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SAINT OF CATS

In the direct sequel to Project Nightingale, socially
non-gendered British International Intelligence
operative Nightingale Spence's latest undercover
mission goes dangerously off book. Disavowed and
millions of miles from home, Spence resorts to
increasingly desperate measures to evade the
unwanted aftentions of their captor - GETEC
Supervisor Greg Hull.

Neither of them can predict the kind of horror that is
about to unfold. Whilst the survivors recuperate, the
Martian Marine Corps and Brifish  International
Inteligence join forces to avenge the atrocity.
However, not everyone is playing by the rules...
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Chapter One - Utterly Unhinged

Nightingale Spence stepped clear of the shower
cubicle and took a moment to consider what the
mirrored doors of the wardrobes pictured. A thin,
overly pale body that had never filled out as one
might have expected it to. It remained the perfect
frame to drape in a false identity. Careful
application of synthetic skin, false hair, and contact
lenses; add in a padded body stocking for the
required musculature or curves. Pitch the voice just
so, memorise any relevant details, and voila — a
whole new persona to hide the empty shell.

By now GETEC undoubtedly knew of the RCS
and ifs deployment for the Boston incident. Hull
would spot the shape of things immediately, but he
couldn't object to the deception without admitting
to attempted false imprisonment. Likewise, any of
the information that had been gathered from the

RCS could never be presented as evidence in a
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trial, and nor could the hard drive stolen from Hull's
personal computer.

It was a stalemate; and Spence was simply foo
tired to care which way the cards fell for the next
hand. Quincy’'s revelation had been the final straw.
There had to be a limit — didn’t there?2 Raising the
dead as cybernetic hybrids was certainly crossing
some line. It shouldn't matter who the deceased
had been. Dead is dead — Rosa knew that. So did
Whitby. | can’t believe they thought they could do
this!

Greg Hull smiled beneath his mulfi-spectrum
goggles. The slight figure currently redressing in the
apartment next door was built for speed and agility.
He definitely had the advantage with regards to
muscle mass and height. The supervisor moved
silently back to the balcony of the darkened
apartment. It was an easy step across. Behind him,
the four tfeenaged occupants slept on; wrung out
after a hard night of partying. The Tuscan climate
had seen them leave the doors to the balcony
open. Not the wisest decision with regards to
security. Just kids; they’'ll learn befter given time.

That dead wannabe thrill killer in the bathroom
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might even help fo motivate them.

A swift inspection confirmed that the British
operatfive had taken far more care in deterring
would-be intruders. Hull drew the multi-tool from his
belt and disabled the alarm in thirteen point six
seconds. Then he set to work on the electronic lock,
which beeped once as the balcony doors swung
open. Once was more than enough warning -
Spence was already bolting for the main corridor;
barefoot, halfway dressed, reacting exactly as
anticipated.

The stun net he had draped across the doorway
held sufficient voltage to render its victim inert
within moments. Hull let it run for an exfra thirty
seconds to be safe. Then he shut down the power
cell and dragged the asset back into the
apartment. They weren’'t someone to under
estimate. Mellor had managed to dig up a
surprising amount of information about them since
their supposed demise.

“So - you're the infamous Housekeeping.” There
was no response. He rolled them onto their stomach
and secured their hands behind their back with a
high tensile plastic restraint. He wrapped two more

of these bands about their ankles and knees. Then
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he set to work taking down the stun net and closing
all of the respective doors. Spence was shivering
back towards awareness now. “I hear you identify
as being socially non-gendered.” A faint squawk of
protest greeted Hull's hand as he crouched to ruffle
the pale hair. “Yes; | know that you don’'t like to be
touched.”

“Then don’'t fucking touch me..!l”

“It looks as if | should add switch to that list too. Is
that why they cut you loose? Did you try ordering
them around, Nightingale?2”

“I don't know who you're talking about, Mr Hull.”

“It's all in your file. Pembleton needs to rethink
her security, by the way. My operative said it was
embarrassingly simple to hack.”

"Hacking a government database is illegal.”

“Very illegal — if | get caught. You know, this
reminds me of the conversation | had in Boston with
your RCS. Were you piloting it, Nightingale?2”

“No comment.”

“Alright; let's go back to the other matter then. |
understand you were cut loose by your Dominant
twelve years ago. Goft yourself blacklisted from the
general Scene too. What did you do fo piss them

offe”
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“No...fucking...comment..!”

“Struggling isn’t going to work, Nightingale. Those
restraints were designed to hold people far stronger
than you."”

“You won't get away with this.”

“Who's going to step ine Your file lists you as
having taken a leave of absence. They aren't
expecting you back any time soon.” He leant closer
and lowered his tone. “Just between us, | don't
really think that Pembleton expects you back at
all.”

“Is that supposed to scare me?2”

“It's kind of difficult to scare someone who's
never been anything other than terrified.”

“] think you're confusing abduction with therapy,
Mr Hull.”

“Oh no: I'm not here to abduct you, Nightingale.
I just want to clear up a few things between us.”

“There is no ‘us’l”

“Please don't read any subtext info that,
Nightingale. This is purely business.”

“Then you ought to have made an
appointment.”

“There's that dry British humour again. | like the
way you people do that. It's pretfty classy.”
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“"Anachronistic and racist — you really do fick
every box.”

“Now we both know that's not what | meant.
Quit trying to bait me, Nightingale. | won't rise to it:
we're having this conversation.”

“"Well, it seems to be a bloody one sided sort of a
chat so far, Mr Hull.”

“That reminds me - whatever became of that
fellow Wellese The security cameras caught him at
Boston. He killed sixteen members of staff.”

“"He was rescuing a colleague from attempted
vivisection. Go ahead and press charges; maybe
they’'ll let the two of you share a cell.”

“Ah yes; Craig Campbell. | hear you and he are
prefty close.”

“No comment.”

"So, your personal life is one of your hard limits2”

“You claimed that this was strictly business, Mr
Hull.”

“Actually, | said purely business, not strictly. That's
kind of Freudian. Do you like strictly beftter,
Nightingalee”

“Freud was repeatedly shown to have been
invalid. And this situation is more in line with the

concept of delectatio morosa.”
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“You're just full of interesting facts. It's like
interrogating an encyclopaedia.”

“Do you class this as interrogating, Mr Hull2”

“It's really more of an evaluation. | like to know
how my operatives think.”

“I knew | smelt glue. You're utterly unhinged.”

“And you're hired. Congratulations, Nightingale.
Welcome to working for GETEC.”

Pembleton took another sip of her tea. Her field
operatives had no sooner arrived at headquarters
than Benedict had demanded that Whitby should
raise Ashley Jenkins from the dead. After all, she
had been interrogated whilst in cryospace; there
had tfo be a record of her consciousness
somewhere. All that was required was for Whitby to
connect that record with her corpse. It was the
typical field operative response to a complex
situation: blunt, simple, and immediate. Sfill, the
conversation had forced Whitby to admit that Rosa
was — well, whatever she had become. The
research involved was infriguing. The senior
technician’s attempt at secrecy was another
matter entirely.

Now the spymistress set her concerns aside
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along with her teacup. "Gentlemen - how is this
matter progressing?”

Whitby fidgeted with his glasses. “As Mr Moxton
said, all I need is access to the main GETEC server. |
can pull Dr Jenkins' cryospace record from that.
The restoration process itself will be simple;
especially now that Rosa is back at work. We should
be able to upload the neural map back onto the
patient’s brain via a cybernetic implant.”

