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      Unable to resist the lure of finding her niece, Josie sifts through the crumbs of clues left behind.

      

      With her friend and saviour, pod-hunter Quin Aguilar at her side, she seeks out Fern Bettencourt, who is assumed to be sleeping for over a century.

      

      When Fern’s location is discovered from an unlikely source, Josie seeks out the last link to her past.

      

      But will Fern want to be found?

      

      Will finding this niece be enough to bury the ghosts that haunt Josie?

      

      And can Josie bring herself to destroy her last surviving family in order to save herself?

      

      The Eternal Knot, the final chapter in the Lancaster trilogy: Every question answered, every truth revealed.

      

      Will Josie finally rest in peace in the new future she lives in?
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      John Lancaster wondered, for the umpteenth time, what to get his wife for her birthday.

      He’d known her for two years, and the only thing she’d ever asked for were the tattoos adorning their ring fingers instead of traditional wedding rings. This did not mean she didn’t want a present, not in the least. In the last two years, he’d learned the subtle art of surviving marriage—and a woman’s mind—like his life depended on it.

      The first time he’d met her had been on her birthday. She’d been a prisoner then, accused of being a terrorist. Granted, she’d been his prisoner and he’d been doing the accusing, but that was beside the point. Now she was his wife and his existence had changed forever. To envision a life without her in it was impossible.

      They were indelibly linked, and it increasingly appeared that their paths had been destined to cross. A smile brushed John’s lips as he remembered their first meeting. Josie, scared but wilful, almost arrogant. And the profanities that flew out of her mouth, so shocking it was refreshing.

      Reeling his mind back to the present, John considered his predicament again. Focus! Josie’s tastes and preferences were simple and undemanding, but he wanted to get her something very special. In a few days, she’d be looking for a gift and pretending very hard not to, and there would be a very long face if he didn’t get something—even an insignificant trinket, which she seemed to treasure more.

      He reviewed the gifts he’d given her to date. Several pieces of jewellery made with the finest gemstones—but she rarely wore them. Most were for evening affairs and official functions, but at the best of times her tastes were quite sedate. But she had re-pierced her ears for the diamond studs he’d given her soon after the Scrap Yard incident. She wore no rings either. In place of wedding rings, they both had intricate tattoos of the Buddhist symbol that signified an endless knot: the balance between heaven and earth, of wisdom and compassion, the spiritual and the living, the good and the bad, bound together for all eternity. It had been her idea.

      Indelible, forever…

      She would be twenty-seven. Well, more like three hundred and some-odd years, but that was splitting hairs. If her father, Dr Peter Bettencourt, hadn’t created the first stasis pod prototype in 2030, Josie would never have come into his life.

      For seven years, John had ruled as president of the United Europe and Americas from the city his grandfather had built in the mountains of Switzerland. Called the Citadel, it had been declared the world capital and an independent country. It stood as a fearsome and impressive reminder of Dane Lancaster’s reign of terror. Now it was John’s turn to reshape the future of Earth.

      That was the easy part.

      Being married to a three-hundred-year-old woman, however, was not. No matter how enjoyable and fulfilling it was to be in love with her, to share his life with her, it came with endless stress, grief, and the intricacies of every day married life. But he wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Between agonising over a gift for Josie, John’s mind wandered in fretful jumps from the past to the present, as it usually did when left alone to brood. Grandfather Dane’s gruesome legacy still burned him with shame and guilt. Small steps, Josie would say. Take small steps, not great big giant leaps that confuse people who can’t yet walk. He chuckled. Josie’s intuitive insight was a soothing salve when his mind burned and clogged with frustration.

      Eighteen months now since he’d introduced the process where countries within the United Europe and Americas could break free voluntarily. Those who chose the path of independence were free to do so with no animosity attached. But as the months passed, none broke free, though they expressed a desire, they were still far too dependent on the Lancaster Regime, and terrified to cut loose and think for themselves. After sixty years of Lancaster rule, they had become like babies, having to learn to walk for the first time. Scared, they chose to cling to the Lancasters for support and protection.

      John rubbed a hand over his cropped dark hair and leaned back in his office chair. Even slouched he managed to radiate an air of authority and power. At thirty-eight, he was younger than his father had been when he’d assumed the presidency. His father had taught him to look and act like power was an identity, and watch how it affected those around him. His mother had only asked he use his power wisely. But today, he felt old. Tired. Leadership was beginning to leave its mark on his face, even his bones. His mind always seemed full these days, overflowing. Vanity never afflicted, but noticed the fine lines deepening at the corners of his eyes and mouth, even the scattering of grey hair around his temples had spread and intensified. Josie said it suited him now that his temperament had become more sedate. In the two years he’d known his wife, she’d somehow managed to tame him.

      Somewhat.

      But the turmoil within was still there. Like now. John scrubbed a hand over his hair again, racking his brain for the perfect gift. He had to find one. Groaning, desperation took hold.

      What to get her?

      He dismissed jewellery. She didn’t wear it often, so there was no point. The gift had to represent the past year, something with a little humour. After all, Josie was full of sarcastic humour when ready. She’d appreciate that. But he also wanted to get her something truly special that would last a very long time. Something she could use or see, and each time, know that it came from him.

      The past year had been a monumental strain on Josie, sprinkled as it had been with threats to her life and well-being. That aside, there were also the usual horrors of the present day. Being world president had its drawbacks if you wanted to lead a normal life. A normal, quiet life. Assassination attempts and daily threats, all before having your breakfast, would put a strain on any marriage. But where others might fall apart, theirs seemed to thrive.

      Josie had also been confronted with the truth about her family. As a result of these revelations, they both now sought her brother’s daughter, Fern. She was the one who had started it all, the one who had unleashed chaos.

      Yes. Fern was alive. Somewhere.

      John shook his head. It was like some terrible, distorted melodrama one only heard about in some wild, fantastical story where each new twist was more outrageous and bizarre than the last. Such was the life Josie had been handed. And now, because of love, his life too.

      They had learned that Fern had entered her own stasis pod. But she was a far cry from normal. So warped and deranged in her quest for immortality, she’d used and abused her body to its maximum limits. Fern had experimented on herself and created a vile abomination. She’d implanted in herself a self-fertilised egg, through genetic manipulation, to produce a clone of herself. This had been her first attempt at immortality. Of course, it hadn’t gone as planned. Instead of giving birth to “herself”, she gave birth to a boy.

      By all outwards appearances, this boy seemed normal and healthy. And by Fern’s own admission in her video journals, he’d remained unloved and treated like the abomination he was. He’d confessed to his mother how his mind was riddled with strange images and thoughts. Then one day he killed two of his three children, his wife, and then himself.

      In her journals, Fern had admitted in cold, clinical candour, how she regarded him with neutral scientific observation. Too scared and horrified at her experiment to try again, she instead resorted to cell-fusion with machines. She tampered with her body, replacing organs and body parts with machines until she was almost a cyborg. Finally, she entered a stasis pod again to prolong her life through the stretches of time.

      Now, Fern was who consumed almost every waking hour of Josie’s life. So determined was she to find her niece, Josie had had John track down the renowned pod-hunter, Quin Aguilar, the very person who’d resuscitated Josie after she’d been discovered three years ago.

      It didn’t take long to find Quin. He’d gone into hiding after his wife was murdered, right after Josie was kidnapped by fanatic extremists hell-bent on killing all pod survivors. The reunion had been a heartfelt and sad moment between Josie and Quin, considering the circumstances that caused them to part ways. Tears flowed that day.

      Quin now lived in the Citadel as an honorary citizen. Almost every day, Quin and Josie would spend several hours studiously poring over their research and investigations. But John was certain most of the time was passed chattering about non-essential and trivial matters like teenagers.

      To most, it appeared Quin had replaced Josie’s father, who she missed so much. Both Peter Bettencourt and Quin Aguilar were scientists and, according to Josie, both were so animated and enthused with every aspect of life and living that sometimes, around Quin, even John would find himself spurred on to chatter.

