
PART 1 - “The Trouble You Took From Her Eyes”
A large banner hangs across the far wall of the main room in Henderson’s headquarters, reading simply “Congrats Irene and Lewis - September 5th, 2009”. Around the large office stand all of the employees of Henderson Apparel, most holding champagne flutes, many munching away on an assortment of small sandwiches and crudités, all engaged in pleasant banter. Arthur regales the soon to be bride with tales of the small joys of married life while, in a cloakroom nearby, his wife pretends to be hanging up a coat while she surreptitiously calls her lover to let him know how boring the party is and how she misses him. Don, both manager of the office and dean of its collective social life, beams at the smooth functioning of this, the first of his wedding gifts to his friend Irene. (The second, which he still was surprised he’d been able to convince Henderson of, was two extra weeks of paid vacation, one right before and one right after the wedding. He was planning to tell her towards the end of the night, already revelling in the anticipated reaction to his generosity.) Ophelia, for her part, having become (for reasons known only to a couple present) much more self-assured and cordial over the past few months was mingling like a pro, currently impressing a work colleague and close friend of Lewis’ from the paper with a story about recent difficulties at the airport.

With the exception already mentioned of Arthur’s wife Gwen, everyone has having a good time. No, wait. There is one more exception. In a corner of the room stands John, pretending to fiddle with the music playlist, mostly seeking to avoid having to talk to anyone or do anything in as much as that is possible. He’d racked his brain but had been unable to figure a way to avoid the party without something seeming off, so here he was, playing the part and wishing none of this was happening. Wishing he was doing something else. Somewhere else. With someone else, or, even better, with no one at all, so he’d have time to think things over by himself.

“John! Here, have one of these.”
It was Lewis, of all the people here the one John least wanted to speak to, who interrupted his train of thought with an outstretched glass of moderately priced sparkling wine.

“Really, I don’t need another just yet. Maybe in a moment.”
Lewis smiles, a smile meant to put one at ease rather than convey his own satisfaction, a smile that means “I know you are dissembling, but I’m not cross about it”, and near thrusts the glass into John’s hand, leaving him only the options of taking it or spilling wine all over himself and the floor.

“Nonsense! You haven’t had one all night. You haven’t done anything all night, except mope, from what I’ve seen.”
John was very much caught off guard, trying to stammer out a response, when Lewis went on.

“Look, John, I know why you’re moping. I know how you feel about Irene. And I think maybe we should go somewhere a little quieter and have a little talk about it. Don’t you?”
John was at a loss as to how to react. Lewis was smiling, sure, he had handed him a drink - but he knew. He knew that John loved his fiancée with all his heart, and that by extension he must resent Lewis as an intruder and a threat with just as much strength and with just as much of his heart. If he knew, and if he wanted to talk about it privately, that could mean nothing good. He didn’t know Lewis quite well enough to judge how he’d react - would he be angry? Would he fight? Would he be dismissive, would he be full of pity, would he be sarcastic? All he knew for sure, all he felt was despair. Everything he had fought to hide was laid bare. All that had been controlled was now chaos. And he could see no option but to follow Lewis to another room, close the door, and wait to see how he wanted to play the game.

John waited, trying as hard as he could (and mostly, but not completely succeeding)to hide his nervousness. Lewis does not string him out for too long, only making sure no one is in ear shot and no one has yet noticed their absence before he starts to speak. 

“This is a problem, John. I’m sure you know that.”
John nods vigorously. If he knew anything at this moment, he knew that this was a problem.

“But I want to be clear on this. It’s not a problem for me. What Irene and I have is solid, it’s strong, and it’s going to last. I want you to be very clear on this. I don’t view you as a rival, or a threat. I don’t think you’d try anything crazy, and even if you did I don’t think it would work. That’s not the kind of man Irene has been talking about since I’d first known her, and that’s not the kind of man I’ve observed you to be.

It’s not a problem for Irene, unless you make it so. She doesn’t know, or at least I’m pretty certain she doesn’t. But she does care very deeply about you as a friend, John, and I’m sure you know that. If nothing happens to change that, then there is no problem. You’re important to her, which means you’re important to me, which is why we’re here. Which is why I’m advising you not to do anything to hurt her, John. That would create a problem.”
If you thought John was nodding vigorously before, you wouldn’t believe what he’s doing now. Of course, hurting Irene was the furthest thing from his mind.

“No, John, it’s first and foremost a problem for you. I think I know a bit about where you are right now… I think I’ve been a similar place myself once. And it’s not a good place. It’s bad for you, John. It’s keeping you trapped. Now, since you are so important to Irene, and that makes you important to me, I’ve decided I want to help get you free.”
In one way, this was going better for John then he’d dared hope. There was no overt anger, no threat of violence, no likelihood that he’d be exposed to Irene. But he wasn’t at all sure what “getting free” meant.

“John, I don’t know you as well as I’d like to, but you certainly seem to be a decent guy. It’s frustrating to watch you in a holding pattern because you’re so caught up with Irene, and you can’t realize what kind of relationship you’re meant to have with her. I’m not telling you I want you out of her life - far from it. Your friendship is an anchor for her, and I want that to remain. But I want to see you move on, John, for your own sake.”
Lewis reaches into his shirt pocket, pulling out a folded slip of paper and handing it to John.

“Here, take this. I don’t normally do this, so I don’t know if I’m any good at it…”
John unfolds the paper, seeing a phone number and a woman’s name written on it.

“We went to college together. She just moved to Port Manteau, got a job doing PR with one of the bigger firms in town, doesn’t really know anyone here yet. There’s no hurry, of course… you do with that number what you want, when you’re ready. Do nothing at all if you don’t feel up to it. But you should consider it. You two would get along, I think.”
John folds and unfolds the paper nervously, thinking furiously to himself, but still to shocked to do much mentally but spin his wheels. 

