
PART 1 - “As the World Falls Down”
Ophelia had been in some nice hotel rooms in her days, especially when she used to travel on her old boyfriend’s dime to Formula One races to watch his father. She’d never seen one quite this spacious, though, quite this elegantly decorated, and she’d certainly had no clue there was a hotel like this within easy driving distance of Port Manteau.

Henderson had asked her to come, along with John and Irene, to meet a friend of his who would be helping with some sort of special project for which they’d all be paid handsomely. It all sound very vague (not to mention quite unusual for a clothing manufacturer) but it was the sort of thing you got used to when working for Mr. Henderson - Ophelia knew he had an interest in unusual, possibly magical artifacts, so she assumed this was something to do with that interest. Probably some con artist planning to take Henderson’s money for a useless trinket - that happened often enough.

So here they all were, Henderson, of course, listening intently to the pitch. Ophelia herself, more interested in the comfort of her Barcelona chair than she was in anything else, and John and Irene sitting in opposite sides of the make-shift semi-circle they had all made. Irene had been sullen during the drive up, and still wasn’t really involved in the conversation (she’d been this way since Maria’s death, and O wasn’t sure why it was hitting her so hard). 

Oh, and then there was the man making the pitch. Ophelia had expected a run of the mill scammer. What she found here instead was one of the world’s richest men, a self-made billionaire and owner of the second largest microchip manufacturer and solar powered calculator distributor in the world. Terrance “Red” McAllister, CEO and founder of Oklahoma Implements. Ophelia couldn’t figure out why he’d bother trying to run an angle to squeeze money out of a man with 1% of his net worth - so at the very least, he had to believe in this himself. Most likely the real scammer had spun McAllister around his finger and was using him as a dupe.

All of that meant he was worth listening to with more attention than this hocus pocus stuff usually deserved. Henderson was constantly getting employees involved in these scams, and he was always scrupulously fair about ensuring they were paid extra for their participation - but Ophelia had learned long ago she got paid whether or not she knew what was going on - and getting one’s hopes up was never a good idea with con artists. This could be different, though. If a man like McAllister was involved, it was something big. At the very least, it was a big scam. So it was worth listening to what he had to say.

“Alternate universes?” asks Henderson, incredulously.

“Alternate universes. This device, which I can assure you has been quite thoroughly tested by my R&D department, allows travel to a parallel world for a period of 48 hours.”
Henderson’s eyes get as big as saucers filled with the type of unrestrained expectation and glee one might see on a six year old at Christmas morning.

“What is this world like? And when can I go? I assure you, price is no object.”
McAllister chuckles indulgently. Even when forced into action his face betrays comparatively few of his seventy-two years - there are lines here and there, yes, and perhaps a bit of excess skin, but he is a man blessed with not just fabulous wealth and technological genius but the great genetic inheritance of a nearly perpetually youthful, handsome face. Whether said genetic inheritance has been aided by surgeons or not is impossible to tell from visual inspection alone, a testament to the supreme skill of the surgeons (should they exist).

“I understand exactly what you’re feeling. I felt the same way at first. But this device is very hard on the human body. We’ve found that the strain of travel increases almost exponentially with the age of the traveller. That’s why I asked you to bring young members of your staff… I regret to tell you that, although we’re working on it, at the moment interdimensional travel is a young person’s game.”
Here, McAllister waves his hand to encompass in one gesture Irene, John, and Ophelia.

“I can guarantee their safe passage, providing they are in good health. They will experience a short, mild period of memory loss, no more than 2 or 3 minutes. For you and I, though… I’m afraid the trip is too risky. We are, as I said, working on a solution, but for now that is the best I can do.”
“And the price?”
“As we discussed earlier, the first trip is a free trial. I understand the claims I’m making are hard to credit, and you deserve proof. So, we will send your people to this other universe, anywhere they like. After 48 hours, they need simply return to their point of arrival to be automatically returned.”
Irene interjects suddenly, curtly. She had not said a single word prior to this.

“Paris.”
McAllister responds with some confusion.

“Pardon?”
“I’ve always wanted to go to Paris. That’s where you should send us, this alternate Paris.”
Ophelia was surprised - Irene had always been a sober person, careful in considering any course of action before she took it. This was entirely unlike her, to jump into such a plan on a whim. But Irene had not been herself of late, that was certain.

In any event, it was soon decided. The three of them would be sent to Paris. They would ascertain that it was, indeed, a Paris not quite their own, and they would report back to Henderson after two days. For this intriguing, once in a lifetime vacation they would be paid five thousand dollars each (and, of course, all expenses during the trip would also be covered). 

The preparations were quick and painless. All three travellers had brought suitcases with them to the hotel, as previously instructed, packed with two days with of clothing and essentials. After McAllister passed on word to one of his underlings, they were also supplied with money with which to cover any incidental expenses and to rent hotel rooms. 

(McAllister had apparently prepared by bringing along petty cash in several national denominations, which Ophelia had noticed with some interest. Although she still thought this a likely scam, the notes were very convincing forgeries of money from a slightly different world, if forgeries they were. The American money looked exactly the same, as far as she could tell, but she was fascinated by the $20 bills from the Republic of Canada, featuring President Trudeau on one side and the apparently historic “St. Ives Canadian War Memorial” on the other. The Scottish Pound notes surprised her, as did the small pile of 50 kopek coins from 2005 with a prominent hammer and sickle stamped on the front. Most pertinent to their trip, she noticed with surprise that they were given a pile of 20, 50, and 100 franc notes, not Euros, and that the notes were slightly different in design from what she was used to - she knew, for example, that the most recent 100 franc note paid homage to C(zanne, but this one featured a defiant Marianne, rifle in one hand and tricolore in the other, exhorting a group of modern looking soldiers over a hill in what had to be a deliberate echo of  Liberty Leading the People. It was all very strange, and off-putting in the way that something only a little bit off, but still feasible, is where something completely beyond the pale can’t be because one’s mind refuses to even consider it.)

All told, it took two hours for all the preparations to be made. Travel was instantaneous, or at least seemed to be (they’d been informed that actually somewhere between two or three minutes would pass, but they’d be too disoriented to notice and most likely they’d perceive it as a single second at most). One moment, they were standing in the hotel, the next on a busy downtown street in the capital of France. (Well, not the capital of this France… but more on that later.) It was all quite bewildering, made more so by the obvious and substantial differences between this city and the own from our own world (again, more on that later, in our next update, dear reader). For the first little while it is all they could do to stare at the scene with wide-eyed incomprehension.

