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— THE LANCASTER RULE —


	



	


A Reflection


	This is the future.

	My future.

	Not my descendants’…

	Mine.

	The year is 2333. Three hundred and twenty-seven years have passed since my birth. I was born in 2006; so long ago its practically ancient history.

	I’m only twenty-five. I went to sleep when I was twenty-four. Instead of losing a year, I lost three centuries!

	In the fall of 2030 I lived in a modest, two-story brownstone in a quiet neighbourhood north of downtown Toronto. Though a rental, it was my first grown-up home. I’d used up all my savings to cover the first and last, and made just enough as a part-time art instructor to make rent each month. Occasionally I’d sell a painting, and the cash went straight into my savings. But that place, that house, no longer exists. No one remembers the street name. No one even cares. The playgrounds and parks I used to play in as a kid are all gone. The schools I went to, the streets I walked, the places, my friends…

	Gone.

	Like them, I should be dead. But I’m not.

	I look the same, but…older. And like an initiation rite to be allowed entry into this future, I have scars. I earned those, and brandish them like medals. In the years to come, they will grow pale and thin, but the memory of each will always remain sharp and painful like the day they were placed there. To see my scars gives me great pride. Without them, I’d have no life here.

	My time in this future has been short, but I’ve come a long way to get here. I look forward to each new day as if it were the first, and live it like it’s the last. Death has come knocking many times, especially since the life I lead now is a far cry from what it used to be. I’m a different person now. Very different. I’m stronger, and more aware.

	Many times I’ve cursed the day I climbed into my father’s suspension chamber. But, in the name of science, I helped Dad achieve the next level towards the advancement of stasis technology. While I curse myself, I also take pride in it. If I hadn’t helped, my life might’ve been normal. I would’ve grown old with my family and friends, married and maybe had a family of my own, lived in a quaint little house with a dog and cat, and my painting.

	Maybe.

	But since I took that first step into the future I’ve learned the reality of death, of grieving, of being drowned in a sadness—a darkness bordering on madness—that’s so unimaginably bleak. I’ve felt the pain of being wrenched from everything familiar, things I understood, and taken to a strange new world. And because I took that step, discovered the true meaning of living, and of love. And what it means to be alive.

	I am living my destiny.

	I am Josie Bettencourt, and I live.

	Really live.

	



	


AWAKE


	




Chapter 1


	“Josie, please forgive me.”

	Tears blurred my vision as I watched the image of my father struggle with emotion. He sat before his computer as it recorded his confession—three hundred and two years ago. I remembered his office, his desk, littered with files and notes, scattered with odd bits of items, dust, crumbs, coffee stains, and everywhere, discarded wrappers from butterscotch candies.

	“It was a mistake, I know…” he struggled on, swallowing hard, fighting with his own tears. “But I had no choice. They left me with no choice. I should’ve told you, but I—I couldn’t.” Dad’s voice wavered as he clasped his hands together, as if asking for my forgiveness. “And for that I’m truly, truly sorry.”

	A thick tear fell from his puffy eyes, evidence this wasn’t his first tear. The normally clear blue of his eyes, bloodshot. He appeared dishevelled. Old. One side of his greying hair stuck out above his ears. He’d been pulling at it in agitation—he did that, usually with his head bent over some complicated calculation or theory. Unlike now, where he looked like he was about to face the executioner.

	“You see,” he continued, “they’ve been after me for months—years, really. It’s when they found out I’d actually done it that things got…well… They killed Peru—right in front of me! As if he was nothing. Just…killed him. He didn’t fall down the stairs, like the police report said. They broke his neck. They wanted it that badly. My experiment…I’m so sorry, but it attracted the wrong sort of attention. I thought it was a secret, but I guess I must’ve slipped somewhere.”

	He paused and rubbed his face, quick and rough. I stared at his long, elegant fingers. Fingers that always smelled like his favourite candy. “I should’ve sent you away and never involved you in this. Oh, Josie. What have I done? I lied, I’m sorry. I told you sixty days, but, if you live, if you…by some small chance survive and you see this…please, oh God, please forgive me, please!” Dad broke down in spasms and wept.

	So did I. Wailing. The lancing pain of betrayal pierced me, leaving me drained. How could he?

	The woman tried to take the imager away from me. Clucking softly, she insisted I’d had enough and should rest a little. I was done with rest. I’d been resting for nearly four weeks. I wanted to run outside and scream, to pick something up and smash it to the ground. And I wanted to crawl into a hole. And die. Instead, I closed my eyes to make everything disappear.

	This was all some manic dream. That was it; I’d gone mad. What was I even doing here? I didn’t belong here. The holographic image of my father—clearly, I’d just imagined it. Holotech wasn’t so stable and clear, nor had they invented such small devices to project the image from. This was all wrong. This wasn’t real.

	None of this was real!

	But the pain was real enough, a constant agony deep down in my very core. The physical aches from joints unused for centuries seemed dull compared to what I endured now, what I’d slowly been feeling since that day I woke up. Like an inevitable, impending sense of doom, it clenched from within as if in anticipation of whatever ill fate was to come.

	That day.

	I wished now I’d never woken up. Reality, or what passed for it, was too horrific to face.

	That day.

	The day I woke from my dreams and stepped into a nightmare…

	* * *

	As if wads of cotton and grit had embedded under my eyelids, when I opened my eyes, dryness burned them. And the torture as the light lanced my eyeballs. My mind swirled with chaos. A shooting pain, like the instant headache of a cold drink on a sensitive tooth, blazed an agonising trail straight to the depths of my brain. For a panicked second, I thought I was at the dentist and he forgot the anaesthetic. I squeezed my eyes tight and groaned, but no sound came. My throat burned.

	Vague awareness filtered through my confused state. Something was wrong. My last coherent memory was lying down in the suspension chamber and giving my father a wink. But wait…sixty days sleeping shouldn’t make me feel this way.

	In a rush, I recalled when I’d done it before and tried to make sense of it, compare it to what I experienced now. That time it had been for two weeks, and I’d woken up with a mild headache, soreness in my lungs and throat from the respirator, and some discomfort in my nether regions from the catheter. And when our dog Moo-Moo had been under for two months, he simply woke up, shook himself, and went back to sleep. The next day he’d gone back to chasing the lab mice.

	Muddled voices surrounded me. A shot of fear sliced through me. Something was so very wrong. A woman; her tone soothing, calm. The other, a man, his voice accented, piped with excitement. Perhaps my father had left me in the care of his research partner, Peru. That wasn’t his real name, only that he came from Peru. His real name was a four-word tongue twister that ended with Ximénez. Peru was easier. But something felt wrong. It smelled wrong. And Peru died before I went into the chamber.

	A heaviness pressed against me, like extreme tiredness. I couldn’t move, and had no strength to lift my head or move my eyes. My whole body seemed slack. Was I still in suspension? My coherent thoughts seemed broken, like erratic flashes, filled with intense imagery, then blackness. I must’ve fallen back into that darkness countless times, resuming disorganised dreams about painting a cloud but having no white paint, only ochre. And the cloud kept changing into a roiling ocean, and in that briny abyss bobbed people, places, and objects I knew, dotted with lab mice like the froth from the waves. Everyone laughing and smiling, happy, waving absurdly at me, and someone I didn’t recognise kept telling me it smelled wrong and Peru was dead because he jumped off the stairs.

	I’m not certain how long this lasted, but it seemed like forever. Days, weeks…months? Between sporadic moments of consciousness and semi-consciousness, my eyes finally adjusted enough to show me a spartanly furnished room. A simple table at my left, on which sat a silver canister, a small roundish object, and water in a glass shaped like a teardrop. I spent an inordinate amount of time staring at the items, focusing and refocusing my eyes on them. Light passed through the glass, reflected on the silverware, and splashed a rainbow of colours like a halo. Above me were a series of small round lights clustered at the centre of the ceiling. The overall colour of the room was something close to yellow, but more like…ochre. When able, with effort, I heaved my head to my right. A wobble of dizziness blurred my vision, and when it passed, an upholstered chair on wheels greeted me. Next to it, another small table littered with instruments very similar to those found at the dentist, which made me frown. I turned left again. A moderate-sized window graced the wall; the glass pane was clouded and permitted only light. I wished I could see out from it to get a sense of where I was. What time of day it was. Anything. Maybe Dad was just beyond that window, and I was in some sort of quarantine. Could he see me? And I vaguely recalled hearing a dog barking. Moo-Moo?

	I grew aware of the woman. She’d come in silently, sat on the edge of my bed and touched my forehead, then moved to the chair and pulled up close. I watched, detached, as she poked and touched me, and ran smooth hands over my face and body, gently massaging. Then she kneaded the heels on her palms into my arms and legs and all over my thin, wasted body. She stuck things on me, then wedged a straw in my mouth and made me drink something vile. She injected me but I barely felt it, then she bathed me with a soft cloth soaked in hot water, that made me sleepy. I must’ve fallen asleep, because the next day, at least I think so since the woman wore different clothes, she did the same massages again. She continued this many times over. I lost count, but every day, throughout these ministrations, an immense tiredness and lethargy stamped down on me. I couldn’t even muster the strength to talk. My throat was still raw and swollen. Each time I wished for death to take me, since the mere effort of staying alive was exhausting.

	Yesterday the woman hacked off my hair. It had grown so long, and that confused me even more. When I saw the length of hair she’d taken off, I knew I must’ve been incapacitated for…years. Fear crept into me. How long had I been asleep? My weak neck could barely support my head, let alone the hair on it. The woman had braided it and looped up over the pillow, out of the way. When she finished with my hair, she raised my arms and pressed a warm, fabric-like patch under each of my arms. I registered a tingling sensation as if someone was sucking as hard as they could on my skin, making the blood rush there to turn purple. It tickled, but no laugh seemed able to come out of me. When she removed the patches, my own brown armpit hairs were embedded in them. She said something about them being gone for good, and how I wouldn’t have to worry about it anymore. She did the same to my legs and crotch, winking, saying every girl needed a spa treatment to feel like a new woman.

	Whether it was the removal of all that hair, and being lighter from it, I felt a little better. Enough so my focus remained sharper for longer periods and a deluge of questions were lining up to be answered. But my throat failed to cooperate. Instead, I stared out the clouded window, thinking of my father, hoping he was behind it. He had all the answers, if only I could just see him. Why wasn’t I allowed to see him?

	Most of the time, my body was encased in some silky material, which made my skin tingle cool like mint as it warmed and soothed. Days followed, weeks, forever it seemed. I flitted between sleep and restless awareness so my conscious scenes were like random snapshots. Sometimes the woman sat with me, talking softly and smiling, her auburn hair held tight in a ponytail, her exotic face calming as I watched her. Sometimes I wasn’t sure if it was all just a dream.

	Her name was Madge. With a mix of Asian and Middle Eastern ethnicities, she was tall and had an etherealness to her. A stillness. She appeared to be a young sixty with only a few, thin wrinkles on her face. But her eyes were ancient, as if they had seen many things, and added to her sage demeanour. From under the hairline, along her forehead and temples and creeping out from over her ears, I saw an intricate network of tattoos. They appeared to be vines and flowers, branches and leaves with birds and small creatures entwined and dancing together. And like henna tattoos, she also had them trailing along the tops of her fingers and up the back of her hand, where they ended in delicate flowers around her wrists. Madge’s eyes were a dark grey that sometimes looked black, and her nose was long, graceful. Her full lips were stained with a sort of reddish-orange. Perhaps she’d had them tattooed that colour. She also had the most calming smile. And best of all, she smelled of verbena and other exotic herbs, like she’d just crawled out from those vines that graced her body.

	The man, Madge’s husband, was Quin, who sometimes accompanied her. He had delicate, fine-boned features and almost gaunt, like how people who are too preoccupied to eat, appeared. He scurried about in an excitable manner, squirrely, monkeyish. Without meaning too, my lips twitched every time I saw him. His rosy complexion and an expression that always seemed to be surprised, in wait for a good joke, were comical. Quin smiled with uncontained joy, chattering mostly to himself. I knew immediately what a happy soul he was. His twinkling hazel eyes were enchanting, darting everywhere while he talked and talked…and talked. Sometimes he laughed at what he said, seemingly ignoring everyone else. I didn’t understand half of what he said, mostly because I couldn’t keep up and my brain still seemed fogged and unfocused.

	My arms were the first to start moving, but they ached constantly with sharp pins and needles. They wouldn’t function normally, and lifting anything weighing more than a feather, let alone being able to hold onto a glass of water, was difficult. My muscles had atrophied so much it was like I only had skin over my bones. The hideous sight of my limbs brought fresh tears to my eyes each time I saw them.

	Despite the steady supply of saline patches adhered to my arm, I thirsted constantly for water as I stayed awake for longer periods. Then my voice came back, and I was able to make a few hoarse grunts and groans, and moaning wails for cries. In my mind I wanted to scream: Where am I? What’s happening? Instead, all I managed was a raspy whisper, to which Madge would soothe me with “rest now”, assuring me all would be explained soon. Despite her reassuring tone, I couldn’t dispel a feeling of foreboding. Everything felt wrong. The edges of hysteria were slowly creeping in. I desperately wanted to know what had happened. But knew the answer would scare me. Terrify me.

	Weeks later, when my legs had finally cooperated and I could at least sit up on my own without assistance, they finally told me. They sat with me and told me everything. Everything. Some parts needed telling twice, as I must’ve looked as though I didn’t understand. When they finished, I lay down, curled myself into a ball and stared at the clouded window. Dad wasn’t behind the glass after all. No one was there. No one I knew was even alive. I was all alone. There was nothing else.

	Everything was…gone.

	My mind shut down. I had no coherent thoughts, no memory of words or speech—of self. I lay there, listening to my breathing until it deafened me.

	And then I screamed.

	




Chapter 2


	Quin Aguilar’s first emotion had been elation, then anxiety. Waving his arms, he spread his hands as if trying to catch a giant ball. He explained to Josie how she’d been found, buried deep in what was once a basement cellar in an old farmhouse on Prince Edward Island.

	Contractors had been clearing the grounds to make way for an additional wing to the super-structure defence outpost in the Atlantic Basin, when he and Madge’s government contact called to say they had uncovered a stasis pod. Their presence was requested urgently to assist in its removal.

	“Another one!” Quin exclaimed, retelling the events. “But I’d been thinking how it’s been nearly ten years since the last one we found. I thought for sure we found them all.”

	“Prince Edward Island. That’s where…would’ve been my brother’s house.” Josie’s weak voice rasped. She spoke slowly, like someone learning a new language. Her eyes stared into the distance as if trying to link the events of her life together. “But how did I end up there? Why didn’t my brother wake me?”

	Quin jerked his bony shoulders high and glanced at his wife. Madge, a specialist in resuscitating stasis survivors, complemented him in every way. She was his rock, his foundation. Like him, she was a pod hunter. They were both retired now. Quin had started out as a geneticist, and had studied in detail the obscure research and published works of Dr Peter Bettencourt and Dr Walter Otoo, leaders in stasis technology and genetic science. To have found Bettencourt’s daughter was like finding the mothership.

	“Perhaps you were sent there for safekeeping?” Quin twisted his face in thought. He wished he knew more of Bettencourt’s history, but the geneticist’s work, though known, was overshadowed by Otoo’s.

	“So, what’s a pod hunter?”

	Josie had a tendency to flit from one thought to the next with seemingly random regularity. But Quin knew how the mind of an artist worked; after all, being a scientist was akin to artistry. Inspirations came when then came! Eventually, she would piece together all the loose bits of information to get the big picture. And since she had no understanding of what happened in the last three hundred years, he had a duty to explain what being a pod hunter was. To explain everything.

	“Well, over the last fifty years stasis pods became popular with groups calling themselves the Retro Movement.” Quin wriggled in his seat to get comfortable. Josie showed no signs of grasping his meaning. “The world…let’s say it had a drastic shift in government. The tide was changing. It became—is—a totalitarian-ruled world. Fear and oppression—everywhere. Every day was a nightmare to live through, and before the Lancaster’s, I remember many days living in hiding, my mother terrified to even go outside to the shops. Technology was halted, monitored, censored. A shock, you can imagine, because the world—since you were born—had advanced so far. Now it was dead in the water. The dark ages once more.”

	“How old were you?” Josie asked.

	“About nine or ten,” Quin chuckled. “Long, long time ago. It’s not so bad now. The tyranny is pretty much ended.”

	“How bad was it?”

	“Bad. Dane Lancaster was just emerging, like a hungry alpha wolf—rawrr-rawrr—snapping, biting, challenging everyone, every country. A total knob, to be honest. He succeeded too, declaring himself World President—with capitals! But, it wasn’t too hard, really, taking over. We’d made a mess of the world since you were last here, Josie. There were catastrophic economic crashes all over, and conflicts, disease, water shortages, and environmental disasters. Like a chain reaction they came, one after the next. Anyway, to reinforce his law, Lancaster brought back the old moral codes. It was kind of a relief, actually, being able to look up to someone who had some sense of control, authority. It almost seemed like Lancaster was our saviour. But then…then it started. He had our rapt attention, and he showed his true colours, and condemned anyone who didn’t comply to death. Agitators were silenced, education was government-controlled, media censored. We were spoon-fed what to do, what to think. World President of the United Europe and Americas, Dane Lancaster—sadistic, corrupt, his leadership self-styled. Woo-woo erratic. Unpredictable. We’d gone from disaster to nightmare. It was better to just live scared and not say a word. Live like sheep. He was crazy. We lived like this for many, many years—more than thirty years, at least. And then his son, Baird, took over. It got better, a little bit. Either that, or we’d just gotten so used to living on the edge, of constantly looking over our shoulders, minding our manners and keeping our heads down and just…surviving.”

	Madge leaned in, running her comforting hands over his shoulders. She smiled and carried on for him. “Under Baird’s reign, technology and peace slowly came back, and the segregated world made attempts to unite again. It’s been fifty-five years since Dane first come to power. His grandson John rules as World President now. John is called the New Age leader—the Young Innovator.” She sighed. “We shall see.”

	“John Lancaster.” Quin wagged a finger, then brought it to his chin and tapped it. “Yes. Now he’s causing quite a stir. Changing five decades of tight conditioning and fear, creating new ones of his own. You’ll see his popularity famed and frowned upon, praised and despised. We don’t have a clear idea of his agenda. But believe me, after all these years of Lancaster rule, no one’s going to dare question or oppose. I think we’re all choosing instead to watch from the side-lines and see what this new Lancaster does next.”

	“But…hang on.” Quin took a noisy sip of the chamomile tea Madge had brought in earlier. “But getting back to history. Not everyone stayed quiet, or were silenced. Some were aggressive and deadly in their opposition to the Lancasters. Others kept silent, determined, and forever conspiring. During Dane’s time the Retro Movement was a pacifist group, but they banded together, voicing their displeasure and opposition to the ruling government. They decided to enter stasis pods. Stasis technology is mainstream now and is used, as it should be, as a medical aid. The Retro’s…they insisted their day would come when the world was once more at peace. So, for the first twenty years, most pods discovered—and there were thousands of them—were destroyed on the spot. It was barbaric. The sleepers were branded and convicted as cowards before their execution. This was how mad—insane—Dane Lancaster was. The sleepers, they never stood a chance.”

	Josie widened her eyes. “Not even a trial? They didn’t even try to wake them?”

	Quin shook his head, shame heating his face. He hated this part of history. It pained him. So many innocent lives, lost. What would future generations think? “But it got a little better. By the time Baird Lancaster ruled, the remaining pods were long forgotten, scattered throughout the world in safe houses, waiting for the arrival of a better world.”

	“And,” Quin clapped once and forced a smile. “A better world did come, with Baird. He terminated the law that branded pod survivors criminals and eventually, quietly, signed off on establishing rehab centres for the survivors. Some sleepers had family or friends able to resuscitate them. Others, the ones who were forgotten or lost, needed the most help. But with so many being reawakened, eventually survivor rehabilitation organisations had to expand and form re-assimilation programmes. But we also had to find them. The missing ones. People like Madge and me, our work brought us together. We’ve dedicated our lives to the search and rescue of these survivors. I remember one of my first rescues, a young man from Tokyo. He was actually the oldest known pod survivor, asleep for at least fifty-two years. We found him fifteen years ago. He told us he entered his pod the moment he sensed trouble. He’s now fully assimilated into the modern world. Works as a technical advisor for a film company. Very prominent, too.”

	Quin let the image of the young Japanese man play out in his memory. Those were the days when finding a survivor was like striking gold. The thrill of the find, the adventure in the seeking, the challenge in the rehabilitation. And the reward at the end of a healthy, strong and assimilated person, ready to re-enter the world.

	With Madge at his side, Quin helped well over a hundred survivors rehabilitate in the previous thirty years, some in secret and others publicly. But mostly theirs was a work best kept quiet. It had been a dirty and shameful part of history that caused people to shelter in pods, to hide and cower. Conditioned by Lancaster-thinking, most people didn’t want to know, or even care, who these individuals were who chose to hide rather than live. The sleepers were considered outcasts, filthy. Abominations. Quin and Madge’s work, while rewarding, also brought unspeakable dangers from fanatic groups who opposed the use of pods. Who opposed pod sleepers. Who opposed just about everything.

	Each pod carried the identity and a brief history of its inhabitant, making identification possible and easier. Surviving family members and friends, if there were any, could be contacted to help with the rehabilitation. The designs of the stasis pods were based on the research, writings, and prototype model of Dr Walter Otoo, a West African scientist. Otoo, according to ancient history, had carried the baton after Dr Peter Bettencourt was murdered, but Bettencourt’s signature on the model was prominent, from the replicated amniotic-fluid-based encasement liquid right down to the thermal reclamation suits the sleepers wore.

	The stasis pods had originally been designed solely as a medical aid and not as the fountain of youth numerous hungry corporations seemed hell-bent on getting their hands on. Bettencourt’s mysterious and unsolved death in 2033, the day after the publication of his works, sparked rampant rumours that it had been a government-sanctioned hit to silence him. Others suggested a private-sector hit. Whatever the case or reason behind his death, Bettencourt was dead, but silenced he was not. Otoo, widely popular, well-connected and aggressively brilliant, took it a step further by finishing the prototype with a few alterations and enhancements. Then he used it to perform the first ever in-vitro conjoined twin separation while the mother and foetuses lay sleeping over the course of one year, slowly healing. When they were awakened, the mother went on to complete her full term of pregnancy, and gave birth to healthy twins.

	When the dust-covered suspension chamber was unearthed from the dark, damp cellar in Prince Edward Island, it was oddly large and more cumbersome than Quin was used to seeing. He realised immediately something wasn’t quite right with it. Inside the tempered glass lay a haunting sight. A sleeping beauty. Quin remembered how his heart nearly stopped when he took in the floating form of Josie.

