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      Josie begins her new life in the future as wife to the world president, John Lancaster. But all is not idyllic. A dangerous man from her past returns to wreak more havoc and destruction. Along with him comes a hostage, Josie’s great-niece seven times removed. The trade off—a keycode for the life of her niece.

      As revelations of Josie’s long-ago past begin to unfold, every question she has ever asked is answered. Together with John, she heads to the Scrap Yard, a cybernetics space station where a battle to regain control of the world’s droids begins.

      Can Josie save the life of her new-found niece? Will learning the truth about her family and her past really be enough to put the ghosts to rest?
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      “She’ll never make it as an operative.” Simon had his arm propped over John’s shoulder as they watched me recover from a stumble.

      “I heard that!” Pinwheeling my arms to regain my balance, I resumed my fight training. The two idiots were standing right at the edge of the training mat, scrutinising my every move like know-it-alls.

      “She’s my wife, not one of your lot,” John replied. “But you’re right. An operative she will never be. At least she’s honing her defence skills. Clumsy, but still…”

      “Well at least now she won’t second-guess her strength or abilities,” Simon continued. “A few months ago, she would’ve chosen to duck and run. Now she meets the threat head on. She’s finding her confidence or her ignorance.”

      “I’m right here, guys.” I aimed a punch at the sparring droid’s belly, but it dodged, and I missed. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “Her cover will stand though,” Simon muttered, a chuckle in his tone and still acting like I was invisible. “Honestly, what was I even thinking when I suggested she be an operative?”

      “Oh, come on. You know you like her. Why can’t you just admit it?” John said.

      “My old friend, your wife is crass, rude, nosy, and naïve as a child. But—incredibly—she’s managed to tame your brute heart and resurrect your fun side. And she has this uncanny superpower that makes you swoon like a girl. Something that was practically unheard of until she came to live at the Citadel. For that, she’s okay. Best pals? No.”

      I twisted my torso and pivoted into a lunge to complete a difficult counter-attack kick on the sparring droid. Upturning it with success, I then gave it a final crotch kick, and another, not that it mattered much to the droid. With a huff, I strode towards the two men.

      “Temper, temper,” Simon clicked his tongue, not quite masking the nod of approval at my performance.

      John smiled at me. “You didn’t want to stick your tongue out at it?”

      “Such restraint,” Simon smirked.

      “Tell that to the stupid fucking droid,” I retorted, out of breath. “And I just bet it was you who programmed that last fancy bit of arm-work.” I mimicked a series of hand movements, like a cartoon martial arts fighter. “Hah! But I beat it, so there.” I flashed John a wide grin and stuck my tongue out at Simon.

      Yanking a towel from a shelf, I scrubbed my sweaty face with enthusiasm. “What time is it?” I flung the towel over my neck and looked to John. “Isn’t it time to go yet?”

      “Almost three.” John smiled at the floor; head lowered in his usual manner, to hide his embarrassment from staring at me as he did. I usually teased him about if I ever caught him doing so, which was most times.

      “Enough time to get cleaned up, dressed, and transported to Toronto.” Simon, helpful as ever, grinned. “And scrub extra hard, with soap this time. You’re a bit smelly.”

      I rolled my eyes and snorted. “Well, at least I’ll smell clean at the end of it, unlike you, who’s just naturally stinky.” I huffed again. A lame retort, but I couldn’t let Simon have the last word.

      John suppressed a laugh and shook his head. Hooking an arm through mine, he tugged me into the elevator that would take us to the kitchen a floor above.

      “Come along, children,” John said. “We’ve also a little time to grab a quick bite before we head off.”

      “Does he really have to come with us?” I glanced up at John, who was a few inches taller.

      “Someone has to keep an eye on you.” He winked, squeezing my arm. “Two days is not long, but it’s long enough for you to get into all sorts of trouble.”

      I groaned loud and long, tipping my head back. “I promise not to get into trouble!”

      “Promises, promises,” Simon muttered from behind us. The elevator doors opened and we filed out into the large kitchen.

      One of John’s automated housekeepers, cleaning the cooking range, turned to offer us a polite smile. The thing was designed to look middle-aged with soft-features and greying hair, like everyone’s favourite aunt.

      I still wasn’t accustomed to having robots around, especially ones that looked human. Their waxy, artificial complexions and over-bright eyes put me off the most. With a scowl in place, I gave Crocker a wide berth before planting my backside on a kitchen stool. At least John’s name for the droid was amusing—his wry sense of humour in naming it after the legendary Betty.

      John instructed Crocker to provide us with refreshments and a light snack. With a small inclination of the head, Crocker obliged with cheer. I grunted with a sneer. I hadn’t spoken directly to any of John’s robots, yet, preferring to defer that task to him.

      “So,” I cleared my throat. “After the big do tonight…”

      Leaning against the kitchen counter, John glanced at me. “You’re sure?” And watched me for signs of distress.

      I nodded, but frowned.

      Three hundred years was a long time to wait to see one’s hometown again. It had changed. A lot. But I had to see it with my own eyes. Holographic images and pictures of the city was one thing, but to be there was another. It would be painful, knowing how much it had changed, and gone forever. But it was something I needed to do. Closure, a word I detested hearing and using even from my time, was what I really needed.

      Thoughts of visiting my hometown dredged up ancient memories, which had been circling my mind since John mentioned two weeks ago that he had a big gala to attend in Toronto. I’d known I’d revisit the place one day, but that “one day” had come far too soon. I was ready, but there were moments when I wasn’t so sure I could handle it. To me, it all seemed like the other day when I’d climbed into the stasis pod.

      I titled my head to John, who was giving me his Lancaster inspection. Watchful and worried, and a pinch, what? Annoyed? I returned it with one I hoped said “I’m fine”.

      John held my gaze a moment longer, then averted his eyes to the floor, clamping his lips together in his habitual way. “And, you know, I can only accompany you in the afternoon.”

      I nodded and flicked a glance at Simon’s square, angular face. Everything about Simon was straight and sharp, from head to toe—tall and proud, with the strong bones and face of a Viking. Short, cropped red hair hugged his scalp and matched his eyebrows. Paler lashes framed small, intense blue eyes. He was the light to John Lancaster’s dark and mysterious. Complete opposites.

      “I know. You said so. Meantime I get Thor-Igor here as a babysitter.” I snorted, scowling at Simon.

      He and John stood shoulder to shoulder in height. I knew from experience that both moved with lightning speed and lethal power. They had mastered the art of combat until it had become part of them. And the two were as devoted to each other as lovers, and then some.

      A frown creased between John’s brows. “And as I said before, I don’t think it’s wise to go to Prince Edward Island. There’s nothing there to see anyway. Your brother’s farmhouse…is gone.”

      Why not? I wanted to retort, but held my tongue. It would sound petulant and petty. “I know,” I replied, my tone flat.

      We had discussed and argued about it to no end, yet he kept reminding me. Prince Edward Island was where my brother and young family had once lived, on a farm, growing potatoes and producing alternative fuel for the island. The farm held some of my happiest memories. When I was there, the scent of the country, the idyllic lifestyle, and family moments squeezed my heart in all sorts of emotional ways. Everyone was happy, at ease and at peace. And alive.

      And PEI was also where my father had ended up secreting away my stasis pod. With me sleeping inside, right there in that dark, damp cellar amid bags of potatoes and stacks of jams and preserves. How and why I’d ended up there was a complete mystery. I’d probably never know, and tried hard to accept that. But like a splinter under the skin, it needled me, irritating and insistent. Why there? No one was alive now to tell me. My father, the underrated Dr Peter Bettencourt, had died, documented as killed under mysterious circumstances soon after he’d hidden me. But before his death, his research had been published, and pandemonium had spread throughout the scientific community. Suspended animation was doable, safe, and here to stay! All sorts of parties were for it, dishing out money and force to obtain it from Dad. And all sorts of groups were just as strongly against it.

      The fate of my brother and his family was another mystery, one I loathed to know, though like that splinter under the skin, curiosity tweaked incessantly, begging me to find out. Initial searches had come up empty. Had they also been murdered, or had they lived out their natural lives? Had the world’s economic downfall and famines affected them? Were their descendants still alive? Did I still have family? I wanted to know, and at the same time, didn’t. That place held many mysteries, and perhaps many clues too. The desire to go there was intense. But pointless.

      PEI was now home to one of the most sophisticated and ultra-secret defence posts for the Atlantic Basin, a facility run by the Lancaster government. What happened there stayed there. Operatives were trained at those facilities, becoming lethal and adept at their trade. A place loosely touted as being where I had come from—training-wise. Close enough to the truth, yet so wild and fictitious, even I had trouble keeping the “facts” straight. Posing as an operative had its downfalls when it came time to be truthful. So, I’d learned to keep my manner aloof and my mouth sealed shut. But that didn’t stop people from talking about me with keen interest.