“What a shame GETEC won't cooperate.”
Campbell checked his phone for the third time that
hour. “Ma’'am - | need to request some personal
leave.”

“Request denied, Mr Campbell. Housekeeping
will return when they choose to.”

Benedict couldn’t shake the memory of how
Ashley had looked when he visited her in medical
that morning. “What about her mother — have you
contacted Andrea yet, ma’'am?@”

Pembleton blinked. “Who?"

“She was one of my old marks, ma'am; a
woman named Andrea Collins. Well, | suppose it
must be Andrea Jenkins nowadays; she married
some fellow named Eric after | left. He raised Ashley

as his own.”
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“"Am | to understand that you believe Ashley
Jenkins to be vyour illegitimate daughter, Mr
Benedicte”

“Yes, ma'am; | only found outf whilst we were in
the Caribbean. | would have mentioned it sooner
but | was afraid that she mightn't have been
permitted any medical care, what with the
paperwork surrounding correcting the Familial
Increase Licence and so forth.”

His superior stepped out from behind her desk.
She wore the look of a woman who had been
pushed ever so slightly too far. “Mr Whitby — you're
to get that damned neural map by whatever
means necessary.”

_—_

It had been a rough journey from Capoliveri to
wherever this was. The plastic restraints were
proving to be very uncomfortable. The improvised
duct tape gag and stiflingly thick bag over head
combination was almost as bad. The aircraft had
landed; even with the hood, the sensation of air
fravel had been unmistakable. Spence could hear
the GETEC operatives making the usual post flight
checks. There was the framp of booted feet over

the cold ridges of the floor panels; then the
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subsequent scuffing of concrefe. A landing pad
inside an internal hangar to judge by the echoes.
We could be anywhere in the world — perhaps even
still on Elba if they went in circles long enough.

Hull leant across and unbuckled the straps of the
safety harness. The scent of his aftershave seeped
through the hood. “Alright, it's fime to get you to
your new quarters, Nightingale.”

There was a softer edge to his tone this time;
presumably meant to lessen the impact of being
liffed and carried. Spence filed that away under
clumsy attempt at fraumatic bonding and counted
the steps being taken to wherever Hull was going.
Eighty-nine steps; fturn leff; ten steps; door -
sounded heavy - another left; twenty-five steps;
pause — a lift going down. Hangar is on the top level
then. Christ only knows how many floors this is
though.

“I know you'll be counting; memorising the route.
Right now, you're planning how to get away: I've
seen the process before.”

It's all mathematical; remember the route fo the
lift and head up to the top level. Kill anyone in the
way. Simplicity itself really — exit from the lift; turn

right; fifteen steps; spin — shit.

10
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“See why memorising the route isn't going to
work?e"

Finally, there was a floor beneath them. Hull
tossed the hood aside and peeled off the makeshift
gag. “There we go - let’s get the rest of this off too. |
bet those restraints are getting prefty damn painful
by now, huh?2”

“"We passed painful quite some time ago, Mr
Hull.” Spence twitched slightly as the supervisor cut
through the plastic ties, and then wobbled
backwards to lean against the wall of the cell. “So,
what's nexte”

“Next | take those clothes. You can be difficult or
you can play nice, that's up to you. What's it going
to be, Nightingale?2”

Spence looked down and nodded once. “I'm
enfitted to a privacy screen. If's a legal
requirement, Mr Hull.”

“Nice it is; smart choice.” He pressed a switch
and activated the standard holographic screen.
“The ftoilet and sink are in the cubicle to your
immediate right. I'll pass you the gown once | have
your clothing. Take all the time you need.”

“Don’t you have anywhere else to be, Mr Hull?

Have you no other prisoners to menace?2”
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“I've decided that you're my special project for
now, Nightingale. You get to have my undivided
attention until you've fully acclimatised to working
for GETEC.”

“ already have a career, and Pembleton
doesn't like it when her operatives jump ship.”

“Trust me; you'll love it here.” Spence’s jeans
landed at the supervisor’'s feet then. He tossed the
paper garment over the screen in exchange. “And
the rest of it; we don’t want you hurting yourself.”

“Do a lot of your interns hang themselves with
their knickers or something?”

“Not on my watch, Nightingale.”

Spence pulled on the gown and shuffled back
around the screen to surrender the other items. “
don't need to use the facilities.”

"Can’t pee with an audience, huh?g”

“More like dehydrated.”

“Well we can’'t have that. I'll take you to the
cafeteria.”

“I forgot my dinner money.”

There’s that dry British humour again. Hull
smirked. “It's my freat.”

“Let me guess: positive reinforcemente”
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Chapter Two - Breaking Point

Benedict had known that accepting the phone
call from Ashley was a mistake even as he told the
intermediary to connect them. He did it because
there was no one else for her to contact. “Hello,
Ashley. It's Paul — what would you like to talk
aboute”

Her voice was steadier than last time. “l want to
say that I'm sorry...for...for cutting you. | shouldn't
have done that, Paul.”

“I'm very glad that you understand that you
made a poor choice, Ashley. It's good to hear from
you."

“They make me take pills to show me how to
think.”

“The medicine will help you to get better,
Ashley.”

“I know that, but it makes me sleepy too. | don't

13
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like that part of it...it's like dreaming when I'm
awake.”

“It will get better eventually.” He hoped that he
was right about that. At present, he was paying the
relevant professionals to contfinue her care, and he
fully intended to do so for as long as was necessary.

The intermediary’s voice informed him that
Ashley had hung up. Benedict set down the
receiver and rubbed at his eyes. He was exhausted.
Somewhere amid the screaming and bouts of near
catatonia, Ashley had disclosed that she knew who
had been responsible for the containment breach
at Prague. Professor Niall Foncette — the old fool
had intended to present himself as the hero of the
hour! Apparently, he had wanted to impress Dr
Zarosky too. Ashley had hinted at him having had
some sort of a crush.

Her insinuation failed to trigger the response that
she had probably expected. Benedict's feelings
regarding Zarosky were scrambled. Anya had not
been one for typical romancing, and even more
incredibly, they weren't thrown together by work.
That had made a refreshing change. In fact, he
had been thinking of asking the geneticist if she

would consider moving in with him. Unfortunately,

14
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life had other ideas. He still missed her deeply;
especially the way that she used to shake her head
and refer to him as “that man; Paul Benedict”.
Sharp witted; organised — always so very clear
headed. Talking to Anya had been like stepping
under a Scofttish waterfall in the heart of March.
Refreshing and overwhelming in equal measure.

No. Whatever Foncette may have imagined,
whatever Ashley liked to imply, Anya had been too
strong to fall into an unwanted affair. She had
known her heart, and Benedict remained painfully
aware of his having been bloody lucky to claim any
place within it.

Hull shepherded his reluctant mentee out of the
cell and along the somewhat gloomy corridor
towards the elevator. "Our Intel suggests that you
British operatives subsist on cheap booze and pain
meds.”

“You forgot the out-of-date packet noodles.”

He sighed and shook his head as the elevator
doors closed. “Joking aside, you really are seriously
under nourished. It looks as if it's a long-term issue.
You want to talk about thate™

“NO.”
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“That's okay. Sfill - whenever you're ready to
change your mind, I'll be here.”

“We are not friends, Mr Hull.”

“Give it fime; | find that | tend to grow on
people.”

So does ringworm. “So, what's the speciale”

“Steak and ale pie, with choice of salads.
Traditional British pub grub, as you'd call it.”

“I cannot even begin to describe just how very
inaccurate your knowledge of British culture
actually is."”