	She lay there like a sea creature from the deepest caverns of the underworld. Her nails had grown long through the ages, curled in spirals like obscene tentacles, soft and rubbery from centuries in liquid. Her dark hair had also grown long; it billowed, fanning around her body like a spectral sea-fern shroud. Her body was frail and slack, floating in the thick amniotic fluid. She was so ghastly thin, even her once form-fitting medical suit hung like a limp sail. The only sign of life was the low hum the pod emitted, like a chest freezer in the corner of a kitchen, and once every hour the sucking sound of the respirator pumping oxygen in once, and then out.

	When Quin realised his discovery wasn’t merely decades old but centuries, his initial reaction was near hysteria. Impossible! Simply impossible. No one could ever survive for so long. Could someone asleep for so long survive?

	“I consulted with Madge immediately. She worried resuscitating someone who’d been sleeping for so long might cause more damage than good. From all appearances, it didn’t look as if you could survive for much longer anyway. Your body was already wasting away from the long years. Maybe, if it didn’t work, it would be better to let you die quietly. But if it did work, we owed it to Peter Bettencourt to try. After all, Dr Bettencourt was the founding father of stasis pod technology. It’s from his genius, or his curse, we’re pod hunters in the first place. You are his proof his tech was worth it.”

	Secreted away in a special encasement at the side of the chamber were the recordings of Dr Bettencourt. Aside from the precise and detailed instructions on how to resuscitate his daughter, there were old discs and thumb drives of images and home movie clips of the Bettencourt family. Snapshots and scenes of memorabilia that made up the story of a family, a life, and living, long centuries ago.

	“We had to try.” Quin stared at Josie. She seemed engrossed in his recount of the events so far. He reached out and gently gripped her hand. “And if it failed, we would still have the recordings as proof that you once lived. But no one could know of what we did. We logged our report and finding, and treated you as a normal pod survivor. If word got out that a three-hundred-year-old pod survivor lay in our clinic…” Quin let out a nervous chuckle. “Well, all hell would break loose.”

	




Chapter 3


	A few days later, my voice finally grew strong enough to form sentences, and my tongue cooperated to the task. The warm honey teas helped as well. I asked to see my fathers’ recording again. After an initial hesitation, Madge placed the smooth oval imager into my palm. To put less strain on my recovering vocal chords, she disabled the voice command options and showed me which button to press to release the holograph, how to use the touch-sensitive projection to access the menu page, and how to pull up the function icons. Before leaving, she warned she’d be back in one hour.

	After an hour and a half, I set down the imager and closed my eyes to replay everything again in my head. It came back to me in graphic detail, helped along by what Quin had said and the new information my father supplied in his confession. Details and images that happened mere moments ago in my mind, when in reality…

	Dad hadn’t known precisely who was after him. The lines had blurred, whether government or private sector, or some sinister shade in between. But they had wanted his schematics for the stasis pod. When he realised the threat was imminent, and his research and work in danger of being taken away from him by any means necessary unless he cooperated, he staged an elaborate plan to save me. And in a way, it was a testament that his research did in fact work.

	From his confession I discovered that, unknown to me, my life was already threatened. Like a bargaining chip to bend my father’s will. A woman I’d thought of as friendly and cheery, who, like me, went regularly to the corner coffeehouse, was in fact more sinister than she made herself out to be. She’d been sending weekly updates to my father, with candid shots of me going about my daily routine, along with a reminder that should my father refuse to cooperate, she could choose any number of scenarios of how I’d be terminated.

	The thought made me shudder. Such sinister intents from someone so beguilingly charming. What could I do about it now? A small part of me wryly considered the irony of it all. She was long dead, and I was still alive.

	Take that, bitch!

	Besides his research partners, I was the only other person he’d confided to, and was no secret since I always hung out at his lab. With Peru already dead months ago, the only hold on Dad now was me. My brother Kellan lived far away on PEI, and wasn’t even remotely associated, so it was a risk my father would have to take. He could only save one. The less Kellan knew, the better. To choose which child to save must’ve eaten Dad alive. I understood completely the dilemma Dad must’ve faced. In that instant, forgave him.

	So, by convincing me to put my life on hold for a couple of months, he helped me prepare for the time in hibernation, as he used to call it. Having done so already, merely as a laugh on my part, and to also help my father with his earlier experiments, I knew the procedures. I wasn’t a scientist but, having lived all my life with one, knew enough to know I was playing with fire, especially with suspended animation research still so young and new. To me, it was very simple. My father needed help, and I was there to give it. Thinking back, I’d do it all again if I had to. He was my father, and I would do anything to help him reach the next step in the name of science. And because my father knew me, if I’d known his life was in danger, knew I’d insist he stepped into the chamber instead. I saw his logic now. Why he’d lied to save me. Why he died—murdered.

	As I climbed into the suspension chamber, I gave my father a wink, our code for “see you later”. And absolutely no idea it would be the last time I’d ever see him alive.

	For three centuries, I slept.

	Three hundred fucking years!

	I’d drifted away in a dream-world abyss where time and reality were nothing but a blink. One minute I said goodbye to Dad, the next I woke to a madness of incomprehension.

	All those long, quiet years, alone in a dark, dank cellar with nothing but a machine to breathe for me, feed me intravenously the precious nutrients I needed to sustain myself, and an uncomfortable catheter to reclaim and recycle my waste. My father, Dr Peter Bettencourt, thought of everything—everything to make sure his daughter survived for as long as necessary to keep her alive.

	Why didn’t Dad tell someone where I was? Why was I left for three hundred years? Surely my brother knew—

	“I was in his fucking cellar,” I muttered aloud and huffed. I must be getting stronger, my fluency with swearing had returned. Looking around, I made sure Madge hadn’t heard. She didn’t strike me as the type to condone cursing.

	My brother could’ve woken me. He would’ve figured out how to; it wasn’t rocket science. So why hadn’t he? Unless… A sharp grip of grief and a sudden hate clutched my heart. Unless he was killed, along with his entire family. Knowing someone was long gone and dead was one thing, but to think they were killed—murdered—was another matter.

	I couldn’t begin to sort my feelings out. Horror, hatred, rage. A multitude of confused emotions careened inside me, seesawing rapidly with depression, grief and anguish.

	What do I do now?

	I wanted to die. Kill myself. The immediate answer. End the madness.

	Laughter erupted out of me. To think, after everything my father had done to save me, this was how I was going to repay him? Shame slammed into me for even thinking it.

	But I did want to die; I’d wanted it since I first opened my eyes. What was the point now of living? Everyone I knew and loved were gone. My thoughts hurtled back to when I was a kid, all alone and forgotten to be picked up from school. After that, abandonment issues plagued me throughout my teenage years. Just when I’d finally got a grip, the icy festering fingers of doubt slowly dug their way into me. The nightmare was returning. It happened only once, but was enough to shatter my world.

	I was there again, sitting outside on a stone bench. A cold lump in my throat, watching as all my friends hopped into their parents’ car, or onto the school bus, going home. Leaving me. Smiling bravely, I waved back, but desperately hoped someone—anyone—would come soon and collect me. But as I sat there, even with my nine-year-old awareness, I knew my father had simply forgotten to come for me. Embarrassment swallowed me by the pitying gazes my friends gave me; some even laughed. I was scared of being left alone while they all went home. How could he forget? Until that day, my existence was a perfect rose-coloured world where I was loved unconditionally, smothered with everything good and safe and real. Protected. But that day changed everything. Years later, I knew that day made me grow up, and taught me the world wasn’t perfect after all. But then…until then, I’d never known such fear, such uncertainty. Such crushing emotional devastation.

	My father, so engrossed in his work, forgot his most important task for the day. My mother usually dropped me to school in the morning, but Dad was to collect me. Kellan was old enough to take the express shuttle with the rest of his schoolmates, and after, go off to his various after-school sporting activities with designated guardians.

	I sat for almost two hours. Forever. Alone. A worried and sympathetic teacher sat with me, making me feel worse than ever, and utterly foolish. She tried to contact my parents, but I knew my mother was at work in the field with her clients, and her afternoon routine. And my father, as usual, probably forgot to turn on his phone. I knew this because we always returned to the lab after he collected me from school, and many times his colleagues berated him for leaving his phone switched off. To my absolute horror, the teacher’s next call would be to the authorities. I remember begging her not to call, insisting my dad would come. As I waited, I imagined being in the lab, helping wash out vials and equipment, pretending to tinker away like a scientist, or simply watching with fascination as he worked, as he immersed himself into his own world. All the while, hoping upon hope he would hurry up and come.

	When finally he came, I burst into tears, ignored the teacher, who shouted something about forgetting my bag, and fled straight into his car.

	I cried for almost the whole night, my confidence in him, my trust, devastated. Nothing he said worked to appease my hurt. Not even my mother, who screamed at him, threatening to lynch him with the drapery cords, made me feel better. Even the image it sparked in my head, of my father swinging from the thin cords, didn’t help. I didn’t speak to him for a week. He never forgot again. Neither did I, and each time afterwards when someone told me to “wait here a sec,” I’d have a momentary jerk of hesitation, a hitch in my heart, and all the emotions from that day would come flooding back.

	After that day, as a way of gaining my forgiveness, my father and I played a game of promises.

	“I’ll see you later, my dear,” he’d say.

	“Promise?”

	“I promise.” And then he’d wink to seal the deal.

	I’d wink back.

	It was our special code, our special language.

	That simple expression encompassed every episode from that day, every word spoken, every retort made back, every hurt suffered, until we’d fined-tuned to cover it all without actually saying anything.

	After listening to Quin, and watching my father again, a familiar squeeze of anxiety clutched at my chest. The fear I thought I’d conquered was back. Tenfold, like a tsunami. Three hundred years later, I was scared beyond anything I’d ever experienced. The kind of fear that builds and builds until borderline hysteria sets in. The room compressed itself onto me, and my breath thinned. Ridiculous thoughts ran through my head like a sickness: If I stay here long enough, surely someone will come for me, take me back. This is the future. Maybe time travel has been invented. Everything will be all right again. I can go back, can’t I? Can I? I want to go back! I want to go home!

	A mewling sound escaped as I whimpered. My chest heaved to get air. My heart raced, and each beat thumped like a riot in my ears. I barely heard Madge talking to me, but her firm hands held my face while something foreign was pressed to my mouth. Cool, clean air shot into my gaping mouth while Madge ordered me to breathe slowly.

	In…out. In…out.

	I slumped back on my pillows.

	Exhausted.

	




Chapter 4


	“It’s not real.”

	“It’s not?”

	“No. It’s a replica.”

	“But how—what? I mean, the wind…” Staring at the window, I must’ve looked utterly confused. From where I sat, it looked real enough, and the gentle wind it brought in carried the light scent of sweet wildflowers.

	Madge dived into a lengthy explanation about how it came complete with holographic technology, and ten images in its memory chip. Privacy screens could be initiated, clouding over with white, black, or any colour of choice. A built-in fan to produced wind, and had artificial scent strips—recyclable and replaceable for a maximum of three months. And finally, a sound chip, able to emit anything from birds chirping and leaves rustling to city traffic or ocean waves. The lightweight design made it easy to mount on any wall or area. To prove this, Madge lifted a corner at the bottom and beckoned me to check under it. Sure enough, behind the five-inch relief of the window, the ochre wall greeted me.

	“So then,” I mused, processing this new information while mentally calculating where my room was in the house, “that means, the living room is behind this wall?”

	Madge nodded. “And a little bit of the dining room. After I retired and closed my city office, about three years ago now, I turned this room into my office. I had no real use for it other than storage for my junk. So I converted this into a guest room. My sister sometimes comes for a visit.”

	Madge and Quin lived in an odd-looking, slightly circular house, nestled among trees in an out-of-the-way hillside spot in the country, north of Christchurch in New Zealand. Having just gotten over the shock of being in a different country from where I’d started out from, my next puzzling thought, obviously, was how I was able to have such a lovely view of the countryside if I was smack in the middle of the house. Mystery solved, and a dubious poke to the “window” to confirm its authenticity, I pounced onto the next bit of the puzzle.

	“Is the dog real?”

	“Yes, of course she is.” Madge lifted a brow to suggest I might also have suffered brain damage.

	Possibly. But this was the future. Robotics in my time were about to go mainstream, and every other sentence was artificial intelligence this or that. It was a warranted question. I couldn’t be too sure, especially when the dog stared at me with unnerving grey eyes. Fluffy, the wolf dog was strange. Or maybe not used to seeing ancient beings.

	I’d been with the Aguilars for almost five months now, of which the first couple of months was spent bedridden. Once my limbs were more compliant, yoga stretches and meditation were added to my daily routine, which bored me to the point I fell asleep a few times. After, a swim in the pulse pool to build up muscles and stamina. The experience was like being agitated in a washing machine. Drowning seemed like a pleasant alternative.

	Food was a high-nutrient mixture of proteins and simple carbohydrates, unseasoned and naturally flavoured. The texture was soft, like baby food.

	I also had much time to rest, mostly outside on the garden bench for a little sunlight and fresh air. Madge often played a segment of a history disc to bring me up to speed. Most of it was a dull and boring blur of dates and facts, events and images that flitted across the screen. Instead, my mind wandered constantly, mostly to look around and take in everything. I still couldn’t believe where I was, and what year it was. My mind just couldn’t wrap itself around that fact.

	Despite these activities to build my stamina, I ached constantly. My lungs tired easily, which left me short of breath and dizzy, causing my heart to labour from the strain. During the first few months I barely managed to last much after breakfast. The mere walk from the bedroom to the kitchen exhausted me. After dinner, I usually managed to sit up for another hour or two, and this was spent chatting with the Aguilars. I’d ask short questions and receive animated answers from Quin.

	While I’d manage to sleep most times after lunch or dinner, usually I’d lie awake staring at the ceiling, or gazing at the fake window. Thoughts and memories tumbled together in a tangled mess, jockeying for position in my head, and again, gaze around and wonder if I should pinch myself harder.

	Was this really real?

	Curiosity gnawed at me. Despite the angst and fear, the sheer enormity of my feelings and what was happening, I couldn’t quell the mounting excitement and itching curiosity of it all. I was in the future! This was the stuff one only dreamed of. This was science fiction; a super-cool movie. Stuff you read about in a book—a manga book.

	Things like this didn’t happen for real. But here I was, living proof it did.

	Does, exists.

	With technology where it was, what was once only a dream for my father was now a reality—a reality he helped to create. And I was the first. Many had followed afterwards, skipping through vast stretches of time and space merely by closing their eyes and going to sleep. And I wouldn’t be the last to wake. The Retro’s did it. And many more would do the same. Whether to cheat death or prolong it, to save lives or to hide them. There would always be another. But still, Dad and I had started the ball rolling.

	We did it, Dad! We fucking did it.

	Though you couldn’t tell by looking, I did age, perhaps about five or seven years. Dad said no matter how much you slowed down the rate of cell growth by suspended animation, a person continued to age, like hair and nail growth in the dead. Only I wasn’t dead.

	I was twenty-four when I went to sleep on the sixteenth day of September in 2030. Now, technically, I was twenty-eight to thirty, if one were to be completely accurate. Give or take a couple hundred years. But who’s counting, right? The cells in my body, hibernating, slowed all metabolic processes to a tiny fraction of the normal rate. The much-coveted fountain of youth had been discovered, and here I was, living proof. I still felt twenty-four, but I also felt even younger, and petrified out of my mind, like the proverbial fish out of water.

	If skipping through time didn’t consume my thoughts, the advancements in technology did. The Aguilars home alone held many wonders, from amazing gadgets to their mobile phones. Even the cooking range looked incredible.

	There were hydro-vehicles, air-cycles, and personal walkers were everywhere. Even shoes with mild anti-gravity capabilities for those suffering from back problems. And light aircraft shuttles or air-buses to passenger liners that all flitted from one end of the street to the next, and from one continent to the next, at extreme speeds and zero turbulence.

	And space travel! It was a common occurrence now.

	And then there was the new and deadly range of arms and weaponry, too numerous to list, and too violent to imagine. But from what Quin said, most of these advancements had only been made during the last twenty years, after being put on hold from the previous century. Now they flourished. He said: “violence begets violence”.

	In the same brush stroke that painted these colourful shades of advancements, a good dollop remained where things hadn’t changed. Food was still food, not a pill, like people imagined it. Some were synthetic or imitations and, news-flash, organic, free-range, and chemical-free were still as popular and pricy as ever. People took great pride in antiquities, revering objects of art and lifestyles of days gone by.

	And then the bad. The Aguilars held my attention with lengthy stories of crime and violence, new drugs and addictions, new levels of poverty and riches. The extremes were more polarised now. Countries rose and fell, catastrophic economic disasters ruining whole nations and their satellites in one swift and furious blow, only to be replaced by countries eager and hungry to lead the pack. The world was like a seesaw, ever changing and ever moving, and the people ebbed and flowed to keep time with it.

	Look what it spawned: The Lancaster Rule. That’s what people called it.

	Quin had said old man Dane Lancaster was crazy, and speculated he’d suffered from bi-polar disorder. Dane had stamped out the rampant acceleration of technology and modern influences, and installed a reign of old-world values, fashioning them to suit his preferences while hoarding countries and continents like a colonist of old. The dark ages had come once more, but with terrifying consequences.

	The regime sparked an underground movement of hate, vengeance and, in the end, war. The war solved absolutely nothing, and only made things worse. Like Quin, people grew scared, sceptical, resigned, and submissive. New levels of terrorism were spawned. Their brutality was unimaginable; the swift and rampant disregard for lives, limitless. The instinct to survive had made people wary and distrustful, and they became skilled and adept at self-preservation…at killing.

	Now, young John Lancaster appeared to be restoring order. His rule was described as liberal-minded and fair. But, like his grandfather before, determined and bull-headed, quietly using brute force where necessary to achieve the decorum he wanted. Or so it was rumoured. He was by far the most secretive and private of all the Lancasters, and no one knew his real agenda with any clarity. His governing rule spread across the entire continent of Europe, the Americas, and the better part of the Pacific Rim.

	The Aguilars told me each country still held its indigenous identity, but an elected minister reported directly to Lancaster and his Cabinet Ministry. The ministry was based in the Citadel, in Switzerland, constructed sixty-five years ago by John’s grandfather. Those not part of the Lancaster alliance were neutral territories and ignored the Lancaster government, but continued to watch fearfully from the side-lines.

	Whatever the case, or wherever you stood, the world had changed, but not by much. The Lancasters were just a few more tyrants marked in history as the world evolved. This became clear to me when taken out of emotional context and watched through a video screen. Like a crash course in history lessons, I watched a continuous spiel of narratives and images unfold, telling me what had gone by through the ages. From the beginning of time, it had always been the same. Who wants to rule the world, and who wants to stop it, who discovered what, and who destroyed what. Never-ending in its repetitive cycle, going on and on into the next millennia.

	I reflected on what I’d learned of the future so far, and immediately felt very old and drained. Three hundred years was a very long time, but very short in the sense of the world events and development. So many things achieved, and so many destroyed. Hate, rampant as ever, and love desperate to bloom amid its stench. War would never die with hate alive in all of us.

	A weary breath left me. Would it ever end? I suddenly didn’t want to be in this new world. Three hundred years and the world still hadn’t learned anything. Life was pretty much as I left it.

	But despite my underlying gnawing depression, I looked forwards to sitting with Madge and Quin, sharing stories and listening to what was happening around the world. Quin made history exciting and interesting. In turn, I supplied the Aguilars with answers to their questions, mostly about how people lived in the twenty-first century. Or they’d giggle like children when I told them about what communications were like back then—old land-line telephones or television, the beginnings of interactive TV and virtual reality, cars only just mainstreaming to solar, electric and hydro power, planes, and the primitive space shuttles.

	What blew my mind and sent a surge of adrenaline through me were the space stations. Not those experimental stations where astronauts lived for a few years running tests, but gigantic space station colonies. As the Aguilars said, they were the norm now, and with enough money anyone could afford to travel to visit them. Getting the visa to go was another matter. Strictly regulated and monitored by the Lancaster government, the space station headquarters, located in Greenland, controlled and operated close to twenty space stations. Several orbited the moon and Earth, while others, scattered far into the deep, dark realms near Venus and Mars, were mostly research facilities and space exploration command posts.

	The closer space stations were either strictly for pleasure, with off-site, tax-free gambling establishments and entertainment houses, luxury hotels and residences for the very affluent, or research and off-planet farming facilities to help subsidise the growing demand for food on Earth. A few were privately owned by mega-conglomerates, providing everything from off-planet manufacturing factories to exclusive entertainment venues.

	Space travel was no longer a novel experience, and though the far reaches of the solar system were still unexplored, every day more and more exploration shuttles and ships were constructed and launched. I sat and listened in awe, unable to fathom the changes, the advances. Many times, I wondered how, whether from luck or misfortune, I was here now. Whatever it was, a traitorous part of me looked forwards to living in this future. In fact, I couldn’t wait until I was strong enough to travel and explore the world for myself. Go into space!

	Patience, Madge kept telling me. Patience, and a little time, then she and Quin would take me wherever I wanted to go. Point the way, they’d say, and we’d go. I got the sneaky suspicion the Aguilars treated me like the daughter they never had. They protected me from the world at large, yet encouraged me to open my mind and understand what was happening. Though far from ready to re-enter and assimilate into the world, day by day, I grew stronger, bolder, and curious. The stark shadows of those I left behind, and the raw grief constantly blanketing me, still sent me into a dark gloom. Many times, I’d drift off into the past, taking my mood with me, growing sullen and distant for a few days.

	




Chapter 5


	April strolled in and with it, the bite of winter, casting a bracing chill over New Zealand. The world south of the equator was upside-down, even its seasonal weather. It fit my new lift to a T.

	Two weeks into April, I was helping Madge make jam. I’d never made jam. Ever. Having grown up in an age of plentiful conveniences, one simply got jam from the supermarket. Madge religiously followed a recipe handed down to Quin by his grandmother’s grandmother.

	The past six months had been long and taxing, on all of us, but I finally felt alive, ready to take on the world. I wanted it, craved it. Like a gust of winter chill, a zest for life bloomed inside me. Though still dreadfully underweight, my stamina and outlook were stronger. Seeing my reflection in the mirror was difficult, my face had changed a bit, becoming sharper and angular. Correction, older. My cheekbones were more prominent, my cheeks sunken, mouth wider.

	My hair now skimmed my jawline, a little longer than how I normally wore it. Before. It used to be a light shade of brown, a sable colour, but the years in darkness had made it turn a deep, chocolate-brown, and with it, blazing streaks of bronze and copper from days now “getting fresh air” as per Madge’s orders. I wasn’t used to seeing myself with darker hair, but if I looked closely, the fine light brown wisps were still there, a spray of them growing close to the hairline on my forehead. Normality was returning. Either that, or I was prematurely greying.

