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Prologue

	By 2045, the world's population had finally reached 10 billion. Cities were overcrowded, and conflicts over resources, water, and food were on the rise. In addition, the number of natural disasters increased as global warming reached a critical threshold. These disasters, droughts, rising sea levels, and brutal storms caused the Great Famine of 2053, which allowed another series of pandemics to decimate humanity even faster. Then, in October 2058, with humanity down to less than 5 billion, a third world war dealt the final blow. Although almost no nuclear weapons were used, the destruction of infrastructure and the deaths of millions of soldiers led to the complete collapse of modern society. The following decade was the darkest in human history. There are no official documents from this time. Future generations would call these events ‘The Great Turn.’

	Out of the chaos, Dieter Hildebrand emerged and crowned himself High King. He and the First Council, made up of the heads of the most powerful clans, began to restore order to the world. From their base at the legendary Citadel, seat of the High King and source of his power, they moved across the earth with fire and sword to enforce order. In that fortress, technology and knowledge had survived alongside heavy war machines. When they finished bringing the rest of humanity under their rule, only a few were left. As time went on, Dieter Hildebrand, drunk with power, became more and more of a tyrant of the worst kind. It is said that he was murdered by his closest ally, Benjamin Spencer, who could no longer tolerate the oppression. However, the seeds of knowledge and order had been sown and took root, even as the First Council disappeared shortly after the High King, retreating to run things from the shadows. They allowed and pushed the remaining humans to reorganize themselves into a democratic society that respected nature.

	Fast forward to the year 2184, and the world's population is back up to nearly 500 million. The Free United States (FUS) and the Free Republic of Canada (FROC) are now democracies again. Former Alaska was divided into many small family estates with few self-governing villages in between, as there were too few people and no force to hold them together. The other governments often refer to it as the Clan Territories. 

	Humanoid robots and machines now do most daily tasks. Small fusion power plants provide a mostly clean and reliable source of electricity to back up solar and wind generators. To prevent the past’s mistakes, strict laws and a widely accepted set of ethics help to preserve what is left of nature.

	The story begins on the Spencer estate. The current secret High King is Steven Spencer. He is married to Helen Jeston, and his sister Klara is married to Peter Green. Steven and Helen have two children. Their eldest is 20-year-old Kent, who has already trained for two years to take over parts of the family business. The younger Selene had just turned 19 and was trained to be her brother's right hand. Peter and Klara have a 22-year-old daughter, Victoria. Additionally, there are also the bodyguards Sandra and Andrea Steel. The younger Andrea is in her early twenties, while the older is close to her 30th birthday. They shadow the Spencer kids when outside the estate. Peter Green basically runs the estate business day-to-day.

	


Breakfast

	Kent Spencer's personal robot butler, Charles, walked through the hallways toward his master's rooms. It carried the freshly washed and ironed clothes from the day before. The butler's AI had registered that Kent Spencer liked to wear this specific outfit currently, and it ensured it was processed during the night.

	Upon arrival at his master's bedroom, the robot began to open the large curtains, and the bedroom was filled with the bright morning sun. Charles took position and waited. It was exactly five minutes before 6:00 AM as Kent opened his eyes and sat in bed.

	"Good morning, Master Kent."

	He threw back the covers and stood up. "Any news I should know about?" Kent asked

	"Your parents and your aunt have a board meeting today and are about to leave for the company branch at Bistcho Lake in the Free Republic of Canada," the machine answered.

	"That would be a full board meeting then," Kent mused. "And something important when they all attend in person."

	"There was no entry regarding the agenda of the meeting."

	"That's odd," Kent stated. "Are they already gone?"

	Their take-off is scheduled for 6:00 AM, Master Kent."

	Kent slipped into his shoes and walked to the window. He watched his parents and his aunt board the aircarrier.

	"It's the new model," he thought excitedly. "It's a bit bulky at the rear, but the main engine is 20 percent more powerful than the previous model. And, it has eight vectored thrust nacelles instead of the old model's six. That should allow for almost attack-craft-like maneuvers." 