“That sort of atfitude isn't exactly helpful,
Nightingale.”

“Stop calling me that.”

The elevator released them into yet another
windowless corridor. This one smelled vaguely of hot
food. "Don’'t you like your name?2”

“I prefer to go by Spence.”

“Whye"

“Run and find out.”

“Can’t do that; I'm buying you lunch instead.”

“It's lunchtime then?2”

“It's two fiffeen in the afternoon. Feel better for
knowing that, Spence?”

“A little bit, yes.” Sod the long game. I'm

16



SAINT OF CATS

stabbing him in the eye with the first available item
of cutlery.

“Your erstwhile Dominant really messed up your
limits.”

Spence whirled and glared at him. “Back off!”

Hull stepped closer but kept his hands loose at
his sides. “Really — you want to do this here; in front
of the entire cafeteriag”

“I'm not scared of you.”

“l don't want you to be scared, Spence. I'm your
supervisor; you should feel safe with me.” He had
backed the smaller operative into the corner by the
potted plants now. The other diners were making a
point of not looking in their direction.

The pale blue eyes locked onto his. “You're
crossing a line, Mr Hull. | recommend that you stop
now."”

“Are you safewordinge”

"We're not in that type of situation.” Spence
looked past him towards the menu board. “Can we
please just eat?2”

“Sure thing.” Broken down and then some.
“Come on; let’s get a tfray and join the line.”

“Thank you.”

There was no pie left by the time that they



E.V. GREIG

reached the countfer. Hull frowned as Spence
opted for plain brown rice instead. “Are you sure
you don't want anything else with thate”

“I'm operating under the hypothesis that it's
almost impossible to drug boiled rice. Besides; right
now the risk of dying from food poisoning appeals
to me on a statistical level.”

“You're thinking of reheated rice; this s
completely fresh. Plus, brown has a little fibre going
for it, and magnesium. Still, don't complain if you
end up with a sugar spike.”

“What are you blithering on about, Mr Hull2”

“A single bowl of rice has the equivalent of
almost a quarter of a cup of sugar in it. White rice in
particular lacks nutrients and increases the risk of
Type 2 Diabetes by ten percent. It contains no
magnesium or fibre. And all rice prevents the
absorption of iron, zinc, and B vitamins.”

“Well, there’s not a lof of point in bothering to
add any vegetables to it then, is there?2”

“Not especially. Maybe fry the salmon for the
sake of having some protein.” Hull nodded to the
senior catfering assistant. “Hey, Dawson; how are
thingse”

Spence tuned out the man’s reply and stared

18
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dolefully at the offending bowl of carbohydrates. |
really didn’t need to know that much about rice.
—_—

Campbell sat at the end of the spare bed in
Spence’s flat and waited for his phone to ring. He
didn't know what else to do. The non-gender’s
phone didn't connect any more. Their voicemail
was full - probably from Campbell’'s own messages.

"Where are you, little canary?2”

Talking to an empty room wasn’'t much better
than internalising the matter. He wished that he'd
gone looking sooner. A credit search had led him
to a small holiday resort in Capoliveri. The place
had been teeming with police and press: there had
been a thrill killer, but he was dead and Spence
was still missing. Pembleton flatly refused to
authorise an investigation. That meant that
Housekeeping's disappearance was work related
rather than murder at least.

God, if You're listening, | want my friend back.

Prayer seemed as reasonable an option as
anything else by now. He'd even gone back fo
Boston and kicked down the door of Hull's
apartment. It had been stripped bare, and the

estate agents claimed that the occupant hadn't
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provided any forwarding address. Campbell was
now banned from re-entering the United States.

Don’t mess with me on this one, God.

-

Spence lay on the narrow bunk and counted
the dots on the ceiling files. The lighting was too
bright and the temperature too low for comfort, but
it was still possible to meditate and the bathroom
facilities were adequate. The main problem with
living inside a windowless locked room was in not
knowing how much fime had passed. Every so
often, the slof in the door opened and another MRE
tossed in. There was by now a small pile of them.
Spence knew better than to accept food from the
hand that had been bitten — well, stabbed in this
case. The expression on Hull's face had been worth
the subsequent punishment. And it was surprising
how long one could subsist on a belly full of
carbohydrates. Slow-release energy, don't you
know?

The glare of the overhead lighting ceased
abruptly as the cell door hissed open. A familiar
voice proved that a plastic spoon was not enough
to kill the supervisor, even when applied to his

jugular. *Hello again, Spence —it's good to see that
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you haven't succumbed to arsenic poisoning. Rice
is pretty risky stuff.”

“No one actually likes foodies, Mr Hull.”

“I'm pretty sure you're confusing foodies with
hipsters.”

“"Can’t | detest both equallye”

You're more rattled than you pretend to be. It
wasn't time to push. Hull stepped closer and tossed
the injured operative a dull grey jumpsuit and a pair
of slip on gym shoes. “Get dressed.”

Spence eyed the privacy screen between them
warily as it polarised. “Cheers. Why aren’'t you
dead?”

“"GETEC has some very impressive medical
facilities. I'm guessing that it wasn't you pilofing that
RCS back in Boston, or you'd know about the
regenerative salve already. It's a shame that your
former agency didn't fill you in on that.”

“They aren’t my former agency, Mr Hull.”

“They've burnt you, Spence.”

“They didn’t burn me.” Spence finished dressing
and limped into view. “If you have to know, |
walked.”

“I wasn't referring to your little sabbatical on
Elba. Pembleton knows that GETEC has you. She

21
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filed the burn notice two days ago.”

“Oh. So, is this the part where my shoulders sag
and | admit defeat? Should my eyes be brimming
with unshed tearsg”

“No one's coming to save you.” Hull glanced at
his watch. “l tend to find that that's most people’s
breaking point. Anyhow, we need to get going
now."

“Where is it that you imagine we'll be going fo2”

The supervisor chuckled and motioned for
Spence to walk on his left. “I get the feeling that
you aren't quite ready to be around large groups
of people. I've booked you in for some one-on-one
physical training instead.”

-

Sometimes Rosa wondered how  the
investigation into her abduction had been so very
readily set aside. Pembleton assured her that it had
been unavoidable. The analytics department was
extremely busy: they needed to priorifise. They
would investigate the footage from the storage
facility in due course. The young technician fully
understood the need to allocate resources sensibly.
It was sfill disturbing how very swiftly the world spun.

Whitby had reached her by telephone at nine thirty

22
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on Saturday morning and she had given him the
emergency code to burn her. By nine fifty, Spence
and Campbell were fighting to save her life. In
those twenty minutes, she had gone from a high
functioning professional woman to - to what
Campbell had found in that shipping container.
She didn't remember any of it. Who she was and
what she knew now was based upon the
cryospacial records that she had stored af
headquarters. Rosa had uploaded her entire life's
worth of experiences and thoughts as the frame for
the project. The last update had been on Friday
evening at seven ftwenty: a few theoretical
equations that had seemed intriguing at the time.
Twenty minutes, out of almost half a day in captivity
— it was ludicrous! Who had taken herg What had
they done to her in the intervening hourse As with
the footage, the synthetic compound that had
destroyed Rosa’s brain remained unexplained.
Rewriting memories; altering minds; raising the
dead to fight another day - it was all getting out of
hand. The potential for abuse of this technology
had never occurred to Rosa during her work on
developing it. Now it haunted her constantly. | died

in that shipping container — at least the important
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part of me did. Death had left its mark on her
psyche in some immeasurable fashion. There was
more to being human than mere synaptic
responses. Science ought not to fry to hold claim fo
all the answers. Perhaps the Faithful were on to
something.

