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      HOKURA NERVOUSLY LICKED HER lips as she stood in the medical facility. Had she waited too long? There was a possibility. This morning’s coughing fit had been a bad one, and she had regretted not doing this sooner. She picked up the phone and dialed the number she had etched in her memory, even though she had never dialed it before. Until today, there wasn’t a need to do so. She put the phone back from the receiver and waited for a moment. The phone rang, and she picked it up.

      “Dorian…” Her voice was listless.

      “Hokura? You’ve never paged me before. What is it?” Worry struck him, she always just sought him out, and lately, she knew exactly where to find him.

      “I need you to meet me in the medical facility. It’s urgent.” With that, she hung up the phone. It had been three weeks since his operation had been deemed successful. She couldn’t hold out any longer. Things were getting worse, and she feared she might be too late as is. She waited and watched as he walked up the hallway towards her when her throat caught. She tried to steady herself but couldn’t help it. Maybe this was for the best. He could see it for himself as she doubled over and started coughing violently to the point that she was grasping at her chest as pain burned through her.

      He ran to her, worry etched upon his face. “Hokura!”

      When she was finally done and could finally catch her breath, she was shaking as she looked up at him as blood oozed from her mouth. “I’m dying.”

      “What do you mean you’re dying?” He brought her into his arms and cradled her. Fear washed over him.

      She closed her eyes. “I’m not healing. My system is shutting down. Something is happening, and I’m not getting better.”

      He trembled at the thought. “How long?”

      “Since you rescued me…I think…” She coughed again. This time the taste of blood filled her mouth, as her chest tightened. “This was the final trial…Dr. Richter injected me with something before you rescued me. It’s attacking and weakening the regenerated cells.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” His voice was hard as he shook her. “Dammit, why didn’t you tell me right away if you suspected something?”

      “I needed to make sure you were going to be alright.” She smiled lightly at him. “I’m sorry, I guess I was in denial, but now you know…I need you, Dorian.”

      He faltered. “We’re going straight to the medical labs.” He looked at her in worry, he knew the answer, but he needed to hear it from her. “Have you told Gavin?”

      “No…”

      He shook his head as they walked. He couldn’t conclude anything yet. He didn’t even know what to say. Anger boiled inside of him that she would keep this from him. Even more so, that he knew she was keeping something from him, and this had been it. The anger wafted into rage. If there was anything wrong with her system, it had been going on for over four months already when he could have been on top of things. He glowered; she hadn’t told him because she had been worried about his wellbeing. He took a deep breath. He was hoping this would possibly be nothing. Still, with what he had just witnessed, he couldn’t help but feel like he had missed some key facts. She had been continuously exhausted, something he figured had to do with all the trauma she had encountered, plus he knew that dealing with him in the state he had been in would exhaust the strongest of people. They walked to a large medical room as Dorian opened the door and held it for her. What could he possibly say? He needed to remain calm and keep the storm brewing inside of him from spilling out. She sat on the gurney and looked at him expectantly as he set his jaw. “I’ll need to draw blood, and you’re going to tell me absolutely everything. Do not leave out any details, no matter how minuscule you think they are. I need to know everything, Hokura.”

      She shrank back; his voice was stern, but she knew this was to be expected. She knew he wasn’t going to be happy about the situation. She had only hoped that he would be able to find out what was happening and hopefully cure her. “I’m just so tired Dorian, even when I sleep, I haven’t woken up actually feeling rested in weeks. I’ve been getting the sweats, my heart races…” she looked at him. “Not like that…it physically hurts. My vision starts to blur, and everything spins around me. I feel like I can’t breathe. I’m bruising…” She lowered her pants to her hip. “I walked into the kitchen table three days ago…”

      Dorian took in the dark bruise. It horrified him; it looked like high-impact damage. “Did you break the table?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No, I simply scuffed against it with my hip. The bruise from when I fell off the bike is still there.”

      He felt himself go pale as a whitewash of sickness flooded over him. “We’ll need to get you into X-rays. I want to look at your chest, as well as a CT scan. I want to make sure I don’t miss anything.” His head lowered. What on earth could Dr. Richter have injected her with that could be destroying her cells like this? How was it possible that something was killing her? He didn’t want to think of that yet. He couldn’t. “Does Gavin even know you’re down here?”

      She shook her head.

      His world turned red, the negligence, unto herself, unto the person most precious to him. She had allowed this to happen to herself, and it had been happening right under his nose for the last few months. He had to turn from her. He walked away, needing his distance. “Damn you, Hokura,” he seethed. It hurt to be upset with her, to feel this kind of anger towards her. He looked back at her. “How could you be so damn careless?”

      Her body slumped on the gurney as she lay back on it. She didn’t have the strength to fight him. She simply lay there.

      “You will answer me! You owe me an explanation!” Dorian’s tone was hard as he walked up to her again.

      Hokura closed her eyes for a second. “I knew only you could save me, but you needed to be whole and in the right mindset to do so. I knew you were struggling with the setbacks, that you needed to have your full concentration on getting your arm back, so I waited. I was going to tell you, but it never came out. I had lost the chance. Whenever I was around, your body fought harder. You couldn’t even be around me. You were my priority. Either way, I knew you would be successful. It wasn’t until a few weeks ago that it had gotten noticeably worse.” She wasn’t going to be sorry for this as she looked up at him. “And now that everything is in place for you, you can work on fixing me.”

      His brows furrowed in sorrow as he took her hand. “I swear I will. I will make this right again, but dammit, you should have told me! If you had, then maybe things would have been different!” His voice softened. “I thought we were done keeping secrets…”

      She hadn’t said anything. There had been many secrets, like what had truly transpired on the roof. Those raw feelings that if he would have ended it, she would have been beside him in death. She didn’t want to think of that now. She simply lay on the gurney with a shameful expression on her face when he looked at her again.

      “Before I begin, you are going to tell Gavin. This instant!”

      “What?” Hokura cried in horror.

      Dorian pointed at her. “You owe him that much! I can’t be doing blood tests when you bruise like that without your husband knowing that’s going on here.” He picked up the phone and dialed the governor’s office. “Gavin. I need you down to the medical facility. Room 101A, it’s urgent.” He hung up the phone before he could say another word as he stared at Hokura’s worried expression.

      “You’re not being fair! I have no idea what to even tell him!” she cried, sitting up on the bed.

      “Fair?” Dorian asked as he gave her a dark smirk and shook his head. “This isn’t about fair anymore, Hokura. You’d best figure out what you’re going to tell him because he’s on his way.”

      With that, Dorian left the medical room and waited in the hallway. He needed to compose himself. His hands were shaking. He quickly put them in his pockets as he tried to breathe. His nightmare, his greatest fear, was unraveling in front of him. She couldn’t be dying, he would fix this, but first, he needed to do the right thing. Gavin… had he noticed a change in her? Or had he brushed it off as everyone else did? That she was just healing, and it had been a slow process due to her physical and emotional trauma. Either way, he needed Gavin to know before he went any further. He took another deep breath, trying to steady himself. He couldn’t be in the room with her right now. He couldn’t look upon her without feeling angry, so he would bide his time and wait for the governor.

      Gavin walked down the hallway and gave him a questioning glance. “What is it?” His eyes narrowed.

      “It’s your wife,” Dorian said in a low tone. “She has something she needs to tell you.”

      Gavin’s eyes widened; he gave Dorian a look which the professor knew right away what the accusation was.

      Dorian huffed. “It’s nothing like that, governor.” He placed a hand on his shoulder. “But you need to brace yourself for what she’s about to tell you, and you need to know that we will do everything we possibly can.”

      Gavin couldn’t help but feel confused. “Why aren’t you telling me?”

      “Because you deserve to hear it from her, she just told me. She’s been hiding this for a while.” He opened the door and let Gavin slip into the room. He didn’t dare follow; this was something that needed to be private between the two of them.

      Gavin walked into the room. His eyes met hers. She looked frightened as she licked her lips and took a deep breath but didn’t say anything. He had no idea what he was about to hear, but he knew he needed to remain calm with her. “Dorian said you have something to tell me.” He ran his hand nervously through his hair as he sat beside her and took her hand. “Whatever it is…we’ll work it through. It’ll be okay.”

      “I don’t know if it will, Gavin…” Her voice was small. “Ever since I came back from being rescued… my system, it’s been shutting down.” Her eyes met his in full sincerity. “Gavin, I’m dying.”

      “What? No…” Gavin cried as he threw his arms around her. “This whole time? Since you’ve been back? You knew? You knew, and you didn’t tell me.” Why did this feel like such a large betrayal as his lips trembled? “How could you?”

      “Gavin,” she cried. “I’m so sorry…I…for a while… I was just in denial, but then things started changing. I thought I had more time. I thought there would be a way to fix this, or that I would just simply grow old as my system stopped working. I didn’t think this would happen so fast, but I know that I’m running out of time.”

      “So what? You thought you would just be some regular human and age out and die?” His voice hitched. “Is that what you’ve wanted, Hokura? To simply be a regular human being and die? To be just like him? Is that what this is about? You’re done, and you want to die so part of you can return to James?” He grabbed hold of her arms as tears started to stream down his face. “Is that why you’re leaving me?” He didn’t know what to say or do, but maybe if he were physically holding onto her and didn’t let her go, this wouldn’t happen.

      “That’s not at all what this is about, Gavin. It was never about that.” Tears fell from her eyes. “I didn’t think it would end like this. I thought it was just another issue, just another thing that I had to overcome, and that Dorian would fix this.”

      “He can fix this!” Gavin trembled. “Of course, he can fix this. He just needs some time. We have the means to help you, to fix you, to keep you alive. We’ll get everyone on this, every doctor, every technician, every scientist. I’m the governor, dammit! We will save you if it’s the last damn thing that I ever do in this life!”

      Her face held nothing but sorrow. “You need to be prepared if they can’t, Gavin.”

      Shock filled his face. As if she had just shot an arrow through his heart and ripped it out of his chest…to say such a thing. “No,” Gavin stated. “I will not prepare myself for such a thing Hokura, how can you ask me for such a thing? How dare you!” He shook her. “I just got you back! And if you have already accepted this, already accepted that you’re going to die, then you’ve already given up without even fighting. What about your children, think about me, about Dorian! Dammit, Hokura, have you given this any thought? You can’t simply tell us to prepare for this and to possibly accept it!” He couldn’t think…he couldn’t get his thoughts straight. “What does Dorian think of all this? You told him first, why him!” He couldn’t even be mad with her about that. He couldn’t be upset that he would be the first person she would tell. What fueled his anger was that she had told him to prepare. “What did Dorian think when you told him?”

      She trembled. “That’s why you’re here. I just told him, and he said that I needed to tell you before he did anything.”

      “Don’t you trust him? Don’t you know that he will do whatever he can to save you?” He needed to know that she did. “He would die himself to save you, Hokura! You know that! I know that! Please tell me that you have faith in him and that you know he’s going to save you from this!”

      “I…” She faltered.

      “Don’t do that,” Gavin cried as he brought her to him and embraced her. “Don’t you dare doubt for even one second that he’s not going to save you! I won’t allow it! I won’t allow you to accept that you’re dying! That’s not how it is! That’s not how it’s going to be! Dammit, you’re going to live forever, and you’re going to stay by my side forever.” He looked down at her. “Dammit, I don’t even care if you stay by my side. I don’t care…I can’t care… all I can care about it that you live on and that you don’t leave us!”

      “Gavin!” she cried. The sentiment broke her heart even more that her husband suddenly didn’t care if she stayed by his side, whether she was with him or not. “Gavin, I made a vow to you, and I love you …this has to do with the facts that I might not see…”

      He didn’t want to hear it as he held her, as the world around him broke apart. “No more… please… Please no more,” he sobbed. “What will I do if I lose you? What would my life be without you in it, Hokura? I would be nothing. This compound would be nothing. Life wouldn’t be worth living, and I have an extended one. I wouldn’t want to live it without you.” He felt like he was begging. He was begging, begging her not to be telling him this. At that moment, he wished he could go back in time, that he would have paid a little more attention to what she had been hiding from him. “We’re going to figure this out. I am going to be by your side through all of this. I’ll step back from being governor until I see you through this and you’re deemed okay. Adam can take over my duties. He’s been learning the ropes.” He looked at her. “I swear to you with all that I am that you are going to continue on for a very long time Hokura, that this wasn’t all in vain.” Why did it hurt so bad? Why was he going through this again? Already the grief had set in, and he had wanted to deny the reality that there would ever be a time where she wouldn’t exist at his side. And then, at that very moment, he couldn’t help but understand her more than ever. She had gone through this with the rebel commander. She had these exact thoughts of denial and not wanting to accept the fact that he was a mere human and that she was genetic perfection and would go on living forever.

