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PROOF OF DEATH

In the direct sequel to All The Other Spies, socially
non-gendered  British  Infeligence  operative
Nightingale Spence tentatively reclaims the family
that they never knew existed. But when things go
suddenly and horribly wrong for some of those
closest to them, the non-gender finds that they
must once again balance their personal wants with

their professional role.

Meanwhile, the threat posed to all involved by the

evils of C.A.K.E looms ever larger...
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Chapter One - Ready To Fledge

“Aunty Val doesn’'t actually like getting flowers,
you know, Cob.”

Nightingale Spence paused in eating ftheir
breakfast and glared across the width of the dining
room table at their eleven-year-old niece, Kathryn
Lackey. “Stop frying to stir up trouble between Cob
and |, Kathryn. It's not big, and it's not clever. Eat
your food before it gets cold.”

The pale haired girl stabbed her fork info one of
the three sausages on her plate, scowling
mutinously at the thin non-gender as she did so.
“But it's frue, you don't like getting flowers! They
remind you of funerals. | heard you say so to Aunty
Tanya when she gave you some from her and

Uncle Darren to celebrate us all moving in here.”
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She looked pointedly at her twin brother, who was
sitting on Spence’s right. “You heard too, didn't
you, Barnabase” Then she turned her attentfion to
the boy on Spence’s left. “Phil, you were there as
welll”

Eleven-year-old Philip, who was sfill coming to
terms with not knowing what his real family name
might be, didn't answer, primarily since he had just
bitten into a hefty forkful of fried bacon and
tomato, but Barnabas nodded guiltily. “Sorry, Aunty
Val, she's right. You did say so, | remember,
because Aunty Tanya...!”

Two seats to Kathryn's left, at what was
technically the head of the table, Maurice Jacob
Leister cleared his throat politely, interrupting the
boy’'s recollection. “That's quite enough on the
subject, thank you both. Let's all fry fo remember
what Dr Geddes says about valuing kindness over
total honesty. Nightingale, | apologise for presuming
to know vyour preferences. Please don't feel
obligated to accept gifts from me if you don't want
them, darling. | promise that | can cope with
hearing the word no. Many people aren’'t keen on
flowers, and often it's for similar reasons fo you.”

Spence shook their head. “I'll admit that | don't
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generally like cut flowers, but | still appreciated the
intention behind the ones that you gave me for my
birthday, Cob.”

“I never doubted it for a moment, darling.”
Leister quirked his eyebrows knowingly at Spence,
and then schooled his features back into a much
more serious expression. “Anyhow, children, your
aunt and | need to speak to the three of you about
something very important once breakfast is finished.
Phil, it involves the truth of who you are, so we'd like
to tell you privately first. Kathryn, Barnabas, it would
be very helpful if the two of you would see to
clearing away the breakfast things and making up
your beds whilst we're talking to Phil.”

Barnabas was quick to agree. “I'll make your
bed up too, Phil, since you're getting important
news. | don’t mind; we share the room anyhow.”

“Uh, thanks, Barnabas.” Poor Phil's already
natfurally pale complexion was now ashen.

Spence could fell that the boy was feeling torn
between clamouring for more informatfion and
fleeing from the conversation. Phil still wasn't used
to having adults pay him much in the way of
positive aftenfion. A lifetime of deliberately

calculated neglect at the hands of his erstwhile-
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supposed mother had seen to that. The non-gender
reflected that dead or not, Magdalena Vasnetsova
had a lot to answer for. For that matter so does
Horowitz. What | wouldn't give to get my hands on
that bastard! Not that that's likely to happen. |
expect he's well away from the UK by now, and
probably still running scared.

—_—

The sixty-three-year-old man who for the past
forty years had called himself Derek Gerard
Horowitz smiled thinly fo himself as he watched the
live footage from the various covert surveillance
cameras he had hidden throughout Spence and
Leister's now shared home. "I wonder what the pair
of you would think if you knew just how far my plans
go.

It wasn't easy looking out for the future of BIINT.

Field operatives didn't spring fully formed from the
earth, and nor was the mindset required in them
easily taught, or at least not past puberty. One
couldn’t just hang around waiting for the right
person to randomly show up and apply for a job!
No; the perfect spy was an almost eldritch thing; a
near unquantifiable combination of natural ability

and acquired frauma. Few people matched it by
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chance. The most efficient method would be to
grow a selection of SCOs in vats and program in the
proper mentality along the way. Doris Weaver was
living proof of that. Craig Campbell was too, but of
course, nobody could ever know the whole truth
about him. Even just revealing that it had in fact
been his late mother, Eunice Pembleton, who was
sterile, and not his father, Thomas Campbell, would
open up a veritable warren of hidden infrigue. Lady
Edith had gone to extreme lengths to cover up her
late sister's clandestine role in BIINT's operatfions.
Really, it's a wonder that no one has ever
connected how Eunice eventually died with the
Tripoli incident. lliness indeed — well, | suppose that
radiation poisoning might count as illness.

It was infuriating to have lost track of young
Craig. To think, all the effort that dear, loyal little
Vivienne Squire had put in, all wasted. She had
been so very brave about it: putting on that stealth
suit and breaking in whilst Campbell slept to tamper
with his phone. They had kept him nicely isolated
from then on unfil that praftling fool Whitby had
had to go and meddle. Now thanks to
Magdalena’s betrayal on Sunday, poor Vivienne

was in custody and young Craig had taken off to
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God alone knew where on his blasted boat! He'll
be hard to find, that one. For all of his flamboyance,
he knows how to keep ouf of sight when he
chooses. It might even impact his son’s eventual
role in Project Bloodline. Ah well, that can be a
problem for future me to resolve.

He shifted his weight in his chair. His ageing joints
creaked uncomfortably, reminding him that he
really should get the cybernetics implanted in them
recalibrated sooner rather than later. Of course, it
would have to be by someone other than his usual
doctor, what with the Horowitz identity being a
wanted fugitive now. Perhaps it would be safer to
wait until he had gotten his new cover up and
running — well, hobbling, anyhow. Damn this ruddy
arthritis and damn Magdalena too, for that matter!
Why couldn’t she have waited another few weeks
before dropping me in it with BIINT¢ ['d have
wangled myself a nice new body by then.

Technically, he sfill could, but only by burning
through more of his emergency financials than was
sensible for someone in his current situation. FBT was
still too new a process to be readily affordable. If he
hadn’t been fervently keeping his head down, then

he could have flipped a casino or similar to cover
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the expense. Now though, the risk of capfure by
those hunting him far outweighed the potential
gains. On which note, I'd best crack on with fixing
my appearance to match my new cover identity’s
records. Dying one’s hair and irises takes time.