Kate was the first one to speak up.

“So… all four of us are here safely, at least…”
PART 2 - “I Watch the Ripples Change Their Size”
Irene, like her three compatriots, couldn’t quite process what she was seeing. She wasn’t expecting to see armed American soldiers patrolling the streets. She hadn’t thought she’d see a military checkpoint at the end of the road, not to mention a huge concrete wall blocking off the view of the Seine, with a gate at the entrance to the Pont de la Concorde manned by bored looking teenagers with machine guns, next to a sign reading in four languages;

Caution! You are now leaving the American Sector.

Attention! Vous sortez du Secteur Am(ricain.

Vorsicht! Sie verlassen den Amerikanischen Sektor.

Вы теперь оставляете американский cектор.

You are now entering the Russian Sector.

Vous entrons maintenant le Secteur Russe.

Sie kommen jetzt herein den Russischen Sektor.

Вы теперь входите в российский cектор.

All of that certainly drives home that our four travellers weren’t in their own world anymore (let alone not being in Kansas anymore).
“Information. We need information.”
Irene spoke with an authority she hoped none of her friends ever found misplaced - the quiet confidence of a person forced time and time again to confront the unexpected and used to prevailing over it.

“Exactly right. We could pick up a newspaper - it’d at least give us an idea as to the current political situation.”
Kate spoke with the same kind of authority, which Irene recognized and found a bit surprising for the owner/operator of a lunch counter.

“How many of us speak French?”
Everyone except John puts up their hand. Ophelia, as a Western European of course was not a surprising candidate, but again both Kate and Irene looked at each other with just a slight bit of suspicion implicit for once again having at least somewhat specialized knowledge.

“Okay, then, I’ll go find a store and buy a local paper. We’ll see if any of the stories clue us in to what’s going on in this world. Once we have some more idea of where it’s safe to be, then we can look for a hotel.”
With that, Kate turns down the street, away from the river (and from the army checkpoint, naturally) to look for a place to buy a newspaper.

***

“So, the operation is underway as planned?”
Tafelwein was normally imperious in his dealings with underlings, but this case is different. McAllister owed a great deal to his organization, to be sure, and a great deal of leverage could be found. In several countries where Oklahoma Implements had operations, countries backing (on some level, officially or not) the Project, laws had been relaxed or ignored, trade rules bent, labour standards glossed over, industrial espionage deemed just a bit of healthy competition.

But McAllister owed these things to the Project, and to those much higher up its food chain, not to Tafelwein himself. So the two danced around each other, each showing a mock form of respect that was actually wariness, each uncertain as to how far the other could be pushed - or trusted.

“Yeah, he picked the three you said he would. And it goes without sayin’ that he took the bait. He practically came in his pants when I told him about the alternate universe. Your people, they do good profiles.”
“They are the best. Thank you for your work so far. It has been most helpful.”
“I do try to make myself useful.”
He was useful. That, combined with his wealth and power, made him a dangerous ally in Tafelwein’s mind.

“Contact will be made again in 48 hours, after the subjects’ return. Dispose of your phone as per instructions, and use a different mobile for that contact.”
“I know the routine. This ain’t my first rodeo. Talk to you in a couple of days.”
So there was nothing to do now but wait. It’s a calculated risk Tafelwein is taking, he though as he hung up the phone. The alternate universe is a dangerous place, and Kate was there to make sure some of that danger came to confront the party. If one of them was Stupendous Girl!, she’d have to reveal herself to protect the others, and when she did she’d reveal some clue as to her identity. Then, as soon as they were back, Tafelwein could take advantage of this new knowledge.

Nothing to do now but wait 2 days. But he is a patient man, and like he’d said to McAllister, his people were the best. Kate would find a way to shake the tree enough to see if anything fell out. And when it did, he had to hope it wasn’t more trouble than SG! could handle, or else this whole project was in vain. The other three, of course (including Kate, though he’d never tell her that) were all expendable, if need be.

***

“Here we are! All the news that’s fit to print!”
Kate held three newspapers in her hands - she’d managed, by luck, to find an extremely well stocked newsstand, and to ensure they’d get an accurate picture she’d picked up both a paper from the left and the right. She’d also been surprised to see a fair selection of American news and magazines, so she’d grabbed the Sunday New York Times as well.

Both the French papers (Lib(ration and Le Figaro, for the record) had the same lead story, accompanied by large pictures, about leaders of the North Sea Alliance (whatever that was) meeting not in their usual headquarters in Aberdeen but here in Paris - which Le Figaro in particular took glee as presenting as a thumb in the eye to Moscow. A large photo showed several leaders, which captions helpfully identified as the Belgian Prime Minister, the Scottish and Irish Presidents, the American Defense Secretary (standing in, so they said, for an ill President) and, most intriguingly, the newly elected President of Canada, Arthur Pendragon. 

“That’s Arthur! Who could imagine him as a political leader, though?”
No one disagreed with Ophelia’s shocked assessment.

More information as to the global political context came from the Times’ stories. Most were about President Powell’s recovery from heart surgery, while others detailed the latest events in a bitter proxy war between American backed Arab nationalists and German/Russian backed Communist rebels in Syria, along with a simmering crisis along similar lines that seemed to be headed towards civil war in Abyssinia, the paper’s editorial decrying the inability of the Western-backed Selassie monarchy to deal with legitimate issues of corruption and land reform, which just made the red faction appear to gain in legitimacy. Overall, the paper suggested, this was all a symptom of the increasing global tensions between the “North Sea Alliance” and the “Leipzig Pact”. 

“Seems like we’ve dropped into the middle of a Cold War.”
Everyone nodded.  John was obviously right, given the information at hand.

“Well, we should find a hotel on this side of the city - we’re just lucky to have appeared on the American side. We certainly have enough information to prove this is a different world, so why not just lay low?”
Everyone nodded at that - although Irene thought she might have seen Kate grimace a bit at the idea of laying low. She might have imagined it, though, as it certainly didn’t make any sense.

