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

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

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

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

      “Sir.” A man stepped up to him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Naturally.” Tobias gleamed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And your men here?” Gavin asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I can!” Hokura chimed in.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Ever so helpful.” She rolled her eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She regarded Adam for a second, glancing at him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Adam glanced her way questioningly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The three finished their meals in Tobias’s suite.

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Gavin chuckled. “Where did that come from?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

      “Yes,” Hokura introduced the three.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yes, but not as often.”

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

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

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

      She smiled at him excitedly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “She what!”

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

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

      “Should you not inform your husband?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Fine!” Hokura snapped back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Cassandra nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Cassandra!” Hokura yelled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “More like oil and water,” Hokura mumbled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Hokura groaned. “No…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Hokura laughed. “After you!”

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

      “Just making sure you remember,” Hokura stated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “A lot of them memories from long ago.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Tobias.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yes,” she cried.

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

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

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

      “Dorian…”

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

      “Watch me…” she retorted in annoyance.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

      “Yes.” She trembled in his arms.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “No…come in…”

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She was at his side, her arms around him, holding him. “It’s okay.” Her voice was a whisper in his ear. “Everything will be okay. We just need to be honest with each other but know we can’t cross those lines.”

      “Please…” He could feel the heat rising inside of him. “This isn’t okay. I’m not okay. You’re too close. You don’t know what I want to do to you right now…how badly I want you.”

      Hearing this as he stood outside the door, Tobias smiled wickedly. Indeed, there seemed to be a love triangle at work, and the professor was the one on the outside. Knowing the man was suffering in her presence pleased him. Knowing that his plan would break the professor made it all the more worthwhile as Tobias walked away from the office, feeling rather alleviated by his discovery. Now he needed to be off to see the governor to make sure his attention shifted to the professor and that he had no reason to look Tobias’s way.

      Hokura stepped back from Dorian, bewildered. “This isn’t like you…we’ve been able to work through such feelings in the past.”

      “I need to excuse myself, and you need to let me go…” Dorian breathed, running his hands through his hair. He was starting to sweat. He felt on edge, like if she didn’t allow him to leave now, things would definitely happen. “You need to tell Gavin about Tobias.” He got up awkwardly, moving away from her.

      “I don’t want to start issues between Gavin and Tobias.” Hokura looked away in defeat. “I’m sure he’ll be leaving here eventually to continue his journey; I’m not worried about Tobias. I’m worried about you.”

      “Don’t be,” Dorian said in a strained voice. “I can handle my own problems just as you’re handling yours.” With that, he hastily left the room and made his way towards his suite. He regretted allowing her into his office. He wasn’t expecting to react in such a way, but he couldn’t deny that he was physically yearning for her more than he had experienced in the past. “Dammit.” He closed his eyes, and visions of what he had seen the night before in the locker room assaulted him. Her moans, her cries, the way her hands had clutched onto Gavin’s back.

      Long ago, she had done the same with him. He made his way quickly to his suite and crashed through the front door, breathing deeply. “What the hell is my problem?” It was as if being anywhere near her right now heightened everything that was within him. He needed to hold himself together as he made his way to the bathroom and turned the shower on cold.

      Unfortunately, even the freezing spray was not enough to douse the fire in the memories that were stirring within his mind. If he couldn’t fight them, at least he could delve into them in private.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias happily strode to Gavin’s office wearing a wicked smirk. He would play the part of the concerned outsider, only wanting what was best for his newfound friend who had so graciously taken him in. He knocked lightly and waited as Gavin told him to come in. He fixed his expression as he walked inside.

      “Anything I can do for you, Tobias?” Gavin asked as he faced the man.

      Tobias sat down in front of Gavin and clasped his hands. “Actually, Governor, I came here because I was slightly concerned about something I had encountered.” He licked his lips. “I know this isn’t my place at all, and I apologize profusely if I’m overstepping, but I came across Hokura and the professor and they were seemingly very close.” He quickened what he was saying. “Not that I think any of this is Hokura’s doing, but it seems like the professor was possibly making advances on her. He does seem to keep himself very attached to her hip physically.”

      Gavin huffed and rolled his eyes as a smirk came across his face, and he kneaded his forehead.

      Tobias was taken back. He literally just stated that his right-hand man was perhaps crossing the line and getting close to his wife, and he was acting so calm about it. As if it were a joke.

      “That’s simply their relationship.” Gavin pursed his lips. “I understand how it may seem to people. Believe me, I had qualms with it for a while, but there’s simply no separating the two. They are indeed very close and have a history together, one that’s very tightly knit.”

      Tobias bristled. “Surely though, that’s no way to…”

      “I thank you for your concern, Tobias,” Gavin stated. “I know how it appears, but I trust Hokura. I trust the lines that have been drawn and that they won’t falter.” He eyed the man for a moment. “Is there anything else that you would like to discuss? Anything I can do for you?”

      Tobias rose from his seat. “No, Governor, you’ve been most hospitable. Maybe I’ll talk to Talon. I’ve been curious about his duties here.” He turned away and left the office with a scowl.

      How on earth could the governor be okay with such actions? How could he simply brush off the accusations when it was clear that the professor was his rival for Hokura? He seethed, and yet the second he had taken an interest in her, she tried to escape his grasps and struggled against him.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias stormed off to his suite to see that Jake and Silas were sitting on his couch, both looking rather annoyed with him.

      “Don’t you boys want to be taking in the city?” he asked, feeling slightly irritated with how they greeted him.

      “It seems like you’re holding out in this place and getting a little too close to that female while we sit around doing nothing,” Jake sneered.

      Tobias narrowed his eyes, taking them in. “You two are more than welcome to tour the compound or take in the city. I’m not here to babysit you. You’re two full-grown men who can entertain themselves.” He took a deep breath. “If you must know, I believe I’ve pretty much confirmed that Hokura is what we’re looking for. Now I’m just biding my time before I can acquire her.”

      Silas raised an eyebrow. “Acquire her?”

      “You heard right,” Tobias snapped.

      “I thought we were looking to crack the genetic code for a super-soldier?” Silas narrowed his eyes.

      “And we are. What? Did you expect me to ask for blood samples or something? I need her in the flesh back at our compound,” Tobias stated angrily.

      “Good luck with that.” Jake rolled his eyes.

      Silas stood from his seat. “And how exactly are you planning on getting her to agree to come along with us?” His eyes widened with the realization. “You’re placing her in the hands of Richter!”

      Tobias charged the man and brought his hands to his throat. “You knew damn well what this was when you got involved! Don’t you dare fuck this up for me now, Silas!” Tobias seethed. “One word to anyone about this, and I’ll hand you over to Richter as well.”

      “You mean that,” Silas gasped as he feared for his life.

      “Swear it to me, Silas, that you won’t say a damn word! Swear that you’re loyal to me, or I’ll kill you right here!” Tobias continued.

      Silas looked over to Jake. He was merely standing to the side, taking in the scene. “I swear!” he gasped.

      Tobias loosened his grip. “Not. A. Word.”

      Silas fell to the floor, gasping as he rubbed his throat. He shook his head; he didn’t think it was going to be like this. He knew Richter had a hold over Tobias, that Tobias was one of his men. He just didn’t realize that they had been off to bring him a live project. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll retire to my room.” Silas got off the floor, barely glancing at Tobias.

      “Fine. But remember your place.” He watched as Silas stood and left before he looked over at Jake. “If he becomes a problem, you know what to do.”

      Jake nodded. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “Indeed,” Tobias answered. “Now I need to figure out how I’m going to get Hokura away from the professor long enough to secure her.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been midafternoon when Dorian made his way to Gavin’s office. He had felt a little steadier now but not quite enough to face Hokura yet. He would get to that later as he didn’t want to leave her open for Tobias to intercept her. He knocked on the governor’s door and entered the office without waiting.

      “We need to talk,” Dorian stated, sitting across from the governor. “It’s about Tobias and Hokura and a situation that occurred.”

      “I already had Tobias in here making accusations about you earlier today.” Gavin casually crossed his arms.

      Dorian sneered. “He’s been trying to get close to Hokura!”

      “Mmmmm, yes, Tobias said the same about witnessing you and Hokura getting awfully close.” He kneaded his forehead. “In fact, it looks that way to everyone, Dorian, but I’ve let it slide over the years because I trust her.” He eyed him hard. “I know about the feelings that linger, and I’ve come to simply accept them, but you need to know how this appears to everyone else.”

      “Listen to me! I don’t trust the man. What I walked into last night…” He made a noise. “Hokura didn’t want to tell you because she’s afraid of what will happen! She doesn’t want to create animosity between you two! But you need to believe me!”

      Gavin glared at the man. “It seems you just fly into a jealous fit whenever anyone gets close to her! I’m surprised Adam is even allowed to work alongside her!”

      “You damn well know that isn’t what this is about!” Dorian stormed at him, getting in his face as he leaned over his desk. “Tobias is planning something, and it has nothing to do with the compound and everything to do with Hokura! Mark my words, Governor, that man isn’t what he seems to be, and he has eyes on someone very precious to both of us.”

      Gavin huffed and rolled his eyes and leaned back in his chair. “We’ve seen nothing suspicious of him nor his men. We checked their vehicle after they had taken their supplies to their room, and there was nothing.”

      Dorian sat angrily across from Gavin. “I’m warning you, Gavin, this isn’t about my feelings for Hokura. This is about my instincts, and they’re hardly ever wrong.”

      Gavin made a face; he could name a few painful memories for the professor where he had been dead wrong in the past. He wasn’t about to get into a pissing match with the man. He tried to avoid the notion as much as possible because it seemed like only Hokura could butt heads with the professor and be exempt from the consequences. He finally spoke. “What do you want me to do, Dorian?”

      “Show Tobias whatever else he wants to see and have him leave,” Dorian stated. “Or I can do it for you.”

      “Three days, we’ll give him three days and go from there,” Gavin replied. He wanted to stall. He didn’t see anything wrong with the man, nor did he sense that he was here for anything other than simply wanting to better his safe zone. He and his men hadn’t done anything out of character to suggest otherwise. In fact, the few conversations and times Gavin had toured him around, he seemed to be overly pleasant and friendly.

      The professor didn’t like his answer. He knew Gavin was stalling. He would just need to make sure that he kept a closer eye on Hokura during that time. He wallowed for a moment; he would keep himself in check. He had concluded that he needed to do some blood work on himself. He needed to get to the bottom of this and why his urges had been so strong lately. Possibly a hormonal spike? It didn’t make sense, but that was all he could chalk this up to scientifically. He didn’t want to believe that there was anything else that would cause such an uncontrollable desire.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura had met with Adam. She was feeling slightly confused about Dorian’s actions earlier that morning, so she thought she would pick his brain about the schooling project. She sat in the library as Adam paced in front of her.

      “Back in the day for such things, people would take on apprentices and teach them the role of the trade. Since we don’t exactly have manuals and textbooks for so many things, we can ask higher-ups to take on young folks and train them in their desired fields…” Adam looked at her passively. “For instance, you could pay attention to when I’m talking instead of sitting there instead of staring off into space.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “Hokura!” Adam snapped, bringing her to attention.

      “Yes… Adam… I agree,” she said in startlement.

      “Agree with apprentices or agree that you’re not paying attention?” Adam asked with a deep sigh as he leaned against the desk and crossed his arms.

      “I’m sorry.” She shook her head.

      “I didn’t think my voice was that droning,” he replied indignantly.

      She licked her lips with a small smirk. “That’s not it at all. I guess my mind isn’t on the project today.”

      “Then why did you drag me up here to work on it?”

      She lowered her head. “Something happened last night between Tobias and me. Dorian stepped in…”

      “Oh?” Adam raised an eyebrow.

      “Dorian threatened him for touching me…” She looked at Adam, who suddenly wore a darkened expression. “I don’t know if it was meant to be like that… I really don’t… and if it was, Dorian stopped it.” She bit her bottom lip. “Now, Dorian’s acting strange, Gavin’s busy… and…”

      “And you wanted to keep busy with someone familiar, so you didn’t have to chance to be alone with Tobias,” Adam stated.

      “Pretty much,” Hokura moped.

      “Then why not just tell me, and we could have done something that actually held your interest instead of me droning on for the past hour?”

      She couldn’t help but chuckle. “I was hoping you’d spark an interest, I guess.”

      “Obviously, that was a failure.” Adam rolled his eyes. “It’s not like you have to be kept busy all day, every day, Hokura. You could have gone back to your suite and relaxed for the afternoon.”

      She pursed her lips…she didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts at the moment, especially after the dream she had last night, but that wasn’t something she could bring herself to confess right now. At least not to another peacekeeper.

      The library door opened, catching her attention as her eyes darted to it in worry. She relaxed to see Dorian peeking inside. “I thought I heard your voices.”

      “Just trying to go over the higher learning project but not getting anywhere.” Adam looked at Hokura and gave her a grin. “I think we’re done for today, though.”

      “I don’t mean to intrude if you’re in the middle of things,” Dorian said, waiting at the door.

      “No!” Adam was quick to answer. “We’re done. I’m done. Apparently, I was putting her to sleep.”

      “Don’t be like that!” Hokura rolled her eyes, slumping in her chair.

      With that, Dorian entered the library. His eyes went to Hokura’s. “If I can have a word…”

      Adam excused himself and left, stating he would see Hokura in the next day or so.

      “Feeling better?” Hokura asked, looking up at him as he sat across from her at the library desk.

      “Slightly…” he breathed. “I apologize for earlier. I’m doing some tests on myself to see where on earth this is suddenly coming from.”

      She sighed. “I don’t think those kinds of tests exist.” She took him in as her feelings turned over. “Aren’t those just natural human emotions? To physically yearn?”

      “This is more than yearning; this is lust and obsession, and I’m smart enough to recognize the difference. So many feelings that have been locked away for so long have decided to resurface tenfold. Up until now, I’ve been fine to delve into memories…”

      Hokura felt a heat wash over her. She didn’t know why she was suddenly feeling this way herself. Why suddenly it was so much more apparent. “Dorian…”

      “I know it’s wrong. And I apologize. I just wanted you to know what I’m going through. You don’t have to worry, though.” He looked up at her, he needed to guard himself, but he also needed to be honest. It seemed that was the foundation of their relationship. He wouldn’t hold back with her.

      She pursed her lips as she tensed. “Is it so wrong that we still feel these things?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “We…you mentioned that in my office earlier. That you were also going through some motions.”

      Suddenly she couldn’t look at him, as she turned away. The dream she had played in her mind made things all the more awkward. She felt flush. “When you told me you still think of such things… something sparked, and that spark grew into a flame that I can’t seem to extinguish either.”

      He wanted her to look at him but admitting such a thing to him surely felt like a betrayal to Gavin. “I’m sorry.”

      A smile came across her lips. “Why? You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      Dorian sighed in frustration. “I should have kept this to myself instead of causing more complications.”

      Her hand automatically reached for his. “No…” She looked up at him. “It’s nice to know that I’m not alone. That it’s both of us.”

      He couldn’t help but turn his head as he closed his eyes. “We’re playing a dangerous game confessing such things to one another.”

      Hokura let out a small breath. “We can at least take comfort that we’ll suffer together.” A cynical smile came over her lips. “Maybe running some hardened RTC simulations will help?”

      The professor’s laughter filled the room. “I like the way you think.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been an hour and a half of rigid simulations; Dorian continuously added enemies and gave them little rest between trials. They needed to exhaust themselves, and that’s exactly what they had done as Hokura made her way out of the final simulation and sat on the bench trying to catch her breath.

      “I can tell you’re getting tired.” Dorian panted slightly as he wiped the sweat from his forehead. “That last bullet barely missed you.”

      She chuckled. “A miss is still a miss, by a millimeter or a mile.”

      “Careless.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “This was good, though.”

      “Now I can understand why you’ve been doing this over the years.” Hokura tilted her head back, taking a deeper breath. “Hopefully, I’ll sleep tonight.”

      Dorian eyed her. He didn’t care what Gavin thought, jealousy or not. He would protect her. “I suggest you stay in your suite tonight and for the rest of the nights until Tobias leaves.”

      She made a solemn face. “Thank you for walking in last night and stopping him.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re strong enough you could have snapped him in half without even thinking about it. Don’t allow yourself to be taken advantage of like that. Nobody should be laying their hands on you in such a way!”

      There was an undertone to what he had said that she picked up on…

      Hokura clenched her fists. He was right. “I’m sure you already went to Gavin…”

      “Gavin’s an idiot!” Dorian spoke harshly.

      Hokura’s eyes widened as she looked at him. It wasn’t often that he spoke of her husband in such a way.

      Dorian caught himself as he walked over to her and leaned over her. “Gavin thinks that I’m flying off the handle in a jealous rage because he was getting close to you. You know exactly what happened in the library. He doesn’t think Tobias is a threat, he’s not sending him and his men on their way, so I’ll tell you this. I don’t trust the man, and neither should you. I don’t want you anywhere near him. Promise me that.”

      She looked up at him. He had been there. He had witnessed Tobias holding her to him, and given the situation, it must have taken all Dorian’s willpower not to have beaten the man senseless.

      “No man other than your husband should be touching you in such a way…myself included.” His voice was husky.

      But hadn’t she allowed it lately? She knew she was being more physically affectionate with him, but they had been mere gestures that didn’t mean to fuel anything. The line had been drawn but had they been dancing on it this entire time? What about now when feelings were creeping back upon both of them. She loved Gavin more than anything. She never wanted to hurt him but having these feelings felt like a betrayal. Being in bed beside him while dreaming of Dorian had felt wrong. Maybe that was another reason why she had felt so compelled to be out of the suite that night. “Yes, Dorian,” she answered slowly.

      “Hokura…” His voice was low. It had been hard enough already. “I’m just stating what you already know is true…”

      “I know…”

      “Then let’s be done for the day. Lessons will be ending soon.”

      She merely nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias walked the hallways; he had ordered Jake and Silas to come with him and take in the compound. They were to silently observe at all times as he walked and mused. He knew his time here was limited, with the professor being onto him. As much as he wanted to continue his stay, he couldn’t help but feel as though he needed to act quickly with things. He needed a familiar face as he scanned those standing in the hallways. They had walked the science part of the compound and found themselves towards the cafeteria. This was no good. He needed someone who wouldn’t think twice about the information he was asking for. That’s when he spotted the man and smiled delightfully.

      “Ah, Talon! How are you doing today?”

      The guard looked over at Tobias. “I’m doing well thanks, how about yourself?”

      “Just wonderful.” Tobias put on his best smile. “I was wondering, however, though, I wanted to drop something off to Governor Gavin, but he doesn’t seem to be around. Do you know what suite he’s in?”

      Talon rubbed his head. “He’s in suite 406 by the upstairs library. I don’t know if you’ll find him up right there now, though,” he pondered. It was that odd time of day. If Gavin had slipped away early, it was because he didn’t want to be found. He smirked. Maybe he was out with his wife.

      “Thank you so much, Talon. I simply wanted to drop something off. I can easily slip it under his door if need be. You’ve been so helpful!”

      “Sure,” Talon remarked. He wondered exactly why Tobias was eager to get the governor something at that moment, considering he was around all day but shrugged it off. He didn’t know, nor did he overly care. He was done for the day simply wanted to relax a bit. “Anything else I can do for you, gentlemen?”

      “Thank you, but we’re good.” Tobias beamed.

      With that, Talon nodded and left.

      “Seems like that was easy enough,” Jake stated. His attention went to Tobias, who was staring hard at something… or rather someone.

      He looked over to see Hokura and Dorian walking together as they made their way through the far part of the cafeteria. He noticed they both seemed tense as Dorian was speaking to her.

      “You have company,” Dorian said lowly. “Tobias and his men are watching you.”

      “I think they’re merely converging in the hallway by the cafeteria,” Hokura whispered back at him.

      “Either way, you go ahead of me up to your suite,” Dorian instructed.

      She gave a small smile. “My protector,” she chuckled.

      “I’ll make sure they don’t follow you.”

      She nodded and left his side and made her way for the elevator, and Dorian casually put his hands in his pocket and eyed the three of them.

      “He’s just standing there looking at us,” Silas said, trying not to look the man’s way. As if making eye contact would provoke him like the predator he was.

      “Let him stare.” Tobias shrugged. “We got the information I had needed. We can grab something light from the cafeteria and make our way back to our suites. I need tonight to plan how we’re to move forward.”
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        * * *

      

      Gavin had made his way to his suite and entered the bedroom to find Hokura in the shower. He smiled coyly at her. “Mind if I join?”

      “I was just getting out in a minute, but I guess I can run the warm water a little longer.” She smiled sweetly.

      He quickly undressed and got in behind her as he kissed her neck, allowing the spray to bounce off him.

      “Long day?” she asked, turning to him as she hugged him.

      He didn’t want to get into both Tobias and Dorian being in his office that day. He didn’t want to spoil the mood he was suddenly in as he pressed against her. “Yes, but it’s getting better,” he whispered to her as he brought his hand to her chin, raising her head and kissing her passionately. She was his. It didn’t matter who else had wanted her. He was the one who could delve into her and enjoy her intimately. He brought his hand up over her body, caressing her.

      Hokura let out a small moan trying to keep quiet. “What’s gotten into your lately.”

      “I don’t know.” He smirked as he started to kiss down her neck. “All I know is that I need you, right here, right now.” His kisses trailed down her shoulder.

      “We don’t have much time, plus the kids…” she gasped.

      He came up to her with a grin. “So, what you’re saying is I have to make do with the time I have.” He turned her body and pushed her up against the shower wall as he kneaded her flesh. “So fast and quiet,” he whispered huskily in her ear. “You better keep your end, so the kids don’t hear.”

      She gasped as he filled her desires as she tried to keep her moans down. This was exactly what she needed to drown out her feelings and to forget her yearnings. Indeed, she needed this from him more than ever. She craved more.
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        * * *

      

      She had watched him through dinner and had clung onto him as they did the dishes. She wanted to have that physical contact with him.

      “And you asked what’s gotten into me?” Gavin chuckled as she came up behind him and rested herself against his back as he dried the dishes.

      “Just enjoying the motions.” She smiled. “Can’t I want to be physically intimate with my husband? Maybe what happened the other night sparked that desire to burn a little hotter.”

      Gavin smirked and shook his head. “Are you saying that you want to take another walk tonight?” The idea made her heart pound. She needed to sleep that night. She didn’t want to have any more dreams. Maybe if she filled her thoughts with nothing but Gavin, the dreams would stay away. “Possibly,” she teased.

      He turned around and kissed her heatedly. “I think I can arrange a private tour of my office for a certain someone.”

      At that moment, Cyrus walked into the kitchen and made a disgusted noise. “Get a room, you two! Gross!”

      Gavin eyed his son irritably. “Don’t you have homework to do?”

      “And I was going to do it at the kitchen table but not with that going on in here.”

      Hokura smiled at her son. “We won’t disturb you any further. Your father and I were talking about the walk we’re going to take later tonight.” She looked at Gavin and winked.
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        * * *

      

      They had gone on about their night. Chores were done, homework was double-checked as Cassandra gave Hokura the silent treatment. The children had spent some time relaxing before bed as Hokura would feel her anticipation rising. She and Gavin had finally said goodnight to both of them and had mentioned that they might go for a walk later that evening.

      It had been soon after the children had retired for the night that Hokura couldn’t hold back any longer as she sat on the couch beside her husband. She crawled into his lap and kissed him. “I think we both need that walk.”

      Gavin held her hand as they strolled quietly down to his governing office.

      “It’s always strange to see the compound late at night when it’s quiet like this,” Hokura mused as they walked along the desolate offices that had long been retired from for the day.

      “That’s what makes this perfect,” Gavin smirked. “Nobody is going to be tending to any late-night work. We won’t have any interruptions tonight at all.”

      She didn’t want to think of the interruptions, which seemed to cause only more issues for everyone involved. Her anticipation grew. Her heart was racing at the thought of what was to come, of what she yearned for from him.

      Finally coming to his office, Gavin opened the door and quickly locked it behind him. Right away, she was on him, kissing him heatedly, her mouth lingering on his as her hands cradled his face.

      He was on her just as fast, pushing her up against the wall as her legs wrapped around his waist as he kissed her back just as passionately.

      “Gavin!” Hokura gasped as his mouth came away from hers and began at her neck as he slowly kissed downwards. He didn’t stop as he removed his shirt and then hers as his hands explored her. It wasn’t until she gasped his name again that he took her to the desk. He quickly swept his arm over it as everything on top of it crashed to the floor. He didn’t care about the mess. He needed her, now. He lowered her onto the desk and quickly stripped her down before taking her. The accusations that had come earlier that day didn’t matter. What was happening now was a testament to that as she cried his name even louder.

      “Hokura!” He gasped as she trembled under him. He looked down at her. She was his and only his.

      Her nails dug into his flesh as she held onto him as her body moved above the desk. This was what she needed as her head tilted back, and she cried his name again. It was just what he needed to hear. He claimed her body over and over again as she rocked under him.

      That night everyone in the compound finally slept. Hokura and Gavin tiredly made their way to their silent suite. Cassandra and Cyrus were already dead asleep as they tiptoed in and quietly showered together. They made their way into their bed with more tender kisses. At the end of it, they were basking in the heat that radiated from them as they fell asleep entangled in each other’s arms after having another very quiet session of lovemaking.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had finally exhausted himself enough that his mind blanked as his body hit his mattress. He could feel his muscles aching from the hard use to the RTC simulator after making his way back to it that evening and working himself to the point where he could barely stand. It seemed when he was like this that even the sleep aides didn’t do much to keep him from his thoughts as they ravaged his mind. He didn’t know how much longer he could stand this. Why things had awakened in him again and how he was going to continue to fight them.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias had finally eased into a comfortable sleep after his mind reeled over plans. He mused over what he needed to do to make sure everything went smoothly. To be caught would mean death, just as the governor had promised. He didn’t know if Gavin would falter but knew that it was the professor that he needed to be wary of. He made the decision, and once it was made, he was able to finally bring himself to sleep. There was nothing he could do that night but bide his time, he would talk to Jake and Silas in the morning, and they would begin to prep and plan their departure from Meridiana.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin awoke to the light buzzing of his alarm. He rolled and turned it off as he turned back and kissed Hokura’s shoulder as his arms wrapped around her.

