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      GAVIN SAT IN HIS office tirelessly, not focusing on anything. It was another day playing governor in his listless life when the power shut down and the low hum of the compound went silent before the generators swiftly clicked back on, bringing the massive facility back to life. Odd… he couldn’t recall there ever being such an occurrence in the compound before. He lifted the receiver of his phone and dialed electrical maintenance.

      “What happened?” Gavin’s voice was dry.

      “Power surge, sir. Professor Dorian’s personal quarantined section in the science department,” the technician answered. “We will have everything back online in a few moments. The system will flip back over to the main hub.”

      Gavin put the phone down. “What the hell is he doing now?” he grumbled to himself as he got up from his desk. He had barely seen the professor in these past months. He had simply become a forgotten entity of the compound as he slipped away to the confines of his private labs that were quartered off from the rest of the science facility. Over the past three years, Gavin had allowed it. The professor had done enough in his lifetime for the people of Meridiana. He deserved to work on his own personal projects. The man hadn’t been the same after Hokura’s passing. He had become dark and reserved. He kept to himself and spent countless hours either in the labs or the RTC simulator. Nobody had been the same since she had passed.

      The governor made his way down the hallway of the science part of the compound past the regular labs and to the quartered-off area. Signs displayed that only authorized personnel were permitted in this area, authorized meaning only the professor himself. He shrugged and walked forward to see a blue light emitting from one of the rooms. He knocked on it and waited. He heard the professor’s voice as he shuffled around, cursing.

      The door opened slightly as Dorian scowled at the Governor.

      “There was a power surge,” Gavin stated, crossing his arms.

      “Seems like the system bounced to the backup generators promptly,” Dorian replied in a disinterested tone.

      Gavin wanted to be patient with him as he raked his hands through his hair. “What are you using that much power for Dorian?” His voice was dry.

      “For my project.”

      Gavin rubbed his eyes in frustration. “You haven’t been outside your labs in months. I don’t know what you’re doing, but this isn’t healthy.”

      “Are you a doctor?” The professor glared at the man.

      “No…”

      “Then I don’t need your diagnosis on my health.”

      “How about your mental health,” Gavin countered.

      Dorian gave him a smirk. “That’s always been questionable, governor, now if you’ll excuse me, I am seeing to something.” He was about to close the door when Gavin’s hand shot out, grabbing hold of his wrist.

      “Dorian.” Gavin strained. “Please, you need to come out of your labs. We need to let this go… we need to let her go. You can’t just quarantine yourself like this. Please let her go. She’d hate this…”

      “I will never let her go!” Dorian seethed as he turned. “You can do as you wish, governor. If giving up on her memory and letting go is what you need to do, then do it, but do not tell me what to do.”

      He faltered. “I’m not telling you what to do. I don’t want to give up on her memory, but this is slowly destroying me, and I don’t know what else to do.”

      “Whatever you deem necessary, isn’t that what we’ve been programmed to do?”

      “It’s not that easy.” Gavin sighed as he slumped.

      “But it truly is, now if you’ll excuse me.” The professor closed the door and went back to what he had been working on. “And isn’t that exactly what I’ve been doing?” He smiled down, placing his hand on the glass of the cryogenic chamber which held the perfected vessel. He had never told Gavin what had happened to her body. The man had never asked. He had begged the professor to see to her after her death, and as far as he knew, her ashes had been spread in the blueberry bush in the garden just as he asked. “We’re getting closer.” He smiled down at her.

      Gavin walked back to his office; he couldn’t help feeling irritated. Maybe it was because of Dorian’s constant reminders of her that he struggled so much. He faltered, sighing to himself. It wasn’t just Dorian, it was the compound as a whole. It was seeing his children who held her features, his daughter who looked more and more like her mother every passing day. It had been Adam and Amara, Talon… being in the garage… being in the gardens. The plaques. He shook his head. Of course, the memory would run through him every single day that he continued to exist, but he thought over time it would eventually fade. Instead, even though she was long gone, he seemed to understand her more with each passing day. The sorrow that she held inside of her, of being with someone for so long and losing them. He could never live up to the rebel commander, and yet he had hoped he had done so in some small way.

      “Hokura.” He sighed. “I miss you. I don’t know what I’m doing here without you… ever since you’ve been gone, I’ve gone back to merely existing again.” He looked down at his paperwork. It was a project calling for a transit system within the city, upgrades, and better ways of the civilians getting around. He didn’t overly care, but it was something to busy his time with. He figured Adam had looked over it plenty of times before handing it off. He had become a good and strong second. Cyrus was still too young for the job, he needed a few years to mature and come into himself, and until then, Gavin decided he would bide his time in hopes his son would possibly take an interest in being governor. At the moment he was more interested in the science departments. Adam had stepped up even more months after Hokura’s passing when Gavin could barely bring himself to do anything. He had become a trustworthy friend that he confided in but didn’t want Gavin’s job. He was happy to be a second but not the face of the compound. Gavin took another deep breath. Right now, all that was needed from him was his signature before he could put the file down and get the project going. He signed it and leaned back at his deck, noting the time. Cassandra would be in training. Cyrus was most likely in one of the labs working alongside the scientists there. Adam was most likely in his office or had called it a day since he had completed this last task on his to-do list.

      More than anything, Gavin found he was lonely, and yet his heart refused to entertain the idea of being with another. How did one live forever when the person who kept them going was gone? Hokura had ventured out and came back to Meridiana, but where was he to go? To the wastelands? To find what? There was nothing left for him other than to watch and guide his children but even in the passing of their mother, they seemed to need him less and less as they grew and matured. He couldn’t bring himself to go home to an empty suite. He would bide his time in his office and simply watch the clock until it was closer to dinner and his children came home. He would feed them, shower, and then begin his nightly ritual on the couch. He wondered where he would end up tonight or if he would dream of her. Or if he would spend another night pacing the gardens talking to her. There were still enough hours left before that was to be determined, so he decided to wallow in the seconds of the clock until fatigue overtook him.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra had come out of the RTC Simulator and stared at Talon. “That’s never happened before. What was the issue?” she asked, giving him a questioning glance.

      “Power outage,” Talon harumphed. “Quite odd, actually. We haven’t had one for decades and then some. The last one I can recall was when the compound was still new, and the wall was going up. There was an issue connecting the grids, we had a blackout for a few hours, but since then, the electricians of this place have been able to stay on top of things.” He shrugged. “Either way, the system obviously corrected itself. We have a backup generator now, which seemed to kick in. That secondary flicker was the main system taking over again.”

      “You don’t seem concerned,” Cassandra stated, crossing her arms looking at the man.

      “The emergency alarms didn’t go off. Nothing was announced. We’re fine,” Talon stated. He looked at her. “You wanna do one more round or have you had enough for today?” he asked. She had already done three. The girl was exceeding her trials every day and making leaps and bounds in her training lately. She reminded him so much of her mother, a pang that Talon tried not to think about.

      “I think I’m done,” Cassandra said. “I’m going to call it for today and shower up. I’ll see you tomorrow, Talon!” She smiled at him.

      “Fair enough,” the commander said, nodding. “I have some watch guards who are going to do some basic training coming this way in about half an hour. I could use a stretch.”

      Cassandra bid him a good day and made her way to the showers, her mind reeling. She was curious about the power outage. She changed her route since she had an idea of where it had come from and wanted to see if her deductions had been correct.

      She walked down to the science facility, to the marked-off labs. The halls were empty since nobody ever came down this way, except her since she felt compelled to check in with the professor every so often. As if something inside her told her that she needed to keep an eye on him, to make sure he stayed connected somehow with those he knew. She knocked on the door and waited. The door opened as his eyes narrowed at her.

      “Cassandra.”

      “Dorian.” She smiled lightly at him. “There was a power outage today…”

      Dorian rolled his eyes at her.

      “I wanted to make sure you were alright,” she added.

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “And why would I not be alright? It was a power outage… nothing dire by any means.”

      The girl stared at him. “Because I believe you were the cause of it, and I wanted to make sure you weren’t having a hard time with something.”

      A smirk came to his face as he eyed her. She was smart, and she looked so much like her damn mother that seeing her drove the knife even further into his heart. There were subtle differences. Cassandra’s hair was a little lighter. She still had the face and body of a teenager and hadn’t filled out. Yet if she continued to train the way she had been, she would be a carbon copy of her mother by the time she was twenty-one. “Indeed, I caused the outage. Your father already came down here to investigate. If that’s what you’re here to do, then it’s already been done. There’s nothing more to report.”

      He turned and was about to close the door when she blocked it. He was getting tired of people blocking his door today but wouldn’t turn her away so coldly. “What else is there, Cassandra?”

      “What are you doing?” she asked lightly. He was about to answer when she mimicked him. “Working on my project.”

      He was about to growl at the girl when desperation filled her face, and she pushed further on the door. “I’m worried about you. My mother would be worried about you too if you were spending all your time down here not coming out of your labs. She wouldn’t want this for you!”

      His expression faltered. “Believe me, Cass, your mother would be on board with this project and all the years I’ve spent on it. Just trust me.” He sighed.

      She could feel tears coming to her eyes. “Mom’s dead, Dorian… and I think I knew her well enough to know she cared about your wellbeing. She would want you to carry on and not be miserable.”

      He felt a small smile come to his face. He could understand where the girl was coming from. This had been a secret he had kept from all of them since Hokura’s death. He didn’t dare speak a word of it to anyone in fear of having the project pulled. He knew he would be successful. He just needed a little more time. “I take the sentiment to heart, Cassandra, thank you. Maybe this evening I’ll retire to my suite. I thank you for your concern. Now please, I’m in the middle of something.”

      She nodded at him. “Maybe you can come down to the RTC simulator someday and see how I’m training…” She was grasping.

      “Maybe someday…” He shut the door, locked it, and turned. His heart ached as he walked towards the blue glow and sat beside the chamber. “They miss you… we all miss you… you’re irreplaceable, which is why I refused the idea of cloning you. It had to be you.” He leaned over the glass and traced his fingers over it. “Hokura…” he whispered. “I’m trying…” If only she could hear him. If only she could somehow offer him a sign that he was close. He had been able to suspend further damage to her body. He had even been able to figure out a way to repair it. Now, he simply needed her to re-awaken. “We’re close, my love… so very close…” He wanted to tell Cassandra… had wanted to tell her to remember what he had promised her three years ago that no matter what happened, not all would be lost. He shook his head as he stared down at Hokura’s form.

      “Cass,” he breathed, “I’m sorry I kept this from you… but you know your father.” Indeed, Gavin wouldn’t have allowed the project to go through. He had given Dorian specified terms when he asked the professor to go through with cremating her body and the processions. There had been a small gathering afterward where he had said a few sorrowful words as the peacekeepers, Talon, the governor, and children, and a few others watched as he spread the false ashes over the blueberry patch. Just another lie to add onto the hundreds that had made up the compound and city of Meridiana, but one that was meant to preserve so much.

      “I love you, Hokura.” He kissed the vat. “Come back to me soon.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cassandra made her way down the hallway, wondering exactly what the professor had been working on. He had been eluding everyone these past three years about this project. She wondered if there was any project at all or if he was simply just brooding in his labs, possibly reliving the times he had spent with her mother. She didn’t know, but she wished she could reach out to him.

      The girl hadn’t been watching where she was going as she rounded the corner to the cafeteria and bumped into someone. She faltered back as two steady hands grabbed her shoulders and kept her from falling back.

      “Mind elsewhere today?” A familiar warm voice reached over her.

      She looked up to see Amara smiling down at her slightly. “Maybe… I was just checking in with the professor over the power outage.” She noticed the change in Amara’s demeanor.

      “Who knows what he’s up to these days,” she huffed irritably.

      Cassandra took a step back from the peacekeeper. “You can’t keep faulting him for what happened! You know my mom wouldn’t want that.”

      The peacekeeper’s tone lightened as sorrow etched upon her face. “Your mom isn’t here anymore Cass, she can’t argue with me anymore, and I’m not about to start arguing with you over my feelings either. It’s more so that he decided to lock himself away from everyone and avoid the rest of us.” She placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder and gave it a small squeeze. “We all feel it differently, kid. I’ll see you around.” With that, Amara passed her and kept going.

      Cassandra let out a sigh. She had missed the peacekeepers. Amara and Adam were both kind and open to her and Cyrus, but the air around them had changed over the years. She didn’t want to overthink it as she entered the suite to see her father lying on the couch with his arm over his face. Cass wondered whether he was sleeping or not. She tried to be quiet as she tip-toed into the kitchen. She could easily start dinner and didn’t want to wake him if she could avoid doing so. She looked at him as a look of sorrow came to her face. He had always been a doting and smiling father, but he had lost all that since her mother had passed. He had faked the smiles, had faked the happiness, but she could tell that he was miserable. She wished she could tell him that he didn’t need to try so hard.

      She slowly started unpacking what they were going to have from the fridge and started setting up. She grabbed the cutting board and focused on keeping the sound down. She was just about done dicing up and prepping everything when her father stirred from the couch.

      “Cass…” he said in a groggy voice, rubbing his eyes. “I was waiting for you two. I must have dozed off. I’m sorry for oversleeping.”

      “No, you didn’t oversleep.” She looked up at him. “After the power went out, Talon and I called it a day for training…” she pursed her lips. “I went and saw Dorian.”

      Gavin eyed his daughter, he didn’t quite understand, but since Hokura had passed, she had continued to meet up with him every so often. It seemed like she was never invited to do so, but she made random check-ins with the man. “And what was Dorian doing?” His voice was hollow.

      The girl shrugged. “Working on his project as always… he might come and watch me in training… most likely not, but if I continue to bug him about it, then maybe he actually will one day.”

      “Cass, the man has a lot going on… you shouldn’t be bugging him…” Gavin stated, getting off the couch.

      Her eyes met his. “I have to, Dad. I have to make sure he’s okay. Do you think Mom would have let him hide in his labs all day? He needs some human contact.”

      Her father sighed. Human contact was one thing, but having Cassandra being the one constantly badgering him was most likely an unwarranted reminder of Hokura. Something the professor didn’t need. Gavin didn’t know how stable the man was. At least since Hokura’s passing, he hadn’t had to call maintenance in to clean up after any of the professor’s physical tantrums. Maybe that’s why Gavin had allowed him to slip away. As long as the professor wasn’t causing any chaos and was happy in his confines, the rest of the compound was happy. Gavin was happy. He didn’t want to argue. “Just don’t do it too often.”

