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      Eryn, King of the Brawl was inspired by the Characters, Place, and Time who appeared in Men of Phoenix, written by Stefan Pride.

      Now, Kashel Char introduces their debut novel, Eryn, King of the Brawl - New Beginnings M/M Series Book One. All rights reserved.
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      NO AI/NO BOT. We do not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarize, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, sculpture, multimedia, audio, or other medium. We support the right of humans to control their artistic works.

      Unless expressly noted, no part of this publication may be reproduced, scanned, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise known or from now on invented, without the express written permission of the authors. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the internet or any other means without the author’s permission are illegal.

      DEAR READERS/LISTENERS

      New Beginnings is fantastical, yet imaginable and hopefully, with a little persuasion, believable.

      It is darkly complicated, with bouts of silliness, humor, and wonder. In my imagination, Earth and the universe exist inside some kind of bubble, loop, or circle.

      I say never stop dreaming. Always enquire, question, and explore to make the unimaginable a reality. Move forward and never accept the status quo blindly.

      I added a timeline at the end of the book for readers who want to figure out what the fuck had happened and when in chronological order. It contains spoilers and is hidden to avoid revealing too much. Books one and two each have their own distinct parts, whereas book three encompasses the entire list.

      This book and the New Beginnings series is a speculative, alternate history, post-apocalyptic, sci-fi fantasy featuring gifted DNA-manipulated paranormal beings falling in love.

      It contains explicit and graphic depictions of a quadruple amputee prisoner, off-the-page mention of non-consensual sexual acts, cannibalism, imprisonment, violence, blood, and gore. It is unsuitable for young and sensitive readers or anyone offended by gay sex.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, business establishments, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. The authors do not have any control over and do not assume responsibility for author or third-party websites, blogs or critiques, or their content.
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      In 2052 A.D., six years after the global neurotoxic Doomsday of 2046 A.D., the Romanov twins, Cian and Ivan, were born. They were the first successful ectogenesis twins, and the biological children of Mika and Connor Romanov. This marked it as the Year of the Twins (A.T.).

      Earth was dying, and cataclysmic earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and tsunamis caused a global winter.

      Under General Brad McCormick, the all-male scientific and military society believed themselves humanity’s last survivors, sheltered within Phoenix’s gleaming plexiglass and titanium domes—a fantastical ice city against the Antarctic plateau.

      After twenty-one years, the perpetual gray twilight caused by billions of tons of volcanic ash and snowstorms subsided.

      The satellites orbiting Earth, taking incessant photos of a cloud-shrouded planet, forwarded an increasing number of glimpses of the blue ocean and ice-covered landmasses.

      Prior to the birth of their twin boys, Dr. Connor Romanov, a computer programming genius and second-in-command of Phoenix, had taken control of the orbiting satellites. With the help of his husband, Dr. Mika Romanov, they had broken the codes from scores of intelligence-gathering orbiters placed in space by Earth’s old governments. All human history and information saved in data banks at institutions like libraries and universities were downloaded to Phoenix’s servers. Their ingenuity had helped prepare Phoenix City, thus saving it.

      Since the Year of the Twins (After Twins—A.T.), many things have changed at Phoenix. Enthusiasm to rebuild and their quest for excellence continued as the citizens adjusted to their new normal, and the overall mood of the citizens grew. Fortunately, the World Health Protected Species Society (WHPSS) and Dr. John Saunders authorized the cryogenically transport of tens of thousands of eggs to Phoenix before Doomsday.

      Children were born as a result of the Omega Project, led by Mika and his colleague, Dr. Peter von Leutzendorf, who successfully created a method for male sperm splicing and then fertilization of a human donor egg. They implanted this in an artificial womb with a placenta that sustained a life-giving equilibrium for the growth of human fetuses.

      New lives have entered the Phoenix population, usually as twins and sometimes as triplets. They were primarily fraternal but occasionally identical. Unfortunately, all births were males.

      Mika and Peter worked tirelessly to find a way to give birth to females into the genetic code. Parents could opt for just one child, assuming the fertilized egg didn’t split, but most fathered twins since the waitlist to become a father was long.

      Of course, many married or at least made civil commitments to create a nurturing family bond and raise their children. Prospective parents, regardless of their marital or relationship status, were eligible and wait-listed even if they prefer to raise a child alone, whether due to being heterosexual or not having a partner.

      Marriage brought happiness, acceptance, tolerance, discord, hatred, and divorce. New family laws came into being to handle those situations, including polyamorous marriages. One man could file for divorce against one or more of his spouses or the third, or by all three, four, or five spouses, whatever the number of spouses in the union wanting to dissolve the marriage contract and go their separate ways.

      Two things, however, have remained the same. One is the culture of scientific improvement and research. Phoenix’s love and commitment to education established a new school for children at three years old. This created a circle of growth and development, allowing scholars to attend and earn as many degrees as possible.

      The other thing that had not changed for most of the men of Phoenix was their appearance. None of the original men who opted to have the Eden Bean, better known as the Peter Pan Cap, had aged a month in nearly twenty-one years.

      After designing the perfect nutrient capsules for fetal development in an artificial womb, Peter discovered a by-product of the Romanov twins’ fetal nutrition. Aging was greatly reduced. No one knew how it worked or how much it would slow down the aging process. In addition to drastically slowing the aging process, the body recovered from physical injuries at an accelerated rate.

      These life-prolonging capsules were not mandatory for the original residents. Instead, it was a choice. Some men didn’t want it, and that was fine. Because their lives were dramatically prolonged, and the brain only reached full maturity as early as twenty-three, anyone, whatever age after twenty-three, may have it implanted if so desired.

      But, somewhere outside Phoenix…Far across the ice from the Antarctic plateau, on another continent, the southern tip of Africa, something else did survive the Doomsday attacks and global winter…
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            The odd boy Brawl

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning, citizens of Phoenix.

      It’s now six a.m.

      Some residents have complained about stagnation. Do not worry, Lasitor has some good points to help you get out of your rut.

      Number one. Realize that you are not alone. There are over two thousand men in Phoenix.

      Number two. Find something that inspires you. Stagnation occurs because nothing is exciting to do.

      Number three. Take a break. When did you take a real vacation for yourself?

      Number four. Shake things up and change your routine.

      Number five. Do one small thing differently today.

      Breakfast is served until eight a.m.

      Hope you have a different day!”

      

      Eryn, King of the Brawl

      2058 A.D. (6 A.T.)

      Phoenix

      Glass-Domed City

      Antarctica

      

      Eryn was born and grew up deep inside an old gold mine, so deep that it’s thousands of meters beneath South African soil. He guessed he was twelve or maybe fifteen years old. He wasn’t precisely sure, because time passes differently when one doesn’t see the sun. His large build did not match the naïve innocence of his character. In his heart, he was the same age as the six-year-olds he was watching. They fascinated him. None of the other children born inside the ice city interested him as much as these two boys. When they were born, he knew they were special.