      Quin had the most engaging and infectious personality and he made Josie laugh loud each day. And what a pleasurable sound it was to hear. Such unabashed laughter, and it filled John’s heart with happiness and love. She certainly needed it.

      And when Quin and Josie weren’t laughing, they once more scoured their research banks in search of Fern. Six solid months of searching and still no trace of Fern. She could be anywhere. Having surfaced once after sleeping for a hundred years, any record of Dr Zara Sozanski—who she’d been living as at the time she’d created her son—was no longer. Apart from DNA and electronic records of her descendants in the archives in Iceland, Zara Sozanski was but a shadowy ghost, mentioned here and there in old medical journals.

      When Fern went to sleep again, according to her own rambling account, she left no clue about what her new identity would be, or where she’d hidden herself. The possibility she’d already surfaced on her own and assimilated into her new life was high.

      It was also possible she was dead. The logic behind this was that if, in fact, she was alive, she would’ve found some way to contact Josie. In the one hundred and thirty-five-odd years of Fern’s second sleeping, the chances of her stasis pod being found were close to nil.

      But Josie and Quin continued to search.

      And John Lancaster scrubbed his hair yet again, racking his brain for the perfect gift to give his wife.

      Simon entered John’s office and, with a grunt, dropped into a chair before John’s desk. “Ready?”

      John squinted one eye. What’s Simon here for again?

      His good friend’s eyes widened. “Anybody in there?” Then he snorted. “Again? Bugger it, John. You’re going to go mad trying to figure out the perfect gift. Just get her something shiny and fling some flowers in a vase and call it that.”

      “It’s a wonder you’re still alive. Your wife lets you get away with that?”

      “Are you insane? I’d be beyond dead.”

      “And you’d rather I get bludgeoned?” John screwed up his face. “No thanks.”

      “Well, think on it another time. We have security to discuss, remember?” Simon shifted in his seat to get comfortable, and dug out his personal unit, tapped it alive, and began scrolling through. “Now the⁠—”

      John’s office door swung open and Josie walked in, the tail-end of a giggle trailing behind her and brightening her face.

      “So,” Josie grinned as she drew closer. “Wha’dya think?”

      “What’s the word you like to use? Meh.” Simon sniffed and looked away.

      Josie snorted, ignoring Simon. For the last week, she’d prattled on and on to John about how long she’d put off dealing with her hair. After almost a year, it had grown far too long for her liking. So, she had her stylist chop ten inches off. Her hair now scraped under her jawline, with feathered layering to give her dead-straight hair the flick-factor. She strode towards John, flicking her newly trimmed brown hair with a wide grin.

      John’s train of thought derailed. Josie never failed to mesmerise him or cause a hitch in his breath. She oozed charm and a snappy, crackling personality. Granted, it was old-world charm, with abrupt crassness blended in. She had a potty mouth, but it suited her.

      Josie wasn’t over-the-top beautiful in the conventional sense, but she always managed to trip his heart, as did her radiant smile. Her neat and narrow face, plain and unblemished, the short, straight nose, and that full mouth, just wide enough to be considered sultry. What came out of her mouth was another matter, but he’d become used to her swearing. After all, she came from another time.

      But it was her eyes that always stopped him in his tracks. A little large, set wide, and the most vibrant shade of emerald green imaginable. They drew him in, making him want to stare into them, into the bright marigold centres that were a wild contrast to the dark forest of lashes and arched brows. They completed her, giving her an air of innocence and youth while hiding her wicked sense of humour. And those eyes, they saw everything, whether they wanted to or not.

      Josie strode up to Simon, gave him an aloof up-and-down stare, then shot him a deadpan look. “You’re just jealous you don’t have fabulous hair like I do.” She batted her eyes for effect. “I know all about how much time you spend in front the bathroom mirror, worrying over that receding hairline. Ooh, look, I can see your scalp already. Thinning much?”

      “At least I’ve got a mirror to look at,” Simon countered with a half-roll of his startling blue eyes. “You cracked yours with your hideousness.”

      A slap of insult flooded over Josie’s face as she scowled. John suppressed a laugh; her expression was priceless.

      “Huh!” she snorted again. “Are all redheads so ill-mannered and, and…” Scratching her head for something appropriate to say, she found none. Instead, she dismissed Simon as one would a bug, with a quick toss of her head, and leaned across John’s desk to plant a loud, squeaky kiss on his mouth.

      “Found that funny, eh?” Her tone reeked of mock sincerity. “See if you get lucky tonight.”

      John smiled back, staying silent. She gave him a wink. Josie had learned to read him well, knowing he didn’t care what she looked like; he loved her regardless. But Simon’s comment was funny as hell, and he wasn’t about to apologise.

      “Not bad,” John said at last, making a show of inspecting her hair. “I like the bits going up.”

      The comment brought a broad smile from Josie. She turned her head again to let her hair swish. “Yeah, me too.”

      Simon groaned from behind her.

      Simon was John’s head of security and childhood friend. They were essentially brothers, and where John was dark, Simon was the light. Everything about him was bright and sharp, from his bright red hair—cropped close, revealing the pink of his scalp—to the rigidly straight, sharp angles of his Viking face. His piercing blue eyes were quick, seeing everything in detail, matching his lethal movements in times of battle. And one only had to look to know that Simon moved silently, like a striking cat.

      Where John was quiet, Simon was talkative, his nature lively compared to his friend’s sedateness; yet, he was a ground to John’s live wire. Together, they were as inseparable as Josie was to John. The relationship between Josie and Simon was, at the best of times, sporting banter and insults. They both enjoyed verbal spars, and he’d seen them both in sour moods if they missed a day. They had come to care a great deal for one another, as evident during the incident back on the Scrap Yard, where Simon had almost died.

      “Your influence on John is detrimental to his image,” Simon scoffed, as if offended. “Now he’s talking hairstyles. Last week, it was shoes.” He shook his head in dismay. “What’s next? Underwear?”

      “I prefer none, myself,” John replied, bland-faced.

      Simon groaned again. “Never mind. Can we get back to security matters for the ambassador’s dinner?”
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        * * *

      

      “That ambassador?” I gaped with distaste. A sudden surge of jealous anger spiked through me like an electrical arc. I’m positive I even lost control of a facial muscle close to my left eye.

      John fidgeted, cleared his throat, and pitched his voice to sound unaffected. “Yes, Josie, that one.” He scratched the side of his nose. A guilty action. Busted. “Shall I arrange for you to sit next to him?”

      “Why?” I cocked a brow at him. “So you can sit next to his daughter?”

      We were walking back to our home the scenic way, through walkways and corridors framed with overgrown shrubs and vines, which cascaded with colour. Outside, it was positively bursting with summer; even the bees buzzed with contentment as they flitted from one flower to the next. August in Switzerland was fucking amazing!

      John couldn’t stop the quick grin in time but managed to turn it into a scowl of annoyance. “Josie, that was eons ago. Ancient history.”

      “I hear she’s divorced now. Got a new body sculpted, with big boobs and stuff. All jiggly and wiggly.” I snorted and scrunched up my face.

      “Yes, she did say,” John mused.

      “You speak other than necessary?” Even to me, my voice sounded a little too high.

      “Jealousy does not become you.” He grinned now, not even bothering to hide it.

      “I am not jealous. I just want to know why, all of a sudden, she’s in your face all the time. This will be three times she’s been here.” I flicked my new do in annoyance. “Society for the Ancients, my bony ass! You have minions to handle things like that.”

      “Elders,” John corrected me.

      “Whatever. Society of the Elders, then. Who gives a shit?”

