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      For Nettie, my only best friend.

      When we were young we ran with those unpopular crowds,

      Navigating things, like emotions and broken hearts.

      You and I, a yin-yang, of storms,

      Never conforming to Fochville’s norms.

      Tempests of hormones, of sin and purity.

      Our ion-filled friendship, a cloudburst, lightning, and supercharged energy.

      While distance divides us, my failing memory is what binds us.

      Forever unbroken, but old and worn.
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      And now my readers, get fresh batteries for your flashlights and charge your headphones. We have worlds to explore and humans to save.

      But, most importantly, let’s see if Draxton and Kellan can bring Ouroboros his tunnel maker.

      

      Themes of oppression and slavery include war, hand-to-hand combat, bloodshed, intense violence, savagery, deformative surgeries, and alternate history. The narrative includes death, grief, burning, perilous mind torture situations, graphic language, and gay sexual activities are shown on the page. One of the main characters has level one autism. Readers sensitive to these elements should take note and prepare to escape reality and face the storm.

      

      Now that that is behind us, let’s go!
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            Kellan

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        November 11, 2014.

        

        Dear Kellan.

        

        Son, today I visited the birthplace of our king for nostalgic reasons. I was amazed by the progress made over the last two years. Preparations for the underground laboratory were well underway, and security measures were significantly stricter.

        I saw the American Star Connect logo on one of the trucks, and I believe the two other mine shafts will be used for the Russian-American space program. I was overawed by the correlation between what I was told would happen and the actual materialization of the International Space Repopulation Initiative.

        The global effort is underway to establish a lunar presence. It seemed like nothing had changed, so I assumed what had happened in my past did not change the present.

        

        Even more shocking was that I ran into men who knew Ishtar, but they didn’t know me. Not yet. They were hiding crates of whiskey as I ran into them. They recognized that I was Igigi, like them, and they offered me blood and more time, but I refused because, selfishly, I couldn’t live a day without you or your mother. I don’t want to outlive the two people I love most. Please forgive me for leaving you, for choosing to die first. My end is near, and I embrace it.

        

        I’m tired, and my time is running out. I’ve lived longer than I expected, yet it only meant something the day I discovered what true love is—when I met your mother, and when you were born. My only fear is that if I die, I will never get to tell you for one last time how much I love you.

        

        This is my guarantee that you will remember these words forever when I leave you.

        

        Son, I’m proud of you. I love you and your mother with all my heart.

        

        Even as I write this letter to you, I smile, because I shared a rich life with my wife, and I cherish every second I had with you, my beautiful boy.

        

        Now and always, forever.

        Your father.
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            Kellan
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      Snapping my new pocketknife shut, I placed it and the small piece of driftwood into my compact leather backpack and got up from the boulder where we had anchored the waiting speedboat.

      I was glad I’d followed Draxton’s example and worn my high-cut, waterproof hiking boots the day we fell through the portal. They’re comfortable in both hot and cold weather. I sighed, loosened the laces, then took off my socks and boots.

      “Hey, you better be ready to run if trouble comes!” Simon whispered sharply just as I started rolling up my pants.

      “I’ll be ready. I’ll grab my boots and jump on the boat if needed,” I replied. They knew I wasn’t interested in guns or shooting. My job was to run, loosen the anchor, and start the getaway if anyone but Draxton emerged from that sewer opening.

      I chewed anxiously on my bottom lip, staring at the small waves crashing over my toes in the shallows. Draxton was always on my mind. I worried about him, for him, and over him, even though I shouldn’t. Not if I wanted to stay sane. He’d run into that opening with a smile while I imagined him coming out bleeding and dying.

      For him, everything’s fine as long as we had sex and he could be the hero without anyone stopping him. I found a gray hair in my beard this morning. I’m a cautious worrywart. It’s also why I never wanted children.

      For years, I carried my father’s letter, endlessly pondering his words and his research. It was comforting, yet it also fueled a whirlwind of unanswered questions, leading to countless rereadings and no proper answers. I smiled and scoffed at myself. I’d left the letter inside my wallet, and that was inside my car, parked next to Draxton’s caravan at the entrance of the Star Caves in 2025. I wished I had it with me to see if there was some hidden message about what we should do, or if our actions now would have any repercussions in our future.

      Father, you articulated the truth, but all I heard were riddles.

      I drew in a long, contemplative breath through my nose. The ocean smelled of death, not the rotten roadkill kind, but rather of sterility—the absence of life.

      I shook my head, pinching my eyebrows. My senses were registering a feeling that this was not real. A space like an unused surgery room, or rather, an empty conservation laboratory. Yes, that was it. The bright artificial light. The dull hollow sounds, the sharp, highly filtered air, and the absence of moisture were designed to maintain specific environmental conditions perfectly. I’d experienced that at the Ditsong National Museum of Natural History in Pretoria, where my father had worked primarily and where I’d completed my doctoral dissertation in paleontology. It was only eleven years ago, but it felt like eons. My father had passed away just after that, as I was accepting my position as a doctoral professor at the Geoscience faculty at Wits University.

      Sniffing another lungful, jogging my senses, I watched the small rolling waves washing over my feet. It was unmistakably the opposite of the Dark Continent, which, although freezing, was dark and chaotic and felt real. The Light Continent was being artificially adjusted, and the temperature and humidity were controlled to protect something delicate, but what?

      I would know more once Draxton returned.

      All my senses told me this was what my father had described as the void. It felt like emptiness—of nothing—the zero smell of lifelessness, something worse than death.

      It looked, felt, and even tasted like ocean water, but it smelled fake. Even plastic had a smell, but not these waves.

      A shadow passed by me. I turned, grabbing Snow’s attention, who I knew had just walked past me seconds ago. “Hey, Snow, this water doesn’t smell like the sea. What’s wrong with it? Are there fish or any plant life in these waters?”