      John continued to watch me with that all-seeing Lancaster stare.

      As much as it pained my heart, John was right. Nothing was there for me, nothing familiar. Prince Edward Island was military base, nothing more. Cold, stark, deadly and secret, and any trace or memory of what the island once was or had, was no longer.

      “I know,” I repeated. “I said I won’t go.” With a sigh, I looked away, inspecting my reddened knuckles.

      John gave my arm a light squeeze to bolster my spirits. He didn’t like to see me sad or troubled; it worried him. So I put on a brave smile for him.

      Crocker returned with a tray laden with small savoury treats, the meaty tang seasoning the air and made my belly somersault in anticipation. Taking them to a round table in a breakfast alcove overlooking a lush forest of mountain pines, the robot dished them out. With the table set, Crocker inclined her head and asked what we wanted for beverages. John ordered three mineral waters and followed me to the food—my stomach never failed to dictate my actions before all else. Food came first, always.

      “But I’m still going to my old neighbourhood,” I announced, stuffing a meat pie into my mouth. “I don’t care if it’s a hyper-super-whatever-mall, I want to see it. And I want to cruise up Yonge Street—at least that’s still there.”

      Once our hasty meal was consumed, I dashed into the shower to clean up. Before long, we were in the shuttle and heading to Toronto. Butterflies made a frenzied attempt at breaking loose in my stomach. I had to take discreet breaths to calm my nerves. I was really going back.

      The shuttle had been in the air not ten minutes and already Simon found some shit to fling at me and start an argument. John groaned and reclined in his seat. In a quiet corner at the rear of the shuttle sat Loeb, John’s aide. He was making a point of studying the speech John would give later. Whatever thoughts running through Loeb’s mind regarding me, never showed. He was always professional, his face neutrally bland. Loeb was fond of me, I could tell, but not in the icky way. Respectful. Professional. To Loeb, John and I were part and parcel of his job. He showed kind patience with me and exhibited immense tolerance towards my abrasive manner. I knew my cussing grated on his refined sensibilities. Loeb was almost a throwback character from centuries ago, like a butler or valet who saw and did everything, but never uttered a word about it or let it influence their personal opinions. A true gentleman.

      John ran a hand through his dark hair; he seemed distracted by it ever since it had been trimmed too short for his liking. The last time he looked in the mirror he grumbled, saying his scalp felt exposed, and made his widow’s peak spike up like a mountain. For all the gruffness he liked to portray, he was quite particular with his grooming regime. With his eyes closed and head resting on the seat back, he ran a palm over the widow’s peak, trying to flatten it. The sight made me smile and, without meaning to, my eyes drifted along his body. That tall and slender form, tapered like a diver’s physique, complemented his lithe and fluid movements, accented his keen predatory demeanour. John was the epitome of dark and brooding. Utterly comfortable in his own skin, and accustomed to the power he wielded as if it were second nature. But his manner and actions were always in check, deliberate, reined in to contain the wild elemental force within. John was consciously aware of and in control of his emotions. Attuned. But at times, he’d be afflicted with random outbursts, especially when something affected him so deeply that the only outlet was to roar. And roar he did. It was hard work being John. Who wouldn’t have a hissy fit now and then?

      All his life, he’d been observed with a mixture of loathing and awe. Being the grandson and son of two dictators didn’t help his image much. Because of this, he’d learned to keep his face in control, thoughts private, head bowed. Thirty-seven now, but beginning to show the strain and stress of leadership around his eyes and mouth. His brows, thick and dark, moved as if by their own design, expressing a multitude of emotions the rest of his face seemed incapable of expressing. And those dark hazel eyes, set deep in his face; I swore they glowed with a dark menace—predatory.

      When I first met him, his appearance had chilled me to the bone. He was a contradiction; gentle but wild, handsome yet marred, young and also, ancient. John was quiet by nature, accenting it by holding his head low, his thoughts secret. Private. He had a habit of compressing his mouth and it added to the intense persona he exuded. His complexion was pale, his nose small and a little upturned—delicate but brutally male. The sharp cheekbones and strong jaw, his combat-ready stance, these all embodied the fearsome presence that was John Lancaster.

      There was still so much I didn’t know about him. Every day I learned something new, whether good or bad—and he, I guess, learned likewise about me. To us, the other was as vital an element like oxygen. We rarely parted for extended periods—couldn’t. And if we did, remained in close contact with one another. We’d grown to depend on each other. A unit. If someone had ever asked me about love being so inseparable, I would’ve laughed it off and deemed it clingy. But now I was living proof that love like that did exist.

      And it was mine. He was mine. Who would ever have guessed⁠—

      What was Simon nattering on about now? Security?

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. You’re such an asshole, you know that?” I plastered on a frown and snapped back. That seemed an appropriate enough response, especially since he was scowling at me.

      Loeb cleared his throat with a closed fist to his mouth. People hardly, or just didn’t, swear in this stick-up-the-ass future. He’d been lightly briefed on my past; the key dates and damning facts having been omitted. As far as anyone was concerned, I was a pod-survivor from fifty years ago, just as the first Lancaster took control of the world. The story went that I’d been resuscitated and re-trained to serve as an operative for the current Lancaster. This would account for my crass, old-world behaviour.

      When Dane Lancaster ruled, he’d implemented a strict new law—death would ensue on breaking it—forbidding the use of expletives and other behaviours deemed crude and obscene. The porn industry must’ve taken a nosedive. The law enforced the proper use of language, including the instillation of old traditions of formality, etiquette and behaviour, and the resurrection of strong familial values that over the previous centuries had run askew. People were encouraged to report incidences where the rules weren’t followed. Usual fare, rat on your neighbour and all that glorious, tyrannical stuff. And now, generations later, old habits die hard.

      “Josie,” Simon grumbled, but obviously enjoying himself. “I’m not taking you to eat at some fast-food outlet. I wouldn’t even breathe the air around it. They serve nothing but poison in places like that—processed poison.”

      Oh, yeah. That was the argument. “I don’t care. It’s my stomach! And Fried City is still around. That’s fucking unbelievable.”

      “What is this obsession with food?” Simon frowned.

      “I do not have an obsession with food. And since when do you care about what I eat?”

      Despite my fretful manner, it touched me to know Simon cared. A traitorous smile pulled at the corner of my mouth before I hid it with an irritable snort. But his comment was somewhat true. Ever since waking up from stasis, I had been obsessed with food. I was hungry. Like, all the fucking time.

      John gave me a knowing wink before turning away. And Simon wasn’t all that guilt-free. He had a taste for the brutally vicious Venom Cocktail that he indulged in, and it bothered me like a fussy mother. It was known to render the drinker insensible for hours, and I’d once found Simon in such state with barely a breath to stir his chest. I’d freaked out, but then I made John swear he’d never tell Simon just how much I’d freaked. Simon and I had a special friendship based on insults and jabs, and so I struggled to fix my face to look annoyed.

      “If Aline heard you’d eaten some processed junk, she’d have a fit.”

      “Only if you told her, and I bet you’d love to rat me out. You tell her everything, even if I stub a toe! And the next thing I know, I’m hauled off into Casualty with a bandage the size of a motherfu⁠—”

      “And the security measures alone will be a nightmare—let’s not forget that aspect.” Simon cut me off before I could finish my rant. He then went on about some procedural drivel and having a fleet of his operatives needing to do a sweep of the surrounding areas several hours before, during and after, to ensure the safety of the president’s wife.

      “And don’t even think of hopping onto a public transport,” he warned with narrowed eyes.

      “Well,” I mumbled, “I wouldn’t do that. But don’t tempt me or I just might.”

      “Will you two just shut up?” John sighed from his seat. “Just listening to you both is giving me a headache. You’ve been acting like high-strung cats for the last few hours. Enough! I’ve got a function to prep for, so quiet, please.”

      For a final jab, I flipped Simon the bird.
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      My first official outing. In the three months we’d been married, this was the first time I was accompanying John to a public function. One with dignitaries and important people who acted like they’d never scratched their asses before. And the media.

      Touted as an arts expo to promote the unification of arts and culture across the world, John, as World President was scheduled to make a short welcoming speech, then officially open the one-week exhibition and festivities. Afterwards, a gala function that required me to mingle with the guests and dignitaries. I’d almost choked on my own breath when I’d heard what I had to do.

