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      IT HAD BEEN ANOTHER day in the Meridiana governing compound. Scientists moved about the facility to their labs as workers passed through the hallways. City workers were on site seeing upgrades and repairs. Adam stood tall, overseeing everything, as he took notes to bring to Gavin later in the afternoon. Everything was going smoothly inside the thriving city. The sanctuary's youth were growing, as was the community around them. It seemed all was right within the sanctuary walls and the compound's.

      Cassandra sighed, drumming her pen as she looked up at the clock in anticipation. Only a few more minutes, and she'd be free to go down to the training facility for the day. She made a face. Dorian had insisted that she take anatomy as a higher education course in order to learn more about her body when it came to training. She remembered his words clearly.

      "You're not old enough to even consider joining the day watch. You might as well put your time to some good use. Take a few courses, such as anatomy, and your AFTA. That way, if you decide being on the day watch isn't your thing, you can help Talon train others."

      She rolled her eyes. The only thing she wanted to do was be a peacekeeper, and yet, at nineteen years old, everyone had told her she still needed to bide her time. She argued that her mother started hardened training at her age, but her complaints fell on deaf ears. Dorian had been firm about things even when it seemed like her mother faltered. Their scenarios had been completely different. Her father had backed everything the professor had said. She huffed and wondered what Cyrus was learning about. He was taking so many science courses that she couldn't even name most of them. However, they had all been developed by the professor and scientists in the compound. Most of the time, he shadowed those in the science facility instead of sitting in a classroom. Maybe her brother had it right. At least he was doing something he was passionate about, to the point where the professor even had him overseeing the main project currently taking place in the science facility.

      Her eyes roamed over those in her class. Several people in it had been techs or scientists who were upgrading or changing departments. Her stare went to Julien, who had been sitting a few seats down from her. He caught her and smiled slightly as Cassandra felt her cheeks flush. He had come into the city five months ago and had been a year younger than her, although he didn't look it. He had brown curly hair and dark brown eyes. His crooked smile was infectious. Although he didn't live in the compound, he still did his studies here. As the clock ticked down, their instructor dismissed class for the day. Cassandra quickly grabbed her books and started out the door when Julien caught up to her.

      "Hey! You're always so quick to leave your classes. I've been meaning to ask you for a while, but what's your rush all the time?"

      Cassandra was taken aback by his boldness; they had made small talk a few times, but this was the first time he had approached her after a class.

      He smirked at her. "Can't you blow off whatever you have and hang out with me for a bit?"

      She let out an airy chuckle. "If I skipped training, Talon would start questioning my dedication to being a peacekeeper."

      Julien made a face. “What’s a peacekeeper? What kind of training are you doing?” He urged curiously.

      She shook her head as she started walking. “Why have you decided to talk to me today of all days?”

      He quickly walked in pace with her as he chuckled. “A question for a question, how about an answer for an answer, then?”

      “Sure. Now, your turn.” She smirked cockily.

      “Ah, I see what you did there. That didn’t count.” Julien nervously ran his hand through his curly hair as it fell back on his forehead. He took in her silence. “Fine. We’ve been in a few of the same classes for a few months now. We’re both around the same age. There aren’t many people our age around here. You’re always alone and running off so quickly after classes. I figured, why not take the chance today and see if I could talk to you.”

      Cassandra looked at him. “Running off for training…” she corrected.

      “To be a peacekeeper…” Julien stated. “Which is?”

      She stopped. “It’s…” How could she explain it? “To be part of the watch, but it’s a special rank.”

      He gave her a questioning glance. “I’ve never heard of that rank or anything…”

      Cassandra huffed in frustration. She was anxious to be on her way but still wanted to talk to him. “I really can’t be late for this… I gotta go.”

      His motions were automatic. He didn’t want to miss his chance, so he daringly grabbed her arm. “How about you tell me about this special rank after your training, then? How about we hang out or something?” He was reaching, but hoped he would give him the time of day.

      She chewed on her bottom lip as he gave her a kind smile. She had been secretly watching him for weeks, thinking about him. She was actually thrilled that he was speaking to her now… was it possible that he had felt the same way? “Okay… I’m usually done at sixteen hundred hours. How about we meet out by the waterfall in the gardens?”

      Julien’s smile brightened. “I’ll see you then!”

      Cassandra could feel her cheeks burning suddenly as her heart skipped a beat. What was this feeling that was suddenly coming over her? It was a warm excitement as her heart raced. Possibly because she felt like, finally, she might have made a connection with someone she could like. She had experienced a “crush” years ago, but it was incredibly short-lived. This was different. She started to skip down the hall towards the training facility. She quickly changed and walked into the RTCS viewing room to come face-to-face with Talon.

      The watch commander raised an eyebrow as he took in her mood. “You that excited to be running hardened rounds today?”

      She grinned sheepishly, knowing she was caught.

      “There’s no hiding it. Spit it out already. What’s got you all…” He gestured with his hand. “Whatever this is today?”

      Cassandra let out a slight giggle. “I’m meeting someone after training today.”

      “A boy?” Talon asked.

      She shrank nervously. “Yeah…”

      The watch commander gave a gruff harrumph and shook his head as he narrowed his eyebrows accusingly. “Well, I hope you don’t let this canoodling affect your training.”

      The girl gave him a sharp look. Nothing was going to take away from this. She was dedicated to her core when it came to becoming a peacekeeper. “Are you kidding me? Not on your life.”

      He was happy to hear it. “Good, then let’s get going. Start your warm-up and stretch. I’m going to have you help with some guards today, so don’t hold back. We’re going to be putting your education to use.”
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        * * *

      

      Hokura stood in Gavin’s office. “So, what do you think? I can map this out for what we need for an actual gymnasium.”

      Her husband sat at his desk, looking over the document, and nodded. “It’s a good idea.”

      She shifted, crossing her arms. “Do I have your approval to start drafting this?”

      Gavin smirked. “I thought you were above needing my approval.” His eyes held hers. “I take it you’ve already researched this and already have some rough drafts made up.”

      A smile tugged at her lips. “Very intuitive of you. I was going to ask Dorian to look them over as well.”

      The governor nodded his head again, musing. “I’m sure there’s a possibility of him adding his two cents to this. Although he doesn’t exactly seem to be the type who would have taken in sports back in the day.”

      Hokura rounded his desk and sat on it casually. “It’s odd that sports were such a large pastime back in the old world, and yet the UN didn’t include such a setup while this place was being built.”

      Her husband’s mind went elsewhere as he stared up at her. He didn’t want to talk about sports or the new gymnasium. In a way, he was regretting giving Hokura her own office. “Speaking of Dorian, have you heard anything about his latest project for securing the compound's food production? I know they had asked for upgrades in a few departments, but since then, he’s been mute about it with me.”

      She made a face; she had missed working with the professor, but this had been Gavin’s choice. The professor had seemingly been pulled in different directions lately in the science facility, which her husband had happily signed off on. With that and helping with the science end of the further education program, he had almost become scarce. “A few days ago, he said they were moving forward. He hoped it would be done by the end of the week, if not early next week.”

      It wasn’t something Gavin overly wanted to converse about either. “You’ve certainly thrown yourself into a lot of projects lately since we made these arrangements.” His fingers caressed her leg as she sat on his desk. “Maybe you can slow down a bit…”

      Hokura grinned. “Or is it that I’ve stayed in pace while you’ve decided to slow down on things?”

      He brought his hand a bit further up her thigh as he stood, hovering over her. “Is it so wrong that after nearly sixty years of playing Governor, I want to slow down?” His lips were inching towards hers. “Maybe I feel like I’ve paid my dues and want to focus a little more on something else.”

      She let out an airy breath. “Or is it that you’re getting bored with work?”

      Gavin’s lips came to her ear. “Maybe it’s that I can’t exactly keep my mind on work when I have you sitting in front of me on my desk.” He felt her shudder. “You’re being quite the distraction.” His lips came to her neck as she moaned. He had heard the rumors this morning as he was getting coffee from the cafeteria. They were still swirling around the compound like mad again. It had annoyed him that they hadn’t at all died down since separating his wife from the professor.

      “Gavin,” she gasped.

      He could feel her tensing as he smirked and pulled her closer against him. “We’re fine. I’m not expecting anyone this afternoon.” His tongue teased her flesh as she let out another soft moan. He didn’t care that she hadn’t locked the door when she had entered, nor did he care if anyone could hear. In fact, at this point, the louder, the better. He would remind the compound who he was and whose side Hokura belonged on as she moaned again and placed her hand in front of her mouth. He smirked as he grabbed it and held her wrist. He wanted to let the workers know exactly what the governor was doing in his office with his wife.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a little past sixteen hundred hours as Cassandra quickly made her way down the hallway. Training had been a little different today, as Talon had stated she had helped him with some up-and-coming watchmen. It had been frustrating. Even though they had all been older than her, she was stronger than all of them combined. Yet, they would see the force before she did. However, she knew that pouting about it wouldn’t be fair to Talon and wouldn’t get her anywhere.

      Cass exited the compound into the garden and beelined her way towards her destination as she walked over to Julien, who had been standing by the waterfall. “Sorry, I took a quick shower after training.”

      He gave her an odd look. “You’re the only person our age that I know that’s doing this kind of training. I’ve heard about the watch and some people who decide they want to go on it, but why?”

      She pursed her lips. “Something for them to do, to get out of the compound and pick something else up for a while. To harden and strengthen their skills and to even give them a sense of duty.”

      He gave her a look as they started to walk. “That’s them. You’re a different story. Why are you training? What’s your story?”

      She faltered. “Something happened to me six years ago, and I never wanted to feel that way again.” Cassandra bit her bottom lip. She never really got into it with anyone before, other than her counselor and her family. Then again, Dorian had known and witnessed what she had gone through firsthand. Talon had known as well, but that had been the extent.

      Julien raised an eyebrow. “You’re not gonna tell me?”

      She could feel her heart thudding hard against her chest. “It’s really not something that I talk about with anyone. I honestly try to forget it and not think about it.”

      He didn’t know what to say, so he went with his gut. “You asked why today… honestly… I’ve always wanted to talk to you a little more. You have this air about you, and I couldn’t help but feel curious. Maybe you’re something a little different.” He caught himself and chuckled nervously. “That sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”

      Cassandra giggled lightly as she slightly nudged him. “No, that doesn’t sound stupid.” Her cheeks burned. Could Julien really tell that she was different? Or was he just saying that? Still, something seemed to turn inside her.

      “Cass?” A voice came up from behind them as they both turned to see someone their age walking towards them. Julien’s eyes narrowed at him as he came closer. He also had an air about him that he couldn’t quite explain. “You’re out here walking when tonight’s your turn to cook,” her brother stated accusingly.

      Cassandra made an aggravated groan. “Cy, I totally forgot! Can you do it tonight? Please? I’ll owe you one!”

      Her brother shook his head and took in the male standing next to his sister as he gave him a look and extended his hand. “I’m Cyrus, Cass’s twin brother.”

      Julien felt a little more at ease as he smiled. “Julien.” He shook his hand and sized up Cyrus. He was tall. His hair was a little lighter brown than his sisters, he had golden eyes, and he was definitely as good-looking as his counterpart. He didn’t understand why Cyrus had been wearing an official-looking lab coat and had a keycard hanging around his neck, considering he was the same age as her. It perplexed him.

      Cassandra sighed as she stepped towards him. “Cyrus… please?”

      Her brother gave her an annoyed look. “Yeah, yeah, that’s if I beat Mom and Dad home. They might already be done in the offices today. I know Dad had new arrival reports to look into this morning, but the professor said he was going to be getting off earlier now that he added more members to the cabinet.”

      “Thank you.” Cassandra smiled at him. “I’ll make this up to you! I promise!” she sang in a sing-song voice.

      He rolled his eyes as he walked away, shaking his head. “Don’t be late for dinner.”

      Julien’s eyes narrowed as he put together the information he had just heard. “New arrivals… added more members to the cabinet? You don’t mean to tell me your dad is the governor, is he?”

      Cassandra crossed her arms and stood in front of him. “Yeah, he is, but it’s not like I get any special treatment because of it.”

      This was even more interesting. There was always gossip floating around about the governor. Especially lately. Julien had met him briefly when his family had come to the sanctuary. His mom had passed when he was young, so he had been on the move with his aunt, uncle, and a few cousins. They had all been set up with living quarters inside the city. Because of Julien’s age, he had gotten his own suite across from his guardians. “So… Governor Gavin…”

      “Is my dad…,” she confirmed, rolling her eyes. “What, you want to meet him or something?”

      A smirk came to Julien’s lips. “No, no, just interesting. I guess as large as this place is, it’s not really in comparison. I guess everyone knows everybody in the compound,” he mused. He had heard the rumors about Cassandra’s mother as well. That was who he had been curious about.

      “You can say that again,” Cass stated. “So, what’s your story?”

      Julien took her in as she started to walk around the gardens once more. He took a step to catch up to her. “You haven’t exactly told me much about yourself.” He noted the way she grinned and slightly bit her bottom lip.

      “Stick around, and I might tell you more… now I believe you were about to tell me about yourself.”

      He gazed at her out of the corner of his eye. “Not much to tell, we were just beyond the border, and my family decided to come north…” He shrugged. “They’re family, but I’ve always been the outsider. My mom died shortly after I was born, and they took me in. All my cousins are younger, so I was always given more responsibility.” He made a face. “We hopped around a lot and camped a lot. It wasn’t until we ran into a group of people who said they had heard of this place that we took the risk and joined with them and came here.”

      “So you’ve been out in the wastelands then…” Cassandra’s voice was tight. “Did you ever come across any troubles?”