      “No…” she groaned, grabbing his arms bringing him closer. She didn’t want him to let her go.

      He chuckled deeply in her ear. “Are you saying we take the day off?”

      “Can we?” she asked, not wanting to move. “Can we send the kids to lessons and spend the day doing that over and over again?”

      “Don’t we have projects to see to?” Gavin kissed her neck as he pushed himself against her.

      “You’re giving me mixed signals,” Hokura moaned. “Do you want to work, or do you want to take the day off?”

      “What do you think?” Gavin shifted against her.

      Already she felt him against her. The answer was clear as she could feel his growing need.

      “But you and I both know that we have things to do today, but maybe we can be quick.” His voice was hoarse in her ear.

      “Yes,” she gasped.

      “We can take a cold shower,” he teased.

      She pouted as she stared at the clock. “After forty years of living in White Rock and barely having enough heat to bathe, I hate cold showers.”

      “Don’t worry.” His voice vibrated. “I’ll keep you warm.”

      It wasn’t until the spray of the shower was hitting her, and she was fighting to keep herself quiet as Gavin moved inside her, that she heard Cassandra’s voice call out in an irritated state. “Mom! Dad! Are you guys making breakfast?”

      Gavin moaned deeply as he faltered.

      “Don’t you dare stop!” Hokura whispered roughly. She took a deep breath. “We’ll be out in a few minutes! Just grab something quick!”

      “Are you sure you don’t want more? I mean to be the mother of perfect beings; we should have at least ten of them,” Gavin teased.

      “You’re ruining the mood.” Hokura tilted her head back as he continued his pace. This was the relief she needed before working today, what she needed to get her through the day. If she had to face Dorian, she had wanted to have spent the night and morning with her husband intimately relishing her. Maybe this was why she was feeling things. Perhaps she had become deprived of this? She let a soft moan escape her as she arched her body, and Gavin gasped. The water hit her as she panted, yes…maybe that was the cause of this.
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        * * *

      

      It was early morning. Tobias sat in his suite, feeling somewhat irritated. He huffed as he crossed his arms, waiting for Jake and Silas. They both told him that they needed a minute and would be over soon. Such insolence, it wasn’t like either of them had anything going on. They should have jumped when he barked and stood at his command. Today he had a plan. Now it was time to execute it.

      Finally, they both walked into Tobias’s suite and made their way to the living room, where he was seated on the couch. “We’re leaving tomorrow,” Tobias sneered.

      “Oh?” Silas raised his eyebrows. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “That you’re not to say a word about our plans for departure to anyone. I have a job for the both of you,” he continued. “Tonight, you’re going to go into the garage and dismantle every vehicle in there.”

      Jake huffed. “More dirty work for the peons. Unless you want those of the compound coming after us and killing us, I suggest you do it,” Tobias stated unhappily.

      “And how exactly are you securing the female?” Silas made a face. He didn’t like the idea at all. He hoped it wouldn’t happen and that there would be a flaw in Tobias’s plan.

      “You leave that up to me. I have something in mind.” The man smirked. “Now, as for you two, it seems after twenty-two hundred hours, nobody is in the garage anymore. That’ll be the perfect time to start dismantling whatever you can.”

      Jake licked his lips. “Dismantle the vehicles? How exactly?”

      “I don’t care!” Tobias bristled. “Cut lines, puncture tanks, puncture tires, I don’t care! Just make sure you destroy every vehicle in that garage!” He ran his hand through his blond hair. “They keep everything in there. Once they find out their vehicles are destroyed, we’ll be miles away.”

      Silas nodded quietly; he still didn’t like it.

      “Early this evening, we’ll head down to the garage. I want our vehicle parked towards the other side of the compound so we can leave early tomorrow morning without anyone seeing us,” Tobias said. “That way, I can also pack it up tonight while nobody is watching.” He grinned. The foolish governor had given him the full rundown on the compound. He would make sure to grab all the extra supplies he needed for this.

      “Don’t you think they’re going to ask what we’re doing with our van?” Jake countered.

      Tobias shrugged. “We’ll tell them we’re taking it for a drive around the city. I’ve got everyone in this compound happily wrapped around my little finger. They won’t think to question.” He casually leaned up against the side of the couch and rested his head. “It’s really too bad we can’t stay here; I’d rather come to like this place.”

      “We could…” Silas offered.

      “Shut your mouth, Silas!” Tobias snapped. “You know we would never be anything here. Our home is back in Michigan, and you damn well know that!” he grumbled, looking away from the man. “And when I get back, I’m going to climb the ranks because of this little journey. I’ll be Dr. Richter’s right hand when it comes to governing. He’ll owe me.”

      “If you can capture her, that is,” Jake muttered.

      Tobias glowered at him. Why did the man always have to doubt him? “Why don’t the three of us go to the cafeteria and get ourselves breakfast. It would be a good idea if we were in sight of everyone today.”

      The two men had to agree with him. They needed to look inconspicuous throughout the day if Tobias’s plans were to go off without a hitch. They needed to observe and plan for what they were going to do tonight.

      Tobias smiled as they left his suite and walked towards the cafeteria. Ah yes, Hokura, I can only guess that the professor is keeping a close eye on you, but I’m positive with your good nature, you’ll fall right into my hands without even realizing it. He grinned wickedly. As long as that night went smoothly, he would have what he had been looking for and would reap the benefits of bringing her back.

      They got their trays and sat amongst those in the cafeteria. As Tobias glanced around, there had been no sign of the governor, the professor, or Hokura. His eye caught Adam and Amara, and they strode along casually talking. His eyes didn’t meet theirs as he looked away. Those two seemed to be different as well, and yet it had been Hokura who had held his attention.

      He wondered how many truly perfected altered beings there were within these walls. He slowly went on with eating his meal. He had sat idly for twenty minutes listening to Jake and Silas light conversation when he heard a light laugh pierce through him.

      His eyes went up to see Hokura. She was grabbing Gavin’s arm as he bent down and kissed her passionately. It wasn’t just a simple kiss; it was a public display of affection that should have been left behind closed doors. His eyes narrowed as he watched the two. Did the man have no shame? No… that wasn’t it. He was staking his claim to his wife for the compound to see. The way he held her close to him as his hand came behind her head while the other rested on her back, pushing her closer into the embrace.

      A smirk grew across his face as he watched the professor enter the cafeteria and approach them. His body language tensed as he walked up to them. Tobias couldn’t help but take in the scene as it seemed the mighty professor had been put in his place, he wanted it to continue, but it appeared that Gavin broke the kiss upon noticing the professor. What Tobias wouldn’t do be closer and be able to listen to the conversation that was taking place. He kept his eyes peeled on the situation and watched as Hokura gave Gavin one last quick kiss before departing with the professor. His mood soured. If she was being passed from one to another, he doubted he would be able to get any alone time with her today.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura sucked her bottom lip as she walked beside Dorian. “Sorry about that. It was a little more heated than what seems appropriate.”

      Dorian gave her a casual glance as he walked beside her. His expression stayed blank. “It was a calculated move by your husband to state his dominance.”

      She licked her lips, about to say something when he continued.

      “Tobias and his men were watching you both. If what I said to Gavin yesterday clicked, he did it to be assertive.” A dark smirk came to his face. “Unless you shared with him about why you had taken to the RTC simulator and our conversation that we had yesterday, then it’s possible that the act was more so directed at me.”

      She shook her head. “What you and I spoke about stays between us. All of this does.” Another secret… She looked up at him for a moment. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Better,” he stated. “I tired myself out last night in the RTC simulator and was able to get myself a good night’s sleep. How about yourself?” He saw that her cheeks reddened. Maybe that kiss had been the lingering effect of what had happened between her and her husband last night. He didn’t exactly care to know the details.

      “I’m feeling content,” she answered with a small smile. “So, what are we getting up to today? More further education ideas?”

      “We are.” He smiled. “In fact, we’re simply grabbing a couple of clipboards to take notes, and then we’re heading to the industrial part of the city. We’re going to talk to a few people who manage the warehouses and manufacturers about having apprentices learning the trades.” He was going to get her out of the compound and away from Tobias for the day. Away from prying eyes, it would do both of them some good.

      “This has to do with Tobias, doesn’t it?” Hokura raised an eyebrow.

      “Slightly,” he sniffed. “I won’t lie. I also thought it would do us some good to be out for the day. We can have lunch at the park, even take in a few shops.” He shrugged casually.

      “Seems like a hard day work.” She snickered as they entered the professor’s office, and he grabbed two clipboards and a few pens.

      “It was something we were going to do eventually. Why not today?”

      Hokura rolled her eyes at him. “Fair enough, a day out being productive would be nice.” She nudged him slightly. “I get to drive, though.”

      He grinned. “I would prefer that.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning had worn on, Hokura and Dorian made their way to a number of manufacturing plants. They watched as people worked, spoke to different foremen, and supervisors along with workers. They had been well received by everyone they interviewed and spoke with, there had been a lot of information, but everything had gone smoothly as Hokura flopped on the grass at the park beside Dorian, who was unwrapping a sandwich for lunch.

      “At least everyone we spoke to was in agreeance that having hands-on training for such jobs was the best course of action.” She sighed, taking a deep breath of the fresh air.

      “It was indeed helpful, but nothing that I wasn’t already aware of for the most part,” Dorian spoke as he took a bite of his lunch. “Even back before the war, most trades were taught as hands-on. There was always theory involved, but a large part was learning by doing.”

      She gave him an indignant look. “Are you saying we did that all for nothing?”

      “No.” He chewed, looking up. “Now we know they would be willing to take on apprentices when the time comes.” He looked at her and raised an eyebrow. “If you’re not going to eat your lunch, you can forget about going to the sweets shop. I didn’t buy you a sandwich for you to not eat it.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, yeah.” She started on her lunch as if she had been scorned and then bribed like a child. “You’re right, though. It was nice to get out of the compound and out into the city. It’s something we should do more often.”

      “We can if you’d like.” He eyed her. He wanted to spend more time with her, away from the compound, away from work, but then…was he still dancing on those lines wanting to do so?

      “Yeah…” She ate her sandwich, enjoying the beauty of the park. It always felt different being out of the compound with Dorian. He always seemed more casual when he was outside the walls of his confines, lighter and happier. She remembered him telling her long ago when she was still a peacekeeper that the first time he had left the compound was the night she went missing. She shook her head. How was it that he could hole himself up inside for so long without leaving?

      “You look deep in thought about something,” he offered.

      Caught, she smiled lightly. “It’s just always interesting when you’re outside the compound walls like you can shed your skin of being Professor Dorian, and you can just be yourself. It’s refreshing.”

      He leaned towards her taking her in. “You’re the only person who ever really sees that side of me, Hokura, maybe every so often people get a glimpse here and there, Gavin’s seen it a few times, but for most, I’m the professor, the father of science.”

      “But you’re so much more than that.” She looked at him. “Ever since I called you by your name, you’ve been more.” The memory battered at her.

      He turned away from her. “Don’t start delving into memories.”

      “Memories can be a sweet reminder, too, you know…” She sat back. Obviously, she had soured the mood.

      “That’s the problem, those memories are the sweetest, and they turn emotions and start things.” He narrowed his eyes. “You know that all too well.”

      “Fine.” She gently shoved him. “Then refresh my memory of the sweets shop and get me a caramel apple!”

      A smirk came to his face. “Eat your lunch first.”

      “I’m an adult. I can do as I please,” she teased. “I’ll save the rest for later and nibble on it through the afternoon.”

      Dorian laughed. He was thankful that she understood the shift in his mood and decided to lighten it. He glanced over at her; indeed, she was the only person who truly understood him, who knew the human side of him. It was another reason why he had loved her more than anything. No matter how he was on the outside, she knew what was below the surface and saw him in a way others couldn’t. Even the other peacekeepers never saw what she had, and yet maybe it was something that only she was capable of bringing out of him.

      “Let’s leave the jeep and walk there,” Hokura said, getting up. “It’ll be nice to walk the city again.” She gave him a smug look. “Or is that mundane?”

      Dorian shook his head. “I enjoy the mundane things when they’re with you.”

      The conversation stayed light for the rest of the time; it had been what they both needed. Hokura happily enjoyed sweets from the shop and got some extra ones for Gavin and the kids. They visited a few shops of different wears as they took in the shopping district and simply enjoyed themselves. Hokura came across one shop in particular and went in and greeted Susan happily as she walked through, looking at the brightly colored clothing she had created. She quickly grabbed a knitted hat and placed it on Dorian’s head as she laughed heartily. “Maybe a little color will help brighten up the moody father of science!”

      He had rolled his eyes at her before clearing his throat. “Actually, maybe you’re right.”

      She was taken back by this. Ever since returning to the compound over 13 years ago, he had always been adorned in black other than his white lab coats.

      “There was a reason why I changed the color of my suits.” He looked away from her. “It was because I was mourning…” He took a breath and licked his lips. “I’m no longer in such a way. Maybe I should take your advice and see about getting some new ones.”

      She stared at him for a moment. She understood his sentiment but didn’t want to bring up old scars that rest upon them both. “You do look good in black, though,” she offered.

      “Then maybe I’ll think about it,” he added as a smile came back to his face.

      It had been midafternoon when they had made their way back to the jeep and drove back to the compound. “It feels like we didn’t do much work today,” Hokura said as she tilted her head back and simply enjoyed the drive.

      Dorian chuckled beside her. “We gathered a good amount of information. Besides, some days it’s good to shrug off work. Gavin’s always preaching about keeping good morale. I can say without a doubt that we followed those orders today.”

      She couldn’t help but smile. “That we did.” Upon parking, she gave a small sigh, lessons would be over soon, and the children would be home. She was hoping that the treats from the sweet shop would put them all in a better mood, especially with Cassandra when they seemed to be grating on each other’s nerves lately.

      Dorian noticed her slight hesitation. “I’m sure those treats will lighten the mood and win your favor over with your children if that’s what you’re going for.”

      She huffed. “I never thought raising kids could be like this, you know…then again, I never thought about raising children at all.” She shook her head. “That wasn’t really a possibility, and then it just happened.” She felt his hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m sure you’re doing just fine; my offer still stands about filling them in and talking to them as well if you ever so wish,” Dorian said in a gentle tone.

      Hokura took a breath. “Maybe once Tobias is gone, I can schedule something with you.”

      He nodded. “I’ll walk you to your suite.”

      It wasn’t a question as they walked side by side through the garage, past the cafeteria, and to the elevator. She chewed on her lips in anticipation. She found that she was keeping her eyes out for Tobias and his men. Hokura breathed a sigh of relief once the elevator door opened, and Dorian held it for her.

      “You’re tense,” he noted, pressing the button.

      “I guess I’m feeling a little on edge about the whole Tobias thing. Maybe there’s nothing to worry about,” she said.

      “There’s a possibility that there’s nothing, but there’s also a possibility that there’s something. Keep that in mind and make sure you’re not in a position to be alone with him. I doubt he would pull anything if you were simply walking the compound halls where others could see.” The doors opened as they exited. “Still, just be cautious. I believe Gavin is giving them another two days before he broaches the subject of their departure.” He walked her to her suite door.

      “Always ever so helpful, thank you, I appreciate it.” Hokura smiled warmly at him. “I know you’re just looking out for me.” She gently squeezed his arm.

      “If not you, then no one,” he stated. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ll be in my personal office around the usual time. I think I’ll take in the RTC simulator before I start my official day.” He bid her a good evening and made his way to his labs. He needed something technical to keep his mind from wandering.

      Hokura walked into her suite and put away a few dishes from that morning’s quick breakfast. The door opened as Cyrus and Cassandra stalked in. She smiled warmly, greeting them. “How were lessons today?”

      “We’re learning about the stem cell project and how it was incorporated into the GMO’s which are in our food. It’s interesting to see the basics of how they came up with it. That there was a scientist here who pretty much cracked the code.” Cyrus beamed proudly.

      “The father of science with no name.” Cassandra rolled her eyes. “It was boring, learning about some guy who most likely didn’t even exist or is long gone.”

      Hokura couldn’t help but smile slightly at the notion of whom they were talking about. “Indeed, it’s an interesting look into the past and how things came to be.”

      Cassandra made a disgruntled noise. “Is it really? We don’t really learn much. There’s no real break down to it. It’s not like they have pictures or names or anything really to go along with most of this stuff.”

      “There were a few names, one of them was Dr. Barack and Dr. Allen,” Cyrus stated matter-of-factly.

      Hokura’s demeanor changed as her son recalled the names. So, Dorian hadn’t stricken them from the records as people who had helped with the project. Her heart panged, Barack, Allen, Annette, how she missed them. James… there had been a reason why she had picked a different park that day to have lunch at. She wanted to avoid those painful memories, and yet they were still able to find her.

      Cassandra raised an eyebrow at her. “Mom!”

      She looked at her daughter. “I’m sorry, Cassie…”

      “What’s wrong? You looked like you were about to cry,” Cassandra pushed.

      “No!” Hokura quickly replied. “Not at all.” She hastily recovered. “It’s great that you’re learning about that in lessons right now… so what would you two like for dinner? I’m open to suggestions!”

      “I’m good for anything!” Cyrus called, going to his room.

      Cassandra hadn’t been so easily swayed. “You’re lying. Who were they? Did you know them?”

      Hokura went to the kitchen and started looking for what she would help prep for dinner, avoiding her daughter ’s question. “Why won’t you talk about it, Mom?” Cassandra asked angrily. “Obviously, you knew them or were around when they were!”

      She stopped abruptly. “Yes, Cassandra. I knew them! They were brilliant minds and wonderful people, but they aren’t among us anymore.” She trembled. It was because of her that Allen and Annette hadn’t stayed.

      “What do you mean they aren’t among us anymore?” Cassandra asked. She didn’t understand. Everyone who had been part of the project had extended lives due to living in the compound.

      “They left Cassandra! They were foolish, and they left the compound, and they died just like everyone who leaves the compound or lives in the wastelands!” Hokura cried at her daughter in anger. She stopped herself, shocked at what she had just said. She quickly turned and went to her bedroom, her daughter in tow. “I don’t want to talk about it any further!” Hokura snapped. “Just leave it be, Cassandra!” She shut the door and locked herself in as she fell to the bed. They had left because of her… because she hadn’t been strong enough to face Dorian… because they had all been wrong. These wounds… would they ever heal? If it wasn’t painful enough to be reminded of her rebel love, but to be reminded of the dear friends she had lost drove the pain even deeper.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin walked in the door to have Cassandra walk up to him with a scowl. He rose an eyebrow before she spoke.

      “You need to talk to Mom! All I did was ask some questions, and she got all huffy with me about them! She snapped at me and then locked herself in your room.” Cassandra pouted.

      Gavin sighed as he raked his hand through his hair and took off his coat. He was hoping to have a nice light evening without family conflict. Apparently, that wasn’t about to happen. He walked to his bedroom door; he tried the knob finding it was locked. He reached above the door frame grabbing the simple key and opened it. He took in Hokura, lying on their bed holding a pillow to her body, tears streaked her face. His voice was gentle. “Old wounds being re-opened?”

      She didn’t bring her eyes to meet his. “I just found out that Barack and Allen hadn’t been omitted from the records and that the children were learning about their work today.”

      He sat on the bed and gently ran his hand through her hair. “Their legacy will live on then.”

      “But they won’t… they’re not here to know about their recognition, that they will forever be remembered by those who live here,” she sobbed.

      “Would you rather they were omitted?” Gavin asked lightly as he propped himself up by her.

      “No,” Hokura cried. “But I wish they were still here. They left because of me. I’m the reason why they’re gone.”

      “Barack made his choice well before any of that happened, Dr. Allen and Annette left of their own free will, Hokura. They were genius minds. I’m sure in the back of their minds they knew the consequences of leaving.” He felt like he was grasping at straws.

      “It never goes away, Gavin… as much as these wounds heal, they simply rip back open and bleed like they’re fresh,” Hokura whimpered.

      “It’s okay,” he coaxed lovingly as he lay beside her and took her in his arms. “Hokura, you’ve endured too much, which is why you feel so deeply. It’s a part of you that I love.”

      “I shouldn’t have snapped at Cassandra, she wanted to know, and I wouldn’t tell her. I just don’t think I’m ready yet…” She let out a strangled chuckle. “Obviously not yet because I can’t even bring myself to think of them without breaking down. After this long, I should be able to have a better hold of my emotions, and yet I still feel guilty about what happened.”

      Gavin pursed his lips. He wondered if she would ever let the guilt go. “You can talk to her about this when you’re ready.” He brought her chin up and kissed her sweetly. “I’ll talk to her, and then we can figure out dinner and settle in for the evening.”

      “Thank you.”

      Gavin rose from the bed and kissed his wife on the forehead before walking out of the bedroom. “Cass,” he called to his daughter, who was sitting on her bed flipping through a lesson book.

      She walked over to him and crossed her arms, waiting for him to explain.

      Gavin didn’t quite know where to start. “Cassie, you need to understand some things about your mother, she will open up to you one day, and I promise you she will, but she needs time,” he huffed. “Your mother has been alive for a very long time now; she’s been through more than you will ever know, and some of those things are hard for her to talk about. Please, just give her time.”

      Cassandra bristled. “She’s the adult. Why does it seem like she has a world of all these secrets that she can’t tell us!”

      “She will one day, Cass, for now, just let it be. There’s nothing that she’s holding back that will change anything between the two of you,” Gavin stated.

      His daughter rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

      He ignored her attitude. “I’m making dinner. Do you have any preference?”

      She waved a hand at him, showing she didn’t care as he left her room. Teenagers… why were they so hard to deal with? He sighed. It seemed over the years that Cyrus and Cassandra had switched places; the once spit fire boy turned into a rational intellectual, whereas his well-spoken, articulated daughter started more fights than anyone. The more he thought of it, the more he wanted Tobias to leave hastily so he could take Hokura away and they could have some time away from the compound. He didn’t care where they ended up; as long as he could delve into her, they could spend a few days on the ocean. The way he was feeling right now, he doubted he would let her leave the tent.

      They sat quietly around the dinner table as Gavin served everyone up. Hokura had since calmed down and came to the table with a passive smile as she sat beside him.

      “Your mother and I are thinking of taking a trip in a bit,” Gavin announced to the twins.

      “Good! I can’t wait to get out of here!” Cassandra moaned happily. “Lessons have been so boring lately!”

      Gavin eyed his daughter. “This would be a trip that your mother and I take alone. You two would stay behind with Olga, Adam, and Amara watching over you.”

      “That’s not fair!” Cassandra cried. “It’s been months since we’ve been out!” She pouted angrily at the table.

      Cyrus shoveled food into his mouth as she shrugged. “Okay, have fun. Bring me back somethingHokura was taken back by her son’s casual acceptance of their trip. “What would you like us to bring back?” she asked quizzically.

      “I dunno, something neat. You always seem to find something different whenever you’re on the ocean, whether it’s sea glass or different shells,” Cyrus answered.

      “It’s not fair,” Cassandra huffed angrily.

      Gavin shook his head. “Maybe we’ll do a family outing again in a few months, but your mother and I really would like to spend some time together, away from the compound…”

      “Away from us!” his daughter grumped.

      “Please, Cassandra…” Hokura moaned. “Don’t make us out to by the bad guys with this. Your father and I have been putting a lot of work into the compound with projects, and sometimes adults need some time to themselves to reconnect.”

      “Or else they start getting busy in the kitchen.” Cyrus chuckled.

      Gavin gave his son a smug look. “Yes, that’s exactly why.”
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        * * *

      

      Tobias walked towards the garage to meet with Jake and Silas when he saw Talon walking his way. He didn’t want to deem himself suspicious considering where he was going, so he warmly waved the man down. “Good evening, Talon!”

      “Tobias.” Talon nodded. He was wondering if the man wanted another tour or to talk his ear off again.

      “Just going for an evening drive in the city, are there any gardens that are noteworthy to check out?”

      Talon gave a small grunt. He figured Tobias had literally been in damn near every part of the city and compound why was he asking? The watch commander shook his head. He was a guest merely asking a question. “There’s Malus Park,” he commented. “It holds a variety of different apple trees, which is quite lovely. It’s just up Holden.”

      “Delightful!” Tobias smiled widely. “Would there be any issues taking our vehicle out for a while? Any protocol that I need to see to before doing so?”

      The question had caught Talon off guard as he scratched his bald head and gave an odd look. “No, just take your vehicle and enjoy your evening.”

      “Thank you, Talon, you’ve been ever so helpful. I hope you enjoy what’s left of your evening.” Tobias nodded and continued on his way. He was happy to see that Jake and Silas were already standing among their vehicle and weren’t going to keep him waiting.

      “What’s the plan?” Jake raised an eyebrow leaning against the van.

      “We’re going to for a lovely drive to Malus Park, now get in!” Tobias faked a smile as he eyed the two men, who obediently did as they were told. Tobias drove out of the garage and found his way to Holden and to the park, which Talon had described. He hadn’t said a word about the mission yet. He wanted to be away from the compound before they discussed things, he needed this ruse to work, and he was hoping that with seeing Talon, he had a better alibi. Finally, they stopped and got out of the van.

      “Was it necessary that we actually came to the park?” Silas asked, stretching, taking in all the different trees.

      “A mere precaution,” Tobias spoke. “Now, tonight, you two know what you need to do? Can you handle it?”

      “Shouldn’t be an issue as long as nobody’s in the garage.” Jake shrugged.

      “There won’t be any activity in the garage after twenty-one hundred hours. From what I’ve seen in the compound, the mechanics tend to stroll in between nine to ten hundred hours. By that time, I want us to be long gone. Once I park tonight, I’ll fill up the van with supplies, I’ll come to the garage around midnight, and one of you can help me with making sure we have extra fuel,” Tobias instructed.

      Jakes and Silas merely nodded their heads.

      “You need to make sure you are fully packed and back at the vehicle tomorrow by eight hundred hours. We will move out shortly after that if everything goes as planned,” Tobias stated. He was nervous, he had one chance to secure Hokura, and if he couldn’t, they would need to leave either way after destroying the vehicles.

      “And that plan?” Jake asked as he narrowed his eyes.

      “I’m going to try and have her meet me at the memorial park before we depart. This way, she’s already out of the compound. We’ll have the sedatives in the cold boxes to detain her. Once she’s out, we get the hell out of the city as fast as possible,” Tobias answered.