      Cassandra nodded. She knew her father was feeling raw over the whole situation. That there was no healing for him. She wondered if he still blamed himself. Her mother’s death had been traced back to her being kidnapped by Tobias and what happened to her while inside the Michigan compound. Neither her father nor the professor had ever told her what had truly happened. Dorian had thought once she had gone into a coma that the deterioration process would slow down, but in the end, she had slipped out of even his reach. After she had died, he had gone missing for a bit and had come to their suite that night a few hours later in delirium that he would bring her back. She had never seen the professor in such hysterics before as he stood in front of them all and angrily swore to all of them that her mother would live again. Yet the man had promised her father that he would see to her mother’s body and that her ashes would be placed in the garden.

      “You look lost in thought. Let me help with dinner. It’s my night to cook anyways,” Gavin said, stepping up beside Cassandra.

      “Not really lost in thought,” she said… but she was… she wondered if that was this project that he had been working on for the past three years. Cassandra shook her head. Maybe it’s because the professor had loved her mother so profoundly that he refused to give up. She wondered if he was going to clone her as he had his arm. The idea was absurd. It wouldn’t be her mother then, just a copy. She looked over at her father. Would he care if it were a copy? Maybe that’s what he needed… her thoughts were interrupted as she and her father looked up to the door to see Cyrus entering.

      “Hey!” He smiled slightly. “Sorry, I’m late. The labs had some interesting finds today, but then the power blew… they were scrambling to get everything back up and online, but apparently, the professor had inputted something interesting into the system quite some time ago that they were puzzling over.”

      Gavin’s brow furrowed. “What was it, Cyrus?”

      “Something about cryonics and cryopreservation. Pretty much keeping one in a frozen state,” Cyrus said. “The idea of being able to unfreeze someone and bring them back… maybe…”

      Gavin’s eyes widened as he trembled. He knew better. “Enough, Cyrus.” His voice was tired. “There’s no body to freeze… maybe that was long ago when the professor was still fighting to slow your mother’s deterioration, but now…” He looked at them both. “I’ve been telling you this for three years now. Don’t put any hope into her coming back. To my knowledge, he isn’t cloning her. She’s dead. She’s ashes that have gone back into the earth.”

      Cyrus took a step back. “I’m sorry, Dad… it was just interesting. I didn’t mean to…”

      Gavin withered. “I’m sorry, Cyrus… Cass, I shouldn’t have said it like that, but we need to face reality. She’s not coming back.”

      The night wore on… dinner had felt strained as Gavin couldn’t find a way to pull himself back from their earlier conversation. Cassandra and Cyrus chatted lightly about things, and he offered a few words here and there, but there was something about what he said that just made things all the worse. The kids had called it a night and retired to their rooms, stating they were going to read and busy themselves before turning in. Gavin looked at the couch and couldn’t bear to bring himself to lay on it… the darkness of the suite was too heavy for him. He didn’t even have to tell them where he was going. He knew they would hear the door close and would know well enough.

      He knew exactly where he was going. He wasn’t going to foolishly indulge in any madness tonight and tell himself he accidentally ended up there. He went straight to the blueberry bush, to her plaque, and ran his fingers over her name, saying it over and over in his mind as if calling out to her. “Dorian’s a mess,” he whispered. “So am I… and I’m so fucking foolish that for just one second, I had a small ounce of hope that there was a possibility. That Dorian might have found a way… but I know that even he can’t bring you back. It wasn’t in his power to save you. It’s not in his power to bring you back.” The tears formed. “Why do I keep hoping? Why do I feel like I’m holding my breath for something that I know is impossible?” His heart bled. Cryogenics… he went to his knees as his fingers touched the soil of the blueberries. Her ashes had been spread here. This was all that was left of her… this and the box that stayed sealed in their closet, which held an array of shells and pieces of her old life. He had bagged up her clothes along with her peacekeeper suit and had stashed them away. He couldn’t bring himself to look at them. Gavin shook his head. Why did tonight hurt so bad? Was it because he had seen the professor that day? Was it because of the power outage? That upon hearing it had been due to a power surge in the labs that the small inconceivable word of hope rose within him? Or was it because at the end of the day, Cyrus had dealt that last unknown blow to him?

      “The longer we’re apart, the more I understand you.” Gavin sobbed, making a fist as he held the dirt within it. “I understand the pain you went through, and I understand that it’ll never go away.” A look of desperation came to his face. “Just one more thing I’ll never be able to tell you.” He got up. He was done. There was nothing left to give tonight, and yet he didn’t want to be within the walls of the compound. Instead, he made his way through the gardens to the waterfall. She had always felt at peace listening to the water sing over the rock. This was as good as any place. He laid down on the grass. Maybe sleep would find him, maybe it wouldn’t. All he could do was listen and bury his hope as he gazed up at the stars, another thing she loved doing with him.

      Another thing that simply added to his torment over the years. “Are you at least looking down on me?” That thought offered him little comfort. Even if she was watching over him, she wasn’t physically there beside him.

      “I miss you…” Gavin whispered. “I would give anything in my power to have you back again.”
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        * * *

      

      After Cassandra had left the labs, Dorian had spent the entirety of the afternoon figuring out how much electricity he could pull without causing another outage. He tried to determine what he could shut down in order to preserve more in case more was needed. It was late now as the professor laid his head on the glass of the chamber. He had been content to sleep in his lab. Most nights, he didn’t want to be away from her. Not being able to physically feel her these past three years had left him yearning so much more for a simple hug, for her fingers to wrap around his hand. Simply to hear her laugh again would be music to his ears.

      “If all goes as planned, we can start the process in the next day or so… now I know how much power I can use before it throws off the system.” He needed that power, though… maybe there was a way to re-route it from the generators? Or… if he shut down everything else in his department, maybe he could boost it slightly. He had already been pushing it for the past three years. He was surprised nobody had said anything. To keep the chamber perfectly at -130c took plenty of power. Now that he had the answers, he needed to bring in the monitors. He needed to start the meticulous process of warming her body and bringing her back. The newest stem cell injections he had created would work. He had tested them tirelessly through the past few months. They had all been strong, perfected cells, he needed to work diligently with the injections, but if everything went as planned, they would continue to perfectly sync and continue to heal her body. The only thing he was unsure of was the process of waking her up again. He could bring her body back to life but bringing her out of her sleep would be an entirely different issue.

      No matter… she would be alive again. It wouldn’t be the first time bringing her out of a coma. He hoped it would be the last. One thing he hadn’t thought of yet, though, was what would happen once she had awakened. How would she react? How much time would she need to spend in the medical facility? He didn’t believe her system would fail again, he had tested all possibilities, and they had all been successful. He would deal with it when the time came. He was sure Gavin would be to the point of stripping him from his rights to the labs, possibly excommunicating him all together. No… he would have just brought him back the love of his life. He would be upset, but he doubted Gavin would do anything irrational. Then again, hadn’t that been this whole process? Completely irrational, and yet if it were successful… he would take every punishment that was thrown at him as long as she was back in his life. “I would endure hell and back for you… I have endured hell for you,” he whispered as he lowered his head. “Sleep well, Hokura…”
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        * * *

      

      The professor had awoken to the phone in his lab ringing early the following day. Odd, he couldn’t remember it ever ringing before. The sensation of hearing it threw him off slightly as he gingerly rose and groggily grabbed at it. “Hello?”

      “I figured you would be in your lab.” It was Gavin…

      Dorian scowled slightly. “Where else would I be?”

      The governor took a breath. He needed to be patient with the man. “I was hoping we could meet for breakfast in the cafeteria.”

      “If you wish to hold a meeting with me, you can schedule one governor.”

      Gavin made a noise. That wasn’t exactly what this was about. “It’s nothing so formal. I was simply hoping to talk.”

      “We’re talking now,” Dorian replied in an irritated tone. He closed his eyes and calmed himself. He had no reason to be irritated with Gavin. The man had left him alone for the most part. He wondered if Cassandra had said something to him yesterday. “If you wish, I can meet you in the cafeteria in an hour.”

      “I’ll see you then,” Gavin remarked.

      The phone went dead as the professor hung it up and grimaced. He needed to get back to his suite to shower and change. He turned to the chamber and took her in as his fingers ran over the glass. “I truly wish I could tell him, but we both know he wouldn’t understand.” He sighed as he cracked his neck and stretched. It was just another secret. “Soon though, you’ll be back, and it won’t matter… all that’ll matter is that you’re alive again.” Sorrow etched over his face. “I never got to cook for you again even after I said I would. I even told you that we would all watch the sunrise together… I promise you we’ll do all of that once you’re with us again.” With that, he turned and made his way to the door as he took her in one last time. He would start the process of slowly shutting down the coolants once he returned to her side after his discussion with the governor.
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        * * *

      

      After showering and changing, Dorian made his way down to the cafeteria to see Gavin sitting alone in one of the corners, sipping what he could only guess to be coffee. He sat across from the governor and took in his listless and tired expression. “Why don’t you take the sleep aids I prescribed you?”

      Gavin looked up at him. “You prescribed those three years ago.”

      “And instead of getting a decent night's rest, you decide to take nightly walks to the gardens to scream at a plaque.”

      The governor’s lips curved. “I can say the same about you, being up all hours of the night in the labs and the training facility, only going back to your suite to shower and change…” He let out a strangled chuckle, staring at the professor’s damp hair, he knew that was exactly the case. “Or spending hours in the RTC simulator screaming until your throat is raw.” Gavin then raked his hand through his hair. “It’s both of us, Dorian. None is better than the other. Neither of us has been coping well with this. It’s been three years; we need to move on.”

      Dorian raised an eyebrow. “And how do you suppose we do that, governor?”

      Gavin’s head lowered as he rested it against his hand and kneaded his forehead. “I don’t know… all I do know is I can’t keep waking up in the gardens just as you can’t keep waking up in your labs.”

      The professor cleared his throat. “Do you think you could ever love another?” He knew the answer, but he wanted to hear it from the man himself.

      “No.” Gavin’s voice was hoarse.

      He nodded his head. “I told her the same thing once, that there was only her, that there would only ever be her. So, I guess we’re both stuck in the same situation.” He looked up at the governor, he wanted to give the man some hope, had wanted to reach across the table and reassure him, but he couldn’t. “I wish I could tell you that time heals all wounds, Gavin, but it doesn’t. I know that, and she knew that. What I can say is a day will eventually come where it won’t hurt quite as bad.”

      Gavin took another sip of coffee and slouched. “Is that you trying to comfort me? I guess I’ll take it…” He looked up at the professor. The man looked tired as well despite actually looking put together today. “Aren’t we a pair…” He shook his head.

      “We worked well together in the past,” Dorian muttered.

      “We worked well together even after she came back. It wasn’t until she died that we allowed everything to fall apart,” Gavin said. “I know you’re seeing to a project right now, but when it’s done, I’d like you to come back and work with me again.” He cleared his throat. “I know you’ve already done so much for the compound, but…” He winced. He was asking too much.

      “I’ll do it,” Dorian mused. “It might be a few weeks yet… I can’t give you an exact timeline… I guess it depends on the success of this project, but once it’s done, I’ll happily join your side as one of your right-hand men.”

      Gavin’s brows furrowed. “Really?”

      “Absolutely,” the professor replied.

      “It’s settled then.” Gavin sat upright. Maybe this was what he needed, a new outlook, to go back to the way things were before Hokura had come to the compound. He raised his hand. “It’s settled then.”

      Dorian took it and grasped it firmly as he shook it.

      “So, tell me… what is this project exactly?” Gavin asked, giving the man a sidelong glance. “You’ve been working on it long enough.”

      The professor’s lips curved. “Let me tell you, governor. Its success will change absolutely everything.” He rose from the table. He was guessing the discussion was over.

      Gavin figured he wasn’t going to give it away but was hopeful. If it changed things for the better, then he would gladly allow it. What Cyrus had the night before sparked something, but he hadn’t wanted to think about it. He watched as the professor rose and began walking away when he quickly got up from his seat. “Dorian…” he called after the man.

      The professor stopped and turned. “Yes?”

      The governor faltered… he couldn’t go there. He knew it was an impossibility. Instead, he smiled warmly. “I’m looking forward to working with you again.”

      Dorian nodded at the man. “Myself as well.” With that, he walked away. He needed to be away from Gavin. Seeing the man in his deteriorated state, having him ask about working together again, it was all too much. He would order himself some breakfast and have it brought down to his labs, he grunted to himself. He didn’t have the stomach for food at the moment anyway. Not with his anticipation rising with the idea of starting the process today. His stride lengthened as his footsteps quickened. He could feel the stares of the others on him. He could hear their whispers about him being locked away ever since the first child had passed. He wanted to be in the confines and comforts of his labs as he promptly turned the corner to be away from them. His pace turned into a jog as he maneuvered the hallways and came upon his personal sanctuary. He got to this door, unlocked it, and entered his lab quickly as he breathed deeply, sagging against the door.

      “I almost wanted to say something today,” he confessed as he straightened himself and walked over to the chamber, placing his hand on it as a smile cracked through his demeanor. “That’s not like me at all. I really wanted to comfort Gavin, to tell him it would soon all be okay. It seems as though I’ve learned how to be empathetic after all these years.” He was sure if she could hear him, she would be smiling. “I have to admit I’m anxious about starting this process, everything could turn to shit, and I could lose you for good.” Something he didn’t want to think about as he slowly started turning the dials. “You know,” he continued, “after spending three years with you down here, I’ve opened up a lot. It’s a shame you’ve never heard our conversations.” He smiled gently as he checked on her again. The process would take days as it had to be done slowly. “Maybe we’ll have them again once you wake up.”
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        * * *

      

      Gavin sat in his office thinking about his conversation with Dorian. He had meant it to be a catch-up conversation which he had steered a different direction. He idly wondered about the project he was so diligently working on. The professor had stated it was nearing completion…

      There was a knock at the door, which opened quickly afterward as Adam let himself into the office. “I sent the drafts to the technicians about the transit operation. They’re going to work with the mechanics and see what they can come up with design-wise.”

