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“Could you explain to me why we always end up taking my car when you need to transport something which might get it dirty?” Jane shot Steven a glare.

He smirked. “I believe you have just answered your own question.”

“Why am I not surprised? I just hope I get everything cleaned out in time to pick up Cedric later.”

“Role-playing evening?”

“Yes.” My regular date with my boyfriend ... he usually stays with me for the night afterwards. “We had a big cliff-hanger last week. I’m not sure if my character will survive the evening.”

“Why not?”

“Well, last week, she and one of her colleagues got caught by the enemy.”

“And the game doesn’t allow for the mad tricks you’d use to get away?”

“Lydia couldn’t do any of my mad tricks. She’s a technician who can’t fight and not even climb a high fence on her own.”

He chuckled. “Why did you decide to play a character like that one?”

She grinned and shrugged. “To play someone different. After all, I am a badass agent in real life. Playing one in a game is boring.”

“I see. No jumping into hovering helicopters for Lydia then?”

“No ... and since she’s the weakest link, I guess their captors will probably torture her. Which means she’ll either break down, which is more likely, or she’ll die while they try breaking her.”

“Any backup plans?”

“You know me too well, old man. If she breaks down, I’ll try to at least not have her spill all the information.”

“Good backup plan, brat.”

“Just my training kicking in, I guess.”

He nodded. “That could be it, of course.”

“Any news about the next mission so far? The plans for that trip to Mexico still are pretty sketchy.”

“Nothing new, I’m afraid.”

She nodded. “Well, I’ll get my briefing in time. What do you need that stuff for?” She pointed to the bags in the trunk.

“To cover the roots of my roses ... it’s getting colder and I don’t want them to freeze and die.”

“Well, given how long you have worked on them already, I can fully understand you.” Not that I’ve ever seen them for real before this year, but I’ve seen lots of pictures over time.

He fell silent for a little while and the light-blue mini made its way out of central London to a suburb. Jane turned into a driveway halfway down one of many similar streets. It’s his ultimate protection, as it were. His house looks like all other houses and many middle-aged and slightly older people live here. Everyone who sees him will take him for a businessman or someone similar, possibly already retired. To be honest, he could be retired at his age.

Together, they carried the bags into his garage, where his black limousine stood, fresh and clean. Jane glanced into the trunk of her own car and sighed. At least half an hour of cleaning to do now.

“Thanks for the help, brat.”

She flashed him a smile. “You’re welcome, old man ... I’ll call you tomorrow as always.”

“You do that ... I hope Lydia survives the night.”

“Strangely enough, I hope so, too. I like playing her.”

Jane slipped behind the car’s wheel again and drove over to the nearest car wash. Let’s get the car cleaned out well. Then I need to make myself some dinner, since the role-playing evening doesn’t include any, and afterwards I’ll have to pick up Cedric at Mortimer House.

* * *
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Jane stopped outside the premises and left her car at the curb. She walked up the driveway and rang the doorbell. As expected, the door was opened quickly. She shot the man at the door a bright smile. “Good evening, Jacob.”

He smiled back. “Good evening, Miss Browne. I believe Mr. Thornton is already on his way down here.”

“Well, he knows I’m coming to pick him up ... as every Thursday.”

The man in question walked down the stairs in a hurry. “Jane, you’re early.”

“A little, perhaps.” She smiled at him. “You know I’m not a regular woman. That includes being early instead of being late.”

“Are you prepared for tonight?”

“I hope so.”

They left the house and walked to the car. As on most days, Cedric stopped a few steps from it. “I still can’t believe you wanted a light-blue mini.”

“What is bad about a light-blue mini?”

“It’s just...”

“Let me guess ... you would have gone with the regular black limousine, right?”

He laughed softly. “Perhaps. The one you came to the manor with was cool.”

“It belongs to Steven, though, not to me.” She unlocked the car and they got in. “I still do prefer the light-blue mini, although I had to borrow Steven’s car once to pretend Grand and I were with the CID.”

“Did people believe that?” He laughed.

“Well, we were both wearing suits ... and I think after talking to Frank, the reporter on the premises really wanted to believe it.”

“What’s so bad about talking to Frank?”

“Nothing, normally ... but he can talk people into a stupor if he wants to.”

“You have the weirdest friends...”

She took a left turn. “You’re right ... Cynthia and Liam might be the least weird ones.”

“And Cynthia is not an agent.”

“No, that she’s not.”

“Are you worried for Lydia?”

“A bit. She’s the weak link ... she will be either broken sooner or later or she’ll die, if the torturer isn’t good at what they do.”

He fell silent for a moment. “You’d die, wouldn’t you?”

“I’d probably fake breaking down, give false information, and use the chance to get away.” She smirked. “But that’s just me.”

“I don’t think there’s an option like that for Lydia, though.”

“No, she has low charisma ... she doesn’t have the necessary charms to do a trick like that one. She can’t make people want to believe her.”

“It’s amazing how well you can play her, you know ... given that you can do so many things she can’t. It’s the opposite of the rest of us.”

“You all want to be heroes ... I find it amusing to play a non-heroic character. After all, I’m a dangerous agent in real life.” She parked the car. “And I can pretend to be every person I want to be.”

“That, too ... like the niece.”

They left the car. Jane laughed. “Yes, the niece was a masterpiece. But she works best together with the uncle, of course.”

Cedric nodded. “There would be no explanation for how meek she is without the uncle.”

