lot of things to me, actually.” Including closest confidant and father figure. “I value his opinion and advice, so he’ll have a say in the finished suit, too ... especially given the fact he’s dragged me here in the first place. Pantsuits aren’t exactly my regular style, I prefer more casual stuff.”

“Yes, I’ve seen that. And you look good in that, too. You seem to be at home in whatever you wear, that’s rare.”

“I’ve been trained for that, pretending to be whoever I’m supposed to be. It’s difficult, but after a while it becomes almost automatic ... oh, that reminds me: I have a specific holster made to fit in the waistband of any pair of pants I wear. You shouldn’t make the waistband any tighter than it is now.”

“That ability must make you a great agent, then. I won’t change the waistband, don’t worry, but you should probably bring the holster and weapon along for the final fitting.”

“I will ... and that ability makes me a good agent, yes.” One of the youngest to ever earn a nickname. I’m really glad Steven brought me into the Agency, it’s where I’m meant to be. “Well, I’ll be back next week, then, probably with Steven. I’m looking forward to it, actually.”

“I’ll make sure your suit is ready by then ... we can discuss other clothes whenever you wish. Just call ahead and ask for me, then we can do it any time.”

Jane smiled. “Looks like I have my personal tailor now ... and it feels good.”

She exchanged the suit for her regular clothes and they left the fitting room together. They said goodbye and Jane left the shop, walking back to her car.

* * *
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A week later, Jane and Steven went back to the tailor shop again and Jane walked into a fitting room with Clara. She had brought along everything she would need to complete the outfit: a simply-cut white blouse, a pair of brown oxfords, her automatic, and the holster for it. She dressed completely and checked herself in the mirror.

“Very good, the gun isn’t visible from behind.” She tested drawing and storing the gun. “No restrictions with that, either ... that’s good, it could save my life in a dangerous situation.”

“That holster is great ... where did you get it?” Clara looked impressed.

“A friend designed it for me. Shoulder holsters aren’t practical for women and a thigh holster wouldn’t be concealed under normal circumstances, so I’ve always worn my gun tucked into the waistband. The holster makes it safer and I can draw and store the weapon faster.”

“And you can wear it with every pair of pants which will fit a belt.”

“Even with a skirt if it goes with a belt. It’s very practical.” Jane smiled.

Liam had designed the holster and the design had lately been approved by the heads of the Agency. It was currently being made for several agents from Branch Two and Three so they could conceal their weapons better. Branch One usually wore a uniform and didn’t need to conceal their weapons and Branch Four rarely was armed at all.

“Then let’s go over the pockets.”

Jane nodded and they spent several minutes with the small pockets sewn into the suit. Finally, Jane took up position in front of the mirror again, going through some more moves for a final test. She finished it off with a high kick. “Perfect, no restrictions at all. Let’s see what the old man has to say about it.”

Clara giggled. “Old man? I wouldn’t dare call him that.”

“I’ve always called him that ... he calls me a brat in return.”

They left the fitting room and found Steven and Ben in a deep conversation. Jane grinned and cleared her throat. “What do you think?”

Steven turned around and stilled for a moment, then a very smug smile appeared on his face. “Even better than I thought. Turn around.” Jane did so. “Are you wearing it?” Jane nodded, knowing ‘it’ referred to her 250. “It doesn’t show, very good. What about manoeuvrability?”

“One hundred percent, I can move without restrictions. Now, will you please tone down that smug smile a little?”

“Perfect ... and why should I?”

“Because you could just as well hold a large picket sign with the words ‘I told you so’ on it.” Jane turned around to face him again. “I admit this suit turned out much better than expected, though. I’m sure it will serve me well in my job, but I’m not going to change my style of wardrobe completely.”

“I never said you should ... and I never expected you to.”

“Good. Then I’m going to change out of it again. I’m taking it home today, but I’m not wearing it when we leave.”

