
Crime Pays Sometimes

A Knight Agency Novel

by Cay Reet

© Copyright 2016 Text: Cay Reet

© Copyright 2016 Cover Design: Holz Vanderhuetten

Table of Contents

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

One


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Jane blindly groped for her phone and turned the alarm off. She opened her eyes and groaned. Then, however, she rolled out of bed and took the phone with her into the bathroom. She called up an app.

“Good morning, Steven.”

“Good morning, indeed, Jane.” He sounded far too amused for her early-morning taste. “You are turning into a true early riser lately.”

She stepped into the shower stall and turned the cold water on. “Not by choice on most days. What’s on my schedule for today ... apart from that board meeting?”

“Nothing specific. You wanted to do some kickboxing, though, as far as you mentioned last week.”

“Ah, good ... after the board meeting, I can do with some action.”

“You wanted to take Cynthia along to the meeting, so you need to leave early enough to pick her up.”

She switched to warm water and started showering properly. “Yes, that’s right ... almost forgot that. Thanks for reminding me.”

“You’re welcome ... although that’s my job.”

“Only a tiny part of it, though. Is anything coming up?”

“Yes, one of the next days, we’ll do the Rosemary Coup.”

“How do you always name them?” She turned the water off and grabbed a towel.

He sounded smug. “Any way I want.”

She laughed. “Well, as long as I know what we’re talking about ... you finally found a way in?”

“We might have to resort to the canalisation, though.”

“Please tell me you’ve included a gas mask in your plans, then...”

“Well ... not as a such.” He chuckled. “Yes, I have included one.”

She grabbed her toothbrush and the paste. “Good.”

“Are you prepared for the meeting?”

“As much as I can be...” She brushed her teeth.

“You seem to be more relaxed about going there recently. Have you started to adapt to the live of a businesswoman?”

She spit the paste out. “No, but Frank has been teaching me about the lingo and the basics. I understand what people are saying, even though I usually can’t judge it that well. But then, I’m not the one making any decisions in there, I just report to Sir Howard. Besides ... I do wear my suit to the meetings.”

“And you were annoyed when I told you that you had to get one.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“Not that long.”

She ran a comb through her short, blond hair. “Are you sure? Feels like eternity.”

“That’s only because you’re so young.”

“I’m sure that’s the reason, old man.” She grinned at her reflection in the mirror.

He laughed. “Well, have fun at the meeting and say ‘hello’ to Cynthia and Martin for me, will you?”

“I will. What’s on your schedule?”

“Mowing the grass.”

“You mean you are reaping it?” She sniggered.

“Get to the board meeting and try not to destroy the punching bag afterwards, brat.”

“I probably should try to do just that ... I have been neglecting strength recently ... parcours is just so much more fun.”

“For you, it is ... still, you should keep your strength as well. You don’t have that much to spare.”

“Yes, you’re right. Bye, Steven...”

“Bye, Jane.”

Jane ended the call and grabbed her bathrobe. She didn’t want to risk getting any coffee stains on her favourite suit. She walked through the bedroom into the kitchen area and made herself a quick breakfast. She ate swiftly and returned to her bedroom to change into the suit. For a moment, she checked her looks in the mirror, ran her right hand over the black cloth, the corrected cuffs of her white blouse, and adjusted her red bow. Then she grabbed her phone, her keys, and her wallet and left the penthouse. She took the lift down and slipped behind the wheel of her light-blue mini. Quickly and efficiently, she manoeuvred it out of the parking lot and drove up the ramp to the street level.

She kept slightly under the speed limits on her way to Park Lane and stopped the car in front of a nice, old-fashioned city house. Swiftly, she walked up the gravel-covered driveway and the steps to the main entrance. She rang the bell and the door opened almost immediately.

Jane smiled. “Good morning, Martin.”

The white-haired butler nodded to her with a smile of his own. “Good morning, Miss Browne ... Miss Cynthia is almost ready. Please, do come in for a moment.”

She did so. “Well, I am a little early ... Steven reminded me I had promised to pick her up. He says ‘hello,’ by the way.”

Martin’s smile grew a little brighter. “Please give him my regards as well.”

“I will.” She mustered the entrance hall. “You know, this house looks brighter and more welcoming every time I come over.”

“Indeed, the renovation goes very well. The house has been neglected for far too long ... Mistress Desdemona always liked it much more than Wilmington House.”

“I can understand why. Wilmington House is far too big for normal living ... this house on the other hand is perfect for it. The sofas are repaired by now?”

“Yes, they are. They have been delivered a few days ago ... they’re in the green sitting room now, where they originally stood before Mistress Desdemona’s marriage.”

