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      IT HAD BEEN AN early morning, and already the Michigan National Guard Compound was buzzing with activity as ambassadors made their way to their summons by Dr. Richter.

      Tobias gulped; these meetings were never pleasant. Whenever Richter called a meeting, everyone who had been included tensed as the man would theatrically go on tantrums. Opening your mouth at the wrong time sometimes meant the barrel of a gun being pointed at you as you prayed he would pull the trigger instead of dragging you down to his labs. Everyone knew once you entered the labs, there was no escaping.

      Tobias entered the large meeting room along with eleven others. All tight-lipped, not saying a word as Richter paced in front of a large map that was rolled out over a table.

      “Gentlemen!” Richter’s voice boomed. His thin, tall frame seemed to tower over the map with authority as a smile cracked over his lips, causing those in the room to tense. “We’ve had failed attempt after failed attempt to crack the code of perfecting the stem cell project.” His eyes were wild with rage. “And you know how I hate failure!” he yelled, crashing his fist into the table.

      “Sir.” A man stepped up to him.

      Tobias mentally shook his head. Idiot. It was one of the trainee lackies. He should know better than to speak unless spoken to.

      “With all due respect, those of the compound stopped aging decades ago. You’ve done amazing work here, sir!” The man trembled.

      Richter raised an eyebrow to the man, his hazel eyes studying them. “Oh? You think so, Davis?”

      “Yes-yes. We have been nothing but blessed to have you here as our leader, sir. Do we really need to keep reaching when we’re already so superior?”

      “Superior and yet…” Dr. Richter brought his fist back and swung it hard, connecting with Davis’s face, breaking his nose, and causing him to go flying backward. “Not perfect… not perfect at all.”

      Nobody in the room dared move to Davis’s side as he fell back, hurtling against the floor with blood oozing from his face. Tobias tightened his stance. He couldn’t show weakness. None of them could.

      Dr. Richter straightened as he walked back to the map. “As you all know.” He stopped glaring at those among him. “I strive for perfection, and I expect it!” he bellowed. “You will all be part of it!” He slammed his fist down on the map once more and watched to see if anyone would move. A wicked grin came to his lips. “It’s been known since the war that other safe zones and compounds were set up all around the globe. You are to move out in teams of three to see if you can infiltrate these compounds, learn their secrets, and see if they’ve been able to crack the code. We’re looking for super-soldiers, specimens that can regenerate at high rates, the ultimate being.”

      Tobias couldn’t help but narrow his eyes. What was he proposing? Finding safe zones and then what? Getting information? Would such zones be courteous enough to share such a thing? That’s why the war had started to begin with.

      Richter continued looking at the map. “You will put together a team of you and two others for back-up. We will have vehicles efficiently stocked with the supplies you need for this venture. I will be giving you all maps of supposed known safe-zones and compounds.”

      Davis wheezed as he got off the floor. He opened his mouth again.

      Tobias closed his eyes. Was he about to watch the man die in front of him because of his stupidity of not knowing when to shut up?

      Davis licked his lips. “And if we find someone. If something actually exists. Then what?”

      Dr. Richter produced a tissue as he walked up to the man and handed it to him. “Then you will do everything in your power to capture it and bring it back to me!”

      Tobias’s eyes widened. He knew the man was mad, but what he was talking about was absolutely asinine. He wanted the subject to be a super-soldier. How on earth would they subdue one such as that and bring them back to the base? Worry flooded over him. If he and his fellow ambassadors weren’t successful, it would be in their best interest not to return at all.

      Richter’s eyes went over to Tobias as they held them as if the man was reading into his worried thoughts. “Do this, and you will reap the benefits, and then some, you will be given anything you ask. Anything…”
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      The watchmen guarding the gates to Meridiana looked up to see a dust cloud heading their way. "Looks like we have visitors," one of them stated, readying his weapon. "Contact the governor and tell him to assemble the greeting party. If they're visitors, we'll escort them in and straight up to the compound, make sure you're armed, and don't let your guard down."

      The other watchman nodded and did as he said as the other stepped up to greet the people coming in from the wastelands. The large cargo van stopped in front of the gate as a man appeared at the driver's side window with a large smile.

      "State your business!" the guard instructed, holding the weapon to him.

      "Whoa there!" The driver smiled; he offered his hand. "My name is Tobias. I've actually come as an ambassador from the east from another walled city similar to this one. We've been on the road for months now, checking out different safe zone facilities and getting ideas on how we can better our own. We've also been offering ideas and suggestions to others." His blond hair waved in front of his green eyes.

      "Who do you have with you?" The guard shifted, looking to the passenger seat and behind Tobias.

      "Well, an ambassador can't travel alone. I've got my two comrades here with me, Jake and Silas." The other two men came into view and nodded.

      "If there's going to be a problem, we can, by all means, carry on." Tobias raised his eyebrows.

      The second watch guard got off the radio. "The governor will be at the loading docks to intercept if we go any further."

      "My!" Tobias was taken back. "You sure have a crack team assembled here dealing with outsiders."

      "It’s merely protocol here. We’ve had issues in the past with who we’ve allowed into sanctuary. Now, if you’re willing and want to meet with the governor and his people, we will need you to hand over all your weapons and do a quick search of your vehicle,” the first guard said, his weapon still not faltering.

      Tobias shrugged. “You heard the man, boys, orders here like good guests.” He exited the vehicle and stepped away from it with his hands out. His two companions brought the weapons out, laid them on the ground, and then stood beside Tobias as the second guard searched the vehicle.

      “Troubles in paradise, I take it?” Tobias raised an eyebrow giving a slightly cocky grin.

      “Not lately,” the first guard sneered. “It was seven years ago now that we had intel from an invadingarmy come into our walls, and a war ended up starting.”

      “How dreadful!” Tobias gasped dramatically. “But obviously, all ended well if you’re still standing.”

      “They’ve been cleared, nothing suspicious here,” the second guard said.

      “We will be confiscating your weapons. When you leave the sanctuary walls, they will be returned to you,” the first guard said, lowering his gun slightly. “We will take you to the compound. You will follow us straight to the site and not veer off course. If there’s any funny business, we will incapacitate you.”

      “Naturally.” Tobias gleamed.

      He followed the first guard in his jeep as the second followed closely behind. “Look at this place!” Tobias said in awe as he took in the city. “This is by far one of the most superior safe zones that we’ve come across!”

      “They seem a little too uptight with guests,” Silas stated, crossing his arms, his black hair disheveled by the wind which was blowing through the van’s open window as his gray eyes took in the beauty of the city.

      “Obviously, as stated, they have reason to be so,” Jake answered with a shrug.

      “We will be on our best behavior meeting these people,” Tobias commanded. “You two are to stay quiet unless directly asked a direct question, no snarkiness from either of you.” He eyed Jake.

      The man gave a small smirk as he brushed his hand through his short red hair. “You knew that I had a sarcastic mouth when you brought me into this.”

      Something caught Tobias’s attention as he stared at the civilians. There seemed to be a large age range of people living here. He noted there were some younger children but also that there were a few people who looked to be well above their forties and into their fifties. “Interesting,” he mused as he continued his drive behind the guard. He was brought up to the compound’s loading dock. He was astonished by the size of the building. It had taken up several city blocks. “This must be their base of operation,” he whispered.

      The guard parked in front of him as the other stopped behind Tobias’s vehicle. They still had their weapons on them but were no longer pointing them at their guests.

      Tobias let out a sigh. “Let’s make this good.”

      The three exited their van as four people came up to the loading dock. Tobias stared at them. They all looked relatively young from around twenty-five to their early thirties he noted as the man wearing the gray suit seemed to take charge. Beside him was another man with dark black hair who didn’t look as officially dressed. Tobias figured he was the muscle of the group. On the other side of the man in charge was a taller man with hair so dark brown it seemed black and blue eyes that held no emotion. He had been dressed in all black and a white lab coat. Beside him… Tobias’s eyes widened at the female. She stood out of place from all of them. She was wearing tight black leggings and a sleeveless top, yet the air she held seemed like she controlled all three that she hadn’t been standing next to them, more like they had flanked her.

      The man in the gray suit studied Tobias as he stepped forward and offered his hand. “Welcome, I’m the governor here of the city of Meridiana. You may call me Gavin.”

      “It’s a pleasure, Governor.” Tobias nodded, shaking his hand. “I am Tobias.” He turned. “Along with me, here are Jake and Silas. We’re ambassadors of a sort from the northeast.”

      “Before you get into who you are and why you’re here, I have one statement that I want to make clear right away,” Gavin interrupted. His eyes hardened. “If you’re here to harm any of my people, the repercussion is death. There are no trials here. Outsiders who are here to harm are dealt with swiftly.”

      Tobias was taken back slightly. “You have my word, sir. We’re not here for any such reason. In fact, I’m hoping we can help one another out.”

      “Very well.” Gavin nodded. “I would like to bring you and your men to our boardroom so we can talk. Once we hear you out, we will decide whether or not you will be allowed to stay.”

      “Sound like an interrogation.” Tobias raised an eyebrow; he was met with a stern glance from Gavin. “Not that I mind, though!” he added quickly. “We have no ulterior motives, nothing to hide!”

      Gavin’s stern look finally lightened. “This way then.” He turned to motion the three men to follow them. As he did, he glanced over at the female, at how she stood close to the man in the lab coat. There seemed to be an unspoken air about the two of them. He had a hard time focusing on anything else as they walked. He had never seen someone like her before. To call her beautiful simply wasn’t enough. He wondered if she had been what he was looking for, no. He wouldn’t get his hopes up yet. He needed time. He needed to be absolutely certain. They needed to bide their time with this.

      Once they were seated in the boardroom, he noticed how the female had taken her place between the governor and the man in the lab coat. Her expression wasn’t overly readable, but it seemed kinder than the three men.

      “I’d like to introduce you to my right hands,” Gavin said, standing. “This is Hokura, Professor Dorian, and Adam. Alongside them, I have a governing cabinet of officials, but it will be us four who vote and decide whether or not you three will go any further.”

      Tobias smiled charmingly as he brushed his golden hair to the side. “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you. I must admit that my group has never been intercepted in such a way before, but we will provide you with any information that you might find helpful.”

      “You said you were an ambassador. Why are you here in Meridiana?” Gavin asked.

      Tobias licked his lips. “I’ve actually traveled quite a way; my men and I have been going from safe zone to safe zone to see which ones are thriving and which have crumbled over the decades.”

      Dorian raised his eyebrows. “There weren’t many safe zones that were created to withstand the tests of time.”

      Right away, Tobias knew the kind of man that Dorian was. “No, Professor, there weren’t. We’ve found that many safe zones that were military output bases have long failed to survive. However, there have been a few along the way that have seemingly evolved and adapted to the way of life now. Mind you, they haven’t been comparable to your fair Meridiana.”

      Gavin leaned forward curiously. “Are you from a surviving safe zone?”

      “Our people are partially from the Michigan National Guard base; we have a compound in Monroe. We were far enough from all the blast zones that we could survive but far enough from the coast that we didn’t have to deal with hurricanes or any of mother nature’s antics. We’re also fortunate enough to be close enough to Lake Erie that we have a continuous water source.” He gave a small smirk. “Those bases from the north across the border, I’m sure, had a hellish time operating under snow for half the year. It seems ever since the war, our climate has shifted, and we’ve seen less of it.”

      “You still have yet to tell us exactly why you’re here,” Dorian interrupted, leaning forward as he gave a stern look to all three of them.

      Tobias shrank back. This man had a temper on him. He noted as Hokura placed a hand on his arm, and as if silently commanded, he sat back and regained his composure. Tobias cleared his throat. “We’re here simply to get ideas of how to better our own sanctuary. I didn’t exactly want to pry into this right away, but upon driving here, I noted that you have a multi-age society here, which makes me want to question the stem cell project and if you were ever able to crack it.”

      Dorian smirked at the man as he laced his fingers and brought them under his chin as he leaned in. “It’s been nearly a century. The civilians whom you observed were merely those who came to the sanctuary when they had already aged past the project's age of majority. They slowly stopped aging once they came to the city. The project cannot bring back one’s youth, but it can stop the body from further deteriorating.”

      “Remarkable!” Tobias cried. “We had perfected it about six decades ago… apparently, we were a little slower. Then again, our death rates weren’t as high as we found in other parts of the world. We were able to stop the aging process, but there were other genetic processes that we still lacked on.” He waved his hand. “I’m not so much here for that, though, more so ideas of cultivation, how you keep your society running, how on earth a place of this size runs so successfully. We want our sanctuary to thrive. We were hoping we could possibly help one another out with ideas, but it seems that this place is far more advanced in the science department.”

      Gavin answered. “We have Professor Dorian to thank for that. He’s one of the original founders of the compound here. He’s the head of the science department as well as one of my right-hand men. He sees to pretty much everything here in the compound.”

      “And yet you’re governor?” Tobias caught himself, but it was too late. He closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, was his stupid question going to cause a rift and get them kicked out before they even had a chance?

      He heard a chuckle. “I’m not the man for the job.” Dorian shifted, crossing his legs, leaning back. He looked to Hokura at his side. “Too much paperwork.”

      She gave a small chuckle causing Gavin’s eyes to look her way. Tobias wondered who this woman was exactly. He looked over at Adam, who had yet to say anything. Why did it seem that he and Hokura were somehow something more than just merely right-hand men to the governor? He was trying to wrap his mind around it.

      “And your men here?” Gavin asked.

      The question brought him back to the moment as relief washed over him. He hadn’t blown it just yet. “They’re my traveling companions. I wasn’t overly keen on traveling alone, between raiders, cannibals, and everything else out there. There’s safety in numbers.” Tobias gave an exasperated sigh. “If it weren’t for the fact that there was such a need for moving forward, I wouldn’t have agreed to leave. I’m not the only ambassador that was sent out, but they were staying closer to the borders. If you wish, I can show you all my documents and maps of where we’ve been, what we’ve learned.”

      Gavin crossed his arms and looked questioningly over at Dorian and Hokura. There was an unspoken conversation going on between the three of them. He then looked over to Adam, and with a nod, things had been confirmed as the governor stood. “You three are welcome to stay here. For the first few days, I will supply an escort. We will answer any questions you have. Remember what I first said, though, if any type of malice comes about, then your actions will be dealt with swiftly.”

      The three of them smiled at each other. “Thank you so much, Governor Gavin!” They stood, offering their hands to him, which he took.

      “Adam, we’ll have them in block A,” Gavin stated.

