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      IT HAD BEEN TWO months since arriving back at the compound after being kidnapped by Tobias and his men. Hokura made her way down to the science facility. She found that she was holding her breath in anticipation. Silently hoping that today there would be some good news as she walked along. Her heart ached. The trials hadn't gone well. She didn't know if he could take another failure. She knew she needed to be there for him if the clone had been unsuccessful. He needed her support now more than ever.

      "Dorian…" Hokura's voice was low as she knocked on the door to his private lab. "It’s been two days since you’ve left your lab or that I’ve seen you…” She decided to open the door and enter the lab. She didn’t even know if he was in there since there had been no response from the other side. Maybe he had finally retired to his suite to rest, she had hoped that was the case, but upon entering the lab, she learned that it hadn’t been. She took in the chaos and disarray, which was very uncharacteristic for the professor. An array of files, papers, files, and pens were scattered over the floor. His office chair was knocked over. He stood hunched over at the back of the lab, looking over the large glass casing which held the clone of his arm.

      “Another failure.” His voice was husky and tired. “The second one, and it won’t sync…”

      She walked up to him and gently placed her hand on his right shoulder. “Dorian, you’ve been at it for weeks. You need to rest. Maybe getting out of the lab and regrouping is what your brain needs. It can’t be good to be held up in here like this,” she urged.

      He turned to her. His eyes were listless as his expression was one of pain and defeat. “I can’t give up on this.” He brought up his left hand out of habit to gently touch her cheek. The cold metal bionic hand rested gently against it as she sighed sadly. “Dammit!” Dorian yelled, turning away from her. “This cold, bloodless arm! I can’t even feel your flesh underneath it when I touch you! What good is it anyway!”

      She quickly grabbed his other hand and brought it up to her. “You have another hand,” she urged, bringing it to her cheek as she kissed the palm of it. “It’s still attached to you, and it can still feel everything. The bionic one is only temporary. You said as much when you and the technicians here created it!” She took him in. He had been falling apart for the past two months at the loss of his arm, and even further so when the first cloned prototype failed him. “You’re a genius, the father of science; you’ll get this!”

      Dorian turned away from her sorrowfully. He felt like a failure. This should have been an easy code to crack for a man of his stature. Suddenly it felt like he was less of man, less of himself, less of the once-proud professor that now hid in the confines of his labs and suite. The man who walked around with his one hand always in his pocket as he tried to juggle whatever he could with his good one. After the first few days of having the bionic arm attached, he had noticed the stares. He stopped taking meals from the cafeteria, stopped checking in for most of the RTC training. Had delved every spare moment into having a flesh and blood arm reattached where the cold, bloodless one now connected to him.

      “Dorian,” Hokura continued, “please just spend some time with me. We don’t have to do anything special. We can even just sit on the rooftop, but…”

      He looked at her. She had suffered recently too, being kidnapped, and tested on, facing cannibals to save him and her daughter. He could tell she hadn’t been sleeping well at night again. She had mentioned it a few times, again as always, he offered her a solution, which she shied away from. The past two months, they had been one another’s silent comfort. After the last failure, he had shut her out, she understood, but obviously, she wasn’t going to stay away for long. “How’s Cassandra been?” He changed the subject, hoping she would allow it.

      Hokura gave him a pleading look. “Things have been better; Gavin and I spoke to Cyrus about it as well. Cassandra’s been enjoying her training. Her brother, on the other hand, might be taking his time on processing things.” She held out her hand. “Let’s go for a walk…come on, Dorian, get out of this lab for a little bit, please?”

      He took her hand; he didn’t know why this gesture had become something of a natural routine lately. Maybe it was because she had felt her own guilt over what had happened. He didn’t want her feeling guilty about it. It hadn’t been her fault. He thought maybe it was to offer him some comfort, she had been more physically comforting with him since he had rescued her, and as much as it eased him, it also still stirred him.

      She guided him from the room and down the hallway. “Where do you want to go?” she offered, gently wrapping her arms around his, leaning against him.

      He watched as prying eyes stared at them. As always, the compound buzzed with what had happened. He felt as if everyone wanted to catch a glimpse of his bionic part as he kept his hand tucked in his lab coat pocket and at the peacekeeper who was the governor's wife and yet was always so dotingly by his side. “Let’s go someplace quiet. I don’t want to be around anyone else right now.” It was true. He only wanted to be around her; if he had to immerse himself in being near anyone, it needed to be her.

      Hokura nodded and led them to the rooftop where they sat and simply watched the city in silence, she leaned her head against his shoulder, and he wrapped his right arm around her.

      After a few minutes of silence, he finally spoke up. “How has your husband been faring? He’s not still blaming himself, is he?”

      She smiled slightly, not moving, still resting against him. “He’s been doting, to the point I’m almost wondering if he thinks something is wrong with me.”

      “Is there something wrong with you?”

      Her smile faded. “What about you? You haven’t been the same since…”

      “I’m not the same.” His answer was curt.

      She shifted herself from his shoulder. He regretted the words, thinking she was going to be upset with him and turn away from him. Instead, she turned and leaned in, facing him. “Maybe I blame myself for what happened to you. If I had listened to you and stayed away from Tobias, this would have never happened.” She touched his other shoulder where his metal arm had been attached. “I owe you my life and Cassandra’s life. You sacrificed so much for the both of us…”

      “You know I would do it all over again.” Dorian sighed.

      She moved her hand from his shoulder and placed it on his chest. “I’ll never be able to apologize enough or make up for what happened, Dorian, but you are the same person. I know you are. I feel it in my heart.” She gently kissed his cheek.

      Every emotion filled him, the pain, the grief, the loss, the sacrifice, the heat, the lust he had for her. Everything he had been feeling for months, and since being back, these simple gestures were driving him as much as his need for replicating a new arm for himself. “Hokura,” he sighed, closing his eyes. “Please, just let me hold you.”

      She had been agreeable as she leaned her body into him, and he had wrapped his arms around her, wishing so deeply that he could feel the full extent of her body as he automatically used his left hand to stroke her arm. If only he could feel her tender flesh, the warmth that was radiating from her skin on his fingertips. Damn the irony that she allowed him to hold her, and he couldn’t feel all of her. He glanced down at her. Her eyes had been staring off into the distance. They seemed almost heavy and lost. “Are you alright?” His voice was a husky whisper.

      “I just feel at peace and safe right now. This feels really nice.”

      “You’ll always be safe at my side Hokura. I would do anything to protect you. You know that.” His voice lulled over her gently.

      Her eyes closed as a small smile appeared and then faded. He would allow her to rest for a bit. If she could find enough comfort in his arms to finally sleep without nightmares, he would give her that gift and continue to hold her. Besides, now he could drift off to his more private thoughts all while having her all to himself. He would delve into the amazing soul that she was and how much he loved her; even if he couldn’t physically cross that line, he could dream.

      Dorian hadn’t noticed, but he had found peace in the gesture of her being against him, of her soft breathing, which had lulled him as well as his own eyelids started to feel heavy. All these emotions were exhausting him, the hours in the labs, dealing with failure, the heartbreak, and now what he was still feeling towards her. He had fallen asleep as he shifted and wrapped his arms around her holding her tight. He didn’t know if she had stirred as he did so, but if she did, she had allowed his closeness. He thought about the night they had spent together in the wastelands with her sleeping against his bare chest and the peace that it had brought him. The memories flooded him as they played in his dreams.

      It had been about an hour later that he came to; his side with his bionic arm was throbbing again as it usually did. The pain was starting to become unbearable as his system fought with the mechanics of the foreign appendage. He groaned in pain, not wanting to disturb Hokura, trying to stay still but could no longer do it. “I’m glad you were able to get some rest.” He sucked his words through his teeth.

      Hokura awoke and saw right away that he was wincing in pain. “Dorian, is it bad again?” she asked in a worried tone.

      “Yes,” he gasped, holding the arm at the shoulder as he tried to ride the waves of pain it was causing. He didn’t want her to see the full extent of what it was doing to him.

      “What can I do?” Hokura asked earnestly. “Maybe if I massage your back muscles?”

      “No…” He breathed hard. “That won’t help.”

      She gently touched his shoulder as he shifted it away from her. “I’ll be fine, Hokura. I just need to get back to my suite and take some painkillers,” he groaned.

      She was taken aback; she hadn’t even seen the arm in full or how it was attached to him. It had been causing him nothing but pain, but he hadn’t even allowed her to see it. She was curious. She never understood why he always fought to be so vain with her. She rose from her spot, offering him a hand, which he took as they silently made their way back to their suites. “I hope you start feeling better.” Her heart broke for him. She hated seeing him in such a state.

      He winced. “I hope so too.” He placed his good hand gently on top of her head. “I hope that you can rest up as well. We both need rest.” After Dorian bid her goodbye at his door, Hokura went to her own suite. It had been empty when she walked in. She sighed lightly. Cyrus was most likely with friends, and Cassandra was most likely at training. Talon was overseeing most of it as he had her go through basic drills and steps. Dorian stated a few days ago that he would see about programming the RTCS so she could use that as well. Hokura found she was yearning to have people at home. She didn’t exactly want to be alone at the moment. Lately, she had felt the need to be continuously surrounded by the others, whether it was Gavin, her children, Dorian, or Adam and Amara. She shook her head. “I need to get over this and stay strong.” She couldn’t believe she had fallen asleep in Dorian’s arms. She had been so tired ever since coming back to the city. She had figured it had been the emotional trauma she had been through; maybe she simply wanted to distance her mind. She didn’t know…Dorian had stated that she would be feeling the effects of what had happened to her for a few months and that it would take her system time to fully recover.

      She lay down on the couch and grabbed a book that had been sitting on the coffee table, Gavin would be home soon, and then all would be right again. It had been half an hour later that the door opened. Hokura had been up quickly and in Gavin’s arms before he even had a chance to remove his suit coat.

      “Are you okay?” Gavin’s voice was soft as his arms wrapped around her lovingly, and he held her to him.

      She lowered her head. “Dorian had another setback today.”

      “The new one wasn’t compatible?” He gently brushed her hair.

      She shook her head, not saying another word.

      Gavin pursed his lips; he knew that the professor had been working feverishly on this project to clone and attach a new arm since they arrived back. He had created the bionic one in the meantime, but his demeanor had shifted. Gavin had barely seen the man since he was released from the medical facility. Everything he knew that was going on at the moment was secondhand information from Hokura, the doctors, and scientists of the compound. “He’s smart. He’ll be able to figure it out. We have a number of scientists working on it. Unfortunately, these things take time.”

      “I hope so.” Hokura’s voice was but a whisper.

      He couldn’t help but hold her. There were so many things that she was holding in. She never got fully into what had happened to her when Tobias captured her. He was sure she had confided in Dorian, but for whatever reason, she couldn’t bring herself to share with him. He could only imagine since nightmares started plaguing her again, from mumbles or moans to having her jolt awake screaming. “Cassandra said she was going to be in for dinner,” he said lightly. “She came and saw me after her training.”

      Hokura couldn’t help but sigh sadly. Her daughter had seen and been through so much as well. She had taken lives; she had been at the hands of the cannibals when she and Dorian had been apprehended. She had witnessed the professor at their hands as they severed his arm. “How was she?”

      “She said she was enjoying it, that Talon was teaching her lots.” Gavin smiled.

      “I’m glad…”

      Gavin brought his hands to Hokura’s shoulders and brought her away from him as he studied her. “Cassandra is going to be okay; she’s been honest about things; she’s been talking a lot to Dr. Larissa, and her sessions have been going well.” He brought his face closer to hers. “You’re the one that I’m worried about, Hokura.”

      She looked away from him. “I just need time Gavin, I’m getting there…I think most of it is that I need Dorian to be whole again before we can move forward.”

      “You can’t hold yourself responsible for what happened,” Gavin said.

      “I know…but in a way, I am, and I need to see him through this. You know that.”

      He shook his head. “If anyone is responsible, it’s me, and I know it. I should have listened to him, but I was too blind and too busy accusing him that I didn’t see what I had allowed into the compound, and you, Cassandra, and Dorian all paid for it dearly.”

      She kissed him; it had started out gently but grew in heat. She needed him, needed to feel his soft touch against her skin. She wrapped her arms around him and pushed her body into his, yearning for the physical sensation.

      “Hokura,” Gavin whispered, breaking away from the kiss…he wanted to ask if she was sure, but her mouth was on top of his just as quickly. He gently hoisted her up as her legs wrapped around his waist as he walked to the bedroom and deposited her on the bed. He knew he needed to go slow. Before he stripped down and was on top of her, he needed to know, “Are you sure?” he asked, kissing her neck. “I know things have been…”

      “Gavin,” she moaned. “Please…I need this.” There were too many emotions right now, she needed to drown them out, and he was the only one she would immerse herself in physically. Her mind and body needed to be focused solely on him as she kissed him again, heatedly driving her need even further.

