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      IT WAS 2065, AND the world was finally at peace. Countries flourished economically; genetic scientific breakthroughs were happening daily; mankind was finally at the cusp of stem cell enhancement research. All world governments had come to terms and had made peace, or so everyone had thought…

      There was devastation as nuclear war broke out. As countries fought, it had been a race to see who could gain the most knowledge and resources; it ended in the eradication of the world as it was once known. Cities were destroyed, entire countries blow apart by the great war. The world population was at its lowest in history as radiation slowly killed off those who had survived the initial blasts. Mankind's only hope for survival was to rebuild under a new government order, and so from the rubble and ashes, the walled city of Meridiana was born…

      It had been five years since the world was left in turmoil after a nuclear war had spread across the lands, destroying a great deal of the world’s population. Those who survived turned to anarchy, enraged that their government would allow such a war to be waged upon them. Crime littered what was left of the streets, more each day as the government tried to get a hold of the situation but fell short of improvements. Their only hope was a complete lockdown, do, or die. City walls were erected, harsh laws and curfews were put into place, soldiers were made into law officers. At this time, officials turned to science; after the war, a whole new wave of nuclear and genetic discoveries was made. A team of scientists had set out to create the ultimate human specimen, “peacekeepers”; they tried and failed miserably until a breakthrough was made by administering a series of injections of enhanced genetically altered stem cells, a body could maintain its youth. The injected cells would seek out the weak or dying cells of the subject. They would attach themselves to them and, in the process of creating a perfect cell, would kill the old one taking its place.

      In 2075, the experiment had progressed enough to be tested. Fifty children from the ages of three months to five years, who were either orphaned or given as tribute, were injected and put into medical comas. The theory was that their sleeping bodies would take on the cells and start to genetically create enhanced cells of their own. For five years, the team worked feverishly, but their efforts went nowhere. Their subjects continued to die off while their bodies were asleep. The injection doses were cut in half and then even more so, yet it seemed that organ failure was inevitable as most of the children bled to death within months of the first injection. After running more tests, and many more millions of dollars of scientific experimenting being flushed away, the government allowed the head scientist twenty more children to experiment with. The success rate started to look up as the first few years went by without incident, but complications began to kick in. In the end, only three subjects survived the ordeal. They lay comatose in bed in the science facility, the scientists not knowing when, or if, they would ever awaken. A new government inside the scientific compound grew within Meridiana's walled city as the world outside the walls started to rot away from the death and destruction, leaving nothing but barren wastelands to fill the void which had once been a well-populated area of the world.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura awoke in a dead sweat; her ears were ringing as her head throbbed in agony, blurring her vision. She reached blindly over to her nightstand, grabbed a syringe, and injected its contents into her arm. Within seconds her vision began to clear; she could see that daylight was already filtering into her room. The alarm clock on the stand read that it was already 09:20 a.m. Hokura let out a sigh. She had roughly ten minutes to get ready and knew they would be waiting for her.

      Stretching her muscles, her nerves started to ease as she got up. She put on a pair of blue jeans that lay on the floor beside her bed and pulled on a white, ribbed tank top. Stopping by the mirror to glance at herself, she pulled her long brown hair into a ponytail. She had only aged twenty of her twenty-five years until her body had stopped. Her body was taut and toned after rigorous training, months of combat, and being on the force for nine months. She considered her 5’4” frame short for her age, but her hundred and twenty-pound body was a solid mass of firm muscle and raw power.

      There was a hint of glee in her light brown eyes this morning. Later in the afternoon, she had an appointment with Professor Dorian and Doctor Allen. Hokura slipped on her runners after exiting her tiny bathroom and made her way down to the mess hall.

      “Morning, Hokura,” Amara chimed. She was sitting at a table with a coffee in hand. Accompanying her was the third child, Adam, who had his head down on the table as he rested his hand on a steaming cup.

      “Good morning.” Hokura smiled while walking up to her best friend.

      Amara had reached her twenty-second year. She was the second child to survive the experiments and had short sandy-blonde hair and blue eyes. Her figure was more masculine than Hokura’s; Amara had strength, whereas Hokura had speed, but they were both evenly matched when it came to combat fighting ability. Hokura sat down with her two friends, her only friends really, besides the professor and his assistant, Doctor Allen.

      “So, what’s for breakfast?” Hokura asked, stealing a quick sip of Amara’s bland and already cooling coffee.

      “Same as always,” Adam murmured, his face still buried in his arms as his head rested on the metal table of the cafeteria. His short black hair was tufted up and sticking out. His muscles were sturdy even though he had a gaunt exterior; he hoped it would fill out in the three years of aging that he had left. Hokura always thought that Adam had the most unique eyes left on earth. One of them was light brown, while the other was a pale green with a slash of blue.

      “Long night?” Hokura smirked, leaning back in her chair.

      “Just a continuation of the last few nights, tracking down rebels who are breaching the wall and bringing in more weapons. You think you've finally gotten a hold of one band, and another one comes up on the far end of the city. Unfortunately, the night watch was chasing them around, too. It was a good thing I had Amara with me. It doesn’t make any sense. We have soldiers guarding the wall. How are the rebels still even getting in? All in all, I just couldn't sleep last night. I think my mattress needs to be replaced,” Adam grumbled, lifting his head, and sipping his coffee.

      “Aw, moan and complain about what was considered an easy night, and then whine about your mattress when you could just as easily sleep on your couch,” Amara teased, and Hokura chuckled. “So, when are you back on the force?” Amara asked, turning to Hokura. Her tone was a serious one.

      “I've been having some awful headaches lately, same with some really bad ringing in my ears. Other than that, itdidn't affect me. I have an appointment with the professor this afternoon, so I hope to be back tonight! Two weeks off duty has been enough for me,” Hokura answered.

      “Didn’t affect you! I found you like fifty feet from the initial blast, totally knocked out!” Amara scoffed.

      Hokura looked away from her friend; she felt foolish.

      “You’re my best friend. I just don’t want anything to happen to you,” Amara apologized, resting her hand upon Hokura’s arm, trying to comfort her from her harshness.

      “Yes,” Adam spoke up. “Remember what the professor has drilled into us? We may not age, but that doesn’t mean we’re immortal. You could have been killed!”

      “The third child is right." A deep voice came from behind the three; it was Professor Dorian. He was wearing a dark blue suit with a red dress shirt underneath; it looked more like something an officer or commander might wear. His glasses were so tinted they nearly shielded his blue eyes. He stood a tall man, taller than Adam. The professor must have been over six feet; he had dark brown hair that seemed black when it wasn’t in the light and a beard that he kept neatly trimmed. Hokura always thought of him as a ruggedly handsome man, even though she guessed he was possibly in his mid-thirties.

      The three turned and stood. “Good morning, sir,” they said, bowing their heads.

      Dorian only laughed. “That’s enough now. We’re not in training or studies, so enough with the formalities. I hope you’re all enjoying a good breakfast.”

      Adam rolled his eyes quickly enough that only Amara caught him. “Why can’t we leave the facility and get something other than cafeteria food?” Adam asked but knew the answer.

      Dorian only chuckled. “I’m sorry, my children, but I cannot allow you out to wander the streets. You would stick out like a sore thumb, and only negative attention would be brought your way. Maybe in time, I’ll allow it, but not with the rebels about, even in the daylight hours,” Dorian replied with a hint of sympathy for the group. "Besides, we're making breakthroughs every day with the GMO processing with our foods. It'll get better in time."

      “We’re peacekeepers. We’re only allowed to be out in the shadows of night. Who knows what the civilians would do if they knew we were casually walking around,” Amara scolded Adam, who shot back. The two squabbled as Hokura looked on.

      The professor put his hand on her shoulder. “I’ll see you later on this afternoon, Hokura.” He smiled warmly at her and walked away.

      “I saw that!” Amara cried, pointing at Hokura. “I’ve told you for months, but I saw it that time!” Hokura stood stunned, looking as if her friend had lost it. “I told you so!” Amara continued.

      “WHAT!?” Hokura cried, wondering just what Amara thought she had witnessed.

      Amara grabbed Hokura and pulled her in, closely whispering into her ear. “I saw the look that the professor gave you, first child,” Amara whispered.

      Hokura backed away. “Oh, Amara, you’re so full of it,” Hokura said, turning away. She was starving at this point, and even if the food wasn't great, at least it would fill her stomach.

      “I saw you smiling this morning when you told me that you had an appointment with the professor,” Amara butted in.

      “She’s got you there, Hokura,” Adam chimed in, looking as if he was going to go Hokura’s way of getting some breakfast. Hokura’s face reddened as she couldn’t hide her blushing cheeks.

      “Honestly, it’s not like that.” Hokura smiled, which only made her brighten.

      “Then what is it?” Amara blurted, not allowing Hokura a second of silent thoughts to herself.

      “I don't know. I really enjoy the professor’s assistant Doctor Allen. He's just so kind to me. He always has a way of bringing me new canvases for my paintings.” Hokura blushed.

      Adam pulled at Amara’s arm. “Are we gonna get some food, or are you just gonna sit here and gossip all morning?”

      “Yeah, would you mind? I want eggs and toast and get Hokura a good hearty breakfast. Can’t have her going to this scandalous appointment on an empty stomach!” Amara said, waving Adam away.

      Adam only shook his head as he walked towards the cafeteria buffet. Hokura knew he’d be back with enough food for all of them.

      Hokura grabbed Amara’s arm and scooted closer to her. “Scandalous! Where do you get such thoughts like this?” Hokura said, shaking her head. “It’s nothing like that… I just really like him, that’s all. Besides, it's not like I get to see him often since he's always in the lab and working with the professor.”

      Amara searched her best friend’s eyes and decided to drop the subject. “So, have you heard what’s been going on out there lately?” Amara spoke in a hushed tone. “Sounds like the city walls are being breached every night by bands of rebels. They've been exporting huge amounts of weapons, but unfortunately, between us and the night watch, we just can't keep track of everything that's being brought into the city. The word is that the civilians are buying them and keeping them within the city.” She shifted her weight. “I just don't get it. The civilians need to learn to be grateful. The city took them in, gave them a place of refuge to live, protect them from the anarchy, even brings in penance and lets them work, and they go out and bring in weapons! For whatever reasons, I can only imagine! Most likely to rob merchants like themselves who barely have anything.”

      Hokura sat silently for a second as she gathered in what Amara was saying. The night she was taken down, it had been an exported bomb that had gone off while she was chasing down a rebel. The city was right not to allow weapons inside its walls… “I don’t understand why we can't just live in peace. Why there’s so much envy in a world when we all have less?” Hokura shook her head.

      “That’s because mankind is born evil and greedy,” Adam said matter-of-factly, setting down two large trays of food.

      “Alright, enough of this down talk, I’m starved!” Amara cried and started to dig in, reaching for the dry toast and the eggs.

      “Just like I said.” Adam chuckled, grabbing at a muffin, and taking a bite. “I guess we should all be grateful for what we have, even if it's genetically modified eggs…" he looked at Amara, who grimaced as she took a large bite, "and what we’ve been granted here in Meridiana. We live here under protection; we have more resources than anyone outside.”

      "I bet the outsiders have better food than this," Amara muttered. "At least they've got the bread tasting a bit better, but the eggs still taste like paste… but I agree, and that's where our duty comes in. It's up to us to protect the civilians,” Amara huffed, taking another bite. "They'd just be blowing themselves, or others up, with those weapons if we didn't confiscate them."

      Hokura smiled. She knew Amara held her code of being a peacekeeper in high regard, even if at times she couldn't make sense of why things happened between the city and the rebels that none of them could explain.

      The three friends made small talk through breakfast. Other compound workers and scientists made their way through the cafeteria, some in large groups, some alone, since it was already late. Hokura figured a lot of them were taking their first break, yet it seemed that they always stayed clear of the three youngest-looking people in the room and sat off to the side tables of the large hall. Hokura finished and started getting up.

      “Sorry to eat and run, guys. I’m sure I’ll catch you two later,” Hokura said.

      Amara grinned. “I’m going to be in the training facility’s combat gym all day, brushing up on some hand to hand,” she mocked as she swung her fists in the air.

      Adam looked up, tiredly at Hokura. “I’m going back to bed… I’ll catch you two at dinner hour.”

      Hokura nodded; she wanted to hit the speed track before she showered off and went to the medical facility.

      She made her way down to the training facility, yet another massive part of the first floor of the compound. It, too, was filled with large gymnasiums; some held weights and benches, while others had padded floors that were used for combat training. There were even smaller rooms where one could practice their hand coordination with a simulation fighting screen. The facility was rarely empty, as the night watch and day watch soldiers used the different stations to better themselves when it came to their duty. The day watch was more for civilian policing, making sure that Meridiana's people kept the peace amongst each other. The night watch went out at curfew to make sure that civilians weren't on the city streets. They were also to report in if they discovered any rebel activity within the walls. The peacekeepers were the lead soldiers when it came to disruptive activities during the night; because of their genetic makeup, their abilities were no match for any mere human. They made the perfect super soldier to defend the city.

      Hokura walked into the speed training gymnasium; the track room, like all rooms of the training facilities, was all devoid of any color other than the floor, which had a beige track path around the perimeter of the room. There were computer terminals along the far wall along with medical equipment to test heart rates and other such equipment to monitor physical aspects. Hokura had changed into her track clothes: black spandex shorts and a sports bra. The room operator greeted her as she walked in.

      “Good day, Hokura.” Annette smiled. “What would you like to test today?” she asked, walking over to a large computer to type in Hokura’s ID.

      Annette was one of the top female tech operators of the facility. She wore a white lab coat over a sky-blue turtleneck and black slacks. She had shoulder-length wavy blonde hair and blue eyes, which were framed by thick black glasses. Hokura guessed her to be in her mid-thirties but never asked about her assumption; maybe it was because age was irrelevant to her. Then again, it had been hard to tell in the compound. It seemed that everyone, from the doctors to the scientists, and even the watch guards, were all around the thirties age range, other than some government officials such as Governor Larson.

      “Racetrack time trial,” Hokura responded, walking up to where Annette had been punching in Hokura’s ID. Hokura looked at the sensors laid out on the table and started to attach them to her body without any small talk. Once they were in place, she walked over to the starting point.

      “Sensors attached,” the operator stated over an intercom, typing into the computer at the far end of the gymnasium. “Heart rate normal… blood pressure normal… brain wave activity normal… count down beginning.”

      Hokura edged herself, focusing on the long, narrow track in front of her, which wrapped its way around the edge of the gymnasium. She hadn’t been too impressed with her last time trial; she was going for larger improvements today.

      “Countdown started. 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1,” Annette’s voice boomed. Hokura took off, exerting herself as hard as she could in hopes of making an improvement. She had been taken by surprise by the bomb. She hadn't been on her game that night; she needed to do better, be faster and stronger… to be her best. She cleared the track quickly and went into a slow walk, waiting for the results.

      “Heart rate good, blood pressure normal, brain waves normal, body temperature normal,” Annette’s voice echoed. “Time trial, 118.24 seconds.”

      Hokura sighed in relief and smiled as the sweat ran down her stomach. That was three seconds faster than her last trial. Hearing the news gave her the satisfaction and confidence that she needed to feel that she was ready to go back onto the force that evening.

      “Would you like to run any more trials today, Hokura?” Annette asked.