“But at least it’s easy to understand why she is so meek, once you’ve met the uncle.”

“That’s true.” He rang the doorbell.

Hannah, the game master of the role-playing group, opened the door and smiled at them. “Good to have you here, too. We can start, the others have arrived already.” She grabbed Jane’s hand. “I’ll deal with you and Alice first, though, since you’re the ones in trouble.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jane laughed.

She followed Hannah into the kitchen and found Alice, another member of the group, whose character Orwell had been caught as well, already sitting at the table with a glass of wine in front of her. She waved at Jane.

Jane grinned. “For a person who has been terribly beaten and taken prisoner, you look far too happy.”

“Yes, that’s true.” Alice nodded thoughtfully. “But at least the leader of those thugs handed me a glass of wine.”

Technically, Hannah is everyone we’re meeting, including the leader of those thugs who will do their best to find out what we know. “That was awfully nice of her.” Jane turned to Hannah. “Do I get something to drink, too, before your men are going to wring me dry?”

“Of course ... wine or beer or coke?”

“I’ll have to drive Cedric and me home later, but a glass of wine won’t hurt.” Jane took a seat next to Alice.

Alice shot her a glance. “You are awfully cheerful for a woman who is going to get tortured soon.”

“Yes, I might be.” It’s only make-believe, after all. I have been through the wringer for real several times in my life ... not to mention I was trained for three years to push my pain threshold, so I could endure more pain without breaking. Lydia, however, doesn’t have that training or the experience. “But let’s face it, it probably won’t take long, not with Lydia’s stats.”

Hannah took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s do this, then.” She glanced at Jane. “Sorry for what I’m going to do.”

“You’re playing all the villains, Hannah, that’s your part of the game. It’s okay ... I signed up for that when I decided to play.” It’s harder for her to play the villain in this case than it is for me to play the victim. But then, she doesn’t know my real background. Nobody in the group safe for Cedric does. They probably still wonder why I play a technician instead of a suave agent. “I promise not to get angry, not matter what happens to Lydia.”

Hannah smiled weakly. “Thanks. I guess I’d suck as a villain in real life.”

“I’m rather glad you do.” Jane smiled back. “Let’s get this done.”

Alice nodded. “Yes, let’s get this done. Chances are you won’t have to be horrible to Lydia for long, anyway.”

This way or that... “Alice is right. Chances are there won’t be more than two or three rounds maximum before Lydia’s stats don’t hold up and she’ll break down.”

“Okay.” Hannah took another deep breath. “This is actually the first time I do something like this ... I’ll do my best not to go overboard.” She paused for a moment. “Four men come to the cell you have both been put in. Two stay at the door, their guns are trained on Orwell, making sure he doesn’t try to interfere. Two more pull Lydia out of the room. However, she’s not taken far away, Orwell will be able to hear what happens, although he can’t see it.” Good strategy ... it will make him lose confidence, because he couldn’t protect his colleague. “Lydia is dragged into a room looking like a cross between a medical examination room and an old-fashioned torture chamber. The two men holding her drag her to some kind of wooden table and lift her up on it. She is strapped down and they step away. Another man approaches her, he looks harmless at first, but there is a cold glow in his eyes. ‘Not a great challenge,’ he says, ‘but a good one for warming up.’ He pulls out a taser and fiddles with the controls for a moment.” Good choice ... and I should have it easy to simulate the effects, I know them very well. “He approaches Lydia and looks down at her. ‘One chance to make it easy on yourself.’” Hannah looked at Jane.

“Lydia presses her lips together tightly and gives him a defiant stare.”

With a nod, Hannah continued: “He presses the taser against Lydia’s bare arm and activates it ... make your roll.”

Jane did so and checked the results. “Lydia’s body writhes on the table, but she keeps her lips pressed tightly together.”

“The man glances down at her with a look of vicious joy on his face. ‘Well, it would have been boring, had it been over so quickly.’ He fiddles with the controls again and lowers the taser. The second shock is stronger, you have to do better, plus one.”

Jane rolled again. Lydia is lucky ... or unlucky, depending on the way you look at it. “Lydia screams out in pain and pants heavily for a little while after the shock is over, but once the effects have worn off, she presses her lips shut again.”

Alice shot Jane a glance. “You’re good at that. It sounds as if you know what a taser can do to a person.”

I know very well what a taser can do to a person ... but I can’t tell them that. “I read up on it after we got caught last week. I had the suspicion that would be the route Hannah would take.” Because I don’t think she has the stomach for some of the more traditional tortures, like ripping out finger- or toenails or breaking bones.

“I’m still surprised you are playing a technician, but I have to admit our adventures have gotten far more interesting with you around ... or with Lydia around at any rate.”

Hannah nodded. “Alice is right ... well, then ... ‘What a pleasant surprise ... I thought it would be over far too quickly with this one.’ He turns the taser a little higher again and presses it against Lydia’s arm ... plus two this time.”

Jane grabbed the dice and rolled them. “Lydia cries out in pain again, louder than before. After the shock subsides, she can’t bite back a sob. ‘Stop hurting me, please...’” She picked up the dice again. “How much difficulty will you put on her trying to keep some key information from him?”

Hannah grinned. “Good idea ... let’s see ... he doesn’t see Lydia as a very strong person, so I’d say normal difficulty.”

Jane did the roll and smiled. “Success! She’ll be keeping the key information from him, then.”

Alice beamed. “Great idea! Now I know why I love Lydia.”