      He stripped her down and went slow as his hand clasped hers. He needed to be gentle, he needed to fulfill every need that she had come to him with and leave her wanting more, and by the time he was sure he had done so when her lips were back on his, and she delved into another session of lovemaking. It wasn’t until she was lying in his arms with a look of contentment that he ran his hands through her hair. “That was the first time since…I mean…It’s been a while; you know you can tell me whenever…”

      “I know.” Her voice was a whisper. “I needed time.” She turned to him. “I know I haven’t been myself since I returned. I’ve been so exhausted with everything, and yet I’m scared to be alone.” Her arms wrapped around him and clutched onto him for dear life. “I’m sorry we haven’t done this since I came back…I’ve just…”

      “Sssshhhh, it’s okay,” Gavin coaxed. “You have nothing to worry about. I’m here. You can talk to me.” He had wanted her to talk to him, and yet it seemed that the whole experience knitted her and Dorian closer than before. He stayed quiet and simply let her rest in his arms. He was content. This had been a step forward, he had wanted to be intimate with her the first night she was back from the medical facility, but she had stated that she needed some time. At first, he was hurt. He asked why and she simply said she would tell him when she was ready and had assured him it had nothing to do with the professor. He had been patient and promised not to push. Now she had finally allowed it. He was hoping more doors would start opening and that he would get more answers about what had transpired.

      Hokura didn’t want to go beyond where she was right at that moment. The world beyond the bed and her husband’s comforting arms seemed scary and unknown. If only she could stop time and stay exactly where she was, she would. She had known that Gavin had been pining to feel her again but the idea of her possibly trembling at his touch scared her. She had locked up what happened to her and buried it and was afraid of it surfacing. She sighed; the act in itself had been healing in so many ways. About twenty minutes later, the front door opened, and she heard her children arrive for dinner. It seemed she needed to put on a brave front for them every night to show them that she was okay. She wondered who she was genuinely lying to.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura sat down to dinner and smiled. She never wanted to take what she had for granted as everyone gathered around the table. Cassandra sat beside her and started in on her meal.

      “How was training today?” Hokura asked, taking her daughter in.

      “It was good, it’s a little slow, but Talon said I needed to learn the fundamentals first. Apparently, Dorian gave him a manual of basic self-defense and what to do if someone grabs me and how to stop them,” Cassandra said.

      Gavin raised an eyebrow. “Odd that Talon would need a manual.”

      The girl shrugged. “He said it’s extremely basic self-defense. He’s used to training hardened super soldiers who could throw people around like it’s nothing. He said I have a lot of strength, but it’s always good to know the fundamentals.”

      Hokura looked over towards her son. “How are lessons going, Cyrus?”

      “Okay, I guess. I wish we could be a little more hands-on with the sciences that we’re learning.” He was turning his food over on his plate.

      Hokura smiled. “That sounds like a great idea!” She looked at Gavin. “I’ve never thought about this before, but what if we actually had a lab set up for students to do some of the hands-on experiments, just something simple? We could even arrange tours!”

      Gavin looked her way. “It’s fine by me. You would have to run it by Dorian and ask some of the scientists if it was alright, but I’m sure we have a lab or two that aren’t in full-time use.”

      “Perfect!” Hokura cried. She couldn’t help but feel slightly excited. The project of working on the education system had stalled since the incident. Upon returning to the compound, Dorian had completely signed off on it as he delved into his own project of cloning a suitable arm. Hokura had been struggling with getting herself back together, but maybe this is what she needed. A step forward in any way was still progress. She would see about drafting up a few notes in the next few days about accomplishing such a thing. Maybe this was exactly what she needed.

      Gavin smiled at her. “It seems like you have some renewed vigor about all this.”

      “I know I tire easily, that things are going to still take some time, but I want to slowly get back on some working projects.” She looked up at Gavin. “I want things to go back to the way they were…”

      He placed his hand on hers and gently rubbed it. “And they will, but as everyone has already stated, this is going to be a process. I don’t want you pushing yourself too hard. We have all the time in the world.”

      The evening wore on as the kids asked if they could go for a family walk. Gavin had insisted that they stay inside the compound walls for their mother’s sake. He didn’t want her tiring too much. They walked the gardens as Gavin pointed out some new flora and fauna that the botanists had been able to pull from the indoor Ecco garden that was now thriving outside. He and Hokura had talked about the possibilities of having children visit the labs in the Ecco garden to see precisely how the scientists spliced things.

      “Over the years, we’ve been able to create a large catalog of information about the world's vegetation and plant life. I’m sure the children would be interested in seeing it as well.” Gavin smiled.

      “What about animals?” Hokura asked. “I’m sure that would be helpful.” She couldn’t help but smirk.

      “I believe we have records of those as well.” He raised an eyebrow as Hokura chuckled. “Does this have to do with the big horned sheep that destroyed the hood of the jeep?”

      She nodded, chewing on her bottom lip. “Not that anyone really ventures out of the compound, but I’m sure it would be something fascinating to learn.”

      The four continued their walk. They had been out for nearly an hour when Hokura stumbled. Gavin caught her and embraced her in his arms, holding her close to his chest. “I think we’ve had enough for tonight; you’re already starting to tire.”

      “It was a mere misstep.” She smiled lightly at him. “I’m okay, really.”

      He couldn’t let her go as he gently held her. “It’s getting late anyway. We can do this again in a day or so. Maybe next time, we can even venture into the city. I don’t want you to push.”

      Hokura guiltily looked over at her children, she didn’t want to have to call things early on her account, but with the look that Cassandra was giving her, she didn’t want her daughter scolding her either. “I guess we have been out for an hour, and I would like to have a bath before retiring to bed.”

      The three had agreed as they turned around and made their way up to their suite. Gavin noted that Hokura’s demeanor changed once the children were in bed and they were settling down themselves. She sat on the couch tensely as Gavin tried to lighten her mood. “We can play a few hands of cards or something,” he offered. “I can give you a massage…”

      Hokura sighed in defeat. “Am I that bad?”

      He gave her a small smile. “Not bad, but I can always tell when you tense up because you don’t want to sleep. That you’re worried about nightmares.”

      She swallowed hard. “I hope I’m not keeping you up too much.”

      A look of sorrow crossed Gavin’s face. “I would stay awake all night holding you if it would keep the nightmares at bay. You should know that.” He wrapped his arms around her. He wanted to feel her. She had finally let him be intimate with her that afternoon, and now he was craving more of her touch.

      “I know, but I need to figure out a way to be able to sleep through the night.” Hokura sighed. He shouldn’t have to suffer through her bouts of nightmares like he did every night.

      He licked his lips as he thought about it. He figured Dorian would have offered her sleep aids. Cassandra had taken them without incident and seemed to be sleeping just fine. He didn’t understand why Hokura wasn’t doing the same but didn’t want to pry. Why had it felt like he was walking on eggshells around her lately because of not wanting to upset her? Because he hated seeing her meltdown, the crying fits, the anxiety attacks. “How about we go to bed and snuggle, and I can simply stroke your hair until you finally doze off.”

      She nodded. Her husband was doting as always, her ray of sunshine through her clouds that seemed to only want to spread light into her darkness. She had loved him for it, that not once had he faltered. They got up and went into the bedroom. She lay blissfully in his arms as he stroked and played with her hair. His fresh scent wrapped around her as his fingertips lulled her into what started as a peaceful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura awoke on the mossy green forest floor. The earth was cold below her. It hadn’t made any sense to her. What was she doing here? She couldn’t recall what had happened or how she had gotten there as she got up and dusted herself off. Her head spun viciously as confusion filled her mind. This all seemed so familiar as she started to walk through the woods when screams began to echo through the forest.

      Right away, her eyes widened. “Cassandra… Dorian!” She started running but couldn’t figure out where the screams were coming from as she seemed to be lost in a disarray of trees. “I’m coming!” she cried, fighting to get her grounds as her heart raced. She tried to run but couldn’t. Why was her body not responding? She should have been able to go faster than this. She tried to sprint, but it seemed like her legs would only go so fast as everything went in slow motion. She stumbled forward, hitting the ground hard at full speed. Hokura cursed and looked up to see a large metal shipping container in front of her as she fought to get up and run to it.

      “Cassandra!” she cried as the girl’s screams grew louder. “Dorian…I’m coming!” She moved slowly forward, tears starting to stream down her face in frustration. What if she was too late? She finally reached the shipping container and took in the familiar scene. Her eyes scanned the container. There was a man with a gun to Cassandra’s head, another with a machete standing over Dorian, who had been lying on a table.

      “Don’t move!” the one closest to Dorian commanded as he placed the machete to the professor’s neck.

      Hokura brought her hands up. She was shaking, and as she did, she saw they were covered with blood. “Don’t do this.” She trembled. “Please, let them go.”

      There was laughter. It echoed through the container. Hokura faltered. She didn’t understand what was happening. This wasn’t how it happened. She didn’t understand any of this as a gun went off beside her. She couldn’t move, couldn’t take her eyes away from the man with the machete as he lowered it on Dorian’s neck. She was too late… it was all over as she sank to her knees, screaming. Upon looking down, the floor of the container started to fill with blood. She was too late. She had failed. Her breathing hitched as she screamed. “Cassandra! Dorian!”
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        * * *

      

      “Hokura!” Gavin’s voice came from the darkness as two hands grabbed her and shook her. “Hokura, wake up!”

      Her eyes jolted open as she sucked her breath in. She was already in his arms as Gavin soothed her, holding her tight.

      “It was another nightmare.” His face was against hers as he whispered gently in her ear.

      She trembled in his arms as she tried to catch her breath. “I was too late,” she whispered, “but I wasn’t…” She shook her head. “It was just a horrible nightmare.”

      “That’s what they all are, just nightmares, just dreams.” Gavin’s voice caressed her. “You saved them. Cassandra and Dorian are safe. You’re safe.”

      “I’m sorry, Gavin.” She took a deep breath.

      “Nonsense.” He held her against his chest. She had been vague about what had happened with the cannibals; she said she had some issues recalling everything in perfect detail. She had stated upon hearing Cassandra and Dorian’s screams that something had snapped inside of her, that she had ravaged the camp and killed everyone she came across with brutal force and fury. She recalled finding Cassandra and Dorian and what had happened, that she had locked them inside the crate to find whatever supplies she could and secure a vehicle. She even got into slight detail about finding the mutilated and eaten bodies in a secondary container. Gavin sighed. That hadn’t been the first time she had come across cannibals. He wondered if she would ever be free from the night terrors that plagued her. Her head slowly fell further against his chest as her body untensed. He looked down at her, wondering if she would sleep through the rest of the night or if she would be up again screaming. He hugged her even tighter. At least, if that were the case, he would be holding her. Maybe his warmth would be able to reach her as she slept so she would know she was safe. He could only hope as he began to drift.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin had awoken to her early the next day. He had been relieved that she was able to sleep through the rest of the night without incident. He knew she needed her rest as he kissed her lightly. “I’ll make sure the kids get off to lessons. You take your time today.”

      Hokura was going to argue with him but couldn’t bring herself to do it as she basked in the soft sheets of the bed and rolled over. She was hoping that she would have tired herself out last night between Gavin coming home, the family walk, and then tucking into bed that she would have slept okay. Again, the nightmares assaulted her. Last night it had been the cannibals which had almost been welcomed over the dreams of the labs or Tobias touching her. Waking up with the feeling of his hands still on her was always terrifying, as the feelings always seemed to linger around her for the rest of the day. She lightly dozed until she heard the suite door close.

      Hokura slowly rose, bringing her hand to her forehead. Would these nightmares ever end? By now, she was prone to them and so bloody tired of them as well. Her mind drifted to Dorian. She wondered how his nights were faring. If he was encountering nightmares as well. She stopped and thought about it. Never had he ever mentioned that he had suffered from nightmares. She wondered if he had ever experienced bad dreams himself. Something she could ask him later; she had wanted to bring up the possibility of one of the labs being open for children to tour and do some hands-on learning.

      Hokura slowly got out of bed and went into the kitchen; she drank some coffee as she looked over the city. She took her time eating a leisurely breakfast and did some odd things around the suite, such as picking up after her teenagers. The mundane tasks kept her busy for a bit as she mulled over the project. She didn’t want to start drafting anything out before talking to Dorian. After finishing up around the suite, she decided to shower and that after dressing, she would seek out the professor; hopefully, the new day would help give him a new outlook on things. She had looked at the clock, it was still early, but Dorian was usually down in his labs busying himself at this time, especially lately, given the situation, so she made her way down to the main floor of the compound and towards the science facility.

      She had been perplexed when she hadn’t found him in his lab nor his personal office. It wasn’t at all like him to be missing. She had even walked through the medical facility, which had been empty. Was it possible that he had still been up in his suite at this time of the day? She made her way back up the elevator to investigate.

      Hokura knocked on Dorian’s suite door. She knew he was in there. She had been worried about him. After knocking again with no answer, she checked to see if it was locked and was surprised when the door opened as she let herself into his suite. She heard shuffling and followed it to see that he had been getting dressed. The professor stood in front of his bedroom mirror shirtless. Hokura’s eyes widened. She hadn’t seen the extent of the new bionic arm, the sensors, and how they were attached to him. She stepped back in shock, her heart racing at what she saw, her mind trying to work through what she was actually seeing. There were wires along with sensors and scarring along his shoulder and partially down his side.