      For almost a year, I’d been safe, tucked away in the confines of the Citadel like a happy little introvert. And by safe, the kind where I could breathe easy and establish a regular bowel movement. Aside from quick and informal trips to the space station in Greenland—not that I was ever allowed to go off-planet—secret getaways in Britain and Germany, and a quick and necessary ordeal in Bali, this was the first time I’d left Switzerland in an official capacity.

      Two weeks prior, I’d been given the full crash-course in proper etiquette and the social skills expected from a woman in my position in the future I lived in. I’d failed miserably. Half listening and deaf from nerves, I’d flubbed my way through the proper responses required should a question be directed at me. Also on my list of required necessities was how to ignore the media and obtrusive individuals, how to talk about nothing at all and do so convincingly. And, most importantly, not to swear in public. The latter part was written in big, bold capital letters.

      I’d received a two-page agenda, hard copy for my benefit since my skills with the ever-popular Slide personal units were somewhat lacking. I mean, I was good with mobile devices from my time, but these new-fangled things required too many biometric obstacles to jump over before they even activated.

      On the list, each item, and there weren’t many, had detailed instructions of what was expected of me and what I was supposed to say and do. No variations unless in dire straits or threat to life.

      Fantastic! No pressure, right?

      According to the schedule, I was to appear in public with John for three events. Suffer through a photo opportunity with the press—solo—while the Home Guardian Foundation presented me with an honorary master key. I had been unanimously selected to be the figurehead representing their cause, which was for the protection, safety, and defence of home, families, and loved ones. I wasn’t required to say anything except, “Thank you, you are most kind,” and give a demure smile.

      Countless committees, boards, associations and groups wished for my presence and name. But it was my identity and who I was that intrigued the public more. I was a mystery woman who’d appeared out of nowhere and stolen the president’s heart. Some speculated I was an assassin, a deep-sleeper biding my time. Others lauded me for my amazing and daring feats—all exaggerated, of course—during the recent siege, and placed me on some platform like an idol. Had they known how scared shitless I’d been, winging through most of it, they might have reconsidered.

      And many still ogled at me like I was a deadly disease; a ghost brought back from the dead to raise havoc and mayhem the moment their backs were turned. A hideous abomination or pod-survivor, they’d whisper. But I still heard. It annoyed me sometimes, but I’d been learning to ignore it. After all, it was the truth.

      Abomination was a term used now to suggest anything that was unnatural. Like freaks of nature, a category into which I conveniently fell into with aplomb. But believe me, in this future, there was much that was unnatural. And I was as unnatural as they came, a well-preserved relic. While they didn’t know the absolute truth, a mere fifty-year pod-survivor still creased the edges of most people’s noses. If only they knew the truth!

      But whatever the situation, people still talked about me. And wanted to see me.

      John was adamant that I remain unseen as much as possible. He constantly feared for my safety. The less I was exposed to the public, the less chance of me being in harm’s way. And the less chance of him going catatonic.

      Once the official functions were dealt with, I would have some free time to do as I pleased, watched by none other than Simon. This of course didn’t mean I’d be free of the ever-watchful eyes of the media. Best behaviour at all times was the directive Simon had drilled into me in every other sentence during his detailed instructions about the events to come.

      My wardrobe also got a drastic facelift. I’d arrived at the Citadel with nothing more than a manky sweatshirt, oversized pants, and men’s running shoes. I’d soon progressed to a standard-issue uniform—designated for women detainees. Back then I was pretty much a prisoner. When my position changed from detainee to guest—honoured guest—my wardrobe changed again to a more casual selection of the current trendy modes of fashion.

      Now, as wife of the world president, my wardrobe had metamorphosed again into something quite foreign. Elegant evening dresses, sleek suits, and neat and tidy casual wear were just a few of the selections I had to choose from. But John insisted I maintain a more masculine persona while performing public duties to reinforce the perception that I was a former operative. Which, of course, I wasn’t. But he wanted me to look kick-ass and all business. Direct, strong, and unafraid was how I was supposed to be. Lethal, quick, and in control was what my actions and body language must portray.

      Ignorant, hyperventilated, and scared shitless was what I actually was—on a daily basis—when dealing with people outside my tight circle.

      So, borrowing the cool, calm, and sometimes cold manner John normally plastered on his face, I muddled through the first two of the three official duties required of me. I kept my features bland, my mouth shut, and head inclined to a twenty-degree bow, like John, and watched, with minute care, everything and everyone around me. John usually stood two feet to my right and Simon two steps behind us both. En garde!

      I wore a special evening dress made for the gala function. The dress, a halter-top for wardrobe security and in case of combat, moulded to my body in a simple and elegant column. Made from a lightweight black fabric I’d never seen before, with muted silver trimmings to keep the subtle theme of militant authority and power.

      I was also armed to the teeth with weapons, a body-shield, and at least two explosives were tucked into my pinned-up hair. The stiletto heels of my shoes each concealed a refill cartridge for my Snare Gun 3 that was holstered above my left knee.

      The design of the dress was to John’s exact specifications, including the fact he’d insisted it expose my scars. Along my right shoulder was a network of still-pink scars from the explosion, and peeking up from my side, the wicked straight line from a throwing disc. Both were marks left from times I saved John’s life. He was proud of them, as was I.

      Secured to my left wrist, in a sleek black holster made to look like an elegant cuff-bracelet with intricate designs in muted silver and gold, was my krima stick—my lightsabre as I called it. I never left home without it. It was the one weapon I knew well and used well. And it gave me the greatest sense of comfort and security. I didn’t care who saw me with it, nor did I try to hide it. After all, were it not for the krima, I wouldn’t have been alive. People knew this, saw this, and looked at me with a certain amount of awe, if not respectable fear. It kept them at a distance.

      The krima; it was me, like a trademark.

      The krima, short for eskrima stick, was a derivative of an ancient Filipino stick-fighting weapon. About two or three feet in length, back then they used it with skill and blinding speed to bring down enemies in close-range combat. The modern krima was vastly modified and modernised. About seven inches in length and thick enough to hold with ease, it used contained laser beams that shot out over a foot from both ends, making it a lethal and destructive weapon. It sliced through flesh and bone as well as some solid materials with precision and efficiency. It was effective, to say the least. These were the standard versions. I had a compact, mini-version that shot out three-and-a-half-inch beams on either side. Even the handle was smaller, thinner, and easier to hold.

      John was also weaponised, though he preferred Snare Guns, or his own two fists, as opposed to the krimas. And I didn’t even want to know what Simon was packing.

      Loeb was also well-equipped. Aside from his duties as personal aide to the president, Loeb had been trained as a Second Level operative. He sometimes served as Simon’s second-in-command during public outings like this. He was one of Simon’s shadows, though Simon didn’t need any help. Simon was, after all, a First Level. And First Levels rarely needed any assistance.

      I greeted a blur of dignitaries and guests, giving them curt nods. Loeb murmured their identities into my ear. There was no handshaking, in case of contact explosives or poisons. I was then directed through the sea of people to a more secure area of the large reception hall. John’s firm grip at my elbow kept me close to him, yet he positioned himself so that with one quick pull, he could catapult me straight at Simon, who stood behind us, and then on to safety.

      John was also a First Level. Both he and Simon could move like the wind, sail through the air defying gravity, and blend into the scenery as if they belonged there. They were lethal and adept, and legendary in their own right.

      Their training was Bushi, warrior-class, based on the ancient Japanese art of Bushido. It was the code they lived by, as did many others in this century. Definitely a different world to the one I’d known. People fought for their lives with skills learned from childhood and thought nothing of it. This was a way of life—fight to survive. Literally. And ninjas were real.

      Death and danger ruled our lives; it had been so from the day John and I had met. Now was no different from back then, except I’d become more accustomed to the daily threats, if that were at all possible. My brief and rushed training in self-defence had taught me the extreme basics of survival and combat, but the constant fear and uncertainty was still something that froze me to the core when I least expected it.

      Could a person ever really get used to it? Looking at John, with his calm and cool composure, I supposed one could. But he was born into a life already riddled with danger and threats. He’d been conditioned to it from birth, unlike me, who’d been thrown into this life by the circumstances of my fate.

      But would I hesitate to dispense the lethal knowledge I’d acquired? No. Not for a moment. It definitely was a different world from the one I’d left behind. And I had also changed.

      John directed us to a spot close to the approved and designated exit, located behind a large potted palm. The secure area was crammed with operatives: two posed as invited guests while another three stood at their posts near the exits, severe expressions on their faces. They wore black suits with red trim, the mark of Simon’s Elite team. On their faces they wore near-transparent headgear and goggles that monitored and screened every miniscule movement and individual around.