      Filled with excitement, he could barely contain himself. He crouched down and snuck under a big storage bin to watch Mika and the twins. Something exciting and out of the ordinary was happening today. Tucking his gangly legs, he sat on his haunches and hung on every word.

      “Look, Papa,” little Cian pointed excitedly, “there’s something out on the ice,” he said. Sitting proudly, back straight, head up.

      Ivan’s head popped up. “What, where?” He followed Cian’s line of sight. “Oh, there, look. What is that, Papa?”

      Cian crossed his arms and scowled at his brother. “I saw it first!”

      Ivan turned and looked at his twin brother. “I know you saw it first. I’m asking Papa what it is, that’s all,” little Ivan said. He smiled at Cian, who unfolded his arms. Their blond heads bobbed up and down in a mutual agreement that Cian won the game of “I spy with my little eye on something new today.”

      “Good job, I see it, too!” Mika said. He shaded his eyes for a better view of the dark silhouette against the bright blue-pink horizon. “Yes, and that is about two hundred meters away.” He pointed to the rusty fragments poking out of the snow.

      Eryn shaded his eyes with cupped hands, scanning the snowy vista, and yipped excitedly when he spotted it. He had the best panoramic view of the Antarctic Valley from his hiding spot on the fifth level of the spiraling floor inside the Athletic Dome. Hiding under a storage bin by the plexiglass wall, Eryn spied on the family that fascinated him the most. Pretending to be part of their group was his favorite pastime during visits to Joshua. It was also crucial for him to observe and learn from them to grow into a wise and strong boy. Only then could he reveal himself and avoid the influence of humanity’s evil, as Joshua said. “I must learn about humans to live like a human,” was his mantra. He didn’t fully grasp why it was taking so long.

      Wondering where the other man, the other father, was, Eryn looked closer at the building and spied the other man at a window. This man was called Connor, and Eryn watched him mumble something as he watched his family, bringing Eryn’s attention back to the amusing scene before him. Eryn bit down on his fists, smothering his laughter as he enjoyed the live entertainment and was seconds away from bursting into hysterics. Pressure built in his head while he restrained himself, small bursts of air escaping, sounding like farts and amplifying the humor of the situation. He snort-giggled at Connor, who peeked through the thick plexiglass wall, trying to see better while leaning in and pushing his nose against the cold glass. This was much more fun, and Eryn dreaded returning home to the darkness deep inside the earth. He knew what needed to be done, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. So he pushed that thought aside. It tore him apart. Too many things he wanted, needed to do, and wished for. Plus, he wanted to forget about his responsibility to his family.

      Returning his attention to Connor, Eryn almost laughed out loud as he watched Connor mouth “Damn foggy glass,” then balled his sleeve into a fist and rubbed the glass vigorously in small circles, polishing it. Eryn giggled, stamping his feet as he struggled to contain his laughter. The bulky frame and long legs barely fit under the bin. Occasionally, the container rattled, but no one noticed him.

      Eryn watched the other three enjoying themselves outside on the glass dome roof. Suddenly, the three laughed boisterously. Eryn frowned, upset with himself for missing the punchline and unable to decipher their conversation. I wish I could join them. He longed to play with them and be part of their world of love and affection, especially when their fathers hugged the twins and showered them with attention. For now, he would hide and pretend, but one day, he would reveal his unusual face. I hate going home after just a day or two of short visits. Maybe not today, but definitely one day. He promised himself to refocus and not miss anything.

      He turned back and watched Connor intently, reading his body language. Connor appeared increasingly irritated and nervously anxious. Ah, he feared for Mika and the twins, worrying they might slide off the roof. With wide eyes and an open mouth, Eryn leaned in, observing intently, like watching a movie on television, only better, as he soaked up the drama of Connor spying on Mika and their boys outside while Connor, like himself, was inside. His level of amusement rose to nearly unmanageable heights, causing the bin to rattle louder. Quickly, he righted himself, checking his knees to ensure nothing gave his position away. Connor’s anticipation of seeing the three rubbed off on Eryn. As soon as Connor caught sight of the safety harnesses around their bodies, the relief and love he felt washed over Eryn. He gasped softly, then waited. From his viewpoint, he could see both fathers. Mika held both boys, with Ivan on his right and Cian on his left, all sitting in a tight row, while Connor watched them from the inside of Phoenix.

      Eryn’s inhumanly perfect hearing and empathic abilities came in handy when he pretended to be part of this family. The way they loved and interacted with one another was unlike any other family, and he could observe them for hours. Most of the time, it brought him joy, but sometimes it filled him with sadness. His father had told him he was special, and Joshua told him he would do great things one day because he possessed abilities that humans lacked. This was evident as he recognized Connor’s sadness about being inside while the others played outside. Eryn sensed Connor’s anxiety rising as he watched them atop the highest point of the dome roof, his heartbeats were louder and faster than usual.

      Eryn crossed his legs, resting his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands while smiling longingly at the scene unfolding before him. Connor puffed with pride and adoration for his husband and their two boys as he watched Mika trying to hold on to their kids while simultaneously explaining with his hands, fully immersing himself in the educational conversation. His gestures, like those of an accordion player, conveyed something big and explosive. Eryn’s mouth hung open in concentration, twisting his head from side to side to interpret the miming. Playful chuckles escaped from beneath the bin as he pretended to sit outside on the rooftop, enjoying the animated hand gestures of explosions and crashing waves as he worked to figure out the answer. It was about the day all the water came to his home, and the land around his mineshaft froze. With wide eyes, hands in fists, and gesturing animatedly, Mika made pow-pow sounds while opening and closing his hands. Eryn understood Mika was discussing what they called the “Big Flood.”

      Ivan pointed to the satellite dishes jutting through the icy surface once more, and Mika continued to explain what they were. He nodded in agreement, then placed his thumb to his ear and his pinky to his mouth. Eryn concluded that no one understood what that meant. Then he heard Connor speaking as if Mika and the twins could hear him through the glass wall. “It’s enhancing communication. It’s for sending sound waves from one dish to another to talk or receive information from the outside world.”

      “Ah,” Eryn whispered, joining the make-believe outdoor classroom game. Feeling proud of himself, he understood what Connor had said. Suddenly, Mika turned toward the Athletics Dome, and Eryn ducked and scurried deeper under the bin. He watched closely as the proud fathers made eye contact, both mouthing the words, “I love you,” with broad, cheerful smiles. Eryn sighed and made soft cooing noises. Pouting his lips and pretending to kiss, sweet, kissy noises escaped from beneath the bin.