      “Gavin, I promise I’m not going to give up on you, that I’m not going to give up on anyone, but I needed to wait on this. Please, you need to understand that I needed to make sure that Dorian was of sound mind before I told him. That I do believe in him, that I want to believe that he’s going to save me but first I needed him to deal with what happened. I needed him to be whole again before he could put me back together.”

      “You could have said something earlier, dammit! Spindler and Lucien would have worked at his side to see to you. He would have done something…he would have even possibly taken off that damn bionic arm that was killing him if you would have told him,” Gavin seethed through the tears. “You just allotted more time to pass when we could have already been on this.”

      Dorian walked through the door; he had heard enough. “I have told her as much, but we’re not going to sit and play the blame game here.” He looked at Gavin. “I am going to need to administer a number of tests. You need to be prepared for how her body reacts to them. She’s been bruising at apparent simple bumps.” His eyes went to hers. “There will most likely be light bruising from the array of samples that I’m going to need from her, blood tests especially.”

      Gavin’s grip on her softened. “Do whatever you can…please, Dorian.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice, governor. This is going to be a delicate project, I am unsure what we’re dealing with, but my hopes are we can get to the bottom with this.” He stared hard at Hokura. “You are not to accept this for one second. We have the technology and medical know-how to create peacekeepers. We certainly have the knowledge of how to keep them alive. You will not give up on us.”

      Hokura nodded as she bit her bottom lip.

      Dorian’s tone was stern. He had reverted to being the professor with her. He was now a mentor who was very upset with her. “If there is anything further. Anything at all that you have left out from this or from the past, you are to tell me right now.”

      She faltered. She was already in this too deep. What was a little deeper when it came to finally telling them the truth? “The bike accident.” She took a breath. “It wasn’t a miscalculation. It was this.”

      “You lied to me.” Dorian’s voice darkened. “I directly asked you if there was anything more, and you said it was a mere slip-up, that you were pushing too hard and made a mistake! Were those not your exact words to me?”

      She winced as Gavin held her. His voice was soft. “You need to be honest with us, Hokura. Your life depends on it!”

      Dorian’s fists clenched to the point he was sure he was cutting off the circulation in his hands. Gavin was mourning and being sympathetic. His own emotions had swung the other way. He was furious with her. He needed to calm down before he said something he would regret before his tone became too hard. He couldn’t control what was rising inside of him. “I need a moment. Please excuse me.” With that, he walked out of the room and down the hallway.

      Hokura was about to go after him, but Gavin’s grip on her tightened. “Give him a few minutes.” His voice was a soft whisper. “He needs to work through his emotions before he comes back… until then, just sit here with me and talk with me,” he soothed. He wondered where the professor was going and where he would be calling maintenance to next.

      Dorian strode angrily down the hallways. By the look that he wore, everyone passing him gave him a wide girth as he passed. His jaw was clenched as his knuckles were turning white. How could she be so careless? How dare she put him before herself. Did she not understand that her life was worth more than his? That her very being was more important than the entire compound or city? He seethed as he entered the training facilities boxing area. There were a few people in the room as he entered. He glared coldly at them as he walked up to a bag and threw his fist in a heated rage. It swung with force. “Damn her,” he seethed as it swung back. He brought his fist of his good hand back again as he released everything he had inside of him into his punch as he yelled even louder as he made impact with the bag causing it to fly back with such force that the chain snapped and sent it flying into the far wall. He glared furiously at it as he breathed hard. This would do for now. He knew he would find himself in the RTC Simulator later that night. That he would exhaust himself and his temper fully once he had dealt with Hokura and getting her tests done. This was a good enough physical distraction for the moment. It was better than destroying any of his offices. He breathed deeply… he needed to calm himself. Scolding her and being cold towards her wouldn’t help. So many emotions were battering him at the moment. He wanted to shake her, to scream at her, to swear at her. Another part of him wanted to hold onto her for dear life.

      “Idiot…” he murmured as those inside the room cast wary glances towards him. He straightened himself, cracked his knuckles, and composed himself. He felt slightly better. He needed to get back on this.

      The professor strode back to the hallway. He needed to breathe, needed to remain composed and in complete control. Something he hadn’t been in for months. He needed to remember who he was and that he indeed had the technology and know-how to fix this. If he could create a peacekeeper, if he could clone and re-attach his arm, he could deal with her ailments.

      Dorian entered the room to see that Gavin hadn’t left his spot. He was still holding her as she had her head resting on his shoulder. Dorian cleared his throat. “We will need to see to some blood tests. Hokura, I also want to get some full scans as well as X-rays. We need to be thorough with this. The symptoms that you listed and what I saw in the hallway are cause for concern, but at the same time, they’re ailments that can be dealt with.” He walked over to the far drawer and grabbed a syringe. His mind reeled. Several things can easily cause bruising. Coughing up blood, however… he wouldn’t make any deductions yet as he walked back towards her.

      He gently took her arm and inserted the syringe as she sucked in air through her teeth and winced. That right there told him something. “Pain?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “Yes,” Hokura breathed as her eyebrows furrowed in worry. She had blood tests done more times than she could possibly count. This wasn’t the first time she had flinched while getting blood drawn. She had done so when she had been a peacekeeper, but ever since receiving the super-soldier vaccine, she hadn’t observed pain having a test administered.

      The professor pursed his lips. The peacekeepers and soldiers all had incredibly high pain tolerances. If a small prick from a syringe was causing her pain, it was definitely something to do with her system. He wanted to take a few vials from her but was now concerned about what would happen if he took more than her frail body could handle. He would take three, and hopefully, between himself, Spindler, and Lucien, they would be able to conclude something.

      Hokura lightly shook as Gavin held her. “It’s never felt like this before.”

      “It’ll be over soon,” Gavin coaxed. He looked at the professor and didn’t like the look of worry etched across the man’s face as he took the samples. This was a man who knew her system better than anyone, who had created and perfected it. He could only imagine what was going through Dorian’s mind.

      The professor collected the samples, placed them in a holding tray, and picked up the phone. “Spindler, I need you and Lucien to halt whatever you’re doing and get down to room 101A stat.” He placed the phone back on the receiver. He didn’t want to turn and face them. He didn’t want Hokura to know how deep his concern ran with this. If her cells were weak and weren’t replenishing themselves, he could see about trying injections with her again, that in itself could be fatal. It could result like the last batch of children from so long ago. Children that he had once seen as merely test subjects, the three that had survived, had become so much more to him. She had been so much more to him. He couldn’t lose her. He brought his hand to his forehead and kneaded it before turning. His eyes were closed as he continued the motion so he wouldn’t have to look at them. “I will not make any deductions until I am one hundred percent sure of what we’re dealing with.” He took a deep breath as finally his eyes met hers. “I will not entertain the idea that you are at all dying.” His voice was tight.

      At that moment, Dr. Spindler and Dr. Lucien walked into the medical room. They took in the scene and waited for the professor to brief them on the situation.

      The professor took the three vials and transferred them over to Lucien and Spindler as he eyed the doctors. “Spindler, every medical test you can possibly run, I don’t care if it takes you all day. I want you to be thorough.” The doctor nodded silently. Dorian then turned to Lucien. “Run every cell test you can on this. I will release her files to you, and you will run those tests as well. We need to figure out what is happening with her system.” The men stood tensely. “Yes, sir!” They both nodded as they took the samples. Dorian cleared his throat. “We will brief on this situation at eighteen hundred hours in my private laboratory office. I want to know everything you uncover.”

      With that, the two doctors hurriedly took their leave. The professor’s attention went back to Hokura as he turned to her. “You need a CT scan.” His face was devoid of any emotion, as was his voice as he had reverted from being Dorian.

      Gavin and Hokura followed him in silence to the room where he set her up in the machine making no conversation other than giving her instructions. “This will be a full scan, so it’ll take about thirty minutes to complete,” he stated as she nodded, and he turned the machine on. His face had shown no hint of emotion as Dorian turned and sat as he crossed his arms.

      Gavin walked up to him nervously. “Do you want to take this to the hallway and talk about it?” His voice was soft.

      “Lucius Annaeus Seneca once said, the best remedy for anger is delay,” Dorian said as he closed his eyes and tilted his head back.

      “You’re allowed to be angry, Dorian. Just because you love her doesn’t mean you can’t be upset with her. Believe me, I’m feeling it myself,” Gavin confessed.

      The professor opened his eyes as he sighed and got up. He would oblige the governor and speak to him in the hallway. He would make sure to keep his temper in check. The two left the room as Gavin leaned his back against the wall. He didn’t know what to say as he eyed Dorian and his blank expression. “You don’t have to do that…” Gavin stated.

      “Do what?” Dorian’s voice was even.

      “Revert and turn it all off because you’re hurting.” Gavin brushed his hand through his hair. “I’ve seen it before, Dorian. I remember how you were when I first came to power. You were cold and calculated. You didn’t converse, you merely existed as an empty vessel, and it took years for you to slowly wear down. Don’t start doing that now, not to her.…”

      “It might be best for everyone involved if I become this way again, governor.”

      Gavin shook his head. He pitied the man in front of him as his lips slightly curved. “You don’t have to put up the walls. You should know that better than anyone because the second those walls crack and come down, you’ll feel everything you were avoiding and then some. Just like you did when she returned.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what to feel right now. We’ve been through so much. I didn’t think she would keep something like this from me. I thought she told me everything. I never imagined her lying to me like this.”

      “She had her reasons.” Gavin’s voice was small. Somedays, he honestly wondered what it would be like to understand his wife, to feel things and rationalize them the way she did. He doubted he ever would.

      “She always has her reasons,” Dorian groaned, raking his hand over his forehead and through his hair. “And I was those reasons… she did this because of me… she knew if she told me that I would have flown off the deep end even further.” But maybe if he would have known sooner, he would have taken off the damn arm which harbored so much pain within him. Maybe looking after her would have been enough to keep himself sane while waiting for the clone to be completed. It didn’t matter. “What’s done it done.”

      Gavin nodded. “What do you think this is?”

      “I don’t know…” The words caught in his throat. Her words echoed in his thoughts, the final trial. That Richter had injected her with something before he had rescued her and that it was attacking her system. His eyes widened. The pain trials, the regenerative tests, was it that the man had been trying to unravel everything that she was in order to figure out all the pieces to what she had truly been? He faltered.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked in earnest.

      The professor opened his mouth. He was trying to articulate the words. “The final test…” he whispered. “It’s attacking and destroying her from the inside. The cells she’s regenerating were weakening. Her body wasn’t repairing itself. It was fighting to survive.”

      Gavin gave him a look as horror etched over his face.

      The professor pursed his lips. “I can fix this.” His mind was racing. It had already been four months. He had already lost so much precious time. “I’m going to fix this.”

      Gavin was at a loss for words. He didn’t want to think about the possibilities of her dying. He needed to hang onto hope. He looked at the man who had been so many things to him, so many things to her. He had seen the professor as a rival, as the other man Hokura would always love. He knew the emotions that still lingered between them. He wasn’t blind, nor was he stupid, but she had chosen to be with him. “I know you can.”

      Dorian stood, his mind racing, making lists of tests, going over possibilities. If only he had a sample of what was injected into her. If only he had an idea of its compounds and what was causing this. It could have been anything from some kind of virus to radiation poisoning. Some sort of chemical warfare that had been injected. Was it a kind of cancer? That had been cured well before the war. He thought about the symptoms of radiation poisoning and looked at Gavin. “Has she been experiencing headaches?”

      The governor’s brows furrowed. “She has, but she’s been under a lot of stress as well with everything that happened. She’s been fatiguing easily ever since she came back.”

      “What about vomiting? Blood? Hair loss? Dizziness?”

      Gavin’s eyes widened as the professor continued. “I…I don’t know.…” he stammered and mentally kicked himself as she shook his head and slid down the wall into a crouching position. He placed his head in his hands. “I didn’t think she’d hide something like this from me. How could I be so blind and not notice?” He looked to Dorian. “You must think I’m a neglectful jerk for not noticing.”

      The professor gave a huff and placed a hand on Gavin’s shoulder. “No, I don’t. I know how well Hokura is at hiding things. She’s become very adept at lying and covering things up over the years. Too adept apparently because, like fools, we believed her when she said she was simply tired or gave us excuses.” He squeezed Gavin’s shoulder. “I’m just as much to blame. She’s been by my side constantly for the past four months. I should have paid more attention, but I was so caught up with things even though I should have seen the signs, but instead, I brushed them off.” He thought about how many times she had simply shut down and slept in his arms or next to him. How easily she tired. The bike accident. How many opportunities had there been that she was going to tell him but didn’t because he was falling apart? “Either way. We’re moving forward now. I’m going to go over the diagnosis and see what the results are. With all the medical and scientific knowledge we have, we’ll be able to come up with something.”