Hannah nodded. “She definitely had a reason to join a secret agency. The man questions Lydia thoroughly, but he never realizes she doesn’t tell him everything she knows. Since her answers confirm information he already has at his disposal, he doesn’t suspect there’s more. After he is satisfied, he has his men take her back to the cell. They just drop her inside, she’s too weak to keep on her legs.”

Alice sat up. “Orwell hurries over to her and uses his first aid knowledge to see if he can help her ease the pain.”

Hannah smiled. “He can ascertain there’s no lasting damage done, but he can’t really heal her. He can, however, make her more comfortable.”

“Then that is what he will do.”

Jane shot Alice a grateful smile. “Thanks. Lydia really appreciates it.”

“Well, I’ll see what the rest of the team is up to, since you’re both locked away very well.” Hannah rose and walked to the door.

“Let’s hope they plan to rescue us.” Alice sighed. “I’m not sure I can play out Orwell as well as you did play out Lydia, if he ends up on that table himself.”

“I’m sure you can do that ... just take my lead there, although you’ll probably last longer.”

“Yes, Orwell can endure more than Lydia.”

“That’s to be expected, since he’s an agent and she works in R&D.”

“True.” Alice fell silent for a moment and sipped on her wine. “I always wondered what it’s like to be ... you know ... a rich heiress.”

“That depends.” Jane took a sip of wine, too. “Personally, I do a lot of sports in my spare time and I have some duties to attend to as well ... my dad insists.”

“What about shopping and other stuff?”

“Regularly as well, although I’m not as much of a fashion victim as some of my friends. I like more casual and comfortable clothes.”

“Yet you play Lydia, who isn’t fit at all.”

“Well, that’s the point about it, isn’t it?” Jane smirked. “I play a character very unlike myself in many ways.”

“True. If we all played the kind of person we really are, I’d be the technician, since it’s my job.”

“And I would probably be a very fit and daring spy.”

They fell into small talk until Hannah came back. She didn’t look too happy. “Sorry, but I have to tell you they completely failed in their rescue attempt. So I’m afraid that next time Orwell will be tortured for information.”

Alice scowled. “Seriously? They have enough daring and bravery between them to just storm the place.”

Hannah laughed. “Which is pretty much what they tried, but the dice weren’t on their side and their plan wasn’t very good.”

Jane sniggered. “I should have Cedric sleep on my couch tonight, then.”

Alice glanced at her. “Will you?”

“He only has one night off a week, so the answer is no.” I would hurt my own interests even more than his, if I didn’t let him share the bed with me tonight. He’s a great lover and I always wonder about what ideas he’ll come up with.

“One night off?” Hannah’s eyes shone with curiosity.

Jane nodded. “Yes. He’s working as a private secretary for a nobleman and his contract includes being available at odd hours. He has one night off a week and sometimes he can arrange for another, but usually he has to be at his employer’s house.”

Alice smiled. “How romantic ... the rich heiress and the private secretary. Too bad he’s not your father’s secretary, that would be even more romantic.”

It would be weird, given I’m an orphan and my ‘father’ doesn’t exist. Although I’m sure Steven could stand in. “Perhaps. But my dad and I don’t get along well ... which is why we do best with the whole Atlantic between us. Well, I’d better get going ... see you both next week!”

“See you!”

Jane met Cedric by the door. She put her hands on her hips and glared at him, making sure not to bring the glare up to full force. “I heard you guys ruined the rescue attempt.”

“Well, yes. I’m very sorry. Is Lydia still alive?”

She folded her arms in front of her chest. “I’m not allowed to tell you whether Lydia or Orwell are still alive ... and you know that.”

“I know.” He sighed.

She shot him a smirk. “You know, I should have you sleep on the couch, but I’m sure you will want to make up to me for that ruined rescue attempt.”

He grinned back. “I absolutely want to do that.”

“Then let’s get into the car.”

They hurried down the stairs together.
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The next morning, Jane woke up with Cedric curled around her, the way they usually ended up when they shared a bed. She woke up early, too, because Cedric had set his alarm - he had to be back at Mortimer House in time. Well, it’s Friday, I have an appointment with Steven and the shooting range later, anyway.

Cedric moved and uncurled. “Morning already? Too bad.”

“We need to go for a weekend trip or something soon.”

“Yes. Will you be free this weekend?”

“Probably not. A mission should take place soon, could be this weekend.”

“Dangerous?”

She shrugged. “I rarely know that beforehand.”

He sighed. “You’ll tell me before you leave, right?”

“Yes, I will. You can shower first, I’ll give Steven his morning call.”

He grinned. “I should be jealous, since you want me out of the room to call another man.”

“You can discuss that with Steven, if you want to.” She sniggered.

“Nobody would ever discuss that with Steven, not once they’ve seen him.” He rose and padded towards the bathroom.

Jane rolled over and grabbed her own phone. She put her finger on the activation area for a moment and woke the phone, then she activated an app.

As expected, Steven answered quickly. “Good morning, Jane.”

“Good morning, Steven.” She grinned. “And an early morning it is, too.”

“Well, since you’ve started your current relationship, you usually have been up and about early on Fridays.”

“I’m apparently growing up in society ... not that many party nights. Well, with Myra married, Stacy and me in steady relationships, and Cynthia learning business, none of us really has the time for that much partying.”

“So now you can present a more adult version of yourself than before. The heiress is growing into her future role.”

“Whenever she’s not tending to her aunt ... or cleaning out her car.”