“Alright, let’s split up to find a hotel, then meet back here in, oh, half an hour?”
Kate was the one who suggested splitting up, and even though this is a fictional narrative, and thus splitting up is obviously a terrible idea, everyone agrees, and so off they go in groups of two.
PART 3 - “We are the Goon Squad and we’re Coming to Town”
The layout of this Paris isn’t exactly the same as ours, but it is similar enough that Ophelia, who’d visited the city many times, could basically tell where Kate was leading her. Consequently, she wasn’t too concerned that the neighbourhood around them seemed to be a bit rough - she had a good enough sense of where she was to get to safety if need be. What had her concerned was their trip taking them further and further in the exact opposite direction she would have tried to find a decent hotel - and they certainly had the money for at least a decent one.

“You’re sure you know where you’re going?”
Kate grins sheepishly, not the hopeless and helpful grin of someone who’s lost but rather that of a mildly guilty person caught out in a white lie.

“Irene and John can find a hotel. I want to track down a library first. That way, tomorrow we can do some research on how this world’s history diverges from ours.”
Ophelia looks thoughtfully at Kate, considering the merits of doing such research, and more to the immediate point why such merits had not been brought to her attention before they started wandering off to the city on what she thought was a completely different purpose.

“Well, I suppose that’s logical. We could give a more thorough report, so anyone else who comes through here can be better prepared. Why didn’t you just tell me that’s what you wanted to do?”
Kate shrugs, trying to show that no harm was intended in the oversight (we, of course, you the readers and I the writer, know better).

“Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it. I just wonder if this is the right area to…”
Ophelia trails off, interrupted by the sound of shuffling feet somewhere in the distance - no, wait, not the distance. Close. Close enough that she should have heard it before, were the owners of the feet not trying to go unheard. Ophelia puts a hand up to stop Kate in her tracks, mostly so she can listen without distraction. She needn’t have bothered, as an oddly familiar sounding voice rings out from the dark end of the dingy side street.

“Well, well, well. We don’t see many Americans around here, now do we?”
Before they can react, the two women are surrounded by about a dozen hard-looking men and women, nothing uniform in their dress nor the weapons they brandish, the only common identifying factor among them an obvious and barely restrained desire to inflict pain, and an obvious relish at the prospect of meeting violent resistance.

“We’re Canadians, actually.”
“Same difference.”
That was the voice of the woman who was, unquestionably, the gang’s leader. Despite her terror, Ophelia noticed that she spoke without a noticeable French accent - and, in fact, sounded as if she might be a North American herself. The same didn’t seem to be true of any of the rest of the gang members, who chattered, to the extent that any were speaking at all, amongst themselves in a predictably Parisian dialect.

“We don’t want trouble. You can have whatever you want.”
“Oh, I know we can, but that’s not what this about. We don’t need your money or your valuables.”
For whatever reason Kate was not panicking, or at least showing no open signs of doing so (as Ophelia was). Ophelia didn’t notice it at the moment, at least consciously, but it did strike her on some level - when she thought about it later - that Kate seemed almost prepared for something to go wrong, if only that made sense. It was her and not Ophelia, for example, who’d had the sense to ask the key question of their would-be assailants.

“What is it you want from us, then?”
The leader of the gang steps forward out of the shadows, drawing startled gasps from our two trapped travellers as they see her. She addresses Kate directly.

“What I want is to know how I’ve come across a person who looks and talks exactly like me.”
***

Irene and John had already found a respectable looking hotel and booked four rooms (they had more than enough money for it, money that wouldn’t be useful at home anyway. In fact, they had enough spending money that it wouldn’t matter if both groups booked hotel rooms, and they ended up paying for rooms they never used.). They had tried to contact Ophelia before paying, but no one’s phone seemed to work here - and they hadn’t noticed anyone on the street carrying a phone, suggesting that perhaps the technology for mobile phones didn’t exist yet in this universe, or perhaps it worked in a different way. So they’d come back to their original entry point, waiting to meet back up with K and O. They had already dropped off their luggage in the rooms, so there was nothing to do but wait awkwardly as the minutes stretched past when they’d been supposed to meet up again.

“So… I never thought we’d take a trip to Paris together.”
“Sorry?”
John felt flustered, felt the blood rushing to his cheeks, and decided the best approach was to cut off the line of joking altogether.

“Oh, nothing. 

Are you okay? You seem distracted.”
Irene was, in fact, distracted, but she couldn’t tell him why. She wasn’t even sure she could tell herself why. There was just the nagging sense that something was wrong, that some danger lurked nearby, that they were being watched. She thought, but couldn’t be sure, that she heard people nearby, laying in wait. She could hardly tell John about that, because even if she were right the sounds were so faint that he’d never hear them - no ordinary person could. So she just had to keep her eyes and ears open, and hope it was nothing (though she was far from heartened by the lateness of Kate and Ophelia).

She had just started to convince herself it was nothing, that she was imagining the noise, when the air suddenly filled with acrid smoke. Within seconds, it was so thick that she couldn’t see her own hands in front of her face anymore. She was tolerating the effects on her breathing, but from the hacking sounds all around her John and the passers-by on the street were having much more difficulty. As she tried to peer through the smoke for clues as to what was happening, a large fist came slicing through the fog towards her, its sudden appearance giving her just barely enough time to duck the blow. She then noticed the figure of a man very nearby, in an attacking stance - and it was clear from his silhouette that he is wearing a gas mask. Whatever this was, someone had come prepared.

PART 4 - “Gee My Life‘s a Funny Thing, am I Still Too Young?”
After Irene had dodged the first punch her instinct was to spring at the still just barely seen assailant who had thrown it.  Her experience, though, tells her this was wrong. Whoever was attacking her was clearly prepared, and she wasn’t - and though it made no sense, given that there was no reason for anyone to expect her here, it was clear that all of this, the gas obscuring sight and choking off all the other bystanders, all had been planned to isolate and subdue her. Fighting back reflexively would just play into her enemies’ hands. No, she needs to defend herself, but more than that she needs time and information. 

She couldn’t hear coughing anymore, which meant everyone else on the street had been knocked out by the gas - she’s fairly certain they’ll be okay, though, judging by what she could make out of their even, slow breathing. She also hears thudding footsteps (surprise not being a key part of the attack plan anymore), letting her know that she was surrounded by roughly half a dozen attackers - it is hard to be sure of the exact number.

Certainly, her first attacker had been thrown off his game - what she could pick up of his posture via his dim silhouette suggests uncertainty. He’d been the decoy, to get her to focus her efforts on him while the others attacked from behind to immobilise her. The failure of that plan had given her a split second of advantage - and she uses it, thrusting a foot at a spot she judges one of the attackers to be standing in.

