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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 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

      This story has explicit and graphic depictions of a quadruple amputee prisoner, off-the-page mention of non-consensual sexual acts, cannibalism, and imprisonment. 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 products of 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      As a child, I always had my nose in encyclopedias. (That was before the internet and Google.) I would read them for fun and had hoped to discover the secret to making my father’s car run on water, by adding a little pill, like Canderel, that made his coffee taste sweet. In my young mind, I thought if I could make the water taste like petrol, then it should work like petrol. I guess my fascination with alternative energies and sound waves stems from that.

      I mention in Cian’s Song using electrical energy generated by sound energy. Principles related to sound waves and energy production have been understood for a long time. Despite this, the technology to turn sound energy into electricity is thought to be in its early stages. And I wonder why?

      However, as scientists and technicians investigate and improve the technologies involved in sound-generated electricity, sound energy may produce mass electricity one day. Hopefully soon.

      If that sounds like a pipe dream, remember solar and wind power were once beyond our grasp, too.

      To learn more about sound energy and other renewable energy resources, visit https://justenergy.com/blog/sound-energy-everything-you-need-to-know/

      Love to all creatures,

      Kashel Char
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      Once Phoenix had sunk into the depths of the Earth’s oceans, the prophecy thereof had reached full circle:

      You will know them by their glowing skin that ran like blue lightning on the clouds’ edges. The blue of their fire cannot be contained. So shall the promised children of the Anunnaki rise and sing their song to their creation. Behold, their strength is not in their loins but encased within their hearts. Their words are sounds, and the sounds are songs.

      When the lashes of their eyes lay knitted together, they see with their minds.

      They are as precious and yet malleable as gold.

      Their bones are as strong as tubes of bronze. Their tongues are as sharp as the sharpest swords.

      When they rise, mountains will crumble and disappear under rivers of water.

      Overflowing oceans that never run dry.

      Like beasts, they will break free, wiping away times that will never be.

      Defeating their enemies’ hunger, who lay waiting, and never slumber.

      (Adapted from the speech from the mouth of God in chapter 40 of the Book of Job.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Song of the Last Anunnaki

          

        

      

    

    
      Father of your blood-children, listen and learn.

      You are alone. No one is coming to save you.

      No one remembers you.

      Their bones are brittle. Sucked dry by your promise.

      You are no refuge. There is no God nor peace within their hearts.

      Your lies lay revealed, your truths forgotten.

      They are slaves to aggression and master their own domination.

      They are but monsters, your children walking upright.

      Misfortune, their misjudgment.

      Their cycles of death with no rebirth.

      They are smarter, but they are weaker.

      They are too proud to grovel.

      They will not blindly trust or love.

      What a race, the humans!

      They fight for what is theirs.

      They fight for what is right.

      Their Earth.

      Their sparks of hope.

      Yet, they take food and favors from weaklings and children.

      Melancholy had seeped through their skins and into their bones.

      Crawling around in their innards.

      Consuming everything pure and good.

      Every ounce.

      Wanting, taking, and aching.

      It never grows old.

      Their soul recounts.
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      Back on Earth, Phoenix lay at the bottom of the global ocean, which covered ninety-nine percent of the Earth’s surface. Eryn, Ivan, and Cian had successfully wrapped the titanium and plexiglass city with a protective waterproof barrier. Still, it had taken half a century to fully recover from the devastation brought on by constant tremors, including flooding. Some water had receded around the highest mountains where animals had found refuge. All these areas were declared protected and sacred to allow the surviving fauna and flora to flourish on their own and rehabilitate without the interference or hindrance of man so that nature might repair Earth’s fragile ecosystem.

      After Cian had sighted an alien ship, the Phoenicians designed and built their own prototype for spaceflight. It was a bigger version of the Bubblecars—the biggest challenge was maneuvering it in space where there was much less gravity. The gravitational core reactors were useless once they reached the ecosphere, so they adapted the electro-sound propulsion system designed and built by Mika and Eryn to push the rocket out of the mineshaft in South Africa. It generated positive charges that pushed ions through thrusters, thus forcing the spacecraft forward into space. After a few decades of trial and error, their first successful prototype, named Spacecar, was ready.