      Hokura caught her breath. “No, thank you, Annette, that was just the boost I needed for the day. I have an appointment in about an hour anyway, thank you,” Hokura replied.

      The operator walked over and handed Hokura a towel. “Your brain waves seemed to have fluctuated after the race. I take it you have something on your mind?” Annette commented as Hokura wiped the sweat from her body.

      Hokura blushed that she had been found out. “I was just thinking about getting back out there tonight, that’s all,” she lied; her thoughts were actually racing about her appointment this afternoon.

      Annette smiled. “The professor will deem when you are ready to go back out on the force. Don’t push yourself too hard. Either way, I hope you’re happy with your results. You’re really improving your speeds.”

      Hokura nodded firmly. “I hope that I’m deemed sooner rather than later. Have a good day, Annette,” she said and walked out.

      Hokura made her way down the hallway and up to the housing floor and towards her room. The facility was a vast maze of operating rooms, council rooms, closed-off corridors, and housing for the workers. Every scientist lived on grounds; the professor even supposedly lived somewhere on the facility grounds, although Hokura didn’t know where. She never really pictured him living anywhere since he was always somewhere other than his living quarters.

      The scientists and operators lived on the second floor. The three children lived on the third along with the main team of the stem cell researchers, although Hokura could never recall ever really seeing any of them in the hallways. That was most likely because they were up early while the peacekeepers slept. By the time the three were leaving for duty, most of the compound had already tucked in for the night.

      Hokura’s mind wandered… she wondered where Doctor Allen and the professor were stationed among the living quarters. She wondered what Doctor Allen's room might look like, and with that, her cheeks reddened as her heart fluttered in a way she had never really felt before.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura walked into her room. It was simple; there was a small kitchen, which she never used, that was filled with essential cutlery, bowls, and dishes. She’d always taken her meals in the cafeteria with the other children, though. Maybe one day, she would take an interest in cooking, but she didn't see the need for it since it made no logical sense for her to cook a meal when there was food prepared and served in the cafeteria. There was a bathroom with a small tub that she used more for the shower, a bedroom, and a living room off the main hallway near the entrance. The decor was simple. On the beige walls hung a number of paintings she had done, along with one sketched in black paint, which Hokura had done when she had first awakened. Hokura sat on her couch, a comfortable beige sofa, across from a small old-fashioned television screen; she had a small wooden coffee table that she used to prop her feet up. The main living areas were always clean. It was Hokura’s bedroom floor that was typically littered with the few clothes that she actually wore. There was a laundry service in the compound; she would stuff her clothes in a bag and hang them on her door, where they would be picked up and brought back the same day. From there, they usually ended up folded in a pile on the floor until they became scattered once more.

      She breathed in, feeling more pleased with the day now that her time trial had gone well. Waking up to pounding pain in her head had put her in a mood, but her spirits were now lifted. She gave herself one more moment of peace before getting up. There was just enough time for her to freshen up with a quick shower, then be off to see the professor and Doctor Allen.

      Hokura felt at ease as she stood in the shower, washing her hair. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so relaxed. Her mind drifted, remembering the day she awoke for the first time to see the professor staring down at her. She could barely move, even though she had been hooked up to a device that sent electrodes to her muscles and massaged them. It was as if she was being born into an already adult formed body.

      She remembered some of her first days, looking up at the professor who was smiling widely. He was talking, but the only thing Hokura’s mind transfixed on was his assistant. He was looking down at her with a grin, a beautiful smile that almost glowed. His eyes were hazel: his hair, blonde and medium length: his face, chiseled and kind. She remembered the professor reaching down and helping her sit up, and Doctor Allen rubbing her back as she sat silently. He had offered her something to drink and calmed her as she choked it down and spat half of it back up.

      For the first few months, Hokura was constantly watched over by the professor. He helped her walk. He explained that she had not awakened naïve and ignorant to the world around her; while she was in a coma, her mind was forever learning new things. She had been hooked up to a device that fed her mind information at alarming rates. Hokura was tested about the information she had learned about while remaining at rest for nearly nineteen years. She had absorbed incredible amounts that seemed to floor Doctor Allen and even the professor.

      Hokura smiled warmly at the thought. They had both been so kind to her. Doctor Allen was the one who had brought her canvases and paints and let her enjoy the simple pleasures of art. He even brought her some old books which had pictures of famous paintings from the old world. Art had always astonished Hokura, and strangely enough, even though she had just awakened from a nineteen-year sleep without any experience, she took to painting and sketching with incredible skill.

      Hokura turned off the water and dried herself off; she got herself ready for her appointment. Before she left, she grabbed a piece of large canvas; She had a gift for Doctor Allen for being so kind to her and that he was always willing to bring her more supplies at her disposal when she wasn’t in training.

      Hokura took the stairs down to the first floor, passed the mess hall where a few people lingered eating a late lunch. The first floor was the largest of all three, over four times bigger than the living quarters. She made her way through mass hallways, following directions of signs. No matter how many times she had been down this way, Hokura always seemed to have difficulty finding the medical facility. There were tons of hallways and rooms for uses that she couldn’t even imagine; large rooms that needed pass cards to get into and large spaces that were used for experiments that only the highest-ranking scientists of the original team had access to. Also, the GMO facility, where their food supply was continually being created and grown.

      “Oh, why is it that I never pay attention to where this place is.” Hokura sighed to herself, leaning up against a wall as she held onto the canvas, trying to get her bearings.

      “You look lost.” A kind voice came from behind her. Hokura sighed as she recognized it right away. She turned to come face to face with Doctor Allen.

      “Doctor.” Hokura blushed, not wanting to admit that she was lost.

      “What do you have there?” Allen asked, staring at the canvas.

      Hokura smiled. She didn’t know what to say, so she held the canvas out in front of her. “This is for you. It’s a tiger lily. A flower from one of the books that you gave me with the photos of old-world vegetation and plant life,” Hokura commented, handing the canvas to the doctor.

      “Oh, Hokura, it’s lovely! We've actually been able to create a genetic offset identical to this in the Ecco greenhouse. You did an excellent job, thank you so much,” Doctor Allen complimented, smiling warmly at her while taking the painting and staring at the brightly decorated canvas. “I always said we should use you as an artist around here. We have so many offices with white walls that could use a splash of color.” He chuckled.

      “Like the old-world art museums!” Hokura chimed in, and Doctor Allen chuckled again.

      “Indeed, my dear. I’m sure with your talent. We could have a room full of your artwork.” He placed a warm hand on Hokura’s shoulder. “Now, let’s get down to the medical wing. The professor will be waiting for us.” He led the way, with Hokura following beside him.
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        * * *

      

      The two entered the medical facility, it wasn’t only used as a medical research lab, but it’s west wing also served as a hospital for the people of the city. In total, there were three hundred civilian medical rooms, five standard operating rooms, and over fifty research development rooms. The clinic took up one-third of the bottom of the facility. Its size was massive compared to the rest of the area’s that Hokura had visited, although she had never been to the hospital's civilian clinic. She knew it had to be large enough to accommodate a city of over one hundred thousand people, even though there were always complaints of dwindling health aid and medical staff. Hokura knew the professor and the compound did what they could to keep everything running smoothly.

      Doctor Allen turned down the hall and took Hokura into the facility's main research area where she had first awakened. They walked through a pair of large doors and then entered a room to the left, where the professor was waiting.

      “Ah, good, you both made it here. I was worried for a minute that you would have a hard time finding the location again, Hokura.” The professor smiled.

      Hokura looked around; she had never been in this room before. There was an examining table to the side of the room and a large CAT. scanning machine in the middle towards the wall. The room seemed darker than most; cupboards and shelves held regular medical equipment along with trolleys holding syringes of every sort.

      “I need you to strip down to bare undergarments, please,” the professor ordered as he turned his back from her, checking a clipboard he had in his hand.

      Doctor Allen turned his back to give Hokura her privacy. An act Hokura found strange. She had always been open about her body; the idea of finding shame or embarrassment in something that everyone had was foreign to her. Doctor Allen would be examining her anyway, so why did he turn now when he would be looking at her in a moment?

      “Please have a seat on the table, Hokura. I’ll be over in a second,” the professor stated while he grabbed some examining tools.

      Doctor Allen walked over to Hokura, keeping his eyes on her face as he did so. “How’s your head been since the incident?” he asked, shining a light into her eyes, and looking into them deeply.

      “I’ve been suffering headaches and a ringing in my ears from time to time. Other than that, no physical effect,” Hokura answered, scratching her head.

      “That was to be expected,” the professor chimed in, walking towards her with a syringe in his hand. He injected it into her arm, causing Hokura to flinch slightly. “I'm sorry for the pain, my child,” he apologized gently, rubbing her arm, enjoying the contact with her.

      “You see here, Doctor, I’m injecting her with an upped dosage of cells. Since her body was under stress after the accident, her cells may have slowed down in developing and possibly gotten weak. Hopefully, this boost will get her system fully going again,” the professor explained.

      Doctor Allen nodded, glancing over to Hokura, who sat emotionless. She didn’t know what to say or how to feel towards the idea of her cells, possibly being inadequate. She just hoped that she would be allowed back on the force tonight.

      “Now, Hokura, I need you to lay down on the machine over there. We need to do a body scan. I want to make sure that there’s no internal damage that we might have missed or that might have developed recently,” the professor ordered, stepping towards a desk that held the operating system for the CAT scan.

      Hokura got off the examining table and did as she was told. Doctor Allen stared at her as she walked past him. He couldn’t help but steal glances at the first child; she was perfection itself, and yet she didn’t know it. That was a definite perk of the injections. Never in her life would she experience skin flaws. Never in her life would her body betray her. She would always be firm and toned. Her hair would always be healthy. She would forever remain young and beautiful.

      Doctor Allen helped Hokura position herself on the table. As he touched her waist, she shivered. “I’m sorry,” he apologized profusely. “I guess I have cold hands.” He smiled.

      Hokura nodded, but it wasn’t the temperature of his hands that made her tremble. It was having them upon her skin, which gave her a sensation that she had never felt before.

      “Are you ready, Hokura?” Professor Dorian asked, looking up and over at her.

      Hokura nodded as the process started.

      She was scanned from head to toe as lights flashed over her. She closed her eyes to shield them from the brightness of the flashes. As quickly as the procedure had started, it was over.

      “We’re done here,” the professor stated.

      Hokura stood for a moment in silence, waiting to be told that she would be able to be off her leave and back on for the night.

      “Doesn’t look like there’s any internal stress or damage. You got lucky this time.” The professor grinned at her kindly, looking at her scans.

      Hokura nodded obediently. “I'm glad to hear it, sir,” she answered.

      “You may get dressed now,” Doctor Allen said, his eyes faltering and glancing down at her. He handed Hokura her clothes as she blushed, taking them quickly.

      Hokura dressed and resumed her position, waiting for the professor to give her the news. She desperately wanted to hear that she could go out and protect humanity with her two fellow friends.

      The professor studied the scans for a few more minutes as both Hokura and Doctor Allen stood silently, waiting for his opinion. He cleared his throat and looked up at Hokura. “Do you feel ready to go back out there?”

      Hokura stood tall as a smile formed on her face. “Yes, sir, it’s my duty to protect and serve. I've been incredibly restless the past few days."

      "Restless, indeed. I've noticed that you've been spending a lot of time in the training facility and at the time trial track. You've been improving," the professor said. “Then you are back on duty as of tonight. I will see you at the briefing.”

      Hokura nodded. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” She beamed with the good news.

      “I’ll show Hokura back to the common area, sir,” Doctor Allen insisted, resting his hand upon Hokura’s shoulder.

      “Yes, please do. We don’t want her getting lost and missing her first night back on duty.” The professor smirked and then winked at Hokura, who blushed at her horrible sense of direction when it came to the medical area.

      Doctor Allen and Hokura walked down the vast hallways in silence. Doctor Allen eyed her as she silently strode beside him, then cleared his throat. “So, what’s it like?” he asked, knowing he would have to explain himself but just wanted to hear her voice.

      “What’s what like?” she asked, still keeping pace.

      “Knowing that you are the perfect image of mankind,” Doctor Allen whispered.

      Hokura stopped and turned to face him. “I don’t find any perfection in mankind,” she answered.

      Doctor Allen licked his lips. “Is that the way you see the professor and me?” he asked, his throat feeling dry.

      Hokura looked up into his green eyes. “No, you two are different. You two are trying to protect the people of the new world. You offer them medical treatment. Your work is to try and better mankind. You two work for the compound and government which has created this city, offered homes, and protection from the outside.”

      Doctor Allen took a step back, staring back into her eyes. Her heart fluttered at the notion of this much attention from him. “And what about you, Hokura?” he asked.

      Hokura took a second to consider her answer. “I don’t know. I have my duty. I was created to be a peacekeeper. A lot of mankind’s doings are a mystery to me even though I am human myself.”

      “I feel sorry for you,” Doctor Allen replied, giving her a sympathetic look. “All you know is what you’ve been taught. You’ve been ignorant to everything but what’s been laid out in front of you. You have no clue about human relationships or how emotions work…”

      Hokura gave a weak smile. “Maybe I’m best left ignorant, Doctor.” Inside she felt something, a warm feeling that she wanted to be close to Doctor Allen. She glanced longingly at him but didn’t know what to say. The Doctor had complimented her, and she’d shot it down. She felt childish in what was of her own stubbornness, or maybe it was her ignorance.

      “Hokura, you can always talk to me if you have any questions,” he told her, placing his hand on her shoulder.

      They heard a rather abrupt clearing of the throat. They both looked to see the professor standing in the hallway, staring at them.

      “Doctor Allen, I forgot I need to have a word with you,” the professor said, giving him a hard stare.

      Hokura had never seen the professor like this before; he almost seemed upset.

      “Yes, sir, right away,” Doctor Allen answered, looking back at the professor and then to Hokura.

      “The exit is just down this hall and to the right,” he said, giving Hokura a bleak expression.

      “Thank you, Doctor,” she answered, emotionless, and then turned to leave, making her way down the hallway and to the right as she walked. She wondered what had just happened. The professor almost seemed upset at seeing the two together talking; Amara’s teasing ways came fleeting back into her mind. “I saw the look that the professor gave you, first child!” Hokura banished the thought from her mind. The professor was her creator, her mentor if anything else, but certainly, he held no other emotions for her than that, or so she thought.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura sat in the mess hall. It was dinner time, which was now being served at seventeen hundred hours. All meals had a duration of three hours to accommodate the hours of everyone working in the compound. Hokura sat in their spot in the cafeteria, and, as usual, she was waiting for Amara and Adam to meet her like they did every night. Hokura watched as Amara walked towards her; she was wearing navy blue tracksuit bottoms with a matching tank top.

      “What a day of training! Nothing gets out frustration like some hand-to-hand combat.” Amara yawned as she stretched. Hokura beamed at her as she sat down. “I take it we’re waiting for the third child… always the last one.” Amara chuckled at her joke.

      “Yeah, yeah, laugh about it. My alarm didn’t go off. I was rather enjoying a nice sleep for once,” Adam said, coming up behind the two and taking a playful swipe at Amara’s head.

      “Hokura, are you back on tonight?” Amara asked as they both got up from the table to get themselves some food.

      “As of tonight, I’m back out there.” Hokura beamed with the satisfaction of knowing she would be able to be at her friend’s side, back out defending the city and doing her job. She had felt useless while not being able to go out as the professor monitored her.