It is an extraordinarily well placed kick, even for her. Her boot strikes the hard plastic of one of the gas masks, producing a satisfying cracking sound. She could hear the mask clatter to the pavement, discarded now as useless, she could hear the frantic scrambling of hands to find a backup, then the sudden choking gasps, and she knew she’d have one less adversary to worry about.

Not that this made things easy for her, by any stretch. She’d made her one free shot count, to be sure, but the group after her (she still has no idea who they are) would make her pay for the rest. Two converge on her at the same time, almost instantly, and she can’t even be sure of it until they were right on top of her. She ducks a shoulder down and drives it forward, striking on in the torso hard enough to knock them several feet back - but this leaves her open to the second, a small and deceptively strong woman who wraps her arms around Stupendous Girl!’s waist and refuses to let go, hoping to control her long enough for the others to get some free shots in. SG!, sensing the danger, tries to release herself by hurling the point of her right elbow with great force at the woman’s face, but she deftly dodges without releasing her grip, and begins working immediately to find the right position and leverage from which to wrestle SG! to the ground.

The effort to find leverage with which to bring SG! to ground is the woman’s downfall, as she forgets to pay attention to Irene’s feet. This allows her to reach back and hook this latest attacker’s ankle, shoving off with enough force to trip her and send both women crashing to the ground, SG! landing on top. The force of the fall finally looses the woman’s bear hug grip, not to mention her hold on consciousness, given how hard her head strikes the pavement. As SG! gets up she notices the woman’s uniform, dark blue with a crest on the chest that, though unfamiliar to her in its specific design is obvious in what it signifies.

She was fighting the gendarmes. Why the French government wanted her attacked, why they had come so loaded for bear, she had no idea.

Just after her realization a truncheon slams into the side of her head. The force and skill of the blow speaks to a man who makes a happy living splitting heads - it would have been enough to knock out any normal person, and even SG! felt a sharp twinge of pain from it. Roaring in triumph, the club-wielding cop runs forward to swing again. Irene judges what she has to do by the position of the truncheon, the only thing she can see clearly through the hazy air. She dives away from the blow, then springs back up to take a firm grip with one hand on the man’s wrist, the other hand planted firmly under his armpit. She adds her own supernatural strength to his momentum, sending him flying down the street with a vicious toss.

It was then that the military police commander first spoke, with a strangely familiar voice.

“Tirez sur la putain!”
SG! smiles despite the obscenity directed at her. If bullets were capable of doing much to stop her, her career as a superhero would have ended a dozen times over already.

The commander smiles too. Her troops aren’t shooting bullets.

The dart strikes Irene in the back of her left thigh. Aided in part by the power of the nearby femoral artery (and in part by the whims of a storyteller who doesn’t care whether poisons work this way or not, so save your letters and emails please), a sudden lethargy spreads in her, a lack of muscle response, followed soon after by a sudden panic. She notices, dimly, that the gendarmes have stopped attacking her. Apparently, they are waiting for the dart, for whatever has been injected into her, to do their dirty work for them. SG! struggles to stay on her feet, her reflexes now joined by her thought process in becoming clouded and unresponsive. She stumbles towards where she thinks one of them might be standing, not even sure why she’s doing it. A second later, she isn’t doing it at all, falling to the street.

The fog on the streets cleared several minutes before the fog it had caused in John’s head. Once he was fully aware, or something close to it, he had noticed that everyone else on the street had already fled. All except one person, who stood a few feet in front of him.

No, not stood. Hovered.

“Stupendous Girl!.”
To John’s puzzlement, SG! responds with a wry smile.

“Darlin’, it’s been a long time since anyone’s called me that.”
As John stares blankly at the figure in front of him, trying to work out why SG! is reacting in this way, Irene thinks things over.

So the rumours were true - people were being sent in from an alternate universe. What’s more, a universe where she was still Stupendous Girl!, and where John was still alive. What the hell, she thought. This could make things interesting, having him along. He (his counterpart in this universe, at least) had always been a fun diversion. And if he caused trouble? Well, she’d killed John once before. There was no reason to think she couldn’t do it again.

PART 5 - “I Thought You Died Alone, a Long Long Time Ago”
Irene is not a woman accustomed to being knocked out, so you can and ought to forgive her, dear readers, for some confusion  when she first comes to. At first, she is only aware of the painful brightness of the light, forcing her to squint. With some effort, and more than a few moments, she is able to get past the annoyance of the sudden and harsh visual stimulus to realize she has more pressing problems than blinding light.

For one thing, she’s sitting down. This would not ordinarily be a problem, but that sitting is quite involuntary - she is in the middle of a long concrete bench, both legs shackled together and joined by a single central length of chain to the base of the bench itself. Her hands are also tied together at the wrists, although with a thin plastic restraint rather than with chains.

An even more serious problem presents itself when she decides to use her extraordinary strength to snap the bonds holding her there. Normally, this would be a trivial task for her, but for some unknown reason her muscles refuse to respond. Even more troubling, merely trying to move sends a stinging sensation shooting through her whole body, seeming to strike everywhere at once. Had she not already been shackled to the bench, she would have collapsed onto it in agony.

“I’m afraid you won’t be getting out that easily.”
And thus did the most pressing of all Irene’s problems make itself clear - she was not alone.

“Our technology has come a long way since the last time you were here. I think you’ve just found that out. But should you need further lessons… Well, let me assure you that the result will be quite the same. You are helpless here, your powers neutralized. The extent to which your near future shall be… relatively free of pain depends on two things. One is the degree to which you struggle. The second is my whim.”
Although anyone would recoil in horror at such a speech (and rightfully so), Irene’s reaction is even more extreme than one might expect. She recognizes, with great certainty, the voice and face of her soon-to-be interrogator. She also hopes desperately that she is somehow wrong.

“I think there’s been a mistake!”
The interrogator steps forward out of the shadowed part of the room and into the clear, harsh light, leaving no doubt as to Irene’s predicament.

“Oh, there has been no mistake! I think I ought to remember the woman who killed my husband!”
There can be no doubt about it now. Irene is completely at the mercy of this universe’s version of Maria. On seeing the woman (or a facsimile so close as to be essentially the same thing) she had so recently killed, a mixture of guilt and regret washes over her face quite involuntarily. Maria notices this blushing, averting of the eyes, the brief but tangible seconds where Irene is obviously flustered, and promptly reads it entirely the wrong way.