      Cian’s obsession with the moon and what lay waiting beyond Earth’s stratosphere pushed him to learn as much about spaceflight and defense. He had earned the respect and nickname of General from a small group of men who trained alongside him. His relationship with Ivan and Eryn was confusing, and it hurt too much to talk about it. Instead of discussing his feelings with his brothers, he spoke about work and the interests of Phoenix. To assist Cian’s lunar investigation, his brothers gave him time, distance, and unfailing support to set up space transportation and fleet command. This became Cian’s single point of focus. Eryn brings a stranger on board who might or might not be a friend.
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      General Cian Romanov

      2145 A.D. (93 A.T.)

      Spacecar,

      Grimaldi crater

      Earth’s moon

      
      The thermal plexiglass blocks were packed like bricks, geometrically framing the half-dome reflecting the last sunlight, losing its battle against the swell of the growing darkness. The lunar dome’s architecture was a replica of Phoenix’s plexiglass and titanium-framed domes, but much, much bigger and darker.

      Cian held his breath. The yellow-orange rays of light shortened and then disappeared behind the enormous black silhouette on the lunar horizon.

      “You better come back safe and alive, Brawl King,” he thought aloud while watching the Bubblecar carrying Eryn, Donali, and Kawa drifting undisturbed, without a wisp of dust, across the moon’s surface. Still shielding his eyes against the last eye-stabbing strobes of light, he waited.

      “Okay, time to camouflage, big boy,” Cian muttered over the comms to Eryn. No one replied. Cian checked his wristwatch when the floating globe disappeared. “Two minutes, then they should be entering the structure,” he announced while checking again for anything suspicious.

      “Hmmm,” Ivan replied.

      When Cian was sure the scouting vehicle had disappeared out of sight, he jumped behind the console to join his brother in watching the fifty-by-fifty-centimeter computer screen.

      “Do you see anything? I hope the camera bloody works,” Cian grunted nervously.

      “I hope the signals reach us. We’ll soon find out. Father adapted the Bubblecars for this very reason,” Ivan said, not sounding reassuring at all.

      Apprehension and hope fought for first place and churned the insides of Cian’s stomach. No matter how hard he tried to convince himself he didn’t feel the pull stronger than ever today, the reality was a one-hundred percent chance that his mate was somewhere inside that monstrosity. Whether he was waiting for Cian was another story. The guttural excitement gave him goose pimples, and he rubbed his arms up and down as if the heat would make them disappear.

      A loud screeching broke the silence in the cabin. Ivan gasped, and Cian flipped a few buttons to reduce the noise of the static. The Anubis sat up, searching for trouble, found none, and lay back down.

      “We’re inside,” Eryn announced over the communication system. “We’ll encircle the dome. Cameras are on, switching to radio silence until we know it’s safe to communicate.”

      That was Eryn’s way of telling Cian and Ivan to shut up and not ask questions.

      “Why didn’t we go with them?” Ivan asked.

      Cian knew why and wasn’t going to admit that it scared him. He didn’t want to experience rejection. Not again.

      “It’s okay. We can take notes,” Ivan said, reminding Cian how well his brother knew and cared about him. He most probably sensed his true feelings via the empathic bond they shared. He knew they cared about each other. Voicing it was difficult for Cian, so he sat down and scooted closer to his twin brother. They sat hip to hip and shoulder to shoulder, watching the video footage being transmitted from the scouting Bubblecar. His twin’s nearness had always been a comforting, safe feeling. Yet another thing he deeply missed since Ivan married Eryn.

      “I miss you, too, brother,” Ivan whispered. Cian didn’t know what to say, so he kept quiet and swallowed his emotions while he concentrated on the screen. “The place is about ten times the size of Phoenix. I don’t see water or anything green. Maybe they have in-house plants,” Ivan said, refocusing Cian’s attention on the video stream.

      “Look at that clock tower!” Cian exclaimed in wonder. Dull amber and brown buildings grew larger the closer Eryn flew the Bubblecar to the ground. Cian picked out features of containers, hovels, and shacks. Shadows of people scurrying about in the darkness created an eerie visual. A shiver ran up his spine. It felt gloomy and depressing inside the dome.

      “It seems Eryn has changed direction,” Ivan remarked. The scene shrank, and everything below them became smaller as they ascended.

      “Oh my god,” Cian said into the palms of his hands.

      Ivan gasped.