      The governor took a breath. “There were designs from the old world in the drafts. I don’t foresee there being an issue. If there is maybe Dorian…”

      Adam gave him a questioning look and sat in front of him. “I thought the professor was busy in his labs and that you were going to every possible length to leave him be. This is the first time you’ve brought up his name in months.”

      “I was,” Gavin admitted. “I saw him after the power outage and met with him again this morning. I asked if he would join us again.”

      “Oh?” Adam was taken back.

      The governor shook his head. “I haven’t been able to move forward. It seems we’re both in this toxic limbo. He agreed to come back once his project is complete, which will take a bit of time yet.” Gavin raised an eyebrow. “Do you have any clue what he’s working on?”

      “No, I’ve barely seen him in months. There’s been a few times I’ve seen him dragging himself through the halls, but that’s been about it.” Adam’s eyes met and held Gavin’s. “He took things hard… we all did, but maybe he needs this as much as you do… as much as we all do. It seems like none of us have been able to regulate.”

      Gavin lowered his head. “No, how could we when she was everything to us?”

      Adam didn’t know what to say. He had felt it too, and he had also dealt with Amara and her fits of loneliness. At least Adam had become friends with those working in the compound. He had Gavin along with the governing cabinet. His work became a larger part of his social life, whereas Amara couldn’t be bothered with anyone. He sighed. She had been restless and angry. She kept herself busy so she wouldn’t have to think about things. Somedays, her temper was explosive. Other days, his wife had been heartbreakingly passive. She had helped Cassandra through things when the girl came to her about her body changing as she entered further into adolescence. Amara had become a mentor in a way, but soon after, the girl seemed to do just as her mother had done and had slowly faded from their existence as well. He knew Amara had been brewing towards another explosive fit after seeing Cassandra the day before. It had been a painful reminder. He could only hope it would simmer for a while longer so he could figure out a better way to disengage it. He looked up at Gavin. “How about we see to some blueprints.”
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        * * *

      

      Amara had felt restless since her encounter with Cassandra the day before. She kept herself busy until lunch and strolled in the garden. She found herself in front of the blueberry bush, where she rocked back on her heels. “I saw Cass yesterday, she looks so much like you, and I hate it.” Amara seethed, looking away from the plaque. “This is all so stupid. Adam said I should come here and talk to you… because that’s what everyone else does.” The second child scowled angrily. “But you’re not here… it’s not like you’re listening to me.” A smirk came to her lips. “Did you ever fucking listen to me, Hokura?” She shook her head. This was supposed to make her feel better, and yet it was only making her feel angry. Dorian hadn’t lived up to his end of the bargain. The bastard promised he would save her, and when he had failed, he had ranted like a madman that he would bring her back.

      “That was three years ago,” Amara muttered. “How could he bring you back after you were dead?” She slightly kicked the stone which outlined the garden edge. “How could he bring you back from ashes? He’s fucking insane,” she huffed as something inside of her broke. “But he loved you… and maybe that’s why I’ve held my breath for this long because if anyone could bring you back, it would be him.” It hurt… why did it still hurt like this after so long? Hokura had trusted Dorian to the end, and he couldn’t save her. Amara wondered if the man still loved her or if he had accepted that she was gone like the rest of them had to. “You know… I feel lonely without you… I know I have Adam, but home has always been where you were. Here, White Rock… it didn’t matter.” She looked up at the sky. It was blue and beautiful as if mocking her mood. “The kids are teenagers. Do you know what it’s like to raise teenagers? It’s fucking hard. I wish you were here to go through it with me. I talked to Cass about things when they started happening, but she took everything in strive, and then she didn’t need me anymore.” Amara sighed in frustration. “We were never teens; I have no idea about any of this shit. I’m sure you would have just laughed at me. I miss your laugh, and I miss you.” She chuckled. “This isn’t helping a damn bit… I’m just talking to myself.” Amara turned with a huff. She didn’t understand why Adam said it would help. She knew Gavin had frequented the garden to laugh, scream, cry, do whatever he needed to do… her eyes narrowed at the thought which perplexed her. Not once had she ever heard of the professor coming here. She wondered if he had in secret. The notion stirred her in a way she couldn’t explain. Maybe he had mourned her in the privacy of his labs. Maybe his project was just that… him brooding in failure. Was she being too hard on him? Possibly… but it was easier to be angry with the professor than to mourn her friend.

      She knew Hokura visited James’ grave frequently after he passed. She talked to him, but he never answered her back. “What the hell am I even doing here?” Amara growled. Whatever she was hoping to find wasn’t in the blueberry bush, wasn’t on the plaque or within the garden… none of it was here. “Well, this was a waste of time,” Amara muttered as she stepped away, and yet she couldn’t help but look back at the garden. “For what it’s worth, I miss you.” She sighed, raking her hands through her hair and gently pulled at it. She could feel the tension building inside her skull. There were too many emotions, too much anger, too much grief. “None of us have moved forward… and even if we have, it’s been a lie… you were what held us all together.”

      After saying such, she left the garden. She almost felt too tired to make her way back to the garage. They had a few older watch vehicles that they were fixing up. It wasn’t anything too important, but at least it would keep her busy and her mind off things.
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        * * *

      

      Lessons had gotten out for the day as Cassandra fell in pace with her brother and Nathan. Cyrus gave her a questioning look. “I thought you were going to training with Talon.”

      “I am,” she answered. “I’m taking a quick detour first.”

      Cyrus’s eyes narrowed. “Dad told you to leave the professor alone.”

      The girl rolled her eyes. “It would be just as good for Dad to get out of his offices as it is for Dorian. Maybe I should go to the governing offices and knock on his door too. Are you telling me to give up?”

      “No,” Cyrus faltered.

      “And not a word to anyone that I’m seeing Dorian either.” She looked up at Nathan accusingly.

      The boy put his hands up. “Not a word from me.”

      “Cyrus,” Cassandra retorted, giving her brother a steely gaze. “Besides, you mentioned cryogenics… maybe that’s what he’s been working on.”

      The boy gulped. “I don’t think he is…”

      “Can you ask the scientists if we even have such things in the compound? Maybe they can look into it.” His sister pushed. “Maybe he has been. Maybe there’s more to this than he’s letting on. He needed power the other day and caused the outage. What does he need that much power for?”

      Cyrus shrank back. “That’s none of my business.”

      Nathan smirked at his friend. “If you’re afraid to ask, I will.” He gave Cassandra a look. “I don’t care, I’ll ask the hard questions, and I’m sure I’ll get the answers too.”

      The girl nodded as a smile spread across her face. “Perfect, there’s got to be a reason why it ended up on the compound’s mainframe in the science department under his files.”

      “This is a bad idea,” Cyrus groaned.

      “Why?” Cassandra retorted.

      “Cass… like Dad said… Mom’s gone… we’re foolish to keep holding onto hope… she’s ash…” Cyrus’s voice was tight.

      Cassandra shook her head. “I don’t believe that for a moment. After all this time, I think the professor has her.”

      Cyrus stopped and blocked Cassandra’s path. “Don’t you dare even say such a thing!” he said in a hushed tone. “Dad would absolutely lose his shit if such a thing was taking place.” He looked at Nathan. “Neither of you can say anything about this or that it’s related to Mom.” His stare held his sister’s. “You need to put this out of your head Cassandra. Mom is dead! She’s not coming back!”

      The girl bristled. “I don’t care what you say. Either way, I’m going to go see the professor.” She raised her head and walked past her brother and Nathan. Tears slowly filling her eyes as she stepped up her pace. She didn’t want to think about what Cyrus had just said. She quickly ran to the professor’s lab and knocked on the door. A very annoyed-looking Dorian answered the door, his expression becoming one of worry.

      “Cassandra… what is it?” Why did it look like she was on the brink of tears?

      She faltered for a second. She had wanted to see him but suddenly, what she had talked to Cyrus about was too much for her. “I…” She faltered. “I was going to pull you out of your lab to watch me… but now…”

      “Now?” Dorian asked, his voice softening. Why was it that this child seemed to be the only other person who could pull these emotions from him? Was it because she looked so much like Hokura? He was genuinely worried. If something had been bothering her, why hadn’t she gone to her father? Why was she here?

      “She’s dead… isn’t she? She’s not coming back!” Cassandra cried as the tears slipped and the girl crashed into his arms.

      Dorian caught her and held her as he cautiously stepped out of his lab and into the hallway, ensuring the door closed behind him. “We’ve been over this.” His voice was soft and even.

      “But we all know the compound.” She sobbed. “We all know this place is built on secrets and lies and that you would tell any lie to us in order to…to…”

      “Cassandra.” Dorian steadied her. He needed to remain calm and in control of this situation. “Think about what you’re saying.” He wouldn’t lie to her if she asked, but he also wouldn’t tell her without being prompted to. He could feel as though he was being put into a precarious situation, it wasn’t time yet, and yet it seemed like Cassandra was on to him.

      “Cyrus said they came across from research of yours that had to do with cryogenics.” She clutched at him harder. “It threw everyone for a loop… and then Dad got angry with us…”

      The professor felt like a sheet of ice ran through him. How could he be so careless? He must have done research on the main mainframe, and it had gotten picked up in the science facilities files. Dammit, his mind was being slippery lately. He couldn’t afford any mistakes in this, or the project would most likely be terminated. No… if Gavin found out he had her, he would have to see things through. There was no going back. He needed to see this to the end. He needed to backtrack, to get Cassandra’s mind off of what was so secretly hidden behind his laboratory door. He grabbed her shoulders and gently brought her away from him. He needed to change the subject. “You came because you wanted me to see you train…”

      “That doesn’t seem important now.” The girl faltered, staring at the ground as she sniffled at arm’s length.

      He sighed inwardly. “It was important enough that you came down here to get me. I should oblige you and sit in on some of your training since you’ve asked.”

      Cassandra raised an eyebrow. “Why does it feel like you’re giving in too easily?”

      He pursed his lips. “I’m not,” he stated tersely. “You asked me the other day, and you came here again today. If I don’t come and watch you, then I’m sure you’ll be back again tomorrow. I’ll put things on hold for now and come sit in if that’ll make you happy.”

      A smile crept across her face as she sniffled. “It would.” She looked up at him. “Do you need a few minutes?”

      Dorian took a step back. “How about I meet you down there, you can change and stretch, and I’ll be along shortly.” She gave him a look that stated she doubted his intent. “I promise I’ll be there. I just need to quickly make sure everything I’m working on is sound.” She nodded and was off as Dorian sighed as he slumped against the door. “She’s getting too intuitive.” He quickly made his way back into the lab and checked on the temperatures. They were stable. Nothing would go wrong while he was gone. This process was going to take a while. He stared down at Hokura’s form lovingly. “She’s so much like you. It’s almost maddening.” A small smile came to his lips. “I’m going to oversee her training. I’ll be back soon.” With that, he double-checked all the gauges and was off.

      He walked down towards the RTC Simulator when Cassandra poked her head out of the track room. “I’m in here today!” She beamed.

      He nodded as he walked into the track room and regarded her mentor. “Talon… it’s been a while.”

      “I’d say so.” A smirk came to the watch commander’s lips. “Get tired of test tubes and decided to come out of your lair for a bit?”

      Dorian scowled. “It hasn’t been…”

      “It’s been over nine months since I’ve seen you in person,” Talon said, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall as he watched Cassandra stretch. “Before that, it was six. She’s been missing you.”

      “I’ve been busy,” the professor retorted. “But I’m here now…” He looked up and watched as the girl readied herself at the starting point.

      “Take your mark,” Talon instructed as Cassandra did so and got into starting position. “Go!” Talon clicked the timer as she took off. The commander stared at Dorian from the corner of his eye. “I know you’ve been in here all hours of the night screaming at the simulators still.”

      Dorian met his stare. “What can I say? Some things never change.” His stare then went over to Cassandra as his eyes widened in amazement.

      “Just like her mother.” Talon’s voice was gruff. “Give it a few years, and with enough training, she might even surpass what Hokura did.”

      “No.” Dorian’s voice was tight. “She’ll never surpass Hokura….”

      The commander glanced over at Dorian and called the time as he walked over to Cassandra. “That was great. You shaved a full second off your last time trial! Phenomenal work!”

      “Thanks.” Cassandra smiled. “We going to head to the RTC Simulator after this?”

      Talon nodded as Dorian strode up to them. “You did well,” he complimented.

      She smiled at him. It felt good to be praised by him again. “That’s why I wanted you down here! Will you watch me in the RTC Simulator? I’ve been getting so much better!”

      Dorian nodded as he followed alongside Talon to the viewing room while Cassandra started attaching her monitors. Talon shifted to the side. “Do you want to do the honors?”

      The professor gave him a look. “I’m merely an observer. You can man the controls.” He made himself comfortable. The only times he was ever in here was when he needed to physically exhaust himself whenever he ran into a bump in his plan. It had been less the past few weeks. He sat in the chair, crossing his arms as he stared at the monitors. He watched as Cassandra entered the simulation. His eyes widened. “Does the governor know she’s running these types of simulations?”

      “We spoke to him about six months ago. I dialed down the pain sensors. It’s more like a slight shock. This is more hand-to-hand combat, although we do have a weapons stage as well. Still, this is nowhere near as aggressive or violent as what the watch trainees or peacekeepers went through,” Talon stated.

      Dorian watched, perplexed at what he was seeing. If the peacekeepers had been younger when they had awakened, and the RTC simulator was running, this would have been the kind of training they would have started with. It was still simple enough. Simulations were coming at Cassandra as she countered them. There hadn’t been a city built up around her, but still, it was like looking back in time watching her mother. A notion flooded him. She had told him to take care of her children if they were to be the next peacekeepers. He faltered, being here in the viewing room, watching Cassandra. It was getting too much, and yet he knew he needed to be here as he gripped his chair.

      Talon looked over at him. “If it’s too much, I can tell her you needed to see to something.”

      The professor’s head drooped. “It’s like going back in time and watching her all over again. Just being in here resonates so many memories with her.”

      The commander nodded. “This entire compound resonates her memories. She did so much for us and the civilians of this sanctuary. Her name will forever live on.”