She peered through the tinted glass of the doors.
The minds of the medical staff had been in
cryospace at the point of their deaths — their freshly
cloned bodies still housed those memories at some
level. Rosa wasn't fully confident that Pembleton
had been correct in ordering their resurrection. It
was a very different situation than that of her or
Jenkins. What happens if the recoding of their
neural maps failse

One of the medics was blinking a little too
rapidly. As Rosa watched, they began tugging
almost absently at their sleeves. The others stared at
them for a moment and then began to copy the
behaviour. The young fechnician blinked away
tears of frustration and pressed the intercom to
summon security. “This is Dr Rosa — the restored
have begun to demonstrate abnormal

behaviourisms.”
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Chapter Three - Whatever | Want

“You took quite the beating back in the
gymnasium. You doing okay now?”

Spence eased up into a sitting position on the
medical gurney and eyed the speaker warily. Her
lanyard read as Susan Kennedy. The physical
fraining instructor's name was by now just as much
of a blur as his face in Spence's mind. Sleep
deprivation coupled with extreme physical exertion
would do that.

Kennedy tried again. "l just wanted to offer you
a friendly face. You don't seem to be acclimatising
very well to working for GETEC.”

“l take issue with forcible recruitment.”

“"Why? | mean, your agency burnt you already.
They aren’t likely to write you a glowing reference.
GETEC's probably your best shot at employment

now.

25
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“So | should just lie back and think of my
pensione”

“Hell no — you should seize the opportunity! Make
it work for you, you know?e Apply for all
advancements going.”

“Is that what you do?2”

“Damn right it is. | clawed my way off of Mars
through the military route. Had to have my
respiratory tract enhanced to qualify first — that was
rough. Spent ten years as a Marine, and another
four in command of the communications relay out
by Deimos. Then GETEC offered me a place as a
consultant here on Earth.”

| am not your bloody biographer. "And you
jumped at it.”

“] guess you don't know what it's like applying
for a visa to live on Earth. Nobody wants Martians;
we're not regarded as good enough to live with
the rest of you.”

“That’s not true; most governments are simply
leery of accepting citizenship applications from the
immediate family of cultists, criminals, and other
social malcontents.”

Kennedy snorted. "“Kind of reminds me of

Australia.”
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“I hadn't thought you to be an historian.”

“I'm not. | do read though. There wasn’'t much
else to do growing up during sand storms.”

One of the numerous medical staff hustled in
and tapped a series of keystrokes on the nearest
terminal. Spence choked down the urge to bolt. It
never proved to be sensible: there were too many
locked doors and armed personnel between here
and the lifts. At least I'm not in restraints this time.
Perhaps they're slipping. More likely they know that
they have me trapped.

The Martian sighed. “Look — we got off on the
wrong foot. | didn't mean to make you
uncomfortable. | uh, well | had the impression that
you might have needed someone to talk to.”

“You may inform Supervisor Hull that this
approach isn't going to work either. You're not my
type.”

Kennedy blinked. “I'm not here for Hulll Jesus —
you think I'm playing you@”

“I think that you're trying to do so.”

“No! | wouldn't do that; I've seen how he acts
around you. It's obvious that you don't like it. | — |
kind of know what that can be like. Being

someone’s property sucks.”
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“I'm not anyone’s property.”

“Good. Hold on to that, okay2 And look me up if
you change your mind about wanting to falk. I'll be
around.”

Spence stared after the Martian as she walked
away. The medic returned and held out the usual
offering of pain relief. “I don’t understand why you
keep refusing freatment. You're making things
worse than they have to be.”

“| prefer to keep my wits about me, thanks all the
same.”

“Well, you should take the next forty-eight hours
to rest up. I've noted it in your file."”

Whitby wrinkled his nose. “Mr Campbell, when
was the last fime that you showered?”

“Is that why we're here then - my personal
hygiene?”

The boffin looked away. "I didn't mean it like
that.”

“Then how did you mean ite”

Something had gone abruptly and horribly
wrong with all of this. Moxton took another sip of his
whiskey. He wasn't certain how this intervention

thing was supposed to go, but holding it here, in
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unDer had probably been stupid. “Go home; we'll
talk again when you're less strung out. Spence will
be fine, mate.”

“I dare either of you to show me one person who
actually believes that.” The field operative dragged
his hands across the stubble that had formed on his
jaw. “Where's Paul anyhow — or isn't he involved in
your little support group?

“He's busy taking care of Dr Jenkins.” Moxton
glared at Campbell. “Housekeeping needed a
holiday, that's all there is to it. Why the fuck can't
you respect thatg”

All three of their phones shriled into life
simultaneously. It was a mass text from Rosa: Need
you back at headquarters urgently —K.R.

“Another crisis to avert, it seems.” Whitby tried
not to show how relieved he actually was. “Look, Mr
Campbell; I'll have a go at locating Housekeeping
using the agency computers. | am sure that Mr
Moxton is right though. Spence is hardly the sort to
need rescuing.”

“Cheers, boffin; this is one that | owe you.” The
field operative was abruptly less thunderously
miserable. “You find Spence and I'll see fo it that

your murderous roboft legions are given the respect
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they deserve.”

“They aren’t murderous!”

“They have death rays built in; you can hardly
claim them to be pacifists.”

The driver held open the door of the nightclub
for both of his companions. “Let’s just focus on
what's up with Dr Rosa for now, shall we2"

Campbell supposed that was practical. Aside
from that littfle spate of resurrecting the dead, Rosa
was generally quite sensible. If she claimed that
something was urgent, then it most probably was.
He just hoped that it wasn't bio-hazardous in
nature. Isolation, even for quarantine purposes,
wasn’'t something that he felt up to managing at
this time.

—_

Hull stepped into the cell and signalled for the
door to close. ‘“Lockdown - Protocol 7J4.
Interrogation — Protocol 9Ké."” There was the faint
decrease in sound that signalled all the cameras
observing the cell were now inactive. “I understand
that you've been creating trouble for yourself,
Nightingale.”

“I told you not to call me that.”

“Well now you're going to tell me why.”
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“And if | refusee”

“Then we'll be sealed in here together until you
change your mind. I'm a very patient man.”

“The same can't be said for some of your
colleagues.”

“Medical informed me about the incident with
your physical trainer. Do you want someone else to
take over that aspect of your programme?”

“l suppose so.”

“Then what should you say to me?2”

“"How about the fact that the current chap thinks
that you're gefting softe”

“Did he say thate2”

“Yes.”

“And is that why you attacked hime”

“If I'd attacked him, one or both of us would
have ended up very dead, Mr Hull.”

“So you didn't attack hime”

“No, | did not. | told him that | hadn’t asked what
he thought about you. Then he punched me. |
woke up in medical.”

“I'lllook into that.”

“You certainly ought to.”

“Well there are probably a lot of things that we

ought to do really, now aren’t thereg”
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“That depends, Mr Hull.”

“Depends on what exactly, Nightingale?2”

“"Why Pembleton wanted me to infilirate GETEC
for a start.”

“She sent you in as her mole?2”

“Long games are very fashionable this season.”

“What about last seasong”

“Some things never really lose their charm.”

“Seriously; how long has this been an op?2”

“] think you can probably guess that for yourself.
This is what we do after all.”