“Speaking of Agatha ... after the shooting practice today we’re expected by Sir Frederic. Briefing for the Mexico mission.”

“It will be this weekend, then?”

“Apparently. I don’t have any new data myself.”

She sighed. “Well, to be honest, I’ll be glad once it’s done.”

“I can fully understand that. We’ll meet later, then?”

“Yes. Give me about an hour, that allows me to get showered, eat with Cedric, and drop him off at his place on the way out of London.”

“Sure, Jane. See you later.”

“See you later, Steven.” She terminated the call.

Not even a minute later, Cedric stepped back into the bedroom. She shot him a smile and hurried into the bathroom herself to get ready. A quick shower, some toothpaste on a brush, a few swift moves with her comb through her hair, then she was done. There’s something to be said for short hair. She dressed casually, since nobody at the headquarters would mind that, then she walked into the combined kitchen and living room of her penthouse. The delicious smell of fresh coffee and breakfast greeted her.

She took a deep breath. “There is something to be said for having you around overnight.”

He smiled. “I hope it’s more than just ‘he makes good breakfast.’”

“A lot more. Unfortunately, I’ll definitely be out of town this weekend.”

“Well, that’s bad, but can’t be avoided.”

They sat down to eat. Jane didn’t believe in diets, she spent too much time with physical activities to worry about weight gain and she had a lot of muscle mass. “I’m sure you have enough work to do, anyway.”

Cedric smiled. “Well, I know now that the whole ‘catalogue the library’ stuff was meant to make sure we could meet ‘coincidentally,’ but Sir Abraham has decided he really needs to know what books he possesses, so he can have the really old and really expensive ones insured. I guess I’ll be doing the cataloguing this weekend.”

“Aw, my poor hero.”

He beamed at being called a hero. “I don’t mind it. I get to check every book in there, I might stumble over some others I might like to read.”

“Apart from the classic hero stories like Robin Hood...”

He laughed softly. “Apart from those, yes ... you don’t like them, do you?”

“They’re full of damsels in distress and I find those boring.”

“But you’re playing one!”

“I’m not!” She glowered at him.

“Lydia is a classic damsel ... she can’t fight and needs the protection of the others.”

“She’s not. She is useful for the group. You classic damsel could be replaced with a decorative vase and it wouldn’t change much.”

Suddenly, he smiled brightly again. “You will never be a damsel in real life.”

“I’m not ... but neither am I a hero.” She looked down at the remains of the breakfast. “Let’s put all of it into my dishwasher. I’ll drop you off at Mortimer House on my way to the headquarters.”

“Thanks.” He smirked. “Although I’m not sure I should be glad you’re driving out of town to meet another man.”

“A much older man who is like a father to me...”

“There’s that, yes.”

They stacked everything in the dishwasher together, grabbed what they needed to take along, and left the penthouse, taking the elevator down to the basement where Jane usually parked her car.

* * *
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Jane dropped Cedric off on her way out of London, then she drove to the ancient Blythe Manor. About half a mile from the actual manor, she turned into a narrow forest path and disappeared below ground soon afterwards. She parked her car between a limousine and a jeep and went to the main gate of the compound.

She shot the guard on duty a quick smile. “Agent Browne, Branch Two, coming in for shooting practice ... and a mission briefing later on.”

He nodded and pointed to a dark plate beside the gate. Jane put her right hand on it and waited for a moment, until the light above it turned green. She took her hand off the plate and the guard waved her through. Soon, she passed the always-open door to the R&D department and looked inside. At one of the workbenches, she spotted Liam, but he seemed completely focused on whatever he was doing at the moment. I’ll see how he’s later, perhaps we can talk a bit then. She sped up and jogged through the large underground headquarters, making her way through most of the compound to the shooting range. Calmly, she walked into the large cavern and glanced around. Most of the stalls were occupied, agents from Branch One and Branch Two were practicing regularly, agents from Branch Three or Four usually once a year, before their next annual performance review. This time, Jane spotted someone she hadn’t seen in a while.

She walked over to her colleague. “Hello Tanya.”

The other woman lowered her gun and turned. “Hey Jane! Let me guess ... you’re meeting Steven here for a bit of practice.”

Jane grinned. “Every Friday, yes, but I also have a mission briefing with Sir Frederic later. How are things for you? Do you get more interesting stuff now?”

“Yes ... well, as much more interesting as someone with my specialities can be occupied. Infiltration and things like that. Going into places and finding things out. It’s more fun than I would have thought before.”

“I told you every female agent in our branch can do much more than just investigations.”

Tanya smiled. “You’re right. Even Veronica is really happy with the new missions. She says it’s more interesting than just combing through files for information.”

“See? And now you have decided to do more shooting practice, too?”

“More or less, yes. I mean, I always used to practice regularly, but now that I’m doing more potentially dangerous stuff, it’s a good idea to keep my abilities up. What else do you do to keep in shape?”

“Kickboxing and parcours. Kickboxing keeps my strength up and keeps my muscle memory up to date with the right areas to hit someone and parcours keeps me quick, agile, and fearless.”

Tanya laughed at that. “You don’t need anything to keep you fearless ... you are fearless by nature.”

“Perhaps, yes.”

“I should leave, you know...”

“Why?”

“Because you and Steven will be doing all those trick shots and stuff. Some of our colleagues have told me ... usually in a hushed, scared voice.”