      Dorian only nodded. Maybe it would have been a better ruse to say she had merely slipped into a deeper coma and that he was keeping her stabilized in his labs. No… Gavin wouldn’t have believed such a thing, especially without being able to see her. Besides, he was there the night Hokura had died. He had known it was coming. Dorian wondered how everyone would react when she was brought back, when the first child was among the living once more, walking and breathing. He wondered how Talon would take it, how Cassandra and Cyrus would take it. He was giving them a gift of a lifetime to have her back. A gift that he had been missing for the past three years, even though he had her concealed in a cryogenic vat, it hadn’t been the same. The conversations had been one-sided. He had wanted to touch her, hold her, reassure her, and yet all he could do was stare down at her and hope he was on the right path. His mind was elsewhere when he looked up to the screen again, his heart panged.

      “Don’t get too carried away… pace yourself,” Talon stated over the intercom and glanced over at the professor. “Apparently, she wants to show off today.”

      He made a face. “I haven’t been much of a mentor to her…” He had felt guilty, but in a way, he still needed to shield his heart. “It’s just hard…”

      “You don’t need to explain to me.” Talon sighed. “I know how you and Hokura were. The entire compound knew.”

      Dorian raised an eyebrow. “You don’t seem to be one for compound gossip, Talon, so enlighten me about how we were perceived.”

      The commander shook his head. “Everyone knew you loved her and doted on her. You two were inseparable. Of course, there were other whispers as well, but I’m sure you can guess what they were.”

      “She was never unfaithful to Gavin.” Dorian’s tone was terse.

      Talon turned to the man. “And even now, you’re still standing in her corner.”

      “It’s the truth, and you know it.”

      “Of course I do,” he responded. “You would never sully her like that. Her life changed you in ways, Dorian, unfortunately so did her death.”

      The professor cleared his throat as he crossed his arms and studied the monitors. “Just say it, Talon, whatever is on your mind, just come out with it.”

      “Maybe it’s time you start mentoring again… or at least come out of the labs every so often. Be part of everything again… or at least let your presence be known.”

      Dorian smirked. “As a matter of fact, Gavin asked me to come back and work beside him again. I told him I would once my project is completed.”

      “Is the project actually going to reach completion?” It was an honest question.

      “If I have my way, it will soon.” He continued staring at the simulation. If he had his way, Hokura would be able to once again join in watching Cassandra’s training. She would be at her daughter’s side, and in time would be able to train again if that’s what she so pleased to do. The simulation slowed as Cassandra took one last opponent and wiped the sweat from her brow.

      Talon clicked on the intercom. “You did that in record speed today. Come out and have a drink and cool off for a bit.”

      Dorian stood up from his seat. “I’ll speak with her, and then I need to get back to what I was doing.” He headed for the door when he looked at the watch commander. “Thank you for being there for her when I couldn’t, Talon. I’m hoping to be around more once I’ve finished what I started out to do.”

      The commander nodded gruffly as the professor exited.

      Cassandra was toweling off her hair. “Did you see that? I even beat my times today!” She beamed happily.

      “You’re making leaps and bounds in your progress. You should be proud of yourself. I know I am,” he replied.

      A coy smile came over her face. “Are you really? You’re not just saying that because it’s what I want to hear from you?”

      His smile tightened, as did his stature. “I’m not just saying it, Cassandra. I’m genuinely impressed with your training and dedication.”

      She hugged him. It was always an odd notion when she did, so that threw him off his guard. He gingerly put his hand on her head and realized how much taller she had gotten. Almost her mother’s height… “Come and watch me a little more often? Or at least don’t hold yourself up in your labs so much?” Her voice was small.

      He took a breath. “Once my project is complete, everything will change.” The face she made when she looked up at him was one of uncertainty. “It’ll all change for the better… I promise. But for now, I do have some more work to see to.”

      “Promise?” she asked, stepping out of the embrace.

      “Yes, Cass, I promise.” He gave her a tired look. “And if you ever feel the need to do so, you can come and check in with me.” He knew that would make her smile as her face brightened. He would tolerate her visitations. There were worse things than enduring Hokura’s spawn. There were times where she was quite delightful. Unfortunately, her presence was also a continuous stab in the heart every time he saw her.

      “Okay, I’ll let you get back to your work then. Maybe I’ll come to see you in a few days.”

      It almost sounded like a threat. “I’ll be around,” Dorian insisted as he bid her a good day and made his way back to the lab. He always seemed to feel anxious when he was away from her for too long. Another reason why he couldn’t take Gavin’s offer up until the process was completed. He knew he would constantly be in his lab watching over her. “Soon,” he told himself. Soon this would all be over, and life would resume as normal.

      Once he was back in his lab, he locked the door and went to the secondary gauges. He flipped them as they all started slowly rolling down. This was going to be an arduous task. One that he would oversee continuously over the next few days. He rolled his chair up beside her and placed his hand on the vat as he lowered his head. “They all need you back, every single one of them. You have no idea how much you meant to everyone and how much we depended on you.” His eyes felt heavy. He hadn’t been sleeping much. His days were blurs of wakefulness, and seeing to this, he had been neglecting himself as he tried to recall the last meal he had eaten. He had forgotten entirely about breakfast that morning. He would make a point of having something that evening. As his thoughts drifted, it had been a while since he had slept in his suite, but he felt so comfortable here, and slowly, his eyes closed.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra made her way up to the suite. She walked in to see Cyrus was just taking off his shoes as he nudged him and whispered. “Did you find anything out today?”

      He gave her an apprehensive look. “You’re going to look way too far into this.”

      “Out with it then!” She raised her voice. “What did you find out?”

      “Kids?” Gavin’s voice echoed from the bedroom as they heard the water from the shower shut off. “I’m just finishing up. We’ll order down for dinner tonight.”

      Cassandra looked at her brother. “Not a word of any of this to Dad. We’ll talk about this after dinner,” she said in a hushed tone.

      Cyrus pursed his lips, regretting that he said he had found anything at all. It had been Nathan who had done most of the talking and had asked the initial questions. He knew if Cassandra asked him, he’d spill… it was better coming from her own flesh and blood. He didn’t want to tell her what he had found out and hoped their father would want to spend some time with them after dinner. The boy wondered how long he could avoid the conversation. He looked up to see his father walking out of the bathroom wearing his grey sweatpants and a white T-shirt as he dried his hair.

      “What do you two feel like tonight? I’m not in the mood for cooking,” Gavin stated, looking at the two with a questioning glance.

      Cassandra cleared her throat. “I need something carb heavy. I trained like crazy today. Dorian even came and sat in on some of it.” She smiled.

      A surprised expression came to Gavin’s face. “Oh?”

      “Yeah.” She gave a small smile. “It was good for him to get out of the labs for a bit.”

      Her father nodded. “It is… once he’s done with… whatever he’s working on, he’s going to be working with me again.” He ran his hand through his damp hair. “I think it’ll be good for the both of us to try and get a bit of a normal routine back into our lives again.”

      Both Cassandra and Cyrus nodded at their father. The professor had worked alongside him for nearly forty years before their mother had come back to the compound, and after they were born, he took up working as one of their father’s right-hand men.

      Cyrus idly wondered about the project the professor had been working on for the last three years. Of course, there had been rumors that he had gone mad and was trying to figure out a way to secure immortality. That he was creating more superhumans, or that he was coming up with a process to clone the fallen peacekeeper that had been his mother. After his findings today, Cyrus was starting to indeed wonder if there was anything behind it.

      The dinner conversation stuck mostly between Cassandra and her father. She was talking animatedly about Dorian watching her training and how it was going. “I was able to shave off a full second in my track trials today! And I was able to finish the RTC simulation in record time!”

      Gavin raised an eyebrow at his daughter. He wondered if she had pushed herself because the professor had been present. He wouldn’t put it past her. He knew she saw him as a mentor ever since she decided to stow away in the cargo van he had taken when he went to rescue Hokura. “Maybe I’ll come down and watch you train someday.”

      The girl shrugged. “If you want… I know you didn’t like watching Mom train.”

      Caught. “Your mother’s training… was a little different.” He stifled his response. Indeed it was, Hokura’s training was gory, violent, something he had a hard time watching because it was hard to distinguish his loving wife as one of the most dangerous beings alive. She was a super soldier, and although there was something about watching her fluid, graceful movements, the actions behind them were always lethal.

      “I know… but I’m doing hand-to-hand contact now. Remember? It’s dialed down, but still…” She was trying to read her father’s expression. “Dad, I want to be a peacekeeper.”

      Gavin’s face paled. “You still have years before you’re of age to make such a choice. Besides, we don’t have any need for the peacekeepers. We have the watch, and that’s enough.”

      “But if you ever do,” she pressed.

      “Cass.” His voice was tight. “You can keep training, but you don’t need to feel like you need to follow in your mother’s footsteps.”

      She lowered her head as she chewed on her bottom lip. Her mother had said she could be one… that she could be whatever she wanted. Still, she knew it was a knife to her father’s heart so she wouldn’t push.

      Gavin sighed. He didn’t want the conversation to go this way, but still, the idea of Cassandra following her mother’s role was simply too much to think about right now. She had a long life. She could do anything if she put her brilliant mind to it. Why was being a peacekeeper so appealing to her? He thought the training would eventually taper off once she felt strong enough to defend herself, but after Hokura’s death, the girl delved into it even further. It was a good outlet, but now she wanted to actually pursue it further. The idea twisted Gavin’s insides.

      The rest of dinner was spent in silence until Cassandra spoke up again as she finished. “Cyrus and I planned on going for a walk. We’ll be back later.”

      “We did?” Cyrus asked as Cassandra’s foot kicked his leg under the table. “We did,” he quickly confirmed, correcting himself. “Do you need any help with cleaning up?” The boy was hoping his father would.

      “No… that’s fine. You two can be on your way and enjoy yourselves.” Gavin sighed. He was in a mood after Cassandra stated the idea of being a peacekeeper. He didn’t want to spoil dinner, but it seemed like the silence that set in was thick, and no matter what, he couldn’t bring himself to fill the void of it. He watched as the two of them left the suite. At least he had something to keep himself busy for a bit as he started wrapping things up. “Hokura… I know originally that wasn’t what you wanted for her. Why did you have to change your mind? I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to mess this up and push her any further.” The thought of Cassandra possibly putting on a peacekeeper suit filled him with dread. She was still a number of years from doing so, but still, it was an unsettling thought.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra and Cyrus walked down the hallway when the boy cleared his throat.

      “Not a word until we get out into the gardens,” she whispered.

      The boy took a breath. “Cass, you gotta promise not to get in over your head with this. You can’t think that any of this means anything…”

      “Ssssshhhh!” Her voice was sharp. They walked in silence until they reached the gardens, and Cassandra had checked around to make sure nobody else was around. “So, what did you find?”

      He knew he was going to be backed into a corner. “A lot, actually.” He took a breath as he swallowed hard. “When this place was being created, the UN ensured they had every piece of medical equipment possible. Including everything needed to perform cryogenics. There are a few chambers in the basement of the compound.”

      Cassandra’s eyes widened.

      “Cass, they literally have every machine imaginable down there!” Cyrus cried.

      “How many? Is there a catalog somewhere about how many pieces are down there? What if one is missing? What if Dorian has one and is using it!”

      The boy rolled his eyes.

      “What else?” Cassandra asked quickly.

      His eyes narrowed. “It’s all false hope, Cassandra! You’re trying to create something out of nothing! Like you’re looking at creating some kind of conspiracy here!”

      “But…” the girl stuttered.

      “But nothing! Mom is dead! She’s not coming back!” he pleaded. “Don’t you think if the professor had her that he would have said something?”

      She didn’t want to say it as she turned away from her brother.

      Cyrus's hand reached out and grabbed her arm. His tone softened. “Don’t be like this. I know how you work. I know you were still trying to hang onto a small bit of hope, but you need to face the facts. He couldn’t save her… I know Mom put all her faith in him, everyone did, but he’s still just a man. You can’t beat death, Cass.”

      She turned to him. “Can I tell you something stupid?”

      Cyrus smiled at her. “You can tell me anything. You know that.”

      Cassandra looked sheepishly away, it was hard to admit, but she knew she could confide in her brother. That no matter, he would be there for her. “No matter what you say or how much time passes, something inside of me won’t let go.”

      He hugged her. “Mom wouldn’t want this. Not for us, not for anyone. We need to move past things. We’re sixteen. We’re beyond fairytales. We need to face reality and accept it, whether we like it or not. Besides, would the professor lie about this?”

      She stiffened. The compound was built on lies and secrets, the man known as the father of science had shared in many of them. She had respected him wholeheartedly, but if anyone was capable of keeping such a secret, it would be him.

      “Don’t,” Cyrus warned. “Don’t do that… besides, he’s your friend, isn’t he? Do you think he’d lie to you?”

      Cassandra stood tall. “To protect me. He would.”

      Her brother merely shook his head. “Even so, the whole thing of cryogenics isn’t just freezing a person and having them in a suspended state after death. It’s bringing them back. Mom was sick. Something was wrong with her system. He would have to figure out what was wrong, create a cure, and then find a way to unthaw her, bring her back, and cure her. It’s an impossible feat.”

      “Not for him,” the girl countered.

      Cyrus sagged. “Even if you believe it can be done, don’t say anything to Dad. He’s been through enough. You can keep your delusions to yourself, don’t drag him into them.” A look of sorrow etched over his face. “I already lost Mom. Dad’s been a complete shadow of himself. I don’t want to lose him any further.”

      She hugged him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put this all on you, but I just had to know.” She looked at him. He was a little taller than her. He looked more like their father when it came to features but had their mother’s shade of brown hair. “I promise I’ll be there. If you ever need me, I’m not going anywhere.”

      He gave a small smile. “As much as you and I are alike, we’re also total opposites.”

      She shrugged. “That may be, but we’re still twins.”

      “That we are.” With that, Cyrus felt something hit his head, a light pad that splashed upon impact. He looked up towards the sky and then sighed as the rain started. “This has been all too interesting as well.”

      “It’s just a little rain,” Cassandra commented.

      “We’ve seen more rain in the past three years than Meridiana has in decades. It seems like we’re going through a meteorology change. It’s monsoon season, but still, we usually only see around nine inches of rain in a year,” Cyrus stated.

      His sister raised an eyebrow. “So?”