      Snow, my brother’s best friend, stepped closer, shaking his head sadly. “It’s full of nanobots and chemicals. All the fish and other marine life are gone. The city’s wastewater is polluting it. Further up the coast, and away from Spire City, is less polluted, but mostly it just pushes the pollution further south, towards the Dark Continent. Our waters are plentiful, but if the pollution spreads further, we could have an infertile body of saltwater.” Snow rested a hand on my shoulder for a second, meeting my gaze with a serious look in his blue eyes. “That’s why we can’t let the invaders win,” he said.

      “That’s horrifying.” I broke his intense stare and looked out over the lifeless sea.

      I could feel his eyes on me. “Kellan, your brother, wasn’t doing so well,” he said. “Before you, Draxton, and Callisto came into our cave, we were all at our lowest point.” Silence filled the deep, contemplative pause, and then he brushed past me.

      It felt like my father was speaking to me from his grave. “Do you see now, my boy?” I shivered and turned to Snow, but he was already on his way to patrol further up the beach with a homemade shotgun resting on his shoulder.

      For the first time, I stared at what my father had described and saw my purpose through his eyes. I stood on the border of human civilization and human extinction, between the life of the flesh and its death, between everything and absolutely nothing, and I finally realized what I was meant to prevent.

      “I understand now, Father. I know where I am and where life is. It’s everywhere on Anzulla. I see it now. Everything breathing, growing, and feeling is part of life, and without life, there would be fake copies, nothing—only the void—the Zelk.”

      The Zelk was the result of the lunar experimentation my father had described, which began in an underground laboratory hidden at the bottom of the gold mine near the Rising Star Caves in the Cradle of Mankind. My father told me, once they reached the moon, the experiments involved binding humans and machines on a cellular level and uploading their consciousnesses to a central computer called the Zelk hive. Somehow, Apsu, Ishtar’s father, with his hunger to be all-powerful, a god and creator, had orchestrated it by time jumping. It gets muddled and complicated because the same ship used to rescue the humans was also what Apsu was using to time jump and invade Anzulla.

      I understood that during a rescue mission of the last humans from the moon, Ishtar had caused a cross of timelines because he’d thought he’d done good by moving the Zelk into an alternate timeline, but unfortunately, triggered the chaos. Since then, the Zelk had been hunting Ishtar and his offspring, and vice versa, both of whom also originated from similar experiments.

      I’d heard my father say those words, yet never truly believed them. I hadn’t understood because I couldn’t visualize the scale of it, so much so that it fell on deaf ears.

      Life filled the space wherein every living thing existed. The Creators weren’t enthroned figures or anyone’s gods. They were scientists whose DNA experiments unleashed chaos from heaven to hell, a chain of errors that ultimately became their enemy.

      Their faulty creations, the Zelk, were consuming everything, killing Anzulla by filling her with artificial copies of every living organism, just like these waters.

      The complexity lay in the fragility of the problem, which was to protect the original humans—the San people.

      One shift, one move, and reality changed. The present continuously disintegrated while it was reforming simultaneously in the past. That was why my father said that everything should not have to happen on Anzulla. He meant to say that the problems and solutions should be dissected and separated, and that they didn’t have to do it in one place and time.

      He’d told me once, that history was not forgotten because it is impossible to remember something that never happened or existed.

      That had been the war for Anzulla and the San. That was what he had meant. Only seeing the consumption helped me to understand it—the void. The opposite of life was not death; in death, life continued. Death fed life. Every organism that died gave life to the new, but in the void, nothing new could be sustained.

      At the age of twenty-four, my father had taken me to the deepest mine in the world. Western Deep Levels was barely fifty kilometers from the Star Caves System, which was part of the Cradle of Mankind. Within the Star Caves was the Dinaledi Chamber, where he’d claimed the door was and where Draxton and I had entered this time and place on Anzulla. I never understood his obsession with the gold mine. To me, it was all imaginary. I guessed that’s why I had chosen my field of study. I was influenced by his works, trying to see and understand what he had meant.

      The unpublished work of my father, Gugusan, or Gu, the leader of the San people, titled The Original People, described that the Cradle of Mankind, in which the gold mine and the Star Cave system were located, was the source or beginning of everything. He’d described a golden apple, stating it contained the Tree of Life. Apparently, the Lord Andrew Whiskey, also widely known as the Water of Life, flowed freely from there. It was in that same underground laboratory where the experimentation with human DNA had started and had spread, as far as the whiskey, or Water of Life, had flowed, even to the moon.

      It sounded like the gibberish of a man who had lived too long and seen too much. I thought his age had caught up with him, that he was senile, or he was getting confused because his brain contained too much information, too much history.

      But, he’d taken me there to prove his point. When he’d snuck me into the mine, he’d told me, “Son, this is where the beginning will claw itself out.” He’d known and paid the hoist operator a brown bag filled with money to take us down to the deepest level. I thought they were just stories. They never felt real to me. I mean, I saw nothing tangible in 2014. But now, this was unavoidable. It stared back at me, just as I was staring at it.

      Simon and his twin brothers, Donali and Kawa, had told us that my father had been right all along, that it was indeed where it all began.

      I believed my father, but too late. I never fully understood the true scale of it, even though he had tried his best to explain it to me, a problem he never fully grasped himself. He’d done his best with the knowledge he had. He worked hard, and if I ever returned home, I would not have the courage to tell my mother that his efforts had made no difference.

      Simon had lost his husband during the Zelk invasion when their field hospital was bombed by the enemy. Simon was the biological son of Brad McCormick, the leader of Phoenix, from his wife, who had succumbed to the global leak of a neurotoxic biological weapon. She, like thousands of other professionals who were supposed to join them once the scientists and soldiers had secured the laboratory complex in Antarctica, later named Phoenix City, had died and could never join them as planned.

      Donali and Kawa were also the biological sons of Brad McCormick, but with his husband, Rick Longarrow.

      Phoenix City, which happened to be all male survivors, withstood three waves of global catastrophes. The same city coincided with the myth and legend of Atlantis in 2025.

      The unwritten history of Phoenix City started when the first cataclysm was the Doomsday of 2046 A.D., marking the conclusion of the Final World War, which gave me second thoughts about returning home.