      “Josie, I’ve no interest in her. You know me better than that. What happened between Elena and me was a long time ago. A very long time ago. We were practically kids. Even then, she had issues and agendas. I’m not blind to her motives. I’m only being polite by listening to her society’s proposals. It’s part of my job, unfortunately.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I muttered under my breath. “And it really doesn’t matter that she’s gorgeous. Big blonde hair, big boobs, big curves…I see your eyes going haywire-big every time she’s around.”

      John actually laughed, and my scowl deepened. “Wasn’t it you who told me I was a man and stupid and brain-dead, and I couldn’t help myself? That I’ve got eyes, so I’ll look regardless?” He looped an arm through mine and tugged me closer, giving me a kiss on the side of my head. “I think it’s very sweet you’re jealous. It gives me hope that you actually do love me. And I know, since you keep saying, I sound more and more like a lovesick girl these days.”

      “Well, you do.” I pretended to ignore him.

      I knew, without doubt, he loved and cared for me more than anything else in the world. Why he’d picked me still mystified me, considering I was a socially inept fool who swore uncontrollably, usually at the most inopportune times.

      But still…

      It didn’t stop the nasty sting, that sharp, hot stab of intense jealousy and possessiveness I felt every time she was around. And I didn’t trust her farther than I could throw a rock. No, a feather! There was something innately nasty about her. I’d told John as much the first time I’d laid eyes on her, but he’d dismissed it as me being jealous. And every time my back was turned, I could almost feel her eyes cleaving a ravine down my back.

      Trust her? Not a chance!

      Elena Greco, daughter of the Italian Ambassador, Filippo Greco. According to Simon, John had chased the girl for a brief moment of his young adult life. And she had more than obliged—spread her sculpted legs wide open to him! Her father had been a parliamentary minister then, and a close friend of John’s father, Baird. Even then, both father and daughter had had keen aspirations of climbing up the social and political ladder. In any way possible. And if it required his daughter bed the son of the president, then by all means, that’s what she would do.

      But John wasn’t stupid. He’d known well enough the reasons, but he’d been a young man. And if a woman—a very attractive woman—obliged, then why the hell not? So he said, and I believed him. Well, not for something like that. Omit the truth, yes, but outright lie? No.

      And yes, it was ancient history. I berated myself as we continued down the path, oblivious to the bright summer day all around us. Living in a private city in the Swiss Alps was absolutely breathtaking. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t see any of it.

      John had never allowed himself to be taken in by the wiles of women, nor did he let himself fall in love. At least, not until he met me. I felt quite smug about it, and ordered myself to never forget that very important fact.

      Elena had better watch herself. I could beat the living shit out of her if I wanted to, and she knew it. I wasn’t only the president’s wife, but known as a skilled and very deadly operative—even if it was to mask my true identity as a three-hundred-year-old relic. If the world only knew the truth! But fighting? I knew all too well how to do that. And if I hadn’t been mistaken, the last dinner she’d been in attendance, she’d almost stammered when she greeted me.

      That thought made me very smug.

      “What?” John squinted at me, bemused. He knew my expressions well. “What is so funny?”

      “Hmm?” I gave an airy response. “Oh, nothing. Only… I want to sit next to Elena.”

      “Josie.” John closed his eyes for a moment. “Please do not make a scene tonight.”

      “Me? Of course not.” I batted my eyes.

      John kept his narrowed. “It’s a formal dinner to welcome the ambassador and his family for the duration of his office.”

      “Wait. How long will that be?” I snapped. Well, this was news!

      “Just under a year.”

      “A whole—you mean… And she’ll be staying here too?” Horror made me gape. I shut my mouth fast.

      “On and off.” John shrugged. “She does have a life of her own, uh, so I hear.”

      “Yeah, after she sucked her poor mega-gazillionaire husband dry. I hear she’s living it up all over the world. Mostly in clinics, getting work done. I’m surprised you even recognised her.” As I rolled my eyes, an irritating itch began to burn under my collar. Had it grown warmer all of a sudden? The thought of Elena living within the Citadel walls left me…agitated.

      “Settle down, Josie.” John gave me a nudge, still holding my hand. “And no, you won’t be sitting next to her. I can’t risk it and you know it.”

      “I know. Don’t be so worried. And I’ll try not embarrass you.”

      “Try really hard.”

      He did look worried. Very worried, in fact. It was quite comical. Of course, he’d recall—how could anyone forget?—the last formal dinner with whoever-it-was almost choking on his squid because I let slip a bad word. I’d been nervous, trying to impress John; so nervous I forgot to greet the dignitary in question. So, when said dignitary looked at me expectantly, I more or less told him off for staring. My choice of words could’ve been better…and he shouldn’t have been cramming his mouth full of canapés. To this day, I can’t remember his name.

      “Yes, I’ll try,” I made a glum reply. “Spoilsport.”

      Regaining his composure, John cleared his throat. He tipped his head up to gaze at the lush summer around us and smiled, as content as a cat. “And for the record, you’re ten time more beautiful than she is.” He emphasised this with a squeeze of my hand.

      A wide smile spread across my face.
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      Dressed to kill in a shimmering scarlet dress, Elena walked with a seductive sway to her hips on micro-thin stiletto heels. The split of her dress was high enough to expose her long curvy legs, which were enhanced and plumped, to give anyone who dared look an ergonomic, sensuous, daring view all the way to her upper thighs and the shadowy suggestion of her crotch.

      Like an ancient alabaster statue, her skin was pale—cosmetically bleached—and blemish free. Her eyes, wide and usually light brown, were dyed a sultry violet, and her lips were stained blood red to complement the dress. A soft blush dusted her high cheekbones, and dark and smoky shadow accentuated her eyelids. Her eyelashes were extended and flared for dramatic effect at the corners, casting alluring shadows. For emphasis, she batted her eyes with lazy flutters. At the tips of the lashes, three micro-diamantes sparkled and dazzled as she blinked.

      Elena Greco knew she was beautiful. After all, she paid through her soul to make sure she was. Thanks to her ex-husband’s alimony payments, she was now that much closer to achieving eternal beauty, echoing her teenage self. And if she played her cards right, she’d push aside the scrawny bitch John Lancaster was married to and take him for herself like she’d planned twenty years ago. It didn’t matter Elena was a little scared of the bitch, who was very skilled in the art of combat. But Madam Lancaster wasn’t half as beautiful as she was. How her John could even look twice at such a plain woman was beyond imagination.

      With an airy grace, Elena sat down at her allotted seat. The sumptuous banquet table before her was laden with the finest china, crystal, and silverware. Mixed among real food and decorations, a holographic display of decadence played in the centre of the massive round table. She tossed her golden locks; the five unique shades of blonde had been blended purposely to catch the light from the massive chandelier above. Her stylist was a genius. He’d recreated the banquet hall and projected a hologram mock-up into his studio, where he’d had her sit for hours as he experimented with his colours.

      She tossed her hair again, ensuring a lock fell over her bare shoulder. Even she could see the effects of the hair treatment as it shimmered. On cue, she caught her father’s eye—he’d been placed opposite her at the table—and let out a rich and lustful laugh. Pursing her lips, she brought both her open palms to her mouth and kissed them, then blew him an all-too-seductive kiss that raised a few eyebrows.

      She’d perfect her laugh as well, so everyone’s attention was immediately riveted to her and her alone. Elena noted John flick his eyes at her then, too soon, resumed his conversation with the bitch. He even smiled at the woman!

      Look at her, Elena thought. She’s wearing nothing but neutral lip gloss. And her hair? What an atrocity! Dull brown, and those ridiculous wispy ends? How outdated! Oh, how she’d love to stick a knife through the bitch’s heart and end her miserable mongrel life. Then she could rush to John and console him, shower him with so much affection he’d soon forget all about that hideous creature.

      Madam Lancaster wore a simple long dress in her trademark black, with thin gold straps at the shoulders. Even though it was a formal dinner, her customary krima holster—black with intricate gold and silver designs engraved into it—was on her left wrist. Inside the holster was her weapon of choice, the krima stick. There were reports saying she preferred the mini, claiming it was easier to conceal. Unlike the regular krimas, the minis only had two three-inch beams of laser, but could still kill a person in seconds. If wielded correctly and used with skill, there was no limit to the destruction they could wreak.