      Julien raised an eyebrow and studied her. “What kind of troubles are you getting at?”

      “I… I don’t know.” Cass wasn’t about to give that easily, but why did she feel like she needed to be so guarded about things? Because nobody seemed to understand her… because everyone who had been born inside the walls and had never ventured out didn’t know the reality about what lay out there.

      “I think you do.” He stared at her. “Let me guess. You run away from home or something? A little teenage angst when you were younger?” He chuckled, trying to gauge her reaction.

      Instead, Cassandra shrugged. “Just curious, I guess.” Evidently, his family hadn’t encountered anything significant, no raiders or cannibals, at least. In a way, she wished that they had, that she would have someone else to confide in when it came to the horrors of those who lived beyond the walls… still, she was curious to find out more about Julien, but wasn’t about to spill her life story to him.
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus walked into the suite to see that his parents were already home. He noted their shoes by the door. “Cass is gonna be a bit,” he called.

      Hokura exited the bedroom, followed by Gavin. They appeared to have just gotten out of the shower since they both had wet hair.

      The boy shrugged off his lab coat. “She’s out in the garden talking to some guy. She asked me to start dinner for her.”

      Gavin took in his son and crossed his arms. “Some guy? Can you be a little more specific?”

      Cyrus sighed. “His name is Julien. He’s about a year younger than her and in some of her classes. That’s all I got.” He walked towards his mother and gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek, something he had started doing every day when he got home since she had returned to them. A small gesture that he felt spoke more than the words he could articulate about how grateful he was to have her in his life. “I’m gonna get changed, and then I’ll start on dinner.”

      Hokura smiled. “Don’t worry about it, love. Your father and I can put something together.”

      Cyrus caught the air between his mother and father at that moment. They had been home for some time already. “Sure, thanks.” He quickly went to his room.

      Gavin walked into the kitchen with his wife in his wake. “They’re old enough now to have their own suites. Don’t you think it’s time to, as Dorian says, “cut the cord” and let them move out?”

      Hokura smirked as she wrapped her arms around him. “May I remind you that this is something I’m totally clueless about? I never lived with a parent. I awoke, spent a few days in the medical lab, and was then given my own quarters.” She made a face. “With that said, for the first while, I seemingly had Allen or Dorian constantly checking in with me between training, check-ups, lessons, and tests…”

      He tenderly stroked her wet hair and dabbed a few stray droplets from her shoulder. “What is it then?”

      She didn’t want to admit it out loud yet, but took a deep breath. “I lost three years with them. I want to hold onto this for a little longer. Is that so horrible?”

      Gavin chuckled. “Not at all. It’s completely understandable.” He kissed the top of her head. He almost felt guilty for the way she had said it, a guilt which still crept up inside of him every so often and swallowed him whole. He had been the cause of those years that she had lost with them. “What are you thinking about for dinner?”

      Hokura let go of him and turned gracefully. “How about we do up some Cajun chicken with a salad and some buns?” She smiled slyly. “I’m curious to hear all about what our children have been up to, especially this boy Cass is talking to.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      About half an hour later, Cassandra walked through the door. The waft of dinner hit her senses as her stomach grumbled. She hadn’t realized how hungry she had been.

      “Right on time!” Hokura’s singsong tune came from the kitchen, “dinner is just hitting the table!”

      Cyrus appeared from his bedroom and gave his sister a suspicious look. “Your timing is impeccable,” he mocked.

      “I showered and changed after training, so it is.” She gave her brother a look before depositing her shoes, making her way to the table, and sitting down.

      Hokura placed the serving dish on the table. “Whatever leftovers we have, you two can take for lunch tomorrow. I hope you’re all hungry.”

      Gavin sat beside her as they all started on their meal. Hokura looked up at Cassandra expectantly. “So, Cyrus told me you skipped out on making dinner to talk to a boy.”

      She shot her brother a look.

      “Cassandra!” Hokura’s voice rose. “Don’t give your brother dirty looks for outing you. We’re just curious about him, is all…” She placed her fork down beside her plate and steepled her fingers. “It’s not like you converse with your peers often… So?”

      The girl gave a huff. “His name’s Julien. He came to the city not too long ago with his extended family, his aunts, and whatnot…” She swallowed hard and looked up at her parents. “Why does it feel like I’m in trouble for talking to him? You know there’s barely anyone my age around here!”

      Her father cleared his throat. “Indeed, it’s quite astounding when new arrivals come with children of any age, given the circumstances. Fertility had declined so much that the human race was almost extinct.” He gave her daughter a look. “We’re just curious, Cass. We want what’s best for you.”

      She made an irritated noise. “Is it because it’s a boy?”

      Hokura spoke up this time. “Yes. It’s because he’s a boy who may be interested in you.”

      “We’re just friends,” Cassandra shot back. “This was the first time we’ve ever really conversed.”

      Her mother raised her hands in defense. “And that’s fine. We’re not putting you on trial. You’re simply at that age where relationships tend to,” she took a breath and steadied herself, “bloom in such ways.”

      Cyrus couldn’t help but snicker as his sister shot him a look. “I’m nineteen years old. I’m not a child,” Cassandra urged.

      Gavin shook his head. “Take it easy. Nobody said you were. We merely wanted to know about him. We can drop it if you wish.”

      Hokura took the hint and looked over at her son. “How was working with Dorian today?” She had missed him. If Gavin hadn’t entertained her in his office that afternoon and then taken her to their suite, she would have considered seeking out the professor.

      The boy looked up at her mother. “Things are going well with getting the new water treatment system installed for the gardens. It’s all about making sure the PH balance and everything is correct when it comes to adding nutrients to what we’re growing. It’ll definitely be more efficient. As for the professor, he was only around for part of the day. This afternoon, he was called down to the lower half of the compound. Something about the food processing lab that needed to be looked over.” He shrugged. “Some days, there’s so much to take in with everything that goes on around here on the science end of things. I don’t know how he keeps it all together and how his brain doesn’t explode.”

      His father made a face as his lips curved. “It probably did long ago, and that’s why he is the way he is,” Gavin muttered.

      Hokura tried to hide a chuckle as she nudged her husband. “Aren’t we supposed to be setting an example about showing respect for one’s elders?”

      “Maybe he’s the one who should look into retirement,” Gavin retorted.

      His son gave him a sidelong glance. “I don’t think he knows how to slow down and relax physically.”

      Hokura silently wished she could find some time to have with the professor, to simply be with him again, away from prying eyes and rumors.

      Cyrus shrugged. “Either way, I think we’ll be moving forward in the next week or so.” He looked over to his sister, who seemed flustered. His eyes met hers as he smirked. He would give her this even if she owed him. “In other news, it seems like we’re progressing in food growth rate!”

      Cassandra was grateful for her brother. He could talk science jargon all night and keep her parents from looking her way or asking any more questions. All she knew was that she had wanted to spend some more time with Julien. The thought made her heart pound. She found that he had been on her mind through dinner, even through helping clean up the dishes, and as she got into bed that night. How was it possible to think of someone like this for an entire evening? What were these feelings as she grabbed her pillow and tried to clear her mind? “I don’t even know him,” she whispered to herself. “So why can’t I get him out of my head?” She thought of the way he looked at her and smiled at her. This couldn’t be love. It had to be something else. Maybe she was simply excited about talking to someone and making a connection. She hadn’t had any close friends other than Nathan and her brother. She scowled. Even Dorian had become scarce lately.

      Cassandra let out a sigh. There was a good possibility that he had distanced himself again because it seemed the rumors about him and her mother had become a whirlwind in the compound. She had figured that’s why they were no longer working together. Too many thoughts swirled into Cassandra’s mind as she struggled to simply shut her eyes and shut off the thoughts. It wasn’t until much later in the night that she finally started to drift, but not without dreams of walking and talking in the garden with a curly-haired boy.
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        * * *

      

      Morning came as Cassandra groaned. She had barely slept all night as she seemed to toss and turn. “Damn, I didn’t think I’d still need my sleep aids after all this time,” she grumbled to herself. She had gone in good spurts of not taking them. She mentally kicked herself. This had nothing to do with her past and everything to do with the dark-haired boy who had spoken to her the day before.

      She dragged herself out of bed and into the kitchen, where her parents were sitting at the bay window conversing. Cassandra made her way to the coffee machine and poured herself a cup when her mother spoke up.

      “Are you alright? You look kind of tired this morning.” Her voice was serene.

      Cass looked at her mother as she grabbed the cup, made her way over to the table, and sat down. “Yeah, too much on my mind last night. Didn’t sleep well.”

      Her father raised an eyebrow. “If you’re tired today, you don’t need to overdo it with training. You can always tell Talon you need a rest day, and he’ll be fine with it.”

      “I’m sure I’ll get a second wind. I don’t have as many classes today.” She took a sip of her coffee as she looked towards Cyrus’s bedroom door and noticed it had been open, which meant his room was most likely empty.

      Hokura cleared her throat. “If you’re wondering where your brother is, he left early this morning. He wanted to have a head start in the labs to review things before Dorian got down there.”

      Cassandra merely nodded. She saw the look her mother made and knew it seemed as though the professor’s missing presence was weighing on her. She also knew the rumors circulating the compound were most likely the cause. Cass chewed her bottom lip. She wasn’t a fool and had known better. “I’m gonna get ready.” She excused herself, taking her coffee with her back to her room.

      Gavin placed a hand on Hokura’s. He knew this was getting to her; he sighed. “If you’re missing him so much, then go see him. Just be discreet about it.”

      His wife shook her head. “No, I know what’s being said.” Her eyes met and held Gavin’s. “There’s no need to fuel this thing right now. You came up with these arrangements for a reason.” She hated this; the words tumbled from her, but she didn’t mean any of them.

      His eyes didn’t falter. “You know what they say, where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”

      Hokura’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not fanning the flames, Gavin.” Her response was curt. “It’ll be fine, and these rumors will blow over again in time just as they always do.” She rolled her eyes. “The people of the compound really need to find something new to feed their gossip with instead of the same thing over the years. My relationship with Dorian doesn’t affect anyone in the compound, so why even talk about it?”

      He nodded as he pursed his lips. It hadn’t come to his direct attention, but as always, he heard the whispers, which had been getting louder lately. It had been news enough that the professor had resurrected Hokura from the dead. It didn’t help that she and Dorian had become even more inseparable. The rumors even hit on the fact that as she regained her memories, she had fled the compound and that, yet again, it had been the professor who had gone after her instead of her husband. They had been gone for a few days, and the speculations of what had happened during that time had sparked even more rumors. That had been three years ago, and since then, the accusations grew even wilder. “Are we going to get ready in a bit and head down?”

      She nodded, taking another sip of her coffee. As much as she wanted to seek Dorian out, she couldn’t just go down to the science department. Her current project didn’t place her anywhere near there, and being seen in that part of the compound would only bring attention to them. Instead, she hoped he would eventually seek her out on his own, and they could meet discreetly, as Gavin had suggested.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra had heard her parents leave for the day as she lay on her bed and sighed. She didn’t want to go to class but didn’t exactly want to skip the lesson plans today, either. She was tired, but the idea of having a class with Julien excited her, too. She wanted to see him again. That thought alone gave her some new vigor as she decided to hurry herself along and get ready. There was a possibility she could even see him before class began, and she wanted to talk to him.

      She found herself almost excited as she walked down the hallway towards her class when she saw an all too familiar figure coming up in the other direction. It wasn’t who she had expected, but her smile brightened either way. “It’s been a while.”

      Dorian took her in and nodded. “Cassandra. I guess it’s been a little over a week.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “It feels longer than that.”

      He cleared his throat. “It’s been nine days since I checked in with your training in the Real-Time Combat Simulator. Before that, it was two days since I spoke to you in the cafeteria. Before that, it had been all of sixteen hours…”

      “I get it.” Cassandra rolled her eyes at him. “Has Cyrus been driving you nuts in the labs?”

      The professor smirked. “As much as you and your brother are alike, I quite enjoy his inquisitive mind and his questions.”

      The girl crossed her arms. “That sounded like a backhanded insult.”

      Dorian couldn’t help but chuckle. “You know better than that. I was just down here dropping off some documents to the instructors that have to do with the RTCS and how it records stats regarding movement. I figured it would be helpful documentation to review. I heard that you were helping Talon with training the new recruits yesterday.”

      “Yeah, and those recruits I’m training will see the watch way before I do.” She pouted and took in Dorian’s expression that stated he wasn’t going to get into this with her again. She took a breath. “My mom’s missing working with you, you know.”

      He sighed as he closed his eyes. “You know just as well as I do that the rumors circulating about us are causing stress, which your father doesn’t need right now. None of us do.”

      She could see that they were wearing on him too. “I guess being the infamous professor of the compound has its downfalls.”

      “It does.” He clicked his tongue. “For many reasons. The rumors about me are nothing new. I’m used to people talking behind their hands about me; it’s been going on for decades, and it won’t stop now. Your mother, however,” he swallowed, “she’s been through enough.”

      Cassandra nodded solemnly. He was still protecting her. He always would because he loved her, and now it seemed like their relationship was being scrutinized. That’s when she heard her name being called. She looked up to see Julien walking towards them.

      Dorian raised an eyebrow at the youth who was approaching. “I’ll let you be on your way for lessons then.”

      Cassandra’s hand shot up as she grabbed his arm. “Don’t be a stranger, okay?”

      He gave her a jaded look. “I’ve told you before, you can seek me out if you so wish.”

      She gave him a sarcastic grin. “I stopped because after doing so for three years, I got tired of the huffs and eye rolls.”

      Caught. “I would never.” Dorian’s words were terse.