      Adam nodded and left quickly. The three were about to follow suit when Gavin stopped them. “He’ll be right back. He’s going to get the keys for your suites. We’ll see that they’re properly stocked with food. All the basic amenities will be supplied to you. I’m sure you have supplies in your vehicle that you would like to unpack as well.” He shifted, taking them in. “Adam will take you to your vehicle and help you with that and then take you to your rooms. You can all get settled. We’ll bring you to the cafeteria to pick out your dinner and let you rest for the night. Tomorrow morning one of us will escort you to breakfast and take you for a tour around the city. I hope you find us hospitable despite the fact that we tread on the side of caution when it comes to new arrivals.”

      “This is all very gracious of you, Governor. Thank you,” Tobias chimed. With that, Adam re-entered the boardroom with keys in his hands.

      “Adam, take them to their vehicle so they can grab their supplies, and then you can take them to their suites. Give them two hours or so and then escort them to the cafeteria for dinner. They can eat in their suites and get a good rest before tomorrow,” Gavin instructed.

      “Yes, sir.” Adam nodded. He looked over the three men. “If you three would follow me, we’ll get you all set up.”

      Gavin stopped Tobias quickly and handed him a piece of paper. “My number. If you need anything dire, please feel free to page it. I’ll be busy today, but I will be around tomorrow. I’ll see to your escort tomorrow, and if they can’t answer your questions, I can definitely do so.”

      “Thank you,” Tobias replied, taking the piece of paper, and then quickly turned and followed his men as they paced after Adam.
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      After the door closed behind Tobias, Gavin let out an exasperated sigh.

      “They’ve been fairly upfront and honest about everything so far. I don’t see why you’re getting so worked up!” Dorian stated, leaning back in his chair.

      “It’s always stressful having newcomers come in,” Gavin replied.

      “That’s why we have this plan in place,” Hokura reminded him, placing a gentle hand on his arm. “It’s been seven years, and we haven’t had any issues yet.”

      “Yet,” Gavin retorted. He rocked in his chair and stood. “I guess I just got busy double-checking that they’re looked after. I’m going to have a watch guard go through their vehicles once more. I also need to make sure their confiscated weapons get noted and stored until they decide to leave. I don’t know who’s going to escort them around tomorrow.”

      “I can!” Hokura chimed in.

      Gavin gave her a disconcerting look. “Anything to keep busy these days.”

      “Unless you want me keeping busy during the night, for watch duty, I would find this is your most agreeable solution,” Hokura remarked.

      “Fine.” Gavin turned. “I’ll be home at sixteen hundred hours, and we can figure out dinner.”

      Hokura smiled sweetly until he left. Once the door closed, she huffed and closed her eyes.

      “You can’t avoid your teenagers forever.” Dorian chuckled, glancing at her.

      She let out a groan. “It’s not so much Cyrus but Cassandra. She keeps asking questions. She’s picking up on things and keeps trying to dig, and I don’t know how long I can avoid this conversation.” She kneaded her forehead. “We got into a yelling match the other day over dinner, she asked if she could walk the outer perimeter of the walls with her friends, and I told her no. Then I was the bad guy for not delving into her questions about the dangers I’ve seen.”

      Dorian placed a hand on hers and gently rubbed it. “How many times have I told you these past few months that you need to be honest with them? Their bodies are changing. From what I’ve witnessed, they both harbor the peacekeeper genes, their strengths, speeds, and even academically they are well above average children their age.”

      “Mmmmm.” Hokura glared at him. “Now I can tell them that they’re different, and it’s all my fault because that’s what a thirteen-year-old girl wants to hear coming from her mother.”

      “That’s why I’m so grateful you three peacekeepers slept through your adolescence years.” Dorian laughed.

      Hokura shoved him lightly. “You’re not helping!”

      He regarded her. “You want my help? Then take my advice for once in your life.” He stood up. “I’ll see if I can catch up with you tomorrow on your tour.”

      “And what do you have planned for the rest of your evening?” she asked.

      “Gathering files that aren’t classified information that might be helpful to our guests and getting them to your husband.”

      “Ever so helpful.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Now who’s acting like a teenager with such curt remarks and rolling their eyes?” Dorian couldn’t help but smirk at her. “If you want to get into the technicalities of things with your children after you’ve told them your origins, I can speak with them as well about the genetic traits and attributes.”

      “That might be helpful,” Hokura breathed. “I guess I’ll see you around tomorrow.” They both got up and left the boardroom, both going in opposite directions.

      Hokura hadn’t exactly wanted to make her way up to her suite yet, lessons were done for the day, and she figured Cassandra and Cyrus were out with their friends hanging around the compound or the city. She made a face; would her daughter be so unwise at this age to try and sneak out of the city on her own with her friends? She shook her head. They had left several times as a family, always fully armed, ever since the war, but they had been lucky. There were still cannibals out there. Even Tobias had stated so. She knew they were most likely still holding up in Samilian City, it was several miles from the compound, and the scouts had yet to ever come across them. Hokura figured they stayed in their own territory, or they had moved on. Still, she didn’t want her daughter outside the walls.

      She walked the hallways thinking about the guests that had arrived, how Tobias said he was an ambassador and was looking for ways to improve their way of life in their sanctuary. The idea that there were other places such as Meridiana swam through her thoughts. She couldn’t imagine there being other places set up like this. Other safe zones where people were thriving in their own way. She found herself walking towards the garage when she saw Adam along with the new arrivals. Tobias was struggling with balancing a large duffle bag on top of two oversized cold boxes. She quickly ran and steadied it.

      “Seems like you’re not too balanced with your luggage,” she stated, taking the duffle bag. It had indeed felt heavy. She wondered what exactly was inside of it.

      “Thank you so much, my dear lady.” Tobias smiled wide at her. “I was being hopeful to only make one trip from our van to our rooms tonight.”

      She regarded Adam for a second, glancing at him.

      “They’ve been traveling for months, so they’re pretty well packed,” he stated.

      “I’ve always been one for traveling light, but I guess I can understand the notion when one doesn’t know when they’re going to be returning home.” She nodded.

      Tobias’s interests piqued as he took her in. “Oh? Have you traveled? Where have you been, my dear? I would love to hear about it!”

      “I’ve been up the west coast.” Hokura shrugged. “We’ve been all the way up to an old city called White Rock.” She didn’t want to get any further into the fact that she had escaped the compound over fifty years ago. It had become something that the peacekeepers didn’t overly mention anymore. Another part of history that seemed to slowly disappear with time.

      “We’ve never been so fortunate as to see the west coast. I quite enjoy the ocean.” Tobias sighed.

      “I share in that sentiment. Unfortunately, the closest beach that I know of from here is around two hundred miles away,” Hokura shared.

      The five of them continued carrying the baggage through the compound. Adam pointed out a few areas, such as the cafeteria, which he would escort them to in a couple of hours. He brought the men to their rooms and produced three keys. “You three can get settled. I’ll be back in about around dinner hour to come and escort you to get a meal. You’ll have someone here tomorrow around nine hundred hours to take you to breakfast and give you a tour…”

      “I’ll actually be giving you the tour tomorrow.” Hokura smiled, putting down the duffle bag.

      Adam glanced her way questioningly.

      “We can have a lovely breakfast in the gardens, and after that, we can tour the city and the shops, if you wish, and I can show you the city’s parks and gardens. From there, we can ease into lunch, and then at that time, there’s a good possibility of Professor Dorian meeting up with us to join us for walking around the compound,” she continued.

      Tobias’s smile widened at the idea of having Hokura guide them tomorrow. He was curious to get to know her. There was something about her that drew him in. He couldn’t place it nor describe it. “We would be so honored that one such as yourself would take time out of their busy day to see to us, my lady.” His green eyes held hers.

      “It would be a pleasure. I will see you all at nine hundred hours tomorrow,” Hokura said. She turned when Adam handed off the keys and joined her as she walked down the hall.

      “Why are you putting yourself out for this?” he asked, walking beside her.

      “Isn’t that supposed to be the job of the governor’s right hands?” she asked, eyeing him as they kept going. “Besides, you’re taking them to the cafeteria for dinner.”

      “Because Gavin asked me to see to them this evening,” Adam replied. “My guess is this has to do with avoiding your daughter.”

      Hokura stopped as she turned to Adam. She crossed her arms and gave him an indignant look. “And how is it that everyone seems to know that Cassandra and I aren’t exactly seeing eye to eye right now in the roles of parent and child?”

      Adam smirked slightly. “Because teenagers have big mouths and like to gossip. Nathan had mentioned something about her complaining about you the other day.”

      “Of course, she was.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Joys of teenagers, especially teenage girls, I still have a tiny bit of time before I get to deal with that myself,” he continued.

      “Dorian said he was thankful we were comatose during our teenage years.” She made a face.

      Adam chuckled. “If he wants to be cynical like that, you can tell him we still rebelled and ran away from home.” He sighed. “It was a different time, a different kind of compound, but we all learned from it, even him.”

      “Enough reminiscing about our stormy past. I’m going to try and relax before the brood gets home. Hopefully, Gavin will get home before them, and we can actually enjoy a little peace,” Hokura stated.

      “Have a good night and enjoy giving the tour tomorrow. If Gavin doesn’t keep me busy, I’ll see if I can catch up with you before Dorian intercepts.”

      She nodded and made her way to the elevator for the third floor and went up. She could definitely use some peace. The compound had been running as business as usual. Routines had been set, and she and Gavin, along with Dorian and Adam, were working on the higher education project and expanding jobs within the city. As Meridiana grew over the years, there was a need for more, Gavin didn’t want an overhaul on production to create more waste, yet there was always a need for more over the years, and as the need grew, so did the work.

      Hokura shook her head. She wasn’t going to busy herself right now. She wanted to simply let her mind rest. She had been pleasantly surprised to find that the children hadn’t been home yet, so she was going to take this opportunity to enjoy the peace while it lasted.
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      When Gavin arrived back at the suite, he was happy to see Hokura simply sitting on the couch enjoying a book. He smiled warmly as he took off his suit jacket and hung it up. He casually walked over to her and kissed her neck, nuzzling against it.

      “You were a little curt with me today.” Hokura smiled, looking at him from the corner of her eye.

      “I’m sorry,” Gavin sighed, unbuttoning the few top buttons on his shirt.

      Hokura turned to him with a smirk. “I know it’s been a while and that the tension is getting to you.” She winked. “The children aren’t home right now.” She stood and kissed him heatedly.

      Gavin wrapped his arms around her as he dove into the kiss with passion. Indeed, the sexual tension between the two of them had been high lately, and it seemed that they had gone without for quite some time. Gavin’s hands roamed over her, he had needed this, had needed to feel physically close to her again, but it was hard with having teenagers living with them. He was almost to the point of finding Cassandra and Cyrus a neighboring suite so he could simply get some much-needed alone time with his wife.

      “Let’s take this to the bedroom,” Gavin moaned as Hokura wrapped her legs around him. He picked her up and carried her to their room, where he crashed on top of her on the bed and started heatedly kissing whatever part of her he could get his lips on.

      “Gavin…” Hokura moaned as she moved underneath him.

      He kissed her again ferociously as he cupped her chin. His need for her growing by the second as he pushed up against her. “It’s been weeks,” he groaned.

      “I don’t think it’s been that long,” Hokura panted.

      “Long enough!” Gavin stated, ripping off his shirt before he was on top of her again relishing her. Kissing every part of her body as she let out low soft moans. He wanted to fully indulge in her and not worry about how loud they were so he could finally give in to his growing needs.

      That’s when they both heard the front door open. “Mom!” Cassandra’s voice called out.

      “I’m busy.” Hokura strained as Gavin moved and nipped at her neck.

      “Mom, I need to talk to you now!” Her voice was urgent.

      “Your mother and I are having a conversation right now. She’ll talk to you when we’re done!” Gavin’s voice called as he went back to sampling her.

      That’s when Cyrus’s voice snipped in. “Can’t you just listen for once? Geez!”

      “Shut up!” Cassandra’s voice angrily cried back at her brother.

      The two started squabbling causing Hokura and Gavin’s actions to come to a stop as they both sighed angrily. Hokura groaned in annoyance. “I’ll see what the commotion is all about.” She got up and looked at Gavin, who was still lying on the bed with a frustrated look on his face. “Maybe you can take a cold shower.”

      “There’ve been too many cold showers lately,” Gavin grunted. He went up to Hokura as gently brushed his fingers down her neck. “It would be better if you could join me.”

      Hokura sighed. “Maybe once we move them out of our suite in five more years.” She went to the family room to see what the trouble was and why Cassandra had so desperately needed her at that exact second.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias thanked Adam for escorting him and his men to the cafeteria after they had loaded up their trays and were brought back to their suites.

      “The fridges that are in your kitchens also hold the basic necessities as well,” Adam remarked, giving a warm smile. “We hope that you’re comfortable here. Your bedrooms and bathrooms are also fully stocked as well.”

      Silas looked at the man. “Everyone here seems very welcoming. Thank you for taking time out of your day to make sure we’re looked after.”

      Tobias smiled brightly as well at Adam. “Indeed, this has been one of the warmest welcomes we’ve received! And the accommodations, this place is simply admirable.”

      “The food doesn’t seem half bad either. I can’t wait to eat!” Jake chimed.

      Adam let out a laugh. “I can tell you that it’s vastly improved over the decades from what it once was.” He shifted at the doorway of Tobias’s suite. “Is there anything else I can get you three before I’m on my way for the evening?”

      “No, this has been more than enough. Thank you,” Tobias replied.

      Adam nodded and went on his way as Tobias, Jake, and Silas went into Tobias’s suite and sat down to their meal at the small kitchen table.

      “I wasn’t kidding! This stuff is amazing!” Jake said, stuffing his face with some pasta.

      Tobias glanced at him irritably. “We didn’t come here for the food.”

      “Well, it sure as hell wouldn’t hurt if our food tasted like this and not boxed army rations,” Jake replied.

      “It seems the governor here is open enough to allow us to tour this compound. This sanctuary might actually be helpful and teach us a few things,” Silas stated, thoroughly enjoying his meal.

      Tobias made a face. “Indeed, it is well beyond what we have.” He took a bite of his meal. His expression turned solemn. “And their food is further advanced, but you know that’s not what we’re here for.”

      Silas lifted his head, his black bangs getting in the way of his eyes as he brushed them to the side. “Do you really think such a thing exists? That anyone out here has created the perfected being or cracked the code for a super-soldier?”

      A smile came across Tobias’s face. “Dr. Richter does… and so do I, and I believe these people here hold it.” He thought of Hokura. The air about her seemed a little different, Adam held a bit of the same feeling, but there was something deeper about the female. “I’m interested in what we have to see tomorrow. It’ll be nice to have Hokura accompanying us on the tour.”

      “You’re just going for a pair of legs because you haven’t been between any lately,” Jake mocked.

      “I’m not a man whore like you are, Jake, but I will say this now.” He eyed the man in all seriousness. “Hokura is strictly off bounds to you. If anyone is to have her, it will be me.”