      The three made their way to the cafeteria dinner buffet. Hokura loaded up on salads and some roast beef, whereas Adam filled his plate with different types of pasta. Amara took a bit of everything like she did every night, hoping to find something to her liking; in her words, “it may be all the same when it’s done, but that doesn’t mean it has to taste like shit before it’s digested.”

      They all sat back down at their regular table as scientists and officers made their way into the hall. Most took their meals back to their offices or living quarters. Hokura quite enjoyed eating in the hall; it was the closest thing to “dining out” she would ever experience.

      “I take it the appointment went well, then, today?” Adam said between mouthfuls of pasta.

      Hokura put down her fork, which she was about to stuff into her mouth and looked up for a second. “It went well. No internal damage,” she answered, not knowing what else to report. “Since I was allowed back on the force for tonight, everything must have been in order.”

      Adam nodded and went back to stuffing himself.

      “What the hell is this?” Amara blurted with a disgusted look on her face.

      Hokura raised an eyebrow and looked over to Amara’s plate to see what she was making such a commotion about. “That’s a yam,” Hokura answered, giving Amara a strange look.

      “Well, it tastes like a sweetened piece of cardboard! Adam, give me some of your food. It looks like it might taste better.” Amara reached over to Adam’s plate and took a large piece of what appeared to be lasagna.

      “You said last time that you hated pasta!” Adam cried, trying to defend what he had left on his dinner plate.

      “Yeah, but I apparently hate yams even more,” Amara announced, stuffing some of the lasagna into her mouth.

      Hokura giggled at the two as she ate. “You know, you can’t just live off toast and sandwiches, Amara.” It was the same thing every night at dinner, but she never grew tired of the mealtime antics. “You should be happy that they have something other than just potatoes out there tonight.”

      “You could be eating out of a tube,” Adam muttered, quietly taking another bite.

      Hokura kicked him under the table and glared at him, hoping that Amara hadn’t heard.

      “I bet the professor was delighted to see you, Hokura,” Amara teased, taking another forkful from Adam’s plate.

      Hokura sighed in relief that Amara hadn’t heard Adam’s comment. The first child sat silently for a moment as she remembered the look on the professor’s face when he had called Doctor Allen back to talk to him. She wondered what had been so urgent and hoped that she didn’t get him in trouble for such small talk.

      “Hello, earth to Hokura,” Amara said, waving her hand in front of Hokura’s face. “I was only teasing, you know.”

      Hokura glanced at her friend, looking into her blue eyes. “I know,” she answered. “You know that the professor cares for all of us equally, though, Amara. I’m hardly his favorite. He’s taken great care and interest in all three of us.”

      “He should. We’re his life’s work,” Adam chimed in, finishing the last of his food. “He put all his time and energy into the stem cell project, plus he’s created a scientific fortress to further the experiments. He lives for science, and we’re his biggest breakthrough.”

      Amara nodded, as did Hokura; they both knew what Adam was saying was true. The professor had told them how he had fought tooth and nail with government officials after the first fifty lives were lost and about his struggle to perfect his science of stem cell research. It wasn’t until the last ten years that he had become liberated from the government and was seen as a higher-up after setting up the scientific facility and hospital for civilian use. He and the city’s governor seemed to work well together; they saw eye to eye in regard to keeping peace inside the city walls and helping its society grow and flourish.

      “Well, I’m going to grab some more food,” Adam said as he got up, excusing himself from the table.

      “Bring me back some more of that lasagna!” Amara called to Adam, waving her hands at him. How she loved ordering him around, and yet it was all in fun; Adam knew that Amara would never take their friendship for granted.

      As soon as Adam was out of hearing range, Amara closed into Hokura. “So, what about Doctor Allen? Was he happy to see you?” Amara said in a low tone, smirking.

      Hokura blushed as she was caught off guard. “Doctor Allen is the professor’s assistant. He’s put just as much work into us. He was relieved to find out that I’m well enough to be back on tonight, as well.” Hokura knew that wasn’t what Amara wanted to hear. “He’s my friend, just like you and Adam.”

      Amara let out a sigh, knowing she wasn’t going to get anywhere with Hokura on this topic. “Are you excited about tonight?” she asked, graciously changing the subject.

      “Of course, I am!” Hokura beamed with excitement. “I can’t wait until briefing.”

      Amara grinned at her friend’s excitement to be sent out into the night to do the job she was created for, to have her sense of purpose back again. “Are you at all nervous about going back out there after what happened?” she asked in a more serious tone.

      “I haven’t overly thought of it. Honestly, being nervous about being out is most likely the furthest thing in my mind.” Hokura shrugged. “I’ll be sure to be more on guard tonight.”

      Adam returned with a full plate. He sat back down and dished out a large serving to Amara. “So, what are you two going to be doing after dinner?” he asked as he commenced shoveling food into his mouth. Amara grabbed her fork and continued picking away at it.

      “I say we go for a walk on the grounds. I haven’t been outside in a couple of days.” Hokura wanted to get out of the hold of the walls around her.

      “Sounds good to me. Hopefully, the fresh air will perk me up,” Adam said with a tired look, and so they agreed that a walk around the perimeter was the perfect way to end their day before they went on duty.
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        * * *

      

      As the one-hour curfew warning horns blared through the darkening sky, the three walked the back of the facility grounds, enjoying the fresh air and last hour before they were given their briefing and allowed into the city for their nightly duty.

      “I wonder,” Hokura said, looking to the sky. “Do you think there’s any natural plant life left growing anywhere on earth?”

      Amara shrugged, walking beside her. “Who knows? I’m sure there’s still something left out in the far regions of the world where the nukes didn’t hit. Somewhere far south or north, possibly.”

      Adam cleared his throat. “I wonder if there are any free societies out there. You know, people living as they used to, in a city without walls, without curfews, without all this!” He spread his arms, looking at the perimeter walls that still held them in and away from the city.

      Communication with the world outside the city didn’t exist. Meridiana had become self-reliant due to the compound. For all any of the three knew, it was like a vast fortress of four walls in the middle of the wasteland among rebel camps.

      Hokura wondered to herself about the rebels; they were people, too, after all. She wondered where they got their resources from. Maybe they traded weapons with the civilians for those resources? Either way, everything they had couldn’t have been from the city; they must have been taken from another city or traded. There must have been another source that no one was aware of.

      “And to think, beyond these walls, there’s an entire vast city that we protect, yet we never see its people,” Adam said, patting the cold stone wall.

      “I wish I could see the city in the daylight… to visit the shops. Just for a day, just to see what it’s like,” Hokura said wistfully. She had only heard about the city from things the night watch had said.

      “Don’t we all?” Amara said with a hopeful sigh.

      “You both know it’s a long way from happening. It’s not in our best interest to be out there during the day,” Adam added.

      “You’re such a mood killer, Adam.” Amara glared at him.

      Hokura smiled, breathing in the air as the sky started to mix in bright oranges and pinks. “A girl can dream,” she whispered.

      “Our briefing is at twenty-one hundred hours. We only have twenty minutes, so we’d best get back,” Adam commented, looking at his watch.
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        * * *

      

      The three sat side by side on leather armchairs in the briefing room; across from them sat the professor at a large oak desk reading over reports. They knew to sit silently until the professor addressed them.

      The briefing office was large but simple; it held four chairs, including the professor’s, a leather couch in the middle of the room, and several filing cabinets and bookshelves which held what Hokura figured were important documents. Hokura had always wondered if this was where the professor spent most of his time with Talon, the day and night watch commander, as they went over what was happening in the city. Surely, he also spent a large amount of time in the labs as well; the idea of the man being everywhere in the day seemed exhausting.

      The professor sat wearing the same outfit as he did every day. He pushed his glasses up his nose as he continued to read until he cleared his throat and looked up. “Good evening, my children,” he acknowledged.

      “Good evening, sir,” the three replied in unison.

      “The night watch took after the rebels that were in the city last night but ended up losing their trail. This is unfortunate in our case. I see the rebels have been breaching the east wall nearly every other night. Adam, find out why they have such a strong interest in that area and if there are any warehouses or bunkers holding weapons or anything else of interest. If we can find out the exact location that they're getting in, then we can have it guarded; if there’s a hole in the wall, we can have it reinforced.”

      Adam nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Also, there have been reports that the rebels have been selling weapons to patrons in the city who have been using them for trade and resale. Apparently, the weapons have been stored in a large warehouse on the northwest side of the city. Amara, Hokura find the warehouse and take inventory of what they have stored there. Make sure you report in so we can send a transport truck to get everything out of there. I’m going to contact the night watch to see if they already know of the warehouse’s location to see if I can make your lives any easier. Once everything is done, and the weapons are transported away, destroy the warehouse.”

      Amara and Hokura nodded. “Yes, sir,” they replied.

      The three then stood up, bowed their heads, and exited to the locker rooms.

      “A seek and destroy mission, how lame! It doesn’t look like we’re going to be tangling with any rebels tonight,” Amara mused as she peeled off her tank top.

      “Well, I guess it can’t always be fun and games,” Hokura replied, walking to her locker. The locker room was fair-sized and had lockers along the wall of each side with a bench in the middle. Off to the far right were the showers, where there were ten separate stalls to allow privacy. “To be honest, I’m kinda looking forward to a peaceful night.” As Hokura opened her locker, a note fell out. Hokura picked it up to examine what it read:

      

      Dear Hokura

      I know your original suit was damaged in the blast; I would be honored if you would wear the new prototype. Please be careful tonight.

      

      “Signed the professor,” Hokura said after reading the note.

      “You get to wear the prototype? You really are the professor’s favorite,” Amara chimed in teasingly as she got dressed.

      Hokura unfolded the suit. It looked no different than her old one. A one-piece black catsuit with no sleeves, the material was made of an almost-liquid metal, yet it was incredibly soft to the touch. Hokura undressed and pulled on her suit. “Doesn’t feel any different. I’m sure it has the same technology as the old one, just upgraded, perhaps,” she said while checking out the fabric and how it melded to her body like a second skin. All the suits possessed microchip technology, which monitored things such as heart rate and body temperature, in which case the suit would cool or heat the body; it was also flame resistant and protected the wearer from possible exposure to radioactivity.

      “You ready?” Amara asked, giving her back a stretch.

      “As always!” Hokura grinned as the two exited the locker room and made their way down the hallway to the large storage garage which held all the watch’s vehicles. Adam was already waiting at the door, along with the professor.

      “You are to take the bikes tonight. Remember, though, if you are to leave the vehicle behind for any reason, you must activate their self-destruct mode. Their internal computer stores valuable information on how to access this facility. If it got into the wrong hands, who knows what disasters it could spell out? Also, as always, the night watch is on duty. If you spot any civilians breaking curfew, you are to have them reported immediately. There are dangerous operations going on, and we don’t want to risk any civilian fatalities, understood?”

      The three nodded.

      “I expect you all back by three hundred hours tonight. These operations shouldn’t take long. If you run into any problems, make sure that you message back here,” the professor finished.

      Talon then came up behind the professor. The man looked older and more hardened. He had a shaved head and always seemed to have stubble on his face. His nose was slightly crooked from being broken several times. “One of our transport trucks is down tonight, so it might take some time between dropping off watch shifts to get back to you,” he stated and looked over at the professor, giving him a leering glance. “The report on the location we’re seeking out tonight is in your office, sir.”

      The professor merely nodded, excusing himself after wishing the peacekeepers the best of luck on their mission.

      The three entered the garage.

      “Oh, baby, I’ve been waiting to get back on this thing!” Amara cheered as she ran over to her red sports bike. “Have you missed me?” she cooed, placing her arms over the polished chrome, and hugging the seat.

      Adam rolled his eyes, and Hokura giggled. “You two have a good night,” Adam said as he mounted his green bike and secured his helmet.

      “You, too,” Hokura answered, getting on her blue bike. “Don’t let the rebels keep you up all night.”

      Adam nodded and smiled at Hokura. Amara revved her bike as the large garage doors opened, revealing the city world. Hokura sighed with a smile of relief to be back out.

      “Let’s give them hell!” Amara cried as the three kicked into gear. Adam headed east as Amara and Hokura made their way up the street.

      The professor’s voice came in over the livewire connection in Hokura’s helmet. “I have confirmation about the whereabouts of the warehouse. It’s on Sixth and West Avenue. You can enter from the back loading dock. You have two hours to do inventory. A transport truck will be there shortly after.”

      Hokura nodded. “Understood, sir.” She motioned to Amara to follow her as the two drove through the silent trash-littered streets of the city, keeping their eyes open for civilians breaking curfew.

      Hokura stared up at the large apartment buildings; they were like those from the old world, cracked and worn looming over the city streets. There were no houses in the city; everyone had a similar apartment for their family, larger families had larger living areas that housed them, but everything was divided equally.

      The shop windows were mostly barren. In a few, there were clothes; in others were old-world pieces of literature. The compound always had a say in what could be sold and what was to be stored at the compound when it came to old-world artifacts. The buildings were mostly concrete and brick, with an odd piece of greenery or vegetation growing on them. Weeds that somehow survived randomly sprouted or patches of long grass alongside the sidewalks were the only greenery; Hokura had never seen flowers or trees inside the city. The compound held a large facility specifically for plants where only certain botanists were able to access. They hoped that one day they would be able to plant vegetation outside in the harsh new environment, but until then, they were kept under specialized lights with the proper humidity and balanced atmosphere that they needed to survive. They also had a large greenhouse garden, which was more accessible with successful hybrids. Every day the scientists seemed to make new advances.
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        * * *

      

      The two arrived at their destination half an hour after they departed from the compound.

      “It’s awfully quiet,” Amara said, looking over to Hokura, who stared at her watch, prudently thinking.

      “It’s also still early. I don’t think there’s anyone around. I doubt the rebels would be transporting weapons here this early in the watch,” Hokura answered. “We’ll drive up back but stay cautious and keep your eyes open.”

      The two drove to the back loading dock. Since there was no sign of any rebel vehicles, Hokura motioned to Amara, and they drove their bikes right into the warehouse through the open dock.

      “Quiet night,” Hokura commented, taking off her helmet and tossing her hair around to air it out from the helmet’s warmth.

      “No, kidding. Not a person in sight. The night watch must really be cracking down on people breaking curfew nowadays,” Amara replied, removing her helmet, and looking around to see if there was any movement. She wasn’t about to let her guard down because she hadn’t seen any rebel activity; she knew better than that. Just because she didn’t see them didn’t mean there weren’t any around.

      “Looks simple enough. This place is just a wide-open room,” Amara said with a whistle, staring up at the dusty rafters.

      Hokura walked up to a work desk. Upon it lay scattered papers. “Looks like half our work is done. There’s a full inventory list right here.” Hokura smiled, waving the documents in the air.

      “How many pieces?” Amara called, walking over to a large block of wooden crates.

      “Two hundred,” Hokura called back.

      Amara grinned wickedly, staring at the crates. “Looks like they alphabetized everything here for us,” she called out.

      Hokura walked over, staring at the list. “This, too. We’ll double-check to make sure, though, but this will take no time at all.”

      Amara grinned. “No time at all. Each crate is labeled with its content and the quantity,” she chuckled.

      “Less work for us, now let’s hurry up and get this over and done with,” Hokura replied, ripping a lid off a crate, and counting the weapons inside.

      The two sat resting their backs among the crates. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many grenades before, let alone Beretta GLX 160s. What do you think they’re planning to do with these kinds of weapons? Start some kind of war in the city?” Hokura mused, leaning her head back.

