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      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 author. The scanning, uploading, and distributing of this book via the internet or any other means without the author’s permission is illegal.

      NO AI/NO BOT. The author does 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. The author supports the right of humans to create and control their artistic works.

      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 living or dead persons is coincidental. The author does not control or assume responsibility for author or third-party websites, blogs, critiques, or their content.

      This story contains speculative twisted versions of history, rescue missions, explicit graphic depictions, gore, and crude language unsuitable for young or sensitive readers or anyone offended by gay sex.
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      Peter may smell and look delicious, but he is as tart as pomegranate juice. You will either love or hate him. Ishtar loves him, so by association, I pinched my nose and swallowed him down while I grew to love him too.

      The overarching story flows in one direction—in a circle—with no beginning or ending. Readers may loop in at any point.

      

      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.

      

      My stories explore the possibility of ancient civilizations being visited by advanced beings from Atlantis, who shared their knowledge of tools, agriculture, and architecture. They simultaneously speculate how Atlantis came into existence but disappeared from the ocean floor.

      Is time travel possible in the real world? I don’t know. But in my quest to write a time-traveling sci-fi fantasy novel, I researched theories surrounding time, speed of light, electromagnetism, and sound energy.

      

      I am not a scientist, but some who have studied, who are smart, who are educated, and who are true scientists say time does not exist. Others just as educated, say time is duration, an outward motion of matter called dilation, and that it is not an illusion. Therefore, time is relative motion as counted or measured by each observer’s clock and space is the illusion, for it is nothing more than relative time between events as seen by each observer.

      

      Matter is what we see in each of our futures, but mass is the connective tissue centered moment to moment within our past. Our consciousnesses keep up with the speed of light, which gives each of us the illusion of a static state called the present, but only with math can you make time stand still, then you are only representing a moment of time. How long was the duration before the motion that started our universe and how long will the duration go on after? How could we call or know it other than as an infinite time?

      You may argue the measurement of time is just a human thing we constructed to make sense of time itself. If nothing travels faster than light, it is based on a law of physics that nothing is infinite and non-existent.

      What if it is not infinite and not in a line, but a loop, or uncountable loops? No beginning and no end, according to Ish. Irrespective of what new physics we learn, an eternal universe is logically unpalatable. We could have never gotten to the present point if time went back infinitely, because for us to arrive at this present point, an infinite amount of time should have passed. There simply cannot be an infinite series of events. There has to be an event that caused the whole thing to get going.

      

      Anzulla, According to ISH, is fantastical, yet imaginable and hopefully, with a little persuasion, believable. In my imagination, time travel happens when Ish rides the magnetic lines of force, as if Earth and the universe exist inside some kind of bubble, loop, or circle. I imagine electromagnetism as a source of light while sound waves are propagated but at the speed of light. The sound waves would have to exceed the sound wave barrier which creates electric charges like sparks of lightning connected by the lines of force in space, which loops by propelling the electromagnetism, and so on.

      I hope you enjoy traveling with Ish and Peter.

      Love to all creatures,

      Kashel Char.

      Source: physicsforums.com
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      Deep inside the secure, underwater domes of Phoenix, a group of scientists and soldiers survived three waves of global catastrophes.

      The first cataclysm was the Doomsday of 2046 A.D., marking the conclusion of the final World War.

      It became clear that the World Health Protected Species Society (WHPSS) had been secretly enlisted by the Disciples of Anunnaki, a clandestine global society, to engineer a genetically superior human race under the guise of environmental projects to launch genetic research initiatives across every continent, and even on the moon.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Meanwhile, Dr. Peter von Leutzendorf, without the knowledge of his lab partner, Dr. Mika Romanov, continued to refine the DNA splicing method initially used in the underground South African lab. This pioneering technique of fertilizing cryogenically frozen human donor eggs with the Romanov sperm and Anunnaki DNA, using artificial wombs, culminated in the birth of the first twins in Phoenix, Cian and Ivan Romanov.

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

      For two decades, Peter von Leautzendorf played God. More boys were born, but only with human DNA. He kept his connection to the Disciples of the Anunnaki and the knowledge of the Anunnaki gene sequencing a secret.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      During their first lunar reconnaissance mission, Eryn brought Ishtar, a secretive stranger who seemed to know much more than he was willing to reveal, on board their Spacecar.

      All the while, on the moon, a third group of Disciple scientists called the Zelk, tasked by the WHPSS to study the merging of humans with machines, lost control of a rogue, splinter group of Zelk who built a lunar factory to create more of their kind using body parts harvested from living humans corralled in Grayrak City.

      This human settlement on the moon, led by Barkor, was rescued by commandeering the Zelk warship Horizon. Cian’s pull toward the moon was explained when Barkor was found to be his fated mate.

      Ishtar assisted with the moon evacuation, but his knowledge of time manipulation and his Anunnaki heritage led to him being suspected of being in league with the Disciples of Anunnaki. He was taken into custody for interrogation by the leadership of Phoenix.