      How utterly common to wear your weapon to a formal dinner! Elena almost made a face. Instead, she sipped her wine and forced it down with a hard swallow.

      Josie, as she preferred to be called, sat on John’s left. It made Elena ill. She’d read somewhere how John insisted his wife always position herself to his left. And to be always at his side at public functions, never apart. Josie turned to talk to a shrivelled old man on her left, and Elena took in a sharp breath. The back of Josie’s dress was cut low, revealing a long, thin scar that cut a trail from behind her right underarm, down and across her side, until it vanished somewhere near the small of her back. Elena’s eyes widened. Under the golden straps of the dress, below the left collarbone, a small pink scar from a knife wound. That one had almost killed the bitch, so Elena had heard. A pity she survived.

      It was known the bitch refused corrective surgery, choosing instead to brandish the scars like medals. She was proud of them and didn’t care what people thought. And John always glowed with pride if they were mentioned. After all, if it wasn’t for those scars, John would always say, he’d be dead.

      The rumours are true, then!

      Elena couldn’t quite hide her distaste at the crudeness. Such bad taste, such ugliness. She suppressed a shudder. How could John be so stupid, falling in supposed love with such a vile specimen? And why didn’t the little runt enhance herself? Even a little cosmetic work would help that dull face.

      She caught her father’s eye. He nodded imperceptibly, and she returned it with a lazy roll of her eyes. Then a wicked idea sparked inside her, and she once again directed her violet eyes at Josie.
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        * * *

      

      The glacial weight of Elena Greco’s eyes burning a hole in my back raised goosebumps on my arm. Instead of acknowledging her, I chose to ignore her. I hoped my icy demeanour would also repel the whispered gasps and murmurs from the others around the table.

      It always gave me a mild mixture of modesty and immodesty when I was in public, baring my scars for all to see. While I didn’t mind them, I also didn’t like showing them off. Were it up to me, I would’ve worn a less revealing dress—a shroud, even. But John was adamant I expose the scars and wear my weapon. I came with scars, plain and simple, and people ought to just deal with it. I did see the point in that, and scars were nothing to be ashamed of. Not only that, I was supposed to be an operative, not the simpering wife of a president, so my role was active, not passive. He liked to supervise my wardrobe like a fussy fashion designer before a catwalk show, and always preferring I wear black or dark colours, no-nonsense, and no extra frills. As for my manner, it should be cold and hard, and my speech short and simple, like his father had taught him. This way, John reasoned, no one would harass me, and I wouldn’t be in direct contact with the public. I had an image to project.

      Admittedly, I was glad of it since, so far, it had worked.

      Under the table, hidden beneath the folds of the heavy tablecloth, John rested a reassuring hand on my thigh, knowing how I hated these formal functions almost as much as he did. In desperation, I groped for his hand and clamped my fingers around his. Belying my turmoil, I chose a look of utter boredom.

      Quin Aguilar sat next to me, and he chattered relentlessly about the evening so far.

      “Never in my wildest dreams,” he tittered, “would I, a simple scientist, ever have dreamed of sitting here. Oh, how my Madge would’ve loved this.”

      Beneath my expressionless face, I was bursting to join in with Quin’s enthusiasm. Why, oh why did I have to act like a stick-up-the-ass dignitary!

      Madge would indeed have loved it. My chest constricted, forcing me to breath past the tightness. I missed Quin’s wife, and sometimes it hit me at the oddest times. I returned a smile, biting my inner lips so they wouldn’t tremble.

      “She would’ve liked it very much,” I agreed, keeping my voice level and professional. Though my face was bland, suppressed tears stung my eyes as I looked at my friend. I wanted to hug him tight, but feared I might break him. He seemed so fragile now, smaller.

      He’d aged a bit since the last I saw him back in New Zealand. Though some brown remained, his hair had turned greyer, and the wrinkles at his eyes had deepened. New lines had formed between his brows, and his cheeks were more sunken. Even his posture seemed stooped. But other than that, he was still Quin: lively hazel eyes, messy hair, robust complexion, always talking, always thinking, always ready for a good joke.

      “Pah.” He dismissed grieving for his dead wife, as Madge would’ve done. “The past can’t change—but look at all this food! And it’s all for display?” He pointed at the elaborate arrangement in the centre of the table, his eyes wide with incredulity.

      I bit harder to quell the urge to laugh out loud. “It’s only half real, Quin. I thought the same the first time. I assure you, it’s part holo-image, part real. The flowers are real.”

      “You don’t say! Really?” Quin gaped like a comic. “I’ve been out of circulation for a while, haven’t I?” He seemed ready to stand and lean across to inspect the food display in person. “Such marvels. And all this time I spent poking around dusty homes and ruins looking for survivors, this miracle of science has been unfolding? Ahh, amazing! Hardly any static at all. The image is so stable.”

      Quin’s hand hovered over a fruit. “Who is that nasty woman staring at you with daggers in her eyes? Oh, surely this apricot is real? Oh, yes, it is.” Quin chuckled and put his other hand to his mouth to hide his embarrassment. His cheeks flushed pinker.

      “That would be the Elena Greco. Her.” I understood his erratic mind. Like John, he didn’t miss a beat. He saw everything in nanoseconds. “What’s she doing now? Feels like my neck is about to be cut clean.”

      “Hmm.” Quin fussed, picked up his fork and examined it, turning it this way and that to catch the light. “She certainly loves herself. She’ll give herself a headache if she tosses her hair around much longer. It looks like she wants to say something—to you, that is. Oh, this is so lovely.” He hefted the weight of the fork, nodding with appreciation. “Mmm, titanium. So lightweight, you might as well be eating with your fingers!”

      “Ooo, does she now? Shall I let her?” I replied. My face was hidden from Elena, but I itched to glare back and do something nasty. Like give her the finger.

      “You could, if you like. Though, it seems whatever she says will be nasty. I don’t think she’s into your scars. She can’t stop staring at them.” Quin touched the rim of his plate with care. “To be honest, I’d ignore her.”

      John squeezed my thigh under the table. He’d heard the conversation; there wasn’t much he didn’t hear. It wasn’t a cautionary squeeze, though, more supportive. So I took my hand away from his and reached for my wine glass, raised it to my lips and let my eyes zero in on Elena’s.

      As if caught with her hand in the cookie jar, Elena blinked, and a demure smile curved her lips. She’d been half listening to a conversation with a man to her right, and flicked her attention back to him, laughed—the sound was rich and lustful—then ignored his bewildered expression. She glanced at her father and spoke to him in Italian. He chuckled in return.

      Elena directed her eyes, on purpose it seemed, back to mine. She let them drag over my body, then generated an audible gasp. Jeez, she was a terrible actor.

      “Oh, Madam Lancaster! Are those…scars?” She gasped in her husky, accented voice, loud enough for the twenty-odd guests to hear. “How ever did you get them?”

      John’s hand squeezed my thigh again. I stamped hard on the urge to spew a volley of expletives. Instead, practicing my control, stared back in silence. And waited.

      One by one, the conversations around the table died until all eyes were directed at either Elena or me. Quin stifled a high giggle under the guise of drinking his wine.

      “They are, yes.” I cast a hint of amusement in my tone.

      “They look very…dramatic.” Elena crafted a concerned expression that would’ve creased her smooth brow if her stretched skin had allowed it.

      “I thought their origins were common knowledge.” Changing my tone to sound cold, keeping my head angled, aloof, I hoped I looked bored. “Don’t you keep up with current affairs?”

      With a quick, and obviously feigned, fluster, Elena pressed a hand to her ample bosom and heaved a sigh. “Oh, I never pay attention, really. There is just so much happening in the world today; I never know where to start. And the many rumours, about yourself…well, one just never knows which are truth.”