      Silas raised an eyebrow. “In case you missed the chemistry in that meeting, she seems to either be with the professor or the governor.”

      “Maybe both.” Tobias shrugged with a smirk. “Maybe that’s the way it is here. I guess I’ll get a better feel for things when she’s touring us around tomorrow.”

      The three finished their meals in Tobias’s suite.

      “It sure feels good to eat our fill again!” Jake said, stretching. “I’m looking forward to a shower. I bet their hot water runs for more than ninety seconds here.”

      “It’ll feel nice to sleep in an actual bed!” Silas added.

      Tobias had had enough of the two. “If you two are so eager to go to your quarters, then go. But stay in your quarters until you’re retrieved tomorrow morning. We don’t need any trouble while we’re here.” He waved them off. They agreed, and both happily bid him goodnight.

      With a grunt, Tobias cleaned up the kitchen's eating area and made his way to the couch. He couldn’t deny that it indeed felt good to finally be within the confines of another safe zone instead of the back of their van. He didn’t want to get too comfortable yet. He needed a shower.

      Upon entering the bathroom, he was delighted to find not only had it been well-stocked, but there had been a tub as well. He quickly showered off all the dirt and grime from traveling. Once he was done, he filled the tub with warm water and immersed himself. He groaned as he let his muscles soak. He hadn’t realized how sore he had been over the weeks of traveling. Sleeping on a small foam mat would do that to the best of people. After immersing himself for half an hour, he made his way to the bedroom. He fell onto the bed and couldn’t help but sigh in pleasure. The mattress was as soft and plush as the sheets and pillows that were kept on it. He slowly got under the sheets and made himself comfortable as a smile crept over his face. Tomorrow was another day, and Hokura was going to be showing them around. Indeed, it was going to be a most educational tour.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura nestled in bed close to Gavin and kissed him. “So, are adults allowed to run away from home?” she giggled playfully.

      He smirked and chuckled at her as he wrapped an arm around her body, and she slid closer to him. “I think we call that vacation.”

      “Well, then I think it’s high time you and I go on one.”

      Gavin raised an eyebrow at her. “That might not be a bad idea once these visitors leave.” He shifted and stared at her. “Are you sure you want to give them a tour tomorrow?”

      She shrugged. “It’s something to do. Lately, Dorian and I have been going over how to improve and expand the education system.” She rolled her eyes. “It might be nice not to be stuck in an office all day.”

      “Well, higher learning is something that’ll be important in a number of years when all these children come into their primes.” The concept was interesting to him, more young minds coming to work as scientists, laborers, and whatever else their society needed.

      “I wouldn’t know…” She shrugged. “I was hooked up to electrodes and then given a role.” She smirked. “Apparently, that didn’t end too well.”

      Gavin chuckled. “Where did that come from?”

      “Dorian was being snide with me when I told him about Cassandra. He retorted that he was glad us three peacekeepers were composed during our adolescent years.”

      He tried to hold it in, but Hokura could feel her husband vibrating next to her as he failed and finally started laughing.

      “It’s not funny!” Hokura joined in the laughter.

      “But it is.” Gavin wiped a stray tear from his eye from laughing so hard. “Could you imagine Dorian dealing with teenagers? Let alone you and Amara when you were Cassandra’s age? It was most likely for his own mental health that he kept you asleep!”

      She playfully pushed at him. “You’re horrible!”

      “Tell me I’m wrong!” Gavin wheezed.

      “You’re not.” Hokura lay next to him and sighed. “Maybe I should be happy I missed all those years. Maybe I got the easy way out.”

      “You’re overthinking about your past again.” Gavin nudged her. “How about you start thinking of where I can whisk you away to?” He grinned, pulling her close.

      She smiled. “Anywhere as long as it’s with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Hokura tiredly made her way down to Tobias’s suite. Why did the mornings lately feel like battles with getting her teenagers out of bed? At least once Cyrus was up, he was quick to get ready. Cassandra, on the other hand, needed to be physically hustled out the door. Once the children were out, she could have a few moments with Gavin before kissing him and being on her way.

      “I’ll try and meet up with you this afternoon.” He smiled at her lovingly.

      “I guess we’ll see who meets up with me first, whether it’s you, Adam, or Dorian.”

      “Maybe we’ll have some free time later before the kids are off lessons.” She smirked.

      He pulled her to him and kissed her deeper. “Or maybe you can be late for your tour.”

      Hokura laughed. “Would the governor actually condone such a thing?”

      “I guess not.” Gavin sighed with a huff and let her be on her way.

      She made her way down the hallway when her stomach growled. She was glad that at least starting early would give her a chance to have breakfast and get something into her system before touring everyone around. She figured they would go into the city first and walk the main block of shops and parks. Hokura arrived at Tobias’s suite and knocked on the door. He answered with a bright smile with Jake and Silas in tow.

      “Good morning.” Hokura smiled pleasantly at him and his men. “I trust you all slept well and have made yourself comfortable?”

      “Good morning!” Tobias smiled at her. “And what a morning to have such a beautiful specimen such as yourself greeting us and taking us on a tour.” He bowed dramatically. “We’re beyond honored.”

      Jake gave Silas a side glance. It was apparent to them that Tobias was trying too hard. Silas piped up. “We slept well. The accommodations here are quite comfortable.”

      “A lot better than the places we’ve been to before,” Jake added.

      Tobias gave his men a look as he stepped up and automatically took Hokura by the arm. “We’re extremely excited about what you have to show us.”

      Hokura raised an eyebrow. “Well, first we can go to the cafeteria for breakfast. The garden outside is beautiful and usually where I take my meals when I feel like being out of the compound.”

      “Lead the way, my lady,” Tobias continued.

      The four of them made their way to the cafeteria and filled their plates. Hokura then led them out to the garden. She took a deep breath of the fresh air. It always smelled so sweet in the garden first thing in the morning and in the late evenings.

      “This truly is beautiful,” Silas remarked, looking around in awe.

      “Our botanists here were able to modify these plants to live here. Our climate wasn’t exactly ideal for some, but with the help of the scientists here, we have a large array of plants that now thrive here in Meridiana,” Hokura stated, she sat down on the grass, running her hands over it.

      Tobias eyed her as he started on her meal. “Fascinating, although where we’re from, we still have greenery.” He shrugged. “Then again, you’re in the middle of the desert, so collecting so many specimens is a feat indeed.”

      “This morning, I’ll be taking you into the city,” Hokura stated, eating. “I’ll show you around the shops, where our civilians live, and our industrial area.” She glanced over at Tobias, who had been leaning towards her the entire time. “I’m sure your safe zone has many similarities.”

      “There are some differences.” Tobias eyed her. “It seems to be missing the beauty that this place holds.”

      Hokura had dismissed his words as she spotted Talon and waved at him from a distance. He walked over towards her. “Gavin mentioned some guests.” He regarded the newcomers.

      “Yes, this is Tobias, Silas, and Jake. Ambassadors from a safe zone in Michigan, they’re here to get some ideas and also offer some about how they run things.” She looked at the commander. “This is Talon. He’s the head of the watch.”

      “Michigan,” Talon grunted, offering a hand. “A national guard base, I presume?”

      “It is,” Tobias replied, shaking his hand. “Are you familiar with the area?”

      “Was familiar with all large bases back in the day, but that was a very, very long time ago before the war.” He gave Tobias a half-smile. “I hope you enjoy your time here.”

      The watch commander looked at Hokura. “I heard the RTC is being upgraded. Are you doing a run through it?”

      She closed her eyes. How was it possible that Dorian could take on a million and one projects and still have time to breathe somedays? “I guess I’ll be testing it once Dorian deems the upgrades complete.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be in the next day or so.” Talon winked at her. “I hope you four enjoy the rest of your day.”

      “Testing?” Tobias asked. “Sounds interesting.”

      “I’m sure it’s something we’ll get around to tomorrow,” Hokura stated. “It’ll most likely be Gavin taking you on a more in-depth tour around the compound.”

      “Ah yes, the governor. He seems like a good man to be in charge, other than the professor.” He lifted an eyebrow. He wanted to gauge her reaction.

      Hokura let out a chuckle. “They both have their strong points. Both are extremely dedicated to their cause. Gavin is more people-minded than Professor Dorian is…it’s been both of them that have made Meridiana and the compound what it is today. Gavin had the mind, and the professor had the know-how.”

      Tobias couldn’t gauge anything from that! Fine, if he couldn’t figure them out, then he wanted to know about her. “How long have you been in the compound?”

      “I was created here.” Hokura gave a meek smile. “I guess it was years after the city and the walls had been standing.”

      “So, you’ve been one of the lucky ones who’s always been able to enjoy the comforts of this sanctuary.”

      Her mood shifted. She didn’t want to talk about her forty years spent in the old city, which had been left to slowly crumble at the test of the time. The city’s government had failed to keep their civilians from death, though the civilians were mere mortals with no perfected genetics to save them from the hands of time. “Yes, I’ve been one of the fortunate ones. If you wish, we could go and see the city, we can walk the main street of shops, and I can secure a vehicle for after lunch, and then we can make our way to the industrial area.”

      “You’re the tour guide.” Tobias beamed. He found her wording peculiar, even her slight change of demeanor had him questioning her. What exactly was she not telling him? It made her seem even more mysterious, that behind her honey brown eyes, there had been something so much more.

      Hokura got up and stretched. “We’ll deposit our trays in the cafeteria, and then we’ll exit through the garage since it’s right at the main street anyways.”

      The three followed her as they made their way through the compound.

      “It seems like this place is always buzzing with people,” Silas commented as he took in the workers still in the cafeteria as they deposited their trays.

      Hokura looked at him brightly. “It’s gotten a little more lax over the years, people in the facility work hard, but Gavin is very strict about people here having lives of their own. Hobbies, families, and that they pursue their interests.”

      Jake made a face. “Interesting way to live.”

      “It’s how life used to be before the war. We’ve tried to duplicate what life once was. We started bringing back traditions, celebrations, holidays.” She smiled. “It was like getting a piece of our humanity back, and morale around here skyrocketed.”

      Tobias raised an eyebrow. “Such things in a world and time like this seem a little trivial, don’t you think?”

      She turned to him. “I used to think so, only because that’s how I was programmed to think.”

      He mulled over her words, wondering if they had a hidden meaning behind them as they made their way into the garage. As Hokura entered, a woman with short blonde hair and bright blue eyes stalked up to her. She was wearing coveralls and had a steak of oil across her forehead.

      “How many times have I told you that you need to be on top of checking your oil?” Amara huffed.

      “Awe, were you checking my jeep today?” Hokura smiled at her friend.

      She rolled her eyes at her. “I figured I would see about tuning up the bikes and then went over to the jeeps. Good thing I did.”

      Hokura gave a light laugh and hugged her. “Thank you. I know I need to be more diligent; I’ve just been busy lately.” She raised an eyebrow. She had checked it and didn’t think she was low yet. Then again, Amara had a thing with keeping fluids topped up in any vehicle.

      “With teenagers, so I’ve heard,” Amara smirked; she stepped out of the hug and eyed Tobias, Jake, and Silas. “So, these are the visitors Adam was talking about.”

      “Yes, Amara, this is Tobias, Jake, and Silas. They’re from a safe zone in Michigan,” Hokura introduced the three as they nodded at Amara.

      Tobias eyed her. She was different as well, but it seemed that there was still something special about Hokura. He shook his head. “It’s very nice to meet you.” He offered his hand.

      “Yeah, you too.” Amara shook his hand. She didn’t bother offering her hand to the other two, who seemed to be standing awkwardly behind Tobias.

      “I take it my jeep will be topped up so I can use it this afternoon?” Hokura glanced at Amara.

      “You know it!” She stepped up closer to her friend and nudged her. “We should take the bikes out this evening, maybe after dinner? Just the three of us like old times?”

      Hokura took a breath. “That would be amazing. I need that. I’ll call you after dinner, and we’ll go out.” She couldn’t help but feel exhilarated about the thought. It had been a few weeks, and she didn’t realize how much she had missed going out until that moment.

      “It’s a peacekeeper reunion then!” Amara cried as she pumped her fists in the air and turned away. “I’ll let Adam know, have fun touring around the city!”

      “See you this evening!” Hokura called and watched as Amara waved her hand up in the air as she strode back to work.

      “Peacekeeper?” Tobias asked, stepping up to Hokura with a questioning look.

      Hokura pursed her lips. “Just a name for the group we were once part of. It was Adam, Amara, and me.” She shook her head. “A very long time ago…” She started walking towards the doors cocking her head for the three men to follow her.

      Tobias smiled, another piece of the puzzle. He had known the three were something else, but what about the professor? No need. He would spend the day with Hokura in hopes of unraveling a bit of the mystery behind her. He had been curious to dive deeper and learn about her origins.
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        * * *

      

      The day had worn on, Hokura had shown them shops, they had met shopkeepers, gone to a sweet shop that had allowed them samples of food that Tobias couldn’t deny was absolutely delectable. He had put up with his comrade’s comments about how this place trumped their own as they went on about the food. Tobias glowered; indeed, this sanctuary was beyond thriving and made theirs look like a tent city. They weren’t here for recipes. They were here for something that their own sanctuary had stated was much more important. Although it was hard to argue with Meridiana’s advancements, maybe he would be able to learn a thing or two about their food production. There had been an impressive lending library with a massive number of books that the civilians could take out and read. He had been impressed by the collection, but the idea of reading fiction seemed odd. Why entertain ideas of fairytales? Then again, it seemed like this city had been a fairytale in itself.

      Tobias watched as civilians made their way through the streets. They all seemed comfortable in their way of life. None of these people looked hardened by the outside world. He wondered how many had truly seen it. How many were people from the outside, and how many were people who had always simply been within the walls of the sanctuary? He eyed one woman who had seen Hokura and made her way up to her.

      “Yvonne!” Hokura smiled. “It’s been a while. How have you been?”

      “I’ve been quite lovely, Hokura. I wanted to thank you and Gavin for the seeds for my garden. I’m finally starting to see buds of greenery!” the older woman gushed. She looked behind Hokura and smiled. “The compound has visitors?”

      “Yes,” Hokura introduced the three.

      “Well, if you three are looking to start a new life, I can say from experience that Meridiana is as self-sufficient as it gets,” Yvonne stated.

      Tobias stepped up. “We’re hoping to learn the ways of Meridiana and what makes this city so successful, ma’am. It seems like we have a lot to learn.”

      “It is indeed special. There’s a lot of elbow grease that goes into keeping a place like this running. I don’t know how Gavin does it some days.” She smiled. “Then again, he’s been at the hand of Governor so long he just makes it look easy, I guess.” Yvonne made a small noise as she realized the time. “I’m so sorry, though. I am meeting Frederich, Dimitry, and Garrett for lunch. We like to get together and reminisce every second week.”