      He turned to her, annoyed that she had intruded and that she was here when he was already feeling so emotionally raw. “Do you see now?” His voice was dark. “Can you see the kind of monster that I actually look like now? Of what I have to face every day in the mirror?” He walked up to her as she backed against the wall. He placed his bionic arm above her and rested it on the wall as he leaned in. “You’re so shocked that you can’t even say anything.” His voice was soft as she trembled. “Can your heart even still beat for me when I’m like this? When I’m not even whole?”

      “Dorian,” Hokura gasped. He was so close to her, towering over top of her like this. Her heart started to race. “I didn’t mean to intrude like this…”

      His hand came up and stroked her cheek gently as he hooked a stray hair behind her ear. “And yet you always do. Were you hoping to finally catch a glimpse at me like everyone else in his damn compound?”

      “It doesn’t matter what your arm looks like. You’ll always be beautiful to me, you’ll always be Dorian, and my feelings will never change. You’re not less of anything.”

      “Why are you here?” His tone was stern. It was unlike him to be like this with her. He had been so understanding. She needed to tell him the truth.

      “After yesterday, I was worried about you; I went looking for you, and when I couldn’t find you in the labs or anywhere else, I decided to come here.”

      His fingers traced along her neck, stirring her. “You need to worry about yourself and the predicament you just put yourself in. You shouldn’t be here…” A smile came across his face. “But here you are…”

      She trembled as his fingers gently traced from her neck to her collarbone. “Dorian, you’re not being yourself,” Hokura pleaded.

      He leaned in closer, bringing his body against hers, pinning her to the wall as he buried his face in her neck. He breathed her in like his addiction to the painkillers he had been taking. “Maybe I’ve always been like this, Hokura. Maybe it’s just finally coming to the surface. Remember, I was a monster long ago. Maybe nothing has changed.”

      “That’s not true.” Hokura turned away from him. His bionic arm came down as he gently ran his metal hand down her side over her curves, causing her to shiver, her own emotions running high by what he was doing to her.

      “I’m touching you right now. If it were a real hand, I would be feeling so much more than I am right now. I feel pressure in the damn sensors, but that’s it. Nothing is firing to my brain, telling me what I’m truly touching.” His voice was husky in her ear.

      “This isn’t you.” Her voice shook. She couldn’t help but feel the heat between them as her heartbeat quickened and her body flushed as his chest was radiating warmth against her, but she also couldn’t deny the cold, hard metal hand on her waist.

      He smirked down at her as his body responded to being so close to her. He pushed further against her causing her to whimper. “Maybe this is the new me Hokura, Professor Dorian 2.0.” She moaned in desperation as he moved his hips against hers to allow her to feel what he had felt and chuckled darkly. “Maybe this can be the new us. Maybe, just maybe, you can release me from the constant pain I’m feeling with your touch. Don’t worry. Gavin doesn’t need to know. It’ll be another secret just between us.”

      She stared up at his eyes. They were glazed over as beads of perspiration started to form on his forehead. His breathing was starting to become labored. “Dorian…” Something was wrong.

      His body stumbled as he crashed against her causing her to cry out as her arms came up and caught him. He sucked a breath through his teeth as his face contorted in pain as his breathing hitched. “Fuck” he groaned; his legs gave out, catching Hokura off balance.

      “I’ve got you!” she cried. She shifted and moved him awkwardly over to his bed.

      As his body hit the bed, he let out a cry of pain as he clenched his teeth, his body rocked as it tightened, and he gasped, gripping the sheets below him.

      “Dorian!” Hokura cried in fright. She didn’t understand what was happening to him.

      “It’s happening again!” Dorian winced, trying to roll with the pain that was rocking through him. He screamed in agony as it felt like his arm was being cut from him once again as he grasped at his bionic counterpart. He was sweating profusely as he tried to catch his breath. He closed his eyes and wished for it to be over. After a few moments, once the attack finished, he lay on his back on his bed, panting, drenched in sweat. He finally opened his eyes to see Hokura looming over him in worry. “How did I get here?” he groaned, “and what are you doing here?”

      Her expression filled with shock. “Dorian, what on earth was that? What happened?”

      Defeat filled him; he could no longer keep this from her. He needed to tell her. “Ever since I’ve had this arm installed, I’ve been in constant pain. My cells are trying to fight off an alien device that isn’t supposed to be there.” He trembled. “At first, I thought I could withstand it, but it got so bad I would blackout. I started taking painkillers. They seemed to work, but once my body starts fighting them, they start slipping, and I blackout again. I have no memory or recollection of what happened or what I’ve been doing. I’ve woken up in my lab, in the garden, even in the training facility…” He shook his head and closed his eyes in remorse. “And now with you beside me on my bed, which can’t be a good thing. Not with what I’ve been feeling lately.”

      Her lips trembled. “What just happened then…”

      “What just happened?” His expression turned to one of worry.. “What did I do?” His tone was desperate.

      She pursed her lips. Those things he had just said to her, they weren’t him… or rather they were, but they were a part of him that was buried deep inside that he would never let her see. “We were just talking…” she lied.

      “Please don’t do that.” Dorian sighed, tilting his head back as he closed his eyes. “Please don’t think that I don’t know when you’re lying to me.”

      “Does it matter what you said or did? You don’t remember it!” Hokura urged.

      “Did I touch you?” His heart was aching, he yearned so badly, yet he knew he couldn’t physically act on it. He had put down a barrier, and his fears were what would happen if he dared cross it when he lost sight of things. He might cross those lines that he danced upon and go further, which would destroy what they had, what he had worked so long to build. Destroy what she had with Gavin. He could never do that to her.

      “You did some things and said some things that you didn’t mean. It’s okay,” she assured him, taking his hand and gently touched his forehead. “You’re burning up. Let me get you a cool cloth.” She quickly ran to his bathroom and came out with a cool, damp washcloth and wiped his forehead and chest with it. She then rolled it up and placed it on his forehead.

      “Hokura.” His voice was desperate. “I never want to hurt or confuse you. I don’t want to be like that. Yes, I love you, I yearn, and I lust after you physically,” he confessed, “but I don’t want to act on those emotions. I know the lines that have been drawn, and I know we have been physically close lately, but if I’m ever like that again, you need to subdue me, or you need to get away from me.” He looked up at her. Her cheeks were flushed. He could hear her heart beating from a mile away. “Promise me!” he urged.

      “How can I do that to you?” she cried. “How can you ask that of me?”

      “Because it’s wrong and because I said so.”

      She could see the true Dorian forming back in front of her. Could she deny what she had felt? The power he still had over her and that there was a slight possibility that she would allow it when he was in such a state? “This can’t go on, not if this is happening; it’s not good for you.” She looked down at his battered body, at the bionic arm that he had said made him a monster. Her heart ached as she brought her hand to his shoulder and gently traced her fingers over his flesh. “You said you were a monster, and you asked if my heart could still beat for you when you’re like this… that you’re not whole…”

      He lay there looking up at her, taking in her sadness, enjoying her touch as she traced over his scars, which now marred him and never fully healed due to the sensors' constant movement. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      She leaned down and kissed the flesh of his shoulder tenderly. “I’ll tell you now, what I told you when you couldn’t hear me. You’ll always be beautiful to me; you’ll always be Dorian, and my feelings will never change. You’re not less of anything. Please believe me.”

      “You don’t have to be like this because I’m crippled,” Dorian stated.

      “Be like what?” she cried.

      “You’ve let your guard down, and you’re being more physically affectionate towards me because of it. You’re allowing me more slack than you should,” he answered and looked away from her, kicking himself for even bringing it up.

      She regarded him. “Have you ever thought that I’m doing it because I get some comfort out of it as well? That maybe I’m still healing from my own wounds and that there are things I can’t tell Gavin yet.” She wiped some droplets from his forehead. “You need to rest. Is there anything I can get you?”

      “Some water,” he croaked. He watched as Hokura went towards the kitchen and filled him a glass. He was thankful that she was here. He wished he could remember what happened between them before he had come to. His body ached; his shoulder was searing. He wondered how long he could keep the pain at bay before he needed to dose himself again. He needed to figure how long the pills were effective for before he blacked out. Another reason why he couldn’t be laid up in bed, he needed to get to the lab and figure out why the clones were failing. There had to be a scientific reason behind it. She came back with the glass and handed it to him. He drank his fill as she placed it on his nightstand.

      “You need rest,” Hokura repeated; she looked over at the clock. “It’s still early in the day.” She sat on the bed next to him, looking at him expectantly.

      “Yes, you already stated as such.” He eyed her.

      She shifted on his bed next to him and lay down. “If I stay here, will you sleep?”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” Dorian groaned. “But since I feel like you’re not going to leave anyways, I will say yes.”

      “Good.” She grabbed one of his pillows and placed it under her head as she watched him.

      He turned and gave her a strained look. “I’m not sleeping in my work pants… if you would mind and give me a moment.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned her back to him. He was taking what he had said seriously. She failed to understand why seeing him in his boxers was something that he now considered off-limits. Just two months ago, they had slept with their bodies pressed up against each other, had bathed together. She had even helped him dress and undress. Yet she knew he was trying to keep the lines between them strong. Hokura felt the bed shift and heard him grunt and swear under his breath. She turned slightly and watched him struggle. Maybe that was why… he didn’t want her seeing how he still struggled with his new arm. After a moment, she asked if he was under the sheets.

      “Yes.” He sighed.

      She turned and adjusted the sheets, so she was above them. She looked up at him. His eyes were already closed, his bionic arm at his side as his other arm rested on his forehead. His breathing was already shallow and even. She traced her fingers along his right arm. “I’m sorry, Dorian. I promise I’ll stay by your side through this.” Suddenly her own eyes felt heavy as she fought to keep them open. She looked at the clock again. It was still early… she allowed herself to drift. His bed was comfortable. It was an odd sensation to be here in his suite, to be on his bed. There was something about his scent that eased her. It was all so familiar as darkness wrapped itself around her. She didn’t fight it.
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        * * *

      

      Familiar scenes from long ago danced in her mind of being in this suite. Of the first night, she had been in his bed as flashbacks played in her subconscious, not quite dreams. Dorian had said that she hadn’t been ready yet, that they would go slow and that he wouldn’t take her all the way. His body pressed up against her back as he kissed her shoulders, her neck, and whispered in her ear that he loved her. His hands caressed her body as she arched against him, moaning his name as he took her to new heights.

      “This is important.” His voice whispered in her ear. “To feel love physically as well, to enjoy these sensations.”

      She gasped as he touched her.

      “Are you enjoying this?” His voice was husky.

      “Dorian,” she moaned. “I want more. I want you to show me more.”

      “And I will…when the time is right, I will show you everything.”

      It had felt so passionate. His hands freely roamed over her and touched her, tantalized her as she cusped and became fully indulged in him.

      She turned to him. Her hands moved over him; curiously, she needed to touch him as well. To feel him as he let out a breath as her hands explored…

      “Hokura,” he moaned.
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        * * *

      

      “Hokura…”

      It wasn’t until she heard her name that she stirred.

      “You fell asleep.” It was Dorian’s voice.

      She opened her eyes to see him facing her. Her face suddenly heated. It had been a memory. Yet it had roused her. She had nightmares of Tobias touching her, and yet when she dreamt of him. She took a breath, trying to steady herself. Her body was flush as her heart was racing.

      “Not that I have any qualms about waking up next to you, but it’s nearly lunch,” Dorian offered, “and you need to get home. Gavin will be waiting for you soon.”

      Hokura smiled sleepily, rubbing her eyes. She couldn’t believe how deeply she had slept next to him; how comfortable she had felt. She always felt comfortable sleeping next to him. She didn’t know what had changed and why her dreams only haunted her at night. Maybe that’s why she had fallen asleep; she had been tired from the night before. But the dream that stirred her? Was it because she was in his bed? Or possibly because of what she had felt earlier when he had been pushed up against her. She needed to change the subject. “Are you feeling better?” she asked.

      “I’m feeling much better now. The pain has subsided.”

      “I wanted to ask you something” She still lay next to him, taking him in. She wouldn’t press work today, but there was something else she wanted to know about.

      “What is it?” He gave her a questioning glance.

      “Do you ever have nightmares?” she asked in a small voice.

      He let out a breath. “I do…but not of the past…I don’t really have dreams that account for the trauma I’ve been through. My nightmares stem off fears.”

      Her eyes widened. “You have fears?”

      “Of course, I have fears. I’ve had to face my biggest one twice now… the fear of losing you…” Hokura sighed heavily; it was wrong for her to be here like this. To be in bed next to him even though she was on top of the covers, this could be viewed as something more than it was. “Dorian…” She gave him a sorrowful look. “I’m not planning on going anywhere. I promise to stay by your side.” She smiled lightly at him.

      “Good.” He let out a groan as he shifted. “I think I’ll take the day off and get back to the labs tomorrow. Apparently, my body still needs some rest.”