“Oh, come on. We might be a tad more precise with our shots than most people are, but that’s no reason for adult agents to be scared of us. The trainees are another thing, of course.”

“A tad more precise? You shoot to match each other’s hits!”

“A very good way to train precision. You know I’m an assassin and Steven used to teach assassination techniques. An assassin has to be capable of hitting every square inch of a human body very precisely.”

Tanya crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Admit it, it’s fun for you.”

“I won’t deny that.”

“You really need to do other stuff for fun, you know...”

“Such as? Playing a meek technician? Having wonderful, mind-bending sex?”

“Yes ... good examples! You should do that!”

Jane grinned broadly. “I did both of that yesterday.”

“Did you?”

“Sure ... Thursday is role-playing evening for Cedric and me and his night off. So we first meet the group for playing and I play Lydia, who is absolutely not like me, then we drive over to my penthouse to have great sex and spend the night together.”

At this, Tanya sniggered. “I still can’t believe you’ve found your soul-mate.”

“He’s not my soul-mate.”

“Jane ... he knows who you are and what you can do.” Even something you don’t know about me, Tanya... “And despite that, he’s still madly in love with you. And you love him, too, don’t you?”

Jane sighed. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“I have never been in love before. I mean ... yes, it’s different with him. I used to keep my boyfriends around for sex, mostly, and sometimes for parties, so I didn’t have to go alone. With Cedric, it’s not just about sex. I’m not saying he’s not amazing in bed, mind you, but it’s not just about that. I like waking up with him wrapped around me. I never liked that much, it’s against my instincts.”

Tanya beamed like a proud mother. “Aw, the Ice Queen is feeling love for the first time, then.”

Jane lowered her head slightly and smiled. “Perhaps. Well, I should find Steven now ... for practice and because both of us have to be there for a briefing later.”

“Sure ... have fun. And good luck with the mission.”

“Thanks.” Jane turned away, spied Steven talking to the former agent who handed out weapons and ammunition for practice, and walked over to them.

Steven greeted her with a quick nod of his head. “Ah, there you are.”

“I was talking to Tanya for a bit.”

“She’s been putting in more practice recently, from what I’ve heard. Both here at the headquarters and at her own local office.”

“Yes. She’s getting different missions now. Seems like I won’t stay the only female agent doing full work.”

He smirked. “That was to be expected. But you will always have been the first.”

“That’s not why I’ve chosen this route, old man.”

“I know, brat. There was no real choice for you, not after what happened on your very first mission.”

She remembered the mission. The first time I killed ... but also the first time I protected others by doing so. “So, do you want to check on my progress with the rifle?”

“I don’t need to, not today. Besides, your weakness is the same with the rifle and with the 250. And we have our meeting with Sir Frederic in about half an hour. Let’s just do a little practice together.”

“Matching hits?”

“Good idea.”

She picked up some ammo clips and they went to a free stall for a quick practice before their meeting with their superior.

* * *
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Usually, Jane wasn’t worried when she was meeting Sir Frederic Powell, her superior. Sir Frederic was a rather calm and collect person and used to keeping his head, like most agents of Branch Two who had actually managed to survive their active service. Not quite as cold-blooded as Steven supposedly used to be before we met, but still not a person to fly off the handle easily. Besides, I’m not meeting with my superior because of a mistake I’ve made or something I’ve done wrong. I’m meeting with him because I’m one of the best of my branch and the Mexican office needs my help. She and Steven walked to the right office together, she knocked, they waited for a moment, and went inside. Most rooms in the compound were soundproof, so waiting for an “Enter!” was rather pointless and not expected. The knock was a warning and the polite second afterwards gave the person in a room the chance to compose themselves.

Sir Frederic obviously didn’t need to compose himself. He smiled at them both. “Jane, Steven, always nice to see you.”

“Nice to see you, too, sir.” Jane bowed slightly in his direction, Steven did so as well. “I hope you have some more detailed information about the mission in Mexico, though.”

“I have ... take a seat, both of you.” They sat down. Sir Frederic pulled a manila file folder from a drawer and put it on the desk in front of him. “This is the complete file we have gotten. I’ve sent a digital copy to you, Steven, as always.”

Steven nodded curtly. “I already received the email, but I didn’t stop to look at it so far, since I know the basics already and so does Jane.”

“Good, then we’re going to do a full briefing. I know you’re both already familiar with the basics, but it sometimes helps.”

“Yes, sir, it does.” Jane leaned back in her chair.

Sir Frederic went silent for a moment, gathering his thoughts. “Two weeks ago, the office in Mexico City contacted us with a request for assistance. They need a very good specialist for breaking and entering, because they need a list of names a drug lord named Jose Ramirez has in his safe. They already sent in several of their men and, from what I’ve heard, even someone from the US office, but none of them managed to finish the mission. Ramirez,” he pulled a picture out of the file and held it aloft for a moment, then he put it on the desk, “is currently in control of the drug trade all over Mexico and that list includes all of his associates who handle regional trading. If we get our hands on it, we can take them all out, one by one.”

“Well, that explains why they so direly want the list, sir.” Jane sighed. “But it doesn’t explain why they ask for help from us.”

“It doesn’t, no.” Sir Frederic shrugged. “Sir Howard has approved of sending someone there and he hinted it should be you. Make of that what you want.”

Another way of making me more dangerous and versatile... “Yes, sir.”

“Besides, should you get caught, you stand the best chance to get out alive.” Steven didn’t look overly worried. “You get to take a nice trip to Mexico City, that’s not something to sneeze at.”