      Connor was too focused on Mika to notice anything behind him. But if he turned around and looked, he might have seen the flopping dirty blonde curls as Eryn flopped excitedly up and down on his back. The joyful emotions were euphoric, causing him to bounce vigorously, sending his hair in all directions and obscuring his big, friendly, gold-green eyes with elongated pupils. Eryn swept his hair to one side with a quick, irritated motion. His reflection revealed that his pupils were almost invisible, as they sat so close to the light streaming in from outside. Eryn wore an oversized, ratty t-shirt he had borrowed from the laundry department. He pulled it over his knees, tucked it beneath him, and tented himself inside. Joshua frequently chased him back to his room to get fully dressed, especially when he went outside without shoes in the snow. Spying on humans was fun, but shoes made it difficult for him to do so silently, so he would wear no shoes today.

      The boys turned and waved when they spotted Connor inside, waving happily. Connor waved both arms above his head as if he hadn’t seen them all day. He yelled, but Eryn was certain they couldn’t hear him. “Hello, my smart, beautiful boys. I love you, be careful. Dada loves you.”

      It sounded and felt beautiful to Eryn, and he wanted that. But most of all, he wanted to feel like a human being. The emotion overwhelmed him. All he could do now was let his head fall forward and allow his tears to stream down his face. I am a big boy, he thought with the mind of an innocent child, but he knew that wasn’t enough. He had things to do and brothers to kill, but the thought of doing that made him feel utterly alone. So, he cried silently until he had cried himself out. Then, he used his shirt to wipe his big, amphibious-like nose, and he got up to go search for Joshua. There was nothing more to see here. He forced himself to leave without sneaking another look.

      “Who are you waving at, Cian?” Mika asked.

      “Our friend, Dada! Say bye-bye to him, Ivan.”

      Eryn didn’t look. He left, not knowing that the friend the boys were talking about was him.

      It had taken him over half a day sneaking through until he finally found Joshua in the army portion of the military compound. Aggressive shouting alerted him, so he fell to his knees in the cold snow and carefully snuck up, only to see what appeared to be a confrontation between Joshua and six other men. Eryn recognized them as the men who regularly slipped past the perimeter patrol and terrorized Joshua. Impulsively, he crawled on his hands and knees, making sure they didn’t see him—because I am an odd-looking little boy. He found a hollowed-out area in the snow and watched. I may be an odd-looking boy, but I’m not a stupid little boy.

      He narrowed his eyes to slits and pinned them on the men as Joshua yelled at them. Joshua was brave and didn’t care how much bigger they were than himself. When one man punched Joshua in the ribs, Eryn lost his temper and jumped up to help, but Joshua locked eyes with him, shaking his head, signaling to stay hidden.

      Eryn sat down again as he’d been told, but remained positioned and ready to strike. The air smelled of the sweet copper scent of blood, and Eryn watched as it seeped into the snow in slow motion. All the while, his hands covered his ears to muffle the painful cries of his friend.

      He cried soundlessly for the second time that day, never taking his eyes off his friend. This was getting too much for Eryn’s emotionally immature mind. But he saw that all humans were different, like he and Ernest were different.

      When they were done hurting Joshua, Eryn waited until he heard them entering the side door of the compound. With the speed of a cheetah, he shot out of his hidey-hole, skidded on his knees, and scooped his friend into his lap. “Joshua, Joshua, are you okay?” Eryn inspected the injuries, worried and not sure what to do to help him.

      Joshua opened his eyes and answered in between coughs. “Yes, boy, don’t worry. I will be fine,” he said as he rolled onto his side to hurl his stomach contents. It was a stinking mess in the snow, and Eryn’s heightened sense of smell didn’t help. He jumped up before it hit him. Yuck!

      Joshua chuckled and spat more blood. “Just promise me you won’t ever let them see or catch you. They’re not good men. Promise me, boy.” Joshua’s voice cracked and was barely audible. He was growing older so fast. Sometimes it felt like Eryn looked away and back at him, and he seemed a year older. His hair was thinning and turning as white as snow. It was now red with blood. That enraged Eryn. He wanted to hurt them like they hurt his friend. He bulged his fists and gnashed his teeth, almost breaking his needle-sized fangs. “I’m going to kill them.”

      Joshua waved his hand weakly. “No, not now. Not yet. You need to grow a bit more. If you feel like killing, you must kill your brothers first, my boy,” he said, and the hand plopped into the snow, almost into the puddle of vomit.

      Eryn shook his head. “But I’m already a big boy, and I know I can kill them with my fork. I know I can.” He kneeled to wipe the hair out of Joshua’s face and whimpered, feeling frustrated, confused, and angry.

      “I know, my son, but the time is not right. I will let you know. Promise me you will do as I ask.”

      The pain and despair emanating from Joshua broke Eryn’s resolve. “Okay.” He sniffled. “I’ll take my revenge the day you say so.” Joshua reached for Eryn’s face, wiping his tears and snot away. He cracked a loving smile, exposing a broken tooth. Eryn cringed.

      “I promise you, I will let you know when it is time,” Joshua said kindly with sad-looking eyes. The fear of losing Joshua frightened Eryn. If Joshua died, he would be alone in this big, frozen world.

      “If you say so, then I will wait. Please don’t die,” Eryn said, sniffling. His brothers were not like humans. They didn’t talk, laugh, or cry, and they definitely could not live in the glass city. Maybe Ernest could. But Joshua didn’t seem to think so. “Joshua, you’re my only human friend. From now on, I’ll never leave you alone. I’ll guard you and warn you when they’re coming. Then we can hide together. I know a lot of good hiding spots.”

      Joshua smiled, but his words cut like knives when he spoke sternly and with finality. “No, my boy, it’s time to leave. You should keep your brothers from finding this place. Do what your father said, before he died. Before your twin, Ernest, influenced your brothers and killed him. I’m telling you, you must do this. Flood those tunnels and bury them, my boy. Take this aggression and go do that for me, please. These men are looking for you and your brothers.” Joshua coughed and lowered his head.

      Eryn took his hand, squeezing it. “Joshua?”

      The old man lifted his bloodied head again, looking at Eryn as if to say something, shook it, before it fell backward with a plop. He closed his eyes and seemed to mutter something to himself, but Eryn couldn’t hear. 

      Joshua, Peter von Leutzendorf, and his father were scientists and friends. That was the only reason Eryn was allowed to visit Joshua, because he was the only one able to travel across the ice to bring messages from the underground laboratory in South Africa to Joshua and Peter.