	After a short stop in the bathroom to use the dental cleaner, he walked into his main room to begin the day with a lesson about Spencer Enterprises' military branch in Big Springs.

	~~~

	Kent leaned back and closed his eyes. "The MK5 battle droid model… I don't see enough improvement over the MK4 to justify the invest... Hmm, we've some of the test versions on the estate. I'll talk to the techs later and see if I missed something."

	"Charles?" he asked without opening his eyes as his stomach rumbled loudly.

	"Master Kent?"

	"Is breakfast outside or inside today?" he asked casually.

	"Weather forecast allows for outside, Master Kent. The table will be ready in eight minutes." 

	"There is a delivery waiting for me in the central warehouse. Get it for me."

	"Yes, Master Kent. Shall I get it right now?"

	"Yes, Charles. I won't need your services during breakfast anyway."

	Since he wasn't in a hurry, he strolled through the hallways and walked down the stairs from his residence on the third floor. As he stepped out into the garden, he felt the cool breeze on his face, and he smiled. The massive table was already set up and filled with the usual breakfast ingredients. "First, as always," he thought with a chuckle.

	"A strong, black coffee as always, sir?" the robot maid asked as he sat at his usual place.

	"Yes, please," he said absentmindedly, his mind still on the MK5 model.

	His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of his younger sister.

	"Good morning, Kent," she said as she sat across the table.

	"Good morning, Selene," he replied and looked at her. He noticed she was wearing riding attire. "Taking Bella for a ride?"

	"Yes, she needs a workout, and it's my turn to inspect the southern fence today," she replied, putting her girth and a worn-out book on the table to take her coffee from the robot maid.

	"I don't know how you do it, sister."

	She raised an eyebrow. "The coffee? I tell the AI before I leave my room…"

	"No, how you get your long, blonde hair into those intricate braids."

	"It's just a question of practice," she answered with sparkling blue eyes.

	"My little sister has become quite the beauty this past year," he thought, noting her curves accentuated by the tight-fitting red vest and khaki pants.

	She took the worn book and began to read. 

	He leaned back, enjoyed the morning sun on his face, and let his mind wander. "I wonder where she always finds those old paper books. This one must be an antique."

	Selene took a sip from her cup and looked past him. "Your coffee… brother."

	"Why do you say it that way?" he asked, only to wince inwardly. "Damn, wrong question!" he thought. But it was too late. His sister already took a breath to tell him exactly why.

	"I don't get how you can drink that bitter stuff. A coffee needs coffee creamer and sugar. Only a barbarian would have his coffee black. It's the one sure sign of someone unable to appreciate the finer things in life." She took a sip of her coffee. "Hm, perfect."

	"God, what have I done? Will I ever learn?" he wondered while watching his sister with a straight face.

	"Mark my words. You'll never find yourself a proper wife. All the good ones won't date somebody with such an unrefined taste."

	He drank from his cup and smiled at her.

	She pointed with her book at him. "Mark my words, Brother."

	Kent knew better than to interrupt her monologues. "Best to let her talk…" he thought and should be right. Now that she remembered the book, she began to turn its pages.

	He watched his sister read the novel, absentmindedly drinking coffee and nibbling at a breakfast bar with cheesecake flavor. After a while, he moved his head to read the title: "Princess Amber's Quest - To Fall in Love in the Black Knight’s Arms."

	She noticed his looks and held the book up for him. “You could have said something, Kent.”

	“Sorry, sister, I didn’t mean to interrupt your reading. What’s it about?”

	“Oh, that evil prince forces Princess Amber to leave her castle. So she sets off to find herself a new husband. And after a long journey and countless adventures with bandits and such, she falls in love with Sir Norbert of Northland.”

	"Aha. And where did you get it from?"

	"Mom found it in a street market somewhere," she replied as her wrist comm chimed. "Where's the time gone," she sighed and grabbed another protein bar for the way. "Want to join me?" Selene asked rhetorically as she turned to leave.

	"No, sister, no time." But she was already gone.

	He watched Selene gracefully walk toward the stables as Sandra, his Steel clan bodyguard, joined him at the table.

	"The usual about your coffee?" she asked with a grin.

	Kent just nodded.

	"She never gives up trying to convert you," Sandra observed.

	Kent shook his head and chuckled. "At least she didn't comment on the unkempt blonde mess on my head," he replied dryly.

	"Well, I don't see how she could. You look more like a soldier now than the heir to the Spencer fortune," she commented and rubbed furiously over his short-cropped hair. "Your curls were so pretty, you know?"

	"But not very practical, Sandra. You also wear your long hair in a braid, right?"

	"That's different. You're still young. You should be out there and impress young women!"

	"You're not old, Sandra. You're what? 29? Or 30?"

	She snorted. "And you'll turn 21 in barely two months from now, Kent."

	"That reminds me…" He turned and got a robot maid's attention. “I need my tablet. Get it from my rooms.”