      “The season has just started, and already we’ve seen around six. Our vegetation here has been modified to only need so much water… with this much, the scientists are worried about overwatering and the possibilities of it being spoiled. It was like this three years ago…” he commented. His heart panged. The weather was a reminder that they were coming up on the third anniversary of their mother’s death. Perhaps that explained why Cassandra was feeling the way she was.

      Cassandra smirked as she gave him a playful shove. “With you helping out, I’m sure the scientists can figure it out.”

      He grimaced. “That’s why they were looking into the professor’s files. He and Dad had started the idea of naturally sourced foods long ago.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find the answers.” The rain became harder as it went from a slight drizzle to a steady pour. “We should get back. We don’t need Dad worrying.”

      Cyrus gave her a sidelong glance. “Are you going to let this go?”

      Cassandra grinned. “No. But I won’t say anything to Dad. If you find out anything more, you’ll tell me, right?”

      “Like I have a choice,” her brother muttered as they started walking back towards the compound.

      “I’m glad you see it my way.” Cass winked at him.
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        * * *

      

      The professor stirred. Whatever was under him was warm. It didn’t make sense… it was the cryogenic vat. It should have been cooler. He jolted awake as his eyes widened. “No!” he cried as his eyes darted to the temperature gauges. “It shouldn’t be this fast!” he cried as he ran over to double-check the cooling system. “This was supposed to be a steady process!” He didn’t understand. Had he been out for that long, or was the system’s warming process accelerating? He double-checked everything in panic and hit the controlled cooling button to override whatever was happening. It hissed as the vat seemed to cool again. He held his breath, wondering if the power would flicker with what he had just done, but when nothing happened, he let out a sigh of relief. He wanted to touch her, but she was still too cold. He couldn’t open the chamber. It wouldn’t open either way and placing his fingers within it would end up with them frozen. He needed to keep on top of things. As her body thawed, he would have to inject her right away with the cure, and from there, he would need to bring her back.

      He groaned as he stretched his back. “I can’t just doze off like that…” But he had been dreaming of her. Of simply holding her again on the beach as she sat next to him, very much alive… it was getting later in the evening. He needed to monitor the temperatures, everything needed to be steady. Did it have to do with the power? He didn’t think the ease of letting the temperatures slip would cause a surge. If anything, it would slowly need less. The surge that had been caused the other day was to see how much power he could en route for the final opening of the vat. The wattage needed to release everything. However, if he timed it right, he figured he would be able to open the vat in the middle of the night when the compound was using the least bit of power.

      Dorian slumped against the glass and watched the temperature rate stabilize. “We’re this close, don’t start fighting and being stubborn with me now,” he said, looking down at her. A solemn smile came to his lips. He missed her stubbornness. He even missed butting heads with her on occasion. Dammit, he missed her in entirety. “I feel like I could sleep for three years after this.” He raised his eyebrows at her, her eyes closed, her body not moving, just drifting in the vat. “I wonder if I’m even capable of what’s considered a good night's sleep anymore. It’s been so long…” His heart ached. “I think the last decent sleep I got was beside you, on the rooftop, or even when you were beside me in my bed.” He took a breath. He was allowed to say it. Nobody would ever hear it. “I wish you were beside me in bed right now. I think I could actually sleep contently just listening to you breathing next to me.” He lowered his head. Would it ever happen? It’s all he wanted, to hold her and listen to her breathe, because that would mean everything in the world was right again. “We’re coming up to three years…” he sighed and mentally checked the date, “in ten days… I hadn’t really thought about it until now.” A slight smile came to his lips. “Perhaps for your anniversary, I could have you resurrected.” He had no idea if that would be feasible. The days ahead of him were going to be long. He would bide his time, and once he was content with how the temperature was evening out, he would allow himself to lightly doze.
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        * * *

      

      The professor had dozed on and off through the night. He was feeling slightly more content that morning when the temperature in the vat was still slowly rising but not as much as it had the night before. He took a deep breath in relief, it was going to be a busy few days, and he needed his wits about him. Something he definitely did need was coffee and some food. He eyed the gauges above the chamber. They were reading normal. He didn’t want to leave her, and yet… he lovingly traced his hand over the glass of the capsule. “I’ll be back in a bit. I promise I won’t be gone long.” He didn’t know why but he was feeling the pull to stay beside her. He would be quick as he double-checked everything and was out of the lab making haste to his suite.

      Upon arriving back, he grabbed a few extra things. If he was going to be spending more time in the lab, not leaving her side, he wanted a few more personal items. Dorian grabbed some extra clothes as well and packed them into a duffle bag. The professor took a moment and stared up at the painting of the cityscape he had in his room. His heart panged. “We’ll be together again soon,” he reminded himself as he looked around and couldn’t remember the last time he had slept in his bed. Soon… The professor stopped in the kitchen and stared at the coffee maker. He didn’t want to wait. He grimaced in annoyance. He just wanted to be back by her side, so he’d make do with cafeteria coffee and grab a muffin.

      Dorian took one last look around his suite. He had barely spent any time in it for the past three years. He was sure he could count the number of nights he actually spent sleeping in his own bed. That would change soon enough. Life would revert back to normal, and everything would be as it should. He needed to stay positive. He had the cure; he had tested it endlessly. It had been a concoction of her original super dosed cells along with Ficoll-stabilized cells dosed with leukocyte enrichments which would help the purification process. He left his living quarters, duffle bag in hand, and headed towards the cafeteria. It was still early. Not many scientists were lingering around. As he grabbed himself a cup, he heard a clearing of a throat behind him. He sighed inwardly. “Spindler.”

      “Dorian,” the doctor greeted him. “I haven’t seen you around in quite some time.”

      “I’ve been busy,” the professor muttered, knowing he was in for an earful.

      Spindler made an agitated noise. “Busy indeed, throwing off the power grid and locking yourself up in your labs for years on end. And if you don’t mind me saying…”

      “I do mind.” Dorian filled his cup and turned to the man.

      The doctor shook his head. “You look like you’ve been held up in your labs, barely sleeping, barely eating… have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately?”

      The professor scowled. “I’m well aware of my appearance.”

      “And what about your mental health?”

      A smirk came to Dorian’s mouth. Maybe he had gone a little mad over the years, talking to the corpse of the person he had loved more than anything. “I don’t think my mental state is of anyone’s concern. I’ve behaved under the set terms and conditions.”

      “A little too well,” Spindler muttered. “We’re all merely concerned for you.”

      He was getting impatient. “And why would anyone be concerned?”

      Spindler gave him a solemn look. “Because… we know you’re still searching for the cure.”

      The professor’s eyes widened. Had he been found out?

      A hand came to his shoulder and gently squeezed. “What good does this all do when she’s already gone, Dorian? How far will you allow yourself to slip when there’s nothing you can do?”

      His throat closed. He had gotten adept at lying to everyone. “I need to figure this out, or it’ll haunt me forever. It’s just something I need to do.” He wanted to get back to her, to be beside her again as his heart started to race. He had already been gone for too long.

      “Maybe you should talk to someone…” Spindler offered.

      The professor stepped away from the man. “Maybe I will… now if you’ll excuse me.” He needed to move. Coffee in hand, he started walking away. He didn’t want this conversation. He knew Spindler was worried about him, that there were many people who were concerned with his well-being. Couldn’t they understand? No… they couldn’t and never would because none of them had gone through what he had. None of them had to watch the love of their life slowly succumb to an agonizing death that could have been prevented. He had promised he would save her, and he had failed in doing so. Still, he would keep his word. He came to his quartered-off section. He found peace in the signs and warnings as he went to his lab. Upon opening the door, he went straight to her and collapsed over the chamber.

      “Maybe I am mad… but maybe I’m a genius too. I can bring you back,” he whispered. “Why am I letting him get in my head? I know my actions have been erratic and uncharacteristic. I’m sure people have noticed I haven’t been to visit your gravesite. The truth is I can’t bear to look at it… I know you’re not there anyway.” He traced his finger over the glass. “Spindler said I should talk to someone, but that’s what I’ve been doing over the past three years. I’ve been talking to you every single day.” He chuckled. “It would be nice if you answered back from time to time… but your voice inside my head does every so often.” He shook his head and rose as he checked the temperatures. “I’ve read over that damn manual so many times. I have it memorized and still…” Could he confess it out loud? Even if she couldn’t hear him? “I’m scared. I’m terrified this won’t work and that I’ll lose you for good. That I’ll fail again and that you’ll be beyond saving.” A strangled noise came from his throat. “Everyone thought you were beyond saving when your heart stopped, but I knew better.” He paced for a few moments, double and triple-checking everything. He went over every monitor, every gauge, his latest notes. He couldn’t help but feel restless in his confines, but he couldn’t be anywhere else. He sat back beside her and took a sip of his coffee, and rested his forehead against the cold glass as he stared in. He had failed to grab breakfast, so he could make a mental note to order something later.

      His mind wandered as darker thoughts slowly started to creep in and assault him. What if he failed? What if he couldn’t bring her back? He would end it. There would be no moving forward if she never rose again. If her body started decomposing and he couldn’t bring her back, then he wouldn’t live without her. He refused to do so. He had done so for forty years only to have her fill that hole that was in his heart once more. There was only so much a man could take, and he was at his limit. Besides, working alongside Adam and Gavin without her would be a constant stab to his already shattered heart. Surely the governor would understand. He still had his children to live for. The professor had nothing. He had already achieved what he had set out to do. He had saved mankind, helped create this compound and sanctuary. There were many people who had stepped into roles as he had faded away and stepped down. He was no longer needed. “Either way…” his voice was hoarse, “no matter what happens, we’ll be together again…” He knew she wouldn’t want that… but the dead couldn’t argue.
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        * * *

      

      The days had become a blur of madness, and pacing, thoughts of life, and thoughts of death. Dorian raked his hand through his hair. He was so close. He would have to flush the fluids from the vat, take her out, and start the process. His anxiety rose as he moved about. His timing needed to be precise. He had all the medical equipment he needed. He had even gotten a gurney and the AED from the medical facility along with all the required monitors. He was relieved he had been on top of things because he looked like a chaotic mess, his shirt was half-buttoned as his hair fell partially in his face, he hadn’t shaved for days and could feel the stubble on his chin as he anxiously brought his nails to it scratching it.

      “Any time now…” he urged, his eyes darting once again to the vat. It would let him know when he could drain the fluid and release the pressure to open it. He slumped back in his chair, tired and annoyed as his frustration grew. His eyes went to the countdown timer, which had been activated. It stated he still had around thirteen hours to go. “I’m going to go mad pacing in here waiting.” He huffed as he stretched his neck, trying to figure out how many days it had been. Four… it had been four days that he had holed himself up in his lab without leaving. “Dammit,” he cursed. He knew he needed out. He needed something to eat, and yet he had no appetite. His system was strong enough to sustain itself through hunger without starving. He huffed in resolution. He would shower, change his clothes, eat, and possibly get some fresh air. He would come back and check in between eating and getting outside, but he couldn’t continue this.

      Dorian walked over to the chamber. “Would it be so strange if I visited the garden? Your supposed resting place? Especially this close to the anniversary of your death… and the day of your awakening?” The idea was skewed. He’d see where he ended up, he didn’t want to leave, but he could feel the pressure mounting in his skull as he bent over and tenderly traced his fingers over the glass. “I’ll be back in a bit to check in, and then we’ll be together soon. If all goes as planned, you’ll be out of there tonight.” His words were soft. “I love you.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra had finished her training and was walking down the hallway when she caught sight of him. Her eyebrows rose as she called out. “Dorian?”

      He automatically turned to the girl, her voice still young but sounded so close to her mother's. He saw the look of horror cross her face.

      “Are you okay?” she stuttered, her eyes widening as she quickly walked up to him. “You look…” she didn’t want to ever say the words… she never wanted to live the reality again, and yet… they tumbled out of her. “You look ill…”

      Dorian grunted tiredly. “I’ll be fine. I’ve just been in my labs the past few days working on things.”

      Still, her eyes narrowed. “You haven’t been taking care of yourself,” she urged.

      He rolled his eyes. He wasn’t going to fight with her. It was like butting heads with Hokura. Admitting she was right was the easiest solution. “You’re correct in your deductions. I have been neglecting myself lately. With that said, I’m hoping in the next while, I can take some time for myself. I am, however, going to my suite to shower and change and get some food.” He eyed her. “Why aren’t you in lessons?”

      Cassandra gave the man an off look. “It’s a break day…” Was he so far gone that he was losing track of his days?

      “Of course it is.” He kneaded his forehead. “I guess I lost track of time. I haven’t been sleeping. Being in the labs for so many days straight can do that to a person.”

      She had been worried about him. Why did it seem like he was slipping even further? “You need some rest. Is the project you’re working on that important that you would lose your health and sanity over it?”

      He took a deep breath as he closed his eyes. “It’s worth absolutely everything, Cassandra. You’ll understand that in time. Now please, I don’t want to be away from my work for too long.”

      “I’m heading up to my suite anyway.” She shrugged as she turned to keep her eye on him as he walked beside her in silence. Although he looked tired, and there was stubble on his face, he still moved with predatory grace. He had been through so much, and still, even though his exterior looked rough, he still walked with the confidence of a man who had the world at his fingertips. “You know I’m just worried about you,” she finally said as they got on the elevator together.

      He sagged slightly. It was an odd sensation to have someone other than Hokura worry over him. “I know, and I am grateful, but I promise you that I’ll be fine.” He stifled a yawn. “I’ve worked longer and harder hours before. I’ve merely come to a very meticulous part in my project where everything has to go precisely and according to plan for it to work, and I fear I only get one chance. The next twenty-four to forty-eight hours are crucial.” The elevator opened on their floor.

      The two walked until they reached Dorian’s suite. Cassandra stopped and looked at him, studying him. “Just take care of yourself, please?” She gave him a pleading look as she automatically grabbed onto his arm. “You’re maybe too dense to know this already, but I think of you as my friend. You’re one of the few ties to my mother that still exist!”

      Dorian gave her a solemn look. His heart broke. He wanted to tell her but didn’t want to give the girl any false hope in case he failed. “Cass…” Dammit, why did she look so much like Hokura? Why was she so stubborn, just like her mother? It made things even harder. He took a breath. “I promise… I swear… once this is done… things will go back to normal.”