      “Hmm.” A response I mimicked from John. I was getting better at it, even the slight raise of my brows as I stared Elena up and down with disdain.

      “Surely,” Elena pressed on, “you’ll get them removed.”

      “No.”

      Elena gushed an embarrassed laugh, patting her breasts again. “But, it’s so…so very unbecoming for a woman—anyone, in fact—to have them. And what a horrible reminder to carry with you.”

      “Unbecoming?” I leaned forward a fraction, wanting to rush to my feet, hike my skirt up, stomp over the table and kick Elena’s smug little face in. And muss up her hair.

      A few people around the table began murmuring to themselves as interest in our confrontation grew. Vice President Sarah Tretyakova groaned in annoyance, while her wife, Mari clicked her tongue. Someone, it sounded like the British Ambassador, said something about wanting more wine to enjoy the dinner theatre better, while her husband shushed her emphatically.

      “I prefer to remain as natural as possible.” I spoke to Elena as though speaking to a young child. “And these—” I waved my hand over my torso. “—might I remind you, saved lives.”

      John gave me another small squeeze. Considering our recent discoveries regarding Fern, enhancements of any kind was a rather touchy subject.

      “Oh, there is nothing unnatural in opting for body-sculpting or enhancements. It only brings out the best of the existing qualities,” Elena announced with an airy flounce to her shoulders. “The world already knows of your many accomplishments. You don’t need such ugly reminders. I only meant you should consider it to enhance your…natural beauty.”

      “Or emphasise.” I flicked a not-too-discreet glance at Elena’s breasts. “But I don’t agree with you. My scars don’t bother me. And if they bother anyone, that’s their problem. Don’t look.” With that, I turned away and made as if to resume my conversation with Quin.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you.” Elena reached for her wine and took a sip. Her voice had dropped a note. It sounded very much like a cat purring before it lashed out.

      With mild annoyance, I cocked my head back to Elena. “You didn’t offend me. Clearly, it’s me who’s offended you. I’m not like most women, who crave everlasting beauty. I’ve different priorities. If that makes me unlike other women, so be it. I’m an acquired taste.” I curled my lips in a slow smile and slid my eyes to John, who returned my regard with a slight nod. His eyes were positively beaming with humour.

      Elena bowed her head in apology. “Well, should you ever reconsider, I know of some very reputable and skilled⁠—”

      “Elena.” John’s quiet voice cut across Elena’s dulcet tones, clear and loud. “My wife is not interested. I thank you for your concern.”

      “Oh, John—I mean, President Lancaster. Please, I’ve only your wife’s best interest at heart. I apologise if I was too presumptuous.” Elena let out another of her lusty laughs, as if nothing at all had happened. Then tried to crinkle her nose by flaring her nostrils, and cast an affectionate smile at John that lasted a tad too long.

      It made someone utter a surprised noise.

      Leaning towards Simon, who had sat passively, watching the transaction with obvious amusement, I waited until his eyes caught mine.

      “Do you think the food isn’t agreeing with her? I can’t tell from her expression. But she looks rather diarrhoeic.” I let genuine concern drip from my voice.

      With a sage nod, Simon pursed his lips. “I quite agree, Madam.”

      The welcoming dinner for Ambassador Filippo Greco resumed without another hitch. Aside from the verbal sparring with Elena, and the resulting underlying tension—not to mention the anticipation from the invited guests for a Round Two—all eyes soon focused on John, who made a brief welcoming speech. Ambassador Greco then stood and reciprocated with one of his own. He reminded me of an oily snake with the constant flicking his tongue made to wet his slimy, thin lips. His small, hooded dark eyes and reptilian nose didn’t help dispel the image in the least.

      The five-course dinner was scrumptious, with a strong emphasis on Italian cuisine. From a faux veal starter to a decadent tiramisu finish, everyone was raving the chef’s talents. But I left the dinner a little queasy, with a sour taste in my mouth.

      Elena Greco certainly knew how to rub people the wrong way. Even John, I noticed, was yanking his dinner attire off with a grim, annoyed scowl. When he’d stripped down to nothing, he fell backwards onto the bed and groaned. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palm, mouth askew, reminding me of a dog getting his head blissfully scratched.

      “Want some whisky to wash the taste out of your mouth, my darling sweetheart?” I asked with a syrupy tone, knowing exactly what—who—was on his mind. After all, she’d spent the rest of the evening trying in vain to engage him in conversation.

      “Mmm. A double would be nice,” he replied with a lazy slur. Tucking his hands behind his head, he watched with half-closed eyes as I undressed. “But I can wait.”

      I groaned. “You’re such a pervert.” I unbuckled a Snare Gun 3 and its holster from behind my knee, tossing it to the floor atop his pile of clothes. “Shall I do a pole dance, too?”

      “I can have one installed within the hour.” He grinned, his eyes glittery and very alert now. “But for now, I’ve a pole of my own you can dance on.”

      Yes, he did. “Don’t you ever get tired?” I protested. “I’m still full. I’ll get a cramp.”

      “Stop complaining like a typical woman and climb on board.”

      I huffed. “Just remember, this was all your idea, to get me pregnant.”

      “Well…” He grinned as I settled on top of him, his warm hands immediately covering my breasts. “As it’s not working, we have to keep trying, don’t we?”

      True. For the last four months, we’d been actively trying to get pregnant. So far, no takers. There wasn’t anything physically wrong with either of us. It seemed fate was giving us more time to get used to the idea of having children.

      Aline, John’s sister and my physician, had said we needed to relax and let it happen on its own. There was no reason to rush. I agreed wholeheartedly, and suspected John did too. Why else did he insist we try the natural route as opposed to going to a fertility expert?

      I suspected the reason behind this was the fateful night we, like stupid idiots, had agreed to babysit Aline’s two children. I also suspected Aline was testing us, seeing if we were ready, by introducing us to the frightening world of child-rearing. August and Amelia, at the best of times, were very well mannered and behaved, mindful and respectful of their elders. But on this particular night they’d gone into an all-out, full-blown temper tantrum, at each other’s throats, at the top of their shrill voices, for two long hours. It had finally ended with Amelia, so agitated and riled up, throwing up all over John, soaking him through to the skin. He had stood, expressionless, for a full minute, staring at his niece, who then proceeded to bawl her eyes out.

      After that night, we didn’t have sex for close to two weeks—quite an achievement considering John’s ravenous appetite. And then, when we did have sex again, I noticed John had reactivated his contraceptive ring.

      Neither of us spoke of that night for some time.

      That was almost three months ago, and now we’d started trying again. But I had to agree with Aline. What was the rush?

      When I climbed off John, out of breath and completely satisfied despite my full stomach, I slumped down next to him. He was already close to falling asleep like men usually are after making love. He even had a stupid smile on his face.

      “Ohmyguhh,” I muttered.

      “I know,” he chuckled and stretched. “So, I think maybe you’ve been right about Elena.”

      “W-what?” I blinked, my euphoria evaporating in an instant. I goggled at him. “You want to talk about her…now?” I pushed up and rested on an elbow, staring at him. “What do you mean?”

      John reached for a lock of my hair, twirling it while the other hand stroked his own chest and pulled at the few hairs there. “There’s something wrong with her. Oh, she’s still the same conniving schemer but…I can’t put my finger on it. I didn’t like how she looked at you tonight. I haven’t seen that look before.”

      “Well, neither did I.”

      “You’ll be wary of her, then?” He glanced at me with concern.

      John had a canny instinct for danger. Clairvoyant, almost. Could you blame him? He’d been marked for assassination since before he was born, and most days he received at least ten death threats. Five usually arrived before breakfast.

      These days, since I’d entered his life, those threats extended to me as well. They were the primary reason I always carried my krima, the reason I was dressed to kill—literally. They were also the cause of John’s constant concern for my safety; his senses were becoming even more finely tuned. And he was worse than a nagging spouse sometimes.