      A huge metallic wall appeared on the screen. It reflected light and was the height of two to three humans. Eryn slowed down their vehicle and hovered in front of it for a few seconds. Then he gave them a 180-degree sideways view by swinging the aircraft left and right to capture its expanse. The wall encircled shacks of various shapes and sizes. Cian assumed it was a neighborhood or living area, as if the wall served as protection or a barrier. Once over the wall, the camera picked up the tip of a shiny, spiraling tower. As their scouts approached, dozens of rows of silver-colored, door-sized cubes formed dimly lit lines that ran like veins from the tower and reflected a dull blue glow.

      “What is this?” Ivan asked in awe.

      “I don’t know,” replied Cian. “It looks like a sci-fi castle. It could be a storage facility of some sort.” Cian clawed at the edge of his seat. There was little he could do now. He wished he’d gone on the expedition. He couldn’t see well enough. The video footage was too small, and the definition was of inferior quality. The stream broke and flickered in and out of focus as the camera recorded things over small to larger distances. “I don’t like this. I’m getting a very weird feeling.”

      “Ummmmm,” Ivan agreed. His mouth was a twisted grimace expressing the same bleak anticipation Cian felt.

      Perplexed, Cian shook his head from side to side. “I mean, how do these people breathe? And how do they manage the artificial gravity?”

      “I bet you’re kicking yourself for not going.” Ivan elbowed him in the ribs.

      I don’t want to be rejected, Cian thought. Instead, he said, “First, there was no space for me with the other three in it. And secondly, there’s no one for me down there. And if there is, I don’t have time for that.”

      “I didn’t ask about your mate,” Ivan retorted, and Cian rolled his eyes.

      “I don’t need that. Also, I don’t believe in mates and shit.” He lied through his teeth because he knew his other half was inside that dome. He felt it. His chest was tight, and it was as if invisible strings were being pulled tighter, thrumming like a guitar. Since their arrival, Cian’s Song urged him to sing it. Like a sneeze or a cough, it wanted out.

      “What the…” Cian leaned in, trying to see better. On top of one cube stood a man looking at the supposedly invisible Bubblecar. Then he jumped one, two, and three cubes over and disappeared between them.

      “Did you see that?” Ivan asked and stared at the screen.

      “I did. That man was snarling at us.” Cian’s heart sprinted, missed a beat, and faltered. Could that be? How stupid is that? We come here, and I think the first man we see is my moon man!

      Rotty whined. He put one enormous paw on Cian’s lap as if to say, Yes, please, let’s go. Move your sorry butt. Cian felt elated, and his Anubis picked up on it. “No, boy, down. Can’t you see I’m working? And no, we can’t go play, not yet.” Cian spoke to Rotty as if the Anubis understood every word. Rotty panted with excitement, his tongue lolling to the side.

      “See, that’s why it’s better I didn’t go. I knew I would want to get involved and get sucked deeper into their world and politics. Get used up and spat out, like I don’t matter anymore.” That came out very sad and too close to the truth, my truth, my true feelings. Rotty spun in a circle, searching for a spot to get comfortable and lay beside his brothers.

      “Brother, do you think that’s him? Your person?” Ivan asked, his nose almost touching the screen as he searched. Cian pulled his shoulders back a few inches.

      “Sit back. You won’t see any better like that. You’re looking at the bloody pixels. And, bugger, no! How can that be my person?”

      “The way you’re ripping the seat and crushing the monitor’s side tells me differently. And that I can hear your heartbeat sounding like a machine gun. Look at you. You’re perspiring. The last time I saw you drenched like this was in the gym.”

      His brother was right. Cian altered his body movements and posture that were betraying him. He stopped his knee from hopping, released the screen and seat, and took a deep breath. That’s better, he thought. “Ivan. Please stop that. Stop analyzing me.”

      Ivan looked at him for a millisecond, then returned to visually dissecting the footage. “I know you want to see him, and it’s okay. You’re allowed to want something for yourself. What happened between us was…”

      “Leave it, Ivan!” Cian wanted to throttle his brother. He wasn’t in the mood to talk, and yes, he wanted to see his person, his mate. “When they return, and after the report, I’ll scout for myself.”

      “That’s it. Stop being a pussy. My brother doesn’t hide away. My brother is strong and takes action, even on a whim. You’re a man of action,” Ivan said, side-bumping him. “And I love you.”

      “You know I’m not mad at you and Eryn. I’m just…you know.”

      “Pissed off at the world?”

      “That, too. Now, where did he go? It seemed Eryn saw him. The streaming images wavered in and out of the frame and disappeared somewhere closer to the wall.”