He would be Jonathon Terrance Lambert now.
That wasn't his real name either, but at least this
time around, he wouldn’'t have to feign being of
Jewish descent. It hadn’'t occurred to him
beforehand how much effort would be involved in
maintaining the latter aspect of his deception. True,
it was illegal to openly engage in religious activity,
but that hadn’t helped him with the aspects which
weren’'t banned. | certainly shan't miss keeping
kosher. Why the real Horowitz ever bothered doing
50 is beyond mel

Sometimes, in idle moments like fthis, he
wondered whether the young man whose life he
had taken along with his identity all those years ago
might eventually have reached a similar conclusion
himself. It wasn’t as if the fellow had had any family
or close friends fo encourage him to do otherwise,
hence why he had been so easy to supplant. Ah
well, it doesn't really matter either way. | doubt he's

even dust by now. Forty years buried in quicklime
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will have seen fo that.

He peered approvingly at his replacement
documentation. All was in order. His new name had
belonged to another loner: this time a widowed,
childless secondary school teacher instead of a
postgraduate student. He had chosen the man
because of that career. It would be useful to him for
the next phase in Project Bloodline. How better to
monitor the boy than by becoming one of the
authority figures in his lifee Children of that age
usually still thought of their feachers as infallible. The
system drilled the lafter convenient belief into the
horrid little creatures from their very first day at
school. It tended to stick until they hit their teens, at
least. Doubtless, young Philip will be only too glad of
a mentor, after all that he’'s been through,
especially recently. All | need to do is find out what
school he’ll be attending, and secure myself a
position there.

Phil swallowed nervously as he followed Spence
and Leister out onfo the balcony for privacy. He
decided to get his most urgent question over and
done with quickly. "Um, so my biological

parents...are they alive?2”
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Spence, who was now carrying their twin babies
in front of them in a complicated looking sling,
nodded. “Yes, they're both alive, but it's sfill a liftle
complicated, I'm afraid. They didn't even know
that you existed until very recently.”

The boy frowned in consternation at this
statement. “How come, though? | mean, surely my
mum must have at least known!”

Leister smiled sadly at him. “You were created in
a laboratory, darling. Long story short, a very bad
man decided to try fo make the perfect spy. He
stole genetic material from your mother and father
without their knowledge.”

Phil felt sick. “l...you mean...you're saying that
I'm some sort of a clone?¢”

Spence nodded again; their jaw tight. “More
precisely speaking, you're a binary clone.
Furthermore...” They hesitated, the expression on
their face indecipherable to Phil, and then plunged
on with the remainder of the explanation. “Right,
there's no gentle way of putting this, so I'll just tell it
to you flat. Cob and | are your biological parents.”

“Oh.” Phil glanced warily from Spence to Leister
and then back again. “Does that mean you're

going to let me keep on living with you2”
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Leister nodded firmly. “Of course, darling! You're
our son. You'll always have a home with us, isn't
that right, Nightingale?2™

Spence shrugged. “I dare say that | shan't be
the best of mothers, not given my own upbringing,
but | shan't kick him out of the nest before he's
ready to fledge. As for the rest, well, | expect that
we'll muddle through somehow.”

By now, Phil knew enough of Spence's
mannerisms to parse them as having intended the
lafter statement kindly. He took a deep breath and
somehow managed fo smile af his newly
discovered parents. “Thanks for that. Uh, so should |
start calling you Mum and Dad now, or is that too

much?g”



PROOF OF DEATH

Chapter Two - Dry Your Eyes

ANI Agent Greg Hull usually prided himself on not
being an especially violent person. Sure, he did
whatever he had to do when it came to his job, but
that kind of stuff didn't count. Just because he
wasn't afraid to get his hands dirty when he had to
didn't mean that he enjoyed inflicting physical
harm on other people. Well, okay, maybe he did,
but only ever in a fuly consensual context -
certainly not in the way of casual brutality! I'm a
better person than that.

Now however, he wanted fo hurt someone,
anyone, really, but especially whoever it was that
had assisted his by now very much ex-fiancée Bryce
Lenard in leaving him and taking their almost three-

year-old son Fisher along with her. She's been kind
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of skittish ever since her trip to England, sure, but
there’s no way that she’'d manage to cook all of
this up on her own! Taking off fo Canada would
have been challenging enough for her and that’s
just a long bus ride away, not a transatlantic flight.
No, someone else has to have been helping her,
and now..now thanks fo their meddling poor
Fisher's dead...!

Hull didn't know what he would have done
without the support of his boss, Senior Agent Laine
Volker, who had mercifully stopped by to check on
him this morning on her way to work. She had
arrived two hours ago, at six twenty am, only ten
minutes before the story broke on the news. An
exhausted Hull had let her take charge of his
household’'s morning routine while he freshened up.
As such, he was upstairs in the shower when the first
of the bulletins announcing the fragedy aired.
Volker had immediately switched off the volume on
the TV and set to work managing the situation. By
seven fifteen, when Hull came back downstairs, ANI
Miami had cordoned off his home and placed
agentfs outside to prevent any infrusions by the
press. They were also arranging a gagging order,

but that would take some time.
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Volker had broken the news to Hull in his study,
whilst his infant daughter Rayne drowsed in her sling
against his chest. The older three girls had all been
eating breakfast in the kitchen, sfill  blissfully
unaware of the tragedy. Volker had presumed it
would be inappropriate to inform them before her
agent had the chance to process the events
himself. Hull hadn't had the faintest idea how she
expected him to do that, but then what normal
human being would? Processing implies recovery.
This isn't the kind of thing that you recover from. No,
this is a horror story written especially for parents;
one that's somehow come crawling right off the
damn pages and into my life.

His son was dead. The awful knowledge hit Hull
again. Another wave of grief engulfed him and he
sank onto the nearest of the den’s armchairs. His
heart ached and his gut roiled, but sfill no tears
escaped him. Despite the agony of the situation,
Hull had found that he couldn’'t cry. It was as if
some key part of him had broken, rendering him
frapped in a bubble of misery with no hope of
release. Still, what place did hope have in his life
now anyhow?e At less than three years old, his son,

his perfect little boy, had drowned in the sea half a

13



E.V. GREIG

world away, and Bryce had either been completely

brainwashed or else was having some kind of early

midlife crisis. Either way, based on the note that

she'd left in their bedroom for him, she hated Hull

now. Yeah, no, screw hope. Hope can just...it can

just go die in a fire, metaphorical feathers, and all.
—_—

It was too hot here in the Mediterranean, Zima
Kazimirovich Bogomolov reflected as he reluctantly
alighted from the temperature-controlled hover taxi
that had carried him from Vallvidrera to
Barceloneta's Passeig de Joan de Borbd. Also
present was his loyal red and white Ovcharka dog,
Grisha. The taxi driver had been considerably less
happy about the latter of her two passengers.
Despite receiving a generous fip for her trouble, she
was still scowling as she drove away. Zima, who
would have much preferred to walk the distance
here, added the matter to his mental list of reasons
why he disliked the local climate. “Come, Grisha.
We have someone to find.”

Man and dog made their way along the
teeming boulevard. They drew less aftention than
they might usually have. To Zima's satisfaction,

almost everyone else’'s focus was on the screens
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and other such displays of their assorted devices.
The recently announced missing child alert would
have made for striking enough news even without
the little boy in question presumed drowned. As it
was, the more ghoulish members of the public
remained congregated at the Port Vell Maring,
watching the local police divers as they began
their search.