      I’d never questioned his instincts—they’d saved us enough times—and I wasn’t about to start now. In fact, I agreed completely.

      “She’s a cold-hearted bitch. I kept telling you, but you keep insisting I’m jealous.”

      “You are jealous.” He waved a hand. “But it’s gone past that now. She’s out to hurt you and I won’t stand for that.”

      “Ooo, what’re you going to do to her?” A wicked grin spread across my face.

      “Watch her,” he replied, and tucked his hands behind his head again. His eyes half-closed and, with a dreamy gaze, he stared at the ceiling.

      “I’ll bet,” I snorted. “Why don’t you just beat her silly? Bitch-slap her? Can I watch? Please?”

      He clicked his tongue to dismiss my comment, then frowned. “I wonder if she’s just bitter. Divorce can do that to some women, I hear.”

      “Bitter? That man-eater? I reckon the only thing she’s bitter about is missing her ship when you came sailing in.” I poked his ribs.

      He grunted without humour. “Josie,” he said, a little annoyed. “I’ve said this before. She means nothing to me. You’re mine, and nothing will change that. She knows well enough where I stand. I told her twenty years ago, and I’ll repeat it to her again if I have to.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “That she and I would never be. Would never happen. Yes, I pursued her, but my intentions were clear enough. Yes, it was great fun, but I never loved her. Nor would I ever. Simple as that.”

      “Ouch,” I grimaced. “You told her that? Like that? That’s pretty fucking cold.”

      “You think?” John turned to stare at me in incomprehension. “I spoke plainly, and truthfully.”

      “John,” I patted his chest with affection, “when it comes to dealing with women, even at the tender age of eighteen, you have the grace of a herd of wildebeests stampeding through a river during migration.”

      He blinked at me. “I do not.”

      “Yes, you do. No wonder she’s bitter. Imagine hearing that from a guy you’re head over heels with…it could scar you for life.”

      He propped himself up on an elbow. “Am I like that with you?”

      “Of course you are,” I scoffed. “But you’re getting better.”

      He frowned, disturbed.

      I laughed out loud. “Don’t worry.” Wrapping my arms around his neck, I dragged him on top of me. “I won’t get all bitter about it. You’re a work in progress when it comes to women, and remember, I’m not like most women. Have no fear; I’ll mould you into the perfect gentleman. Now, mould yourself into me, and that’s an order. You have to do all the work this time. I have a cramp.”

      “Now?” John goggled uncharacteristically. “Josie, I’ll need more than a minute…”
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      Quin Aguilar had seen many things. Most were horrific, such was his life and profession. But he knew, from most horrors, beauty often lay hidden beneath the cruel exteriors. One such beauty was Josie. She was his greatest achievement, his greatest success story—his and Madge’s. But her secret had to remain that.

      The last year and a half of hiding and living on the run in Chile hadn’t agreed with him. He wasn’t made for such an unstable life. The many days spent in utter solitude, pondering his life, thinking of Madge, had drawn him ever closer to the edges of depression. He’d been lost at sea. He’d drifted from one obscure town to the next, meeting old friends, staying with an aged cousin, simply existing.

      Though his work as a pod hunter had taken him to the far reaches of the world, he’d always had a stable home base to keep him grounded. Madge had been his anchor, even when she’d joined him on his travels. Losing her had been like amputating his soul, but she would only have berated him for being so attached to the dead.

      Hated by fanatics opposed to the use of stasis pods, there’d been a time when he could sense danger before it arrived. But with the excitement of discovering Josie, his senses had dulled. He’d begun to walk around in an ignorant, euphoric bliss. And living in hiding had only dulled his senses further, becoming directionless. He’d felt useless. And old.

      He’d been bowled-over glad when they’d located him. Being a part of Josie’s life again gave Quin the greatest joy. He’d missed her, terribly. She was like a daughter to him, the child he and Madge had never had. With keen, almost obsessive interest, he’d followed her life from the day she’d been kidnapped until she’d married the world president. At last, he’d felt he could breathe easier, knowing she was all right. Safe. But he’d still missed her. He missed Madge. He missed them both.

      Residing now in the apartment Josie had been given when she first came to the Citadel, Quin at last felt grounded. Importantly, he was right next to John and Josie’s home, and simply knowing she was happy, made his heart swell. Many a day, at all hours, Josie would be in Quin’s apartment, scrolling endless lists of electronic data or scrabbling through the stacks of paperwork and records they’d accumulated in the last six months. But, more often, they sat in their preferred spots and chattered on about nothing in particular. As they did now.

      They sat in the airy, light-infused dining room. A huge dining table sat squat in the middle, its shiny surface strewn with papers and files, memory sticks, crumbs of food, coffee mug stains, and various odds and ends. Though Quin had retired from pod-hunting, he hadn’t forgotten how to find people.

      Josie was preoccupied trying to locate Fern. When he’d learned of Fern’s story, of what she’d done to herself and the events on the space station, he couldn’t suppress a shudder. If they ever found Fern, she would be the most horrific thing he’d ever uncovered.

      And he would find her, he promised himself. Nobody was un-findable in his book. No matter how long it took, or how far they searched, she would be found. He was certain of it.

      Looking at Josie now, he knew locating her niece was imperative, even if they uncovered a corpse. Josie needed to put the ghosts of her past to rest before she could move on. It was no wonder she couldn’t get pregnant. Her mind was so full of her past, there was no room for children.

      He chuckled to himself. Listen to me, sounding more and more like Madge these days. He chuckled again and began humming a catchy tune.
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        * * *

      

      Propping my chin on my fist, I studied some old archive scans on my computer. Listening to Quin hum an old song from my time made me smile. He must’ve heard me singing it. It didn’t sound odd at all, coming from him. A comforting warmth spread inside me, and I couldn’t help but marvel at the fact that Quin was with me again. I’d missed him so much it had hurt. Especially when I’d never had the chance to say goodbye. All I’d had, as a parting memory, was blood and gore mingled with the thick, sweet aroma of cherry jam bubbling on the cooking range. It had taken some time before I could face even looking at any kind of jam.

      And now Quin, in an effort to unburden me of my horror, insisted I learn how to make it, like how Madge had been making it that day. So far, I’d managed to avoid Quin’s many tactics to get me into the kitchen with a bowlful of cherries.

      “If I look at these fucking names any longer, I’ll go cross-eyed.” Groaning, I rubbed the irritation from my eyes.

      Quin clicked his tongue in reprimand. “That’s three already for the morning. See, you can’t even manage half a day without swearing.”

      “Oops.” I grinned, ducking my head. I’d been trying very hard to curb my use of expletives, but it was hopeless, and too far ingrained in me to stop at will.

      The general population these days, in 2336, hardly ever swore. In fact, they spoke as if they’d been born with sticks up their respective asses. Their speech and diction were precise and, sometimes, too formal. Considering Dane Lancaster’s brutal dictatorship, with its reintroduction of old morals and traditions, it was no surprise the general population were so mild-mannered when it came to expressing themselves. That aside, the dictatorship had been the primary reason people had hidden in stasis pods, opting to ride out the storm—and the very reason Quin had had a job.

      “But I empathise, and agree with you. I could use a little break myself.” Quin swivelled in his chair to face me with a cheeky tilt to his head, reminding me of a hyper little monkey. His eyes were a little wider than usual. “That service droid of mine is excellent at making empanadas. Took a while to program her, but I think I got it. Comes pretty close to the ones I ate in Chile. How about a nice bottle of chilled Pinot to go with it?”

      “Day drinking? I like the way you think.”

      I jumped out of my chair, glancing back to make sure my work was saved. Pulling out my personal unit, I tagged John and informed him I’d be having an early lunch with Quin, and that he’d better seek food elsewhere. I fell into step with Quin and marched out onto the small dining terrace nearby. There wasn’t any real threat of John coming by to poach food off us. He didn’t like Chilean food—too many beans and spices, he’d grumble—as it had become Quin’s standard diet with flavours of his homeland. But this marriage business meant checking in with each other, especially where food was concerned. I was getting much better at remembering these things.