      Simon told us that the World Health Protected Species Society (WHPSS) had been secretly enlisted by the Disciples of the Anunnaki, a clandestine global society, to engineer a genetically superior human race under the guise of environmental projects to launch genetic research initiatives across every continent, and even on the moon. All that was apparently caused by the information hidden in the golden apple, containing the mathematical gene code of the Anunnaki, which my father had told me about.

      Experimentation and dabbling with DNA led to the creation of biological weapons engineered within Environment Project Three. This laboratory was in the underground facility in South Africa. The same science project that produced Eryn and his Brawl brothers. The same mine my father was obsessed with.

      They were artificially conceived and did not have the same prominent DNA markers. His family was a psychopathic cannibalistic frog-man, and multiple toxic amphibian-like monsters that had escaped the underground complex, and had released neurotoxin spores that spread like the Black Death from Africa to Europe, then across the globe, eradicating all humans within weeks, thus the Final World War.

      Yet another research facility called Environment Project One, later named Phoenix City, sequestered two thousand male scientists and soldiers who had escaped the neurotoxic pandemic.

      Thanks to the quick thinking of their leader, Brad McCormick, all recorded human history had been downloaded for safekeeping. He’d ordered a lockdown and asked Connor, the second in command, to hastily take control of orbiting satellites. Thus, saving the last of mankind from the deadly and highly contagious neurotoxic leak by being confined for three years inside the glass-domed city of Phoenix.

      Having used the downloaded information, they founded Phoenix University to train citizens in essential professions like engineering, architecture, medicine, and food production, all vital for maintaining their advanced city.

      Central to their society was Lasitor, a sophisticated AI that not only archived downloaded history but also aided residents with everyday activities.

      Meanwhile, Dr. Peter von Leutzendorf, already a product of Anunnaki DNA himself, continued to refine the DNA splicing method initially used in the underground South African lab. This pioneering technique of fertilizing cryogenically frozen human donor eggs with the Romanov sperm and Anunnaki DNA, using artificial wombs, culminated in the birth of the first twins in Phoenix, Cian and Ivan Romanov.

      Their birth marked the Year of the Twins (A.T.) when the second wave of natural catastrophes plunged the Earth into a global winter.

      For two decades, Peter von Leutzendorf played God. More boys were born, but only with human DNA, and among those boys were Donali and Kawa, Simon’s brothers.

      The population of Phoenix thrived and continued to prioritize scientific advancement and research. The birth of children necessitated the establishment of a school for their education and development.

      Additionally, Dr. Peter von Leutzendorf’s life-extension research led to the creation of the Eden Bean, also known as the Peter Pan Cap. This implantable slow-release capsule prevented aging while speeding up healing.

      The Phoenician population, although all male, underwent a rapid transformation into a new human race with advanced intelligence and prolonged life spans.

      Twenty-one years after Ivan and Cian were born, they were abducted by Eryn’s flesh-eating Brawl brother and held captive in the abandoned underground laboratory in South Africa.

      Eryn, like Cian and Ivan, was a genetically manipulated specimen with extraordinary abilities. He sided with the humans and killed his amphibious family to free the abducted young men.

      Cian and Ivan were enhanced human children, products of human and Anunnaki gene splicing, while Eryn’s birth resulted from the splicing of amphibian, human, and Anunnaki genes.

      Following the third wave of natural disasters, these three superhumans saved Phoenix by encapsulating it in a protective barrier. As the ice melted and the Earth flooded, Phoenix, cradling the highly sophisticated and advanced human race, was thriving at the bottom of the Earth’s ocean.

      Despite initially being drawn to each other, these three gifted hybrids broke their throuple after their first mating revealed that Ivan and Eryn were fated mates. This left Cian living a solitary life with a strong, inexplicable pull towards the moon and an obsession with spaceflight and defense.

      During their first lunar reconnaissance mission, they had learned about the third group of Disciple scientists called the Zelk, tasked by the WHPSS to study the merging of humans with machines, using body parts harvested from living humans corralled in Grayrak City. Ishtar was waiting for Eryn, Ivan, and Cian on the moon. His time machine’s AI, the same AI that controlled Phoenix, told him they would arrive, and that he had to help them.

      After rescuing the human prisoners from the moon, some Zelk ships that were not destroyed when they bombed the lunar facility followed them. It was then that Ishtar moved the Zelk to another timeline to keep them from finding and attacking Phoenix City, hidden at the bottom of the global ocean. Unfortunately, that move had kick-started multiple variations of the timeline and history of Anzulla. Then, in their innocent attempt to save Phoenix City, containing the last and advanced humans, they’d time-jumped from 2148 A.D. to this reality, thinking they had escaped Apsu and his Zelk.

      However, he’d eventually discovered them. Using the Zelk he’d brought the void, sucking on Anzulla as if it were a nickerball.

      Simon and his brothers concluded that it was this invasion the AI had predicted and had sent Ishtar to the moon to wait for Eryn, Ivan, and Cian. But Ishtar had crossed timelines again by making another mistake; he’d taken the golden apple to the wrong place and time, which was another long story, because my father had given him the apple long before Phoenix City had jumped from ocean floor to ocean floor, from one reality to the other.

      No wonder my father had struggled to explain it all from his perspective.

      Hands in my pockets, I toed the warm beach sand. I was hesitant, but now I agreed that Draxton and I were brought here by Callisto, our size-changing polar bear protector, to ensure that everything living and breathing in our futures depended on that fucking tunnel maker.

      If we returned, the world we knew could have changed into something unrecognizable. The future we came from may be directly tied to this war. We must fight for humanity and every living thing. For life.

      I’ve gone a step further than my father. It’s time we accepted the supernatural as natural, and the Zelk as unnatural.

      Their nanobots infested the oceans. They would relentlessly destroy until nothing remained. But then what? What was their ultimate goal?

      This morning, Draxton had said something that stuck with me because my father also mentioned people and things disappearing. Draxton said that if these people start to disintegrate, then we should worry about going home. That meant we could disintegrate alongside them, or the world we know from our time could be completely different. Our future could be like an empty snow globe filled with nanobots pretending to be water, trees, or what Zelk perceived life should be.