      Gavin merely nodded.

      “Once the scan is done, I’ll have her come back to the room and give her a checklist of symptoms. In her state, it’s possible that she’s missing things. Simple things that she may have brushed off and not thought of.” His mood darkened, or things that she was still hiding because of her pride. He couldn’t fault her for being prideful. He had been a horrible influence on her when it came to allowing such a thing to get in the way. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to grab that now.”

      Still, Gavin didn’t say a word.

      Dorian pushed away from the wall and made his way to the office. He could have easily waited until the scan was done, but he didn’t know how much more he could take standing in the hallway offering sympathy to Gavin when he didn’t know what more could be said. Medical checklists weren’t even needed in the compound anymore, but he knew where he could still find one. There had always been copies kept in her file. He went to his main office and closed the door, taking in the peace, one of his sanctuaries, which she seemed to frequent. He walked over to his desk, retrieved the keys, and then went to the large cabinet, unlocked it, and grabbed a copy of her files. Forty years ago, there had only been one copy, along with several forgeries. It wasn’t until she came back that he had offered her a copy of them. With that, he made a secondary copy for his office. The originals were still safely tucked away in his suite.

      He grabbed the manilla folder and stared at the paperwork. His heart panged at the though. His life’s work that had flourished that had been everything, that had been the image of perfection, was now crumbling before him. He wanted to hold her, to swear to her that he would do anything for her and make her believe it. He took out the page he needed and quickly scanned and copied it. He took a moment and stared at it: bleeding. He had already seen that. Fatigues easily. Headaches. Dizziness. Blurring Vision. The list went on. He closed his eyes and wondered how much she had suffered. She had done so alone because while she was supporting him, she was keeping this to herself. He couldn’t imagine the fear she had kept locked up inside her as her system slowly started depleting. The loneliness she must have felt while harboring such a secret. “I’m so sorry, Hokura. I promised I would make it all up to you, and now I will.”

      He returned to see Gavin still on the floor, his eyes closed with his head resting against the wall. “The scan will be finishing soon.” When Gavin didn’t move, the professor narrowed his eyes. “Get up. You need to be strong right now. She needs you to be strong right now.”

      Gavin angrily stood, glaring at the man. “You really don’t get it, do you? Do you have no empathy? The love of my life might be dying, and you’re telling me to be strong?” he shot back. The words were out before he could stop himself. He caught the professor’s demeanor as he winced at the words. “I’m sorry,” Gavin sputtered. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It was spoken out of anger. You’re going through a lot of emotions right now. It’s alright.” Dorian straightened, his eyes boring into Gavin’s. “Whatever you do, don’t take this out on her. If you need to be angry, if you need to yell and take your anger out on someone, you can come to me.”

      Gavin shook his head and ran his hand through his hair. “You don’t deserve my anger either.”

      “No,” he said. “I don’t, but I’ll take it.” He turned as the two went back into the CT room.

      Hokura sat up as Gavin took her hand. “We have a few more things to go over yet.” His voice was soft as he looked down at her with a solemn expression.

      She nodded. “I feel guilty. I shouldn’t be keeping you from work right now. If you want, I can finish up, and we can talk about this later…”

      “No!” Gavin jolted. “I’m here. I’m going to be by your side through this. All of this.” He bent down in front of her. A look of desperation on his face. “Please. Let me stay by your side.”

      Her heart ached as she got him to his feet. “Of course, you can stay by my side.” She couldn’t help but feel remorse weighing on her. It’s because she had kept this from him. She had wanted to struggle through this alone. No… she had been disillusioned in thinking she could go to Dorian with this and keep it from Gavin. That she would just silently go through the motions until he cured her.

      “We’ll get through this together as a unit,” Dorian offered. “For now, Hokura, I have a checklist that I would like you to go over.”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “What about more tests? What about the X-rays?”

      He took a breath as he kneaded his forehead. “We can see to X-rays in the next few days or so. For now, we’ll focus on the samples along with what shows up on the CT scan. There’s no need to start going overboard on things until I get a clearer picture of what we’re dealing with.”

      She nodded as she and Gavin followed the professor back to the medical room.

      Upon sitting back on the gurney, the professor handed her a clipboard. Hokura sat looking over the extensive checklist of symptoms as she slowly and guiltily checked things off.

      Gavin’s breathing hitched as she did so. “You’ve been having difficulty breathing?”

      She sorrowfully looked at the array of symptoms to come that she needed to check off. “Among many other things.” Her voice was barely audible. She marked off another and another.

      “Hokura…” Gavin’s voice was tight. How on earth was she capable of hiding all this. He needed to know. “Was I just not seeing it?”

      She took a deep breath as her eyes met Dorian’s, who had kept his distance and was leaning against the far wall with his arms crossed, with a blank expression. “No,” she admitted. “I was hiding it and lying about it constantly. There were a few times I started coughing in front of you, and I brushed it off as something else. For the most part, I hid it. I would get dizzy in the shower and simply sit down and wait for the spell to pass. My hair started falling out…” Her eyes held Dorian’s in desperation. “That’s never happened before! I know the human head is supposed to shed, but it scared me! I’ve never lost my hair before!”

      The professor sighed helplessly as his brows furrowed. “Several things can cause that, even non-medical, something as simple as your body not being able to combat the stress.” He hated seeing her like this. Still, he needed to keep his distance. He needed to keep his demeanor in front of her while he was breaking apart inside.

      Hokura continued checking. Every time she marked something off, Gavin seemed to internally wince, as if he was wondering if it was something he had overlooked. After a few agonizing minutes, Hokura held the paper out to Dorian. “I think that’s all of them.”

      He took it from her and scanned it over. There was so much, and yet anything could be causing these. He had witnessed her coughing up blood. That was one minor symptom that might help narrow things down. Why wasn’t anything coming to him? He was a medical genius, he should have been able to look at this and have an idea, yet he was stumped as he glared at the piece of paper. Then it hit him. With all the advancements, this could be something he had never seen before. His grip tightened as he fought to keep his expression blank. “Very well, this will be enough for today. Spindler and Lucien are running tests on your samples. I’ll take a look at your CT scan and will get back to you.”

      “When?” Gavin’s voice was urgent.

      The professor huffed. “When I get whatever it is I need to deduce what we’re dealing with. That or we’ll need to run some more tests.” He saw that he hadn’t given Gavin the answer he had wanted. “Later tonight or tomorrow morning.”

      Hokura nodded as she took Gavin’s hand and stood. “Thank you, Dorian.”

      He looked at her. There had been so much more he had wanted to say, wanted to do, and yet he couldn’t. “We’ll get you well again. I promise.”

      “Yes,” Gavin said as he turned to her. “This is just another bump in the road. Everything will be just fine. You can rest for the rest of the day, I can have some work brought up, and we can go back to the suite and relax together.”

      She nodded solemnly. She was hoping it would be just that. She didn’t want to spend the day stewing about this. “Maybe tonight we can walk the garden,” she offered, hoping he would allow it.

      “Sounds nice,” Gavin said as they left the room and were on their way.

      Dorian watched as they left. He stood perfectly still with his stiff demeanor until they were down the hall. He slumped and exhaled deeply as he raked his hand through his hair. He wanted to talk to her further in private, he should have waited on calling Gavin down, but his instincts drove him to pick up the phone. Nonetheless, there would be time to talk to her later. Until then, he had much to see to.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin and Hokura walked in silence through the compound hallways. She nervously chewed on her bottom lip when she could take it anymore. “Gavin… I’m sorry.”

      He glanced at her as he squeezed her hand. “You don’t need to be sorry.” His tone was solemn. “I just wish you would have said something… that you wouldn’t have kept this from me.” The reality of the situation was slowly starting to come down on him. It made sense how she seemed to be deteriorating in front of him. How the once-proud peacekeeper who had more energy than anyone he knew suddenly tired after walking the gardens, how her appetite was non-existent, even the light in her eyes, which shone brightly, seemed to have dimmed. They got into the elevator, his hand still tightly holding hers. “We’ll figure this out.” He swallowed hard. “Dorian will figure this out. He won’t let anything happen to you.”

      She nodded at him. “Are you sure you don’t need to be back at work?”

      Gavin grimaced. “After all this… no… I need some time… I doubt I’d be able to concentrate on work today.” He grabbed her and held her. “Do you think so little of me?”

      The elevator dinged as the doors opened. Still, he held her to him, not moving. She didn’t know what to say. “Gavin…”

      “Do you think this wouldn’t affect me, Hokura? That I would simply get the news and go back to work like it was nothing?” The doors closed.

      “The elevator…” Hokura stuttered.

      He hit a button on the keypad as the doors opened and stayed open as he gave her a stern look. “Answer me… do you really think I could go back to work after getting such news? Don’t you know that you’re my everything? Or do I need to prove it the way Dorian has?”

      She didn’t understand. “This isn’t about.…”

      “I feel like it is.” His tone was sharp. “I feel like you wanted to hide this from me and entrust everything to the professor that you couldn’t trust me with this. That it wouldn’t mean anything to me.”

      She stepped from his arms. “That’s not what this is at all! I didn’t want you to worry about me!”

      “Worry about you?” Gavin raked his hands through his hair and pulled at it. “Dammit, Hokura, of course I’ll worry. I’ve been worried ever since you were kidnapped!”

      “And you don’t deserve to keep worrying!” she countered.

      His brows creased. “You have a real skewed way of thinking. Like you weigh these things and keep a tally of them. Something is happening to you… my wife…”

      “Don’t you trust him?” Her brows furrowed in desperation. “He can fix this!”

      Gavin grabbed her wrist and extended her arm as he took in the large bruise which had formed from the blood samples that had been taken. “Tell me this isn’t something worth worrying about! In the past fourteen years, you’ve taken bullets, and I’ve never seen you bruise like this before, and this is from a simple syringe!”

      Hokura wrenched her wrist away from him.

      He stood, giving her a look she couldn’t quite decipher. “For the time being, I am worried. Until Dorian can come up with an answer, I have the means to be worried. It’s done so out of love and devotion. You have no idea what I went through while Tobias had you. I don’t know what I would do if I lost you again.”

      She faltered. “How many times do I have to apologize?”

      “You don’t have to apologize…” Gavin took her hand. “You just need to stay by my side and let me be there for you.” Not ask whether or not he was going back to his office for the afternoon after finding out the news… not brushing off her own well-being and not allowing him to worry or dote on her. He brought the back of her hand to his lips. “That’s, of course, if my lady would have me.…”

      Her heart broke. “Of course, I would have you… there’s nobody else.” The words caught in her throat, they were spoken automatically, but they felt like a lie, just another lie that pulled at her heart. She knew she loved Gavin more than anything, but why was Dorian always in the back of her mind when she said such things? Maybe it’s because of what she had said on her wedding day… that he had created her so part of her would always belong to him. She shook her head. She didn’t want to confuse herself further. Right now, the only person who mattered was standing in front of her, his own heart bleeding for her. “Let’s go home and be together,” she stated. “We can have lunch and then just be together however you want.”

      A slight smile came to Gavin’s lips. “Let’s.”
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        * * *

      

      The professor had made his way to the medical labs where Spindler and Lucien were running tests on the samples. He paced nervously. “Have either of you found anything?”

      Dr. Spindler’s voice was tense. “I don’t believe this is radiation poisoning… however.” He shook his head.

      Dr. Lucien looked up from his spot. “There’s definitely something happening.”

      “Of course, something is happening. We need to determine what!” Dorian paced. “We need to figure out the what and how. I need something more than “something is happening!” He moved over to where Lucien was working and grabbed the microscope as he peered into it. What he saw perplexed him. “This is all wrong! Why the hell does it look like she’s anemic?”

      Dr. Lucien sat back and crossed his arms. “My deduction would be because she is, sir.”

      “That’s impossible! She’s a peacekeeper!” He bristled. “This doesn’t even look like a peacekeeper’s sample… let alone Hokura’s!” He stopped… it was as if a piece of ice went through him as he stood. His eyes widened in horror. What had made her a peacekeeper was no longer there. Sickening chills went up his spine. “How is it possible?” His voice was a whisper.

      Dr. Spindler shook his head. “It doesn’t mean she’s no longer a peacekeeper, sir. It seems that whatever is happening to her system, it’s all slowly disintegrating. It’s no longer replenishing itself, or rather if it is, the rate is so incredibly slow that we can’t track it.”