	“Can’t you at least take a break during breakfast?” Sandra scolded him.

	“Sorry, can’t do. The day is too short as is.”

	“It can’t be that bad.”

	“Sandra, I’ve only weeks left before I’ve to take over a job at Spencer Enterprises, and I wouldn’t want to disappoint Father,” he sighed.

	“No one will expect you to know all and be perfect till much later.”

	“I’ll learn all I can now. I can relax a few weeks in.”

	“Nah, after you’ve taken up work, there won’t be time either. Find a balance, now!” she exclaimed. "All my work protecting you will be wasted if you work yourself to death!"

	A robot maid serving her tea interrupted them. Sandra used the opportunity to watch Kent from the side. "He changed so much lately. The boy is gone, and the man is almost here," she thought with a pang of sadness. 

	“Say, where are your parents? I haven’t seen them all morning,” she asked casually.

	“Dad, Mom, and my aunt Klara left this morning. Something about an important board meeting,” he said absentmindedly, watching another approaching robot maid. "But shouldn't you know? Their bodyguards are with them."

	"Today's my day off unless you need me for an outside trip. Like I said, balance. Day off means I don't check my mail."

	The robot served a plate with an assortment of cheese, butter, and fresh bread. Kent raised an eyebrow at the plate as he bit into his egg-and-bacon-flavored protein bar. Sandra just put down her teacup and took the bait. 

	"Well, Kent, the latest research shows that natural foods often have several advantages over our designer foods. Like this cheese made from real cow's milk."

	“It smells funny,” he observed.

	“You must have seen real cheese before?” she asked in dismay.

	“Seen, yes, in holodramas and pictures.”

	“But bread and butter?”

	He shook his head. "Sandra, you've been here for the past ten years. You'd know if I had contact with those things."

	“You’re missing out. They taste much better than your protein bars, and the texture is otherworldly.”

	"I like the creamy feeling of the protein bar, Sandra. Anything else that speaks for it?" Kent asked, leaned back, and motioned for the older woman to continue. But Sandra had just taken a bite and chewed for a while before washing it down with her tea. Meanwhile, the robot maid from earlier brought his tablet. 

	"Studies link the fats in real cheese to a reduced risk of heart disease.”

	He raised an eyebrow, “Fascinating.”

	Sandra continued, “There are also things like calcium and vitamin K2, along with some other essential nutrients." She smiled as she spread real butter on a slice of bread. "Quite a twist, isn't it? The same researchers who brought us our substitutes and synthetics now suggest we take a step back. Like this old-fashioned cheese," she held up a larger piece, "natural products still have their place."

	He looked at her. "I still remember the day Dad brought Sandra into the family. Selene and I were so happy to have someone to play with back then. Only much later, when Andrea joined her, we kids discovered they were our bodyguards."

	“After all these years, you still manage to surprise me,” he said warmly.

	“It’s my job to keep you on your toes,” she grinned. “And, of course, to protect you and your sister, being a bodyguard and all."

	"Well, the thing about the food was very interesting, Sandra," Kent stated, then turned his attention to the tablet before him. He hummed and tapped the tablet to bring up the messages. "Interesting," this time referring to the message he was reading.

	Sandra saw a movement in the corner of her eye and turned her head to watch the newcomers approach the table. Peter and Victoria Green walked toward them, arguing about something. The two redheads were husband and daughter to Klara Spencer. She didn't care much for Kent's uncle, but his job as administrator of the Spencer Estate made it impossible for her to ignore him.

	"Your cheese smells, Sandra," Peter scoffed instead of a greeting.

	"Good morning to you too, Peter," she said with a smile. "I like the smell. It makes my mouth water in anticipation. You really should try it, Peter. It's such a treat."

	Peter looked at his daughter for support, but she just gulped down her yellow breakfast in a cup and left.

	Kent looked up. "God, she's such a beauty on the outside. Her pale, almost white skin, her green eyes. She's graceful and refined. But her character… When did she become like this? So cold and distant? To think I once dreamed of her…" He shook his head and continued to read the article.

	“Anyway, your cheese needs cows and cows were a major source of global warming. It was a good thing they banned all related products back then!” Kent's uncle sneered.

	Andrea, Selene's young bodyguard, joined them and sat beside Sandra.

	“What’s it this time?” she asked, looking at them. 

	Peter made a face. “Sandra wants us to endure cows.”

	“And he says, my cheese stinks!” Sandra exclaimed.

	Andrea snorted. "Just forget I asked." She leaned over the table and grabbed a red protein bar.

	"Food is important!" Sandra said empathically.

	"Yes, but your so-called discussions only sow discord. Leave me outta it," Andrea retorted and escaped into the mansion's park-like garden.

	Kent was deep in thought and, inspired by earlier, researched the matter. His business instincts kicked in as he crunched the numbers. He tapped on his tablet and looked up market trends. Investing in real cows to get real cheese wasn't so far-fetched after all. He got excited as he ran the numbers.