      Hokura smiled at him. “I’ll hold you to that.” She leaned over and kissed his forehead. “I’m glad you’re okay.” She shakily got up and made her way to his suite door and left.

      Dorian watched her. Once she was gone, he closed his eyes. He was the one now lying. He wasn’t okay…
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        * * *

      

      Hokura made her way back to her suite, thinking about what had transpired. Was she really letting her guard down? She didn’t quite know. She shook her head. Twice now, she had fallen asleep next to him during the day. Was her body still fighting itself from what happened to her? She hadn’t felt herself since the whole ordeal. She had felt sluggish and tired but couldn’t know if it was her system or something deeper. Then there was that dream. She needed to get that out of her head. She couldn’t bring herself to think of it. She didn’t want to delve back into those thoughts and feelings, and she couldn’t complicate things between them. Hokura shook her head; she needed a change of thought. The idea of the education project was still with her, but maybe she needed to get out. Being with Adam and Amara always made her feel better. She would see about seeing them and catching up. A smile came to her face with some new vigor. She would beat this feeling. She looked at the clock; indeed, Gavin would be there for lunch soon. She figured she would busy herself and make him something. She needed to get out of this funk, and today would be the day that she did.

      Gavin walked through the door as surprise spread over his features. “You’re up, and you made lunch.” He smiled.

      Hokura pursed her lips, walking up to him. “Have I been that bad the past two months?”

      Her husband came up to her and sweetly kissed her. “I wouldn’t say bad, my love. You’re dealing with something that was incredibly traumatic for you. The first three weeks that you were back after you were cleared from the medical facility, you barely left the suite other than to see Dorian.” He didn’t know what to say or how to bring up the conversation. She had been restless; he could see things were wearing on her physically, and yet she never got into detail about what happened.

      “I was wondering…” Hokura started. She laced her fingers together in front of her. “Do you think it would be okay if I went out with Adam and Amara tonight?”

      Gavin couldn’t help but smile widely. “I think that would be a wonderful idea.”

      Had she really been so far gone that this excited him? Maybe, she hadn’t seen much of the two since her arrival back. They had intercepted them on their way back to Meridiana. The ride back was a blur. Why did it seem like even her memory was foggy? “I’ll go down after lunch and find Amara and talk to her about it.” Hokura smiled.

      “Just make sure you take it easy,” Gavin reminded her as he sat on the couch and started on his lunch. “Did you get any more sleep this morning?”

      She didn’t know whether she was imagining her cheeks reddening or if they really were. “I did.”

      “No more nightmares?” He raised an eyebrow taking a bite of his sandwich.

      Was she that easy to read? Was she giving something away? “No… no more nightmares, I slept well, soundly even.”

      He nodded at her. “I’m glad to hear that.” His eyes didn’t leave her. Why did she seem so tense suddenly? “Have you eaten?”

      The question threw her off. The thought of food put her stomach in a strange twist as Gavin walked to the kitchen, deposited part of his sandwich on another plate, and handed it to her.

      “I know you well enough that your silence means no.” He raised a worried eyebrow. “Dr. Spindler told you that you need to stay on top of fueling yourself.”

      “I had breakfast.” Hokura pouted, taking the plate. She slowly ate the sandwich. She knew she needed to stay on top of her eating, that Gavin would only allow so much but that he had meant well with his subtle and soft reminders.

      Gavin finished his lunch and leaned back on the couch, enjoying himself for a few moments as he stretched and tilted his head back.

      “Long day?” Hokura asked, crawling into his lap, and snuggling next to him as she rested her head against his shoulder.

      “Looks like at the end of the week, we’ll finally have just over half the vehicles in the compound up and running again. There were so many parts that had to be manufactured. The mechanics have been doing an amazing job of keeping on top of everything.”

      “It’s crazy to think about all the damage they caused.” Hokura sighed.

      Gavin looked down at her, more damage than he had ever thought possible. Tobias and his men had destroyed more than just vehicles. They had destroyed lives. “Vehicles can be fixed,” he stated.

      “So can people… eventually.” She enjoyed being close to him like this. It felt like the walls were slowly coming down. She had allowed her husband to hold her and dote upon her once she was out of the medical facility, but she felt like she was finally starting to feel again.

      “You’re right.” He kissed the top of her head. He wished he could simply stay with her like this for the rest of the day. He had been yearning and wanting her more but knew he needed to tread slowly and carefully. He simply enjoyed being near her for a little while longer until he noted the time. “Are you going to come down with me to find Amara? I think she’s working in the garage today.”

      Hokura nodded. She wished she could have stayed like this but knew that it would be good for her own mental health to see her friends again.
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        * * *

      

      They rode the elevator down as Gavin escorted her to the garage. He kissed her lightly. “Will I see you tonight for dinner?”

      She smiled at him. “Yeah, I think we’ll go out after dinner tonight.”

      He nodded and was on his way as Hokura made her way into the garage. Amara was always easy to point out, she was the only female, and for whatever reason, she seemed to always have grease, or some kind of oil smeared on a part of her face. With that, she was also the loudest mechanic in the garage. Even though she couldn’t physically see Amara, she could hear her cursing underneath a vehicle she walked up to. It was indeed her friend. Hokura smirked and grabbed her ankle sliding her out from under the jeep.

      “Look who’s up and about,” Amara smirked at her friend as she sat up on the mechanic creeper.

      “Sounds like you’re having some trouble in paradise.” Hokura grinned.

      “Nah.” Amara rubbed her hand through her already greasy hair. “I just enjoy swearing at the top of my lungs to get out my pent-up angst.” She stood and stretched her back. “What better place to do it than here?”

      “I’m here because I was actually wondering if you and Adam would like to go out for a bit tonight. Or we could stay here and walk the grounds.”

      Amara’s eyes widened as she was taken back by the request. “Yeah, we can definitely do something tonight.”

      Hokura’s eyes narrowed. “Is it really that odd of a request?”

      Her friend made a noise that sounded like she was trying not to laugh. “To be truthful, it is.” Amara took a breath. “I’ve barely even seen the white of your eyes since you got back. You’ve been attached to Dorian’s hip lately.” She quickly raised her hands in defense. “Which is totally fine, I understand… but I am kind of taken back that you asked.”

      Hokura shrugged. “I feel like it would do me some good to socialize a bit. I’ve missed you two. I haven’t felt myself since being back.” She leaned against the vehicle Amara had been working on. “Dorian said it would take a while for my system to heal and bounce back to normal. I fatigue easily… I haven’t been sleeping well, so there’s that too.”

      “We’ll do whatever you want tonight!” Amara’s smile brightened. “If you want to sit around and simply talk, we can do that. It’s totally up to you!”

      Hokura nodded at her friend. “After dinner then? Around nineteen hundred hours?”

      “Yeah! That works! I’ll let Adam know, and we’ll do something!” Amara exclaimed.

      “I’ll come by your place at that time then!”

      Amara nodded as she watched her friend take her leave. She couldn’t help but feel excited that Hokura had actually come to her about getting together that evening. She had been so worried these past two months about her friend’s wellbeing. It seemed like ever since being back in the compound walls, she had spent most of her time with the professor. Before this had happened, Hokura had worked alongside Adam and Dorian as Gavin’s right-hand people who helped with city projects. Since then, even Adam had stated that neither had been present in any cabinet meetings. Amara shook her head. Hokura had never fully delved into what happened. Cassandra had offered glimpses, but even she didn’t know the whole story of what happened between her mother being kidnapped and her and Dorian rescuing her. After a few lighthearted attempts in trying to get her friend to open up, Amara simply stepped back in hopes she would come to her. Finally, that time had come. She took a deep breath. She couldn’t mess this up. If she said anything that opened up any wounds or caused Hokura distress, there most likely wouldn’t be a second chance.

      The second peacekeeper turned and looked at the jeep and wondered how long it would be until all the vehicles were fully operational again. The task had been arduous, and with getting them back up and running, there had also been many upgrades. “I guess we’ll see what tonight brings.” She sighed, wiping her forehead as she got back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Amara had picked up Ryan from lessons as the six-year-old was happy to be with his mother again. She stopped at Erica’s class to see Nathan slinking out of his. She whistled at him to get his attention. “Don’t think you can get past me. Where are you heading?”

      Nathan rolled his eyes and walked over to her. “I was gonna see if Cyrus wanted to do something. Cassandra’s been busy with training lately,” he grumbled. “He’s just grabbing some textbooks.”

      At that moment, Erica’s door opened as Amara watched the children file out of their room.

      Amara smiled at her son. “Don’t be late for dinner, seventeen hundred hours on the dot today, mister.”

      Cyrus came out of the class beside Cassandra, who looked at her brother. “I’m heading to training. I’ll see you after!” she called and was on her way as Amara smiled at the girl who greeted her and took off.

      Nathan eagerly took in his friend. “Looks like it’s just us hanging out again.”

      Cyrus shared the sentiment. “Yeah, what’s the plan?”

      Erica joined Amara’s side as she took in the two boys. “You two have fun. Stay out of trouble.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Cyrus smiled.

      Amara chuckled. This was the same terror that Nathan grappled with on a daily basis. She shook her head as she walked to her suite, two children in tow. It was interesting watching Nathan and Cyrus grow up together. Nathan was just nine months younger but the two blended well with Cyrus and his sister. They had all become close friends. The two boys had been terrors that had knitted her and Hokura closer together as they had spent hours on the playground watching them as they always seemed to have more energy to expel.

      She sadly pursed her lips as she opened the door to her suite. It seemed, as the boys grew and matured, that her and Hokura’s friendship had drifted. There was no longer a need to spend hours at the playground or walking until children complained about sore feet and wanted to be picked up.

      “Mommy, I want to play!” Ryan smiled up at her. She looked down at him as her grin grew. As much as Nathan looked like Adam, and Erica was the spitting image of herself. Ryan was a healthy mix of both. He had Amara’s lighter hair but had his father’s unique eyes. One was light brown, whereas the other was pale green with a slash of blue. “You can go to your room and play. Just don’t make a mess,” Amara chimed. Not many people these days have green eyes. Even though they were Adam’s every so often, they reminded her of their departed friend who had shown them so much a lifetime ago. A sentiment from their past but one that the peacekeepers would always hold dear to them. She didn’t want her mood to turn solemn when she felt so optimistic, so she buried the thoughts.

      Amara looked over to Erica, who had already contently made her way to the kitchen table and was coloring. Adam would be home in an hour. Then they would figure out dinner and their evening. She was excited that Hokura had asked to see them and do something tonight. The last time they had been out was before Hokura had been kidnapped. They had taken the bikes out after Cassandra had gotten caught breaching the walls. It had seemed so long ago, yet it wasn’t.

      “Hokura… I just want you to be okay,” Amara whispered to herself. She got to work in the kitchen, putting together lunches for the next day and thinking about dinner. She found herself sitting in the kitchen trying to draw something for Erica to color when Adam walked in the door.

      “Daddy!” a shrill squeal came from the one bedroom as Ryan ran up to his father, jumping in his arms.

      Amara smiled and met him at the door with a hug. “We have company coming tonight,” Amara announced.

      “Oh?” Adam asked with a questioning glance as he picked Ryan up and snuggled the boy.

      “Hokura’s coming over after dinner.”

      Adam’s eyes widened. “That’s…” Did he dare say unusual? He hadn’t seen much of her since they had rescued her, although he heard all about her progress or lack thereof while working alongside Gavin every day. How she was constantly tired, that there were odd days where she seemed to revert to her old self and that the next day she would be held back up in bed. Adam had stepped up and helped Gavin with whatever he could project-wise now that Hokura and Dorian were no longer acting as his seconds anymore. Adam had enjoyed it, but it was different without Hokura there.

      “Were you going to say rare, unusual, unlike her?” Amara asked, eyeing her husband.

      Adam chuckled as he put Ryan down and scratched his head. “I was thinking about it. I’ve barely seen her lately, same with the professor. They’ve seemed to be in the opposite side of the compound. I can understand they’ve both been distancing themselves since coming back. Especially the professor, and you know wherever he is…”

      “Hokura’s right by his side… yeah. I know,” Amara interrupted. “It was actually Hokura who asked if we could get together this evening. Maybe something happened?” She shrugged. Either way, I have no idea what we’re going to do. She didn’t mention taking out our bikes or anything.

      Adam gave her a wary look. “I don’t think she’s…” he cleared his throat, “strong enough for that yet, or has the energy level for that kind of thing yet.”

      Amara shrugged. “Either way, it’ll be nice to see her again.” She nudged him. “Now help me figure out what we’re doing for dinner.”

      A smile came across Adam’s lips as he bent and kissed Amara tenderly on the cheek. “Whatever the lady would like.”
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        * * *

      

      It was later in the evening when Hokura knocked lightly on their suite door. She figured Nathan and Erica might still be up, but that Amara would have put Ryan to bed by now and didn’t want to wake him if that had been the case.

      Amara opened the door with a smile. “You actually came!” she exclaimed.