      “There must be something attacking her cells, but what?” the professor mused. “What could Richter have injected her with that’s causing this?”

      Both men shook their heads as Dr. Spindler stood as he placed a hand on the professor’s shoulder. “Maybe instead of looking for the “what,” we focus on the “how we can change this.”

      The professor gave him a questioning look. “In theory, we can dose her again, just as we did when the peacekeepers awakened.”

      “I would suggest you spend some time testing that theory first,” Lucien said as he eyed the professor. “There’s a possibility of her cells being too weak for such things.”

      Dorian pursed his lips. Why did he feel like he was suddenly being backed into a corner? “I’m going to take a small blood sample back to my labs along with the CT scan… I need to be alone.” He grabbed half a vial from where Lucien had been set up and quickly left the room. His mind was reeling. There was so much, and yet nothing pointed to one direct thing. He left the medical part of the compound and down to his personal lab. He noted the stares as he strode, how people noted his hand that was once again one of flesh. He wondered how long it would take for rumors to start circulating about Hokura being ill… that a peacekeeper’s system was possibly failing. Would they start wondering about their own systems? No… he wouldn’t worry about that now.

      He entered his lab and sat as he grabbed her files and stared at them. He knew her components by heart, knew exactly how things should appear on her samples, knew what normal looked like. Dorian eyed the CT scan, his heart dropping. There was so much to go over. His hand shook as he looked over what he had, his jaw trembling. Why were these scans showing so much internal trauma and damage? He knew there was damage when she came back when she was in the medical facility, he had seen the scans himself, but they hadn’t looked like this. Had he missed something while she was being tested on during those two weeks? He moved quickly as he went to his filing cabinet and grabbed another file, everything that he had overseen after she was rescued. He flopped the files down on his desk and started meticulously comparing the two as his brows furrowed. How on earth was he going to break the news to her? Her system was indeed weakening in a way that, if not taken care of, could… no… he wouldn’t think of that. He needed to remain optimistic. This was only the first day. He concluded that she was deteriorating but needed to know more. They didn’t have a timeline. He wondered at that moment if her cells were regenerating at all. He let out a deep sigh. The only way to do this would be to start from the bottom and work his way up, just as he had done when he had first started the stem cell project. He had her sample. Now, it was time to treat it as a puzzle and find what pieces were missing or damaged. “Hokura… what on earth is happening to you?”
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        * * *

      

      It had been later in the day. Gavin had so much on his mind but had kept it to himself as he eyed her sitting on the couch reading. It was as if the morning had barely phased her. She had stated that she wanted no more talk about things at lunch and had been agreeable with him when they had lay down for an afternoon nap. He paced as he noted the book she was reading. “Finally got to the second one?” He wanted to keep things light before this discussion.

      Hokura made a face. “The boy with the bread… and the boy who taught her so much… she went through so much in the first book, and now she has to go on a victory tour. Her whole life has already been set for her.” She marked the book. “Seems like the author had a thing for torturing her characters and playing with their hearts.”

      Gavin raised his eyebrows. “It seems like everyone’s read it. Maybe I should pick it up.”

      She gave a small chuckle. “I don’t know if it’s worth you reading. It’s not exactly your taste in books.”

      He sat next to her, leaning against her. “Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t read it, especially if you’re enjoying it.”

      Hokura nibbled her bottom lip. “Enjoying might be a stretch. I guess I’m curious how it ends, how she overcomes everything, and who she ends up with.”

      Gavin could see the distance in her eyes. Was that something she was wondering herself? “I know you don’t want to talk about this, but there is one matter we haven’t discussed, which we need to.”

      She placed the book on the coffee table and rubbed her face. “We haven’t even heard back from Dorian yet. I can’t keep worrying about this when it’s in his hands.”

      “That’s fine,” Gavin said. Did she feel that passing this off to Dorian suddenly didn’t make it her problem? Their problem? “The kids, we need to…”

      “No!” Hokura stiffened as she took Gavin’s hands. “Not a word to them yet, not a word to anyone about this yet, Gavin,” she said in earnest. “This may not be anything that anyone needs to worry about. The last thing I want is to cause them more worry. Please, Gavin.”

      She was begging. That was something he never wanted from her. It made him feel sick, considering what she had told him about her experience with Tobias. He sighed as he squeezed her hand “alright… we’ll give it some time.” He didn’t know if it had already become obvious to the children that their mother wasn’t doing well. Perhaps it was because it had already been so many months of steady decline that they hadn’t caught it. Or if they had, but they had stayed quiet about it.

      “There’s one more thing,” Hokura added. She looked up at Gavin will full sincerity. “I understand that you want to be by my side through all of this…”

      He was about to protest when she brought her hand up.

      “You owe it to the people of the city and the people of the compound to continue as their leader. I want you by my side Gavin, but I’m sure there will be days where I’m just waiting or simply getting tests.” She tried to ease the blow to him as she gently took his hand and gave him a small smile. “Be there for me on the hard days.”

      He couldn’t help but feel like he was being dismissed. How could she ask for such a thing? Then again, he needed to understand where she was coming from as well. She was still fully capable of doing things on her own. She still needed her independence. He would bend for her. “As long as you’re honest with me, I will be there whenever you need me.” He took in the time. “The children will be home soon. Let’s do up a nice meal together tonight. We can try and get our mind off of things and spend it relaxing as a family, maybe play some cards or something.” He faked a smile.

      Hokura chuckled. “Because you want to see Cass and I go head-to-head again?”

      A boyish grin set on Gavin’s lips. “It was rather entertaining…”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner had been light as the kids conversed about their days. “I don’t understand why math is so important for us to learn.” Cassandra scowled. “Especially algebra. I’m not planning on becoming a scientist, so why do I need it?”

      “It helps with figuring out unknown variables,” Cyrus muttered.

      The girl gave her brother an annoyed look. “I know what it’s for. I just don’t know why I need to learn it.”

      Gavin cleared his throat, looking over at his daughter. “I thought you were doing well with all your lessons. Are you struggling with math?”

      She slunk as she pouted. “I’ve been doing fine. I just hate it.”

      “She’s gotten one hundred percent on all her tests. She just likes to whine,” Cyrus added.

      Hokura smiled at her daughter. “That’s excellent, Cass!”

      Still, Cassandra crossed her arms. “That’s not the point.” She looked desperately at her mother. “With the higher education system, aren’t we supposed to learn and train in the things we’re actually interested in?”

      Gavin chuckled. “There are still fundamentals that everyone learns before they enter the higher education program. In any case, you’re still young. You have all the time to learn and change your mind.”

      Hokura nodded. “Besides, it seems like you and Cyrus are ahead of the game with such things. You’re doing your training, and he’s been down in the labs alongside the scientists. We’re both very proud of you two.” She took in her daughter, who was still pouting. “Don’t be in such a rush to grow up. You have all the time in the world.”

      Gavin nodded but pursed his lips. He wondered if his wife would be there to watch their children as they grew. He closed his eyes. He wouldn’t allow those thoughts to assault him. He needed to remain positive as he felt Hokura’s hand close around his.

      “How about I help with the dishes, and then we can enjoy a bit of a game night.” She smiled.

      Gavin had appeased her by letting her dry the dishes. The children helped clear the table and made their lunches before the family sat around for a few rounds of cards. There was laughter from Hokura and Cassandra as Cyrus frustratedly put his hand down and said their luck was barely even scientifically plausible. His father couldn’t help but chuckle at the boy as they played a few more hands. The kids excused themselves to wash up and relax for the remainder of the evening as Hokura picked her book back up and rested comfortably on the couch as Gavin showered.

      It wasn’t until half past twenty hundred hours that the phone rang, and Dorian asked for the two to come down to his office.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura and Gavin stood in front of him, their hands clutching so hard that their knuckles were almost turning white.

      Dorian sat at his desk, tired, listless, running over what on earth he was going to say as he cleared his throat. “Why don’t you two actually take a seat instead of just standing there.”

      “Was it good news?” Hokura’s voice was just above a whisper as she sat down, her hand not straying from her husband’s.

      The professor licked his lips. He couldn’t even meet her eyes. “No, however, with that said, it’s been rather inconclusive of what is happening with your system. We’ve been able to determine that it is indeed weakening. We have yet to find the source that is causing such a thing.” He brought his hand to his forehead. He hadn’t wanted to tell them tonight but knew they had been waiting for some kind of answer. “The medical team will need a few days. We’re exploring different options on how to treat this, but there will be more tests that ensue.”

      Gavin faltered. “Is there anything that can slow this down? Or even make her better right away?”

      Dorian sighed as he glanced briefly at Hokura and stared at them both. “As per usual, resting when needed, fueling her body, taking it easy.” His eyes shot up and held hers. “Not pushing herself in any way.” His words were terse. He was giving her a direct order. He watched as she slightly trembled, just enough for him to catch it. “I know this news has been daunting on all of us, but I have no reason to believe that we can’t move forward and repair her system.”

      Gavin nodded. “You’re optimistic.”

      “I need to be,” Dorian stated. “However, this is going to take some time on the medical end of things. The only answer we have today is her system is not holding up…”

      Hokura’s brows furrowed as she swallowed hard. She needed to know. “With being a peacekeeper, though, aren’t my cells still regenerating?”

      The professor felt chills run through him. The question had caught him off guard as he studied her. He already said there would be no more secrets, and yet this wasn’t something he had wanted to put into words. Something he wasn’t ready to admit yet… and still. “What made you a peacekeeper is no longer in your system, Hokura.”

      Her eyes widened. “How can that be?”

      “I don’t know… but I’m going to find out, and I’ll find a way to fix things,” Dorian answered. He took her in. Why did this seem to be more of a shock than finding out that she was possibly dying?

      Hokura turned to Gavin and was quickly in his arms. A small sob escaped her.

      “It’ll be okay.” Gavin tried to ease her. “We can get this back…”

      Dorian stared at his hands steepled in front of him. “Indeed, if I can create a peacekeeper, I can certainly put your system back to what it once was. I just need some time.” His mind was spinning. He wanted to talk to her. Wanted to comfort her, and yet there was Gavin doing just that.

      The governor looked up at him. “Thank you for this, Dorian. I’m sure you’ve been working on this nonstop throughout the day. Your efforts are commendable.” It didn’t need to be said. He knew that the second Hokura would have gone to him about this, the man would be exhausting himself to make things right again.

      The professor nodded. “It’s been a very long day for everyone. I suggest we all get some rest, so we’re able to continue tomorrow. I have some different theories already running, which will hopefully conclude how we can stabilize things. Dr. Spindler and Lucien are also on this, but some tests take time. I’ll be in touch if anything comes up.”

      Gavin gave a slight nod as he looked down at his wife, who had buried her face in his chest. He couldn’t imagine what was running through her mind. “Hey, it’ll be okay.” His voice was soft as he gently rubbed her back. “Come on. You’ve had a long day. Let’s have an easy evening and tuck in. I’ll even give you a back massage.” He merely felt her nod against him.

      Dorian stared at the two as they got up. Hokura didn’t even look at him. He had wanted to say something, had wanted to assure her, why hadn’t she said anything more to him, dammit? He gave an inward sigh. He would find a way to talk to her tomorrow. He knew this would affect her in ways he couldn’t understand, in ways nobody would. It had been beyond decades since anyone within the city walls had passed from any kind of sickness. The idea that the peacekeepers should never have to worry about. After the two left, he felt the need to move.

      He made his way down to the training facility to the RTC simulator and got changed. He would physically exhaust himself before retiring for the night. He went into the viewing room and set the simulator to the hardest mode. Taking his frustration out on the simulations was better than anyone else facing his wrath, especially Hokura. She didn’t deserve his anguish. He walked from the viewing room to the simulation room after he strapped on his sensors. The world around him transformed as bullets started whizzing by him. He ducked and maneuvered successfully, avoiding them as he shot with precision.

      A bullet merely missed him as he dove into an alley panting hard. He hadn’t expected to be bombarded so quickly as he took a quick moment to adjust his clip. An assailant came from behind him but not fast enough for the professor as his knuckles met the simulation’s face as his fists rained down on it. “Damn you,” he seethed. The simulation below him disappeared as others were on him just as quickly. He rolled, taking one with him and throwing it into the other as their bodies smashed against the alley wall. This wasn’t doing it. He felt like his rage was only growing as he fought them. He walked to the one he had thrown and wrapped his hands around its neck as he slowly added pressure to it. The sensation of crushing its neck had felt so real against his hands. His attention had been solely on what he was doing that he hadn’t heard the simulation coming up behind him. A flash of pain shot through his shoulder as he turned, his eyes narrowing. He stalked the simulation as he grabbed the scruff of its neck and disarmed it. The figure turned and warped in his mind as it took on the form of Tobias.