      The girl sadly pursed her lips. “There is no normal anymore, Dorian, only forward.”

      “I don’t want you to worry. I’ll always be here,” he lied and kicked himself for doing so.

      She gave him a weak smile as he opened the door. “Best of luck with things then….”

      Dorian nodded as he went into his suite. He closed the door behind him and cursed at himself in frustration. “Dammit, what the hell is wrong with me? Now I’m making promises to a teenager that I can’t keep! How deep am I going to continue to damage those who care about me?” he growled. No, he would keep this promise. He wouldn’t fail. He walked into his bathroom. He needed a quick shower and to replenish himself. Hopefully, in doing so, he would have some new vigor for what was about to come.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra walked into her suite. “I’m home!” she called out to see her father sitting idly at the small table, looking out over the city. He looked listless as he clutched onto a cup of coffee that she figured had gone cold long ago.

      He looked up at her. “Training go well?”

      She smiled at him. “Yeah, broke some new records today by a few milliseconds. Getting stronger, and kicking ass.”

      Gavin gave her a tired look. He didn’t scold the children for their questionable language. Something that had slipped after Hokura passed. He tried his best to parent and discipline but found himself lost in terms of guidelines. With everything, it seemed like without her gentleness and understanding as his wife, he had no idea what he was doing. He was grateful that Cassandra and Cyrus had found passions which they dove into, they hardly caused trouble, but still, there were things he wished his wife was around for… like when Cassandra had her first crush on a boy… she had decided a week later that she didn’t like him. Something about him being soft… puberty had been a swirl of emotions for the girl. One that he had Olga and Amara’s help with.

      “You okay?” the girl asked as it seemed like her father was lost in thought.

      He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Yeah,” he cleared his throat, “I’m fine. What do you want for lunch?”

      She shook her head as her eyes narrowed. “You and Dorian both need some kind of vacation.”

      A strangled noise came from Gavin. The idea of Dorian camping was laughable, and yet… no… he didn’t want to delve into memories of the man trekking out to save her. “Why do you say that?”

      “He looks like you do…” Her voice was terse as she grabbed a drink from the fridge. “Apparently, his project is moving forward. He said the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours are crucial. Maybe he’s finally coming to an end with this.” She eyed her father, who sat expressionless. “I’m taking a quick shower.”

      Gavin’s eyebrow rose. “You didn’t tell me what you wanted for lunch.”

      She huffed at him irritably, was his mind slipping? “We’re meeting Cyrus in half an hour in the cafeteria… he wanted us to taste a new type of fruits they were able to recreate.” She rolled her eyes and made her way to her bedroom, where she plopped her duffle bag down on her bed and switched out her training clothes tossing the old ones in the laundry bag. She got in the shower and took a deep breath, thinking of what the professor had said. Normal… what the hell was normal? Her father seemed to be continuing to spiral and fade into nothingness. She thought he would eventually hit rock bottom and bounce back up. The first few months after their mother’s death, he had been a mess. When the year anniversary of their mother’s death came along, he spent the night screaming in the garden. He came back to their suite covered in mud and spent days pacing to the point that she and Cyrus alerted Dr. Spindler, who had given him something. The second anniversary had been just as hard… and now they were coming upon the third.

      She let the spray hit her. She wished her father had stayed on whatever the doctor had given him, but after a few days of feeling numb, he decided against taking them again. He argued that he would rather feel the pain and heartache than nothing at all. She had yelled at him. The argument that had followed had Cassandra spending the night in the locker room of the training facility until she felt ready to speak to her father again. After that, they had never mentioned the harsh words or screaming that happened between them.

      Cassandra got out and toweled off as she went to her room. “Someone needs to save them,” she muttered as she fell back onto her bed. “I can’t do it.” She stared up at the ceiling and rubbed her eyes. “I don’t want to do it… I don’t want to do any of this anymore.” She wished she could just train, become part of the watch… have a duty that she needed to oversee instead of lessons, instead of her father, who was falling apart, and the professor who seemed to have slipped just as far over the years. She grimaced. She was envious of Cyrus. He had a calling. He was helping, creating, making a difference. He could do so… she was sure her father would hit the roof if she brought up being on the watch team instead of being a peacekeeper. Talon had already stated that she needed to be older to join the watch.

      Cassandra looked over at her clock and groaned. “Time to get this over with.” It wasn’t that she didn’t want to meet Cyrus in the cafeteria… it was more so she wanted some light conversation, and it seemed like she wasn’t going to get that out of her father today, who was simply brooding by the window looking out over the city as he always did on their days off.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra had walked down to the cafeteria with her father. They had made small talk on the way down. Her frustrations with him mounting. It was better to say nothing than hear his tired tone. It was a break day, and yet it seemed like he was always worse on these days because he had nothing to do except brood in misery. His mood was starting to rub off on her own, which was why she had been busying herself more on these days.

      Upon entering the cafeteria, she saw Cyrus waving them over. She grabbed her father’s hand and pulled him along. “Come on, Cyrus has been talking about this for a while now. You should think it’s some kind of honor to be taste-testing these.” She beckoned.

      Gavin sighed inwardly, he was trying, but for whatever reason, today, he was feeling especially exhausted. He didn’t want to bring the kids down with his mood. Maybe he should talk to Spindler again. His moods weren’t getting any better with the anniversary of Hokura’s death looming. He was hoping the idea of working along with the professor would spark something. Instead, it almost felt like the exact opposite. He sat at the table across from Cyrus, who was wearing a bright smile.

      “It’s taken a while, but we’ve finally been able to reproduce melons naturally!” He brought his hands out over the plate in front of him. “We have cantaloupe, honeydew, watermelon, and we’ve also been able to mass-produce pineapple!”

      Cassandra grabbed a piece of the brighter fruit and took a bite as a smile came to her face. “It’s so juicy!”

      “That’s the watermelon!” Cyrus stated. “Try the pineapple! These things were quite a feat. They used to grow as a singular tree, but it wasn’t practical considering the space they took up. We were able to splice them so their stocks could grow a number of them at once. Almost the same idea as corn.”

      Gavin took a piece of pineapple and bit into it. The flavor filled his mouth with a sweetness that had a tart bite to it as it awakened his tastebuds. “Wow, son, the botanists are really outdoing themselves.”

      Cyrus grinned. “They’re a great food source. Considering we’re trying to replicate everything from the old world, why not?” He grabbed a piece of cantaloupe and popped it in his mouth. “They grow on vines in the dirt, so they’re easy to observe and harvest, too, which is great. They need warm conditions, so they thrive well here naturally.”

      The governor grabbed a piece of the watermelon. He preferred its taste as it was crunchy and watery with a wonderful sweetness. It was sweeter than an apple. Hokura would have loved it. His heart sank. Why was he being like this today? He looked up to his son. “You’ve done an excellent job with all this, Cyrus. I’m incredibly proud of you.”

      The boy nodded, his smile fading slightly. He knew his father had wanted him to eventually get involved with politics, but his mind just wasn’t into it. He was enamored with how things worked, with creating and bettering in the ways of science. Surely his father understood that the compound ran on their scientific discoveries and betterments. That’s why they had the professor, but then again, the man had become a shadow of himself as he drifted into nothingness. He seemed to simply be a whispered entity that was hardly seen anymore.

      Cassandra spoke up as she grabbed some more fruit. “What about making juice out of these?”

      Cyrus perked up. “Yes, we’ve looked into juicing both the watermelon and pineapple. The pineapple especially has a large amount of enzymes, nutrients, and antioxidants. Back long ago, they were considered a super fruit with tons of health benefits.”

      Gavin nodded. He was trying to put on a good show for Cyrus, but still, he was feeling emotionally drained. He didn’t want to admit to his children that the past few days had been an emotional rollercoaster and that he was feeling raw because of it. “I’m glad you’ve found your calling, son, it seems like you’ve taken to this incredibly well.”

      Cyrus smiled. “It’s been nice to have Nathan along for it as well, he’s not into it as much as I am, but he’s still curious and has a drive for it too.” At least he had a friend to confide in, hang out with, and to help keep his mind off things. It seemed as though all of them had branched out to find their own comforts and ways to keep busy.

      Cassandra eagerly popped another piece in her mouth. “These would be amazing in a fruit bowl, mix a bunch of fruits together and then add some yogurt!” Her eyes lit up. “It would be great for breakfast, don’t you think, Dad?”

      He knew what she was doing. “If that’s what you two would like for breakfasts once they start mass-producing, we can do that.” He half-smiled as he took another bite. He would try his best to keep the mood light even though it seemed like he was slipping more through the conversation.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had double-checked on Hokura in the labs. The timer was still counting down slowly. He fought with himself to get out of the compound. He glowered as he walked with his hands in his pockets as he strolled the gardens and winced. The memories of being outside with her were too much. They had often taken their work outside, enjoyed lunch at some of the picnic benches, and had late night walks together whenever she felt lonely. Their private time together strolling the gardens had become a sacred memory to him. It seemed like he could be honest with her when they were outside of the compound’s walls. His eyes went over to the enclave where she had fallen asleep next to him. His heart panged, she was already ill at that time, and he didn’t even know it. “Dammit,” he whispered. Why didn’t he just go into the city? Because the harsh reality was that everything held her memory, he couldn’t escape her—another reason why he needed to be successful.

      “I swear I can hear your voice inside my head…” he muttered. “As if you converse with my thoughts… as if you’re still fighting with me.” He kept his head down as her gentle chuckle vibrated through his memories as if she was telling him it would be over soon. Indeed, it would… either way. He didn’t know how or why, but he found himself at the blueberry bush as he stared at the two plaques. His eyes lazily rested on her embossed name, on her last name, which she had shared with him. His mouth opened as he bit his bottom lip. There was a reason he had avoided coming here as a sob threatened to escape him. “You’re not gone,” he gasped airily. Why was he trembling as his hand came to his mouth and clenched hard? Once her heart was beating, he would have the plaques removed. They were just another ruse, another lie in this damn compound that was built on them. He would burn them and enjoy watching them melt. A dark chuckle came from his throat as it worked its way up and grew as he started laughing maniacally at the false grave.

      A soft, questioning voice came over him. “Professor Dorian?” It had been Doctor Lucien.

      Dorian’s eyes darted up to meet the man’s stare as a dark smile came to his lips. “You all think I’m mad.”

      Lucien walked over to him with a solemn look on his face. “Not mad, just grieving deeply.”

      Dorian's smile widened. “You all thought I was nuts when I said I would save her. Just you wait.” His eyes were wild. “I’ll show you…I’ll show this whole damn compound that I’m still the father of science!” His voice raised. “I will bend the rules again under my will, and I will come out of this successful!” He stepped closer to Lucien. “And nobody and nothing will stop me this time!” With that, he turned and made haste leaving a very stunned Doctor Lucien standing in front of the blueberry bush.

      The doctor breathed with a sigh. He and Spindler were wondering when the great professor would finally crack under the pressure. They had watched for the first while as Dorian had streaks of mania. There were nights they could hear him babbling incoherently down in his labs… as if conversing with someone else. Then there was a silence where he had quarantined himself to his own personal lab. They would get a glimpse of him every so often sneaking off to his suite, where it seemed he would simply shower and change and go right back to his lab or to the RTC simulator. Talon had filled them in that there were nights when he would scream like a maniac and exhaust himself to the point of barely being able to crawl out of the simulation room. They had wondered if the man was trying to clone her but knew better. The professor had simply slipped away into darkness. This outburst, though, was something different. Something Lucien couldn’t quite put his finger on, almost like the night Hokura had died.

      Dorian found that his pace had quickened into a run as he couldn’t stand being away from her a second more as he dashed down the hallways towards the labs. “I’m coming!” he breathed in earnest as he quickly turned and raced down another hallway towards his quartered off zone. He sped past the notices and made his way to the door, which he crashed into as he opened it. Upon seeing the vat, he flung himself on it breathing hard. “You’re not gone,” he panted. “You’re not…” He wanted to hold her. He wanted to break her containment open and simply hold her body next to his. “I’m not mad! They could never understand what it’s like to lose someone!” He breathed deeply. “And if this is madness, then I’ll embrace it if it means bringing you back. You felt it yourself. I’ve been here before myself.”

      He glanced over towards the gauges. They were several hours away, yet as he breathed deeply, trying to settle himself. He closed his eyes as he rested his forehead against the glass. “Dammit, Hokura… you need to come back. You need to save us.” He would set an alarm for a few hours and simply rest for now. Being outside didn’t have the effects he was hoping for. This was where he wanted to be.
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        * * *

      

      The day moved slowly as Dorian paced… as the timer ticked down, he started readying everything. He didn’t have much time once the fluid had flushed. He needed to be diligent and get things moving. In a way, he wished he had the medical team at his side. A smirk came to his face. That would have been the intelligent way of doing things, but they didn’t believe. He couldn’t have anyone working on her that had any doubt that she would come back. It had to be him. “They can call me mad and crazy all they want after I bring you back,” he stated. He readied the two syringes which held the cure. It had been tested more than anything he had ever tested. There was no reason it wouldn’t work. It would save her! He stared at her body. She had only been dead for six minutes when she had been hooked up to the cryogenic chamber. Even if there had been brain damage, in theory, these cells would heal everything.

      Dorian pursed his lips as he traced his fingers over the glass. She had been so bruised. Her hand was still technically broken. This antidote held absolutely everything. The first injection would clear her system of the poison and purify everything. The second would take over and restart it as the cells would multiply and take over in a matter of seconds. In theory, she would come out of this as the perfection she entered this world in. Everything would heal. He gazed at the timer. It wasn’t until now that he realized he had missed dinner, that he had barely drunk anything all day. He swallowed, testing if his throat was parched as he licked his lips. It was ironic how many times he had told her to rest and replenish, and over the past three years, he hadn’t taken his own advice. He stared at the time, perfect. The amount of power that was going to be required for this wasn’t going to cause a flip in the system. Outside the laboratory doors, the compound was dark and quiet. Everyone would be asleep. They were none the wiser that a miracle was about to take place. A miracle that only he could bring forth as his heart rate quickened in anticipation.

      There was a mechanical sound as the timer hit zero. The bottom of the vat opened as the fluid started to flush out into the bottom containing unit. Once it had been flushed, there was another sound as the doors to the chamber released the pressure allowing them to open.