Zima checked the screen of his own phone.
Thanks to facial recognition technology, his people
had easily combed through the past several days’
worth of surveillance footage for this area. Most of
the data had come from CCTV cameras belonging
to local businesses; easy to hack into if you had
enough skill. Zima’'s people were among the best in
the world. He doubted that even the marina’s
security system had offered them any sort of
challenge. At any rate, they had located his target:
Bryce Lenard.

She was one of those painfully delicate looking
blonde women, Zima observed as he scrolled
through the information sent to him. Finely featured,
and a little foo thin faced at present for his taste, as
if she subsisted primarily on a diet of fear and fresh

air. Perhaps she did. It would make sense, given the
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sort of man she had run away to here from. There
was no question that Gregory Hull abused her in
multiple ways, albeit under the guise of BDSM. Did
he also harm their son, the missing toddler at the
heart of the nearby search? | do not think that he
would do so physically. If he did, then Solovei would
certainly have mentioned it when they were
arranging false identities for both mother and son
with me. Still, there are all too many other ways for
a parent to harm their children.

He turned left down a narrow alleyway that led
to a private courtyard behind one of the tall hotels.
It was a cleanly maintained but nonetheless dismal
space, intended for deliveries, refuse collection,
and other such essential services, most of which
were performed by robofts. If anyone challenged
him, Zima would claim to be seeking a shaded area
for the wellbeing of his dog. It was a useful excuse
to have. The Russian had employed it several fimes
previously when caught in places where he had
less than legal cause to be present.

A tap of a button on Zima's wristwatch initiated
an energy field that deactivated any security
drones and surveillance equipment around him for

fifteen minutes. The effect was active to a radius of
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fifty feet in all directions. If discovered, it would look
like a short caused by the temperature. There was
still the problem of potential human intervention,
but Zima doubted that any of the hotel staff would
prove too difficult to deal with. Another glance at
his phone confirmed that the police presence was
concentrated in the main lobby, wrangling with the
press. That just left the guests. At least out of all of
them, only Thomas Campbell is likely to be
dangerous. How typical of fate’s plan that he is also
who the Lenard woman is staying with.

He entered the hotel by the rear door, walking
purposefully and ignoring anyone he passed. Grisha
padded obediently at his heels, the leash loose. As
Zima had anticipated, no one challenged them.
Dressed as he was, in a smart dark grey suit and
plain sunglasses, he might have been the hired
minder for any number of wealthy guests; no doubt
simply refurning from walking his employer’'s dog.
People very rarely thought to suspect a smartly
dressed and clearly self-assured individual as being
up fo no good. It was a common flaw in human
consciousness which spies were swift to exploit.

The room he sought was on the second floor.

Zima took the stairs, the better to minimise the risk of
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witnesses. Upon reaching the correct floor, he saw
two blue uniformed Guardia Urbana officers
escorting an angry looking Thomas Campbell into
one of the three elevators at the opposite end of
the corridor. The steel doors closed behind them,
but not before Zima spotted the glint of handcuffs
on the older man’s wrists. *How convenient, Grisha.
It appears Thomas Campbell’'s infamous temper
has again gotten him into difficulty with the
authorities.”

Now the only question was whether there were
any other police officers still inside the hotel room.
There might well be, especially given that his target
was an indentured companion fravelling without
her owner’'s permission. Add in the missing child,
and one had copious reason to anticipate a police
presence. Favouring caution, Zima fwisted one of
the buttons on his shirt. A holographic field
activated, hiding both he and Grisha beneath the
image of an elderly blind woman guided by an
assistance Dalmatian. It was one of several pre-
programmed disguises at his disposal. Anyone who
is sensible enough tfo mistrust such a harmless
seeming creature as this deserves to have the full

advantage of that wisdom.
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The door of the hotel room swung open only a
few seconds after Zima knocked A haunted looking
Bryce Lenard gasped as she fook in his
appearance. Then she blushed and shuffled
backwards to grant him entrance. “You must be
the Family Liaison Officer. Sorry; | wasn't expecting
you to get here so soon. They never mentioned that
you'd have an assistance dog.”

The room behind her was conveniently empty of
any other people. Zima strode into it, with Grisha still
following along calmly. Nudging the door closed
behind the three of them with one foot, the Russian
switched off his disguise and spoke curtly. “Do not
scream. Do not attempt to escape. Where are the
replacement identity documents that Solovei
acquired for you and your song”

She flinched. "l...I don't know anybody called
that. You must have the wrong...!”

Zima cut across her stammering. “You know
them as Nightingale Spence. Solovei is a Russian
word for nightingale. Now, where are the
documentse”

Bryce gulped, as if attempting to swallow down
at least some of her evident terror. “I don't...sir,

please, you've made a mistake. | don’'t have any
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replacement documents.”

Her loyalty to Solovei was admirable, Zima
reflected grudgingly. Still, he would not risk the
documents falling info the wrong hands. He
softened his tone very slightly. “Perhaps you do not
understand. | know you have the documents, and |
have seen the news reports about your son. You
gave the authorities here your original names,
despite having travelled here under your
replacement identities. | have already froubled
myself to protect you by adjusting all the necessary
records in line with that unfortunate decision.
However, if the police find those documents, then
you will have many unpleasant questions to answer,
and | do not trust you to keep Solovei's name out of
your explanation. Nor do | frust you not to tell the
man fthey enabled you to run from. You have
already reached out to him, begging him to come
here. Why should | think you will not make more
stupid choices?2”

Bryce clutched the bag even more tightly, her
eyes red rimmed from crying. “That...that was all
Thomas' idea, not mine! He said...he told me that
Greg would have resources to help find Fisher, but

that | couldn't risk him knowing about our new
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names, or...!"

Zima suppressed the urge to sigh as Bryce
dissolved into near hysterical sobbing. Things were
rapidly falling info place in his mind. Clearly, the old
man had thought to use Fisher's apparent death to
inflict pain on his father. It was a crude, but
effective move, and all too typical of what he knew
of Thomas Campbell. It is only surprising that he has
not already killed this woman to silence her. | may
yet need to do so myself, if she proves foo
froublesome.

There was no gain for him in telling Bryce any of
that, and so he did not bother. Instead, he took out
his handkerchief and handed it to her. "Dry your
eyes. Your misery helps no one. Why did the police
arrest the old fool anyhow?"

It took Bryce a moment to compose her wits
enough to answer. “They um, they said something
about there being an outstanding warrant for him.”

Zima knew that many others would have smiled
openly at the irony. “So it is not connected to your
personal situation then. That is all to the good. Do
you at least still have the documentse”

She nodded, sniffling. “Yeah, they're right here in

the diaper bag. You can have them if you want. |
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don't want them anyhow, not after what's
happened to my baby. | never should have
brought him here! | should have just stayed in Miami
and done as | was told!”

“And what good would that have been for
either one of you?" Zima clicked his tongue irritably.
“Solovei told me of your situation; about the actions
of this Gregory Hull. Would you truly wish for your son
to grow to adulthood beneath the influence of
such a mang”

Bryce hurled the bag at him. "At least then he
would have actually gotten to grow up!”