      With our backs turned to them, we watched the flow of people. Loeb and Simon stood in front as a buffer. People came and went in a reserved manner, greeting us formally. I let John do the acknowledging while I stood composed, aloof and cold to any who saw. I was grateful John had insisted that I shouldn’t have to speak or behave like some demure and charitable wife of a president. He wanted me to portray power and disdain to keep the simpering politicians and tagalongs at bay. It worked.

      Death and danger lurked everywhere in our lives, and today was no exception. Regardless of the tight security measures and screenings, danger still managed to slip through. Already some scuffle had taken place during our arrival. And in the distance, I was pretty sure I heard the pop of a firearm, followed by a yell.

      And then…just when I thought I was getting the hang of this president’s wife thing, and the gala event was going smoothly, a portion of the glass-domed roof broke away like the crashing of a massive crystal chandelier. The resounded crack muted the initial explosion that preceded it, and then showered us with tempered glass and metal fragments. I stared at it agape, then found myself being propelled behind John, caught deftly by one of Simon’s men, and pushed sideways into the arms of another. I had enough time to register people screaming and chaos erupting before exiting and standing with one of the Elites in a quiet corridor. He spoke rapidly to someone through his headgear.

      John, Simon, and Loeb joined us seconds later. John grasped me by the arm, his brow knitted and lips a thin line. “Time to go.” John’s tone was clipped. “You’d better cancel your tour tomorrow.”

      Did he sound pleased when he said that? I couldn’t be sure. Ignoring my plans for tomorrow, I matched his stride as we walked along the corridor to another exit, and then into a waiting transport vehicle.

      “What just happened?” I asked.

      “Clumsy saboteurs,” Simon said helpfully as we hopped into the vehicle.

      What the vehicle was, I wasn’t sure. It resembled a tank with the interior of an air shuttle and the speed and agility of a Formula One race car. It rumbled to life and sped off.

      “It’s just an arts expo. Why would people want to sabotage it? What’s the point?”

      “Takes all kinds to cause a stir.” Simon chuckled. He was so used to danger, to the point he no longer flinched at these minor disturbances. “The local police can handle it. Nothing to do with us.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Simon and John had once headed the world unit for counter-terrorism. They had been a deadly combination, shutting down and eliminating many organisations. Whatever they’d done to achieve this goal, they never said, nor did I care to know. So a simple aerial disturbance with an unclear cause was nothing to raise a brow over. It was business as usual.

      “But just to be on the safe side,” John said from beside me, already leaning back into his seat and getting ready to enjoy the ride back to our hotel, “you’d better stick close by tomorrow.”

      “I heard you the first time,” I snapped back.

      John flicked me an annoyed glance and then looked away, working his mouth into a line. “I’ll take you myself another time. I promise,” his voice low, so only I could hear, but he wouldn’t look at me. He glowered at the floor instead.

      I glared at him for a moment longer than necessary. “I’ll be holding you to that—you can be sure of it.” Then, I settled back into my seat, snaking my hand out to hold his.

      Pesky little saboteurs or not, they still rattled my nerves.
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      Josie lay next to him in bed. She’d tossed and turned most of the night with a fretful and annoyed spike to her manner. She was disappointed; he knew that. Revisiting her city had been the highlight of the entire trip. Sleep eluded her now, and she grumbled into her pillow.

      John grunted his displeasure with each of her restless tosses. He said nothing. To say anything now would start another of their raging arguments. They didn’t argue often, and like most couples it was about the usual things, only their arguments were notably…notorious. Also, he hadn’t quite forgiven her for snapping at him like an ill-tempered horse.

      He told himself it was because Loeb had been there to witness it, and Josie should’ve used some measure of discretion. But that wasn’t it at all. He wasn’t accustomed to being spoken to so abruptly. No one ever dared speak to him in that manner.

      Until Josie.

      Besides, John thought, any argument now would be pointless. He knew well enough that she knew it too. But it was her nature to gripe about things, if only to prove a point. Very childish, in his opinion.

      “All right,” he said, knowing she was awake. “I’m sorry. But you know the situation. A disruption during the gala with us both present is just too close for comfort. For you to then go gallivanting around the city would be plain lunacy. You know that, don’t you?” He stared up at the dark ceiling, imagining what her expression would be like. Murderous was the first thought that came to mind.

      Josie sighed and rolled onto her back. “Of course I know that. Don’t speak to me as if I’m a child. I’m not stupid. I know all that security shit. I’m just upset, is all. Disappointed.” Her tone suggested she was about to start, or was already, pouting.

      “And I said I’ll take you once things quiet down. Maybe in a couple of months, we’ll come unofficially. Under the radar.”

      “I know. You promised.”

      John flinched. It sounded too much like an accusation. Choosing to ignore it, his mind flicked to other things. Rolling to his side, he propped his head on his hand.

      He had to remember Josie wasn’t like most women. She had survived three hundred years in suspension and came out of it looking like death. Jerked away from a safe and peaceful world and dropped into what for her must be a nightmare. She’d been kidnapped, threatened with death by fanatical extremists, suspected of being a terrorist and then marked for assassination. She’d even stepped before an exploding human-bomb to save him and herself, had to kill people, and then she married him and was thrown, yet again, into more dangers.

      Me. The thought always made him swell with joy and pride. Warmth. And terror. John Lancaster, the World President of the United Europe and Americas. Before her, he was just a humble man, uncertain of many things. She had chosen him and, finally, seemed at peace with her new life. Connected, belonging. Happy.

      But the mysteries of her past assaulted her sanity. Being here must not be easy for her, so close to her original home, yet centuries away. He needed to remember that. He needed to be more understanding.

      “Again. I’m sorry.” John reached tentatively to touch her stomach. “So, can we just go to sleep? Our shuttle leaves first thing in the morning. And I never said you were stupid.”

      “Yes, you have. Countless times.” There was no sarcastic bite to her words. She wriggled up closer, then turned her back to him and jumped. “What the fuck is that?”

      “Hmm?” he murmured. His proud erection poked her back.

      “Don’t you ever get tired?”

      “Well, I figured if you weren’t sleepy and keeping me up—pardon the pun—we might as well make the most of the night. Dawn is still a long way off.”

      Josie giggled and snuggled closer. He pulled her firmly to his body. It was fast, hard, and desperate, the frustration of the day working its way out, and what they both needed now. Afterwards, they lay still tangled, breathing heavily and clinging to one another.

      “I’m sort of glad not to see it just yet.” Josie’s voice was hoarse, ragged from the exertion. His arm draped over her ribs rose and fell with her heavy breathing, her heart thundering against it. “I don’t know why. Maybe I’m a little scared to see it again.”

      “It’s changed quite a bit. You’ve seen the old archive images.” John kissed the back of her neck and gave her a light squeeze. He was close to dozing off; the scent of her body furred his mind. He willed himself to pay attention, but it was a losing battle. Even his speech slurred.

      “That it has.” Josie sounded distant. “Would you go back if it were you? To see?”

      “Yes, I would.” He ran a hand over her shoulder. “And you want to. I know you. I’ll be there with you when you’re ready. You won’t have to reminisce on your own.”

      “I know.” She made a contented noise. “I know.”

      John drifted into a sweet sleep, spurred by the exertion of sex and the comfort of Josie’s body next to him, her scent drugging him. His dreams were light, happy, about his parents, his siblings, with much laughing, and having a meal at their dining room table. Curled in his lap was Hissy, his kitten, purring as he fed her bits of food from his plate. He was giggling at something and he wanted to keep doing it. It was so nice to just laugh…

      A sharp ding invaded his senses, waking John with a start. The remnants of the dream lingered, a half smile still on his face. Beside him, Josie muttered something that sounded a lot like the smallest animal in a litter. It confused him, since Hissy was quite small.

      “Who’s a runt?” John shook his head to clear it. He could’ve sworn he’d only rested his eyes for a minute. “What?”

      “Fucking doorbell,” Josie growled into her pillow.

      “Who is it?” he called out, knowing only Simon would dare ring so late at night. He was up in a flash, stepping into his pants. Something urgent must’ve happened for Simon to come calling. He gave Josie a quick glance, waited for her to cover up with the sheets, then opened the door.

      Simon’s body was tense, and a dour look twisted his face as he pressed a hand against the doorframe. John nodded and stepped aside for his friend to enter. Josie muttered some more and struggled with the covers, tucking them securely about her.

      “We have a situation,” was all Simon said.

      “Shit,” Josie gripped her stomach and stared at Simon. “How many times have we heard him say that before something fucking horrible happens?”