      This reality was a realm of endless danger and possibilities, and the very unpredictability of it, intensified my emotions. I fell in love with Draxton, and it terrified me. Fear, love, hate, and anxiety—inexplicable depths, all-consuming thoughts—filled every cell of my being. It had seeped into me, bypassed all my defenses, and, like Draxton, now lived in my mind, my heart, and my soul. That’s what loving Draxton felt like.

      Swoosh! Come to me.

      I stepped from the shadows of the pier above us, ankle deep into the water. The hellish heat of the sun beat down on the back of my neck and shoulders. Reminding me of the artificial ozone layer, which caused an unnatural imbalance, I scooped up the sand with my sock-imprinted foot, and it plopped into the small waves. With each backflow into the waiting ocean, heat wrapped around my ankles as I sank deeper and deeper into the sand, like the unavoidable gravitational pull I experienced while in Draxton’s orbit. I wanted it.

      Swoosh! Come to me, the poisoned waves whispered over and over, as they hypnotized me with each crash.

      My waters have always been here.

      Swoosh! Come to me. I’m fast and secretive. I’m hungry and dangerous.

      Swoosh! Come to me, the ocean said again. If I don’t want it, I’ll spit it out. Something. Anything. It’s worth giving. If it has rough edges, I’ll smooth it.

      Swoosh! Come to me!

      My father used to say the sea always returned what it had taken, though when and where were unknown. Waiting for it was futile; disbelief robbed life of meaning. What he put in, it gave back, refined and beautiful, unexpected…just like Draxton.

      But the ocean was full of poison. It was dying. The artificial ozone layer blocked the moon’s influence on the tides.

      Swoosh! Come to me.

      The bright rays of light dancing on the surface stung like a brain freeze, making my eyes water. Despite the vapor, the dry wind lashed at my skin, yet inside me, a nervous chill filled the marrow of my bones.

      Swoosh! Come to me.

      “Screw it,” I grumbled to myself. “You’re overthinking it.” I unbuttoned my jeans. I wanted that chill gone. “I’m depositing life into you,” I said cynically and chuckled.

      The stench of the day’s sweat clung to the fabric of my clothes. I sloshed into the waves until I was knee-deep, and released a thick, dark yellow stream of piss. Sadness and the urge to kill something overtook me as tears dripped down my chin. Damnit! I shook my head to clear my mind of the overwhelming emotions. The salty sting inside my nose and eyes exaggerated my emotional pain, and the tears kept flowing.

      Swoosh! Come to me.

      Draxton had been gone for an hour.

      The past two days at Simon’s hideout had flown by in a chaotic blur. Simon never stopped talking, and Draxton seemed to be infatuated with the danger and excitement. I felt like a geriatric lovesick teenager.

      Simon and his brothers tattooed, trained, and educated Draxton in all things Zelk. All this for a tunnel maker for Ouroboros. Simon and Draxton’s beautiful hair was shaved, and their bodies were flushed to resemble Light Continent citizens. He was ecstatic about his ‘Entry. Pass. Trusted. Human’ tattoo.

      The three brothers were ready to go and rescue Draxton if he got caught. Simon waited here on this side of the tunnel while Donali and Kawa watched the other side, where Draxton was going to emerge and reenter coming back. That way, we would know if he was followed or captured.

      I smiled while sobbing, remembering how I’d made love to him last night. I finished pissing, then swallowed my cries and straightened my spine. My heart raced with violent, nervous anticipation. Any minute now, Draxton should be coming out of that drain opening.

      It felt like I was waiting for a runaway train. I was furious about the Zelk. Nervous, but resolved, I steeled myself for the blue wildebeest stampede I felt coming. I wouldn’t stop it; I was throwing myself in its path, driven by my love for Draxton and a purpose greater than my own desire to possess him. We were going to help my brother win the war we were born to fight.

      I turned back, keeping an eye out on the pier and the four men with guns standing guard, who, like me, occasionally glanced at the human-sized drain opening beneath the dock where Draxton entered and, hopefully, would be exiting soon.

      Swoosh! Come to me.

      Draxton agreed to find Zaidon Malherbe’s office and leave a Morse code receiver for him. He was the son of the informant who was discovered and executed the day Draxton escaped the prison colony. Of course, Draxton knew Morse code. I couldn’t figure it out without a decoder chart, but he was wired for things like that. It was what drew me to him in the first place.

      It was as if his grandfather knew he would one day find Anzulla and had prepared him just for that.

      Simon, Donali, and Kawa had mentioned that Phoenician scientists specializing in neurology had conducted extensive research spanning centuries. It wasn’t only the advanced higher education of the citizens that contributed to the intellectual superiority of the general population. Their intensive studies of this diagnosis showed that certain genes remained dormant in those without autism, while those on the spectrum did not, claiming the autistic brain was mid-evolutionary.

      However, an interesting finding was that the birth rates of twins and triplets had increased in Phoenix, which increased the autism anomaly.

      They figured since the first twins were Anunnaki, and their birth water contained a dominant messenger gene that reduced the breakdown and aging of living cells, the slow-release life-prolonging subdural skin implant could also have contributed to it.

      Additional research in the field of DNA anomalies has noted slight structural changes in the DNA of boys born to fathers who are already carriers of the life-prolonging capsules. There was a correlation between autism and high intelligence, though not all individuals with autism fell into the gifted range. However, with additional implantation at the age of twenty-three, the sliding scale of autism, which was initially highly diverse, significantly stabilized and had even improved, while cognitive abilities had increased.

      I believed Draxton and I were meant to be here, together, and that falling through the door wasn’t a coincidence, and Callisto had alluded the same to Ouroboros.

      I’d almost blurted out I love you last night—words that would alienate me from Draxton.

      Swoosh! Come to me.

      I didn’t want him to find out I was in love with him. He wouldn’t know how to handle that, and he might either push me away or do crazy things like jumping out of an airplane or running into a prison camp to prove his love in the most outrageous, convoluted way.