“There’s no point in denying it! I can see it all over your face! You know what you did, and you can never undo it. No, the really interesting question is this - now that we’ve finally caught you, we of all the law enforcement agencies in the world with an interest in you, what do we do next?”
Maria pauses, ostensibly to take a pack of Gauloises out of her pocket, slowly drawing one of the cigarettes out and making a show of offering the pack to Irene (which she declines) before lighting up. Really, she’s just trying to draw out the moment, to increase the fear and tension Irene is feeling before letting her know what will happen to her, should she not be able to escape. 

Irene knows full well the trick being used, and yet it still works. For the first time in a long career of heroism, she feels genuine terror.

“Official policy would be to send you to the bigwigs in Bordeaux… but things move so slowly in the capital, even high priority files like you wouldn’t get the attention they deserve.

We could always send you to the Americans. I know some people at the CIA, they’d be very pleased to have you. But then, their technology isn’t quite as advanced as ours in this field. It would be a risk. And although they are improving, their methods are still a bit too civilized for my tastes.

Now, if we’re going to be doing something unofficial, then it gets interesting. We could always slip you across the river, let the Easterners have a crack at you. They’re sloppy, but they have the right ideas. They might, with some prodding, pass you down the line to the Volkspolizei, or if we’re really lucky perhaps even all the way to the chekists. Now those are some outfits one can be proud to compete against. Just between you, me, and the fly on the wall, we got the device that’s neutralizing you from the KGB - without their permission, of course. Damned resourceful, those Russians.”
Maria tosses what’s left of her cigarette to the floor, pointedly rubbing it out with the heel of her shoe.

“But what I’m really interested in is keeping you right here. Did you know that, after you killed my poor Louis, I found some solace in a new hobby? I’ve thrown myself into my art, dear Irene, over these past five years. I’ve used the human body as a canvas - and oh, how I long to work on yours! I’ve made such beautiful music out of screams and whimpers. How I ache to hear your voice tremble! How I need to hear your cries, your lamentations, a beautiful noise of your suffering, rising to the Heavens!

I shall come to know you, Irene. I shall come to know you very soon, and very well. Your limbs, ligaments, everything that you are, your very soul, all will bend in time to my design. You will know the pain you caused my husband. You will know his fear. You will know his sorrow.

And you will serve my art. Very soon.”
With that, Maria turns 180 degrees on her heels and walks briskly out of the room, leaving her message of terror and torture to sink in.

PART 6 - “She Could‘ve Been a Killer…”
Kate and Ophelia stand next to each other in a dimly lit sub-basement, still partly affected by the shocked of being surrounded by carbon copies of themselves and many of their friends - Arthur and Don were both there, along with a mirrored Kate and Ophelia, seated in a circle around the room with a half dozen other people who O didn’t recognize (and Kate did, but she didn’t want to let that on.)

Kate also recognizes the man at the head of their circle of questioners, and again tries not to let on to Ophelia that she does. Although, in this universe he uses a different name (she had to hope it was not her version of the man playing some trick, but the one who belonged here), he was unmistakably Tafelwein, and unmistakably the leader of this group.

Fortunately, they’d believed the story (the truth, actually) about being from an alternate universe. Although the technology to travel between the two does not exist here, previous visits by those associated with the Project had not gone undetected by this version of the Project and they had soon pieced together a decent and substantially correct theory of what was going on.

Once they had figured out where our travellers had come from, they were full of questions about the other world. Ophelia, of course, answered as honestly as she could, while Kate most decidedly did not - who knew how they’d react to finding out that she served the Project on both sides? And how could she tell them without blowing her cover to Ophelia? So instead, she hewed closely to the boring details of her official cover story life.

In return, Vine (that’s Tafelwein’s name over here, for the record) and the others had filled them in on this world and their role in it. They are part of a shadowy world-wide group, Project Shieldmaiden, backed by several of the free world’s governments. They had formed at a time of great crisis, when the world’s most powerful and respected hero - Stupendous Girl! - had suffered a traumatic head injury during a secret mission to Russia. She had come back safely, but after time it had become clear the she had changed, neurologically, emotionally, morally. She soon established a new name and a new reputation, selling her superpowered services to the highest bidder as the greedy and cruel soldier of fortune, Hell’s Belle. When not engaged on contract work, she had started to rob banks and disrupt major public events just to keep herself amused. Consequently, a secret group had been formed to counteract her. This group.

And now, word had come in that she’d been captured by the military police. So the Project, Vine had told them, planned to free her from their clutches and take control of her themselves - because they still believed she might be reformed, the damage to her brain repaired. They had picked up Kate and Ophelia because they thought they might have been involved, but now it was clear they were just a distraction. So they’d be left here, where it was safe, until the mission to the police station was over.

Kate was determined to find a way to follow them to the police station. If Stupendous Girl! was under lock and key, what better way to find out once and for all who she was? But how to get out, not be seen by the Project, and not tip off Ophelia that something was up?

***

“So, who were they after?”
Belle (not that she had told him that name) smirks at John.

“Honey, if it’d been you, you wouldn’t be standing here.”
John turns to face her, lines of worry creasing his face.

“Does that mean they were after Irene? And if so, why?”
Belle knew damn well that they were after Irene (or rather, after her and mistaking Irene for her), and she knew why as well. If her alternate had managed to keep her identity hidden, why not let it stay hidden for now? For that matter, even though she noticed John giving her a funny look once or twice in this small hotel lobby they’d ducked into to speak privately, she was sure her own mask was protecting her identity - and thus Irene’s as well. All in all, it seemed more entertaining to keep up the deception.

“Most likely she was just scooped up along with whoever they really wanted. Not that it’ll help her much. Bad things happen in those police stations.”
Belle could almost see the gears inside John’s head spinning madly, trying to figure out what had just happened to him, to Irene, where the two other women he’d been travelling with were, and what to do about it all. The image of an out of control machine in his head made her laugh quietly to herself.

“Can you save her?”
He had asked earnestly, desperately. That also amused her.

“I think so.”
“And can I come with you? To help?”
That was even more earnest. She thought back to how much John, her John, the John from this place had been in love with her - and how oblivious he had been to the way she toyed with him, like a cat amusing itself with a small rodent before finishing it off. This John was just as much in love with his Irene - and she’d be surprised if her naïve counterpart even knew about it. This would be even funnier than she’d thought.