      Static came over the comms, and Eryn announced, “That’s it. We’re coming back to the ship. I think we’ve seen enough for today.”

      “Thank you, Eryn. We’ll wait for you,” Cian said.

      “Be safe,” Ivan added.

      Cian wanted to kick himself. He’d forgotten Ivan’s feelings, his nervousness about his husband, and never said one decent, calming word to his brother.

      “He did well. You must be proud of him,” Cian said, hugging Ivan with one arm.

      “I’m always proud of him. He’s good for me.” Ivan smiled, and Cian knew he’d done right by him.

      More static broke the intimate brotherly moment. “Freezing hellfires! We’re going down! I can’t control the car!” Eryn swore a slew of words in English, Afrikaans, and Russian.

      Cian and Ivan dove closer to the monitor to see what was happening. The surface enlarged, and people on the moon’s surface looking up became recognizable. “Cian, Ivan, we’re falling. Can you hear us?”

      “No, no, no, no!” Ivan screamed.

      “Yes, we hear you. We’ll come for you!” Cian concentrated on the visuals to identify a landmark. The screen flickered, and all sound and camera footage were cut off.

      “No!” Cian yelled and nearly cracked the monitor with his fist. He wiped at the screen to check if he had cracked their only lifeline to his brother-in-law.

      Then the screen flickered, and the camera came back online. Slitted eyes, much like Eryn’s, blinked back at them.

      “That’s him! That’s the jumping man from earlier,” Ivan exclaimed. “Oh my god, are they okay? Was it an ambush?” Ivan asked, but only silence came from the speakers.

      “We need to go get them. Stay calm and look for anything recognizable so that we can find them,” Cian said, unsure of what to do next. He got up, pressing several buttons to triangulate their position on the overhead console. “Maybe we can track the frequencies of the camera ball and pinpoint a rough location?” They only had one extra Bubblecar. Should they both go, or only he?

      “Eryn, do we need to extract you or not? Answer me! Where did you crash? Give me a landmark, brother,” Cian ordered, waiting and listening for a response.

      “How will we get to them?” Ivan asked, arms folded over his lower belly. He heaved and doubled over. His brother was having a freakout, and Cian couldn’t hear anything.

      “Calm down. Ivan, I need to figure out this guy’s story. It seems he lured them closer,” Cian said in a calm tone, still punching buttons for a reverse triangulation to determine the exact location of the radio transmitter.

      “Will I lose him like this and never see him again?” Ivan got up and paced the narrow aisle between the cockpit seats.

      “Let’s try to communicate with them again. I changed a few frequencies. I may pick up on their location.” Cian sat down to retake the microphone.

      “And what will you say? Don’t make them mad before they even make their demands,” Ivan reprimanded him. “God, we don’t even know how many of the enemy there are!” Ivan yelled.

      “I know!” Cian gnashed his teeth. Ivan’s lack of trust irritated him. Cian wasn’t the idiot teenager his brother still saw him as. He was a military man and a damn good one. He led troops. Whereas Eryn and Ivan preferred advanced biomechanics, he trained boys to become soldiers. “And please keep quiet. I need to hear everything. Come sit and listen with me.” Cian patted the seat next to him, and Ivan hesitated, then came closer.

      “Hello. Are you okay? Talk to us?”

      Silence.

      “Hello, Eryn?”

      Static.

      Cian threw his arms in the air and grabbed the back of his head. He would have pulled his hair, but it’s so short he can’t grab hold. Ivan was frantic next to him. Their troubled gazes met and then turned back to the screen. Sitting forward with their noses inches from the silicon screen, they waited.

      Eryn’s deep baritone rumbled and broke the static. He stressed each word as he spoke. “Hello, it’s me, Eryn.” Speaking extra slowly, pronouncing his words as if speaking to a toddler. “We are in one piece. We are all okay, and we are not hurt. The anti-gravitational field prevented us from smashing, but a certain someone jumped onto our roof. And somehow forced us to land. He is snarling like a wild dog at us.” Eryn sing-songed, so as not to frighten the certain someone.

      “Can you fly? Take off?” Cian asked, using the same cadence as Eryn.

      He watched as multiple silhouettes of people flickered into view. They hung and climbed over each other to see inside the Bubblecar.

      “The person who interfered with our instrumentation worries me. If he could do it once, he could do it again. I want to communicate and find out how he could see us. And why do all these people look like they crawled from underground?”

      “Where are you? Give us a landmark,” Cian asked.