      “I said I would.” Hokura gave her a questioning look.

      “I know, but there could have been a chance that you would have had a long day and felt tired and backed out. Not that I would have been upset or blamed you,” she added quickly.

      Adam came up behind his wife. “We’ve missed you lately!”

      Hokura couldn’t help but smile. “I know. I’m sorry that I haven’t been overly sociable lately, but I’ve just been so tired. I’m finally slowly starting to feel myself again, so I figured this might help. I’ve missed you two as well.”

      They walked into the suite quietly as Adam and Amara sat next to one another on their couch, Hokura taking the loveseat. Adam spoke up first. “So, what do you feel like doing tonight?”

      Hokura pursed her lips. “Maybe some card games? After, we can take a walk if you feel like it,” she offered. She didn’t want to overdo it but was scared that Amara might start asking too many questions if she started faltering in their plans. “Maybe in a few weeks, we can take our bikes out again,” she chimed.

      “I’d love that!” Amara exclaimed. “I’ve been keeping your bike all maintained.”

      Hokura smiled. She knew it was likely more for Amara to have something to do than the bike actually needing maintenance.

      Adam gave them both a look. “It’s definitely been a while since we’ve been out on the bikes together. I think it might do us all some good.” He eyed Hokura. He wanted to say that it would be good for her to get out again and reconnect, that instead of being holed up if she started having a bit of a social life again, things would slowly start to go back to normal, but he held his tongue.

      Amara grinned. “So, how’s Cassandra’s training been going?” She was hoping to keep the conversation light.

      “She’s been enjoying it,” Hokura offered. She sat for a moment. “Maybe self-defense is something that we can eventually incorporate into our education system.”

      Adam raised his eyebrows. “We’ve actually been playing with the idea of bringing light martial arts into the physical part of the education system. Such things help with discipline and help with keeping a sound mind as well.”

      Hokura was surprised. “I’ve actually been hoping to pick up and get more into the further education project. There are a few things that I’ve been mulling over lately that I’m hoping to eventually bring up with Dorian.” She chewed her bottom lip. She would have brought it up today when she saw him, but circumstances had shifted, and she hadn’t been able to.

      Amara huffed. “Let’s not talk about work.”

      “Fair enough.” Hokura chuckled. “So, how about some cards?” She looked up at her friends. “Where are the kids?”

      Adam made a face. “The eldest is taking a shower, the second is reading in her room, and the third is already in bed.”

      Hokura nodded. “I remember the days when bedtime around here was a struggle and a half.”

      Adam made a noise. “Thank goodness those days are behind us, and that Ryan is nothing like his brother when it comes to bedtime routines.”

      Amara sat back, stretching. “Nathan mentioned that since Cass is training more, he’s pretty much been hanging out with Cyrus.” She stared at Hokura. “Have you noticed a difference now that she’s been working with Talon?”

      Hokura licked her lips. “I haven’t physically gone down to oversee anything yet. From what I’ve heard, she loves it. It’s been very basic moves, the fundamentals. The few times I’ve seen Talon, he’s said things have been going really well with her.” A smirk came to her face. “I’m guessing Cass doesn’t have an attitude with him, or he’d have her running drills. I’ve noticed a change, but I don’t know if it’s due to training or what happened.”

      “She seems to have mellowed a little.” Amara offered. “Training has always been a great outlet.”

      Something Hokura knew too much about, she had used it as an outlet many times. “It indeed helps with getting out frustration. I don’t know if she’s feeling frustrated. She’s told me she wants to be stronger. Even when I was being rescued, she stated the same thing. I’m worried that if I don’t allow her to train, she’ll become anxious that something like this might happen again and that she’ll be helpless.”

      Adam sighed slightly as he lowered his head. Hokura had been the strongest peacekeeper among all of them, and still, she had been subdued. Sometimes it didn’t matter how much strength and training one had when a situation like that occurred. He couldn’t say that. “I’m glad she’s taking it seriously and enjoying it!”

      Hokura nodded.

      The three conversed as Amara brought out a deck of cards. They sat reminiscing and talking about the city as they played a few rounds of Texas Hold Em until Adam called for a change of pace. “I don’t understand how it’s possible for you to get so many winning hands at this game!” he urged, shuffling the deck.

      Amara smirked. “Stop being such a sore loser. You know, for whatever reason, she always has the luck of the draw when it comes to cards.”

      They had played for another hour and a half when Amara stretched. “Let’s get some fresh air. I’m curious to see how the huckleberries are faring.”

      Adam smiled. “I heard they were successful. I heard that the botanists were even able to transplant the raspberries as well!”

      Hokura nodded at the sentiment. It was always nice to walk the gardens, which seemed to be continuously expanding as the scientists strived to see how much fruit they could grow outside the compound walls.

      Amara told Nathan to keep an ear out for Erica and Ryan and that they would be back in an hour or so as the three left the suite and made their way down to the gardens.

      Hokura walked beside the two as they exited the compound. She noticed they had slowed their stride so she could keep up. Was she really being that slow? Had her motions been that stiff? She hadn’t noticed it herself if her steps had slowed, but she was always beside Dorian or Gavin whenever she was out. Whenever Dorian was at her side, she was either holding his hand or grasping at his arm. Of course, he would walk in pace with her. Gavin would do it out of common courtesy without saying anything. Her mind had been elsewhere with that notion when they stopped coming up to the bushes.

      “They’re kind of like the blueberries,” Adam stated, bringing his hand to the bush as he rustled around it. “Although it doesn’t look like any are ready yet, you want them to be red, not white and hard.”

      Hokura walked past them to the blueberries, as if in a trance, as she felt the pull to perform the ritual, she had always done whenever she was in this area. She walked to the plaque and traced the name with her fingers. Was he watching her? Did he know what she had been through and that she was still broken?

      Amara took in her friend’s expression. It was solemn as if she was having an unspoken conversation with the commander. She wondered how often she came out here alone to speak to him. She wondered how much time would have to pass before the wound finally healed or if that amount of time would ever be possible to account for? Maybe an eternity, maybe never? She noticed Hokura was done tracing over the plaque as she looked forward into the bushes. Amara took that as her chance as she walked up to her. “Blueberries are ready and plentiful!” She smiled, grabbing one and popping it in her mouth. “They taste amazing in a bit of milk with sugar too!”

      Hokura tilted her head back and laughed as a wide smile came to her face. “That’s a concoction that I’ve never heard of.”

      Adam walked up to the two grinning. “Tastes even better when they’re frozen. If you freeze them and then mush them into the milk, it’s fantastic!”

      “That actually sounds rather tasty,” Hokura said. “Something I’ll have to try.” She looked at the raspberry bush. “I’m sure it tastes wonderful with all berries and fruits. I wonder if my teenagers would approve of such a thing.”

      Amara made a noise. “Why share with the teenagers when they already eat everything in sight?”

      The three laughed as they continued through the gardens. Hokura noticed they were slowing for her even more when she finally spoke up. “Have I become that slow?”

      Adam raised an eyebrow. “We weren’t going to say anything, but your pace has been a little off.”

      “Not to mention that I’ve seen you stumble twice now,” Amara spoke up.

      Hokura sighed. “To be honest, this evening has been a little tiring. I’ve enjoyed myself, though.”

      Amara gave her a stern look. “Don’t push yourself, isn’t that something you’ve been told continuously? I don’t have to be around to know that the doctors, professor, and Gavin have told you as such.”

      Caught… “I just wanted things to feel normal again,” Hokura confessed.

      Adam stopped and turned to her. “And they will, but you need to take your time getting back to normal. Let’s call it a night. We can always do this again.”

      She nodded in agreement.

      Amara stepped up. “I can walk you to your suite.”

      Hokura rolled her eyes. “I’m not that tired, Amara. I can make it to my suite just fine.” She looked at both of them. “This was fun, though. We need to do this again soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Hokura staggered into her suite and silently cursed at herself. The night had been too much for her, and now she was feeling it. She suddenly felt exhausted as she leaned up against the wall and took a breath as she took off her shoes. She heard Gavin in their bedroom. He was most likely getting out of the shower. She pursed her lips and looked earnestly at the couch. She didn’t want him to be worried about her, she just needed to make it to the couch, and she could rest for a few minutes. Her body moved as she commanded it, one foot in front of the other, keeping her eyes on the goal. It didn’t make sense. Then again, she thought back through her day. She hadn’t fueled her body enough. Dr. Spindler, Lucien, and Dorian had both told her repeatedly that she needed rest, and when she wasn’t resting, she needed to stay on top of consuming enough for her system to keep replenishing itself.

      She reached the couch and flopped down, shaking her head. Why was she feeling like this? It didn’t make sense. The scenes flashed back at her. There was so much damage done to her, internal bruising, cracked ribs, torn and punctured muscle. She shuddered at the memory when a noise brought her back. Gavin had entered the family room. He was only wearing his gray boxers as he dried himself off with a towel, his wet hair falling in front of his eyes. Hokura took in his taunt and gently toned body, it wasn’t as hardened and defined as a soldier’s, but she could still easily make out his muscles.

      “Did you enjoy yourself tonight?” he asked, glancing at her.

      “I did.” She chewed her cheek. She needed to be honest. “I think I might have overdone it, though; I need something to eat. I wasn’t on top of things today…”

      Before she could say anything else, he was up and walking to the kitchen. “What do you have in mind? I can make you anything you want.”

      “I can get it myself,” Hokura groaned as she shifted.

      “Or,” Gavin said, “you can let me be a doting husband and get you something. I know you’re tired and have expelled enough energy for the day.”

      She couldn’t help the small smile that came to her lips. “Just some toast with some fruit would be fine.”

      “And iced tea for a drink?” He smirked.

      He had gotten her a plate with her toast and sat next to her. “I know you have a lot going on right now.”

      “Do I really?” She gave him a face, “or are you just saying that to justify how I’ve been?”

      Gavin gently rubbed her leg as she grabbed a piece of toast. “Not at all. You’ve been going through a lot of motions. You’ve been beside Dorian as he’s been going through his own trials; being someone’s emotional support can take a lot out of a person.”

      She glanced at him, raising an eyebrow.

      “Not that being there for you has been a lot…” he quickly backtracked and then raked his hand through his hair. “I wish I could be there for you more honestly.”

      “You don’t need to backpedal with the truth.” Hokura sighed, placing her food down as she leaned back against the couch. “I know I’ve been hard to deal with.”

      “No!” Gavin protested, quickly turning to her. “You haven’t been hard to deal with at all.” He brought his hand to her cheek and stroked it. “You’ve been reserved and quiet. That’s what’s worried me. I know you told me you would tell me everything in time, but I’ve been worried about everything you’ve been keeping in and how it might be affecting you. You need to know that you can talk to me at any time.” He felt like he was pleading again.

      “I know.” She placed a reassuring hand on his leg as she started eating again.

      He knew that was the signal that they were going to change the subject. He would allow it. “What did you three get up to tonight?”

      “We talked, we played some card games, and walked around the gardens.” She chewed.

      “You didn’t take the bikes out?” Gavin asked cautiously. He knew how much she enjoyed riding, especially when it was the three of them.

      Hokura shook her head. “I guess I wanted more of a social call to catch up with them.” She smiled slightly. “Who knew we’d spend more time talking about parenthood than anything else.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself and got out.” Gavin kissed her temple softly.

      A look of despair came over her face as she stared at him. “I know it’s been two months. I feel like I’ve been in limbo, but I do want to move forward.”

      He took her hands in earnest as he leaned towards her. “I want that too, whatever you need, whatever you want me to do, just tell me, and I’ll do it! I promise you!”

      “I know.”

      “Now, continue your meal, and I’ll cut you up some fruit; then we can relax on the couch for a bit,” Gavin said, rising from his spot.

      Hokura smiled slightly as she watched her husband walk to the kitchen and started slicing up some fruit. She shifted on the couch and stared at him; would she ever be as she once was? She wished she had the energy to be up with her arms around him as he made her a small fruit tray but getting off the couch seemed almost impossible at that moment. She hoped if she was this exhausted now that she would simply fall into bed and into a deep, dreamless sleep that night.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a typical slow-going morning; Gavin had made coffee and breakfast. Hokura slowly made her way out of bed. She had dreamt and tossed and turned again, although she couldn’t precisely recall the blur of dreams. She secretly wondered if she was simply becoming lazy with the notion of waking up. It seemed like she now took some time easing into her mornings. She sat at the bay window, staring out over the city as Gavin placed a cup of coffee in front of her. She could hear her children moving about getting ready for their daily lessons.

      “You could have slept in,” Gavin stated, kissing the top of her head.

      “Haven’t I been sleeping in for months now? I need to start getting myself back into a normal routine again. I need to motivate myself,” Hokura said, taking a sip from her mug.

      He sat across from her and raised his eyebrows. “You went out last night. That’s the first time you’ve done so since you’ve been back. That’s getting back into a routine. You just have to do so slowly.” He took a large drink from his cup before setting it down. “What do you have planned for today?”