“Sure, you can come along. Just try not to get killed, and follow my lead.”
PART 7 - “…if She Didn’t Walk the Way She Do.”
John was not surprised that Belle knew how to find the secret military police holding facility where Irene was being held. This seemed like the kind of thing a superhero would just know, somehow… he’d have expected his version of Stupendous Girl! to know a thing like that, so why not this one? He was a little bit surprised at the excitement with which she anticipated a fight. That was very much unlike the SG! he knew, but one could hardly expect a carbon copy in temperament when she had to operate in this dangerous world. No, the first real surprise came after they flew in over the imposingly high fence, ringed with barbed wire and covered in decoy signs warning of imminent biohazards inside in the name of the Minist(re de l’Ecologie, de l’Energie, du Developpement Durable et de l’Amenagement du Territoire. The surprise came when, while creeping up to the front door, they noticed there was no need. Both guards were immobile and, upon closer inspection, non-responsive. It was not a pretty scene, and whoever had taken out the guards meant business - they had been garrotted, thin and indelible marks left across their throats. Neither would be guarding anything any time soon, unless security is a bigger problem in the afterlife than we have been led to believe.

“Looks like someone beat us here.”
That was all she said. John figured this would be about when his SG! would decide, in the unlikely event that she had not already so decided, that things were too dangerous for an ordinary person, and would shepherd him safely back over the fence before moving in to deal with the situation by herself. He noticed with interest that this SG! did no such thing. She didn’t even volunteer to open the door first. So it fell to him, a combination of curiosity and a desire to find Irene overcoming self-preservation as he slowly opened the door a crack.

As he peered inside he saw an equally gruesome scene. The long and originally nondescript hallway was now easily “descript”. One could, in describing it, bring up the holes smashed in both walls at various intervals, some small ones made by flying bullets and some larger made by fists or blunt implements swung at close quarters and missing their intended target. The largest of the holes could be described by the body sticking halfway out of it, coated in a congealed mix of plaster and blood. The blood could also at ease be used in a description of the hallway, pooled in various spots on the floor, smearing the walls, smattered over yet another easy described feature - the corpses. Some wore the uniforms of the gendarmes, others a jet black ensemble meant for stealth that marked them out as among the intruders. John couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw both Kate and Ophelia among those downed intruders, and he had to look away after a moment to avoid falling into despair. (Why would they be there, anyway? He had to rationalize that he must be mistaken.)

Even as he looked away, he could still describe the hallway by the scent, the awful smells of recent and massive death upon which we shall not dwell here. Or, for that matter, the tableau could easily be described by the sounds which rung out from somewhere further in the building, the panicked shouts and the bursts of gunfire, which told that the battle was still ongoing.

Belle bolts to the door when she hears the gunshots, opening it wide and rushing in, not even thinking anymore about where John is or how he’s reacting. So let’s follow her lead, dear readers, and follow her into the fray - that’s where the action is bound to be. She sprints down the long hallway, deftly avoiding all the slumped bodies, using her finely tuned ears to narrow in on where the gun battle is - because wherever that is, she’s mostly likely to find Maria. (Thoughts of saving her alternate universe double, if she’d ever had any intention of even trying to, are gone when the opportunity to make mischief for one of her enemies presents itself.) She moves quickly through the large barracks, ignoring the sounds of people, or small groups of them, in rooms she passes as she suspects them to be shirkers, hoping to hide until the violence is over, and she doesn’t care either way if they succeed in their goal of self-preservation. No, she continues to home in on the fight, and as she gets closer she begins to suspect it may be dying down - the fire, the shouting, all seem to be distinctly one-sided.

She arrives at a big set of double doors, the one on the right half blown off its hinges, presumably from the blast of a grenade or something similar. Inside, she sees three black clad members of Project Shieldmaiden on their knees, hands held over their head in an unmistakable posture of surrender. (They were the only three remaining members of the group who’d assaulted the compound still alive, which Belle suspected but did not know for sure.) This was all too good to be true for Belle - her two greatest nemeses, the Project who was trying to reform her and the French military police commander who’d made a vendetta of trying to torture and kill her had just slugged it out at great and lethal cost to each others forces, all to gain control of an ersatz version of her! In a way, she was sad to have missed all the fighting… but she was most pleased to have not been noticed yet, and to be in time to see the great entertainment she knew Maria would provide momentarily.

The Project members obviously did not suspect what was in store for them, or else they never would have surrendered. The only mercy they were shown was in the speed of their execution, the muzzles of their captors guns blazing just milliseconds before they fell, hardly having time to register fear, comprehension, or betrayal.

“You always did have a sense for the dramatic, Maria. I think it’s why I so enjoy our time together.”
Belle had burst through the doors, into a large and mostly open room with a skylight, filled with at least two dozen fully armed (and now fully surprised) elite military police officers. None was more surprised, or more immediately furious, than Maria herself.

“How did you…? No matter. We can always explain away one more body in the reports…”
With that, the gendarmes all opened fire. And with that, Maria lunged into action, an almost childlike grin of joy on her face as she set about the work of doing onto others before they do onto you.

Kate had been less than subtle in her arguments, but the stakes were extraordinarily high. Here was a chance, finally, to do what she’d been assigned to do so many years ago! Stupendous Girl! was helpless, locked up, and all she had to do was find her to reveal once and for all the secret of her identity. Surely, she’d be the same person here that she was back home! But how could she convince Ophelia that it was their best course of action to seek out SG!, when she (quite understandably) wanted to track down John and Irene, let them know they were okay, and prepare to go home? 

(The rest of it, overpowering the lone guard left to keep them in place, getting him to tell them where the police station was, and then getting there in time to find out what she needed, that would all be trivial. It was what she was trained for, wasn’t it?)

She’d tried to advance the theory that, in this clearly dangerous world, having SG! on their side would help them stay safe and find their fellow travellers. Had either of them known the danger John and Irene were in, this argument might actually have made sense, but of course they were blissfully unaware that anything had happened to the others. Ophelia was only slightly convinced of the merits of the plan, and frankly a bit confused as to why Kate seemed so obsessed with it.

Kate knew she needed a break, a distraction, something. She got it in the form of the piercing noise which, at first, neither of them could recognize. (but which instantly sent the guard into a nervous state). At first, it sounded like an extraordinarily loud and insistent fan motor, humming in overdrive. There was another sound riding on top of it, almost like an ambulance siren.