	Sandra silently watched him. "If a Steel woman could have a boy, I'd like mine to be like him. I wonder what kind of man he'll be," she thought warmly. "He reminds me of his father before he changed the year before Kent was born."

	Kent looked up from the screen and caught her eye. "You know, Sandra," he began, "there might be a market out there for real cheese. It might actually be a worthwhile investment. I'll do a thorough analysis in the next few days, and we'll see."

	Peter had an aura of disapproval around him as he turned to face Kent. "Didn't you hear a thing I said just now?" he snarled.

	"No, sorry, Peter. I was deep in my numbers," Kent apologized.

	"Are you seriously considering investing in cows? Cows, Kent?" Peter asked in utter disbelief.

	Kent’s eyebrows furrowed slightly. "As a matter of fact, I am," he confirmed. He put his tablet on the table to give his uncle his full attention. "Real cheese has potential. There’s a growing nostalgia for natural food sources. It’s not just the cheese and butter. The meat, the leather, basically the whole cow can be used."

	Peter scoffed and folded his arms over his chest. "Cows are dirty. They smell, they're noisy, and they make a mess. Why on earth would you want to bring those nuisances into our lives, Kent?" 

	"I think you're exaggerating, Peter. There are modern ways to handle things."

	Peter gave him a contemptuous sideways glance. "Just think of the logistics. All the staffing to look after a herd of cows. The resources required, like food. Think of the environmental impact, or have you forgotten your history lessons? They're a major source of methane emissions and have contributed to global warming."

	"But Peter, you're missing the point," Kent replied, trying to keep the conversation on track. He pulled up an article on his tablet and pushed it toward his uncle. "See this? There are studies and proof that people are starting to crave the old, the authentic. And then, many modern-day health problems are caused by synthetic foods."

	Peter huffed.

	"Also, cows are almost extinct now. Not even the small number the treaties allow were bred. Why is that? Because they had no purpose anymore. But with a growing market, the cows will be bred anyway, whether it be us, the Kings, or the Chisums, God forbid."

	The older man was still unimpressed as he skimmed the article. "So? Let the Kings deal with the manure. Surely, we can invest in cleaner, safer, less smelly ways to do business."

	Kent leaned back. His demeanor opened up as he tried to argue with his uncle. "You're not wrong, uncle, but this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. This sounds like a major market shift, and we have a chance to be at the forefront and set the rules. Taking your point about the environment and the responsibility of not repeating past mistakes… We can dictate the standards, enforce living conditions, and lessen environmental impact."

	Peter folded his arms. "You sound like our ancestors before the Great Turn, bending the arguments to allow profit for you," Peter replied, his eyebrows furrowed in frustration. "And what about me? It’ll be my responsibility to look after those pests.”

	Kent's wrist comm buzzed, reminding him of his strictly planned schedule.

	"Sorry, Uncle. I'd like to continue this. But you know, how about we both prepare presentations explaining our viewpoints and run them by father in a few days. How about next Wednesday?"

	Peter placed his fist on the table, took a breath, and opened his mouth, no doubt to continue the discussion nonetheless.

	"No, Peter. We've discussed enough for today. To continue wouldn't bring anything new either. So, let's keep the peace and continue next Wednesday. I look forward to our discourse with Dad."

	And with that, Kent turned on his heel and headed back to his rooms, leaving the debate hanging in the cool morning air. 

	Peter turned to Sandra. But she, too, raised her hand. "I have no say in these matters anyway, you know that, Peter. Let's go about our business and enjoy the nice weather while it lasts." She walked off, leaving an angry Peter behind. 

	"I'll show them," he muttered. "Not much longer…" Dark thoughts showed on his face as he went to the Robot Management Center to do his job. He was responsible for looking after the robots and other automated systems of the mansion. "I'll show them soon," he thought, pushing the door open.

	


A Day Like Any Other

	Back in his living room, Kent sat at his desk again. “Time for work,” he said to motivate himself.

	His desk-sized monitor was loaded with documents representing his study assignments. “Where to continue, where to begin. Hmm, that article about the latest development in AI…” His fingers moved, sorting the tasks according to their priority and interdependencies. 

	"Charles," Kent called to his robot butler. When Charles arrived, Kent said, "Remind me to eat and drink at regular intervals during my studies. Make sure I always have something on hand.”

	The butler responded with an "Acknowledged," and its sleek form moved to carry out the orders. Kent settled into his study chair, closing his eyes and rolling his shoulders to release any lingering tension. With a small sigh, he activated the auxiliary holoscreens.

	His fingers moved quickly across the desk. He used gestures and spoken commands to open files, move them to the auxiliary holo displays, run through lessons, and dictate notes. He was focused and plowed through his considerable workload.