There was some fire to her after all then, Zima
noted approvingly. He caught the bag and slung
the strap of it over his right shoulder in one smooth
movement, weighing the choices available to him
before he spoke. "Your son did not drown, despite
no one having noticed his wandering off. He is alive
and well. | will take you to reunite with him now. Do

not make me regret doing so.”

22



PROOF OF DEATH

Chapter Three - Past Experience

It was half past two in the afternoon before the
Guardia Urbana finally permitted Thomas Campbell
to contact anyone. Even then, he was restricted to
a single twenty-minute conversation made via a
monitored videophone terminal. Not caring to
bother with the usual lines of legal assistance, he
called his only known son; launching into an
explanation of his situation the instant that the
phone was answered. “Craig, it's me. I've been
arrested in Barcelona over some nonsense to do
with an old unpaid fine. Only a few thousand
pounds once you allow for the conversion rate,
hardly worth chasing me down, but the Guardia

Urbana are being petty, as per bloody usual. They
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want the money before they'll release me. Anyhow,
don’'t bother with informing anyone at work. Just
get me out of here.”

Aboard his yacht, which was ironically not too
far from the Barcelona coastline, Craig Campbell
felt a headache begin to form as he replied. “Dad,
what's going on? Why exactly have they arrested
youge"

Thomas scoffed. “Oh, never mind about that! It's
not important.”

“You say that, Dad, but past experience...”

“Don’'t start going on! You're worse than your
mother at fimes.” Thomas glared at his son through
the video feed. "And don't think that | hadn’t
notficed how you've blocked me from contacting
you from any of my numbers! | suppose you only
answered this time because they insisted | use one
of their phones.”

Campbell grimaced at the reminder. “That's
actually the case where you're concerned, yes, but
on that subject, someone got access to my phone
and blocked most of my contact list. | only found
out a few days ago. | think it might be something to
do with Vasnetsova.”

“That bitch again, ha! Still managing fo tfrouble

24
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you from beyond the grave theng” As usuadl,
Thomas was openly unsympathetic to his son's
froubles. “You brought it all on yourself. You should
have kept your dick in your trousers until Spence
came home to you. I'd thought that they meant
something special to you.”

“Oh, that's rich, coming from you, Dad!"
Campbell was sorely tempted to end the call. “*And
in case no one else has read you in yet, Vasnetsova
turned up dlive in London on the Sunday just past.
She fried to snatch Sam along with Spence’s two
little ones.”

Thomas jolted slightly at his words. "Fuck, well
that’s news to me, lad! So where is she now? Are
the bairns all safeg”

“They're fine. Some fellow Spence knows in
London managed to intervene in time. BIINT had
Vasnetsova in custody the last that | heard. Sam
and | have been off the grid since Monday, so |
haven't heard any updates about it.” Campbell
sighed. "I'm about an hour out from Barcelona. You
say they want a few thousand as bail2”

“Five and a half should cover it, yes. It was only a
bit of speeding, after all, nothing serious.” Thomas

ignored the pained expression on his son’s face.
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“"We can have a bit of a catch up whilst you're
here. You and your boy have been on my mind a
lot today, after what happened with poor Fisher this
morning.”

Campbell blinked in confusion. “What are you
talking about, Dad?2”

“You know; Hull's son, Fisher; the wee lad who
could block other psionics. His mother ran off to
Spain with him. | bumped into them near the Port
Vell Marina this morning, and she and | got to
talking. Somehow, Fisher slipped away and...well.
We found his hat in the water. They're still searching
for his body, but you know how the fides can be
around here.”

“Wait, so Fisher's dead?” Campbell glanced
immediately at where Sam sat safely confined in his
playpen, positioned well away from the edge of
the deck. “Christ, that's awfull How did it even
happene Why didn't either of you notice him
wandering off¢ Weren't you watching hime”

“Don’t blame me! | was busy frying to calm his
mother down; she was having some sort of mental
crisis over having finally left that bastard Hull. I'd
naively assumed that the boy was on one of those

wrist straps!”
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Campbell shook his head. “So you're saying that
it was all Bryce's fault. Of course you are. This is
typical of you: blame the woman for everything!
Come on, Dad, you've just admitted to me that
you were there too. If Bryce was so upset that you
needed to comfort her, then you must have
realised that she wouldn't have her full attention on
Fisher!”

So angry that he forgot where he was, Thomas
slammed his right fist into the table housing the
videophone terminal. “That's enough, Craig! It was
a fragic, horrible accident, and nothing more. You
can judge Bryce for being a neglectful mother, and
you can judge the marina owners too for not
putting up any sort of fucking wall or fence by the
water, but | won't stand for you castigating me
about it. Now, hurry up and bail me out.”

He cut the call. Campbell stared at the now
blank screen of his phone for a moment, before
sliding it back into his pocket. His mind whirled. An
unpleasant possibility reared its head. Was his father
teling the fruth, or had he deliberately ignored
Fisher wandering away, hoping to use any resultant
fragedy as a means of hurting Hull2

The sudden clatter of footsteps distracted him.
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Turning around, Campbell smiled as he watched his
lover, Zoe Rusdyle, step down onto the deck of his
yacht from the steel framed passerelle joining their
vessels. She was carrying her toddler daughter,
Primrose, in a sling on her back. “Welcome aboard
again, ladies!”

Zoe caught his hands in hers and stood on tiptoe
to kiss him. “Did you miss us2"

"Oh, you know, not really; only for every second
that you were gone.” Campbell pulled her in close
for a deeper kiss. “How was this morning’s sculpting
anyhow?”

Zoe snuggled closer to him. “Primrose made her
first statue. | think it's supposed to be a dog. What
about you and Sam?2”

Campbell sighed. “Sam'’s fine, but I'm not. My
dad rang me from out of the blue ten minutes ago.
He's in Barcelona. Apparently, the Guardia Urbana
arrested him for an old unpaid speeding ficket from
when he was on some mission or other, back in the
day. He wants me to go and bail him out.”

“Oh gosh, that's random!” Zoe rubbed gently at
Campbell’'s back. “Does this mean that you're
going fo infroduce us after alle”

“I'm honestly not sure if that's a good idea.”
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Campbell stepped back, holding Zoe at arm'’s
length as he explained further. "He isn't the easiest
person at the best of times, I've fold you that
already. On the phone today though, something
he said, well, it got me wondering.”

“"Wondering about what2"” Zoe stared quizzically
up at him. “Craig, sweetie, what's wrong? You look
really worried.”

Campbell nodded to where Sam was waving
eagerly at them from inside his playpen. “Let’s get
the kids seftled first. | don't want them hearing. It's
not a pleasant subject.”

Zoe frowned but nodded. “Why don’t we move
the playpen down into the galley and get them
their lunche We can grab a quick bite for ourselves
too.”