      “I’ll remember that next time.” She smirked. “Stop being so damn uptight all the time, or as Cyrus said, your head is going to explode.”

      Dorian made a face and rolled his eyes. “Good day, Cassandra.” He turned and walked past the boy who had called her name and gave him a sidelong glance. He didn’t reside in the compound. He obviously had lessons with her. The professor strolled down the hallway. He had work to get to and knew Cyrus would be waiting. He was almost curious about the conversation that had taken place that warranted such a comment.

      Julien walked up to Cassandra. “Who was that?”

      “Professor Dorian,” she answered.

      He gave her a questioning look. “I know I’ve heard that name before.” He wanted to hear it from her.

      “One of the founders, the father of science, head of the science department. One of my dad’s right-hand men.” She shrugged.

      Julien had simply wanted confirmation. He knew exactly where he had heard the name before. It was hard to be inside the compound or walking about the city without the man’s name being whispered. As much as he had accomplished and done for the compound, there was always some kind of scandal that he was involved in. Lately, it had been the one that had been tied to someone else… he couldn’t help his curiosity, but knew now wasn’t the time. It seemed interesting enough that the professor and Cassandra had known one another well enough to converse casually. “So, are you ready for class? Wanna sit together?” he asked Cassandra with a broad smile.

      Her heart pounded. “Yeah… I’d like that…not that we’ll get a chance to talk, but still.”

      He nodded as he bowed, “Then after you.” He gestured with his hands as Cassandra gave a small giggle, went into the classroom, and chose her seat as he sat next to her. What was this feeling that was creeping up inside of her? She didn’t know, but she couldn’t help but feel excited about who was sitting next to her.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian walked towards the science labs to see Cyrus standing at his station, looking over his documents. “Good morning, Cyrus,” Dorian stated, taking him in. As much as he resembled his father, he still held so many of his mother’s attributes, which made the professor miss her all the more.

      Cyrus looked up at the man who had become his mentor. “Good morning, sir. I took the liberty of reviewing everything. We’re on task and will have everything finished by the week's end if all goes as planned. Everything is going smoothly between production and installation.”

      At least the boy was on top of things. “Very good. I’m glad to hear that.” He eyed him. “Tell me, though, do I seem stressed or overwhelmed about things?”

      He had been taken aback by the question as he looked at the professor. “No… it seems that you’re on top of everything, sir…”

      Dorian smirked. “So, I don’t need to worry about my head exploding?”

      Cyrus huffed irritably. Damn, his sister. “You spoke to Cassandra this morning.”

      “Seems that I was the topic of conversation,” Dorian responded. He thought it was entertaining to watch his protégé sweat.

      The youth rolled his eyes. “The statement was about you doing so much and taking on so much. It’s quite a feat that you always have so many projects going and that you can keep them straight.”

      Dorian felt a little better after that statement. “I’ve been at this for a very long time, my boy, even before the compound was erected. There haven’t been many days when I haven’t been wrapped up in work or my own projects.” He sighed. “Maybe it’s because I feel like I need to stay busy.”

      Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever thought of hanging it up for a while or at least stepping back a bit, the way my dad has?”

      The professor shook his head. “Your father is feeling his years. Being Governor for nearly sixty years can do that to a person. With that said, his job is no longer as hard as it once was.” He cleared his throat. “Now, I do have some other things to see for today in my office. It seems like you’ve really stepped up on overseeing things. Can I count on you to make a full report on how things progress today?”

      His eyes widened. “You can count on me!”

      “Thank you.” Dorian nodded and went to the door. “You’re in charge. I don’t want to be disturbed by anyone else. I’ll most likely be in my office if you need anything, or you can page me.” He watched Cyrus smile and nod as he left. He wanted to be elsewhere. He wanted to talk to her… yet… knew she would be in her office. Did he dare slink his way in there this early in the morning? The likelihood of there being too many government officials lurking about was too high. Dorian walked into his office and locked the door. He sat at his desk and picked up his phone. He hated conversing with her like this, but for now… it was safer. He dialed her number, and as she picked up, everything inside of him settled. “Hey… I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too.” Her voice was soft. “How are things fairing on the science end of things?”

      He leaned back in his chair. “This doesn’t have to be a work call just because we’re in our offices.” He chuckled. “Everything is going well. Cyrus is overseeing everything.” He took a breath. “How have you been?”

      Hokura winced as she made a strangled noise. “Do you really think these rumors will calm down if we’re not seen together for a while?”

      “It was Gavin’s choice,” Dorian countered. “His decisions and words are final in this. We can’t fight it. We both need to honor what he thinks is best. It affects him the most.” He stopped. “It affects your marriage.”

      “And what about you?” she urged.

      He felt a pang in his chest. “The rumors are nothing new, Hokura.” He faltered. “I hate keeping my distance from you. I can’t act indifferent, and since I’m being honest, all I want to do is see you and simply hold you.” He heard her sigh on her end.

      “I hate this…,” she breathed as her mind reeled. She wanted to see him, to be with him, and to talk to him in person. “We’ll make time again. Somehow, we will… I want to see you, Dorian.”

      He closed his eyes. The way she said his name made him almost get up and walk directly to her office, not giving a damn who saw him. He wanted to throw his arms around her and tell everyone who watched them to fuck off. Ever since bringing her back, he had felt increasingly possessive of her. After the years of madness, he endured by her side while she lay in the vat, had left him feeling more emotionally fragile than he ever wanted to admit. He huffed. He didn’t give a damn about what anyone thought of them or their relationship. Still, he needed to be honorable. “Give it time.” He listened to her simply breathing on the other end. He wished she had been closer. “Cassandra seems to have a new friend…”

      “His name is Julien, apparently. I take you’ve met him?”

      “I did. I spoke to Cass this morning for a bit. Just idle chit-chat.” He grimaced. “Seems that I see your spawn more than I do you lately.”

      Hokura hummed. “You’re not making this any easier, you know…” She couldn’t help but feel the yearning inside her. Maybe they could meet somewhere in the city… her thoughts started turning.

      “I’m sorry. I just wanted to hear your voice.”

      “I wanted to hear yours as well.” She made herself comfortable in her seat. “Hearing just isn’t enough for me, though. I know that’s selfish.”

      Dorian shook his head. “It’s not, and if it is, then I’m just as selfish.” It wasn’t just the physical side of things. There was more to it. “When I’m not working alongside you, everything seems mundane, boring even.” Her laughter on the other end brought a smile to his face. “It’s nice to hear you laugh.” It was another thing he had missed about her.

      “We’ll figure something out. We’ll see each other again soon.” Hokura smiled. This wouldn’t last too long… she knew it wouldn’t and that despite what was being said, once Dorian was done in the labs, they’d be working together again, rumors or not. “We don’t seem to be a force that can stay apart for too long.”

      “Interesting way to put it.” He had felt the same. Over the past few years, their bond had become stronger than ever. Of course, their actions only fueled the rumors. It couldn’t be helped. “I should let you go for the day.” He didn’t want to, but he knew she had her own projects to see to, and sooner than later, both their work schedules would go back to normal.

      Hokura nodded sadly. “Yeah, I hope you have a good day, Dorian. Thank you for calling me.”

      “You too, Hokura.” He placed the receiver down and sat momentarily, playing how she said his name over in his memory. He didn’t want to listen to Gavin. He was annoyed with the arrangements, but they had all spoken privately about them a few weeks ago. Maybe her husband just needed thicker skin, but he bent to the governor’s will, not because of him but because he didn’t want the rumors to weigh on his wife. She was worth all of this. She was worth everything. Dorian sighed in annoyance. “If only I could speed up time and get these projects over and done with.” He really didn’t need to physically be down here. He could oversee them casually as he did most of the science facilities projects. Yet again, the only reason he was down here was because he had been ordered to by Gavin. He grumbled as he leaned back in his chair. He didn’t feel like babysitting scientists. He would bide his time in his office for a while and wished he could simply spend the day talking to her.
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus was double-checking some documents in the labs when another lead scientist approached him. “Have you seen the professor this morning?”

      His protégé made a face. “He’s in his office, but stated that he didn’t want to be disturbed. He put me in charge to oversee everything.”

      The scientist made a face. “We’re going to start up a few test runs in a few minutes. Shouldn’t he be there to oversee everything?”

      Cyrus sighed in annoyance. “He and I went over the documentation yesterday and even took a look at everything. We both did a complete sweep. We have no doubt that the test runs will go smoothly. I can come and oversee it if you wish.”

      “Fine,” the other scientist stated, “we’re going to begin in five minutes or so if you can make your way down there.” He turned and headed out of the lab.

      Cyrus closed his eyes for a moment as he rubbed them. As much as he had been grateful for the professor taking him on personally, the other older scientists saw it as favoritism because of who his mother was. Although the youth was still learning, he wasn’t exactly taking traditional classes the way Cassandra had been. He sighed and walked down toward where he needed to be. His ears perked as he heard his mother’s name mentioned along with the professors as he glanced over into a lab where two technicians were talking. They quickly stopped their conversation as he passed them. His eyes narrowed. “Don’t these people have anything better to talk about?,” he growled lowly. His mother had gone through enough. The last thing she needed was this, yet the rumors seemed to be on everyone’s tongue. How the first child was in some kind of love triangle between the two most powerful men in the compound. He had known better. He just wanted to get this project over and done with so he could submit his final revisions to the professor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The teacher had dismissed the class for lunch as Julien walked beside Cassandra. “Want to eat lunch together?” he asked, giving her a meek smile.

      She tucked her hair behind her ear. “We can do that… usually I just go up to my suite and eat lunch.”

      He gave her a look. “You don’t seem to converse with a lot of people, do you?”

      The comment took her aback. “When I was younger, I fell into a bad group. After realizing they weren’t good for me, I had an issue with someone I thought was my friend. I got into a fistfight with her and broke her nose. Since then… I guess I just try to avoid the drama.”

      Julien couldn’t help but chuckle. “You get more interesting by the minute.”

      Her cheeks flushed. He seemed to mean that in the nicest way possible. She had always seen herself as a bit of an outsider. “I’m different, I guess.”

      He stopped beside her, his smile still gleaming. “You’re unique, and I want to get to know you. Come on, let’s grab something, and then we can go outside and talk.” He gave her a boyish expression. “That is, of course, if you want.”

      Cassandra’s heart fluttered. How could she say no? Nobody ever wanted to have lunch with her before… she usually just stuck to her brother’s side when he was around. There was always the odd occasion that she would come across Dorian in the cafeteria and casually wedge her way into eating with him. This was something new. “I’d like that.” Her voice was tight.

      The two grabbed some food from the cafeteria as Cassandra thought about the leftovers sitting in the fridge upstairs. Hopefully, Cyrus would get to them and finish them off. She felt a slight hint of guilt, which was quickly replaced with something else as Julien nudged her. “Let’s eat in the gardens under the big tree. We can talk in peace without being interrupted there.”

      They sat quietly as Cass nervously tried to chew her wrap. Why was she suddenly feeling this way? She was usually quite confident around others, and yet Julien made her feel something totally different.

      “So,” he piped up. “What makes you tick? You’re obviously different from everyone else here. Why is that?” His eyes bore into hers.

      She chewed her lip. “Is it that obvious?”

      He smirked. “You said it first, but to be honest, you stick out among the others. There’s an air about you, one of mystery, but there’s something else I can’t put my finger on.”

      Cass tensed slightly. She wanted to share. “I don’t talk about myself much. I don’t really have many people to talk to.”

      He leaned closer to her. “That’s really too bad because I’m sure you have a lot to talk about, and I’m dying to know you better. You can always talk to me if you want. I promise I’ll listen to whatever you have to say.”

      That confirmed it. Her heart was beating so fast. Her hands clammed up as her stomach felt like it was fluttering from the inside. “I am different… in a lot of ways,” Cassandra whispered as she tensed. She wanted to tell him, what harm could it do? “I have a bit of a past…” She wrung her fingers together nervously.

      “Don’t we all?” His words were gentle. “Tell me.”

      She couldn’t help herself; suddenly the floodgates opened. “About six years ago, my mother was kidnapped. The people who did it destroyed the vehicles in the compound…” She remembered it clearly as she chewed her bottom lip. “I had found an old cargo van at a loading dock and had told the professor about it. While he was eluding my father, I snuck into the back of it and stowed away in it when he ventured out to rescue her.”

      Julien’s eyes widened. Was this the person he had heard about? He needed to know for sure. “Your mother… she’s…”

      Cass looked away. “I don’t talk about my mother much. The three children and the peacekeepers are a compound secret, especially her. Especially after what happened to her, we just stay mute about it. It was what she wanted, and she had the last say in everything. I think she’d rather pretend it never happened.”

      Julien’s throat worked as he swallowed hard. Her mother was who all this gossip had been about. She and Professor Dorian, who seemed to be the ruler of this place, even though it was Cassandra’s father who had been the governor. “Go on,” he urged. He needed to know more so he could put the pieces together.

      “As I said… she was kidnapped, and I stowed away. When I was found out, it was too late to turn back. Dorian and I went after her. He taught me how to fight, how to… kill.” Her voice faltered. “But I wasn’t good enough, wasn’t strong enough. In the end, after we saved my mom, we were captured by cannibals.” She winced. When Julien didn’t say anything further, she continued. “Dorian’s just like my mother… he’s strong… he’s…” She couldn’t say the words… that he was genetically different and a super soldier. “But they used me as leverage, and he paid the price for my mistake. They chopped off his arm.”

      The boy gave her an odd look as he tried to wrap his head around what she was saying. “The professor… the tall, dark, and scary guy who was talking to you in the hallway… he has both arms.” Was he missing something?