A few minutes later, Jane had changed back into her regular clothes and put the blouse, oxfords, gun, and holster back into the bag she’d brought along. She walked back into the main room while Clara took the suit into one of the rooms in the back of the shop to iron it again and pack it professionally. Jane paid for her suit and took the package over.

Outside, Steven shot her an amused glance. “That suit is you, Jane.”

“What do you mean?” She looked back at him.

“Well, it’s very straight, no frills, almost male in cut. It underlines your own character very much.”

“Does it?”

“You have no idea what you look like in it, do you?”

She glared at him. “I’ve seen myself in the mirror wearing it ... I admit it looks good on me.”

“That’s not what I mean.” He ran his right hand over his bald head for a moment. “And it doesn’t look good on you ... it looks right on you. Why do you think I always wear suits?”

“Because you like wearing them.”

“Well, that’s not a wrong theory, but not fully right, either. I’ve grown so accustomed to wearing suits that it has become natural for me. They allow me to blend in wherever I wish, though.”

“Like a disguise?”

“They’re the ultimate disguise. People see someone normal when they see a man in a suit ... perhaps a businessman, perhaps someone in administration or politics, perhaps just a man from a certain level of society. Nobody questions your presence in most places you might visit as an agent if you wear a suit and show enough confidence.”

“But it’s not the same for women.”

“Not completely, no.” He shook his head for a moment. “But wearing a suit also can give you a certain air ... make you invisible to others. You become part of the place you are in. And when you wore the suit, you became invisible, too. You took on that air.”

“Because of the suit?”

“Because of the bespoke suit you wore, yes. It’s the perfect representation of what makes you a good agent ... your ability to emulate every behaviour you see. You didn’t just wear the suit, you wore your surroundings. And that’s the ultimate power any agent in Branch Two can wish for.”

Ultimate power ... where have I heard it before? “And it’s ultimately me, too?”

“You were in training for two weeks when you told me you wanted a haircut ... which you didn’t need to get as a girl. Why?”

Jane shrugged. “Because I never liked my pigtails much, but the foster parents always found them too cute to allow me to cut them. You just said ‘come with me’ and let me get a haircut.”

“Why do you think I did that?”

“Because you didn’t strife for keeping me cute ... I was an agent in training.”

“That wasn’t the reason. I did it, because you said you always wanted a haircut. Not another hairstyle, perhaps a ponytail instead of those pigtails. You didn’t want long hair ... before you knew about the practical sides of short hair. You knew it wasn’t you.”

“And because I like my hair short, this suit is me?”

“No. Because it adds to your character. You do parcours for fun, because moving through the city like a predator makes you feel alive. You wear your hair short, because it feels right, not just because it makes you harder to defeat in a fight. Ultimately, you do both because you want to, because it’s how you wish to be. You play the rich, girlish heiress, but it’s only a disguise you wear, it has never appealed to you as a way of life. Underneath the heiress always is the strong and ruthless Ice Queen. You’ve always fought against the expectations of others, because that is ultimately what you are ... what people do not expect.”

“The odd one out.”

“The odd one out, yes. And because of that, this very straight and simple design is perfect for you. It gives you the ultimate power to become invisible, to gain you entrance everywhere.” He shot her a grin. “It will enhance your natural abilities.”

“I think you’re over-thinking that.”

He nodded once. “Perhaps. But it was what I thought when I saw you in this suit. I realized you had reached a new level ... you had become an even stronger agent.”

“Because I wore the place like a suit, old man?”

“Like your skin, brat. The way the ultimate hunter would wear his or her surroundings.”

Jane fell silent, because that sentence struck a chord and made her remember where she had heard about the ultimate power before. Her instructors had mentioned this ability as the ultimate tool for an agent in infiltration. If you could become one with the surroundings, wear the world around you like your skin, you would become the ultimate agent. They also had always said that only few agents had ever managed it - among them the legendary Reaper. The very man who has just told me I have done it in that
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