      Hokura nodded warmly. “Tell them Gavin, and I send our regards.”

      “I shall!” Yvonne nodded. She looked over at the three. “I hope you enjoy your stay here.”

      Tobias nodded back towards the woman. “Thank you, ma’am. We’ve been welcomed very warmly.” He watched as the woman turned and quickly made her way to wherever she was heading. Once again, Hokura was on the move. He was curious who the woman was. Obviously, she was from someplace else, considering she was physically older than the majority of people here. He was about to ask when she spoke up as if she had read his mind.

      “Yvonne was part of a governing cabinet from an old city northwest from here called White Rock. Unfortunately, the city couldn’t pull in enough resources to keep its community thriving. They ended up coming to Meridiana around thirteen years ago,” Hokura spoke as she started walking again. She didn’t expand on the story about how she had lived there and had come back to Meridiana.

      They had stopped at a park along the way, Hokura spoke about it animatedly, but Tobias couldn’t help but focus on the way she had so tenderly touched a plaque that had been erected in a flowerbed. Her eyes held it deeply as she spent a moment slowly tracing her fingers around the inscription. Hokura didn’t say anything about it or what was written on it, but why did her mood suddenly turn again? And as fast as it had come on, it was gone again as she smiled brightly at the three of them.

      “I’m sorry, I feel like I’ve been rambling on for hours,” Hokura admitted. “I’m sure you three are starting to tire. We can make our way back to the compound for lunch and take a bit of a break in the cafeteria. From there, I can drive you out to the industrial part of the city, and you can see where we manufacture everything.”

      “You’ve been a great guide; this has been so much to take in.” Tobias smiled and walked up to her and lightly brought his hand through her hair to brush back a few strands from her face. He wanted contact with her. “I thank you so much for all your time and being so diligent with showing us your beautiful city, Hokura.”

      She blushed slightly. “We want everyone to feel welcomed here, whether they’re visiting or planning on making a life here.” She quickly turned from him. “Let’s make our way back to the compound and get something for lunch.”

      Tobias soured a little as Jake walked up to him. “Oh, I saw that rejection,” Jake whispered lowly in Tobias’s ear. The man glared at his companion. “Shut up. I want to know more.” He quickened his pace and walked next to her. “You mentioned peacekeepers earlier, that there were three of you. Was it a special force or project?” Again, he noticed a turn in her stature.

      “It was long ago. We helped with the watch guards protecting the city.” A smirk came across her face. “Luckily, we haven’t had to really continue the ways of the past. I guess that’s all part of evolving, though.”

      Tobias was even more puzzled than before. Why did it seem whenever she answered a question, he only had more to ask? It was as if she spoke in riddles that simply opened up more avenues to walk down. He pursed his lips. Maybe he was going about asking the wrong questions. He would have to mull it over and find a different way to approach her. This was just day one. He had time.

      The three followed Hokura back to the compound. They were grateful by the time they had arrived back as the day was starting to warm, and it felt refreshing to back indoors.
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        * * *

      

      The four sat in the cafeteria enjoying their meal when Hokura’s eyes shot up, and a smile crossed her face. Tobias looked up to see that it was the professor who had caught her attention and was walking their way. He was another individual that Tobias had been curious about. He took note as he grabbed a chair and set it at Hokura’s other side.

      “Enjoying the tour?” he asked Hokura directly. He had purposely ignored Tobias because the man had been sitting much too close to her for his taste.

      “Or are you asking if I’m enjoying it more than working with you?” she teased.

      He rolled his eyes at her. “You wound me deeply with such a sentiment. I was double-checking the RTC upgrades. I’m sure I’ll run a trial through it tomorrow.”

      “I’m just teasing you.” Hokura winked at him.

      Tobias picked up on the dynamics between the two of them. It was odd indeed. The way Dorian’s eyes held hers, the way he leaned in when speaking to her and smiled at her. The way she had rested her hand on his leg when she assured him.

      “Professor, maybe later I can pick your brain about your food production here,” Tobias interrupted. “Hokura wants to show us the industrial part of the city. Maybe tomorrow or the next day, we can have a look into the process.”

      “I’m sure the governor will happily show you around tomorrow afternoon. Tomorrow I will be busying Hokura with the work she missed today.” He smirked at her.

      “Always a workaholic,” she chided at him. “Didn’t Gavin tell you that you needed some hobbies?”

      Dorian huffed. “Indeed, your husband has been on top of me about hobbies, yet whenever I pick one up, it’s apparently not the right one. May I remind you about my nighttime training?”

      Husband… that answered the question that Tobias had been holding back on. Hokura was Gavin’s. Yet why was there such an air about these two?

      “Are you still training?” Hokura raised an eyebrow.

      Dorian gave her a look that Tobias couldn’t decipher. It almost held some underlying pain as he answered.

      “Yes, but not as often.”

      He needed to pick at these two, he wanted to get closer to Hokura, and it seemed like although she was married to Gavin that it was the professor that he needed to go through.

      “Would you like to accompany us on the tour? I’m sure you know the industrial part better than I do,” Hokura asked as Dorian stretched.

      “It might be good for me to get out of the compound for a bit.”

      She smiled at him excitedly.

      Jake and Silas shared a look as they both watched Tobias’s expression darken. Silas elbowed Jake to keep quiet. He knew the man had a way with words and angering Tobias lately.

      “Well, we can finish our meals, and once we’re done, we can go back to the garage and make our way out for a bit of the afternoon. We’ll be back early enough that you three can spend the rest of the afternoon relaxing if you wish,” Hokura offered.

      Tobias wanted to spend as much time with her as possible as he placed a hand on her arm. “Maybe you can further entertain us once we’re back. I’d love to hear all about you, Hokura.”

      “I’ll have to see what time it is when we get back.” Hokura looked away sheepishly. “I do have some other obligations to attend to.”

      Dorian’s eyes narrowed as he watched Tobias’s hand gently stroke her arm. He was pushing his boundaries with her, and he didn’t like it. He wouldn’t make a scene here, though. He would simply observe for now.

      Once they had finished, they slowly made their way towards the garage when Dorian’s pager went off beside him.

      “What is it?” Hokura asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Dorian looked down at the number and gave a questioning look. “It’s Talon. If you’ll give me a second, I won’t be long.” He turned to an unoccupied office and opened the door. He picked up the phone and dialed Talon’s number. “Talon?”

      “Do you know where Hokura is?” Talon’s voice asked over the receiver.

      “She’s here…” Dorian’s voice was terse. “Do you want to speak to her?”

      He called Hokura inside the office, handed her the phone, and stepped out to allow her some privacy when he heard a shrill.

      “She what!”

      Hokura angrily raced out of the office as Dorian grabbed her wrist. “What is it?” he asked in concern as he stared at her.

      “Cassandra breached the wall, and the watch caught her,” Hokura stated angrily. “She’s being held at the gate.”

      “Should you not inform your husband?”

      “No,” Hokura retorted. “I’m dealing with her.” She turned to Tobias, Silas, and Jake. “My apologies, gentlemen, I have something urgent that I need to deal with. Can we possibly pick up this tour at another time?”

      Dorian stepped in. “I can page Adam. He can show them around.”

      Tobias nodded slowly. “Are you able to accompany us, Professor?”

      Dorian gave the man a sidelong glance. “I apologize, but I will be accompanying Hokura.” He turned to her. “You’re not going to drive down there all pissed off and erratic. You’re going to keep yourself in check.”

      Her eyes narrowed at him. “Don’t start telling me how to parent, Dorian,” she growled at him.

      Tobias’s heart quickened as his eyes widened. Was he about to watch a supposed lover’s quarrel as Hokura and the professor faced off? Their eyes both held fire in them as they glared at one another. His anticipation rose. He watched as Dorian’s expression softened.

      “Then let me be there for some emotional support. I know this has been hard on you. I won’t overstep,” he offered.

      “Fine!” Hokura snapped back.

      “Let me call Adam and get our guests set up. Cassandra isn’t going any further if she’s being held at the gate,” Dorian eased, defusing the situation.

      “I’ll be in the jeep,” Hokura retorted before he placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “Please wait for me, I’ll get this done, and then I will be on my way.”

      “Dammit,” Hokura muttered. “Adam, Amara, and I were supposed to be going out tonight.” She took a deep breath and walked away.

      Tobias pursed his lips in a shocked expression. “Well, you seemed to have deactivated that bomb in a hurry.”

      Dorian gave the man an annoyed look. “Comparing Hokura to a bomb is like comparing a tsunami to a ripple in a pond. You’ll have to excuse her for the day. I have full confidence that Adam will be just as helpful.”

      He excused himself back into the office. Tobias looked at Jake and Silas and made a face.

      Silas stepped forward. “Seems like she has a lot going on right now.”

      “Apparently,” Tobias mumbled and silently seethed for a moment. Obviously, Cassandra was her teenager that Amara had mentioned earlier, which meant Hokura had procreated. Another piece to the puzzle, so many females had issues with bearing children. Only a genetic perfection could do so.

      Dorian stepped into the hallway. “Adam is on his way; he’ll happily take you three on a tour for the rest of the afternoon. If there are any further questions, I’m sure Gavin will answer them for you tomorrow when he sees you.” With that, he was off.

      He walked into the garage to see that Hokura was already sitting in her jeep waiting for him. He was relieved that she waited for him as he silently got in, and they drove off to the far point of the city towards the gate.

      Before they had gotten to their destination Dorian pressed. “Why does she have such an interest in going beyond the wall? It’s not like you haven’t taken them beyond it before.”

      “Because she just wants to defy me at every turn lately,” Hokura retorted sharply. She stopped. “I’m sorry I shouldn’t be taking this out on you. I know you just want to help.” She sighed angrily. “I just want to protect her.”

      She felt Dorian’s hand on her shoulder. “I fully understand.”

      Hokura got to the gate to see the guards standing with Cassandra between them. She eyed her daughter unhappily before regarding the two guards.

      One of them spoke up. “The watch saw her walking the perimeter of the wall. She said she was dared. Talon recognized her when we brought her in and reported her.”

      “Thank you,” Hokura sighed, closing her eyes before she stared at Cassandra again. “Get in the jeep. We’re going home.”

      Cassandra looked over at Dorian and raised an eyebrow. She didn’t know why he was there but could only imagine.

      Hokura got into the jeep and turned to her daughter. “Why on earth would you go beyond the walls after I’ve told you how dangerous it is out there?”

      Cassandra chewed on her bottom lip. “Becca dared me, and there’s a hole in the wall where kids have been sneaking out…” She sunk in her seat slightly.

      “You will tell us where that hole is, and we will have it dealt with,” Dorian stated.

      Cassandra nodded.

      Hokura started the jeep and began driving. “You know it’s dangerous out there, Cassandra! How many times do I have to tell you that before it sinks into that brain of yours?” Hokura asked angrily.

      “Mom!” Cassandra pouted. “You always say it’s dangerous, but it can’t be that bad. We’ve never come across anyone in the wastelands before when we’ve headed north.” She crossed her arms. “I don’t understand what the big deal is.”

      Hokura clenched her teeth. She was ready to lose her temper as her hands gripped the steering wheel to the point of leaving indentations.

      “Your mother is right. It is dangerous out there,” Dorian offered.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes. “Coming from someone who literally never leaves the compound.”

      “Cassandra!” Hokura yelled.

      Dorian eyed Hokura and turned around in his seat. “Your mother and I have unfortunately come across the dangers that are beyond the walls and in the wastelands. Long ago, we were on a scouting mission and ran into several dangers. Not only did we run into cannibals, but we were also shot at.” He grimaced at the memory. “There are many reasons why we don’t want young people going beyond the wall.”

      Hokura narrowed her eyes, looking in her rearview mirror. “You should count yourself lucky that you were found before something could have happened.” She was thankful that Cassandra didn’t answer with a snide remark. The three drove along in silence.

      Dorian looked over to Hokura, who seemed to have her eyes fixed on the road. He knew she had been butting heads with Cassandra more often than not lately. He was glad there wasn’t any further argument over what had happened.

      When they got to the compound and Cassandra hopped out of the jeep, Hokura cleared her throat. “Straight to the suite and to your room, you will not be allowed out for the next few days. I will not hear about you taking dares from Becca anymore.”

      “What? So now you’re locking me up in my room?” Cassandra’s shrill cry echoed the walls of the garage as she faced off with her mother. “You can’t do that to me!”

      “I can, and I will!” Hokura seethed. “I am your mother, and you will listen to my rules!”

      Cassandra screamed and stormed off in a huff. Hokura was about to march after her when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

      “Why don’t you let Gavin deal with her on this one?” Dorian’s voice was soft and calm.

      She bristled and then sighed as it felt like the weight of the world crashed down on her. Hokura brought her hand up to her forehead and raked it through her hair. “Gavin hasn’t seen what I’ve seen. He knows about it, but…” she looked at Dorian with pleading eyes, “you and I have been out there. We’ve experienced it. I just don’t want anything to happen to her.” She shook her head. “What would I ever do if I lost her?”

      He took a deep breath, the joys of parenthood. Something he always wanted to experience with her, and yet… the memory stirred him. “I think you should tell Gavin what happened, tell him her consequences, and then tonight you should keep your plans and go out and enjoy yourself.”

      She gave him an odd look and was about to protest when he held up his hand.

      “Gavin is a capable adult and father who can deal with his teenage daughter. It’ll put you in a much better mood as well. I’m sure you’ll come home feeling rejuvenated.”

      A smile met her lips. “Why do I feel like you’re trying to give me an out?”

      A smirk came to his face. “Because you need one, we all do from time to time. Now I suggest you follow in her wake and speak to Gavin about the events that took place and enjoy your evening.”
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        * * *

      

      Hokura made her way to her suite to see that Cassandra’s bedroom door was shut. She was about to knock on it but heard her shuffling around, so she decided to let her daughter be. What on earth was she going to do with her? She didn’t know. She had always expected her little spitfire of a son to be the one who grew into a bit of a troublemaker, but as he did, he took things differently than Cassandra, and as she grew, the daughter who had been level-headed as a child turned into a hot-headed teenager.

      Hokura sat at the kitchen table. She had wanted to busy herself but didn’t know what exactly to do, so she got out her sketchpad and started to simply get lost in drawing. She idly thought about Dorian’s words and mused whether she would actually go out with Amara and Adam. She needed it. Her tension was growing lately, and this would be a great way to blow off the stress that seemed to be mounting, not only between her and her daughter but her and Gavin as well.

      “I’ll do it,” she muttered to herself as a small smile of satisfaction came over her face as she looked at the drawing she had produced. It had been a sketch of the memorial park; it had turned out quite well considering it was just something to busy her hands with. That’s when the door to the suite opened, and Cyrus walked through.

      “Hey, Mom, have you seen Cassandra?” Cyrus asked, taking off his shoes and looking over at her as he dropped some books by the door.