Jane smiled at the news. “They have saved two lives, I wouldn’t have liked knowing they sacrificed their existence for it.”

“They look better than ever ... the man who renovated them found the perfect cloth to replace the faded one they bore before.” He paused for a moment, mustering her. “Your tailor found the perfect cloth for you as well, though.”

She looked down at her suit. “I prefer dark colours ... I looked at brighter ones, but black and dark grey are better. And, yes, Clara found the perfect cut and the perfect cloth on first go.”

“You are imitating Mr. Quinn a little, though.”

“Am I?”

“A black suit with a red bow?”

Jane laughed softly. “Well, Steven doesn’t always wear a red tie, but he does like black suits ... I think he has nothing below dark grey, either.”

“He most certainly knows how to dress well.”

“He does.” I’m usually not a suit person, but I like the ones Clara does for me. They allow me to do my job and they look perfect on me ... and they allow me to wear my surroundings like my skin.

“Jane!” Cynthia hurried down the stairs with a huge smile on her face. “You’re here already!”

“Well, I promised to pick you up...”

“You did! What do you think?” Cynthia turned around on the spot. “I just picked it up yesterday.”

Jane mustered the business costume her best friend wore. The black blazer was trimmed in red and fitted to emphasize Cynthia’s narrow waist. She wore it with a rose-coloured blouse, a red pencil skirt ending a hand’s width above her knee, and a pair of black pumps. “Very nice ... it suits you very well.”

“Thank you!” Cynthia giggled. “You’re imitating Steven again.”

Jane rolled her eyes. “Well, he is the one I’ve never seen wearing anything but a suit. He says ‘hello.’”

“Aw, tell him ‘hello’ from me, too. Shall we go?”

“Yes, let’s go.”

Cynthia took her purse from Martin, then they both left the house and went to Jane’s car.

“So, how is Steven?”

“He’s mowing the grass in his garden today ... I asked him if he was reaping it and he called me a brat.” Jane pretended to pout.

Cynthia put her right hand over her mouth to cover her loud laughter. “Jane, you shouldn’t do that.”

Jane sniggered. “You know, I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a scythe somewhere.”

“I can imagine him with it ... he wouldn’t even need a black cloak ... he’s scary enough without it.”

They got into the car and Jane started the engine up. “Yes, he is. I wonder how much longer Sir Frederic will allow us to do our shooting practice together on Fridays ... the agents in training barely dare to do their own practice while we’re there. How is your business education going?”

“Very well, I’m getting better at it. Mr. Hawkins, the manager my mum hired before her death, is even considering some of my newest ideas. Maybe I have that talent for business Frank claims I have.”

“I’m sure you do. You’ll lead your company well ... what about your dad?”

“Still not speaking to me ... but I think he’s getting used to living alone and without all the pomp of Wilmington House. My first grand-cousin is so cute!”

“He’s your first cousin once removed, you know...”

Cynthia looked confused. “Huh?”

“Well, his great-grandfather is your grandfather, that makes him your cousin once removed ... meaning removed by one generation.”

“Where do you learn that stuff?”

Jane laughed. “Steven.”

“You know more about nobility than I do ... and you’re not even a noble.”

“No, I’m an agent of the Knight Agency ... I’m a better noble than any born noble, if I decide to be.”

Cynthia smiled. “Like Sir Howard.”

“Yes, like him.”

They reached the parking lot of the right building and Jane parked her mini between two much larger limousines. They left the car again and walked inside, passing the security check and entering the elevator.

“How is Sir Howard?”

“He’s well. We played chess the day before yesterday ... I lost, of course, but at least it’s not over in six or seven moves any longer, like in the beginning.”

“Do you still like it?”

Jane beamed. “A lot. I learn so much from him and the games do get more challenging now. Reminds me, I still need to give Brock his book on strategies and tactics back.”

“A book about chess?”

“No, about warfare. He knows it by heart, of course.”

They stepped out of the elevator and allowed themselves to be escorted to the meeting room by the usual bodyguard standing by the elevator. I could have him out before he even knows what’s going on, but I’m here to listen, not to assassinate someone. Jane nodded to Sir Abraham, the head of the Board of Associates, and took her place as representative of the Knight Agency and its head. Cynthia greeted Sir Abraham as well and took her place as head and representative of her own company which was part of the network.

* * *
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After the meeting, Jane took Cynthia back home and returned to the penthouse to change into a pair of sweatpants, a pair of sneakers, a cropped top, and a hoodie. She decided not to take the boxing gloves along this time, but grabbed a towel and left her home for another trip in the car. A little later, she arrived at the old warehouse where the boxing club she belonged to resided. She greeted a few members she knew well - those few who had never laughed about the idea of a woman training there. Afterwards, she shed her hoodie and sneakers, locked everything up, and went over to one of the punching bags.