      Silas pursed his lips as he lowered his head. He hated this, but he couldn’t say anything. He could only hope that Tobias’s plan didn’t pan out and that they would have to flee either way.

      “Any issues?” Tobias asked curtly.

      “No, sir,” Jake answered quickly.

      He turned to Silas with a grim expression. “Silas?”

      “No Tobias,” the man said.

      “Good.” He walked over to a few of the trees and grabbed some fruit off of them. “These will be perfect for eating on the road. Pick a few, and then we’ll be on our way back to the compound. We’ll park on the far end and head to our suites. I suggest you two pack everything up and get it back to the vehicle before you go to the garage.”

      They both nodded at him in unison.

      Tobias smiled, if everything went as planned by this time tomorrow, Hokura would be in his hands, and they would be miles away from the city of Meridiana and on their way home.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura snuggled up next to Gavin. It had been an earlier night for everyone as she had simply had enough of the guilt that Cassandra had cast upon her for wanting to leave the compound without her.

      “I’m going to get an early start tomorrow,” Gavin stated as his arm wrapped around her.

      “That’s unlike you. Usually, you enjoy your slow-going mornings,” she spoke as she gently traced her fingers over his bare chest.

      “I was quite serious when I told the kids we were going to be leaving. I want to make sure everything is up to date and that there’s nothing that will need my attention for the next bit. I figure Tobias will be out of here in the next few days, and once he’s gone, you and I are going to have some alone time,” Gavin said as he kissed her forehead. “Tomorrow, you can start making a list of what you think we’ll need, and we can start compiling.”

      A smile came to her face as excitement filled her. Being out of the compound was most likely exactly what she needed, some time away from Cassandra so they could regroup. Her mind wandered. Some time away from Dorian might help them both. The day had stayed relatively light, but there had been some undertones that still weighed heavily on them both. She was certain he could easily busy himself without her being around. “This sounds amazing.” She sighed dreamily. “We can camp along the coast; we can even take shelter in that small cave by the one bay that we found last year with the kids.”

      “We can do whatever you want.” Gavin kissed her sweetly. “We’ll have days and nights just to ourselves.” That’s all he wanted at that moment, to simply be wrapped within her and not have to oversee anything else but her. He turned away and set his alarm for earlier in the day as he rolled back over and kissed her goodnight. He could only count the days.
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        * * *

      

      The alarm went off as Gavin kissed her forehead tenderly as she shifted. “Don’t get up on my account. I’m just going to get dressed, grab my coffee, and head to my office,” he said quietly. “Why don’t you come and grab me for lunch?”

      A smile met her lips as she tiredly nodded. “I love you.”

      “And I love you,” Gavin’s voice whispered as she lightly dozed.

      Hokura dozed for about an hour when she figured she would get up before the children and get on with her day. She was excited about the aspects of being able to leave once Tobias was gone. She would have to let Dorian know today as well in case there was anything they needed to wrap up, although she doubted it. They worked well together, but it wasn’t as though he couldn’t function without her.

      She sat in the kitchen drinking her coffee when she heard a rustling noise by the door. Odd, Cassandra and Cyrus weren’t up yet. She waited to see if a knock was going to accompany it, but it never came. After a few moments, she walked over to the door to see there had been a note slipped under it. She picked it up curiously and read it.

      

      
        
        Hokura,

        We will be leaving this morning. I was hoping I could say goodbye to you at the memorial park you had taken Jake, Silas, and myself the first day you had toured us around the city. If you can meet me there in about twenty minutes, it would mean a lot if I could say goodbye to you in person.

        Tobias.

      

      

      She re-read the note. Her heart raced in excitement. If Tobias and his men were leaving today, then she and Gavin would be able to be on their own way in the next day or so. She pondered though. It was still considered early. It was a little after half-past seven hundred hours. Maybe Tobias had been up early and already spoke to Gavin about leaving. Then again, why have a note in the first place? Why not simply knock on the door? She was puzzled, possibly because Tobias didn’t want to be seen anywhere near her, especially near her suite with the possibilities of Dorian being around the corner. The man wanted to leave here alive, so she figured he wasn’t pushing. She wondered if it would be wise to tell Dorian about meeting with him. She pursed her lips, the memorial park. It was a well-populated enough area not far from the compound.

      Would Tobias actually try anything? Even if he did, Dorian’s words echoed in her mind. She could easily take him. Time was ticking. She heard Cassandra and Cyrus’s alarms start to go off. She finally decided she could easily walk there in the amount of time allotted. It would be nice to get out of the compound for a bit. She would be back before anyone paid any note of her absence. “Kids?” she called out. She heard Cassandra’s groan, which told her that her daughter had been coherent. “I’m going to go out for a bit. I trust you’ll both be able to get yourselves to lessons by half-past.

      “Yep!” Cyrus called from his room.

      “Cassandra?” Hokura put some edge to her voice as she went to her room to quickly get dressed.

      “Yeah, fine.” She heard her daughter call out. Perfect. She would be back soon, and then she could get on with her day. She would tell Dorian about them leaving, start her list, meet with Gavin for lunch and start packing. She smiled in anticipation as she left her suite.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias smiled in satisfaction as he pulled up to the park in his van. She had taken the bait and so easily too. He wondered if she had told the professor that she was meeting him out here. Surely meeting in such a public place wouldn’t draw any suspicion his way. There she was, standing by the side of the road by the park just as Tobias had asked. He got out of the vehicle and walked towards her trying to hide his excitement.

      “Hokura, thank you for meeting with me. I just wanted to let you know that we will be leaving now.” He smiled serenely, taking her in. “I had wanted to meet you here simply to capture the beauty of this place one last time and to thank you so much for your hospitality, and to apologize if I had overstepped my bounds at all during my visit. It wasn’t my intention at all, I didn’t want to further upset the professor either, but I wanted to see you one last time.”

      Hokura smiled at him. Maybe Dorian was wrong about him. “That’s quite all right, Tobias. The professor means well. He’s just very wary when it comes to outsiders.”

      “That reminds me!” Tobias dramatically slapped his forehead. “I had a gift for Gavin, and I had totally forgotten about it! I can’t believe it escaped me.” He went over to Hokura. “It’s in the back of the van. Would you be ever so kind and bring it back to the compound for me? It’s nothing much, just a token of where we’re from.”

      She had been taken back by the sentiment. “Of course,” she replied, following him to the back of the vehicle.

      Tobias opened the large back door and stepped inside, offering Hokura a hand. There was no way he could foul this up now. She needed to trust him. She automatically took his hand and followed him.

      “It must be somewhere!” Tobias exclaimed. “Of course, the guards in the compound went through all our stuff. I’m sure they might have moved it?”

      Hokura moved closer to see where the man had been looking as she peered over Tobias, going through one of the cold bins, and grabbed something. It happened so fast. There was a sharp shooting pain in Hokura’s neck as she reflexively brought her hand up to what had assaulted her and pulled it out. It was a syringe of some sort. Her world dipped and spun. Her body became heavy as she fought the darkness that seemed to be enveloping her as she took a step forward. “Dorian was right,” she mumbled as she collapsed onto the van’s floor unconscious.

      Tobias ran over to her and injected her with another sedative. He looked up at the back door. “Good job, Jake!” he said as his attention went back to Hokura.

      “Do you really think a second injection is needed?” Jake asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “She’s a genetic super-soldier, and then some, her body is already working to fight this off. We need to chain her and keep her sedated. If she came too enough, she could rip this vehicle apart along with the rest of us.” He went to work quickly. “Close the damn door and tell Silas we’re moving out in three minutes.”

      “Yes, sir!” Jake obeyed, closing the back door, and made his way up front.

      “Oh, Hokura.” Tobias smiled, looking down at her. “You’re the breakthrough we’ve been looking for.” He snickered to himself, moving back to the large cold boxes. Of course, the idiots of the compound didn’t find anything. It had been sitting under their noses within the food cases, enough sedatives to take down a dozen men along with the weapons that had been placed under the floor paneling of the van. He shook his head; he was worried that the professor had found them out, but the foolish governor had allowed them to continue their pursuit.

      After tying and shackling Hokura in the back, Tobias made his way to the driver’s seat of the vehicle. “We’re out of here,” he said to Jake and Silas.

      “We better hurry. How long do you think it’s going to take them to realize we’re gone and that she’s missing?” Jake asked.

      “Did you do what I told you to last night?” Tobias stared hard at his companion.

      “That won’t be an issue. We destroyed the vehicles. We cut all the lines last night. They’re not getting anything out of that compound today.”

      That was enough for Tobias as he started the vehicle and made his way to the gates where the watch guards had met with him. The one guard looked at him questioningly. “We don’t have your confiscated weapons since the governor hadn’t told us of you leaving today,” the one guard said with a questioning glance.

      “No need!” Tobias smiled. “The governor was actually so kind as to supply us with some newer designs, we thank you all for your wonderful hospitality, but it’s time for us to be on our way home again. We hope to come back and visit again someday.”

      The guard nodded and then gave the signal for the gate to be opened as the other guard hit the button. Tobias held his breath as the wastelands came into view, and they left the walled city. He exhaled as exhilaration overcame him. The mission had been a success, and he had finally found his prize. Richter was going to be incredibly pleased with him. This was the step-up he needed.

      “Okay, men, let’s go home.” He smiled wickedly.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had felt off that morning after running a few rounds in the simulator. He hadn’t seen Hokura. She never came to his office, which was odd. He thought to check the upstairs library in case she was grabbing anything for their project. It had been empty. Panic was starting to take over as the morning wore on as he searched for her retracing his steps back to the training facility. Finally, he could no longer take it. It was nearly ten hundred hours went he went to Gavin’s main office and knocked on the door. He entered before Gavin even had a chance to speak.

      “Have you seen Hokura?” Dorian asked quickly as he barged in.

      Gavin looked up leisurely from his paperwork. “Not since this morning, but I left early to see to things.” He raised an eyebrow. “I figured you were going to have her attached to your hip until Tobias left.”

      Dorian seethed for a moment. “I haven’t seen him around this morning either. He’s most likely cornered her into showing him around more.”

      “Again, with the jealousy and accusations… give it up, Dorian.” Gavin rested his forehead up against his hand. He was tired of the ridiculous allegations. Being out of here for a bit would hopefully help the professor cool a little as well.

      Dorian bristled at Gavin’s comment. This was unlike her; he was about to call into the labs to see if anyone had seen her and go up to her suite to see if she was there.

      That’s when Talon came to the doorway. He looked like he had run to the office. “Something’s happened!” He wore a look of worry.

      Dorian’s eyes narrowed. “What is it, Talon?”

      “I was just in the garage… the vehicles, they’ve all been vandalized!” Talon stuttered in disbelief.

      Gavin shot to attention. “Vandalized? How?”

      Talon shook his head. “It looks like every line had been cut, the gas tanks, everything! Who in the hell would have done something like this?”

      Dorian’s eyes widened. “Was Tobias’s vehicle there?”

      Talon raised an eyebrow. “I can’t honestly say that I was keeping an eye out for his van. I can go check… I just saw him last night…”

      The professor had raced out of the office before Talon or Gavin even had a chance to say anything. Dread and fear filled him; his mind raced to the very conclusion he had been terrified of. He got to the garage and scanned the chaos as Amara was pacing around angrily, swearing loudly. He went over to her.

      “Amara!” he cried, stopping her quickly. “Have you seen Hokura?” His voice was desperate.

      She stopped and eyed him for a second with a questioning glance. “No… why?”

      “Dammit!” Dorian cried as Gavin and Talon finally entered the garage. He ran up to Gavin and grabbed him angrily by the collar “call a lockdown!”

      “What?” Gavin asked, stepping back in confusion.

      He didn’t have time for this. “Lockdown the compound and call the guards at the gate. Tell them not to allow anyone to leave. Tobias’s van is gone, and we need to find out if he has Hokura.” He let go of the governor and glared at the man.

      Gavin stepped back and motioned for Talon. “Do it.” He gave Dorian a look. “Do you really think he has her? Don’t you think she’d be a little hard for him to incapacitate?”

      Dorian walked past him. “That’s what I’m hoping…” He needed to find her. The alert would go out, and the compound would go into lockdown, which meant everyone would proceed to their designated sectors or stay within their offices. He ran down towards the hallway to the elevator. Please let her be in her suite, he silently hoped. He paced nervously in the elevator until it dinged, and he ran down the hall to her and Gavin’s suite, quickly knocking on the door. There had been nothing.

      “Hokura!” Dorian yelled behind the door. “It’s an emergency. Open up!” Still, there was nothing. He pounded on the door again as his frustration grew. Dammit, where was she? His pager started going off. It was Gavin. He growled and quickly made his way to his suite and dialed his number.

      “The watch guards at the gate said Tobias left shortly after eight hundred hours this morning. They said Hokura wasn’t with them,” Gavin stated.

      “Did the guards check their van when they left? Did they search it?” Dorian tried to stay calm.

      “They did not.”

      “They have her! Why else would they vandalize our vehicles! So, we couldn’t follow them!” Dorian raged into the receiver. “I told you that he was trouble! I warned you about this!”

      “Easy Dorian. There’s still a chance that she’s in the compound… we’re having everyone check to see if they can find her… we’re sending the watch out into the city too,” Gavin stated he needed to hold onto the thought that she was still there, that she was safe.

      Fury filled him. He knew she wasn’t here; he knew that somehow Tobias had taken her, dead or alive, she was with him. He slammed down the phone, destroying it without another word, and began to pack. He needed to go after her. He needed to find her. There had to be a way. Dread replaced anger. Tobias knew what she was. As much as she tried to hide her origins, they would always shine through. What would they want with her? He knew, which was why he needed to get on with things and leave as soon as possible. Once he packed a duffle bag, he went down to the locker room and grabbed some extra clothes from her locker for her. He needed enough provisions; it was possible this was going to be a long for a long trip. He had hoped not. Time was of the essence. He quickly dressed in his old peacekeeper’s suit. If he was going to be driving the wastelands, he was going to be comfortable.

      Dorian’s first stop was the library. He needed maps. He needed to know where he was going and what roads possibly existed between here and there. Obviously, there was something if they had traveled this far. He was able to quickly locate a number of them and stuffed them in his bag.

      He went to the far level of the compound and started packing up provisions and weapons. Gavin was an idiot for wasting time looking for her. They needed to be on Tobias’s tail and get her back! He seethed at the thought of Gavin. He was responsible for this; this went deeper than jealousy or infatuation!

      “Damn you and your insolence, and now it’s costing us!” Dorian fumed. He found the supplies he needed and started boxing them up. Everyone had been under lockdown while he was readying to go after her. In the back of his mind, he had hoped that he had been wrong and that Hokura was still inside the compound, but he knew the reality of the situation. Still, he hoped his pager would go off, and Gavin would report she had been found. He would apologize for his irrational behavior if he were wrong. He would rather be wrong about this than have her in the hands of Tobias.

      Time ticked by, he had everything he needed ration wise as he headed back up to the garage. Gavin was pacing as Talon shook his head, taking in the mess as the mechanics scrambled. Gavin eyed him. “There hasn’t been any word yet…”

      “Because she’s not here!” Dorian lost his temper. “Because she’s miles beyond the wall right now, and you’re not doing anything to go after her!” He shook his head. “I don’t care. I’m going.”

      “Going where?” Gavin asked in an annoyed tone. “If you haven’t figured it out yet, every vehicle here has been incapacitated. You’re not going anywhere unless you’re going to hike out into the wastelands on foot. Besides, you have no idea which direction they went.”

      “They’re going back to Michigan!” Dorian roared. “Any idiot would know that! They have the perfected genetic super-soldier, and they’re taking her back to run tests on her!” Why didn’t Gavin understand that? Why was he just standing there?

      “Fucking useless,” Dorian grumbled darkly, turning from him. There needed to be a vehicle somewhere. He was about to leave to scout one out when Cassandra and Cyrus were ushered into the garage by Olga.

      “They’ve suspended classes for the day due to the lockdown, and all children have been asked to be picked up by their parents,” Olga announced, looking at him in a worried state.

      “What’s happening, Dad?” Cyrus asked as the boy took in the chaos.

      Dorian turned, glaring at Gavin. “Are you going to tell them?”

      Gavin pursed his lips angrily. This wasn’t the time or place to be having this discussion.

      “The visitors that your mother has been overseeing this past week have kidnapped her and fled the city,” Dorian sneered.

      “We don’t know that!” Gavin bellowed at the man.

      “Then where is she, Gavin?” Dorian opened his arms in madness.

      “What do you mean she’s been kidnapped? We have to go after her!” Cassandra cried, going up to her father.

      “Dad, how did this happen?” Cyrus asked in a worried tone.

      “We can’t go after her!” Gavin yelled in frustration. He stopped and raked his hands through his hair. “They destroyed our vehicles.”

      Dorian eyed the man. “Still holding onto her still being here, or are you done with that illusion yet?” He looked around. “There needs to be a vehicle we can use…”

      “And then what?” Gavin turned. “Even if there’s one vehicle that we can scavenge, we can’t just blindly go into the wastelands without a plan!”

      “You do what you want. I’m going to find a vehicle, and I’m going after her.” Dorian was about to walk away.

      “Dorian, I understand that you want to get her back. Believe me. I do just as much as you do!” Gavin pleaded causing the professor to turn and approach him again.

      “Do you?” Dorian got right in his face. “Because I don’t believe you do, or you’d be scrambling just as I am!”

      Gavin was at a loss for words as he stepped back. He took in Olga, Cassandra, and Cyrus, who were still standing there taking in the scene. “Olga, please take them to our suite. You two stay there until I come back.”

      “We need to go find Mom!” Cassandra cried, walking up to her father.

      “Cassandra, just go to the suite and wait for me there!” Gavin shot back at her.

      The girl angrily turned and walked away as Cyrus and Olga followed in her wake.

      Dorian was about to leave as well when Gavin spoke up. “Don’t you dare think of doing anything stupid! We will come up with a plan, and we will get a convoy going, and we will rescue her. If you dare leave this city, I will find out, and I will drag you back.”

      He turned, unamused. “You do that, Governor; you find a way to fix up whatever vehicles you can, and you tell me the plan once you figure it out.” He left the garage.

      Gavin kneaded his forehead. “Talon, I need you to get on tactics. I need every mechanic down here working now!”

      Amara walked up to him. “What about civilian vehicles? There might be enough that we can get a few of them rounded up.”

      Gavin faltered. “We don’t know if they would survive the journey. At least with everything we have in the garage, we know it can withstand the wastelands.” He turned. “Do whatever possible to get some of these jeeps fixed. We need to be on it!”

      Amara shook her head. “They knew what they were doing, we can start pulling compatible parts, but even then, it might be a day or so… can we afford that amount of time?”

      Gavin trembled; he made a fist as his world crashed down around him. “I don’t know… but it’s all we can do right now…” He needed to be out of there. “If you’ll excuse me, Amara.” He made his way to his office, fighting to keep his composure until he had locked the door as he crashed down at his desk. The weight of what was happening hit him. This was all his fault. “Hokura,” he whispered as tears filled his eyes. “I was so wrong…” He couldn’t help it as he began to shake, as the reality of things assaulted him. She had been taken from him, and he had no clue how to get her back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dorian entered his suite. He needed to figure things out. The professor angrily paced. He still would need fuel; he couldn’t secure it in the garage right now with Gavin being down there. He had everything. He had blankets, sleeping rolls. He unrolled a map over his kitchen table and studied it. It was around 2,050 miles, at least a week of travel depending on how the road conditions were, maybe more, it was so hard to say. He could push. He didn’t need to sleep. Unfortunately, Tobias had the advantage of a head start as well as knowing the way. He angrily mused when there was a knock at the door. He raised an irritated eyebrow. Maybe there had been some news. He could only hope as he walked over to the door to see Cassandra standing on the other side.

      “Didn’t your father tell you to stay in your suite until he came home?” Dorian asked.

      “There’s a van…” Cassandra mumbled.

      “What do you mean there’s a van?” Dorian asked, his eyes narrowing and taking her in as she stood there defiantly at his door. She had a duffle bag slung over her shoulder.

      “There’s a cargo van parked at the outside loading dock towards the east part of the wall. I know because I saw it there when I snuck out the other day. It’s always parked there,” she continued.

      “Thank you,” he stated, about to close the door on her when her hand shot up and held it.

      “I want to come with you!”

      He made a sound of annoyance. “Don’t be stupid. The idea of a child coming on a search and rescue operation is asinine.”

      He tried to close the door again, but she pleaded with him. “I can help!”

      “Go back to your suite and wait for your father, Cassandra,” Dorian retorted coldly.

      “So, you’re not going to take it and save her?” she cried desperately.

      “I never said that,” he remarked. “Even if I was to leave, I still have preparations.” He closed the door on her and silently thanked her. Even if he made it out, Gavin would stay true to his word. Once he was beyond the gates, the watch would radio in. They most likely wouldn’t even open the damn gates to let him out. That’s when a plan started to deviate itself in Dorian’s mind. He would go on the ruse that he needed to upgrade the programming on the gate in order for it to alert the compound every time it opened. Instead, he would disable it. A wicked smile came over his lips. Time was of the essence. He would find a way to sneak his supplies down to the vehicle and start the coded program here in the compound. All he would have to do at the gate would be a punch in a code to activate it being disengaged. He left his suite in haste with no idea that prying eyes were watching him.
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        * * *

      

      Talon knocked on Gavin’s office door. He walked in to see Gavin’s head buried in his arms. “I failed her Talon…” he muttered. “Dorian was right, and I didn’t listen, and now…”

      “Sir, we’re going over tactics. Unfortunately, we have no clue which route they might have taken. Did Tobias show you any maps or anything while you were meeting with him? Did he give you any indication of how they had traveled?” Talon asked, trying to gauge how much the governor knew about Tobias’s mission.

      “No…” Gavin replied. “I only know that the base is close to Lake Eerie… I have no clue what route they took to get here. Nor the safe zones they stopped at along the way.”

      Talon looked down at the man and growled. “You need to get yourself together, man!”

      He shook his head. “How could this happen, Talon? How on earth could I be so blind to not see that the man I was touring around and becoming close with was actually after her? That he had it in him to kidnap her?”

      “He had everyone in the compound fooled, Gavin, myself included, and if Hokura’s with him, then he had her fooled as well,” Talon offered.

      “Dorian saw right through him, he warned me. I lost my temper with him and simply played it off his past emotions, but he was dead right.”

      Talon stiffened. “Nothing can be done about that now, sir. Right now, our main objectives are getting the vehicles fixed and a team set up.”

      “How long is it going to take to get the vehicles fixed?” Gavin’s voice was hoarse.

      “It’s going to be a few days.” Talon wilted. “We checked the security footage in the garage. It was Tobias’s men who went to town last night. They did it right under everyone’s noses.”

      “Dammit,” Gavin muttered. How could this go so wrong? He looked up at the watch commander. Desperation flooded his face. “Talon, what do I do?”

      The man sighed. “All we can do now is wait… Hokura’s strong. There’s a good chance she might get away and already be on her way back.”

      Gavin felt sick to his stomach. What had they done to her? What were they doing to her? He didn’t want to think about it.

      “Maybe you should go back to your suite,” Talon offered.

      “No…” Gavin shot up, “I need to be here. I need to see to operations… I need to get people on this Talon…”

      The man could understand. “We have men meeting in the tactic boardroom in fifteen minutes to go over some maps.”

      “Thank you, Talon.”
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had packed up the cargo van. He was even lucky enough to find extra gas canisters out by it, which had been full. The compound had used the van to import and export items from the shops. It was rare that it hadn’t been parked inside the garage but possible that there had either been a shipment of supplies that had either gone out or came in the evening before. Either way, luck was on his side. Everyone inside the compound had been so busy with the news that nobody had even looked his way. He heard that Gavin was holding a tactics meeting in the boardroom. That was going to buy him time. Even if the governor had already alerted the watch guards of the situation begin one of Gavin’s right-hand men, they wouldn’t question him.

      Dorian made his way down to his main office and opened the computer program which had been integrated into the gate. With a few quick command prompts, he would be able to set a countdown timer. He needed to be beyond the gate in thirty minutes before it disengaged. “I’m sorry, Governor, but you’ve left me no choice in the matter…” He typed in the code as the countdown started. He needed to be quick with things.

      He made his way to the cargo van and hopped inside it, thankful that he had already seen to packing it and that he was set to move out. He made his way across town, keeping his eyes on the clock. He wanted to go quickly but knew he needed this plan to work seamlessly in order to be on the outside of the gates once they locked. It seemed like Gavin hadn’t called off the lockdown since there were no civilians out and about. He wondered when the man would remember to lift it since it had already been deducted that Hokura was gone.

      He arrived at the gate and looked at the guards. “I need you to open the gates,” he stated casually.

      The one guard looked at him questioningly. “The governor didn’t inform us that you were coming out here, Professor, what can we do for you?”

      He huffed irritably. “Open the gates…” he repeated himself. “I am here to install a new program; it’ll alert the compound whenever this gate opens. I need to input the program on the inside control panel and then make sure that it syncs to the outside one by having the gates open and close.”

      The two guards opened the gates as Dorian hopped out of the cargo van and went over to the wired control panel. The switchboard had been installed a few years ago to aid with the opening and closing of the gate. The professor had indeed been quite proud of the new program that he was about to disassemble. He typed in the code; it was nearly time.

      “Good,” he exclaimed to the two watch guards. He got back in his vehicle. “Now I’m going to drive through and see about the gate closing behind me.”

      One of the guards walked up to the driver’s side of the vehicle. “So why exactly are you driving through and not walking?”

      Good point…Dorian rolled his eyes in annoyance at the guard. “If it doesn’t work and I’m to be locked out of the city, I would rather have an air-conditioned vehicle to sit in while I re-program the system rather than sitting in the dirt. To open the gate back up, I need to make sure the control pads on both sides are synced.”

      The one watch guard chuckled. “He’s got you there.”

      The gates opened, and Dorian drove through. He watched, holding his breath as they closed before he called out from his window. “It’ll take a few moments for it to restart, so keep them closed as the system reboots itself.” He smiled, looking at the time… just another minute and a half, he wanted to drive off, but he needed to make sure the code worked.

      “You’re the professor…tell us when we need to open them…” the guard called as he seemed disinterested in the process.