      “Possibly moving forward with what I had mentioned earlier with the higher education program. I’d like to talk to Dorian about it. I’ll make my way to his labs this morning.” A look of sorrow crossed her face.

      Gavin picked up on the change in her demeanor right away. “What is it?” he asked, placing his hand on hers, hoping to give her some comfort.

      “I’m just worried about him.” She chewed her bottom lip. What she had encountered the day before hadn’t been him. The way he had acted towards her, and yet there was a lingering feeling when she thought about it, something that still stirred and had been there for some time now.

      “He’ll figure it out and with you by his side for support. I’m sure he’ll be able to overcome anything.”

      She looked up at him. He had become so supportive these past two months. Even longer than that, ever since the war, he had simply accepted things for the most part. She wondered if he had let go of any lingering jealousy he had felt towards the professor since she had been kidnapped. Was that another reason why she had gotten closer to Dorian? She didn’t know.

      Cassandra came out of her room and entered the kitchen. She grabbed a coffee cup and poured her own as Hokura gave her a questioning stare.

      “How long have you been drinking coffee?” her mother asked.

      Cassandra shrugged. “I dunno, two months or so now…” She took a drink from her cup and grabbed an apple and started to chew.

      Hokura shook her head. Was this a battle she wanted to get into? When was it even deemed appropriate for children to start drinking coffee? She didn’t know. It was something that she started having with breakfast every so often when she had awakened. Since then, it was more of a habit; the thought confused her. If Gavin had thought it was fine, then maybe she should too.

      Cyrus walked into the kitchen. “Good morning,” he chimed, grabbing a glass, and filling it with orange juice.

      Again, Hokura studied her son as he drank it down, grabbed a muffin, and began eating as well. “Nice to see you up too, mom!” He walked up to her and gave her a gentle hug.

      Hokura smiled. As it seemed the whole incident had hardened Cassandra, it appeared to have softened her son and husband, who both seemed to be overly affectionate with her now. She looked at the time. “You two still have a bit of time before lessons…”

      “I’m running down to the training facility quickly to put some clothes in my locker, so I don’t have to carry them around all day,” Cassandra said.

      “And I’m going in a little early to check on a science project that we’re going to be reporting on this week.” Cyrus smiled as he finished his breakfast.

      They had both changed so much in the last two months. Why was she only seeing it just now? Hokura shook her head. She had been so out of it that she had completely missed it. “Alright, you two, have a good day, and we will see you home for dinner!”

      The twins nodded as they both started towards the door and put on their shoes. “Love you, mom, love you, Dad!” Cassandra called as she exited the suite, followed by Cyrus chiming in.

      “Have a good day!”

      Gavin looked up with a smile. “You two as well!” His eyes went to his wife sitting across from him. She had a look of dismay on her face. “What?”

      “Those two…” Hokura said. “They seem so different now… and I feel like I missed the change somehow… like they’ve grown… matured even.”

      Gavin sighed. “You don’t go through what we all did without changing in a way.”

      She silently looked at her mug. Had she changed as well, in ways she didn’t even see? Because she had apparently been blind up until now to notice that those around her had. She was reserved but hadn’t she always been so? No, she hadn’t become that way until after she had truly awakened, it wasn’t until she started keeping secrets that she had been this way, but she had been so since. Now there seemed to be more secrets than ever.

      “You look lost in thought,” Gavin stated, eyeing her.

      “Sorry.” She didn’t bring her eyes to meet his. “I guess I just have a lot on my mind.”

      He nodded as he stood and stretched. “Did you want to get dressed and walk down with me, or are you going to take your time this morning? You haven’t eaten anything yet.”

      So he had noted. “I’ll take my time this morning, you’re right, I do need to eat something,” she said, looking down at her hands still wrapped around the mug.

      “If you want, I can quickly make you something,” he offered.

      She stood up, walking over to him, and wrapped her arms around him. “Ever the dutiful husband, I’ll be okay. I’m going to have a muffin and some fruit.” She knew she was getting the stare from him without even seeing his face. “I promise I’ll have a good lunch.”

      “Come and get me for lunch,” Gavin stated, finishing up his coffee.

      She lightly kissed his cheek. “I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been over an hour after Gavin had left that Hokura made her way down to Dorian’s labs. She had found them empty again. Her hopes of him being around started to dwindle as he was nowhere to be found within the compound. After searching a bit longer, Hokura made her way back up to Dorian’s suite. It was unlike him not to be in his labs this morning. After what she had seen yesterday, she couldn’t help but worry about his wellbeing. She tried to calm herself. Maybe he was taking the day off and resting after the attacks yesterday. She hoped that was the case. She knocked on his suite door and waited. She heard a noise coming from inside, which seemed unnatural. Hokura was about to go inside but hesitated after the events that transpired the day before. She felt her nerves creep up on her. Hokura knocked again and listened. She couldn’t quite make out what she was hearing, so she decided to enter cautiously. “Dorian,” she called from the door as she stood listening. That’s when she heard it again, clearer this time. The sound was of violent vomiting that was coming from his bathroom. She slowly and cautiously made her way in to see him lying next to his toilet. Pain and exhaustion filled his face.

      “We have to get you to the medical vicinity!” she cried, running to him, and propping him up on her lap. His bare chest was slick with sweat, as was the floor beneath him. His breathing had become labored.

      “I didn’t… take… my pills…” He breathed, trying to get the words out. His left side seized as he groaned, lurching over the toilet, heaving as his body shook. He fell back onto her lap, maybe his system was shutting down, and he was finally dying. There were worse ways to go. At least she was there…

      “Why didn’t you take your pills? I’ll get them for you!” Hokura cried.

      He groaned in agony. “After what happened yesterday… I didn’t want it to happen again. I thought…” Nausea rolled over him as he turned and heaved again. There was nothing left to expel from his stomach as his body lurched in protest as a pained noise came from him. He collapsed back in her lap, breathing hard. Everything burned, his body ached, and his head was spinning as his vision blurred.

      “I need to call Dr. Spindler, Dorian. Your heart is racing. You need help!”

      He was too tired to argue. He closed his eyes as she gently laid his head on the floor and ran to the phone. She picked it up and quickly dialed. “Dr. Spindler, I need a medical team at the professor’s suite! He needs help!” The doctor said he would be on his way immediately. Hokura made her way back to Dorian, who was still on the bathroom floor where she had left him. “You’re going to be okay,” she soothed as she grabbed a cool, damp cloth and gently wiped it over his forehead and chest. “I promise you I won’t leave your side.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” he panted. “It seems like everything I try, I’m damned to fail.”

      “Don’t say that!” Hokura cried. “You’re going to be okay… I need you to be okay.” She held his hand and continued wiping the sweat from his brow. Fear washed over her. She couldn’t lose him. She needed him in the right state of mind. She needed him to survive this. “I’ll stay with you. I’ll take care of you and do whatever you need.”

      “I’m so tired of the pain.” He winced, grabbing at his bionic arm, and groaned again.

      She didn’t know what to do, how to comfort him, so she gently stroked his hair as he lay on her lap. “Help is coming…” she tried to soothe, but her voice trembled.

      Dr. Spindler and Lucien arrived at the door a few minutes later as they carted a gurney into the suite. Hokura looked out the bathroom door. “He’s in here!” She called out. Her attention went back to Dorian, who had been propped in her lap. “Can you stand?”

      Pain rocked him as he groaned, struggling to shift himself, but he had become too weak to even do so, or maybe it had been that the pain was so intense he couldn’t function.

      Hokura pursed her lips as she moved from underneath him and lifted him off the ground in her arms.

      “Hokura…” he moaned.

      “Sssshhhhh, this isn’t the first time I’ve done this, be still,” she instructed as she carried him out of the bathroom and gently laid him on the gurney. She looked up worriedly at the two doctors. “He didn’t take his pain medication. He’s been vomiting violently, sweating, and his heart is racing. Please help him.”

      The two doctors gave her a sorrowful look. “We’ll see what we can do,” Dr. Spindler said. “We need to find a proper dose of pain medication for him.”

      She nodded. “I need to stay with him.”

      Dr. Spindler nodded at her as they rushed the professor down the hallway, into the elevator, and to the medical facility as Hokura followed in their wake.

      She stood idly to the side once they got into a room and started hooking him up to monitors.

      Dr. Spindler scowled at the monitor as Dorian gasped and moaned. “Get him on a morphine drip until we can stabilize him!”

      Dr. Lucien nodded as he rushed out of the room to grab the medication. He was back in quickly and set the IV line. “This should help,” the doctor stated as everything was set up.

      Hokura’s eyes went to the heart rate monitor. He was slowly settling. “Dorian.” Her voice was light as she stepped up to him and brushed his bangs from his forehead. It was still slick with sweat as Spindler brought over a cool, damp cloth and gave it to her.

      “We’re going to monitor him for a few hours. Throwing his body into an attack like this has caused his system to fight even more. If he was in so much pain, he should have taken his pills,” Dr. Lucien said, stepping up as he scrolled something down on a notepad.

      She chewed her bottom lip. “He said he was having some issues with the pain medication…” She didn’t know how much further she should delve into the situation. She didn’t want to say anything that would incriminate him, and yet she needed to know he would be alright.

      “We can easily enough change things up if what he’s using isn’t working or causing him problems. There are several pain medications that we can use and manufacture, we can get him on the correct dosage and schedule, so this doesn’t happen again,” Dr. Spindler spoke.

      “Yes,” Dorian finally rasped. “That would be ideal.”

      Hokura grabbed his good hand and held it as she sat next to him. “I was so scared. Are you okay?”

      “I will be, thanks to you.” He wheezed uncomfortably, he hated her seeing him in such a state, but he had done it to himself. He had hoped that he could combat the pain, that his system would just override the agony. Instead, it made it worse.

      “I’m going to be in here a while…” he started when Hokura interrupted him.

      “And I’m going to stay by your side just like you did mine.”

      He nodded. It was still early in the morning. He knew he couldn’t dismiss her. Doing so would only upset her. “Then, once I fall asleep, you should make your way to your suite and get some rest as well. I’m sure finding me in such a state and carrying and watching over me has caused you stress. You need your rest today as much as I do.” He looked up at her expectantly. His compromise had been fair.

      “Fine.” She pouted. She knew he was right, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave him just yet. “Once you fall asleep, I’ll take my leave… but I’ll come and check on you later this evening.”

      “I’m not planning on being in here for that long. Just long enough to allow the medication to do its job and have Spindler and Lucien figure out a better dosage.”

      “Then I’ll come and check on you tonight!” she urged.

      “No…” he didn’t want to fight with her. “I will contact you tomorrow morning, and we can go from there.” He saw the look of sadness on her face and took a breath. He needed to be honest with her. “Can you give me the illusion of holding onto some of my pride? I am supposed to be your protector, and yet it seems that you are the one watching over me lately.”

      Hokura licked her lips. “I’m the super-soldier. I was created to protect those of the compound, including you.” She squeezed his hand.

      A smirk came to his face. He could already feel the effects of the morphine. “Argumentative as always. As you said, I need my sleep and my rest, and I’m sure I’ll be getting plenty of that today.” He gently moved his thumb on her hand, stroking it. “I thank you for looking over me and taking care of me. I promise you I’ll be alright.” His eyes were starting to become heavy.

      She didn’t know what to say as his eyes started to close. She waited to see if they would reopen but as his breathing became shallower and even she knew he was asleep. She looked up to Dr. Lucien, who was idly taking notes as Spindler was double-checking the monitors. “Do you think he’ll be alright?” Her voice was quiet.

      Spindler cleared his throat and gave Lucien a look. “If he’s able to stay on top of things, then there’s a possibility that we can continue with pain medication for some time. We’ll need to continuously adjust it. This is all trial and error considering this the first time we’ve had such a thing occur in the compound.” He mused for a moment. “Our systems are always changing and evolving, so we’re working on this and learning as we go.”

      Hokura nodded. She didn’t want to go yet. Even though Dorian was slowly drifting, she could feel the slight tremors in his hand as it held hers. She didn’t want to let go, so she shifted into a comfortable position and rested against his bed, silently hoping that the professor would come out of this feeling better. Her heart ached for him. Seeing him like this broke her down even more and made her feel raw. He was in so much pain, a pain she couldn’t even begin to comprehend, and she was the reason for it. The thought bore itself into her mind, which was another reason why she couldn’t let him go. Her thoughts drifted as everything around her seemed to fade. The only sounds in the room were the distant beeping of his monitors and his breathing. She hadn’t realized that she had fallen asleep until a gentle hand came to her back.

      “Hokura,” a voice called.

      She tiredly opened her eyes to see Dr. Spindler standing over her.

      “It’s been over an hour. He’s going to be out until later this afternoon.” His voice was kind. “You need your rest as well. If anything happens that delays his release, I’ll let you know, but for now, his sleep is helping his system restore itself. Yours needs the same.”

      She nodded at him. “Thank you, Doctor.” She rose and looked down at the professor and then at the clock. She had missed lunch with Gavin. There was a good possibility that he would go looking for her. She would make her way up to their suite and wait for him. She turned to the doctor. “Is he going to be alright after today?”