Jane started slow, hitting the bag with her bare hands and fists, staying light on her feet. She kept the bag moving and regularly changed her position. After she felt warmed up, her hits became harder and were placed much more precisely. She still hit with her hands and fists only, but the bag swung slightly stronger. She kept her pacing for a while, dealing what would have been crippling to deadly damage to a human enemy, placing her hits against the bag where they would have been dangerous for a human slightly taller than herself - as most men she might tangle with would be.

Next, she sped up the frequency of her hits, pummelling the bag in quick succession. In the back of her mind, she was aware she was being watched by several other members. Those who were experienced boxers could imagine just how hard and dangerous her hits were. She concentrated the hits on the stomach area of her imaginary enemy, then moved them upwards towards the ribcage. She knew her hits were strong enough to break some ribs, so she kept them centred, where a hit would break ribs on both sides of the cage with a little luck.

Without prior warning for the onlookers, Jane danced a few steps away from the bag and brought up her left leg, kicking viciously in the direction of the imaginary head. She shifted her position to the left and jumped straight up, planting her right foot in the middle of the chest. The bag swayed back quite a bit at the hit. She rolled out of the way and placed a hit against the bag with her left fist as it swung by, into the side of her imaginary enemy. Then she moved into its ‘back’ and stopped the swinging with another kick from her left leg. From one moment to the next, she unleashed a storm of hits and kicks on the punching bag, not as powerful as before, but at high speed and well-aimed.

Finally, she jumped up and spun around, planting a devastatingly powerful kick against the imaginary head. A shudder ran through the bag and it swung out more than she had expected, almost hitting her. She danced out of its reach and quietened down her harsh breathing. I still have my strength and my speed has even improved. Parcours demands a lot of concentration and quick reflexes ... which also help a lot with kickboxing or fighting in general. And after the meeting with its endless talk, it actually feels good to hit something.

Jane turned away from the punching bag and faced three young men who stared at her as if she’d suddenly grown a second head. She shot them a smirk and walked back to the lockers where she grabbed her towel and dried off some of the sweat. She put the sneakers back on and pulled the hoodie over her head, then she drove back home. She avoided showering at the club, her instincts always told her it was unwise, given there was only a very small percentage of women training there. She didn’t fear an attack, but she didn’t like demonstrating her more uncommon skills in public.

She threw her training clothes in the laundry basket, showered, and dressed for home with another pair of sweatpants and a simple tee. She made herself a huge sandwich and retreated to the sofa with it, enjoying every bite of her lunch. She never dieted, her life was too full of action and danger to even consider it. Her muscles demanded constant sustenance and she simply was doing far too many dangerous stunts to worry about weight gain. She had hardly finished eating when her phone rang.

She checked the ID, slipped into her ‘rich girl’ persona, and answered the call. “Hi Stacy!”

Stacy sounded a little tired. “Hi Jane! Do you have a little time?”

“As much as you want ... just remember I have meetings with some of my dad’s people on Fridays.”

At that, Stacy laughed a little. “I’m not going to keep you up all night, but I need to talk to someone ... someone who is not in the middle of becoming a businesswoman like Cynthia or completely in love like Myra.”

“Well, you’ve still got me, then...”

“Can we meet at the café?”

“Sure, give me a moment to change...”

“Great! See you there! Bye!” Jane counted only two syllables in the ‘bye’ which usually was a bad sign with her friends.

“Bye!”

For the fourth time that day, Jane changed into something new, this time into a pair of black jeans and a Union Jack tee. She kept the sneakers with her outfit, since her friends were familiar with her sporty side, and grabbed keys, phone, and wallet. Stacy was already waiting at the café, sitting at a small table in a corner and staring into a large latte. Jane slipped into a free chair.

Stacy gave her a weary smile for a greeting. “Hi Jane!”

“Hi Stacy, what’s up?”

Stacy sighed. “It’s Ian. He’s just so ... clingy. You know what I mean?”

“Yes.” Not a problem for me ... I keep boyfriends for bed, mostly, so when they get clingy, I drop them. Marcus actually enjoys that ... especially since I have no problem with him sleeping with other girls, too. He’s been around a lot longer than his predecessors already. Well ... I shot his direct predecessor. “What do you want to do about that?”

“I don’t know! That’s my problem!”

Jane turned to the waitress and ordered a big latte for herself. “The way I see it, you have two choices: stay with him or break up.”