Lunch was the remains of last night's spaghetti
and meatballs, reheated and served with red wine
for the adults and freshly squeezed orange juice for
the toddlers. With Sam and Primrose fed and seftled
safely in the playpen, Zoe switched on the galley’s
small television and found an obnoxiously loud
cartoon series to entertain them. Then she and
Campbell withdrew to the built-in table and bench

seats at the far side of the room to discuss Thomas'
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request while they ate.

It had just turned three o’clock in the afternoon.
Campbell grimaced as he realised the fime.
“Damn! I'm running late. Dad's going to be furious
when | see him. He's expecting me to be halfway
there by now.”

Zoe took a sip of her wine. “He's hardly in any
position to complain, Craig! You're doing him a
massive favour.”

“You don't know him like | do.” Campbell
chuckled mirthlessly. *Mind you, that's probably a
good thing, really; especially if my suspicions turn
out to be correct.”

“Okay, you're actually starting to worry me a bit

now.” Zoe set down her fork and stared at
Campbell. “What is it exactly that you suspect?”
“He told me that he'd bumped infto a woman
we both sort of know at Port Vell. She was there with
her son, and he isn't — ugh, well, he wasn’t very
much older than Sam and Primrose.” Campbell
paused and drew in a deep breath before he
confinued. “Dad said that the woman was
distressed. He fried to comfort her, but her son
wandered off while they were both distracted. It

seems as if he fell into the water. The authorities
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were still looking for the body when Dad rang me.”

Loe clasped her hands to her mouth, her face
paling beneath her freckles. “Jesus, Craig, that's
awfull Oh, that poor little boy and his mother too,
she must be in absolute bits! | don’t know what I'd
do if it were me.”

Campbell nodded grimly. “It's every parent’s
nightmare. Now, here’s the thing of it: | can't help
wondering if perhaps my father saw the child
wandering off, and just let him go.”

"What? Why would he do thate” Zoe looked ill at
the thought. “Why would anyone do thate It's an
utterly monstrous notion!”

“The boy's father has caused a lot of frouble for
us over the past couple of years. He's a truly terrible
human being, and he keeps on getfting away with
it.” Campbell closed his eyes sadly. “You met him
very briefly at the safe house — well, one version of
him, anyhow. He had himself cloned a while back.
Greg Hull, slippery bastard extraordinaire.”

For a few seconds, the only sounds were the
waves lapping against the hull, and the contented
grizzling of the toddlers. Then Zoe found her voice
again. “Okay. Let me fry and get this straight in my
head. You're saying that you think your dad might
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have let that poor littfle boy drown just to get back
at his fathere”

Campbell nodded. “I'm afraid so, yes.”

“Right then, so, basically, you're teling me that
your dad is a complete psychopath.” Zoe took a
large gulp of her wine. "Why would you even
consider bailing him out if that’s the case?2”

“He's family. Besides which, | could be wrong
about him having noticed. It might all have been a
complete accident.” The former spy stabbed half-
heartedly af his food. "I hope it was.”

loe shook her head, her light brown curls
bouncing beneath her headscarf. “l think that's
something that you should let the police decidel
Seriously, Craig, you need to inform them about
your concerns. If your dad’s innocent, then they'll
clear him, and we can all move on from there.”

Campbell scoffed. “Ah yes, because he'll be so
very quick to forgive me for that betrayall”

“It isn't a betrayal if it turns out that you're right,
though, is ite” Zoe reached across the table and
closed her right hand over Campbell’s left. “That's
what's got you worried the most, isn't it2 The
thought that your dad might be the sort of person

who'd let a child die in order to get revenge on
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their parent.”

He caught her hand between both of his own
and squeezed it. “I'm not talking fo the police
about it, Zoe. Like | said, | could be wrong. | promise
you that I'll flag it up with BIINT later, but off the
books. | owe him that much.”

“Craig, you don't owe him anything!”

Campbell sighed. "I keep on forgetting that you
aren’'t a spy. You don't understand.”

She glared at him, but there was more fear in her
eyes than anger. "I don't think | want to
understand! | know he’s your dad, and you love
him, but | just can't help worrying about what you
told me! If you're right, and he really did let that
little boy drown, then who's to say that he wouldn't
do similar again?g | mean, okay, Sam is family to him,
so surely he wouldn’t hurt him, but what about
Primrose, and what about me; what if he blames us
for you being late foday?2”

Campbell was aghast. “Zoe, he wouldn't ever
hurt either of you! He isn't that bad, and even if he
was, I'd protect you!”

“Craig, that's my poinf! You shouldn’'t have to
protect us from him! It's not normal. | don't care if

you're all spies; it's not okay to have to live in fear of
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how a family member will reactl You deserve
better. We all do.”

Campbell frowned as he reflected on Zoe's
perspective. “You have a point there. It's time | did
more than just block his phone number. | shan't go
in person to bail him out. I'll pay using the online
system instead, and if that's not good enough for
his liking, then hard luck for him!”

Zoe beamed at him. “That’s the spiritl Good on
you for drawing a line with him! Now — what are our

plans for the rest of foday?e”
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Chapter Four - Sharp Edges

Senior Agent Laine Volker stood alone in her
office at ANI Miami, perusing the latest update
provided by the Guardia Urbana. It was now nine
fifteen am here in Miami, but Spain was of course six
hours ahead. The search for Fisher's remains had
gone on all day so far. There was still no sign of him,
in the water or out of it. Volker had begun to find
that curious. Given the amount of CCTV in and
around the area where Fisher disappeared, they
ought to have surveillance foofage of him entering
the water, or at the very least approaching that
part of the marina. The challenging tidal patterns
do not explain his absence from all such records. |
believe that something else is going on here.

She did not think it prudent or indeed fair to
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inform Agent Hull of her nascent suspicions. His son
could very well still be dead. Someone might simply
have attempted to cover up the means of his
passing by tampering with the local CCTV. Such
things did occur. Certainly, this was the shared
opinion of her counterparts at ANI's Barcelona field
office and the Guardia Urbana. Volker did not
intend to tell Agent Hull otherwise until she had solid
proof of life. My theory makes sense based on what
| know of the boy, but that does not mean that it is
correct.

She reactivated the holographic emitter on her
desk and pulled up the video footage from the
promenade again. There was Ms Lenard, and there
was her son. Then Thomas Campbell joined them,
and the three repaired to one of the benches
together. It was all exactly as described in the
reports, and none of it explained what happened
next. Fisher, unmistakable next to the two adults,
simply ceased to be present in the recording. He
does not walk away, and nor does anyone
approach him. The time stamps linked to this
footage remain consistent  throughout. Our
technicians confirm that they have detected no

sign of digital manipulation.
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Volker returned her attention to the latest
update. There had been another curious event, this
time involving the hotel where Ms Lenard and
Thomas Campbell had been staying. Three hours
ago, the security drones and other such
surveillance systems had suffered an unexplained
fifteen-minute blackout. According to the Guardia
Urbana, it was a technical issue caused by the
heat. The lafter explanation was believable, until
one considered what else had happened during
those fifteen minutes. By my calculations, this was
when Ms Lenard disappeared from the hotel. | find
it somewhat too convenient that she chose to
make her exit during the same window of time as
the blackout.