	I wondered if, when I turned fifty, as Madge explained, I’d be brave enough to shave off my hair and tattoo my life history on my scalp? This was the trend, a fashion statement in the current generation. To my twenty-four-year-old mind, fifty seemed a lifetime away.

	A tattoo of my life. Now that would be interesting. How would one depict sleeping away three hundred years? Lately, I’d been putting thoughts like that away. I had enough trouble living in the present. Twenty-five years from now was something unimaginable. Well, maybe not that unimaginable. I did jump through time. That’s pretty hard to beat.

	But, everything else on my face, thankfully, remained the same.

	My general appearance still took some getting used to. Every day I spent an unhealthy amount of time just staring at my naked reflection in the bathroom mirror. I was ghastly pale. It wasn’t just the paleness that horrified me, but the sickly bluish-white cast found on corpses. The skin I’d shed hadn’t helped matters in the least, making me sporadically flaky and dry-skinned, and itchy. Madge explained the submersion in amniotic fluid for so long made the outer layers of the dermis turn to jelly. Once out of it, the skin dries and all the dead layers slough off like a bad case of dandruff. I don’t remember experiencing any of this, but Madge assured me she’d applied copious amounts of moisturiser to minimize the flaking.

	My menstrual cycle hadn’t returned yet, not with the state my body was in. Give it time, Madge would say. Not that I particularly missed having a period, it being the most annoying part about being a woman. But, like a reassuring best friend, it made me feel normal, like all the other girls. And I worried it would return at the most inconvenient of times.

	All in all, I was hideous. I grimaced many times at my reflection. It was a constant reminder that I needed to gain more weight and build more muscle mass so they didn’t look like the stringy bits of tendon found on a cadaver. And re-grow my boobs, my ass…I even missed my little muffin-top belly I had. I’d put on a few pounds in the last few weeks, but still had a long way to go. Every pound I put on was lost just as quickly as my metabolism sucked it hungrily.

	My stamina had improved much quicker than my physical appearance, enabling me to manage short walks in the yard, or through the nature trail behind the house, armed of course with some energy bars and drinks Madge brought along. I wasn’t allowed to go alone in case I got a sudden “vaporous” feeling, which had happened many times before. Most days I simply enjoyed being outside, happy to sit under their big tree with nothing but my thoughts and a thick shawl for warmth. The chill afflicted me quickly, given my lack of body fat.

	“Keep stirring.” Madge measured another cup of granulated sugar. Squinting an eye, she judged the quantity and carefully sprinkled it into the bubbling reddish-brown mixture.

	Cherry jam. The thick smell of sweetness and promised stickiness layered the kitchen. My stomach growled audibly. Madge stared at me, and then we both laughed.

	“I keep feeling hungry,” I declared.

	“That’s a good sign.” Madge smiled, handing me a pitted cherry from the bowl on the counter. “Have one of these for now.”

	“That measly morsel won’t do the trick, you know.” I took it and crammed it into my mouth. The sweet flesh burst into my mouth as I devoured it in two quick chomps and swallowed, sucking the insides of my cheeks to get every remaining bit of sweetness. My belly squawked for more.

	I could never tire of Madge’s company. And I would be absolutely lost in this future without her. Like a favourite aunt, she knew everything and spoke her mind, gave sage advice, and yet knew how to have fun. And she kept me safe.

	I smacked my lips for effect and grinned, offering my best begging-puppy stare. “More, please.”

	Madge laughed, shaking her head. “Don’t worry. I always save a bit before bottling the rest. Quin would simply die if he didn’t get to have some for his tea. Nothing like fresh hot jam with pound cake, he keeps saying.”

	Normally, the sound of sweet cake with sweeter jam would’ve turned my stomach. But now, any mention of food had me salivating. I stared off into space, picturing the image of hot dripping jam smothering a thick slab of cake. The gooey, chewy decadence…

	Madge snapped her fingers in front of my face, jarring me back to the present. She grinned and I barely caught her saying, “…not you as well!”

	Before I was able to answer, an odd, high-pitched tone, like a microwave sound, interrupted. I hadn’t heard that noise before, but with everything around me new and different, making this beep or that tweet, I cocked my head and stared at Madge for direction.

	A knot formed on Madge’s forehead before she blew out a breath. “Who could… Did you hear anyone pull up?” She glanced at me for confirmation, but waved it away, heading for the front door. “Where’s Fluffy?”

	In all my conscious time here, I’d never known them to have visitors. They were super-private and anal about security. I watched Madge’s profile as she checked the security monitor. She pressed the intercom. “Yes?” Her tone formal, business-like.

	“Special delivery,” a man responded. “It requires biometrics for authentication.”

	“We haven’t ordered anything.”

	“This is a complimentary package from Neurometrics.”

	“I see.” Madge paused before opening the door with her palm scan. She took in a quick breath, and blinked rapidly. Glancing to her left, she focused under the kitchen table as if looking for Fluffy. The crease between her eyebrows deepened. Then she raised her eyes to me. Her expression neutral, deadpan. Madge shook her head, turning back to the door.

	An odd sensation passed through me, a sort of tingling, foreboding wriggle running like a cold, snaking bead of sweat down my spine. I repressed the urge to shudder, reassured by how calm Madge looked.

	But something wasn’t right.

	From my angle, I saw the front part of the man in the doorway. He was dressed smartly in a snug, tan sweater with a simple black jacket over it. His trim pants were also black, and finished with black shoes. He had a pleasant face, young and plumpish with soft, twinkling brown eyes and hair. Charming almost, except for his overly bright smile. He stood straight but not rigid, legs apart, arms behind his back.

	“Are you Magdalena Souza Aguilar?”

	“Ah, yes. I haven’t been called my full name in ages.” Madge smiled, pushing up a single brow. “I see no package.”

	“I am a messenger,” he stated, his face the embodiment of priest giving blessings.

	“I see.”

	“You have been charged by the Society of Natural Living for offering aid and assistance to acts of abominations from the years 2302 to 2333, present day. Your crimes are unforgivable, and I will issue you your sentence.”

	At some point during his recitation, Madge slipped a hand into her pocket where she kept her panic button. She took two slow steps backwards, turned her head and calmly told me to run. Her face remained serene, even as she saw the man lift his arm. In that moment, Madge was beautiful, as if she feared nothing and accepted everything with calmness. But for a split second I saw Madge’s survival instinct take over. She inhaled sharply, terrified.

	The man’s raised arm swiped before him. He wielded a long, amber, baton-like rod that came swiftly down across Madge’s left shoulder—at the base of her neck. It sliced her into two, diagonally. The “blade” exited below her right armpit. A moment later, blood erupted everywhere.

	I stood rooted, still holding the wooden spoon over the bubbling jam mixture. My mind froze, unable to process what I’d just seen. I stared as the man casually stepped over Madge’s twitching body and walked towards me. A spurt of blood dashed across his legs, but he seemed unconcerned.

	Madge… Her body.

	Erratic facts spewed from my numbed mind.

	Madge is dead.

	She’s dead.

	And her killer, he’s walking towards me—me!

	Run. I have to run. She said to run.

	I dropped the spoon and stepped backwards until I was up against the kitchen wall. I pressed back, pushing. Trapped. In a few swift strides the man was upon me. Grabbing my arm, he heaved me to my toes. I made a small squeak, the tips of my toes scraping furiously along the smooth floor, trying to dig into something solid to brace myself.

	He pressed his menacingly pleasant face close to mine. “Not to worry, my dear. Your justice will be issued in due course.”

	He turned, and with his free hand, switched the stove off. Then, his retracting hand swung across my head.

	My world fell into darkness.

	* * *

	I woke with a start and immediately clutched my head; it pitched with a sharp throb of pain. A wave of nausea lurched inside me. I laid on something hard and cold, and creaking open an eye, realised it was a floor. Smooth, shiny, and tiled. White. A coarse disinfectant scent assaulted my senses. Was I in a hospital? Insult jetted through me. Why wasn’t I on a bed?

	What?

	Springing to my feet, I ignored the crash of dizziness temporarily immobilising me. Flailing for balance, I scanned the room: small, about fifteen feet long, ten wide and completely tiled from floor to ceiling. The only thing not tiled was the metal door at one end that boasted a stingy window, and securely shut.

	Cold storage? Panic sheared through me—

	No. Madge!

	“Madge…” I croaked.

	A flood of horror and grief filled me. The sudden urge to retch made me clamp hands over mouth. Tears streamed from my eyes as I slid down against the wall, gasping for breath. My mind raced through the events that had taken place. Someone had killed Madge, and they wanted to kill me too. She told me to run, but I hadn’t. I couldn’t. I’d stood frozen, like a stupid idiot, watching it all happen. And now here I was. He was going to kill me.

	“Do you understand, Josie?” I muttered, nodding. “You’re going to be killed. You’re such an idiot! You’re going to die. He killed Madge. He fucking killed her. Do you understand?”

	The realisation made my head spin.

	“Okay.” I gulped in some air. “Okay. I can do this.”

	My chest ached with each deep inhalation of air; my heart raced like a galloping horses. I forced myself to calm down, roughly scrubbing away tears with the edge of my sweater sleeve. I ordered my mind to focus, and heard Dad speaking to me in logical terms, telling me every problem had a solution, and every solution had a formula that never changed.

	Shit! This wasn’t mathematics!

	The panic surged back. I paced, shaking my head to clear it. Problem: murderous maniac, or maniacs, outside that door. Solution: try to disappear through the grouting in the floor. Formula: turn body and bones to liquid.

	Laughter bubbled out. Shrill and shaky.

	Fuck! Shut up!

	On a whimper, I clamped my mouth shut.

	Did he hear me?

	It sobered me. Then I froze.

	Someone will come for me. I’ll be saved. Quin will come.

	Madge always kept her panic button with her. I saw her use it. I saw her put her hand in her pocket—she must have used it, must have.

	Deep breath in, deep breath out…

	And again.

	Madge had told me about the panic button. Now, used mostly in case of an accident or emergency, but also in case of violence. They weren’t strangers to violence. Their work had attracted unsavoury groups and individuals, many calling themselves “naturalists” who abhorred the use of life-preserving science, its techniques and methods, preferring instead to use holistic and natural methods to benefit longer living. Yet, in their fanatical and twisted way, killed rampantly—murdered—to spread their message. For many years both Madge and Quin had been plagued by threats, hate mail and near-misses for all their efforts. They had learned from each new attempt on their lives, and the reason they’d settled in New Zealand, off the grid and out from the glare of the public eye.

	But now, someone had found them.

	And I would be next on their kill list.

	With nothing else to do but wait, I activated the imager unit I kept in my pants pockets. Keeping it close comforted me, it being my last and only link to my family, friends, and the world I’d left behind. I flicked through images of myself as a little girl, watched home movies with my mother’s voiceovers that she loved to do, over and over until restlessness took over and I thrust the unit back into my pocket. The imager was no bigger than the size of my palm, oval and curved. Sometimes I’d stick my hand in my pocket and let the smooth surface mould itself to my hand. It was like a reassuring hug.

	I lost track of time. Hours may have passed, I couldn’t say. The stark white walls and bright fluorescent lighting offered nothing to gauge the passage of time. The only sound was a low hum, which came from a series of tiny holes I guessed to be air ducts of sorts. Thin streams of cold air jetted down intermittently, reminding me of flying on a plane and getting the seat with the air vent that’s always stuck on full.

	I was cold, too. Freezing. I cried on and off several times, drifting in and out of a light sleep, always jumping awake, hearing imaginary sounds. Flashes of what happened to Madge assailed me, and I had to force them from my mind. I paced around to stay warm. I resisted the urge to pound my fists against the door, fearing that doing so would only attract the attention of those who wanted me dead. If I stayed quiet and didn’t make a sound, they might leave me alone. Maybe even forget about me.

	Then someone would come and let me out. Someone will come. I won’t be left forgotten, not like before.

	“Please,” I whimpered quietly. “Don’t let anyone forget about me.”

	I half-remembered my boyfriend. My ex, Ari. We were arguing again, that was nothing new. I don’t know why I thought of him. Perhaps he symbolised a stifling period of my life. He was a selfish man and always did as he pleased. I still couldn’t understand why I’d fallen for his charms. I surmised how he’d made me feel, I felt it now.

	Helpless. Stuck. In limbo.

	Waiting for the other shoe to drop.

	




Chapter 6


	The door finally opened with a sucking sound, as if the room was under pressure, and its sudden release caused air to rush out. It tugged my body slightly, my ears especially. I’d been lying on my side, having fallen once more into a stupor of semi-sleep and despair. I didn’t know how long it had been—if days had passed, or mere hours. Forever, even.

	Scrambling to my feet, I blinked the grogginess from my eyes. A squeeze of terror gripped me again.

	Time to die, then.

	Three people strode in, one a woman with a smooth caramel complexion. She seemed to be in charge, and ordered the two men about. One man, thick and muscular, with a shaved head covered in tattoos and a plaited white goatee, was instructed to hold me secure. The other, a plain-faced black man with short dreadlocks, produced a tiny device and pointed it at me. My heart leapt and I flinched, staring fearfully at the device.

	The woman cackled with a scornful laugh. “She thinks it’s a weapon.”

	The other two laughed, parroting the woman.

	“When were you put away? Euuh, the sight of you disgusts me. Just look at you.” Her nose wrinkled as she stared down at me. “Don’t worry, chicky. You’ll soon be out of your misery. We’re doing you a favour.”

	The woman tipped her head to the man holding the device. With a nod, he tapped it, and a bright light winked on. He pointed it directly into my face. I jerked back and struggled, but was too weak to budge from the vice-like grip of the man holding me from behind.

	Typical. Just like most terrorists, they love to record executions. The hilarity of it almost made me laugh. Me? Of all people, in the hands of fanatical terrorists!

	Instead, I burst into tears, to the obvious glee of the woman, who mimicked me comically. Her companions wheezed with laughter. The man behind me said something incoherent; it sounded foreign.

	“Wah-wah-wah,” the woman jeered. “Wahhhh. What’s your name?” She snapped her fingers in front my face.

	“I’m not telling you. Ever,” I retorted, with a strong voice that surprised me. “Just kill me then. Go on. I can’t stop you, can I?”

	“That’s for sure.” She paced around the small room, hands behind her, her face twisting in thought. It didn’t, however, erase the madness from her eyes, glittery with uncontained excitement. In fact, she seemed half-possessed with something evil.

	“But you see, first…” She cocked her head for effect. “First, we need you to speak to the whole world. Tell them what a sick abomination you are. An unnatural piece of living flesh, preserved to the point you no longer deserve to be even human, let alone look like one.” Her composure declined fast, the pure disgust on her face winning over, as if the very words sickened her. “How anyone can subject themselves to such perversity is sinful. People—humans—are born. They live, and then they die, naturally, when the right time comes. We are not meant to be preserved and then used at a later date. That is a blasphemy to life. An un-natural process!” she barked with a snarl, spittle flying from her mouth.

	Chaotic thoughts screamed in my head as she ranted on. Fear immobilised me. The complete absurdity of it made me dizzy.

	I am a normal person. I’m not crazy. I’m not an abomination!

	I’m not, am I?

	This isn’t real! It’s not, it’s not!

	I’d gone to sleep for three hundred years, woken up thousands of miles from home, gotten kidnapped by insane fanatics, my pending execution was being recorded—which would no doubt happen as soon as this crazy woman finished ranting. This a just too insane. Utterly insane. It sparked a thought, and I wondered what the headstone on my grave would read: Born 2006, died 2333. A fresh set of tears rolled down my eyes. And no one alive would come to my funeral.

	“Put her on her knees,” the woman ordered the man behind me.

	In one swift move, the man kicked the back of my legs and the unrelenting tiles banged my knees. Pain made me gasp and suck in a breath. I squeezed my eyes tight, holding my breath until the agony became manageable. The beginnings of icy numbness and helpless resignation crept into my limbs like a sickness. And fear. A fear so deep and intense, bleakness drowned me. I wanted to throw up.

	“You? Abomination?” the woman called down to me. She dropped to hunch, bouncing on her heels to peer into my face like a hunter inspecting her prey. She even poked me with a finger to test my hostility. “What is your name, little chicky? And in what year did you subject yourself to this…this atrocity?”

	I clamped my mouth tight, refusing to speak. Quin’s excitable ramblings rang in my ears like some mantra: “Don’t tell anyone. Don’t tell anyone. No one must know how old you are. Don’t tell anyone.”

	The woman prodded harder. “Answer me!”

	“I don’t know. I’ve forgotten.” My eyes brimmed with tears that threatened to burst like a dam. “They didn’t tell me.”

	“Hah! What nonsense am I hearing? How can you forget?” Without preamble, her fist smashed into my face. “Remember now?”

	The impact jarred my face. Numbness soon flared to raging agony. I imagined my left eye was somewhere inside my skull, ready to explode into a million pieces. Death by brain haemorrhage; it sounded far better than whatever they had in store for me. Before I could recover enough to fully understand I was still alive, another blow slammed my head the other direction. My right cheekbone numbed for a split second before bursting into roaring pain. Molars throbbed. My breath stopped. A strangled moan left my mouth.

	“Tell me, you obscenity.” The woman grabbed a handful of my shirt in both fists and shook me violently. My teeth clacked together and my head juddered back and forth. When she finally released me, she swatted a hand across my mouth. Hot blood spewed from my nose, scorching like acid. I gagged as the pain blinded me.

	Death, please take me! Take me now!

	I hung limp, head lolling forwards, and my shoulders bunched high with my arms pegged securely behind me. A long, mucous-filled gob of blood trailed out of my nose and spattered on the white tiles. Another followed, this time with a strand of saliva from my open mouth. I wondered if I still had a face. A strangled sob trembled out. Taking in a ragged breath with my mouth, I tried to say something, but only managed something close to a mewling wail, accompanied by lots of bloody spittle. The taste of my blood, sickening. I retched and coughed, tasting bile.

	The woman grasped my forelock and shoved my head back. She screamed something, but I couldn’t make out what. A knife appeared before my eyes, wavering in and out like a belly dancer’s torso.

	A flash of panic swept through me. Oh, shit. It’s going to happen now. Will it hurt? Will they cut me in half, like Madge?

	My breath faltered, and immediately everything came into sharp focus. I even smelled onions on the woman’s breath as it mingled with the coppery tang of my own blood.

	The knife’s edge gleamed with a sinister blue-grey sheen, and was cold and hard as it pressed against my gasping throat. A sharp prick pierced the skin under my chin, searing me like a bolt of electricity. I convulsed, my spine went rigid, my breath shallow and quick. A deep chill seeped into my very core.

	If I closed my eyes, would it be like going to the doctor and getting an injection? Would that help?

	But I couldn’t bring myself to close my eyes. They darted everywhere, trying to see every last detail of my life before it ended. My ragged breath deafened me, hurting my chest. It was torture to take in air. But I couldn’t stop. My chest heaved to keep me alive, to feed my soon-to-die body with air.

	“There, now,” the woman crooned, easing to one side. With one hand, she beckoned to the camera. “Look straight into the lens for us, now.” With the flat side of the knife, she stroked my neck as though buttering a piece of toast, caressing it. “Show the world what we do to people like you. There now, that’s a gooood girl.”

	My eyes obediently swivelled from the terrifying brown stare of the woman to the bright beam of light coming from the small camera. Blood drained from my face; making me lightheaded. And cold. Like I’d run a thousand marathons, my breath thinned as my heartbeats escalated into the stratosphere. The realisation I was going to die had me relinquishing whatever resistance I held onto. I accepted my fate. Like Madge had. I was in this woman’s hands. She was going to deliver me to my death, like a doctor delivering a newborn. I couldn’t stop her. I couldn’t do anything to stop her.

	I’m going to die. This is it.

	A dark blur in the corner caught my attention. Numbed by fear, my eyes slid to the right, past the woman’s looming face. The door, ajar, but empty. Perhaps it was a shadow from hell. I was an abomination, after all, and hell was where I was going.

	The air in the room immediately tightened, as if pressurised and thin. My ears popped, and then came a long, loud phhut. The man behind me clenched his fists tightly around my arms. He jerked and fell backwards, pulling me with him. His hands still gripped my arms, but they twitched as if electrified, squeezing me painfully.

	“What—?” the woman snarled. She still held the knife poised where my neck had been. She straightened to launch an attack, but her mouth dropped. She stared with obvious confusion at the fallen man.

	A hot rush of liquid sprayed over my chest. It bloomed red and stank of rusty metal. Confused, I tried to twist around to see where it came from. The man behind me sat, half askew against the wall, his upper body slumped forwards over me and a fountain of blood pulsed from a gaping hole—no, crater—at his right temple. I turned away with a jerk, horrified.

	What is happening?!

	Then I saw it. My eyes widened with terror, riveted to the door. A demon from hell!

	The woman spun to face the doorway, the knife already flying from her hand straight towards the black figure at the door. The figure flipped sideways, vanishing from sight, to be replaced by another that slid across the floor from the opposite direction, lying low. Another pulse of the air—phhut—and the woman grunted. Her body airborne; she jerked back three feet before landing with a sickening thud, flat on her back, head bouncing twice against the floor from the impact. The centre of her chest smoked, ruined, and the heady, pungent smell of burning flesh filled the small room. An expression of complete surprise was etched on her face for eternity.

	I managed a hoarse, half-strangled scream. In a wild struggle, I freed my arms and scuttled to the farthest corner of the room, hoping to escape the madness. But the horror continued. I stared as the man with the camera only just registered what was happening. He dug a hand into the belt of his pants, fumbling to extract a weapon. He attempted to aim at the dark figure on the ground, which seemed to turn into another black figure as if by metamorphosis. The shadow did acrobatic summersaults until it landed in a low lunge-pose, left knee bent before it, right leg extended behind. In a blinding blur of movement, it thrust its right arm upwards, using the left leg to vault up—palm flat—straight into the cameraman’s chin. With a loud crack, cameraman’s jaw broke inwards, his head snapped back. He crumbled to the floor like a rag doll, lifeless.

	With my body pressed into the corner, I sat frozen, clutching myself. I tried pushing back, away from the madness, but my bare feet kept slipping in the oily wash of blood and scraping over bone fragments. I’d fallen into madness. Chaos. Words left me. My breath wheezed sharp, painful.

	The black figure straightened, nodded once to me, and retreated a step. From behind, the other dark figure emerged, pulling off its hood to reveal a short, untidy crop of blonde hair, a ruddy face flushed with exertion, and the most startling blue eyes stared at me.