Stacy sighed. “Yes ... but after that ... nightmare ... I wanted to change my life. You know, become more reliant, grow up a little. I mean, the rest of us are, after all ... Cynthia taking over the company, you becoming your father’s representative, Myra getting closer and closer to Aaron...” Of course, the nightmares from the gas ... hers was to be trapped by a lover, locked away, and tortured for not being his completely.

Jane received her latte and took a sip. “You know, growing up also means to know what is good for you and what isn’t. If you don’t feel comfortable in your life with Ian, if he’s too clingy, too demanding, you shouldn’t accept it just for the sake of having a relationship. Talk to him, tell him you’re uncomfortable with his speed, tell him you need the relationship to grown a little more slowly. If he accepts it ... great! If not ... drop him!”

“You think so?”

“Ultimately, it’s your choice, of course. But I wouldn’t stay in a relationship, if I’d feel trapped in it.”

Stacy sighed. “I guess I knew that before ... deep down. I just didn’t want to accept it, but you’re right. If Ian can’t accept my pace, can’t accept my speed, he’s not the one to be with.” She paused for a moment and took another sip of her latte. “How’s the soldier cutie, by the way? Are we going to see him again soon?”

Jane laughed. “That was a quick way to change the topic. Zack is fine ... a lot of soldiering to do. I don’t know whether you’ll see him soon.” Most likely not, Brock isn’t really comfortable among the rich and influential and he hates wearing an evening suit. Besides, he’s not into women ... not a suitable replacement for Ian.

“Oh, well ... how did you spend your day so far?”

“I had a meeting with a couple of people, including Cynthia, and did some kickboxing.”

“Really?”

Jane grinned. “Kickboxing is twice the fun after sitting in a meeting for almost two hours and listening to people talking pointlessly about boring stuff.”

Stacy giggled at that and they drifted off into gossip.
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Jane rose early the next morning, too, but on Fridays that was part of her routine already. On her way to the bathroom, she gave Steven a short call, but only to confirm they were going to meet in the compound later. I love Fridays ... no playing the rich girl, just being myself for a change, at least for a few hours.

After breakfast, she took the mini out of London to the venerable Blythe Manor. About half a mile from the actual manor, she turned into a narrow forest road and disappeared below ground soon after. She parked the car next to one of the large transports and walked to the main gate.

“Agent Browne, Branch Two, coming in for shooting practice.”

The guard nodded to her and pointed to a dark plate. She put her hand on it and waited for the scan to be completed. She got a green light, which was just to be expected, and walked into the compound itself. She passed the R&D department by and glanced inside, but she couldn’t spot Liam, so she decided to walk on and try it again on the way back. She started to jog, making her way deep into the compound.

The shooting range was situated in a natural cavern deep in the bowels of the subterranean headquarters. During the day, people were always practicing there, agents from Branch One and Branch Two who were supposed to keep in training, trainees from all four branches, and the occasional agent from Branch Three or Four who was preparing for the annual evaluation. For a fleeting moment, Jane remembered what the shooting range looked like during the night - as it had the first time she’d ever fired a gun in her life. It was a great way to get over my broken heart, though...

She scanned the room and spotted Steven in the back by the counter where a former agent handed out ammunition and weapons for practice. She walked over to him with a smile. Steven spotted her about halfway through the cavern and shot her a grin.

She reached the counter and gave the agent a friendly nod. “A few magazines for a P250, please.”

“And a precision rifle ... you will show me how much you have improved so far.”

“Sure, old man ... and a precision rifle plus ammo ... no scope.”

Steven took his own magazines from the counter, looked around for a free stall, and then aimed for it. Jane followed him with an amused smile on her face.

“Start with the rifle, brat.”

Jane readied it. “Call the shots.”

“Right shoulder.”

Jane aimed, shot, and reloaded.

“Left hip ... nonlethal, right thigh ... left knee ... heart ... right lung ... head ... incapacitating, left arm...”

Jane followed his orders, taking the shots as he called them. Afterwards, they called the target in and mustered it.

Steven smirked after a short check. “You’ve done better this time...”

Jane checked the target herself. “Don’t tell me the headshot is off centre again ... it’s absolutely in the middle.”

“It is ... and even though you still haven’t hit the left knee in the middle, this time you would have shattered it. You’re definitely improving.”

“Yes, I am.” Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw several people watching them. Some agents from Branch Two still remember Steven as an instructor ... after all, he taught assassination techniques for a long time. Seeing him tutor me is interesting for them. “In many ways.”

“How was your last chess session?”

“Very interesting. I lost, of course, but it took Sir Howard almost an hour to beat me. I’m  definitely getting better. But then, I read a few books about strategies and tactics lately to prepare myself.”

“Excellent.” Steven stepped up to the stall himself and pulled his GSR out of the shoulder holster. He readied it and sent out another target. Calm and collect, he shot twice, then called it in again. “Can you match me?”