      “Who the hell knows? What I want to know is how these civilians can even afford these things from the rebels? Yeah, they make a penance, but there’s got to be something more to it,” Amara answered, wiping the dust from her forehead.

      Hokura merely shrugged, letting out a sigh and cracking her neck as she silently thought to herself, were the civilians fighting among themselves? Were they planning on starting some kind of war? She couldn’t be sure herself but considering the onslaught of activity over the past two months, something was on the rise.

      “Seems like these suits are getting a workout tonight,” Amara complained. “I thought this technology was getting upgraded, but I’m still sweating!”

      Hokura shifted. “It doesn’t help that we’re sitting in a humid, dusty warehouse. Even I’m sweating. Just imagine how hot we would be without the suits.”

      Amara made an annoyed noise. “Are you finding a difference in the prototype?”

      “A bit,” Hokura admitted. “Just be thankful we’re not the watch. They have to wear full army gear and don’t get the luxury of cooling suits.”

      “Ugh! It’s been nearly two and a half hours! When is that stupid truck supposed to be here?” Amara whined, looking at her watch again.

      “Obviously, that’s the problem with getting done quickly. Now, we wait. The truck should be here soon to transport the weapons out of here, and then we can destroy this place and get on with the evening.” Hokura wiped her brow of sweat in annoyance. The night air was starting to warm for this time of year, making it sticky inside the dusty old warehouse. There was nothing else to do than wait.

      “I wonder, though,” Hokura said. “We’re the ones who are taking these weapons from the civilians. We’re the ones who control all the weapons. Are we right in doing so?”

      Amara looked over at Hokura, who seemed to be off in her own world. “Ha, you know the law states that there are no weapons inside of city walls. Whatever these weapons were sold for won’t profit anyone. They’ll be used to kill and rob other civilians, not for protection, and you know that!” she scolded. “Man has nothing but himself in mind and will do anything to profit off of anyone else. The civilians know the laws, yet they still somehow have contact with rebels who breach the walls and buy weapons from them! It’s not like we’re holding these people to the city. They can leave whenever they want.”

      Hokura’s eyes widened with such a thought. Leave the city? What existed outside of the city? Did anyone except the rebels even know? What even existed beyond the rebel camps? She couldn’t imagine.

      Hokura heard a racket from outside, it sounded like a truck… but something was off. Right away, Amara took to her feet and peered out the dirt-stained window, cursing under her breath. “There’s trouble on the way,” she whispered to Hokura.

      “What? That’s not the transport truck?” Hokura asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Amara shook her head. “From the cloud of exhaust, it looks like a rebel group is coming this way. The truck isn’t here, so we’re going to have to lead them away until the truck can get here and load all these weapons in and get them back to the compound. It looks like we’re going to have some fun after all!” she cheered. “So, what’s the plan? We just going to chase these guys around in hopes the damn truck will get here and will be finished by the time we get back, or can we just blow these guys to bits?”

      Hokura shook her head. “I’m sure we can lead the rebels to the outskirts of the city if we cause them enough problems. They’d rather follow after us than tend to whatever business they might have here. There are enough explosives in those crates to level half the block.”

      Amara got on her bike and tenderly stroked it. “Looks like we get to take the bikes out for some midnight fun!”

      Hokura nodded, putting on her helmet and mounting her bike. The two of them revved their engines and headed out the back in hopes of meeting the rebels further down the street. They drove their bikes towards the loud commotion. Sure enough, there were two rebel groups, each driving in an old all-terrain jeep that carried five people each.

      Amara and Hokura sped past them.

      Amara had picked up a piece of lead piping before they left the warehouse. She sheared it against one of the jeeps as she and Hokura drove past, hoping to get a rise out of the drivers.

      “Hey, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” the rebel driver of the damaged jeep screamed as Hokura and Amara turned on their bikes and stopped.

      “Just improving that piece of shit vehicle you’re driving.” Amara cackled. Hokura stayed quiet; she knew Amara had a particular knack for irritating the rebels.

      “Why, you friggin’ bitch! You’re going to pay for that!” he screamed.

      Amara smiled cockily. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any change on me,” and with that, the two of them sped off on their bikes.

      “That’s it. We’re gonna go after those two peacekeepers and see if they bleed!” the rebel driver shouted to the other as they all let out a good roar of a cheer in favor of chasing the two protectors down and showing them who was boss.

      “The commander said we weren’t supposed to engage with the peacekeepers!” one of the rebels yelled back at the driver.

      “Well, then the commander should have thought about doing his job instead of staying behind,” he sneered. “Besides, it’s just the two females.”

      “Oh!” Amara cried. “The big bad rebel assholes want to pick a fight with the girls?”

      The rebel driver scoffed. “When we’re done, I’m getting the cocky bitch, and I’m going to teach her some manners!” the driver shot back.

      Amara smirked as she revved her bike, and she and Hokura sped off as the jeeps drove after them.

      “The commander is going to have our heads.” The one rebel trembled.

      “Shut up. We’re going to show those peacekeepers what we’re made of!”

      Already down the street, Hokura rode up to Amara, who was wearing a wide grin. “Do you think they’ll actually follow us?” Hokura asked. Suddenly the two heard a pair of blaring horns blasting up from behind them. Hokura looked over her shoulder to see the two rebel vehicles hot on their pursuit.

      “Does that answer your question?” Amara looked smugly at Hokura. “Let’s play.”

      The two drove down 6th Avenue and then separated. Amara turned left down Quarter Street, going east towards South Avenue. Hokura turned left up Quarter Street, heading towards 5th. As the two peacekeepers split, so did the rebel groups.

      Amara’s voice came over on Hokura’s livewire. “You know what to do. I’ll meet back up with you on the intersection of Holden Street and 6th in ten minutes.”

      With that said, a set timer on Hokura’s helmet’s eyeshield started counting down from ten minutes. The red numbers glowed on the side as Hokura kept riding. She knew that to execute such a plan, she and Amara would have to be perfectly in sync with each other, or it could spell disaster. With the rebels right on her tail, Hokura took them down back alleyways weaving between buildings and back onto 5th Avenue.

      One of the rebels tossed a grenade at Hokura’s back wheel, but the blast missed its target. The sound of the explosion gave Hokura an instant rush of adrenaline as she started to sweat. Five minutes remained as she took a detour down a large alley making her way to 4th.

      “Dammit, I hope that bought me enough time,” Hokura whispered to herself as another explosion went off to the side of her, catching her off guard. “Amara, I’m coming down south on Holden. Where are you?” Hokura called, connecting to Amara’s livewire.

      “I’m on Holden coming up north. Contact will be made in two minutes,” Amara answered. Hokura could hear Amara cursing over the livewire. “Yeah, you like riding my ass? See if you can keep up with this!”

      Hokura shook her head and pressed on down the desolate road, her eyes straining for visual as the timer counted down from thirty seconds. She was coming up on the intersection of Holden and 6th. Just then, as the counter started from ten seconds, Hokura saw her come out of nowhere. As the counter hit zero, the two bikes sped past each other merely inches apart, both maneuvering around the oncoming jeep with great speed and agility. The two rebel vehicles’ brakes squealed, followed by a large crashing sound as they hit head-on in an impact.

      Hokura glanced back at the smoke from the wreckage. She looked to see Amara waving her free arm in the air. She could hear her friend screaming and hollering with joy when she suddenly came back over the livewire.

      “Great job. I’ll meet you back at the warehouse so we can finish up.”

      Hokura rather enjoyed the peaceful easy ride back. She imagined the silent streets flooded with people, children playing with friends, people conversing over whatever the civilians talked about. She could hardly imagine what the city would look like in the light of day, for she had never seen it; she thought it would be bright and full of life.

      When she arrived at the warehouse, she saw Amara handing the inventory list to the transport truck driver as the last crate was being loaded in; she was yelling at the driver.

      “Well, if you would have been here on bloody time, we would have been here to help you load the damn crates. Besides, isn’t that what the night watch is supposed to help with?” Amara bellowed.

      “They’ve been busy with their own shit tonight,” the driver snapped back. “It’s not my damn fault that I had to do all the drop-offs tonight,” he continued, waving his hand out his open window and drove off.

      Hokura walked up to her friend, who was wearing an annoyed expression.

      “You okay? You seem a little on edge,” Hokura asked, giving Amara a concerned glance.

      “They had grenades,” Amara said in a solemn tone.

      Hokura was about to put a consoling hand on Amara’s shoulder when she erupted.

      “Those explosions sent shrapnel flying all over the damn place! They scraped the hell out of my bike! I just had this thing painted, too! Can you believe the nerve of some people?”

      As Amara was ranting, Hokura made her way over to the parked red bike to examine it, to see this catastrophic damage that Amara was talking about.

      “You mean this little scrape right here?” Hokura pointed.

      “That thing has got to be like four inches long, and it’s deep!” Amara whined.

      “More like two and a half centimeters, and it’s just a paint chip. Some touch-up paint, and you’ll never even notice,” Hokura commented.

      “I’ll notice! The whole thing needs to be re-painted.” Amara pouted while crossing her arms.

      Hokura tried not to smirk at her friend’s apparent rage, so she excused herself. “I’ll set up the explosives.” She walked past Amara to her own bike, lifted the seat, and grabbed a small box. Hokura disappeared into the now cleared out warehouse.

      Amara directed her attention back to her bike. “I know it’s just a paint chip,” she moaned, touching the scrape, “but still, I’ll notice.” Amara always put on a show about how much she loved her bike, but deep down, she really did. It was the only thing in this world that made her feel free. When she rode it, she controlled her destiny, not the government, not the professor, just her. It was her only way of escaping the real world of the science compound, of her life without a past. Amara could feel the hint of a tear in her eye but brushed it away as she heard Hokura’s footsteps approaching.

      Hokura walked up to Amara and passed the detonation device to her friend. “To help you grieve your loss,” Hokura said with a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

      Amara beamed, taking the device in her hand and took a deep breath. “Die, you bastards!” she screamed as she hit the device, and the building in front of them collapsed.

      Hokura shook her head. “Must you always scream such obscenities? Where did you get such language from anyway? Certainly not the professor,” she said, getting back on her bike.

      Amara grinned, glad that she was back working with her. “I learned it from the night watch. It helps the mood. You really should try it someday.”

      Hokura shook her head again, giving Amara a warm look. “It’s good to be back.” She noticed the livewire on her bike helmet was lighting up and quickly put it on to hear the voice of the professor.

      “I just got word that you two were successful in capturing the warehouse. Good job! You might as well come back to the compound for the night. Hokura, you might be back on the force, but rest is still important,” he stated.

      “Yes, sir!” Hokura answered and turned to Amara, still smiling.

      “Let’s go home.” The two revved their bikes as they slowly made their way back to the compound, each silently enjoying each other’s company and the silence of the night in a city that they only saw when everyone else was locked down under curfew. Hokura thought of all those people, sleeping soundly as the three of them protected them from the unknown. All these people had lives, had pasts, had futures, had families…
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        * * *

      

      Hokura and Amara walked out of the garage side by side. “Funny, it’s been quite some time since we’ve been back this early,” Amara said, looking at her watch; it was nearly two in the morning.

      “Don’t complain about an easy night’s work. Who knows when we’ll get it again,” Hokura replied. Amara yawned as the two made their way down the hallway.

      “So, what are you going to do, just go to bed?” Amara asked in a sleepy tone.

      “I want to thank the professor for the new suit,” Hokura replied sheepishly, hoping Amara wouldn’t start in with her. “What are your plans?”

      Amara yawned again. “I was going to wait for Adam and catch a movie, but I think I’ll watch some television and pass out on the good old couch.”

      Hokura chuckled. “Still not sleeping in your bed?”

      Amara shook her head. “The couch is more comfortable anyway.”

      Hokura let it slide; she knew Amara was tired and wasn’t about to harass her.

      “Have fun hunting down the professor,” Amara said.

      After bidding each other goodnight and going their separate ways, Hokura checked the briefing room, but he wasn’t there. The compound’s silence filled Hokura’s ears; no one was about, but then again, it was late. She was sure that all the scientists had left their laboratories and had turned in for the night hours ago. “Maybe he’s already left,” Hokura said to herself to fill the void of silence. She had no idea where the professor’s quarters were. She started on her way to her living quarters when she heard the heavy familiar footsteps of the professor.

      “You two did good tonight,” he congratulated her.

      “I wanted to thank you for the suit,” Hokura said; she was still wearing it. That night she and Amara both decided they were too tired to change and shower in the locker rooms and would rather do so in the comfort of their own quarters.

      “You’re very welcome,” the professor said, placing his hands on her shoulders and giving them a slight squeeze, staring into her eyes.

      Hokura felt her heart race.

      “I hope you have a good evening and enjoy the rest of your night. You deserve it,” he continued, lightly squeezing Hokura’s shoulders again.

      “You, too, sir.” Hokura’s voice cracked. She stared at the professor as he walked back down the hall, not moving until she saw his shadow disappear.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura was exhausted; she decided she would shower in the morning as she undressed, then quickly fell into bed. She suddenly felt like her whole body was a lead weight. The night engulfed her into a heavy sleep that cradled her through the night.

      In the night, Hokura heard a familiar voice around her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “This is one of the three left,” a voice echoed.

      

      

      “She’s the youngest of them all. A dosage that large might kill her,” another voice whispered.

      Hokura could feel a warm white light shining down upon her naked body as she lay perfectly still, not opening her eyes. She could feel the familiar presence of the scientists around her.

      “Do you really want to go through with this?”

      “Monitor her stats and go through with the procedure. Inject her with painkillers first. I want to keep her from the pain.” It was the professor.

      “Sir, she’s in a coma…” a voice started in but was cut off.

      “I don’t care, dammit, do as I say,” the professor’s voice reamed in again.

      Hokura could feel a gentle hand upon her cheek, stroking it.

      “Sir, even if we inject her with all the painkillers, we have no idea if this will still affect her.”

      With that, Hokura felt a pinprick into her arm, and then another in her spine. She then felt a heatwave of pain. She started to shake uncontrollably like her body was being attacked. The pain as her system shut down and another wave of heat shot through her body.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura awoke screaming as her head throbbed. She held it, crying, trying to control herself. “Why? Why does it hurt?” she cried as sweat beaded on her body. She reached blindly over to her nightstand, feeling for a syringe, trying to fight the pain. Her whole body rocked in pain as she grabbed it and injected it into her arm. She fell back into her bed as her heart rate soared, and as the pain rocked her entire body, Hokura passed out, letting go of the syringe, dropping it to the floor.

      Short moments later, Hokura’s door burst open.

      “Get her to the medical facility right away,” the professor yelled as medical staff rushed into the room.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty miles outside Meridiana’s city limits, the rebel commander sat by a low fire warming his hands. His expression was as gruff as the stubble on his face. His green eyes watched as the flames licked up, and the light breeze blew his shoulder-length dark brown hair in his face. His back was still sore from spending the night before loading weapons into a large rebel vehicle for export. Even though he was young at twenty-three, the long hours of work he put in were starting to tire his muscular build. These past two weeks alone felt as though they had aged him a decade; he had felt tired, not just physically but mentally, too. He glared as he looked up to see a young rebel coming towards him; by the way, he held himself, it wasn’t good news.