      The professor smiled maliciously as he grabbed its arm and tore it from its socket. There was no screaming from the assailant as he ripped into it, bloodying his hands as he tore it to shreds. “If it weren’t for you…” he seethed. “If only I could have tortured you…” He brought his hand into the simulation's stomach as it penetrated its guts as the form disappeared. Dorian turned to see more simulations coming upon him. They all wore Tobias’s face. “If only I had killed you that night I saw you touching her in the library!” he screamed in torment as he unleashed a killing spree of gore, forgetting the simulated bullet which pulsed in his shoulder. He would never falter again.
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        * * *

      

      Hokura and Gavin had made their way back to their suite. Her reservation had been grating at his nerves as she simply stood looking out the large bay window. Her silence was thick as it weighed on him until he could no longer take it. He walked up to her, placing his arms around her. “Don’t leave me while you’re still here.” His voice was a whisper.

      She turned to him in desperation. “I don’t want to… but I don’t know how to…”

      His lips were on hers passionately as he brought her in closer. He needed to feel her, to pour himself into her, and make her believe that he would do anything for her.

      “Gavin…” she stepped away.

      “No… whatever you have to say can wait.” He was back on her. He didn’t care. The kids were in their rooms. He picked her up and quietly took her to their room, where he laid her on their bed as he continued gently kissing her, covering her. He noted the bruise on her arm from the tests as his lips avoided it. He gently lifted her shirt as his eyes went to the large bruise on her hip and side as he sucked in his breath. He couldn’t help but stutter. “Wha?”

      “The kitchen table… I smacked it…” she groaned.

      His lips were at her neck as he came up to her ear. “You need to be more careful.” His tongue teased her earlobe as her hands ran through his hair.

      She brought her face to his as she cupped his cheeks. “Gavin.” She sighed. “I love you… I’m sorr…”

      “Enough,” he whispered as his hands took hers, and he went back to kissing her.

      It had been some time since they had been so thoroughly passionate with one another, into the night until they had exhausted themselves and were entangled in one another’s arms as Hokura slept soundly against him. He dared not move. His body wouldn’t let him as he kissed her forehead. He idly looked down at her and wondered if he had at all marred her skin from holding her and touching her during their lovemaking. The idea wore a pit inside his stomach. His hands causing her harm was the last thing he ever wanted. He wouldn’t think of it as he drifted off to sleep to the sound of her light breathing.
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        * * *

      

      It was well past midnight by the time Dorian heaved himself up the training facility hallway. He had gotten so caught up in his rage and the simulations that he had lost track of time. His body burned as he felt exhausted. He had screamed to the point his throat was as raw as his emotions. He couldn’t even keep track of how many Tobias’s and Richter’s he had killed in cold blood. It would never be enough. He deeply wished he had tortured Tobias when he had a chance, that he would have been able to see the fear in the man’s eyes as he re-enacted every act on the man that he had allowed to happen to Hokura. Instead, he had died by a bullet to the brain. Richter had been another one who had gotten off too easy. The fury burned deep enough that the professor would have driven back to Michigan himself to destroy the compound. No… Hokura needed him here. Yet, he wondered if it would be worth doing so in order to find out any information about what Richter had injected her with.

      As the professor made his way down the hallway towards his suite, he needed to remind himself that today was only day one. It had taken years to put together the stem cell project. He wasn’t going to be able to crack the code in less than a day when he didn’t even know what he was looking for yet. He was putting too much pressure on himself to think he could do this with a snap of his fingers. No, the genetic makeup of the peacekeepers was all unique unto themselves. He needed to start at the beginning. Dorian went into his suite and slowly made his way to his bathroom. His mind had felt sluggish, it had all been too much that day, and he simply wanted to shut it off. He undressed and slipped into the shower, allowing the water to bounce off his body as he examined his left arm. The scarring was fully healed, the pigment was perfect. He flexed it out of habit, taking it in, and sighed. The time he had spent being obsessed over regaining his arm he could have spent looking into her. Maybe he would be on his way to solving this if she would have said something. He shook his head, regretting his actions. It was futile to wish he could go back. All the wishing in the world wouldn’t change things. “This is partially my fault,” he groaned. “If only I hadn’t been so obsessed with getting my arm back, maybe I would have seen it.”

      Brooding in the shower wouldn’t get him anywhere. He needed his sleep. He needed a good night of rest so he would be able to be back on things tomorrow morning. He dried off as he went to his kitchen, wrapping his towel around his waist as he grabbed a drink and stared out at the city. The city she thought was beautiful as he tried desperately to see it as she did. Alas, there were parts of her even he would never understand as he called it a night and found his way to his bed. He would talk to her tomorrow…
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        * * *

      

      Gavin stirred as his alarm clock awakened him. He moaned as he stiffly turned and placed his hand over it, silencing the chime. Grumbling because he had forgotten to turn it off the night before. He then snuggled back next to Hokura, who was still lying close to him.

      “Aren’t you going to work?” Hokura asked as she slowly opened her eyes.

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” he stated dryly. She had been fitful through the night, and although she didn’t wake up screaming from nightmares, she was obviously still having them.

      “We talked about this…” she replied. “You still have a responsibility to your people as governor.”

      “I have a responsibility to you as a husband as well,” he retorted.

      She gave him a playful shove. “Is that how it’s going to be?” She gave him a smirk as he kissed his forehead. “I doubt anything is going to happen today, see to your work, and if anything comes up, I promise I’ll get ahold of you.”

      He grunted at her. “I’ll get ready in a few minutes then. It’s not like anyone is keeping watch over when I get to my office.” He grabbed hold of her and wouldn’t allow her to escape his grasps as he snuggled against her. “Do me the kindness of giving me a bit more time.”

      She caught the undertone to what he had said. She had already felt guilty about the way things had played out. She shook her head. She couldn’t keep feeling remorseful. After last night Gavin wouldn’t dare doubt her love for him, but as much as she needed him, she needed some time to figure out how she felt about things.

      It was twenty minutes later that the governor begrudgingly got out of bed as Hokura followed him. He drank his coffee across from her as the kids went about getting ready for lessons and saw themselves quickly out the door before Cassandra commented about the skies.

      “Looks like we might be in for some weather,” the girl stated, staring at the darkening clouds in the distance.

      Hokura noted the sky and inwardly smiled. It matched her underlying mood. “Have a good day at lessons, you two.”

      “Love you, Mom!” Cyrus called as he was out the door.

      Cassandra smiled at them and followed in her brother’s wake.

      “You haven’t eaten anything,” Gavin noted, staring at his wife. “I can make you breakfast before I head out. Remember what Dorian said.”

      Hokura rolled her eyes. “I just don’t have the stomach for it right now. It’s still early.” She gave her husband a small smile. “I’ll make myself something, or I’ll head to the cafeteria. Besides, you haven’t eaten anything either.”

      Gavin winced. He hadn’t exactly had an appetite this morning. Even after the night they had spent together, he was feeling unsure about leaving her side. “Honestly, my stomach is in knots this morning. I don’t like the idea of leaving your side.”

      She gave him a sympathetic look. “I promise if anything comes up, I’ll phone you.” She figured if she didn’t, Dorian definitely would. It seemed like the professor was dead set against there being secrets between any of them. Her heart panged. Things would change. They already were, she was going to be his test subject, and he was reverting to the professor. She had already felt it yesterday. Hokura felt Gavin’s hand meet hers as he leaned in.

      “I’ll take your word on that.” He glanced out at the unsettling skies. Why did they seem to match his mood? “I’ll finish my coffee and be on my way then… if you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      She nodded lightly as she stared out the window, transfixed on the sky, which almost seemed to hold an electric pulse to it. She knew exactly where she wanted to be once Gavin left.
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        * * *

      

      After a decent sleep, the professor was back to his labs early that morning. He had sat in his main office after grabbing Hokura’s files as he aimlessly went through them. Her genetic structure that once was versus what he was looking at was so different as he mused over her charts. Was it possible that she was now aging? That her body’s internal clock was recognizing how old it truly was? He brought his hand to his chin as he leaned back in his chair. No, that wasn’t it. She didn’t physically look any older. She looked fatigued, but there hadn’t been any noticeable physical changes that said she was aging. No gray hairs, no fine lines, he was perplexed. It was hard to start at ground zero when she already had the perfected system. Now it was seeing what was missing and deteriorating and figuring out how to reverse the effect, but where to start when everything was declining at such a steady rate? Especially when he missed so much when this had first started months ago.

      There was only one thing that would fix all of this. He needed to get healthy regenerative cells back into her body. Dorian left his office, noting the time. He wanted to speak to her, but still, there was something he needed to see to as he went back towards his private lab. He still had samples from before she had been kidnapped, samples he had taken from her after the war to see how the super soldier gene was counteracting with her system. He had been pleased with the outcome. He came to the room and grabbed one of the old samples from a small freezer. Indeed, this should hold an answer if he could see about extracting the cells and testing them on her newest samples. If he was successful, he might be able to inject her with them. He couldn’t say whether or not this was a sure thing, but it was better than nothing.

      It would take some time to properly thaw the samples as he moved them to the fridge. He didn’t dare think about rapid thawing. In doing so, there was a possibility of decomposition if not done correctly. He would have to wait until at least this afternoon to double-check his theory. He wouldn’t waste his time with anything else. Doing so would only cause more hassle when this was the more direct route to take. Either way, both Spindler and Lucien were seeing to the task as well. He was sure all three of them would converge later with any further findings.

      It was now mid-morning. The professor couldn’t hold back any longer as he decided to seek her out. He went to her suite and knocked on the door, strangely nobody answered. He thought it was odd since she should have been resting and that at the very least, even if she were sleeping that Gavin would be home. After a moment, he double-checked the library, which was empty. Dorian gave an irritated huff as he turned. He had wanted to talk to her and to see how she was doing. He wondered if Gavin had taken to his office to get some work done. The notion perplexed him. He figured Gavin would surely be constantly by her side. Then again, he knew Hokura well enough, she originally didn’t want her husband even knowing about her condition, so it was possible that she had told him that she would be fine and told him to see to his own business. Still, that didn’t answer where she was… He went to the governing office and found the door closed as curiosity got the best of him. He knocked, hoping he had been wrong, when he heard Gavin’s voice.

      “Come in.”

      Dorian walked in and gave him a questioning look. “You’re here…”

      He sighed slightly. “Yes, I’m here. Hokura made it clear that she didn’t want me continuously brooding by her side. That she needed a little space, so I came down here for a few hours. There are some pressing matters that I need to see to. What can I help you with?”

      “I wanted to talk to her about things and see how’s she’s doing. You haven’t seen her, have you? Do you know where she is?”

      Gavin’s brows furrowed. “No, I haven’t seen her since this morning.” He wondered where she might have wandered off to if the professor was looking for her. “I’ve been in my office. Haven’t you looked outside? It’s raining out!”

      Dorian narrowed his eyes at the governor. Was this the pressing matter he needed to see to? “So?”

      “We haven’t seen this amount of precipitation in as long as I can remember. Should I call in an emergency? Should I alert the city?” he stammered.

      The professor gave him an odd look. “A little rain never hurt anyone. If anything, the civilians can enjoy it. I’m sure it’ll be over soon enough. Besides, the gardens could use it after the heat we’ve been going through. Now stop making a big deal about this and use your head. I asked you a question.”

      Gavin drummed his fingers irritably. “It seems like you know her just as well as I do.”

      Dorian closed his eyes and kneaded his forehead. He didn’t want to do this. “Are we going to have issues about this again? I’m not in the mood for a pissing match right now, Gavin.”

      “No,” the governor sighed. “There won’t be any issues. I should know by now.” If the night before hadn’t been a testament of her love for him, then nothing would ever be enough. He knew the feelings she felt for Dorian, but the reality was that, indeed, she wasn’t sleeping with him.

      “Very well, I think I might have an idea where she is.” He turned to leave but stopped. “And don’t waste your time worrying about the weather. Like everything, it’ll pass.” With that, he left. He was certain he knew where he might find her and felt slightly foolish that he hadn’t checked there first.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian found her on the roof, head tilted back, eyes closed, arms out to her sides, standing in the rain. He cleared his throat. “Being a little melodramatic?”

      She looked back at him and smirked. “Haven’t you ever stood in the rain wishing it would wash away all your problems?”

      He walked up to her. “No, I don’t exactly care for being wet while outside.” He gave her a cool glance. He didn’t want to be this way with her. “Hokura, please, come inside.”