      I had to stay nearby to protect him, but not so close that he thought I was being overprotective or possessive.

      My eye caught Snow waving and poking his head inside the drain opening. I waved back. Please let him be safe, I thought, and dove to put my clothes and boots back on, then jumped into a jog to go wait for Draxton with open arms.

      “Excuse me.” I made my way to stand right in front of the opening to ensure he saw my face first. “Thank you,” I said, squinting and straining to see into the darkness. “I hear nothing.”

      “He’s quiet. We noticed ripples in the water—changes in the flow.” Snow pointed to the narrow stream at my feet. Sure enough, small swells appeared in rhythm with oncoming footsteps.

      “How do we know it’s him and not the enemy? Did you do the whistle thing?”

      “Of course.” Snow poked his head into the tunnel and whistled once. I strained to hear. We waited for a few seconds, and then two confirming whistles floated out of the darkness. Snow turned to me, shot me a look, and nudged me forward. “You go get your man.”

      I stayed where I was and we watched and waited. “He’s not mine. He’s not a pet, he doesn’t belong to anyone,” I whispered as an afterthought.

      Snow scoffed from behind me. “Good luck with that approach. You should be honest and tell him how you really feel.”

      “He knows I need him, but he made it very clear he is not a dog to be owned and trained. We stick together because we want to survive and go home. That’s our main priority,” I said over my shoulder and stepped deeper inside the mouth of the opening. Behind me, I felt Snow’s disagreeing gaze on my neck.

      We waited.

      “That man always knows where you are and seeks you out if he doesn’t. I think you’re scared he will reject you, and you’re overthinking something simple—turning it over too many times, which makes it impossible for anyone to understand. You forget about yourself and Draxton, who is actually in the relationship,” Snow said from behind me. I sighed. Maybe Snow had a point, but I wasn’t planning to make a move unless Draxton gave me a sign that he was interested in more.

      In that instant, I saw Draxton’s wide eyes and that charming smile he reserved just for me. He froze in front of me, looking both relieved and impressed with himself as his gaze locked onto mine. For a few heart-stopping moments, we stood in mind-blowing silence. He was waiting for me to wrap my arms around him, I realized, then sighed in relief into his neck while embracing him tightly.
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      I can do this! If I can skydive, then I can do this! Do this, do this, do this.

      Grinding my teeth, I grunted and pushed upward with all my strength to slide open the heavy, hot lid covering the drainage tunnel. Spittle sprayed through my pursed lips as I muffled my load-bearing grunts. “Fuck, it’s burning my palms. Move, dammit.” Light trickled in, and relief surged through me as the rusted metal scraped and screeched. “Come on! Move halfway open, big enough for me to climb through,” I sputtered. Finally, the sun’s blazing heat and ultra-blinding rays hit my face, welcoming me to the center of Spire City on the Light Continent.

      My nervous impatience wouldn’t work in my favor. Slow down, and don’t be hasty or jittery.

      Carefully, I pulled myself up, poking my head outside. Seeing no one, I leaned back inside to grab my pretend cleaning supplies, reached up, and placed them next to the opening. I forced myself to relax and concentrated on deliberate movements, then rose out of the darkness, using my condensed crash course version of a Navy SEAL’s physical, mental, and emotional control.

      Simon and his brothers had warned me countless times about moving quietly and slowly if I wanted to enter the building without raising suspicion as a human. Time was running out, so we’d modified the original plan. Simon and Kellan had built a homemade World War II Morse Code handheld receiver using scrap parts. Our plans to spy on the enemy had changed when Zaidon’s father was executed. It just so happened to be the day Callisto arrived to free me from the underground prison.

      Instead of planting a bug and eavesdropping, we would initiate communication with Malherbe’s son. Zaidon Malherbe, who had watched his father die, would hopefully be empathetic to our cause. He was our last and only option for obtaining a laser drill, which would be used to tunnel faster into the mountain so we could get back home to 2025.

      Almost crushing my thumbs in the process, I gritted my teeth as I forced the heavy metal back into position, covering the manhole, only leaving enough space for me to open it up again when I returned to our rendezvous point.

      Head down, I stealthily slipped into the shadows, trying not to look suspicious. I could feel Donali and Kawa’s eyes boring into me, guarding me, or maybe just waiting for the perfect moment to blow this city to smithereens. Honestly, it was hard to tell if they were my protectors or just waiting for an excuse.

      Even in the shadow of the tall Malherbe building next to me shooting into the sky, the heat of the near-unbreathable hellish air burned my lips and nostrils dry. Gods, it was so hot and bright; everything shimmered in blue and orange hues.

      No one used the walkways. It’s too bloody blisteringly hot. A dull zipping sound caught my attention as I rounded the corner. I stole a quick glimpse of crisscrossing translucent tubes between the buildings on every third to fourth floor. Looking up, it resembled a complicated network, just like a three-dimensional circuit board—of fucking living computer. My heart slammed around in my ribcage and came to a dead stop as a door slid open, and a short male quickly stepped out. I kept moving, but side-eyed him. My angst lessened when he crossed over to another tube, where, like firing synapses, pods shot like bullets to their next destination. Now I understood what Simon and his brothers meant by the people and hybrids conducting business inside the buildings, and that each building functioned like a city unto itself.

      Reaching the entrance, I waited for a small, bald person before me, then followed their lead by holding my forearm underneath the red lights that danced up and down the barcode. I took a deep breath to stay still while concentrating on doing one thing at a time. The revolving door buzzed, signaling for me to move inside. Nervous excitement shot through me. I was honored to wear the tattoo, not that anyone else was qualified. After all, I had more experience with the Zelk and their hoverbots, having been inside the prison before.

      I’d promised them, this time with a scannable, trusted human mark, that I would follow their plan. Even Callisto had chuffed at me. I must live, for Kellan’s sake. I hadn’t realized how much he was emotionally dependent on me.