      She licked her lips nervously. “When we came back, he cloned one…”

      “Fascinating,” he whispered. “So you’re pretty well versed with the outside world, you’ve at least seen some of the shit that’s out there, and you’ve been lucky enough to have gotten out of it and not have to deal with too many repercussions.”

      Cassandra’s head drooped. “I wish it had been that way, but my mother died a few months later.”

      Julien gave her a strange look. Why did it seem that everything she said produced more questions? “I thought…” he had sworn that Cassandra’s mother was still alive… could he have gotten things wrong? No, the rumors were about the peacekeeper who was married to the governor and yet was sleeping with the head of the science facility, the professor.

      A twisted smile came to the girl’s lips. “She is… alive, that is… the professor couldn’t let her go after she got sick and died, so he suspended her body in a cryogenic sleep and brought her back to life.”

      He sat in silence, turning over what he had learned. In a way, it made sense, all of it, from the rumors to what he had known and seen.

      “She was technically dead for three years.” Cassandra wrung her fingers together as they turned white. “To say it was fucked up was an understatement, but I had a second chance to try and understand her. All this happened, though, and I swore that I would become stronger. That I would train because maybe if I had been a little faster and stronger, things wouldn’t have ended the way they did.”

      Julien’s eyes narrowed. “I fail to see how any of that was your fault. You said it happened six years ago.”

      She looked at him, her eyes boring into his. “If I had been stronger, Dorian wouldn’t have lost his arm, he wouldn’t have sunk into madness, and my mother would have been able to tell him that she was dying when she first saw the signs. None of it had to happen, and yet it did.” Her lower lip trembled. “All because I was so stupid and got into the back of that van.” Tears formed in her eyes.

      It sounded like more drama than he was used to. Yet it had confirmed what he had wanted to know: Cassandra was the daughter of the first child, genetic perfection in herself. He could use this all to his advantage as he brought his arm up and around her. “Hey, like you said, though, that was long ago, the professor has his arm back, and your mom is alive again. It’s all good, isn’t it?”

      She shook her head. “I just can’t seem to look at it that way, no matter how long it’s been. I know the truth.”

      The truth… something that always seemed to be out of reach in this place. The stories and rumors that filled the hallways were far too interesting for Julien to let go. “Cass, it’s alright, don’t get all down on yourself. You seem to be extraordinary.” Something inside of him shifted. He didn’t really know her, but at the same time, he didn’t like seeing her like this; he wanted to comfort her, and that’s when it happened. His lips were on hers, but only for a second as she came away from him and looked at him in disdain. Julien was in shock at what he had just done. “I’m… I’m sorry,” he stuttered. “I don’t know what came over me… I just wanted to make you feel better.”

      “No,” Cassandra said lightly as she leaned in again and kissed him back. It had been a quick peck, but it had felt sweet enough.

      This was the breakthrough that he was hoping for, to get closer to her. He could tell she was still new at this as she pulled back and blushed.

      “I’m sorry.” Cass chuckled. “That was my first…”

      His forehead met hers. “It won’t be your last.” He kissed her forehead. “I think I really like you, Cassandra.”

      Her cheeks burned. “I like you too…”

      Good… this was good. Julien gave her a wide smile. “Now, that’s not the only thing that makes you so unique. There’s something deeper.”

      Her eyes held his as she chewed on her bottom lip. He had seen it, had caught on. He knew she was the spawn of a genetic perfection… she licked her lips. “When your family first came here… my father is very transparent about what this place is. Through my mother and the peacekeepers, Dorian was able to genetically perfect our systems. In a way, he found what people used to call the fountain of youth. Everyone younger who comes here stops aging at the age of majority, which is twenty-five. Older people take a few more years to stop, but their systems become perfected. They stop aging. They don’t get sick, they heal quickly…”

      Julien leaned forward. “You were born here. Is it more potent in you? Or is it because of your mother?”

      She sank slightly. “That’s why she was kidnapped. She’s a genetic perfection and has always been a cut above the rest. What flows through her is very much inside myself as well.” Suddenly, she felt self-conscious. Would Julien accept her for who she was?

      He gave her a kind smile. “So you’re perfect, just as I see you.”

      Cass couldn’t help the laughter that erupted from her, catching him off guard. “No, not in the slightest… genetically maybe close… but as a person,” she wiped a tear from her eye, “I definitely still have my faults.”

      “Well, I’d like to get to know you for all of it, perfection and faults.”

      Her cheeks burned as the sensation of flutters grew from her chest as they seemingly flooded through her entire body. This feeling was intoxicating and something she wanted to hold onto. “I’d like that, and I’d like to get to know you better, too.” Her hand clutched onto his, if only she could spend the day out here with him like this. Everything seemed perfect as they sat under the tree together and the world of the compound passed them by.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura had left her office and made her way down the training facility to get a look at the space that was in mind for the renovations. She had wanted to go to the science end of the compound, even if it were under the ruse of checking up on Cyrus. She made a face. Her son didn’t require his mother to check up on him. She had spent her lunch with Gavin to simply occupy her time, but even by the end of it, she had grown restless as she thought about her morning phone conversation with the professor.

      She turned the corner to see Talon walking down the hall towards her. A smile came to her lips as he approached her. “How have the new watch recruits been fairing?”

      He gave her a bright smile. “I’d have to say they’re a little intimidated by your daughter. I’ve had to tell her to go easy on them lately.” His eyes held her. “She truly is your carbon copy.”

      Hokura couldn’t help it as she winced. “Is that a good thing?”

      The watch commander chuckled. “It’s like going back in time and watching you train all over again. Although I gotta say, she’s definitely more verbal than you ever were. Pretty sure some days she would talk my ear off if she could.”

      She chuckled lightly. “When one is born and raised with the duty of being a peacekeeper, it’s a little different. The three of us didn’t overly converse with others. When we were under Dorian’s watch and command, things were,” she tensed, “slightly drill sergeant-ish.”

      “What’s your excuse now?” Talon raised an eyebrow at her.

      She was taken aback by the question. “I guess I never grew out of that shell. In White Rock, the peacekeepers always stood out from the rest… and here… the people of the compound think they know me enough to gossip about me when they don’t have a clue.”

      Talon nodded. Of course, he had heard the rumors. It had been impossible not to hear them. “Those who know you well enough are all that matter. We know the truth of things.”

      Hokura couldn’t help but feel grateful towards him. “Thank you, Talon, you’ve always been a true friend from the beginning.” She automatically threw her arms around the watch commander. “Your words mean the world to me.”

      His heart ached for her. He knew she had been through hell and back and that she tried to put on a strong front for everyone, but beneath the surface, the rumors and whispers ate her alive. “Maybe you should come down again someday and play in the simulator. It’s been a while since you’ve done so.”

      She took a deep breath. “That actually sounds like a good idea, Talon. When will you be done for the day?”

      “Seventeen hundred hours is usually when we call it a day. You have all evening to beat the simulations to a pulp.”

      “I think I’ll do that.” Hokura beamed. She knew Gavin had been wary about her being in the simulator, but sometimes, she needed to let out her frustrations physically. After coming back, she did so only on occasion. Usually, it was to test the new upgrades alongside Dorian. Her heart panged, another reason to be in the simulator. If she were exhausted, he wouldn’t be on her mind as much. It seemed since this morning that hearing his voice had opened up a floodgate of emotions again. Something that he always did. This was different, though, it was as if being told they needed to be discreet drove her even more.

      Talon nodded. “Your spawn has certainly gotten adept with her training. I’d say her skills are right around what yours clocked in at her age,” he eyed her, “although I have a very hard time believing she’ll ever surpass you.”

      Hokura lowered her head. “She has no reason to surpass me. She has no reason to have the super soldier gene injected into her.” Her eyes met Talon's. “I know that Dorian continued to alter my system when I was dead and that I came back stronger. Cass doesn’t need to possess what I do, and if a time comes when she does, then I will step up and do the job.”

      “A mother’s wish. A noble one at that.” The watch commander stated he knew that there had been a constant fight between Hokura and her daughter about her taking up the peacekeeper’s mantle.

      A smirk cracked Hokura’s lips. “If only she’d see it that way.” She sighed. “Well, I need to check out the area for the new gymnasium. Thanks for the chat, Talon. I’ll definitely be in the simulator this evening.”
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        * * *

      

      Much later in the afternoon, Hokura walked into the suite as the smell of dinner wafted in the air. Guilt enshrouded her. She had checked out the space that was going to be renovated and then endlessly wandered with her clipboard in hand, silently hoping she would come across Dorian. Her heart was on edge as she imagined him around every corner. She had gotten so lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t kept track of time until it was late.

      Gavin looked up at her from the kitchen and smiled. “How did your afternoon go? Well?”

      “Yes,” Hokura breathed as she thought about that evening. “I spoke to Talon for a while, too.” She grimaced; she could have stood in and watched Cassandra train, but the thought had slipped her mind as it seemed to be obsessively on someone else. She needed to get it together as she walked up behind her husband and passively wrapped her arms around him as she placed her head on his back.

      “What’s all this?” he asked as his hand gently ran over her arm. “Are you alright?”

      She nodded as her eyes scanned their suite. There had been no evidence that their children had made it home yet. “Just a long day.” She sighed. “I’m going to change and freshen up. Thank you for taking care of dinner.” She felt his hand squeeze hers in permission. She went to the bedroom and closed the door. She undressed and lay on the bed contemplating her evening. Maybe running some rounds in the RTCS was the best way to go about distinguishing this mood.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian stood in his kitchen, staring out his bay window. He had enjoyed a quick dinner and then set to work on his personal venture. He took a sip of the warm tea in his hands and let it settle on his tongue. It was still a little too tart for her liking. Perhaps some sugar would sweeten it to her preference. He sighed. He was dabbling in making tea blends for her to pass his time. He could have been down in the labs, but he simply didn’t have the attention span for such a menial project. He could have gone down to the RTC Simulator, but even then… it hadn’t held what he had wanted. That breath of fresh air that only came from being with Hokura. It seemed he had almost grown as dependent on her as she had on him, that they had anchored one another to life in the compound. No, that notion wasn’t true at all. He could only admit to himself that ever since her passing, he had needed her more than she had needed him. He never fully got into it with anyone. Nobody knew the truth of how deep his madness ran in the three years he had spent beside her body suspended in the cryogenic vat. The tears, the screaming, the bartering. Something he didn’t want to think about.

      “Maybe I’m just getting old,” he muttered to himself, giving the tea a dissatisfied look, and then chuckled. The smartest man in the world was mucking about concocting fruity tea blends instead of finding something better to do with his time. No, there was no better way to spend his time when it came to appeasing her. He yearned to see that smile as her face brightened up. He had made fruit juice cocktails for her, but when she said she had enjoyed the warmth of tea at night, he couldn’t help but set to work, especially when she said they had reminded her of the times they had spent together.

      He idly wondered where she was and what she was doing. Most likely in her suite, spending time with her husband, having dinner, and enjoying the family life and her children, which she had been so desperate to hang onto once she was brought back. His heart panged. He had wanted that family life for himself, yet he let that fantasy slip from his desires upon her marrying Gavin. It would never be a reality for him, yet he was still allowed to dream and fantasize about what life would have been like if everything had gone as planned.

      “You’re being a fool.” Dorian scorned himself as he took another sip of the tea as his tongue curled. “One who makes bitter tea at that.” This simply wouldn’t do. He needed to find a softer flavor. Soft… just like her, and as sweet as her heart. Maybe that’s how he needed to approach this. He needed to find a blend that personified her. A smile came to the professor’s lips. At least, this was somewhat enjoyable. At least if he couldn’t physically be with her, he could create something that she would enjoy.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura had heard her children enter their suite, as her husband stated. “Can you knock on the bedroom door and tell your mother that dinner is ready?” She got up of her own accord and joined them at the table as she rubbed her forehead.

      “Sorry, my mind was elsewhere, and I guess I kind of dozed off.” She lied. She had merely stared at the ceiling as her mind drifted. She sat down and looked at her children, taking in Cyrus’s disgruntled look. “Everything okay in the labs today, love?”

      He made a face. There had been conversations that he had walked into that had been in hushed tones. More rumors gnawed at him. “Yeah, everything was fine.” He didn’t want to get too far into it or start a fuss at the dinner table. “Another day of science, business as usual. We were able to start up the processing procedure, which worked flawlessly. Tomorrow I’ll send in my full report after I look it over.”

      Gavin nodded as he looked up at Cassandra, who seemed to be failing at hiding a pleased grin as she ate.

      Hokura shifted her attention to her daughter. “I spoke to Talon today. He said you’re doing well.” She caught it. “But it isn’t your accomplishments in training that have you flustered and trying to hide your grin, is it?”

      Her daughter’s brow furrowed as she looked at her mother. “How can you even tell?”

      It was Hokura who gave a small smirk. “Call it mother’s intuition. Let me guess. You spent some time with Julien today.”

      Cassandra took a large bite of her dinner and chewed slowly as she tried to come up with an answer. When she did finally think of one, she swallowed hard. “Yes, I had fewer classes today, so I had some time between lunch and training, so we sat outside and talked for a while.”

      Gavin raised an eyebrow. “What do you two talk about?”

      His wife’s hand grasped his. “Is that really our business?” Hokura looked at her daughter. She could tell that Cass was slowly coming into herself and that she was gaining more confidence. “I’m glad you’ve found someone else to spend some time with.”

      A perplexed look came over her daughter's face. She was ready to have to explain herself when her mother spoke up.

      “Don’t think I’m daft, Cassandra. I know well enough that you’ve had a hard time making friends. That you have your brother and Nathan, but at the same time, you’ve wanted someone else to talk to and relate to. It’s human nature. I only ask that you take things slow.”