The supervisor sat down on the narrow bed
beside his for once talkative mentee. "“So, we're just
a couple of spies being spies, huhg”

“Indeed we are.” Spence pinned on a flatly
calm expression as Hull shifted closer. “Nothing
more than puppets watching the world burn down
around us.”

"Does that bother any part of you?2”

"Puppets aren't allowed to feel bothered, Mr
Hull.”

“Then why are there so many stories about
vengeful puppets running amok and being
generally murderous?2”

“That’s only if someone hurts the puppeteer.”

32



SAINT OF CATS

Hull smiled and fraced his fingers across the pale
angles of Spence’s face and neck. “Are you hungry
at alle You haven't been to the cafeteria today
and it doesn’t look as though you've opened any
of those emergency rations either.”

“l understand the ratfion packs contain a
worryingly high number of calories per portion.”

“] don't think that you need to concern yourself
with restricting your food intake, Nightingale. If
anything, you could do with gaining a few pounds.
Medical have diagnosed you as suffering from long
term borderline malnutrition.”

Spence ignored the supervisor's soft tone; a
decision that was made far simpler by his insistent
caress. The job was what it always was: one
damnable compromise after another. “I've been
thinking - why did Pembleton send me to dig? It
can't be because of Prague - unless GETEC were
the ones that poisoned our operative there?”

“Britain had an operative in Prague?”

“Yes; they flagged some concerns about the
research that was being conducted there.”

“Let me guess, that was the research that got
loose and resulted in an entire facility full of dead

people for me and my team to clean up.”
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“That does sound awfully familiar.”

“So you were there too?”

“I may have been poftering about on the
edges.”

“Were you the one that neutralised Saunders in
the forestg”

“To be fair, | did tell him not fo interfere with the
robot.”

“You know, some people would say that you
really need to learn a few manners.”

"What would be your response to that opinion,
Mr Hullg"

He tangled his fingers in their hair. “*Well, first of alll
I'd have you clean their shoes with your tongue.”

“Mr Hull, regardless of GETEC's policies, there are
numerous globally accepted norms that require
you to back the fuck off right now.”

Hull had been waiting to play his trump card.
“Oh - didn't anyone tell you yet, Nightingale? This is
a space station. We're about seventy-seven million
kilometres outside of the jurisdiction for Earth.” He

leant in closer. "I can do whatever | want.”

Benedict edged warily past the now inactive

medical staff. “l got Rosa’s text and came straight

34



SAINT OF CATS

to headquarters. The fellow at the desk said there
was an issue in medical.”

Whitby looked haggard. "It appears that the
frauma of what happened to them wasn't fully
erased from their neural maps prior to uploading
them into these new bodies.”

“What the devil does that mean?g”

“It means that we don't have any functioning
medical staff.” Campbell waved from the far
corner of the room. “They're all catatonic at
present; likely to remain that way. Don't get sick is
the current plan, apparently.”

Moxton was overseeing the junior operatives
charged with moving the unfortunate clones back
into the ICU. “Can this be put right, Whitbye | mean;
can you and Rosa cure them?”

“We thought that we already had. It seems that
recoding thoughts and memories isn't all that
reliable.”

“Then it won't be possible to cure Ashley?2”
Benedict had hoped that the neural recoding
process might have provided his daughter with
some measure of peace.

Rosa shook her head. “We don't know that it

wouldn’t help in her case, Mr Benedict. It's feasible
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that we could teach her brain how to react more
positively to particular triggers. That will take time
though. Dr Whitby and | would need to determine
precisely what her difficulties are caused by.”

“There is an enfire team of psychoanalysts
attempting to do just that right now. I'll put you in
touch with them, Rosa.” The older field operative
paused. “l trust that you weren't planning on
resurrecting the other victims2”

“Oh no —we don't have any basis for their neural
maps to begin with! Anyhow that bio-hazard was
simply foo aggressive. Pembleton won't permit
cloning them.” Whitby gestured towards the last of
the medics as they were sitretfchered out.
“Fortunately, their genetic templates and neural
maps were already stored, which made it simple.”

“I'd hardly call raising the dead simple, boffin.”
Campbell nodded to Benedict. *How is she doing?2”

“"Ashley2 Well — she’s alive, her system is clean of
any narcotics, and she acknowledges that she has
a problem. It's not going to be easy. How about
Spence - has there been any worde”

“Not yet, but Whitby assures me that he intends
to dig.”
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Chapter Four - Far Beyond

Spence eyed the doorway of the currently
abandoned communications room warily. “*Mother
Bird, this is Housekeeping, extraction required post
haste. Please respond.”

“How much frouble are you in, Housekeeping?”
Pembleton’s voice was a most welcome anchor.

"GETEC has a space station and I'm on board it.
| just triggered a minor environmental breach to
divert attention from the fact that I'm fransmitting
their entire database to Mr Whitby's computer.”

“Why did you risk doing thate | fold you to be
subtle — observation only! You're operatfing far
beyond your remit.”

“Subftlety wasn't bloody working, ma’'am.”

“Very well — support will be with you as soon as is

feasible. Stay alive for pity’s sake.”

k3kk
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Kennedy was determined to find some way past
the non-gender’s walls. “The doctors said that you
should be fine with some rest. Do you remember
how it happened?e”

“It's all a blur, I'm afraid. | expect that I'm still in
shock.”

“Can the crap; this is a space station and
someone deliberately sabotaged the
environmental controls.” The security officer
nodded for the medical staff to leave the room.
She lowered her voice. “Spence — did you cause
the breach?”

“"Why would you ask me thate”

“Because you didn’'t know that this was a space
station. See, I'm guessing that maybe what
happened with the environmental controls was just
an accident. Maybe somebody pushed things a
little too far — you panicked, and one thing just led
to another.”

“Am | really supposed to believe that one of
GETEC's security officers gives a flying fuck about
my wellbeinge”

“I don't agree with brutalising prisoners.”
Kennedy wasn't dissuaded. “Spence, there are

rules. If Supervisor Hull did something inappropriate

38



SAINT OF CATS

then you need to report that.”

Clearly, no one had ever explained how the spy
game worked, or perhaps Kennedy just hadn't
been paying any aftenfion when they did. “I have
nothing fo report that anyone would care about.
Thank you for your concern.”

“I'm not going to let this slide, Spence. I'll talk to
Supervisor Hull on your behalf.”

You need to stop digging before you end up
buried. “Ireally don't feel that that's advisable.”

Kennedy patted the non-gender’'s hand. “Let
me worry about that; you try to relax.”

Spence had that odd sinking sensation that
occurs when one’s long game of choice spins
abruptly out of orbit. Kennedy had picked up a
loose end to all of this mess and inadvertently
woven a trip hazard from her good intentions. There
really is nothing more troublesome than a well-
intentioned random person, who is just doing their
job.

_—

Hull thought that he might just space Kennedy
and be done with it if she kept haranguing him
about his personal life. "Are you finished making

wild accusations2”
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The security officer scowled and shook her head.
“I know something happened in that cell, Sir. I'm
not prepared to turn a blind eye to your misuse of
power."

“Perhaps | haven't made myself clear, Kennedy.
I have full authorisation to use whatever methods |
deem to be appropriate in Spence’'s management.
You should be more concerned with finding the
saboteur.”

She wasn't easy to cow. “My people are running
all the necessary checks, Sir. The saboteur could be
anyone — maybe even an employee. Either way, if
they're still on board then we'll find them.”

"Good to hear that — but if they aren’t one of us
then I'd like to know how the fuck they got on
board in the first place.”