      Eryn watched Joshua for a long time and then nodded. “Yes, Joshua,” Eryn said. Deciding not to argue. He was just speaking out of fear and anger anyway. He didn’t know how to kill so easily like his brothers. He was scared of Ernest; his own brother was cunning and deadly to humans. Their other nest brothers from another clutch of eggs were even deadlier.

      After another few minutes, Joshua opened his eyes and said, “Okay, let’s go.” He wiped his mouth and checked his sleeve for blood. Then he rolled over on his hands and knees. Eryn jumped to help and support him. “Let’s go to our room,” Joshua said, short of breath.

      They hobbled inside, and Eryn hoped nobody noticed. Tears filled his eyes as he tried to maneuver them down their secret passage. “You’ll need adequate footwear, clothing, and food for at least a year. I want you to fill your ship with as much food as possible tonight.”

      Eryn soundlessly wept as they walked back to Joshua’s secret room, where he was allowed to read books and sleep for a night or two before returning home to keep his brothers from leaving the mine. Or kill them. He agreed, maybe a year was a good idea. He would need a plan and courage to do what Joshua and his father begged him to do.

      Eryn realized they needed to move, or someone might see them. He offered his support, allowing the older man to lean on him. He felt distraught. He just nodded, sobbing uncontrollably. Why did this turn out to be a horrible day? “I’m a good boy, Joshua. I’ll be even better for you.”

      “No, you did nothing wrong, boy. Those men are the problem. They’ll take advantage of you for the wrong reasons. They have an agenda.”

      Eryn nodded. He didn’t know who or what agenda was. All the snot, tears, and constant wiping caused his cheeks to be burned raw, and they hurt.

      “Our cave is where we will meet. If you can’t kill your brothers, you can’t come back inside. Not until you’ve eliminated your toxic brothers. I will bring food and clothes to the cave. Don’t come back inside until you are able to tell me they are dead. Eryn, look at me. This is important. Do something about those Brawls. Look at me, Eryn!”

      But Eryn’s heart and spirit shattered. He despised living in the mines and having to watch his brothers. It was that or kill them. He felt like running far away and never returning. But where to? He wanted to be close to the icemen, not live in a mine. “You want me to kill my only family and live alone until you call me? That is not fair,” he said.

      “Eryn, it’s not a good idea for you to stay here. If your brothers are discovered, these men will use them, and everyone in here will perish. Do you want that to happen? Do you want these people to die? You need to kill your Brawl brothers. I know it hurts to kill your own. You are good and not a monster. That’s why I ask you, for the sake of these humans, do you want them all to die?”

      “No, I don’t,” he whispered.

      Once inside, Joshua bent one knee. “Don’t cry, please, my boy.” He made eye contact with Eryn and gently wiped his face. “We can stay in touch. This is just temporary until I know the bad men are gone and your brothers are no more. Promise me you won’t let these men find you or your brothers. They’re selfish, evil men who do not believe in my god. They want to be gods themselves, and they will use anything and anyone to reach their goals.”

      Eryn didn’t know who Joshua’s god was, but he spoke of him and read stories about him from his favorite black book, the Bible.

      He assessed Joshua’s bloody, swollen face through teary, blurred eyes as he thought about protecting the twins and the Romanov family.

      “Okay, let’s clean my face and get you and the ice sail ship ready so you can get out of here. Make a promise to me,” he croaked. “Never trust those who hurt you. Ernest is hurting you. Remember that when the time comes to kill him, and until you do that, avoid coming inside Phoenix without me.”

      “Eryn sniffed and bravely promised while wiping more snot from his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            You will not die today

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning, citizens of Phoenix. It is I, Lasitor.

      Get up! It’s six a.m.

      Did you know Easter was a religious holiday celebrated with chocolates by hiding them and sending the youngsters to find them? It may be an excellent idea to head down to breakfast this morning to grab a few chocolate eggs, especially those made by our chefs so that you can have a real pagan experience.

      Celebrate the day by increasing your children’s sugar intake, getting them all excited and happy so they can crash early. You and your lover will have time to melt those chocolates and paint one another’s eggs, just like they did back in the thirteenth century.

      Visit the local community news page for exciting forbidden eggs, penance, and fast facts.

      Breakfast is served until eight a.m.

      Have an egg-citing day!”

      

      General Brad McCormick

      2073 A.D. (21 A.T.)

      Phoenix

      Glass-Domed City

      Antarctica

      

      Freezing hellfires! Brad counted the precious minutes he had left. How many injections had I given myself already? When did I inject the syringes? Did I actually call for help, or did I think I should have called for help? Questions rush through his disoriented mind. The hollowness of the ice canyon swallowed his howls and groans of pain and despair. Tiny snow crystals drifted on the wind, reflecting the Aurora Borealis’ light into millions of shades of green, pink, and blue. Reminding him of the world he didn’t want to leave behind, so the reality of his perilous situation hit him again.

      Brad curled himself tightly into the fetal position. It seemed hell had finally frozen over, and he lay at the bottom. His mind spun like a disco ball, reflecting a kaleidoscope of thoughts, feelings, and emotions, and he struggled to think coherently as jumbled thoughts, worries, and prayers sparked at the speed of light behind his eyelids. Come on, find my stupid ass.

      He’d arrived twenty-seven years ago in Antarctica to lead Phoenix, and he had achieved the inconceivable and accomplished so much. And now, here I lie, dying alone, because of my stupidity.

      More sparks flashed in his mind, and he told himself they were slight electric jolts from the dying synapses in his freezing brain. Describing the steps of his demise kept his dying mind occupied. They are only tiny backfires, my neurons conjure up in protest of dying.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he felt so numbed by the cold. He was so hypothermic that he was incapable of shivering, and his eyelids had frozen shut. It’s only a matter of minutes, and then I’ll die.

      His ribcage was frozen stiff, making it almost impossible for him to take a deep breath. Each time he thought he’d taken his last breath, his mouth opened on its own, and he gasped like a fish out of water.

      Bloody damn hell! He dreaded the cycle of gasping and waiting for all the disco lights to go out. Someone must hurry and rescue me, or I’d better hurry and die already. He cringed mentally. He didn’t want to die, so when his body took another involuntary breath, he welcomed it. Bloody Peter with his take-this-and-live-forever capsule. He slowed his mind, willing the hectic thoughts to subside, forcing his mind to shut down and prepare his soul to leave for oblivion.