Suddenly, Kate placed it. This was exactly what she needed, exactly the distraction to put the guard off, to make her plan to find SG! seem more sensible, and to create enough chaos that she could slip around the city unseen. And she, alone of all the millions crammed into this historic city, was ecstatic to hear (at exactly 1:56 am) the blaring of an air raid siren.

PART 8 - “We can be Heroes”
Future historians of this alternate world would come to make much of the date the Soviets and their European allies decided to surge across the Seine in force to menace West France. It was, in fact, the 94th anniversary of the final day of the Battle of the Marne, the historic German victory that ensured the speedy capitulation of Paris during the First World War, victory on the Western front for the Central Powers (which led inexorably to a victory in the war as a whole, although at great cost), and which allowed the creaky old empires of the Germans, Austro-Hungarians, and Ottomans to totter on into the 1950’s and the fateful events of the Second World War (the war in which, as every school child knows, a combination of nationalist rebellions, discreetly fomented from Moscow, and seemingly unstoppable invasions from a revanchist and militaristic France blew apart the map of Europe, leading to a revived French Empire which rivalled in extent anything Napoleon had ever assembled - in fact, far exceeded it after the surrender of the United Kingdom. This new Empire did not endure to match even the decade-long span of the First, of course… but this is not a history lesson, it’s a story, so we should focus in on our titular hero and her predicament as a storm rages around her, both inside the building and in the city around it.).

Over the course of two or three minutes, Irene had noticed some of her normal strength returning to her. To be sure, she wasn’t in her best shape, but slowly the aches in all her muscles began to subside, the pain she felt at how her bonds cut into the flesh of her wrists and ankles began to lessen, and she became aware of some measure of the superhuman ability she normally took for granted. She couldn’t be sure why this was happening - it could, in fact, be part of the torture Maria had planned for her, to give her some hope of escape before snatching it away - but it might be that the device draining her powers had somehow been damaged. She’d heard a great deal of commotion in the building, and though she wasn’t sure what was happening she suspected someone was mounting a rescue mission. She was not used to being on the side of needing rescue, but if that was what was happening she was pleased all the same.

In any event, it seemed worth the effort again to try her returning strength against the shackles. No one was in the room, and she thought maybe everyone had forgot about her, though on the far wall was a big tinted window (a two-way mirror if she’d ever seen one), so she couldn’t rule out the chance she was being watched. If she was being watched, she was determined to put on a show, jumping up abruptly and thrusting her body forward to put as much strain as possible on her leg shackles. Sure enough, they snapped, although since her hands were not yet free and she was surprised with the ease at which the restraints gave, she fell awkwardly to the floor, turning to one side to avoid any serious injury. After hitting the floor with a thud, she noticed that it didn’t hurt nearly as much as it would have a normal person - another good sign - though the effort of freeing her legs had fatigued her more than it ought to have. After that, snapping her handcuffs and ripping off what remained of the leg restraints was a trivial matter, as was getting back to her feet and then taking the lone door to the interrogation room off its hinges. No one had yet made a move to stop her.

Irene cautiously peers out of the opening where a door, seconds ago, used to be. She hears fighting going on somewhere, but she doesn’t see any signs of it around here, nor any signs of anyone, really, save a single guard who has been knocked out about fifty feet down the hallway and lies slumped against a wall, breaths coming shallow but steady. She isn’t certain which way leads to the exit, so instead she decides to head away from the cacophony of violence emanating from somewhere deep in the complex, walking down the hall in the opposite direction from where the injured guard slumbers. After just a few steps she notices a door left just slightly open a bit ahead and to her left, with a light on in the room behind it. If there is a trap, this is where it would come from, she thinks to herself while she walks up to open it and get the ambush over with. 

When she throws open the door and looks inside the room (actually just a small supply closet), she is surprised to find not a room but her friend, John, hiding in a corner, mop handle at the ready as a weapon of last resort.

“John! How did you get in here!”
Relieved and surprised to see his her free, John drops the handle and springs to his feet.

“We were supposed to rescue you… but it looks like you took care of yourself.”
“We? Who’s we? Are Kate and Ophelia here too?”
Irene was suddenly concerned. If the fighting, the gunfire she heard was between the defenders of this barracks and her friends…
“No, Stupendous Girl! brought me here. But she took off a while ago, and I’ve been on my own since. I’m not sure where anyone else is.”
Stupendous Girl! brought him here? That didn’t make very much sense… unless there was a version of her in this universe. She could figure that out later, though. Right now the priority would be to find their other two travelling partners, and then get back close enough to where they arrived in town to get home before their 48 hour window closed. That would start with getting out of this building without attracting any attention. Since John had been conscious during his entry to the facility, finding a way out quietly ended up being a trivial matter. Well, mostly. 

Maria was the second person John saw running past them. The first was not so much running as flying, flung with great force and sent whirling over their heads, seconds later to crash with the horrible sound of bone meeting wall (followed soon by the sounds of wall winning the confrontation). Luckily both managed to get past them without striking either John or Irene, and Maria was in such a panicked state that she didn’t even register who either of them was, simply making a mad dash for the exit. Irene turned, wondering who could possibly have so frightened and molested these two highly trained military police officers (John doesn’t bother, as he already knows the answer), and is surprised to see a facsimile of herself smiling back. She seems content to let Maria escape, perhaps hoping for another chance to disrupt her plans later, and she seems similarly content to let John and Irene go, waving them towards the door with an indulgent grin. Now, Irene was fairly certain she could have held her own against… uh, herself, if need be. But it’s better that it need not be, so as not to have to reveal the extent of her powers, so she just grabs John’s arm and leads him out of the building.

PART 9 - “You Can‘t Afford the Ticket”
Though this might be considered unusual for the end of a story, it is my duty as narrator to inform you that (for the most part, with exceptions noted below) Irene and John’s trip back to where they had entered the city - and thus where they’d be close enough to be automatically taken home when the time came - was uneventful. Well, at least as uneventful as such a trip can be in the midst of an invasion.