      Dorian took out his map and quickly checked it. It was damn near impossible to tell what used to be road in the wastelands. He had a good idea of where he needed to go. He would drive straight through the night if need be. He needed to make up for lost time, he knew the cargo van wouldn’t be as efficient in the desert, but it was the only vehicle he had. He counted down and looked up at the guards. “Okay, open it up!” he called.

      He watched as the guard flipped the switch. Nothing happened. They both looked up at the professor in worry, but he was already driving away.

      “Stop!” one of the guards yelled after him in panic, but he was already gone. “We better report this to the governor,” he stated to the other watch guard.

      Gavin stood in the briefing room, looking over the map with Talon and the rest of the tactics crew. He had gotten every available hand into the garage, working on the vehicles. He had been unaware that the watch guards at the gate had been calling to his offices. Nobody had been around due to the lockdown to receive the call about what the professor had just done.

      “There’s no answer,” the guard stated.

      “Keep trying! I’m sure there’s enough going on at the compound right now and that the governor is seeing to other things.” He shook his head. “Why would the professor disable the gates?”
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        * * *

      

      Dorian swore as the van bumped along. Going over the dunes at higher speeds was going to be a near impossibility. He couldn’t let that discourage him. He was on his way. He needed to find her. He studied the map. It made sense to take the northern route. This way, he was able to surpass the rubble of the city that had once been Phoenix and get onto more even grounds once he hit the old highway that was once 17N. His fingers dug into the steering wheel. What on earth might have happened? He couldn’t imagine that she went with him willingly, which meant he had been able to subdue her. He shook his head, the peacekeepers were strong, but they weren’t immortal. It took a lot to be able to simply knock them out. He clenched his jaw. Could Tobias possibly have sedated her? If that was the case, then how was it that nobody in the compound had seen it? Why was it that nobody had known anything?

      He seethed at the idea, a compound that seemed under constant surveillance, and yet Tobias’s men were able to destroy their vehicles and flee the city before anyone had realized it. Not only flee the city, but they were also able to take someone captive, and that someone had been the key to the whole stem cell project. How in the hell was this even possible? He couldn’t make sense of it. His anger grew. This was Gavin’s fault. Why was the man still at such odds with him over this? Hadn’t he kept his distance over the years? Hadn’t they been able to get over all this? Not once did he cross the line with her. He had always been diligent with keeping himself in check…but not of late. He deflated, there had been more dancing upon that line lately, but surely Gavin didn’t know that. Hokura had made it clear that she hadn’t told him anything. He shook his head. Either way, he had warned Gavin, had warned Hokura as well about the man Tobias was.

      “I should have killed him that night in the library,” Dorian fumed angrily at himself. He had faltered. He had given Tobias a warning when he should have incapacitated the man. He trusted his instincts more than anything else, and he backed down and allowed someone else to take the reins of the situation. Never again. He thought of what might be happening back at the compound and smirked wickedly. “Good luck bringing me back now, Governor…”
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        * * *

      

      It had been midafternoon when Gavin decided to go to his suite and check on Cassandra and Cyrus. Even with a plan, they had no vehicles. He had been thankful that Dorian hadn’t been in the middle of things. He couldn’t deal with facing off with the professor right now. He doubted they would be capable of sharing any civil words anyway. Gavin opened the door and noted a piece of paper that was on the side table by the door. He picked it up and read it…it hit him as he went over and crashed on the couch with a groan. His head was aching. It was the stress of the situation. Tobias had indeed lured her, and she had taken the bait without telling anyone. The letter had seemed innocent enough. To meet in a public area away from the compound had been a genius idea. How could Hokura say no? He wondered whether the dull ache which was creeping up in his head was real or not as he brought his fingers to it and pressed gently. What on earth was he going to do? He looked up to see Cyrus come out of his room. He needed to keep himself together for his children’s sake.

      “Dad, what’s happening?” the boy asked in a worried tone. “What about Mom?”

      Gavin pursed his lips slightly. “We’re doing everything we can to get her back, Cyrus. You need to remember your mother is incredibly strong. There’s a likelihood that she might be able to make her way back to us on her own.”

      “What if she can’t?” the boy pressed.

      “We’re trying to get the vehicles repaired as fast as we can, and then we’ll be sending a team out to get here.” He didn’t want his son to worry, yet he didn’t know how to make the situation seem any lighter. “We just need to wait for now…” He looked towards Cassandra’s room at the closed door. “How’s your sister doing?”

      Cyrus shrugged. “I dunno. She ran into her room and slammed the door once Olga brought us up here.”

      Gavin sighed. He knew she wasn’t going to take this very well and that she needed some soft, consoling words that everything would be okay. He knocked on her bedroom door. “Cassie?” He waited a moment before knocking again. “Cassandra, we need to talk…” He didn’t hear his daughter even shuffle inside her room. He knocked once more, growing impatient. “Cassandra, I’m coming in.” He opened the door to find her bedroom empty. He groaned, leaning against her door. “Dammit, where could she be? We’re in the middle of a lockdown!”

      Cyrus couldn’t help but take in his father’s helplessness. “I can go look and see if I can find her. Maybe she snuck out to see some of her friends,” he offered.

      “Yeah, Cyrus, if you could do that, that would be helpful…” He watched as his son quickly ran to the door, put on his shoes, and went on his way.

      Gavin sank to the floor. “Hokura, if it wasn’t enough to lose you, now I don’t know where Cassandra is… can this day get any worse?”
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        * * *

      

      Amara stormed through the garage. “Dammit, are you telling me that they took out damn near everything?”

      “Looks like it,” another mechanic grumbled, coming out from underneath one of the jeeps.

      “I can’t believe this!” Amara cried in annoyance, tugging at her hair. She looked over at the head mechanic. “Tyler, tell me some good news, tell me they didn’t hit everything in EVERY vehicle!”

      He came up, shaking his head. “It doesn’t look good. We’re trying to scavenge whatever it is that we can right now. It seems like they knew what to hit, between cutting lines, slashing tires, and puncturing gas tanks, we’re a complete mess.”

      Amara raked her hands down her face. “Dammit, Tyler, don’t tell me that!” she groaned. “Dammit!” she yelled again, stomping her foot so hard into the cement flooring that it cracked.

      Adam walked into the garage with a worried look on his face. His attention went straight to Amara, who was swearing at the top of her lungs and stomping around in anger. He quickly made his way over to her. “I heard what happened!”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be with the kids?” Amara quickly regained her composure and raised an eyebrow.

      Adam’s expression soured. “I asked Olga to watch over Ryan. She took him to the playground; Nathan is watching Erica.” He gave Amara a serious look. “I’m here to help, so put me to work.”

      She grimaced. “I don’t know how much work there is to be done. We’re running into dead ends.” She deflated. “We need parts right now. We need to start pulling parts and to wait on new ones.”

      Adam rolled up his sleeves. “I can start pulling parts.”

      “Then you can start on that jeep over there and work your way over.” Amara pointed.

      Adam stopped and stared at her for a moment. He knew she was trying to stay busy and get things done but knew that deep inside, Amara was concerned about her best friend. “Hey.” He put a hand on Amara’s shoulder and gently squeezed it. “She’s going to be okay.”

      “I hope so,” Amara replied…she didn’t know why but there was something inside of her that didn’t feel like this was going to end well. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was really wrong and that Hokura was in more trouble than everyone knew. She shook off the thought and got to work beside Adam.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It had been midday as Tobias and his men bumped along. They had made good time getting away from the walled city. Still, there was no slowing. Tobias had taken to sitting in the back as Silas sat up front and Jake drove. He figured they would switch off later in the day. He had made it clear to both men that they weren’t to stop and that they were to keep going through the night.

      Satisfied that they hadn’t been followed, Tobias stretched out beside Hokura’s unconscious body and mused with a wicked smile. “Seems like you weren’t that hard to capture after all. Although it’s rather disappointing that you lack that sixth sense about people.” He chuckled. “So trusting. It seemed, though like your professor had me nailed down right away. I guess his intuition is a bit better than yours.” He gently caressed her skin, enjoying every moment of it as his fingers traced over her soft flesh. “He nearly ruined this whole thing, but I wasn’t about to let him get in the way of things.” He leaned in closer to her. “You’re special, Hokura, we’ve been searching for someone like you for a long time, and I promise after you endure the hell that awaits, you’ll be released, and you’ll be mine.” He sat back, smiling. After months of dead ends in other safe zones, Meridiana had come through for him, and now it was time to reap the rewards.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin had checked all around the compound. He had even enlisted some government workers and teachers to check around for Cassandra after lifting the lockdown and stating that she was missing. Cyrus had been diligent in checking all her usual spots. It was starting to wear on Gavin. He hadn’t seen Dorian either, which perplexed him even more. He had checked Dorian’s suite to see if the professor had been brooding. He expected to be met with a storm and instead was met with silence and emptiness. Gavin went back to the garage to talk to Talon.

      “Cassandra’s missing. We can’t seem to find her anywhere…and while we’re adding to the missing person’s lists today, I can’t find Dorian either.” Gavin rubbed his forehead between his eyebrows. This day seemed like it just wanted to continue to spiral out of control until he was at the depths of being swallowed.

      Talon made a noise. “Well, considering the situation, I’m sure the professor is angrily brooding somewhere, possibly taking his anger out on something in the training facility. I doubt it would be wise to stick your nose that way right now.” He thought for a moment. “Cassandra though…” Considering she had breached the wall the other day, it was hard to tell where on earth she could be.

      “What about security footage? Can we have one of the techs check and see if anything has been captured around the compound?” Gavin faltered. Why was he asking? Wasn’t he governor? Couldn’t he just call it? “Talon…” He looked at the man. “Get someone to look at the footage. I need something here.”

      The watch commander nodded in sympathy. He could see that Gavin was desperate as his world seemed to be falling apart around him. “I’ll get someone on it right away.”

      Gavin paced around helplessly, watching. Tactics were fine enough, but they needed a vehicle. He could start packing rations, but what good would that be if they could only send one or two jeeps out at a time? Would it be enough? If Tobias had the power to take down a peacekeeper, what other secrets and tactics did the man have up his sleeve? The ache in his head started to unravel behind his eyes. He had no answers. He needed to rest. Maybe Cyrus would find Cassandra. Maybe she was already back at the suite. Maybe that’s where he needed to be.
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        * * *

      

      There was a knock at Gavin’s suite door, the day had worn on, and midafternoon had turned into early evening. He lugged himself off the couch in hopes that it was good news, that Cassandra had been found. He didn’t care if she had breached the walls again, as long as she was safe. He opened the door to a very pale looking Talon…

      Gavin gave him a look of desperation. “Is it good news?”

      The watch commander licked his lips. He opened his mouth but was lost for words. “They found something…” He looked up at Gavin. “There was a cargo van parked outside on the east side that we used for getting supplies to and from the city. Dorian packed it up and took it…”

      Gavin set his jaw, clenching his teeth. There was more. “What about Cassie?”

      Talon took a deep breath. “She climbed into the back of the van when he was packing. She’s with him.”

      “What!?” Gavin yelled; his eyes went wide as he started to tremble, cold anxiety washed through him. “Does Dorian even know she’s back there? Why the hell would she do this?” He looked at Talon. “We have to get them back!”

      The watch commander couldn’t look Gavin in the eyes as he lowered his head. He braced himself. “Dorian also did something to the gate before driving off. The watch guards have been phoning since he left. Apparently, he stated that he was there to do some kind of update. He went through the gates and somehow locked them.”

      Gavin brought his hand to his forehead and rested it there as he closed his eyes and trembled. “Of course, he did.” His tone was flat. This was exactly what happened when you threatened the professor. He found a way to exceed you.

      “I don’t know what to tell you.” Talon shrugged. “You know once Dorian puts his mind to something, nothing will stand in his way, not even you, Governor.”

      Gavin made a noise as he turned and started pacing. He didn’t know what to do. He swore angrily. “That idiot didn’t have to disengage the damn gate! We’re locked in now! Even if we get vehicles repaired, we can’t do anything with them!” He shook his head. “Where’s Adam?”

      “He’s been down in the garage all day aiding Amara with getting vehicles repaired,” Talon answered quickly.

      Gavin huffed. At least he was helping with the aid. “Thank you for all your work today, Talon. I know you’re doing everything you can.”

      “We already have technicians and coders on the gate,” he offered, rubbing his bald head. “I haven’t a clue about that technical stuff. If you need me to do something else, by all means, tell me what you need, and I’ll get to it.”

      “I don’t know what to do, Talon.” Gavin deflated. “For now, I have to trust that Dorian is on his way to find her. That he’ll take care of Cassandra. That we’ll get some vehicles running and that we’ll be able to catch up with him.” He shook his head. “I need to tell Cyrus what’s happened.”
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus made his way back to the suite a little later. “Dad, I looked everywhere. I couldn’t find her!” His eyes went to his father, who was standing looking over the large bay windows in the kitchen. “Dad!”

      “She’s not here, Cyrus.” His tone was soft and even. “I found out about half an hour ago that she stowed away in a van with the professor to rescue your mother.”

      “What?” Cyrus cried, walking over to his father. He stopped and let out a strangled chuckle. “That idiot, who knew Cass had that in her to do something as stupid as this.”

      Gavin raised an eyebrow at his son and his reaction. “What is it, Cyrus?”

      The boy shrugged. “Cassandra’s been one for getting into trouble lately. She has these theories and feels like she doesn’t fit in. That’s why she’s been pushing everyone, I guess, especially Mom. She’s been really reckless trying to figure it out.”

      “Why didn’t she say anything to us?” Gavin groaned.

      “She’s complicated, Dad. Maybe she told me because we’re twins… but for some reason, I feel that way too, like there’s something a little different about us. I just don’t pursue it the way she does.”

      Gavin pursed his lips. How was it that his thirteen-year-old son suddenly had so much insight? He knew they were different. Even if they held some of his characteristics, they were children born with perfected genetics that had been passed down from their mother, and it became more apparent every day that they stood out among other children their age.

      “I know Mom knows something, Dad.” Cyrus crossed his arms. “I know you do too, and for whatever reason, neither of you have told us yet.”

      Gavin lowered his head. “You two are different, Cyrus, in an extraordinary way because of who your mother is…”

      “So, kind of like Nathan, Erica, and Ryan?” Cyrus asked.

      His father shook his head. “Beyond those three because even though Adam and Amara are like your mother, she was always special, there was something different about her, there always has been.”

      “What is it?” He licked his lips. “Cassandra might not be able to handle it, but I want to know.”

      Gavin tilted his head back and let out a breath. With all the uncertainty that was whirling around them, he felt like he owed Cyrus the truth. It was the only comfort he could give him at the moment. Hokura would have to forgive him… “Your mother…” His voice cracked as he closed his eyes and composed himself. “She was created as the perfected genetic specimen; she was the first child to awaken from the stem cell project. Unlike everyone else here at the compound that simply stopped aging, she was created to be something more. You and Cassandra hold her perfection.”

      Cyrus made a face as he mulled over what he had learned in his mind, but there was still something that didn’t make sense… “Created? By whom?”

      A dark chuckle came from Gavin. It worked up from his chest and vibrated in his throat. “The father of science…Professor Dorian.”

      The boy stepped back in awe as his eyes widened.

      Gavin turned and looked at his son placidly. “She was afraid of you two finding out that she was so unique, that you would blame her for it, that you would feel like you had to fall into certain roles. This changes nothing, Cyrus. You’re still who you’ve always been.”

      “That’s why Mom was acting so weird when Cassandra brought up those names. She knew them. They’re all part of her past.” Cyrus licked his lips.

      “Is there anything else you want to know?” Gavin asked. He felt heartsore. He wanted to be honest with his son but at the same time wished his mother was there to tell him as well.

      “No, not right now.” Cyrus nodded. “We’ll get Mom back…” His eyes met his father’s.

      “Can I make you anything for dinner?” Gavin asked.

      “I hit up the cafeteria while I was looking for Cass. I’m good. I guess I’m just gonna go and read for the rest of the night.” With that, Cyrus went to his room, leaving Gavin alone again, staring out at the city, wishing he could somehow reach out to her and know she was okay. Cassandra…Hokura…he couldn’t even bring his mind to wrap around what was going to happen, yet he couldn’t tear himself away from the window. He didn’t want to move, didn’t want to think.
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        * * *

      

      Jake stopped the vehicle and stretched for a moment as Silas got out of the passenger side and did the same. It was dark out already, and they had taken shifts throughout the day, but they needed a few minutes to relieve themselves from being on a constant shift.

      Tobias quickly opened the back of the van, seething. “Didn’t I tell you two that we were to drive through the night? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Taking a piss.” Jake rolled his eyes in annoyance. “Or do I need your permission when it comes to my bodily functions too?”

      Tobias narrowed his eyes, raking his hand through his blond hair. “Fine. Take a few minutes, and then we’ll be back on the road again.”

      “We’ve been going for fourteen hours,” Silas groaned, stretching his back.

      “And we’re going to keep going,” Tobias stated. “We want to make good time and get back home as quickly as possible. Or do you want to spend your time camping out in the middle of nowhere with the raiders and cannibals?”

      “Pffft, and we haven’t seen a damn soul.” Jake scowled.

      “That means your job was easy, don’t start complaining now,” Tobias countered, getting out from the back, and stretching himself. “You two might as well fuel up if need be.”

      Silas glanced over at him. “Or you could take shifts with us as well.”

      The man turned around angrily and approached Silas; his second hand was really starting to aggravate him. “I’m about ready to let you be back there and see what happens when she finally comes to and rips you to shreds!” he countered. “You haven’t seen her the way I have; believe me, she doesn’t look like it, but she has the potential of being one of the most dangerous people alive.”

      Silas and Jake shared a look. “Whatever.” Jake rolled his shoulders. “We’ll top er up, and then we’ll be on our way again.” He went to the back and grabbed a fuel canister. He didn’t want to argue with Tobias. He just wanted to be back home and done with this mission. He had been promised that if he went along with Tobias that he’d reap the benefits when he came back. He wanted a nicer living suite, which had been promised to him, he wanted a better rank among the soldiers as well, and he’d damn well get it after this. It had been too long since he felt content. He hoped this venture would get him what he wanted.

      The two climbed back up front as Tobias settled in the back.

      “Fucking asshole,” Jake grumbled as Silas took his position in the driver’s seat.

      “I hear you.” He rolled his eyes. “But I’m glad we’re finally done with this journey. I don’t know how much longer I could hold out under his sole command.”

      “Yeah, but you still get to deal with him once we get back to the compound. I get to cut ties and do my own damn thing,” Jake commented.

      Silas huffed. “Hopefully, things will be different once we get back, maybe Tobias will be promoted to whatever the hell he wants, and I won’t have to deal with him anymore.” He clenched his jaw. He didn’t like this, any of this. “What do you think will happen once they can get their vehicles up and running? Don’t you think we’re inviting a war upon us with kidnapping her like this?”

      Jake made a noise. “Then we go to war.”

      Silas couldn’t help stifling a laugh. “Are you mad? They had one super-soldier. What makes you think they don’t have more in the works? What do you think that the professor will do?”

      “Are you really that worried?” Jake asked with a bitter scowl.

      “Yeah, I am, and you should be too,” Silas warned.

      Jake let out a hearty laugh. “By the time they get a working vehicle, it’ll be weeks. Then they have to get to Michigan. A caravan driving that far? Good luck. It’ll be some time again before we see anyone from that compound. Besides, like you said, if they have one super-soldier, they might have others. They may not even come for this one.”

      “Are you insane?” Silas reacted in shock. “Of course, they’ll come for this one!”

      “Hey…” Jake said. “Not my problem once we’re back.” He settled himself in comfortably as he closed his eyes. “Wake me when it’s my turn to drive.”

      Silas took a deep breath; it didn’t seem like it would be anyone’s problem until the army of Meridiana was coming down upon them. He drove on, trying not to think about it as the van bumped along the road. He just wanted to put the whole thing behind him.
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        * * *

      

      It was morning. Gavin found himself idly watching the sunrise as it started to kiss the city with its warmth. He felt exhausted from his night of pacing but couldn’t bring himself to sleep. He couldn’t be in their bed alone. He needed to move but didn’t want to go far. He couldn’t bring himself to leave the suite as he constantly stopped and looked out the bay windows.

      Gavin staggered as he went to his coffee maker and turned the machine on. Maybe today there would be some news. Maybe they would be able to get some vehicles together, but he doubted it. Not with what Talon had told him, not with the mess he had observed himself. He was at a standstill, and never in his life had he felt so helpless. She was out there, somewhere, and yet he wasn’t coming to her rescue. He lowered his head as he closed his eyes. He had failed her miserably. He was supposed to protect her, to keep her safe, and yet he hadn’t. He felt himself crumble under the weight as he lowered himself to the floor in a sob. He didn’t even act, he had no idea what to do, and yet somehow Dorian had found a way…he found a vehicle, and he was already out there. “Dammit, I should have listened to him,” Gavin swore. Instead of butting heads with the professor, he should have asked him for ideas. Instead, he threatened him, he knew better, but he still did.

      He lifted his head as he leaned against the cupboard door, trying to compose himself, mentally listing off his wrongs. He could have worked with Dorian on this and left with him. It could have been both of them out there fighting to save her. The idea of him failing her as a husband whirled around him. What use was he? What would she think of him when it was Dorian who rescued her? Pain consumed him. It seemed no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t live up to the man who was his second. Was there anything that he could possibly do to get out any faster? He shook his head, the coding technicians needed to open the gates, the mechanics needed to get vehicles working. What use was he for anything? “Hokura, what good am I when I can’t even be the one to save you…” He swallowed his sobs that tried to escape. He couldn’t even protect his daughter, who had stowed away to try and help. Even she was ready and willing to throw caution to the wind and rescue her mother. Despair washed over him as he got up and poured himself a cup of coffee. The only thing he could do now is hope that Dorian was successful in his mission and hope that today would be prosperous in moving forward.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian winced in irritation as the sun rose, and he brought the visor down. Still, it didn’t block out the horizon as the sunlight assaulted his eyes. He had driven hard all yesterday, and through the night, he was thankful to be on even ground as the wasteland dunes started to turn to flat. He would make better time today if he kept going. Unfortunately, the van could only go so fast, and he needed to pay attention to the gauges on the dashboard. Hokura had told him about the problems that came with allowing a vehicle to overheat. He knew the wastelands got hot during the day and didn’t want to spend his time idly waiting for an overheated van to cool down. He had enough fluids up front with him that he wouldn’t need to go to the back yet. He needed to keep going. He wondered how things were fairing in the compound if they had been able to scavenge any vehicles or crack his code to get out. Either way, he was far enough now that nobody was going to catch up with him from the compound at this rate. He didn’t need to worry about Gavin’s wrath. The professor would happily face that upon his return as long as Hokura was by his side. Then again, he wanted to personally rip the governor to shreds for his ignorance and for not listening to him. Gavin was an idiot for not listening to him, and it cost them both the person they loved.

      “Hokura,” Dorian sighed miserably. “Please be okay…please be safe…I’m coming for you.” He didn’t care what it took, he would save her, and he would keep her safe from anything like this ever happening again.
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        * * *

      

      It had been midday as Amara gave a frustrated sigh. She and Adam had worked into the night taking apart vehicles in hopes they could scavenge something. They hadn’t gotten far; she had been back at it at the crack of dawn, and Adam had joined her once he had taken the children to their lessons.

      “It doesn’t seem like we’re getting anywhere,” Adam stated, taking in all the pieces they had collected. “At this point, is it easier to simply start repairing?”

      She chewed on her cheek, taking in the chaos of parts, so many of them were beyond repair. “I don’t know.” She shook her head.

      Talon walked into the garage. “You two have been at it for hours. You should take a rest.”

      “Not on your life,” Amara growled. “We need to get this figured out; we need a working vehicle so we can get out there!”

      Adam placed a hand on her shoulder, trying to calm her. “Any news on the gate?” He was hopeful but was shot down as Talon shook his head.

      “I don’t know what the hell that madman did or what magical code he inputted into that damn system, but even our techs are confused,” Talon snarled. It felt like the compound had gone into disarray, and everything had been falling apart in front of him with little that he could do.

      Adam gave him a pleading look. “What about Gavin?”

      “He’s no better…he’s an absolute mess right now in his office. I don’t think he’s stopped pacing all day,” Talon grunted.

      Amara tilted her head back and took a breath of resolve. “There’s nothing we can really do then but keep trying to put the pieces back together.” She looked over at Tyler as the mechanic was going through boxes. “Any luck on your end?” she called to him.

      “Bits and pieces but not enough to make a whole,” he called back.

      She shook her head. How was it that this was a compound of a handful of mechanics, and things were moving so slowly? She knew…they had kept their vehicles to the point that they were pristine in order to keep the need for parts down. Now that everything had been destroyed, they were scrambling. “It’s gonna be another long night.” She then swore under her breath.

      “I’ll keep you two updated if I find anything out about the gates.” Talon excused himself as the two nodded.

      “Why is nothing ever easy?” Amara glowered, feeling her anger rise.

      “We’ve had it easy for quite some time,” Adam offered, hoping to keep her from exploding.

      “Yeah, maybe, but whenever something goes to shit, it seems to really go to shit.” Amara scowled. “And it always seems to revolve around Hokura.”

      Adam couldn’t help but share in the sentiment. Amara had a point. “Once lessons are out, I’ll grab the kids and see if Olga can watch them for a bit. We should at least all have dinner together tonight as a family, though,” he stated.

      “That’s fair enough.” Amara sighed. She didn’t know why but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was going to go horribly wrong. She hoped her intuition was wrong. The only thing she could do was keep pulling parts in hopes she could help speed up the process.
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        * * *

      

      It felt like even though the day had progressed, nothing had moved forward. The technicians had to crack through a number of Dorian’s safeguarded passwords to even get to the program and had been unsuccessful in even doing that. The number of destroyed vehicle parts grew as the possibility of salvaging some shrank. Morale was low as everyone worked themselves to the bone to try and make headway, but it seemed they barely moved an inch.