Jane mustered the holes in the target, then she sent it out again, pulled her own 250 from the waistband of her cargo pants, aimed, and shot twice as well. She called the target in. The holes were completely overlapping. “I think so.”

“Next time I’ll shoot the knee...”

“You do that...”

He sent the target out and shot twice again, then he called it back. The bullets would have taken out both knees in real life. “Your turn.”

“Is that your revenge for the grass-reaping joke?”

He grinned smugly, his dark eyes glittering. “It might be.”

Jane sent the target out and shot. She had matched the right knee, but the left one now bore two holes, the new one slightly to the left of the old one. “Why does this always happen?”

“When you find out, Jane, you will be able to avoid it.”

Suddenly, another person spoke out behind them: “You know, for most people shooting practice is a chore. But then, you two are not most people.” They turned around, wearing similar innocent smiles. Behind them stood the Dean - the retired agent responsible for the training area of Branch Two and the trainees. “By now, I’m forewarned and make sure not to send the youngest trainees who work with guns for the first time in here on Fridays.”

Jane shot him an innocent look with wide-open, blue eyes. “But if you like what you’re doing, work is so much easier.”

“That look didn’t keep you out of detention while you were still a trainee, Jane. It won’t work on me now, either.”

Steven grinned. “You were always immune to that look, yes.”

“So were you ... and the mere fact that you worked with me for so long doesn’t excuse you scaring the trainees once a week with games like this one, Steven.”

Jane sniggered. “He’s got you there, old man.”

“Shut up, brat.” Steven turned to his former superior. “I’m merely teaching them that they should never underestimate someone merely because they’re old.”

The Dean shook his head. “You two haven’t change a bit, but then, that would have been too much to hope for. Is there at least a reason for your games?”

Steven shrugged. “Precise shooting. If one of us can match the holes the other one made, no matter where on the target, it means we’re shooting very precisely.”

The Dean nodded thoughtfully. “That is a point, actually. And it would probably help the trainees to learn how to match someone else’s bullet holes ... at least the older ones who have more control over their pistols already. It seems you still are an instructor at heart, Steven.”

Jane laughed softly. “Oh you can bet on that ... you can take the teacher out of the classroom, but never the classroom out of the teacher. Works very much like the game and the agent...”

The Dean looked curious. “What is that about?”

“Well, a while ago, Steven told me that you can take the agent out of the game, but never the game out of the agent.” Jane failed to mention that they’d been trying to escape from a megalomaniac’s evil lair at that time.

“He’s right ... you will realize that once you retire yourself, Jane.”

“That’s ages away...”

Steven shook his head. “No, Jane, it just seems far away.”

“Perhaps...”

Across the large cavern, loud noises came up. The Dean gazed in the direction from where they came. “Now, what is that about...”

He hurried off. Jane and Steven holstered their guns and followed him out of curiosity. They found trainees from both Branch One and Branch Two forming a ring with two people in the middle. It didn’t look like a fair fight, though. A large, muscled agent in training from Branch One sat on the chest of a still quite boyish agent in training from Branch Two, punching him. Jane spotted two instructors failing to separate them in some way. She sighed and pushed through the ring with Steven right beside her. He took a deep breath and bellowed “Enough!”

The results reminded Jane of why exactly Steven rarely raised his voice. After twenty-three years as an instructor for assassination techniques, his regular voice filled a large classroom with ease - an ability borne from years of training and, perhaps, some natural talent as well. At highest volume, it filled the whole cavern and sounded like deep thunder. Even fully-grown agents simply doing their regular shooting practice stopped what they were doing. An eerie silence fell over the large room which was never quiet during daytime.

She used the moment of shock to grab the muscled Branch One trainee and drag him off his victim. By the time he had recovered enough, she was crouching next to the other boy, examining his face. She turned to the future soldier with a glare. “Congratulations, you just broke the nose of a boy at least five years younger than you ... what an exemplary soldier you are.”

He swallowed hard for a moment. Jane’s glare was still a work in progress, but it could scare people already, if she wanted it to. He tried to save his face. “He was sneaking around and making fun of me ... he deserved it.”

She rose again. “If he made fun of you, you must have done something funny.”

He rose as well. “Oh, you’re one of those cowards, too, aren’t you?”

“Yes ... the most cowardly of them all. Which is why I’m sneaking around deadly places to make fun of those who own them.”

He sneered. “A coward who admits to cowardice is even worse than one who only slinks away.”

Jane saw red and only managed to push her rage back into its cage with a lot of willpower. “Okay ... you want to see what happens when you tangle with a real agent, not a trainee? Come at me.”