      Dorian worked as he quickly moved her body from the vat and onto the medical gurney. Time was of the essence as he hooked her up to the monitors and injected her with the first serum. He checked his watch and waited anxiously before injecting her a second time. From all his findings, from everything he had been through these past three years, this was the answer. The key. The cure. He had tested it with her blood prior. This should work. He quickly toweled off her chest as he grabbed the AED and pressed it to her. “Work.” Dorian breathed. The shock went into her body, but nothing happened. “Work damn you!” he cried as he shocked her again. Her body stiffly jolted from the gurney and went back down. He waited and held his breath. He was about to shock her again. He closed his eyes, saying a silent plea to whatever entities might hear him. There was beeping as his eyes widened. The heart rate monitor was showing a rhythm. It had worked! His heart leaped to his throat. There was life! But why hadn’t her eyes opened?

      The professor sat back and waited as he watched the heart rate monitor, holding his breath to see if it would continue with the steady beeps. For all her body knew, she had only been clinically dead for mere minutes. He wondered how long he would have to wait to take a sample… his anticipation grew. “Hokura,” he whispered as he took her hand. “It’s Dorian… please wake up.” Her body was warming, healing, but still… there had been nothing else. There was the rise of her chest, the continuation of the heartbeat monitor, and… his anticipation rose and fell. He wondered if her brain waves were functioning, something he didn’t consider. Was it possible she was in a coma? He opened her eyelid; her pupil responded to the light. That answered that question. He sighed as he extended her arm and took a sample. There hadn’t been a shudder, no wince, no sign of feeling at all. “Dammit,” he muttered, turning in his chair. He carefully placed the sample into a petri dish and examined it. The cells were recovering. They were taking over the infected ones. She was healing. That could mean she would awaken, but when? He groaned. He hadn’t quite anticipated this. He wondered what state she would awaken in. He grimaced at the idea but pocketed a syringe that held a sedative. He could only hope she would arise in peace and grace, however considering how Amara came to all those years ago, he wouldn’t go unprepared. He was so close. He couldn’t go into this unprepared.

      “Hokura, please.” His voice trembled, “it’s been nearly three years… please… just wake up.” He couldn’t help the tears that fell as he crouched next to her. He hadn’t failed, but he had dreamed of this moment being so different. That her heart would start, and her eyes would open that she would smile up at him lovingly and say his name. That he would take her in his arms and tell her he had kept his promise. “I can’t even tell Gavin that you’re alive if you’re in a coma.” His breath caught. There had been one thing he hadn’t checked yet… he meekly went to the room beside the lab and brought out the TCDS to measure her brainwaves and hooked it up to her. What if there was nothing? He didn’t know how much further he could go. The cells should repair everything, but… this wasn’t something he was ready to mourn yet. The reality of being this close and having it all be for nothing was too much to think about as he brought the machine into the room and started hooking it up. His hands shook as his eyes continued to water. He had to stop as he braced his head in his hands and took a few deep breaths. He would find out if there was any brain activity, and then he would go from there. He couldn’t leave her like this…

      Dorian gently brushed her hair from her forehead. “My love… please… just come back to me. Please don’t let this all be for nothing. I beg you…” he whispered as he kissed her cheek and started applying the monitors to her temple as he booted up the machine. He waited tiredly as the machine started up. He felt a wave of exhaustion wash over him as he held his breath and clenched his fists. There was a flicker as the monitor came to life. His breathing caught. There were brainwaves. A sob escaped him as he crashed to the floor. It all came out. Every emotion that he had held inside of him over the past three years rose and poured from his being as he grasped his chest, and his cries of relief grew louder. He had been ready to die, to go with her and hold her in death. Now… however she came back, it no longer mattered.

      The brainwaves were healthy. Her heart was beating. She was breathing on her own. He wanted to simply curl up on the floor and sob himself to sleep. After a while, he composed himself. It was like all those years ago when she had first gone into a coma after the training incident. He wouldn’t start the process of streaming the TCDS to her brain yet. He wouldn’t start that until possibly the next day. For now, she was alive. If she was in a coma, he needed to make sure she would stay hydrated. He started the task of hooking her up to an IV. He made sure she was completely dried off as he laid a thin sheet over her and continued to monitor her for the next hour, making sure all her stats were reading normal.

      Exhaustion was starting to weigh on him as Dorian looked down at her body and placed his hand on her forehead. It was sitting at a normal temperature. He gently unwrapped her broken hand and tenderly made sure it was still set. He came around to her other side and examined her. The bruises were already starting to fade as he sat next to her and traced his finger down her arm placing his hand in hers. He couldn’t hold her just yet, but this would do… now… if only her hand would embrace and squeeze his back. His head lowered onto the gurney. He could dream…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The night had been a fitful one, as the professor let out a soft groan. He had felt raw, inside and out. There had been no dreams or pleasantries as he tried to simply nod off beside her. He felt like his heart was in his throat. Dorian stood and cracked his neck as it let out a loud sound. He looked down at her.

      “We’ve come this far. Please don’t make me wait another three years for you to awaken.” She didn’t stir. There were no answers, no signs that she would awaken anytime soon. No light tremors or changes in breathing. Nothing. He huffed in annoyance as he stretched. The past few days had been arduous. What he had hoped for didn’t happen as planned, and now he was back to the drawing board. “Think, damn you!” he muttered, walking over to the desk, and staring at her file. His eyes went back to the monitors. Everything was still normal, brainwaves, oxygen, heart rate.

      The thought of fully hooking her up to the TCDS just yet to send a live feed to her exhausted him. He still needed some time to prep, to think. To get away from the haze he was in. Was it possible that the new cells were just working their way into her system? He would need to do more tests. The professor gave a sigh. He apparently had all the time in the world. Dammit, he was tired, restless, and was fighting not to lose focus. He wanted coffee… not the sludge in the cafeteria. He wanted to freshen up and wash the disappointment from himself. He decided he would leave for a bit. He needed some new vigor, and hopefully, upon arriving back, he would have the energy to get up the TCDS in order to get a live feed to her.

      The professor walked over to her and gently kissed her cheek. He held his breath, wishing her eyes would flutter open, that she would sigh. That there would be something, anything, there hadn’t been any signs. “I’ll be back soon. Then we’ll start the process, my love.” He squeezed her hand. He needed this. He would be quick. Dorian checked her stats monitors one last time and tiredly lugged himself out of the lab. The compound was awake as people were starting their day. He would go to his suite, do what he needed and be back within the hour. His eyes didn’t leave her form until he closed the door. He would make haste as the professor lengthened his stride down the hallway. He wouldn’t be gone long.
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        * * *

      

      The steady beeps echoed through her thoughts as Hokura’s eyes fluttered open as she took a deep breath. There was a noise. It hadn’t been a dream as she brought her hand up to rub her eyes when she stopped. There had been IVs in her arm. Her heart started to race. Where was she? Who was she? She couldn’t recall anything as fear set in. She was alone in some strange room hooked up to different monitors. She unhooked the tubes from her arms and sensors from her head and chest as she swung her body up as her feet stiffly hit the floor. Hokura wrapped the sheet around herself and grunted as she tested her motions. Her body didn’t hurt. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong with her other than she had no recollection of where she was. Instincts kicked in as she swiftly went for the door. She put her ear to it and listened for a moment. Silence. She opened the door and started her way down the desolate hallway. Her eyes darted as she took it in. This place was a private sector, but why? She didn’t understand.

      She made her way further and noted a group of people up ahead. They all stopped and stared at her wide-eyed as they stuttered and backed away. Did they know her? The way they didn’t approach her and backed away made her wonder if they were the enemy… no… maybe it was her. Maybe she was seen as the enemy. She needed to move. She might be in danger here, and yet she had no idea where she was going. She was nearly naked and unarmed. Her primal instincts kicked in. She needed to run and figure out how to get out of here. She took off down the hallway as everyone cleared a path, as their expressions read of shock.

      Hokura stopped stared at the cafeteria. Everyone had frozen in their spots as she entered it. She walked into the middle of it. All eyes were upon her. She didn’t understand their stares as they all stepped back and away from her. She still didn’t have any answers. Who were these people? Why was she being held here? Her breathing hitched as she started calculating what she knew. She was most likely in the middle of this place… she needed to find an exit, and yet there were no signs. Her eyes looked around. Nobody was approaching her. She was safe as long as they kept their distance. If anyone approached her, she wouldn’t hold back. She would kill them.

      Dorian had heard the commotion as his pager was going off and came running. His eyes widened as he came to a sudden halt. How was it possible? He eyed her. “Hokura,” he whispered.

      With the whispered name, her eyes darted towards him and held his. Never had he seen such a feral look on her before. She was dangerous. She needed to be approached with caution. There was no telling what she would do in this state. That’s when he heard Cassandra’s voice echo from the other side of the cafeteria.

      “Mom? Mom!”

      “Cassandra, no! Stop! Stay away from her! She’s unstable, and you have no idea what she’ll do!” Dorian cried as the girl locked eyes with her mother as she entered the cafeteria.

      Just at that moment, Gavin came racing down the hall, his eyes locked on Hokura as they widened in disbelief.

      It was as if time moved in slow motion. Cassandra started running towards her mother as Dorian screamed for her to stay away. His cries went unnoticed as Hokura’s eyes locked on the target that was her daughter, a snarl coming to her mouth. Hokura readied herself for an attack as her fist went back just as Dorian barreled into her, his arms locking around her torso as she screamed.

      “Stop this, Hokura! You’re safe!” Dorian cried, grappling her to the ground as she tried to lash at him, struggling against his strength.

      Gavin couldn’t piece together what he was seeing. He looked up at Cassandra, who was now stepping back from the scene, her hands covering her mouth as her face read of absolute shock. Dorian was on the ground pleading with a body underneath him as she let out another feral scream.

      “If you don’t listen to me, this won’t end well. Get a hold of yourself! Hokura, it’s me! Dorian! You’re safe!” Dorian commanded as she screamed again, trying to escape his grip. He didn’t want to hurt her. She left him no choice. “Dammit,” he muttered. This was the last thing he ever wanted to do as he readied the syringe and plunged it into her neck. Her wild eyes met his and then rolled into the back of her head as her body went limp underneath him. “It’ll be okay,” the professor soothed. He gently cradled her naked body to him as he wrapped the sheet back around her. “You’re safe…”

      Gavin walked up to the professor, still in shock at what he was seeing. Unable to believe what he was witnessing and yet… there she was. “Your project…” His voice was tight.

      Dorian gave an exasperated sigh as he shook his head, still staring at the limp body in his arms. “I couldn’t tell you.”

      “You will subdue her and make sure she is safe. Then you will come straight to my office. That’s a direct order, professor!” Gavin commanded as a feeling of rage swept over him. He slowly went over to his daughter, who was still shaking in her spot. “Cassandra… go back to our suite… I need to talk to Dorian… I’m going to get some answers.” He tried to soothe her but was trembling himself.

      “That was mom!” Cassandra gasped.

      Gavin shook his head… “I don’t know what that was… but surely that wasn’t your mother.”
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had carried her body towards the medical facility. “Dammit, Hokura, you always pick the most inopportune moments for this kind of thing.” He huffed, staring down at her. His heart was racing. She had awakened… he had been successful. He was unsure what exactly he was going to do with her, maybe injecting her again with a heavy sedative so she would wake up gradually. He would make sure he was there. This awakening had been very much like Amara’s first awakening. He didn’t understand why she had acted in such a manner but was thankful he had taken extra precautions with the sedative. He could only conclude that she had no memory, or if she did that, it was very muddled, so she went into fighting mode, a natural reflex for a peacekeeper. He walked down to the medical facility with her in his arms, grabbed a gurney, and then rolled her back to his lab. Upon entering, he grabbed another syringe and injected her.

      The professor stared down at her curiously. She looked as if she was fine, as though her cells were regenerating again perfectly. He would have to get another sample later to see exactly how things were progressing now that she was awake. He would be quick with Gavin. He wanted to be here when she woke up again. He stood over her, taking her in as his fingers caressed her skin. He watched her breathe. “I’m so glad you’re back. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.” His heart panged. He didn’t want to leave her as he gently bent over and kissed her forehead. He couldn’t help but smirk. “I’m in for a major scorning from your husband, but I promise I’ll be back in a bit.”
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        * * *

      

      Gavin had sent Cassandra to their suite. He was now angrily pacing behind his desk when the door opened, and Dorian casually walked in and took a seat. The governor tried to keep calm, but upon looking at the professor, he lost all control.

      “All this time?” Gavin raged. “All this bloody time, this is what you’ve been up to? This has been your project?” He raked his hands angrily through his hair as he paced. “Too far… you’ve gone too far this time, Dorian!”

      The professor’s eyes narrowed as he glared at the man from his seat. “You were fine to simply forget about her. I told you that I wasn’t!”

      Gavin came an inch away from Dorian’s face. “She was dead! That’s the natural order of things! She was supposed to stay dead, dammit!”

      “Don’t give me that shit, governor, you know damn well there’s nothing natural about our order of life here! I told you I would find a way to save her, and I did!” he seethed.

      Gavin made a noise as he pulled away and kicked at his desk in frustration. “Saved her! Yes, not three years after she died!”

      “She had been cryogenically frozen. I told you I would cure her! Why aren’t you thanking me?”

      “Because that’s not Hokura Dorian!” Gavin screamed, looking at the man, madness tracing over his expression. “Whatever the hell that was in the cafeteria wasn’t her! She would never act like that!”

      “That’s where you’re wrong!” Dorian casually sat back in his chair, crossing his legs. “I didn’t anticipate her awakening so quickly. I thought it had been another setback because I was unable to wake her from her coma.” A smirk came across his lips. “Apparently, even I can be wrong at times. She is indeed very much alive and very much the peacekeeper who perished three years ago. She was in a state of not knowing where she was. There’s a possibility her memories are a bit muddled as she didn’t recognize you or me.”

      “It doesn’t matter! None of that matters!” Gavin retorted.

      Dorian scowled at him. “And what would you have me do then, governor? Do you want me to freeze her again? Do away with her? Send her body to be cremated like you thought had happened?”

      Gavin stared hard at him, swallowing hard. A terse “no” came from his throat as he tried to remember to breathe. There were too many emotions right now.