      Gavin fell haphazardly onto the couch as he buried his head under a pillow as sobs of defeat raked over him. He didn’t want Cyrus to hear him falling apart as he tried to stay quiet. He had fought all day to keep his composure. Even as they quietly sat through dinner, Gavin could feel as if he were cracking. He had made the mistake of going into their bedroom and lying down on the bed in a moment of exhaustion. The reality of her not being beside him was too much for him. He had grabbed his pillow, which he now held over him as he screamed into another as pain took over his heart. Was this what Dorian felt when she had left him all those years ago? No, that was different. She had run off on her own free will. Tobias had kidnapped her against her will, had stolen her away from him, and ripped her from his grasp. So, this was heartbreak. This was what it felt like to have one’s heart shatter. No wonder Dorian had become the man he had been. Whether it had been of her free will or not, there was no denying the crippling pain that felt as though his heart was literally being stabbed. It was something he had never endured before. He couldn’t deny that the pain had indeed felt physical even though he could feel his chest. His rationale told him that there wasn’t a hole that was slowly growing inside of him, and yet it had felt so real.

      “Hokura,” he gasped through tears. He needed to move…needed to leave his suite as he felt as though being in there was too much. It was late as he walked the empty hallways of the compound. He knew the state he was in, that his cheeks were tear-streaked and that his eyes were red, that he was walking barefoot in the compound in sweatpants and a T-shirt. He didn’t care about his image, that he would be seen as vulnerable as his world had been ripped away from him. He didn’t know why but he found himself outside in the gardens that she so enjoyed being in, that she found peace in. He always wished he could feel what she had whenever she was out in nature. It always seemed like she felt things so much deeper than anyone else. The way the waterfall seemed to soothe her as she would simply close her eyes and listen to the water cascade, just like the ocean, there was something about being out here that calmed and soothed her. If only he could somehow tap into that.

      He came upon the familiar plaque that had been erected where the blueberry bushes were. He couldn’t explain why he had been drawn to it nor the sensation that came over him as he touched it as he had watched her do so every time she came upon it. His lips trembled at the memory as her fingers would trace over the words. “I failed her…” he spoke. He didn’t know who he was talking to, but for whatever reason, the words tumbled out of him. “I failed her, and I couldn’t keep her safe, and now I don’t know what to do. There’s nothing that I can do, and I feel like I’m less of a man because of it.” Tears came to his eyes again. “I’m supposed to protect her, and I promised you that I would do so, and I failed you too!” Why did that sentiment make it all the worse as talked to the dead man that had once been her lover? Why was he even speaking out loud? “I don’t know if you hear her when she talks to you. I don’t know if there’s some essence of you that’s left that watches over her but please…if you’re there…if there’s any part of you that can reach her…please…please watch over her.”

      He fell to his knees on the grass and begged whatever entity that could possibly be left in this war-torn world to watch over her. “I need her…you know that I need her…please…please don’t take her away from me. Please let Dorian find her and bring her back to me.” Who was he talking to as he rambled on? Anyone or anything that might have been listening. “Please…I love her…I need her.” His tears fell just as freely as his words as he begged on his knees. “I would do anything…anything…you can have or take anything from me, but please let her come back.” His body dipped as he lay on the cool grass.

      This was just another stage of grief. He had been in denial that she was gone, had been angry, angry at Dorian for being right, enraged at himself for being wrong. Now he was bargaining with what or whom he didn’t know. He cried even louder. That’s fine. He would bargain. He didn’t care. If bargaining away everything brought her back, he would do it. His rationale knew better, but it felt good. It felt cleansing to make promises and offer things to the night, but he knew he wouldn’t get anything in return. That he would wake up tomorrow morning, and she would still be gone.

      “Dorian…” he sobbed. “I’m an idiot, and if you bring her back, I’ll fully admit it.” He wondered if the man ever bargained with anything to have her back.

      If he had gone through these motions as well. From what he knew, he hadn’t understood why Hokura had left. Then there was his fury trying to get her back, his madness of sending the watch out day after day, night after night to have her return. Did the mighty professor ever find himself screaming at the sky? He didn’t know…all he knew was when he first came to Dorian, the man had been in the absolute pits of depression and despair, but he had already accepted the fact that she wasn’t going to return to him. That’s when Gavin took a deep breath. There was the revelation that he needed.

      Being depressed wasn’t going to get her back. Falling into a pit of despair wasn’t going to do anything. He needed to move forward. He needed to get the technicians on things, the mechanics needed to figure out their situation. He was going to get those gates open, and he was going to get her back into his arms, and he was never going to let her go again.

      Never again would she fall into harm. He would protect her, he would listen to Dorian, he would apologize profusely, and he would accept that Dorian had most likely come to the same conclusion that he just had. They would stand beside her and protect her for the rest of their days.

      Gavin sat up and took a breath and filled his lungs with the fresh air. He knew what he had to do. He got up and wiped the tears from his face. Tomorrow was a new day. He couldn’t falter. He couldn’t be weak. He needed to stand strong and believe that she was going to be okay. That no matter what, Dorian was going to bring her back. That he was going to keep Cassandra safe and that they were going to rescue Hokura. He swallowed hard as he looked at the plaque. “Thank you…I needed that…” He made his way back up to his suite with new vigor and understanding. Tomorrow was a new day; tomorrow was another opportunity to move forward, and there would be much to do.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had driven hard through the past two days. His rage-fueled him as time was of the essence. The infamous highway had been long forgotten over the years. Most of the road was covered with dust from sandstorms and the winds turning. Many times, Dorian had to refer to his map to make sure he was still on the right path. Everything around him was flat and desolate, with little to no land markers as he pushed forward. He couldn’t allow any setbacks in fear of losing more ground than he already had. His mind still raced at the same thoughts, how on earth had they been able to secure her? What were they doing to her? What were they going to do to her once they got back to their safe zone? The idea of scientists touching her and running tests on her caused him to only push the vehicle to accelerated rates, he would save her, or he would die trying. He wondered if the team back in Meridiana had figured out how to deprogram the gate. Another stupid move, but he couldn’t have Gavin wasting his time. He didn’t care what the man did once he was out of the city. His one mission was to find Hokura.

      He had tiredly driven through ancient ruins that had once been the city of Albuquerque. It had taken up most of his time because the highway was in worse condition through the city. It looked like it had been hit hard by the devastation. It was a ghost town of fallen buildings which were dust. He wondered what had happened here after the bombs went off. Did this city fall to war or civilian riots? Either way, it had long ago given away to decay and was nothing but an empty shell of the past. This place had once been beautiful and thriving. Now it was like every other city from the past, blown to bits or turning to ash and rubble. There had been odd vehicles that had become skeletons of scrap scattered on the side of the road, obviously, over the decades, people had cleared a way through the city, but it was still slow going.

      Dorian had finally left the city when he glared at the gas gauge, he had kept a large canister up front and had already refilled the vehicle twice, but he knew he should stop for a bit and collect his thoughts. He needed to move a little bit, and it would be wise to stretch his legs and replenish his water from his large canteen in the back of the truck. He feared he would lose his momentum, but crashing wasn’t an option either as he needed to stay hydrated. Even though he was wearing a peacekeeper suit and keeping cool, he still required basic necessities to stay alive. He grunted and stopped the vehicle grabbing the gas canister and walked to the back of the van. He opened the back door when his eyes narrowed. Up against the back corner, his blanket lay in a huddle overtop of something when he had precisely packed it with his foam mattress. He walked over to it and glared as he picked it up. From underneath the blanket, Cassandra let out a deep breath.

      “It was getting hot under there!” she exclaimed.

      Dorian’s eyes widened in a fury. “Are you fucking kidding me?” he roared at the girl. “Are you out of your damn mind? What the hell are you doing here?” He grabbed Cassandra by the arms, hoisting her up. “The whole time? The whole fucking time these past two days, you’ve been in the back of the van?” He shook the girl. “Answer me!”

      Before Cassandra could say a word, Dorian placed her down and let go of her. He left the back of the van swearing ferociously, kicking at the dirt and pacing, raking his hands through his hair in madness. What was he going to do? If he took her back, that would cost him another four days to get back out to where he was. By then, who knows what would have happened to Hokura. He couldn’t leave her either. Then there was Gavin. His eyes widened, he turned around at the girl who looked so much like her mother and stalked up to her. He needed to control his anger. He needed to try to be calm with her. “Your father doesn’t even know that you’re here. Did you think about the consequences when you crawled into the back of that van? Your mother has been kidnapped, your father is most likely losing his damn mind, and you figure you would stow away? To do what? See the hell hole of the world beyond the wall? WHY?”

      Cassandra stood at the back of the van tight-lipped, giving him a hard stare. He had seen that look in Hokura many times. It angered him even more that Cassandra hadn’t been moved by his screaming at her.

      “You will answer me now, young lady!” Dorian said, stepping back up to her getting in her face.

      “I wanted to help!” Cassandra said in a sharp tone as she eyed Dorian up. “And I want the truth! I’m sick of everyone walking around it! Mom was kidnapped for a reason! I want to know why!”

      Dorian turned away from her, making a disgruntled noise bringing his fingers to his temple. “What the fuck am I going to do with you?”

      Cassandra smirked as she crossed her arms. “Looks like you don’t have any choice but to bring me with you.”

      He fumed, looking back at her. “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into!”

      “Then why don’t you be the first to enlighten me.” Cassandra’s tone had an edge to it.

      Her attitude was starting to piss him off. What angered him even more was the hindrance she had put on his mission. “Do not take that tone with me. I am your superior, and you will damn well listen to every word I say and do exactly as I instruct you to do.”

      “Well, then I guess that means that you’re not dumping me here.” Cassandra smiled at him as she finally hopped down from the back of the van.

      “I wouldn’t dump you here,” Dorian grumbled. “Your mother would have my head if I did such a thing.”

      “I guess we’re partners in this whole mission then!”

      He wanted to wipe that smile off her face, he would never hit a child, but at that moment, he was ready to strangle a teenager. “We’re not partners. I already told you that I was your superior and that you are to listen. If you cause me any issues, you will be sitting in the back of that van. Do I make myself clear?”

      Cassandra’s eyes held a hint of glee in them. “Perfectly!”

      Dorian huffed. “Get into the front of the van. Have you eaten anything?” Why did he suddenly feel so tired?

      “I brought a few things with me in my bag.” She shrugged. Dorian noticed she had a bag slung around her back. She had planned this. From the clothes she was wearing to her demeanor about the whole situation.

      “Like mother like bloody daughter,” Dorian mumbled to himself. “Fine, get in front, make yourself comfortable. I need to fill up the van.” He walked to the back and grabbed the extra gas as Cassandra casually made her way to the front of the vehicle. He shook his head. “Now I’m a fucking glorified babysitter,” he muttered, getting to the task. He stopped and wondered, it was plain to see that Cassandra held Hokura’s genes, that she was indeed special like her mother. He would see on this journey just how deep the genetic coding lay within Hokura’s daughter. There was a possibility that she could actually be of some help.

      He got back into the vehicle and eyed the girl wearing cargo pants and a light tank top with her brown hair pulled back as he propped her knees on the dashboard and looked relatively comfortable. He raised an eyebrow at her. “How are you not dying in this heat?”

      Cassandra shrugged, not looking at him. “The heat has never bothered me. Even when my parents have taken me camping, and we’ve been in the wastelands, I’ve never been uncomfortable.”

      “Interesting,” Dorian mused as he started up the van again and took a large drink of water, still staring at her.

      “So, are you going to tell me?” she asked, taking in the scenery as he started driving.

      He sighed. At least he could make conversation with her. “Well, I’m sure once your mother finds out you stowed away with me, she’s going to be beyond pissed off, so why not dig my grave a little deeper…”

      Cassandra gave a light laugh. “I’ve never heard you swear before. It’s kind of funny,” she mused for a second. “So, you two are really close, hmmm?”

      He was lost for words with the girl, what had Hokura told her about their relationship, of her past and how things used to be. Most likely not… how could he answer that question?

      “She always talks about you, and whenever I see you two together, she usually looks pretty happy. She doesn’t seem to have a lot of friends in the compound other than Adam and Amara. People say it’s because she’s different.” Cassandra shrugged. “I don’t know how because she’s never told me, I’ve heard rumors, though…”

      Dorian’s eyebrows furrowed. “Rumors?”

      She smirked. “You know that she’s super powerful, that she’s not really human.”

      He scoffed. “Of course, she’s human. Her being a genetically enhanced super-soldier and peacekeeper doesn’t make her any less human than anyone else in the compound!”

      “She’s what?” Cassandra’s tone perked as she laughed in a shrill, which pierced through Dorian’s ears. “I was just kidding about her not being human! But now you need to tell me the whole story!”

      She baited him, and he had fallen for it. Annoying child. He took a breath. “Yes, Cassandra, your mother is extraordinary indeed, she was created to be genetically superior, as was Adam and Amara, but your mother was even more advanced in comparison to them.” His tone was soft. “She was created to be genetic perfection in every way, to produce genetically perfected offspring and to be the ultimate super-soldier. Your mother has never brought it up with you because she has a very complicated past regarding who and what she is. She struggled with it for a very long time. It left unseen scars on her that she never told you, children, about. Eventually, though, she did come to terms and started to accept herself.”

      “Created?” Cassandra asked in a mocking tone. “She wasn’t just born like this?”

      Dorian grumbled. He was already in this deep, and they had a long way to travel. At this point, he didn’t know what he was going to find at the end of the journey. Maybe he was doing Hokura a favor in being the one to tell Cassandra. “She was born…”

      “What about her parents?” Cassandra interrupted.

      “They were scientists in the compound…”

      “Were?”

      He gave her an annoyed look. “Are you going to interrupt me every six words, or are you going to let me explain?”

      Cassandra sat chewed her top lip silently, which told him that she was finally going to listen.

      “As I was saying, they were scientists in the compound. They had an idea about the genetic stem cell project that I had been working on when it came to injecting children to create the ultimate being. They had given their daughter over to science in hopes that she would be the breakthrough. Unfortunately, there had been a mishap in their science department, and they perished in the incident. I already had your mother tucked under my wing and under my watch. I had named her after her parents and had studied her in her comatose state. When her body matured into being a teenager, I began genetic stem cell injections, which lead to her being what she is today. She awoke to being genetic perfection, she was made to go out on peacekeeping duty, she excelled academically, she learned to fight, she was to be the mother of science.” He made a solemn face; in a way, she was but never in the way he had hoped. “It wasn’t long after that time that the genetic stem cell project had been successful in the compound, people had stopped aging. Everything in the project had been completed, and Meridiana had become a compound of genetically modified humans.”

      “Wait!” Cassandra cried, looking at him in awe. “We learned about the whole father of science in our lessons. About an original founder and scientist who tested his hypotheses on himself and had completed the project. That was you? Your name was omitted from all the documentation. Why?”

      Dorian grunted. “Because like your mother, sometimes I would like to simply live a simpler life. My glory days are long behind me, and I’ve become comfortable with the way things are.”

      “But people in the compound all have extended lives and have stopped aging. They haven’t forgotten who you are,” she pressed.

      “No, but again, like your mother, it’s something of the past…”

      “You seem to know more about her than anyone…even Dad doesn’t seem to tell me everything… So, if you created her…you’re like her father in some sort of way?”

      Dorian's eyebrows rose at the question. “No…” he sighed. “Never a father…I was something different…” He didn’t offer anymore, and Cassandra didn’t push. He was grateful for the silence as he pushed forward.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin paced impatiently. “It’s been two days dammit, can’t we just force the gates open?” he asked the technicians who were working frantically at their computers, trying to undo what the professor had done.

      “We’re sorry, sir, but right now, the gates are technically locked in place. Even to move them by force, we would need to disable the locks. We would need heavy machinery to move them, and then once they were open, I doubt we would be able to close them again. We would have to fully rebuild them,” one of the male lab technicians answered as he entered code at an alarming rate.

      “Why would he do this!” Gavin growled to himself. He knew, but still, he didn’t know which was worse, having Hokura kidnapped by Tobias or having Cassandra stow away in the vehicle that Dorian had taken. He had wondered about the professor, about his daughter, and where they were at that moment. He turned to the techs. “Just keep on it. If we can’t get the gates open by the time, we can secure another vehicle. We’ll have to come up with another plan.”

      Gavin stalked down the hallway to see Adam and Amara coming up to him. Maybe they had some good news for them.

      “We should have another vehicle secured by midday tomorrow,” Amara confirmed. “We’re literally swapping working parts from other vehicles to save time; we need to get out there.”

      “At this rate, we’re going to need an army behind us again,” Gavin groaned in frustration.

      “How’s opening the gate going?” Adam asked but felt like there had been little to no success in unlocking it.

      “It’s not. I don’t know what that bastard did to it or why but dammit, I have every coder working on it!” Gavin seethed.

      “You know how Hokura works. Where do you think she got it from?” Amara asked snidely. “He did it because he didn’t want anyone stopping him. Once he gets an idea in his head, do you think he’ll allow anything to stand in his way?” She put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “If anyone is going to get the job done, it’s the professor.”

      Gavin looked up at her questioningly. “And what about Cassandra? She’s with him.”

      Amara smirked at him. “Do you really think he’ll let anything happen to her? As scary as the professor may be, do you really think he wants to face the wrath of Hokura if anything were to happen to her daughter?” she chuckled. “If anything did happen, there wouldn’t be anything left of the man for you to get your own hands on. Believe me, Dorian’s fearing for his life right now if he fucks this up as much as he’s fearing for Hokura’s.”

      Gavin let out a strangled laugh. “I don’t know if I should find comfort in that retort or not.”

      “We’re going to get them back,” Adam stated. “One way or another, it’s going to happen. We’ve already fought a war before. We can do it again.”

      The governor dreaded the idea. “We’re still going to be days out. Who knows how long this is going to take. My hopes are Dorian can get in and out somehow. I just have no idea what his plan is once he gets to their sanctuary…”

      Adam placed a hand on Gavin’s shoulder. “You need to stay positive. Dorian and Hokura are both incredibly strong. If Hokura’s not going to get out of this on her own, then Dorian will save her, and he’ll do so and keep Cassandra safe at the same time.”

      Gavin gave a sorrowful sigh. “Why didn’t I just listen to him?”

      Amara stepped up. “Because you wanted to believe in the good in people again. Dorian doesn’t have that capability.”

      “Or he had the capability of seeing through them and seeing them for what they truly are,” Gavin replied, running his hand through his bangs. “Tobias could have asked about the project; we could have given him something… instead, he took her…”

      Adam and Amara took him in with sympathy. Amara’s voice was calm. “If anything comes up, we’ll let you know.”
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        * * *

      

      The van jostled as it went over uneven ground, causing Hokura’s head to shake. She slowly opened her eyes. She felt ill. Her body was heavy and stiff in her bounds, which were bruising her due to being wrapped around her so tightly as they dug into her skin, causing her pain. She was sweating profusely. She wondered how long she had been out for. The last memory she had was pain hitting her neck and falling to the floor.

      “Ah, you’re finally awake. I was wondering when you would finally come to a bit. You need to drink and stay hydrated,” a gentle voice said.

      Hokura looked up to see Tobias watching over her as he sat next to her on the floor. He produced a water bottle and held it up to her mouth.

      “How long have I been out?” Her throat was raw.

      “Two days, my dear, now please, you must drink,” he urged, moving the bottle to her mouth again.

      She looked at the water bottle and faltered. “It’s drugged,” she croaked as she turned away, refusing the water.

      “Yes, it’s drugged, but for your own good,” Tobias said. “You can drink it, or you can suffer dehydration and end up in the clinic even longer once we get back to my safe zone.”

      Hokura licked her chapped lips. There was nothing else she could do. She didn’t have the strength to fight, so she gave in. “I’ll drink.”

      “I’m glad you’re being sensible about this.” Tobias smiled, bringing the water to her lips, helping her drink. “Don’t go too fast, easy now,” he encouraged her as he gently lifted her chin.

      Once she was done, she took a deep breath. She could feel the sedatives already starting to numb her pain. “Why are you doing this?” Her voice was but a hoarse whisper.

      “I thought that was obvious,” the ambassador replied. “You’re a genetic perfection. You’re the answer to the stem cell project that everyone has been trying to achieve since before the war started. We’re merely taking you back to our labs to run some tests on you and see if we can extract your DNA and crack whatever it was that the professor did to you.”

      “Dorian’s going to come for me.” She fought the sensation of sleep that was overcoming her. “He’s going to kill all of you.”

      Tobias smirked. “Oh, he can try and come for us, but you see, Hokura, we made sure nobody is leaving that compound anytime soon, your professor included.”

      She didn’t believe him. She needed to hold onto hope. “Dorian always finds a way.” With that, she succumbed to the sedatives which drew her into a deep sleep.

      Tobias huffed angrily. The few moments that she was conscious, and she was threatening him with the professor, she would definitely be singing a different tune once she was in the labs, and it was Tobias who would be taking care of her once they extracted whatever they needed from her. He knew the tests weren’t going to be pleasant, that even though he had confirmed with his own eyes what she was, the scientists would need more evidence of how fast her cells regenerated. “I’m sorry, Hokura, but you’re going to be in for one hell of a time.”

      The day went on when the vehicle finally stopped. The sun was slowly starting to set. “We need to refuel,” Silas stated, opening the back of the van. “We’re far enough from the city. We’re tired.”

      “Fine,” Tobias answered indignantly. “We can make camp for the night. It’s not like they’re going to be that close on us anyway. We still have a good four to five days travel at least before we get home.”

      “I can’t wait to be home; I’m done with this traveling bullshit,” Jake huffed. “At least we were able to clear out our fridges and get some decent food from that place, plus these.” He grabbed an apple from his pocket and bit into it.

      “And fuel,” Silas added. “Actually, we were able to ransack a few things when we took out their vehicles.”

      “That was good thinking.” Tobias praised. “And yes, Jake, it’ll be good to be home again. I know it’s been a long time, but we were successful in what we set out to do.”

      “I can’t wait to get between a pair of thighs again!” Jake made an obscene gesture as he chewed. “It’s been a while, and I’ve got needs.” He looked at Hokura in the back. Jake licked his lips in anticipation. “Speaking of which, Tobias, we have a pair of them right there.”

      Tobias eyed the man who had been his traveling companion. “You will not touch her,” he commanded. “I don’t care who you decided to mount during our travels, nor do I care what you do with your urges once we get back, but that one is solely mine.”

      “Didn’t think you were one for ropes and chains,” Silas muttered, adding to the conversation as he grabbed his sleeping roll from the back of the van. He looked at Hokura and took pity on her. At least with being sedated, she couldn’t feel the pain that the chains were inflicting on her body. He had almost wanted to loosen them to ease her discomfort.

      “There won’t be chains or ropes involved once she finally submits to me,” Tobias answered. “By the time the scientists and Richter are done with her, she’ll be so feeble she’ll want whatever comfort a familiar face can offer her, and that face will be mine.”

      Silas shook his head; the whole thing was sadistic. He couldn’t wait to be done with this mission and find some normalcy again. The only reason why he was on this mission, to begin with, was that he had drawn the short straw.

      “Now, if you two would hurry up and figure yourselves out, I will be sleeping in the back with her tonight.” He looked down at the two as if they were about the protest. “We can’t have her possibly waking up and coming too before we can sedate her again.”

      “If there’s too much of that in her system, won’t that mess things up?” Silas asked curiously.

      “No,” Tobias answered impatiently. “Her body is constantly creating new cells and fighting off such things. It’s constantly at battle with what I’m injecting her with.” His lips curled in a cruel smile. “Her body is indeed a battlefield.” He turned. He wanted to be alone with her now when the van wasn’t bumping along, constantly jolting him from his thoughts. “Now set up and leave me be for the night. We’ll break camp at first light tomorrow!” He then shut the door to the back of the van as he grabbed a light. He looked over at Hokura’s form and laid his sleeping roll next to her. He brushed his hand over her forehead.

      “You’re still sweating quite a bit; I hope you drank your fill.” He smiled, bringing his hand under her chin as he tilted her head. He brought his mouth to hers and kissed her lips. He pulled back, gently sucking on her lower lip. “If only you were awake to enjoy this as much as I am.” He traced his fingers down her body. “Those chains are quite tight.” He noticed how they had been wrapped around her chest. They looked quite painful. He cupped her breast and squeezed it. “Nothing like a little pain mixed in with pleasure.” He purred as he continued tracing his hands down her body feeling every inch of her. He wouldn’t take her tonight. No, tonight, he would enjoy his own pleasures of the flesh. He knew she would come to him soon enough once they were in the compound, and at that time, he would make her his.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had finally given in to his fatigue as he had stopped the vehicle and started setting up a small camp as Cassandra paced. She had been annoyed that after their initial conversation, he had barely spoken to her, he had made idle chit chat about where they were, but she wasn’t able to get him to open up about anything else.

      “Will you stop pacing and come and eat something,” Dorian instructed, looking over at her from the fire.

      “For someone who isn’t a father, you sure sound like one,” Cassandra snapped.

      “Just because I wasn’t a father doesn’t mean I wasn’t a mentor and that I haven’t continued being one for the past number of years,” Dorian replied dryly.

      She finally came and sat down as he offered her a container that he had poured some hot water in and a fork. “What is this?” she asked, staring at the steam emanating from the closed lid of the bowl.

      “Army rations, we perfected them decades ago but never had means to really use them, so we only used them during the war or in cases like this.” He watched her hesitate for a moment. “Don’t tell me you’re picky. It’s teriyaki chicken and rice.”

      Cassandra’s eyes widened. “No, I’ve just never seen anything like this. Whenever my mom and dad took us camping, she always made stuff over the fire. We never used rations.” She opened the lid and started in on her meal as Dorian took a bite of his.

      “That figures,” he mumbled as he ate.

      “Why?” Cassandra asked, smirking as she looked up from her meal, she wanted to know more, and now that he was talking again, she wanted it to continue.

      He sighed. Was he going to keep delving into her questions? “Your mother is very well versed when it comes to being on her own. She has survival skills that are unmatched to even Talon’s.”

      “She didn’t learn those in the compound,” Cassandra stated.

      Dorian made a noise at her.

      “Why are there so many secrets?” she asked in annoyance. “And why does it seem like you’re the only one who knows all of them!”

      “She has secrets even from me, I’m sure.” Dorian continued his meal. “Your mother has lived a very long life…” He stared at the girl. “Let me tell you, Cassandra. Your mother has kept these secrets from you because long ago she had another life. A life of hardship and pain which still very much weighs on her to this day.”