“Yes, and some hours in Los Angeles and New York City on the way back, just to be on the safe side. You will travel as a tourist, which means it won’t be too strange for you to walk by the house before you go in.” Sir Frederic pulled a few blueprints out of the file. “The house is large, but not taller than two storeys anywhere.”

Jane pulled the blueprints closer and studied them for a moment. “The marked room is the study, I presume?”

“Yes.”

“If Ramirez is a drug lord, he will have a lot of thugs on the premises. Any information on that?”

“The others figured out that coming in over the northern wall and trying to stay off the grounds would be a good idea.”

Jane studied the blueprints again, this time following the suggested route to the study. “Yes, that looks like smooth travelling. The roofs I would have to tackle should be relatively flat, if the house is built in the local style.”

“It is.” Sir Frederic pulled another picture out of the file. “This picture probably doesn’t do the estate justice, but that is what it looks like.”

Relatively flat roofs, bright walls, the building is sprawling across a lot of ground, but it’s not very high. It should be easy to get in, so why didn’t the Mexican office manage it on its own? There’s something wrong about this, I don’t even need Steven’s gut to know that. “I don’t like this mission, sir. Something about it is off.”

Steven nodded. “She’s right. Something is off.” So his gut instinct agrees with me.

Sir Frederic sighed. “You’re both right, but the mission has been approved, so there is no reason to delay it further.”

Steven’s right brow rose. “You did delay it, sir?”

“Yes. I wanted more information before briefing Jane and sending her on her way. Mexico is very tight-lipped about this whole affair. The same goes for the US office, which I asked after learning one of their agents was involved, too. It’s as if there’s something they don’t want to talk about.”

“Perhaps they’re just ashamed.” Steven shrugged. “Could be machismo when it comes to the Mexicans ... and the US office doesn’t like to admit when they fuck things up.”

“That doesn’t explain the four agents sent in already.” Jane studied the blueprints some more. “This is a clear in-and-out mission as a such. Going in over the northern wall by the garage, using the covered pathway to get to the house as a such, keeping to the roof, going into the study through a window, opening the safe, and leaving with that list. If Mexico is half as good with their training as we are, each and every of their agents specialized on breaking and entering should be able to pull this one off ... and I’m pretty sure the same goes for the US office.”

Steven cleared his throat. “Well, if that is the case, Jane, you should be extra careful. Don’t go in there unarmed. Don’t let your guard down for a second.”

Jane nodded. “I hear you.”
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Jane and Steven walked back towards the gate. When they reached the doors to the R&D department, she stopped. “I’m going to talk to Liam for a moment. I’ll call you later.”

He glanced through the door. “Good idea. Tell him about the mission.”

“Why?”

“You can’t take your gun along. You might borrow one from the Mexican office, of course, but guns aren’t good weapons for breaking and entering. Perhaps Liam has something you can take along for protection.”

“You’re right.” She nodded quickly. “I’ll talk to him about the mission.”

“Your flight is tomorrow morning at half past five, like this you’ll still have quite a bit of the day when you arrive.”

“I’ll be at the airport in time, don’t worry. I’ll talk to Liam, then I’ll go home and pack. Can you forward me the file?”

“Of course. You’ll have it in your inbox by the time you come home. Call, if you want to talk about the mission again.”

“I might.”

She stepped through the door and made a beeline for the workbench where Liam was usually working when he tinkered with something. That happened quite often and so it had become his personal workbench in many ways.

“Hi Liam!”

On some days, her friend was too focused to be disturbed by anything, but not on this day. “Hi Jane! Shooting practice?”

“And a mission briefing, yes.”

“You’re going on a new mission, then?”

“In Mexico City. Breaking and entering ... and I don’t really trust the situation. Neither does Steven, by the way.”

Liam nodded thoughtfully. Like all members of the team they sometimes formed, he knew about Steven’s gut instinct. “I might have something for you.” He opened a drawer of the workbench and pulled a small phial out of it. “Break it, but be sure not to be too close when you do. Best idea would probably be to throw it.”

I do have a good aim, so no problem there. “What is it?” She slipped the phial into her pocket.

“The first useful thing we got out of the Morrigan situation.”

“A modified version of the Neit drug?”

He nodded. “We managed to remove the ingredients which made people aggressive. However,” he looked around for a moment, “don’t talk about it, okay? It’s not been approved yet, but I know it works well.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not the first time I use something you made which wasn’t already officially approved. I trust you.”

He smiled brightly. “Thanks.”

“No, I should thank you. I feel much better about the situation now. How long does the gas keep?”

“The effect should last an hour at least.”

“Good to know. Did you hear anything from Brock and Grand?”

“They’re good ... still on guard duty up north, but they’ll be exchanged for another group in two days.”

“Then we’ll all be back together next week, good. Unless, of course, Frank has some mission to go on.” Which isn’t very likely, since he handles business matters.

“Yes, that’s good. So, you’re going to Mexico City?”

“For less than a day, if everything goes well. I’ll fly there tomorrow, do the heist tomorrow night, and move out towards Los Angeles on Sunday morning.”

“That sucks ... you get to travel to a great holiday destination and you won’t even have time for sightseeing or going to the beach.”

She shrugged. “It’s a business trip.”

“Will Steven come along?”

“No. He’ll be on standby for a call, but I travel alone. Branch Two usually does.”