	~~~

	Meanwhile, not far away in the stables, Selene was with their horses. It was a hobby, a bit frivolous in this time after the Great Turn, and one that Peter did not approve of. But Selene and her mother loved the company of the horses, and Bella, the spirited black mare, held a special place in Selene's heart. 

	"Hmm, Bella, sweety. Let's make you pretty. And then we'll take a nice long ride," she murmured while brushing the horse's black coat. The horse pranced in anticipation, and Selene dreamed about the wind on her face and how Bella's muscles would work at a gallop. 

	She adjusted the saddle pad and turned toward storage to get her saddle. "I'll head southwest till I reach that hill with the old defense tower. Then I follow the clearing inside the fence," she thought happily. "Good thing Dad doesn't know just how much I love checking the fence for breaches. Else, he'd give me additional work. As if it mattered as long as those terrifying critters are kept out."

	"Groom, help me with my saddle for Bella," she ordered the robot absentmindedly.

	The normally efficient machine couldn't correctly put the saddle on. Its movements were jerky and uncoordinated, a stark contrast to the usual smooth process. 

	“What the heck…” She moved to take a closer look.

	“Groom, Stop! Run a full system check!” she ordered, but the robot just froze. She was frustrated, and Bella's desperate squeals and groans made it worse. Something inside her snapped, and she hit the robot several times with her riding crop. Bella, startled by the sudden outburst, pranced nervously to the side. 

	“Deep breaths, calm down,” she thought and regained her composure. She went to the horse and gave it a gentle pat and an apple. “No need for Bella to suffer from my anger.”

	She left the stable and stormed to the manor's control center, leaving a confused horse behind. “I am so angry. All my planning’s screwed up.”

	The central control was empty. “Let’s see what the system has to say…” she muttered to herself. Her fingers moved over the console, checking the system messages and alerts. “There, robot groom, critical failure during the update?” she murmured. "But if there was a critical..., Who? Peter! Acknowledged and suppressed… I’ll kill that moron!”

	"Typical Peter," Selene muttered angrily as she asked the system about his whereabouts. “What else might be broken?” she wondered, determined to confront him about it. “There! Seen behind the stables.” She stormed out of the control room and made her way through the sprawling estate, her eyes darting as she searched for her elusive uncle.

	“Hey you, Lieutenant!” she shouted.

	“Yes, Miss Spencer, how can I be of service?” the young officer asked.

	“I’m looking for Peter Green. Have you seen him?”

	“Yes, Miss Spencer, the administrator went in this direction,” he said, pointing to a place to her left.

	“Thank you.”

	She could hear him and some woman before she finally found him in a secluded area behind some bushes. There was her uncle, not only neglecting his responsibilities but also all over Andrea Steel, her very own bodyguard. They were right in the middle of it and didn't even notice her in their heat.

	“God, what are you two doing? That’s so gross!” she exclaimed.

	Startled by Selene, Peter jumped to his feet, a guilty expression replacing his previously smug face as he pulled up his pants. Andrea only looked shocked and embarrassed. She averted her eyes so as not to see Selene's burning stare as she pulled her skirt down to cover herself.

	“Unbelievable!” Selene thought and leaned forward, her fists on her hips. She continued to shout, and her face reddened by the second, "Really, Peter? I’m really looking forward to telling Aunt Klara that you are cheating on her… again! " She shook her head in disbelief before turning her heated gaze on Andrea. "And you, Miss Steel!" she added, pointing an accusing finger at Andrea, "You should know better! He’s a married man! Aren’t there enough young soldiers around to satisfy your appetite?"

	Andrea’s face took on a deep shade of crimson, her lips pressed into a line. She tried to speak, but Selene raised a hand to silence her. "I don't want to hear it. You knew perfectly well that Peter is off-limits."

	Then it was Peter’s turn again. "And you," she spat, her anger rising again. "How could you do that to her? Again! Wasn’t the affair with your secretary enough?” He looked defiant, but that changed when Selene continued, “And what happened to the robot groom's update, huh? You just dismissed it? Skipped your responsibilities to go chase a skirt?"

	Peter took a deep breath, ready to shout back, but then it hit him. “God, if she found out about the plan…” He closed his mouth, and Selene mistook his blank face for being embarrassed and accepting his guilt in that matter. “I need to make sure she doesn’t find out," he thought frantically. “Please, don’t tell Klara…" he mumbled meekly to distract her.

	“We’ll see. Now, do your work and fix that robot groom!” she said in a cold voice.