Steven cleared his throat discreetly. “Jane, no lasting damage.”

“Don’t worry ... I’m a coward, after all ... how could I damage a brave soldier? I’ll merely teach him a little lesson.”

The Branch One trainee grinned at his friends, took a step forward, and raised his fist. Jane readied herself and waited. He lunged at her, but she deflected the blow and dived under his defences. She lifted her right hand, balled it slightly, and rammed it into his solar plexus, instantly short-circuiting his body. He collapsed like a sack of potatoes.

Jane took a deep breath and straightened. “See? No lasting harm done.”

Steven inclined his head slightly. “Indeed not ... very well-executed manoeuvre.”

Jane glanced around and spotted a Branch Two trainee who looked a little less shocked. “Hey!” He turned his head towards her. “Do you know where the hospital is?” He nodded. “Good, then take him there, will you?” The trainee nodded again and helped his classmate up. They left the shooting range.

The Dean had already turned to the instructor from Branch One. “How did this happen?”

The man’s face turned red. “The boy started it!”

The Dean’s voice remained deadly calm. “Even if this were true ... he is a fifteen-year-old boy, your trainees are grown men, soldiers who have already received their training in the army. I will definitely complain about this to your superior.”

“As if Sir Leonard would listen to you!”

Jane sneered at the man. “He’ll definitely listen to me ... or to Steven.”

The Dean turned to her. “Will he?”

A new arrival entered the conversation. “He will.”

Jane smiled and bowed slightly. “Sir Leonard.” Steven echoed her greeting. We both like and respect the old soldier, he’s a good man.

Sir Leonard Adams, head of Branch One, turned to his own instructor. “What has happened here?” Both instructors tried to speak at the same time. Jane exchanged a look with Steven who shook his head sadly. They both stepped back a little, waiting. Sir Leonard silenced both men and turned to his own instructor again. “What happened?”

“One of the Branch Two kids annoyed my trainee, sir, and a fight broke out.”

Sir Leonard turned to the other instructor. “How old is the Branch Two trainee in question?”

The man sighed. “Fifteen, Sir Leonard.”

Again, the head of Branch One turned to his own instructor. “And you have done nothing to break up the fight between a fully-grown man and a teenager?”

“I ... I wasn’t sure how...”

This time, Sir Leonard addressed Steven and Jane. “Agent Browne, Mr. Quinn, did you have problems breaking the fight up?”

How does he know? Jane shrugged. “Well, Steven had to get a little loud, sir.”

“And how did the Branch One trainee end up unconscious on the floor?”

“He annoyed me, sir, so I decided to teach him a lesson about the hazards of challenging a coward with experience.”

Sir Leonard lifted his right brow. “A coward?”

“That’s what he called Branch Two agents on the whole, sir.”

Sir Leonard glared at his instructor. “You should definitely teach the trainees better. Yes, Branch Two are no soldiers, but that doesn’t make them less brave or dedicated to our cause. There are reasons why I regularly borrow Agent Browne from Sir Frederic ... her work as scout and assassin makes certain types of missions go over much more smoothly and with much less risk for our agents or the people we are trying to rescue.”

“She is the one...?” The instructor stared at Jane.

“Yes ... and Mr. Quinn is the other one...”

He’s suddenly realizing we’re the ones with a very special title. The instructor swallowed hard. “I will definitely make sure to teach them better in the future, sir.”

“You better take your agents in training back to the classroom now. I will have a general assembly of Branch One later, on behalf of Branch Two.”

Sir Leonard nodded to Jane and Steven and walked away. The instructor bellowed several orders at his trainees and they left as well, two of them carrying their fallen comrade between them.

The instructor from Branch Two sighed. “I apologize, sir ... I just couldn’t make myself heard.”

“Well, not every instructor has Steven’s voice.” The Dean shook his head sadly. “I don’t have it, either, even though I taught for just as long as he did.” He turned to Steven and Jane. “Thank you for helping.”

Steven smiled back. “You’re most welcome.”

Jane nodded. “Yes, we were glad to help.”

“Steven, perhaps you would discuss that game you two are playing with my instructor?”

The instructor looked curious. “Game?”

Steven smirked. “Since we’re both very good marksmen, we need a little more of a challenge for our shooting practice. So instead of just shooting the targets, we’re also aiming for precisely the same spot as the other one. Shall we demonstrate it?”

“Yes, please.”

Out of the corner of her eyes, Jane saw several Branch Two agents approach. They’d probably watched most of the situation already and were curious as well. Steven was preparing a target.

She stepped up next to him. “If you go for the knees again, you can drag the next bags of manure into your garden by yourself.”