      “Is that why she loves the ocean so much?” Cassandra’s voice was but a whisper. “Is that why whenever she goes by the plaques, she can’t help but touch them?”

      “Yes,” Dorian’s voice was strained. Was he giving out too much information? There were things that even he didn’t know about during the forty years that she had been out of the compound.

      “The rebel commander…” The girl’s voice was a whisper.

      “She escaped the compound and ran off with him for forty years. She loved him,” Dorian’s voice broke. He had said it. This wasn’t information for him to give, and yet he had done so. It was something that still pained him to think about, that if he had been honest with her, she might have stayed. That if he would have simply told her everything from the start that she would still be his.

      Cassandra sat, feeling shocked about what she had just learned.

      “You need to remember Cassandra; your mother is over seventy-five years old. That was very long ago before she even knew your father…”

      The girl gave a small smile. “You’re telling me she pretty much ran away from home.”

      “Things were different then. The compound was different. I was different. Your mother was different,” Dorian added. “Maybe now that you know she’ll indulge you a little about her past, I can’t tell you what happened while she was away. All I can say is it broke her heart.”

      Cassandra didn’t say anything more. She had known that the rebel commander was no longer alive. Was that what broke her mother’s heart? Did she love someone who wasn’t genetically modified and spent her years being young while he aged and died? The thought saddened her. She didn’t want to give too much away as she looked down at her food and continued her meal. Finally, she spoke up, wanting to break the silence.

      “This is actually pretty good considering.” She gave Dorian a small smile, but he seemed to have gone back to his non-talkative ways. She wondered how it was that her mother was able to get along with him so easily. He seemed to be a hard person to be friends with.

      “We should hurry through our meals and then get some rest; I want to be back on the road at first light,” Dorian stated.

      Cassandra made a disgruntled face. “It’s still early.”

      “And we have a long day ahead of us if we have any hope of tracking your mother,” Dorian interrupted.

      “If she’s so strong, couldn’t she fight them? If she’s some kind of super-soldier, then this shouldn’t be a problem for her, should it?” Cassandra asked.

      Dorian pursed his lips. “I’m afraid it isn’t that easy; they’ve obviously subdued her somehow. Your mother is a fighter. She would have fought being kidnapped in the first place. Something happened to her.”

      There was a feeling of panic that rose inside her. “They wouldn’t kill her, would they?” she asked in earnest.

      “No…they need her alive to take samples from her, but there’s a good chance that she’s highly sedated.” He didn’t want to think about that reality. He glowered. What was Tobias doing to her? He would kill the man the next time he saw him. He sat in silence as he watched Cassandra finish her meal. “You can sleep towards the back of the van; I’ll sleep closer to the door,” Dorian instructed.

      She gave him a weird look. “Are we not camping?”

      “Yes,” he answered. “In the back of the van, that way, if anyone approaches us, I’ll be ready for them, and you’ll be safe.”

      Cassandra scoffed. “We’re in the middle of nowhere…other than us, who’s out here?”

      “That’s an excellent question, and I’m hoping we don’t find out,” Dorian answered.

      He had boiled water to wash up and had gotten Cassandra set up towards the back of the van. He had been grateful that he had packed so much extra. He was going to double up his foam mattress but gave one to her instead. She was fast asleep before he set up his own bed towards the back door. He hadn’t closed it yet as he looked out into the barren wastelands. “Hokura,” he sighed solemnly. He could only hope that she was okay, that she was strong enough to get through this, that he wasn’t that far behind in rescuing her. He had noticed that his urges had changed since he had found out she was kidnapped. There was no longer that heated sexual lust but the need to know she was okay. The need to rescue her was what was driving him, but now his body was giving in. He was tired and needed his rest if he was going to continue. Hopefully, he would have the endurance to go for two days straight again and drive through the night, but with the added emotion of finding Cassandra in the van, he was mentally exhausted. He took one more deep breath of the night air before closing the back door and allowing himself to slip into slumber in hopes that tomorrow’s outlook would be a little bit better.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gavin stood at the bay window overlooking the city, defeated and exhausted. There hadn’t been as much progress that day as he was hoping for. He wondered how close Tobias was to Michigan or if Dorian had already intercepted them. That’s when he heard light footsteps as Cyrus came up behind him.

      “Dad?” he asked in a worried tone.

      “It’s okay, Cyrus. Everything will be okay. You don’t need to worry. You should go back to bed and get some sleep,” he said, without looking at his son, he needed to stay strong but was afraid if he turned around that the boy would be able to read the fear on his face.

      “Do you really think Mom and Cassandra are going to be alright?”

      Gavin pressed his forehead against the window. The glass felt cool to the touch. “Yes, son, I believe they’ll all be alright. The professor has Cass and will keep her safe.” He heard his son’s footsteps as Cyrus turned around and made his way back to his room. Gavin rested himself against the glass as he slumped on the floor. Why was he so blind when Dorian seemed to see right through people? It was his fault that he hadn’t tread on the side of caution, and now they were all paying for it. No, he didn’t want to think about that. He didn’t want to think about anything. It was already late in the night. The techs worked hard all day to try and unlock the gates. The mechanics had labored over the vehicles to get something up and running. Everyone was exhausted.

      Gavin made his way to the couch and fell onto it, allowing his body to be absorbed by its soft cushions. He never thought he would be willing to sleep on it again because Hokura wasn’t around to sleep beside him. It was the hardest at night. The thought tore at him until sleep finally won over and had taken him deep into a world of nightmares…
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra awoke the next morning to the sound of the back door opening. She peered drowsily to see that Dorian was already awake and moving. “It’s dawn. We need to get going. You can sleep up front or in the back, I don’t care, but we’re moving out in five minutes,” he stated gruffly.

      She wondered if he had woken up on the wrong side of the bed, but considering the situation, she wasn’t about to ask. She had already thrown a hitch in his plan by stowing away with him, and she could tell that he was indulging her more than he should have been about her mother. Still, she was happy to finally have some answers. All this time, she had wondered about the professor and her mother. She wondered if there had been something more to it but didn’t exactly want to broach the subject. Finding out that there had been another person that her mother had loved before her father made her feel kind of off in a way she didn’t quite comprehend. Finding out that it was the rebel commander had been just as shocking as finding out that Dorian was indeed the man who had been named the compound’s father of science.

      She lugged herself up and out of the vehicle to see Dorian already topping up the fuel.

      “Can I quickly uhhh…” She suddenly felt awkward but didn’t want to get left behind.

      “Go take care of your personal needs and let me know when you’re back. Just go to the other side of the van.”

      She chewed her top lip. At least the professor was quick to understand things. She quickly went and did what she needed to do, made her way to the passenger side of the vehicle, and hopped in beside him.

      “Breakfast,” Dorian said, handing her a wrapped protein bar as he started the engine.

      “The sun is barely up.” Cassandra squinted. “I’m going back to sleep if that’s alright with you.”

      “You need to eat,” he urged, dropping it in her lap.

      “I’m pretty sure my mom isn’t going to breathe down your neck if I don’t eat breakfast at five in the morning,” she retorted. “I doubt you were ever this bossy with her.”

      Dorian laughed loudly, which caused Cassandra to look at him in shock. “Child, you have no idea. In fact, I still boss your mother around.”

      “And how does she take it?” Cassie wrinkled her nose at him.

      “Quite the same as you do, actually.” He shook his head. “Like mother, like daughter.” He stepped on the gas, and they were on their way again.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin awoke in a haze; he was barely still on the couch as his one arm and leg were partially draped on the floor. Partway through the night, he had flipped onto his stomach and had slept on his other arm, leaving it feeling numb. He groaned as he got up to notice Cyrus was in the kitchen doing something.

      “I hope I didn’t wake you,” Cyrus said as he heard his father groan.

      “No, I woke up on my own accord.” Gavin’s voice was hoarse.

      Cyrus walked over and placed a cup of coffee along with toast and scrambled eggs on the coffee table in front of his father.

      “What’s all this?” Gavin asked, rubbing his eyes.

      “Breakfast.” Cyrus shrugged, walking back to the kitchen. “Lessons don’t run the next two days… I figured I would make you something to eat before you started your day.” He stared at his father in worry. He looked exhausted. “Maybe today you’ll be able to get the gates open and get someone after Mom.”

      Gavin took a sip of coffee. He had to admit it wasn’t bad. He wondered when his teenage son learned to make it. “This is good, thank you.” He took a bite of his meal. He couldn’t deny that the eggs were perfect. He wondered if Hokura had taught him, as much of a disaster that she was in the kitchen, there were some things that she seemed to excel at. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but her scrambled eggs always came out fluffy and full of taste in comparison to his own. He looked up at Cyrus, who was looking out the window, tapping on the glass rhythmically. “What are your plans today?”

      His son shrugged. “Is there anything I can help you with? Do you think Amara can put me to work in the garage? Even if it’s grabbing things, I want to help.”

      Gavin couldn’t help but be touched by his son’s willingness. “I’m sure we can find something for you to do, but it’s your day off…”

      “I want to help, Dad! Cassandra’s out there somewhere. Mom’s been kidnapped. We need to do something!”

      He was taken back; he didn’t know how much this situation had affected Cyrus. It seemed as the twins aged that Cyrus had taken on a level head of rationality. It was starting to really shine through in this situation. “Okay. You can help.” He was sure the mechanics could use a hand. If not, he could get Cyrus bringing up rations from below. Either way, the boy would feel like he was making a difference and contributing. “Give me a few minutes to finish and freshen up, and we’ll make our way to the garageCyrus’s face lit up.

      At least Gavin could be there for his son. “Make sure you eat some breakfast as well, and we’ll make our way down to the garage, and I’ll put you to work for the day.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” The boy grinned, happy that he could finally be of help.
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        * * *

      

      It was mid-morning. The landscapes had shifted, and it seemed that the wastelands had slowly transformed into country roads surrounded by barren fields as vast as the eye could see. Dorian had been traveling hard for a few hours later. He had stopped; he was glaring at his map. They were approaching another big city. He didn’t want to waste more time going through another large war-torn area. He wanted to avoid it at every cost, even if it meant getting off the main road. His fear was getting lost, or so off track that he would have to double back. He puzzled over it, trying to get his bearings. There was a bridge that he would have to cross over a large river. What if the damn thing was no longer there? He scanned the map and swore, 200 miles after the first river, was the bigger one. He closed his eyes. How could his geography have been so off? Had it merely been high hopes? How could he forget the damn Mississippi river?

      “Dammit!” he yelled. There had to be a way. If Tobias had made it from his safe zone in Michigan to Surprise, Arizona, then there had to be crossings.

      Cassandra glanced at him as his eyes scanned over the map. He had been silent for a few minutes until his cursing startled her. “What is it?” she asked in a worried tone.

      “A natural roadblock.” Dorian scowled at the map and pointed. “We have two major crossings coming up. “This one,” he pointed to the map, “isn’t the big one. There are several ways across it. It’s this one that we need to be concerned about.” He shook his head. “I don’t know for sure if there will be bridges still standing or not or if over the years there have been makeshift ones created, but the only way we’re going to find out is going to be to drive.”

      She nodded, chewing on her top lip, she didn’t want to disturb him any further, but she needed to know. “So, when we get there, how do you think we’re going to get in and save my Mom?”

      Dorian’s eyes narrowed at her. He hadn’t gotten that far yet. He had been on flight mode to simply get there. “I’ll figure it out, but first, one obstacle at a time. We need to get through what used to be Kansas and cross that damn bridge. From there, we need to see how much road we can put behind us. We’ve been fortunate with making good time.”

      Cassandra eyed him. “You were alive before the war started,” she mused. “You knew what all this looked like back then, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” Dorian looked ahead as he started the van up again. “The world was totally different. That was a very long time ago.”

      “What was it like?” she urged.

      He huffed. He could understand that she wanted information. He had just never been one for much small talk. It was only really Hokura that he ever truly conversed with about menial and trivial things, but in reality, they were never menial or trivial to her. Cassandra had wanted the same. “The world population was roughly 10,317,830,200. There had been large cities, metropolises that held millions. Towers and buildings that touched the sky in cities that were so densely populated they blocked out the sun in some blocks. There was vegetation that grew everywhere. People had vehicles. There were smooth concrete roads that stretched all over the world, uniting people. There were planes that flew in the sky that jutted people all around the world.” He smirked. “Transportation was huge back then. Unfortunately, it didn’t exactly stand the test of time. We were able to refine the vehicles in Meridiana and the fuel they run off of. Meridiana is like an old-world city, just obviously not as dense or populated. It used to be an actual community before the war.”

      “That’s what we’ve learned at lessons,” Cassandra spoke. “I’ve seen old pictures of what the world used to look like. It’s simply weird that you were around to experience it.”

      Dorian kept his eyes on the road ahead of them. “I was still young when I experienced it. It’s a distant memory now, almost like a dream. Technology back then was vast as well, but unfortunately, due to our technological advances, so much became lost when it went down. There was something called the internet. It was all the information ever compiled that you could access on your computer. People held all their information digitally in cyberspace, and when it fell.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “The world stopped turning. It was sheer pandemonium. It seemed like the bombs going off were a mere inconvenience in comparison.” That’s why he had been created, to hold all that precious information. To learn and never have to depend on a device to keep copies of codes, serums, or formulas, his mind held them all.

      “What were you like when you were a teenager?”

      The question caught him off guard. He pursed his lips and took a breath. “I was different. I wasn’t an average teenager. When I was your age, I was already facilitated into higher education and leading science departments.” He glanced over at her. “I was like your mother in a way…I was created for a higher purpose to be a super genius, but in the end, that wasn’t enough for me. I wanted to crack the genetic code in the stem cell project. What good was being a genetically modified textbook when the mind would eventually slow, and the body would die.” He shook his head. “Mankind is never happy with what it has. It’s human nature to always strive for bigger and better. That’s what got us into this mess in the first place. Tobias wanted the genetic code that runs through your mother’s veins, so he took her.”

      The girl didn’t know what to say. She gnawed her bottom lip mulling over what she had learned. She had learned more in the few hours she had spent with Dorian than she would in lessons in a week. The man was fascinating. “Why aren’t you a teacher?”

      He let out a sarcastic laugh. “Seems lately people keep asking me this question in variations. Why aren’t I Governor? Why aren’t I a teacher?” He rolled his eyes and gave her a look. “I’m not the man for the job. I’m hard to get along with, I’m of a genius mind, but I lack empathy or people skills. I have an uncanny ability to turn off my emotions and get things done.”

      Cassandra cocked her head to the side. “Is that what you’re doing now?”

      His eyes narrowed as they went to the road. “I have to save your mother. I can’t let anything stand in my way, that includes your father.”

      She let out a small chuckle. “You play by your own rules.”

      “I make the rules,” Dorian retorted. “And if I don’t like the rules in place, I change them. That’s what scientists do. We alter the world to befit us.”

      She couldn’t help but smirk at him as she tried to keep from laughing.

      “What is it?”

      She shook her head. “You don’t seem so bad to me.” She shifted in her seat to look out the window and take in the scenery.

      Dorian was glad he had entertained her enough for the moment as he pushed forward. They were approaching the city.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura awoke to a strange sensation. Someone was grabbing at her, she fought to open her eyes, but her body was battling her. She felt a tugging at her shirt as it slipped down, she could feel the chains now digging directly into her flesh, but there were more than the jagged edges of the chain boring into her. She concentrated on the waves of the sedative as a hand squeezed her breast, hard enough that she gasped as her eyes shot open. There beside her had been Tobias.

      “So glad you’re awake now. I was getting lonely back here entertaining myself as you slept.” His smile was sinister.

      She struggled against the chains, her arms and legs burned from being shackled for his long. She wondered if there was any circulation getting to them at all. “Don’t touch me!” she tried to yell, but her voice sounded weak as the command came out sounding like a plea. She breathed heavily; her mind was foggy as she was fighting the feeling of being disoriented.

      Tobias laughed loudly at her. “You’re in no position to say such things, my dear.” He looked at her glazed eyes. “But I’m going to be kind enough to let you stay awake and watch what I’m doing. It’ll be nice to have you present and conscious.” He leered, adjusting himself.

      Hokura breathing hitched. She closed her eyes and turned her head from him as best as she could. She would rather be sedated again than watch him pleasure himself as he touched her. She didn’t want to be anywhere near the man, yet she had no choice.

      He grabbed her roughly by the hair, turning her head. “You will watch, or I will see how quickly you regenerate eyelids. Remember, you’re in no position to disobey me right now. Might I remind you that I can easily take all of you whenever I please? I could sedate you right now and enjoy you in full. So, if you don’t want that, you will bloody well look at me!”

      Hokura felt tears coming to her eyes, but she obeyed and hoped it would be over soon as the van rocked back and forth. She detached herself from what she was seeing. She wondered how long it had been and how far they had come since she had lost all concept of time. She wondered who was coming to rescue her and how close they were. She could feel his hands on her, grabbing her, pinching her, they started to trail further down. His grunts and groans were in the distance but were becoming louder…

      “Yeah, you just lie there and let this happen, submit to me,” he grunted at her, slipping his hand beneath the waistband of her pants.

      Her eyes widened as tears slowly started to trickle down her cheeks. Her system was betraying her, allowing this to happen. She couldn’t struggle. She couldn’t fight. She was utterly helpless as her bottom lip trembled. Gavin… Dorian… where were they?

      There was a chuckle. “Don’t cry, dear. You’ll just further dehydrate yourself.”

      She whimpered helplessly as his fingers pressed against her. She didn’t want this, but there was nothing she could do. She tried to work her body to get her system regenerating faster, but the sedatives had been too heavy. Her body protested as she tried to move it. The moans grew louder as his touch grew harsher; all she could do was wish for this to be over.

      Finally, Tobias let out a gasp as she averted her eyes and turned her head again. She heard him shuffle away from her but was back at her side a moment later. “You don’t seem to appreciate my company. You’ll be singing a different tune when this is all done,” Tobias spoke. He grabbed her by the chin as brought the water bottle up to her lips again. She drank greedily. The more sedative in her system, the less she would be awake to endure. “Trying to get away from me, are you?” He smirked wickedly, taking the bottle from her. “Don’t worry, Hokura. I’ll be here when you awake again.” He brought his lips to hers and kissed them hard. Shoving his tongue in her mouth as her eyelids grew heavy, she welcomed the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin had put Cyrus to work. He had spent a good part of the day bringing up rations from the lower part of the compound. When he had completed that task, he moved on to gathering medical supplies and weapons. He had asked his father to keep him busy, so that’s what Gavin had done. He even worked beside his son moving things since they were still waiting on word about the gate and obtaining more vehicles.

      The day had worn on as Amara walked up to Gavin after he sent Cyrus to grab more supplies. “We have three vehicles secured and running.”

      The governor made a face. “Really? That’s all that we could secure?” Disappointment shrouded him.

      Adam joined them. “That’s better than nothing. It also looks like the technicians have about seventy-five percent of the code cracked. If they keep at it, we might be able to leave at first light.”

      “We?” Gavin asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Amara and I…” Adam stated.

      Gavin chuckled, shaking his head. “That would be asinine to send the last two peacekeepers into the wastelands for a recovery mission. Maybe one of you but definitely not both.”

      Amara bristled. “And why not?”

      “Because what happens if I lose both of you as well? What about your children?” Gavin cried.

      Amara chuckled darkly. “You have so little faith in us, Governor.” Adam stepped in, placing a hand on Amara’s shoulder, but she shrugged it off. “We already spoke to Olga about the children, and we’re going. I’m not asking your permission, Governor.”

      Gavin took a deep breath as he scowled at Amara. After this long, he knew exactly the kind of person she was. “And what if I forbid it?” His voice was even and hard.

      Amara smirked cockily. “Then I hope you’ve been training because I will put you to the ground and walk over your body if I have to.”

      “Amara!” Adam shot. “That’s enough!”

      She crossed her arms and gave the governor a cocky look. “You have an army of super-soldiers. Being out by two more peacekeepers won’t mean anything if we can’t recover the two strongest people in the compound. Do you really think Adam and I are going to fail to come back?” She raised an eyebrow.

      Gavin huffed, raking his hands through his hair. He had been backed into the corner. His expression softened. “You two have children. They need their parents…”

      “And they’ll have their parents when we arrive back,” Adam stated. “They aren’t losing their parents in this. We are coming back with Dorian, Hokura, and Cassandra. You know we’re the ones for the job. We know how to navigate the wastelands just as well as Hokura.”

      Gavin faltered. “You’re right.”

      “Of course, we’re right,” Amara chided, happy she had won this battle with only one threat.

      The governor looked over at Adam pleadingly. “Are you sure you want it to be both of you? Not just one?”

      Adam chewed the side of his cheek before giving a small grin. “Are you kidding me? It would be a fight to the death between us choosing who was to go and who was to stay.” He chuckled. “It’s easier this way. Besides, the two of us can navigate well enough that we can continuously switch off without stopping or having to make camp. We’ll make good time.”

      Gavin puzzled for a moment. “What about the others going with you?”

      Adam gave him a look. “There are two routes. I suggest we split up. Amara and I will take the south one. The other convoy of two vehicles can take the north. Unfortunately, they both make sense. If Dorian were successful and were making his way back, he’d most likely use the southern route. If anything happened while getting up there, they would still be on the northern one.”

      The governor closed his eyes in defeat. He was right.

      “Either way, we’re covering our ground.”

      “You’re right, Adam.” He looked up at the two. “Pack up. If all goes as planned, you’ll leave at first light.”
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        * * *

      

      Dorian pulled up to the bridge and stopped the vehicle as he got out and examined it with a stern look. Getting this far through the fallen city had been irritating, but he had pushed through. The next obstacle stood in front of him. He had opted for the shortest crossing possible. Cassandra followed in his wake.

      Her eyes widened. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

      He turned to her with an unimpressed look. “Does your mother know you talk like that?”

      The girl smirked. “I hang around Amara enough to have picked up a few things. I don’t talk like this when Mom’s around. Besides, it’s not like you’ve censored yourself around me.” She walked up beside him. “Are we really going to try and cross that thing?”

      “Do you know how to swim?”

      She made a face at him. “We live in the desert, but no, not overly. Not across something like that!”

      Dorian chuckled. “Then you better hope it stays intact.”

      She took a deep breath. This was no time to lose her nerve. It wasn’t like she could back out of this anyway since she had nowhere to go, and the professor wasn’t going to just leave her at the side of the road. “Are you sure about this?”

      “No,” he answered. “But it’s our only chance. The bridge looks sturdy enough.” He turned and got back into the vehicle as she followed and got in beside him.

      “You’re going to race across it as fast as possible, right?” Cassandra asked earnestly, wanting to get this over with.

      “No,” Dorian answered, turning on the vehicle. “Going fast over a structure like this will cause too much of a dynamic pressure wave. It’ll also cause additional angular forces, which will weaken it even more so. Slow, steady, and adjusting if the bridge shifts under us is how it needs to be done.” He slowly accelerated as the van crept onto the bridge, so far so good as he kept his speed constant and even.

      Cassandra sucked in her breath beside him. Her body went rigid as she held her breath. She could see out of the corner of her eye that Dorian was concentrating fully on getting them across the bridge alive. He was staying mostly to the one side when he slightly turned the wheel. “What are you doing!?” she cried out in fear.

      “Avoiding a pothole,” he stated, his eyes not leaving the road.

      “We’re gonna die!” Cassandra moaned.

      A smile cracked the professor’s hard demeanor. “If that’s the case, then I won’t have to worry about your mother ever getting her hands on me.”

      Shock filled the girl’s face as she bristled. “You’re a real ass! You know that?”

      His smirk grew. “Your tone seems to have quickly changed about me. I’ve been called worse and by your mother as well. Might I remind you that I’m your superior?”

      “You won’t be if we fall to our deaths!”

      He wasn’t going to falter as he brought the van back up towards the one side. “We’re not going to die.” His hands were gripping the steering wheel tight enough that they were making indentations as the vehicle slowly and steadily drove forward. He wondered if the road beneath them did start to crumble if he could react fast enough to save them both. This was the shortest crossing that he could find on the map. He held his breath as they reached the end and exhaled deeply as they reached the platform on the other side. “See, that wasn’t so bad.” He grinned over to Cassandra. He knew the next crossing was going to be the perilous one.

      The girl didn’t say a word as she chewed her top lip. Her hands had been clenched in fists in her lap as fear shook her. She believed that the professor wasn’t going to let anything happen to her, but she also knew the reality was that there were dangers that were even beyond his control.
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        * * *

      

      The evening had arrived as Amara packed the last bit of supplies into the jeep. “Dammit, this has been exhausting!” She breathed deeply and cracked her neck.

      “Emotions have definitely been running high the past few days,” Adam replied with a deep sigh. He couldn’t imagine how Gavin was keeping it together. “I doubt anyone is going to sleep tonight.”

      “If I had my way, we’d be leaving now,” Amara grumbled as she stalked out of the garage with Adam by her side.

      “We should be so lucky that they were able to get the gates figured out,” Adam offered. “We need our rest and wits about us tomorrow so we can make good time. If we can avoid too many stops, we should be able to get there quickly enough. I’ve gone over the maps, and it looks like the terrain starts evening out once we’re out of the wastelands.”

      Amara shook her head. “At least we have a jeep. I have no idea how that cargo van might have survived in the wastelands.”

      “I guess we’ll find out when we come across them,” Adam answered.

      She couldn’t help but grin at him. “I like that positive attitude; I hope I can feel the same way“Don’t you feel that way?” Adam asked, raising an eyebrow. “These past few days, you’ve kept yourself so busy with things you haven’t said much otherwise. What’s on your mind?”

      She lowered her head. “I can’t shake this feeling that something is happening, that this isn’t going to end well. That something is going to happen that even we can’t control, and things are going to change.”

      Adam took her hand and rubbed it gently as they made their way down the hallway to their suites. “I can understand you’re concerned. Hopefully, it’s just a feeling, and it’ll fade once we’re out there. I know you’re not used to feeling powerless, which is very much what we’ve all been feeling these past few days.”

      Amara gave a loud sigh. “I wish that Dorian would have said something, that he could have at least taken us with him.”

      He was taken back by her words. “Maybe, but he was on flight mode. Even he’s not beyond reckless actions when Hokura’s wellbeing is on the line. He’ll get through any obstacle that stands in his way to make sure she comes out of this.”