      “Sir, the two bands, are back from the city,” the young rebel offered. The commander stared up at him, knowing there was more by the expression he wore.

      “Well?” he asked, tiring of the young rebel’s silence as he jittered up and down. “Sir, they ran into the peacekeepers tonight. They lost both vehicles.”

      The commander’s eyes glared at the fire. “Damn.” He tried to conceal his anger; he knew it wasn’t the troops’ fault. “Tell them where I am. I want to know what happened.”

      With that, the young rebel saluted and was off as quickly as possible to alert the troop. “We can’t keep losing vehicles like this,” the leader huffed, grabbing his silver flask next to him and took a good hard swig, the whiskey rolling to the back of his throat. It burned… good stuff.

      “Commander James?” one of the troop members asked, limping up to where he was sitting.

      “Yes, soldier, come sit and tell me what happened tonight,” James said, wiping the alcohol from his lips with his hand. He didn’t bother making eye contact with the man. He didn’t want to give off that he was disappointed, that yet again, another mission had failed, and that his patience with his rebel troops was starting to dwindle.

      “Sir, we were on our way to the warehouse when out of nowhere, the two female peacekeepers came on bikes. They lead us on a chase through the city. They were bright, sir. They knew what they were doing. They had a perfectly executed plan,” the rebel stuttered.

      “Just get on with it, soldier,” James grumbled, shifting his weight, still staring into the fire.

      “As I said, sir, they lead us on a chase. Each vehicle followed one, and we ended up in an accident. Both vehicles collided head-on and were ablaze before we knew it. Our two groups barely got out alive, then the night watch was on us,” he continued.

      James’ eyes narrowed as he let out a small chuckle. “Two groups of our hardest trained troops were beaten by two girls? Fucking pathetic.”

      “That’s not all, sir,” the rebel continued; he was shaking in anxiety.

      James could tell in his voice there was more. He didn’t have to look over to the soldier to know he was shaking. James waited patiently for the bad news as the rebel took a shaky breath in.

      “Sir, they destroyed the warehouse…”

      “What!” James screamed, getting up from the fire and glaring into the troop’s eyes. “You’re telling me that not only did they lead you in a game of cat and mouse but also that they had and took the full opportunity to destroy the warehouse as well?” He fumed; it had taken weeks to gather that shipment of weapons for the civilians, not to mention a week’s worth of nights to store them, and within a matter of twenty-four hours, all of their efforts had gone to waste.

      “I’m sorry, sir, we did everything we could… but we…” the man stuttered as James looked away in disgust, “it… it wasn’t all of them, last night half the crates were already taken along with the inventory slips, so the civilians were still able to get a fair share of them…”

      “That means nothing! The warehouse was still destroyed, and those weapons are still gone!” The rebel commander paced angrily, needing to move. “I guess from now on. I’ll be taking matters into my own hands and will be leading every mission to make sure you idiots don’t foul things up! You’ve been told time and time again to avoid the peacekeepers at all costs,” he growled darkly. He turned to the man. “Get the hell out of my sight!”

      The rebel troop member ran off as quickly as he could, thankful to escape the wrath of their great leader.

      “Dammit,” James moaned, sitting back down by the fire as he held his head in frustration. “The civilians get to deal with the loss, no skin off my back.”

      He rolled his head, cracking his neck as he took another swig from his flask. He was drinking a lot more lately; he had a lot more reasons to drink away the past few weeks. He knew that he should have gone into the city to ensure that all plans were being executed properly. How many times had the rebels been told to be cautious about the peacekeepers? To avoid them, and that if they came into contact with them, they were to abandon the mission and set it back up for another night. Why they had agreed to export the weapons into the walls in the first place, he didn’t fully understand. Then again, there was nobody else on the outside to do it, and it accounted well for the rebels in trade for goods such as clothing and food. They just needed a little more time, and then they would be on their way again. Like always, this was just another pit stop as they traveled to find a place untouched by the war.

      James stared into the fire. He was happy that his quarters were a way from tent city where the rest of the troops camped. Life as a rebel was a hard one, but at least they held more freedom than the civilians of the city. They didn’t have curfews; their land held no boundaries; their laws were simple… give and take equally.

      They had been on the move for some time now, forever trying to find a place they could finally call home. They had initially started in a small town, but once supplies ran low, the people grouped together and started on their way, trying to find what was left of the world. For years, they would camp where they could find resources; their numbers grew as they took on more people, all searching for the same thing.

      He could hear the cheers in the distance as his fellow brothers drank happily. There was always food and always drinks to go around. They weren’t such hardened people. Most of them came to the rebel camp with families. Only those who wished to be soldiers and help the cause did so; the rest of them were allowed to come and go as they pleased.

      “This anarchy shit has to stop,” James grumbled to himself.

      It had gotten late in the night, but he was nowhere near tired. He decided to stretch his legs. He walked past his tent after dousing the fire. They were old army tents that the rebel band had found from old war camps. They were large and sturdy and perfect for the desert. He made his way over a sandbank. The night air was dry, and he welcomed the soft breeze as it swept up the sand around his feet.

      He breathed in deeply, looking back at the camp as a dull light illuminated from it. A small smile crept across his face. He had hope that someday the new world would all fall under one government, one that was fair, where there was no war, where everyone could live in peace… the way it was before the nuclear war had manipulated mankind into the controlling beast it had become. He knew there were still cities out there, ones without walls. His father had told him about them plenty of times.

      James was from a strong bloodline of men and leaders; it was in his blood to lead these people to the truth and to one of those cities. The commander turned back away from the camp below and sat in the soft sand as he looked up at the stars, which shone above the desolate wastelands.

      After some time, James walked back to the camp, where he could hear the booming voice of Barack telling his tales of living inside the city of Meridiana. The man had become his father’s best friend and was now considered James’ right-hand man. He had been in his mid-thirties when his father had come upon him. Barack had been a scientist in the compound and had somehow escaped the walls of the city. As far as James knew, he had been the only one to ever escape. Looking at him now with his wiry wild red hair and long beard, he looked more rebel than civilian; then again, he had been a rebel for a few years now.

      “The compound is like nothing any of you could imagine. It could hold this entire camp in the cafeteria alone. It houses all of the lead scientists and government officials that had created the city,” he went on. “I was told when it was first created, it housed the civilians as well, but as the new government stepped forward, the walls of the city quickly went up, and the civilians were put to task to help rebuild the apartment blocks. They were given rations and tasks to improve the city but leaving the city is punishable by death. It was never clear to me why there was such a law and why the compound didn’t want anyone leaving. My guess is they didn’t want people bringing back looters or raiders.”

      “What about the peacekeepers?” someone shouted.

      “They were a creation of Professor Dorian, the head scientist of the genetic stem cell research department. Once the walls went up, the civilians in the city started crime waves. They sent soldiers out to deal with them night after night, but it was no use. He was determined to create a super-soldier. Years prior, he had tested his project on himself, and when he was able to get enough headway, the government allowed him, fifty children, to test on…” The man cleared his throat for a second while more rebels gathered around him and sat as they listened intently. “The experiments were a failure, but somehow his persistence with the governor had gotten him twenty more children. Three of them survived. These peacekeepers were created to be the city’s protectors, immortal in the sense that they never age or become ill. They were to be the ultimate super soldier and the most advanced being ever created.”

      “This professor was playing God!” a woman shouted.

      “The whole compound is playing God! How can they create such a thing?” a man cried from the crowd.

      “Have you ever seen them?” another shouted out as the others continued along with the questions.

      Barack grinned. “I did see one. The first child, Hokura, had just awakened a few months before I escaped. I was almost expecting to see some sort of soulless monster, but instead, I saw a beautiful and bright young woman who had an amazing potential to be a great leader.” Barack looked up at that moment and saw James standing just beyond the crowd that had gathered. He smiled. “Possibly a great match to help lead our great leader in what we’re looking for.”

      The crowd cheered as they turned towards the commander. James merely grinned as he crossed his arms and shook his head, walking towards Barack.

      “My friend, who’s to say a great man such as myself, needs a woman to lead him in life?” James continued coming around, patting his friend on the back.

      “You know I like to ruffle your feathers, boy,” Barack said as he grinned.

      “I know, my friend.” James was feeling much better after his stroll out into the desert. He always felt better after having time to clear his head.

      “My friends,” James addressed the crowd. “I promise you, just as my father did, never will we have a curfew, never will we have decisions made for us! I promise we will always live in a free world! We know there are still free cities out there, and we will find one!” With his words of encouragement, a great cheer went up from the camp as everyone was renewed from the night’s troubles.

      As James turned away from the hollering crowd, Barack placed his heavy hand on him. “You seem in a good mood after tonight’s fatalities.”

      “Only setbacks. I feel something in the air tonight, that our hard work will pay off and that all our efforts will come through for us. We have lots of food, and we are set for some time now,” James said, looking at his large friend.

      “Good way to look at it, sir.” Barack nodded.

      “Tomorrow night, I shall start leading the troops out into the city. I’ll need your knowledge since I’ve rarely gone inside the walls, and even then, I had my father guiding me,” James said as the two walked away from the large group who were talking amongst themselves.

      “Is that wise, though? What would your people do if anything happened to you? We couldn’t bear to lose you so young. There’s no one here who would be able to take your place and lead them. Think of your people. After your father’s recent death, to lose another so soon…” Barack whispered, concerned at what he was hearing.

      James laughed away the ache of being reminded. “My friend, you worry too much.” He continued walking, a stern look coming over his face as he was contemplating something. Barack walked silently beside him, trying to read his expression. “If anything were to happen to me, I would want you to lead these people, Barack,” James told him, turning to his friend. “You know every law inside that city, every nook and cranny… you were there. If anything were to happen, promise me that you would take my place. Besides, once the civilians are content with their weapons for their uprising, we’ll be on our way as usual. Promise me that you’ll continue on where I left off and get these people to a home where they can finally settle.”

      Barack stood silently for a second. “It would be an honor,” he replied, giving James a nod of respect.

      James grinned at him and, with the same respect, returning the nod. “But know that I don’t plan on dying anytime soon,” he added with a wink.

      Barack laughed at James’ snide attitude. His father held the same attitude before he was lost, and his son took over. James was still young, with no heir to take over his duties. He had never found love, nor did he ever show any desire to do so. He was a solitary soul out to fulfill the duty of his father.

      “Tell me, though, what is your honest opinion. Do you think the peacekeepers destroyed the weapons along with the warehouse we were storing them in, or do you think they took them back to the compound?” James asked as the two walked back towards his tent.

      “I doubt they would let those weapons go to waste. Even the night watchers have handguns on them at all times, along with the civilian police and peacekeepers. If they had any idea that there’s going to be an uprising, you’d better believe they’re keeping them in case a war inside the city were to break out,” Barack replied, giving thought to his answer, and scratching his chin. “I was no longer living in the compound when the peacekeepers were assigned any sort of duty. All I can tell you is what I’ve seen with my two eyes and know from working in the compound,” he continued.

      James nodded as he walked around, but his comrade could tell something other than the weapons were on his mind.

      “You look frazzled,” Barack commented as James gazed forward. He shook his head as he came back to the present.

      “In my heart, I truly wonder about the peacekeepers. I don’t label them as the enemy. I believe they’re misguided. If all you ever knew were that which was taught to you by one view, then you would never see things the way others do,” James said as he continued to walk on, lost in his thoughts.

      “Sir?” Barack offered.

      James turned to face his friend; he sighed lightly. “I don’t believe that these people are the enemy. If we could tell them about the ‘before’ times, about how the government and law used to be, then maybe they would see things differently. Perhaps if we were to warn them about what’s happening, they would listen to us.”

      Barack snorted. “You sound like your father. But if I know the professor, he’s completely brainwashed those poor souls into thinking that we’re the enemies and that life within the city walls is considered normal. They most likely don’t even know the laws of being a citizen, from childbearing to the laws of contributing to the city. It’s like slave labor in there, and if you so much as act anything but grateful, then you’re deemed treasonous, and the compound does whatever they like with you.” Barack shook his head. “The only ones who live free lives are those who live in the compound, and even they’re told what to do. The scientists and government officials all have jobs that they’re ordered to do, but at least they can leave the compound and go into the city as they please in their spare time. Then again, they had us working around the clock to the point we couldn’t even have our own lives.”

      “I’m surprised more people haven’t fled the city,” James wondered, kicking at some burnt wood from the fire he was sitting at earlier; they were now in front of his private quarters.

      “The walls of the city are heavily guarded during the day, and at night, if anyone is caught breaking curfew, they’re dealt with severely. I was lucky. I fled the compound and hid along the wall and was able to find a way out. I was even luckier I met your father shortly after, or I would have been done for… of course, that was back before the peacekeepers were sent out,” Barack replied, thinking of the fateful day he left the city walls.

      “My father never told me the story about how you two met,” James said, looking up at Barack with tired eyes.

      “I promise, I’ll sit down with you one day and go over everything with you, but tonight you should rest. If you are to go out and lead in the city tomorrow, you need to be fully alert” Barack smiled, putting his large hand on James’ shoulder. “I will get you a detailed map of the city and have it sent to you for tomorrow’s operation.”

      James nodded in agreement as he stretched. “Thank you. I guess it is that time.” He yawned, and he bid his friend goodnight and made his way into his large tent.

      James walked into his tent. He lit a kerosene lamp, which was sitting on a small table next to the door. He took off his torn black sleeveless shirt and tossed it onto his dresser. His tent was relatively spacious, at 250 feet, which included a small eating area with a few makeshift cupboards and an old school stove where he could heat his meals. There was a cold canteen cooler to the side of the eating area.

      Beside the kitchen was the main area, which held a wooden table scattered with documents and maps, none of which were kept in order. All had been his fathers. Alongside the tent’s left wall was an old foam futon, where his father used to sleep, allowing James to take the bed, which was only a few feet from it, towards the back wall. He swore he could still smell his father’s lingering musky scent; it would be years before it would fade.

      Everything seemed old and dusty from the sand in the wastelands, but to James, he wouldn’t want to be anywhere else than here doing his duty, which his father passed down to him.

      He made his way to the canteen and grabbed a large jug of water; he drank it down greedily as drops splashed onto his bare toned chest. After having his fill, he returned the flask of whiskey that he had put in his pocket from when the rebel troop had told him of the night’s misfortune. James stretched again, letting out a loud yawn, scratching his bare chest as he made his way to his bed. He kicked off his boots and lay down on the soft sheets running his hands over his forehead and into his long brown hair.

      He rolled over to face the living area of the tent; he could almost see his father’s form hovering over the desk of scattered papers going about his business as James slept. He could see his father’s image so clearly, his short scruffy facial hair, his brown hair kept back with his red printed bandana, his green eyes full of knowledge, yet they were still youthful. It had been two weeks since his father had died. He was still too young to be taken out of James’ life. He remembered the night he had found out. Barack found James in his tent, going over his father’s maps waiting for his return when he received the news. They had transported his body back to the camp, but despite their best efforts, it had already been too late.

      There weren’t many details, other than his father had been in danger, and a grenade had been thrown. Unfortunately, his father had been at the brunt of the explosion. There was word of another body that had also been caught in the blast, but nothing else was ever revealed. The rebels who had been patrolling with him had nothing more to say about the incident.