      “She’s in her room,” Hokura replied. “She’s in trouble.”

      The boy walked up to the fridge and grabbed a drink. He guzzled it down and refilled it before joining her at the table. “I told her not to do anything stupid and that she’d get caught.”

      His mother’s interest was piqued. “Did you know that she was going to go over the wall?”

      “More like through it.” Cyrus raked his hands through his sandy brown hair, which seemed to be lightening a little more than his sisters. “I heard her and her friends talking at lunch, I told her it was a bad idea, but she brushed me off and walked away.”

      “Sounds like your sister.” She sighed. “She’ll be coming home after lessons and staying in her room.” She took in her son. “Your father is most likely going to take the reins tonight. I’m going out for a bit.” Hokura got up. She wanted to freshen up before Gavin got home and start on dinner. It was the least she could do if she planned on going out.

      As she got up, Cyrus made a comment. “You know I wouldn’t go through the wall, right?”

      She eyed him for a moment. “I hope one of you has the sense to know it’s dangerous out there. The rules are in place to protect you… not contain you.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been an hour later when Gavin had arrived home from work. Hokura greeted him lovingly at the door. “How was your day?” he asked, kissing her tenderly.

      “Not so great,” she sighed as she led him to the bedroom. “I have something to ask you.”

      He loosened his tie and hung up his suit jacket before following her to their room. “What happened? Did something go wrong with our guests on the tour?”

      She sat on the bed and propped herself up. “Not with our visitors but our daughter who was caught breaching the wall and was caught by the guard.”

      Gavin gave her an odd look. “And I wasn’t informed?”

      “Talon actually paged Dorian to find out where I was and then spoke to me.” Hokura shrugged. “Adam was called in and was able to tour them around for the rest of the afternoon.” She looked up at his disgruntled look. “You have enough going on right now. The last thing you need is to be dealing with her antics.”

      He sat down beside her and kissed the top of her head. “And you don’t have enough going on? Remember, we’re in this together, Hokura. If something like this happens again, remember that you don’t have to go at it alone.” He sighed heavily. “I know you and Cassie have been butting heads a lot lately. I think it’s because you two are so much alike that you’re like this with one another.”

      “More like oil and water,” Hokura mumbled.

      “Where is she now?” Gavin asked as he got up and started changing out of the rest of his work clothes.

      “In her bedroom where she is going to stay for the next while.”

      “You deserve a break, and I should be notified when these things happen.” He turned to her. “Next time you get a call like that, please let me know. I can easily drop what I’m doing and go along with you.”

      Hokura had felt guilty. Instead of Gavin accompanying her, Dorian had. She remembered his words as she licked her lips. “There was something I wanted to ask you… Amara and Adam wanted to go out tonight, and…”

      He walked over to her with a smile. “I think that would be good for you…”

      Hokura stood and kissed him, he was so understanding, and she wanted to make it up to him. Obviously, now wasn’t the time, but she had an idea for later that night.

      He broke away from the kiss. “So, when are you three going out? After dinner?”

      “Yeah,” Hokura answered. “How about you make sure you wait up for me?”

      “I always do.” Gavin smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura went down to the garage after dinner. She was excited to be able to get out on the bikes again and spend some time with Amara and Adam. She saw them waiting for her, already ready to go.

      “We really need to make this a weekly thing.” Amara smiled at her.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Hokura huffed. “Going out tonight just might save some of the sanity that I have left.” She looked at Adam. “I’m sorry that you had to give the tour today.”

      He smiled at her. “I heard what happened. Rumors spread fast when it’s the governor’s child breaking protocol.”

      Hokura groaned. “Of course, just what I need, more gossip about how I can’t handle my teenager.” She looked at both of them. “Being a peacekeeper was easier than raising children.”

      Amara let out a laugh. “Maybe. We sure as hell got out more often when we were peacekeepers.”

      Hokura had to ask. “How did Tobias, Jake, and Silas fare on the tour today?”

      Adam shrugged. “Tobias seemed interested enough, I guess. Although, I think he asked more questions about you than anything else.”

      She shook her head; she wasn’t going to think about it. Gavin had stated that he would take Tobias around the compound tomorrow afternoon.

      “We gonna stand around talking all night, or are we gonna ride?” Amara smiled, getting on her bike, and securing her helmet.

      Hokura and Adam both nodded and followed suit as they revved their bikes and made their way out into the night. Hokura closed her eyes. This is what she needed. They raced down the main street as the air hit them. It had been so refreshing simply following the two. Things always felt different when it was the three of them. She had taken Gavin out a few times, even taught Dorian how to ride, but there was something special when it was just the peacekeepers. The road took them down to the southernmost part of the city when they disembarked and walked along a park.

      Adam grinned, stretching. “Did Cassandra ever tell you where the hole was?”

      Hokura groaned. “No…”

      Amara walked up to her nudging her. “Not like you can’t ask her tomorrow, or Talon can always send the watch guards out and check the wall. I’m sure it’s close to where they picked her up.”

      “True,” Hokura said as she walked along, enjoying the night air. The parks and gardens always smelled so sweet once the sun went down. “How’s Nathan doing with his coming of age?”

      Amara rolled her eyes. “He talks about shit I don’t even understand.”

      Adam tried to hold in his chuckle but failed. “He’s been deep into his studies lately. He’s especially into ethology. Unfortunately, it’s not like we have live specimens roaming about.”

      Hokura chuckled. “True, maybe you can take him into the wasteland and start flipping rocks and see what you’ll find.”

      Amara made a disgruntled noise. “With their luck, it would be something venomous.”

      Hokura took a deep breath. Dorian was right. This was the out she needed, she was starting to feel herself again, and with feeling herself, her mind began to reel.

      Adam looked up at them. “Well, want to go for one more spin around the block and head back? I don’t want to keep Olga on standby all night.” He smirked. “I think we all needed this, though.”
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        * * *

      

      Hokura had gotten back feeling exhilarated. She bid Amara and Adam a good night, stating that she definitely needed to go out with them more often and promised that they would spend more time together once the visitors had left.

      “I’ll hold you to that.” Amara eyed her with a smirk.

      She made her way up to the suite, feeling especially renewed, but there had been a fire burning inside of her that only her husband could extinguish, and she needed him to do so now.

      She opened the door to their suite and saw Gavin simply relaxing on the couch. It had been a little later than she had expected to return.

      “Did you enjoy your night?” he asked, looking over at her as the soft light shone upon his features.

      “I did.” She smiled wickedly at him. “The kids are asleep?” she asked quietly.

      “Yeah, they’re both in bed,” Gavin answered, giving her a look.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” Hokura urged. “Get out of the suite for a bit and indulge.”

      He got off the couch. Maybe some fresh air would help his mood. He had wanted to indulge in her that evening but didn’t think he was going to get a chance.

      Hokura led Gavin down to the training facility. “Why are we at this end of the compound? I thought you wanted to go to the gardens and get some fresh air?” Gavin asked, giving her a sidelong glance.

      She gave him a coy smile and pushed him against the wall. She brought herself to him and kissed him in earnest. “I lied. We’re down here because,” she whispered, “I’m the only female who uses the women’s locker room. Nobody is around. We’ll have the locker room to ourselves, especially at this time during the night. We can be as loud as we want.”

      Gavin gave her a grin. “I like the way you think.” He turned, pinning her to the wall this time as he continued the kiss as he pressed his body against hers. When he finally pulled away, he couldn’t help but smirk. “I guess we should get in there before we get carried away.”

      Hokura laughed. “After you!”

      He hitched her up against him and carried her as she straddled him to the female locker room. They crashed through the door and onto the bench as Gavin haphazardly fell on top of her bringing her shirt over her head, and then quickly tore off his own. “Why haven’t we ever thought of this before?” he grunted.

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Hokura gasped as he kissed her bare chest and lowered her pants.

      “Well, I can’t begin to tell you how desperate I am for this right now.” He quickly took off his sweatpants and was back on top of her, kissing her heatedly as she moaned underneath him. He wanted to taste every inch of her. It had been far too long since he had been able to freely enjoy her in such a way. When she arched herself as she moaned under him, he knew she was ready.

      Hokura gasped his name as he slid himself inside of her and started to thrust. With a deep moan of pleasure, she locked her legs around his waist as his movements became harder and faster. She couldn’t help but cry out in ecstasy as he drove her further as her hands came up, and she held onto him for dear life. Her cries became louder as her pleasure grew to its cusp driving Gavin to his just as fast.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had just made his way down to the training room and was going through his warm-up when he heard a cry coming from the female locker rooms. It had sounded like Hokura’s, but why would she be in there at this time at night? The sound jolted him from his workout. Worry coursed through him as instinct kicked in, and he ran from the room as fast as he possibly could and burst through the locker room doors just as Gavin cried out her name. All three suddenly froze as they met with widened eyes as Dorian took in the scene.

      “I’m sorry! I thought I heard screaming!” he stuttered, looking away, and just as quickly as he burst through the door, he retreated.

      “Dammit,” Gavin moaned as his body shuddered from the lingering sensation.

      “This is worse than the kids hearing us,” Hokura groaned, tilting her head back, her body still pulsing as she tried to catch her breath.

      “Do we go after him?” Gavin asked, slipping from his position, and sitting up on the bench as Hokura slowly followed.

      “No…” she panted. “Not tonight. Let him be.”

      Gavin made a disgruntled noise as he stood up. “That’ll be a fun conversation tomorrow morning.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” Hokura offered. “You have enough on your plate with the new visitors and touring them around tomorrow afternoon. I’m going to be meeting with him tomorrow anyway.” She eyed him for a moment, it had been a while, and she was just starting to enjoy herself. “We can always take a quick shower and get in a round two.” She smirked. “I have towels in my locker. Besides, he won’t burst in here a second time.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning had been casual. Gavin hadn’t been in a rush to get out the door as he and Hokura enjoyed one last cup of coffee together in the kitchen after the children had made their way to lessons. Cassandra had been quiet up until she was reminded that she was to come straight home from her studies.

      “I know…” she retorted angrily at her mother.

      “Just making sure you remember,” Hokura stated.

      Gavin eyed his daughter. “And I don’t want to hear about anything like this happening again.”

      She subconsciously chewed her bottom lip as she and Cyrus left the suite in a hurry to get to their lessons leaving Hokura and Gavin a few minutes of peace.

      “You seemed to have slept well last night.” Hokura grinned at him as she took a sip of her coffee, enjoying the sun as it basked through the large bay kitchen windows.

      “I haven’t an idea what you’re talking about,” Gavin teased. He couldn’t help but be in a better mood this morning. Other than being promptly interrupted, the night had been exactly what he had needed. He hadn’t realized how tense he was feeling lately until now. “If that’s what going out with Adam and Amara prompts, I think you should make it a daily venture.”

      Hokura laughed as she stood, bringing her cup to the sink. She turned and looked at Gavin expectantly. “Do you want to meet up for lunch? I’m going to have to eventually make my way down to meet Dorian in his office and get the day going, and you can’t spend the morning hiding in here either.”

      Gavin gave her a wary glance. “I’m not hiding. I’m enjoying my coffee before going down to my own office. I have some paperwork and a meeting with Talon right before lunch to go over the watch reports. But yes, lunch together sounds nice. How about you come by around noon, and we’ll eat in the cafeteria before I meet with Tobias this afternoon.”

      “It’s a date!” She smiled, walking up to him, and kissing him on the cheek. “I’ll see you at lunch!” She was about to turn and make her way to the door when Gavin grabbed her wrist.

      “You’re not allowed leaving with a simple kiss on the cheek,” he stated. He brought her in close, cupping her chin, and kissed her on the lips. It had started out slowly, but before he had known it, his arms were locked around her as the kiss became more heated until he finally pulled away. “Now you can leave, and I’ll see you at lunch.”

      Hokura had wondered what had gotten into him if it had just been the excitement of the night before or if it had been more. “How am I supposed to concentrate on work when you kiss me like that?”

      “Just trying to give you something to look forward to coming home to,” Gavin quipped. “Enjoy your talk with Dorian!”

      She growled; she had forgotten about that attribute this morning. Maybe that’s why Gavin was buttering her up with sweet kisses because he didn’t want to face the man himself. She shook her head and left her suite.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura made her way down the elevator and to the main governing offices where Dorian was to meet her that day. She hadn’t wanted to engage with him about the night before. She didn’t know if she really needed to explain herself. Could she look him in the eye after what he had walked into?

      She found his office door was open. He had been waiting for her. She looked in to see his back facing her as he was looking over something at this desk. He turned as she walked in.

      “Good morning,” he said. His face seemed expressionless considering the situation.

      She needed to be upfront about things. “Dorian…about what you saw last night.”

      He scowled slightly and turned back to his desk. “I’m a grown man, not a prepubescent teenager. I know exactly what I saw and what I walked in on last night, Hokura…”

      She pursed her lips. He wasn’t looking at her. She could understand why. She brought her hand out and rested it on the back of his arm. “I didn’t think you would be training so late at night. I’m so sorry. I had thought…”

      “Well, you thought wrong.” Dorian turned, cutting her off. He stared at her. His hard glare softened. “It’s not that…I was frustrated about something else.”

      “What was it?” she asked, stepping closer to him.

      He let out an exasperated sigh and closed his eyes, turning from her. “Last night, I was upset. I saw how Tobias was looking at you through lunch, how he had been making physical contact with you. When Adam reported about the tour, apparently, the man wouldn’t shut up about you. I don’t like him being around you.”

      “Dorian…” Hokura said, trying to offer him some comfort. Why was he suddenly turning away from her like this?

      “He has eyes for you. Don’t let your guard down with him.”

      “Is that all?” she asked, placing her hand on his back, she wouldn’t make him face her, but she wanted to know that he was okay and knew that there had obviously been more.

      “You know that isn’t all after what I encountered last night,” he confessed. He needed to be honest with her.

      She gave a breath. “Maybe it’s time that you think about finding someone…”

      “No!” He turned quickly, taking her in. “I will not.”

      “Are you telling me for the past fifty-three years?”

      “Yes.” He stood tall over her. His face was placid and held little emotion. “I am telling you that there has only been you and that there will only ever be you. There has never been anyone else, nor will there ever be.”

      Hokura shook her head. “Dorian, it’s human nature to want to have someone to share your life with you…”

      “And you do that just fine with the way things are,” he answered indignantly.

      “You know that’s not what I mean!” Why was she suddenly feeling so upset about this? Was it not his choice? “As humans, we crave love and touch, intimacy…”

      He grunted at her and gave her a small smirk. “Don’t forget what I am. I still have my memories, which are fresh as the day they were made. They’ve kept me enough company through the years. Besides, I still have you by my side every day. That’s far better than you not being in my life.” He took a step towards her and closed in. “Or is it that you simply wanted me to confess that to you?”