“Sir, there's a shuttle approaching - they're one
hundred and ninety minutes away now.” Mellor
enlarged the holographic display enough to
identify the small craft. “It's the HMS Gertrude: one
of Brifish Intelligence’s scout vessels.”

Hull shrugged. “We knew they would show up
eventually. Activate the defence grid; perhaps it
will dissuade them. Assuming that they do manage

to dock, have security standing by to repel

40



SAINT OF CATS

boarders. Use of terminal force is hereby
authorised.”

Kennedy cleared her throat. “Sir - you should talk
to whomever it is that you answer to; you're going
to need legal representation for  this
investigation...l”

The supervisor counted down from ten slowly
before he removed the tip of the stun baton from
the now inert Martian’s chest. Some people really
didn’t know when to stop pushing. He nodded to
Mellor. “Get this seen to as a matter of urgency.”

Campbell fidgeted in his seat. The spacesuit was
bulky and uncomfortable, and the air inside the
shuttle was as stale as the emergency supply
contained within the tank on his back. “How long
do you suppose it will be until we reach this
mysterious space station, Moxton2g"

“I'd estimate just over three hours at maximum
rate. | guess you were right about it not being a
holiday.”

“When you've been in the business for as long as
| have, you get a sense for when there's a long
game running.” The field operative was frying to

ignore the horrific closeness of the surrounding
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vacuum. ‘| just hope nothing’s gone too terribly
wrong."”

Moxton was more familiar with the oddities of
space travel. “| take it that you aren’t enjoying this
road frip?2”

“Whatever gave me away?”

“Mostly the cold sweat of fear, mate!” The driver
— and pilot = chuckled. “Don’'t over think it; intra-
system travel is safer than taking the motorway
nowadays.”

“I'm afraid that | feel happier when there isn't a
limited supply of oxygen available.” Campbell
checked the activation button for his re-breather
unit yet again. “Besides; you can't freeze to death
on the motorway.”

“You can if some other fucker dumps a tank
load of liquid nitrogen on fop of your car.” Moxton
indicated his closely shaven head. “My hair follicles
never really recovered.”

“I  thought vyou just favoured the exira
streamlining. How in the world did you survive
thate”

“I had to kick my way out through the rear
windscreen. The last thing | remember before |

woke up in medical was realising that my fucking
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hair was snapping off af the roofs.”

“So, what happened to the fellow responsible?2”

“My insurance company and his insurance
company are still arguing about the finer details. It
was a bloody accident — can you believe that? The
release valve malfunctioned and that was that: six
cars and their passengers fast frozen.”

“The perils of anicy road, eh?”

The third member of the party beeped forlornly.
Quincy had had to be clamped into place for the
duration of the flight fo avoid any risk of his chassis
damaging the shuttle or its organic inhabitants if
the artificial gravity were to fail. The little robot was
at the rear of the cabin underneath the various
storage cabinets. His sensors were largely inactive
to conserve power, and this was boring. The sooner
that they retrieved the binary fluent organic, the
better — at least then someone on board would
understand him.

Medical were live streaming the neuro-
corrective surgery. A nurse was shaving the
patient’'s head. The nature of the procedure was
such that the subject had to be fully conscious

throughout. Kennedy was still groggy; it would be
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another twenty minutes before the real work could
begin. Housekeeping was once more in solitary
confinement. The mysterious infruder had noft
aftempted to release them - adding fo Hull's
suspicion that the saboteur had most likely been
Kennedy. There was no evidence either way. The
damage to the computers had resulted in an
empty window in the surveillance logs: thirty
minutes to either side of the incident.

“It might have been anyone, Sir.” Mellor voiced
the thing that Hull wouldn't. “She probably had an
accomplice - perhaps more than one. Or she
might have been framed.”

Hull furned to study the younger man. “Does my
decision regarding Kennedy concern you?e"

Mellor kept his gaze locked on the data that he
was monitoring. “A little bit, Sir. I'm not comfortable
with the idea of — that type of thing."”

"Do you mean neuro-corrective procedures in
general or this specific type?”

“I mean the type of procedure where the
patient is conscious throughout, Sir.”

Hull stared at the faint outline of the implants
beneath Mellor's own closely cropped scalp. The

standard sort of wireless interface devices; they
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allowed the technician to be more efficient. “Were
you conscious for your surgeries, Mellor2™

“Yes Sir.”

“That isn't usual with implants. Was there a
medical reason?g”

"] couldn’t afford the process, Sir, but | needed it
for employment purposes. So | — | volunteered as a
test patient at my university’'s medical school.”

“That was less than ethical of your university. Do
you want to sit this one oute”

“More than a little bit, Sir.”

“Okay. Take a break, Mellor. | can handle things
by myself for the rest of this shift.”

The door to the cell slid open once again, but it
wasn’'t Hull this time. Instead, the canteen worker,
Dawson, staggered in and gestured frantically.
“You have to come with me, Spence! We're under
aftack - I'm to escort you to the escape craft
before they find us.”

There was the unmistakable howl of the
emergency alarms, and the worrying smell of
burning. “Is it Mr Campbell? That level of fire and
panic tends to be his style.”

“No, it's not Britain; it's whoever shot down their

45



E.V. GREIG

vessel. Your erstwhile colleagues never even made
it to within range of our defence grid. They're space
debris and if we hang around too long, we'll join
them.”

Spence rose warily from the bunk. “You're lying.”

“I'm really not! Look, can we please go? I'll show
you the footage once we aren’t at risk of being
butchered.” Dawson was bleeding in a concerning
fashion: deep red blooming through his grey
uniform.

“Stand still and let me have a look at you.”
Spence had guessed shrapnel — somewhere in his
upper torso, and deep enough that he needed
medical attention. Peeling away the shredded
cloth confirmed this. There were things visible that
generally heralded nothing aside from a messy
finish. “You could do with some of that regenerative
salve.”

“There should be some in the survival kit on the
escape craft.” The man shuddered as Spence
refastened his clothing. “Supervisor Hull will be there
by now. He was evacuating the medical
personnel.”

“I expect that we'll have plenty of need of them,

if this is anything to go by...I” The non-gender
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ducked behind the unfortunate Dawson as a salvo
of plasma rounds peppered the interior of the cell.

The infruders were very definitely not British
operatives. They were taller than average, and
broad-shouldered underneath their dark-coloured
spacesuits. The tinted faceplates of their helmets
allowed no glimpse of the features behind them as
they stalked into the cell. If they were talking then it
had to be via a closed circuit because Spence
couldn't hear anything. The silence was somehow
louder than the weapons’ fire had been; it even
drowned out the soggy whisting emanating from
what remained of Dawson'’s lungs.

No one should die so very horribly. Spence
squeezed the fellow’s hand in the forlorn hope of
comforting one or both of them. “Who are you -
why are you doing thiseg”

One of the infruders gestured with their weapon:
up, move. Debating the matter seemed unwise, so
Spence edged slowly in the direction indicated. The
corridor remained ringed with smoke but the alarms
had cut out. Another staccato of plasma finished
Dawson’s gasping and Spence flinched. It was
clear that the intruders had no qualms over killing

hostages. That would make escaping even trickier.
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“Where in the blazes did those missiles come
from?2"” Campbell fried to convince himself that his
spacesuit was functioning as normally as its safety
indicators claimed. He shifted his emergency
harness slightly to avoid drifting too far from Quincy.

Moxton groaned from where he was drifting on
the opposite side of the little robot. “I don't know;
our sensors didn't pick them up. It's a good thing
the suits kicked in automatically.”