	A man, not a demon.

	He looked me over with a frown. “You must be Josie. Quin sent me.”

	




Chapter 7


	Lorcan Wellesley wasn’t an emotional man, nor was he passive. Practical, a realist, he’d always thought himself to be like a rock. And when the need arose, a man of action.

	When his son had been born, he’d celebrated with his wife and drank to young Max’s health, then constructively mapped out the best course of action to take regarding raising a child. When his wife had died, he’d cried quietly, once, then straightened up and got on with his life. It was a fact of life: people died, no matter how much you loved them or how hard you tried to save them. They just died. He wasn’t unkind or heartless. But a man who held his emotions in check, used reason and logic, and fought hard for what he believed was right. Even if it meant killing to fix a wrong.

	But when he saw Josie Bettencourt, frozen in abject fear, clinging to the walls, his heart made odd flutterings. For a moment, he forgot who he was. Never had he seen, even with all his life’s experiences, someone so terrified, so pitiful that it moved him to the point of immobility.

	The abandoned veterinary clinic where he and his partner found Josie and her captors was cleared in a matter of minutes. It hadn’t been too difficult to track them. The kidnappers had been sloppy, to say the least. The moment Quin contacted him, Lorcan used his network of associates to pinpoint Josie’s location. They zoomed to the Aguilars’ location, and from there it had been quite easy to follow the assassins’ tracks, by piggy-backing onto a faint satellite signal from his mobile device, which led straight to an old clinic on the outskirts of Wellington.

	Never trusting in things that came too easily, Lorcan tagged his former military partner, Ahmet. They geared up and hopped into Lorcan’s private shuttle. On arrival, they cautiously surveyed the location. Josie’s position had already been tagged in their sensors. Six other people were inside, mostly clustered in a common area once used by vets and their staff. One, dressed as a security guard, stood guard in the lobby. Whoever they were, they weren’t very professional, and came across as careless and arrogant enough to be stupid with their security. Lorcan and Ahmet waited until their lunch was finished and three individuals headed towards Josie’s location.

	The first three were far too easy to eliminate; their meal had rendered them lethargic. Lorcan and Ahmet had found them reclining on old shelves, and used knives to slash throats. Madge’s assassin among them. The only sound made was when one fell off the shelf in surprise. For the other three with Josie, they used the pulse guns to gain the element of surprise.

	Lorcan lowered himself before Josie, his hands open, unthreatening. Her green eyes were dark with fear, pupils dilated, hyper-focused. Her breathing erratic and shallow. She had retreated to where thought, and the need for speech, were no longer necessary—just action and reaction. She reminded him of a trapped animal, like the little goldcrest he’d once caught, trapped in his room, beating against the windowpane. The memory of the bird’s chaotic beating heart, drumming against his palms played back in his mind. The poor bird had died of fright; its tiny body contorted and then hung limp. Lorcan had felt sadness then, unable to do anything to save the little creature. Sadness enveloped him now. He had to act with care else this young woman might end up like the bird.

	Josie’s mouth trembled, her colourless face wrecked and puffy with the beginnings of two brilliant bruises. She was in distress.

	“Shh, it’s okay now.” Lorcan spoke as soothingly as he could, inching closer, making sure to keep eye contact with her. “It’s all over now. You’re safe.” Did she even understand him? He was glad he had the good sense to hand his weapon to Ahmet, who now stood in passive guard-mode, gazing out the open door.

	His words seemed to have no effect. She continued to cower in the corner, her gaze darting around. The bodies, the blood, him, Ahmet, back to him, studying his face, his mouth as he spoke, hands, clothes…

	Lorcan tentatively touched her arm. She flinched violently, emitting something like a high squawk, and pressed harder into the corner. Was she was trying to get through the wall? Her chest heaved. Hyperventilating. Not good. Then her eyes rolled back, and with a gasp, sagged as she fainted.

	“Perfect,” Lorcan muttered with a sigh. With gentle care, he scooped her up, shocked at how light she was, and carried her to the waiting airlift.

	* * *

	When he had gotten the frantic call from Quin Aguilar, Lorcan didn’t hesitate. Quin and Madge had saved his mother’s life a decade ago. He owed them a lifetime of debt. To hear Madge had been murdered pained Lorcan to the core. The Aguilars had spent months searching every known safe house looking for his mother, Terry. She’d been sleeping for fifteen years, brainwashed into hiding from the monstrous world around her by a so-called support group.

	Terry Wellesley had been a capricious but misguided actress from London. After Lorcan’s birth, she had gradually stopped working, and instead flitted from one support group to the next. Finally, she’d latched on to one that promoted the stasis pod philosophy. Lorcan, almost twenty, had been away at university when she disappeared.

	During the fifteen years, Lorcan finished university, got married, started a family, and had attached himself to several prominent engineering firms until finally setting out on his own. Along the way, he harboured a festering hate for the Lancaster regime, which he believed had caused his mother to take such drastic measures.

	Lorcan’s hate spawned into an obsession. He volunteered into a special missions task force, a branch of the British Marines, one linked directly to the Lancasters. He aimed to gain enough knowledge and expertise so he could use it against the government. He formed alliances with others with similar sentiments. It hadn’t been hard to find them; so many shared similar sentiments.

	Years later, he left the military and resumed life with his young family, but never forgetting his goal. He opened his engineering firm with the funds his mother had left him: her entire fortune, including a vast country estate in North Yorkshire. And finding his mother had never left his thoughts. When he finally reunited with his mother, and after six months of rehabilitation, Terry lived out the remainder of her life as a quiet recluse on the country estate. She was prone to severe fits of depression and the early stages of dementia. One day, she soared off the roof to her death.

	His wife died soon after. Ovarian cancer, from which she chose to die with dignity rather than subject herself to the constant bombardments of cell regeneration procedures, treatments, and medications. Lorcan hadn’t agreed, but supported her decision and kept his objections to himself. Every day, as her life ebbed away, he had dutifully taken care of her. Washing her, feeding her, talking to her, holding her…until finally, she was gone, drifting away in her sleep.

	Lorcan stared down at Josie, slumped on the chaise lounge where he’d carefully laid her. His first thoughts were that she needed some clean clothes and a proper wash. Dried blood covered her, and she reeked. Without a second thought, he removed her clothes, shaking out the array of items they held with the efficiency of someone who knew what he was doing. Nothing new to him, he’d seen and done it all before. It had been for love before, now for necessity. There was no one else around to do it anyway.

	And the smell of blood disturbed him, ever since—his mother’s crumpled form on the ground, surrounded by an ocean of blood and—stop! He flinched the thought away. Taking a deep breath, Lorcan bagged Josie’s soiled clothes into a plastic bag. Tying it tightly, he threw it down the chute. The automated handyman would retrieve it at some point and fling it into the incinerator.

	He filled the tub with hot water and set the jets to slow pulse. Once it had filled, he eased Josie inside, securing her lolling head against the side of the tub with flexible flaps. How many times had he done this for his wife? Thinking of his beloved Carmen calmed him. She’d always been such a strong and steady force, even as she lay dying.

	Seeing skin and bones didn’t affect Lorcan; he was used to it. Carmen’s cancer had ravaged her once lovely body to nothing but skeletal protrusions. The sight of Josie’s bony frame didn’t upset him, but made him wonder. Quin had briefed him on her history, if somewhat reluctantly, and a sudden shudder passed over Lorcan. Three hundred years was too long. And impossible, simply impossible. The thought sickened him, and a pang of pity needled him.

	Poor girl. Using a wet rag, Lorcan moistened her face to wipe away the dried blood. It’s not your fault.

	He rubbed liquid soap along her body, feeling every jutting bone with a grimace. We need to fatten you up now. He nodded with his usual practical sense. Right, so let’s get on with it, then.

	“It’ll all be okay, my dear. Everything is all right now. You’re safe here. Just relax and go to sleep.” Lorcan spoke softly.

	Josie stirred a little, his ministrations no doubt nudging her to consciousness. Her eyes fluttered, and her gaze rolled about the room. When she saw his face, her eyes widened and narrowed. He continued to wash her, smiling sometimes to give her reassurance. Through the steam and the astringent bite of eucalyptus oil, her eyelids fought to stay open. Slowly, her lids closed and she drifted off to sleep.

	Once he dried her, Lorcan put Josie in some loose cotton pyjamas—leftovers from Carmen. He was glad he’d never thrown his wife’s things away. He then carried her into the guest room, laid her gently on the bed, and tucked her in. He stuck an overnight saline patch into the crook of her arm and an antibiotic patch on the other arm, then ordered the room temperature to a warm 24 degrees centigrade. He placed a jug of water and a glass on the bedside table, then retrieved all the trinkets he’d emptied from her pockets from the floor and placed them next to the jug.

	Among the varied items were a cherry stone, a crumpled bit of paper with a rough sketch of a large, furry dog, a greyish pebble with a fleck of orange, and a small piece of an energy bar with bits of lint and thread stuck to it. But what caught his eye first was the shiny imager. He picked it up and quietly left the room.

	For the rest of the night, Lorcan watched Josie’s life unfold from the imager’s contents, fascinated, and at times, silently crying. He hadn’t cried since his wife died. And he wasn’t sure if he wept from sadness or from joy. Sometime before dawn, he returned the imager, sat on the bed next to Josie’s slumbering form and softly kissed her forehead.

	




Chapter 8


	I woke with a start.

	Springing up in bed, I clutched at myself, partly to make sure I was still there, but mostly to cover myself. I had the strangest feeling of being naked. Looking down, I was fully clothed and very much in the present. My heart pounded in my chest, but it soon eased to a steady rhythm after a few deep breaths. Slouching over my knees in a sigh, I groaned. Pain flared, inside and out—everywhere.

	When will it end? A headache throbbed behind my eyes, and every joint ached. I was supposed to be getting stronger, not regressing…

	Wait a sec.

	I stared at my blanket-covered kneecaps.

	Something had happened. Something very bad…

	Order wasn’t something my mind seemed capable of; the fog and dull ache hampered even a single clear thought from forming. My head pulsed; I touched it gingerly. Yes, still there. Then I touched my face. White-hot agony electrified me. I wailed. The skin on my face felt tight, stretched and puffy, and ten times larger.

	What happened?!

	Darting my eyes around, I tried to make some sense of things. I didn’t recognise the room. Where was I? Unfamiliar, but quite nice. Homey. Pleasantly furnished, finished with fluffy ruffles in English-rose motifs on the curtains and skirting around the bed, on the bedspread, extending even to the upholstery covers on the chairs—all in a very calming shade of peach. In neat order around the room were dark-stained wooden cabinets, tables, and chairs, a chaise lounge in one corner, and an adjoining bathroom where I saw the corner of a cream-coloured porcelain sink. Across the room, a solid wooden door with an ornate handle and curving fretwork engraved and shaped to look like…what? I squinted my eyes. A rose? The window behind me to my right opened to a tranquil view of a rolling countryside with a winding dirt road dipping between hills lined with big, homely trees. I stared at the window and raised brow. It seemed real enough.

	Real…

	Jerking, I clutched my chest and let out a strangled scream. A flood of images cascaded into my head—cherry jam, Madge, blood, lots of blood, killers, knives, and men dressed in black, the man looking at me, the mist with a man—

	The door swung open and a man rushed in. He stopped abruptly. I shrieked in surprise, and despite all my aches, flung myself clear off the bed to crouch beside it. With the bed between us, I stared wide-eyed at him.

	“Shh-shh.” The man’s startled expression eased from worry to relief. “It’s okay, now. It’s okay. Do you remember me?”

	What was happening? Crouching low, I peered cautiously from the side of the bed.

	Do I remember him? No. Do I? Should I?

	What the fuck is happening—and who the fuck is he?

	And what had he been doing all this time? Perving on me while I slept? I swallowed.

	The man inched forwards. Mimicking me, he crouched to my level on the other side of the bed. A quirky smile played across his ruddy face. He did look familiar. In fact, he seemed pleasant enough. Roughly in his mid-forties, short, spiky blonde hair atop a solid, square face, and the weathered appearance of someone who enjoyed the outdoors. His nose was a touch larger and longer with a knot at the bridge suggesting it had probably been broken once, but it enhanced the aquiline shape. His lips were a roguish slash on a wide mouth, with deep creases bracketed them. He seemed good-natured, made more so by striking blue eyes and the seemingly permanent humour lines at their corners.

	“Take your time, my dear. Don’t be frightened. You are absolutely safe now.” He propped his elbows on the bed. “Whew. You had me going there for a minute. I don’t think I can take any more of your screaming. Two days is quite enough now.”

	I remained silent, so he continued talking. He fidgeted, scratching the side of his head while working his mouth, like he wasn’t used to small talk. “You, um, went through quite a few saline patches too. Thought I might’ve needed to go out to the chemist and get some more. Guess you were pretty thirsty, eh?” he chuckled, then cleared his throat. “You sure you’re awake and not sleepwalking? You had some pretty wild nightmares.”

	Nightmares? Sleepwalking? I remembered none of it. Was he even telling the truth?

	His smile was infectious, a roguish goofy grin. Without realizing it, I relaxed a little, catching on only when I raised my head a bit higher to expose my entire face. Shit.

	He winced as his eyes flitted across my face. “Took quite a beating, you did. Sorry about that. I’d’ve gotten there sooner if I could.”

	“Who…?” I croaked, then words left me. Images flashed in my mind! I remembered everything in rush. A sharp gasp caught in my throat. My expression must’ve told him I remembered. He nodded gravely.

	Offering his hand, he grinned. “I’m Lorcan Wellesley. Nice to meet you, Josie. It’s good you remember what happened. You’re not as traumatised as I thought you’d be…considering. Don’t worry, they can’t hurt you any longer, and it’ll soon be a distant memory.”

	I gripped the side of the bed, my knuckles turning white—the panic building. Pressing a fisted hand to my mouth, I stifled the scream. Madge, death, blood—everywhere! But, deep in my mind, a calm voice spoke. A voice like Madge’s. Or was it my own voice?

	This man saved your life, don’t you remember?

	He killed three people, too!

	But he saved your life. Yes, he did. He came for you. He said Quin sent him.

	I stared at the extended hand and the smiling face. Quin sent him, Quin sent him. A small, squeaky “Hi” came out my mouth, barely audible. But I didn’t move to either accept the hand or move from my current position.

	Lorcan grinned back, and stood. “I bet you must be hungry. Very hungry.”

	As if his words were a cue, my stomach quivered and ached. He may have helped me, but what were his intentions? I nodded curtly as I glared up at him.

	He laughed. “Don’t worry, I won’t poison it. How does a nice ham and cheese omelette sound?”

	* * *

	The reflection in the mirror horrified me. Aside from the various parts of my body that were covered in bruises and scratches, my face was blue. Well, most of it anyway. It might as well be all blue. No wonder the man called Lorcan laughed at me so much.

	My left eye was swollen, and a florid shade of blackish-blue. The skin so puffy and shiny, it squeezed the eyelid to a sliver. The right cheek fared no better, a knot the size of a grape protruded from the cheekbone. The colour was a tolerable shade of blue with bits of brown and yellow around it. On the mend, that usually meant. Sucking in a breath, I gingerly touched it. The raised knot felt hard and foreign. An alien zit. My attention moved to my nose and upper lip. The right side of my lip was a little swollen and raised, the crusty black line of a healing cut on the upper-most part of the lip proved to be the most sensitive. And stiff, making me talk oddly. My nose was just swollen and sore, with red, blue, yellow, and purple everywhere.

	Shoulder falling along with my spirits, I wiped away a trickle of wetness from my left eye. I wasn’t sure if the tears were from crying or because of the sore gluiness. The skin beneath my chin stung with a sore tightness. Touching it lightly, I traced a small but rather deep cut. I remembered the knife, the crazy woman…

	How did I get here? I didn’t mean in the physical sense, but more in the general sense. Shaking my head, I went back to the bed to flop down on the side and stare out the window. I’d lived in this new future for less than a year and already, great, tumultuous incidents had occurred in rapid succession than in my entire lifetime in the past. And now here I was, yet another uncertain feeling nauseated me. Another sense of displacement, and abandonment.

	Lorcan Wellesley. Quin had vouched for him, according to Lorcan, but I suppose—so far—he had been nothing but kind, and more than accommodating. He’d explained everything that had happened, and I suppose, with his infectious good nature, all my fears evaporated.

	I recalled earlier, when he’d told me everything. I’d just eaten the omelette and then promptly threw up. He laughed and cleaned it up. I’d attempted to give him an apology, since my projectile vomit landed on his knee. He wasn’t even grossed out. Instead, I thanked him. For everything.

	At least I knew now what had happened. After leaving that horrible place, Lorcan and his partner airlifted me to his home in North Yorkshire, England. He’d spoken to Quin, informing him I was safe. Quin had gone into hiding and begged his eternal thanks, and to please make sure I was well looked after. Lorcan was, as he claimed Quin had repeatedly emphasised, in the best position to offer me protection and safety.

	From what I gleaned from our brief conversation, Lorcan was former military, and a building engineer of sorts. Quin had once helped his mother, a famous actress, and this was the house he’d grown up in. He had a nineteen-year-old son, Max, who lived with him and who I was yet to meet, and his wife had died five years ago.

	Whether it was how he reflected fondly of his dead wife, or the affectionate way he spoke about his son, my initial fear was soon replaced by a sort of relief and tiredness, a longing to see Quin, and a painful ache in my heart for Madge. The creeping fingers of despair and grief pulled, intent on drowning me. I missed them. Terribly. Even Fluffy.

	I thanked Lorcan for saving me, a sort of disjointed and muttered thanks. A difficult task as it forced me to recall the insane woman, the icy threat of the knife and it scraping along my neck like a branding iron. To say that was the most terrifying moment in my life would be an immense understatement. It was so much more, and so indescribably horrific. Never have I experienced anything like it. In my world, things like that didn’t happen to people like me. But it had, and I couldn’t forget it. To prove my gratitude for Lorcan saving me, I downed a vile-tasting protein drink he insisted I take. He’d then ordered me to take it easy and rest. To be honest, I was so freaking tired of hearing that word “rest”, so instead, took to loitering about the room, picking items up and putting them down again.

	At dusk, a brief knock came from the door. Lorcan walked in bearing a tray laden with a plate of fruit and some more of the vile protein shake. Hunger snapped at me, so much so that when not thinking of the Aguilars and…those horrible events, I thought of food. Constantly.

	But the actual eating of food was another problem. My stomach was still sensitive after my time—centuries—of not eating or processing food. If I ate too fast or the food was too rich, I’d projectile vomit immediately after. The omelette was a classic example. For months, Madge had kept me on a strict diet of plain-boiled meats and vegetables, including simple starches, accompanied with fresh fruits and juices—mostly watered down. I’d been graduating slowly to more complex meals like cereal, and plant-based milks and even the odd glass of diluted wine and coffee, and some simple sauces. Once, I’d even been allowed butter on my toast, and it had been heavenly. By the time I was helping to make jam, I’d graduated to being allowed sweets and puddings. But now, after being involuntarily starved for the last few days, it seemed I’d taken one giant step backwards. But holy shit, did I ever crave food!

	Lorcan found me sitting cross-legged on the window ledge amid soft cushions and a warm blanket over my knees. A sort of bay window, like the ones you read about in old nineteenth-century period books, where the dainty English lady prone to fainting spells would spend the day sitting, doing her embroidery or knitting. How fitting. I did feel particularly fragile.

	“Brought you a late tea.” Lorcan set the tray before me on the ledge and sat down next to it. He had a tired sag to his face, and the sigh escaping his lips punched me with guilt.

	“Thanks.” I smiled back, hoping it looked genuine. It vanished quickly. “I’m sorry,” I blurted.

	Confusion creased his face, the crooked smile fading from his lips. “I beg your pardon?”

	“For all the trouble I’ve been causing you. You must be really busy, and now here you are, taking care of me. I…I’m really sorry.” I sounded so pathetic, even to myself, and certainly felt that way, but his face softened and a warm, firm hand cradled my face.

	“Oh, my dear. Don’t be sorry.” He gave me an encouraging smile, bringing me close to tears. “I want to help you. Not because I owe my thanks to Quin, but because when I saw you there, in that room, surrounded by those… Well, how could I not do something. And it just horrifies me to think if I didn’t get there in time… Well, I just…am so glad you’re all right. Everything will be all right now.”

	I broke down. Hot, stinging tears burned and scorched my cheeks, and split open the healing cut on my lip.

	Moving the tray aside, Lorcan edged closer and pulled me securely into his embrace. Tucking my head under his chin, I cried and cried. The chaotic memories and images of the last moments I’d spent with the Aguilars, the assassin, the blood, the fear, and everything else, crammed and pushed its way into my head in one confused traffic jam—complete with beeping horns, shouts, and expletives.

	Lulled by his warm, even breath and beating heart, I fell into a blissful sleep.

	




Chapter 9


	Max Wellesley and I formed a sort of camaraderie. He was close to my age, well, sort of. During the day, while Lorcan worked, Max spent most of his time with me, helping me acclimatise to life in an English country manor home in the twenty-fourth century. He also took care of my growing culinary needs.

	Very shy, in a stubborn sort of way, is the only way to describe his manner, since despite his shyness and hesitancy regarding people and situations, had a determined and headstrong temperament, near aggressive, and the internal battle of his will versus his emotions was written all over his face. The spitting image of his father minus the ruddy face and long nose, Max was rounder and more delicate in appearance. He stood tall and awkwardly lanky, with a boyish gentleness only now growing into the sturdy frame his father had. I could tell he’d never be as stocky as Lorcan. I reasoned his general appearance and “softness” came from his mother. Lorcan was rugged and athletic as opposed to Max’s poetic and refined.

	Unless prompted, Max barely spoke. When he did, he spoke with a certain eloquence and politeness, suggesting maybe his mother had instilled in him the proper social manners and verbal skills needed in life. It certainly didn’t come from Lorcan, who was through-and-through North Yorkshire in speech and temperament. Max spoke carefully at first, but would then relax and, in a gush of contained enthusiasm, babble away, seemingly unaware he did so. But only if the subject appealed to him. Computers, mechanics, and the intricacies of electronics and science held his interest and talents. His encyclopaedic brain contained odd bits of information and trivia and, of course, history. We spent hours upon hours talking about historic topics and events from my own time, to which he’d listen to with great interest. In turn, hearing him speak of events that happened in the recent past was much more entertaining and interactive than watching an imager.

	When it wasn’t history, he reverted to topics on sciences. Like today. Politely, I half-listened, taking note only when his voice rose with enthusiasm, making his face twist with a serious sternness, almost scathing, when speaking of the lack of knowledge some of his peers had. I gathered Max was a very passionate young man and probably destined to be a success at whatever he chose to do. He had a resolute dedication in his temperament. It impressed me to see such a trait in someone so young.