	“That’ll teach them.” She turned on her heels, leaving the ashamed couple in her wake. “I hope that’s the last of it,” she thought, her heart still pounding in her chest as she returned to the mansion.

	~~~

	When she reached Kent's rooms, Selene still hadn't calmed down. She was well aware of his busy, almost impossible schedule, but she knew she needed to talk to her brother to unload the burden of her frustration and seek his guidance. “Sorry, Kent.” With a deep breath, she knocked and pushed open the door.

	Kent looked up from his work. He was surprised. "Selene," he began, turning to her, "what is it?"

	With a heavy sigh, Selene began to speak. "You won’t believe this. Today was supposed to be routine. Like every Wednesday, I was to check the fences riding Bella. And then this!"

	Kent's expression softened, and he motioned for her to continue. 

	Words tumbled from her lips, a torrent of frustration and disbelief as she recounted the day's events. From the malfunction of the robot groom to Peter’s negligence to the surprise of their uncle cheating on Aunt Klara with Andrea Steel, she didn't hold back.

	"And what's more," Selene added, gesturing animatedly with her hands, "Peter seemed to think it permissible to simply suppress the error message. And as for Andrea! Utterly unacceptable. There are lines no one should cross. And… And frankly, Kent, that was absolutely repugnant."

	The room was filled with her anger, hanging in the air like a storm cloud. Kent had sat in silence, letting her vent, knowing that sometimes the best thing he could do was listen.

	Running a hand through his hair, Kent considered the events Selene had laid before him. “Andrea and Peter. That’s really bad. It’ll break Klara's heart.”

	“I’m not sure we should tell Klara. She and Peter are already sleeping in different rooms, and the marriage hangs by a thread. We should seek guidance with Father.”

	Selene blinked in surprise. This was not what she had expected to hear. "But Kent, she has a right to know. You can’t let Peter get away with that.”

	“It’s more than that. Of course, they wouldn't tell me anything beyond that, but getting rid of Uncle Peter might not be that easy.”

	“You can’t let him get away with that kind of behavior!”

	Kent sighed, "Father will decide. Now, go back to your research for our next party. Give Peter some time to sort things out with your robot groom and take Bella for the ride later in the afternoon.”

	Selene opened her mouth to retort, but Kent continued. "It’s not our place to be judge and jury."

	The room fell silent as Selene absorbed his words. Her initial reluctance was still there, but he had a point. Their father was quite strict, and however he decided to react to Uncle Peter’s indiscretion, it would be a harsh punishment fitting the situation. Selene nodded with a deep sigh, feeling the secret's weight.

	"What about the summer party, Selene? Made any progress planning?"

	"I wanted to ride in the cool morning and start the planning in the afternoon."

	"It's not perfect, but if you plan now and ride in the afternoon, you could still do both today."

	Just as he hoped, mentioning the upcoming party season was the perfect distraction. Their uncle's actions were forgotten for the moment. “I read something in this magazine,” she told him, and her mind already began forming plans. 

	~~~

	After Selene left, Kent found himself alone in his study. Despite the many screens filled with documents, financial reports, and data analysis he had to work through, his mind was elsewhere. The revelations about the relationship between Andrea and Peter were too overwhelming. His studies, as important as they were, felt trivial in comparison. He closed his eyes and sat back.

	"I can't go back to work now," he thought and pushed away from his desk to rise from his chair. He paced the room, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts and worries. “I need a break. A workout. The full program should give me some peace of mind,” he decided and headed to the gym in the basement. Charles followed him, carrying a towel and some fresh clothes.

	The familiar smell of rubber flooring and sweat greeted him as he entered their gym. This place had been his sanctuary for years, the one place where he felt most comfortable. He had spent countless hours here, pushing his body to its limits, training himself to be stronger and faster. Unknown to outsiders, usually hidden by his casual clothes, was a well-trained body. But like usual, nobody was there to witness that fact as he changed into his workout clothes.

	This day, the gym served a different purpose. It was his outlet, his escape. With everything going on, he needed to regain control, and physical exertion was the best way he knew.

	Kent began his workout with a warm-up routine, a series of stretches, and light exercises to prepare his body for the training ahead. He then moved into his Krav Maga drills, practicing the techniques with focused intensity. His fists punched the air, his feet kicked, his body ducked and weaved. The movements were fluid, second nature to him.

	After warming up his body, Kent moved on to the weights. He started with squats, feeling the tension in his muscles as he pushed his body up and down. From there, he moved on to deadlifts and then bench presses. When there was time, his dad would work out with him. But now Kent had to use a sturdy robot as his spotter as he pressed the 380 pounds until he felt that familiar muscle burn. He remembered how his father had teased him until he gave in and trained more and harder. 

	An outsider might have told him that the weights he was using and the activities he was doing were way beyond ordinary. Especially considering his slender body, one would expect him to have endurance, not brute strength.

	Their family traditions had demanded that he train in every aspect of combat, including using various blades and firearms. Kent moved from weights to weapons training. Just as his father had shown him, he continued on the range. Now his hands were steady, his aim accurate. But in the past, hard training would have caused his arms to shake and miss targets. Kent was pleased, but not proud, that he was hitting all his shots dead center.

	He went through the motions, loading and unloading weapons, aiming, and firing at targets. Again and again, quick, precise movements were controlled with almost inhuman concentration. "It must become second nature to you, son," his father used to say. Comparing his movements with those from his memories, "Am I good enough now, Dad?" But no one praised his performance. Still, he had calmed down now.

	After handing over his weapons to a special robot for cleaning and maintenance, Kent finished his training with a quick shower. It was just the break he needed. Afterward, Charles handed him the towel and his fresh clothes.

	Returning to his study, freshly dressed and relaxed, Kent sat back at his desk, ready to tackle his studies once again. As instructed, Charles brought a tray of refreshments. Swinging the chair around, he looked at the portraits of his ancestors on the wall.

	He raised his glass to them, recited their family motto, "We Spencers don't back down; we prevail!" and took a sip.

	Blinding pain came out of nowhere and shot through his brain. Uncontrollable muscle spasms made him wince, and he fell out of his chair and spilled his drink. Charles was at his side the moment his body hit the floor. 