He grinned back. “A terrible threat. Don’t worry, we’ll keep it to deadly areas.”

“Good.”

As before, Steven shot first, giving Jane two definite areas to hit. She shot as well, matching them perfectly. They did it several times in a row, much to the delight and awe of everyone looking. They’ll be even more scared of us now, which shows they have good survival instincts.

“Reminds me of my little friendly challenge with Brock a while ago ... we shot parallel, pretending the target had two hearts, calling the shots alternately.”

Steven nodded. “Also a nice challenge ... perhaps we should try that out next week. I think I will give this instructor a few pointers ... experience in the classroom is just as hard to gain as experience in the field.”

“And you have a lot of experience in both. I think I’ll try to find Liam in R&D before I leave.”

“Have fun, then.”

“Thanks ... I know you will have fun ... you still are an instructor at heart and always will be.” Especially as you also are the most patient and understanding teacher I’ve ever met, despite terrifying people with your mere presence.

He smirked. “Perhaps.”

Jane left the shooting range and walked back towards the exit. She approached the door to the R&D department and spotted not only Liam, but also Brock and Frank. With a smile, she walked over to them.

“Hey guys!”

They turned towards her. “Hey Jane!”

Brock mustered her. “You wouldn’t know why Sir Leonard looks annoyed and Branch One has a general assembly later, would you?”

“Well, it might have something to do with the fact that the trainees in your branch still think all of Branch Two are cowards.”

Brock ran his right hand through his crew cut. “Ouch... And where do you come in?”

Jane scratched her head. “A Branch One trainee beat up a Branch Two trainee on the shooting range a little earlier. Steven and I stepped in ... well, I did drag the soldier off his victim, but Steven’s bellow made it easier, because he shocked the whole room. And when the soldier mouthed off to me, I might have put him down with one hit...”

Frank sniggered. “You might have, really?”

Jane looked upwards innocently. “Well, my fist might have connected with his solar plexus accidentally on purpose.”

Brock shot her a grin. “Did you hit him first?”

“Oh no ... he had the initiative ... he just never made contact with me. It takes a much better and much more devious fighter to accomplish that.” And even in that case, I would probably win the fight. I’m hard to put down.

“How old was the Branch Two trainee?”

“Fifteen, Brock. That was why I was pissed enough to demonstrate one of my tricks.”

Brock growled. “A suitable agent for Branch One should never attack a weaker person.”

Frank shook his head. “No, they shouldn’t. That’s against the principles of the Agency ... we protect those who need us, after all. We don’t beat them up.”

Liam nodded. “True.”

“Now I’m looking forward to the assembly ... a lot of the agents do respect Branch Two ... especially, if they ever worked with you on a mission, Jane. Some idiots, like Rush and his cronies, will never learn, though ... they need a regular reminder.”

Jane shrugged again. “Well, Rush needs a new brain, but why waste one on him?”

The other three nodded at this.
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On Friday evening, Jane drove to one of her favourite clubs. In the parking lot, she looked out for her friends’ cars and saw Stacy had arrived already. She went to the door and greeted the bouncer who let her in immediately. Jane and her friends were well-known at the club. Once inside, she had no trouble finding her friend - it was still early and the club wasn’t that full. She walked over to the table they always took when they had the chance and sat down.

“Hi Stacy!”

Stacy smiled at her. “Hi Jane!”

“You look much better and much more relaxed.”

“Oh, I am ... I spoke to Ian and he said we’ll go at my pace and I can always tell him when I feel we’re going too fast.”

Jane grinned. “See? You took the route for grown-ups and everything went well.”

“You’re right. How was your day? The meeting with your father’s people?”

“It was okay.” It was fun ... I don’t get to put a trainee down a few notches every week.

“That’s good ... will you soon be a businesswoman like Cynthia?”

“No, not any time soon ... I just sit in at the meetings, I’m not taking over a company. I learn about business stuff, of course, but that’s just it. I doubt my dad will hand me anything worthwhile before he really has to. He’s stubborn like that and I still haven’t proven myself to him.”

“Must be hard...”

Jane shrugged. My stubborn father is as imaginary as my hypochondriac Auntie Agatha ... being an orphan can be a good thing sometimes. “It’s how he is ... I’ve had years to get used to him. I’m glad we’re living on two different continents, but as long as we’re keeping apart, we get along. Living with him was hell, but just living with his name is okay.”

Cynthia slipped onto the bench next to Jane. “Hi you two!”

Jane smiled at her best friend. “Hi Cynthia!”

Stacy grinned. “Hi businesswoman!”

Cynthia groaned. “I’m so glad it’s Friday!”