      His brow furrowed. “As long as he can keep on top of things and be honest about what’s happening to him.”

      With that, Hokura left the room and made her way to her suite.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin walked into the suite. It had been odd that Hokura hadn’t gotten him for lunch. He thought he would find her asleep. Right away, his eyes darted to his wife, who was looking placidly out the bay windows with a sullen expression. “Hokura?” he asked. Her reddened eyes looked towards him. Sorrow etched on her tear-streaked face. He walked over to her and placed his arms around her. “What’s wrong? I was worried when you didn’t come to get me for lunch.”

      Her arms wrapped around him as she buried her face in his chest and breathed him in. The light scent of him filled her. This was what she needed. “I’m so sorry… I was wrapped up in something else… I completely forgot.”

      “What’s wrong? What was it?” Gavin asked, soothing her.

      “It’s Dorian. He’s in the medical facility.”

      “What happened?” His voice was anxious.

      “He…” she didn’t know how to put it into words. “He didn’t take his medication, he was sick… when I found him, he was vomiting from the pain, he didn’t even have the strength to keep himself upright.”

      Gavin’s hand gently rested on her head; she wasn’t looking up at him. He was at a loss for words. He hadn’t heard anything about Dorian being in the medical facility.

      “I had to call Dr. Spindler and get him onto the gurney.” She took a deep breath.

      “And?” Gavin asked. “What was the doctor’s conclusion?” Surely some deductions had been made. There was a reason why he had been in pain. He was starting to wonder about the professor’s mental health ever since he had the bionic arm installed.

      “It had to do with his pain medication.” She pursed her lips, wondering how much she should tell Gavin, whether or not she should mention the attacks. That Dorian had ended up in the medical facility was because he hadn’t taken his medication due to what had happened the day prior. She decided against it. “Both Dr. Spindler and Lucien are going to get him on a new set of medication, which will work better for him.”

      Gavin let out a sigh. “The doctors here know what they’re talking about. Dorian should know better as well. It’s unfortunate that he’s going through this right now. It’s not like anyone within the compound suffers from such things anymore. I guess this is all trial and error until he can clone an arm.” He couldn’t imagine what the man was going through. He had heard rumors about the professor. About the agony he was supposedly suffering, he didn’t understand it.

      Hokura merely nodded against his chest.

      “I doubt he would want this to affect you the way it has. I know for a fact that he wouldn’t want you constantly worrying about him,” Gavin offered.

      “Easier said than done,” she murmured.

      He brought his hand under her chin and tilted her face to meet his eyes. “I know.” His voice was soft. “I hope you know that I’m worried about you as well.”

      She was about to say something when his finger pressed up against her lips.

      “And you’re going to tell me that I don’t have to worry about you, and I’m simply going to tell you easier said than done.” He smiled lightly at her as her mouth curved. “That’s what I want to see.”

      She rose and kissed him.

      His one hand came up and lightly traced over her jaw as his other held her closer to him. He wished he could take away her pain and worry. He wished he could just make it all go away and that they were back months ago when she was excitedly planning on getting away from the compound to enjoy some alone time. She hadn’t brought the idea up since being back, hadn’t mentioned a word about leaving the city. He had wondered if she would ever desire to leave the safety of the walls ever again after what she had endured. The kiss grew in heat as she let out a small moan.

      “We have time. I’ve taken the rest of the afternoon off,” Gavin whispered in her ear.

      She faltered.

      He caught it. He hadn’t wanted to push her. “Or we can go into the bedroom, and I can simply hold and kiss you if you’re not feeling up to it.”

      “That would be nice.”

      He playfully lifted her into his arms and carried her to their room, where he made good by his word. By the time Cassandra and Cyrus had come home, she seemed to be in a lighter mood.

      While around the dinner table, Cyrus looked up and smiled at her. “How was your night out?” he asked, taking another mouthful of food.

      “It was nice.” Hokura smiled. “We talked for a while, played cards, and walked the gardens.”

      Cassandra made a noise. “Way to go all out, mom.”

      Gavin gave her a hard stare as Hokura laughed. “When you’ve done what the peacekeepers have, nights in are considered a gift. Sometimes it’s nice to simply sit, converse, and not worry.”

      Cyrus raised an eyebrow. His mother didn’t always delve into her past like this. In fact, she very rarely brought it up. He figured he would tread on the side of caution and see where the conversation went. “Oh?”

      His mother drew a breath. “We weren’t out on a scouting mission. We didn’t have an itinerary that we had to follow. We just got to be ourselves.” She thought back to the old city she had come from. Even then, nights out together were different. There were undertones of worry. Whenever the sun went down, she became anxious about nightmares that never needed to exist. Hokura looked up at her children. “Never take quiet nights or peace for granted.”

      Gavin caught the hint in her tone. It wasn’t just peace she was talking about. He knew exactly what she was talking about. Her life hadn’t been overly monotonous. When she first awoke from the stem cell experiment, she had been a test subject. She had been born and raised with a purpose. Upon escaping, she lived in fear of her creator, and when the rebel commander died, she returned expecting rubble. Instead, she found the city had become a sanctuary. She had met him… and their life had quickly taken a turn when she had become the first person in decades to conceive. From the trials and errors and learning to be parents, they had settled into a routine until the war had threatened to overtake Meridiana. Hokura had stepped up to become a super soldier and lead an army. From there, they had knitted together some peace, but Hokura had dove even further in city projects and being one of his right-hand people who helped improve the city and compound. He shook his head. “Your mother is right. You should never take the life you have here for granted. You two are extremely fortunate to have been born into a sanctuary like this.” He wondered if there were other sanctuaries that were advanced at Meridiana.

      “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Cassandra muttered. She had seen it. The outside world was a mess. She had once been naïve to it, had thought it was merely barren wasteland with little to no people. She had been wrong about the dangers.

      Her father raised an eyebrow. “At least you can understand now why we’re so strict about leaving the walls.”

      Cyrus eyed his sister, who seemed to have gone quiet. He had been outside the walls with his parents as they traveled to the ocean and to the old city, but his mother was always well prepared even though they never came across anyone. He couldn’t imagine the horrors she had come across. Even when Tobias had come as an ambassador, the idea of there being other compounds and safe zones left him curious. Now his desire to see more of the outside world had faltered.

      Hokura took in how everyone had gone quiet. This wasn’t how she wanted to spend her evening. “How about we switch to some lighter conversation. I’m very proud that your studies seem to be going well with both of you.”

      The conversation caught, even though the children didn’t seem overly interested in talking about their lessons, they did to make light of things. They couldn’t help but notice something was weighing heavily on their mother’s mind as even after dinner, she simply sat staring out at the city as they tidied up the dishes and went on with their nighttime routines.

      Hokura sat on the couch with Gavin, simply dozing lightly as Gavin read and gently stroked her feet. He glanced her way as she was snuggled up. “We can call it a night if you wish. You’re already falling asleep,” he offered.

      “No…” She sighed. “This is fine…” She hadn’t wanted to go to bed, not with the turmoil of the day of having Dorian in the medical facility. Not after what she had witnessed.

      Gavin nodded as he went back to reading, his tantric rhythm lulling her but not quite enough to drift into a deep sleep.

      Dorian… was he back in his suite? Was he feeling better? She couldn’t seem to take her mind off of him and was starting to wish she had checked in on him again that evening. He said he would contact her the following morning. She held onto that hope that he would, that he’d be better, and that they would be able to move forward. She dozed on the couch as a familiar sensation washed over her, the gentle beeping in his medical room, his breathing, feeling him close to her. Dorian… please make it through this. It wasn’t until there was a soft shift that her eyes slowly opened, and there was a sensation of her body being lifted by a pair of strong arms.

      “Gavin,” she whispered lightly.

      “C’mon now. It’s time for you to sleep. You can snuggle next to me in bed, but it’s already gotten late.”

      Gavin, her ray of sunshine that pierced through her darkness. A smile came across her face as he gently laid her in bed, and his arms wrapped around her. “I’m here. You’re safe.”
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        * * *

      

      Safe… safe… the word meant nothing. Nowhere was safe. Her arms burned. They were shackled behind her back. Why were there chains wrapped around her? Something was off with the position she had been in. She groaned, bringing her head up.

      “Look who’s finally decided to join me,” a familiar voice mocked.

      She was tied up, back in the van with Tobias looming over her as she groaned. “Why am I back here?”

      “Back here?” Tobias smirked, his blonde hair falling in front of his face. “You never left. We’re on our way to Michigan, and from what I understand, we have some people following in our wake.”

      Hokura’s eyes shot open. Dorian, Cassandra.

      “Oh, by that reaction, it seems that you were aware of that.” Tobias chuckled darkly. “Wouldn’t it be interesting if we had all three of you join us in the labs.” He crouched down, his face close to hers. “Three perfected specimens all together as Dr. Richter worked his ways. Even more so, we would have a male and a female!”

      “No…” Hokura cried. “Leave them alone. It’s me you want. I’m the perfected one, please…” The idea of Cassandra going through the pain tests caused her to panic. “Tobias… I’ll do anything… anything you want,” she begged.

      He raised his eyebrows… “oh? Anything I want, hmmm?”

      “Yes!” She would sacrifice anything to keep them safe… anything at all and everything.

      “In that case…” His mouth was on hers as she struggled. Tears came to her eyes. He pulled away from the kiss with a satisfied grin. “Here’s what you don’t seem to understand, Hokura. You’re completely powerless. I can do anything I want to you whether you like it or not. So I think I’ll have what I want and two new specimens too.”

      “No… noooooo!” Hokura screamed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hokura!” Gavin cried as she convulsed against his chest.

      She awoke trembling as she clutched onto him. He was safe. She was safe. They were all back in Meridiana, and they were all safe. And yet, her thoughts and visions played in her mind. Nowhere was safe… Tobias had strolled into Meridiana and right into the compound and their lives so casually. Nobody paid him any mind. Nobody looked his way other than Dorian… and now it was Dorian who was paying that price.

      “It’s okay,” Gavin soothed. “I’ve got you.” His hands were gently stroking her, and she breathed him in. “Easy love, I’ve got you… you’re safe.”

      Safe… was an illusion as her eyes felt heavy again, but maybe if he continued to hold her, she could believe it just for a little while as she drifted back off.
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        * * *

      

      There had been no mention of the dream from her husband. Hokura wondered if he had simply figured her nightmares were now part of their nighttime routine and would accept them and never bring them up unless she did. He had let her sleep a little longer and had kissed her when he left. She begrudgingly got up and made herself presentable. Despite the nightmares the night before, she was feeling slightly better. She was anxious to hear from the professor.

      It had been an hour later that she had received the call she had been waiting for. Dorian asked if she could meet him in his personal office. Hokura walked down the hallway, which held most of the governing offices towards his. She found it strange that he didn’t want her in his personal lab. He had been keeping her from seeing any of his work when it came to his cloning process. She couldn’t quite understand it, so she didn’t pry. She knocked on the door and mentally braced herself. When his voice came from the other side, she walked in to see him sitting at his desk as he looked up at her and gave her a smile.

      Hokura sat in her usual chair across from him. “I was worried. You look like you’re doing better,” she said, wondering whether she should get comfortable or not.

      He regarded her. “There’s no need to worry. Dr. Spindler and Lucien got me on a new series of pain medications. If I take them correctly and on time, there should be no issues or relapses.”

      She nodded, taking him in. “I’m relieved to hear that.”

      “I must sincerely apologize for what happened the other day, Hokura. I hope this won’t ever happen again, but to tread on the side of caution,” he reached into his desk and withdrew a syringe, “you must promise me that you will keep this on you at all times whenever you’re around me.” He placed it on the desk between them. “I have no memory of what occurred between us,” his eyes narrowed, “and I know you’re not telling me the whole of it, so I need to know you’ll be safe.”

      Hokura lowered her head as she stared at the syringe. “I wasn’t in any danger Dorian. There were merely things said between us. There was a moment before you had the attack that was heated.” Her cheeks flushed at the memory of him pressing up against her, as she couldn’t hold back that small moan that felt trapped inside her.

      “You can’t even look me in the eye while saying it. That means lines were crossed, and you’re protecting me.” Dorian’s voice was stern.

      Her eyes shot up and held his as she took the syringe. “You said you were a monster. You asked if my heart could still beat for you while you looked like this… that this was the new you and the new us. That it would be another secret between us, and that Gavin didn’t need to know, you slightly crossed the line, and I’m sure I would have let you go further.” Her eyes bore into his. “Is that what you want to hear?”

      He sighed. His body sagged as he closed his eyes and sat back in his chair. He rubbed his forehead taking in what he just heard. “No… that’s not what I want to hear.”

      Her voice had an edge to it. “Then what do you want to hear?”

      He tried to draw memories from what had happened. He was drawing a blank. He hadn’t even realized she was there until he came out of it, and she was on the bed beside him, leaning over him. “I don’t know…”

      She took in his distress as she rose from her chair and walked over to his side of the desk and hugged him. “We can forget it, okay? Just another secret.”