      Her eyes widened as her heart raced. She thought of how it was like to be with him, the memories she also shared. She nervously bit her bottom lips. He always seemed to do this to her as she could feel her cheeks redden at the thought of what he had seen the night before.

      “Or maybe it’s you who has something to confess to me?” He leaned in a little closer with a questioning glance. He could hear her heart pounding.

      There was a knock at the door as it quickly opened. “I thought I heard some familiar voices in here!” It was Tobias who was now walking towards them.

      Dorian straightened, giving her another glance. “Were you looking for either of us?”

      “Hokura had mentioned your newest project that you and she were working on, and I was incredibly curious about how you two work together!” Tobias gave Dorian a leering look. “Now I see that it’s very closely.”

      The professor didn’t overly like the situation. He needed to downplay things. “Beyond working partners, I’ve had the honor of knowing Hokura her entire life. We are indeed very close friends.” He emphasized the last word to make his intentions known.

      Tobias eyed her. He wanted to crack her and find out exactly who and what she was, but he hadn’t much of a chance the day before. It seemed that the professor Dorian kept tighter reins on her than the governor did, not that he blamed the man, but he wondered why. Obviously, the two had a past together. He wondered how deep it ran. He wanted to get closer to her. “Hokura, is it alright if I sit in on your conversation? See how your brainstorming is going right now?”

      She looked nervously up at Dorian, who simply raised his eyebrows at her. She knew the look he was giving her at the moment and wanted to purse her lips. It seemed he was right about things. She knew that Dorian wasn’t going to leave her alone with Tobias, and even though the project wasn’t what she had in mind, she cleared her throat. “We’ve been gathering academic material from before the war. We’re going to make our way up to the library to do some research.”

      “Oh? The compound has a library as well?” Tobias smiled enthusiastically.

      Caught, Hokura mentally kicked herself. She had kept the compound’s library out of the tour itinerary because, at times, it had become her private sanctuary. Many people inside the compound simply took out books and left the space. Hokura enjoyed spending hours basking in the daylight away from her suite, reading on one of the chairs or couches. She often sought it out at night simply to be away and watch the city below.

      “We do.” Dorian chewed on his cheek. He could see that Hokura hadn’t wanted to share it, but it had been too late. He was hoping that Tobias wasn’t an avid reader of any kind and that he wouldn’t find the man up there on his own. “We’ll make our way up there now.”

      “Are your friends not along with you today?” Hokura asked as they started on their way.

      “No, they were simply wanting to enjoy the day in their rooms relaxing. They’re definitely travel-weary, but I’m sure I will meet up with them later this afternoon,” Tobias answered.

      He walked behind the two, feeling like the outcast. He glared at Dorian’s back as he watched how Hokura walked so close to him. The three entered the elevator when Tobias took his chance to get between the two of them. “There is something that I’ve noticed about this place. The heat outside is unbearable. Your solar paneling to keep the compound cool must be working overtime to keep this place from melting!” He ran his hand through his blond hair and nudged against Hokura. “I didn’t want to say anything yesterday on our tour, but how do you stand walking around outside for longer periods of time?”

      “Our bodies have adapted and acclimatized to the heat. I’m sure with the help and success of the stem cell project, it happened faster than one would expect, but we do still get hot when we venture out into the wastelands. There are some days where it can surpass one hundred degrees out in the desert. When it gets beyond that, it can be rather uncomfortable to stay in the heat,” Dorian answered. The elevator stopped as he and Hokura got off with Tobias again in their wake.

      “Such an extravagant upper level!” Tobias whistled. “Other than the library, what else is up here?”

      Dorian shrugged. “Just some suites. If you follow us, we’ll show you the library. It’s fairly vast and holds thousands of books. There was a large local library in this area. When the war started, they had boxed up everything and had it stored here at the compound. Many books had multiple copies, so we were able to create the library here as well as the civilian one in the city.”

      The three entered the library as Tobias gasped in surprise. “Such beautiful artwork. The library in the city held artwork as well but nothing as splendid or beautiful as all this.”

      Hokura licked her lips, feeling slightly embarrassed. “These are actually my works of art. I started them many years ago and have just been adding to the collection. It was Dorian who had decided the paintings should be part of the library.” She blushed.

      “Of course, it makes sense.” Tobias turned to her; this was the chance he had waited for. “Only someone as beautiful as yourself could match the beauty of those paintings.” He watched Dorian out of the corner of his eye as he gently brought his hand and ran it through Hokura’s hair. It had gotten the slight reaction he had expected as he smirked. “Such delicate brush strokes, yet you bring out such a blazing inferno of creativity the colors are so bold and beautiful, and I can feel that each piece holds such heavy emotions.”

      She was taken back. “It’s merely a pastime. I find painting rather relaxing,” she offered.

      Tobias boldly took her hand and walked closer to the paintings on the wall. “No! Artwork like this is so rare to see these days, and they look so lifelike as well!” He squeezed her hand lightly, looking at her as she smiled, staring up at the paintings.

      “Obviously all fond and beautiful memories.” He noted a small shift in her as her smile faded slightly as she looked at a landscape.

      “A lot of them memories from long ago.”

      Dorian cleared his throat; he had seen enough. “If you would, Tobias, I can show you our academic section that we’re going to be going through today.”

      “Yes, of course. I apologize, Professor. It seems I was just getting much too wrapped up in the beauty which is within this room,” he answered as his eyes met with Dorian’s. “Surely I know from your point of view that you can understand.”

      Hokura looked over at Dorian and recognized the dangerous glint in his eyes as she went over to him and placed a hand on his arm. “It’s been a while since I’ve taken in my accomplishments and how my art has progressed through the years.” She was hoping the physical contact would bring him back down. Tobias obviously didn’t realize the type of person Dorian was. Hokura knew Dorian and what he was capable of. She also knew it wouldn’t sit well with Gavin if she had to explain to the governor why his new guest suddenly met with the professor’s fists. “I’m so glad others can view them and appreciate them.”

      Dorian’s features softened as he looked down at her. “You’re right. It has been a while. Have you started any new projects?”

      “I’ve been dabbling with some sketches along with a canvas. I’m trying to get the colors of the wastelands’ sunsets just right,” she offered, glad that she had defused the situation. “Now, let’s start pulling books and seeing what can be of use to us!”

      They had spent over an hour and a half going over books as Hokura pulled them and looked over them. Tobias pursed his lips angrily. He was bored and couldn’t care less about the project they had been working on. He had been incredibly interested in Hokura, who had taken a seat next to the professor. He couldn’t complain about his view since he had sat right in front of her. In fact, he had barely taken his eyes from her the entire time they had been in the library. There had been an air about her that was electric, it commanded attention, and he felt the need to attend to it. His thoughts drifted, her hair had felt so smooth and light, the small bit of contact that he had made with her skin had felt so soft. No wonder the professor doted on her. Any man would. Especially if a man who had possibly taken her interests in him further and had been able to be more physical with her. His mind wandered.

      “It’s nearly lunch!” Hokura gasped, bringing him back to the present. “I promised Gavin I would meet him!” She got up but stopped, looking at Dorian. “We didn’t really get a chance to talk about…”

      Tobias watched as the demeanor in the professor change, which caught his curiosity.

      “Is there really anything else that needs to be said?” Dorian asked, giving her a look.

      Tobias couldn’t read the man’s expression. He had wondered about the conversation he had walked into. Maybe he should have stayed outside and listened in instead of popping his head into the room and interrupting them. He couldn’t understand the emotions that seemed to be running high on both ends at the moment but had wanted to know more. He watched as Hokura’s cheeks reddened, how a smile crossed her lips as she seemed to suddenly not know what to do with her hands. He wondered what she could be so flustered over.

      “I think we covered things for now. Maybe there will be more later.” She looked away, her cheeks burning as her heartbeat quickened. She knew Dorian still loved her, and a part of her would always love him, but the thought of him delving into such intimate memories… it did something to her which she didn’t expect, not after so long.

      “Then we’ll leave it at that. I’ll take the books we deemed useful to my secondary office, and we can go over them at a later time. I think it would be useful to have those who are teaching go over them to give us some input. In the end, what we might consider useful might be garbage.” He nodded at her. “Enjoy your lunch with Gavin.”

      “I’ll catch up with you later.” She looked at Tobias. “It was nice seeing you again. I’m sure I’ll see you around the compound. I believe Gavin is taking you on a more technical tour after lunch.”

      “That he is! Maybe you can join us as well!” Tobias beamed, anything to spend more time with her, even if that meant seeing her at Gavin’s side. He glowered a little. It seemed it had only really been the first day that she was really alone, and that time had been cut short. He wondered if he had missed his chance. Surely, she didn’t always have someone attached to her hip. He watched as Hokura left. He sure as hell wasn’t going to sit around with the professor right now when he could catch up to her. He pushed himself away from the desk when Dorian’s voice came over him.

      “Tobias.”

      The man stopped and looked at the professor and the stern look he was wearing.

      Dorian had to reel in his emotions with this one. “I can understand that you want to pursue her. My suggestion is that you don’t.”

      Damn this man telling him what to do, what not to do. Tobias needed to play this right as he gave the professor a questioning look. “Pursue? Am I to wait a bit before going for lunch?” He shook his head, changing the subject quickly. “In fact, Professor, I wanted to bring up something with you about Hokura. She had said something interesting on the tour she gave me the other day. When I asked if she had lived here her entire life, she said she had been created. What an odd thing to say.” He smirked. “I’m merely interested in her origins.”

      “There are no origins to be interested in,” Dorian huffed, getting up from the table. He had had enough of Tobias for one morning and was about to leave before he did something to the man that Gavin would make him regret.

      “You forgot your books!” Tobias called after him.

      “One of my lackeys will pick them up!” Dorian waved his hand in the air and exited the library. Once he was in the hallway, he made haste to his suite. He needed to be away from the man, from his thoughts and interests in her. He couldn’t allow him to be alone with Hokura. He needed to tell Gavin. He didn’t trust this ambassador one bit and hoped that the governor would see eye to eye with him when he explained why.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura had come up to Gavin’s office to see the door was open, but Talon had been sitting in front of him. They seemed to be sharing a light conversation. She peered in questioningly. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

      “I’ll let you get back to your day and enjoy your lunch,” Talon said, standing up with a chuckle. “Maybe keep your physical workouts private from now on! Or at least lock the door.”

      “You just miss the days when you did the same thing, old man!” Gavin called after him with a laugh.

      Hokura crossed her arms and clicked her tongue. “So, Talon knows now…”

      Gavin smirked. “When he came in here, he asked why I was distraught. I shared what happened last night, and he lightened the mood by telling me about his old military days where he’d sneak around and literally do the same thing.” He shook his head. “It’s nice to relate to someone else with this kind of thing. I felt absolutely horrible about what happened.” He looked up at her. “I guess my morning was spent a little better than yours. Did you talk to him?”

      Hokura pursed her lips. “There wasn’t much to talk about. Or rather, he didn’t want to talk about it. He said he knew what was happening, and that was it. I guess the subject didn’t need to be brought up.” She shrugged. “However, Tobias was able to locate us. We spent the morning with him in the library going over academic resources.” She didn’t want to broach what had supposedly happened in the library. She didn’t know whether Tobias had actually overstepped boundaries or if Dorian was being overprotective, so she wasn’t going to bring it up.

      “Ah, I’m going to be taking him around the compound this afternoon after lunch.” Gavin looked at the time. “Which is why you’re here.” He got up from his desk as he approached her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders, bringing her close. “You know nobody’s ever in the governing offices after dark, and I can easily lock my office door. The desk is big enough,” Gavin said in a low teasing tone in her ear as they left his office.

      She laughed. “Who knew we’d be the ones sneaking out of our place to avoid the teenagers.”

      He nudged her lovingly. “It was fun…for the most part.”

      She made a noise at him. “You’re definitely in a better mood now.”

      “Things are going well. Everything is running smoothly; we’re progressing forward.” He kissed her temple. “Now, if only I could stow away with my wife for a while without everyone in the compound watching us.”

      Tobias watched from a distance; he had made his way down to the cafeteria in hopes of seeing Hokura with Gavin. Jake and Silas could figure out their own meals. For now, he had his own plans. It was odd. The past two days, Gavin had seemed somewhat reserved around his wife. Today he had his arm wrapped around her and was kissing her. He wondered what Gavin had said to her to make her laugh in such a way. He watched as the two grabbed their trays and sat in the cafeteria side by side. He quickly grabbed his own tray, filled it, and went to join them.

      Tobias turned, walking their way. “Oh, Governor, what a surprise. I didn’t think you would be taking your meal in the cafeteria, especially since Hokura showed me the outside gardens and how lovely it was to sit out there yesterday.”

      “Ah, Tobias!” Gavin smiled at the man. “Why don’t you join us for our meal, and we can have some light conversation before I show you around this afternoon!”

      “I would love to, Governor. Thank you for the warm invite.” He sat across from Gavin, trying to make sure he didn’t look too suspicious. “I must tell you, everyone here has been so welcoming. The atmosphere here is definitely one of a great community.” He took a bite of his sandwich. “The food here is also some of the best that I’ve tasted in my travels.”

      “It takes a community working together to create such a place. We’ve been able to cultivate and grow much of our food here,” Gavin stated.

      Hokura stayed silent as she enjoyed her lunch. She had thought of what Dorian had said earlier in his office about Tobias having his eye on her. Was that truly the case? She knew emotions were running high after last night, but then again, that was the reason why he had been in the training facility to begin with.

      “I would love to see further around the compound. I’m especially curious about your genetics department. Your scientists have obviously cracked the code in the stem cell project,” Tobias casually stated.

      “That would be the doing of Professor Dorian. He was one of the founders and the head of the science department. He had studied it vigorously and had tested it upon himself. He had incorporated it into everything that those of the compound consumed. It had been deemed successful long ago when it had been confirmed that those of the compound had stopped aging. Since then, even those who seek sanctuary reap the benefits of the project as they slowly stop aging once they start consuming our food and water here as well,” Gavin replied.

      “He certainly is an amazing individual.” He glanced over at Hokura. “Although it seems that having someone like Hokura at his side helps. It seems like they have some amazing chemistry.”

      Gavin raised an eyebrow at the sentiment. “The professor and Hokura have known each other her entire life. They’re indeed close and work well together. We all do.”

      “I don’t exactly help the professor when it comes to the science department,” Hokura said shyly. She didn’t exactly want to get into it with Tobias.

      The man regarded her, his deep green eyes reaching to burrow into hers. He could tell there was something behind that statement, the way she shifted and adverted her eyes while saying it. The way her body became rigid, what had it exactly been? Was she indeed involved with the professor in other terms? He couldn’t help but wonder why she had such a mysterious air about her. “Please, indulge me, Hokura, I would love to hear more about what you do around the compound.”