Stacy mustered first Cynthia and then Jane. “Say, did you get that mysterious message from Myra, too?”

Jane nodded. “Yes ... she has great news for us and we should already be able to guess.”

“Yes, I got that one, too.” Cynthia smiled.

“So ... Jane ... Cynthia ... what do you think are those news?”

“She going to receive the Nobel Prize?” Jane sniggered. “I bet you Aaron finally made his mother disappear forever.”

Cynthia laughed. “I think they’re going to get married.”

Stacy nodded. “Me, too.”

“That’s the logical answer ... but I think mine are more fun.”

Cynthia was down to a snigger. “They might be.”

Myra hurried across the dance floor, waving her hands. She reached their table and stretched out her right hand, presenting a very beautiful diamond ring. “I’m going to get married!”

Cynthia rose and hugged Myra. “Congratulations!”

Stacy shot her a huge smile. “Yes, congrats!”

Jane grinned. “Well, who’s the lucky guy? And what did Aaron say about it?”

“Jane!” Myra slapped her arm lightly.

Jane’s grin turned into a bright smile. “Congratulations, Myra, those are great news!”

“Well, they’re not all great...” Myra slipped onto the bench next to Stacy. “Aaron’s mother still wants to annoy me, I think.”

Stacy put a hand on Myra’s arm. “What did she do?”

“She insists I need to have four Maids of Honour ... and since I have three best friends, she wants me to add Aaron’s cousin Helena to you three.”

Cynthia shrugged. “That’s not so bad ... perhaps Helena is a nice girl and it will be fun to have her around.”

“That’s what I thought at first, too, but Aaron told me Helena is a nightmare ... a terribly arrogant person ... and there’s more.”

Stacy lifted both eyebrows. “More?”

“Yes, we all have to learn how to dance a waltz ... and not the fast one, the slow one which, as my dear future mother-in-law told me, is much harder to learn. You three also need to find a tailor to make your dresses ... stuff from a boutique obviously isn’t ‘good enough’ for this wedding.”

Cynthia shot Jane a glance. “Clara?”

“I’ll call her tomorrow.”

Myra stared at them. “Who is Clara?”

Jane smiled. “The tailor who does Cynthia’s business costumes and did my pantsuit. I’m sure she can do some very beautiful, classic dresses for us, too.” And even put some useful pockets into mine, if I ask her nicely...

After hearing this, Myra didn’t look quite as stressed any longer.“That would be great, if it worked.”

Jane shrugged casually. “If not, I also have another tailor’s address and phone number saved ... she did a very beautiful dress and I asked the owner for her number ... we’ll contact her, if Clara can’t help.”

“Jane, you’re a lifesaver there! We’ll still have the dancing lessons, though.”

Not that I need any ... standard dances are part of the curriculum for Branch Two agents in training. Now, that was one class in which all the boys wanted to pair up with me ... sometimes being the only girl your age around does have some perks. “I think they won’t be that bad ... even though the teacher probably won’t be as cute as the one I practiced with a while ago.” Frank can be pretty cute and charming, if he wants to ... and with girls, he usually does want to.

Stacy grinned. “Right, you did practice already! Is that slow waltz really so difficult?”

“Well, not that difficult, but it takes a bit to learn it.” Jane turned back to Myra. “Whatever your future mother-in-law throws at us, we’ll manage it somehow. You and Aaron belong together and we’ll help you make it happen.”

Cynthia nodded emphatically. “Yes, we’re one hundred percent behind you.”

Stacy gave Myra a light push. “Come on, we need to celebrate that with some good drinks.”

Myra nodded and they both left the table, leaving Cynthia and Jane alone. Cynthia sighed. “Is there anything the agent can do to help?”

“Not without proving Aaron’s mother is the root of all evil ... otherwise I won’t be allowed to kill her.” Jane shrugged. “But I guess I can cut that Helena down to size, if need be. My glare is getting better and better.”

At that, Cynthia laughed. “You’re too proud of that kind of thing. And I bet your glare is still far from Steven’s...”

“Well, yes ... but he’s been a teacher for over twenty years.”

Cynthia giggled. “Well, that explains it, then. Did you meet him today?”

“We always do our shooting practice together on Fridays ... and today, I even got to teach a lesson myself.”

“To Steven?”

“No, I’m not that good. To a trainee from Branch One ... the soldiers ... who thought ‘sneaking around and making fun of someone’ was good enough a reason to break a younger guy’s nose.”

Cynthia’s gaze darkened. “That was mean! What did you to do him?”

“I put him down in front of his friends ... I know where to hit to take people out unconscious with one punch.”

“I bet you do. Will you get into trouble?”

“No, I have a good relationship with Sir Leonard ... the head of
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