“I’ll… I’ll think about it. I need time to think.”
“That’s fine, John. That’s fair. Why don’t you go home now? I’m sure this is rough on you. I’ll tell Irene you’re feeling sick… I pulled you aside out of concern, you said how much you wanted to stay, and I talked you into going home. Make you look like the good guy. How’s that?”
That was fine by John. A reasonably graceful exit, a chance to sit home alone and think - that was better than fine. That was exactly what the doctor ordered.

PART 2 - “Cutting Your Losses”
Don shivers in the early winter cold, a small trail of smoke rising from the cigarette dangling in one hand and a bigger puff of smoke visible each time he exhales. Each shiver, each second he could feel the cold seeping into his bones, strengthened his commitment to make yet another crack at quitting - someday, it would stick, he was sure.

Just as he’s about to butt out and head back into the heated office and the pleasant party, he hears the door open behind him and turns to see John, bundled up as befits the weather, heading glumly out into the cold.

“Leaving early?”
John frowns slightly, holding a gloved hand to his stomach to help sell his exit excuse. 

“Not feeling well. I’ve been a bit off all week.”
Don nods knowingly.

“I’m not surprised.”
“What do you mean by that?”
A small but perceptible smile at the corner of his mouth, one that might almost be described as conspiratorial (though in a friendly way, to be sure) lets John know that Lewis is not the only one to have guessed at his secrets.

“It must be hard for you, watching the two of them together.”
John exhales audibly, his face all teeth and obvious annoyance.

“I sort of thought I was playing my cards a bit closer to the chest then that.”
“You have to understand that I have some not inconsiderable experience at reading people, and at affairs of the heart. I don’t think everyone can see it. But, at the same time, I don’t think you hide yourself nearly as well as you think you do.”
A stony faced John begins walking off the property, offering a perfunctory explanation as he goes.

“It’s getting cold, I should be off. Long walk ahead of me.”
“Want to talk about it?”
“No.”
***

John had only made it a few steps out of view of Henderson’s building before the crunchy sound of onrushing footsteps on snow told him he was about to face another unwelcome interruption. (How could he tell it would be unwelcome? Well, any interruption would be unwelcome to him at this point. A faded, elderly TV star showing up to let him know he’d won a multi-million dollar sweepstakes and give him a giant novelty cheque would be unwelcome at this particular moment.)

“John!”
He turned to see Ophelia running towards him (not so much running, it should be said, as scurrying in that half-cautious/half-mad way one does on a dangerously icy sidewalk), her efforts at bundling against the cold making his look poor in comparison. Having spent her whole life in a Nordic climate, she believed in preparing properly for winter.

“Mind if I walk with you for a bit?”
 He wasn’t sure whether he did or not, and his mood gravitated towards rudeness, but for some reason he found himself saying yes.

“That was some party, huh?”
John nods grimly and subtly, his movements restricted by the bitter cold.

“It was something alright.”
“It can’t have been easy on you to be there, given what the party was for.”
John’s reaction catches her a little bit by surprise, both in its vehemence and the obvious frustration it speaks to.

“Christ! Does everyone know about this?!”
“We’ve noticed because we care about you, that’s all. Besides, it’s just Don and I who know.”
“And Lewis.”
“And Lewis…? Shit. No wonder you left.

Wait, he didn’t…”
“No, he’s being very nice about it. But I have no idea how to react. I’m not even sure what I’m thinking about it right now.”
For an awkward moment they stand at a street corner, waiting for an old sedan which has seen better days make its sloppy and slippery left turn through the intersection in front of them, threatening to veer off at any moment and rush towards them should the driver lose control and they lose their concentration for even a split second. Only when it has at long last got righted and clunked off down the street, trailing a foul-smelling cloud of black smoke that hangs thick in the night air, can the two go back to both walking and talking.

“You should take some time to think before you do anything. This may seem bad now, but I guarantee you it could get worse if you’re not careful. You could lose Irene’s friendship. You could lose contact with her completely.”
“I know. Look, I don’t mean to be a jerk, but could we talk about something else? Just for now?”
Ophelia didn’t mind, having been placed in similar enough situations in the past to know when to push and when to wait, and so they did talk about other things until she’d got safely to her neighbourhood and peeled off to go home, leaving John once again blissfully alone. So now he walks, silently brooding - silently, that is, until the sound of someone else’s footsteps rapidly approaching on snow again fill the air.

“Jesus! What is it this time?”
There are many things John might have expected in that moment, many possible interruptions. Yet another friend accosting him with unwanted advice and a humiliating level of knowledge of what he thought had been his private life, perhaps. Some itinerant, a poor homeless bastard stuck out in this inhuman cold and hoping for a little bit of change, struggling with a quiet dignity to overcome the elements and fate and his own shame to beg. That was also possible. Maybe it was nothing at all, a stranger rushing past with some other purpose, and the footsteps approaching perhaps just a coincidence. 

What he did not expect was three very hard and self-satisfied looking youths standing in front of him, the footsteps from behind telling him two more were encircling him, the lack of lights on the street or activity telling him his was shit out of luck. The leader of the boys held a sinister looking knife and showed every sign of both knowing how to use and it being quite fond of doing so.

“What you got in your wallet, mister?”
It was not so much a question as a command.

PART 3 - “Not to be Deterred”
John figured he had a moment to consider his options - the boys in front of him would expect him, and rightly so, to be startled, and they wouldn’t think it amiss if he stood in shock for a moment. So he appeared to do so, while his mind raced to come up with, and just as quickly discard, potential solutions.

Try to talk them out of it? There was no reason to think it would work, but it could buy him time, he supposed, if he came across as duly afraid (and what reason wouldn’t he have to be afraid? Surprisingly, right now he was more annoyed than afraid, but perhaps that would change later, if and when he got out of the situation and looked back on it). So he might be able to buy himself a bit of time. But time for what? What would he do with it if he had it?

He could try to make a break for it. He wasn’t a slow man, but he is also surrounded by five of them, which meant his only way out was to scramble or leap over the nearly three foot high snow bank over the curb and into the street - the slick, icy street. A slow start, a slip, would doom him. The fact that he was swathed in several layers of winter clothing and looked more like a pillow than a distance runner, that his aerodynamics and the winter-encrusted ground in all direction all argued against any rapid motion, the fact that going anywhere but on the sidewalks or the streets meant trudging through ankle-deep snow… all this meant running wasn’t a plan worth thinking about any longer.