      “There shouldn’t be any more secrets between any of us.” Dorian brought his hand up and clutched her arm. He was feeling raw.

      “But there are because there are things that I can tell you that I can’t tell Gavin,” Hokura said. “There’s still so much that I haven’t told anyone. I’m sure they’ll all eventually come to the surface, but not yet.” She looked down at him. His face looked listless. She brought her body closer to his, embracing him harder as she lowered her head to his shoulder. “Dorian… please, let’s just forget it. You can’t remember anything. I don’t want this to hurt us.”

      He lowered his head. She was pleading with him, something he didn’t want her to feel like she needed to do. It had been wrong; he had stated as much. He didn’t want to hurt or confuse her, yet it seemed his true feelings had surfaced, and they had rocked her own feelings towards him. “We can put it aside. Just promise you’ll keep the syringe on hand.”

      Her grip on him tightened all the more. “I promise.”

      He turned and hugged her back. Was this wrong as well? It seemed like they were both so broken and that the only way to fuse themselves back together was by depending on one another and being one another’s strength. As much as he needed her, she needed him as well.

      “Where do we go from here?” Hokura asked, not leaving the embrace.

      Dorian felt the undertone of the question. He looked down at his bionic arm as it wrapped around her and gave the only answer he could. “Forward.”

      She stepped away from him, smiling. “Cyrus had said something interesting about lessons the other day, and it got me thinking…” she stopped for a moment. “Maybe we both need a bit of a side project, and this can be it.” She was unsure what his answer would be.

      He straightened. “A side project would be a good distraction. Me sitting in the labs all day isn’t going to speed up the process of cloning. Even body parts take time to form. What did you have in mind?”

      She smiled brightly as she went back to her seat across from him. “What about having a lab accessible for lessons? Where children can actually get some hands-on with what they’re learning about science? What about having them interact with the scientists and lab technicians here?”

      His eyebrows rose as his interest piqued. “That’s all possible. I guess, long ago, such things were taught in schools. Science was a little more hands-on. We can have “field trips” as they were called to certain parts of the compound. We can even see about different presentations being made by specific departments.”

      Hokura gave him a look. “You were alive when there was still an education system. We can work with that, what worked, what didn’t.”

      “That was lifetimes ago now, Hokura.” Dorian sat back in his chair. “My education wasn’t exactly what was considered normal, considering I was an experiment myself. I didn’t go to regular school.”

      “But you knew what normal was back then, didn’t you?” she pushed.

      A look of sorrow came across his face as he pursed his lips. “I did, but I never experienced it firsthand.”

      “What about those who were born in the compound before, like Gavin?” Her mind reeled.

      The professor shrugged. “The teaching and education system of the compound was well beneath me back then. I was busy with the stem cell project and the peacekeepers. I couldn’t be bothered with it. You might as well ask Gavin because I can’t help you there.”

      She huffed, crossing her arms, and chuckled slightly.

      His eyes met hers questioningly.

      “Maybe we’re not the people fit for this job.” She looked away. “It’s not like either of us have a grasp on how things should run educational-wise. We can’t exactly hook children up to machines that feed their brains information. That’s inhumane.”

      Dorian grunted at her. “All three of you held that information flawlessly. We couldn’t lose precious years of teaching you while you slept.”

      Her laughter filled his office. “That wasn’t a slight against you or the project.” She shrugged. “I guess you and I are kindred spirits in a way.”

      A look of confusion came across his face. “That’s a strange term that I haven’t heard since before the war. You’re reading again.”

      “It simply means that we’re alike.”

      “I know what the term means. It’s just that over the decades and lifetimes, we’ve lost such terms. Just like we lost celebrations, traditions, beliefs…” Dorian mused.

      “But we’re getting those back. We’re making new ones,” Hokura stated. “We’re becoming what we once were.”

      “No,” Dorian stated. “We’ll never be what we once were, we’ve evolved, and we’ll keep evolving. That’s why this project is so important. We need to make sure that the youth of Meridiana are taught well. That they absorb the information they’re taught and that they can excel.”

      She smirked at him. “Spoken like the true professor, shall we start drafting up some plans?”

      “I can already confirm that we have open labs that can be used.” He mused for a moment. “It’s not like we can’t have some simple hands-on experiments. We can teach children how to grow different plants. They can even grow some of their own. We can set up some Q. and A. for the botanists and as well as the scientists here.”

      “What about you?” Hokura asked; her eyes widened, but she suddenly stopped. “Never mind.”

      He was about to say something.

      “I know… I wasn’t thinking… I know you don’t want to be named or seen as the father of science anymore, that you just want to slip away from that.”

      He gave her a sideways smirk. “Cassandra was quite impressed when she found out.”

      Hokura gave him a cool look. “Well, you are a legend, one of the founding fathers, the man who made so much possible.”

      “I’ll think about it, possibly someday, but for now, I have other work that is going to take priority. This side project and my own.” He grabbed a pen and paper and started taking notes.

      Hokura leaned back in her chair and stared at him. She was happy that he was feeling himself again. She had been extremely worried. Her thoughts slowly drifted when his voice invaded them, catching her off guard.

      “Cassandra’s training seems to be going well. You should look in on it one day.”

      Hokura raised an eyebrow. “Talon and Cassandra have both mentioned that things have been going well. Do you think she’d be okay with me watching her?”

      “I’m sure she would appreciate it. I’m going to be overseeing the upgrades in the RTC simulator. Talon will be overseeing her training once I upload the program for her.”

      “Nothing hardened,” Hokura spoke firmly.

      “Of course not. I promise she won’t be doing anything close to what you have done. There won’t be any further killing. It’ll be defense, simple attacks, and counters.” He watched her expression. “I promise you, Hokura.”

      She nodded. “I know… now let’s go over what we can get done with the education program.”

      Dorian cleared his throat. “Upon aging and going into higher grades, children learned different subjects that were more in-depth. Most subjects now aren’t exactly valid anymore…” He wilted a bit.

      Hokura noticed the change in his demeanor. “How so?”

      “Social studies for one. Back long ago, the world was set up differently, cities, provinces, states, countries, continents. Children would learn the states, capitals, etcetera. These things are pretty much invalid now. We can teach them where we are in the world but is it worth much effort learning about places they’ll never see? We can pretty much take all that and roll it into history lessons.”

      “The past is important. It teaches us how things used to be. If we can learn from our mistakes, we can grow from them and hope to never repeat them,” Hokura stated.

      “So, mankind continued to think and hope for many centuries,” Dorian muttered. “As you’ve seen, history is always bound to repeat itself by those who never learn, and there will always be those who don’t.”

      “But we did,” she countered. “With the war, we learned that we weren’t ready. That even though we may not need peacekeepers and super soldiers running drills twenty-four seven, we need to be prepared for anything. It was something we all overlooked.”

      He nodded. “Indeed it was, and we wised up because of it but still…” He didn’t want to get into it. They tread carefully with who they allowed into the city ever since the war, but even then, they had allowed Tobias and his men within the city walls. He shook his head. “Never mind, what’s important is we’re always evolving and learning from our past.”

      Hokura brought out her hand and placed it on his. “Not everyone out there is out to take the city. Not everyone out there is bad or evil…”

      His eyes narrowed. “No, not everyone, but for many, anarchy is all they know, all they’ve been taught, and so that’s all they can go off of. To conquer and destroy.”

      “Survival of the fittest,” Hokura mused, sitting back in her seat.

      “We will always be the survivors. That’s why it’s important to be well educated,” Dorian stated.

      “Life skills will be important too. It’s one thing to be educated but another to know how to simply survive as well.” A smirk came to her lips. “Like cooking.”

      He let out an exasperated sound that was almost a chuckle. “We have a cafeteria… and none of your accounts to your cooking skills make me want to volunteer to teach you.”

      “I’ve gotten better.” She pouted.

      “After over damn near eight decades, I should hope so…” He rolled his eyes. “But I do agree, the fundamentals are important. Over time many things have become lost, things that people used to do for hobbies, activities that one’s enjoyed…”

      They were getting off subject, but the air between them was light. Hokura wanted to go further. “What were hobbies? Did you have any?”

      Dorian leaned back from his desk. She always had a way of pushing to get a glimpse of him, of how he used to be. “There were many forms of art, tactile, painting, the list is endless, writing, music… there were sports.” He made a face. “I never played any sports. When I was younger, I wasn’t one for physical activity. I was always fascinated by science, most likely because I had adapted to my environment. Everything around me was science-related, so I embraced it.”

      Hokura crossed her arms. “You never give me much with these conversations. It’s always as if I’m scratching the surface with you.”

      He gave her an irritated look, which she was used to when she had caught him off guard. “What do you want me to say? I was socially awkward. I was years younger than any of my peers. I didn’t relate to any of them. I saw friendship and relationships as mundane and unnecessary that they would just hold me back from greatness.”

      Her expression faltered. “Sounds like a lonely way to live.”

      “It wasn’t lonely,” he retorted. “I had my theories, my projects. I achieved more than anyone else had… more than anyone else has to this day.”

      “But you wanted that contact… you had wanted a relationship, a partner, a love… or you wouldn’t have created me. I would have been like the other two.” This wasn’t where she wanted things to go.

      He took a breath. “We’ve gotten very far off-topic.”

      “I’m sorry.” She pursed her lips. She hadn’t meant the conversation to take such a turn. The idea of him still being alone hurt her. She just wanted him to be happy. Her eyes met his. “But you have more now than you ever did, you have friends, you have the peacekeepers, Gavin, Talon, everyone in your science department. You have relations with those of the city…”

      “I do.” His voice was soft. “Things are different now. That was then… this is now.” He looked at the clock and shook his head. “Now, one of my hobbies is apparently not working and getting sidetracked in conversation with you.”

      A smile came to her face as she shrugged. “There are worse ways to kill time. It’s not like we’re reporting in or anything. I told Gavin about the project, but he hasn’t pushed it.”

      “I’m sure as long as you’re happy and content, nothing else matters.” He smiled as he reached into his pocket and grabbed a pill container. He took two and popped them in his mouth. As long as he stayed on top of things, he should be able to continue forward. “Now, shall we get back on task?”

      They had called in a light lunch, and Hokura had stated that break times such as lunch meant easier non-work-related conversation. Dorian had spoken more about hobbies, like those that the shopkeepers had taken up, such as sewing, knitting, weaving, etc. Baking and cooking and culinary arts were another hobby he had spoken about which held her attention. They had worked for roughly two hours afterward. Hokura had been excited about their accomplishments as Dorian took another two pills and stated he had a few things to still oversee and that they would meet up again the following day.
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        * * *

      

      Lessons were over as Cassandra tried to duck out and head for the door as quickly as possible before anyone caught up with her. That’s when her name was called from behind her.

      “Cassandra!” the voice rang.

      The girl closed her eyes in a huff. She had been able to avoid Becca all through lunch and most of the school day. Ever since returning, it seemed as though she had clung onto her. Even after getting her in trouble and daring her to breach the walls months ago, Becca wouldn’t let her go. She was glad she didn’t live inside the compound. Cassandra turned to face the girl she once considered her friend. “Sorry to run, but I have training.”

      Becca crossed her arms and pouted. Her dark brown eyes narrowed. “But you train every day now. You barely even hang out with your friends anymore! You act like you’re better than us now!”

      “That’s not true!” Cassandra countered, stepping up to the girl. “You’re the one who always wanted to go beyond the walls and romanticized about what was out there. I’ve seen it firsthand.”

      Becca waved her hand in front of Cassandra. “Ever since you came back, you’ve had a real attitude.”

      Cassandra shook her head. “You’re making me late for my training Becca, now move!”

      At that moment, Cyrus and Nathan came up behind them. Cyrus’s eyes narrowed as he took in Becca. He never liked the girl. “Is there a problem here?” he asked.

      Becca giggled. “Oh look, there’s the other twin, except he’s the weaker version. Why aren’t you training, Cyrus? You’ve got the peacekeeper genes, too, considering who your mother is.”

      Cyrus was taken aback by the remark.

      “That’s enough!” Cassandra remarked, glaring at the girl. “Becca, you can just back off and stop being such a bitch!”

      Everyone’s eyes widened as Cassandra backed away with a stern look.

      “You can’t call me that!” Becca stammered.

      Cassandra turned to Cyrus and Nathan. “I gotta go to training. Talon is expecting me. I’m sure you two have somewhere else to be too.” The two boys nodded as the three of them walked down the hallway.

      Nathan chuckled. “You really called her out.”

      The girl bristled. “I don’t have time for that kind of thing or people who’re like that.” She looked at Cyrus. “Why didn’t you stand up for yourself?”

      Her brother pursed his lips. “Becca can say whatever she wants. I don’t really care.”

      “But you know she’s wrong!” Cassandra spoke.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Cyrus sighed. “Nathan and I are gonna hang out for a bit… have a good afternoon training.”

      Cassandra nodded and made her way to the training facility as Nathan and Cyrus continued.

      Nathan licked his lips. “So, your sister has become a bit of a hard ass.”
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