      “Michael Ho.”

      After a moment’s silence, John ran a hand through his hair. “Where?”

      “Direct link to us. He wants to talk.”

      “What the fuck for? He’s still alive?” Josie blurted. Her face contorted with fear. “I thought he was supposed to be dead.”

      “Never confirmed—just suggested.” John’s chest froze at the sight of her face. He would use everything in his power to make sure no harm came to her. “Did he say what he wanted?”

      Simon shook his head. “We’ll find out in the morning. I’ve prepped everyone and the shuttle is ready. We leave in one hour.” He looked at Josie with a wink and a click of the tongue. “I suggest you get dressed, but I’m sure the media wouldn’t mind you naked. Personally, I’d rather see a warthog having a crap while standing in a fly-infested cesspool.”

      Josie snorted, throwing her middle finger at him. She gathered up the sheets and headed straight to the ensuite bathroom.

      Simon plucked at John’s arm to stop him. “He also wants to talk to Adam.”

      “Does he now?” With slow, deliberate movements, John pulled a jersey over his head and smoothed it over his body, contemplating. “Now, I wonder why?”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “What time is he meaning to chat with us?”

      “Nine.” Simon flicked a glance at his watch. “More than enough time to get back.”

      Josie padded out, dressed and ready. It didn’t take her long to throw on a sweatshirt, pants, and soft shoes. She held a large bag that contained all her other clothes and toiletries. She travelled light. John loved that about her.

      “I heard. I thought no one knew about Adam’s circumstances.” Josie dropped the bag by the door and walked back to the bedside table to retrieve her personal unit, a new model Slide, which she dropped into her pocket. John had only just given it to her, and she had yet to work out all its functions.

      “Which means either there’s a leak or Adam has been in contact,” Simon replied.

      “Whichever it is, I intend to plug it up,” John answered through his teeth.

      “How can there be a leak?” Josie hoisted the bag onto her shoulder, ignoring John’s extended hand and offer to carry it for her.

      “People talk, they see things, no matter how careful we are,” John said. “I will find out.”
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      Adam Lancaster was a sick man. He’d been sick all his life. For as long as he could remember, he was either in a hospital or confined to a bed, receiving treatment after treatment until his body and mind no longer focused on it. He could remove himself to another place, a different plain of existence where no pain existed, no suffering. A place where he alone was in control.

      He’d done that once. What had followed was a madness that almost killed him and his family. And it had made him murder his own father. A poor excuse, the reason to kill, but it was so and couldn’t be undone.

      He was a very sick man.

      Adam blinked a random memory away, took a breath, and concentrated on calm. The last few months in exile seemed to be bringing out his melancholy side. Drawing it out for days on end, he ran the risk of becoming morose. That was a weak trait. But he had far too much time now to reflect on what could have been, should have been. Some days, he was certain his mind was confused and playing tricks on him.

      Ironic, since it had been his mind that had made him successful. Alas, such was the existence of a man in exile. He was no better now than when he lay sick in bed as a child, with nothing but endless time at his disposal.

      Did he regret what he’d done? Yes. The thought of what he’d done sickened him. What was it that drove a son to kill his own father? Greed? Power? Envy?

      No. Sickness, he reminded himself. Or perhaps it was hate, plain and simple.

      Be honest, Adam. I did it because I wanted to.

      And then he’d killed again because he’d had to, that day when the boy who became Uron Koh killed his own father, Lorcan, who’d been Josie’s protector. And then Koh had turned his sights on Josie, intent on killing her. Adam had had to kill the boy, stop him. To stop the madness that created the madness. Both he and Koh had killed their fathers. How poetic. And sick.

      Adam’s mind swirled with images and voices, bright slashes of colours and sounds. Confusion plagued him, and at the same time, calmness and clarity buffered the sharp edges.

      Too much time to think.

      Penance? A little atonement? No. Punishment.

      This is my purgatory.

      And it was all the above. He paid for it now, and welcomed it with a certain pride.

      I am proud. He straightened his posture a bit. When nothing else was left, pride was the one thing they couldn’t take from him. Whatever he’d done, he’d always done it with determination and pride.

      And acceptance.

      He’d accepted the fact he was sick and found ways to work around it, to use his mind. He’d accepted he wasn’t suitable to lead the world, and had chosen to follow a different path, using his mind. It was the strongest part of his body. He trusted his mind more than he did his heart. His heart confused things, made him weak and vulnerable—tempted him.

      His heart was in love and it shamed him, weakened him. It had been his heart that had brought him back to the Citadel. He was a fool. A sick fool. To think a woman like her would ever return his love. He knew better than to indulge in such wishful thinking.

      Yet he pined for her.

      And hoped. His heart kept tricking his mind with promises.

      From the first moment he’d seen her, she had stolen his heart. Wrenched it apart and twisted it like a giant clawed hand. She hadn’t known who he was then. He’d been a mere shadow, a figure in the dark, a frightful lurking menace.

      But he saw her.

      And his world stopped making sense. He had to follow her, and when he did, it led straight into the waiting arms of honesty and retribution. And now he was trapped. He’d convinced himself to play it out and see where it led. After all, he’d done wrong, he knew that. Life in exile wasn’t so bad, considering what the alternative could’ve been. Death was something he wasn’t yet ready for. He’d played his brother well, knowing John’s mind well enough that he would stay the executioner’s hand.

      Confessing to the conspiracy to overthrow the government, and to murder, hadn’t hurt Adam as he’d thought it would. In fact, it was liberating. He had a new clean slate to work with now. But, as with most confessions, his had come too late. She was already in love with John.

      Now she was married—untouchable. Adam would never dream of acting on his thoughts or desires. To do so would somehow stain and dirty the image he had of her, tarnish the pedestal he’d put her on. She was pure, she was light, she was a mystery; like a diamond with a multitude of gloriously lit facets.

      His mind had accepted this fact, but his heart still betrayed him each time he saw her. As it betrayed him now when a broad smile touched his face as Josie walked through the door and greeted him.

      She’d become a lot like John now, Adam mused. Like not knocking, and it seemed, doing so on purpose. She used to announce herself, but no longer. And it was so like her to ignore what people thought of their friendship. Especially John, who strongly disapproved.

      Adam was a prisoner, in exile within his own country. His sole purpose was to be sequestered, used only for his mind when called upon. He had been a strategist and was good at it. But to date, he still hadn’t been called upon.

      Another requirement of his exile had been to assist with the rehabilitation of those injured or maimed during the siege. But he’d found his phobias prevented him in the task. He did try, very hard, but it left him ill and useless. His sister, Aline, had intervened but John remained silent. Adam no longer existed to him.

      Josie visited often, or as often as she could. He knew it disturbed her still that he’d killed his own father and betrayed John. Lied. They never spoke of it, yet it hung over them like a dark, suffocating cloud. He was glad for it, as it allowed him to keep his distance. And he knew she would never cross over that particular bridge.

      She belonged to John. Untouchable.

      Adam watched Josie striding into the room. Something had upset her, judging by the twist of her mouth and the thin line between her brows, the briskness of her gait. How well he knew her, her mannerisms. She occupied his mind almost every hour of the day, and even infiltrated his dreams.

      “How was your trip? Did you see everything you wanted to?” Adam asked. He would’ve touched her, but his obsessive-compulsive disorder would not let him comply, and she was still riddled with unfamiliar germs. Instead, in his mind, he hugged and kissed her.
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      “We had to cut it short,” I replied.

      Adam cocked his head, giving me the all-seeing Lancaster inspection. My face must’ve given me away. I smiled, quick and fast, but it didn’t ease the tension in my jaw.

      I glanced about the room in a wide sweep, a habit I’d started to ensure all was safe and secure and the exits clear and easy to reach. This was Adam’s private rooms, located in the Citadel’s southern sector in an ultra-secure and out-of-the-way annex to the west of where John and I resided. Adam’s small apartment looked out on a glorious view of the mountainside with a stingy glimpse of the famous Doucet Falls.

      The apartment itself was simply furnished. Basic. He wasn’t allowed the use of any communications devices or equipment. In fact, he’d been forced to live like a monk with nothing but his own company. Not even books or games to pass the time.

      Aline visited almost as often as I did, sometimes bringing food and small treats. We were his only visitors. Sometimes John walked in with the intent of consulting Adam’s intricate mind or to question him regarding the straggling members of the group who had tried to overthrow the government. But it never panned out that way. He’d stare at his sick brother with a stony expression, then walk right back out. That was the extent of Adam’s contact with the outside world. And even then, we weren’t supposed to talk about current events in any detail.