      The last Glupidone shot he injected into the side of his neck prolonged his chance of survival by about fifteen minutes. It worked by combining life-saving chemicals and hormones. These boosted survival in freezing temperatures, reducing lung fluid, raising blood sugar for energy, including epinephrine and methamphetamine to stimulate the body. Finally, a cryoprotectant preserved cells from ice damage. In theory, prolonged consciousness meant prolonged life. Earlier, just as Brad injected his last syringe, he’d used its needle to tear the skin and muscles over his upper left pectoral wide open to remove his Peter Pan Cap. It made perfect sense at the time to chew on it like bubble gum, since his injections had given him hope of lasting long enough in the freezing cold until someone might rescue him. He thought it was probably futile, but he’d never been a man who quit and gave up. So instead of dying like a typical soldier, he would lie there like a pathetic dying shrimp on the bottom of the ocean with the worst medicine aftertaste ever in his mouth. Bloody Peter with his capsules. He berated Peter in his mind, furious with himself as he replayed the night’s events.

      He remembered seeing men running with flashlights in this direction. But like the idiot I am, he reprimanded himself for not radioing security to inform them about the sighting. Instead, he ran after the lights like the Mothman on acid. Thinking, no, not thinking at all, to investigate, no, also not investigate, instead running around like an imbecile searching for a crack in the ice to run into.

      The pain in his backside made sense as he recalled falling onto his butt and knocking the wind out of his lungs. I could have bitten my tongue off. When he finally managed to scope his surroundings, he realized the immense size of the gigantic crevice he’d managed to run into. How did I miss the mammoth split in the ice sheet? Thank god I landed on a ledge. Unfortunately, he lost both his radio and flashlight in the process. He tried to stay alive as long as he could.

      Yes, that’s what I did. Then I removed my flare gun from my right leg pocket and the syringes from my left pocket. Brad remembered he removed the safety mechanism with his thumb, pointed it upwards, and pulled the trigger. Yes, a pink flare; I remember shooting it into the night sky. Ah, now his gloveless hands made sense as he recalled removing them to administer the ﬁrst of five preloaded dosages. Okay, so it’s been more than an hour, that’s good, then they’re already on their way.

      Positive thinking helped him remember more. He faintly recalled opening his jacket, searching for a patch of skin to administer the life-prolonging aid. While he’d palpated the muscled area over his upper chest, he recalled Peter telling him about the special amniotic fluid and the by-products of the artificial wombs. His cryoprotectant research discovered a potential preventative aging mechanism in humans by splicing the bowhead whale SIRT6 gene and reprogramming human DNA on a cellular level to repair and rejuvenate damaged strands. It made sense to Brad after he’d injected the last syringe to dig that little Eden Bean capsule out from under the layers of his left pectoral muscle and started chewing it.

      Brad stopped calling for help after he had no voice left. In his death-dream state, he saw a mirage of Rick laughing, Rick kissing him, and the last time he’d enjoyed a warm shower with his husband. Feeling the heat of the steam from their last shower together on his face, tasting the soap, no, not soap, the bloody capsule, and the taste of Rick’s shoulder. The one he licked and sucked that morning while he made love to him in the shower. He cherished every throaty groan his husband made. If I weren’t frozen, I’d have an erection. He smiled mentally at himself, thinking that when they discovered him thousands of years into the future, archeologists would discover he died with an erect penis and a smile on his face. The tour guide would describe him as Homo-Erectus-Erectus. He chuckled inwardly and imagined hearing the tour guide saying, “Ladies and Gentlemen of the Museum of Human Studies. This Homo Erectus-Erectus, who walked the earth thousands of years ago, is an extinct species of archaic humans. It perished during the dawn of the global nuclear winter of 2060 A.D. We discovered this human had such a big penis he could have used it as an extra leg or a weapon!”

      He amused himself while he waited, drifting in and out of various levels of consciousness. He suspected he was tripping, as well. The amount of amphetamine in the Glupidone shots would make an elephant rave. He laughed and watched Rick blink in and out in his imagination, reaching out to him, smiling, and telling him everything would be okay and that he loved him.

      Brad calmed his mind and shot one last message into the universe for his Apache. Love, thank you for all your love, steadfast belief, and support you’ve given me. I love you. Please continue living your life to the fullest for the sake of me and the boys. He whimpered, and he realized his frozen face and tear ducts wouldn’t permit him to shed one tear. Rick, I love you. And, boys, take care of your father, he’ll need you.

      With that said, Brad’s soul found peace, his mind quieted, and in the stillness, he waited to drift into the afterlife, but something or someone held him tethered to this plane. It was so still that he could hear snowflakes burying him.

      Hello, is someone touching me? I feel something warm. Brad felt a gentle hand touching his cheek.

      “Don’t worry, Icemen King. I will stay with you until your icemen come,” a deep, melodic voice said.

      “What? Who are you? Are you an angel?”

      Soft chuckles surrounded him, wiping away the feelings of despair and loneliness. They enveloped him with empathy, an experience he had never known before, like a warm blanket of love.

      “Who’s there? I hear giggles in my mind.”

      “Not long. Hold on, Icemen King.”

      I’m either on my way to heaven, or…Brad paused, stilling his mind, listening.

      More playful snickers…and beautiful notes were being hummed. His tension and fear faded. He felt as light as a helium balloon. Safe and drifting. Hovering and waiting—holding on.

      “I’m warming your heart and mind. You will not die today,” the soothing, angelic voice said near Brad’s ear. It must be a hallucination.
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      “Good morning, men of Phoenix.

      Lasitor bids you a good morning. It’s now six a.m.

      Did you know that in 2035, ice carving was a trendy sport? At first, it was a hobby, but people began taking it seriously and started competing in events, and later it became an Olympic sport.

      Visit your community news page to sign up for exciting events and things to do with ice and snow. Breakfast is served until eight a.m.

      Hope you have an icy cool day!”

      
      Dr. Peter Von Leutzendorf

      
      “Here he is! I found him!” Connor trumpeted as he fell onto his knees at the ridge of a gaping tectonic crack. Peter joined him. They removed their head coverings, puffing enormous clouds of mist, stunned by the magnitude of the abyss.

      “Jesus, the lucky son of a bitch,” Peter said.

      “Braaaad, Braaaad, can you hear me? Hold on, buddy, we have you!” Connor called.

      “Good god, he fell right into a chasm, and look, the lucky son of a bitch fell onto the only protruding ice shelf,” Peter said in awe. He doubted Brad could hear them.

      “I told you we should’ve started on this side. He’s probably dead by now,” Connor said as he got up. Peter was glad they found Brad, so he could stop and catch his breath. He concurred if they started their search on this side, he wouldn’t be so exhausted.

      “We should be able to reach him!” Connor turned to Mika, who had just arrived, trailing behind them. “Look, there he is, but be careful.” Connor pointed, and Mika shook his head in disbelief.

      “Freezing hellfires.” Mika crouched down, carefully crawling for a better look.