      She took a bite of her food, giving herself an excuse to think about the question. She swallowed and took a drink. “I’m one of the governor’s right hands. I see to different projects around the compound. From the educational properties that we’ve been able to bring forward to helping train and overseeing the watch.” The last part came out without thinking. She closed her mouth quickly, hoping Tobias wouldn’t catch on.

      “The watch? You’ve mentioned this before.” Tobias’s interest was piqued. “Is that a kind of policing? What kind of training do you do? I’m ever so interested to hear about it.” He smirked at her. “Especially if you’re overseeing such a thing. That must mean you know what you’re doing.”

      Gavin cleared his throat. “Hokura and Adam have helped our head guard watchman, Talon, with making sure that we have a special force of soldiers in case anything was to happen. We had an issue half a dozen years ago when an invadingarmy from the North tried to overtake us. It was Hokura who helped us with the tactics. Along with the help of the professor, she and Adam were able to pretty much lead us into securing our city and winning the war.”

      Hokura kicked Gavin under the table slightly as she gave him a sharp look. “You know, yet again, we have the professor to thank for such a feat, and I had merely come up with some good tactics.”

      Tobias couldn’t help but take in the change in her mood, how this was apparently something that she didn’t want to talk about in front of him. “You don’t have to get into it if you don’t want to. I was merely curious.” He licked his lips. “Where I’m from, females aren’t seen as tactic specialists or soldiers of any sort. In fact, they stay as far away from that sort of thing as possible with more menial tasks. Not to say that their tasks are less important, it’s just that they busy themselves with other such things.”

      “Meridiana is definitely unique in that way, in many ways,” Gavin stated. He got the point. Hokura didn’t want to talk about it for whatever reason.

      The three finished their meal. Tobias expressed how excited he was to see absolutely everything possible.

      “How about we make our way to the indoor Ecco garden? The botanists here have worked feverishly to genetically clone old-world vegetation and flowers. We’ve even been able to collect samples from outside and grow them successfully,” Gavin stated as Tobias walked beside him, taking in the large hallways, trying to mentally map where they were in his mind.

      They had made their way to the indoor garden when Tobias gasped. “This must be where Hokura comes to do all those splendid paintings I saw in the library! She definitely has an eye for beauty.” He bent down and studied a lily. “May I touch it?”

      “Of course!” Gavin smiled pridefully. He was about to say something when one of the botanists came up to him. “Governor, if I can speak to you for a second…” Gavin quickly excused himself, stating he would be back in a second.

      Hokura’s attention turned as Tobias ran his fingers up and down the petals, almost sensually.

      “Flowers, such a beautiful thing. I’ve seen an array of different kinds grow in the wild, but so many have been lost to us. It’s amazing that we can pluck one from nature, bring it into a lab, and genetically alter it for the better.” He eyed Hokura, still caressing the petals. “Wouldn’t you agree, Hokura?”

      She was taken back by the question as she walked forward to examine the lily. “Anything that we can preserve is beautiful.”

      His other hand then came up behind her as he traced his fingers down her arm just as he did with the petals, causing her to freeze. “Even this Ecco garden holds some beautiful secrets. I would love to find out all of the compound’s secrets.”

      Hokura laughed. It caught him off guard as he lowered his hand. “This compound was built on secrets. I’m sure even Gavin only knows half of them.”

      Tobias bristled slightly, annoyed that the moment had been lost. He turned to her and faced her. “Then yours, Hokura. I want to know all your secrets.” He brought his hand up and gently swept a piece of her hair from her face. “Because I know you’re keeping some.”

      She moved away from him. “Everyone has their secrets, even you, Tobias.”

      “Sorry about that!” Gavin’s voice had suddenly cleared the air as he walked back up to them. “We can continue from here.”

      Hokura didn’t know what she was precisely feeling at that moment, but a tenseness overcame her. “I…I’m going to slip out if you’ll excuse me.”

      Gavin raised an eyebrow at her. She seemed to be anxious suddenly. “Yes…” He stared at her worriedly. “We’ll catch up later.”

      She left the Ecco center. She needed to move. She didn’t know why, but she couldn’t be around Tobias any longer. Worry ran through her. He was talking about secrets. Was he pressing to find out what she truly was? She ran into the compound and down the training facility’s hallways. Her heart was racing. She didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone as she kept her head down. She hadn’t been paying attention to what was ahead of her when she ran into a body. They both stumbled back as a pair of hands steadied her. She looked up in confusion to see Dorian.

      “That’s why we don’t run in the hallways, especially when you’re not watching where you’re going.” He narrowed his eyes at her as he huffed. “You’re stressed. Lunch not go well?”

      She huffed out a breath. “Why aren’t you going over the books we pulled from the library?” She finally looked up at him. He wasn’t wearing his usual suit and lab coat and was in his training wear. The difference always seemed to throw her. His suits were well cut but never gave off the definition of his arms and how physically powerful he indeed was.

      “I had someone pick them up and already drop them off in my office. I was feeling like I could use some physical exertion since I didn’t get to it last night, so I wanted to test the upgrades in the RTC simulator before I allowed the watch to use them.” He shrugged.

      “Talon mentioned that yesterday. Can I join?” she asked too quickly. She knew she did and that he would pick up on it. “Why are you still doing upgrades?” she added, hoping he would just let it slide.

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “I upgraded it for more hand-to-hand combat. You’re welcome to join.”

      “I’ll change and meet you there in a few minutes.”

      He nodded and watched as she quickly made her way to the change rooms. He had wanted to be somewhere that Tobias wouldn’t find him. He wanted to pummel a simulation with his fists and imagine it was him. There was something about the man that he simply didn’t like. It wasn’t merely that he was getting close to Hokura. There had been something underlying about him, something that reminded him of a snake. He made his way to the simulator’s viewing room; he was pleased that nobody was using it for training at the moment. Talon seemed to only use it a few times a week to run the watch guards through it, leaving it open for him to get his own frustrations out in when he needed. This was one of those times. He set the simulator for a new team-building hand-to-hand combat ambush and went to the connecting room to start getting his sensors on. He wondered exactly why Hokura had been in such a rush as if she was trying to get away from someone.

      He looked up from his stretches a moment later to see that Hokura had joined and was putting on her own sensors. “I hope you’re ready for something a little different. This is a team test and will be hand-to-hand combat.”

      She smiled at him. “I think I’m ready for that.”

      The two entered the simulation as the world around them changed, and they went back-to-back. Hokura looked in awe. “I give you credit. The city has definitely been updated.”

      “Let’s see how the combat goes,” Dorian stated as four simulated soldiers surrounded them.

      “Two and two doesn’t seem overly pressing,” Hokura commented.

      “The levels rise with each win. Don’t get cocky.” Dorian readied himself.

      The soldiers rushed towards them. One swung towards Hokura’s face. She quickly outmaneuvered him to the side as she gave a left hook hard into the soldier’s temples, the lights going out in his eyes.

      Dorian had gripped one of the simulations that ran towards him by the shoulders and flipped it into the second one causing the two to crash to the ground hard as he went over and pummeled them both. It felt good to sweat it out and get his frustrations out physically. He glanced over at Hokura, who seemed to be doing the same thing.

      The level rose as more simulations came at them, and they found themselves back-to-back working in sync, covering one another while eluding the enemy.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin had finished showing Tobias the indoor Ecco garden and was walking alongside him down the hall to the training facility. “This is where we have our watch guards train. We have a state-of-the-art training Real-Time Combat Simulator, which they use. Using sensors along with goggles, it transports the users into a different world with real-time fighting.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing!” Tobias remarked.

      “It’s an incredible system, again something that the professor had a hand in, with the help of a large number of lab technicians.” Gavin continued, “I’m not sure if it’s in use right now, but I can show you the viewing room.”

      Gavin walked up to the viewing room to see that the door was slightly ajar and that the screens were on. His interest piqued as he went in and took a closer look. It was odd that the simulator was running without anyone overseeing it. He looked up the screen and got his answer why as he stared at Hokura and Dorian squaring off against a simulated enemy.

      “Oh!” Tobias mused. “I didn’t know, Hokura, and the professor had this to see to today!” He stepped closer to the screen, taking them in. He watched in awe as they moved together. Their synchronized fighting style told him that they had done this before. Was it possible that they had been cut from the same fabric? No, even with being compared to the professor, there was something more to her. His eyes widened as he watched her wildly throw a punch at a simulation’s head. It caved on impact in a splatter. That’s when he knew she was what he had been searching for. “Impressive,” he remarked with a wide smile.

      Gavin turned away from the screen. No matter how many times he had seen it, he still had problems stomaching Hokura’s actions in the simulations. He knew it was part of what she was, that she needed to sometimes get her emotions out physically. There would always be parts of her he would never fully understand, but now he took them all in stride and loved her more because of it. “Yes, they are quite impressive. Hokura and Dorian, in particular, have amazing fighting skills. They usually test the simulator together whenever it’s being upgraded.”

      “There’s more to Hokura than what meets the eye, isn’t there, Governor?” Tobias coyly asked. He wanted answers.

      “Indeed, she’s not your average individual.” Gavin smiled. “That’s part of what she is and who she’ll always be. Now, if you wish, we can continue our tour. Hokura isn’t exactly one for having me sit in on her training.”

      Tobias gave a quick laugh. “Is she shy?” He was puzzling over what Gavin had said, but it seemed like it had confirmed things. Even the way Hokura had said before that she had been created here, now with Gavin stating that it was part of what and who she’ll always be. Now that things were verified, he needed to learn more.

      “No,” Gavin answered. “She likes to keep her training and our life together separate.”

      Tobias mused. It seemed that she and Gavin spent enough time apart during the day that he could somehow find a way to talk to her some more. He glanced over irritably at the screen at the professor. He was dangerous and seemingly had some kind of hold over Hokura, although he wasn’t too sure what it was yet, but he intended to find out.

      “Yes, Governor, whatever you have to show me!” Tobias followed in his wake but couldn’t help looking back at the simulator. Indeed, she was a super-soldier, but also so much more…
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        * * *

      

      It had been nearly an hour since entering the simulation. Hokura was beginning to tire. It was as Dorian had stated, with every enemy they defeated, more surged forward. She fought relentlessly until she felt a hot body against her back as she backed against Dorian. “How much longer are we doing this for?” she asked, wiping sweat from her forehead.

      “Tiring out on me already? I thought you had more stamina than that,” Dorian mocked, moving forward, punching at a simulation’s head. It dodged quickly as he brought his fist upwards in an uppercut jutting its head back so hard that he nearly dislodged it from its neck.

      She smirked as she grabbed onto an enemy’s arm and flung them into three more as they charged at her. She brought herself up and snap kicked another in the face, taking them out. “I’m sure you could outlast me in a battle like this.”

      He raised an eyebrow, grabbing a simulation by the head and flipping it as he twisted it clean off. “Don’t let me win that easily.”

      She faltered slightly. She was tiring. The enemies were a constant flow since there was no rest between the simulations regenerating. She breathed heavily for a second, trying to catch her breath when a simulation came up, quickly punching her in the face hard enough to cause her to spin and crash to the ground. It was on top of her with its hands around her neck. In a quick second, a fast foot met with its face as its head flew.

      Dorian was standing over top of her, taking on the simulations. Her eyes grew wide as she watched him fight as he raged on, crushing skulls, and nearly taking off heads.

      Hokura breathed heavily. It was evident that he had been training harder than she had. His nighttime rituals hadn’t eased up at all. “Just abort it!” she cried.

      “Have you really had enough?” he asked, punching a simulation through the chest, cracking bone, and spurting simulated blood.

      “Yes,” she cried.

      “Very well.” With that, he pressed a button on one of the sensors, causing the simulations to stop as the room went white. He took off his goggles and offered her a hand, helping her up. “You look like you’ve had enough.”

      Her eyes met his and held them. “Not training as often, hmmm?”

      He grimaced, turning away from her. “Physical exertion helps me…”

      “Dorian…”

      “I would say that the upgrades were a success. The watch will be able to use this new program to train. I can input how many watch guards enter versus how many simulations they go up against.” He changed the subject in hopes of ignoring the feelings that were starting to creep up on him. He turned to her again. “Lesson’s will be getting out soon. You should most likely retire to your suite and be there for when Cassandra comes home.”

      She wouldn’t push any further. She knew he was putting up a wall for a reason. “That was definitely a workout. I’m sure I’ll sleep well tonight.”

      He eyed her with a placid expression. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      She had been dismissed. She nodded and took a deep breath, and figured she would take to her suite and shower. She definitely felt that she had gone hard for the past hour. Still, she was worried about the professor. There seemed to be something pushing him ever since Tobias and his men arrived, but she didn’t know exactly what.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura was standing in the kitchen, mulling over dinner ideas, when Cassandra entered and went promptly to her room without saying a word to her mother as she slammed her bedroom door. Hokura sighed to herself. Being in the simulator for an hour with Dorian was easier than dealing with her brooding daughter. She gently knocked on Cassandra’s door.

      “Cassie? Can we talk?” she asked gently.

      The door opened to reveal an annoyed-looking teenage girl. “I don’t know, Mom, can we talk? Because whenever I want to talk, it seems you just avoid what I ask you.”

      Hokura closed her eyes for a moment, trying to contain herself. “Cassandra, you understand why you’re being punished, right?”

      Her daughter rolled her eyes at her as she went back into her room and slumped on her bed. “Yeah, I get it… the wastelands are dangerous… people are horrible… yadda yadda.”

      Hokura rubbed her temples as she entered the bedroom and sat on Cassandra’s bed. “You need to understand we’re just trying to protect you. You’re thirteen. You’ve never been outside the walls without your father or me.”

      “Dad’s never been outside the walls without you, nobody really goes beyond the walls, and yet it seems like you have all this knowledge about what’s out there.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why, Mom? Why is it that you seem to be who everyone whispers about? That you, Adam, and Amara are always being stared at? Why do people look at me differently?”

      “Because you’re the daughter of the governor and were one of the first children born here in Meridiana.” Hokura kept her tone flat.

      “Why?”

      Another deep sigh. “Because mankind was dying out, Cassandra. There hadn’t been a birth in decades. That makes you special.”

      “It’s more than that!” Cassandra pressed angrily. “There’s more to all of this! Don’t think I’m stupid, Mom! I know the rumors; I hear things about you and the others and the professor! That you’re all different and that I’m different too!”

      “Does it really matter, Cass?” Hokura asked in earnest. She didn’t want to have this conversation. Maybe she needed to sit down with Gavin about talking to Cassandra and Cyrus about this… that perhaps Dorian could unravel the whole genetic coding and process and lay it all out. Her voice stuck in the back of her throat.

      “Yeah, Mom, it does matter! I didn’t ask to be different, and then when I ask why I can’t get a straight answer!” Cassandra screamed.