      “If you don’t want to get wet, then go back in. I’m fine.”

      Dorian bristled. “Will you stop with that already?” He grabbed her wrist and turned her to face him fully. She didn’t. Instead, she lowered her head, refusing to meet his eyes. “Will you stop with the lies? Since when did you become so damn good at lying to everyone?”

      A dark chuckle came from her. “I’ve been lying for decades, Dorian.” Her face rose. “I’ve been lying since before I first escaped here. I must have learned it from my mentor.” Her words were sharp.

      He stepped back, unimpressed. “Stop it.” He looked away from her and clicked his tongue as he took a deep breath. “I know you’re not “fine.” Are you angry with me about the results? Because if you are, you have full right to be. Part of this is my doing because of the state I was in when we returned.” He glared at her. “But you cannot fully fault me.”

      She faltered as her voice softened. “I don’t.”

      His eyes narrowed as they stood in the rain, silently staring at one another. “Then what is it?”

      “I feel like things are going to change between us again. Don’t say they haven’t because they have. I feel it.” Her expression turned to one of sorrow.

      He swallowed hard. “Maybe it would be best if they changed Hokura.”

      “Why? Because I’m not a peacekeeper anymore?” she snapped angrily. “Because I’m a test subject again? If I’m dying, shouldn’t I get whatever I want? If these are my last days, shouldn’t I spend them feeling content and loved?”

      His emotions rocked over him. “You’ll always be a peacekeeper! It doesn’t matter what runs through your veins! Besides, we haven’t been able to conclude that you’re going to…” He couldn’t say the words. “You know better than that.”

      “You said it was different between us. We’ve drawn the lines!” she yelled at him.

      “We’ve danced on those lines and overstepped them, maybe not physically, but emotionally we did,” he countered angrily. Lightning lit up the sky as thunder echoed, drawing their attention to the horizon. Could he really be upset like this? Was it fair to her? “You know you’re loved.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself and turned away from him. Why was she doing this? Because she was afraid, of dying, of death, and of losing what they had before she died. “I’m scared, Dorian.” She shook as a chill came over her even though it was humid out. “Even if things change, my feelings won’t. Why should we deny them?” Tears came to her eyes. It hurt. “I don’t want to lose you in any way!”

      His arms wrapped around her back as she cried. “How can you say that? If anything, I’m the one losing you.” His voice was a whisper.

      The lightning crackled in the distance again as she solemnly looked off to the horizon. “If only you had been awake to hold me like this last time I stood in the rain,” she breathed, closing her eyes.

      “I’m here now…” She had him in a vice… as much as he wanted to step back, this wasn’t the time to do so. “Those lines… they need to stay solidly stay in place, but I won’t let you go.”

      Hokura looked up at the sky. Maybe the rain had washed away some of the pain. No, it wasn’t the rain. It was him. She breathed deeply, becoming intoxicated with his scent. She was soaked, as was he as he was braced against her holding her. “Odd weather we’re having.”

      “So it seems.” He stood still, holding her, trying to understand how she felt so content to stand outside in the rain. Wishing he could somehow tap the emotions she was feeling at that moment to better understand her. Lightning lit up the sky again, closer to the city as the thunder rolled loudly and boomed echoing through the barren city streets. “Are you ready to come in and dry off now? You shouldn’t be on the roof during a storm like this.”

      She turned to him. Her expression was unreadable.

      He took her in. Her system was weakening. She was becoming so fragile, so breakable, and yet she was still the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. Even soaking in the rain with red eyes and a tear-streaked face. “Come, if you don’t want to be alone, we can go back to my suite. I can get us some towels and get us dried off. After, I can make us some tea if you wish, and we can talk.” He couldn’t help but notice the goosebumps on her arms. He automatically touched it to find her skin was cold. Odd despite the rain, it was still warm out. “I don’t want you to catch a chill.” He took off his jacket, placing it around her, and placed an arm around her shoulder, leading her back inside.

      They were in front of his suite when he asked. “Do you want to go to your place and dry off and grab some extra clothes?”

      She shrugged, taking off his jacket and handing it to him.

      This mood of hers was starting to get to him as he licked his lips and stared at the ceiling. “Or you can just come in. I did offer.” He opened the door for her as they walked in, and he hurriedly went to fetch a few towels and change his clothes as she walked over to the kitchen and stared out the bay window. She stood silently, lost in the moment. She had done this before, so long ago as she traced her fingers over the glass. A towel dropped on her head as another went over her shoulders.

      “Dry yourself off. I’ll make some tea,” Dorian said as he set to work behind her.

      Hokura turned and idly dried her hair as she stared at him. He grabbed a kettle, filled it, and plugged it in. He then grabbed a teapot and started scooping some leaves and herbs into a diffuser. It was strange watching him move around his kitchen as he set to work grabbing two cups. Even stranger to see him in a regular black t-shirt along with casual slacks. “Have you had breakfast?” he asked, still busying himself. “You need to eat.”

      The was taken back by the question… “no… I haven’t.…”

      “Then I’ll make you something,” he stated, going to his fridge, and grabbing some supplies as he started on another task. “You should go back to your suite and get some dry clothes…” He turned to meet her stare and gave her a questioning look. “What is it?”

      “I’ve never seen you in the kitchen before,” she stated.

      Dorian stopped. “If that’s what has you so enamored, I’ll wait until you get changed to start on breakfast for you.” He sighed, hoping that would be enough to get her to agree. He was relieved when she finally nodded.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes then,” Hokura said as she slowly moved to the door. She gave him one last look before she left.

      Dorian shook his head. He didn’t know what had gotten into her, why she was suddenly so taken back by the basic idea of him cooking. He didn’t understand, but he would wait. The kettle had since heated up enough to pour the hot water into the teapot and add the diffuser. At least she would have something to warm herself when she got back.

      It was a few moments later that she walked back into his suite. He raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you dry yourself before changing?” He noted the drips of water still on her collarbone. That’s when he noticed that it had become more defined than usual. He was taken off guard as he stared at her further. Why hadn’t he seen it before? Or was it because he had seen her nearly every day that he hadn’t noticed the gradual change until now. She looked like she had at the river when they had bathed together. No, not quite as emaciated. His heart broke. He swore he would get her well again. “I’m going to make you a big breakfast.” He quickly turned as she followed him to the kitchen. “You can sit and simply watch,” he stated.

      She sat beside the bay window at his small table. “Afraid I’ll make a mess?”

      “No…” He grabbed the tea and poured some in a cup for her. “I have a system for being the only person in my kitchen.” He placed the tea in front of her and a cup of sugar that held a small spoon.

      She watched in awe as he moved about. His steps were fluid and graceful as ever. Her eyes never left his form as he grabbed pans and utensils. “How’s the arm?”

      He stopped for a second and looked back at her as she scooped a bit of sugar into her cup. “It’s doing well, it doesn’t quite have the same amount of strength yet, but the transition has gone rather seamlessly. I’m still doing exercises with it. I must admit I didn’t think it would take as easily as it did.” He looked down, flexing his left hand and opening it. It was a miracle that between himself, Spindler, and Lucien, they were able to crack the code of syncing the arms stem cells to the ones in his body, that the medical team had done such a stand-up job on the operation itself. He went back to work. “How do you like your eggs?”

      She chuckled. “How about you at least let me cook the eggs? If you like scrambled, that’s supposedly one thing I’m good at.” She stirred her tea and took a sip of it, allowing the sweet aroma to wrap around her.

      “Fine,” Dorian groaned. “You’re just determined to help me in my kitchen, aren’t you?”

      Hokura grinned, satisfied that he would allow it. “Let me know when you’re around four minutes away from everything.”

      He shook his head. “If you want to help, you can help with the dishes afterward…” He wondered if that was a wise idea in itself.

      “Fair enough,” she replied as she continued to sip her tea and stared out the window at the rain. Another flash of lightning caught her attention as the thunder boomed loudly, causing her to shudder. “It’s close to Meridiana… do you think there’s a need to worry?”

      “You sound like your husband. It’s just a thunderstorm and some rain,” Dorian retorted as he diced up a few potatoes into small cubes and placed them on the pan, which was already heating on the stove. “Technically, we’re in monsoon season. The fact that the weather is actually doing what it used to might mean that the globe is finally regulating again.”

      She licked her lips. “It rained quite often in White Rock. It was something that I came to enjoy. It wasn’t like this, though. It was refreshing. This is just hot and heavy. It’s going to feel sticky and humid afterward instead of cooling everything off.”

      “It tended to rain a lot on the north coast,” Dorian offered, adding a few sausages to another pan as he spiced the potatoes. He usually opted for something simple in the mornings, toast and an egg, a muffin, something quick and easy, but he wasn’t about to let this opportunity slip past him. He doubted Gavin was at all strict with her consumption. She still needed to fuel herself, or she’d slip even further than she already was. He then turned, grabbed his cup, and filled it with tea. He brought the pot to the table and sat across from Hokura. “You still have a few minutes before you destroy my stove.”

      She sat back with a smile. “Just you wait, professor. I’m going to surprise you yet.”

      Dorian chuckled. “You’re still one of the few people who can elude me. I’ll happily take surprise over a kitchen fire.” He sipped his tea and stared out the window. The sky had darkened quite a bit as the rain still fell. It matched his ominous mood. He enjoyed a few moments of simply sitting as the two looked out the window. It was peaceful. He took a deep breath. “You ready to scramble some eggs?”

      Hokura nodded and got up. As she took a step forward, a blinding flash pierced through the sky, followed immediately by a bellowing crash as she cried out. Dorian’s arms were immediately around her as she trembled. “What on earth was that?”

      “Lightning striking the lightning rod on the roof.” He looked down at her and patted her head. “Another reason why we don’t stand on the roof during a lightning storm.” He steadied her and walked over to the phone. “I’m surprised the lights didn’t even flicker. It means the setup was obviously successful all those years ago when this place was first being converted.” He picked up the phone and dialed. “Governor… yes… it hit the rod. There shouldn’t be any damage.” There was talk on the other end as he glanced over at Hokura. “Yes, I found her. She was on the roof.” A smirk came to his mouth. “No, she’s with me now. She’s perfectly fine. Would you like to speak to her?”

      Hokura raised an eyebrow at him as he offered her the phone. She licked her lips and took it. She wondered exactly what Gavin would think of her being in Dorian’s suite. “I’m about to destroy Dorian’s kitchen. He’s letting me cook.” A wide smile came across her lips.

      “Oh?” Gavin choked. “What did he do to deserve that?”

      “He says I need to eat since I didn’t have breakfast, so he offered to cook. The compromise was that I get to cook the eggs.”

      There was a small chuckle on the other side. “Then there won’t be that big of a mess. I just wanted to make sure you were alright.”

      She shrank slightly. “I’m fine… I’ll see you when you get off work.” She handed the phone back to Dorian.

      “There you go,” Dorian said. “I suggest you get electrical maintenance out after the storm passes to check out the roof, just as a precaution.”

      “Thank you, Dorian, and thank you for looking out for her.”

      “Of course.” He hung up the phone and was quickly at Hokura’s side as she entered his kitchen. “What do you need?”

      “Eggs would help,” she said, opening his fridge as she stared at its contents. Everything seemed to be in a perfect systemized order. Nothing was touching, and everything was where it could be easily seen and reached for. It was the exact opposite from hers.

      “Here,” he said, grabbing the eggs and handing them to her. “I have oil too.”

      “Not oil. I need butter,” Hokura stated. He gave her a look as she crossed her arms and huffed. “I’m making them my way!”

      Dorian rolled his eyes and produced the butter as he handed her a pan and allowed her to set to work. He stood next to her at the stove as he double-checked his potato cubes and sausages, watching as she allowed the butter to melt, cracked the eggs, and started folding them as they hit the pan. A small painful smile crossed his lips. This could have been them… no, he didn’t want to ruin the moment. His smile grew. Only she could make something as mundane as cooking interesting. He watched her work as she concentrated on her task at hand.

      He plated the cubes and sausages. He had also done up some toast on the side as Hokura finished the scrambled eggs. “I think you went a little overboard…” she commented as she sat at the table, and he placed her plate in front of her.

      “It’s coming up on lunch. This is a decent midday meal since you skipped breakfast and most likely won’t eat until dinner.” He went back towards the kitchen and brought her a glass of iced tea.

      She took it, her heart panged. Of course, after all these years, he would remember her favorite as he sat across from her and went straight for the eggs. She held her breath, staring at his serious expression, watching him as he tasted them. His eyebrows rose as he took another bite. Hokura leaned forward in anticipation. “Well?”