      Under the new group of lunar refugee residents, the long-awaited female residents had arrived and moved in.

      The changes to Earth’s history, and many secrets like those of the Disciples, the existence of their tablets, and a special apple, describing the techniques and mathematical calculations of Anunnaki gene splicing, brought on the Phoenician inquisition of Ishtar.

      This is Ishtar’s story.
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            Gu, leader of the San people
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      My name is Gu, the San are my people.

      United we guard, the sacred mountain deep in the jungle.

      Engraved in limestone,

      a story of two Gods.

      Uncountable sun turns, never wanting a throne.

      

      Descending from skies, the Gods blessed generations.

      Many moon and sun turns later,

      my father and elders,

      gave the Blue Demon God,

      things that don’t matter.

      

      Ishtar, a sad and solitary One, stories passed from father to son.

      Shaping our beliefs and our way of life, seeking a mate and not a wife.

      Legends of the Gods became real.

      No more stories, but bodies we see and feel.

      Lonely and seeking, He came down from his chair,

      the one in the sky, to us down here.

      Desperately seeking the arms of his lover,

      not my sister or my mother.

      

      But, Gods need company from others.

      Heavy drinking, lots of food, and blood from my brothers.

      Afterward, we pretended to search,

      “Here He is,” and “There He is, Demon God.”

      Lots of laughs and lots of fun,

      never helping Him find his special one.

      

      Until he’d gotten tired and went back home.

      One day I asked myself if we are a blessed people,

      if we were the friends of the Demon God of the mountain,

      why couldn’t anyone see how wrong it was?

      To pretend, while He became more than just a friend.

      

      I questioned the rituals of our ancestors.

      Ceremony, of my father’s fathers.

      Pretending, disappointing,

      not only Him, but ourselves.

      So very depressing.

      So, I took Him to my furs.

      My mighty cock, blood, and seed,

      is what He preferred.

      Not a young warrior of eighteen sun turns,

      but a mate, his Kuku is what He deserves.

      

      Our Demon God was very-very miserable.

      I went to the top of the mountain.

      to plead his case to the Gods in the stars.

      

      Bulging my fists around my obsidian weapons, I yelled,

      “Hey, you lazy, self-righteous, Old Ones.

      Help your Baby Gods, and children, down here below the mountain.

      Send us Ishtar’s lover. Bring us His mate, his Kuku!”

      The Ancient Ones opened the skies, then sent the snake to bring us

      the Birdman God with the white hair, to trick us.

      

      Sometimes Gods spoke, but most of the time they ignored us.

      We waited for Ishtar, but he’d forgotten us.

      Many sun turns later, strange things started to happen.

      I guess it’s because the sun turns for Gods and not for us under the mountain.

      Kuku and San bickered like children.

      Always getting into trouble and never helping.

      That was to be expected,

      Baby Gods sit in the sky and never lift a finger.

      

      I went back to the top of the mountain

      to have another word with the Gods in the stars.

      “Hey, you lazy, stupid, Old Ones.

      You did half a job! You sent one, but not the other!

      I demand you make this right. It’s unfair!

      Send down the Blue Demon God,

      so He can save us from his Kuku, down here.”

      

      The flames of the village firepit were still burning,

      when the snake in the sky was seen returning.
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      “Good day, Ishtar.

      Did you know timekeeping devices date back to when ancient civilizations first observed astronomical bodies as they moved across the sky? Timekeeping has evolved from liquid-filled water clocks to mechanical clocks and pendulums. Sundials and water clocks were first used thousands of years ago in ancient Egypt, later by the Babylonians, then the Greeks, and then the Chinese.

      Did you also know that time is ticking, and as much as I would like to say, move at your own pace and take as much time as you need, the reality is there is no bloody time for your needs or desires.

      Good luck!”

      

      Ishtar

      2000 B.C.

      Rome

      

      Sweat drops beaded on my forehead, rolling down my temples, and dripping from the tip of my nose. I gazed down at Platonius, hissing through my teeth. “Yesss, suck it harder!” A jolt of pleasure rushed through me to tighten around my balls—I was greedy, I wanted precise timing, his finger, that extra trigger, to blow harder, to unload.

      “Gods yes. Keep your eyes open,” I grunted my order. “I want you to see how I’m enjoying fucking your skilled, pretty mouth.” I shuddered and exhaled, staving off my orgasm. I wasn’t ready to come, not yet. He was sliding a hand up between my legs, and I urged him to plunge his finger faster and deeper inside my hole. My best orgasms are those with something up my ass. “Yes, push it in, I’m about to shoot.” I clenched my jaw. My unused fangs itched for a bite, but this was a quick goodbye and I’m not staying another night.

      Widening my stance, I gave him better access, while I balanced on my elbows against the cold wall. He sat on his heels, one hand around the base of my pulsating organ, while the other… “Yes, oh my dear Fates, work it in—work it harder—work it faster.”