He could fight. Against five of them, all armed and he not, with nothing on his side but the element of surprise (and perhaps not even that)… it was an even worse plan than running.

He could try to pay them off, offer them some of the contents of his wallet and try to keep the rest. It was a low reward strategy, given that he had only 40 dollars in cash on him, could have any credit cards cancelled within hours, and had no reason other than not wanting the hassle of getting new cards to protect his ID. Still, he resisted the concept of just giving in, giving these kids things they didn’t deserve, his things.

He resisted, but he could see no other way, galling as it was. So he started to reach for his wallet, slowly, holding his other hand up and in plan view in an attempt to look as unmenacing and compliant as he could.

“I don’t want any trouble. You can have everything.”
“We don’t want trouble neither, mister, so hand it over!”
Another voice come from somewhere behind the boys, catching everyone by surprise.

“What if I want trouble, though? What would you do then?”
John had never been happier to see Stupendous Girl! make one of her trademark pithy entrance. The teens trying to rob him had likely never been more dismayed to see anyone make an entrance.

If discretion is the better part of valour, thought John, what is mindless terror? The kids with the knives, who had come so close to taking most of his readily portable wealth, who had just a moment ago been so full of bluster they’d almost burst with it, had made not the slightest effort to stand against SG!. More enterprising crooks might have tried to grab him as a hostage, or maybe just fight her and hope that numbers would tell (they wouldn’t, not from what he had seen, but people still tried sometimes). These boys had just run as soon as they knew what they were up against, which in all honesty was probably their best course of action. SG! hadn’t bothered following them once she was sure John was safe - with any luck, she might even have scared one or two of them straight, at least for a while. John was a bit surprised at first with how little attention she paid to them as they fled, though - and with the strange way she was looking at him. 

Though she tried to keep the lives of Irene and Stupendous Girl! separate, it wasn’t always possible. Accidents happened. One such accident, at the party, happened easily enough - when she saw her fianc( and her best friend slip off to speak in private, she got curious. She knew, at the time, that she shouldn’t, but she also knew no one would notice if she used her super-hearing to snoop a little bit. It hadn’t been her intention to hear very much - she would have stopped listening after a minute or two, would have after she got the gist of whatever they were planning (she’d guessed, when she decided to start listening, that they were talking about some kind of surprise for her at the end of the party, and she couldn’t help wanting to know). Once it became clear what they were actually discussing, though, she had to hear the whole thing. 

If she was being honest with herself, she had (on some level) known for a while, and had not wanted to admit it, and had thus confined her suspicions and the inconvenient and awkward implications thereof from her own conscious mind. It certainly seemed like a good idea in light of the fact that, as soon as she did know, she found herself tailing John from a distance for reason she couldn’t quite fathom. Blissful ignorance would beat the hell out of this, whatever this was.

So she just stood there, looking at him, staring, him staring back, uncertain, wondering what she was getting at, and her not being able to say anything, not now, of course, and not ever. How would she explain how she found out? How would she say anything to him, if she ever did figure out what she wanted to say, even? How would she buttress the flimsy excuse she’d given Lewis for her sudden departure from the party? What would she say to him? What did she want to say to him?

At length, she flew off again. For the second time in as many minutes, John stood on an ice covered sidewalk, his mind racing to make sense of a situation.

PART 4 - “We Have Lingered in the Chambers of the Sea”
The call came just after noon. Though she had no idea what he wanted, though the act of being called by her best friend was utterly routine, for a moment she considered not answering. It was far too soon since finding out for sure how he felt to deal with him, and to pretend (as he had, apparently, been pretending for years!) that she knew nothing. She wasn’t in the mood for dancing, didn’t have the energy. But avoiding his call would be just as much a dance, and she didn’t want him to know anything was amiss, not yet anyway. She’d have to talk to him eventually, talk as if everything was as it always had been. And she did, it should be noted, have some practice at living a double life. She was just surprised that he did too.

“Hello?”
“It’s John. Can I come by? I‘m in the neighbourhood, and I‘ve got something I wanted to talk to you guys about.”
Irene frowns. Talking on the phone was one thing… having him here in person?

“Lewis is out, he’s at a press conference. So maybe another time?”


“No, it’s fine. I can do this with just you there, and I’ll catch up to him later. Say I swing by in about… 10 minutes? That okay?”
How many times, she wondered, had he secretly not wanted to see the two of them but pretended he did? How many times had he held his tongue? How many times had his comments had a second meaning? How many times had he, like she did now, agreed to something he didn’t want to do because it would seem strange not to agree?

“Sure, ten minutes. I’ll see you then.”
She snapped the phone shut before she could hear what, if anything, he said in response. Ten minutes. Ten minutes to decide how she felt about this whole thing. Her instinctual reaction had been and still was to feel betrayed, lied to, as in fact she was (in a way). When a person with whom you thought you were entirely truthful, and vice versa, turns out to be concealing a huge secret from you… but then, who was as superhero with a secret identity to be lecturing anyone on openness?

She wanted to salvage the relationship they had - that she thought they’d had, at least - but how could she? Didn’t the very act of knowing and not being able to tell him meant she could never be natural or unguarded again? That she would always question his motives, or her own? That it wouldn’t be fun anymore, because she’d always have to be defensive?

For now, it would have to be enough to be reactive. See what he wanted in this particular situation, see how he wanted to play things (though he had no idea of the game he was playing if he thought his desires were hidden from her, not anymore) and then decide what to do. If she could just get through this one meeting, this…whatever it was going to be, that was a step. How many more steps the journey would take, and where it would end, she wasn’t sure yet.

Her phone was ringing again. He was in the lobby, waiting to be buzzed in.

So there he was, standing in front of her, looking nervous. She couldn’t recall him ever looking that uncertain in her apartment before, and she dreaded whatever it was that he dreaded. She suddenly expected this to be messy, very messy.