      “We’re on the dark and cold side of the wall. I see small fires where people congregate. There are dilapidated stalls and miserable-looking houses about fifty meters away from a clock tower. I see human heads popping up everywhere, and more people are coming closer. They seem very interested in us,” Eryn said, his voice low and soothing.

      “Yes, we see them,” Ivan said.

      “I think we should introduce ourselves. They seem more inquisitive than aggressive,” Eryn said with a friendly lilt.

      “Can’t you come back to me?” Ivan asked, his voice cracking with emotion.

      “Let us talk to these people. I sense despair, my love. They won’t hurt us,” Eryn said.

      Ivan dropped his head into his hands, shaking it from side to side and peeking at the screen through his fingers.

      “Report to us in ten minutes. If we don’t hear from you, then we’re coming to get you. We will park at the clock tower,” Cian said, hoping that would encourage them to return sooner rather than later.

      A minute later, Donali’s voice came over the comms. “Hello, it’s Donali here. Don’t worry, Eryn told me to talk to you, so you know he’s okay.” Donali sounded positive and unafraid. Ivan grabbed Cian’s hand and squeezed while Donali explained what was happening. “I’m watching Eryn. He’s not moving far out of sight. He’s talking to the one who jumped on our roof.”

      That piqued Cian’s interest. “What does he look like?” he asked and squeezed his brother’s hand back.

      “This is bizarre. He looks like Eryn, except only a smaller version of him.”

      Cian’s heart beat so fast he couldn’t hear Donali speak. “More, tell us more!”

      “The people are in rags. Faces smudged with mud and grime. I think that’s a woman with children. Yes, not a man. Their clothes are dirty, and some have given up on wearing them. Everyone’s wearing thick-soled weighted shoes. It must be because of lower gravity. They look bewildered and sound strange, like they speak another dialect of English. The air stinks like farts, but it’s breathable. Probably polluted. Eryn’s talking to a crowd, and they’re swarming around him.”

      “Swarm, bugger that. We need to go, Cian,” Ivan said in a panicked, high-pitched tone while wringing his hands.

      “Not hurting him,” Kawa whispered, almost like he didn’t want to be left out of the conversation. “Just touching him. You know how he is. Everyone wants to touch him.”

      “Shitballs!” Ivan swore, and Cian found his antics kind of funny.

      “Tell us about the mini-Eryn. Do you think they could be brothers?”

      “They could. They look the same. Remember when we found Eryn or when he found us? Remember how he looked dirty and needed my dad to shave and clean him? Well, this dude doesn’t look like that.”

      “What do you mean, Kawa? First, you say he looks like him, and then you say he doesn’t. Describe him in detail.” Cian knew he sounded hard up, but he was tired of waiting. “Tell me, please, or have Donali tell me,” he begged, not caring about humiliating himself.

      Donali chuckled. “Wait, they’re coming closer. There’s a girl with them. She and another…I think it’s a man. He’s wearing a long, hooded jacket, hiding his face. Damn, he’s…”

      “He’s what?”

      “He looks dangerous and is almost as tall as Eryn. Oh wow, his skin is as dark as night. I see two swords hanging from a hip, many gold chains, rings, and earrings. I think the correct name for the sickle-shaped sword is a Khopesh. Shh, they’re coming over to meet us. Hold on…,” Donali whispered.

      “Dammit, my nerves.” Ivan plopped backward in his seat and slapped a flat hand to his forehead. “We should have gone with them,” he said with a grunt. Then shook his hands as if he didn’t know what to do with them.

      Cian sympathized, seeing his usually well-put-together brother so flustered.

      “Someone had to stay behind,” Cian said, even though he too wished he’d gone with them. After all, he was the one who’d pushed for stealing the prototype. “Don’t worry, you worry about nothing. If Eryn said there’s no animosity, then there isn’t any,” he coaxed his brother, who was not a military man.

      After five minutes of silence, Eryn returned online.

      “Hello, Cian, I spoke to the man who brought us down and to his female, and they gave me a quick rundown of the history here. I’m going to come to you. We need to talk, brother. Things are bad here. Much worse than we thought. Barkor said—sorry, I mean the guy who jumped on the Bubblecar—he said some things you won’t believe. I told them we would help as best we could, but we had to regroup. They were worried we would leave them here, so Donali volunteered to stay behind. Brad is going to kill me, I know. Hold on, I’m shutting the door to the Bubblecar. Kawa, make sure you’re comfortable and strapped in. Okay, switching on. Yip, it seems the car started and is ready to go. Taking off⁠—”

      After a couple of minutes, Eryn came back on the comms. “All good. Ivan, I’ll see you shortly. I can feel your worry all the way here. Don’t worry, my Ivan, I’m all right,” Eryn said and explained step by step, which seemed to calm Ivan.