	The injector made its high-pitched sound as it shot the drug into the young man's arm. "You should wear your monitoring bracelet at all times, sir," the robot scolded. "You should be aware that your Spencer body comes with this imbalance."

	"You're right, Charles," Kent admitted. "I forgot it in the gym. Go get it for me." 

	He lay back on the carpet and let the medicine work its magic. A few minutes later, Kent was back on his feet and working. The only other sound in the room came from the hum of the cleaning robots as they cleaned the puddle on the floor.

	


Sandra and Andrea

	Andrea watched Selene disappear behind the bushes. A sudden gust of wind made her shiver, and a heavy silence fell between her and Peter. She stood with her back to him, her face like stone. "I am such a stupid, hormonal idiot."

	“That insolent Spencer bitch,” Peter thought as his hands formed fists. “How could she… One more for the bill!” His anger, his shame of being caught, and the fact that he had endangered the plan unleashed a rage within him that needed an outlet. 

	"It's your fault, Steel. If you hadn't brought me here, if you hadn't thrown yourself on me, Selene wouldn't have caught me!"

	Andrea turned around slowly, her gaze fixed on him. Her eyes blazed with a mixture of anger and remorse, and her stare made him shiver. He had never seen an angry Steel woman before, and he felt fear. 

	"Me? You dare to blame me for this?" she shot back. "You wanted me as much I longed for you!"

	“I’ll teach her not to talk down on me!” He stepped forward and grabbed her arm. "You're not going anywhere," he hissed, tightening his grip.

	In response, Andrea quickly twisted her arm, freeing herself from his grasp. Using the momentum, she executed a swift throw that sent Peter sprawling to the ground. Towering over him, her breath came in short gasps, and her eyes were cold.

	"Just don't, Peter. You are not my charge, and I will not hold back if attacked," she said through clenched teeth before turning on her heel and stalking away. She needed to get away from him, clear her head, and concentrate on her duties. The Spencer kids were her responsibility, not dealing with Peter Green. She vowed not to lose sight of that again.

	He remained on the ground, watching in utter disbelief as Andrea stomped away. "This can't be happening," he thought. "This Steel chick should be happy that I talk to her at all. She'll see what it costs her to cross me!"

	"Damn it!" he growled, and his fist hit the floor. 