      He nodded with a smile and looked up at her. “These are indeed the best scrambled eggs I’ve ever tasted.”

      She chuckled slightly, which grew as she burst out laughing. “See, I said I’d surprise you.” It felt good to laugh again. Something about it felt freeing. Everything that was happening right now just felt right to her in a way she couldn’t explain.

      Her laugh was infectious as Dorian let out a chuckle himself. “You did, and without destroying my kitchen.”

      Hokura wiped a tear away from her eye as she composed herself. “Thank you. This is nice. I needed this.” Her eyes met his. “I still need you, Dorian. Not just to save me but for things like this… when it seems like you’re the only one who can pick me up and dust me off.”

      He took another bite of breakfast. “And I’ll be here.”

      She nodded as she continued to eat. She glanced outside to see that the rain was starting to ease up and couldn’t help but feel at peace despite everything that was happening as she glanced up at him. Maybe everything was going to be okay? She took a bite of her meal. “This is really good. I guess you surprised me as well.”

      “Oh?” Dorian raised an eyebrow as he sat up and sipped his tea.

      “It’s interesting to see you doing domestic tasks. It always catches me off guard.” A smirk came to her mouth. “To think of you cooking, cleaning, of doing… normal everyday things.”

      “I’ll remind you that I’m human as well.” He understood where she was coming from. He had his demeanor of being the professor outside of his suite. He had created a façade over the years, and there were very few people who got a rare glance at this side of him. He mused for a moment. “You’re the first person I’ve ever cooked for.”

      Hokura busied herself chewing. The statement didn’t surprise her. Other than Spindler and Lucien, she doubted anyone else had ever been inside his suite either. She was going to say he should open up to others but knew better. He was who he was; he had solidified himself over the decades, and there was no changing him. Finally, she looked up at him. “I’m honored, although I still think you went overboard.”

      Dorian grunted at her. He was fine with the accusation. He gazed up at her happily eating as she looked out the window and then stared at him. He wondered if or when she would tell the others. She’d have to, eventually. There was no hiding what was happening to her. He didn’t want to spoil the mood by bringing it up. “Are you feeling a little more content now?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “I am now, thanks to you.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. I’ll need to get back to the labs this afternoon.” He wanted to keep things light. “Maybe we can do this again sometime. I’ll cook for you again.”

      “Can I help?” she chimed.

      He grimaced. She had gotten lucky with the eggs. “Maybe…” His voice was tight. “We’ll see how well you do with the clean-up.” He gave her a wink.

      The two ate a leisurely meal as Dorian’s attention was entirely on her. They made small talk until Hokura brought up the education project. The professor's eyes narrowed. “There are more important things at hand right now than the project, if you wish to make some notes here and there, that’s fine, but I don’t suggest you start tiring yourself over this. We still have plenty of time to perfect it.”

      “I know, but it’s important.…”

      “You take priority,” Dorian stated clearly. “If you tire yourself out with this, neither your husband nor I would be too impressed.” He let out a huff. “Why don’t you do something relaxing like painting or drawing?” Would that be enough? No, he needed to give her a better outlet, an easy project. He cleared his throat. “I, for one, would appreciate another art piece.”

      Hokura’s eyes widened. He had never asked her for anything like this before. She was taken back by the gesture. “Another canvas?” She looked over at the only piece of artwork hanging in his suite, the one she never quite finished and had spent in storage for nearly forty years. “I… I can make one that compliments the original one I created for you if you wish.”

      He smiled in satisfaction that she took the bait. “Whatever you think I would enjoy, I’ll leave the creative process in your hands.”

      She nodded as he finished and grabbed his dish, walking it to the sink as he started clearing up the few pans they had used. “I said I was going to help!” she cried.

      “Finish your meal. You can help me dry,” he stated. He didn’t want to tire her out, and he definitely didn’t want her to feel like she was expected to help with the clean-up and that he was only joking with her beforehand.

      Hokura continued eating as she watched the weather outside. The rain had slowed and became a drizzle as drops slowly ran down the windowpane. Her eyes followed as they slid down the glass, hitting others as their descent quickened. She couldn’t help but feel at ease as she sat and watched as if something inside of her calmed as the storm outside did. She idly wondered why as she gazed out, transfixed as the warmth of being in Dorian’s suite washed over her, the way his scent lingered on everything he touched. It had been so different from Gavin’s light breath of fresh air. Dorian’s was always masculine, spicy, almost woodsy. She wondered if it was the soap blend he used or if it was something more like a cologne. Either way, it always seemed to comfort her.

      Dorian glanced towards her. She was looking out the window, her eyes seemingly staring blankly off into the distance as she appeared to be deep in thought. He noted how she was casually and comfortably sitting in the chair with one leg up as her foot rested underneath her. He wondered if that’s how she sat at home while staring out her own bay window. He had seen intimate glimpses of her life every so often throughout the years. When she was pregnant, she had entertained him a number of times in hers and Gavin’s suite as she taught him different card games. They had worked closely together through so much, had been through so much… his heart ached. The idea of her time being limited was too much for him to bear. He shook his head. He wouldn’t let such thoughts batter him as he gazed at her form. She seemed so at peace that he didn’t want to disturb her as he slowly dried the few dishes that were left. Finally, when she seemed to be done, he walked to her side. “Let me take your plate if you’re finished.”

      Hokura snapped back to reality. “Oh…” Her eyes met his and then went to the kitchen. “I was going to help with the dishes!”

      “No need.” He lifted her plate. “You were lost in your private thoughts. I saw to the dishes myself because I didn’t want to disturb you.” He took in her disdain as if she had felt guilty about not helping as she had said she would. “You can help next time.” He added with a kind smile.

      “There will be a next time…” Her voice was soft.

      It sounded like a question to him. Was she asking because she didn’t know how much time she had left? Or because she was unsure whether they would get a chance to? “There will be a next time,” he confirmed “I’ll make you whatever you want.”

      A smile came to her face. She couldn’t explain how she was feeling. It was something different as he took her plate.

      “At least now I can rest at ease knowing that you’ve eaten a substantial meal today,” Dorian grunted, narrowing his eyes at her. “You’re well past your prime. Eating three square meals a day should be part of your daily schedule, and yet you seem to wrestle with doing so. Don’t be so negligent with yourself.”

      It was the professor scolding her as she bit her bottom lip and looked away, her cheeks reddening. The scoldings were because he cared for her, and she knew it. “Yes, sir.”

      He placed the plate in the sink and smirked at her slightly as he turned on the water. “No arguments?”

      “No.” Hokura sighed, tilting her head upwards. “I know better. You’ve told me, Gavin’s told me, I need to look after myself.”

      “That’s definitely part of this,” Dorian said. “This is going to be a team effort. As much as the medical team can do, we need you to be on board as well, which means doing what I’ve been preaching to you over the past how many months now.” He shook his head as he finished washing the plate and walked over to her. “I need to get down to my lab. You’ve had a full morning. I want you to go back to your suite and rest a bit. Read, start a new painting, do something relaxing.”

      She nodded solemnly. “Thank you for looking after me.”

      “I will always look after you.” He offered her his hand as she stood. He couldn’t help his actions as he embraced her. “Please, from now on, just be honest with me and take care of yourself.” He didn’t know what he would ever do if he lost her again. There had been too many times already. She couldn’t leave him now.

      Hokura closed her eyes, enjoying the feeling. As much as he loved her, he was still her mentor. “I promise, Dorian.”

      His arms came to her shoulders as he looked down at her. “I need to get going. If anything comes up, I’ll let you know.”

      She took him in. He looked tired. She wondered how much he had exhausted himself yesterday when he found out the news and how many hours he spent in the labs and the simulator. Did she dare say that he needed his rest as well? No, that would be a slight against him and what he was doing. She knew saying such a thing would be fruitless. He would stop at nothing to get the answers he needed. He would rest when all this was done. “Thank you again for everything.” She excused herself and made her way back to her suite. She had no doubt that the professor would quickly finish cleaning up before he changed into his official black suit and lab coat before heading back down to the medical facility.

      Hokura went to her suite. Upon opening the door, she saw that her phone was blinking with a message. She played it as she grimaced. It was Amara… someone she had been avoiding for the past week. She frowned as she deleted the message. She wasn’t ready to tell the others. Hokura went into her bedroom and pulled out some art supplies from her closet, along with a large canvas, as she mused about what to paint. Dorian had stated he would let her have creative reins. That’s when the idea came to her. He never understood what she saw in the city’s beauty… she would show him.

      She made her way to the kitchen and set up as she slowly started. The emotions flooded over her, the years looking over the city, the memories were still fresh in her mind. The first time she saw it was from the executive dining room when he had taken her for lunch. The awe of seeing it in the sunlight and wondering if she would ever be allowed to walk in it during the day. Looking over it again when she came back through the same windows which had been turned into the grand library. Staring out over it as she rubbed her pregnant stomach… and now looking over it again as it rained as she ate lunch with Dorian. Her brushstrokes were steady as her bottom lip trembled, tears slowly came to her eyes, an overwhelming feeling rocked through her as she started with the background color. Maybe this would make him understand.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian made his way down to Gavin’s office. He figured he would update the governor before heading into the labs. He curtly knocked and allowed him in to see Gavin on the phone as he sat at his desk.

      Gavin raised a finger as he continued his conversation. “Thank you for looking into it. If there’s anything else, please let me know.” He hung up the phone and turned to the professor. “The lightning rod held up, minimal damage.” He licked his lips. “How is she?”

      The professor shrugged slightly, crossing his arms. “Other than being slightly melodramatic on the roof, she’s okay.” He sighed as he ran his hand through his hair. He needed to be honest as well. “She’s going through motions none of us can understand. Even when she’s being honest, there’s so much underneath the surface. She’s scared.”

      “Of course, she’s scared. We’re all scared!” Gavin retorted. “How can I be there for her when she’s pushing me away like this, though? She didn’t want me around this morning…”

      Dorian’s eyes met Gavin’s. “Give her some time. She needs to work through some things on her own. She’s struggling with some inner turmoil that only she can get through. I gave her a project to take her mind off things. Hopefully, being creative will distract her, or it’ll be therapeutic. Either way, it’ll be helpful.”

      Gavin nodded with a sad sigh. Again, the professor was solving her problems. He felt like he had barely anything to offer her, he wanted to be so much more, to be the person she ran to, and yet… no… last night was a testament. He couldn’t help it if Dorian still knew her well enough to distract her and help her. He cleared his throat. “I’m grateful that you found her and that you were there for her.”

      “And I always will be governor, and that isn’t a slight against you. As I told her, this is going to be a team effort for everyone involved. That means you as well and keeping on top of her when she slips up. She needs you.”

      He knew the words were meant to comfort him. “Has there been any further progress in determining what this is or how it can be stopped?” Gavin’s words were tense.

      “I’m going down to my labs now to see to things. Unfortunately, some of these things can’t be rushed. The process can be meticulous.” He watched Gavin’s expression turn as he sighed and settled into his seat, leaning into it. “She told me a while ago that she told you everything that happened to her.…”

      The governor nodded. “Yeah, she did… I wish I had gone with you. Instead of working against you, we could have worked together, and I could have been there for her too.”

      Dorian shook his head. “It happened the way it did. Besides, if you were with us, who knows what would have happened to you? It could have been worse. You could have been killed, and then what?” He pursed his lips. “You’re not a fighter Gavin.”

      “Neither was Cassandra.”

      “No… not until that point, but she is her mother’s child and has the peacekeeper genes that flow through Hokura’s veins. She didn’t falter when she was needed. She took action and took the responsibility that came with those actions,” Dorian continued.

      Gavin raised an eyebrow. “Could Cass’s DNA help at all in this?”

      The professor shook his head. “No, Hokura’s genetic make-up is unique. Everything I use to put her back together has to be hers. Either way, as I was saying… in a way, I’m glad you weren’t there to witness what I had, governor, and I mean that wholeheartedly.”

      “Why do you say that?” Gavin’s throat was dry. “I’m sure you’ve heard the gossip of what I went through while she was gone. Without her, I’m less of everything.”

      Dorian’s expression turned jaded. “Because, Gavin, I know exactly how strong she is. When I found her, I thought she was dead. After rescuing her, the damage done to her body would have turned you. You would have been afraid to even touch her when she needed medical attention. Do you think you could have helped her when your hands were causing her pain? Do you think you could have stood by and let me work on her while she cried out in agony?”