There was no possibility of Ms Lenard herself
having caused the event. She did not possess any
of the required technical skills. Nor did she have any
inherent biological means of doing so. Unlike her
son, Ms Lenard was not a psionic. The missing boy
had inherited those genes from his father. That
means that even if my suspicions about Fisher's
disappearance prove to be correct, they still do not
explain this later blackout. He is certainly psionically

powerful enough to have somehow hidden himself
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from notice on the promenade, but he was not
present at the hotel. Someone else either assisted
his mother in leaving, or forcibly removed her.

The Guardia Urbana subscribed to neither of
these theories. They insisted that the timing of Ms
Lenard’'s departure from the hotel was simply an
unfortunate coincidence. One of Barcelona’s top
forensic psychologists had stated that her
continuing absence from all surveillance footage in
Barcelona was most likely due to her having
committed suicide over the loss of her son. As such,
the dive teams searching the waters in and around
the marina at Port Vell were now under orders to
look for two bodies instead of one. Volker found the
speed at which the Guardia Urbana had reached
this conclusion to be disturbing. It seems that there
is no possibility of them assisting me any further in
my investigation at this time. | suspect that | will
have to go to ANI's Barcelona field office in person
if am to find my answers.

_—_—

Leister glanced up from the pan of soup that he
was stirring and smiled at Spence as they joined him
in the kitchen. Several hours had now passed since

their conversation with their newly discovered son.
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“I take it that Jacamar and Honeyguide have
deigned to accept their lunchtime nap graciously,
darling?”

Spence nodded. “They're in a fairly solid routine
now. It makes things a lot easier. What are the older
three up toe”

“They're in the living room. | promised them
lemmon meringue pie after lunch today if they sat
quietly and did some maths whilst | made this. Heidi
made it this morning, before she left to collect her
end of year exam results from the catering
college.” Leister reached for the pepper. "I must
say, darling, the children do seem to be taking the
news awfully well, especially Phil.”

“Hmm, so far, yes.” Spence sat down at the
breakfast bar. "I can't help feeling that there's
another shoe sfill waiting to drop.”

“We'll deal with whatever happens when it
actually happens, darling.” Leister remained
sanguine on the topic. “That's what families do. I'm
sure Dr Geddes will advise us on the deftails.”

“I hope you're right, Cob.” Spence sighed. “It's
just all so terribly convenient though, don't you
thinke Our finding out about Phil being our son, |

mean, and for that matter, the chances of he and
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Vasnetsova ever even having crossed paths with us
at all. If Craig hadn't taken up with her, then |
wouldn't have had any cause to visit her room at
the hospital that night. That in turn would mean that
Zima wouldn’t have spotted her there, and so her
cover wouldn't have been blown. She could have
stayed put there in Latimer Hill and kept right on
pretending to be a florist and brainwashing children
to be killers in that secret underground bunker of
hers. For that matter, she and Phil might have both
died at the hands of those bloody culfists! | don't
know how long the life support systems on those
pods of hers would have lasted, but it hardly
maltters, does it2 It's not as if anyone would have
had reason to go digging around looking for secret
rooms or...!"

Leister stepped away from his cooking and
enveloped Spence in a gentle hug, being careful
not to overwhelm them. “You found her captives,
Nightingale. You saved them. Don't tforment
yourself by dwelling on thoughts of the horrible
alternate endings, darling.”

Spence shivered. “Yes, but what if | hadn’t found
them, though, or what if Craig and | hadn't moved

to Bournemouth in the first placee We only ever
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ended up living there because of Kathryn and
Barnabas having inherited that house from their
mother. The authorities could just as easily have
seized it along with the rest of the Lackey and
Ashby estates.”

“Well, on the bright side, at least the latter proves
that everything that's happened really was just
down to chance, darling.” Leister rubbed their back
soothingly as he spoke. "I dare say that Horowitz
and Vasnetsova only conspired to try and let her
gain access tfo Craig’'s DNA once he was living
within easy reach. Doubtless, they would have
thought it an excellent second phase for that
ghastly Project Bloodline. However, there was no
way for them to have known in advance of
Vasnetsova's move to Latimer Hill that the two of
you would end up living there too. Nor could they
have conftrolled the outcome of the Lackey and
Ashby frials. Neither of them had that much
influence.”

Spence pulled back suddenly and stared at
Leister, frowning as they took in what he had just
said. “lI hadn’'t thought of it that way - Craig’s
seemingly random decision to cheat on me with

her, | mean. How can we be sure that it didn't
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secrefly connect to Horowitz's scheme?2 What
if...what if Craig didn't have full control over his
actions?2 So many drugs out there can affect
people’s libido fo the point of taking away their free
willl How do | know that Vasnetsova didn't use at
least one of them to control hime It's not as if she'd
have had any moral objections!”

Leister grimaced. "I hadn’t considered that,
darling. | suppose that the only way to be certain
would be to run a full panel of biometric tests on
him to search for any traces of such things that
might remain in his system. Bear in mind that it's
been months now, of course. Even if he were
drugged, by now there’'s no guarantee that
anything would show up.”

“So we can’t be sure.” Spence’s voice was now
flat with pain. “She may have forced him, no,
actually, let's call it what it really is regardless of
what the law thinks fo biology: she may have
bloody well raped him! And we can't be sure,
because | didn't think to even consider it as a
possibility in fime!”

There was a soft hiss of steam as the soup boiled
over onto the hot surface of the hob. Leister

snatched up a dishcloth and hastened to clear up
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the mess, moving the saucepan clear of the heat
and switching off the offending ring. “I presume no
one else has mentioned it occurring to them before
now either, darling?”

“Well, no, but that's not the point!” Spence
stfood up and began pacing up and down the
length of the kitchen. “It's me who ought to have
thought of it. I'm Housekeeping, for pity's sake! It's
my job to notice if there's anything that seems off
about our field operatives.”

Leister set the soup aside to cool. “Craig wasn't
simply a part of your job by then though. He was
personal to you, darling; you were in love with him.
That's what made the difference.” Turning, he
joined Spence on their third orbit of the kitchen,
pacing alongside them in support. “The trouble with
love is that it tends to obscure our capacity to
remain sufficiently objective. We stop seeing things
clearly because we're too caught up in feeling
them instead.”

Spence sighed anxiously at Leister’'s words, glad
of the empathy, but also unsure if they deserved
such comfort from him. “I...I don’t think | know what
I'm feeling any longer, Cob.”

“I'd guessed as much, darling.” Leister reached
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out and began gently tracing the fingertips of his
right hand up and down Spence’s spine. "l love
you, Nightfingale. That doesn’'t grant me any right to
censor your relationships with others. All | ask is that
you remain honest with me.”

The non-gender slowed their pacing, arching
their back into the caress. "You're talking as if you
think that | might want to be with Craig instead of
you.”

Leister dipped his head and nuzzled the left side
of Spence’s neck. "Now, | really must point out that
| never said anything about instead of, darling!
Although, I'll accept that too, of course, if indeed it
proves to be your decision. One must always
respect one’s partner’'s choices.”