      “My words exactly. Brad fell right onto the only ledge,” Connor said. He stepped back from the edge and lifted his arms, helicopter style, signaling their position with his flashlight. “Here we are,” he shouted.

      Their team of three had searched the northeastern perimeter for an hour until they found and followed boot tracks in the snow to this spot. Although it was nighttime, the breathtaking springtime constellations reflected on the snow, shrouding the land in a dim glow. They wore night-vision goggles equipped with infrared heat signal detectors and progressive light particle refractors to differentiate between old and newly fallen snow.

      “I see just a few specks of orange and red on my screen. Brad has probably frozen solid,” Peter said, estimating their leader lay about two meters into the crack.

      “We need to go get him,” Connor stated. Mika and Peter leaned over the side, repeatedly calling for Brad, but saw no movement. Sitting back on their heels, they pushed their goggles to their foreheads to assess the area and plan their next steps. Their white and yellow extreme cold weather suits trapped air and insulated their bodies by preventing heat loss and conducting water vapor away from the layers underneath. The outer shell shielded them from the deadly icy wind, keeping them warmer for longer. Unfortunately, the visibility through the ten-by-fifteen-centimeter tent window, as Connor referred to it, was severely limited, making it challenging to see and maneuver during the rescue mission. They would have to move quickly without protection against the frigid air. The snow was falling so fast that they could barely see each other.

      Connor turned from left to right, seeing how far the chasm stretched. “I don’t think this was here yesterday. It must be a pressure ridge. Look!” He pointed with his flashlight, but the light disappeared into the profound depths of the crack. “I can’t see how deep it is, and I’m not shooting ﬂares into it. I don’t want to disturb the ice and worsen the situation.”

      Peter felt increasingly nervous. “Let’s just get Brad out before the chasm closes again!” Peter said, recalling the morning’s reports about increased tectonic and microplate movements. Overnight, ice frequently formed across the cracks. If it got reasonably thick, it might rupture loudly when the warming sheet pushed on it the next morning. Other times it slowly pushed into a vertical curtain a few inches high as the crack closed again.

      “Okay, you two lightweights, go down. I’m strong, I’ll pull you back up,” Mika said.

      “Okay, Mika!”

      “What? I’ll wait and signal the backup responders this way. I’m afraid they won’t see us or run over the side themselves,” Mika said. Lifting the radio to his mouth, he reported their position to Phoenix.

      Connor hastily drove four galvanized steel pins deep into the ice. Peter tested their sturdiness. Satisfied, they fastened their gear to the anchors and slid down with pivoting ropes.

      Peter didn’t make a sound, testing their purchase. Connor reached Brad first, gently wiping the powdered snow from his body. “Brad, are you okay? Can you hear us?” Brad didn’t move. “I think he’s dead, Peter,” Connor said. His disbelieving whisper cracked the grave heaviness of their dire situation.

      “Don’t worry. Let’s get him to my cryogenics laboratory. I have a few tricks up my sleeve,” Peter said optimistically. Secretly, he was more afraid of the ice pancaking them than his frozen general.

      That seemed to get Connor moving.

      “Wait!” He stopped Connor by grabbing his shoulder. “If we pull on Brad and pick him up the wrong way, an arm or a leg, even his head, could break off. We need to safely loosen and then secure him to the stretcher in the position he’s in now,” Peter explained. When it came to frozen dead people, he was the specialist.

      Connor nodded his agreement and followed his directions. “That makes sense. What do you suggest?” he hollered, trying to compete with the growing roar of the wind.

      Peter assessed Brad’s rigid and white frostbitten body. “The best way to do this”—gesturing, scooping the snow from underneath Brad, the human icicle, Peter thought—“is to loosen him from the snow, put the stretcher against him, and gently ﬂip-roll his whole body onto it. Once that’s done, we can then securely strap him to the stretcher, and we’ll be able to hoist him vertically up the side of the ice wall.”

      In the background, Peter heard Mika briefing Phoenix on the search for Brad and the current situation. The wind blew ice over the sides and into their faces. “Tell them to hurry!” Connor shouted while scooping snow. Mika waved back, showing he had it under control, but they struggled to hear him above the growing roar of the storm.

      Snow icicles packed on Connor’s face and stubble. Peter didn’t think he looked much better and feared losing the tip of his nose. We have to hurry, we won’t survive another hour without help.

      “Tell them to bring more Glupidone,” Peter shouted to Mika.

      “What?”

      “We need more Glupidone!”

      Mika waved. “Right, Glupidone!”

      They went at it, smashing and scooping the ice, loosening Brad so they could roll him over without shattering him into pieces.

      “This ice is rock-hard. It must be millions of years old. Do you think it cracked beneath his feet when he slipped and fell into the crevice? Why else would he be here?” Peter was short of breath, struggling to breathe as his lungs burned from the cold.

      “I’m sure he said he was checking something on the other side of the domes. But why would he wander to this side of the valley? Maybe something attacked or spooked him or dragged him here?” Connor theorized between breaths.

      “Maybe he heard the ice crack and came investigating?” Peter asked. He continued speculating, diverting the topic from other humans outside. He vigorously hacked at the ice with his small ax, then scooped out more ice to create space underneath Brad, loosening and freeing him.

      “Okay, I think that’s enough,” Peter said. With a slight wave of his hand, he acknowledged Mika, who was helping another small man slide down the rope to help them. Securely strapped to the gurney, they hoisted Brad up and over the side to relative safety.

      “Hold on, and please wait!” Peter tried shouting, but it came out in a wheeze when he crawled over the ledge.

      “We need to…” He heaved with his hands on his knees. Catching his breath, he pointed to Connor, Mika, and himself. “Glupidone, for frostbite!” he yelled, barely audible above the howling gusts of wind. They soon understood when he started patting them down, searching their pockets for their emergency stash, and they hastily handed it over to him.

      After each received a jab in the neck, they donned their masks. Mika checked that Brad was properly tethered and signaled his okay. The six men lifted the stretcher and sprinted toward Phoenix as fast as they could. The city’s lights shone through the storm like a dim blue beacon in the distance. As they approached, the domed glass roofs illuminated the sky with streaks of bright lights, like a thousand lighthouses calling them to safety. They saw the big front door rolling up and retracting into the roof, allowing them to enter. It felt like an eternity, but after fifteen minutes of running full speed through the snow, the six men and their precious cargo were finally in the dome’s warmth.

      While the entrance closed behind them, Mika looked back and frowned. Connor followed his gaze. “That’s strange. I could have sworn I saw movement out of the corner of my eye in the direction we’d just come from. It feels like someone’s watching us,” Connor said.