      He raised his eyebrows. “I’ll work with her. I will find out why she acted the way that she did, and I will fix this.”

      “This isn’t a ‘this’, Dorian! This is a person. This is…”

      “Your wife, the mother of your children, the first peacekeeper… yes, she is so much more, which is why I did it.”

      “You played God with her, Dorian! You needed to just let this go!”

      “There is no God, Gavin! So how in the hell can I play him? I am a man of science, and I told you I would bring her back, and that’s exactly what I did!” the professor growled.

      “Not like this! What if she has no memories? What if she has to relearn everything? She had no idea who any of us were!”

      “I can make her better! I have her memories. I loaded them onto the TCDS. I can edit them! She won’t have to remember the hard times! She won’t remember why she left. She won’t remember the old city or everyone dying! I can take out her being kidnapped and tortured! Wouldn’t you love that for her?” He spoke in earnest.

      Gavin shook his head. “I can’t believe you did this. All this time…”

      “Do you want her back or not?”

      He faltered, giving a pained expression. “How can you ask me such a thing? My life has been nothing without her!”

      “And that’s why I did it! I did it for you… for US!” Dorian pleaded.

      Gavin crashed. “For years I’ve… I’ve missed her more than anything. I’ve been depressed, she was…”

      “Everything,” Dorian answered. “She was everything, Gavin, and that’s why I refused to let her go. Her being in that cryogenic vat was what kept me going. Bringing her back is why I’m still here because if I doubted it for a moment, I would have died alongside her.”

      He gave a heavy sigh. “Where do we go from here?”

      “I’m going to hook her up to the TCDS while she’s unconscious. You should be there when she wakes up after that.”

      “And things will go back to how they were?”

      Dorian nodded. “You have my word.”

      Gavin ran his hands through his hair. “This is too much to process, I… I need to speak to the kids, what Cassandra saw… I need some time.”

      “I don’t know how long this is going to take, but I will get on top of this right away.” Dorian stood from his desk. “I swear to you, Gavin, it’ll be just like before she was kidnapped, and her system started failing.”

      Gavin got up and nodded. Part of him yearned. It had been nearly three years; he had tried to lock himself away from feeling anything but had failed and had been in pure misery. He had been pursued by a few but had turned down everyone. He hadn’t been ready for that yet. He didn’t think his heart could ever hold another after Hokura. He had tried to be a doting father but had fallen into darkness. He slept on the couch most nights. If he slept at all, only in his delirious wanderings would he sometimes find himself waking up in their bed. Those mornings were the worst. “Thank you, Dorian. I… I need to excuse myself.”

      “Very well… I should see to things myself,” the professor stated.

      Gavin got up ahead of him and quickly left the office, his mind still racing. She was alive. Dorian had her. Dorian had her the entire time. Of course, he did. Gavin shook his head… where one secret ended, another began. He truly wondered when the lies would finally come to an end.

      The professor gave a huff and stood. He would go back to Hokura’s side, but first, he needed to retrieve something. Her memories from the TCDS, he would indeed do as he stated. If she had lost her memories, he would see that she would have them back. The words echoed in his mind from three years ago. She wished she could forget everything. His heart ached at the idea, but it was something he was willing to do. He would create a perfect world for her, a world where she wasn’t plagued by nightmares, one where she was sure of herself, one where had Tobias never touched her, and she no longer carried the scars of her past. It was possible. He had come this far…
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had grabbed the TCDS components along with this computer and set to work beside Hokura. He loaded up the memories that had been her life and started meticulously going over the footage, his heart wrenched… there had been so many thoughts and feelings he hadn’t been aware of. Her feelings for his late assistant doctor Allen, how confused she had genuinely been about these emotions. He watched her first meeting with the rebel commander, her emotions of betrayal to the compound along with him. His heart ached as he consoled her, as he had taken her to new heights and made love to her for the first time. The professor closed his eyes in resolve as he hit the key, deleting the memory from what would be her new life.

      “You deserved better.” He would forever keep the original file, a gift to himself about the reality of how things had panned out. As devious as it was to keep these memories for himself in his rationale, he was doing the right thing. He turned to her sleeping form and gently ran his hand over her cheek. “You’ll no longer suffer at my hand. You’ll never be confused again. I promise I’ll take all the hurt away. That’s the least I can do.” He did so because he loved her more than anything, and if he could give her a life of certainty, then that’s what he would do.

      Forty years of footage would be cut. He was almost curious to watch it, to see the life she had created with the rebel commander. He would save that for another day. The time was ticking. He had no clue when she would awaken again as he rubbed his tired eyes. Forty years was a long time to cut out of anyone’s memory as he sliced things together. She would just have to trust him that her memory would be a little jumbled. What were forty years when she was supposedly immortal? He winced, immortal, and yet she had been technically dead for the past three years. That was easy enough to cover up. Something unexplainable had happened with her system. She didn’t have to know she was dead. He could explain that she had merely been in a coma.

      The professor worked feverishly for hours on end. For all Hokura would know was she had never left the compound. That he had always simply been her mentor, that they had worked together, and he had always been by her side. Their stormy past wouldn’t even be a memory. The peacekeepers would have never fled. Gavin came into power after Larson had been overthrown, and she had fallen in love with him. He scowled. They had gone back to the old city even after she arrived back. No matter… he came up to the emotional scene of her crying at the gravesite… the night everything changed as Gavin placed his hand on her shoulder as she wept. As he touched the rebels’ gravestone and promised the man, he would protect her.

      Another stab to his heart. The professor didn’t need to watch what was happening as he sighed. If only he had been the one to go after her that night, he would have possibly been the one she would have been with. She would have borne his children… she would have been by his side. He would have done so many things differently, the course of time would have changed, and she would have never been kidnapped. If he had seen Tobias touching her as his wife, he would have simply killed the man in cold blood. He would take it all away. He wondered if there were too many holes… no matter… he would remain by her side to guide her through things. He took a deep breath. He would eventually have to tell the others in great detail what he had done. For now, he would merely tell them she was suffering from memory loss and not to push her past or bring anything up, that doing so could cause her emotional distress.

      He knew he was doing wrong… that this was something unforgivable. “The road to hell is paved in good intentions.” That’s all these were: good intentions. The professor glanced over towards her again, wondering when she would awake. If he was able to get things done quickly before she did, he could simply put the TCDS on her and run it while she slept as a memory boost. There were still some loose ends to tie up. He picked up the phone and called maintenance.

      “This is Professor Dorian. This is going to sound like an odd request, but the memorial peacekeeper plaques in the gardens need to be taken down. I want them to be put aside for me for later.”
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        * * *

      

      Gavin had gone home to an empty suite. It didn’t surprise him as he sighed and left again. Like mother like daughter, he knew precisely where he would find Cassandra as he climbed the stairs leading to the roof. His eyes widened as he took in her silhouette against the sky. It had been Hokura… the Hokura from before… when she was healthy and stood tall… before she fell ill.

      “Cass…” Gavin’s throat was suddenly dry. What could he say? What was there to say? It all seemed like a dream…

      She turned and looked at him with a smile. It perplexed him. “I knew he had her.”

      Gavin shook his head. “Cassandra… what he did was wrong… on so many levels.”

      “That’s how you see it!” she countered as her father walked up to her. “That’s why he didn’t tell you! That’s why he didn’t tell you when he left to rescue her! That’s why he didn’t tell you he had her body and was going to save her!” She couldn’t understand this anger rising inside of her. “Because he knows what he’s doing, and you’d just stop him!” she screamed.

      “Cassandra!” Gavin’s voice was stern. “That was not your mother!”

      “Of course it was!” she pleaded as she turned away from him. “He’d never clone her Dad… that was mom… healthy… confused… and alive.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what was wrong with her, but that was her, and nothing you say will make me believe otherwise, Dad!”

      He placed his hand on his daughter’s shoulder.

      “You don’t understand, Dorian. He would never fail her, and even when he did, he knew he could make things right again.” The girl slumped.

      Gavin faltered. These emotions that he was exhibiting from her… they were just like his wife’s… he couldn’t understand them. He sighed. Of course, her carbon copy saw and felt things differently. Why wouldn’t she? “I… I don’t know what to say or do, Cass…”

      She turned again. “I know in my heart that was mom… where is she?”

      Pain etched across his face. “Dorian has her subdued in his labs. Doing what, I don’t know. He thinks she’s suffering from memory loss.”

      A light smile came to the girl’s lips. “That’s an easy enough fix. We can make her remember. We have all the time in the world to help her. Dad… mom’s alive again! Why aren’t you happy about this?”

      “I am.” His voice was terse as he slumped, raking his hand through his disheveled hair. “Cass… she’s been gone for nearly three years… three years of hell and mourning and not being able to move forward and now…”

      “She’s back, and we can all go back to normal!” the girl pressed.

      “I don’t know if it’ll be that easy,” Gavin whispered.

      “Well, all we can do is try and see,” she remarked and then gave her father a questioning look. “We need to tell Cyrus… and then we need to go down and see her.”

      Her father took a deep breath. “We’ll tell Cyrus, as for going down there… I need some time. I don’t think she’s awake yet… I just… need some time still. I’ll contact the professor tomorrow. I’m sure if there’s any headway, he’ll let me know.” With that, Gavin turned. This had been too much. “Come on. We need to explain things to your brother when he gets in.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been hours. Dorian wasn’t even aware of the time. His eyes burned as he rubbed them. The fears, the nightmares she had of him when she escaped. Her life in Whiterock. He had finally come up to Tobias entering the city. He wondered if he had it in him to watch the footage. To see what she had… to witness what she had gone through and endured. He glanced at the clock. Even with the accelerated viewing speed, it had been eight hours. He looked at his pager, curious as to why Gavin hadn’t gotten ahold of him yet. The man stated he had needed some time. Nothing had progressed, so there was nothing to report. Dorian watched the simulator run over her memories. The fateful night he had walked into her and Gavin making love. He had to look away from the screen a number of times. He didn’t need those intimate memories. Among that, there were things he had already known about as he continued to edit. Him finding her in the library with Tobias’s hands on her… finding her later with Adam going over the educational project… taking the day off and going into the city together and enjoying their lunch. Blurs of colors danced across the screen. He lowered his head for a mere second when the screen went black. He looked up, puzzled. That was when Tobias had taken her captive. His eyes set on the screen as he fast-forwarded through the darkness to only watch through horrified eyes as things unfolded. The pleas, the begging, the torture. He couldn’t do it as he turned away from the screen. He deleted the entirety of it… everything up until her death. He had the original file still… if he ever felt compelled to watch it, he could.

      “Hokura.” His voice was soft as he went over to her. He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “That’s in a past that you won’t remember.” He thought of what she had gone through to help him with his arm. There were more answers in the original file that he hadn’t watched… so much that he had at his fingertips, and yet he wondered if he would ever watch it. The person who went through such things was no longer. She would be free from such nightmares, free of that pain and confusion. He had finished what he had set out to do as he took the new file of her memories and placed it in the TCDS and placed the device on her. A gentle smile came to his lips. “Here’s to a new start, my love.” With that, he flipped the switch as the memories played into her subconscious. “I’ve done all I can” His eyes felt heavy as he lowered his head, resting it on her bed, and closed his eyes, wondering when she would awaken. The day had been too much, the emotions were running too high, and now in a way, he mourned what he had just done. He had set her free from himself as a single tear rolled down his cheek. “You’ll never know how much I love you.”
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        * * *

      

      He was still hunched over her bed when he stirred. He let out a groan as he sat up. Something had been missing. The presence that was beside him was no longer there as his eyes adjusted as he puzzled over her empty bed. “Hokura?” he asked, looking up to see her form standing beside the vat as she traced her fingers over it.

      Dorian smiled peacefully. “You’re awake.”

      Her head quickly turned as her hands darted up, shielding herself from him. “Who are you?” Her voice trembled.

      He slowly rose, his hands out. “It’s me… Dorian… Hokura, I’m not going to hurt you. I mean you no harm.”

      Her eyes became wild as she stepped away from him. “Stay away from me, Dorian!” Her jaw trembled as her eyes closed.

      He swallowed hard, but there seemed to be a lump in his throat that wouldn’t allow him to breathe as he felt like his heart was being ripped from his chest. He was trembling inside and out as he came up to her, his arms wrapped around her and held her tight. “I’m not going to hurt you; I will never hurt you again,” his husky voice assured. He was begging. All he wanted was her arms to embrace him. To hear her say his name in the same loving tone she had for so many years.

      “Let go of me!” Hokura cried, struggling against him. “I don’t know you!” She started kicking and screaming in his arms as he fought to regain some control.

      “Hokura, please!”

      She let out a blood-curdling scream as she ripped away from him.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian's eyes opened in a start as he looked up, his heart caught. She was still lying there. “Just a stupid dream,” he muttered groggily as he shifted. Another night spent by her side, but at least she was back, conscious, in a way. He stared up at the clock. It was just past two hundred hours. He wondered where the day had gone… he shook his head. Editing her memories… he tried to recall if he had eaten the day before and sighed. He was coming back from freshening up in his suite. He was going to go to the cafeteria when his pager started going off like crazy. Another thing he didn’t want to deal with, he was sure the compound was buzzing with the gossip of the fallen peacekeeper grappling with him in the cafeteria.

      “Just wake up, please,” he begged. Not only so she could be with him again, but so he could get out of the labs so that he could pick up some normalcy other than his manic-depressive grieving. Maybe he had gone mad over the past three years. He gently rubbed his hand over hers. “Hokura… I’m so tired… you have no idea.” He closed his eyes as his head fell back beside her. He wasn’t overly comfortable being hunched over like this, but he couldn’t care. He was feeling drained. How much longer would she be stuck in this sleep? He regretted giving her such a large dose, his brows knit together. He moved stiffly over to the fridge and grabbed another dosage of the serum he had come up with. It was a partial booster dose. At this point, anything would help. He gently inserted the syringe into her arm as he watched her expression. He could swear he saw her wince as he injected her. He closed his eyes. Surely his eyes were playing tricks on him. He sighed and hunched back down, laying his head next to her. “Sleep well, Hokura…” He closed his eyes and started to drift again. He thought he heard a slight groan but wondered if it was another dream. His eyes cracked a moment before closing them again when the bed under him shifted.
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