	He got up, brushed the dirt off his clothes, and went to see his daughter, Victoria. She needed to hear the story from him to be prepared in case Selene came forward with her accusations.

	~~~

	The door to the secret underground training room slammed shut, making Sandra jump. She turned to see Andrea leaning heavily against the cold steel surface, her eyes closed, her breath coming in shallow pants. Something was clearly wrong.

	"Andrea, what happened?" Sandra asked, her voice filled with concern.

	Still leaning against the door, she took a deep breath before opening her eyes. They had a hardened look in them, one that Sandra knew all too well: the look of regret and self-reproach. Still, the cool air and the familiar smell of the room had worked their magic, and Andrea was already less agitated.

	"I screwed up, Sandra," Andrea admitted reluctantly. "The longing, the strong need for procreation deep in our genes, was so strong today. I... I couldn't resist Peter's advances, and we were in the midst of it when Selene walked in on us. She was so disappointed, talking about duty, self-control, and adultery."

	"Damn it, Andrea, how could you. We talked to Steven yesterday and arranged for him to take care of your longing the day after tomorrow. Only two days! How could you give in to your urges? And with Peter at that! You know how bad things are already between him and his wife, Klara."

	Andrea looked into the burning eyes of her sister. "I deserve this," she thought.

	"Have you forgotten how we swore our alliance to the Spencers? In this very room? Brynna, our Shield Mistress, was present when we were given to the High King to protect his heir and daughter. We were so proud that day when all our hard training had finally paid off."

	She nodded but remained silent, accepting the First Maidens' reprimand.

	"Andrea," she continued softly, "I am not sure I can protect you this time. If Klara files a complaint with Brynna… It will fall back on all the sisters serving here. Especially me. You're my ward. I vowed for you and told them you'd be ready for this assignment."

	The softly spoken words hurt even more, and Andrea winced. She was a picture of misery. "I’ve failed my sisters. I’ve neglected my duty. I’m such a failure... No! No more!" And with that thought, she straightened her back, turned to Sandra, and walked forward.

	"Yes, I've neglected my duty. Yes, I've forgotten my place. Yes, I've been a burden to all of you. But I will take responsibility, and I will face the punishment for not being able to handle the longing properly!" she exclaimed. "And if Steven demands it, I'll go home in disgrace and will face the verdict of the Council of The Five."

	Then, the room fell silent. Andrea just stood there, her eyes full of fire, her fists clenched. 

	"Finally, a proper response!" Sandra exclaimed. "This is the fire and determination to overcome the longing. Tell me you own your body, ward!"

	"I own my body, Mistress Sandra!"

	"You will not give in!"

	"I will not give in!"

	Sandra looked at Andrea, all fired up. "Enough! Time for some sparring. Let's see if you're still any good!" 

	She was shorter than her ward, but her attitude allowed her to look down on her. “I will get you back in line,” she thought with a chuckle. "Nothing helps like a fight to get the head straight."

	Andrea gave a firm nod and moved to the center of the training room, across from Sandra. Both got into their fighting stance, and they started circling each other. 

	“So, was he any good in bed?” Sandra asked.

	Andrea paused for a moment, only to be attacked relentlessly by her sister, who tried to exploit her distraction. She barely dodged and blocked the fast combination.

	“That was mean, sis,” she complained.

	“Did he at least have a flexible tongue?” Sandra teased.

	The words hit something deep inside Andrea, and her anger flared. "Not fair!" It's my first longing." She straightened her back and opened her defenses wide as she defended herself. “I lost control, I couldn’t th…”

	Sandra exploited the opening mercilessly, attacking with a fierce left-right combination and finishing Andrea with a leg sweep.

	Sandra took a few steps back, fists pressed on her hips, and looked down at her ward. “You’re no fun if you can’t concentrate. Get your act together!” she said disapprovingly.

	“Poor sis. Life isn’t fair.” she thought with some empathy. Andrea caught her breath and stood up. Then, they both assumed a fighting stance again, and Sandra motioned for her sister to attack. "Do I need to pound some more sense into you, or are you finally on the ball?"

	Andrea didn’t get distracted when Sandra tried to tease her to make her angry. She stayed focused, her eyes never leaving her opponent, ready to counterattack. She finally remembered the words of Astra, their close combat trainer: “If you have more reach, use it!”. From that moment on, she kept her clan sister at a distance, using what nature had given her to get back in the game.

	After that, they finally started sparring seriously. Sandra still clearly dominated the first few minutes, but Andrea made a comeback, scoring a roundhouse kick to the short ribs after tricking Sandra into believing she was exhausted.

	"Phew, you know, once you concentrate, you're almost good!" Sandra panted.

	"Talk is cheap, I scored some real hits, you're getting old…" but she gasped for air too.

	Sandra got up on an elbow and looked seriously at Andrea. "I've seen you and Peter the past week, meeting secretly. You didn't give in all those days. He was chasing you, wasn't he? He was aware of your condition. He was told about it. And Steven had made a point to tell him to keep his distance."

	Andrea now leaned on her elbows and looked at Sandra with wide eyes. “He wanted me, wanted to take advantage of my weakness!”

	"Yes, he's a predator… And when I saw his actions, I talked to Steven."

	"And?" Andrea whispered. "Was he disappointed?"

	"Yes, he was disappointed, but about Peter, not you."

	Andrea looked up, surprised.

	"This incident, with Selene as a witness… Steven will take action against Peter."

	"Selene… What do I do about Selene?" Andrea asked.

	"Well, it is time she learns about the Steel clan. It's a shame that neither Selene nor Kent knows about the Clans. They believe their dad is just a chairman of the board of the old families. They don't even know that they live on top the Citadel."

	They fell silent.

	 Sandra stood up and walked to the table. She started to pour two glasses of iced water. "Come, Andrea, sit with me."

	


A Study in Green

	Peter Green stormed into the suite that he and his daughter shared in the Spencer estate. He was still enraged, and it showed as he forcefully closed the door behind him. Victoria sat on the sofa, engrossed in a digital fashion magazine. She glanced up, and her eyebrows raised in surprise. Peter rarely showed emotions this clearly. 

	"Dad, what on earth...?" she began, but he interrupted her.

	“I was all over Andrea when Selene surprised us,” he confessed. “She was looking for me and found me on top of her. Damn!”

	"All over her, or in her?" she asked sarcastically. "No… no…" and made a defensive gesture, "just forget it, not important now." 

	She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, sorting her thoughts.

	“Now listen, this is important… Why did Selene come after you?” 

	“She dared to blame me for her robot groom’s glitch,” he stated. “I guess the logs told her I suppressed its update error message.”

	“Why on earth would you do that? We talked about it. The plan was to go after the security bots and to keep the rest running without a glitch to give them no reason to look deeper into that,” Victoria said sharply.

	She closed her eyes again and started to rub her temples, “You know how she is when her horses are concerned.”

	Victoria stood right before her father now, lifting his face to look into his eyes. “Do you think she knows?” she asked intently.

	“I don’t know … I’ve to…” he started, but Victoria interrupted him with a sharp gesture.

	“Just get over it, Dad,” she hissed in a low tone, “They’ll be history in a matter of hours anyway.”

	“But…” Peter started, still shocked that Victoria, as the third woman today, virtually walked over him.

	“Don’t ‘but’ me,” she said. “The plan is already in motion. Every incident might make them aware of the preparations.”
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