      James never knew why they refused to talk about it. Maybe it was just too hard to come to terms with the loss of their leader. James felt a pang of pain in his heart; his father had been his only role model. He had been strong and fearless. James carried every physical characteristic that his father had held. James had never known his mother. She had died shortly after he was born. His father always talked about what a carefree woman she was, how she always smiled, how she loved to tell stories of the old world. How he wished he could have known her. On the day his father was taken, Barack had brought James a key and locket that his father had always worn. Inside of it held a picture of his mother.

      The young commander rolled back, facing the wall. He didn’t want to think of this, not tonight when they had failed their mission. He felt lost in his leadership. His father always had a plan, always knew exactly what he was doing, and it seemed lately to James that there had been more casualties in the city than he would ever know how to prevent. He thanked his father silently for having a friend like Barack at his side. At least James wasn’t alone in the world of the rebels. The thought of having someone by his side almost seemed selfish; he watched his father’s private pain of losing his mother, knowing that his father would never have another woman by his side. James never wanted to experience the loss of a loved one after his father, yet he yearned for the comfort of having someone to love unconditionally.

      The thought warmed his heart in a way he had felt when his father would show him pictures of his mother when he was just a baby. She was a beautiful woman, young and strong. She had long dusty blonde hair, brown eyes, a wonderfully bright smile. Every time James thought of his father smiling down at the picture of his mother, it made him believe there was hope and that someday there would be peace.

      “Enough already,” James grumbled to himself, cursing at his thoughts, and rolled over again, taking a deep breath of air. “Just sleep, dammit,” He whispered to himself, repositioning himself in bed…just sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura awoke hours later to find herself staring up at the research lab’s ceiling. She knew right away that she was in the medical facility compound, in the room where she had first awakened from the coma. Her head rolled over to see that her arm was stuck full of I. V’s. She had monitor patches all over her body.

      “Why am I back here?” Hokura whispered to herself. The night before was a blur.

      She lay thinking about what could have caused her to be in the medical lab, was she injured while on duty? No, she didn’t feel any pain or injury. Everything was numb other than a sweat that lay upon her feverish body and a slight pain in her chest. Hokura’s head lolled back over as she drifted back to sleep.

      The professor sat inside a medical office not far from Hokura’s room. He was going over her charts when Doctor Allen walked in.

      “How’s she doing, sir?” the doctor asked. He had come right away after hearing what had happened and had concern written all over his face.

      “She’s stable, heart rate, and everything is normal. She’ll make a full recovery,” the professor answered, still reading, not looking up at the doctor.

      “It’s a good thing one of the residents heard her screaming. Who knows what might have happened,” Doctor Allen said. The professor only nodded. “What action would you like me to take, sir?”

      “Just monitor her for now. I’m not up for drawing any conclusions just yet. This may be something as simple as being dehydrated and having a nightmare setting off her heartrate.”

      The doctor pursed his lips and nodded in agreement, leaving the professor to continue going over medical documents.

      The doctor made his way over to Hokura’s room. He peeked in at her, and when he saw that she was sleeping, he made his way in. He gently brushed some hair away from Hokura’s face. She was breathing steadily and looked to be doing okay other than she was perspiring. Her vitals were all back to normal. The doctor wondered what could have happened the night before. The professor didn’t seem at all worried, which brought some relief to his assistant.

      Doctor Allen quickly took note of all the monitors, ensuring everything was showing up normal and that he hadn’t overlooked anything. Then taking his leave, he exited the room and made his way to the cafeteria.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Amara and Adam sat at their usual spot in the mess hall as breakfast was being served. “It’s not like her to be so late,” Adam voiced, taking a casual sip of coffee.

      Amara sat silently pondering before she spoke up. “She wanted to thank the professor last night. I wonder if something happened.”

      Adam snorted at her with a glare. “Would you get off your theories already? The man has done nothing but good in leading civilization, and you still keep on your accusations about him. The man’s not evil.”

      Amara bit her lower lip. She felt foolish for voicing such a thing. True, the professor was like a father to them, but she couldn’t help but feel something off about the man. The two sat in awkward silence for a moment as Amara tapped her foot rapidly. She felt anxious this morning. She tugged irritably at her jeans as her intuition was telling her something. The second child stared over at Adam, who seemed to feel just as out of place. She could see he was sweating under his cotton white shirt and that he too was suppressing his emotion as he clenched a fist to his baggy blue jean shorts, among them the scientists dressed in their lab coats made their usual morning rounds of coffee and muffins.

      “Dammit, I can’t take this waiting anymore!” Amara cried, getting up from the table. Adam watched with a puzzled look.

      “What are you doing?” he asked in a mock tone.

      “I’m going to check her room,” Amara answered, turning around when a voice rang out from the other direction directly behind her.

      “You won’t find her there.”

      Amara and Adam turned to see Doctor Allen standing behind them.

      “Hokura was taken to the medical facility around three this morning.”

      Adam stared up at the doctor. “What happened?” he asked in a demanding tone.

      The doctor let out a sigh, looking up at the two. “We don’t know exactly.”

      “Why weren’t we informed?” Amara hissed in anger, taking the doctor by surprise.

      “The professor didn’t inform me until just a short time ago, he said it was nothing serious, but if you would like to see her, I can take you,” the doctor answered.

      Amara and Adam nodded and followed Doctor Allen to the medical facility.

      Hokura had awakened to see the professor standing over her. “Professor,” she whispered, bringing a hand to her head to feel the beaded sweat on her brow. “What happened to me last night?”

      The professor walked over to the corner sink and soaked a white washcloth with cold water. “I’m honestly, not sure,” he replied, placing the cool compress on Hokura’s forehead. “How are you feeling?” he asked, gently staring down at her.

      “I’m warm,” Hokura answered, rolling her head to the side to get a better look at him.

      He took her hand in his and gently stroked it. Hokura’s stomach fluttered as the professor glanced at the heart rate monitor with a smirk and a twinkle in his eye that even his glasses couldn’t hide.

      “Tell me, Hokura,” he licked his lips, still caressing her hand, “have you been feeling strangely towards people lately, towards my assistant and myself?”

      Hokura glanced up again with sincerity beaming from her eyes. She was about to speak when the door to the room opened. The second child burst through the door running up to Hokura and draping her arms over her. The professor took a quick step back to see the third child and his assistant following behind her.

      “Hokura, I was so worried!” Amara cried, hugging her friend tightly.

      Adam walked up to the bed with a wide grin as the doctor joined them.

      “Have we come to a conclusion yet, Professor?” Doctor Allen asked, staring at his mentor.

      The professor bowed his head slightly, meeting the eyes of his colleague. “It’s not certain, but I have reason to believe this was a result of a possible panic attack, possibly a dream or sensation of the incident that happened a few weeks ago,” he answered. “She should be fine, but I’d like to keep her here for a few hours more just to make sure,” he added.

      “Looks like you get to miss breakfast,” Adam stated, trying to make light of the situation. Hokura smiled back, bringing an arm up as Adam bent down to hug her.

      As Adam hugged Hokura, the professor turned to the monitor to see if there was a change again. He grinned brightly to see that the third child had no effect on her.

      “You’ll be out soon.” Adam encouraged her with an affirmative nod.

      “Yeah, you just got back on duty, no more visiting here for a while after this,” Amara chimed in, hoping to boost Hokura’s spirit.

      “Thank you, both of you,” Hokura said, lightly brushing away a stream of water that was making its way from the cloth down her cheek. She then turned to Doctor Allen, “and thank you, Doctor, for bringing them.” She smiled warmly.

      The professor turned and glared at the monitor.

      “It was nothing,” Doctor Allen replied, placing his hand on Hokura’s arm, giving it a gentle rub.

      The professor was still staring hard at the monitor with his teeth clenched. He shut his eyes and breathed deeply, regaining his composure. This was merely a minor setback. He reminded himself.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt you all, but I must insist that Hokura gets her rest,” the professor announced, turning to the three. “Doctor Allen will escort you two back to the compound facility.”

      The doctor was taken back by the professor’s persistence. “Yes, sir.” He nodded as Amara and Adam said their goodbyes and followed him out.

      “Thank you for allowing them to visit. Those two are everything to me,” Hokura said, faintly glancing up at the professor.

      “Of course,” he answered, running his hand down her arm, and finding her hand in comfort. A pleasurable smile washed over his face; alas, he was alone with her again. Finally, he spoke after a long moment of staring at her as she rested with her eyes closed. “Do you enjoy your life, Hokura?”

      She blushed; her eyes opened slightly. “You’ve granted me a wonderful purpose, Professor,” she answered before falling asleep.

      The professor grinned wickedly as he sat, staring at her sleeping form, entranced by the way her chest would rise and fall as she gently breathed. He injected her once more, still smiling. “Oh, Hokura, your purpose has yet to be fulfilled,” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Amara was following the doctor alongside Adam when she stopped.

      “What is it?” Doctor Allen asked, looking back at her, confused.

      Amara took a breath of courage for what she was about to say. “Doctor Allen, Hokura isn’t in any danger, is she?”

      Right away, Adam shot her a look, Amara ignored him. “You wouldn’t cross us, would you, Doctor? If there were something wrong, you would tell us.”

      Doctor Allen stopped and walked up to Amara, face to face. “I would never do such a thing. That’s why I came to you two shortly after I was informed. I care deeply for Hokura’s wellbeing and would never allow danger to find any of you. All three of you are my life’s work. I’m here to protect you.”

      Amara nodded; she was satisfied with his answer for the moment.

      “Come, we’ll get breakfast, and I’ll answer anything you wish to know to the best of my ability,” the doctor offered.

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Amara said, continuing as they were led back to the cafeteria.
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        * * *

      

      Amara sat sipping at her water, watching the doctor and Adam as they casually ate their breakfast and drank their coffee; finally, she cleared her throat and began. “Doctor, we did years of studies, but it was never exactly clear who created this compound…”

      Doctor Allen looked up at Amara dabbing the corner of his mouth with a napkin. “What I’ve been told was after the war what little government was left set up this compound as a safe haven for the civilians. It used to be a large warehouse block of the city that used to thrive here. They took whatever was left of the war fund and slowly built the city around this fortress and named the city Meridiana.”

      Amara took in every piece of information before speaking again, “And where does the professor fit in with all of this?”

      “He was head of the government’s secret genetic cell enhancement research team before the war had started.”

      Amara narrowed her eyes. “The war began in the late fifties, that in itself was nearly fifty years ago. I thought the professor to be in his mid-thirties.”

      “That doesn’t make sense!” Adam blurted out, interrupting.

      Amara stared as the doctor gave her an all-knowing look.

      “At a young age, the professor used himself as a guinea pig when he first discovered the altered stem cells. He knew it worked when he himself stopped aging. The project was classified as top secret until the professor could prove it worked, which ended taking years since the body wouldn’t just stop aging but would age until a certain point after the first initial injection. It took him up until 2075 to get the approval of the government for test subjects. They gave the excuse that if the experiment were a success, those injected would be used as super soldiers to keep the peace inside the city walls. It’s a very secretive project that barely anyone knows about. I don’t believe there’s even any documentation on it.”

      Adam looked up at the doctor, disturbed about what he had said. “So originally, our purpose was undetermined. This experiment was merely to find the fountain of youth. So why did the professor survive among the fatalities?”

      Doctor Allen cleared his throat, staring up at the two children; their eyes were bearing into his. “You see, it was determined afterward that the cells in children were still developing. The injected stem cells saw them as weak and dying and would replace them, but since there were no fully developed cells to go off of, the subjects remained weak and eventually died out due to their systems shutting down.”

      “Then how is it that we three survived?” Adam asked in bewilderment as Amara sat wide-eyed, wishing to know the same.

      The doctor shook his head with a sigh. “That question I don’t have the answer to. I wasn’t on the team until you three were already considered adolescents.”

      Adam shifted in his seat, his hands clasped in front of him. “And what about you, Doctor? Have you drunk from the fountain?”

      Doctor Allen eased back with a smile. “If you’re asking if I have taken the injections, no, I haven’t,” he answered with a chuckle. “I’m not part of the experiment myself.”

      The two exchanged glances as Doctor Allen sat smirking. Finally, Adam and Amara shared a nod, both satisfied with the answers they had gotten.

      “Please, I’m only here to help,” the doctor offered, hoping to leave with light-heartedness rather than being seen as the enemy.

      Amara stared up at him. “One last thing, Doctor, where do you come to play in all of this?”

      Doctor Allen sighed as he got up. “The professor is a powerful man who holds an incredible amount of knowledge. If he were to be killed, all the information on this project would be lost. I’ve been his right-hand man since before you three awoke. The wellbeing of you three is also my life work. If you ever have any questions, I’ll always try my best to answer them for you. The professor wants the same thing.” With that, the doctor excused himself.

      Adam stared up at Amara, who took the last drink of her water. “Do you trust him?” Adam asked, somewhat amused with Amara’s interrogating ways.

      Amara smirked, crossing her arms. “And would it make any difference to you if he had injected himself as well?”

      Adam shook his head.

      But Amara could tell something was still weighing on his mind. “I don’t know how I feel about the professor’s side of things being so secret and hush-hush. As for the doctor, I guess, for now, my mind can be put at ease,” Amara said, leaning back, stretching her arms up in the air.

      Adam looked over to her. “And what about Hokura?”

      Amara brought her arms back down to rest on the table. “I think this was a fluke accident that has nothing to do with us or the stem cell experiments.”

      Adam smirked, still peering at Amara. “You don’t even want to weigh in that there is a possibility that we’re merely test subjects and that anything can go wrong with our systems at a moment’s notice.”

      “Don’t you dare talk like that!” Amara snapped, raising her voice as she stood up, leaning across the table. “Nothing is going to happen to us. This was a setback, something totally unrelated, and when tomorrow comes, everything will be just like it was. Back to our regular routines and back to carrying out our duties like we’ve been told to do, and so it’ll be that way until the end of time! Nothing is going to change.”

      Adam slouched back into his seat, assessing Amara. “Are you really so afraid?” he started…

      Amara shifted her weight. “I’m not going back to that facility; it’s not going to be me lying there in one of those medical beds as they run tests. I’d rather die than wake up in the medical facility again.”

      “Behind all that brass, you sound like a coward,” Adam replied.

      “Like you would volunteer to go through all that again!” Amara bit back.

      “Yes, I would! If it meant me fulfilling my duty. If there was something wrong with the tests that were done on us… if my system was failing and there was a way to prevent it, then you better believe it I would strap myself to a gurney and insist on it.”

      Amara rolled her eyes. “The scientists would have to hunt me down and drag me kicking and screaming back to the medical labs.”

      Adam shook his head at Amara. “Your immortality means nothing to you if you’re willing to just throw it away like that then. You’ve been given a gift and have been given a purpose, and if you’re called to be comatose again, your refusal would be a slap in everyone’s face, my dear friend.”

      “I have my reasons, selfish as they are,” Amara spoke.

      Adam scoffed at her, looking away in disgrace. “You’ve had this attitude since I awoke. If that’s still how you feel after all this time, then maybe you don’t deserve what has been given to you.” Adam stopped; he didn’t mean to say what he had, but it was too late.

      Amara got up and turned and walked away before things escalated. Never in her life did she feel angry with one of her own. Amara quickly ran to the housing vicinity and to her quarters. She opened the door and slammed it behind her and wept as she fell to her knees.
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        * * *

      

      “Honest, Professor, I’m feeling much better,” Hokura pleaded as she sat up with a smile. All morning he had been running tests and fussing over her.