      The girl’s heart thudded in her chest. Take things slow. What did that even mean? “Sure,” Cass answered back quickly. They had already kissed…

      “With that said.” Hokura’s attention went over to her husband. “I’m going to go down and run a few solo rounds in the RTCS tonight.”

      Gavin found it odd that she had mentioned that they were going to be solo as his eyes gazed upon her. As much as he wanted to coax her into staying in, he knew better by now. “Whatever you need to do.” He had wondered if it was a ruse to seek out Dorian. “Just don’t be out too late.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hokura had gone into the locker room and suited up. She pulled her peacekeeper suit on as it melded to her body. She didn’t want to cause more of a stir by having Gavin see her in it. She knew her husband’s thoughts when it came to her wearing it, that he wasn’t exactly keen on her training. Again, this was something her husband would never understand about her. The need to sometimes physically release her emotions and aggression. The RTCS was the perfect outlet as she crossed the hall, entered the viewing room, and fired it up. She placed her sensors and goggles as she walked into the room, and the atmosphere took shape around her.

      She took a breath as a simulation rushed her. Its speed wasn’t that of a normal human. Hokura had dialed up the level of the simulated attacks. She needed to move, needed to fight… needed to clear her head. Her fist met the simulation’s skull as it crashed to the floor. Yet another was already on her as a second came at her from the side. She moved again with fluid grace. It was different fighting alone without having Dorian at her back. “Don’t think about it,” she seethed at herself. “You’re plenty capable of living without having him attached to your hip.” She nearly miscalculated a step as she dodged a punch. Hokura kicked her leg out, shattering the simulation's shin bones as she brought her foot around, snapping their head from their neck. Yes… this is what she needed… what nobody else could offer her. Gavin could entertain her physically in bed, but this was something different. This fed her primal need.

      It had been an hour later that Hokura left the simulation. She walked into the changing room and wondered if Talon would look in at her results. All simulations were now being recorded for research. Maybe Dorian would see them. Again, his name assaulted her thoughts as she grinned at the idea of him overseeing what she had done that evening. She got into the shower and closed her eyes. “Dammit, Dorian, it must be true. Absence must make the heart grow fonder… or is it simply because I miss you so much? I hate this, but I can’t tell Gavin.” Then again, it was her husband who said to be discreet. Her body tensed… she wanted to see him, but if someone saw her entering his suite, that would only spell disaster. “I need to figure this out,” she whispered as she breathed deeply. She could spare a few selfish moments delving into her memories of the professor. Recalling when she fled, he had come to her aid yet again. Those nights, it had been nearly three years of healing from her brink of madness, from her memories that had the potential to tear her apart if she had allowed them to. That’s what she had allowed them to do for so long, every single one of them engrained in her mind as fresh as the day they were made. “Dorian.” Her mouth moved as she whispered his name. Her mentor, her savior, she never seemed to be able to articulate the words of how grateful she had been to him for being her constant. Being apart these past few weeks had felt unnatural. She took a breath and locked those feelings up deep within her heart. She knew Gavin would be waiting for her.

      Hokura slipped back into her suite to see her husband mulling about in the kitchen. He gave her a warm smile. “Feeling better?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was tight. She didn’t know what to expect from him. If he was going to pry or ask, or if he was simply going to let it go. “What are you up to?”

      He grabbed a bowl and started stirring. “Baking some muffins.”

      She nodded. It seemed that ever since his job had become more lax, Gavin had dabbled in such things more often. He enjoyed being in the kitchen and baking a few times a week, and he spent more time outside the compound in shops and conversing with the citizens. She propped herself up on the counter and watched as he noted how quiet it was. “Cass and Cyrus out?”

      “Cyrus wanted to hang out with Nathan for a bit. He stated he was feeling sociable and wanted to talk with someone who wasn’t currently part of the science facility. Cass…” He shrugged. “She was going to go wander the gardens for a bit.” He put his hand up quickly. “Alone…”

      Hokura pursed her lips. She figured this sudden change in her daughter was due to Julien. Due to the new feelings that Cass was experiencing, and if her carbon copy was anything like her, she knew that it could be problematic. Still, Hokura was nervous about the idea of having a deeper conversation with Cassandra about such things. Her own relationships had been somewhat skewed. First, with Dorian, her obsession with him as he physically manipulated her when she had come into her own, then the release, which had been the rebel commander. She had left with him to start a new life before she had even known anything about him. Then there was Gavin. She brought her hands to her forehead and rubbed it. What a disaster, she groaned.

      “Something on your mind?” her husband asked, taking her in as he approached her with a worried look.

      She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Just thinking about Cass and her going through these motions. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about her.”

      Gavin nodded. “This is all part of life. We need to let her test the waters.”

      Hokura hopped down from the counter. Did she dare have this conversation with Gavin? That even with him, she had fallen into her toxic cycle of falling hard and fast in love with someone she didn’t know because they had offered her kindness? That he had been just another escape from her grief? What about Dorian? He had been an escape in his own way. She had to keep quiet. “I’m going to go to the library quickly,” she said.

      He raised an eyebrow at her. Certainly, that was a ruse… he figured that she would be going a few suites down to knock on Dorian’s door. “Very well.” He wouldn’t stop her.

      Hokura left the suite as she bit the bottom of her lip. “Dammit,” she grumbled. She wanted to stop at Dorian’s door. Wanted to knock on it and fall into his arms. Had wanted to talk to him about these feelings. About how she seemed to base her relationships. “What’s wrong with me?” she seethed as she pushed herself forward, went to the library, and sat on the couch in front of the large bay windows. “Can you feel that I’m here?” she whispered as she leaned her head back. “Can you come and see me?” She waited as she contemplated. This was for their own good… she felt even more restless now, as if the simulator had done nothing.

      She figured he would bask in the glow of the setting sun as she closed her eyes for a moment, waiting, holding her breath that he would come. After a few moments, she blew out an annoyed sigh. Even the professor wasn’t a telepathic mind reader. She knew she was being ridiculous. “Might as well just grab a book and get out of here.” Hokura blindly took a book off the shelf and made her way back toward her suite, stopping at Dorian’s door. She strained her ears. Was he in there? What was he doing? She shook her head.

      Another thing she wanted to know was what he did when he was in for the evening. She had often wondered about the professor’s routine. She stopped her hand as it rose, about to knock on his door, and ran back to her own suite as she entered.

      Gavin was cleaning up when he looked up at her, giving her a questioning look. “That was quick.”

      She bristled slightly. “I said I was going to the library.”

      He walked over to her and hugged her. Indeed, that was all she had done. There hadn’t been a whiff of the professor’s cologne on her. The fact that she didn’t seek him out surprised him, especially since she had been tense about the arrangements.

      “I’m trying, Gavin.” Her voice was tight.

      He faltered. “Hokura, this isn’t about not seeing him. This is simply about being discreet about things.”

      She didn’t know where this anger was coming from. “Because it would look so discreet if I were to leave his suite with wet hair from my shower earlier,” she huffed. “I am abiding by your wishes.”

      Gavin stepped back from her. “It was discussed about you two keeping some distance. It wasn’t meant to alienate you from one another. I didn’t do this to make either of you miserable.”

      Annoyance swept over her as she turned from him. “You just don’t get it.” He would never understand. It was something she could barely understand. Dorian was the only person who could ground her, and lately, without his presence, she had been feeling more unhinged than normal.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin had excused himself for a shower as Hokura sat on the couch with her new book as she brooded. She didn’t mean to take her frustrations out on her husband, but at the same time, she felt like she had been caged. That her loyalties had been split in two, she wanted to honor Gavin’s choice, but at the same time, there was this nagging inside of her. She knew Dorian didn’t agree and that he was also going about this for Gavin’s sake. She huffed in annoyance. She didn’t care about the rumors. She had heard them before. She shook her head. She would figure this out. She needed to see him again.

      The door to the suite opened as Cassandra slunk in. Hokura’s eyes turned and met her daughter’s. “Are you alright?” her mother asked, taking in her expression. Why did it look so haunted?

      “Yeah,” Cass breathed. “I’m just gonna shower and hang out in my room before calling in a night.” She didn’t know why she was feeling so raw. She had thought about Julien all night and couldn’t get him out of her head as she walked the gardens. She just wanted to be alone in her private thoughts and feelings, but they seemed to overwhelm her all the more.

      Hokura nodded and let her daughter go as she chewed her bottom lip. She needed someone to talk to her daughter about this, her husband… her mind went to another person. The person who had taken these feelings inside of her and nurtured them. “I knew exactly what I was doing to you.” Dorian’s words from long ago echoed in her mind. Did he still know what he did to her now? Where her thoughts drifted to? Hokura rose from the couch just as Gavin walked out of the bedroom, his hair still wet from his shower, water beading off his body as he was just wearing a pair of sweatpants.

      “Cass get in?”

      Hokura looked at him, her feelings bubbling over. “Yes,” she breathed as she shifted in front of him. “That reminds me, I forgot something in my office. I need you to come downstairs with me.” If she was going to be having these yearnings, she needed to direct them towards her husband.

      Gavin hadn’t caught on as he gave her a questioning glance. “You can see to it tomorrow. We can have the evening to relax.”

      “No.” Hokura’s voice turned husky. “This is something of utmost importance that only the governor can see to.”

      That’s when he caught on. What he couldn’t quite wrap his head around was where this was suddenly coming from. Then again… he didn’t want to think about it. “Let me quickly put on a shirt, and I’ll accompany you.”

      Thank goodness she didn’t have to spell it out for him. Hokura trembled. This was the physical exertion she needed, and if people of the compound needed to gossip, it could be about her and her husband taking to her office and physically destroying it in a sexual romp instead of her sleeping with the man who had been her mentor and creator.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra heard her parents leave. She thought it was odd that they had gone downstairs to the governing office, as her mother said there was something they needed to look over. She rolled her eyes, or was her mother being coy? She didn’t know nor care as she made her way to her bed and grabbed hold of her pillow. She drifted for a bit, simply thinking of Julien. She wondered where he lived in the city. She wanted to see him again and couldn’t wait until the following day. The thought of the kisses they shared drove her as she gently traced over her lips. Her first kiss. It was unexpected, but it warmed her heart as she smiled. She was lost in her thoughts when she heard her brother walk through the door. Right away, she could always tell it was him by the way he removed his shoes. At least he was in for the night. It always felt better when someone was in their suite as she rolled over and stifled a yawn. Her emotions were running high, and she was seemingly exhausted. “I told him so much about myself today…” She gnawed at her thumbnail. She had never opened up to one of her peers before the way she had him. The sensation rolled over her as sleep started to set in.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra turned in her sleep as dreams assaulted her, and her breathing quickened. Her eyes opened as they darted from side to side. She would know this place anywhere; she was in the shipping container, but why couldn’t she move? It was as if there were invisible hands holding her in place as she stood there. Stunned. Paralyzed. Suddenly, a light came on as a table came to view, someone was on it. It was Dorian as men converged around him, grabbing him and holding out his arm as he struggled. At that moment, his cold blue eyes filled with panic bore into hers as his voice echoed through the container. “Look away!”

      “Dorian!” Cassandra screamed as a pair of hands found her and shook her violently.
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        * * *

      

      “Cass! Cassandra!” the voice commanded her. “Wake up!”

      Her eyes opened to see her mother hovering over her. Worry marked her expression. “It’s just a nightmare, Cass!”

      “Mom!” she cried, grabbing onto her.

      “It’s alright,” Hokura whispered, holding her daughter. “You’re safe. We’re all safe.”

      She merely nodded. Obviously, talking to Julien about her past that day had sparked something. She hadn’t needed sleep aids for some time, and hadn’t had a nightmare related to the incident in years, yet the scene played out as if it were fresh in her mind. “I was in the shipping container again…”

      Hokura wrapped her arms around her daughter and held her. “It’s okay…” She gently held her as worry flooded her. “You haven’t had a nightmare in ages. Are you alright?”

      “Yeah.” Cassandra breathed deeply. “Yeah, I’ll be fine… I think I’ll take half a sleep aid before going back to bed…” The idea of more dreams caused her stomach to twist. She thought she had dealt with her issues, but the idea of dealing with them again gnawed at her.

      Her mother nodded. “If you need anything, you know I’m here for you, right?”

      “Yeah, Mom. I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      Hokura nodded and left her daughter's room. She wasn’t quite content to go back to bed at that exact moment. She bit her bottom lip as she looked out at the city, bracing herself. Dread filled her. What was Cassandra going through that would trigger a nightmare? Her chest tightened. She said she was fine, but at the same time… was her mother’s intuition right? And if it was… what was causing this? It seemed like the past was coming back to haunt them both that evening as she braced herself. She needed to talk to the professor tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      The morning had come quickly as Hokura kissed Gavin’s cheek and hurried to her office. She needed to catch Dorian before he needed to see to other things.

      She sat comfortably in her office chair, the phone receiver to her ear as they conversed back and forth. “She had a nightmare last night and woke up screaming your name. She hasn’t had one in years. Do I have the right to be worried?”

      Dorian made a face, rubbing his chin as he sat silently thinking over the situation, and sighed. This wasn’t exactly the type of phone call he was expecting from her.

      “Dorian!” Hokura pressed.

      “Yes,” he breathed. “Of course, you have the right as a parent to be worried. It’s possible, however, that something triggered it. You said she mentioned spending more time with Julien. Maybe she opened up to him about her past and what happened.”

      She grimaced. “This is like what I went through. I don’t want it to go any deeper. I was hoping we were done with this and that Cass would be okay. I guess I was delusional for thinking such a thing.”