	“So, it’s called a map now, not a GPS?” I placed my fingertips to my temples, pretending to pointedly place this bit of information into my brain. “And a map-map is now called an atlas?” I pushed up a brow for confirmation. So confusing. I really didn’t see the big deal in retaining this bit of knowledge, but Max seemed insistent that I did. Did I mention he could be pedantic?

	“Sort of,” he replied, smirking at my confusion. He had a tendency to blush violently if I stared at him too long. I reasoned he wasn’t accustomed to being around the opposite sex. Such a kid. He was, technically. And I was…ancient.

	He continued. “An atlas is still a book of maps, obviously, but it’s so people don’t confuse things.”

	“Uh?”

	He grinned without emotion, a quick flash of teeth, gone as fast as it was there. It changed his demeanour to one of an impatient teacher, tired of explaining something to a stupid child. “Okay, you see, the old Global Positioning Systems, well, they’re now common use. Everyone has one in their personal units, in their homes and cars—everywhere. So it’s no longer called a GPS. It’s more like your personal map to get around from here to there. At one point it was called My-Map, right up there with MyAddy and rOuteLook… Ah, never mind. But then people just ended up calling it a map. A hard copy of a map is still a map, but it saves confusing things if you called it an atlas, that way people will know you mean a hard-copy map as opposed to the digital map. But who uses hard copy now, right?”

	I must’ve been staring again. Max blushed. He made a lopsided smile and averted his eyes towards his fingers, which twined through the fabric at the ends of his shirt.

	Like many days before, we sat outside on the lawn on comfortable wooden chairs. A big tree beside us, blocked the afternoon sun. Before the tree sat a thatch of low flowerbeds and shrubs, with a wooden birdfeeder stuck in at the corner. On the other side stretched a vast lawn edged with more trees and mixed flowerbeds and vines, all done in a twisty sort of meandering way that beckoned you to take a slow, pondering walk through it as you walked over the leaves and blossoms carpeting the ground. The place looked no different from any other country garden I’d visited or seen in a gardening book or programme—in 2030. Time had stilled here; the trees and foliage made this an impregnable sanctuary where the “future” didn’t exist. I could’ve been back in my time just as easily as way back in the 1800s, sipping tea and dressed in a full-length frock and corset. It warmed my heart to see neither time nor the advances of technology had crept in or affected this place.

	Well, not the gardens, at least, if one chose to ignore the automated gardener. A complete, multi-tasking unit that mowed the lawns, clipped the hedges, fertilised the beds—from its orifice located, yes, at its backside—and watered from an extendable arm with its “tail” connected to one of the numerous water outlets dotted around the property. And finally, it scooped up all tree refuse and clippings, churned them up in an internal chipping machine and spewed them out into the garden beds. A previous incarnation, I was told, had a mechanically bland face of a middle-aged man, complete with cap and overalls, but it didn’t have the fertilizing functions this new, conical shaped, non-human-form machine did. Lorcan said they named it Mr. Bradshaw, like its predecessor and predecessor before that, a tribute to the real Mr. Bradshaw who once tended the lawns when Lorcan was just a young boy.

	“Whatever,” I huffed out eventually. My mind had wandered so far away from maps and GPS’s that exasperation crawled in. I was never going to assimilate to this new world. Let’s face it; I was an ignorant twenty-first century dropout. And sometimes Max made me feel even more stupider, talking about things I’d no clue of.

	Flustered and confused, like any other day, we then talked about phrases and names of things that either remained the same or had changed. Max was particularly reactive when once, in surprise, I uttered a very emphatic “fuck” to a comment he’d made. His face reddened, but not before giving me a severe expression mixed with a certain amount of awe. He explained people now didn’t curse like I did, because during the first Lancaster regime, such invectives were stamped out and considered improper and…vile. And after an entire generation or two of not cussing, most now spoke quite differently.

	This brought up a whole slew of conversation topics, which we covered over glasses of juice and snacks. Since then, I tried my best to refrain from any more vulgar remarks. A difficult task since Max opened an entirely new vista the Aguilars either didn’t know about, or had chosen not to tell me. Plus, the Aguilars hadn’t seemed to mind me cussing. That much. But, honestly, I wasn’t convinced people refrained from cursing. I mean, even the most civilised person must’ve exclaimed, “Oh shit” at least once in their life. Even thinking about it counts.

	Aside from not swearing so profusely, new laws were in effect as well. Max and I talked briefly about a homemaker’s law for professional parents who were paid a salary. But he showed no interest in the topic and grew silent. He did grit his teeth and inform me that before the first Lancaster regime, it was standard practice for professional parents to be paid and receive full benefits. But Dane Lancaster had all but obliterated that law during his rule, deeming it too progressive and cultivating laziness in people—everyone had to work for home and country. Decades later, the law had come back into effect.

	Health checks and immunisation programmes for all individuals were now mandatory; the rise in diseases and viruses saw to that. Checks started at the pre-natal stage and carried on however long you lived. Because of this, the average life expectancy of a person now was about a hundred and five. The years during Lancaster the first, the mortality rate was quite high and most didn’t live past fifty. A century ago, before the wars, the Lancasters, medical advances allowed people live until about a hundred and twenty.

	“The Lancasters sound like a charming bunch,” I commented lightly. With no emotions invested in these rulers, I couldn’t even visualise what oppression meant. In my day of plenty, oppression was running out of dishwashing cubes and resorting to washing by hand. A stupid, shameful analogy, but true.

	“They’re tyrants,” Max snapped with anger. “Dictators.”

	Surprised to see such unchecked emotion, I jerked my head towards him. “Um…I’m sorry. I get you don’t like them, especially after what happened to your grandmother.”

	He twitched up a shoulder and looked away. “The day will come when the Lancasters are no more.”

	I nodded, knowing how the rise and fall of rulers and nations pitched and heaved throughout the course of time. How once great nations ruled, only to crumble to the ground in the wake of another rising. Such was history. Such was life. And in the three hundred years I’d been sleeping, a great deal of upheaval had happened.

	“So, what else, change-wise?” I prompted cheerily, trying to change the subject. Max appeared to have fallen into a sullen mood.

	Our conversation shifted to the gaming world, and all the fully interactive games and scenarios for individual use or for the masses. At least this was familiar to me, it being mainstream in my time. But the games had evolved, becoming vivid and realistic, and addiction rates to game-mode were high. Some even ending in deaths.

	Max snorted with derision when he talked about the gaming world and the people it consumed. He struck me as someone who thought virtual games were a waste of time.

	Health and medicines had progressed as well. While no real cures had been found, the use of cell regeneration and reconstruction techniques, based on stem cell research from my time, had greatly prolonged life as well as staved off or weeded out diseases-causing genes. The common cold and forms of influenza were, however, still very much in fashion. Dependable as ever.

	A topic that piqued my interest was birth control. Female applications were things of the past, deemed too hazardous. A male contraceptive had been implemented, taking the form of a sub-dermal “ring” implanted at the base of a man’s penis, which destroyed the little swimmers by way of a low electrical charge, emitted when it sensed friction. These were removable or could be disabled at any time, surgically or non-surgically, in the event of wanting to start a family or for other reasons. Most men, Max included, were implanted with these as soon as the onset of puberty came, and the device could be maintained regularly via one’s personal units. The Ring, as it’s called, had been developed about a hundred years prior by a veterinarian who, while holding a cattle prod, accidentally tripped and electrocuted the testicles of a prized and virile servicing bull—which happened to be mounting a cow at the time.

	I laughed when Max told me about the vet and his accident, a few accidental fucks may have flown out my mouth too. Max was very proud that he was being a responsible male, adding that unwanted pregnancies were quite rare now.

	Many of the old taboos and discriminations were either forgotten or accepted. For instance, Max explained, same-sex relationships and marriages were now commonplace. No one lifted a discriminating brow at the thought. Even the staunch Lancaster regime didn’t seem perturbed by it. Intrigued, I urged him on and commented light-heartedly about the butcher who delivered meat to the Wellesley’s. To me, the butcher always gave Max a doleful stare. Max elaborated, stating a few of his friends, who he said were Alternative—that being the acceptable term for wide range of gender-related terms—were among those he considered closest. This made me wonder whether, he was Alternative. Perhaps he hadn’t quite come to terms with it and wasn’t ready to share.

	At least in that respect, the world had progressed. They’d finally gotten something right. Growing up around the arts—and later, pursuing a career as an artist—I had been surrounded by numerous in the LBGTQIA community, many of whom I’d considered close friends. Two of them married happily, and one had just become engaged. The thought pulled at my heart.

	Long-married, and long-gone. Everyone…gone.

	I pushed the thought away, but that only allowed another in. My mother’s interior decorating business, and her business partner, Marta.

	Marta was a brilliant designer, with such a fantastic imagination and ideas that clients sought her out. She was also the most outrageous transgendered person I knew, with different coloured hair each time we met. I’d known her all my life, before, as Mark, and after her transformation. And shit, I missed her. If it wasn’t for Marta, I may have ended up a scientist instead of an artist.

	With the image and spirit of Marta in mind, I turned to Max. “Are you Alternative?”

	Max glanced at me quickly, then stared hard at his hands. A slow smile formed on his lips, and he looked back at me. “No.”

	I chose not to reply too quickly. The way he said it led me to wonder. He wore an odd expression on his face, somewhere between derisive scorn and disappointment. Maybe, for all his talk, he wasn’t as open-minded as he said he was.

	He shifted, rolled his shoulders. His jaw clenched before he spoke quietly. “I mean, definitely, no.”

	“You don’t sound too convinced.”

	“I like girls—love them. There’s this person I know, I mean…I’ve never, with them, you know…”

	I smiled back, and gave him a friendly nudge on the arm. “I’m only teasing.”

	He drew his brows together, and in turn I averted my eyes, my cheeks warming. Why did I choose to start this line of conversation? He was clearly uncomfortable. And it was none of my business, anyway.

	Clearing my throat, I tried to bolster his spirits. “You’ll know, when it’s time.”

	I felt very grown up saying that.

	Damn it, I was grown!

	The thought made me realise how, in these last few months, I’d been regressing to childhood. And shamefully dependent on those around me. I needed their help for everything, from eating to basic living, survival, and comfort. It had to change, and soon, or I wouldn’t know how to live in this new world. I had to start learning things, and fast! It shamed me to realise how much Madge and Quin had tried to teach me, and now I was back to where I started. Dependent.

	Quin had warned me of the dangers of telling people who I was and my real age. Lorcan and Max knew everything about me, and in a way, I was grateful they did since they sheltered me from the world at large. Quin had emphasised, and Lorcan agreed, that not only would there be pandemonium and extreme interest in me, but the entire scientific community and government would come swarming down on me with questions, probes, and tests and whatever else. And, most essentially, the public interest and the media circus would certainly follow, making my life utterly unbearable. Press-frenzy from my time was nothing compared to what they had now. It gave “intrusive” an entirely new meaning. Remaining an anonymous pod-survivor of, say, a mere twenty years was the best way forwards.

	I had no official papers to my name. All traces of any records of my birth were long gone, vanished. All known electronic data from my time were either sketchy or non-existent; the economic crash two centuries ago had been worldwide, and the numerous civil and urban wars that followed didn’t help matters. The economic wars, which lasted a good twenty years, split the world apart. Keeping track of a nobody like me, and millions of other nobodies, wasn’t a priority. I didn’t exist, save in flesh.

	Lorcan informed me he’d take the necessary steps to create my new identity. He knew some people who handled things of that nature. However, with the recent mysterious deaths of suspected fanatics and the disappearance of the famous Quin and Madge Aguilar blaring across the news, he suggested, with tongue-in-cheek, we wait a little while longer.

	Aside from my lack of identity, I remained utterly ignorant of the world around me. History lessons, social skills, and general knowledge skills were all useless unless they went into practice. Everything now required a personalised password or even a biometric scan to operate or unlock. And if I had no identity, my DNA would be useless, not to mention raise a gazillion red flags. People were so paranoid about security and personal safety, even their kitchen equipment was coded. I couldn’t even get the coffee machine to work, let alone find it amid the array of sophisticated kitchen utensils and appliances that graced Lorcan’s home. Thankfully, there was Mrs Patel, the Wellesleys’ fussy, and yes, human, cook.

	Mrs Patel was a sixth-generation East Indian; a short, stout woman of about fifty-plus with a coarse and broad inner-city London accent. She had a vague idea of who I was, but didn’t ask for any details. Instead, she filled my stomach daily with numerous delicacies from buttermilk pancakes to traditional East Indian curries. I was in heaven, more so because my digestive system was finally getting back to normal.

	Every day, Mrs Patel tried to teach me how to use basic appliances. If one could even find buttons or controls in the first place, that would’ve made things extremely easy, but most seemed to operate from voice commands. And even though the password to activate them was the same throughout the house, I repeatedly forgot to voice it correctly—was with the special characters and capital letters interspersed. That alone locked me out of most things, and after three tries, the appliances wailed in warning. Whether I was blissfully ignorant or just couldn’t shake the fug in my head, I failed miserably to remember the password or to use it. And, to be honest, it’s not that I couldn’t use the appliances when I did get the password right, but it would’ve help if I knew how to cook to make proper use of said appliances. I had grown up in a world full of conveniences, and rarely had I cooked my own meals. Not when the corner store held frozen delicacies, or my street was crammed with restaurants and cafés. And even though I’d lived alone, I was a constant dinner fixture at my parent’s house since they didn’t live far.

	My time with the Wellesleys was like time spent in a surreal, idyllic paradise. I gained weight at last, my appearance bloomed, and I grew to care for both Lorcan and Max with an affection that surprised me. Max was like a brother to me, my best friend, a confidante. Lorcan was the solid centre of gravity I found comforting and secure. I looked forwards to the evenings, when he’d always try to make a point of being home for dinner, sharing a meal with myself and sometimes Max.

	We’d sit for hours just talking or laughing, sometimes with him consoling me, draping a reassuring arm around my shoulders. The tightness winding its suffocating clutches around my heart was easing away. My grief, the painful memories and ordeals were slowly being dulled by the constancy of having a newfound friendship and understanding. I no longer felt like some prehistoric relic walking among the living like a clumsy, bumbling ignoramus. I felt alive again. And I wanted very much to start partaking in this new world. I needed to be a part of it, but I didn’t know where to start.

	I broached the subject with Lorcan a few times. When could I go out and see more of the world? Could I go with him into the city? Could I learn to drive? These, along with a multitude of other questions and ideas, were deftly, and very firmly, turned down. He claimed I wasn’t ready to do such things or be seen in public. People were still very sceptical and cynical towards pod-survivors. We were still considered outcasts, cowards. I argued my point, but he remained firm, saying the main concern now was becoming stronger, healthier, and staying safe. But he promised me, repeatedly, once the time was right, he’d personally see to it I got to do whatever I wanted to do.

	Just not right now.

	




Chapter 10


	Lorcan smiled as he pocketed the small, shiny pendant. It hung from a chain of platinum links, resembling silver thread. Delicate, yet sturdy. Like Josie. She would like this very much. The thought rushed him with a warm sensation, knowing he could make her smile. More so, that he knew her well enough to know this. She needed it too.

	Three months had passed since he’d found her cowering in that hellish white room covered in all that blood. Three months, and barely a shadow of that frightened girl remained. That was a good sign. If only he could erase the haunted cast she carried with her. To see it tore his heart. How she’d stare off sometimes into a world only she saw, and those disarming eyes, those emerald orbs, dulled and blanked by what could only be unbearable pain and grief. He wished he could hold her close, absorb all the hurt and take it away. Cast it far away.

	He didn’t like to admit it, but a certain attraction pulled at him. It shocked him—angered him—to feel this way. His heart belonged to Carmen. He’d made a promise. There would only ever be Carmen. But Josie tugged at his heart with such a fierce intensity. Not a day passed where he didn’t think of her. Going home was his favourite part of the day; he longed for it, and his traitorous heart raced with anticipation. And now, the reason he worked more and more from home. He worried constantly for her. It had become distracting and dangerous.

	For her.

	She must never find out what I really do. If she knew, what would she think?

	Lorcan forced the thought away, like he had many times before, and loitered on the terrace, waiting for Josie to return from the kitchen. Inhaling deeply, he took in the thick scents of mixed flowers and freshly cut grass. Another fine summer evening, made more so by Mrs Patel’s excellent roasted chicken with herbs, scalloped potatoes, and garden salad. And Max. They had all laughed and talked as they enjoyed their meal. It had been a long time since he’d heard his son laugh like that.

	Life was good. Lorcan rocked on his heels as he gazed at the sky. The evening, still light with a warm, auburn glow, made the burnished sky appear magnificently grand with shades of purple, orange, red and lilac, all mingled and marbled together, waiting for the coming darkness.

	At a soft shuffle, Lorcan turned. Josie padded out wearing Max’s hand-me-down clothes. The trousers, too loose, hung low on her hips, and an oversized T-shirt billowed gently with her stride. She carried two glasses of red wine, one glass not quite full; hers, as she didn’t want to upset her fragile stomach. Poor girl. Lorcan knew how much she loved food, yet couldn’t partake in most of the delicacies.

	Smiling, Josie handed him a glass. He muttered his thanks, and tore his gaze away from her, suddenly forgetting how to breathe. The setting sun cast an enchanting glow on her narrow face, warming it in orange and gold. Bits of green and yellow flashed from her eyes, her plump lips shone with wine and—oh bugger, she was talking. What was she saying? He tried to focus.

	“…today, and I swear I could smell the food from the television.” Josie stared deadpan at him; a hint of humour glittered in her eyes.

	“You’re always thinking of food. Bleeding hell, you can even smell it on TV now?” Lorcan snorted a laugh, shaking his head. “You do know that’s not possible. That’s just some fancy they came up with centuries ago to make television sound more appealing. Nobody even watches TV.”

	“Except me.” She pouted and tilted her head. “But, hmm. That’s what you think. How do you know for sure? You have scent-infused fake windows. A TV’s a sort of window, right?”

	He laughed heartily. Such a funny girl. Lorcan grabbed her arms and swivelled her to face him, the laugh still tickled his face. Smirking back, the corners of her lips curled up into a tight, dimple-like crease.

	“Hey, I’ve got something for you,” he said.

	Her eyes widened, the smile slowly faded, to be replaced by curiosity. “Really? What?” Josie’s gaze darted about him, trying to find this “something” he had, which she obviously guessed was somewhere on his person.

	Pushing up his shoulders, nerves muddled his mind. Taking her wine glass, he put their glasses on a small table on the terrace. He dug into his pocket, fumbled a bit, then pulled out a fisted hand. Breathe; he ordered himself, unable to believe he was actually doing this. He’d engaged in several deadly salvos, organised rescue missions, gotten shot, bombed, beaten numerous times, and went on dangerous recon tours, all without batting an eye. But this…this was like he was about to face the executioner.

	Taking Josie’s hand with the other, he turned her palm up and gently dropped the pendant into her open hand, keeping his hand covering hers. She looked down, a faint line drawn between her brows, but with eyes alight with curiosity. Glancing up at him, a brow shot up.

	“I hope you like it. It’s just that…well…” Words jammed his throat. Unbelievable! He wanted to kick himself. “Just have a look and tell me if you like it.”

	Lorcan removed his hand to reveal the shiny silver pendant. The flat oval piece glittered in the twilight. At the top, a small round ball where it attached to a rope chain, the links intricately thin like a length of fine, silky thread.

	Josie sucked in a breath and her mouth made an O. She stared up at him with unashamed marvel, like a very young girl, so her comment of “wow” hardly surprised him. But it did melt his heart into a puddle at his feet.

	He beamed back. She likes it.

	“What’s it for? I mean, thank you. I like it very much.” Smiling, she studied the pendant, turning it over gently with her other hand.

	“Well, for two reasons.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and gave them a gentle squeeze. “The first being that I—we—really like having you here, and we want you to think of this as your home. And I hope you feel that it is as well. Even though you are eating us out of it.” He grinned and winked. “And the second, well, here, I’ll show you.”

	He took the pendant and pressed the round ball at the top. It depressed with a small click, and popped up to reveal a flat stem no wider than a toothpick. He turned it a hundred eighty degrees, and pulled it out about a quarter of an inch. The oval pendant snapped open like a book. Inside, attached to the ball and stem, was a silvery, glass-like rod about an inch long. He took it out, still hanging on the chain, and dangled it before Josie’s confused face.

	“You broke my present?” She scrunched her face.

	“It’s a memory crystal,” Lorcan explained, chuckling. “I had all your past data encrypted and stored onto this stick, and then designed the pendant to keep it in. It’s an all-in-one thing, voice activated too. To activate that, just press the bottom bit right here…” He indicated with his thick index finger a small knob at the base of the crystal. “And you can start commanding it, or just insert the crystal into any personal unit, imager or television, and it can be accessed that way.”

	Lorcan watched at Josie, waiting for her reaction. She stared at the memory crystal in silent awe; her lower lip gave a small tremor. Lifting her eyes to his, green orbs levelled with his. They stood basically the same height. A fat tear spilled from her eyes. She started to say something, but only a small squeak came out. Instead, Josie reached up and flung her arms around his neck, squeezing him tight. In a sobbing gasp, she muttered “thank you”, and buried her face at his neck, shaking with silent tears. He returned the embrace, shushing her soothingly. Gently, he pulled away and without thinking twice, covered his mouth over hers in a slow kiss that grew steadier and surer when she kissed him back. His heart stopped working immediately.

	Damn. Lorcan’s mind buzzed in a haze of fuzz and soft, buttery chaos. A sharp and painful throb zinged him at his groin. Oh no, I’m drowning.

	Pulling away, with reluctance, he rested his forehead to hers. Embarrassment and shyness had them both shifting awkwardly.

	Josie stepped back stiffly. Surprise lit her face, mixed with a warm glow of passion. Heat rushed to his face, which he was certain glowed red, and was glad for the shadows of evening.

	Lorcan offered a weak smile. “Uhh…”

	The spell broken, Josie covered her mouth with a hand, but a nervous smile peeked out. She stared at something interesting on the floor.

	“A present and a kiss.” A quick titter left her mouth, a hand still at her lips. “Wow.”

	“Well, I do try to impress the girls.” Lorcan stuffed his hands under his arms. He thought it best to keep them out of trouble. The desire to grab Josie again and take her in another kiss was overwhelming. He wanted her. Badly. He swallowed hard. “I hope that, well, I mean—I didn’t mean…” Clearing his throat, he watched her closely between quick, nervous glances at the flowerpot, the chair, the setting sun. “You didn’t mind, did you?”