      I’d once thought the depths of his heart were impossible to reach, but knowing how he felt about me acting recklessly, I didn’t want to disappoint him or push him away. He’d told me that he needed me last night. That he would be lost without me. I’ve never had someone depending on me like that. I wasn’t a selfish man, but I was admittedly a selfish lover. I focused on what I wanted and never let others change my mind for me. He knew me better than any other man ever did, and I had to prove to him I wasn’t bloody Indiana Jones—a bald one.

      Early this morning, before leaving for my mission, Simon had given me the human sterilization procedure they were forced to do to themselves to be able to live on the Light Continent. It was somewhat uncomfortable, but I survived it because Kellan was weirdly turned on seeing me naked and hanging onto the handlebars of a mechanical human waste remover. He liked me stripped and flushed clean. Needless to say, after he’d had his tongue up my ass and had soiled my pristine-shaven body with his ejaculation, I’d had to go through another cleaning session before I was able to dress and pass as a sterile Spire City civilian.

      All humans born naturally, without artificial insemination or DNA modifications, were taller, regular-sized humans. Shaven, cleaned, and stamped, I now looked and smelled like a very trusted Zelk-supporting human. That was how Donali and Kawa were able to spy on the enemy and assured us that it would not raise suspicion or be detected by their hovering cameras. After my short but horrific stay in their prison, I had a bit more experience with how to keep my head down than Kellan.

      I kept my gaze low, my body rigid, and with my cleaning supplies hiding the Morse code receiver, I entered the building. It felt spookier than those mining tunnels. Bodies moved around soundlessly. Careful not to make a blip on their ever-recording radars, I copied everyone behaving with quiet reverence. Every breath I took in was scented with the fumes of oil and steel. It flowed through the air vents on the floor, the smell of fear and false promises. It sent chills over my skin.

      I was scared of the Zelk. We all hated and feared them, but if we wanted a future for humans, we had to use our last chance to establish contact with the one person we’d hoped could help us. I exited the service elevator, trusting my memorized blueprints to guide me to Zaidon Malherbe’s office. I pretended to buff the already shiny steel floor as I went. Peeking inside, I saw the brightly lit office was empty. After glancing back to make sure I was alone, I slipped inside.

      The whirring of machinery and rushing water startled me. Back against the wall, I carefully peered through the door crack of an ensuite sterilizing room. The ice-cold air stung my eyeball, and a wave of self-preservation forced me not to cluck my tongue. I shook my head at the unbelievable scene. Malherbe stood naked, arms up, legs spread, inside a huge, high-tech sterilizer. So that’s why Kellan was so fixated on a clean ass this morning. I could appreciate it, but this was a whole new level of machine savagery.

      Malherbe’s body was small and pale. Judging by the red lasers running up and down his body, he was being scorched hairless. I saw only his small, tight backside and the tube up his yin-yan hole. Unlike my cleaning session at Simon’s earlier, more tubes were connected to the back of his neck, and the tube filled with yellow piss told me he had one up his cock as well. This inhuman ritual was being done three to four times a day, and then again when they slept in their rejuvenation caskets until the next morning.

      This was dehumanizing. Especially because these traitors thought it was necessary to be accepted, to be normal. Fuck normal. Who decided what normal was? The Zelk was not normal.

      I retreated, turned, and pink-panthered over to the executive desk standing in the middle of the overly bright office. Tipping my head to the side, I listened if he was still busy, then shivered and blinked a few times to wash the horrific scene from my memory. There was a sloshing noise followed by a humming sound. I swallowed down the anxious bile pushing up my esophagus, then refocused on my task. I had but a minute.

      Diving onto my hands and knees, I pushed the desk chair aside and flipped over to my back to slide my skinny frame underneath the desk. I scooted deeper on my shoulder blades and stretched my arms to reach behind the last drawer. Hurriedly, I pushed the drawer out to make space for my big hands to work, and then I taped the recorder onto it.

      The humming in the sterilization room died down. He’s going to get dressed and come out the door any moment now. I had a second to spare.

      Sweat drops formed on my forehead, and my hands shook nervously. I left the drawer a bit further ajar for Malherbe to discover it. I flipped back to my hands and knees, then reversed out of there, crawled a few steps, jumped to my feet, and returned to the pristine hallway, where I started sweeping the polisher, cleaning the already clean surface.

      My quickened breathing slowed as I calmed. Fifty percent of my mission was completed.

      The gleaming blue artificial lights cast a glowing reflection on my path. My expression was pinched, and my dark eyes were worried. I let out a soft sigh, hoping the plan worked. We were putting our trust in a traitor solely because Simon knew his father. It could be a trap, because his father was found out and executed for treason. I wondered how he was discovered and whether Zaidon had something to do with it.

      Acting mundane in my task, I kept working closer to my exit. The cold air chilled my bald head, and the naked sensation gave me an eerie feeling of wearing foreign skin over my skull. My curly black hair was shaved to blend in with the other Zelk-acceptable humans. Like a blue zebra, I looked stupid in my striped Star Trek suit, and I wondered what the meaning behind the silver stripes around the arms and legs was.

      Three more office doors stood between me and the elevator. I moved with slow, seemingly lazy reluctance, careful not to trip any security cameras or arouse suspicion from the ever-watchful Zelk. I eluded reluctance as if the task was a burden, while I remained composed, ensuring my heart rate didn’t betray the adrenaline coursing through my veins.

      There was a movement in his office, then I heard him rummaging and grunting something, and the next second he came storming down the hall. My heart pounded as I shifted my gaze to the floor, preventing him from seeing my face. Gods, am I under suspicion? Should I tuck and run?

      “Excuse me,” he said curtly, with a ten-year-old altar boy tone. I inspected his plastic small-feet shoes and bristled inwardly, before remembering my place and stepping wordlessly to the side. He stepped left as well. We danced for a second, and then I stepped back, melting into the icy wall behind me without making eye contact.

      “Excuse me,” I blurted. He wasn’t moving. He was looking up at me. I blew my breath out slowly and stared down at him. He blinked, and I blinked back at him. His boyish expression of determination and irritation flattened to something I could not decipher.

      “No, you excuse me,” he apologized, but not one of us made a move. He cocked his head slightly, and I forced one corner of my mouth into a crooked smile to convince him of my innocence, even if I was so tall and looked out of the ordinary. Our gazes were locked, and I hoped he wouldn’t sound an alarm.