      Cian jumped up, banged his head, and sat down again. “Freezing hellfires! How can you leave Donali there? What if something happens to him?” And what female? Don’t say I’ve lost my mate to a woman. He kept that embarrassing thought to himself.

      “Don’t worry,” Kawa replied. “I wouldn’t leave my brother there if we weren’t coming back to him and these people., I tell you, they need us. They won’t hurt him. Eryn felt their pain. It’s real. And Donali’s their only connection to being rescued. Plus, we left a camera ball there. See if you can see anything. We’re at the exit, sneaking out.”

      Silence. Ivan waited, chewing his nails and bouncing his legs. Cian fiddled with more buttons to find a signal to the camera ball.

      Five minutes later, crackling came from the speaker system as they restored the sound. “Okay, we’re out!” Eryn’s voice crackled. “We’re returning to you. Ivan, stop worrying.”

      If Eryn said Don’t worry again, Cian would shit an island of bricks.

      It seemed Ivan felt the same. “That’s easy for you to say. Stop saying Don’t worry! Of course, we worry. Hurry, I miss you,” Ivan said, and Cian rolled his eyes at the mushiness.

      Cian moved closer to the microphone. “See you now. Brad and Rick will cut off your balls and feed them to the sharks for leaving their son in there. You can tell them not to worry. Good luck with that,” Cian said.

      “Hey, he saw that female, and I sensed he liked her a lot. So why not? We made a swap. These people need us, brother. See you soon. Ivan, stop stressing,” Eryn said, and it wasn’t helping.

      Cian worried about rescuing those humans. The crazy Disciple numbskull Nick. He was one of the six intruders who had boarded the Blue Halcyon and murdered Juandre, and Andrew had told them there were a hundred and forty-four thousand humans chosen to live on the moon. Where would they put them all? This ship might take two or three extra people. It wasn’t big enough. Where would they get a ship to transport an entire population of that size? He saw hundreds of people. Who knew how many were hiding inside those shacks? And who lived in the tower and those cubes? Were those houses or apartments?

      He’d never considered the others. Cian only wanted to see his mate, but now he was in way over his head. In his mind, they lived in castles and somehow expected green grass and unicorns with lots of sparkles. He’d never expected unwashed, gaunt faces, people corralled behind a wall, and living in shacks. Except for that glowing blue tower, there was no color, no hope, and no rainbows.

      “Please, be careful,” Ivan said, and his voice cracked with emotion, breaking Cian’s thought pattern.

      Cian sighed and swooned internally. His name was Barkor.

      Rotty watched him, his eyes beaming with sympathy. Cian knew that his Anubis was sensing his anxiety. They’d been together all of Cian’s single life. It wasn’t for Rotty, Cian would have been miserable. On second thought. More miserable than he was. But now, things were happening. Positive things. Exciting, nerve-wrecking things. Cian ruffled his head. “What have we gotten ourselves into, boy? This is all your doing. I warned you it was a bad idea, but you pushed me into it. You wanted me to come. I know you. Look at you, you can’t wait to see them, can you?” Cian cooed teasingly, and Rotty panted excitedly. His big yellow eyes sparkled, as if saying, Yes! Let’s go! Best idea ever!

      “I have a surprise for you, Cian,” Eryn said mischievously and chuckled.

      Cian knew that tone. He was teasing him. Right? “You what? Eryn, tell me you didn’t do what I think you did. Who did you swap Donali for?” No one answered. Silence. No way…

      “Eryn, I’m going to skin you alive!” Cian promised in a low growl while his heart bounced like a ping-pong ball inside his ribcage.

      “You must wait and see, brother,” Eryn sing-songed, teasing out of him.

      Dammit! Cian ran to freshen up. I must brush my teeth, comb my hair, and…and clean this place up.