They found Kate and Ophelia soon after leaving the building, fortuitously running into them as they were trying to sneak in to find out what had happened. (Although she masked it well, Kate was disappointed at not being able to get into the barracks, especially after hearing that Stupendous Girl! had run amok in there.) It was agreed that they would all try to sneak back to somewhere close enough to their entry point to go home - they had been told before leaving that they’d only need to be within half a kilometre or so, meaning that if they could find some way to avoid drawing the attention of soldiers on either side, and to avoid being out in the open and exposed to the explosions they could hear around the city, they should be safe soon enough. With at least some chance for an escape and danger all around, even Kate couldn’t argue that they should stay here, so she didn’t bother trying.

The secret barracks of the gendarmes was some way out of the centre of the city (in fact, not in Paris at all but in Montrouge to the west, part of the petite couronne of suburbs around Paris), meaning they had a walk of a few miles ahead of them. On the positive side, it meant the air raids were not yet focused this far out, and they saw no soldiers of either side in the streets. That would change as they got closer to the Seine and downtown Paris.

The streets, all the way into the city, were eerily quiet (even though it was still early in the morning, one would normally expect to see at least someone out and about). Occasionally a warplane would buzz overhead, or the thundering of artillery could be heard in the distance, and on one or two terrifying occasions small arms fire was clearly being exchanged somewhere nearby. But it seemed, to our intrepid heroes, that both the attackers and the defenders of West France were focusing their efforts elsewhere and were not making Paris a huge priority. (This was, in fact, the case. Outside the (le-de-France region, all of the territory in this area was held by West France and not the R(publique des Ouvriers et Ouvri(res de France, the small enclave of East Paris being a holdover from the last war and nowhere near the communist French state centered around Provence.) Only once in the first half of their journey did they see any of the human consequence of the fighting going on, when they came across a gravely wounded and unconscious soldier in an American uniform (his breast bearing a tag with his name and rank, Private First Class Expendable), for whom sadly they determined they could do nothing.

As they got closer to the centre of the divided city, the noise and terror of the embryonic hot war became more insistent. Fortunately, Leipzig Pact troops in the area had been ordered not to cross the Seine due to their numerical inferiority in the region, instead being told to hold their lines and cause as much trouble as possible, hoping to tie down French and Allied troops that would be needed elsewhere. This meant little direct fighting in the areas they were moving through, which was the good side of the coin. The bad side was that every step they took towards the Seine brought them closer to sniping, heavier and heavier air raids, and shelling from guns out of sight. The buildings they passed, which earlier in the day had been relatively unmolested and certainly seemed to be safe havens for those hiding in them, gave way to apartments, shops, and office towers being rocked by explosions. Debris had already begun to fill certain streets, and it was here, about a mile away from their ultimate destination, that our four travellers decided to stop and plan how they would get close enough to get home in the few hours that remained to them, and exactly how close that needed to be.

They managed to find a small grocery store that, although not open, was also not locked up and seemed currently to be unoccupied. Although technically none of them had any desire to become a looter, it seemed both a good place to plan in relatively safety and to find any supplies that would be needed before everyone else in the city decided these things were fair game. (They were, of course, unaware of the advanced state of civil defense preparations in this version of Paris, and that almost every family would have an emergency supply of food and essentials stocked away.) 

First, they decided not to risk going back to the hotel John and Irene had booked for their things - it was too risky, and they had brought nothing too essential - certainly, nothing that couldn’t be replaced (and Henderson would be sure to pay for the replacements on top of their fee). Second, they decided to rely on what they’d been told in the briefing before they travelled here, that they need only be within about half a kilometre (they decided to try to get a bit closer, just to be safe) and they would be automatically brought back when 48 hours had passed from their arrival. So, after taking a map of the city to figure out what streets they would have to pass to ensure they were within the radius to return, and taking some food and water to see them through the rest of the day, they set out to leave and find a solid enough looking building within the radius to hide out in until the 48 hours were up. It was as they set out to leave the store that the biggest threat to their safe passage out of the city arrived.

Just as they were leaving they heard footsteps outside. At first, thinking it to be local residents looking for food, they thought nothing of it. Nothing, that is, until Irene heard two men on the street outside, speaking to each other in Russian. With one hand she signalled for the others to hide.

“What is it?”
“Russians, outside. Not in uniform, I assume, since no one’s shooting at them. They must have slipped spies across the border before the shooting started.”
Irene’s plan was to continuing hiding, hoping they were going somewhere else and that, if they weren’t noticed, she wouldn’t need to contemplate using her powers (and revealing them) to protect her friends. The plan did not seem to be working, though, as the two men were heading straight to the store entrance. And now it began to make sense… perhaps this store was clear of people, kept clear and open, because it had always been meant as a meeting point for Russian agents. Irene’s mind raced, wondering what she could do to ward them off without giving herself away.

Then, to her surprise, John got up to walk out to the door (in plain view, no less), seemingly to great them.

“What are you doing?”
John ignores her whispered question, instead addressing the two Russians.

«Я имею вещи под управлением здесь!»
Irene had no idea what he said to them, then or in the short conversation that ensued, but it seemed to convince them to move on. She also had no idea that John could speak Russian, seemingly well enough to convince a native speaker, and wondered why he had never brought it up. In any event, after they were gone he briefly explained to all of them that he had simply bluffed them, pretending to be one of their number and telling them to move on. He still gave no explanation as to when and where he had learned to speak fluent Russian, and everyone was too occupied with other thoughts (and too relieved) to ask. 

After that, nothing went badly. Although explosions continued to rage around them, they were careful and Irene was not once compelled to use her superpowers to save anyone. They found an apartment building where no one seemed to be about on the ground level, so after some reconnaissance they were able to find an empty apartment and break down the door, finding security in there (and in the din of the battles around the city, fortunately not drawing any attention to the noise of breaking in). As promised, when the appointed hour rolled by they were all brought home without even realizing, at first, that it was happening. Suddenly, the three of them were back in the hotel they’d left two days before (Kate was not there, having been diverted to a different point, and in the fog of their arrival - as intended by the Project - they forgot she had been there in the first place. No one had told them how malleable to suggestion human brains were in the first moments after undergoing travel if not specifically prepared for it, so just as they had accepted that she belonged there just be her acting as if she did, they accepted that she was never there because she wasn’t now, and McAllister made a quick point of asking how the “three” of them had fared.)

In all, the three considered themselves very fortunate to have made it home. Kate, in her secret location, considered herself less so, having nothing of substance to offer the Project in return for the danger they’d all been in.

Stupendous Girl! will return in Chapter 6, “Your Enemy is Sleeping (and His Woman is Free)”.