      “I have the same feeling.” Mika lifted his arm. The man operating the big door made eye contact with him. “Secure the door, now!” Mika ordered as his eyes followed the running men with the stretcher. As if thinking the same thing, they looked worriedly at each other. “Where’s Bryan?” Mika asked. “We need to activate the Reserves!”

      Sergeant Amir Lamasi overheard them and saluted. Seconds later, he announced the code status over the leadership pager. The well-practiced reserve team scrambled, knowing precisely what to do. “Captain Bryan Howell, report to Communications Dome stat. This is a Code Yellow Alert.”

      Mika hopped, skipped, and jumped through a sea of men trying to get to their posts.

      “I’ll meet Bryan at Communications. Ublyudok!” He swore in his native tongue. “I think this was an attack on Phoenix!” Mika said to Connor.

      “All shutters need to be activated and closed immediately!” Connor ordered his commands into his communicator.

      “I’ll catch up later. I need to find Rick and update him about Brad,” Connor said. He blew a kiss to Mika, who smiled in acknowledgment and disappeared into the sea of soldiers.

      Peter savored the breathable air as he yanked the head covering off again. His cheeks burned with tiny needle pricks as blood flow was restored. “Please, take him…my…Cryonics lab. Quickly…There are steps we need to follow. I…prepare…decompression room…” He heaved the delicious heat between every other word into the depths of his lungs. Unable to talk in complete sentences, he gulped a few deep breaths and shot after them. It crossed his mind that the other men were not nearly as out of breath as he was. I should make it a priority to spend more time on my cardio exercises. He would revisit that thought another day.

      
      In the Cryonics lab, Peter directed the men to a large, thirty-by-forty-meter walk-in, temperature-controlled decompression chamber. Carefully, they placed Brad onto a steel slab. Peter immediately set the temperature to a freezer setting of minus 10° Celsius. He moved swiftly and with confidence. His cryogenics laboratory was one of the most, if not the highest, funded and secretly sponsored programs at Phoenix. Although not tight-fisted, Peter didn’t freely share knowledge of his precious equipment and limited supplies. In fact, Peter harbored many highly classified secrets. Secrets not even known by his best friend and colleague, Mika Romanov. One such secret was that within the many chambers of his lab were hundreds of bodies and brains of the rich and famous, cryogenically frozen and patiently awaiting resurrection. This was one of many ways that funding for Phoenix had been raised. But he doubted he would ever resurrect these citizens from a lost civilization.

      Dr. Peter von Leutzendorf, a high-born transplant from Bavaria, was a stunningly beautiful man with pure white hair and crystal-blue eyes, but he was a loner by choice, or so he let everyone think. He was also much older than any man currently living in Phoenix, and although not needed, he had implanted the first Eden Bean into himself when he appeared to be twenty-seven years old. Like everyone else in Phoenix, who had the capsule implanted, he hadn’t aged a day since, looking precisely like the biochemist and cryogenics expert who first walked through Phoenix’s doors. By hiding his true origins, he cloaked his milieu to resemble him, so that no one questioned him. A sacrifice to the right gods in the right way, using the correct form of traditional elemental structures, disguising his Aryan nobility. He didn’t feel guilty because, at the same time, he had gifted good, deserving men with eternal life.

      Inside the chamber, Peter went to work as fast as possible. Still dressed in his arctic gear, he worked to conserve as many of Brad’s cells as possible.

      When cells freeze, they collect water on a molecular level. If they thaw too fast, the general’s cells will swell, explode, and he will die. I think I’ll need a high-pressure cryoprotectant.

      “When we thaw your cells, General McCormick, we’ll have to dilute and exchange the fluids as quickly as possible to prevent osmotic shock and cell damage. However, this is all in theory. Using the cryoprotectant in the gas chamber with the pressure of fifteen atmospheres should guarantee high viability for your cells,” he explained as if Brad could hear him and give him an answer.

      “How much is high, Dr. von Leutzendorf?” a voice asked over the speaker system.

      “Huh, hmm, what?” Peter turned and looked around, searching for the voice he thought spoke to him. “Was that you?” he asked Brad. Alone in his lab, in solitude, he regularly spoke to the frozen dead people, sometimes for hours. On occasions, they would talk back, but this voice sounded different.

      “What do you mean by high viability? Will Brad be a functioning human being or not? Here, look at the monitor, please, Peter.”

      Peter frowned. His eyes searched upwards. “Ahh, there you are. It’s you, Rick.” Peter smiled open-mouthed. “I mean, over ninety percent of his body would thaw unharmed. Maybe higher and maybe lower,” Peter explained to the fifty-by-fifty-centimeter monitor screen opposite him. He could see Rick talking to him. Thank god I’m not crazy. “Rick, if you prefer, we don’t try this, then we can stop the procedure,” he said, already busy removing his gloves to exit the freezer and speak face-to-face with Rick. “I’ll come out and explain to you in person.”

      “No! Don’t! Do what you can, Peter. I know Brad. He trusted you and would like you to try whatever you can to save him. He wouldn’t want to leave the boys and me alone.”

      “Are you sure? This is all theoretical.”

      “Do what you can, please. You’ve been working in this lab for many years. Not once can I say you’ve been negligent or derelict in your research,” Rick said with what sounded like respect in his tone. “It’s the opposite. Look at the success of your Peter Pan Caps.”

      Peter hated that name. It’s Eden Beans, not Peter Pan Caps—that’s so childish. Peter looked closer at the screen. “Okay, let me see what I can do. Now that you mention the capsules, they already have some cryogenic agents on board to combat cell breakdown. Let me conduct a thorough assessment to see if we have a better chance of thawing and resuscitating him if I don’t have to apply high pressure.”

      “Do you want me to come inside and help with that?”

      “No, I’m going to do this. It’ll take a while to prepare the thawing chamber, then we’ll monitor the process on a cellular level, and when he’s ready to receive CPR and take a breath, he’ll be resuscitated. I’ll ask Mika to assist me.”

      “Let me help. I can help,” Rick pleaded, irritating Peter. Not only was he General Brad McCormick’s husband and the last Apache Native American, but he was also the chief medical doctor in charge of the Phoenix Medical Operations Unit. The last thing he needed in his lab was a doctor who thought he knew better.

      “You’ll be emotionally involved,” Peter said. And you’ll stand here judging me. “Let’s do this by the book. I know what I’m doing. If you want to help, you can call Mika to help me. When he arrives, we can discuss the next best steps for Brad’s successful revival.” Peter selected the best words from his vocabulary, which was a mix of polite and normal language.

      Looking over at the monitor, Peter could see Rick biting his lips and his eyes watering with tears. “I’ll start by cutting and removing his clothes for maximum dermis exposure in case Mika agrees we should administer the cryoprotectant gas.” Peter hoped the request would give Rick a meaningful purpose and relieve his tension. Please let him go, please let him go. He didn’t enjoy working in front of an audience. Judgment from Rick watching him would unnerve him.