	Josie shook her head. She seemed unable to look him straight in the eye and had difficulty suppressing a smile, judging by the way she pinched her lips with her fingers. “No. It was…very nice.” Her face shone like a sunburn.

	Unable to help himself, he tentatively snaked out a finger and traced a line down her arm, and had the pleasure of seeing her inhale sharply. “I have to be honest, Josie. Since Carmen, I mean, since she died…” The internal conflict of words and emotion caught in his throat. He knew it contorted his face and made him appear stern. Words fought to get out, but his mouth pressed closed against the swelling tide. That annoyed him. What was wrong with him? He was ruining the moment. Darting his gaze about, he tried to organise the flurry of thoughts rushing through his head. Lorcan didn’t know what else to say. In the end, he resorted to a smile, a grimace really, his finger still trailing down her arm.

	“I know,” Josie replied, her voice a whisper. She jerked up a shoulder and thrust her hands in her pockets. Looking him in the eye, she sucked in a breath. “It’s okay, really. There’s no hurry, is there?”

	Relief flooded him as he studied her face. With a nod, he cupped a hand behind her neck and pulled her into an embrace. They stood so for some time, her head resting on his shoulder, hands still wedged in her pockets. Lorcan pressed his lips against the crook of her neck and leaned in, as if she stood as an anchor for him.

	




Chapter 11


	I huffed with frustration.

	Lorcan, while still as attentive and affectionate as always, spent every free moment with me in either conversation or company. We laughed and smiled as we always did, sometimes holding hands without thinking, or leaning against each other if we were close by. But a certain hesitancy existed between us—from him, mostly. I sensed it, and many times caught him with his eyes lingering on me a little longer than necessary. Which wasn’t a bad thing. Except that’s as far as it went. I’d study him minutely, trying to anticipate his next move or thought. And when either of us discovered the other looking, we’d avert our eyes with a guilty smile and changed the subject to something more neutral. We were like fucking teenagers. It was stupid.

	Frustrating. We were grown adults. Surely, we could talk about it, right?

	I thought about the kiss until it gave me a headache. I hadn’t misread it, nor was I mistaken about the mutual feeling. But he hadn’t kissed me again, or mentioned it at all. Two weeks had gone by, and I was beginning to think I’d imagined it all. There’s taking things slow, but dead slow was another matter. By habit, I touched the pendant around my neck. And sighed.

	Something held Lorcan back, and I wished he’d hurry up and work past it. Three hundred years was a long time without sex. Well, technically, not actually. But still…

	And it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what the problem was. Everywhere my eyes went, there were pictures of Lorcan’s dead wife, Carmen. She was in every corner of the house, lurking and floating like a ghost that won’t give up the living. Shit, I even wore her fucking clothes! Though angry, guilt festered in me for thinking ill of the dead woman. She was probably a very nice person, based on what I’d been told. Even the chatterbox Patel thought so, and she’d tear up with sadness when she spoke of Carmen—which was quite often. It’s usually Carmen-this, Carmen-that…

	Fuck Carmen!

	And something else bothered Lorcan as well. He wouldn’t say, but he was preoccupied with his work, spending longer hours poring over his computer. He held meetings with a slew of colleagues in the basement office he kept, and every second conversation was about “the Lancaster tyrant’s spawn”. I’d already heard an earful of lengthy tirades on the subject, from the unfair labour laws to the stingy pension plans to poverty and starvation in smaller Lancaster countries, severe punishments of supposed criminals who were never to be heard from again, and if so, suspiciously suffering from amnesia. He’d go on and on about the government and how things needed to change, and soon.

	The more I heard, the more I despised this Lancaster spawn, and the image of his face I sometimes saw flitting across the television had become something like a dart-board, with imaginary darts covering the dark, brooding face like warts. In fact, listening to what was being said about Lancaster and his method of rule, I began to empathise with everything Lorcan said. He’d already suffered at the hands of the previous Lancaster incarnations, which had caused his mother to basically lose her mind. And now, if I understood correctly, Lorcan’s company was directly contracted to complete several engineering projects for the government, and this gave him endless days of frustration. I imagined loathing someone so much, yet having to work for them to make a living, couldn’t be easy. Talk about sucking in your pride.

	In the past months, it had become a sort of custom whereby, most nights, I’d take a steaming mug of coffee to his office downstairs. He’d usually be hunched over his desk, tapping away at his console—at the pressure table that’s now the keyboard—and glaring at the projected image across the room. The line between his eyes drawn deep, his grimace more pronounced. And worry stained his features pale.

	And if Lorcan wasn’t poring over designs and balance sheets and numbers, he was firmly ensconced with a handful of colleagues going over said designs, balance sheets, and numbers. So long as the door was open, I’d walk in and he’d gratefully take the mug with a smile. His audience usually hushed immediately or spoke in whispers to the person next to them. Some, I’d noticed, were even bold enough to glare accusatorily at me as the cause of the interruption. I never spoke to any of them, though sometimes I acknowledged them as I walked out as quietly as I’d come in. Some were regulars, some were ever changing, but all had the same dourness about them. I reasoned things the work load must really. Either that or, it seemed, engineers were seriously boring people.

	Even Max was scarce during the day, and I missed his company. He went from always being around to simply vanishing. When I asked for him, the reply was usually the same: “He’s doing Max-stuff.” Or, if by chance I came across Max before he disappeared for the day, he skirted around me and hustled away as if I had the plague.

	Hurt, alone, and idle, I’d taken to sulking. It made me feel better, if that makes any sense. I guess wallowing was good.

	Mrs Patel was amazing, and great company to be with. But she’d eventually start to get on my nerves. There’s only so much I can take of how to make roast leg of lamb with rosemary sauce and buttered vegetables, or Cornish game hens stuffed with wild rice and herbs. Cooking wasn’t my strong point, but I listened to the older woman with polite interest, waiting for the chance to change to other topics the moment she paused to take a breath—if she paused for breath at all.

	Boredom assassinated me. Being physically stronger now, enabled me to do more things on my own. But I had nothing to do, and left on my own didn’t help. It seemed, all of a grand sudden, everyone was busy and had their own things to preoccupy themselves with.

	Everyone but me.

	Had they put their lives on hold to accommodate my recovery? And now that I was somewhat better, life had resumed for them? I don’t know, and the more it bothered me, the more I didn’t care. Okay, I did at first, but didn’t want to admit it. It hurt me. Deeply!

	Leaving the house to venture out into the world was something I longed to do. Everything I’d seen or heard had been filtered through the television or home computers or by others. I wanted to learn how to use things—the car, the phone, even the stupid washing machine—but no one seemed willing to spare a moment to teach me. The go-to words were always: “In a moment” or “Not right now, maybe later”. Being a guest, though I’d been assured it was my home too, I didn’t think it proper to abuse my stay by trying to work them on my own, and then break things.

	My contact with other people was limited to three, sometimes four, if you counted the butcher, but then he only had eyes for Max. But there you go. Lorcan, Max, and Mrs Patel were my only human contacts. Lorcan’s colleagues, well I didn’t think them people of any interest. Not even Gianni, one of Lorcan’s assistants who took it upon herself to make friendly conversation with me.

	Gianni was a nice sort, friendly and animated, but knew nothing about me except I was a friend of the Wellesleys, recovering from an accident. I liked her in a casual sense, admiring her effervescence and daring fashion style, but was a little reluctant to pursue a friendship. It might mean having to explain a lot more about myself than I wanted to, and at the rate she yammered on, I was afraid she might let slip my secret one day. And then there was her manner. Like she was doing me a favour by being friendly because she worked for Lorcan.

	Another, was the building surveyor, Michael Ho. Despite his serious appearance and abrupt nature, he always thanked me with extreme politeness if I ever offered refreshments to anyone else. And before leaving, he made a point of returning whatever glass or mug used back into the kitchen. The kitchen was where I spent most of my time, trapped by Mrs Patel. Ho would then engage in short but polite conversation with me on topics such as meteorological matters or the cost of living. Whatever the subject matter, I replied with feigned interest. He had an intense aura about him, which annoyed me, and made me very uncomfortable. He gave off a weird vibe, and behaved like the strange uncle every family has, who stared at you too long, touched you too familiarly. Michael Ho didn’t really scare me; just made me wary each time he pinged my radar. I avoided speaking to him unless absolutely necessary.

	But at the end of the day, they were miscellaneous people who didn’t know me. Know me. And so, were on the list of people I didn’t to talk to more than I had to. One slip and I’d be in trouble. The paranoia Quin had instilled in me, and Lorcan kept kindled, had become more like an obsession. Apart from a naturally strong aversion to being kidnapped and assassinated on camera, I observed how the press-frenzy media madness worked with fascinated horror.

	Not an avid television viewer by choice before, now I was glued like a voyeur to watching useless programmes of whatever aired. From the new super-breed of celebrity actors and entertainers to sports figures and celebutants, wherever they went, the press went too. Privacy was a word that no longer seemed to exist. The cameras were no longer flashes and microphones thrust into people’s faces, but something close to electronic probes that glided as if by magic, capturing up-close, super-zoomed, larger-than-life images of their subjects, followed by a slew of frenetic “guiders” asking hordes of questions and making threats and demands. They even tapped into public surveillance feeds to capture newsworthy images.

	Most celebrities took to wearing personal bodyshields that repelled these camera probes to at least ten feet away, or hampered the transmitting signal. To physically destroy the probes was a criminal act. Others chose to walk with their personal security droids: thick-necked, sleek and metallic, faceless save two gleaming red dots for eyes. These robots barrelled through crowds, imposing and unrelenting, and emitting static to scrambled recording signals.

	Whatever the case, it was a scene much like a feeding frenzy in the middle of a shark-infested ocean. One I wanted to steer clear of.

	* * *

	August fourth, 2333. My birthday was in two days. How old would I be now?

	Twenty-five? Three hundred and twenty-seven?

	Or maybe a year old?

	I flounced about the house, going from room to room, picking up random things, avoiding pictures of Carmen, and sitting in chairs or on the floor in various rooms. Sometimes I stared out the window, gazing at the tree line, wondering what the world beyond was like. But mostly, I was bored. Always bored.

	Lorcan was downstairs, and had been with several people for the last three hours, staring at a projected image of some amphitheatre and quarrelling. I caught glimpses of their activities. The need to be around other people had become unbearable, so I stole downstairs to hunker down at the top of the stairs, just to hear their voices. They only numbed my brain further with talk of someone’s three sisters and technical drivel like “line of sight” and “delayed charges” and “three for three”—whatever that meant. Then they had quarrelled about its opening night, about lighting and effects details, whether to have fireworks or not, and so on. Resigned, I meandered back upstairs and considered hanging with Mrs Patel, and risk passing the day with her. I decided not, and ended up wandering about the gardens.

	Walking aimlessly through the brambles, my thoughts drifted. The depression was close. Only a matter of time now before I went off the deep end. I sensed it clawing at me, trying to drag me down in its seductive embrace. I should let it just take me. I had nothing to lose.

	Wallowing in self-pity wasn’t me, normally, but the idea of succumbing to it had always tempted me. To just let go. Throw everything safe and sane, and revel in abandon in the liberating sensation of wild, unchecked emotional chaos. What would it be like? To be unhindered in utter madness, in oblivion?

	No! Shaking off the temptation, I refocused and re-assessed my situation. I was a three-hundred-year-old relic with no claim or name. No job, money, and no real place to call home. Granted, Lorcan and Max insisted I was a part of their family, so this was my home now. But where did I stand within this home?

	Did I stand with Lorcan and he with me? Was I a best friend to Max or just some pet who needed training? And now that I was house-trained, could be left alone to my own devices. Where was Max these days anyway? And what was I to do with my life once I was “established”. And when would I be “established”? Lorcan didn’t seem to be in any hurry to create my new identity, any more than he was to declare his feelings towards me.

	I kicked a stone in frustration. Everyone was busy doing what they did. No time for me. A desperate part of me wanted to throw a mighty tantrum just to get a little attention.

	A sobering thought struck me. Did I…love Lorcan?

	Surely I did, or I wouldn’t be this annoyed or agitated. In fact, I did have some feelings for him. Aside from the obvious gratitude I had for saving my life and his companionship, I cared a great deal for him. Whether it was love or lust, a definite attraction existed. There was no denying that thrilling sensation after he kissed me. Let’s face it, he consumed my thoughts more than anything else, and he’d even infiltrated my dreams, making me wake with a start, covered in a blanket of heat and wanting.

	But did he feel the same way? Maybe I was obsessing. And blast Carmen for being such a dammed saint that the man constantly thought of her and not me!

	I growled out loud, and the sound brought a bolstering shot of guilt surging through me again. Carmen was beautiful and exuded the wholesomeness of an angel. The image of her wheat-coloured hair, sparkling blue eyes, and larger-than-life smile popped into my head. Everyone had loved her, how could they not! I probably would’ve too, had she lived.

	Enough with Carmen. Think of something else.

	My brother. His family. For the umpteenth time, I let out a great big sigh. The same questions plagued me, needling me like a pebble in a shoe. Had they lived long and happy lives? Were his great-great-great-grandchildren among those I walked with now? My great-great-great-nieces and nephews. Would I see familiar faces in crowds, faces resembling my family, my friends?

	Was any part of my family still here, or were they exterminated, erased from memory to wipe away the legacy of my father’s work? Quin had made a few attempts to locate any relatives. But then I got kidnapped, and Lorcan didn’t show any interest in wanting to help. To ask again made me feel guilty, knowing he was busy. But I desperately wanted to know all these things, and at the same time, I didn’t. The answers would destroy me.

	Three hundred years ago, I’d been an artist on the cusp of entering major art shows and gaining exposure for my work. Maybe I could do that again; paint portraits like I used to. But how would I establish myself without exposing my true identity? A nobody appearing out of nowhere, I wouldn’t be taken seriously. Did people even buy art these days?

	I missed Madge badly. She had been a wealth of good advice, her honesty and open mind always ready to help and listen. I missed her serene calm and infectious good nature. Just being in her presence had made everything okay. And Quin, always up for something new, forever talking, expressive and tongue-in-cheek, and behind his effervescent façade, holding a wickedly intelligent mind. Like my father, Quin was logical while still leaving room for the mysterious, the magical. He was able tell me what I couldn’t hear in an instant, allowing me to see what the problem was with clarity. I missed them both.

	Quin’s logical mind would ask: Why are you feeling this way? What you’re feeling is what you want.

	What did I feel? What did I want?

	I didn’t know. Displaced, in limbo. Uncertain. Scared. That’s what I felt. I wanted stability. A life? A place. How would I go about not feeling these things? To be included.

	“I already have a new life,” I muttered.

	I had to start living the new life. A plausible move, which would then bring a little more certainty and stability.

	But how and where to start?

	That’s the problem. I was lost and adrift. With no rope or float in sight.

	And did I want Lorcan in my new life? Yes, I did. Who else was there? Lorcan was the only person I’d met—to date—who I was attracted to. It was a friendship that had grown to affection and…love? My old life was no more. The past, and gone forever. Everything I did, everyone I cared for, loved, was in my old life. Lorcan was in my life now, and Lorcan was who I wanted.

	But what if he didn’t want me? What then? Could I still live here, be here, knowing he didn’t care for me? I shook my head vigorously. This wasn’t right. The old me was a strong-willed, independent woman—ready to tackle the world. What happened to her? I needed to start being independent again—to experience the outside world. To get a grip and grow up! That was my problem. I’d become too dependent. Too needy.

	Fuck it. Enough now.

	Sucking in a breath, I squared my shoulders, marched towards the house and stomped my way down to the basement, not even realising everyone had gone until silence slapped my ears.

	No matter. My attention was drawn to the corner, to a small room where Lorcan stored his files. The door, ajar, so I knew he was in there; his spicy cologne scented the air, and his clipped North Yorkshire accent muttering something filtered out. Without knocking, I pushed the door all the way open. It thudded against something solid and a startled grunt followed. I hesitated, realising I’d knocked the door straight into Lorcan.

	Lorcan’s furrowed features appeared instantly at the door, barring me from entering. Stepping back in surprise, anger dashed across his face. And Michael Ho stood behind him, wearing an odd expression. As quick as ever, Ho’s expression changed to one of congenial politeness. Ho gave me a curt nod, sharp enough to slash the air before him. Someone else was in the room with them. My eyes flitted to a hand resting on the edge of a table; a man’s hand, its owner shrouded in shadows. His fingers tap-tap-tapped, impatient, in a strange rhythm where his index and little fingers each did a single tap, then his ring finger tapped twice, the sound emphasised by the ornate, blackish ring he wore on that finger.

	“Josie, what…” Lorcan struggled visibly with his temper, managed a quick smile. “I’m a little busy here.”

	I felt bad now. I’d disrupted something important. And private. Why else would three men tuck themselves into a small room and whisper amongst themselves? The hostility emanating from the room almost bowled me down. Taking an involuntary step back, then another, I folded my arms across my chest like a shield. Too late now to back down, I may as well get on with it.

	“Sorry, but I need to talk to you.” My voice held steady, thankfully. “Now.”

	“Look, it’ll have to wait,” Lorcan snapped, his head jerking to indicate he was with people. He seemed infuriated now; coldness washed over him, making him look like a stranger.

	Shit a brick. I swallowed. Oh, to hell with it! “Well, when you’re finished with your important meeting, I’ve something important too, that I need to discuss with you!” Emotion made my voice rise, matching his annoyance and anger. “If that’s okay with you!” I added with a snarl, and purposely gave Michael Ho and the faceless hand a nasty glare.

	Spinning around, I all but stamped my way back—for form’s sake—upstairs. Once at the top of the stairs, I broke into a run and headed straight to my room, slamming the door shut with a tremendous boom. My breath heaved, and my chest constricted with anger and—no—rage. I kicked at the bed-leg, then belched out curses at the pain it caused to my foot. Then I kicked it again. Repeatedly. With a final growl, I stalked the room like a caged animal, picking things up and slamming them back down. I muttered crude oaths about the different ways to wring someone’s neck, wondering what it would be like to inflict such pain on someone.

	Moments later, Lorcan burst into the room, face red. It halted my prowling long enough to register how pissed off he looked. Very pissed off.

	“What the devil’s wrong with you?” In a few quick strides, he came face to face with me, grabbing my arms, pinning me to the spot. He shook me, squeezing my arms even tighter so that they hurt.

	“Stop that, you fucking brute!” I jerked away, thumping my fists into his chest. I had the effect of a balloon hitting a solid wall. Wrestling with him briefly, I glimpsed the extreme rage on his face. Lorcan hadn’t move an inch, but as if jerking awake, he flinched in surprise and let go. I backed up a step and glared at him, my mouth gaping in insult and surprise. How dare he manhandle me!

	Lorcan took a deep breath and scrubbed a hand over his face. Composed, he finally looked at me, weariness creasing his face. Though his anger had dissolved, steeliness still held him. I gulped. Sometimes, I forgot he’d killed people while serving in the military. We never discussed it, and he never spoke about it. In an instant, I flashed to the scene in the abandoned veterinary clinic, and how those fanatics died. How easily he could snap me in two, if he chose to.

	“I’m sorry.” He raised his hands in peace, much like that first moment I saw him. Blowing out a breath, Lorcan stepped closer and gently touched my shoulder. He gave it a light squeeze. “I am sorry.” In better control of his emotions now, he even gave me a small smile.

	I must’ve worn a sullen pout, since he flicked a finger good-naturedly under my chin, a habit of his whenever I did so. I snorted out a breath, my anger gone. Exhaustion pressed down on me instead. Turning away I muttered, “Me too.”

	“Tell me, what’s bothering you.” His tone soft, Lorcan came up behind me, his finger trailed up and down my arm—another habit of his. The heat from his fingers had the warming effect of a branding iron. I wanted to shiver in relief as goosebumps formed on my arm.

	“Do you love me?” I blurted. I’d meant to ask him if I’d done something wrong that he ignored me, and when was he ever going to get around to my identity issues and other legal matters. Search for relatives. Teach me the things I needed to know. But I couldn’t stop myself, and I realised that was what was really bothering me.

	“What?” Surprise made his voice waver and his finger stopped in mid-stroke.

	I jerked around, glaring at him. The anger crept back at a higher magnitude. “Do you?”

	Lorcan’s face made all sorts of strange contortions, from scared to embarrassed, confused to angry, then finally, pensive. He seemed unable to meet my eyes.

	“Of…course I do. You know that,” he said finally, measured, as if treading on thin ice.

	“No, I don’t know that. How could I?” I bit back. “You never tell me what you’re feeling. I’m not a fucking mind reader. And you spend more time stuck in that basement working and ignoring me and ranting and raving about this problem and the next. How the fuck am I supposed to know how you feel? I’ve nothing to do all fucking day, and you won’t let me do anything I want to do. I can’t even leave this frigging place, and I have to wear your dead wife’s clothes, and her goddammed shoes are too small. Do you even know how that makes me feel?”

	I practically screamed at the top of my voice, flapping arms wildly, and I went back to stalking the room, wishing I could breathe fire and scorch everything in sight. Venting my rage felt so good.

	“What am I supposed to do all day? Sit around and watch TV, or listen to Mrs Patel talking ’til she’s fucking blue in the face? Admit it, I don’t belong here.” I jabbed my fingers near his face with each point. “I have nothing to do. I have nothing here. No name, no place to call my own. Nothing! I don’t even have my own fucking underwear!”

	My breath became clipped, and the beginnings of a big, almighty, wailing sob crawled up my throat, making my voice to shake. I barely heard Lorcan muttering something about me swearing too much. Who the fuck cared if I cursed. Fuck him!

	“What am I supposed to do? Please, tell me. I need to do something. I feel useless and angry and helpless and, and…” A sudden wail gasped out like a whipped puppy, but I swallowed it back with force. “And I might as well be dead. Maybe you’ll think of me more if I am!”

	He flinched.

	I broke down in howling tears. It was embarrassing, but it felt so good—a cathartic bursting of a dam. And I didn’t care. I hurt, and wanted to hurt back. Blinded by the waterfall from my eyes, I didn’t see when Lorcan pulled me into his arms and held me securely against him. I howled even louder.

	“Hush-hush, now,” Lorcan cooed softly, stroking the length of my back with a strong, sure hand. “Shh.”

	“M-my b-irthday is on Wenss-daaay,” I snuffled squeakily wailing into his shoulder. Hearing how pitiful I sounded brought a fresh set of tears streaming out. When did I become such a cry-baby?!

	Lorcan was silent for a moment, then his body shook in a silent laugh. His body vibrated, starting at his stomach, then shoulders. Unable to contain it, he let it out in a great big guffaw of laughter, squeezing me harder.

	Why was he laughing?

	“It’s not funny!” I struggled in his arms. “Stop that.”