      “I know,” Amara took a deep breath. “You’re right.” She squeezed his hand. “Now, let’s go finalize things with the kids and get ourselves ready for tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Hokura came to at the distance sound the back-door slamming shut. She had noticed that the vehicle had stopped and heard Tobias yelling in the distance.

      “Why the hell did we stop? I don’t care if it’s evening. We’re not stopping!”

      “We need to check the tire pressure,” Jake’s voice stated. “We went over some really rough ground back there, and I want to make sure we’re not leaking any air.”

      “Well, then hurry the hell up and get it done!”

      “We don’t have any more rations up front either. You’ve been hiding in the back the past few days with Hokura. Do you think we could get something to eat from back there?” Silas asked in a demanding tone.

      Tobias sneered at him. “Fine, we’re about a day away anyway. Get whatever you need, and let’s get going. I’m sick and tired of this already.”

      “You haven’t been the only one on this journey, you know,” Jake shot back. “It’s been all of us, but ever since we left Meridiana, you’ve been acting all damn high and mighty on yourself. Get off your high horse already. Silas and I have been taking shifts driving while you’ve been in the back ogling your new girlfriend. I’m sick of your shit!”

      “Stop it, both of you. We’ll be home in a day. It’s been a long time coming. Once we get back, we can just put this whole thing behind us,” Silas’s voice rang.

      There had been grumbling as the back door opened again, and Silas stepped in with a huff. Hokura closed her eyes quickly, hoping he hadn’t noticed. He sat down beside her and groaned as he stretched and started digging in the cold boxes. He grabbed a canteen and drank the water down greedily.

      “Are you thirsty?”

      Hokura cracked open her eyes. She tried to talk as she struggled. Her throat was dry, so she merely opened her mouth.

      “Your lips are cracked,” Silas offered lightly. “Here.” He gently shifted her slightly and allowed the water to slowly pour as she struggled to drink. “I’m sorry about all of this.”

      Hokura noticed it wasn’t the same water bottle Tobias had her drinking from. She was thankful to finally get some liquid into her system that wasn’t drugged.

      “Silas! Hurry it up back there!” Tobias barked at him.

      She heard him grab a few more things as he scrambled out of the back. She was relieved that there was only one more day of this hell. Anything was better than being chained up in the back of his vehicle. She hadn’t eaten anything since they left. Her stomach panged after drinking the water. She wondered how her system was surviving without sustenance. That was most likely why the sedation was leaving her feeling so groggy and heavy. Her cells were working overtime to keep her from dehydration and starvation, along with battling the heavy sedatives that Tobias was continuously dosing her with. It had felt good to get some cold water into her system, but now she found that she was thirstier than before. That’s when the pain became apparent, she was still too heavily sedated to fight, but the burning in her arms, legs, and sides was agonizing. She worked her fingers in her hands, her arms throbbed as she couldn’t help but let out a small groan.

      She needed to move. She started slowly flexing her legs and moving her toes. The pain vibrated through her causing tears to well up in her eyes as she gasped. There was a chance she could fight the sedation. She shifted and fought to move her body however she could. The more her blood pumped through her, the faster her cells would regenerate.

      “I can see you’re getting restless back here,” Tobias’s voice called as he stalked into the back, closing the door behind him.

      Hokura groaned again in discomfort, and for the fact that the effort had been in vain. She stopped as she lowered her head, breathing heavily. “It hurts,” she confessed in hopes he would simply take pity on her and sedate her again. She would rather sleep through the pain at this point. She couldn’t bring herself to care what he did to her.

      “Are you asking for a release, my dear?” Tobias smirked, crouching down next to her. The van started up again as Jake and Silas had obviously gotten through what they had needed to do and were on their way again.

      Hokura merely nodded. She had given up.

      “It seems that the mighty have fallen from grace, dear Hokura.” He looked down beside her at the small water droplets on the floor and narrowed his eyes. “It seems like Silas has already helped you to a drink.” He sat watching her struggle as her face contorted in agony. “You’re a genetic breakthrough, perfection itself, and a super-soldier. Are you telling me you can’t withstand a bit of pain?”

      “You don’t know the pain and suffering I’ve endured,” she rasped as she slightly rocked.

      “I would have loved to have heard about it back in Meridiana, but you seemed rather tight-lipped about your past,” Tobias quipped, brushing his hand through his blond hair. “That’s alright. Once the scientists are done with you, we’ll have all the time in the world to talk.”

      She shook her head, she needed to believe that they were coming for her, that someone was coming for her.

      “No snappy comeback?” he remarked, sitting back. “Have you finally learned how helpless you truly are?”

      Hokura didn’t want to engage him. She needed to find a way to accept the pain that was coursing through her body, to turn it off and let it wash over her. It was hard to do when she was feeling so uncomfortable when she was dying of thirst, when her shoulders and neck were screaming in protest, and the chains were digging into her flesh to the point of scraping against her bones. She needed small movements.

      “I can see you’re struggling. It’s interesting to watch.” He placed his hand beneath his chin and watched her as he smirked.

      “Why are you doing this to me, Tobias?” She wanted to understand his intentions. “You think that I’m going to run to you once we’re in your compound after you torture me like this?”

      He gave a sickening chuckle. “Oh, my dear, I don’t think you realize exactly what you’re in for once we get you into the hands of our scientists. Unfortunately, this will venture will seem like a dream to you once you’re in the labs. I can’t say I don’t pity you for what’s going to happen.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “Why?” He raised an eyebrow. “So your last day in the back of this van can be spent in fear? Is that truly what you want?” He eyed her. “Very well.” He got close to her. “You’re going to be their test subject. Not only are they going to take every sample they can possibly pry from you, but they’re also going to test how quickly your cells work and how fast your body regenerates against damage.”

      “That can be done with blood tests.” Her voice was hoarse as she slowly rocked her foot.

      “Maybe where you’re from, my dear, our scientists prefer a more hands-on technique.” He leaned in closer. “I believe, by the time they’re done with you, you’ll run to me, in the end, because you’ll be so broken, you’ll simply crave being safe in my arms. In fact, you’ll beg for it.”

      She sneered. “I’m stronger than you think.”

      “Oh, I remember seeing you in action in the RTC simulator.” He watched as her eyebrows raised slightly in question. “Your darling husband toured me around that area while you and the professor were testing it. That’s when I knew.” He brought his hands to her neck and traced them down her body. He enjoyed the reaction he got out of her. “That’s why you’re chained up and kept so heavily sedated. I know exactly what you’re capable of. I’m no idiot.”

      “What makes you think that I’m going to break and not kill you?” Hokura seethed.

      “There’s that snappy attitude of yours. I was wondering when it was going to resurface.” Tobias looked down and noticed how easily she was flexing her fingers, making a fist as she worked her hands. “Well, I give you this much, Hokura. You definitely bought yourself some time, but not quite enough to fight off the sedative.” He grabbed another syringe and plunged it into her neck as her eyes widened. “Sleep well, my dear, because the next time awake, it’ll be in a medical lab strapped to a gurney, and you’ll be wishing I was there to comfort you.”

      The night wore on, Tobias had instructed Jake and Silas to keep driving. He wouldn’t allow them to stop now that they were so close. He wanted nothing more than to be back in the comforts of their compound. Tobias smiled wickedly. He hoped Richter would be quick with the trials. He knew he had a particular knack for what he specialized in. He lay next to Hokura. It would be a while until he had her in his presence again. He wanted to gaze upon her and remember her for her stubbornness. “Once you awaken, you’ll never be the same again.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra looked over at Dorian, it was late, and they had stopped briefly as he re-fueled the van and quickly walked about stretching. “Are we making camp for the night?” she asked, chewing on her top lip. He hadn’t given her any instructions on starting a fire or anything.

      “No,” he stated gruffly, “I’m going to drive through the night. The roads are easy enough to navigate since everything is flat. We need to make up for lost time.”

      Cassandra nodded but couldn’t help stifling a yawn. The fresh air seemed to tire her even though she was merely a passenger who made idle chit-chat with the professor throughout the day.

      “You can grab a blanket and sleep up front if you want,” Dorian offered. “Or you can make yourself comfortable in the back. It’s up to you.”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “You don’t sleep much, do you?”

      A small terse smile came across his lips. “No, even when I was back home in the compound, I didn’t sleep much.” He eyed her. “But you still need your sleep.”

      Cassandra looked at the back of the van and then to him. “Is it okay if I sleep up front?”

      “You’ve been dozing in the front for the last few days. It’s fine,” Dorian quipped. He went into the back of the van, grabbed an extra blanket and pillow, and tossed it at her. “Are you hungry at all? I know dinner was some quick rations, but you need to make sure you’re eating and well hydrated.”

      She let out a light chuckle as she caught them. Obviously, there was nobody better to stow away with than the professor. Despite his moodiness, he did take care of her. “I’m good…”

      They got back into the van. Cassandra pushed her pillow up against the window and shuffled, trying to get comfortable as Dorian drove. She shifted herself a few different ways with the blanket as she struggled to get comfortable in the corner.

      After a few more minutes, Dorian huffed. “Do you want me to stop so you can sleep in the back?”

      “No…” Cassandra was quick to answer. “I’m just trying to get comfortable.” She had kicked off her shoes and brought her feet under her.

      “Then why don’t you stretch out and get comfortable?” He raised his eyebrow in frustration.

      She chewed on her lip.

      “There’s enough room that you don’t have to be squished into the corner.” His tone was hard. He didn’t know why he had felt so irritated with her at the moment.

      “Sorry…” Cassandra mumbled. “You just seem like someone who likes to keep their distance, so I didn’t want to invade your personal space more than I already have.”

      He made a noise. It was true. There was only really one person that he was ever physically close to. She was being considerate of him. His tone softened. “It’s fine, Cassandra. You can stretch out over the seat and get comfortable. You need your rest.”

      A few minutes later, the girl was sleeping soundly as she was laid out over the bench seat, her legs folded, so her toes weren’t touching him. He glanced at her and shook his head. “I must say she’s a rather interesting spawn of yourself that you’ve created Hokura…” His heart ached. He was hoping that they would have caught up with her by now. That they were making good time and that they were close, that was another reason to push on tonight. He wondered if Tobias and his men were stopping to make camp at all or if they had driven straight through. It made sense since there were three of them. He needed to push forward and find her. He was hoping he could intercept them before they got her to the compound. That had been the hope from the start, but as the days slipped away, that possibility became less and less. He knew the moment they got her into the compound, they would start testing her. He didn’t want to think about it…wouldn’t. He needed to stay strong and keep going.
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        * * *

      

      It was early morning as the sun was just beginning to rise as Amara and Adam made their way to the jeep they had packed the night before.

      “You got the map?” Amara asked.

      “Yeah, I do…it’s the same route for the first while. We need to take the 17N to the 40 and then stay on the 40.” Adam grinned. “Not that any of that makes sense in these times, but we’ll have to watch for whatever the junction might look like.” He looked at Amara, who still hadn’t said much that morning. She kissed the kids goodbye and stayed quiet up until then. “What is it?”

      “I can’t shake this feeling.” She pouted as they entered the garage.

      That’s when Gavin made his way up to them. He looked beyond exhausted. “You two are up early.”

      “We should say the same about you,” Adam said, taking him in. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days as his hair was disheveled, and his eyes were listless. “Are you sending out the others today as well? Or are you waiting to secure more vehicles so you can send out the army?”

      Gavin wilted. “That has yet to be determined.” He shook his head. “It’s so hard when there’s no means of communication once you’re that far beyond the walls. We might send out scouts to simply track the northern route.”

      Adam gave Gavin a look. “I’m almost positive that Dorian will be successful and will be coming back the southern route. That we’ll be able to intercept him, Cassandra, and Hokura.”

      “I hope so.” Gavin sighed. He looked up at them, desperation filling his face. “Stay safe, you two. I hope you come across them and can bring them home.”

      “Us as well, Governor.” Adam clasped his hand with him before turning back to Amara. “Shall we?” The two got into the jeep and were on their way. They drove to the gate and were out in the wastelands in no time. Adam eyed Amara as he drove. “Feeling better yet now that we’re out here?”

      She chewed her cheek. “No…”

      “C’mon Amara… a little bit of a positive attitude here. Some optimism goes a long way!” Adam chimed, bringing his hand to rest on hers.

      “I’m sorry,” she groaned. “I don’t know why but I haven’t been able to shake this feeling. Maybe now that we’re out and finally doing something, I’ll feel better…” She squeezed his hand. “At least I have you.”
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        * * *

      

      Tobias was eager the next day. After stopping to fuel up, he sat up front with Jake and Silas as they were on the last stretch of their journey. He wasn’t about to allow either one of them into the back with Hokura, which they had both grumbled about. Emotions were running high. They were exhausted and travel weary. They sat in silence, not wanting to converse, which was fine with him. After what Silas had pulled the other night, he didn’t exactly want to share words with the man.

      They drove through the remnants of what used to be the proud cities. It was always a stark reality and reminder of what the world used to be like.

      Silas took in the fallen buildings and rubble that used to be businesses and homes. At least over the years, the roads had been cleared, making travel a lot easier. He bumped along, trying to avoid the unpatched potholes that were slowly growing larger. How many months had it been? Over four. He couldn’t wait to be back in his own quarters, the job was done, and he could go back to overseeing guests. He was still one of Tobias’s right-hand men, but at least in the compound, he had a little more status than lackey and driver. He wondered exactly how Tobias’s ranks would be raised once he claimed his success in finding someone like Hokura. It would be up to the head scientist Dr. Richter, who was more or less the compound’s lead hand. Mostly because although the man was a genius, he was also crazy, and nobody ever thought of defying him.

      Jake let out a sigh as he sat in the middle of the backbench between Silas and Tobias. He stared out the front window as the world around him became familiar again. He wanted nothing more than to be back. He thought this was going to be an adventure. Part of it was. He was just hired muscle that Tobias bossed around. Sure, he had seen some things with being out, had gotten to meet some different women but there were no real ties that had been created. Maybe with being back, he’d find his own relationship. Jake made a face. Even after all these years, he wasn’t the type to simply settle down. One thing was for sure. He couldn’t wait to be out from Tobias’s wing and doing his own thing again. He watched the familiar markers that were laid out. They were close now. Only about twenty minutes away from being back. His anticipation rose as they continued on in silence.

      “Finally!” Tobias remarked.

      Silas parked and got out of the van. It was good to be home. He hadn’t even had a moment to stretch when Tobias came up behind him. “Go find Dr. Richter and tell him that we’re back and that I have found what he was looking for.”

      “Can I have a moment?” he groaned.

      “No. You may not.” Tobias bristled. “We might be home, but you’re still one of my right-hand men, now get on with it.”

      Silas rolled his eyes and strolled inside the compound.

      Tobias looked at Jake. “Start unpacking the van but don’t touch the girl.”

      Jake glared at the man. “I was the muscle for this trip in case anything went wrong. We’re back home, and the mission is done, which means I’m done. Get another one of your lackeys to do it. I’m out.” He started walking away from the vehicle.

      Tobias seethed at his insolence. At least with being back, he wouldn’t have to deal with Jake anymore. He didn’t want to deal with anyone at the moment other than Dr. Richter. He was ready to hand over Hokura and then get some much-needed rest. This trip had been agonizing. He had learned a few things from different safe zones, he had indeed taken notes that he would pass along, but the biggest feat lay in the back of the van. He opened the back van door and walked in. Hokura hadn’t moved since he sedated her again the night before. It had been a heavy dose. He didn’t want to risk her waking up while he was up front. He stared down at her. “We’re home.” He smiled wickedly. “It’s too bad you’re not going to be conscious for your welcome.”

      Tobias heard his name being called. He turned to see a few scientists making their way to him with a stretcher. He wasn’t overly happy that Dr. Richter hadn’t been among them. “Where is Richter?” Tobias asked in an annoyed tone.

      One of the scientists stopped. “He’s rather busy at the moment. He sent us here to collect the specimen and get her into the labs as soon as possible.”

      Tobias sneered. “I have been gone for over four months on this mission for him, and he won’t even greet me back upon arrival?”

      “We’re sorry, sir, but we were given our orders. I’m sure you can talk to him later,” the scientist stammered. He eyed the back of the van. “Is the specimen in there?”

      “Yes.” Tobias crossed his arms indignantly. He wasn’t about to lift a finger if this was how the doctor was going to act towards him. He watched as two men went into the back of the van and retrieved Hokura’s body. Tobias watched as her frame shifted in the chains. Her body had been bruised from them. He was about to speak out and tell them to be careful with her but considering where she was going, the sentiment would be lost.

      She was placed on the stretcher as one of the scientists raised an eyebrow “were chains necessary?”

      Tobias laughed. “Don’t let appearances fool you, gentlemen. The specimen you have there is a highly trained super-soldier. If she were conscious, she could break you in half with a snap of her wrist. Indeed, the chains were necessary.” He watched as the scientists rolled her away to the labs. Once they were out of sight, he sighed heavily. He was going to retire to his suite, shower, and take a long-overdue nap. He would send down to Dr. Richter once he was well-rested. If the doctor didn’t want to have an audience with him right now, that was fine. He could wait until Tobias sought him out later.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura took a small breath. Something stirred her. She was no longer on the floor of the van. Tobias’s words came back to her. That’s when she realized she was flat on her back against a cold metal table. Her arms were out to her side. She couldn’t move them, nor could she move her legs. They were also incapacitated. She hadn’t opened her eyes yet. They were too heavy as she did an internal check of her body, yet it too seemed to be in the distance as she fought to regain herself. There was a noise, people, voices, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. They seemed to be miles away.

      There was a bright fluorescent light above her that she could distinguish even through her closed eyes. There was also a sheet over her part of her naked body. It had been light. That’s when her senses heightened, a familiar smell, something from home that she couldn’t place right away, but it filled her nostrils. Rubbing alcohol. Why? Her mind reeled when a sudden intense burning sensation hit her arm, causing her eyes to burst open as a scream ripped through her. The lights from above blinded her as she squinted, still screaming, trying to thrash away from the pain that was being inflicted on her, but she was unable to wrench her arm away. She couldn’t move.

      “Test subject seems to be awake,” a voice came from her side.

      “Tobias said he had given her a large dose of sedatives yesterday. With what we had given her, I figured she would have slept through this module,” another voice stated.

      “Never mind that, we’ll allow her to wake up. I can test her pain tolerance and regeneration from here. Obviously, she’s not immune to burns.”

      “We knew that. Make sure you mark the time; we want to see how fast she can regenerate at that severity.”

      “Right, sir. We have recorded 200 degrees at five seconds taken place at fourteen hundred hours four minutes and seven seconds. It appears as a fourth-degree burn. The area of the epidermis has been fully destroyed and blackened, as is the dermis underneath. We have severe damage.”

      Hokura’s was trembling as she slowly opened her watering eyes. “Why are you doing this? Please! I can tell you whatever it is you want to know about me. Just please stop this!” She took in the room; it was a medical lab. Three scientists were standing around her. Two were taking notes, while one was standing directly above her. She looked over at her arm as panic rose within her. There was a two by two-inch spot which was now charred almost to the bone. “Please! Don’t do this!”

      “You seem fully aware of what’s happening here now. It seems you experience fear just like any other human being,” the scientist above her noted.

      She looked at him. He was tall and thin with wavy ash brown hair with a beard and hazel eyes. He looked like he was in his mid-thirties. Hokura trembled, licking her lips. “I know everything about the genetic stem cell project! I’ve worked alongside the scientist who created me. Please, I’ll tell you everything!”

      “Dr. Richter?” one of the other scientists asked, eyeing him.

      “It’s not about cracking the code here; it’s about unraveling it and being able to put it back together.” He looked at Hokura. “You see, there’s a reason why you’re so special. You’re not a singular code my dear. In fact, we’ve come to find that you contain three very rare building blocks that perfect you.”

      Hokura watched as Dr. Richter paced in front of her. “Not only do you contain genetic perfection, cells that continuously rebuild, but you’ll also never age, never have skin issues or scars, your exterior and interior will always be perfect. Among that, you’re a super-soldier. You have the speed, ability, and, I’m sure, agility that even genetically perfected humans don’t carry. I’m sure your strength and speed can’t be matched by any other. I’m sure Tobias was able to confirm this.”

      Her face darkened as she scowled at the thought of the man.

      “We’ve also confirmed that you have reproduced. Your reproductive cells that we have extracted show that you have the means of producing perfected specimens. There were other interesting things that we had extracted from there as well, such as in IUD. I was intrigued,” Richter continued.

      She tried to bring her legs together but failed. She had suddenly felt very violated. She wondered what other tests they had put her through without her knowing. She looked at her arms again. There were times written on them and some very faded markings where her body was still healing. Where was her strength? Was she still sedated?

      “I guess you’re fighting to move your body. We have you on a bit of a mixture right now.” Richter smiled. “Now that you’ve finally awoken, you can feel things, but you’ll find your appendages aren’t exactly mobile. It’s an offset formula for Ketamine, except without the trancelike effects, I added my own personal touches of a neuromuscular blocking agent.” He went to his laboratory table and grabbed something out of a drawer. “You don’t have to worry about the pain test, though, Hokura. It’s more my own curiosity being head scientist here. You didn’t pass out from being severely burned.”

      Hokura watched as the other two scientists shared a look and left the room quickly. Anxiety washed over her.

      “You’re obviously still human. We’ve seen that you bleed just like anyone. Your flesh is just as tender and soft and cuts just as easily.” He grabbed what he was looking for and turned. “I don’t think you’re impervious to bullets either.”

      Her breathing hitched as he pointed the gun at her. Was this the end? Images of her children flashed through her, Gavin, Amara, Adam, Dorian…

      Dr. Richter looked over at the monitor beside her, which was beeping erratically. “I can see such things get your heart rate pumping. That doesn’t speak highly of you being a super-soldier,” he mocked.

      Hokura withered. “Just because I’m a super-soldier doesn’t mean that I’m not afraid of death. I don’t want to die here.”

      “And you won’t, my dear.” Dr. Richter smiled, brushing his hand against her hair. “But you just might wish for it.” With that, he grabbed a pair of pliers. “Now for the real pain tests.” He went to the one side of her where her wrist had been bound, placed the pliers under her nail, and pulled, ripping it from her finger.

      Hokura tilted her head back and sucked her breath in through her teeth. This is what Tobias had talked about. She didn’t know how long she would last. She couldn’t break. She needed to plan how to escape this hell. If nobody was coming, she needed to save herself.

      The scientist went over to her ring finger and did the same, this time slightly slower as Hokura moaned in pain. “You’re doing very well, Hokura!” he encouraged.

      “Please…” she breathed, “stop this.”

      Richter smiled up at her. He was genuinely enjoying himself. “The faster we get through our tests over the next few days, the faster you can be back with Tobias for a bit. As head scientist, I approved of those terms.”

      She didn’t plan on being here over the next few days. She watched the heart rate monitor. Yes, a quickened heart rate meant cells would regenerate faster. Her system would be a battlefield. It would fatigue her in the end, but it would fight off whatever concoction was keeping her from moving and killing this madman. She just needed to bide her time. Surely even Dr. Richter needed to rest after a day of torturing someone.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian pulled the van to the side of the road and let out a deep breath. The day had been arduous. He couldn’t recall the last time he had held his breath for so long as they had crossed the Mississippi. He was sure Cassandra was literally standing in her seat by the time the van slowly crawled to the other side as she seemed to be ready to jump out the side window and run alongside the vehicle. There had indeed been a few tense moments as the debris from under them started to fall into the river below. His jaw ached from clenching it so hard as his knuckles turned white as he drove forward. There had to be a better crossing for when they made their way back to Meridiana. One that he wasn’t aware of, he doubted that Tobias and his men had taken the one he did. He shook his head. Either way, that had been the day. It was dark out, and he needed to get his grounds. Some sleep wouldn’t hurt either, even if it were just for a few short hours.

      Cassandra followed him to the back of the van as he shuffled through some supplies handing her food as he went.

      “Have you given any thought to how we’re going to infiltrate this place?” she finally spoke up.

      “Possibly,” Dorian answered. “I don’t have a clue about this place’s layout or if they check for weapons at the door.” He eyed her for a moment. “We’re going to pose as father and daughter. Travelers who are looking for a safe zone. You’re small enough and look feeble enough that they most likely wouldn’t even look at you. You don’t even look like you could hold a gun.”

      “I can too!” Cassandra claimed.

      He rolled his eyes at her as he grabbed something from his side and tossed a handgun her way. She clumsily dropped her rations but caught the gun. “Holding it isn’t the same as shooting it.”

      Cassandra looked at the weapon. She had never held one before. “So, teach me.”

      “Ha!” he reacted. “You might as well put that thing to my head and pull the trigger now because that’s what your mother would do to me if I taught you how to kill.”

      “That’s what might need to happen if we’re going to rescue her,” Cassandra countered.

      Dorian gave her a dark look; he didn’t like the idea but knew she was right. They were walking into a dangerous situation, and she should know how to protect herself if it came down to it. “Alright,” he grunted. He grabbed an old ration box and walked ten yards away. He placed the box down on the road. “Fine then, line yourself up and shoot it.”

      Cassandra lined herself up.

      The memory of teaching Hokura to shoot flooded back to him. “First lesson, grip the handgun with your dominant hand. Your middle finger and ring finger are where your strength comes from. Your small finger is below the trigger guard. Have your pointer on the trigger. Use your other hand for support.” He helped her adjust her hands. “Proper firing stance is to stand straight, feet shoulder-width apart. Your foot opposite of your dominant hand, slightly forward. Dominant arm is straight, support arm’s elbow slightly bent.” Again, he helped her adjust. “Now, use your sight at the top of your gun and line up your aim. Try to keep both eyes open. Once you fire, there’s going to be kick back. Try not to drop your gun.” He checked her stature. “Are you ready?”

      “I think so.”

      “Then pull the trigger.” He watched as she did so without hesitation. His eyes widened as the bullet connected with the box.

      Cassandra gasped in astonishment as she jumped up in excitement. “I did it!”

      Dorian was perplexed, beginner’s luck. “Stay there,” he instructed as he went, picked up the box, moved it back another five yards, and walked back to her. “Do it again.”

      She steadied herself just as he had instructed her the first time as she lined herself up and took a breath as she squeezed the trigger.

      He was amazed as the bullet went clean through the middle of its target. Perplexed, he shook his head. “Like mother like daughter.”