“Please tell me that we aren’'t stranded out
here.”

“Nah; Quincy can tow us to the station.”

Their companion was already making the
required calculations for this. It seemed most
unlikely that either organic would be endangered
by the attempt, providing that there were no further

explosions along the way.
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Chapter Five - Full Of Tigers

The regolith within the Voltaire crater upon
Deimos was only thirty-five metres deep. There was
an arid labyrinth beneath it — a subterranean blister
filled with an inexplicably perfect balance of
nifrogen, oxygen, argon, and carbon dioxide, yet
curiously devoid in hydrogen. The area was fifteen
metres from ceiling to floor at its highest points, but
the inevitable mineral formations had caused a
range of smaller chambers. The military had
considered building a communications station
here; however, it had proven to be more financially
viable to have the relay in orbit of the moon instead
of on it. The miniature oasis remained unoccupied,
save for the occasional visiting geologist, and one
or two bilionaires seeking the ultimate romantic
getaway.

There was a four-hour window each day when
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the castaways would be able to access the military
channels with the emergency beacon from the
escape craft. Once their signal was noficed,
Marines would be there in less than forty minutes.
This alone made Deimos the most logical place for
them to take shelter. Hull was looking forwards to
returning to Earth. Space had its uses where issues
of legality were concerned, and it certainly
eliminated the need for most red tape. However,
there weren't many factions on Earth that would risk
breaching a high security research base. Those that
did wouldn't have the added weight of the
burgeoning vacuum of space behind them.

It was so much harder to defend a space
station. Still, whoever the infruders were, they had
done more damage to GETEC’s enemies than to
the mega-corporation itself. The crew of the HMS
Gerfrude had perished long before they had even
neared the station. The supervisor had decided that
he would take whatever small mercies the universe
chose to offer to him. He was impressed with the
outcome of the neuro-corrective surgery so far.
Kennedy was now fully loyal to GETEC. Given their
current circumstances, Hull needed all the

functioning operatives to whom he had access fo.
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Quincy could only conclude that the organics
now controlling the GETEC space station wanted to
die. Their firing on the British shuttle had been the
first indicator. Crucifying Housekeeping had been
the second. There were no signs of any otfher
survivors aboard the station. His sensors indicated
that there had been a series of confrontations;
culminating in the evacuation of all remaining
GETEC personnel.

Spence had not been included in this, which
made  completing their  retrieval mission
considerably simpler. The little robot hovered next
to the battered non-gender and calculated how
long it would take before Campbell and Moxton
finished eliminating the sfill unidentified interlopers.
His CPU issued a projection of fourfeen minutes and
twenty seconds based upon previous physica
altercations and the current external modifiers. That
timeframe would enable them to acquire a
replacement shuttle from the GETEC hangar and
transport Spence safely back to Earth for medical
freatment before any major organs became non-

functional.
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"Gunny Woods, there's some kind of a civilian
corporation emer-evac fransmission sounding out
from the Voltaire cavern complex. They're claiming
sixty-eight survivors; their space station was hit hard
by unknown aggressors.”

“Now would that by any far stretch be the same
fuck forlorn civiian corporation that Captain
Kennedy is working deep Intel on, Corporal
Daviese”

“Aye-Hell-yeah, Gunny; straight transfer to the
space station post Boston. She's been dark ever
since, but they're listing her amongst the survivors.”

Woods leant back in the command chair and
fried to ease the popping in his spine. “Fuck me,
Kennedy; what kind of a shit storm have you done
gone and uncovered now? Davies — get the
extraction teams suited up. It's fime to get our CO
back!”

“No, ma’'am; we don’'t know who they were.
They appear to have butchered most of those
aboard the station. Housekeeping is in critical
condition — we'll need medical assistance as soon
as we land.”

Campbell was largely ignoring Moxton’s
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conversation with Pembleton. The field operative
had curled up on the floor of their recently
acquired vessel and was cradling Spence against
his chest. “Wake up little canary; come on now -
open your eyes for a bit.”

The eyes in question were bloodshot and the left
one had swollen halfway closed. Still Housekeeping
was stubborn. “Craig...what kept you...2"

“You know what a stickler Mr Moxton is for
adhering to the speed limit. | simply couldn’t
convince him otherwise.” He forced a smile. “How
are you feeling?”

“Sore.”

“I've got some of that not exactly morphine type
stuff; | need you to keep as still as you can whilst |
inject it, alrighte”

Spence coughed up a spattering of blood and
phlegm. “You hate needles...let someone else do
if...not fair on you..."”

His hand was shaking as he prepped the syringe.
“Look, just keep breathing. We'll get you to medical
as soon as we can.”

The non-gender winced as the needle went in. “I
keep forgefting how brave you are..going to

medical...that’'s a big thing for you.”
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Campbell tossed the empty syringe aside and
buried his face in the soot-stained hair. “I'm moving
in with you untfil you get better. I'll eat all your food
and annoy your neighbours.”

“I suppose I'd better bloody recover quickly
then...”

Moxton joined them and began wiping off the
worst of the gore from Spence’s face. "Quincy’s
piloting us. Pembleton says we're to divert to Mars
as it's closer. She's contacting the British Embassy
there on our behalf.”

Housekeeping groaned. “I'm not willing to count
this as holiday time...l"

The driver dredged up a grin. “Don’t worry; | fold
her you wanted overtime, and hazard pay.”

“I want gin...!” Spence yelped and huddled
closer to Campbell. “Christ that hurts!”

“I've got you, little canary.” Campbell glowered
at Moxton. “I think that cleaning up can wait for
now, don’t youg"

“Not if you want to avoid unnecessary infections
from setting in.” As usual, Moxton was undeterred
by his associate’s bristling. “I'm not going to do
anything that doesn’'t need doing, mate. You know
that.”
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“Fine; just be careful.”

“He's missed you, in case you hadn't guessed.”
Moxton winked.

Spence didn't care fo risk even attempting a
scowl. “I've missed him too, as it happens. | missed
all of you.”

“"What the fuck kind of mind-altering substances
did GETEC put you on2” Smooth, capable hands
reopened the cuts that had scabbed too quickly
and teased out the dust and grime from the raw
flesh. “It must have been some bloody potent stuff,
Spence.”

“No; they're just unbearable to work for. Terrible
shift patterns, no pension fo speak of..l"
Housekeeping looked away as Moxton examined
the wounds left by the bolts used in the crucifixion.
“I think we'd best leave those for the real doctors.”

“You'll need some serious work done on these.
On the plus side, | think the tendons are okay.”

Campbell shook his head. "I can feel all your
ribs! Have you been trying to live entirely on thin air,
Spence?”

“There wasn't any alcohol...it was like being held

prisoner in a health spa at fimes.”

kksk
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The representative from the British Embassy was a
bespectacled woman named Francine Thorpe. Ms
Thorpe wore more foundation than she needed to,
in conjunction with a lot of lipstick in slightly the
wrong shade for her skin tone, and had no
patience for what she fermed as social deviants.
She had referred to Spence by their bioclogical sex
within earshot of Campbell, and now the field
operative refused to allow her access to the non-
gender.

Moxton had found himself relegated to the role
of go-between. This involved his standing senfry
outside of Housekeeping's hospital room, and
sending Quincy in and out with copies of any
relevant information. He was beginning to think that
the little robot’s offer to de-activate Ms Thorpe was
more than fair, but Pembleton wasn't likely fo
approve. “Ms Thorpe, Spence is entitled to identify
as non-gendered. It's irrelevant to this situation,
aside from the fact that we're legally required to
accept that identity.”