      “What is it?” Adam asked with a slight frown. “I know you didn’t come here to talk about your trip. That would be too divulging.”

      “They’re coming by soon to see you. I told them I wanted to give you a heads up, so you could get dressed and be ready. I know how you love surprises.” I pushed up a shoulder, remembering John’s sullen face when I told him I wanted to see Adam before the appointment with Michael Ho. He wasn’t pleased, but he didn’t ask why. He’d stopped questioning my reasons for wanting to continue a friendship with his brother. Honestly, I didn’t even know why I was drawn to Adam. Maybe I felt sorry for him. Or maybe because, like me, he was an outsider—had become an outsider.

      “I sense trouble.” Adam extended an arm, offering me a seat in one of the terrace chairs.

      Adam preferred to spend his days on the terrace, gazing out at the view. It was lush and green now as the last breaths of summer bloomed across the Swiss Alps. Snow, brilliantly white, capped the mountains, and I imagined the air to have the crisp, clean bite of coolness with a tang of pine needles. The weather screens were up to buffer the UV rays and purify the air, but they didn’t spoil the pristine view in the least.

      Not yet seven in the morning, Adam lounged in his robes. Whether early or late, solitary confinement had somewhat diminished his strict wardrobe habits, making him spend half the day in his sleepwear before he showered and made himself ready for evening. Dinner was something he made sure to be properly attired for—despite eating alone.

      Ignoring the chair, I propped against the wall of the terrace, plucked a leaf from a trailing vine and stared at Adam. How best to broach the subject?

      Fuck it. Just rip the bandage off. “How does Michael Ho know you’re here?”

      Adam’s eyes widened a smidgeon. “I don’t know.”

      He sat as if the wind had knocked him, pale and sallow. Over the months of confinement, he’d lost more weight, causing his already stooped shoulders to curve inwards. Adam, ten years older than John, now looked closer to thirty years his senior. His once sparsely greying dark hair, so much like John’s, had turned lighter with silver. The face, also like his brother’s, but longer and more elegant, was now hollowed and creased with stress lines around his mouth and forehead.

      “Has he been spotted?” he asked. “I would have sworn he’d been killed.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      I watched Adam. I knew his mannerisms and habits enough to know he was just as surprised as us about news of Michael Ho.

      Glancing about his spartan rooms, I knew he had no device with which to transmit messages. The fact that the entire area was shielded with a signal jammer, also compounded this. He wasn’t even allowed paper or writing materials. Yet he was allowed free access to sharp utensils like cutlery and glassware. Perhaps to help him self-terminate, should he wish to do so? It would ease the problem and burden of keeping him sequestered like the deep, dark secret he was.

      John knew Adam would never resort to self-termination. It meant that to commit the act, he’d have to bleed, hurt, or suffer. And with Adam’s phobias and quirks, he wouldn’t like any of those options. He would choose poison over anything else. But even that would mean he had to either ingest something foreign that wasn’t food, stick himself in the arm or breathe something noxious. Adam was already his own prisoner, the apartment merely the vessel he existed in.

      “He’s asked for you—by name.”

      Adam frowned and cocked his head with a jerk. “Me? But he doesn’t even know the real me. I was always careful to disguise myself. And I’m sure Uron—I mean, Max—did not divulge my secret to him. Ho was just a pawn. An important pawn, but dispensable all the same.”

      “I know what your answer will be, but I have to ask. You know John will, too.” It was a little uncomfortable thinking of it, but I knew it needed saying.

      “I did not contact him. How could I?” Adam spread his arms with a dramatic flair. “The fight has left me, Josie. You know that best of all.”

      I nodded. He sounded deflated, tired. Like a resigned young man living in a shrivelled old body. A body worn and beaten from sickness…and shame.

      “John thinks there’s a leak.”

      “He would think that. He may be right—oh, a problem to solve!” Adam widened his eyes. An alertness shot through him and I imagined his quick mind darting erratically, his blood pumping with excitement. He loved to solve problems. It was something he was good at. And lying.

      “But from where, Adam? Everyone’s been so careful. People think you died that day. And there’s only the droids securing this area. Even if you’ve been seen, no one really knows or remembers what you look like, or will even think you’re John’s brother.”

      “Droids can be hacked.” Adam shrugged. “And as I recall, Max used a lot of techs geniuses to help him get into this place. Quite a few of them managed to escape, true?”

      “True. That’s why I don’t trust those fucking things,” I muttered.

      “Josie!” Adam flinched, and swallowed.

      That I cursed like an outdated pirate always upset him. Adam knew I was a pod-survivor, though not the full truth. It was the one thing John insisted I never reveal to Adam. Knowing what Adam was like, I agreed, but sometimes I forgot myself. To keep a secret like that is kind of hard, especially when the handful who did know, were the those who I interacted with most often. Besides Simon, Aline and her partner Rand knew, and so did Trudi. Of the four others who also knew the truth, three were dead.

      “Sorry. You know what I mean.” I moved to pace the confines of the terrace. The tension had permeated to the rest of my body and I had to walk it off. “But can they access the droids here?”

      “Anything is possible. The Citadel is the most secure place in the world, yet it was broken into and taken under siege. John weeded most of the infiltrators, and we know some managed to slip through his fingers. Max had a long time to prepare for his day in the sun. Some could still be living among us. The leak could come from inside. Or…” Adam appeared to be mulling over an interesting thought. “Or Ho could just be bluffing. Guessing. Whatever he is, he isn’t stupid. I think maybe we should insist I’m dead—call him out and frustrate him. Confuse things a bit. Make him uncertain.”

      “And is that the mind of a strategist at work?” John’s cool voice came from behind us.

      Man, that was annoying. I groaned. John had the stealth of a ninja cat.

      Adam sighed and turned in his chair. “Good morning, John.”

      With a stiff nod, John inclined his head. His mouth was pressed into a thin line, and his jaw flexing over something as if bitter. He would not look at Adam, and dropped his head, lower than usual, like a bull about to charge. Something angered him, probably me for wanting to give Adam a heads up before the meeting. We’d had a brief argument earlier. John had wanted to catch Adam unawares, to see his reaction for himself. But for some inexplicable reason, I wanted to tell Adam first. Maybe out of obligation. He did save my life.

      “You have to admit, what he suggests makes some sense,” I said from beside Adam, watching as John worked to control his agitation.

      “And as he implies, Ho is not a stupid man. If he wants to talk to Adam, then he must know he lives. And if, by showing off Adam, he tells us what it is he wants, then that’s what we will do.” John directed a cold glance at his brother. “This isn’t a game we play here.”

      “Isn’t it?” Adam gave his brother an airy shrug. “Everything is a game. We just have to know the rules…and bend them to suit.”

      “Get dressed.” John turned his back on his brother and cast his dark eyes on me. I gave him my best “whatever!” smirk and had the pleasure of seeing him momentarily falter. He cleared his throat. “We’re going sub-level to meet with Ho.”

      Adam obliged, but not before huffing out a sigh. He gave off the appearance of someone who’d become quite accustomed to life in solitude, and leaving it was nothing short of an annoyance.

      “What?” John kept his voice low and with a challenge in his tone.

      “Nothing.” I raised a brow, noting the coldness in his voice; it seemed to match the mood he was in. I realised there was still a great deal to learn about my husband. His moods could turn in the blink of an eye, sometimes for no apparent reason. His mood earlier, after our disagreement, seemed milder than what I saw now. Either his glower had improved over time or something more had happened since then.

      “You know, you speak to him like he’s a piece of shit,” I continued.

      “I no longer trust him,” he replied, as if that explained everything.

      I made a derisive noise. “He’s still your brother. He lives alone like a fucking shut-in and he said he was sorry. Can’t you see the regret on his face? How sick he is? He needs help, not your scorn.”

      John sighed with something like impatience.

      This was an argument—a sore point—we replayed over and over again. It varied slightly with each venting, but it was never resolved. Today, it held a note of finality. And from the black mood John was in now, it seemed he wanted it done. Over with. He obviously hadn’t gotten over the sting when I’d insisted on seeing Adam before the meeting with Ho. We hadn’t had a raging fight over it, only a mild disagreement, but I’m sure it felt like a slap in the face to him. Like a betrayal.

      John regarded me with a cold glower, then paced the small living area once, twice, his jawline hard. He stopped. “I forget sometimes how young you are, innocent and impetuous, if those are the correct words for your…naiveté. You still see the good in people, at least, good enough they can be forgiven from whatever evils they’ve committed. Forming a friendship with Adam, however odd it is, to you, it’s the most natural thing in the world. I commend you for that. It’s an admirable and genuine trait to have, and the main reason I fell in love with you. But it blinds you to dangers.”