      “Dorian!” Cassandra cried in excitement! “I did it again!”

      “You did well,” he praised her. “You’re a natural! Now…” he placed his hand on top of her head, “you need to eat, and we need to rest. Tomorrow we’ll be approaching the safe zone.”

      She nodded proudly as she went to the back of the van and ate her cold ration.

      Dorian stalked towards the front of the van; he needed a moment. He remembered Hokura’s excitement the first time she shot a gun, her reaction had been just like her daughter’s, and just like he had just done with Cassandra, he had praised her happily. He praised Hokura with all the training she did and oversaw as much of it as possible, she had been much older than Cassandra when she awoke, but she had still been innocent. His heart ached, those memories were still so fresh, and yet they were a lifetime ago when she was still too young and new to reach out to in any way. At that time, he was only her mentor, her superior, simply the professor. Even then, he held her destiny in his hands. That had been something Hokura hadn’t wanted for her daughter. She had wanted Cassandra to make her own path and not feel like she needed to follow in her mother’s footsteps. Wasn’t that exactly where he was leading her? He didn’t want to… he wanted Cassandra to choose her path just as her mother did. He never wanted to rob another of their right to choose. Sorrow took over him. He never quite understood what it had felt like to be robbed of destiny until Hokura left…even more so when he had gotten the test results from Spindler stating that she had conceived with Gavin. He closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think about that right now. He hoped sleep would find him that night. They needed to be on the road again once the sun started to rise.
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        * * *

      

      The pain tests had gone on through the day, Dr. Richter would pick a new torture tactic, and it would begin all over again. Once he was done ripping her nails off one hand, he went to the other, shoving small bits of metal under them. She had passed out from exhaustion shortly after that, only to be woken again. Dr. Richter tested every part of her body. At times he would slice different parts of her flesh with a small scalpel and collect her blood. He would always mark the time on the wounds he inflicted on her. She wondered if those passing the laboratory faltered as they heard her screams or if they simply carried on with their days like it was nothing. Her voice became hoarse as her throat became raw. As it carried on, she didn’t even know what she was feeling anymore. There was no amount of flinching or screaming that would keep him from carrying out his task. She became quiet and still as he continued.

      By the time he was beginning to tire, there had been barely any part of her body left untouched. She no longer reacted.

      “It seems you’ve become numb to my acts,” Dr. Richter stated, going over her and marking areas and how long they had taken to heal. He came across one flesh wound on her shoulder and dug his thumb into it, hoping to get a reaction.

      Hokura sucked in her breath as she looked over at her shoulder and where he was pressing, it had been the same spot that Dorian had once gently extracted a bullet from when she had been on peacekeeping duty before the war. She held onto the memory and allowed it to flood over her. She had stepped in front of the bullet that had been meant for him. She thought of him patching her up and how gentle his hands were, how soft and reassuring his words were as he worked on stitching her up and eased her through the pain. She let out a tired breath as she looked up. Begging and pleading had gotten her nowhere this day. It was evident that Dr. Richter had his own perversions as a scientist when it came to torturing his test subjects. He was going to push her to her limits physically.

      “Mmmm,” he mused sadly, taking in her expressionless face. “I didn’t think you’d be so easy to break.”

      She stayed quiet; she wasn’t broken. There was still a fiery hatred burning inside her. It hadn’t been extinguished at all, he could do whatever to her vessel, but her mind was still very much intact and at work. If she were compliant, there would possibly be an end. Sooner or later, she would be free, and she would kill every last person in this place who dared to keep her from escaping.

      “Well, I think we might be done for today,” Richter stated as he moved from the gurney and to the far table.

      Hokura closed her eyes in relief. Finally, the day was done. Would he just leave? What was left for her? Would she be able to work what was left of the sedative out of her system?

      “Don’t look too relieved, Hokura dear. Just because today is over doesn’t exactly mean we won’t resume tomorrow.” He tapped at a large syringe and walked up to her.

      Her eyes watched in horror as he hovered over her, and it plunged into her.

      “We can’t risk you escaping before I’m fully satisfied with the results. There’s still much to be done!”

      She felt her eyes grow heavy; sleep was as welcomed as was the sedative if that meant she didn’t have to suffer through the pain as darkness overcame her, and she slept.
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        * * *

      

      Adam had been lightly dozing next to Amara as the jeep bumped along. She stopped for a moment and turned on the light as she looked at the map and puzzled. Everything looked the bloody same once the sun went down. She wondered if she overshot. It was too hard to tell. She hadn’t seen anything for miles.

      Adam stirred beside her. “Do you want me to take over?”

      “No, go back to sleep.” Her voice was low. “I’m just double-checking the map and where we are.” She shook her head. How in the hell was anyone able to read these things when they were so old, and everything around them looked the same? There were no markings, no road signs, nothing. For all, she knew she wasn’t even on a technical roadway anymore. Amara scowled. As much as Hokura had taught her about maps and compasses, she still had a hell of a time navigating in the dark when there was nothing to go off of. Unlike Hokura and Gavin, she and Adam didn’t take vacations outside of the walls. Amara had no desire to camp in the wilderness or venture to the ocean, and she was pretty sure that Adam shared in that sentiment as well. She huffed as she turned off the light and ventured forward. She’d stay on this path. If the road got bumpy, she would know she was no longer where she needed to be. She switched on the high beams and accelerated. This was the first time she and Adam had really been out like this. She couldn’t help but feel anxious about the possibility of being lost. Then again, Hokura had taught her how to find the compound using the stars. At least she could figure out where home was.

      Amara smirked. Home. Even now, over thirteen years later, thinking of Meridiana as home caught her off guard every so often. She couldn’t quite explain it. She guessed home was where Adam was… and was now where her children were…where Hokura was. Hadn’t that been the deciding factor in all of this? Where Hokura went, they followed? And now, yet again they were following her in order to rescue her. She strained to see past the lights and down the desolate roadway, or what she thought was the roadway. She groaned. Dammit, was this just a waste of time? Only if she got off the path, she needed to trust her instincts. If she had to stop a few times and re-adjust, she’d do so. That’s when something caught her eye as she screamed and slammed on the breaks. “Fuck!” she cried in horror.

      Adam awakened with a sudden jolt to her distress. “What is it?” he cried quickly, looking at her as her eyes were wide, looking straight ahead of them.

      “What the fuck is that thing!”

      He raised an eyebrow to see two eyes in the middle of the road staring back at him. He tried to stifle a chuckle, but it grew.

      “This isn’t funny! It just ran into the middle of the damn road, and now it’s looking at us!” Amara cried in fear. “Fucking look at it! It’s sinister looking!”

      Adam caught his breath; indeed, it was a rare sight, even more so that it was they weren’t considered nocturnal. The size of it was beyond impressive as it exceeded six feet. He couldn’t help but take a bit of pity on Amara, who had never studied anything about animals. Since it was deemed that most of them had been wiped out during the war, it wasn’t something of importance…unless, of course, you were, in fact, faced with one that looked as intimidating as the one standing in the light of their high beams in the middle of nowhere. He was about to speak when it started walking towards the vehicle, causing Amara to panic.

      “No! No! No!” She started screaming. “Do not come this way! Adam, what the hell! Make it go away.”

      Adam started howling even more at his wife’s distress over the desert bighorn sheep. Indeed, it was large, and its horns were definitely intimidating. He could understand Amara’s sudden notion and panic. “Just honk the horn at it!” Adam gasped, trying to regain his composure.

      Amara slammed on the horn as it continued to walk forward and started pawing at the ground with its head lowered. “Adam, what is it doing? What is it doing? STOP IT!” Amara continued at the horn.

      His eyes widened as the sheep charged towards the front of the jeep.

      “Fuck!” Amara screamed as its head bounced off the front.

      “It’s just a big horned sheep. It’s not going to hurt us!” Adam caught his breath.

      “It’s fucking hurting the jeep!” Amara yelled. “And I’m not about to be stuck out here because some deranged animal decided to headbutt the hood of my vehicle.” She angrily grabbed the gun from the back seat and opened the jeep door.

      “Don’t shoot it, Amara!” Adam cried after her.

      “Don’t shoot it,” she mumbled angrily as it had backed up and was pawing at the ground again, readying itself. Amara locked her sights on it, she wasn’t going to shoot the damn thing, but she was going to scare it as she pulled the trigger. The bullet whizzed past the animal, startling it, causing it to rear and run in the other direction. She let out an angry huff. She checked the hood of the jeep, it was dented, but there didn’t seem to be any further damage. At least nothing she could see in the dark. She went back to the driver’s side of the jeep and glared at Adam. “Don’t fucking shoot it, you say.” She shook her head as she shifted into drive and continued on mumbling… it was going to be an interesting journey.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin looked tiredly out the bay windows; he had barely slept since she had been taken. He didn’t even know what day it was as it seemed they were all starting to blur together as he continuously told himself that he needed to hold onto the idea that someone would find her. That all wasn’t lost. Dammit, he should have left with Adam and Amara, but having them out there was already putting so much at stake. He had sent two other scouts out that day; Talon had sent them north and told them to keep North. They were the same people who had gone to White Rock the second time to liberate the city. They were knowledgeable about navigating. They had gone under strict instructions not to enter the Michigan compound but to see if they could find any trace of Dorian or Hokura, that they were to return to base by taking the southern route. He had his hopes on Adam and Amara, that somehow, they were right about the group coming back the southern course and that they would be able to intercept them.

      He closed his eyes; he didn’t want another war, but if that’s what it would take to get her back, then that’s what would happen. He didn’t want to think about the possibilities of the two peacekeepers being wrong. What if they got to Michigan without a trace of anyone? What if they went ahead and stormed the compound? No…He didn’t want to think of that either. He didn’t want to think of anything. All he wanted was to have her back and have her in his arms again. He had been thankful for Cyrus. He had been ever so helpful with things, with packing up the vehicles, with being patient, he hadn’t pushed any further questions. “Hokura,” he whispered, “where are you?”
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        * * *

      

      Dorian had been up early the next morning. He sat with the van door open as he double-checked his map. Cassandra sat quietly, eating her breakfast bar.

      He cleared his throat. “We’ll be there by early evening as long as the roads through the cities are clear.”

      “We’re really going through with this whole father-daughter thing?” she asked as she chewed.

      “Yes.” He looked at her. “It’s our best chance.”

      “Do you even know what this place looks like? They might turn us away at the gate,” she mused.

      He took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “I have no idea what we’re walking into, Cassandra. Not a clue, which is why you need to be armed and ready at all times. For all, I know Tobias will see us and have us held captive.” He watched as the girl’s eyes widened in fear. “Which is exactly why you need to be ready to pull that trigger.”

      Her eyes narrowed at him. “I’m ready.”

      “You also need to keep a cool head about things and follow my lead,” he retorted as he folded up the map and stood. “Time to move out.”

      The two made their way to the front of the vehicle. Cassandra hopped in and started nervously chewing at her thumbnail. This was going to be dangerous. Why had she been so stupid and defiant, and decided to jump into the back of this van? She was regretting it now but knew she needed to stick by Dorian’s side if they were to come out of this with her mother. She watched as the roadways changed as they drove forward.

      “Stop thinking about the worst possible outcomes and making yourself nervous. You’re going to give yourself anxiety,” Dorian spoke, looking over at her. “I’ll keep you safe, no matter what. I promise that, but you need to trust me.”

      She looked over at him. She trusted him. Her mother trusted him; she didn’t know how she knew that but something inside of her told her that was true. “I trust you.”

      “Good, that’s what’s going to keep you alive if things go wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      Tobias awoke in his suite; he was annoyed that Dr. Richter had given him the cold shoulder since arriving. He hadn’t reaped any benefits yet; he had stated that he had wanted to see Hokura, but the doctor dismissed the idea. He glowered as he got up. He was about to get dressed when he waved off the idea. Why should he have to do anything? It’s not like anyone else was lifting a finger to make his life any better. Why should he have to come back and start back on playing ambassador? He rolled his eyes. It’s not like they ever had an onslaught of guests coming in anyways. He waved off his responsibilities. Silas could deal with it.

      He walked over to his small kitchen and made himself some coffee. He drank it and grimaced slightly. Indeed, the coffee in Meridiana made this stuff taste like brown toilet water. His mood had been anything but pleasant since his arrival home. He was hoping he would be welcomed back with open arms and congratulated. He hadn’t even gotten that.

      “Maybe I should have just taken her and ran,” he muttered as he sat at his small bistro table in his kitchen. Even the suites in Meridiana were better than what he had here. The floor creaked, the ceilings had marks of water damage, this place was nothing in comparison. He growled; he should have just stayed in Meridiana! He flung his coffee cup at the wall and watched as it broke to pieces and sprawled over the floor.

      “Dammit, and now I have a mess to clean up,” he seethed. He would have considered staying in Meridiana if it hadn’t been for the professor. There was no way he would have been able to contend with the man. Not with how fast he deducted Tobias’s character. Then again, if he would have stayed, he would have been able to slowly work his way around Hokura, it would have taken time, but maybe there would have been a slight possibility that she would have warmed to him. Or that Gavin would have even shared her if he had gotten on better terms with him.

      He grabbed a dishrag, wiped up the coffee, and deposited the broken shards of the mug into the trash. If he wasn’t going to get what he wanted, then he was going to find a way to see Hokura. He would see if he could make his way down to her that evening. He didn’t care about the horrors that were happening in Dr. Richter’s lab. Maybe if he were able to see her, it would lift his foul mood.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura couldn’t help but cry out during the latest pain test. Dr. Richter was in bright and early that morning with a chipper demeanor as he awoke her by throwing ice-cold water at her. From there, he checked over her shivering body to see how much progress she had made healing overnight.

      “Interesting,” he mused, taking her in.

      Now he was dripping hydrochloric acid onto her skin. “I see that last one might have been a bit much,” he stated with a smirk.

      Hokura panted heavily. The tears had run dry. She was too dehydrated to cry. “Super-soldiers feel pain like anyone else,” she groaned. “Or is it that you’re testing my humanity?”

      Dr. Richter chuckled at her. “What is humanity, my dear? When you’re barely even human yourself, you’re a slight against God,” he mused.

      “I’m still human enough to feel every emotion possible.” Hokura sucked a breath. “I’ve known them all and have felt them all.” Her body trembled from shock.

      The doctor came up to her. He took his scalpel and stabbed it into her arm, digging it to the bone as he plunged it inside her flesh. “Indulge me then, Hokura, have you ever been insane? Mad even? How far have you gone off the deep end?”

      “Yes!” she gasped as she felt the blade scraping against bone. “I’ve felt mad. I thought once that I was. Is that what you’re trying to achieve in breaking me, doctor?”

      A wicked smile came across his face. “You seem to be a hard one to tap, one moment, I think you’ve gone silent from screaming, and the next, you’re conversing with me. Never the matter, I enjoy psychological torture as well.” He went up to her and got in her face. “Nobody is coming for you, Hokura. You’re never going to see your loved ones again. You’re never going to get outside this compound. When I eventually hand you over to Tobias, you’ll be so feeble that you’ll shake at the very thought of my name.” He gave her an indignant look. “And just because I’m releasing you back to Tobias doesn’t mean you’ll be free from this…oh no, not at all. You’ll still be in here daily as I test you and see where your limits lie. This will be your life.” He eyed her for a moment and went back to the acid. He opened the wound he had made with the scalpel and allowed some to drip inside as her screams filled the room as her wound burned from the inside out.

      Her body wouldn’t even allow her to thrash as her limbs were still useless to her. If she had food in her system, she would have vomited from the pain.

      Dr. Richter came up and examined her face. He pried her eye open and examined it. “Interesting, you’re bursting blood vessels in your eyes, something I haven’t seen from you yet. It means it’s working. We’re reaching new heights.”

      “Please,” Hokura panted.

      He turned to her. “Are we back to begging again?”

      She lowered her head, she wanted to cry, but she couldn’t. Her throat hurt something horrible.

      “I almost wonder what would happen if you were to ingest this,” he stated menacingly. A look of fear came over his face as he laughed madly. “Oh, come now, even I’m not a monster, Hokura.” He looked at her. Her face had become devoid of any emotion. “You’ve gone quiet again…maybe that means I can finally work on you in peace.”

      She would kill him…the first chance she got, she would kill this man. She didn’t care if she died in the process. Once she free from this table, she had no intention of ever being on it again. Never again would he inflict pain on her. She turned in to herself. She needed to stay strong. She needed to hold onto the idea that someone was coming for her, and if there weren’t, then she would eventually be handed over to Tobias, and when that happened, she would make it rain blood.
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        * * *

      

      It had been early evening, just as Dorian had stated when he saw what looked to be a compound in the distance. Tobias had never given the exact location of the place other than it was by Lake Eerie, and in Michigan, he needed to deduct off the man’s subtle hints of it being a base, of them being with the National Guard. He had kept his eyes peeled for signs of cleared roadways and had even gone off track a few times to be largely disappointed as he had wasted so much time searching for the place. It wasn’t until he came across the markers that he even knew for certain that he was going the right way.

      “We’re here,” Dorian stated in a low tone as he glared at the large base. There was a large brick wall that lined the perimeter of it.

      “What do we do now?” Cassandra’s voice was small.

      He glanced at her. “Do you have the gun?”

      She chewed her bottom lip. “Yes.”

      “Make sure it’s concealed well. Don’t pull it out until you need to do so,” Dorian stated. He armed himself as well after changing out of his peacekeeper suit. He drove to the entrance and was met with a watch guard who was dressed in combat attire.

      “State your business,” the man said, coming to Dorian’s side of the vehicle.

      He needed to make this sound good. “Hello, my good man! We’re just travelers from the north,” Dorian stated. “My daughter and I here, we came down from Toronto looking for a sanctuary or base of some sort. Hoping we can start over and make a new life for ourselves.”

      “The north,” the watch guard repeated. “Heard that there’s nothing but shit falling apart up there.”

      He fought with his geography for a second. “Been living and camping in what used to be the big provincial park up there, once went by Algonquin, I believe.” He shook his head pathetically. “Unfortunately, with the change of season’s we just can’t do it anymore, so we figured we’d start our way south.”

      “Just the two of you?” The man raised an eyebrow.

      “It is, just the two of us. The Mrs. passed long ago.” He cocked his head at Cassandra. “When she was still but a small child. It’s been her and me ever since,” Dorian continued. He hated this as he strained his voice to be informal. He sounded like a blubbering idiot, but it was getting the job done.

      The guard looked convinced as he eyed the two up. “Do you have any issues with us searching your van?”

      “Not at all!” Dorian smiled his best fake smile that he could possibly muster.

      “Very well, head through, and I’ll show you where to park your vehicle. From there, I’ll escort you in, and you can meet up with an ambassador,” the guard stated.

      Dorian pulled forward. An ambassador, possibly Tobias? He clenched his jaw and brought up his window as he glanced over at Cassandra. “Keep your gun on you. Do you have something baggy to wrap around your waist to conceal it better?”

      “I do.” Her voice was small.

      “Then do that before we get out.”

      He took a night watch jacket and placed it over his shoulders, he didn’t want to be caught with his weapon before he got through the front doors, but he wanted it on him. If they confiscated it, he would play dumb. He could fall back on his own hands if need be. He would kill everyone in the compound with the bare hands if push came to shove. He needed to find Hokura and get her out of here.

      The guard stood and flagged him where he needed to park. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll see that you two are received shortly.” He smiled, looking at Cassandra. She automatically went to Dorian’s side. “Is she okay?” he asked, taking the girl in.

      “Just nerves being in a new place.” Dorian brought a hand to rest on her shoulder. “It’s okay, sweetheart, you have nothing to worry about.”

      Cassandra nodded idly, remembering his words. As long as she trusted him, he would keep her safe.

      “This way then!” The guard smiled warmly.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian and Cassandra sat in the small receiving room on a leather couch. He eyed the minuscule room. It held the simple couch they had been sitting on, a coffee table, and a leather chair that was facing them. There had also been a phone on the far wall. From what he had seen of this place, it didn’t at all stand to his own compound in any way.

      “You need to just sit there and keep quiet,” Dorian instructed out of the corner of his mouth. “We don’t exactly know who’s walking through that door to greet us. It might turn ugly.” He glowered at the door. There was a possibility that it would be Tobias. If it were, he couldn’t promise the girl that he wasn’t going to kill someone in front of her.

      There was a muffling noise outside the door as it opened. “I’m sorry, the ambassador has some business to attend to, so…”

      Dorian leaped over the back of the couch and had his hand around Silas’s mouth before he had uttered another word.

      The man’s grey eyes grew wide in panic as Dorian gently shut the door behind him and grabbed the back of his neck with his other hand.

      “Not exactly who I was hoping for, but you’ll do.” Dorian’s voice was low as his eyes narrowed. “If you scream, I won’t hesitate to rip off the bottom of your jaw.”

      There was no fighting from Silas. If anything, the man was complacent as he nodded in agreement.

      “Now you’re going to sit down and tell me where she is because if you don’t, I will go on a killing spree, and I will paint these hallways with the blood of your people.” He squeezed the back of Silas’s neck, causing him to wince in pain. “Do I make myself clear?”

      Silas nodded eagerly as Dorian brought him to the leather chair and deposited him.

      He took out his gun and pointed it at Silas’s head. “There’s a silencer on it, so if I decide to shoot you, nobody will hear it. Now talk.”

      “I didn’t want it to go this way! We were supposed to be looking at how to crack the code! I was never told we were going to abduct her! If I disobeyed Tobias, he’d kill me! I had no idea about the deal he and the doctor had made!”

      “What I’m about to do to you is worse than death.” Dorian leered at the man. He looked over at Cassandra, who had sunk back into the couch, taking on the scene. “If this is too much for you, then, by all means, advert your eyes.”

      The girl stood up defiantly and walked over to Silas, facing him. “Where’s my mother?” the girl asked in an even stern tone.

      “She’s in the labs!” Silas gasped. “But you can’t go there right now, not when Dr. Richter is in there! He’s crazy! He has a gun on him at all times, and if you walk in there without permission, he’ll shoot first ask questions later. He’s taken down a few of our scientists who have walked into his labs without announcing themselves.”

      “She’s in the hands of a mad man. What is he doing to her?” He needed to know.

      Silas paled. “He won’t kill her…of that, I’m sure. He’s already agreed to give her over to Tobias once the experiments are done… she won’t come out whole.”

      Dorian grabbed the man by the collar with such speed it knocked over the chair behind him as he held Silas inches away from his face. Cassandra stepped back in shock as Dorian’s face contorted with rage. She was ready to watch Silas die. Instead, his voice was low and calm. “Explain in detail what is happening to her.”

      Silas trembled as his breathing quickened. “He’s not just collecting samples. He’s seeing how fast she regenerates.” His eyes darted around the room, not able to meet the professor’s eyes. “He tortures his subjects; he induces pain tests to see how strong subjects are. He’s done it to our own!”

      Fear washed over Dorian. Was he too late? No, he already said the doctor wouldn’t kill her. How much had already been done to her? “Where is this lab, Silas?”

      “You can’t go in there right now!”

      He kept his tone even. “This is what you’re going to do, Silas. I believe that you didn’t want this, and for this moment in time, I won’t kill you. But you are going to act as if you are taking us on a tour, and you are going to show me where she is.”

      Silas nodded.

      “I’m a super-soldier as well. I’m just like her. I could slaughter your whole science department without thinking twice. I’m in way too deep with too much on the line to fail to get her out of here. Let me make this clear that no man nor army will stop me.” He put Silas down as the man trembled.

      “There might be a way…” Silas shook. “I might be able to get him out of the labs.” He slowly made his way over to the phone and picked it up. He heard Dorian shuffle behind him and heard the click of the gun, which was now placed against the back of his skull.

      “Don’t even think about doing anything stupid.”

      Cassandra had silently made her way beside Dorian. If something happened, they might need to run or fight. She wanted to be next to him if things took a turn for the worst.

      Silas dialed a number and waited as the other end of the receiver beeped. Someone on the other end picked up. “Dr. Richter, I’m so very to disturb you during your work hours. Tobias asked if I could get a hold of you. He wanted to speak to you in private away from the labs.” There had been cursing on the other end. “I’m sure you understand that Tobias doesn’t want to see the test subject like that when you promised her to him afterward… yes, sir… I understand. I will let Tobias know.” He hung up the receiver. “He’ll be leaving his lab in a few minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      “That damn insufferable man.” Dr. Richter glared at the phone. He turned and looked at Hokura, who was breathing shallowly on the gurney. She had endured the pain test well, but he could see that her cells were slowing, the cuts and bruises weren’t healing as quickly, her fingernails were being slow with growing back, the burn marks were still very apparent. “There’s not much of these experiments left for today anyway, my dear. We will be moving on.” He walked up to her and brushed her hair aside. “There’s now the long-term experiment.” He grabbed a syringe and plunged it into her arm, pumping its serum into her. “You’re going to be here for a very long time. I want to see the long-term effects of this on your system and how your body will fight it.”

      Hokura gasped. She was tired, her body still weak, her limbs still useless to her.

      “You can thank Tobias for this rare break.” He turned and walked away from her; she heard the laboratory door shut behind him.

      He was gone. She breathed, trying to compose herself. She had a few moments of peace. Her lips quivered as she silently thanked Tobias. The thought made her tremble. That’s what he had wanted. She looked over to her arms. There were no tears left. Her throat was raw. The pain tests had been constant that day. There had been no stopping as he peeled the flesh from her, as he applied instruments to her skin which left deep dark bruises. She couldn’t understand how she hadn’t bled out from what he had done to her and was unsure whether she had any broken ribs from the pressure he had applied to them earlier. The day had been a nightmare of disarray, which seemed to flow together as she could no longer hold back her screams. The chemical burns throbbed as her skin had blistered around them. Hokura felt anxiety creep over her. She hadn’t been sedated, which meant he was coming back. She sucked on her bottom lip. It was cracked and bleeding. She couldn’t fight, so she needed to bide her time. When would this madness end? She could feel her system tiring as she closed her eyes. A few moments of rest were what she truly needed.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias watched from down the hallway as Dr. Richter left his lab. A wicked smile came over his face. It was rare that the doctor ever left his labs once he started on his experiments, especially the pain tests he wanted to slip in. He would be quick. He just wanted to see her.
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