“So, I was thinking… uh, at the party last night. I got to thinking.”
“Uh huh. How’s your stomach, by the way? Feeling better?”
John grimaces slightly. Had she not known, she’d have attributed it to any residual illness and not to his discomfort at having to tell her yet another white lie, of who knows how many he’s told over the years. As it was, she kind of liked twisting the knife in, just a bit. Let him be uncomfortable.

“Yeah, I’ve been okay since I got a good night’s sleep in. Better, anyway. But about the party… it got me to thinking, seeing you and Lewis together, with everyone from work around…”
Christ, here it came, and at exactly the worst possible time for him, too. Had he said something before she knew, however clumsily he’d gotten around to it, she was sure she would have let him down easy. Had he said long enough ago, before their current pattern had emerged, who knows? She might not have needed to let him down at all. His timing was impeccably, almost perfectly bad, and she couldn’t help but feel a bit of pity for it, mixed in with the annoyance, betrayal, and anger.

“Well, I started thinking about how I’d never told you…
…how happy I am for you.”
Wait, what? Irene was all geared up to interject, to cut him off, when he went in a totally different direction from what she was expecting.

“It’s impossible not to look at the two of you and just see how great a couple you are… how much you’re meant to be together. And I realized I’d never actually told you that. I’m happy you two found each other. I’m really proud of both of you. And I just thought you should know.”
Irene couldn’t possibly be more relieved, or happy. If John was going to ignore his feelings and let her be happy, let everything be as it had been, as she’d liked it… she was happy to oblige. That everything should just resolve itself so easily, without her having to say or do anything…
“Oh John, you don’t know how much that means to me. I…”
Suddenly, she was tearing up. They both were. Without even thinking about it, she found herself in a hug with her friend. Still her friend. Her best friend.

There were a lot of things she might have been expecting to feel as they embraced. The prick of a needle in the back of her neck was not one of them. At first, she almost didn’t notice it, her brain trying to disregard it as a false signal that made no sense. But she’d definitely been jabbed in the back of the neck by a needle. By John. Why that would be, she had no clue.

He let her go, and just as he did a sudden wave of nausea and fatigue washed over her, frighteningly alike to something she’d recently felt after being injected with some sort of poison in an alternate version of Paris. Her muscles, all over her body, began to spasm. Her reasoning became slow, her reflexes lethargic, her vision hazy. As she began to fall, as she tried (and failed) to cry out in alarm and surprise, she saw John’s face in a way she had never seen it before.

He was smiling, but it was not his usual smile. There was something different about it, something hard, dangerous. Something predatory.

“Sleep well… Stupendous Girl!.”
Her head hit the floor, and she went into oblivion to the sounds of John’s sinister laughing.

PART 5 - “The Secret Ingredient”
John had parked the non-descript white van in the alley right behind the restaurant, putting its back doors as close to the building’s back entrance as he could. (He found it funny that he had not, over the past several years, even really noticed that it was such a great place to sneak things in and out of, and had he noticed he was sure he would have thought nothing of it. This meant it was very likely no one else had noticed either, which was a good thing.) He was only able to open the driver’s side door halfway, but it was enough to slip out and walk to the back of the van. Throwing the doors open, he sees Irene where he left her, lying prone and unconscious on the floor, hands and feet tied up with rope (not that such bindings would matter if she did wake up, but John liked to be thorough).

“I could use some help here. You know she’s heavier than she looks.”
“Hold on a second. Need to open the door first.”
John waits, somewhat less than patiently, as Kate unlocks and then props open the dingy looking steel door at the back of her small lunch counter. As she walks back to the van, he starts to drag Irene out into the alley.

“You take her feet, I’ve got her head.”
At any time of the day it would be unlikely for someone to be walking by the alleyway at the same time they were carting a presumably unwilling person into the back of a restaurant (a restaurant that had not been opened for the day, it should be added, a hurried sign added with a plausible excuse to notify any customers. Kate was fortunate the call had come just before she was going to open, or things would have been… more awkward). At one in the afternoon on a Saturday, when the only businesses open in the industrial park would normally be Kate’s own lunch counter (and even that, only for a few hours and likely sparsely attended) and a nearby car dealership, when few people would be anywhere nearby for work or shopping, it was highly unlikely they’d be seen. Still, John had parked in such a way to block off as much of the view into the alley as he could. Still, they moved Irene as quickly as possible, and didn’t feel safe until the door was closed behind them.

After that, Kate worked quickly, taking her to the small storage room behind the kitchen, untying her, strapping her to a low table (like the previous attempts at restraint, they would prove wholly inadequate if called upon, but it was still worth doing on the off chance a half second would be enough time should SG! wake up unexpectedly), pulling a syringe out of a counter and injecting her with more of the knockout serum.

“How long will that hold her?”
“At least 24 hours. Plenty of time to get the samples we need and then put her back, and plenty of time for a memory wipe.”
“So, we just have to think of a cover story then.”
“Indeed. But we can handle that in a minute. First thing’s first… how long ago did you realize?”
John smiles as he watches Kate go about her work. He isn’t sure exactly what her work is - the Project, wisely, tries to keep its operatives from knowing too much about what any of the others do - but he knows she needed Stupendous Girl!, and he’d found her. He needed her knocked out so she could do some kind of medical exam on her, and he’d provided that too. His pride in his accomplishments was entirely justifiable, he thought.

“It was in Paris, when we were attacked and Irene went missing. The other version of SG! showed up, and that raised some suspicions. Trying to figure out why Irene was taken, and then seeing how much she looked like SG!… That was what trigged me to wake up. But I couldn’t be sure, so I had to see for myself. I managed to sneak off on my own at the barracks, and I found the device they were using to weaken her. It’s better than what we have, sadly. A lot better. And I didn’t have time to study it. But I did shut it off… I had to see if she could break her chains if she wasn’t being weakened. When she could, that’s when I knew.”
“Six years as a sleeper agent… that’s a long time.”
“It is. I can’t tell you how happy I am to be back, too. Never thought it would take this long.”
Though she doesn’t stop her work, Kate also allows herself a small and sly smile as she moves about, preparing to poke and prod our incapacitated hero.