      “What about your fever?” he asked, turning over to her from a medical tray.

      “The fever left me nearly an hour ago,” Hokura answered. “Please don’t keep me here any longer. I’ve spent enough time in this facility in the last two weeks to last me the rest of my life!”

      The professor nodded as he washed his hands. He had indeed kept her longer than needed for his own personal enjoyment of being near her. “My dear, I apologize, but you must be famished,” he replied. “Please, won’t you have lunch with me?”

      Hokura was taken back. She wanted to leave and meet up with Adam and Amara to assure them that she was okay but figured it would be rude if she didn’t take up the professor’s offer after he had taken care of her all morning, and so she obliged.

      “Wonderful.” He took her hand and helped her up. “Why don’t you freshen up, and I’ll meet you back at your quarters in less than an hour.”

      Hokura stood, feeling a little confused. “Sir, are we not going to just simply dine in the cafeteria?”

      The professor let out a hearty laugh. “My dear, I never eat in the cafeteria; I would like to do something special with you.”

      Hokura’s heart fluttered as she beamed happily at the thought of being treated special. “Okay, sir,” Hokura agreed.

      She was then off to her quarters to shower since she had neglected to do so the night before.
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        * * *

      

      “Something special,” Hokura thought to herself as she stood in the shower. The water felt cool and refreshing. Her thoughts of the night before vanished from her mind as it was now filled with the thoughts of a special lunch with the professor.

      Hokura’s heart raced as she felt flush. “I should wear something other than my old torn jeans.” She thought to herself. The compound supplied each of the children with a decent wardrobe full of clothing for any occasion, from workout wear to dresses and skirts, yet Hokura never really got past the stage of wearing a pair of jeans or her training gear with a basic tank top. She figured she never had anywhere to go other than around the facility, so the other clothes were merely a burden of dishevelment in her closet.

      After time Hokura kept the clothes that she regularly wore on the floor of her bedroom and shut the closet for good in fear of wrecking anything that she might need on a later day, and today was that day.

      Hokura dried her hair as she looked through her closet. She didn’t have much fashion sense other than what she had seen in old magazines from the old world around the compound and had difficulty determining what she should wear. In the end, she picked out a white cotton skirt and a blue lacy floral tank top.

      She smiled at herself in the mirror, eyeing what she had picked out. She ran her brush through her long silky hair when there was a light knock at the door. There stood the professor dressed in dark blue slacks with a matching coat and a white dress shirt underneath. He smiled warmly at her.

      “Well, that’s a change from what you usually wear,” he said as she walked out of her place, closing the door behind her and locking it.

      “I thought it would be appropriate.” Hokura blushed. Why was she suddenly feeling so awkward? Maybe she should have stayed in the medical facility, but she shook away the thought. “So where will we eat if not in the cafeteria?” she asked.

      The professor offered her his arm and led her down the living quarter’s hallway to the stairway. “Only a few hard-working people know of this place. It’s only for the governed elite of this compound, so you must swear that this will be our little secret,” he answered as they descended the stairs making their way to the first floor.

      Hokura only nodded and said nothing as he led her to a part of the compound that she had never been in before. The southeast wasn’t so much as out of their bounds but carried no interest to her. The long hallways held offices and facilities that were used for government purposes. They then came to an elevator with a sign upon it reading, “out of order.”

      “If all people know are what they’ve been taught, then they don’t have means to question the truth.” He chuckled, pressing the button which lit up as the door opened. The professor led Hokura in and pressed the button for the fourth floor.

      “I didn’t know there was an inhabitable fourth floor in this compound,” Hokura spoke up.

      The professor’s grin widened. “There is, but only at this part of the compound.”

      The elevator gently lifted as Hokura wondered exactly where they were going to dine. They came to a stop at the top floor, and with a ding, the doors to the elevator opened to a large hallway.

      “Up here are the elite quarters,” the professor said, walking to the right and down the hallway to reveal a rather fancy looking lounge.

      He stepped ahead of Hokura, leading her in. A finely dressed man greeted them both. “Good afternoon, Professor Dorian. How has your day been, sir?”

      The profess smiled. “It’s getting better.”

      The greeter then glanced over to Hokura. “And who is this beautiful young lady that you have with you today, sir? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      As he stepped back behind Hokura, the professor answered, placing his hands on her shoulders. “This fine young lady if the first child Hokura.”

      With that said, the greeter gasped and bowed. “What an honor to be standing in her midst. Please do follow me to your table.”

      Hokura and the professor followed the man past the bar and lounge area; there were leather sofas and chairs placed among polished black wooden tables. The red plush carpet complimented the black furniture perfectly. There was a rather large looking bar set up with stools that matched the rest of the lounge’s decor to the right. Despite the dark color scheme, the place was incredibly bright. Hokura wondered how on earth they had come up with such lavish furnishings.

      As they walked into the dining area, the carpet turned to dark hardwood along with a light wooden table with matching chairs that had plush red upholstering. Sitting only among a few of the tables were people that Hokura had never seen before.

      “Your table, sir,” the man said, pulling a seat out and beckoning Hokura to sit.

      “Thank you,” the professor stated, seating himself.

      “Your waiter will be along in a moment,” the greeter said, bowing once more, and then was off on his way back to the lounge area.

      The professor and Hokura had been seated at the far side of the restaurant next to one of the many huge bay windows placed along the lounge's circumference.

      “Oh, my goodness, it’s beautiful.” Hokura gasped, staring out the window to the city. “I never thought I would see it in the daylight,” Hokura continued, taking in the sights of the buildings and people. During the day, the city looked so warm and beautiful and full of life as people walked about, as opposed to the silent stillness in the dark of night during curfew.

      The professor stared at Hokura’s enthusiasm as she stared out the window. He was about to speak when he thought there were more beautiful things in front of him than the waste of the city below, but he was interrupted by the waiter.

      “Excuse me, sir, but can I offer you a beverage?”

      “Yes, I’ll take a coffee, please,” he answered, adjusting his glasses, not taking his eyes off Hokura.

      “And for the lady?” the waiter continued after scratching down the professor’s order.

      “Umm, I’d…” Hokura stuttered. She hadn’t known any other source of beverages than water, coffee, and artificial milk. She didn’t want to seem out of place here but didn’t know what else to get.

      “The lady will take a sweetened iced tea,” the professor answered for her.

      “Very well.” The waiter marked down. “I’ll be back once you two have looked over the menus.” With that, he hurried off to fetch the drinks.

      “Iced tea?” Hokura questioned, looking at the professor, who stared back apologetically.

      “Forgive me, Hokura, for not broadening your horizons. I promise in time I shall do so, but for now, you’ll just have to trust me. I know you’ll enjoy it,” he said with a wink.

      She smiled as her cheeks reddened. “I’m already enjoying myself, sir.”

      The professor reached across the table, taking her hands in his. “I apologize for keeping you confined in this compound, let alone the cafeteria.”

      Hokura looked down at his hands, clasping hers. “Professor, you have given your life to protecting the people of this city. I’m honored to be part of your mission.”

      He inwardly smirked to see something was wearing at Hokura’s mind. “What is it, my dear?” he asked as the drinks were being placed on the table. He gave a dark glance at the waiter, who took it as a sign that they weren’t ready to order yet.

      “Sir, you asked if I’ve had strange feelings lately,” Hokura stuttered, suddenly she noticed that her body felt tight and that her palms were sweating even though the rest of her body didn’t feel hot.

      “Go on,” the professor urged, leaning across the table, listening intently.

      “And the truth is I have been feeling a little off around you and Doctor Allen.”

      When the doctor’s name was added, the professor looked away to hide his frustration and jealousy. He turned back to Hokura, who looked to be contemplating what she was saying.

      “You’ve been so kind to me, sir, in ways that no one else ever has…”

      The professor grinned; he was enjoying the conversation immensely. “What do you mean by off, Hokura?” he pressed.

      She gently bit on her lower lip. “My heart races, and I feel lightheaded sometimes, is there something wrong with me? Would this have to do with me having to be in the medical facility, sir?” Hokura asked, looking a little concerned.

      The professor chuckled, taking a sip of his coffee, still enjoying what he was uncovering from the first child. “Not at all, my dear. It merely sounds natural to me.” He smirked.

      Hokura mulled the idea over in her head and idly picked up the cool glass of iced tea and took a refreshing swallow; with that, she licked her lips as she suddenly perked up. “You’re right, that is good.”

      The professor grinned even wider with satisfaction picking up his menu. “Now, let us hurry up and order, so our poor waiter doesn’t get impatient with us,” he said, waving over to the waiter who was waiting eagerly close by.

      The professor had ordered the sirloin. The beef was artificial but was of the best quality produced in the compound. Hokura, with some help, had decided on the Cajun Caesar salad. Professor Dorian chose not to press the matter of Hokura’s strange feelings any longer. He was incredibly satisfied with what he had learned. He now wanted to take this opportunity to get to know the peacekeeper a little more intimately without the other two or the doctor being around.

      "So, what is this place?" Hokura asked as they waited for their food.

      "This is where the elite inside the compound come for their meals, the head scientists, government officials. The food here is a little more complex than what is served in the cafeteria,” he offered.

      Hokura's eyebrows raised for a moment.

      "You see, Hokura. We are always striving to create enough rations to go around for the large population here. Since we are now able to do so, our scientists are finding different ways to enhance and grow our food." The professor could see that he was losing her. "It's merely scientific mumbo jumbo. Once something is perfected, it's served here. It's more of the best of the best. The people here are some of the highest-ranking scientists and government officials. We couldn’t have them eating in the cafeteria when there are such important topics to be discussed between scientists and government officials."

      Hokura merely nodded. She felt out of place as she looked out over the city's vastness. She couldn't help feeling anxious about sitting alone with the professor like this.

      "Tell me, Hokura," he leaned in, "since I'm always stuck in my office, or one of the many laboratories around here, what is it that you enjoy doing?"

      The first child looked at him for a moment studying him. "I enjoy art and painting; Doctor Allen has been able to get me some canvas along with books of the old-world flowers. I especially love looking at the photos of the old-world cathedrals."

      The professor merely smiled at her. She was so vibrant when she spoke. He had been so wrapped up in what she was saying that he hadn't noticed that their waiter had come back with their food.

      "Thank you," the professor had said, bowing his head. He watched as Hokura's eyes widened at what was placed in front of her. Her naive enthusiasm enthralled him. He knew that the time for putting his plans further into action was at hand and that the next steps to Hokura’s destiny were to soon follow.
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Allen sat in his lab, contemplating Amara’s question, why and how was it that only those three children had survived. Never once did the doctor ever question why these three were able to live while the rest of the experiments died off. He knew why the children had died but how it was possible for there to be survivors. “There’s nothing in their files to show that they were treated any differently.” He sighed, knowing what he was looking for must have been classified information or simply didn’t exist. The doctor turned over to the report on Hokura’s awakening.

      

      November 22, 2097

      First comatose female alias Hokura seems to be awakening. She started gasping for air at five hundred hours. The subject still remains in a coma but is now under surveillance by the first team of scientists. All stats seem normal and are attached to this recorded file.

      

      November 23, 2097

      The second scientist team was on the floor today and reported slight movement in the subject’s fingers. Although this could be due to tremors, I have taken a personal interest in this possible awakening. If all goes well, there is a chance that she may awaken tomorrow after being comatose for eighteen years. Record logging will now take place as seen fit rather than every day.

      Signed Professor Dorian

      

      1400 hours:

      The subject is stirring in her sleep; there are tremors throughout her left side. I have run all medical tests possible at this time, and they have all come back normal. There are no blood clots like suspected. Brainwaves have fluctuated, so I have officially taken subject Hokura off the TDCS device to see if these waves are occurring naturally and not to the instrument.

      

      1622 hours:

      Brain waves are holding steady, all statistics are normal, but tremors have ceased. There is no movement to be recorded.

      

      1715 hours:

      The subject just took a rather lengthy breath followed by what sounded to be a sigh; she is now breathing lightly from her mouth. All stats readings are normal, no new movement to report, waves are still steady.

      

      1900 hours:

      No new developments in subject Hokura. I am afraid this might be a false alarm and that no awakening will take place. I have an intuition telling me I might be wrong; otherwise, the brainwaves are slowly fluctuating still. I have checked on the other two surviving children and have read over their recent reports; neither shows any sign of awakening.

      

      2400 hours:

      I’ve called upon my assistant to come in first thing tomorrow. Hokura seems to be resting peacefully, with no new developments, brainwaves are showing signs of sleep patterns. I will spend the night by her side to supervise any new developments.

      

      November 24, 2097

      0600 hours:

      Doctor Allen arrives, statistics checked, and all seem normal, sleep patterns in brain waves still occurring.

      

      0903 hours:

      Brain waves have fluctuated again. There’s noticeable twitching in fingers and toes, all medical stats are normal.

      

      1207 hours:

      Doctor Allen made contact with the subject; he was reportedly rubbing the palm of Hokura’s left hand when her finger twitched and made what seemed to be an attempt to close around his hand. After such a display, I fear her muscles may still be tight even after using the muscle emulator and massage therapy.

      

      1300 hours:

      I have injected Hokura with a muscle relaxant in hopes to encourage more movement. I am not sure at this moment whether she can feel pain or not. I am hoping that this development might assist in her awakening.

      

      1345 hours:

      The subject takes a deep breath and moans. Her toes on both feet are now curled. Brain waves have fluctuated again, and rapid eye movement was also noted. I fear she might be in pain, although there is no sign of wincing on her face. Her heart rate is normal, along with all other stats.

      

      1400 hours:

      Doctor Allen is quietly talking to the subject. As he did so, her lips pursed into a smile as she seems to have recognition and understanding of her own name when it was said. When this was recorded, there was a spike in brainwave activity, which has led me to believe that subject Hokura will be awakening soon.

      

      1405 hours:

      The subject’s body is now giving off warmth as twitches and tumors continue throughout the body, eye movement noted to be not as rapid as before. The temperature reads a degree above normal, so I have removed the heavy medical blankets and have placed lighter cotton on top of her.

      

      1500 hours:

      Hokura appears distressed, as the heart rate has slightly risen. All her statistics are reading higher than normal; her breathing has also quickened somewhat.

      

      1521 hours:

      Subject Hokura seems to have tears forming in her eyes. If stats don’t resume to normal, I will inject her in five minutes' time. I fear that she may be in excruciating pain and that she may have a heart attack like the others. I will not stand by and let that happen to this one.

      

      1525 hours:

      Noted at this time, subject Hokura has awakened. It has been video recorded and also personally logged by the doctor and me. Statistics are all normal; the subject seems to be aware and alert of her surroundings. Let it be deemed that the first child has awakened ironically enough upon her eighteenth birthday after being injected and put into comatose seventeen years and six months ago. See personal logs and medical forms attached to this file:

      But when Doctor Allen turned the page, he noticed that the professor’s log of the awakening was not attached to the medical log documents. He saw his had been copied and signed not only by himself but also by the professor and dated twice. Doctor Allen shook his head in disbelief. This hadn’t been a filing error. There was a reason why the document hadn’t been attached. Whatever had happened with these children had been kept a secret even from him. He searched the other children's folders to see what he could come up with but found the same accounts. There were merely a few pages of records containing their awakenings but nothing about the process beforehand. Even stranger, there were no other files that he could find on the failed experiments.