“Mars doesn’t encourage those sorts of things,
Mr Moxton.” Thorpe sniffed and tapped at the
screen of her tablet. At any rate, the doctors say

that the injured party shan't be fit to travel for
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another twelve days. I've arranged the use of a
suite in the Embassy for you and Mr Campbell
during your stay. Please make certain fo switch off
your little pet and store it in the munitions area upon
arrival there.”

She furned on her heel and stalked away.
Moxton glanced at Quincy. “You okay there,
mate?e”

A series of shrill beeps indicated that the robot
had not appreciated Thorpe's parting remark.

The driver sighed. “I don't understand binary, but
I'm getting used to your various noises. Look, some
people are just generally horrible. The best thing o
do is fo ignore them. Besides, it's not as if we're
going to go to the Embassy. Spence needs us here
to advocate and so on.”

Quincy cycled through the various
communications channels available to him and
played back the data stream that had drawn his
atftention earlier. The military base near Deimos was
sending a tactical squad to rescue survivors from
the GETEC station. They would be bringing them
here: to the principal Martian medical cenfre. The
security officer who had taken Campbell down in

Boston was amongst them, but apparently, she was
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working undercover for American Intelligence and
had been for some fime. Another familiar name
was listed: Supervisor Greg Hull.

Moxton supposed that he should let Campbell
and Spence know about all of that. It wasn't likely
fo be an easy conversation. “Come on, Quincy -
let's go and bring the others up to speed with what
you've found out so far.”

“There's a Maurice Jacob Leister here to speak
with  you, ma'am. He claims to have an
appointment, but there's nothing in the diary.
Should | alert security2”

Pembleton supposed that it was only surprising
that it had taken the fellow this long to turn up.
“Thank you, Robinson; hold all of my calls for now.”

“Yes ma’'am.”

The office door opened and ushered out the last
hope of maintaining the long game against GETEC.
Leister, stil as impeccable as on any of their
previous encounters, smiled and took his seat.
“Edith, darling —it's been too long.”

“That’'s a matter of perspective, Cob. | suppose
that you've dalready been informed of the

situationg”
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“It's rather messy from what I've gathered so far.
I'm not altogether impressed by how things have
been managed - especially with regards to
Housekeeping.”

“It's the way of the game and you know it. If it
froubles you then perhaps you ought to just stay
clear.” Pembleton poured out two glasses of tonic
water. “I must say that | hadn't expected retirement
to soften you this much.”

The smile was full of figers now. “Let’s not waste
time on the pleasantries, Edith. When do | leave
and where are you sending me?”

It was hardly as if there was another option.
"Campbell and Moxton have already retrieved
Housekeeping - they're at the British Embassy on
Mars. You'll join them in an advisory capacity only,
Cob. I'm not prepared to sign off on anything
further. | frust that you understande”

“"As you prefer it, ma’'am.” Leister frowned briefly.
“I'm not familiar with anyone named Moxton — are
they new?2”

“He's a freelance driver and pilot whom we
retain on contract. Whitby shall read you in on the
finer details when he equips you. He's in charge of

that department now; Royston went info tfeaching.
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Here - you'll need this lanyard. Please don't
misplace it. The last thing we need is a

misunderstanding with our own bloody security.”
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Chapter Six - Highly Irregular

Campbell stared at the opposite wall of the
room. It was the same pale-yellow shade as every
other interior wall within the medical centre and
was of no particular interest to him. However,
Spence seemed uncomfortable with eye contact
and he wanted to allow for that. “Pembleton
shouldn’t have sent you in alone.”

“"Who else could she have assigned? | know my
job, Craig - it's not as though I've never been
injured in the field before.”

“l thought you just mopped up after the rest of
use”

Spence focused on the angle between the field
operative's lower jaw and throat: watching the
faint movements as he breathed. "I do for the most
part, but it’s still not a desk job.”

“Why couldn’'t she have used another RCS2”
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Campbell closed his eyes to escape the tedium of
yellowness. “It was good enough before — why not
now?e”

“It's never wise to fry the same trick twice; you
know that.”

“Well, she could at least have sent one of
Whitby's little killer robots along with you. Some of
them are miniscule — he could have disguised them
as jewellery.”

The non-gender pictured how a robot might
have handled Supervisor Hull. “I don't wear
jewellery. Anyhow, where are Mr Moxton and
Quincy?”

"Quincy volunteered to guard the door of this
room against all comers and Moxton has gone in
search of food that wasn't made four years ago
and rehydrated this morning.”

-

Thorpe frowned. “The medical centre already
provides its patients with perfectly adequate meals,
Mr Moxton.”

Moxton shrugged and added another spoonful
of spiced noodles to the carton that he was filling.
“Mr Campbell asked me to bring him lunch.”

“He ought to eat here at the Embassy.” The
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Embassy representative folded her arms tightly
across her stomach.

“"He's keeping an eye on Spence.” Moxton
nodded and smiled politely to the man behind the
counter. “Can | get a portion of soup too please
mate?e”

The canteen worker clearly didn't care where
the food was going to be eaten, but it appeared
that Ms. Thorpe did. “This is highly irregular!”

“Is there a permission slip that needs filing for me
to fransport a fresh meal from here to the medical
centree Because if that's the issue then just hand
me the paperwork.” The driver stared flatly at the
woman. “Spence was crucified in the line of duty. |
think the least that we can do is to provide round
the clock care, don't you?e”

“That's why there are medical staff — honestly, Mr
Moxton the rules exist for a reason. | see no cause to
deviate from them just because an operative is
used to being indulged.”

She was definitely going onto his list of people
never to wilingly spend time with again. “Ms.
Thorpe, that operative is a friend of mine. Please
stop pestering me before | file a harassment

charge.”
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An abrupt cacophony of screams interrupted
their conversation. Moxton hurried to the nearest
window along with several other people. They
stared out across the Embassy grounds towards the
nearby public food court, where at least a hundred
colonists had gathered to dine at the assorted
catering establisnments. The dusty asphalt was
blood splattered and the surviving people were
fleeing. Tall figures dressed in dark-coloured
environmental suits continued to hack at anyone
unfortunate enough to be within the reach of their
machetes.

“Oh, bloody Hell — not this lot again!” Moxton
pulled out his phone and dialled Campbell's
number. “Craig, the bastards from the space
station are attacking the food court outside the
Embassy. No, not GETEC; the other bastards...yes,
the ones that crucified Housekeeping.”

Thorpe began organising the Embassy security
via infernal communications. She had barely given
her name when the intercom cut out. "We've lost
communications — quickly, activate the emergency
shutters before those madmen try to getin!”

*kk

“Sir, what do you suppose is producing the
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oxygen in these caverns?2”

“It's probably just some form of micro-organism,
Mellor. | wouldn't worry about it. People have been
coming here for years now without any ill effects.”

“I guess so, Sir. Still — it's kind of weird. | mean
there's no water; what kinds of life forms don't need
waterg”

Hull's watch indicated that they had been here
for seventeen hours. With luck, the evacuation
would take place soon. “It's one of the wonders of
the universe, Mellor. Life doesn't always take the
forms we expect it to. Let’s just be glad that we can
breathe for now.”

The space stafion had housed a fotal of three
hundred men, women, and children. It had been
more than just a place of work: entire families had
lived there. GETEC had established the community
as a foothold within the Martian region for the
shareholders but there had also been a 