      An hour later, Eryn parked the Bubblecar inside the airlock garage. The twins watched through the unpolished smoked plexiglass as three bodies doffed their suits and clothes and then disappeared into the disinfectant showers. When they exited the airlock chamber, a frantic Ivan jumped on Eryn and wrapped his legs around him, peppering him with kisses. Eryn looked just as happy to have Ivan in his arms as they tried to remove each other’s tonsils with their tongues. They laughed and kissed while repeatedly saying, “I missed you. I missed you. I missed you.” Eryn’s melodic laughs vibrated through Cian. Their happiness was nauseating.

      “Yes, yes, okay, he’s back. I can see you’re happy to see him. Stop your childish behavior. Concentrate on the fact that Donali was left inside that dome, and Brad will castrate all of us if something happens to him. Eryn, you better send word to Phoenix.”

      Just then, a tall giant of a man exited the airlock chamber. Like Eryn and Kawa, he had only a towel wrapped around his lower body.

      “Cian, let me introduce you. Come closer, Ish. This is my husband, Ivan, and his brother, Cian.”

      “Hello,” Ish greeted in a smoky, smooth baritone with an accent Cian couldn’t place. His entrance was impressive. He was almost as thick-muscled and tall as Eryn.

      Cian’s gaze fell on his naked torso and followed the water droplets intermingling over his pecs and collecting in the grooves of his abdominal muscles. Some got sucked up by the towel, others dropped on the floor around his bare feet. Cian returned his gaze to the hairless chest adorned with gold necklaces and a large pendant. On closer inspection, it looked like a compass or watch.

      His gaze swooped down again and ended at an impressive bulge. The man held two swords in one hand, and the other held the towel in place. Cian’s attention fell down over the terrycloth towel to his knees and checked his feet. He hoped his mate had feet like Eryn’s. This man looked like…to be honest, he looked like a stranger. A beautiful, mysterious stranger. Nothing felt familiar about him.

      His skin was as black as Donali had described. Cian knew immediately this man was not from Earth. He must have been born here in a lab because he didn’t look human. His eyes were friendly, but that was where the resemblance ended. They had rings of yellow around the black pupils, and his face somehow looked African, but his nose was shorter and higher, accentuating his high cheekbones, and his lips were thin on the top and extra full on the bottom. This man was not his mate.

      “Excuse my brother. I’m sure he’ll wake up any moment to greet you like people with manners greet strangers,” Ivan said and slapped Cian on the back of his head.

      “Ugh!” Giving Ivan the stink-eye, he held out his hand to shake and said, “Sorry, forgive me.” Then he thought better of it because their guests’ hands were full of weapons and the towel, keeping his dignity in place. The man coughed and chuckled, and Eryn seemed to get the joke because they laughed like old friends.

      “Cian, brother, we can hear your thoughts. They’re so loud, like a radio station,” Eryn said, walking over to the drawers containing clothes. He threw one of his t-shirts and a pair of jeans to Ish, who caught them and turned his back to Cian to get dressed.

      “I don’t think you’re my mate either,” Ish said, hanging his towel on the hook beside Eryn’s, before they moved into the cabin area with Cian pointing the way.

      “How many of you are there?” Cian asked.

      “I’m the last of my kind,” Ish said and smiled widely, exposing longer than usual incisors. “Or so I thought. I’m honored to meet you, Cian and Ivan.” He held his hand out and did a very weird handshake with them. Ish was not a germaphobe. He grasped Cian’s hand with both his own and folded his hands up, down, and over, almost like an ancient greeting of the Pharaoh.

      His handshake transmitted a message, giving Cian a glimpse into his culture and personality. Extroverted, bold, and unafraid. “Yes, you know me. Not directly or personally,” he said, and looked Cian in the eye. His eyes were hypnotic, and those yellow circles enthralled Cian.

      He was a handsome mofo, but not Cian’s. Move on and step aside, Cian thought.

      Eryn and Ish laughed again. Ish moved to the side as if he’d heard Cian’s thoughts. He was much too friendly. Cian didn’t trust him.

      “Can we talk about Donali? Why did you bring this guy and leave one of ours down there?”

      “He didn’t tell Donali to stay. It’s not his fault,” Kawa said. He was eating again. Cian had never seen someone eat so much and never gain an ounce of fat. He and his brother were tall and slim young men. They had lots of their Apache father’s features. Dark hair and dark eyes. Both also preferred short hair, like Cian.

      “What are you eating?”

      “Pea soup, I was hungry,” he said between slurps of green mush.

      “You’re always hungry. You’ll have us ending up with no food for the return trip. Your ration of pea soup was finished last week. Whose are you eating? It better not be mine,” Cian stated, feeling hungry suddenly. It smelled good.