“You forgot how much fun it was to be one of the bad guys, huh?”
“I suppose you could say that.”
As she moves a table into place next to where SG! is tied down, laying out the implements she’ll be using in her… exam, or whatever it is… Kate allows herself a small sign of annoyance in the form of a furrowed brow.

“Why didn’t you tell me right away, if you knew in Paris?”
John’s face becomes impassive, perhaps an indication that the question bothers him, perhaps meaning nothing at all.

“I still wasn’t sure what to do about it. I’m sure I could have privately informed you, but it would have been risky while we were still with Irene and Ophelia. She has pretty excellent hearing, as you should know, it’s not like we could have just slipped off to whisper and been sure she wouldn’t have found out we knew. So I had to wait for an opportunity when her guard was down… and I did tell Tafelwein, so protocol was followed. Don’t worry about that.”
“But obviously, you did find an opportunity.”
Here again, John smiles. He’d been willing to wait as long as it took for a good chance to strike, to take his “friend” unaware. That it had come so quickly was mostly a stroke of luck, but he didn’t intend to let anyone know it wasn’t his preternatural skill that won such speedy results.

“At the party. Lewis pulled me aside… somehow he’d figured out my big secret, he says. I tell you, I almost pissed myself before I realized he meant the foolishness with Irene and not my real secret. I still wasn’t sure what the hell to do about it - it was a complication, to be sure, when I needed to be closer to her, not more distant. But then, later in the day, she saved me from a couple of punks as I was going home. The look on her face before she flew off… I knew she’d heard us talking. I knew she knew about the schoolboy crush and all that. And I knew I could use it against her. She’d be distracted, I could get close… well, you know the rest.”
Kate sniffed a bit at the story - she naturally hated being left out of the decision making process, even if she understood why. Getting back to business, to the area where she felt most competent, would help.

“I’ve got everything under control here, no need for you to stick around. You have any ideas for a cover story?”
“I do. Lewis will probably go into the office to write before he comes home, I doubt he’ll notice she’s gone for at least a couple more hours. That should give me plenty of time to set up.”
“Hmm. Lewis will need to be taken care of as well.”
With a malicious grin, John responds to the idea of “taking care” of Irene’s finac(. 

“I can handle that too. In fact, I think I’ll rather enjoy it.

You know, you’re right.”
Kate looks at him quizzically.

“Right about what?”
John is already to the door, just about to open it and head out into the alley when he turns back to answer.

“I really had forgotten how much fun it is to be one of the bad guys.”
PART 6 - “And out of Her Own Goodness, Make the Net”
The phone hadn’t rung once before Lewis picked up, only looking quickly to see that the call was someone in the lobby hoping to be buzzed in. Of course, it’s not hard to answer the phone quickly when you’ve got it in a death grip and are staring intently at it, simultaneously trying to will it to ring and wondering what to do next.

“Hello?”
Normally, he would have waited for whoever wanted in the building to speak, but Lewis was in no mood to wait, his voice clearly betraying a mixture of panic, annoyance, irrational hope, and fear.

“Lewis, it’s John. I…”
Lewis interrupted almost immediately. He didn’t dislike John, and it was the stress of the situation solely that made him respond as he did, but from the tone of his voice one would never have known that he wasn’t talking to a sworn enemy.

“I don’t have time now, John. Come back later.”
Just as he was about to hang up, John interjects to grab his attention.

“Irene’s missing, I know. I think I can help.”
He receives no verbal answer, just the loud click of the door automatically unlocking and the buzzer sounding which indicates this unlocked state will not last forever if he doesn’t want to enter now. John acts quickly, quicker than is truly needed, lunging to open the door and then briskly walking to the elevator. It is not 90 seconds before he’s in the hallway outside the apartment his friend… his former friend and would-be love interest is now sharing with her fiancé while they look for a house. Lewis already has the door open and is waiting impatiently for him.

“Get in. I want to know what the Hell is going on here.”
It is not a suggestion, rather a command, and not a friendly one at that. John decides to comply, mostly meekly, but as soon as he’s in and the door is closed, he buts in.

“I know you’re angry and worked up, but I’m not the bad guy here.”
Lewis positively snarls at him in response, more angry than he would be if he had any real inkling of what was going on, mind, but not entirely convinced that John is not in fact the bad guy here.

“I checked the phone. I know you called Irene earlier today. And now she’s gone, nowhere to be seen, no one’s heard any word from her for over 8 hours. Oh, and unlike everyone else who called, you didn’t leave a message. In fact, you were on the phone long enough to have had an actual conversation with her. And now you come over here and tell me you already know she’s gone, and you can help. So why don’t you tell me exactly what the hell is happening here?”
Lewis was a smart guy, of course, and as an investigative journalist he was experienced at piecing together stories from partial information. John had expected him to be suspicious, but to have no real basis for his suspicions. He was a smart guy, sure, but he was scared and uncertain and grasping at straws. John just needed to give him a different straw to hold.

All in all, it was a good thing that John had recently remembered how good a liar he was.

“Yeah, I called her today. I was actually trying to get a hold of you. I’d been thinking about what you said to me at the party, and I wanted to, I dunno… take myself out of the running, I guess? I just wanted you to know that things would be okay between us, the three of us.”
Lewis looks on, sceptically, inviting him to keep explaining.

“But that’s not important at the moment. I talked to her for a bit, sure, and she seemed… really distant. There was something wrong, I’m not sure what. I asked if I could call again later, or have you call me when you got in, and I don’t think she even heard me. So I got worried, and when there was no call I started asking around, and that’s when I found out from her folks that you’d been calling around too. So I started thinking.”
“And?”
“And I remember something she’d told me once, a long time ago. About a place in Kentville, some stretch of woods with a little clearing in it. I’ve never been there, but she described it to me, showed me on a map of the town once. I guess when she was young and living in town, that’s where she’d go if she got overwhelmed or needed some time alone. Now I don’t know for sure where she is right now or what’s bothering her. But if there’s any chance she’s just freaking out about the wedding, after the party and all…”
John paused there for a moment, intentionally. He knew she’d left the party early, and that Lewis had no idea why. That would get him thinking.