      She knew she was losing ground. Hokura stood from the bed and walked to the door.

      “And now when I ask, you’re walking away again!” she continued.

      Hokura stopped at the door and sighed. “Being different doesn’t define you, Cassandra. It’s your actions and attitude that do that, and right now, they’re looking very unbecoming of you.” She closed the door and walked back to the kitchen as her heart ached. She hadn’t asked to be different either, but she was. It was something she couldn’t hide.

      Her children would never understand. The only ones that would ever truly understand were Adam and Amara, and even then, she seemed to be different from them as well. The only person who truly knew and understood was Dorian. Those feelings turned again slightly. She wanted to busy herself. She was sure Cassandra wasn’t going to come out of her room anytime soon. Still, she didn’t want to leave her alone.

      Cyrus walked into the suite a few minutes later. He had been reading a book, his eyes not leaving the pages as he casually took off his shoes and fell on top of the couch in a fluid motion as he turned the page and looked up. “Hey, Mom!”

      She looked up happily. “Cyrus. Cassie is in her room. I need to go out for a bit.” She scrawled something on a piece of paper. “Can you make sure your father reads my note when he gets home?”

      “Sure, Mom,” the boy stated, still engulfed in his book as he continued reading.

      She wasn’t sure he even heard what she said, but at that point, she didn’t care. She needed to be alone with her thoughts for a bit. She needed to brood herself.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura had made her way to the roof and quietly contemplated things. At least she knew Tobias wouldn’t find her up here. Dorian wasn’t going to seek her out. She would be alone for a bit, which she needed. Suddenly dinner didn’t seem that important. None of it felt that important. Maybe she needed to take Gavin up on what he had offered. Maybe they needed to get away for a bit, away from the children, away from the compound. They needed a reset. At least she did. Maybe it would be good for everyone, including Dorian if she were out of the compound for a bit.

      She heard the door open behind her as soft footsteps made their way towards her. She smiled lightly, happy that he had decided to join her.

      “I got your note,” Gavin stated, sitting beside her taking a breath. He glanced at her and slightly nudged her when she didn’t respond. “You can’t sit up here hiding from everyone, Hokura.”

      “Watch me…” she retorted in annoyance.

      “I could sit here all day and watch you. That isn’t the point…” Gavin smiled at her. “I spoke to Cassandra. Hopefully, she won’t push so much.”

      Hokura took a breath. “How did things go today with Tobias?”

      “Well enough,” Gavin stated, looking over the city. “He had lots of questions about production, government, the science labs. He’s straining to take in everything to better his compound.” He eyed her. “You seemed in a rush when you left the Ecco garden. I meant to ask you about that.”

      “I…” She licked her lips; did she want to get into things about Tobias? Maybe she was feeling off because her own emotions had been running so high and all over the place that day. “I remembered that Dorian had stated that he was going to be testing the upgrades for the RTC simulator today.”

      “Ah, that explains why you were in there this afternoon.”

      She looked at him curiously, raising an eyebrow. “You checked in on me?”

      “We walked down that way while I was touring Tobias around and peeked into the viewing room while you and Dorian were in the simulation.” He chuckled. “You know I still don’t have the stomach for that. We didn’t stay long.” He shifted beside her and stood up. “But we really should get on with our evening… dinner, cleaning up, that sort of thing.” He held out a hand for her.

      Hokura took in the similar stance, just as Dorian had earlier today as she took his hand. “Yes…” her voice was tense. “I guess I should stop stalling, and we should get on with the evening.”
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        * * *

      

      The evening had turned into nightfall as Hokura tiredly made her way to bed and slipped in beside Gavin as she yawned and snuggled in closer to him. “Maybe in the next day or so, we can visit your official office for a night tour,” she teased.

      He gave a deep laugh. “Are you over the idea of using the training facility locker room?”

      Hokura sucked on her bottom lip. “Yeah… I think I am…”

      With that, they kissed each other good night and rolled over as Gavin seemed to simply fall into a deep, peaceful slumber Hokura started to toss and turn as dreams began to suck her in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She was sitting in the briefing office on the couch with Dorian close to her. Why did this all seem so incredibly familiar as she trembled?

      “Do you still have feelings for me, Hokura?” he asked. “Feelings of love… Not the kind of love that you feel for your allies but a deeper love that your body physically responds to. It still responds, doesn’t it?” He placed his hand on her thigh and lightly rubbed it.

      “Professor,” Hokura stuttered as she started to tremble. Why did she call him Professor? She had called him by his name for so long now… and yet it came out that way.

      “Do you feel these things when you’re around me, Hokura?” he asked, looking into her eyes.

      “Yes.” She trembled in his arms.

      “Do you still love me, Hokura?” he asked, bringing his face closer to hers.

      “I-I do,” she responded, tears filling her eyes again with confusion. Why did this feel so wrong? This was wrong, this wasn’t the way they were with each other, not anymore, and yet she yearned. Her body warmed as her heart raced.

      Before she could do anything, his lips were on hers as his hands roamed over her body. She ached for his touch in ways she couldn’t explain.

      “Nobody needs to know about these feelings you still harbor. It’s just another secret,” he whispered hoarsely.

      She didn’t want to move; she didn’t want to leave his arms; she didn’t want this to end. “Yes, sir,” she answered.

      He tilted her head up at him and looked her in the eyes. “No, Hokura, when we’re like this, it’s Dorian,” he said, kissing her again.

      “Dorian,” she moaned as he was on her, kissing her, touching her, and she allowed it, delved in it, and relished the feelings. “Dorian…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hokura’s eyes bulged as she gasped, coming out of her dream. She shook slightly as she sat up. What on earth was wrong with her? She caught her breath as warmth had washed over her body. She trembled slightly at the memory. She swore she could still feel the lingering touch of his lips on hers.

      Gavin stirred from her sudden commotion as he rolled over and looked up at her sleepily. “Are you okay? Nightmare?”

      “No!” Hokura gasped, trying to ease her racing heart. “Not a nightmare… just a dream.” She swallowed hard. “I’ll be alright.” She lay back down beside him as he rolled back over as she tried to steady her breathing and fought to compose herself. She tried to close her eyes and push the dream from her mind, but it seemed to only come back as more memories flooded over her. She traced her fingers over her arms where his had been. Why was she suddenly feeling like this?
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        * * *

      

      It had been a restless night, from what Dorian had said earlier the day before about his memories of her, to the dream which now stirred her own memories. No matter how she tossed and turned, Hokura couldn’t seem to get comfortable and fall back asleep. She slipped into a simple white night slip, made her way out of her suite, and walked into the familiar room. At night, the library seemed like her own little sanctuary. She hadn’t felt like wandering the gardens, so she figured she would take comfort here as she sat on the large couch by the bay windows and looked out over the city.

      The gentle streetlights cascaded over the barren blocks of road as everyone in the city slept. It was peaceful and beautiful. There was always something about the city at night that seemed to lull her and ease her thoughts as she sighed deeply. Maybe she didn’t need to leave her suite. Maybe her need to move was just merely her own restlessness. She knew she needed to take her thoughts and bury them for the sake of her sanity. She couldn’t delve into her past with Dorian even when it wanted to creep up in dreams and take hold of her. Even if it was going to continue to be complicated, she needed to try and let it go. That’s when she heard the door open. It was odd for someone to up and about at this time of night. She figured it might possibly be Dorian as he wandered just as much as she did. Maybe he was checking in before going down to train. She needed to leash her thoughts. She turned with a smile to see that she had been wrong. Standing in the shadows was Tobias.

      “I was thinking of doing some late-night reading,” he lied with a smile as he came closer to her.

      Hokura shifted in her seat. “It might be helpful to turn the lights on then.” She was about to get up when Tobias interrupted her.

      “No,” Tobias laughed. “I’ve found something else to entertain my time with. Or rather someone else.” His green eyes held a glint in them. He made his way to the couch next to her and casually sat as he took her in. She was wearing a simple white slip and nothing else. He was entranced by how the moonlight bounced off her features. How the slip almost seemed transparent the way shadows wrapped around her body. “It’s definitely a beautiful night.”

      “I’m not going to be here long,” Hokura stated, giving him an uncomfortable glance. “I just wanted to stretch my legs.” She was about to get up and leave when he caught her wrist and stood, towering over her.

      “Stay, Hokura. I want to get to know you a little better.” He leaned into her. “I’m very curious about you, about how you came to be…” he brought his hand to her hair and laced his fingers around it as he gently stroked it, “especially about your genetic make-up.”

      She trembled slightly and looked away; he was blocking her exit. “There’s nothing special about me, Tobias. Whatever you think I am, you have it all wrong.”

      His arm wrapped around her waist, which startled her, and he pulled her closer to him. “I think we both know that’s a lie, Hokura. You can be honest with me. I won’t tell anyone. Not the professor, not your husband. This can be kept between us.”

      The door to the library burst open, alarming Tobias as he grabbed onto Hokura harder, she struggled to push him away, but it had been too late as the professor stalked into the room, glaring at Tobias. “Take your hands off of her.” His voice was stern and demanding.

      Tobias smirked at the man as he slowly removed his hands from Hokura’s and brought them up. “Is there a problem here, Professor?”

      Dorian ignored his question as his attention was on Hokura. “Go back to your suite. You can find me tomorrow, and we’ll talk.”

      Tobias watched as Hokura looked at him and merely nodded. She did as he commanded as she hastily left the library without so much as a goodnight to either of them. That’s when Dorian turned his attention back to the man.

      “If I catch you laying a hand on her again, I’ll kill you,” Dorian retorted, glaring at the man.

      “Oh, I see I’ve touched a nerve. Interesting coming from the right-hand man. Let me guess, jealous ex-lover?” Tobias smirked. “I’ve seen the way you look at her…in fact, I think there might be something still going on between the two of you.”

      Dorian grabbed Tobias by the scruff of his shirt and lifted him off his feet. “You came to my city wanting help. I suggest you help yourself to some good advice and stay the hell away from her.” He let go of his shirt, and Tobias fell to the floor in a slump and watched as Dorian stalked back out of the room.

      Tobias was taken back by the man’s strength. He had lifted him without so much as a struggle. The effort was seamless. Indeed, he was another one, maybe not as pure as Hokura but he was definitely further advanced genetically than the average civilian here. He silently thanked the professor for confirming his suspicions. He truly wondered why they had such an interesting relationship. He smirked. He needed to know more. This would hopefully work to his advantage. If he could get the professor off Hokura’s hip, then he’d be able to pursue her easier.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias was awake and making his way through the compound early the next morning in hopes of being able to find Hokura before she met with the professor. He had seen Gavin making his way to the government part of the compound and waved at him. “Good morning, Governor!” Tobias smiled warmly.

      “Good morning, Tobias, is there anything I can do for you?”

      He wanted to ask Gavin about Hokura but didn’t want to start prying. He didn’t need Gavin looking the way the professor was. “No, just enjoying a bit of a morning routine. I’m hoping to take in the day and enjoy the city,” he lied.

      “Very well.” Gavin nodded and went on his way.

      Tobias glowered. He wondered exactly where the professor held himself up in the compound. The place was massive, and yet it seemed he had access to every part of it. He wondered where Hokura might be as well. He walked towards the science labs of the compound; this area was good as any. Maybe she would be down this way. He strode angrily down the hallway which held the scientist’s offices. It was as if she had suddenly been avoiding him. It was that damn professor’s fault; he was sure after what had happened the night before that he had told Hokura to keep her distance. He wondered if Hokura had said anything to Gavin and shook his head. No, the governor wouldn’t have been so casual in greeting him that morning if that had been the case. It was starting to wear on his nerves. He knew what he needed. He just needed a way to secure her.

      That’s when he heard a knocking at the door down the hallway. He brought himself up against the corner and peered down it. It was her!

      “You said I could find you today and talk… You rarely take to your personal office like this.” Her voice was light, but her expression changed, and the smile left her face while standing at the opened door. “Unless you don’t want to be disturbed, I can come back later.”

      “No…come in…”

      Of course, it was the professor’s office. Tobias rolled his eyes in frustration. He watched as Hokura entered and the door closed. He wanted to hear the conversation between the two. Maybe it would be enough evidence that he could tell the governor that something was going on between the two. Then perhaps the mighty professor would finally be put in his place. He stood casually outside the door as if he were waiting.
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        * * *

      

      “Dorian, what is it? You look horrible,” Hokura stated as a worried look crossed her face as she brought in the man holding his head at his desk.

      “You flatter me,” he retorted with a twisted smile, glancing up at her. She shouldn’t be here, not when he was feeling so raw and yet being near her soothed these emotions. He needed to guard himself. He was feeling especially on edge because of the night before. It seemed that his nighttime wanderings lately were causing him more issues than good.

      She walked behind his desk and sat on it. “What’s wrong?”

      He moved away from her; he needed some physical distance. He couldn’t make eye contact with her. “Once you left last night, I threatened Tobias. If he touches you again, I will kill him without hesitation. I’m sure he knows we have a past, and I’m sure he’s going to try and exploit it for whatever gain he can get out of it. I’m at the point of vetoing Gavin and telling him that Tobias and his men need to leave.” He let out a dark chuckle. “I’m surprised he hasn’t gone to Gavin yet. It’s probably not a good idea that you’re even in here…my own personal office with the door closed…”

      She shifted as something turned inside her. “I’m in this office often enough. It’s hardly anything that I would deem out of character. Gavin knows better by now.” He still wouldn’t look at her. “This goes deeper than Tobias,” she huffed. “This is something more personal, something between the both of us.”

      “What I walked into the other night stirred something inside me,” he admitted. “Something primal that I haven’t felt for an exceptionally long time. Something which is part of what I am, of what I was supposed to be, so since then, I’ve been holding back.” He finally eyed her. His heart was racing. The reason why he had stepped in the night before was that after hours of angrily pacing his bedroom. He thought running RTC simulations trial during the day had would have been enough for him, but it wasn’t. Hokura had tired early. That night he needed to physically exhaust himself more. For whatever reason, this time, he had failed to turn those emotions off, and they were now battering him in a sea of torment. Trying to escape that torment had led him to hear what was happening in the library. “I think it’s best if you leave.” He didn’t want her to leave. That was the last thing he wanted.

      She was taken aback. His stance was rigid. He was breathing heavier than normal. She had never seen him this way before. She didn’t want to leave him like this. Hokura faltered slightly. “I…. I’ve been feeling it too, Dorian…but why is it best if I leave?” Her voice was calm and controlled.

      “Hokura.” His voice was strained, his head was in his hands again, and he was staring hard at his desk. Hearing that she was having such feelings made it even worse. “I don’t know why this is happening, but I can’t get a handle on these feelings, I’ve become obsessive, and I don’t want to ruin things.”
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