	When Lorcan sobered to a chuckle, he pulled back and wiped the tears from my face with his thumbs. His expression softened with an endearing smile that filled me with immediate warmth. My eyes continued to leak profusely, and a slimy trail of snot ran down my upper lip. To my horror, he wiped that away too.

	“I didn’t mean to laugh. It’s not funny. I’ve been an idiot. I am truly sorry if I’ve been ignoring you.” His hands cradled my face. I stared at him, feeling terribly needy and helpless. I sniffed loudly, and without a care. “It hasn’t been fair on you at all. I know.”

	Lorcan gently kissed my fevered brow, lingering there a moment before putting his forehead to rest against mine. A thumb trailed my lips lightly. “Josie, I do…love you. Please know that.” It seemed he fought for the right words; his voice layered thick with emotion.

	“But,” I prompted, and held my breath.

	He smiled and tilted his face back, regarding me with a longing expression, his thumb continued to stroke my lip to distraction. He stared, like he was trying to memorise every detail on my face. He leaned in and kissed me. Slow and unhurried, his tongue explored every crevice of my mouth, and brought my held breath out in a long, dizzying sigh. I returned the favour, melting, forgetting I had arms and legs; I hung there as if his hands on my face were the only things keeping me upright.

	When at last we broke apart, he still cradled my face. Pressing me close against him, his breath heavy, a pulse of heartbeat escaped from his groin and reverberated against my thigh. A wave of heat crashed through me in answer. I pulled him closer, wanting to be swallowed by him.

	“I will never hurt you intentionally,” Lorcan whispered and, for a moment, I thought he said it to himself. “Don’t ever forget that.”

	He pulled away and let his hands trail down my arms, grasping my hands firmly for a moment, then slipped away. Our fingers twined as though meandering through rows of feathery grass until nothing but electricity charged the air between us.

	We stood staring at each other. My face slack, numb and wanting. And his, sad and tired. Without another word, he turned and quietly left the room.

	Coldness pebbled my skin as his warmth left.

	




Chapter 12


	Too deep to back out now. Lorcan scrubbed a hand over his chin. How had it gotten so out of hand, so out of control? Was his obsession to destroy Lancaster so great he’d lost track of himself, and what really mattered? And look at what it was doing to Josie. Dear, sweet Josie.

	I’ve gone and put her in danger. Had he really? Of course she’s in danger!

	What had he been thinking? He’d been too lax, so caught up in his effort to discredit Lancaster, so swept up in the blinding current to see the tyrant’s destruction, that he’d exposed her unwittingly. He should never have allowed her into the basement, not ever—especially when they were present.

	Would they try to hurt her?

	He’d told everyone she was a family friend who’d suffered an accident and had memory issues. It sounded convincing enough. A few of his colleagues didn’t want her around, or even in the house, when they came. Others tried to insist she be included, or at least informed to see where her persuasions lay. Lorcan was strict on that, insisting she knew nothing and cared nothing for anything they did. But Ho scared him, and Lorcan didn’t scare easily. He disliked the way Ho spoke to Josie, how he stared at her, especially since Lorcan knew what Ho’s real agenda was.

	Ho couldn’t be trusted once your back was turned, and he didn’t appreciate any disloyalty. Whoever Ho represented; this mystery man was no better. But Lorcan was close to finding out who Ho worked for. He would know for certain a matter of days. But the way had Ho chastised him in that cold, threatening way—how he should control Josie, handle her—and the way he repeatedly said his employer didn’t like loose ends. That troubled Lorcan.

	They weren’t pleased Josie had burst in on their meeting yesterday.

	“What if she heard?” Ho had a mocking tone with the underlying layer of ice.

	And that man, known only as Mr Jones the Expert. A cheesy name, like a film noir character. Ho had brought that man into his home. Who was he really? And was his information really of any worth? Lorcan didn’t like him, didn’t trust him. Jones had a shiftiness about him. Yet he seemed hesitant—disgusted with Ho. Frightened, even? Lorcan couldn’t be certain, but this Jones was an enigma.

	Lorcan had always trusted his instincts. All his life, and while serving in the military, he’d honed his steady mind, his natural distrust of people. He’d excelled in the service, was a natural, and prided himself on seeing things others didn’t—sensing things. But now, he didn’t know anymore. A veil had been thrown over him, clouding his judgment. Was it because too many people were involved? Or because he was no longer in control? Perhaps it was because of Josie? He didn’t know anymore. And that bothered him. Even retreating to his calming mental exercises to steady himself hadn’t help.

	He felt blind—no, blinded.

	But it was getting out of hand. How had it gone from consistent sabotages, calculated protests, and media leaks about the Lancaster government to talk of actual assassination? Lorcan had killed before during the wars, but it wasn’t the same—at least, not in his books. He hated Lancaster, all of them, loathed them and everyone connected to them. That was no secret. And he despised everything Lancaster represented. But murder seemed to be going too far. Or was it? Hadn’t this always been the plan? Someone had to instigate the change—take the first step. Was that someone meant to be him?

	But assassination…

	That was how history always repeated itself, by resorting to violence and destruction. Josie had once told him that. Lorcan remembered his face had burned with shame when she’d said so. Wasn’t he doing the very same thing? To avenge his mother, surely? Was it? He didn’t know anymore.

	Think, fool!

	Lorcan ground the heel of his palm against his forehead. Somewhere along the line, he’d lost his ability to reason and think logically.

	His common sense too. Groaning aloud, he thought of all the times Josie had walked in on him while he dealt with sensitive matters. Things that shouldn’t have been seen or heard. He kicked himself in anger.

	His head hurt.

	Lorcan spent another restless night, filled with half-sleep and dreams of making passionate love to Josie, but his dead wife’s face had kept merging in. He woke several times in horror, and with a stiff prick that refused to go away. Shame plagued him, like he’d been cheating on his Carmen. Guilt racked him. Finally, resigned, he had coaxed down his throbbing member with a rough, angry hand, leaving him ashamed and extremely tired. He hadn’t been with a woman in more than five years and, aside from the mythical fear of going blue in the balls, hadn’t ever had reason to jerk himself off. He was above such base desires. In control. He had a greater agenda to deal with, one where being in a relationship would only complicate matters. He should’ve just placed Josie in a secure place with trusted friends and forgotten about her. But how could he? He owed to Quin. And seeing her, what she’d been through? Josie… She drove him to utter distraction and despair, making him think more and more of Carmen.

	It’s not her fault. I’m not being fair to her. It’s not fair to her at all.

	Fair to who? he asked for the second time. Carmen or Josie? He couldn’t decide, and thought for a moment he was going insane. Maybe he was.

	Carmen, yes. It’s not fair to her. No, I meant Josie…

	And Max. Oh, bollocks!

	He’d exposed Max as well. How stupid could he get? His only child, his last link to Carmen. Even though Max knew of everything, they fought about it, constantly. Max called him weak, cowardly. Sometimes Lorcan wondered about Max and what he was up to with his friends online. But Max was only a young boy and acting out against his father. Being a teenager. As his father, he needed to protect Max. He wasn’t doing a very good job of that, either.

	It was getting out of hand. But to back out now would be more dangerous than doing nothing at all.

	Weariness cloyed Lorcan’s thoughts now. Right. I must continue, despite what I think.

	If he didn’t, both Max and Josie would be dead before sunrise. That he knew for certain. He couldn’t allow it to happen. He loved them both—fiercely. Max knew what he did, which helped, and knew what dangers to expect. Lorcan had taught Max enough that he’d know how to survive if push came to shove, if the boy ever used his head and listened, instead of drifting off into his Max-moods. It was a chance Lorcan had to take.

	But Josie?

	She was like a child, uneducated and lost. How would she ever survive? She needed both himself and Max—depended on them. And someone she could trust as well.

	And what does that make me? Can she trust me? Of course not! Am I not the one who is going to ultimately hurt her, who’s going to destroy her? He couldn’t bear the thought he’d cause her pain. But it was true. He would. It was too late now.

	Was it really?

	Desperation prompted him to think. His logical mind ran possibilities, probabilities, and came up with nothing. To run meant to die; to stay meant a slim chance of living, but at what cost? And to hide meant living in fear. Could he do that to Josie? To Max? Which should he choose? So many questions and not enough answers. The only real answer he knew was that hate was a terrible thing; it ate you alive and made you uncertain of everything. His hate for the Lancasters made him a classic example. And look at the predicament he was in now.

	Such a fool I’ve been!

	From the bedside table, the blue eyes from Carmen’s portrait bored into him. It’s just a picture. Lorcan reassured himself, swallowing, his body burning with shame under the accusatory stare.

	It’s too late.

	Ignoring Carmen’s glower, Lorcan sighed and stared up at the ceiling. He’d wait for the sun to rise before attempting to leave the room, not trusting himself to pass Josie’s bedroom without the urge to burst in and take her, sleeping or not. The violence—lust—in his thoughts disturbed him.

	He flipped to his side, his back to Carmen’s portrait.

	Should he tell her? She’d be horrified. Repulsed! He couldn’t. Besides—this was an excuse if ever he’d heard one—her birthday was tomorrow, and he wouldn’t spoil it for her. Maybe afterwards. Yes, afterwards, he’d tell her.

	Lorcan flipped back and faced Carmen, like he usually did before falling asleep. Sweet Carmen, smiling like an angel, the sun lighting her hair like a halo.

	It wasn’t only hate, Lorcan thought later as the first rays of a weak sunrise seeped through the window. But love. That, too, devoured you alive.

	And made you absolutely insane.

	* * *

	Lorcan found Josie sitting on the couch, watching television. Again. A scowl tainted her face, the side of her nose creased as if the very show she watched was vile. Some game show drivel was on, and images of scruffy, unwashed viewers popped on-screen to compete for some prize.

	Still wearing his robe, this early in the morning, he reasoned Josie must’ve been up for hours watching television. She wore the clothes she’d had on the night before, and judging from her bleary eyes, probably hadn’t even slept. She ignored him, staring hard at the screen.

	Two days had passed since the basement incident, and Lorcan hadn’t yet found an opportunity to speak to her. That, and her seesaw moods, made conversation very difficult. His fault, Lorcan reasoned. All his fault.

	He assessed her expression: stony, cold. Squaring his shoulders, Lorcan sat next to her. Yesterday, she’d practically bitten his head off when he shut the fridge door, not realising she was about to get something from it. After that, she’d spewed out a lengthy tirade about men always doing what they liked and taking what they wanted and never thinking about others, and hoping the fucking milk was off and it gave him diarrhoea, and fuck this, and fuck that. And the butter knife she kept jabbing at him made him extremely nervous. Bloody hell, she swore like a pirate; it was a wonder her mouth didn’t rot. She even had Max slinking covertly away lest she turn on him next.

	Can you blame her? He’d kissed her with open passion, and then—from her perspective—seemingly ignored her, mostly because he couldn’t deal with the real issue. I’m an idiot!

	“Um, good morning.” Lorcan placed his hands beside each knee, gripping the side of the couch in case he needed to spring up should she still have the butter knife. He forced a smile, and tried to see over her body to check what was in her other hand.

	Josie huffed out a soft grunt.

	Leaning in, he kissed her cheek, a quick peck. “Happy birthday, my dear,” he whispered in her ear.

	Josie took in a sharp breath. She froze, but her face flooded with colour. Her eyes dropped to stare at her hands in her lap. Lorcan kept his face very close to hers, grinning. She muttered a soft thanks, her eyelids blinking rapidly.

	“Well, I’d like to give you a proper birthday kiss, but…” He shrugged and backed away. With a dramatic sigh, folded arms over chest, and narrowed his eyes at the television.

	“Why? So you can ignore me again?” Her voice carried a sharp bite. Clearly, she hadn’t forgiven him yet. “It seems to be a character trait with you.”

	Lorcan reached for her hand, squeezed it, and looked her straight in the eyes. “You know I’ve got a few…issues to deal with. And I’m dealing with them. Bear with me, eh?”

	She studied his face with obvious suspicion. A small, tight smile twisted her mouth. It might’ve been a sneer; Lorcan wasn’t sure.

	“That’s better.” He leaned in and kissed her. A light kiss, his tongue only brushing hers gently. Pausing to watch her reaction, he then dipped in again, this time holding her face firmly in place with his hand.

	Josie stiffened next to him, as if uncertain how to react. But, judging from her response, she seemed to be enjoying the kiss wholeheartedly. At least she wasn’t trying to fling him down and beat him senseless for being such a jerk.

	Lorcan eased back. “So, I was thinking. Gianni has always said she’d be happy to take you into the city to go shopping. Now, I don’t know if she’s trying to be nice or if it’s one of those empty offers people make, but I thought maybe I’d take her up on it. Would you like that? She’s a nice person. And then…” He carried on without waiting for Josie to reply, enjoying her suspicious frown. He ran a distracting thumb along her lips. “And then, well, I want to give you a little present, so take my card to shop with. That way, you can get yourself a nice present, anything you like; some clothes, and of course, shoes that fit. Girl-stuff, you know. That’s why Gianni can help you with that. Then, after, I thought a nice picnic tea outside with Max. I’ll have Mrs Patel make something nice and sticky and sweet. How does that sound? Good? Great. And then, I thought, if you like, you and I could go down to the village for a nice stroll along the street and maybe stop in for a bite to eat. Maybe in a nice, quaint little bistro. I mean, it’s a fine summer’s day. We could maybe sit outside, you think?”

	He tried to keep his tone matter-of-fact, but he couldn’t stop the grin. And Josie grinned back. Score! She flung her arms around his neck and pushed him down on the couch, smothering him in kisses and laughing. Holding his grinning face for a moment, she stared at him, those marvellous green eyes boring into him.

	“You have issues, Lorcan. I know. But for fuck’s sake, don’t take forever about it, will you? Dammit, it has been three hundred years.” She lowered her head and nipped at his ear, whispering, “That’s a long fucking time.” Then she took him in a long and soul-sucking kiss, breaking away only when Mrs Patel’s trilling voice announced her arrival.

	“Wait.” Josie stared down at him with an odd, half-worried expression. “Will you make me a promise?”

	With great effort, Lorcan sobered up and nodded. “Of course, luv. What?”

	“You won’t…forget about me?” Her voice squeaked, small and shaky. “I mean, you know. As in, ignore me, I mean,” she finished in a rush, stammering and blinking.

	What a curious thing to say. He frowned, and watched as a series of emotions played across her face. She looked…scared. Terrified. What could he say?

	“Of course not, dear. Never.”

	




Chapter 13


	Gianni Marillo’s hair was a curling mass of black. Her rich caramel skin, wide mouth and hazel eyes emphasised her exotic, sultry look. She was a gorgeous African-Italian, from Venezuela, but her English was fluent, without an accent. Each time I’d met Gianni, she was animated, laughing and talking and throwing her arms and hands about, tossing her mass of springy hair. She did so now as we turned a corner on the street and headed for another shoe store, explaining why she thought I was a “spasdo”—spastic-weirdo—since I didn’t know about EyeDye. Literally what it sounded like, a special dye to give your irises a different hue, an alternative to coloured lenses. A little drastic for my tastes, but there you go. This was the future, and that was the norm.

	Shopping was basically the same, but my head spun; not from the shopping, but from looking at everything instead of at what I intended to buy. So far, I hadn’t bought a thing, which made Gianni laugh. She was much to blame for it as well, egging me on to try this or that, or zipping to another store to “check this out”. Who could make up their minds with all that going on?

	Unabashed, I giggled loudly, so ecstatically happy. I was out in the world!

	Before leaving the house, Lorcan had muttered a few words to Gianni, who’d breezed up in a sporty, bubble-like red car. He no doubt filled her ears with instructions and warnings about my said spasdo behaviour. Lorcan then delayed me briefly behind the front door. He’d already given me a physical copy of his credit card, a semi-see-through rectangle the size of an artificial sugar packet from my time. It shone with dazzling metallic mosaics, which held all its information. He’d coached me on how to use it before breakfast and made me repeat everything I’d learned to make certain I got it right. Pressed behind the door, he gave me another firm kiss, and held me close. I almost didn’t want to go shopping.

	“You’ll be fine,” he’d whispered into my ear. “Just remember to follow Gianni’s direction. Stick close to her, and don’t say anything silly. And please, try not to swear so much.”

	He was worried since I’d never been out of the house, let alone into a big city. We were going to London, which probably sent up red flags in his overprotective mind. But he also seemed deliriously giddy, smiling as I hopped with excitement. I’d never seen him like that, and it tickled me to think I was the one who made him this happy. I knew he would’ve preferred to be with me for my maiden voyage into the world, but he had pressing matters that needed dealing with.

	For effect, I’d nodded sagely, but couldn’t wipe the grin bursting to escape. “O-K,” I remembered saluting. “Shall I hold her hand, too?”

	“Josie…” On a sigh, he gave me another lingering kiss, obviously reluctant for me to leave. “Just be careful, eh?”

	With a worried stare, Lorcan saw me off. I noted the forced smile for my benefit, but he seemed happy, his eyes twinkling like a proud and anxious father. Right before getting into Gianni’s car, I turned and had given him a meaningful wink. He grinned, waving back, but he didn’t return it. It had taken me aback slightly, that he’d forgotten what the wink meant to me, so I’d paused and let my gaze linger on him. Should I shout out, chastise him? Perhaps he’d forgotten. After all, I’d only mentioned that incident in passing. I decided to let it go, smiling broadly instead before turning away. But it bothered me, like a nagging thought in the back of my mind.

	The journey soon pushed those thoughts out of my mind. After parking the car in the station carport, the non-stop shuttle ride took just under two hours, not that it mattered to me. Back in my day, I’m assuming it would’ve taken several more hours. The shuttle barely touched the ground when in motion, skimming over a guidance track at lightning-speed. I didn’t even feel the pull of G-forces you’d expect at such speeds. The entire ride was effortless, smooth, and comfortable. What I did notice as we zoomed by were the cityscapes. Tall skyscrapers and metallic surfaces interspersed with the more traditional-styled buildings and architecture I was familiar with. The sprawling countryside held traces of ruins and remnants of past wars and destruction. All too much to see in one quick, speeding glance. I kept wanting to turn back so I could see them properly.

	And the cars, so many and so different, yet so very familiar, like the early imaginings of what cars would be like in the future. Smooth and sleek or round and compact, with burnished bronze windows and gull-winged doors, though most seemed to prefer the sliding-door features. Shiny, multi-coloured paint and decals that changed hues in different light, or absorbed glare, or reflected light. These cars were all fully loaded with an array of gadgets and features. Other than what I’d seen on television, I’d only been in two cars so far, the Aguilar’s and Gianni’s. While in Quin’s I’d touched, pressed, and fiddled with everything I could lay my hands on. In Gianni’s I had to sit on my hands to prevent them from roaming.

	Once in the city, I had something close to a seizure. Talk about a sensory overload! I didn’t know where to start first. Minding Lorcan’s words, I stuck close to Gianni, who gave me curious glances, but I more than played my role as a pretend amnesiac. I pointed at everything and constantly asked questions, but mindfully refrained from shouting, “Holy shit” and “Fuck me”, which were at the tip of my careless tongue.

	We’d been through two shoe stores already, and found nothing I liked, or rather, that suited me. Gianni had taken one eyeball at my hand-me-down running shoes from Max, and groaned as if in actual pain. The stores offered only dress shoes, most were daringly elegant and precariously high stiletto-heeled shoes that secured to your feet as if by magic. Their ever-changing tones caused me to do double takes and grin like an absolute fool.

	Gianni directed me to a more casual store, where they displayed sandals and slippers, moccasins, and loafers. To my over-stimulated eyes, these looked extremely welcoming, so I flopped down on a comfortable fitting-chair and glanced around wearily.

	Where to start?

	“Listen, Josie.” Gianni casually flicked her hair, flashing me a dazzling smile. “I’ll leave you here for a sec, okay? I gotta go run a small errand. Be right back. That gel for ya?”

	“Gel” was the new “cool”.

	“Um, sure.” A little hesitant, but distracted by the soft leather loafer in my hands, I smiled back with a flutter in my belly.

	“Don’t worry, I won’t take long. Buy shoes.” With that, Gianni skipped out the shop.

	We were on the top floor of a three-storey shopping mall, and the myriad smells from perfumes, coffee, confections, and food—and the sounds of people and movement and everyday life—swallowed Gianni’s briskly walking form. I stared after her for a moment, hit with a clutching grip of nerves and fear, and that familiar hollow sensation of abandonment. Around me, life swirled in bright and bold colours amid shimmering metallics and sleek glass, oblivious of who I was. I felt very, very small. Alone.

	It’s okay; I consoled myself. Just relax. Buy shoes. She’ll be back.

	I spent the next twenty minutes roaming around the shop, trying on shoes and starting a nice collection of the ones I definitely wanted. The good-natured shop attendant hovered close by to see to my needs. I lost track of time, and had forgotten about waiting for Gianni until she darted into the shop and grabbed me by the arm.

	“We have to leave—now!” she barked; her tone choppy.

	“But…” I stammered before being dragged, literally, through the throngs of shoppers and to the desperate wails of the shop attendant.

	Before I could even direct a scathing, fuck-riddled response for being dragged out, I caught her expression. Immediately I sensed danger, and without question, hurried my pace to match hers. My thoughts flashed to the man who’d killed Madge, her ordering me to run away, and it spurred my feet to move now.

	Gianni clutched my arm tightly. It hurt, but I ignored the pain. “What’s happening?”

	She didn’t reply, but elbowed her way through a particularly thick mass of shoppers, who parted like disgruntled bowling pins.

	We jogged down the escalator steps. “When we get out of this place…” Gianni’s voice had become sharp, all business. Hard. “We turn right, go straight down the street, then right again by an underground parking entrance. Got that?”

	In five seconds, we flung out of the building and pushed through the mill of pedestrians. Confused, I allowed myself to be dragged. Gianni still gripped my arm securely; sometimes she pushed me ahead, then went back to half-dragging me. She seemed scared, but her eyes, though darting everywhere, held the steely focus of someone intent on survival. From the distance, a rumbling, growling noise erupted. The ground shook. Then, frantic screams and yells.

	Turning my head towards the sound, I saw a bloom of thick, grey clouds flecked with bits of dark objects billowing from the entire second-floor of a stone building.

	I turned back and stared at Gianni. “What was that?”

	No answer.

	Something was wrong. Very wrong. Spooked, panic set in, making me cold and stiff. Images of that cold, white-tiled room flashed back, the knife, and all that blood…

	We reached the end of the sidewalk, jerked to the right, then half-jogged about fifty feet until we came to the gaping entrance of an underground parking building. Gianni’s attention darted behind us, then she pulled me to face her.