      John turned away in annoyance. “Yes. He is my brother, unfortunately. That cannot be changed. But I no longer care to hold any ties with him. You know where I stand on the matter. Why are we even discussing this?”

      “No reason,” I snapped, bringing John’s attention back to me. Wow, his words stung. “At least you still have a brother.”

      John flinched. “This isn’t about you.”

      “I never said it was.” I levelled my eyes on him. “It’s all about you and how you can’t forgive your brother. Okay, it’s a big thing to forgive, what he did, even though he’s sorry. But forgive me if I want to maintain some form of contact with him. You seem so bent out of shape by me even speaking about him—let alone visiting him. For fuck’s sake, he saved my life, remember? I owe him a friendship, at the very least.”

      John compressed his mouth and looked away. “I haven’t forgotten. How can I?”

      He could never forget something like that. Not John Lancaster. And it was the one reason—the only reason—his brother still lived. Under normal circumstances, Adam would’ve been tried, then immediately executed, for treason, conspiracy, and patricide and whatever else could be tacked onto him. And John would have done it himself.

      “Josie, you don’t need to ask for my forgiveness. And there is nothing to forgive.” John paced his words. “I have faith…what I mean to say is, I understand your motives and your reasons for wanting a friendship with Adam. Regardless of what I think or feel, your instincts are always good. I trust you more than I trust myself. You know that. It’s never failed you before, or me. It shouldn’t in the future. I just…” John struggled with a breath. “I only wish you were more…careful.” He bit off the last words with much difficulty.

      “Less trusting of others, that’s what you really mean.” I crossed my arms over my chest and regarded him. Ice formed inside me, making me want to scream, to lash out.

      “Yes,” John snapped. He shook his head immediately and raised a hand in apology. Then lowered it. “Josie, I only ask that you be wary.”

      “I’m not some gullible fool, you know.”

      “I know that,” he hissed in anger and returned my icy stare. His lips curled into a snarl as he took a step closer, like he wanted to reach out and shake me until some version of sense was knocked into me. “The man has killed—murdered. Calculated and methodically planned and executed. Not the clean death of combat, in defence, or even in honour. But dirty, cowardly, and unnecessary. Murder is murder. I don’t care how much regret he has or shows. What he has done cannot be undone. He’s lied and manipulated us to save his own sorry skin, and you wish me to forgive him? I can’t—not him. Do what it is you must; I won’t question it. But be careful. For me, if not for yourself. He deserves whatever punishment he gets. The more he suffers, the better. And don’t expect me to lose any sleep over it.”

      John stared hard at me for a moment longer. “Enough of this! You need to learn that not all people are good. The sooner you learn, the better.”

      I saw John through a red haze, my anger spiking to new levels. True, people weren’t all good. I knew that. Even those you loved beyond anything imaginable, could be harbouring insipidly terrible designs—and dispense them for whatever valid reasons they had to make them sleep better. I may be naïve to many things, especially in this fucked up future, but I wasn’t completely blind. And right now, John was in my crosshairs. His clean-cut, right or wrong way of thinking was making him a stubborn, unbending asshole. How easily the fates could’ve turned and he’d be in Adam’s position.

      “Right,” Adam cleared his throat from across the room and presented us with a weak smile. “Now that we’ve got that off our chests, shall we go?”
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      The holographic image of Michael Ho, lifelike and life-sized, cast itself into the centre of the room. His black hair, neat and slick, was combed back against his scalp. He kept his smooth and creamy mixed-Asian features in his usual rictus of faux pleasantness. His hands were clasped before him as if dispensing benevolence like an enlightened spiritualist.

      Having arrived in the secondary sub-levels via a private elevator and passageway, unseen and unhindered, we were in an unregistered and secure communications room deep in the bowels of the Citadel. Belowground lay a vast network of mysteries and layers of secrets too deep for the truth to reveal itself. Every day I discovered yet another wonderment the Citadel held. Years ago, this convoluted hive had been home to John and Simon. They had lived and worked underground, seeking out and shutting down the many factions of terrorists. Seeing them now, they were comfortable and at ease in the familiar surroundings. It made me wonder if living topside went against their grain. It probably did, considering how they thrived on stealth and secrecy.

      I stood away from the transceiver’s scanner range, still seething from the way John had spoken to me earlier, more so because there had been a mild ring of truth to what he said. Not the naïve part, now that I’d had some time to replay it over in my head. The trust part. I was a bit too trusting. I couldn’t help it. Like trying to unlearn a mother’s lesson, it went against everything in me not to be trusting. Let’s face it, I was from a different fucking century, peaceful times, where goodness and trust were the norm. And John was right: this wasn’t the same world. Here, dangers lurked everywhere. I had to adapt. But he could’ve at least expressed himself with a little more restraint so it didn’t make me feel like a complete dimwit.

      Adam, I noticed, had positioned himself out of sight as well. Simon stood before the transceiver and glowered at Ho. To Simon’s right, also out of view, John, who inspected the image of Ho with disdain, like one would a mound of cow shit. Any disagreement we’d had earlier, he appeared to have forgotten all about. Typical.

      Ho, as if aware he was under close scrutiny, stood composed and impassive. A smarmy smile was plastered on his face, and every so often he tipped up his head as if looking up to the heavens for inspiration. What a fucking drama queen.

      “Michael Ho,” Simon’s voice was cold. Brittle.

      “As I said before, I do not wish to speak with you.” Ho sighed, and his smile curved downwards. “Where is Adam Lancaster?”

      “What do you want?” John stepped into view. No doubt, from Ho’s perspective, he appeared as though entering a stage from the wings. John stared down at Ho, dark and brooding, head lowered; he did scary-face so damned well I marvelled at it before remembering I was still pissed off with him.

      “President Lancaster,” Ho’s immaculately cultured drawl curdled the air. The sight of John appeared to please him, and he broke into a beaming smile that never failed to make my skin crawl. His cheeks rose higher, slanting his eyes more. And you could easily tell he did so on purpose. His theatrics were tiring. “And how is Josie Bettencourt, your charming wife?”

      “Knitting.” John affected boredom with a flat, low voice.

      “Indeed.” Ho continued to smile. “She has become quite domesticated, I see.”

      “Indeed.”

      A flush of anger pulsed over my face. Domesticated? What other insults will there be today?

      I remembered Ho from when I lived with Lorcan Wellesley, what seemed like a lifetime ago. I’d never liked him then, had never trusted his unctuous demeanour. My feelings hadn’t changed.

      “Is she there? Oh, of course she is. I hear she rarely leaves your side these days.”

      “I ask again, what is it you want?” John clamped his mouth tight. He was growing impatient.

      “Adam. Let me see him.”

      “He’s dead.”

      Adam raised a brow and stared at his brother. So did I. Sometimes, I wondered exactly how the mind of John Lancaster worked. What was he playing at now? At other times, I marvelled at how alike the Lancasters were—how tricky and sneaky they could be. Regardless of their differences, when it came to protecting the Citadel and its inhabitants, their own, they stood surprisingly united. Simon had explained with a shrug that they came from the same tree.

      “Come now, stop telling tall tales.” Ho showed a hint of annoyance and brushed at a speck of lint from his sleeve, his long, graceful fingers smoothing the fabric with slow and careful strokes. He composed his face again. “You may have fooled the world at large, but you have not fooled me.”

      “It was not my intention to fool you.” John pursed on his lips. “We had heard you were also dead.”

      “Thankfully, no.” Ho beamed with another of his saccharin smiles. “I am like a cat, with many lives to spare.”

      “It would appear so. But that can be fixed, if you like.” Simon, showing his distaste, curled a wicked smile on his face and took a step closer. “Come now, stop wasting our time. What do you want?”

      Ho inclined his head as if conferring with someone at his right. He paused a moment in thought. “Josie,” he said, still facing the mysterious person on his right. “How badly do you wish to meet your dear great niece? Or, let me rephrase, your great niece…seven times over.”

      A hushed silence followed for exactly five seconds. John frowned and Simon scrunched his face, doing some mental calculations. I shook my head; positive I’d heard wrong. I glanced at Adam, as he was closest. His eyebrows were high up his brow. He cast me a suspicious stare, the beginnings of some realisation dawning on him.

      Simon was first to recover, his dour expression having never changed. “You amuse us, Ho. It’s clear you’re playing a game you alone know the rules to.”

      “Indeed, it would appear so.” Pleased with the effect of his statement, Ho’s grin widened.

      “You will enlighten us, no doubt,” John said, stepping closer to glare at Ho. They stood feet apart. Ho was a full head shorter than John.