      “I’ve been giving some thought to it—” Quin continued with our earlier discussion. He sat down, poured the wine, and had a few sips. He smacked his lips with a satisfied sound. “—the possibility that Fern—judging from her past behaviour—planned well-ahead and created a new identity for herself. We’ve spoken about this before, I know, but, if this were the case, then she would’ve liquidated all her assets and invested them into something long term and stable. Around the time she disappeared, before Dane Lancaster’s time, the world was becoming very unstable.”

      “Yep. You said so.” I understood Quin’s mind and his need to talk out loud, more to himself, to process things better. It made no difference if I spoke of other things while he processed—he could run parallel conversations and thoughts like a master juggler. “These are good. Better than those other things she made.” I crammed another meat-filled pastry into my mouth. “Better than those…poor-grenades…you know what I mean.”

      “Porotos granados,” Quin corrected me. “The records are a bit sketchy, especially from that time period. There’s no real way to track her financial movements then, when she was Dr Zara Sozanski. Most of the banks and organisations in operation at the time have either folded or erased those records.”

      “Because of the economic crash, right?” I felt proud I knew that. I’d been reading up on history, and we’d had this conversation before. I helped myself to another empanada, and chased a huge bite with some wine before speaking again. “And, according to history, before Dane came to power, most of the banks’ clients also hired specialists to have themselves erased from the records. Money was power then, and if you had it, people wanted it. To be anonymous saved lives.”

      “Mmm,” Quin agreed with a nod, picking at a corner of his pastry with a dainty nibble. “Even searching through the records of her so-called granddaughter is a bit dodgy. She was an ordinary woman, living an ordinary life. There are vague reports of a leading scientist—Sozanski—disappearing around May of 2203. That was only mentioned because of the work she did, and some of her publications. But it only made local news in Montreal.”

      Quin took another small bite, lost in thought. “Just over a hundred and thirty years ago? Mmm. In her previous stasis sleep, she programmed herself to awake in exactly one hundred years. And all her financials and her new identity were in place when she awoke. If she stuck to that modus operandi, then we should assume she programmed another hundred-year sleep. She awakens, becomes this new person she’s selected for herself, and goes straight back to work in her chosen field.”

      “We’ve been through all that as well.” I brushed crumbs from my fingers, took a slurp of wine, and sat back, full and satisfied. Doing a quick tally, I realised I’d eaten three empanadas to Quin’s one. “We’ve even researched all the new scientists of the last fifty years. Nothing—unless she’s successfully managed to change her race and gender. And we know she’s too frigging vain to do that…sorry.” I flicked a quick glance at Quin, who ignored me. “We’re just going around in circles. It’s getting us nowhere.”

      “Mmm,” he muttered again. “Or she may have extended her sleep. One hundred years to one hundred twenty, thirty…fifty. Or even another hundred. It’s not impossible. You’re living proof of that.”

      “I wasn’t out to make a point,” I replied, and screwed up my mouth. “Remember?”

      “Still. Between your time and the time when she re-entered her stasis pod, great advancements have been made. Stasis pod use had become stable—risky still, but stable. And if indeed she’s awake and living among us, she would’ve tried to contact you. Even if it was to only stare at you, she would’ve tried something. Made a ripple, at the very least, on our radars. You’re too well-known now for her not to know who you really are.”

      “Maybe she’s dead, then?” I had considered that possibility. But until I found a dead body, even if just remnants, I’d keep searching. “Look, this is getting us nowhere. We’ve been through everything twice, three times, and still nothing. She could be dead, alive—we don’t know.” I slumped in my chair.

      “Looking at the pattern, her psychological make-up, it’s her nature to go beyond the natural process. She’s out there, Josie. I know she is, and alive. She was recorded as being in her early seventies when, as Sozanski, she disappeared. That’s still very young, considering what she’s done to her body to prolong the aging process. And, if indeed she added new organs and pretty much cyborged herself, that could extend her life even more. If she’s not sleeping, not going past her previous hundred years, she’s most likely sticking to her habits. Yes, yes. We need to concentrate on the scientists, alive now, specialising in bio-fusion and genetics. She’s brilliant in that particular field. And even brilliant people stick to the things they know best. It’s a comfort thing, for their ego.”

      “We’ve checked out most already, and they’re all men. Fern’s good, but not that good that she can grow a dick and a pair of balls.”

      Quin scowled at me. “Persistence, Josie. When tracking someone who wants to be hidden, always assume everything you learn is not as it seems. Dig deeper and remove the layers.”

      I let out a dramatic sigh. “Fine. I swear, Quin. We’re on some kind of loop here. We had this exact conversation only yesterday.”

      “No, we didn’t. For example, we learn something new every day. It is possible to grow a dick and a pair of balls in this century. You can’t procreate with it, but it’s doable.”

      I gave him a deadpan stare. “Whatever!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I left Quin ruminating on his theory—not the dick and balls—and headed towards Adam’s quarters. Either Fern was still sleeping in a pod, out-doing her last sleep-session, or had quietly assimilated into normal society. I found the latter option difficult to fathom. Nothing was normal about Fern. Not anymore.

      Along the way, in my head I replayed the rambling video journal Fern had made when she’d been Dr Zara Sozanski. She’d become a manic psychopath. She was no longer my niece. Traces of the little girl I once knew were there, visible, but she was now a complete stranger. Alien.

      The woman had cloned herself—no, attempted to clone herself—by giving birth to herself. It was an abomination in the truest sense. And instead of the clone being a girl, she’d given birth to a boy!

      A shudder ran through me, just like one when I first found out.

      Fern was paranoid about aging; that much was true. And because I’d slept for years—centuries—in the basement cellar of her old farmhouse, my presence may have sparked the trigger that led her on her quest for immortality. She had been a very young girl, a toddler, but seeing me must’ve influenced her in some way. Then, much later, as a deranged mad woman, she had lived in that farmhouse again. She’d probably even given birth to her son right there, with me sleeping next to them. I don’t know, or could even begin to grasp how that made me feel.

      As I turned the last corner that would take me to Adam’s, I paused. Why was it I usually ended up at Adam’s when my mind needed clearing?

      John was never too keen on my friendship with his brother. After the incident at Scrap Yard, he’d contort in a conniption if he learned I’d been to see Adam. But he never forbade me.

      Without knocking, a habit I’d picked up from John, I entered Adam’s quarters. I found him in his usual place, on the stingy terrace overlooking the mountainside, which was forested with pine trees. He wore his dressing robe, though it was the middle of the afternoon. Adam’s sense of personal upkeep had somewhat diminished since his exile. He did, however, wash and dress immaculately for his evening meal, which he ate alone at a small table, sometimes talking to himself or to imaginary guests. I tended to avoid visiting around dinnertime; the sight of him eating alone disturbed me.

      The view from the terrace belied the fact that it was a sheer drop down. Only a lunatic would attempt to escape this way—or look down. Death was imminent, should one try to escape, and further ensured by the many booby traps and remote sniper guns that riddled the forest.

      Adam wouldn’t escape, nor would he ever try. Aside from the obvious deterrents, he had an immobilising fear of heights. And John had ensured Adam’s only view of the outside world was from the side of a mountain, and several thousand feet up.

      “Josie.” Adam half turned in his chair. “Always a pleasure.”

      Weariness slouched him. I could’ve sworn he’d aged in the last few months. But his eyes still twinkled with vibrant life and mischief at the sight of me. He was, I suspected, madly in love with me.

      “Adam.” I leaned against the terrace doorframe. “How goes?”

      I was no longer uneasy about asking how he was, considering his predicament. Though still fond of him, I’d steeled my heart towards his misfortunes, if they could be called that.