      He wished he could offer her some encouraging words. “Nobody goes through what we did and makes it out unscathed. Out of all of us, she seemed to be the one who came out ahead. With that said, post-traumatic stress disorder can last years, if not a lifetime. I suggest you have her stay on top of her sleep aids for a while until she feels like things have settled. If need be, she can always talk to her therapist again.”

      Hokura groaned. “She hates being seen as weak.”

      “Mmmmm, apple doesn’t fall far from the tree on that one, does it?”

      She couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “No, Professor, it doesn’t. I just don’t want to push things with her.”

      “Hokura.” Dorian’s voice was soft over the phone. “If I may offer some advice.”

      “That’s why I called you.” She closed her eyes. She needed some direction in this.

      “Cassandra is technically a young adult. You’ve told her that you’ll be there when she needs you; now, give her some space. She has a solid head on her shoulders; if she needs help, she knows where to find it. For now, just let her go through the motions and figure out what she thinks is the best course of action.”

      “What if her choice isn’t the best course of action?” She breathed.

      Dorian chuckled. “Do you recall coming into your own after you awakened? You made plenty of mistakes, and you learned from all of them. I was your mentor, but I also had to allow you to figure things out on your own as well…” He cleared his throat… “for the most part.” Was this going to open old wounds for both of them?

      Hokura mulled it over. There had been plenty of things that the professor had allowed her to dive into herself. “True…”

      “And you’ll be there if she needs,” he stated.

      “Yes,” she breathed. She felt a little bit better now that she had conversed with Dorian. The conversation at the breakfast table hadn’t been as reassuring as Gavin had wracked her full of worry that their daughter would spiral because there were possibly underlying issues she hadn’t come to terms with yet. Dorian had been the voice of reason she had needed that morning. “Thank you for talking to me about this.”

      A small smile came to his lips. “Cassandra knows she can talk to me at any time as well.” He made a strangled sound. “And I won’t huff and roll my eyes at her for seeking me out. I’ll keep an eye out for her over the next few days and see how she’s fairing.”

      “Seems like she tends to open up to you easier than she does to me,” Hokura grumbled.

      He had told Hokura about Cassandra’s constant checking in with him while she was cryogenically frozen. How she had been a constant that seemed to make sure he was still hanging onto whatever sanity he could grasp. “She knows I’ll be straight with her about things whether she likes it or not.”

      “Maybe that’s the approach I need to take.” She chewed on her bottom lip.

      “No. Your role to her is that of her mother. My role is that of a mentor. You can’t compare them; she needs everyone to play a part in her life.” His voice softened. “Don’t worry so much. I’m sure things will be fine. Like I said, she’s smart. She’ll figure this out.”

      “Thank you, Dorian. I appreciate it.”

      “Nonsense, that’s what I’m here for.”

      Hokura leaned back in her chair. “I’m counting down the days when we can work together again.” She wanted to tell him about the night before, about how she wanted to knock on his suite’s door and crash into his arms, how she missed him more than she could describe.

      “Believe me, I am too. I’m pretty sure at this point I could hand everything off to Cyrus, and he’d be more than happy for the workload.”

      “But?” She smirked.

      He made a face. “He’d take twice as long going over things with the fine-tooth comb. Calling him a perfectionist would be an understatement when it comes to reports.” He glanced at the printed document that had been placed on his desk yesterday, that bore Cyrus’s signature. It was twice as thick as it needed to be.

      “That’s not a bad thing,” Hokura countered.

      “Not at all, but his basic reports read like scholar manuscripts when a basic yes or no and explanation works.” He chuckled. “Then again, I guess that’s how I started long ago.”

      “He truly is your protégé. I should let you get back to it.”

      He didn’t want to let her go; he was enjoying their talk. The thought of the conversation ending churned in him. He yearned. “It’s been over three weeks since I’ve seen you… I want to see you.” His voice was desperate.

      She sighed. “I want to see you too… I really do.” Her heart ached as her mind reeled. “I think maybe we can work something out… we can be discreet.” Her voice was desperate; it had been too long, and she was feeling the shift in her sanity as the cracks were starting to form.
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        * * *

      

      Julien strolled down the hallway. It was too bad that Cassandra had a later lunch that day, as he pouted. He had wanted to spend more time with her, but their schedule wasn’t going to work today since she had an extra class. He wanted to get to know her more, especially after the talk they had yesterday. Unfortunately, she had seemed off that morning. She stated she was tired as she shook her head. Indeed, something had been off about her, but he didn’t want to push too much. Even when he tried to make light of things and smile at her, he didn’t get the exact reaction he had wanted.

      The youth wasn’t going to let that discourage him. He figured he would try and catch up with her later, even if he slipped her a note between their classes and met later in the day. He mulled over the possibilities when he looked up. He stopped, and he ducked into a training room. The professor had entered the RTCS viewing room. He knew Dorian looked in on Cassandra’s training every so often. He didn’t exactly want to have a run-in with the man at the moment. There was a certain air about him that Julien wished to avoid. He was about to be on his way when he heard footsteps; he peered down the hallway, and his eyes widened in awe. He hadn’t seen her until now, but there was no doubt in his mind about who she was. She walked with predatory grace, with her long brown hair and her golden eyes. It was true that her daughter was a carbon copy of her. This was Cassandra’s mother, the infamous first child. Julien’s eyebrows furrowed as she went into the viewing room as well. A distinctive click behind told him that she had locked the door.

      His interest piqued as he walked to the door and listened in on their conversation.

      He could hear the professor speaking. “I’ve missed you, just let me hold you…”

      “I’ve missed you too. I absolutely hate this sneaking around.”

      “Soon, it’ll all be over. I promise.”

      Julien held his breath. They were being so quiet until he heard Cassandra’s mother moan.

      “Dorian.”

      His eyes widened. The rumors were true. He needed to be away from here unless he wanted to be caught eavesdropping on the pair, so he made haste down the hallway and to the cafeteria.

      Dorian stared down at Hokura with a disdainful look as his hands kneaded her shoulders. “You were in the simulator last night, I can tell, but there’s still no reason for your muscles to be this tense.”

      She moaned again slightly. This was what she needed. “Maybe it’s just all getting to me again.”

      Worry coursed over him. “I know we talked about Cassandra, but how have you been sleeping? I still have more of those new sleep aids that I came up with; you won’t dream. If you need more, just tell me.” His voice was soft.

      Hokura leaned herself against him, enjoying his scent, enjoying how his hands were causing the pressure to slowly lift as they worked over her. “I don’t know what it is.” She chewed her bottom lip. “No… that’s a lie that I tell Gavin.”

      “What is it?” Dorian asked as his hands started up her neck, massaging away muscles that seemed unnaturally tight given who she was.

      The sensation eased her as she simply wanted to allow him to keep working his magic on her. “I want to leave.” When his hands stopped, she shook her head. “That sounds so stupid after everything that’s happened, but I want to leave the city for a while. I want to go back… not to White Rock… I want to go back to our little cabin that James and I found in the forest just east of there and just have some peace. No rumors, no stress, just a simpler life for a few days…” She grimaced. “Or weeks. I feel like no matter what, all eyes are on me because of who and what I am, because of what happened, and I’m starting to feel the weight of them.”

      Dorian slowly stepped back in confusion. “How long have you been feeling this way?”

      Hokura took a deep breath. “For a few weeks, these walls feel like they’re suffocating me.” She wrapped her arms around herself. She couldn’t bring herself to look at him. “I know it’s typical. It seems like I’m always just running away from here.” She brought her eyes up. “Is it selfish to say I’d want you to come along too?”

      Dorian clicked his tongue. “I doubt your husband would want me being a third wheel.”

      Hokura shook her head. “I would just want it to be the two of us… You and me…”

      He drew a breath. “You know that can’t happen.” He hated himself for saying the words, but the idea of it was thrilling. To see her back in her own natural habitat, to watch her in a sacred place she had called her own. He had only gotten glimpses of that side of her over the years. He had even gone as far as enjoying himself while they had camped together the last time she had ventured out, when all her memories returned.

      Her arms wrapped around him. She didn’t know what to say. She knew why the rumors had started, it had been things like this that fueled them, the way they embraced like this in the hallways. The way they could simply stand holding one another. Their physical closeness sparked the fire that was now burning in everyone’s ears, and she hated it. “Why can’t they understand?” It sounded like a plea, which made his heart bleed.

      “Ask Gavin to take you. Leave this place if you must. Just as long as you come back.” He gently ran his hand through her hair. He didn’t want her to leave, but if that’s what she needed to save her sanity, then she needed to do what she must. Her mental state had been so fragile; it had healed over the years, but he couldn’t imagine what would happen if something were to tip her over the breaking point. “We should get back though…”

      “Just a few more minutes.” Her grip on him tightened. She wanted to bask in him for a few more moments, selfishly.

      He never wanted her to plead with him, and so he allowed it.

      “Is it so wrong?”

      “What?”

      “That I love you both.” Her voice was a whisper.

      At one point, he had been jaded in thinking it wasn’t possible, but with her… “no, it’s not.”
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        * * *

      

      Julien walked down to the cafeteria, his mind reeling. He knew what he heard and what he saw. He wouldn’t say anything to Cassandra yet, this was too juicy, though, and was a way into some of the older social groups. He smirked. He knew he would hear the whispers, and now he had something to add to them. Maybe he could rub elbows with some higher-ups who wanted to add fuel to this story. If he could make friends, maybe his future in this city wouldn’t be so dim. Maybe he could find work within the compound and possibly be able to reside in it. That’s when he heard it, the peacekeeper's name in a hushed tone, along with the professor’s. He grinned as he stopped and took note of the two scientists.

      “Those are just rumors,” one of them said lightly.

      Julien approached them. “On the contrary, I don’t believe they’re just rumors.”

      The two gave him a questioning look as he gave his best smile.

      “Considering what I just saw, I believe there’s some definite truth behind what everyone’s talking about…” Julien stated.

      “What did you see?” one of them asked in a quiet tone.

      Julien’s smile widened.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura had slipped back to her office as she and Dorian both went their separate ways. They both ensured nobody had been around to witness them leaving the viewing room. She now sat hunched over her desk, rubbing her temples. Dorian was right. Instead of bottling them up, she needed to speak to Gavin about these feelings. Still, other than the rumors, things had been going well lately. Life had been easy. She didn’t want to think that she was making a big deal out of anything when there was nothing to actually worry about. She sighed, were these feelings truly warranted? Were the rumors actually getting to her more than she had originally thought? That’s when there was a knock at her door. It opened before she could even say anything. She looked up to see her husband standing in the doorway.

      Gavin’s eyes held hers; he seemed slightly stressed, but still, he needed to ask. “Where were you before lunch?”

      She let out a breath. His tone wasn’t exactly a pleasant one. The pressure seemed to mount again behind her skull. “With that tone, it sounds like you already know.”

      He shifted and crossed his arms. “I just want to hear it from you.”

      Hokura licked her lips. She had done nothing wrong. When she returned with Dorian after she had run the last time, they had this conversation. Although she was sure Gavin would never fully understand, he knew that he had nothing to be overly jealous about when it came to her relationship with Dorian, that the lines had been drawn. Her eyes met and held her husband’s. She would tell him the truth. “I discreetly met with Dorian in the training facility.”

      Gavin shook his head as his hand ran through his hair. “Someone obviously saw the two of you.”

      Hokura’s brows furrowed, she had been careful and had been aware of her surroundings as she made her way down the hallway.

      “By that look, you were obviously being cautious… still… I got word from Talon that the rumors are swirling around the cafeteria that you two were together in the RTCS viewing room and that you were supposedly…” He opened his mouth but didn’t want to put it into words.

      She rose from her desk. Was this going to be an intricate dance of words between them? “Are you accusing me?”

      “No,” Gavin stated as he walked up to her and wrapped his arms around her. She indeed had the lingering scent of Dorian on her. There was no mistaking his cologne. “Are you alright?” He wanted to know why she had felt the need to seek him out. If there was something deeper, she felt she needed to confide in him about.

      Hokura felt like she was melting into his arms. “I’m feeling the pressure of the rumors; they’re frustrating. I just want to be by his side without people thinking there’s an ulterior motive.” She shook her head. “This isn’t fair to you, to any of us.” She looked up at him. “Can’t we just make a public statement?”

      Gavin brushed his hand through her hair. “No, even if we did, it would make no difference. People believe what they want.”

      “What do you believe?” Her voice was small. Did he doubt her?

      He took a deep breath. They had endured this conversation before, and he couldn’t allow it to continue to drive a knife through his heart. “You two love one another; you have a connection to each other that I’ll never understand, but I’ve come to accept it.” He looked down at her. “I trust you…”

      Still, they had to deal with the rumors. “How do we make this right? We were being cautious; I swear nobody followed me. I’m sure nobody followed him… how did this spark?” Her voice was desperate as her heart sank. “I’m sure he’s already heard the rumors as well!” She wanted to be by his side.

      Her husband made a face. “There’s a possibility that he hasn’t if he simply retired to his office.” He winced, then again, considering most of the technicians and scientists had taken lunch, there was a possibility of him hearing them.

      Hokura stepped from Gavin’s embrace. “Maybe we’re going about this all wrong. Maybe we all need to be seen together. If we’re seen conversing casually in the cafeteria and that there’s no bad blood between us, they’ll figure things out.”

      Gavin mused. “You might have a point. We can figure something out once Dorian’s done with his project and get everyone back to working together again.”

      “Why not now?” she urged.

      “Because if we put a halt to everything that’s happening right now, it’ll make us look guilty and that we’re trying to cover this up. We need to give it time. The scientists would talk even more if Dorian was suddenly summoned from the science facility projects,” Gavin answered.