      After a long, uncomfortable silence, Rick answered, “I agree. Thank you for doing your best.” Peter watched the monitor as Rick reluctantly left to fetch Mika.

      Then he turned all his attention to Brad. “Okay, General, show me. Tell me what’s going on with you.” Peter removed the clothing by methodically cutting and removing layer by layer from skin surface areas over Brad’s back, buttocks, and the upper side of his left leg and left shoulder. “Whoa, look at this. What do we have here?” Peter whispered, surprised when he opened Brad’s left shoulder, revealing the bloody pectoral. At first, he thought it was a gunshot wound. “What the hell?” He poked and prodded the area with his face inches from the injury as he inspected the frozen blood and a gaping wound.

      “No, this can’t be. Really, maybe…wow, it is. Brad, who would have thought you had brains hidden between those big ears? That was clever of you…You just saved your skin…You son of a…” Peter whooped and danced like a chicken with its head cut off. He chanted, “Brad’s a genius. Brad’s a genius. Brad’s a genius.”

      “What in the ever-loving hell are you doing, you crazy scientist?” Mika asked, joking and chuckling as he usually did when teasing Peter.

      Shit, he must have entered the chamber without making a sound. Damn light-footed Russian ox. “Christ-all-mighty, Mika, you’ll give me a heart attack. For the love of all that’s holy, stop doing that.” Peter smirked and ceased his happy dance. Instantly switching back to his usual professional self. But happy and relieved to see his friend.

      “Mika, come see. If we had lots of time, I would have made you guess. But we don’t, so come have a look here!” Peter excitedly pointed to the crystallized bloody left shoulder he’d just exposed. Carefully, he scraped the frozen pink ice, revealing an open wound of about two inches by two inches.

      Mika, also dressed in his cryonics personal protective gear, held his hands up and turned his body toward Peter, just like a surgeon, scrubbed up and readied for surgery. Slowly, he bent forward, careful not to touch or contaminate anything, showing the proper professional etiquette when entering another scientist’s laboratory. He visually inspected Brad’s left pectoral and looked up, then softly, with wonder in his voice, asked, “May I, please, Peter?” Holding the palm of his hand out for Peter to place a scalpel in it. He inspected the wound, gently palpating it. Peter watched Mika closely, hoping he would confirm what he suspected. He towered over Brad, making hmmm and ahhhh noises, narrowing his eyes as he concentrated.

      “Hello. What’s going on? Did you decide on anything?” Rick asked, entering the cryo-chamber. Peter lifted his head and watched him pussyfooting to the opposite side of Mika, not taking his eyes off Brad and stopping at the foot-end of the cold metallic slab. His posture stiffened, all the color drained from his wooden face, seeing his half-naked husband curled up and frozen. It looked like Brad was smiling, and Peter noticed when Rick saw it because the corners of his mouth slightly turned upward before he swallowed a few times. The audible gulps testified to Rick’s emotional distress while he pretended his best to remain calm and appear professional. The muscles in his jaw pulled tightly when he bit down on his molars, looking like his heart shattered in silence while standing like a white statue instead of jumping onto Brad and never letting him go.

      “I see. That’s an impressive ﬁeld incision. I never thought Brad would think of that,” Mika said, smiling. “That’ll certainly make a big difference.” He expressed professional camaraderie, and Peter liked it.

      “What is going on?” Rick demanded with a sad scowl, and his arms folded in front of his chest. Understandably, he was nervous, and his husband lay technically dead on the table. “Excuse me, that came out wrong. Could you two scientists explain what you’re observing to me in layperson’s terms? To me, it looks like a gunshot wound to the heart. I…cryogenic language is not my specialty. You’re talking over my head,” Rick admitted, and Peter could see he was close to losing his composure.

      Feeling spiteful, Peter nodded and lifted a finger, asking for one second. Upstaging Rick’s discomfort. “Mika, thank you for coming.”

      “It’s no problem, comrade. Anything to help our general.”

      Peter turned to Rick to explain. Rick swallowed nervously, looking back and forth between Mika, Peter, and Brad. He stood over three meters away, distancing himself from the reality in front of him. Peter didn’t want to feel sorry for him, but he did. He followed Rick’s gaze to Brad’s frozen and pale blue face.

      At least he’s smiling.

      “Earlier, I said the process I initially intended exists only in theory, but I think we have a chance of proving it invalid by confirming my anti-theory.” Peter hoped Rick was listening.

      “Simply stated, Brad removed and ingested his Peter Pan Capsule.”

      “He what? Why did he do that?” Rick asked, looking highly confused. “Please explain to me. I want to know what you think happened to him. But most of all, how will we bring him back to life?”

      Let me spell it out for him, the man’s so annoying. Peter growled. Rick always made him feel less than, and he hated that. Rick gasped and seemed taken aback. Mika tsk-tsked at him.

      Peter threw his hands up. “Look, it seems he gave himself his shots of Glupidone, you know, the shots every man in Phoenix has packed into their arctic gear in case of an emergency. Glupidone left pocket and ﬂare gun right,” Peter said, being very sarcastic, and he couldn’t stop himself. Rick crossed his arms and listened, not saying a word, picking up on Peter’s sarcasm. Mika coughed in the background, but Peter ignored him.

      “I don’t know what he did with his radio, but that’s a moot point. Brad was lying on his right side and injected himself in his left upper shoulder and neck.” He explained as plainly as he could muster. Pointing to Brad with his pinkie finger, he stepped closer. Concentrating on making sense to Rick while figuring out what Brad was thinking in his last moments. Peter hinted for Rick to step closer. Also dressed in lab gear, Rick had his hair pulled back into his favorite tightly braided French plait. His dark, almost blue-black hair and Native American complexion gave him a stunning, exotic appearance. As he stepped closer to inspect Brad’s shoulder, Peter noticed the physician’s emotions were verging on fight or flight.

      Yeah, it’s difficult to be nonchalant when your husband is lying dead on a slab in front of you. Peter’s temper dissipated, and he engaged Rick empathetically.

      “Okay, what am I looking at? Why would he remove his Peter Pan gel capsule? Was it his intention to die?” Rick ﬁred stupid question after stupid question, unnerving Peter again.

      “He didn’t remove it! I’m saying it wrong. Sorry, he removed it, but…no, let me start with how I understand it.”

      Rick pulled his one eyebrow up in question and darted his eyes in Mika’s direction, who nodded and conveyed his trust and support by looking back at Peter. Thank you, Mika. Tell him just to shut
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