“Well, if that is what’s happening, I’m sure that’s where she went. I’d bet anything on it.”
“Her parents don’t know about this place?”
How splendid, thought John! He was buying it. Now he just had to be sure not to reel in too hard.

“She never told them. They might have known anyway… parents do sometimes. But I don’t think so.”
“But what if she comes back here?”
That was it. He was hooked. This was going to work (not that John had ever seriously doubted himself).

“Take your phone with you, in case she calls. And I can wait here, and call you if she turns up. But I think she’s in Kentville. If I know her at all, she’s in Kentville.”

Thus was the first part of the trap sprung. John made himself useful… he would stay behind in case she turned up, he would keep any family and friends who called updated, he could show Lewis exactly how to find this secret spot. He would handle everything else, so that Lewis could rush off in the car, find his beloved, be a chivalrous knight and fix the problem. John fed Lewis everything he wanted, watched him hurriedly get ready, gave him a reassuring squeeze on the arm as he was heading out the door… 

…and then, once he was well and truly gone, he pulled out his phone, dialled the number of a disposable phone belonging to an unsavoury man in the Annapolis Valley, and uttered two simple sentences once the man picked up.

“He’s headed your way. Be ready.”
PART 7 - “Resisting Arrest”
Lewis had made it to the last leg of his journey, tearing like a bat out of the hell the whole way. It was a frustratingly indirect journey at that, especially given his agitation. The fastest way, provided you could catch the ferry, was to take off across New Normandy on Highway 25 (the oldest road crossing the province, and still the fastest route for leaving it) until you arrived in the sleepy fishing town of Clearwater, which boasted a proud history, an uncertain future, and a ferry terminal. One late night ferry left each Saturday and Sunday at 11:30, and it was this ferry that Lewis caught (though just barely.) From there, you could only wait as the boat slowly plied the waters of the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, eventually coming to a stop in Caribou, NS, where you can finally get back on the road after the tedious unloading process. 

If you looked at a map while you were waiting to get into Caribou, you’d notice that a crow could fly in a straight line from nearby New Glasgow to Kentville, but the road network of Nova Scotia argues against this course, giving you few fast options if you wish to hug the coastline of the Bay of Fundy. Instead the best course is to start on this straight line, then turn in the first half of a V towards Halifax, getting all the way into the outskirts of the capital region before you swing back for the second line in the V, following Highway 101 into the Annapolis Valley and your eventually destination. All told, from starting in Port Manteau, the trip could be made in seven and half hours, seven if you really pushed it, and all this assuming you planned perfectly your arrival at the ferry terminal in Clearwater. Lewis was on track to make it in six. 

He had just passed the exit to Mount Uniacke a minute before, leaving him perhaps 70 kilometres to go. Somehow, through pure force of will perhaps, nothing had yet gone wrong and he had made record time. He thought of nothing but how much further he had to go, how to get there as quickly as possible. The map John had helped him prepare, printed from one of those internet driving directions sites, sat on the passenger seat next to him, ignored for now but certainly not forgotten. Though he was still quite worried, he also hadn’t heard anything from John yet, which meant no word had come back. That should have made him even more concerned, but in a way it made him more and more convinced that she was waiting in Kentville, that he had made the right decision to come this way, that each spin of the tires, each time the numbers on the odometer changed, brought him closer to finding her and pushing his horrible panic out of his mind.

Lewis was just thinking how amazing it was that nothing had gone wrong yet when he saw the flashing lights in his rear-view mirror, and for a moment he considered not pulling over at all. That wouldn’t help anything, though. Better to get this over quickly, take the ticket, and then be back on his way. He wasn’t that far off now, a delay of a few minutes wouldn’t kill him. But still, he swore as he eased over to the side of the otherwise empty highway.

Lewis had picked up a couple of speeding tickets before, one of them merited, the other not so much. He’d talked his way out of many other attempts to find something to ticket him with. Cops in Port Manteau were like cops anywhere else in North America, he figured, and though it made him angry that his race singled him out for special attention, he had also learned not to let the anger show. That’s what they wanted, and if you were deferential (even when they didn’t deserve it), they’d usually let you go. Just getting to scare a successful looking black man in a nice car was usually power trip enough for them. This one would be harder to get out of, given how much he’d been exceeding the posted limit, given that he was sure this was a legitimate stop and not profiling. He wasn’t even sure if he should try to get out of it… whatever would get him out of this situation the fastest and allow him to get back on the road was the best course of action. He just wasn’t sure what that was, and even though the time it took the Mountie to slowly stroll from his cruiser down the side of the highway to his car seemed interminable, it was not enough to let him gather his composure fully.

Even though he’d been watching the officer on and off, the rap on his window still came as something of a shock, and it took a confused Lewis a moment to remember how to lower the window.

“I assume you know why I pulled you over, son?”
He did, and he didn’t care for being called “son” by a man the same age as himself, but this was no time to quibble. Lewis just nods instead.

“You mind if I ask what had your ass on fire there? I’ve seen people blow through here before, but not many as fast as you were going.”
Well, if the cop was going to give him an opening, Lewis suddenly decided, he would take it. He told a careful version of his story, that his fiancée was missing, that he had heard she was in Kentville, that he wanted to get there as fast as he could, that he was sorry for breaking the law. All of it true, all of it phrased to put him in the best possible light. He wasn’t sure if the cop was inclined to believe him or not, but it did seem like the fellow was not too angry about it - surely, the policeman could see how agitated he was, but could also have seen by his driving that he was not intoxicated.

When Lewis was done, and had handed over his licence, insurance, and registration, the Mountie looked at him thoughtfully, a hand on his chin, his eyes giving away nothing of his thoughts.