      He sat back and mused for a moment about what he had said about the experiment failing on young children… could it have been that these three were comatose at a young age but that the process of injections didn’t start until they were older? Were the documents, in fact, forged? Sighing, Doctor Allen knew he would have to dig deeper for any answers. He knew precisely who held them, it was just addressing them to the professor at the right time’ but he didn't know when that would be.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura stood in front of her living quarters’ door. She had told the professor that she would be able to walk herself back to her appropriate stationed facility, but he had insisted that he walk her back. He had wanted to squeeze every last moment that he could spend by her side out of this situation.

      “Thank you for everything, sir.” Hokura smiled, staring up at him.

      “You are very welcome. I enjoyed myself today, the first time in a while actually,” the professor replied, returning the sentiment.

      Hokura turned away to open her door when his hand came up and caressed her cheek. It was such a warm feeling that overwhelmed her that she involuntarily turned to him, letting him embrace her in his arms as he stroked his fingers down her back, leaving goosebumps through her skin.

      “Professor,” Hokura gasped as she felt her heart and mind begin to race.

      The professor grinned to himself as he felt her body tremble upon his as he held her. “What is it, Hokura, my dear?” he asked, bringing her in closer to his body, caressing her neck.

      “I’m feeling rather faint, sir,” Hokura replied, sidestepping out of his arms as she held her forehead, backing away from his grip.

      The professor let her back up. He gazed upon her flushed look to see that beads of sweat had made their way to her forehead as she was breathed heavily.

      “Maybe you should get some rest then. It has been a long day for you,” he nodded.

      Hokura nodded her head in agreement, looking somewhat flustered as her head continued to spin.

      “I’ll see you tonight at the briefing,” he continued as he turned around and began walking down the hallway. He smirked to himself with the satisfaction of knowing that she would be questioning what she was feeling in hopes that she would come back for more, but until then, he had business to attend. He had to be back in his office to review rebel and civilian matters of the city.

      Hokura watched as the professor made his way down the hallway and disappeared from her sight. She turned to her door. Hokura noticed that her door was already unlocked as she put the key in. “I thought I locked this,” Hokura whispered to herself, trying to think back if she had already unlocked it, but her mind was in such a lingering daze that she couldn’t think straight. She made her way into her quarters to hear the television blaring. “I know I didn’t leave that on,” Hokura thought to herself; she readied herself as she peeked around the corner. There, sprawled out on her couch, was Amara, one arm over her head with the other hanging over the side, draped on the floor. She appeared to be sleeping.

      Hokura quietly made her way in and turned off the television. Amara stirred lightly, so Hokura quietly tiptoed into her kitchen. She leaned against the counter, her body still trembling from the lingering feeling that the professor had left her with. Hokura was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t even hear Amara come up behind her.

      “You okay?” Amara asked, breaking the silence.

      Hokura turned to her friend, studying her eyes, which appeared to be bloodshot as tear stains ran down her cheeks.

      “Yeah, are you okay?” Hokura asked. Amara nodded with a solemn look as Hokura extended her arms, and the two friends silently embraced in a soulful hug. As they did so, Hokura wondered to herself what Amara was truly upset about. She didn’t come to crash at her place when things were “okay.”

      “You were gone for a while,” Amara mentioned after the embrace, "and what’s with the clothes?"

      Hokura poured herself a glass of water and made her way to the couch, not wanting to say anything but knew she would come out sooner or later about it, so she decided to fess up now. “The professor and I had lunch together,” Hokura answered in a flat tone, hoping that Amara wouldn’t start in on her with her absurd gossip.

      “And what about last night?” Amara asked, sitting on the couch next to Hokura.

      “The professor said I would be fine and that it was nothing to worry about,” she replied, taking a sip of the water and then curled her tongue. It didn’t taste as good as the iced tea she had had earlier. Hokura stared up at Amara, she wanted to ask her why she was really there, but Amara spoke up first before Hokura could even form the question.

      “Adam and I had a fight,” she blurted out.

      Right away, Hokura’s interest piqued, she stared wide-eyed at her friend waiting for her to go on.

      “I overreacted about something he said and stormed off angry at him. I didn’t explain myself or anything. Never in my life have I ever been so mad at anyone I cared for before,” Amara continued as she sulked into the upholstering of the couch.

      Hokura sat for a moment, thinking before she spoke. “Then you need to amend this situation. You know that we work as a unit. If there’s tension or anger built up against each other, we won’t work together as a team. We all depend on one another; we’re all one another has.”

      What Hokura had said was enough for Amara. She knew right away that her friend was right. “I will,” Amara answered as she shot up from the couch.

      Hokura watched as her friend made her way to the door when she suddenly turned to smirk at her.

      “And later, we’re having girl talk about this whole lunch date business with the professor.” Amara grinned mischievously.

      Hokura's heart sank as she blushed. Amara ran out the door in a hurry as Hokura sighed. She knew she wasn’t out of the woods yet.
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        * * *

      

      Adam sat on top of the roof of the housing quarters, glaring angrily at the wall, which restricted his view from the outside world he helped protect. He threw a rock at the wall, imagining that the structure would crumble as the rock made contact. Instead, the stone merely bounced off and landed on the ground three stories below. He sighed in his own misery that he had been so cruel to Amara. Sometimes he forgot that they were human too and that all people had a right to their own opinions and feelings, even fears. He had been insensitive to hers. Amara’s biggest fear was going back to the lab for testing, why he didn’t quite understand. It was simply something she never discussed with him, although he knew she confided in Hokura about it.

      “Hokura,” Adam whispered to himself, gripping another stone, “I sure hope that you’re okay.” With that, he threw the rock wishing with all his might for the wall it was hitting to crumble.

      “Still trying to break down that wall?” a voice came from behind.

      Adam chuckled, a smile finally spreading across his face as relief washed over him. “I thought after this afternoon that you would never speak to me again.”

      Amara sat down next to Adam. “Is that something you fear? Losing contact with Hokura and myself?” Amara asked, staring out at the wall.

      “I don’t know what I would do without you and Hokura. You two ground me. You’re all I have. The only link to a possible past and family, and in a way losing you two would be like losing a part of myself,” he admitted, looking straight forward, fearing to look Amara in the eyes.

      “Hokura is fine. She was released earlier this afternoon,” Amara added in a flat tone, still feeling upset about her and Adam’s earlier confrontation.

      Adam pursed his lips and nodded; the two sat in silence for a moment when Adam finally spoke up. “I’m sorry about earlier, for saying those horrible things to you. I don’t know what came over me.”

      Amara merely nodded. That was enough for her. The apology in itself was worth the tears, for it had lifted a great deal of weight off her heart to know that Adam was being sincere with her. “Hokura says that we’re a unit, that any friction between us will only cause our purpose to crumble,” Amara added, throwing a small stone against the wall, and watching it bounce off.

      “She’s a wise one, and she’s right. We have to live and work with each other if it’s not in harmony, then there’ll only be problems.” Adam lay down on his back to gaze at the clear blue sky instead of at the wall that confined him to this place.

      Amara shifted, looking at the roof of the compound and its many sections. “If you’re trying to get a look at the city, why don’t you try the roof of the high-rise over there?” Amara said, pointing southeast towards the elite side of the compound.

      Adam breathed in deeply. “I’ve tried, but I have yet to find any access to that area. There are no stairs leading to the roof. I haven’t even come across any possible way inside of the compound, which might lead me there.”

      Amara sat, staring at its circular structure. “Funny how we live in this compound, and yet we have only been able to access certain areas.”

      Adam took another breath of fresh air. He suddenly felt more settled now that Amara was there with him making small talk. “I’m guessing that it’s some sort of government conference room,” he said, staring at the high-rise. “I once heard a rumor that it was nothing more than storage, but then again, why would the storage facility be on the highest floor of the compound, not to mention having grand tinted bay windows to boot.”

      Amara nodded. “I doubt it would be of any importance to us anyway, for al we know it's the living facility for the higher-ups,” she added, shrugging off the idea. With all the science experiments and labs in the compound, there were bound to be a few top-secret areas where only certain scientists or government officials could access. “So, what happened with your mission last night? Did you make any headway?” Amara asked, lying next to Adam, as she too had grown tired of staring at their confinement.

      “There was a back alley that the rebels were using to export weapons throughout the city. They could pretty much go from east to west right between the back alley and 6th without being seen. I was following two jeeps last night, but they must have seen me because they ended up separating and taking some other unmarked alleys. I ended up losing them for some time, and it took me nearly an hour to track them down again. When I finally did all that, all I found were their vehicles. I have no idea what happened, it looked like they had had a head-on collision, my only guess was you, and Hokura had something to do with it.”

      Amara gave a light chuckle. “They ended up getting in the way of our seek and destroy mission, plus those bastards had grenades and ended up scratching my bike. They got what they deserved.”

      Adam shook his head. “Obviously, there’s a world outside of these city walls. Some days I wonder if those walls were built to keep the rebels out or the civilians in.”

      Amara sat up, staring wide-eyed at Adam. “What are you implying, you radical?”

      Adam shrugged with a smirk across his face. “I’d love to go over that wall just once and see for myself what’s out there.”

      Amara smirked, shaking her head. “That would be against protocol, and you know that.”

      Adam gave an all-knowing chuckle gazing back to the compound wall. “Yeah, but you only live once. Besides, to be totally honest, if given a chance, I don't know if I'd be willing to see it or not.”
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        * * *

      

      Hokura was lying in her bed, staring up at her ceiling, her arm stretched over her head. She had felt tired after Amara had left, so she stripped down and decided to sleep. Alas, sleep wouldn’t find her as her mind drifted subconsciously thinking about the afternoon. She wished that she could have seen more of Doctor Allen during the day. The lunch with the professor, though, had been a surprise. He had spoken about new feelings, ones that she couldn't deny she was having towards both the professor and his assistant.

      Hokura sighed in frustration at her new feelings. She couldn’t describe them; all she knew was that she had suddenly developed a new fondness towards the professor and Doctor Allen. “When I’m around them, I can’t help but feel so strange,” Hokura whispered to herself, wiping her hair from her forehead.

      Admitting defeat, she got up and out of bed. It was still an hour before she would meet Adam and Amara for dinner. Hokura made her way to her couch and crashed down on the spot where Amara had been sleeping only hours before.

      She turned on the television and stared blankly at the screen as a news program played. It was the same thing that was always on, news of the compound and historical documents of how the place was created. She couldn’t bring herself to pay any attention to it. Her skin felt tight. She couldn’t understand this new sensation coming over her as she thought about the professor holding her, the way he brought her close to him, clutching her body, his hands on her back, the warmth of them on her skin.

      A warm feeling surged over her, a sense that she immensely enjoyed as she thought about the attention the professor had shown her. Even the doctor had never been as close as the professor had been when he held her at her door. Hokura could feel a longing ache in her heart. She wanted to see the professor again and feel what she had felt in the hallway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hokura made her way down to the cafeteria; she was wearing her usual jeans and a white cotton sleeveless top. As Hokura walked to the regular meeting place, Amara’s chipper tone filled her ears.

      “Hokura, hurry up. The third child is hungry!” she cried, grabbing Adam around the neck, playfully tugging at him.

      Hokura was happy to see the two had made up.

      “Glad to see you’re alright.” Adam smiled.

      Hokura couldn’t help but wear a blank expression. “Of course, I am,” she answered in a flat tone, her mind wandering back to the afternoon as her skin tingled.

      Amara stared wide-eyed at her friend. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      Hokura nodded blankly. She suddenly didn’t feel like socializing, which was very odd for her. “I’m just tired. It was a long day,” she lied, not wanting to upset her two friends who were so concerned about her.

      The three got their dinners and sat down. Adam loaded up his tray with a large assortment as he complained that he was famished. Amara grabbed an array of sandwiches as Hokura stuck to fruit, cheese, and some crackers. As she took a sip of water, it was all she could do to swallow it. Her meal was less than par as she stared blankly down at it, remembering the lunch she had with the professor.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Amara asked again, stuffing a bite-sized sandwich in her mouth, and then grabbed something off Adam's plate.

      “You haven’t said a word all night,” Adam interrupted with a mouth full of potato salad.

      Hokura nodded and then looked up to see her friends staring at her. “I’m sorry.” She blushed, looking away from their concerned stares. “I just haven’t felt myself today.” What was this strange feeling that had latched onto her and was affecting her so much? She had never felt so confused or out of it before, and yet she couldn’t explain herself to her friends.

      “The professor brainwash you or something?” Amara laughed, popping another piece of sandwich in her mouth as she tried to make light of Hokura’s strange behavior.

      “Maybe you need some more time off,” Adam suggested, trying to be helpful as he continued shoveling mouthfuls of food.

      Hokura didn’t like that notion one bit. “I’ll be fine.” She pouted, not wanting to miss out on any more duty time than she already had. She sat back in her seat and looked off, taking in a deep breath. “I’m just full still from lunch,” she lied again, wishing to get Amara off the topic of the way she was acting.

      "Yes, the mystery lunch that you had with the professor, what was that all about?" Amara chided.

      Hokura's throat closed. She had sworn to secrecy. "It was nothing special, since I had missed breakfast and it was already late, we merely ate together and talked, I guess," she stuttered.

      "Amara, you need to ease off of it. You’re acting as if a meal we have every day together is something suddenly special," Adam said with his mouth full.

      Hokura silently thanked Adam.

      The second child merely rolled her eyes and decided to change the subject. “So, I wonder what we’ll be doing tonight,” she exclaimed.

      “Who knows.” Adam swallowed. “We may end up scouting for more warehouses that are being used to store weapons.”

      Amara’s eyes brightened. “Maybe we can take the bikes!”

      Adam glanced over at Amara. “I thought your bike was damaged.”

      Hokura picked up a piece of cheese. “Exactly, you can’t be driving around with a paint chip,” she teased, feeling a little better about the change in subject.

      Amara stuck her tongue out at them both. “I just take pride in my appearance,” she boasted.

      Hokura’s mind was still on the professor. Even though she wanted to converse with her friends, she suddenly couldn’t take her mind off him.

      “Do you have any plans for after dinner?” Amara asked, turning to Hokura, who seemed to be off in her own world again.

      “I’m kind of feeling out of it. I think I might get some rest,” Hokura replied sheepishly.

      Amara looked disappointed when Adam’s hand met her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Amara, I’ll spar with you.” He smiled. Amara had talked to him earlier on the roof about brushing up on hand-to-hand combat.

      Hokura excused herself as she got up from the table. “I’ll meet up with you two at the briefing.” She then quickly left the cafeteria after turning around to wave at her friends.

      “What’s with her?” Adam asked with a raised eyebrow and genuine concern for his friend. Never in his life had he seen Hokura so out of it.

      “I don’t know, but I bet it had something to do with her being back in the medical facility today,” Amara answered with worry.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura subconsciously made her way down to the briefing room to see if the professor was already down there or in one of the offices going over civil reports.

      She had heard a hushed voice behind her, followed by a giggle. She ignored it for a moment until the voice spoke up.

      “Hokura, are you looking for something? You seem lost.”

      She turned to see Doctor Allen, accompanied by Annette, the sight of seeing them together sparked something inside of her. Maybe it was by the way Annette had so casually hooked her arm around his or by how close the two were standing. Either way, something had made her heart clench at the sight of them together in a sensation she had never felt before.

      “I’m looking for the professor. Have you seen him, Doctor?” Hokura asked, making sure not to look at Annette.
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