      He was still a murderer. While I may have tried to overlook that fact before, I couldn’t do so now. Not when I knew he couldn’t be trusted. And it didn’t matter he’d once saved my life.

      The sight of him also no longer pained me. Stooped and sallow-skinned, creased with wrinkles and grey before his time, Adam looked like an old man. Only ten years older than John, but by appearance alone he may as well have been thirty years his senior.

      “It goes as it always goes. And you?” He squinted an eye to inspect at me with that unnerving Lancaster trait. “You’ve done something to your hair. It’s shorter. Lighter.” A quick smile touched his lips. “I like it. But you, I can see, seem perturbed.”

      “I am.” I shrugged.

      “And rather annoyed at something. Or someone, maybe.” He raised a brow, making his resemblance to John even more pronounced. “I’d say me, but as I haven’t seen you in three weeks…”

      Since Quin arrived, I rarely found time to visit Adam. Of course, the real reason was because I no longer knew how to approach him, knowing he may have lied to me countless times in the past. But here I was, seeking his counsel when something bothered me.

      “Both. Something and someone.” I scrunched up my face. “The two are connected.”

      “Aren’t they always?” He indicated to the other chair, and I sat. Because of his fear of heights, his chair was pressed up against the wall, as far as possible from the ledge. Which wasn’t very far.

      “Adam, I know I’ve asked you before, and I’m sure John has too, but…the thing with Michael Ho…” I slid my eyes to him. “Were you involved?”

      Adam steepled his fingers together and brought them to his chin, his favoured thinking posture. Before his exile, Adam had been a successful strategist and had spent many hours a day in this manner, pondering and planning.

      “Josie, I could tell you any number of things, but something tells me you still won’t believe me.”

      “There you go again,” I snapped. “Skirting around the question, never answering. That alone tells me you knew all along what Ho was planning.”

      “I had an idea, yes. But of what he was actually going to do, no.” A stern expression formed on his face, but his voice never changed to show emotion.

      “Fine. So, Ho just happened to know, from sheer guesswork, that you were alive.”

      “It’s possible, yes.”

      Snorting, I stared at the view. A cool breeze wafted through the terrace, bringing with it a mild pine-scented aroma. Birds chirped in the distance, wary enough to know that to draw any closer to the building would only bring their deaths. As always, my thoughts flitted between centuries-old archival files on the computer and Fern’s demented visage. It was like a playback mantra, and I couldn’t shake it or focus otherwise.

      “Josie, what’s really bothering you?” Adam sighed. “Every time something upsets you, you bring up my involvement. It’s getting a little tiring.”

      “I do it to remind you what you are.” It came out sharp and cruel, like how John would’ve said it. My cheeks flushed hot with shame, and I expelled a hard breath and looked away.

      “Hmm.” Adam continued to watch me. “I am a murderer. I can’t change that even if I wanted to.”

      “Yes. You are.”

      We sat in silence for a long moment. Long enough for me to realign my thoughts, which were scattered.

      “Look, I can’t tell you exactly—you know that.” I waved my hand with annoyance. “It’s to do with my research into Margeaux’s…past.”

      “Is this what’s been keeping you busy, then?” Genuine surprise pushed up Adam’s brows. “I take it you’re not having much luck.”

      To some degree, Adam knew the connection. The only thing he admitted to ever knowing of Fern—Dr Sozanski—was what Ho had reluctantly told him a very long time ago. Or so he had claimed.

      “More or less,” I replied without enthusiasm. “And stupid dinner parties with stupid dinner guests who irk every last bone in your body.”

      “Growing weary of being the president’s wife already?” Adam grinned with mischief. “Who is it this time?”

      “Elena Greco,” I muttered with distaste.

      “Elena?” Shocked, Adam leaned closer with interest. “You are joking. She’s been allowed back in? What is she doing back?”

      “Irking every last bone in my body.” I glared at him. “Haven’t you been listening?”

      Adam laughed. “Josie, Josie. You needn’t worry about her. She’s like…fluff.” He waved his hands in circles. “Unimportant and insignificant. But I take it John’s noticed her…again.”

      “The whole fucking Citadel’s noticed her, what with her big tits and stretched face. I’m surprised it doesn’t tear cos it’s pulled so tight. And she’s done something to her skin. It’s too, too…perfect.”

      “Elena’s always been vain and drawn to things that enhance her vanity. Wouldn’t look twice at me, but then I was a sickly boy, lurking in the background. John, now, he noticed that she noticed, and then some. That girl had plans. Didn’t she marry that real estate mogul? What’s his name now…” Adam tapped his chin, thinking.

      “Divorced. Skinned him alive, I hear. Caught him with another woman. But I also heard she set it all up so she could crucify him.”

      “That would be like her.” Adam chuckled. “Did you know, after John broke it off with her, she tried to wriggle her way into Father’s bed? And when Father gave her the cold shoulder, she tried to make it look as if he’d been the one trying to seduce her. Little did she know Father was beyond reproach. And his bond to Mother was unquestionable. She’s such a devious little creature—Elena, that is. That was about the time she was banned from ever setting foot back here.”

      “’Til you offed your father.”

      “Quite.” The side of Adam’s cheek twitched.

      I meant it in loose humour, very loose humour. But obviously, I still couldn’t shake my deep-down thoughts regarding him.

      “Interesting, though,” I continued, as if I’d only mentioned the weather forecast was sunny and bright. “But, she’s up to something. I can feel it in my irked-up bones. She keeps pushing herself into John’s face. And the little twit keeps looking back at her!”

      If Adam wasn’t averse to touching people, he may have patted my arm in reassurance. He made a slight move as if to do so, before freezing. He cleared his throat while squeezing his hand into a fist a few times. “Don’t worry about John. He can, at the best of times, be rather obtuse. But he’s loyal and completely devoted to you. Nothing will sway that fact. He’s a lot like Father that way.”

      Turning to Adam, I smiled. “I know. Him, I’m not worried about. Her, on the other hand, I’d like to smash her perfect fucking face into a pile of fresh hot shit. Preferably from an elephant. I hear they’re enormous!”

      Adam grimaced, no doubt at the image more so than the vulgar choice of words. I’m sure his thoughts were about germs. He swallowed hard and his hands fidgeted, like he wanted to wash them, and he squeezed them into fists again.

      “Anyways,” I rolled my shoulders to ease the tension. “I didn’t come to talk about her. What I wanted to know, from a business angle, is: what sort of investments are the most stable? Long term investments, that is.”

      Frowning, Adam gave me a curious stare. “There are a number, from natural resources to funeral homes—that would be my personal favourite.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh, yes. Dying is very good business. And so long as there are people in this world, there is a need for a service, pardon the pun, to accommodate.”

      “Oh. Okay, but, seriously, what would you do? If, say, you wanted to leave it for your, umm, grandchildren, their children, any children after that. Like, making sure your descendants never had to worry about a penny.”

      “Well, there’s gold and other natural resources, though they are limited and hard to find these days. But if you had it, over the years their price would skyrocket. There are alternative resources, like, let’s say, food. People always need to eat. But common sense-wise, it would have to be property. In this shrinking world, property is gold. If you have it, and lots of it, you could make millions. Sit on it for a while, keep some of the choice spots or make sure they get sold off in increments to the highest bidder…there’s no telling how much you’d accumulate over the generations.” He puffed up, proud of himself, then frowned and gave me another curious stare.

      “Interesting.” I sat back, my mind working overtime. I needed to piece my thoughts together in some coherent way. “Okay. I gotta go.”

      “I hope I was helpful,” Adam asked, still watching me.

      I’d yet to stand and leave, instead, stared at the view. A light breeze lifted my hair, cooling my overtaxed mind. I nodded. “Yes, very. Thanks.” Then broke out in a wide grin. “Yes. Very helpful!” I jumped to my feet. “See you later, Adam.”
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