      I wondered if I should talk to him, or just drop to my knees, pressing my forehead to the floor, like I had to do in the mine when the hoverbots had electrocuted me for…shit, the cameras. I was drawing attention.

      He stood before me, wearing a veneer of self-confidence, and I thought I saw a blush creeping up his thin neck. He looked like a plastic Ken Doll with no hair, big black eyes, and a smooth, hairless face. His nose was small, and his lips were pale pink. He swallowed, looking nervous as his gaze flicked up and down from my head to my feet. His hand covered his crotch, and he looked like he was hiding something. Was he turned on? No, that couldn’t be. They suppressed their human urges. Then it struck me, the device. He’d found it.

      His back snapped straight. Fuck, he was going to call security. “I have an idea. You take your broom out of my way, and I’ll move,” he said with a sassy tone.

      I let my eyes fall to the floor and shook my head as I stepped back, bringing the broom with me. “My fault, sir. Please forgive me,” I stammered.

      “No, it’s all okay. I’m glad they brought the humans back. My father…um…I mean, I’ve been stating my case, putting in multiple requisitions for human staff. The place was crawling with bots. We needed this. People. Welcome and carry on,” he said, his voice gentle. He was friendly, not at all what I imagined.

      I cleared my throat. “Yes, and thank you for the opportunity, sir.” With my dark gaze locked on the floor, I hid my face from the prying lenses of the surveillance cameras. Stepping away, turning my back on him, I continued moving with a rhythmic sway, my footsteps soundless against the polished steel floor as I traversed the seemingly endless hallway.

      Zaidon wasn’t the robotic, emotionless figure I’d imagined. Simon’s pictures of his blank face during his father’s horrifying, failed Zelk transformation in the auditorium had painted him as cold. But I saw innocent humanity in him.

      He was also dangerous, because he was the new controlling CEO of the richest and most powerful mining and mineral research company in Spire City, Zelk Industries.

      I refocused. I had to get out of there because if I got caught, he would too. It seemed he wasn’t planning on alerting security, and he must have known I had dropped the communication device.

      I felt optimistic. Our plan might work. When Zaidon had passed and entered another office, I exhaled a soundless breath I’d been holding, but worked at the same pace down the hall until I reached the service elevator. In the lobby, I continued pretending to clean while moving at a painstakingly slow pace toward the building’s exit. Even when multiple black shoes passed by me, I didn’t look up to see who wore them. I reminded myself to slow down to evade the watchful eyes of the Zelk cameras and their hoverbots.

      I stepped into the open air and took a deep breath, savoring the feeling of freedom. Then, I quickly rounded the corner, away from the street. At the manhole, I tossed my cleaning supplies and broom aside, dropped down, pushed open the heavy steel cover over the drain, and slid into the hole feet first, bringing the supplies with me. Carefully, I dragged the cover back over the opening before disappearing into the dark tunnel.

      Ah, thank fuck, darkness, I thought. I was almost safe.

      The suppressed excitement made my heart flutter like a captive bird desperate for release. I kept my head low as I ran and smiled. Zaidon Malherbe held the key to our liberation, and by leaving a means of contact, we had taken an audacious risk today.

      It seemed I’d executed my mission as planned. His response would determine the fate of our entire operation. His father’s sacrifice to make contact and offer help was not for nothing.

      Navigating the memorized labyrinth of tunnels beneath the city above, I moved deliberately, every step calculated to avoid unnecessary noise and detection. If I got caught, I would be questioned to death. They would search these tunnels to find out where I came from, and I would destroy years of work done by Simon and his brothers.

      Fixating on reaching Kellan and the others, I hunched over, counting my steps to know when to turn either side until I reached the last turn to the end of the drainage tunnel.

      Someone whistled once, and I returned two short whistles to confirm to them it was me coming and not the enemy.

      Finally, when the light at the end of the tunnel appeared, I lifted my head and saw Kellan’s happy face. He lifted his arms wide, and I stepped as fast as I could into his embrace.

      Air exploded out of Kellan. “Oomph, oh my goodness, I’m glad to have you in my arms!” He gave me one of his vice-gripping hugs. I stared into his caramel chocolate-brown eyes.

      Simon patted me on the back. “Yup, we’re all happy to see you. Did it go as planned?” Simon asked.

      “It went smoothly. He saw me, but luckily, nothing came of it.”

      Kellan pushed me away while holding onto my shoulders. “You are safe and whole!” He smiled, and his eyes shimmered with relief as he kept inspecting me up and down.

      “Yeah, I was getting anxious to leave. I started to think it had gone too smoothly, worrying it might be a trap, until I saw the light and knew it had worked out. Now for the next hurdle.” I leaned into Kellan’s warm chest, savoring his scent. Of safety. I closed my eyes and let Kellan kiss me.

      “Yeah, one more hurdle. I pray that Zaidon Malherbe won’t let us down and will respond to our message,” I heard Simon say, with Donali and Kawa agreeing.
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      I’d felt dizzy and ice-cold as I clung to the handrails above my head. Shutting my eyes, I wiped away the replaying scene of my father being unsuccessfully hybridized a few day-cycles ago. I was such a weakling. I sniffled and winced as the catheter vibrated inside my pissing thing. I just couldn’t get used to the feeling of being sterilized by the ice-cold titanium rods. The tubes in my rejuvenation casket felt warmer and softer, irritating me less, maybe because I was lying supine instead of standing.

      I shivered as the flushing of my intestines evoked the telltale feeling of being washed out and vacuumed clean. Sometimes I enjoyed that sensation as I relaxed into it, but not lately because my mind drifted to the scene of my father being drained of his blood, followed by his body’s deboning and his consciousness extraction. Usually, the pain-filled screams weren’t upsetting. They lasted only a few seconds, but my father’s agony had stung far down, hurting me viscerally and simultaneously in my mind, chest, and stomach. I didn’t know I could feel things that deeply. It had stirred and nauseated me. They were cringing, squirming, puckering feelings that forced me not to look, and then I’d illegally close my eyes. I’d wanted to cover my ears or run away.