      Hokura slumped against her desk. “What do we do until then?”

      He gave her a tired look. “Let’s take the rest of the day off. I just need to grab a few things from my office. I didn’t get a chance to eat, and I’m sure you haven’t either, so let’s have a light lunch upstairs and relax. If you want, we can even take a stroll into the city.”

      She nodded in agreement. “Let me finish this up quickly, and I’ll join you in your office.” She watched as Gavin left, walked over to the desk, and quickly put everything back in place. She powered off her computer and sighed to herself. “So much for the conversation I need to have with him.” With that, Hokura left her office. She hadn’t been watching as she opened the door and bumped into someone. She stumbled back slightly as she groaned. “I’m sorry!”

      There was a light chuckle as Adam quickly steadied her. “Kind of hard to walk with your head down.”

      Hokura’s brows arched. “Seems like I need to keep my head down with all the rumors flying around.”

      Adam offered her a gentle squeeze. “They’re just rumors. We all know better.” He gave her a worried look. “I take you’re done for the day?”

      She nodded. “With the newest ones, Gavin figured we would call it a day and be done.” She shook her head. “This is all my fault… I was stupid to think these rumors wouldn’t follow my actions. I just wanted to see him.”

      “I get it,” Adam offered. “Hokura, you two have been like this since we returned from White Rock. I know your friendship started off bumpy, but after what you two have been through… of course, it is what it is.”

      She groaned. “If only everyone understood it the way you do.”

      “Your husband does,” he stated.

      Hokura winced. “Does he really?”

      Adam put an arm around her. “Yeah, he does. How about I walk you to his office? Apparently, we’re allowed to be seen like this.”

      She enjoyed the physical comfort the third child was offering her, but it wasn’t the same. “Might I remind you that people see us as totally different?”

      “That’s the way it should be, the way it should be with you and Dorian.” He shook his head. “People can be so feeble-minded, especially when they’re bored and need something to talk about.” He gave her a gentle nudge as they stopped at Gavin’s office door. “This is you.”

      The first child hugged him deeply. She knew exactly what he was doing, trying to make her feel safe and offer her what comfort he could. “Thank you, Adam.”

      “Maybe we can take the bikes out again in a day or so. It always helps take your mind off things.”

      She nodded as the door in front of them opened, and Gavin walked through it. He took the two in and noted how they were standing. It was different when she was with Adam like this. The peacekeepers had a bond, almost like they were siblings. The love Hokura held for Adam was that of a brother and best friend… the word turned in his mind. Best friend… wasn’t that what Dorian had been to her? So why did it always seem so different to him? He knew why, because as much as the professor had been a friend, he was also in love with her.

      “Come on,” Gavin’s voice was soft, “let’s go home.”

      With that, Adam bid them a good afternoon and was on his way.

      Hokura took Gavin’s arm as she wilted. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause more issues.”

      Gavin took a breath and shook his head. “I’m not at all blaming you. You were being careful. I know how cautious you two are. It’s just odd that someone came across you two.”

      She chewed her bottom lip as they walked down the hallway. “Maybe it’s just happenstance.” No… that didn’t make sense. They had known they had been in the RTC viewing room together. “I can’t believe I screwed up.”

      They entered the elevator, and Gavin raised an eyebrow. “What were you two talking about?”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. This was her chance. “I’ve been stressed lately.”

      “Oh?” His hand squeezed hers. “The rumors?”

      She gently gnawed her bottom lip. “Yes… But there’s more…”

      Gavin gave her a perplexed look. “More? You haven’t said anything about this.”

      The door opened as they continued their way. Hokura tried to collect her thoughts. “I’ve been thinking it might be nice to get away for a while. To get away from the compound and the rumors. To just… not be here.”

      “Back to the ocean?”

      They entered their suite. “Not the ocean… somewhere you’ve never been. Someplace we’ve never been together. I want to go back to the cabin, to be away from everything for a while. Not just a few days.”

      Gavin’s brows furrowed as he stared at her. “How long have you felt this way?”

      “A while.” Her voice was small.

      He licked his lips. “And you told Dorian this, but not me. Why?”

      She shrugged slightly. She needed to be honest. “Because I thought if I acted like none of this was getting to me, then I hoped it wouldn’t affect you as much either. I hoped you’d find time to relax a bit more with you easing up on politics.”

      He couldn’t comprehend what he was hearing. “You were keeping this to yourself because you wanted me to perceive that you were okay, and in doing so, I would be less stressed about things as well.”

      She pursed her lips. “It sounds stupid when you say it.”

      He walked up to her and kissed her gently. “You don’t need to hide these things from me. We’re a unit, remember? We’re supposed to be honest with each other, the way you and Dorian are honest with each other. We need that too, even when things are… stressed.”

      Guilt flooded her. Why was it always so much easier to talk to Dorian about these things? “I didn’t want to hide this… sometimes it’s easier to pretend than it is to accept these feelings.”

      “But you don’t accept them. You go to your confidant about them instead of talking to your husband,” he stated.

      Caught. She couldn’t meet his eyes. “I’m sorry, Gavin.”

      His arms were around her. “Just be honest with me. That’s all I ask.”

      What she couldn’t say to him was that she wanted to be honest, but knew he wouldn’t understand. “Can we maybe think about going to the cabin in a few weeks? It might be that we only go for a few days… I know the kids would love it.” Her voice was tight. Why did it feel like she was suddenly crumbling in his arms?

      He stepped away from her, giving her a passive look. “If you still feel this way in a few weeks, we can make arrangements.”

      She nodded curtly but didn’t know why she didn’t like his answer. Like it had somehow rubbed her the wrong way, he had told her what she had wanted to hear, and yet… “Hopefully, by then these feelings will have lessened.” Hopefully, by then, she would be content because Dorian would be back working beside her, and she would have the balance she had come to depend on. She didn’t want to be this way with Gavin. Hokura chewed her bottom lip. She felt like she needed to bridge the gap she had just created. The night before had been heated out of her need, but it felt like her earlier actions with Dorian had just created a rift again. “How about we go into the city.”

      Gavin nodded. He had seen the change in her eyes. Something about what he said wasn’t sitting with her, and yet she wanted to spend time together. “We can do that, let me change, and we’ll go right away.” He smiled.

      Hokura mustered a small smile as she watched her husband turn for their bedroom. She had no need to change. It wasn’t like she ever wore what people thought was business attire anyway. She never found more formal clothing to be comfortable. When she first started working alongside Gavin long ago, she had ended up ripping a dress shirt, reaching for something, and that had been the first and last time she ever wore something with sleeves on it. She walked over to the window and stared outside as she crossed her arms. Cassandra and Cyrus would still be busy. Cass would be in lessons and then off to do training with Talon. She made a face. She would most likely seek out Julien after her training. Hokura wondered if she could somehow intervene and meet him. Then again, she didn’t want to be seen as meddling.

      A light clearing of a throat broke her from her thoughts as Gavin came out of the bedroom. “Shall we?”

      She turned. Determined to have a pleasant stroll with her husband in hopes he would understand. She couldn’t help but feel guilty about being found out until annoyance set in. There was no reason to feel guilty. She had done nothing wrong, and it only felt wrong because suddenly, she had to sneak around in order to see Dorian. Hokura grabbed Gavin’s hand as they walked down the hallway together and made their way to the main floor. She felt eyes on her as soon as they walked through the cafeteria. Her senses piqued and honed in. Her predatory instincts heightened as she heard the whispers that seemingly swarmed around her as people glanced her way.

      “They were heard having sex in the viewing room… can you believe it?” a hushed voice had stated.

      “Maybe her husband allows it…”

      “She really needs to stop with these two already.”

      Hokura’s throat tightened. She needed to remain calm. Did they not realize she could hear all of them? That her super soldier genetics allowed her to pick up on every word against her? She closed her eyes and tried to breathe and center herself. Gavin’s hand squeezed hers.

      “You seem stressed.”

      Her brows narrowed as she cleared her throat. “I’m a genetically enhanced super soldier. I can hear every whisper and feel every accusing stare,” she stated loud enough for those to hear her as her eyes scanned the cafeteria. “It seems it’s easier to forget who and what I am and what I’m capable of when it’s more entertaining to talk about my supposed love life.”

      “Hokura!” Gavin’s voice was hushed.

      “No!” She stopped as her voice rose, as people looked her way. “I’ve taken down whole army encampments. Laid waste to cannibal camps. You know I could destroy this compound and those inside if I chose to do so.”

      Gavin bristled as he tried to remain patient. He lowered himself to her ear. “This isn’t the right way to go about things, and you know it. You can’t threaten people!”

      She shrugged, her voice not faltering. “Maybe if I remind people of who and what I am, they’ll whisper about that instead of what’s going on between me and Dorian. There might as well be some truth behind people’s words. I’m indeed a force to be reckoned with when my way of life is threatened, Gavin. It doesn’t seem to bode well, whispering gossip about an unhinged super soldier.”

      He grabbed her hand and dragged her out of the compound. His jaw clenched until they were outside, when he turned to her in annoyance. “Are you done? Now you look like a loose cannon!”

      A smirk came to Hokura’s lips. “I’d rather be a loose cannon than being accused of having an affair when I’m not.” She started on her way. “If they want to talk, I’ll give them something to talk about.”

      Gavin shook his head. That outburst just confirmed how much the rumors were affecting her. She had never enjoyed the attention or the stares. She had shied away from making friends with others inside the compound. Her inner circle consisted of the other peacekeepers, her medical team, Talon… and, of course, Dorian. She was pleasant enough with workers, but still, for her to speak so openly and to make threats. “This isn’t like you…”

      She stopped and sighed. “I’m just so tired of this. I’ll never get used to the stares, rumors, or gossip. What business is it of anyone else’s what I do? It doesn’t affect anyone. Nobody would bother to ever ask me about it, and yet these stories are always fueled by…”

      “Your actions,” Gavin stated.

      “It would help if you stuck up for me!” she countered.

      “Would it? Because standing by your side after you were accused this afternoon didn’t keep people from talking about it.”

      She stopped and huffed. She wanted to get angry, to yell, to fight, and yet she knew she wouldn’t get anywhere with him. So, she simply submitted. “I just wanted to go for a nice walk and get out of the compound. Can we do that, please?”

      He nodded. He would let it go because the last thing he wanted was for her to give the compound a physical reminder of who they were talking about. He had seen the professor’s temper firsthand when it became physical. He had endured watching Hokura a few times in the RTC Simulator; he wasn’t an idiot. He knew what his wife was capable of. A chill ran up his spine. This was the first time he had ever heard her openly make such a threat. “Come on, let’s go take in some shops and wander around a bit.”

      Hokura nodded and obliged him. She still felt her anger simmering beneath the surface about being wronged in such a way, that even going out of their way and being discreet, the rumors had intensified.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra had finished up her day with classes, upset that she hadn’t been able to meet up with Julien. She walked down the hallway when she heard her mother’s name whispered.

      “I heard she and the professor were caught in the RTC viewing room earlier today.”

      “Do you think it’s true? I mean, I heard she was with the governor right after. He most likely heard and confronted her.”

      “She was yelling something in the cafeteria… and he led her out.”

      Cassandra turned the corner and gave the two technicians an indignant look. Did they not realize that her hearing was considered above average? Or that she was the first child’s daughter?

      They both stopped and stared at her. “Let’s go elsewhere,” the one said to the other as they continued their way down the hallway.

      Cass huffed as she walked to the simulator to see Talon.

      The watch commander took her in. “With that look, I expect you’ll have the energy to really pound some simulations today.”

      Why was it that the watch commander never asked about her mother? Never entertained what everyone else seemed to be talking about? Was there any truth to it? Then again, if there was, would Talon even say anything? Cassandra made a face.

      Talon cleared his throat. “Or you can stay in la-la land thinking about it.”

      She snapped back to attention. “No. I want to train.” She faltered. “I just heard something on the way here…”

      He scowled. “Unless it was something of importance, you know better than to trust compound drivel. Now suit up and get to it.” He watched as she nodded and quickly went to the change room. He had indeed heard the gossip swirling around the compound this afternoon. He couldn’t help but smirk at what Hokura had supposedly said in the cafeteria about destroying the compound. She still had that fire inside of her, and she could indeed level the place if she wished. He grimaced; the idea of such gossip swirling around over the two most powerful people in the compound was asinine. He was quite surprised that Dorian had kept to himself over this. The professor had been known for his physical temper in the past. Between both him and Hokura, this place had the potential to be nothing more than rubble at their hands. He had hoped that Cassandra knew better. Either way, getting her frustrations out physically would be good for her. He paced until she came back, dressed and ready for her training. He eyed her. “Now, I suggest you take all that pent-up frustration and use it to your advantage. Train hard.”

      She nodded confidently as she walked into the simulator. She would indeed let her frustrations out physically.
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus was walking down the hallway when another scientist bumped into him. “Sorry,” Cyrus mumbled as he stared down at his documents. He didn’t think his mind was that lost in thought to bump into someone. He kept on his way when he walked past a lab.

      “Maybe that’s why we haven’t seen the professor. He’s been too busy playing doctor with the first child again.”

      Cyrus peered into the room to see a scientist making an obscene gesture as he walked in and up to the man. His temper rose as his moves were automatic. Without even realizing what he was doing, his fist swung forward as he made contact with the scientist’s jaw, causing the man to crash to the floor. The other two scientists backed away in shock as Cyrus cracked his knuckles. “That’s absolutely no way to talk about your superior. If you three have time to chit-chat about such absurd theories idly, you’re obviously not working hard enough.”

      The scientist on the floor glared at Cyrus. “What the hell is your problem?”