Spence thought of how Campbell would have
reacted to a conversatfion like this. They could
almost hear the imagined slamming of the door.
Then again, perhaps that was more to do with
actual memory. “No thanks. I'm better off right
where | am.”

“Might | presume that fo mean you’ll permit me
to stay with you, darling?”

“Yes, well, if you still want to bother with all of my

sharp edges, that is.” Spence angled their head to

44



PROOF OF DEATH

the right, granting Leister ready access to more of
their neck. “I shan’t blame you if you go. | know I'm
not easy to live with.”

“You're yourself, Nightingale. That's all that
anyone ought to be.” Leister kissed the delicate
area of skin offered up to him. “I'll stay. We'll
investigate whatever really may have happened

between Craig and Vasnetsova together.”
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Chapter Five - Hard And Fast

Getting out of the hotel had been just as simple
for Zima as entering it. His stealth tech had covered
Bryce along with himself and Grisha, rendering
them non-existent to surveillance equipment, and
hiding them from organic eyes beneath the
holographic image of a nondescript quartet of
tourists. The same disguise had left them free to
board one of the regular public buses to
Vallvidrera. Here, Zima had opted to abandon the
main road in favour of a narrow frail that wound
through the tall pine trees. It led to the rear gate of
his friend Yuri Vanyavich Kuznetsov's property, but it
was a convoluted enough route that he doubted if
Bryce would be able to memorise it. If anything, she

would likely believe Yuri's villa to be much farther
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away from the main road that was truly the case.
Well, at least until she makes her way down the
front driveway for the first time, but we will not
permit her to do that, not before we are sure of her.
He still hadn't told her his nhame. She hadn't
asked either. Zima took this as a good sign. Curiosity
had a way of sparking trouble. It was far better that
the woman remained as uninformed as possible
about her new situation. That way, should she prove
to be too great a liability, they might retain the
option of releasing her alive as opposed fo
eliminating her. Yuri will keep the boy regardiess.
There is no reliable way to swear such a young child
to secrecy and he has language enough to be
able to babble fo others about us. We cannot risk
having the wrong person make sense of his words.
Kiling the boy was not an option. He was an
innocent, and there had to be a line drawn where
such things were concerned. No matter what the
circumstances, one did not harm children.
Terminally foolish adults were another matter, but
Zima found himself hoping that Bryce would avoid
belonging to the latter category. He did not bother
to pretend that it was merely because her

permanent removal would upset her son. She is
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attractive. Not so much that | would risk taking her
back to London with me, no, but | could perhaps
see the value in having a woman of my own here
for when I visit with Yuri.

He stopped walking and nodded curtly to Bryce.
“We are far enough into the trees now to be safe,
so | will turn off the holographic emitter. Stand sfill. |
want to look at you.”

“Okay." Bryce looked nervous but stayed exactly
where she was while he paced slowly around her,
Grisha padding silently at his heels. "What are you
looking forg”

Zima halted directly behind her and unclipped
Grisha's leash, trusting the dog to behave himself.
Colling the braided leather strap into a neat loop,
he tucked it away inside his jacket. Then he cupped
Bryce's waist with both hands, fightening his grip
when she flinched. "You are the type of woman
that I like. | can provide you with sanctuary from
your past. Perhaps we can reach an
understanding, yes2”

Bryce made a soft, desperate sort of sound. Then
she nodded. “If you keep Fisher and me safe, then
I'll do whatever you want.”

“Your son will be cared for either way. My friend
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has already agreed to adopt him as one of his own
children.” Zima wrapped his right arm snugly
around Bryce's waist, pulling her backwards fo
stand flush against him. He moved his left hand up
to stroke her hair and continued talking. “This
discussion we are having concerns only your fate. |
am prepared to give you another replacement
identity, and to sponsor you financially in exchange
for your companionship whenever | am here in
Barcelona. | warn you now that | do not visit very
often, perhaps twice a year at most. You would
need to comport yourself appropriately in my
absence: no gambling, no drunkenness, no drug
taking, and no sexual involvement with anyone not
approved by me. Aside from that, | do not care
how you spend your fime.”

She trembled as he lowered his left hand to
frace his fingers along her collarbone. “And...and
your friend...he won't take...I mean, I'll still get to
look after Fisher myself, right...2"

“You are his mother. If you do not make yourself
a problem, then you may raise him, yes.” Zima
toyed suggestively with the neckline of Bryce's
sundress. “Do we have an agreemente”

Bryce nodded again. “Okay.”
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Zima smiled and nuzzled the nape of her neck,
inhaling the delicate floral scent of her perfume. “I
would like to fuck you now, right here beneath
these trees, hard and fast, unfil you don't even
remember what it felt like to have any other man
but me inside of you. You would let me do it too,
not because you want to, but because you have
learned that that is what works best. There is no
pride left in you at all. It is worse than sad, it is
pathetic.” He slid his left hand down and gripped
her left wrist, carefully repositioning her arm. “A
mother must have pride! She must be fierce; like the
she wolf, or else what good is she to her children?
How can she teach them to stand tall in the world if
all she does is cower?e Now, pay attention: this is
how you move your arm to defend yourself.”

Spence set down the baby clothes they had
been folding to put away and answered their
phone. The familiar soft trill of the ringtone seemed
louder than usual in the quiet of the currently empty
nursery. “Yese”

Campbell’'s familiar baritone responded. “It's
me; I'm moored off the coast of Barcelona. Zoe's

here too, and the kids of course, but that’s not why
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I'm calling you. Sorry, this is...well, it's not coming
naturally to me.”

The memory of their earlier discussion with Leister
gnawed at Spence’s thoughts. “What's wrong? Are
any of you hurt2”

“No, we're all fine, thanks for asking.” Campbell
paused for a moment and sighed. “It's my dad.
He's in Barcelona too. | had to bail him out earlier
this afternoon; something to do with an old unpaid
fine, from his days in action. You know how it is.”

“Oh. Well, I'm sure that BIINT will recompense
you in full for if, if that's the only reason for this
discussione”

“I'm afraid there's more to it. Bryce Lenard and
her son were at the Port Vell Marina this morning.
Dad said that he ran into them unexpectedly.
Fisher...well..Spence, he's gone missing. The
authorities think he drowned; nobody saw anything,
but his hat was found in the water. They're sfill
searching for him. It doesn’t look good.”

Spence hissed through their teeth. “For
goodness’ sake, he's not even three yetl Why
wasn’'t anyone watching hime”

“That’s sort of why | rang. Dad told me that he

was talking with Bryce; comforting her or some
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such. Apparently neither of them noticed Fisher
wandering off wunfil it was tfoo late, but..”
Campbell’'s voice frailed off for a moment. He
sounded deeply unhappy. “l..1 can't quite shake
the question of whether Dad might secretly have
spofted him and turned a blind eye. You know,
because of Hull.”

The possibility of Thomas being quite that much
of a ruthless bastard was, Spence knew, regrettably
far from zero. "Have you confronted him about it
yete”

“No. | did try to ask him why he wasn't watching
Fisher when he disappeared, but he just interrupted
and blamed the whole thing on Bryce. He told me
to stop castigating him over it. You know how he is.”