“So, you reported her missing, you say?”
“Yes, back in Port Manteau, but they said it was too soon to open a file.”
“Hmmm, I’ll check this out, call them up. If what you’re telling me is true, I can certainly understand your speed, and I might be able to consider being lenient here. But I have to check first. You understand.”
He was being as cooperative as could have been hoped for, and since Lewis was telling the truth he knew the story would check out, so he nodded enthusiastically.

“Sure thing, Officer, I understand.”
“Oh, one other thing. Would you mind stepping out of the car for a moment, son? I don’t want you driving off while I check.”
It was an odd request, but fair enough, he guessed, so Lewis unbuckled and started to get out of the car.

“That’s right. I just want you standing where I can see you, so I can go back to the car and call this one in.”
Lewis was in no mood to argue, but as he opened his door and stepped out of the car he did wonder why the cop didn’t just take his keys instead if he was worried about him driving away. It was as he was thinking about this that a gloved hand holding a rag came over his mouth. Lewis was too shocked to react right away, and when he did start to struggle he found himself held tightly by the chest. His arms will still free, so he thought to swing his right elbow backwards, but he never saw how close to the cop’s head it got. He then thought to try to step back, perhaps topple the two of them over, but he found his legs surprisingly unresponsive to the idea. It was then he first fully registered the faint, slightly sweet odour of the rag. Shortly after that he realized how dizzy he was, how little his extremities wanted to move in ways controlled by him. Soon he could think of nothing but how funny, how queer the whole situation was.

He wasn’t even awake when his car pitched off the side of the road and tipped over into a ditch.

PART 8 - “My Brother, My Killer”
It was a little past five in the morning when the text came to John from his hired man in the Valley, a seemingly innocuous, pre-arranged message reading simply “Everything ok.” which indicated that the plan had gone ahead and Lewis had been disposed of. John allows himself a small smile as he sees the message come in, and then quickly deletes it.

“So, it’s done?”
John had been finding it funny, these last two days, that after so much time spent in Kate’s lunch counter over the past few years that he was now a regular visitor to the secret back compartment where Project business was discussed. Had you told him, back when he was still asleep,  still not himself, that the friendly woman who made his twice-weekly tuna melt was actually a spy, with secret rooms and equipment not twenty feet from where he sat on a regular basis, he wouldn’t have believed you. And now he was here.

“It’s done.”
Kate takes a sip from a cup of tea - several years undercover had dulled her edge and had made her used to keeping normal business hours, which meant she needed a little something to stay awake all night as she ran the final tests on Stupendous Girl! and waited for word of Lewis. John, for whatever reason, had not needed stimulation and hadn’t touched his cup, but she was on her third.

“So, you’re almost done with her?”
John flicks a finger towards his former best friend, Irene, who is still lying prone and unconscious, tied to an examining table. Kate turns her head to look reflexively, perhaps a little afraid that her dangerous subject might wake up suddenly and free herself, followed soon by gaining a terrible vengeance on her betrayers. Pausing only for a sudden and loud cough, she answers John.

“I am done. I’ve got everything I need, though there’s tests I don’t have the equipment to run here, but we’ve got samples. Now we just need to dump her somewhere and come up with a cover…”
Once again, Kate interrupts herself for a moment with an uncooperative respiratory system, this time letting out a series of short, staccato coughs. 

“Sorry. I was saying, we just need to dump her and come up with a cover story.”
“I think I can handle that.”
Kate looks up at him with some surprise, her face made pale by the exertions of an all-nighter.

“You’ve got something in mind?”
“That depends. How long is she going to be out?’
It takes a moment of mental calculation, her mind turning a bit slower than it normally would, to figure out how much longer the last knock-out shot would keep SG! down. Her throat still a bit ticklish, Kate drains half the remains of her cup of tea, partly to give herself the extra time to think without appearing to.

“At least twelve hours, probably more like 16 to 18. I don’t dare give her another shot, though. I’m not sure even her body could handle that.”
“Twelve hours, guaranteed? That should be enough, with room to spare. In that case, I’ll take her to Kentville, drop her off in the spot I told Lewis she’d be.”
Kate arches an eyebrow in surprise.

“That story you fed him was true?”
“Oh, sure. All the best lies are truths. And if we dump her there, it makes for a very tidy package. Explains his departure, explains her absence over the weekend. Plus, it has one other highly salutary effect.”
Kate has to struggle to stay focused on the conversation, finding herself getting sleepier and mentally slower from a much delayed bedtime.

“Oh? And what’s that?”
“Well, Irene is going to be very vulnerable after she finds out Lewis died. If she thinks Lewis died while trying to find her, if she thinks she flaked out and worried about the engagement and ran home, and that he died while in a panic to get to her… in short, if she thinks his death is her fault, she’ll be very vulnerable indeed. She’s going to lean more on her friends than ever before. And that means she’s going to lean on me more than ever before.”


“Shit, John, you’re not still on about this stupid puppydog crush, are you? This is serious fucking business here! There’s a protocol! We’ve both got to leave town as quickly as we can without making it look unseemly! The chances of your cover being blown if you try to make a move for her…”
John laughs at his colleague’s concerns, dismissively. It raises her ire, makes her angrier than she feels it ought to. She can feel her hands shaking.

“This is not a crush, Kate. This is something much bigger. We’ve got access to the most powerful person in the universe, and before, I just wanted to hold her fucking hand. Well now, I’ve got the chance to be pulling her strings. And yes, I’ll admit it, there’s something about her, not SG!, mind you, but her, that gets to me. I’m not going to apologize for that.”
“All I’m saying is, it’s a dangerous game you’re playing here.” 

Once again John laughs, and once again it is a dismissive laugh - but it’s more. It’s also a triumphant one.

“I’m playing a dangerous game, am I? I’m not the one who’s been drinking poisoned tea.”
Suddenly, and too late, realization comes crashing down onto Kate. The coughing, the hand tremors, the fatigue… and the tea. She bolts upright, or at least tries to, but finds her legs quite unwilling to cooperate and she stumbles over the small table in front of her, almost knocking it over. John had judged the dose very well, it seems, as try as she might she’s unable to get up, and he shows no obvious concern about her efforts to do so. Not sure if she’ll be able to say much more, knowing that this must be the end soon, she decides to ask for a favour.