      The youth gave him a jaded look. “If I ever hear you talking about the professor and my mother in such a way again, I’ll have you stripped of your title, and you’ll never work in the science part of the compound again.”

      One of the other scientists stepped back. “Shit,” he whispered as he suddenly realized who they had been dealing with.

      Without another word, Cyrus turned and left the room, keeping pace as his heart raced at the thought of what he had just done. Never in his life had he ever felt so compelled to raise his fist to someone. Even as he swung, he knew he needed to hold back so he wouldn’t take the man’s head off and wondered if he had broken his jaw. It had been so automatic. “Dammit,” he whispered. He knew he needed to go to his superior about this right away and face the consequences for his actions.
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus braced himself as he knocked on Dorian’s office door. When he heard the professor stating to come in, he took a deep breath and walked inside, giving his mentor an apprehensive look.

      “Cyrus,” the professor stated, glancing up at him, taking in his body language as he sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose as he placed down the document he was reading. “What has you upset?”

      The boy made a face. “I just did something I’ve never done before, and I’m sure you’re going to hear all about it, so I figured I would tell you first.”

      Dorian’s interest piqued. “Go on.” His blue eyes held his protégé as he sat in the chair across from him.

      He gulped and pursed his lips. “I just attacked one of the scientists in a lab. I punched him.” He closed his eyes, lowering his head and shaking it.

      The professor was taken aback as he steepled his fingers. “Oh? And what caused such an outburst?”

      Cyrus wondered if the man had heard the rumors, but stopped himself. He knew the reality of it. Of course, he had heard them. You would have to be deaf not to. It was also most likely the reason why the professor was now working in the science part of the facility instead of in the government offices alongside his mother. “Sir. They were talking about you and my mother in quite an obscene way.”

      Dorian scowled as he looked away and shrugged. “Then I guess your actions were warranted.” Cyrus was about to say something when the professor continued. “It seems once again those of the compound want to spend their time swapping lies about their superiors. If they decide to engage in such lunacy, then they’ll have to deal with the consequences when their mouths run away with their rationale. Of course, we don’t exactly condone violence, but that just goes back to our primal nature.” His eyes held his protégé’s. “My apologies that you had to hear such things. They obviously upset you deeply.”

      The youth’s eyebrows raised in question as he stared up at his mentor. “So, I’m not being reprimanded?”

      Again, the professor gave him a jaded look. “There’s nothing to reprimand; sometimes feeble minds need subtle reminders that their words have consequences.” His mood darkened. “It could very well be that these rumors have taken such root again because I’ve been far too lenient about them.” He had wanted those of the compound to forget what he was, but in doing so, it seemed that they had also lost the respect they once held for him. It was his department; he could easily strip the scientists from it and throw them into other parts of the compound if they were beyond doing their job and keeping their mouths shut.

      Cyrus nodded automatically. He wasn’t about to argue with the man. “Everything is finished. All the reports have been turned in. The operations and turnaround have been a success in both projects we were working on. The last one needs a few weeks of processing before it can be tested.” He tensed. “I guess you’ll be heading back to the government department once you look over all the completed reports and the project is finalized.”

      A devious smile came to the professor’s lips. “Yes, I indeed shall.” And if the rumors continued, he would have those spreading them dealt with. “If that’s all for now, Cyrus, you have no reason to think you’ll be reprimanded. If your father says anything about this, tell him I’ve dealt with the situation.” He looked back down at the documents in his hand. “That’ll be all for today.”

      Cyrus knew he was being dismissed and figured he would call it a day. The last thing he wanted was to run across any colleagues who might have it out for him. Then again, what would they truly do? Still, as he made his way through the hallways and to the elevator as he stared at his fist. Never in his life did he imagine hitting someone, and yet it came so naturally. The thought scared him. He hoped the professor wouldn’t say anything to his parents about this. The elevator dinged as it opened. He boarded it, still looking at his hands. “Is this what it’s like for Cass?” he whispered. It was an odd sensation, one of power and control, and yet it scared him at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus walked into the suite and noticed nobody was home yet. He kicked off his shoes and placed them in their spot. He walked over to the couch and sat, leaning his head back as he rubbed his forehead. He had been relieved that he hadn’t been reprimanded, yet part of him knew he should have been. “What the hell was that even?” he asked himself in a low tone as he closed his eyes. He was never one for violence. He had been a student of science and articulation. It had been the subject at hand that had made him lash out. The protective feelings he had for his mother. “Why are people so damn stupid?”

      The door opened, and he glanced up to see his sister. She gave him an odd look. “Long day?” she asked as she kicked her shoes off and slumped next to him.

      “You could say that,” her brother replied. “What about you?”

      “Something like that,” she groaned when she realized they were alone. “I’m guessing our parents are feeling the effects as well. Strangely, they’re not here.”

      Cyrus could feel the weight of his actions still bearing down on him. He needed to tell someone and knew he could confide in his sister. “I punched a scientist today.”

      She gave him a shocked look.

      “He was talking about Mom and the professor.” He licked his lips. “So out of nowhere, I just socked him one.”

      Cassandra shook her head. “I guess he got what he deserved.” These rumors were getting out of hand, and yet she couldn’t help but slightly wonder herself. She knew what she had seen years ago when she and Dorian had rescued her mother. She had kept tight-lipped about the things she had heard and seen. She chewed her bottom lip, even more so about how they had bathed together and slept together. She couldn’t bring herself to tell her brother. She sometimes wondered herself what had truly transpired behind closed doors.

      “I’m going to change. I guess we’re waiting for Mom and Dad to get home so we can figure out dinner. Considering the time, they might grab something from the cafeteria,” Cyrus stated as he rose from the couch.

      His sister nodded but didn’t move. She was already feeling down and out by not being able to see Julien. Now it was the rumors… and now they were starting to affect Cyrus. She shook her head. “Mom, what kind of mess have you gotten yourself into this time?” She was about to make herself comfortable when the knob for the door turned, and her mother and father walked in.

      Gavin wore an annoyed look. “Seems like you had even more people whispering behind their hands coming back than we did leaving.”

      Hokura’s lips twitched. “Let them talk. Maybe I need to spend some more time in my peacekeeper suit to help with the reminders. I meant what I said.”

      “Dammit, Hokura, you can’t threaten people like that!”

      She stopped and stood tall, squaring off with her husband. “It wasn’t a threat.”

      Cassandra kept quiet on the couch as she took in the scene. Why were they talking like this? Why did it seem like her mother suddenly had an aura about her that she was fed up with things and about to take them into her own hands? She knew well enough. It was the same reason why Cyrus had allowed his fist to fly today. All three of them felt it. It was just that her mother had felt it in ways that even her children didn’t. The peacekeeper and super soldier gene, to fight and to overcome.

      “Please… this needs to die down,” Gavin pleaded.

      “Everything you’ve suggested hasn’t helped,” Hokura countered.

      “What happened today with you two sneaking around only added fuel to the fire,” he shot back in a hard tone.

      Cassandra’s eyes widened as Hokura stepped back.

      Hokura breathed as she shook her head. “Then let this place burn.” She turned and left as Gavin stood in front of the door. He sighed and closed his eyes.

      “You shouldn’t have had to sit there and listen to all that.” His eyes went to his daughter.

      Cass chewed her bottom lip. “Will Mom be okay?” She knew her mother’s mental health teetered some days. If she was making threats, then who knew what could happen? The only person who could calm her was part of the current problem.

      Gavin craned his neck back. “Give her time. I’m sure she’ll be fine… I’m sure…” He didn’t want to say it, but he had an idea of where she was going.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura strode angrily down the hall. She had denied herself too long as she stopped at Dorian’s suite door and knocked. As it opened, she crashed into him as her arms circled around him.

      “Hokura.” His voice was tense. “Not in the hallway…”

      “I don’t care!” she cried. She looked up at him in desperation. “I don’t care anymore, Dorian! Let them talk! We know the truth, and that’s all that matters.”

      He sighed as he led her into his suite and closed the door without peering down the hallway. If anyone had seen, it was already too late. He wondered if Cyrus had mentioned anything to her but wouldn’t say anything unless she brought it up. He hugged her gently. “Does Gavin know you’re here?”

      She automatically rolled her eyes. “If he’s smart, he does.”

      He knew he needed to tread carefully as he stared down at her head, which was now firmly buried in his chest. After their encounter earlier today, she seemed to be more content. What on earth had caused this? “What is it? Talk to me.”

      Hokura took a deep breath. “I may have made some threats about reminding those of the compound about who and what I am…”

      He pursed his lips as his brows furrowed. His beautiful creation had done what was natural when she was feeling threatened. He was sure she was now paying the price. “I’m sure Gavin didn’t exactly appreciate the notion, did he?”

      She shook her head. “I… I spoke out of turn. I should know better.”

      “No.” Dorian interrupted her. “I had felt the same way earlier today, that I’ve been too lenient to allow such things, especially in the science department of the compound. These rumors are ridiculous, yet… we both know why they circulate.”

      She nodded, but she didn’t want to leave his arms. This was where she had felt safest. “I can’t act indifferent. I can’t not have you in my life. I need you.” Her desperation closed in on her as anxiety swelled through her chest. What if, after all this, they couldn’t be together? What if they had to spend more time apart? Her vision blurred as her grip on him tightened. “I need you, Dorian. Only you understand me. Only you…” She tried to swallow as her breath caught and her body became rigid. “They can’t keep you from me!” she cried.

      “Hokura.” His voice was soothing. “Calm down, remember to breathe. I’m not going anywhere. I promise.” Dammit, now she was here on the verge of a panic attack. He had recognized the symptoms, the breathing, the tense body. “It’ll take more than a few rumors to keep me from your side. Remember, I love you.”

      The emotions opened up as a sob escaped her, and her body trembled.

      “No, no, my dear.” His hand came up and gently brushed away her tears. “Come on, let’s sit on the couch and simply relax. Let me help you.”

      She obediently followed him, and once they were seated, he widened his stance as she sat between his legs and leaned her back on his chest. His arms wrapped around her.

      “You’re feeling overwhelmed.” His voice was calm. “Just breathe and relax.” His hands worked over her arms and up her shoulders. “Deep breaths, close your eyes, and focus on my voice. Focus on my breaths.”

      Hokura nodded silently as her hands clasped over her chest. The pain was as if her ribs were closing in on her lungs, as if everything was constricting. She tried to focus on Dorian’s chest, on how it moved, as she tried to keep her head from pounding.

      “You need to think about the solid facts. I am not going anywhere. I will stand by your side through this. I will always support you.” He took a breath. “Gavin knows the rumors aren’t true. He’s feeling the push from them. That’s only natural. They can be draining. They are draining… on everyone involved.” He was tempted to take her and leave this place. To take her up on what she had said and take her to the cabin, to simply allow her some breathing room in a place where she felt was safe, where she could decompress. Why in the hell hadn’t Gavin gotten her out of here yet? “When you’re feeling like this… just think about the cabin.”

      A small smile came to her lips as she let out a long breath. Only then had she realized she had been holding it.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “The cabin?”

      “Yes… You never really went into full detail about it.”

      She hadn’t… it had been her special place with James, the place she had mentally retreated to when she had been dying. “I never even really told Gavin about it much, either. He knows it exists, but that’s it. It’s in the woods, a few hours north of White Rock in what used to be a provincial park… it was rustic but livable. It had an upstairs loft that we slept in, and it had a small kitchen and bathroom. It also had a porch up front, which we fixed up… it was by a lake.” A small smile came to her lips. “The lake was so beautiful. Nothing was more peaceful than waking up to the loons and listening to them. Sitting by the water and simply watching the waves. I could sit for hours and listen to the nature there.”

      Dorian could feel her easing under his touch. This was the distraction she needed. “It sounds beautiful.”

      “It is.” Her heart yearned to be back there. “The forest there is breathtaking. There are natural trails, meadows, and wildflowers of all kinds. There’s even a spring with warm water where you can sit and simply listen to nature. When the wind blew through the trees in the forest, it was like a melody.”

      “Something we don’t have here in Meridiana.” He kneaded her shoulders gently.

      She made an airy sound. “And the waterfall, oh Dorian… I can’t explain it, but the colors mixed with it and the lake create hues that I had never seen before, a mixture of teals, blues, and greens.”

      “You painted it, didn’t you? I recall seeing it in the library.”

      She shook her head. “The painting could never justify its true beauty.” She shifted from his lap and faced him. “I wish you could see it with me.”

      He brushed her cheek, wishing he could kiss her lips and act on everything he had been accused of. To physically love her again in such an intimate way, but the lines had been drawn. “Maybe someday we can all go up there.”

      Hokura leaned in. She felt him tense as she brought her lips to his cheek and placed a lingering kiss on it. This was already too much, but she needed that last bit of contact with him. “Thank you, Dorian.” Her inner turmoil rolled. Why couldn’t she find the same solace with her husband?

      He wanted to pull her closer, but their time had come to an end. He had done what she had needed. “There’s no need to thank me. I understand that our time apart has been hard on the both of us… if anything, it’s made me yearn all the more.”

      She leaned into his chest, her eyes not meeting his. She knew their time was up, but didn’t want to leave him yet. If only time could stand still. They weren’t doing anything wrong. The lines weren’t being crossed. Did their feelings for one another matter when they didn’t act on them? She wished she could stay in this silent limbo, breathing him in, feeling content in their own world, safe in his suite.

      “Gavin’s going to be waiting.”

      She swallowed hard, forcing every feeling she had for Dorian into the pits of her heart, locking them away because, at that moment, she wanted those lines to blur and not exist. She had felt horribly guilty for the thought as she closed her eyes. “Yes. I’m sure he is…”
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