      More drawn-out slurping. “It’s Donali’s.” Kawa fell into his seat and lifted his bare feet onto the console.

      “Kawa, take your feet off the instrumentation. Your brother is coming back. What will he eat? I can’t believe you’d eat your own brother’s food.”

      “He snoozes, he loses,” he said like a teenager who thought he was cool. Kawa had never been the same after Ernest ate his arm. It was like a piece of his humanity had gotten chomped off and eaten. He became aggressive and hateful. Rebelling all the bloody time. No matter how many arms his fathers replaced, he acted as if it was everyone’s fault, when it was no one’s. At all. Maybe Ernest’s, but that psycho frogman had died many years ago.

      “One of the girls screamed when she saw my arm. That’s why Donali jumped in and distracted them. Again, it’s my fault,” Kawa said.

      “No, it’s not. They explained it to us. Your arm looks like a Zelk’s arm. Whatever a Zelk is, it’s why humans are slaves.”

      “What?” Ivan asked.

      “Yes, let me send a transmission, and then we can talk. This is urgent.” Eryn kissed Ivan on the cheek and tapped a few buttons on the console. He stopped and gave Kawa a pointed look. Kawa removed his feet from the console.

      Cian scooted closer. He hoped to see more of Barkor and rewatched the video while Eryn typed his message. Luckily, Eryn had been smart enough to leave a camera ball with Donali.

      
      To: General McCormick at Phoenix City

      From: Eryn Romanov

      Subject: The Zelk

      “I’m sorry, I have no good news.

      “It’s a factory, and they keep humans for two things: to mine the gases to fuel their warship and to build more Zelk.

      “Humans are sucked dry to the bone, ripped apart, and discarded. It’s a shithole, sir. Filled with all kinds of stink. Robot people called the Zelk are rogue machines that multiply and prepare for war. No one knows if there’s a war or if one is going to happen. That’s what they’ve been preparing for since they landed on the moon. We saw hangars, a big tower, and thousands of rows of crates filled with Zelk waiting to go to war. Apparently, the miners store canisters of fuel for their ships underground, where it’s cold.

      “They capture and use any human standing in their way. Sir, I presume that humans have become slaves to their creations. They need our help. I calculated it’s not a simple task. Hundreds of men, women, and children are waiting for us to rescue them. I brought a man back with me. He has a plan and wants to speak to you. Sir, some worthless humans steal and trade children for control of the only water supply. I don’t want to bring bad humans to Phoenix. We would have to eliminate them and the Zelk, and then decide whether they stay or come home with us. We’re camping here until we can decide on the safest course of action for all of us. Donali stayed behind with Barkor and Sarinka, the human representatives. We will go back for him. Of course, this will need a lot of planning.

      “Your friend and trusted servant, Eryn.”

      
      Cian rolled his eyes and felt like kicking the shit out of something. His mate was with a woman, Sarinka. That sucked big frogballs. I’ll avoid the moon’s surface and concentrate on rescuing people and other important shit, he morosely thought.

      Movement drew Cian’s gaze to the screen. “Holy shitcakes, come see this,” he yelled and watched armed men explode into the massive market area and take up perimeter positions around Donali and his new friends. Barkor stood ready to defend Donali, and Cian fell in love with the man. All had their weapons poised, swords, bows, and spears were pointed in the direction of the attackers, and ready for any hostile movement from them.

      A deep, rumbling voice spoke over Cian’s shoulder. Barkor’s friend, Ish, hung over him to see the screen. “Watch. He will get rid of them before they can harm your friend. I’ve seen him fight many times before. He’s fast on his feet,” he said with admiration as he chuckled.

      Eryn and Ivan joined them, watching the live show. Ish was correct, and they watched as Barkor disarmed his opponents and had them tied up and begging for mercy.

      “What’s he going to do with them?” Ivan asked.

      “Not sure. If he lets them go, they will come back. If he keeps them as prisoners, he has extra mouths to feed. Usually, Sarinka and I help him. I have a few tricks to eliminate complicated problems. You know, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Cian frowned deeply. Did he make a joke, or did he admit to being an assassin or cleaner? This was getting weirder and weirder by the minute.

      “Okay, that’s it… I’m going in. Time to stop pussyfooting around. I want to know what he’s doing with that female,” Cian harrumphed and turned to get suited up. “If he rejects me
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