“Tell… tell mom I’ll miss her.”
John nods in the affirmative as he idly wonders whether she can tell he’s lying. With Kate soon to be out of the way, no one among his family or his old friends would even know he was alive anymore, and he had no intention of telling them.

Twelve hours, at a minimum. That should be plenty of time to clean up here, tuck both women into the back of the van, and get to Kentville before Irene woke up, with a short detour to drop off Kate’s body along the way. John might indeed be playing a dangerous game, but it didn’t seem so dangerous to him when he was winning.

PART 9 - “Three Funerals and a Wedding”
John had never been in Tafelwein’s office before - it hadn’t been his six years ago, when John had been put under cover and had forgotten ever being tangled up with the Project. Two years after that, the woman he’d been expecting to deal with when he first came out from under his programming, Assistant Section Chief Zelle, had been reassigned to Paris for some project no one seemed to know the details of. She’d ended up on the wrong end of a firing squad soon thereafter, replaced here in Port Manteau by the fussy German, Tafelwein, that John found himself sitting across from.  Like the office itself, he found his nominal boss quite dull and disappointing, if professional. Zelle had been, on top of being a great spy, a most interesting person to speak with. Her past was shrouded in mystery (rumours persisted that she had been some sort of dancer, or courtesan, or something, that she’d played both sides against each other in some long ago war), and she had exuded an air of exoticism. Tafelwein, on the other hand, gave off an impression of nothing more than a particularly efficient bureaucrat - a calculated effect, to be sure, but also a boring one.

John judged people, as a general rule, by how much they interested him. He had always had trouble making attachments, emotional or otherwise, on any other level. So, to the extent that he was capable of mourning, he mourned the replacement of the fascinating Zelle with the dishwater dull Tafelwein.

“I must say, it took a lot longer than we expected, but I am most pleased that you and your sister have been able track down Stupendous Girl!. I knew it would happen eventually. If I might ask, though… where is your sister?”
John answers impassively, lying in such a casual way that it gives the impression of a boring truth.

“She’s already left the country. We thought I should stay a bit longer, so no one linked our leaving.”
Tafelwein allows the slightest hint of a smile to cross his face.

“Good, very good. Well, you’ve both earned your money. A 50/50 split, is it?”
John could easily have lied, argued for more of the cash. He had considered doing so, since he would be unable to access Kate’s accounts even after her death - but greed was the death of spies, and the money he would be getting was more than enough for him to live comfortably. No, money was not his vice, and he would not risk some to get all. Let her share pile up in a forgotten account somewhere in Lausanne. 

“That’s right, split right down the middle, into the accounts we set up when this whole thing started.”
“Do you mind if I ask when you’re planning to leave, and what your cover will be?”
John had quickly become accustomed to Tafelwein’s habit of seeming to ask permission when he was actually giving orders. 

“Actually, I haven’t decided yet. I was thinking it made sense to stay for long enough to see if I couldn’t deepen the trust Irene has in me. It could prove quite valuable if I could take that relationship further than it has been.”
Valuable to himself, is what John meant. He couldn’t care one way or the other if Tafelwein thought it was a worthwhile thing to do or saw any potential profit in it.

The Assistant Section Chief arched an eyebrow in surprise and dismay.

“You should be trying to wind down your relationship with the target, not enhancing it! This is a very serious breach of protocol, what you have planned. It could put years of work at risk! It is, in short, a very dangerous game you’re playing.”
In a gesture that infuriates Tafelwein (though, as always, he is careful to hide any outward signs of reaction), John laughs right in his face.

“A dangerous game, huh? It feels like I’ve heard that somewhere before.”
Without being dismissed, John suddenly got up to leave. Tafelwein was too flustered to compel him to stop, too surprised by this change in demeanour, by the utter lack of deference when deference was usually what he got in spades from whomever was in the seat opposite his, and so he just let John go.

Four minutes later, he noticed that John had forgotten his briefcase.

Four minutes and forty seconds later, he realized that leaving the briefcase behind was no mistake.

Four minutes and forty-six seconds later, an explosion tore through the small building on the western side of town, instantly killing Tafelwein, the young receptionist outside who knew him only as Herr Schmidt, importer of fine German cookware, and a janitor hired from an outside company to sweep the lobby twice a week. 

Five weeks later, despite the misgivings of a senior arson investigator with the Port Manteau Fire Department, the official determination was made that the explosion was the result of a gas leak, and the file on it was closed. 

But I am getting ahead of myself… later that very day that the suitcase bomb ended Tafelwein’s career and his life, John attended a visiting at a local funeral home for Lewis. Two days later, at Irene’s request, he served as the sixth of six pallbearers at a solemn, dignified service, held in the same church where she and Lewis were to have been married. The weather cooperated in creating an appropriately sombre mood, with grey, cloudy skies and just the hint of impending rain mixing with a blustery wind. The funeral was well attended, with the extended Lake and Clark families showing up to mourn their lost son and support their grieving daughter, respectively. Many of Lewis’ colleagues and friends were there, as were more than a few of Irene’s. Even a few of the local politicians, business leaders, and bigwigs which Lewis had periodically raked over the coals made an appearance out of professional courtesy. 

Irene’s parents were there, of course. At one point at the funeral home, her father pulled John aside, his face ashen at seeing his only daughter so distraught so soon after such joyous news as an engagement, and he solemnly told John that his friendship and presence would be important for her in the days and weeks to come, that she and the whole family owed him a debt of gratitude for being there for her, and in anticipation of continuing to be there for her as he always had. John seemed touched by being singled out, and as her father shook his hand heartily, then changed his mind and pulled his daughter’s best friend in for an embrace, John had only one thought about the debt they owed him.

“You have no idea.”
Five days later, as promised when he set out to kill Kate and Tafelwein, they named him the new Assistant Section Chief. 

Stupendous Girl! will return in Chapter 7, “In The Cold Light of Dawn”.