He shivered slightly. “I couldn’t imagine doing that.”

“It’s what we get trained for.” A lot of us just don’t come back from a mission, that’s one of the risks we’re taking. But we’re well-trained for such eventualities, so our chances usually aren’t that bad.

“Probably. Good luck on your mission, Jane.”

“Thanks, Liam. I have the feeling I will need it.”

Jane left the compound and drove straight back home. The moment she stepped into her bedroom, her phone rang. She checked the ID and smiled slightly. “Hi Cynthia!”

“Hi Jane! Are you free this evening?” As always, Cynthia sounded hyper.

“Unfortunately not. I need to drive to the airport around three or so tonight. I want to catch a few hours before I need to fly out.”

“Mission?”

“Yes. Heist in Mexico City.”

“Too bad.” Cynthia sighed. “I want to show Celeste all the really fun clubs.”

“Well, keep her away from that idiot Richard.”

“Definitely. Perhaps I can get Stacy to come along.”

“Perhaps. If you manage to separate her from Ian.”

“What about Cedric?”

“We had a nice night.” Jane smiled, remembering it.

“You’re really good together.”

“Well, he understands me and he loves me, despite the person I am.”

“Why despite?”

Jane laughed. “Do you have any idea how shocked most men are when they realize I can kill them in a heartbeat and that they’ll never be half as badass as I am? And Cedric wants to be a hero ... yet, he’s okay with me being who I am.”

“Well, he’s your hero, isn’t he?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

“What more could a guy ask for?” Cynthia giggled a little. “And you look good together, too.”

“We do. Have fun tonight, okay? Show Celeste around and have lots of fun, both of you.” You need it, given how hard you work on becoming a businesswoman.

“I will, promised. I’m actually looking forward to it. Celeste is nice and she has been locked away in that place for far too long.”

“Yes, that’s right.” Her father kept the family at the manor close to Scotland, Celeste barely met people her age, let alone cute guys to flirt with. “I’ll text you sometime this weekend and we’ll definitely go out sometime next week, promised.”

“I’ll remind you of that promise. Bye, Jane ... and good luck with the job.”

“Thanks, Cynthia ... bye and have a good night.”

Jane dropped the phone on her nightstand, pulled out a small travel bag, since she wouldn’t be away for long, and started packing things. The first things she put in the bag were a black leotard, a black hood, thin gloves, and thin-soled boots. A tool-belt followed. I can get all necessary tools from the Mexican office, so that’s not a problem. She put the phial with her cosmetics and other toiletries, knowing it would probably look like some perfume or some kind of special cosmetics to the controllers at the airport x-ray. The fact alone that she didn’t carry it around in her purse made it less suspicious. The rest of her bag was filled with clothes for the hot and humid weather she expected in Mexico City.

* * *
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Jane checked in early the next morning and spent the time she had to wait for boarding with her phone, reading through the file. She knew it wasn’t suspicious for a woman to be looking at her phone for hours, especially when she seemed set on texting people before she would have to turn it to flight mode. During the flight, she continued to go through the file, but she couldn’t find anything suspicious, even though she spent most of the eleven hours of her flight on it. At any rate, it beat the movie they showed - she wasn’t a fan of spy movies.

She walked out of the airport into a wall of humid heat after a long time getting through customs and getting her bag back. It’s only around ten over here, despite the fact that I flew for so long ... time zones suck. She walked along the row of cabs waiting in front of the airport, looking for a specific object on the front console. A little Big Ben, angling dangerously to the left side, was what she was looking for - not necessarily the angle, but the clock-tower.

She leaned into the open window on the passenger side. “Do you know the way to the Hotel Ingles?”

“Yes, miss. And you’ll be sleeping there as well as in the Buckingham Palace.”

She sighed. Whoever came up with those password phrases should be shot. “Great.” She put her bag in the backseat and sat down next to the driver.

“Where to first?” His English was rather good, even though he had a heavy accent.

“The hotel. I need to drop off my stuff and get into something more suitable for the weather here.”

“Much colder in London?”

“Yes ... although probably at least as humid.”

At the small hotel, Jane made a quick job of checking in, putting her bag in her room, and dressing in a pair of sandals, a thin top, and a wide skirt. She took a large purse along to look more like a tourist and a foldable straw hat for the same reason. Within ten minutes, she was back in the cab and they drove off again.

The Mexico City headquarters were situated underneath an office building, so they walked into the lobby and took the elevator down several more levels than people would expect. The security at the entrance was the same as in London. As a matter of fact, all the scanners ran through the same server, no matter where in the world an agent used one of them to identify themselves. Once inside, Jane followed her guide to a meeting room, but entered it alone. She mustered the man inside. Short, but muscular ... a Mexican with little Spanish blood I’d say from his overall appearance.

He mustered her as well for a moment. “You are Agent Browne?”

“Yes.” She could guess what he was thinking. They send a woman to do a job at which several men failed? Yes, they do ... because this woman is very good at the job in question.

“How good are you at breaking and entering?”

“Over four hundred successful heists.” Not to mention the successful assassinations, but that’s not what I’m here for.

His eyes widened in surprise for a moment, but he managed to regain control almost immediately. “Good. You have been briefed already, I presume?”

“Yes. And I spent most of my flight studying the file and the blueprints again. I committed them to long-term memory.” As I was taught to, so I can change my plans and my movements inside a building quickly.

“Unfortunately, an unexpected problem has come up ... Ramirez will have a party at his estate tonight. You will have to postpone.”