      How intense would it have been if I hadn’t used suppressors at all? That was why we were forbidden to stop taking them, because even by taking half the dose, I already couldn’t stop myself from experiencing bouts of unwanted emotions, so I shed my tears in private. If I were caught, I would be arrested, seen as a sympathizer, and forced to transition without mercy, just like my father.

      Interrupting my traitorous thoughts, the tubes were extracted from my body. That was why it was better to be connected to the Zelk cognition grid so we wouldn’t be weak, but would be supported. Not being a hybrid Zelk yet, and not taking the full dose of my suppressors, I was feeling and thinking illegal things, and the fine tremors of fear coursing through me constantly reminded me that I was guilty.

      Guilt was another foreign, illegal feeling because guilt insinuated a feeling of right and wrong, and that caused upheaval and discord.

      “Sterilization complete,” the female electronic voice screeched, ringing painfully in my ears. My headache throbbed at my temples as I bent, climbing back into my underwear. “Second sterilization complete for today,” the ever-monitoring Zelk program announced. Bending and straightening intensified the headache that usually began at the end of my colon cleansing.

      I wasn’t in the mood to work, I thought to myself as the door slid open. I cringed and rubbed the back of my neck. The brightly lit office worsened the stabbing pain inside my skull, and a hurtful whine escaped my throat. With my eyes barely open, I slowly made my way to my desk and then collapsed into my office chair. As I twisted my body to fit under the desk, I pressed the call button for my secretary to cancel my appointments.

      “What now?” I scowled as my foot got caught on the lower drawer, hurting my ankle. I kicked the thing closed, but it hopped back just as fast. I kicked it harder, but again, it wouldn’t budge. It was closed earlier.

      Peep-peep, the signal for an incoming call cut through my headache and heightened my frustration.

      “Sir?” the AI asked in his usual male monotonous voice.

      “Yes, I…have…um.” I rubbed my temples and then slid my chair out from the desk to see what was going on with the drawer. “I have another matter to tend to today…and I have a headache. Cancel my appointments for the whole day.”

      “No problem, I will reschedule them for you…It will be double the work tomorrow, but if you are unwell, you are unwell. Anything else?” he asked, and I rolled my eyes.

      “No, thank you.” I pushed the end-call button and dove forward. I pulled the stubborn drawer out completely, then slid it back in and out again. It was definitely getting stuck as if something was preventing it from sliding deeper. I poked my hand inside and felt nothing—no obstacles. I slithered to my knees on the cold steel floor and leaned my head closer to ensure nothing was blocking it from sliding deeper. If there were no obstacles, then it must be outside—in the back.

      Grimacing, I inspected what was wrong with the drawer. I’ve never had any trouble with it.

      What was that? A faint green light reflected from the back of the drawer. I crawled deeper under the desk. Someone had hidden something there. Was it a spy or my sister trying to record me? I stretched further to get the tips of my fingers underneath the tape and tore it free. Blinking and turning it over, I inspected it, then gasped, nearly throwing the thing, then slapped one hand over my mouth.

      Hide it! I thought and tucked it down the front of my pants.

      What was it? Who would do this? Was it my father? I had to show it to Harrison, he would know.

      I caught my breath, scooted out from underneath my desk, and quickly got up, straightening my clothes. The illegal device pressed against my manhood, making it look abnormally large. I sat on the edge of my seat, waiting for my hammering heart to calm down. It was an illegal artifact. A communicator. A thrill ran through me. Headache forgotten, I jumped up to make my way to Harrison’s office.

      A few steps into the hallway, I faltered at the sight of a tall, very skinny cleaner who looked out of place. Uneasy tension swept through me. Tightening my fists, I lifted my chin and strode across the floor. He was sweeping, and I had never seen him before. It had to be him. He was the one who’d planted the illegal device.

      He didn’t look at me. I knew it was him. He had put it there. I straightened up to make myself taller, took a deep breath, and looked up at him. Towering over me, he tried his best not to see me; on my long, audible exhale, he looked straight at me. Our eyes met as I craned my neck to see his face in the looming light. The air rushed out of me in surprise as both of us gasped, making eye contact. I stared, blinking until his presence made sense to me.

      I’d imagined people from the South as savage and unkempt, with terrible teeth. I studied him.

      His hair was shaved. He was trying to blend in, but his dark stubble told me it was not lasered like the rest of us. Still, it looked acceptable. He was handsome, and aside from being very skinny, he appeared to take care of himself—his clean nails hinted at that. He didn’t look wild like our mine or factory workers, with muddy ropes of hair and torn ears from years of fighting for scraps. I expected to see eyes that were evil and ruthless, but I saw none of that, only persona. His eyes glinted over dark irises, and although they looked shocked, his expression was intelligent. Composed, but very nervous—he was hiding or scared. There was a permanent, superficial line between his eyebrows, probably from constant frowning, showing he was more than just puzzled most of the time, which was illegal in Spire City. The shadows under his cheekbones and around his eyes made him seem precarious. When his mouth twitched and his full lips formed a shy half-smile, he stepped back, still with his lips closed.

      Somehow, his big nose made his face look more attractive. I knew this was not an animal, a dirty, dumb beast. There was humanity in his eyes.

      A flush of heat exploded in my chest, then spread up my face and to my groin. It was a sensation so rare that I glanced down at my crotch in surprise.

      Then, I remembered the communication device. “Excuse me,” I said as my eyes flicked down to his bulge to compare sizes. His was bigger than mine. I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not, so I stood staring. What was wrong with me?

      He shied away, shrugging his shoulders. “Excuse me,” he said so softly that the rumbling sound of his voice gave me goosebumps.

      “No, you, excuse me,” I said politely, returning a smile as I finally tore my gaze from his groin. Blood swooshed through my body, and the warm pooling feeling, like a throbbing tingling in my reproductive organ and fluttering insides, told me it was an illegal momentous human-to-human moment—I would probably never feel it again.
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