      “Of course,” Ho said. “You see, after Wellesley fled his home, I had the house to myself. Ah, all alone in a marvellous candy store. And I found some very interesting discs of recordings…”

      Shit!

      My stomach dropped to my feet. Blood drained from my face and an involuntary gasp left my mouth. Adam moved a fraction closer, but didn’t reach out for fear of touching me. I gaped at him helplessly.

      Fuck-shit-fuck!

      Until recently, I’d worn the pendant that contained a copy of those recordings. It told the story of my entire life, and had been created by my father three hundred years ago. The pendant was now stored in a vault in our bedroom, but I instinctively put a hand to my throat where it once hung.

      Before that, I carried around a chunky image-bank unit Quin Aguilar had made to store all the original discs on. The original discs had been returned to me during my time with Lorcan Wellesley. By then, Quin had gone into hiding, but had seen to it that I had them as keepsakes. Of course, since I had no control over the rapid series of circumstances that brought me to the Citadel, those discs had been completely forgotten. Until now.

      “…very old recordings,” Ho continued, bringing my mind jerking back to current issues, “on very primitive discs. And what should I discover?”

      “So, the secret comes out—as all secrets eventually do.” Simon made a half shrug. “What of it?”

      “What indeed.” Ho smiled wide. “I took it upon myself to do some research. It took some time and a great deal of effort and funds, but I have located Josie’s family. Her sole remaining family.”

      “And how is it that you were able to find something we could not?” John asked.

      “You simply did not know where to look.”

      Where had we heard that before? Adam had once said the same when we questioned him a few months ago regarding a graphic novel featuring a character called Uron Koh. A character who overthrew the evil empire in its fictitious world. And Max Wellesley had fashioned himself in the likeness of this character. John and Simon had spent long months searching for his identity and had come up with nothing.

      And now…this. I couldn’t help but muse that the resources of the Lancaster government were seriously lacking.

      “Then where is my wife’s so-called niece?”

      “She is with me. And she would so like to meet her great aunt.”

      “Introduce us, then,” John dared in his silky, low voice.

      “In good time. She is a little shy, like your dear wife.”

      “So the question, yet again, is: what do you want?” Simon asked.

      “I want Adam,” Ho said. “And if I don’t have him, not only will I expose the truth to the world at large and make a great amount of money selling it off, but you can be assured it will make your wife’s life very uncomfortable. Oh, and I’ll kill her only remaining family. It’s your choice.”

      “That’s not much of a choice you’ve given us, now is it?” Simon snorted. “Two threats in one; either way, you’re going to do one or the other. Try again.”

      Ho sighed. “Adam. I want him.”

      “Why?” John stared down his nose at Ho’s image, enjoying his height advantage like a schoolyard bully tormenting a small child.

      “Because he took something from me. And I want it back.”

      Despite the tight control over his face, John cut Adam a sidelong glance, icy and brittle, and laced with fury. “Did he, now?”

      Adam, who took this as his cue to step forwards, cleared his throat and approached the transceiver. Hands tucked behind him, he smiled with easy effort. Practiced and regal, like one born and bred to behave so; which he was.

      “Michael, a pleasure as always.” Adam’s tone was professional and confident, like the CEO of a company greeting a new client.

      Ho smiled back and inclined his head. “Adam, or shall I say, Mr. Jones The Expert. Good to meet you at last, without your disguise. Obesity did not become you. But you’re looking a bit ill. Does life in imprisonment not agree with you? Is it the food? It’s always the food that is the downfall of health.”

      Adam shrugged, a weak jerk of his shoulders. He’d worn, because he was Adam and had his quirks, a disguise when he’d met with Ho. This had been before he knew for certain who Ho represented and what the real agenda was. Or so Adam had claimed. But we knew, through his own admission, how he had helped to create Uron Koh from the very beginning. And Max Wellesley had hired Michael Ho to be his representative. You could say it was, in a way, a reunion of conspirators.

      “Not as agreeable as I had hoped, but at least I don’t have to worry about life’s everyday hassles. I feel quite liberated from the stress. Rigid rules do have their uses.”

      Ho inspected Adam. “You are not as young as I imagined you to be.”

      “Age is but a number. You would be surprised to know my actual age.”

      “I care not for a person’s age. Only their worth and use.” Ho twitched an eyebrow, annoyed. “And right now, your use is the only reason I wish to speak with you. I want it back.”

      “You want what back? I have no idea what you are referring to, Michael.” Adam feigned an air of puzzlement.

      “Where is it?” Ho asked with a sharp bite, a hint of impatience.

      John leaned forwards a fraction to absorb this new bit of weakness in Ho. Simon curled a small smile on his thin lips. Clearly, I’d missed some vital point in this repartee.

      Adam shrugged again. “If you are referring to the bit of money I filtered out of your European accounts, I’m sorry to say, it’s gone. I had to give it away. It was part of the requirements of my…exile. I am rather poor now.”

      “I have enough money. That is of no importance to me.” Ho clicked his tongue. “I refer to something else.” He seemed a little frustrated, knitting his brows together and twitching one side of his mouth, as if tired of spelling things out—especially with others present.

      John and Simon exchanged a quick look between them. Ho’s agitation seemed to please them. For once, I wished I understood their secret language.

      “Well, get on with it then,” Adam huffed. “No point with these guessing games if you don’t give us any hints. I’ve no idea what you are talking about.”

      “The code,” Ho said. “Where is it?”

      “The…code?” Adam blinked. I knew his face and mannerisms enough to know he didn’t have a clue what was going on. Nor did the rest of us. What the fuck was Ho on about?

      “If you have it,” John spoke to Adam in a voice that was low and dangerously patient, “give it back.”

      Adam gave his brother a befuddled shrug. It was returned by a scowl. “John,” Adam shook his head. “I’ve no idea what he’s on about.”

      “Enough of this,” Ho interrupted. “Give me the code or, by tomorrow, the world will know who Josie Bettencourt really is. And if I still do not have the code, I will kill her niece.”

      “Prove to us first that this person is my wife’s niece. Or no deal,” John replied.

      Up until then, I hadn’t been sure of my feelings. If, indeed, I had a niece—a family member still alive—then, yes, I’d most definitely want to meet her. But receiving this revelation from Michael Ho was dubious to say the least, like trusting the word of a known liar. Or placing your head between the jaws of a crocodile and hoping it wouldn’t bite.

      Was he telling the truth? Had he actually found a relation of mine when all efforts by John and Simon, with their vast resources, had failed? A small, desperate part of me wanted to believe him. To feel connected once more, to be part of something that made a whole. Another part told me Ho was bluffing so I’d better not get my hopes up, that this was all to draw us out. To be brutally honest, relative or not, this niece was someone I’d no idea of, or any attachment to, other than blood. She would be a complete stranger.

      But I did wonder. Could it be?

      “Proof?” Ho cracked a crooked smile. “If it’s proof you require, it is proof you will receive. DNA, however watered down through the generations, does not tell lies. Expect a sample to be delivered in a few moments.”

      John raised a brow. “An electronic sample?” He actually laughed. “Come now, those can be tampered with.”

      “A delivery. Expect it at any moment. A man by the name of Xiang will be found detained in your Main Entrance Hall. He speaks little English—he is ignorant. He carries with him a vial containing a single strand of hair. If he does not hand over the vial directly to either you or your lackey Simon, he has been conditioned and instructed to kill himself. If I am not mistaken, he would be at this moment creating quite a fuss with your security guards.”

      Simon snorted, but pulled out his personal unit and made a call.

      John cast Ho a lazy glance. “And I take it he’ll still kill himself or be killed once he has delivered this vial?”

      Ho’s smile widened. “Even if you question him, he won’t know anything. His main purpose for living was to deliver the vial, and that alone. You can do with him as you like. He is just a messenger.”

      “Where has this niece of Josie’s been all this time?” Adam called out.

      “You will find out in due course. Who knows. When I receive the code, I may decide to let her visit with you, and she can tell you herself. But then, I have grown quite fond of her. She has the most charming disposition—quite like Josie, in a way. The resemblance is…uncanny.”

      “Again, Michael, I still don’t know what code you speak of.”

      “Come now, Adam. Enough with the lies. I know you have it. You took it from me in Korea.”

      Adam scoffed. “I’ve not been to Korea in years. You mistake me for someone else.”

      Just then, Simon made a growl and gave John a look as he marched out of the room. Ho chuckled with delight.

      “Tomorrow at noon,” Ho said, and waved once.

      The transmission ended and left us blinking at the space where his image had stood.
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