      The man deflated. As much as Hokura had told him, there would always be things he didn’t know because he hadn’t witnessed them firsthand. His heart bled. He had doubted her, had wondered about what had truly unfolded between the two during the rescue. He couldn’t ask her. Yet… “Dorian. I swear nothing will come of this but when you rescued her. In a way, I kind of figured, but I need to know… and I know I’ve asked before. Honestly, did anything…”

      He knew the question. His insides recoiled. Those lines were danced upon. When he was going through his transition with the bionic arm, there were times he was unsure of what had transpired between them. The one thing that he was sure about was where his loyalties lay. “Nothing happened between us, Gavin. I tended to wounds that were over her entire body, I held her as she slept and screamed because of nightmares, I saw her through hell, but there was nothing sexual between us.”

      The governor nodded, and a smile came over his face that seemed like a weight had been lifted from him. He gave a huff as a small chuckle escaped him. “I said it didn’t matter, and it really doesn’t. I love her more than anyone, but still, it’s a relief to hear that.”

      “And yet asking her that would have only caused more issues during this precarious time.” His eyes held Gavin’s. “Tread lightly with her as well. Her mental health has been a slippery slope since returning. Indeed, she’s had times when she’s been fine, and yet I can’t help but wonder about all the demons she harbors within her. I was one of them.”

      Gavin’s eyes widened. “Not anymore. You should know that.”

      A smirk came to Dorian’s lips. “Every so often, though, I am reminded.” He rose from his chair. It had been true. The way she had snapped at him on the roof had stuck with him. Every so often, when they had their spats, she would say something that threw him. It hurt, but he knew it was said in the moment. He wished the memory would fade from her mind, but indeed there would always be their rocky past which had been deeply ingrained in everything she had done after leaving the compound, which had pointed directly at him. “I’m going to be in my labs.” He turned as he went for the door. “Make sure she eats a decent dinner. I’m sure she’ll try to get out of it because she had a large lunch, but she still needs to stay on top of her intake.” With that, he left the office.

      Dorian made his way down to his lab, wondering if the sample would be slightly thawed. Even if there were a small amount that he could work with, that would be enough. He would set to work and see about extracting the healthy cells and introducing them to her newest samples. He would also see about dosing a sample with the original blank cells to see if he could come up with something. As he entered his lab, he noted the time. He couldn’t be upset that Hokura had taken up his time that morning. He had wanted to talk to her and had gotten to do so. Beyond that, he was able to spend some precious time with her, taking care of her. The professor craned his neck back as he cracked it. “It’s going to be a long day…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hokura sat in the kitchen, looking out the window as she dabbed the canvas with her paintbrush. The strokes had been sure as she gently glided it over her artwork. Dorian… he had never seen it the way she had. She didn’t think anyone did. Then again, it always seemed to be the one thing that made her stand out from the others. She always felt things differently. Had it been her genetics? Her unique coding, which seemed to drive her emotions further and deeper? She had once decided to look it up, to try and understand. She was an empath, emotionally deep. Sometimes it felt like her heart held so much that it was going to break open.

      That… that’s what this felt like. Every time she looked at the city, her heart swelled with what was within it, with who and what she had done here. As much as White Rock had been her residence for forty years and held so many special memories, she never felt the same as she did here, looking out over the city of Meridiana. And yes… there were places that were more to her that she could never understand why. The ocean had held a special place in her heart and always would. A small smile came to her lips. Dorian was right. This had helped. Her mind drifted as her hands moved in a serene motion as she created.

      There had been so many beautiful memories created here. She wanted to hold onto them and let the past ones that weren’t so fond go. Meeting her love… coming back and the astonishment she had felt… walking the city with Gavin, taking lunches in the park with Dorian, riding her bike with the others, visiting the sweets shop with the children. All the people that she had brought back to the city from White Rock… everyone she loved. “I’m not ready to go,” she whispered to herself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gavin made his way up to their suite a couple of hours later. He had been too worried about her to concentrate on work. A few things had come up from the civilians regarding damage inside the city, pooling water, and a few leaks within some buildings, but nothing disastrous. Adam had helped him get city maintenance out quickly and in an orderly fashion to make sure his people were looked after. In doing so, he felt like he was neglecting the one person he should have been beside. He smiled as he walked in the door to see her set up at the window painting. It was as if, for a moment, everything was as it should be.

      Hokura turned to him with a meek smile. “You’re home early.”

      “There isn’t much going on right now that needs my attention,” he lied sweetly as he walked up to her and kissed her. “I can see your creative juices are flowing.”

      She turned back to her canvas “It’s a work in progress. It’ll take some time before it’s done. Right now, is just the base.” She took in the size of it, maybe she should have done something smaller, but she had wanted this to be a piece that she could pour her heart and soul into.

      “How was your day? How did cooking in Dorian’s kitchen go?” There was a slight chuckle to the question. He just wanted to communicate with her as he loosened the collar of his shirt and comfortably leaned against the kitchen counter.

      A smirk came to her face. “His kitchen is still intact if that’s what you’re asking.” She crossed her arms, still staring at the canvas. “It’s strange to see him do menial tasks like cooking.”

      The statement puzzled him. “Why do you say that?”

      Hokura chewed on her bottom lip. “Because he’s always everywhere else, doing everything else… maybe it’s because he still puts forth the façade of being the professor, which makes it hard to remember he’s human.” She looked back at Gavin. “I’ve never seen him cook before. Well… at least not in a kitchen… I guess when he came for me, he heated up rations…” A sarcastic smirk came to her lips.

      Gavin raised an eyebrow. “What’s that grin for?”

      She let out a chuckle. “I guess he’s come a long way. Before me, he had never left the compound, had never slept in a tent, or camped. I’m sure before me, he never used the woods as a bathroom either.”

      “Odd sentiment.” Gavin shook his head. “I guess you do that to people, though. You bring them out of their shells.” He took a step towards her as he cupped her face. “I had never been out of the city before you, had never dreamed of doing such things, and yet with you by my side, it was all so easy.” He kissed her cheek and moved towards her mouth. His lips met hers as he pulled her closer, just wishing he could take this all away.

      Hokura stepped back as the kiss ended. “I’m not gone yet, Gavin…”

      “You won’t be gone… you’re not going anywhere. We’re going to get this figured out, and once you’re better, we’re going to do more. Make more memories. Do things that we never dreamed of doing before because we’ll have the rest of time together.”

      She smiled at him and kissed the tip of his nose. “We will… but for now, I guess I should clean up this mess before the kids come home.”

      Gavin watched as she went to work on washing and putting away her paints and brushes. He wished there was something he could do. That he could just hold onto her, and time could stop. His emotions were riding high, and yet for her, it seemed like she wasn’t trying to overly think about it, or if she was, she wasn’t letting anything on. He wondered what Dorian had encountered on the roof. He had stated that she was being melodramatic. What did that even mean? Even now, there were sides to his wife that only the professor saw that he very much wished she would share with him as well. “Do you need any help with anything?” He was reaching.

      Hokura turned with a bright smile. Why was he being like this? “Nope, I’m good!”

      He turned from her, not wanting her to see his disappointment. “I guess I’ll freshen up, and we can start on figuring out dinner then.” She would fight to stay independent as long as she could with him. She didn’t want his help. Maybe that’s what this was… Gavin walked towards the bedroom and changed. After hanging up his shirt, he couldn’t help but sprawl out on the bed and stare at the ceiling. Was this his punishment? Was she pushing him away because he hadn’t listened to Dorian about Tobias? Because he had allowed the man into the compound? Because he hadn’t been the one to save her? Or was he reading too much into things?

      “This is ridiculous. I’m literally making up scenarios in my mind…” Maybe he was torturing himself because he was partially to blame for what had happened, and he had yet to forgive himself. He doubted that he ever would. Gavin moved from the bed and made the conscious decision that he would spend as much time by Hokura’s side as he could. Brooding wasn’t going to get him anywhere as he changed his pants and quickly washed up. He left the bedroom to see Hokura had put everything away, and yet she was standing in front of the bay window again.

      “The sky looks so ominous. It’s absolutely beautiful,” she breathed, taking in the orange of the sun mixing with the almost dark purple clouds.

      Gavin walked up to her and brought his hand through her hair. “You’re far more breathtaking.” He kissed the top of her head.

      “Gavin… please…” She groaned as she turned and hugged him. “Please don’t let this change things.”

      “You’re cruel to think that it wouldn’t, Hokura,” he growled, holding her.

      “Well, what about what I want?” She scowled. “We’re not telling the kids, and I want you to just go back to the way you used to be before.…”

      He took a deep breath. “Before you were kidnapped, and I thought I had lost you forever? You have no idea what it was like thinking I lost you.”

      She didn’t want to hear it. Maybe she was being cruel but for him to say such a thing. She understood better than any of them what it was like to lose someone. Was she being selfish? She had been the one who had gone through hell, who had harbored this secret in order for Dorian to piece himself back together. “Let’s get things figured out for dinner. I want a peaceful night. I don’t want to think about this anymore today.”

      It was then Cassandra and Cyrus walked through the door. Hokura turned with a bright smile on her face. “Perfect timing. We were just figuring out our evening.”

      Gavin nodded. He would play along and do as his wife wished.
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        * * *

      

      The day had moved forward at an even pace. It was now late into the night. Dorian had exhausted himself to the point where he didn’t know if he could physically stand upright a moment more. Once his vision began to blur, and he was continuously rubbing his eyes, he knew his day in the labs was over. There was nothing else he could see to for now as staring hard into a microscope all day hadn’t gotten him where he wanted. As much as he didn’t want to bring her back into the medical facility, he needed more samples. He had spent two hours in the RTC simulator, getting out whatever physical exertion he had to spare. Now he was slowly making his way down the hallway to his suite. He was so tired he hadn’t even changed from his training gear.

      He opened his door and kicked off his shoes as he slumped against the wall, the day had been a long one, and he hadn’t been any closer to a solution. Tomorrow was another day as he walked to the shower, washed the sweat from his body, and fell, undressed, into his bed, not caring that he was only half-dried. He didn’t have the energy to make his way to the kitchen for anything to drink, the only remaining energy he had was enough to click off his light and cover himself with his blanket. At least he wasn’t becoming dependent on sleep aids. Before he was even able to slightly stir, he was asleep as his dreams took him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He was standing on the roof, staring at her as the rain slowly bounced off her form. He took a moment to take in her beauty, the way the sun streamed off her silhouette. She looked otherworldly as he took a step towards her.

      “Standing in the rain again?” he asked, his tone was light as a smile came across his face as he approached her. His smile turned to horror as she turned to him.

      “Dorian…” Hokura’s face was ashen and sunken in. As the rain fell upon her head, small chunks of her hair started to fall out, landing at her feet. “I’m dying…”

      “No!” Dorian cried, trying to reach her. “I can save you.”

      She shook her head. “Nobody can save me now.…”

      “Don’t say that!” he urged as his arms came around her to hold her. Her body shrank and withered in his grips as it turned to nothing but skin and bones as she deteriorated in his grasps. “No!” he cried in desperation. “Hokura… I can fix you… I can save you…” The light left her eyes as he shook her corpse, fear coursing through him. “No! Hokura, wake up… Hokura please! No…” Her body turned to dust as he screamed her name, trying to keep hold of her as she simply disappeared, and there had been nothing left but him, crouching in the rain, sobbing, on top of the roof. “Don’t leave me…” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Dorian awoke with a start as his eyes widened. His breathing hitched as it caught. “Just a dream…” he panted. “Just a damnable dream.” He should know better, he did know better than to allow such a trivial thing to shake him, but still, his body trembled as he gasped. His body moved out of the bed. He needed a moment to collect his thoughts and clear his mind as he walked to the kitchen. He grabbed a glass and got some water. He couldn’t stand to look out over the city tonight, so he made his way to his couch and sat on it as he tilted his head back. “Hokura,” he whispered, wishing he could see her, wishing he could simply gaze upon her at that moment to confirm that she was okay. He took a deep breath. Of course, she was okay. She was in bed next to her husband, hopefully sleeping soundly.

      He kneaded his forehead. He could spend the night regretting things, or he could do what was required, and at that moment, what he required was sleep so he could be well-rested and back in the labs. Dorian moved back to his bedroom and lay down on his bed, fighting to get comfortable. “Just sleep, damn you… stop thinking about it…” he groaned. How could he not think about it? How could she not be everything on his mind? He sighed. He didn’t need setbacks, and right now, he was going to sabotage himself if he didn’t rest. He finally got into a position that was comfortable enough that he could feel the effects of sleep starting to wash over him again. He hoped that some sweeter dreams would embrace him. Ones where she was going to be alright, ones where he could delve into her or simply enjoy being next to her… He rolled over and wished for anything but nightmares. He needed to simply clear his head. At least the rest of the night had been kind as he fell into a deep exhausted sleep.
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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