	“Listen to me.” For someone who had run down three flights of stairs and bullied her way through crowds for nearly a block, Gianni breathed evenly, only a little winded. “In a few minutes, a yellow car will come and pick you up. Got that? Josie! Are you listening?” She shook me once.

	“What…why?” I replied, blinking, a stitch in my side took my breath away.

	“The driver will take you straight back to Lorcan’s. Got that? Gel?” Gianni took another quick look behind her. “Stay here and wait.”

	“What? No, wait. Gianni. What’s—?” I gaped, but Gianni was gone, back in the direction we’d come from. I took a few steps to follow, then stopped, uncertain what to do next.

	Stick close to Gianni, Lorcan had said. But something wasn’t right. Something really bad had just happened.

	From the corner Gianni had disappeared around, I heard shouting. Someone yelled sharply, then Gianni sprinted back towards me, her curly black hair bouncing frantically atop her head.

	“Run!” Gianni screamed. Then she spun around and faced three uniformed men. She raised her right hand, about to throw something at them, but a loud, whooshing boom jerked her body. A gaping hole opened clean through her. She teetered on the tips of her shoes. Her head snapped downwards as if to see where her chest once was.

	I watched in mesmerised horror, unable to breath, to comprehend.

	A small, round object went spinning out from Gianni’s hand. With mouths opened, the three uniformed men watched the round object as it paused for a split second when it reached the highest point in its arc, then fell rapidly down. Bouncing once, twice, it veered off to the right and rolled into the busy street. The men scattered like mice, diving for any cover they could find. In mute shock, I stared as the round object disappeared under a moving car and exploded in a massive boom, sending the car straight into the air. Surrounding vehicles and pedestrians in at least a fifteen-foot radius were blasted away.

	Me included.

	The impact threw me to the ground. I crash-landed on my backside, clacking teeth together and jarring the inside of my brain. Hot, brittle heat scorched my face. I squeezed my eyes shut in shock, fumbling to make sense amid the screeching noises, and the screams and shouts of terror. Nauseating sickness shot through me like I’d been sucker-punched in the gut. I clamped my mouth over a retch and managed a quick, sharp intake of breath. The world smelled of charred meat and metal.

	People swarmed around me, shouting, ordering me to do something. I opened my eyes and gaped in disbelief. The three uniformed men, one sporting a bloody forehead, pointed their weapons directly at me and ordered me to get on my stomach. Still sitting, I stared, shocked, panicked, looking from one man to the next until one stepped closer and yanked my shoulders down hard so I was prone. My lips pressed against the rough pavement, loose grit dug in and pierced my bottom lip. Tears welled up in my eyes. Rough hands yanked my arms behind my back and fastened them securely. They weren’t gentle about it either. I cried out in pain, but was ignored.

	They hauled me up and shouted something, but I couldn’t hear anymore. Everything sounded dull, like a sort of buzz. My mouth hung open, it trembled, and I tasted blood. My breath came in short gasps. Somewhere in the back of my mind, the coherent part that remembered how to work properly, I knew I was being arrested—but for what, I couldn’t understand.

	The last thing I saw before being thrown into a vehicle was Gianni’s dead body. A wash of blood surrounded her, and a thick, glistening trickle threaded its way down the pavement and fell into the drain, to oblivion.

	* * *

	I couldn’t shake the cold numbness inside me. The constriction in my chest only got tighter and tighter, suffocating me. I wheezed, and scared shitless, my face must’ve shown it. The officer glanced at me and grunted, not in sympathy but with a snide, humourless leer. Another officer, a woman with a dour face, gave me a pat-down search. Then, after scanning me with a rod, she rifled through my hair and told me to drop my pants and bend over as she rammed her hands between my ass and probed my crotch with rough thoroughness. Horrified, I remained silent and allowed myself to be subjected to the treatment.

	What could I do anyway? Resistance was useless. Never object with the police. Always be cordial and polite. Do everything they tell you to do. And don’t ever tell them the real truth. Deny everything!

	I ran through the list of mental notes I’d collected and stored from stories told by my high-school friends who made regular visits to the authorities, from recreational drug use to speeding or from just being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Each told me what they’d done while in custody: lie if you have to, but do everything they tell you to do, and wait for your parents. Make sure you get a lawyer, too.

	I wondered foolishly how that would work. I didn’t know any lawyers, and now, an orphan.

	And what was I being arrested for?

	Oh, that’s right. Gianni tried to blow up the police. That much I grasped from the gibberish my mind was sorting through.

	They left me in a sort of holding cell. The walls were a muted coppery colour, made from synthetic panelling that seemed to suck sound away. Swallowing hard, I imagined the countless tortures and beatings, and the screams and yells for help that must’ve gone unheard beyond this room. It even blocked sound coming in from the outside. Like a deathly quiet tomb, it made my ears ring loud in the silence. The room held two chairs, one of which I sat on, and a single table made of metal with two solid clamps, to which my hands were securely fastened. If I wasn’t mistaken, the inside grooves of the restraints felt like barbs. If I moved too much, I’d get lacerated wrists for sure. My hands shook badly, so I clenched them into tight fists. I remembered Lorcan’s stories of the government, how people just disappeared. I swallowed again as bile started to rise.

	I’m fucked now…

	Like being in that tiled room not so long ago, I waited for my impending doom. After a while, I lost track of time. The silence deafened me, enough for a nugget of madness to spawn. I started hearing weird things. My backside went numb, dulling the pain from the rough landing it had received earlier. But that was about the only small comfort I had.

	The door opened with a snick, and a thickset man entered. He wore a simple black suit, neatly tailored and clean-cut. The suit tucked smartly at his waist and buttoned up rather high, in my opinion. He regarded me with a dispassionate cock of the head, studying my features with prolonged interest. As if satisfied, he approached the table and sat down across from me. Placing his tablet on his lap, he let the top half lean on the table’s edge. Thumbing through the tablet, he tapped here and there, nodding to himself. After what seemed like five minutes, he glanced up and stared at me for a long time.

	“My name is Inspector Narayan.”

	East Indian, without a doubt, but unlike Mrs Patel, had a thick Indian accent. I strained to understand him, barely catching his name. Narayan was dark, especially around the eyes and mouth. He had a round face with a large overbite, amplified by a protruding top lip. It gave him an almost comical appearance, except his eyes, which were sharp, small, and intense as they lasered over me with suspicion. I had an outrageous urge to sketch him, a caricature the best way to capture the man’s pronounced features. I traced his face mentally, and my fingers nearly moved as if holding a pencil.

	“You say your name is Josephine Bettencourt?” With his musically clipped accent, it sounded more like Josah-peen Bettinnn-cort.

	Resisting the urge to cringe, I nodded vigorously. Do everything they tell you to do.

	Narayan seemed unconvinced and eyeballed me after consulting his screen, holding my eyes for a time. Then he shook his head. “Are you sure you wish to state this as your name?”

	“Y-yes,” I croaked. I hadn’t spoken for a while expect for the odd “yes” or “no”. And the “what?” didn’t count, as I mimed that, after been instructed to get fingerprinted and photographed, but not realising I had to hold a round cylinder to get my hands scanned, while facing a microscopic dot to get my image snapped. I’d never been arrested before, that much was obvious, and their intimidating gruffness only made things worse.

	Inspector Narayan sighed. He gave me a pitying gaze, like one would to a beggar while standing at a safe, condescending distance away. I wanted to shrivel up and disappear.

	“You see, Miss? Bettencourt…” I nodded at the “Miss”. “We have absolutely no record of any Josephine Bettencourts who match your description or biometrics. At all. Not in London or in the whole of Britain. We are currently running a worldwide search. Why do you think that is?” His eyes flicked up at me—his head cocked again—as if hoping to find me doing something incriminating.

	“I don’t know,” I squeaked. Dread filled me with another dose of cold numbness. Oh shit, they’re going to find out. Lorcan, I need Lorcan. Deny everything! “Please, what’s happening?” My throat constricted; the tears were close. “I haven’t done anything. I was just buying shoes…”

	“But surely you already know, Miss Bettencourt.” Narayan had a matter-of-fact directness. “And tell me, why is it you have in your possession a credit card in the name of Lorcan Wellesley, hmm? Did you steal it?”

	“Lorcan? What—no. I didn’t steal… He’s my friend. He gave it to me so I could go shopping. Have you called him? Will you let him know I’m here?” I leaned forwards, pleading. I wanted nothing more than to go straight back home and burrow myself into Lorcan’s safe, comforting arms. He’d saved me once, surely, he could save me now. I knew he could.

	“Oh, you can be sure we will be contacting Mr. Wellesley.” Narayan made some entries on his tablet. A silence followed, then, abruptly: “And Miss Marillo? What is your relationship with her?”

	“Who? You mean Gianni?”

	He inclined his head a fraction and lifted a single eyebrow.

	“She works for Lorcan. She’s his assistant, I think.” A dawning horror began to sink in, a thought so wildly ludicrous. But, what if—no! Impossible. There’s no way Lorcan would be involved in something like this. Whatever this, is.

	“Miss Bettencourt, are you a terrorist?”

	“What?” I blinked. “No! I’m not. Why would you think I am?” Panic-panic-panic. Breathe.

	“A spy, then?”

	“No.”

	“Which anti-government organization do you represent?”

	“What?”

	“Naturalist? Conservatives? Or maybe an extremist group? Which?”

	My mouth fell open. The air thinned.

	He seemed unconvinced, and watched me, head still tilted to the side. Face bland. I wanted to shrivel up even more.

	“Are you ill? You look sick.” Narayan gave my thin frame a quick once-over, that eyebrow went up again, and a crooked pout pushed his top lip even farther out.

	“Please, can you get in touch with Lorcan Wellesley? Please,” I begged again.

	Narayan didn’t respond. My tears were close, and I fought them back with a struggle. This was madness.

	What did Gianni do? Did she have something to do with that explosion? Of course, you idiot! That was it. Holy shit, did she do that? Why? Is Lorcan part of this, too? Why?

	Why?

	A stifled whimper escaped my lips. Swallowing hard, I glanced about the room, certain it was shrinking. “Please,” I squeaked again.

	The door opened again—snick—and a young, thin officer strode in wearing an apologetic grimace. His hands trembled a little, scared. Inspector Narayan didn’t turn to greet him, but held out his hand to receive whatever message the young officer carried. He carried none, so he waited for Narayan’s attention, shifting his legs.

	Frowning, Narayan tipped his head up to the young officer, fisted his open hand, and waited. The young man leaned closer, visibly taking a deep breath before whispering something into Narayan’s ear. He backed away, attempting to leave.

	“When?” Narayan asked calmly.

	“N-now, sir.” The young officer cleared his throat. He darted a glance at me, then snapped his eyes back to Narayan.

	“Very well.”

	The young officer left. Narayan turned his gaze back to me, regarding me with a squint.

	“It seems you have attracted the attention of some very important people.” He tapped some more information into his tablet, stood, and gave me a curt, almost respectful nod. His displeasure, evident by the surly smirk, like a cat deprived of playing with the mouse it had just caught. “I trust your trip to Switzerland will be a pleasant one, Miss Bettencourt.”

	“What?”

	* * *

	Switzerland, the first views I was able to see of it, was a thin sliver of light through the crack of an open doorway of the airlift shuttle. In that sliver of light offered a view of a white wall, someone’s hand resting on a holstered weapon, and part of their brown shoe.

	Exiting the shuttle, Brown Shoes escorted me through a confusing series of rooms and corridors, turning right, right, left, and right again, until finally, with a firm prod from behind, ushered through a glass doorway and into a white room. Once the door closed behind me, it clouded over. I blew out a breath. At least I’d stopped shaking during the shuttle ride over.

	Amid the deceptive whiteness of the room, a ledge jutted, offering a place to sit and face my audience. Clouded glass spanned the entire length of the room, which was roughly ten by ten feet. Nothing else in the room, not even a toilet and the ledge, the only thing close to furniture. At least I wasn’t manacled anymore. Sinking down wearily, clutching myself, a shaky groan trembled out.

	Like an animal at the zoo, I was on display. Shit. I imagined a multitude of eyes boring into me through the glass. Swallowing, I took a deep breath. It didn’t calm me in the least, or dislodge the hard lump in my throat.

	What now?

	And why here, in Switzerland? The very hive of the Lancaster regime. I repressed a shudder. This couldn’t be good. Josie Bettencourt was going to disappear off the face of the world for sure now, not that I’d ever existed in this future. It shouldn’t be too much of a challenge.

	I’d gone past scared, past terrified, and briefly encountered hysteria when I realised Lorcan might never find me. And now, weary and hurting, I wanted to curl up and hide under something warm, fuzzy, and dark. The idea of my stasis chamber sounded very welcoming. Why the fuck did I ever wake up?

	Focusing on a spot on the white wall, if that was at all possible, I stared at it. If people watched, I no longer cared. I was too tired to care. I’d dodged death’s appointment enough times. Perhaps it was better to just face it. Accept my fate. What else was there to do?

	Had I known I’d be arrested and carted off to a foreign country, I would definitely have asked Lorcan or Max what to do in such situations? Did I even get legal representation? A phone call? I should’ve tried harder to learn how to use a phone.

	But this was a totalitarian government. Did any of that even apply now?

	




Chapter 14


	“How long do you plan on letting her sit there and wait?”

	World President John Lancaster compressed his lips, glaring intently at the slight woman, slumped against the wall like a forgotten doll. “As long as I feel like.” He clasped his hands behind his back, unable to relax. With a vacant slackness, much like a discarded doll, the woman stared at a point before her. The sight disturbed him. Was it the unnerving stare, the malnourished almost deathly pallor? Or was it just…her. John wasn’t sure, so instead, spent the last several minutes staring, trying to pinpoint the reason for his irritation.

	Simon had argued about getting involved, but John had insisted. He was the World President, and could do whatever he pleased. Even personally oversee a terrorist attack case. He’d been the head of counter-terrorism, and could handle himself. As usual, his friend was being pedantic.

	Simon shifted into John’s line of sight, raising an auburn eyebrow. A mixture of bother and mischief touched his face as he regarded his long-time friend. Simon sighed loudly, not needing to speak. They’d known each other too long, had been through enough, so words weren’t necessary.

	John drew his brows together in displeasure. “Stop that.” He faced Simon. “Fine, I’m going.”

	“Home or in there?”

	“Guess.”

	Pushing past his friend, John headed for the detention cell. The glass door slid open and he stepped in. The young woman jerked with obvious shock. Her jaw dropped, recognising him, the World President of the United Europe and Americas. A common reaction. She scrambled to her feet and backed up against the wall. The ledge she’d been sitting on knocked the backs of her knees, making her drop down again. She let out a hoarse yelp, then straightened and regained her footing.

	John stared, lifting a brow. Not like your typical terrorist.

	She gaped back, eyes scanning his face. The first shadows of doubt brushed her features. John understood her confusion, most who met him for the first time responded the same way. John Lancaster in person was quite different from the televised images, where he projected a razor-sharp persona, clean and electronically enhanced with a smooth but pasty skin to set off his dark-haired, brooding nature. In real life, however, John was pale, and today, had the mottled shadow of evening stubble along his strong jaw line, which he held tight.

	“Josephine Bettencourt.” John pitched his voice low, calm, cold, knowing it would send chills down her back. He’d practiced it to perfection, how to speak with tone and pitch just right, so he didn’t need to add any emotion behind the words. He only spoke her name, and Bettencourt visibly shivered. He let a small smile tweak the corner of his mouth—another thing he’d practised. Turning his head, he stared at her. “I’ve never met a ghost before. Let alone someone who doesn’t exist.”

	She dropped her gaze, swallowed, inhaled, then squeezed her arms tighter around her body.

	She was alluring, in a plain sort of way that appealed to him. Natural. Not enhanced like so many women these days. Her eyes were intriguing…and unnerving. Sharp, vivid green eyes—real again, according to her police file. Not a flat, pale green, or muted bottle green, but a vibrant, transparent, sparkling emerald with streaks of bright yellow that seemed to invite you to stare closely. Mesmerising. They were wide, open, beguiling, all-seeing, and dominating her face. She was skinny, almost sickly with the weak complexion. And clumsy, like someone tall sometimes was, unaccustomed to their largeness and mindful of their surroundings. And clumsy wasn’t a term associated with terrorists. Not in his experience, at least. Fright could’ve attributed to her behaviour, but fear wasn’t something terrorists entertained. Even newly-minted terrorists held some measure of cold hardness at their core.

	In his mind, John replayed the surveillance recording from her arrival. After disembarking the airlift, she’d stumbled over her own feet, and then once more when turning a corner. And what he saw now raised many questions. She seemed innocent, naïve, awkward. A fish out of water. Yet she’d been found in the company of a known terrorist, a murdering extremist who’d just blown up the entire second storey of an office building. The office building where his cousin had worked. And died.

	He ground his teeth and paced the small room.

	Bettencourt appeared to relax and as if avoiding him, slowly shuffled away in the other direction until up against the flat, ledge-free wall. A trembling breath came out, her shoulders dropped a little. She tipped her head down and continued to cling tightly to herself.

	John watched her from the corner of his eye. She wore a pair of loose black trousers, men’s, obviously too big, since they barely hung on her skinny hips. Her sweater, on the other hand, seemed too small; russet-coloured and long-sleeved, it buttoned up the front and reached below her bellybutton, sometimes expose a flash of overly pale skin. She wore manky running shoes, far too big, and with a few holes and frayed edges. At least the edges of her pants hid most of them. No wonder she was so uncoordinated. Had she gone through a clothes bank of ill-fitting hand-me-downs?

	A glint caught his eye. A fine silver chain gleamed, barely visible under the neckline of her shirt. No doubt precious and personal, and the only thing of real value on her person. How on earth did the London police miss that?

	“Wellesley.”

	Her head jerked up. “Is he here?”

	Keeping his face expressionless, John curled his mouth into a one-sided smile, knowing it exposed some of his teeth. Another trick he’d learned from his father to make people nervous. He hissed in a slow breath for effect, and had the pleasure of watching her throat contract with a deep swallow. “Very interesting. Did he give you that necklace, then?”

	Her hand flew to her neck, immediately nodding. An genuine action, he noted. Reacting without hesitation. Out of guilty or honesty. Hmm…

	“Is he here? Did the police in London contact him?”

	“What is your relationship with him?”

	“What?” Bettencourt snapped back. “Jeez, don’t you people fucking speak to each other? I’ve told you already.”

	Taken aback by the sudden outburst—the vulgarity of it—John turned his whole body to face her. Raising his head for the first time since entering the room, he regarded her with interest. A grin wanted break madly across his face. Such emotion! Changing so swiftly, like flipping a switch. This woman was intriguing indeed!

	John forced himself to kept his voice calm, level. “He is being questioned.”

	“He’s here, then?” Bettencourt pushed off the wall and took a small step forward.

	John’s attention went to her neck, where a pulse beat rapidly, as if in anticipation.

	“Is he here? Please, tell me?”

	A series of emotions crossed her face. She bit her lip, and the speed of her breathing increased. Her eyes shifted, as if consulting some inner debate. Then she spoke softly in a tone filled with dread.

	“Shit-shit-shit.”

	With a quick shift, John rushed from where he stood, a good two metres away, and slammed his hand against the wall—close enough to the side of her face. She flinched from the burst of air and loud clap by her ear. Yelping in surprise, she blinked rapidly, frozen. He hadn’t meant to bring himself so close, but he wanted to look at her eyes. Yes, those streaks were a marigold yellow. And open, honest…afraid—terrified. Not a terrorist. No, not yet. A trainee? The small abrasion on her bottom lip made him quirk a brow.

	With his face was centimetres from hers, he showed off his best snarl. Staring back, horror flooded her eyes, she swallowed hard.

	Good. She’s properly frightened now.

	“Three people died this morning,” he said through gritted teeth. “One of them, my cousin.”

	“Oh, fuck. I…I…” She shook her head with the minimum of movements, obviously fearing his hand still pressed against the wall.

	His other hand remained behind his back, clenched tight, resisting the urge to hit something. Centuries-old tradition and conditioning had ingrained into him that he shouldn’t hit a woman. But by God, he wanted to hit her now. The rage he’d held in check since learning of his cousin’s death was all but bursting. The only possible lead to those responsible was standing right before him. Someone had to face his anger.

	“Who are you?” John could smell her fear, a sharp, tangy bite. He stared into her eyes, hoping to see the answers he sought. Instead, all he saw was abject terror. She trembled with it. Something wasn’t right. Could she be telling the truth, and had nothing to do with the bombing? Was she really an innocent bystander, out shopping with a friend, knowing nothing about the friend’s intentions?

	“What is your relationship with Lorcan Wellesley?”

	“I said before, he’s my friend,” she replied softly.

	John pushed away with an exclamation of impatience. He returned to his corner to brood.

	* * *

	Simon shook his head. Weariness made him groan as he watched his friend and the woman. For thirty minutes they had sparred, a test of wills; each time John asked a question, the answer was either silence or that she didn’t know. John was visibly frustrated. So was Simon. The girl held back something; even a child could see that. But what?

	She answered truthfully about Wellesley, and Wellesley had confirmed some parts.

	Simon tapped an index finger against his pursed lips. Wellesley was suspected of anti-government activities. Petty stuff, nothing that linked him to anything specific. Was it possible he’d had nothing to do with this? Had Marillo worked alone? But it wasn’t like her; she only ever blew things up for money, and Wellesley had lots of it.

	Simon and John had been pursuing Gianni Marillo, better known as Gina Mancuso, for almost ten years. She’d had facial augmentation done, and the reason it had been difficult to pinpoint her. In the past, before John took over as World President, he and Simon had headed an anti-terrorist operation, one John’s father set up specifically to stop organisations and groups aiming to bring down the government—more specifically, the Lancasters. They’d lost Mancuso three years ago after a series of gruesome bombings, the worst, at a school where sixty children died. The cause and purpose of that were still unknown, except one student, just one, was the son of the minister of international trade in Prague, and who had been under investigation for embezzling stock shares to purchase weapons.

	Who had been her employer? A mystery.

	And now, up pops Mancuso in London. Dead as a doornail with a hole in her chest. The shipping and freight building blown to bits. And this odd woman the only thing left behind.

	Simon’s chest throbbed at the thought. Three dead. One of them John’s cousin, Lora. Sweet girl…

	And what a curious coincidence. Wellesley was a structural engineer, one the Lancaster government hired on occasion for certain minor projects. He was legitimate and brilliant at his work, with a long list of credits to his name. And at this very moment, another project was contracted to Wellesley. Too coincidental. But if Wellesley had any part in the bombing, wouldn’t that be too obvious? Why have his name so closely linked to this project if he had plans to blow up a building? No one was that foolish. Unless it was all planned to look that way. Attack in plain sight.
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