“No, I won’t have to. The party will create a lot of work and a lot of distractions for his security.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Can I take a look at the estate without arousing suspicion? Just walk by it in some way?”

“Yes, you can.” He nodded. “It’s in an area with a lot of interesting sights for tourists. Even the house itself is one ... a very elegant front gate and a marvellous garden which you can see through said gate.”

“Good. Then walking by and looking at it for a few minutes won’t be suspicious.”

“No, not suspicious at all. Pablo will help you with everything you might need. If you have no further questions...”

Oh, lots of those, but I bet you wouldn’t want to answer any of them. “No, no further questions. I’ll start my preparations now ... and I’ll have to take a nap this afternoon, I’ve been up for almost twenty hours already. Pablo will get me all the tools I might need?”

“Of course. As long as they’re agency standard, we will provide you with all tools you might need.”

“Good. I brought my gear, but I didn’t want to put too much unusual electronic stuff in my bag. That might have made people at customs or airport security suspicious.”

He nodded curtly. “Good luck, then.”

“Thank you.”

* * *
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Pablo, the cab driver, was leaning against the wall outside the room. Since Jane was sure the security in Mexico was no less strict than in Britain, she knew he hadn’t been eavesdropping. She shot him a smile. “So you’ll be my contact while I’m here?”

He smiled back. “Yes. Whatever you need, I’ll get it for you.”

“I’m sure you will. First, I’d like to take a look at the estate, though.”

“I’ll be your driver, too. You’ll be staying longer, then?”

“No. I’ll do the heist tonight.”

His dark eyes widened in shock. “But ... the party!”

“Will provide excellent cover for me.” They walked back to the elevator and stepped inside. Since Jane knew the way up was long, she decided to ask a few questions. “Your superior said it wouldn’t be suspicious for me to just walk by the estate and take a closer look.”

“No, it wouldn’t be ... it’s in an area full of historical landmarks, you see. A lot of tourists pass it by. In addition, the garden was designed by a very popular landscape designer and it’s even in some of the unofficial guides you can find on the internet. The gate was made by a very good artist, too. Many tourists stop by for a look, unaware of who is living behind the gate and might be spotted walking in his garden. They even take pictures without anyone intervening.”

“Well, seeing him would probably be too much to ask for ...but I don’t need to see him. A glance at his security, however, would be nice.”

“That won’t be a problem. There’s two of his men on guard at the gate the whole time. Tonight, there probably will be four at least.”

“Good. Can you get me what I need to go in?”

“Of course. What do you need?”

“A safe cracker and two or three circuit breakers.”

“Not more?”

“No.”

He looked away, visibly worried. He has a personal interest in this case. I wonder what it might be.

“What is worrying you?”

“The first agent to go in was a friend of mine, Manuel. He was one of the best we had for breaking and entering and he disappeared without a trace.”

“He didn’t abort, then, he never came back?”

“None of them did ... and most were better equipped than you plan to be.”

“It’s not about equipment.” Jane shot him a reassuring look. “It rarely is. Sure, the technical means help, but it’s mostly about ability.”

“Manuel was great at it, but he didn’t make it.”

“If I can, I will find out what happened to him.”

“Just ... just come back, with or without the list.”

“Thanks for worrying.” Even though you probably mostly do it because I’m a woman. I’m so glad I don’t normally live in Mexico ... not that some idiots in London are much better.

The elevator stopped and they crossed through the lobby and walked outside. Jane leaned back in the passenger seat and relaxed.

Pablo took the wheel. “Where to now?”

“The estate ... but let me out a little further away. I’ll walk by, then make sure to come back by the northern wall, so I can take a closer look.”

“No problem. We’ll drive past, so you can get a first impression and then I’ll stop in the vicinity and you can go and have a look.”

They made their way through the chaotic traffic of Mexico City and rolled slowly past the estate. Since everyone was going slow in front of the estate, that wasn’t suspicious. A few streets away, Jane left the car, adjusted her straw hat, grabbed her large purse tight like every female tourist would, and walked back to the estate, looking around, pausing every now and then, behaving like a tourist on her first trip through the city. She slowed down and stopped in front of the estate, looking at the gate and the garden behind it. There were several more people doing so. She pulled out her phone and took a few pictures. The thugs Ramirez employs are well-trained. He knows that threatening tourists won’t go over well. The locals won’t make too much of a fuss about it, but threaten an American with a lot of spare time and money and they’ll go to the president himself to get satisfaction. She mustered the house behind the gate, a sprawling affair, nowhere higher than two storeys. Not an unusual look for houses in the area. The roofs aren’t very steep, either, good for walking on. She snapped a few more pictures, just for the look of it, and walked on. She turned into the next side street and walked past the back of the estate. The wall is a little over seven feet, not much of a problem for me ... I’ve tackled higher walls. Nothing dangerous on top by the look of it, no glass or wires. She walked on, just in case someone from the other side could spot her. While she was walking, she pulled out her phone and texted Steven, telling him about the four agents who had disappeared. His answer was prompt, especially considering it was getting late in England. He doesn’t trust this at all. Not a surprise, since I don’t, either. She walked back to the cab and slipped inside.

Pablo looked at her. “Are you still sure you want to go in tonight?”

“Yes.” Jane pulled the hat off and folded it up, then she stuffed it into the purse.

“But there’s going to be much more security.”

“Yes ... directed at the guests. Ramirez will make sure his guests
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