“So now you want me to look into what may or
may not have really happened, is that ite” Spence
scowled. “I frust you do realise that if your father did
let that boy wander off on purpose, then he’s
accountable for whatever became of him? | shan’t
sweep it under the rug for him, Craig. Not with a
child involved.”

Campbell sighed again. "l know that, yes, and if
it means anything, | agree with you. There's a line. |

hope to God he hasn't crossed it, but if he has, then
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he deserves no quarter. I'm cutting contact with
him regardless. Zoe and | were talking about his
behaviour in general. We don’'t want him around
the kids.”

An irrational flicker of jealous rage crawled
through Spence’s feelings at this hint of how close
Campbell and Zoe had obviously become. Then
the non-gender thought again of the fears they
had shared with Leister. Their anger evaporated
abruptly. Let Campbell find some comfort where he
could; why shouldn't he¢ “Vasnetsova's dead
again, by the way.”

“Is she?” Campbell sounded immediately
happier. “Well good bloody riddance! | only hope
that it sticks this time. Do we know yet how she
managed to resurrect herself between
Bournemouth and theng”

“As of an hour ago, we have enough forensic
evidence to make a decent guess. The autopsy of
the most recent her idenfified the remains as a
cloned body. It seems she has access to long-range
RCS technology; the stuff Pembleton used for the
Boston matter, back when we were first
investigating Hull. I'd hazard that the same thing

applied to her florist identity.”
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Campbell hummed. "“So, we've likely never
actually met the real her at all then, eh?”

Spence agreed. "l expect not, which makes a
good deal of sense, when one considers it. Why put
herself within reach of her enemies when modern
technology makes it unnecessary?”

“Well, let’s just hope that she's been using clones
that look like she really does! | don't like the idea of
having an enemy out there who | wouldn't
recognise on sight.”

“None of us do.” Spence steeled their nerve and
continued. “Listen Craig, I'm glad that you rang. |
was talking with Cob earlier foday, and something
occurred to us. Your affair with Vasnetsova — do you
suppose that she might have done something to
control you; slipped you a pill or such, | mean?”

There was a pause from Campbell. Then he
sighed sadly. “I don't deserve that level of
forgiveness from you, Spence. I'm nof some helpless
innocent in all of this. No, I'm sure that she's exactly
the sort of woman who'd resort to such methods, if
need be, but in my case, she didn’'t have to bother.
| got lonely and let my libido run away with me,
plain and simple. Then | fried to hide it, to have both

of you. That's the real reason why | asked Kathryn
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not to tell anyone. Cob was right to throw me out,
and you were right not to let me back in. | shouldn't
have fried to change your mind; it was shabby of
me. Still, at least it all worked out for the best in the
end, eh? Let’s face it: we were never really suited
to each other as lovers.”

Spence swallowed the sudden sharp feeling of
relief in their throat. "l suppose we weren't at that,
no. Well, I'd better get on. Goodbye, Craig.”

Ending the call before Campbell could reply,
Spence tucked their phone into their pocket and
went downstairs in search of Leister. They found him
on one of the sofas in the apartment’s main sitting
room, with Jacamar cradled in the crook of his right
arm and Honeyguide in his left. The sheer
domesticity of it made the non-gender pause for a
moment, smiling slightly. Then they sighed and
spoke to him. “Craig just rang from his yacht to say
that his father is causing trouble in Barcelona.
There's a possibility that he deliberately let a toddler
wander off and drown.”

Leister was openly horrified. He listened grimly
whilst Spence recounted the details of what
Campbell had told them. “That poor child, and his

mother too, for that matter! I've no care for any
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version of Greg Hull, darling, but his family isn't to be
held accountable for his sins. We should ask young
Whitby to take a gander at the matter post haste.
He and Kellie are online with the children now;
doing some more coding and general computing
practise. If we're in luck, then one of BIINT's
surveillance satellites will have been in the right spot
to catch the truth of what happened.”

Spence glanced towards the open door of the
dining room, where they could see the three older
children sitting around the table with their
respective tablets. “Good idea, but | don't want
the children overhearing the details of the matter.
Let’'s wait unfil they've finished their lesson. That way
Miss Hedturner can keep an eye on them whilst we
talk things over with Whitby."”
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Chapter Six - Something Is Burning

Martian Marine Corps Captain Susan Kennedy
sat at her desk in her quarters on Deimos Base and
watched the last of the departing vessels via live
video feed with a relieved smile. It was nice to
finally be rid of the diplomats. Things would
undoubtedly be safer with them gone. Just as
importantly, she'd be able to carry her infant
daughter Elie around with her again, instead of
having to keep her hidden away in her quarters
with whoever was available to babysit her. My
Marines have been real supportive during this
whole thing, but it ain’t fair on them to have fo
keep on giving up their downtime.

Nobody here on Deimos Base was likely to have

much in the way of downtime for the foreseeable
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future anyhow. With the assorted Earth diplomats
having been invited by the Szenoldyans to relocate
to the underground facility on Ceres, Deimos Base
was deemed capable for a return to active military
duties. And about damn time too, if you ask me.
Now maybe we can get on with doing something
about that recent spike in space pirate activity.

She was pretty damn sure that C.AK.E was
behind the bulk of the attacks in some way or
another. The pirates were far too well-equipped
compared to their usual gear. Their vessels too were
faster and better armoured than average.
Somebody with deep pockets and very few
scruples had to be funding them. C.AK.E fitted that
description on both counts. | guess the only real
question now is whether that asshole Carson
Howard is still the one running things.

Kennedy sighed. There had been a fime when
hearing that your enemy’s head had been bitten
off in combat had meant that you could at least
cross them off as a problem! Modern flash cloning
technology had ruined that. Mind you, it had also
given Kennedy the means of keeping her daughter,
so she wasn't really complaining. Heck, Ellie

wouldn't even exist if Hull hadn’t cloned himself for
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our joint mission to save Mars!

She dragged her thoughts firmly away from the
resulfant memories of Yuudai before they could
make her maudlin. The past was done. Kennedy
had enough going on in the present without
wasting tfime and energy dwelling on what couldn't
be fixed. Her first priority was arranging
replacement documentation for Ellie; hence the off
the record video call that Kennedy had made to
Spence yesterday. Unfortunately, the non-gender
hadn’'t been able to help much. It's just my luck
that the guy they went to for Bryce's papers has
dropped off the map. Oh well, at least they were
still able to give me his number. Maybe he’ll pick
up, maybe he won't. It's worth calling either way.

_—_

Spence stepped out onto the penthouse’s
balcony and closed the door behind them. They
wanted privacy for the phone call that they were
making. It was half past eight in the morning here in
London, which made it half past nine in Barcelona.
The risk of Thomas still being asleep by this hour was
negligible, but he was hardly likely to take the news
of his son’s decision to cut him out of his life well. I'd

rather not risk having him be overheard by any of
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the children when he starts swearin