      Blazing scarabs, that stunning pale Roman face, my dark blue cock pistoned—machined—into it. Sending his wild red curly hair flopping all over the place. Obediently, he kept his gaze on me. Staring up at me with dark enthralled eyes. His lips stretched papyrus thin around my wide girth.

      “Hmmm-hmmm, hmmm,” he hummed around my cock. I’m not fucking pulling out to have a conversation, so I scanned his thoughts, like this, is this what you want?

      “Hmmm, yes, dammit!”

      The corners of his eyes stretched into pleased smile lines. Tears spilled from them and down his rosy cheeks, mixing with spit and snot and his sadness.

      I know you will miss me, I will miss you too, but to make it easier for you, I will erase myself from your memory.

      “Yes, keep doing that, deeper, push deeper. Ah, yes. Yes, that’s the spot. Oh, fuck, that feels—so good!” I fisted his red curls with one hand as I worked my cock down his throat. Closing my eyes I exhaled a thunderous cry of ecstasy as my whole body snapped straight. “Fuck, yes, here it comes-s-s-s!” Jolting and balancing, my seed projectiled into his muzzling throat. My body buzzed as I repeatedly discharged, violently. Thrusting, every last drop into his stomach—until, until, until, until all pleasurable shocks vanished.

      I opened my eyes—trembling, sweating, and sated. He’d swallowed every drop I gave him, like always. “The Fates blessed you with a damn magnificent mouth and mind, Platonius,” I said and stooped down to kiss him.

      “You taste sweet. The best I’ve ever tasted and I’m happy to have it all inside me, as a farewell gift. It should satisfy my hunger until you visit me again,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      Time to say farewells. “Thank you,” I said and pulled him back up to his feet. I pointed to the bronze tablet he had so carefully stamped for me. “For your exquisite mouth and your brilliance. It’s timeless—a gift that never rusts. My father will like it, he will listen to us.”

      “Again, it’s my honor, and you’re welcome. Anything to help you,” Platonius replied while aiding me by pulling up my trousers and tucking my limp sensitive cock back into its place. He exuded mixed emotions of love, of regret, and of composed anger. “Have a safe trip. Remember, I love you. I love you even more for trusting me with your secrets.” He waited…

      Tears brimmed, unspilled. He gulped, broke his stare, and repositioned himself.

      My eyes flicked up and down and left and right.

      Where to look, where to look, where the fuck should I look? I smiled and sighed. Ignoring the outline of his hardness visible against his tunic, and his eyes. I had fucked him good earlier today, I shouldn’t feel guilty for leaving him hard and wanting.

      He knew I was fond of him. I’ve never said I love you. Not to him or anyone.

      I will say it when I recognize and feel it.

      I thumbed the lever up. The door swished open. Announcing the unspoken okay-that-was-fun, and see-you-never-again.

      “One last hug?” he asked, hugging me anyway.

      “May the Fates bless you, Platonius.” He was considerably shorter, so I just kissed his messy scrunched hair and patted his back.

      “Yes, and you. May Athena grant you a hero’s courage.” Platonius spun around, his eyes red and leaking, face flushed, and firing anger and disappointment at me. I delved into his mind, erasing all memories of me. I always cloaked my true appearance to humans. But I wanted him to forget me, to live his life and never miss me.

      As soon as he stepped off the third and final step, I flicked the lever down, activating the stairs to retract and the door to slide close.

      “Perfect.” Hastily, I gave a couple of long strides across the small cargo area to the cockpit with two seats. I rubbed my Anubis’s head where she was sleeping in the passenger chair. I started up the ship’s navigator. “Lasitor, time to go home. Please jump before Platonius snaps out of his trance and sees us.”

      “Where and when shall we land?” my onboard guide asked, ever friendly and helpful as the ship started up and the seat vibrated beneath me.

      “Two days after we left. My time. Babylon, 3500 B.C. I promised Titus to meet up with them before they reached the valley outside the city’s borders. And good news, we transcribed your mathematical calculations.” I lifted the tablet as if Lasitor had eyes and showed him the copper plate wrapped in purple silk.

      “Those will ensure your bloodline lives on.”

      “Yes, if I present this to Apsu, surely he will reconsider and meet our demands.”

      “Ishtar, he will refuse. He won’t understand the calculations,” Lasitor added in a low tone.

      “I hope not. Now hurry, before Platonius sees us. Please park us on the palace grounds.”

      

      3500 B.C.

      Babylon

      Earth

      Thwop! I popped my constricting golden helmet off and threw the heavy thing aside. It clunked behind me as I leaped and soared over the flames. My arms up, a sword in each hand, I landed in a crouch, ready to block and strike. I inhaled, I breathed, I focused, and I sighed—shaking and loosening my freed braids.

      “The Fates blessed us. We’ve got him cornered now,” Titus shrilled from across the blazing flames and went into a coughing fit. He was smothering himself with that wet cloth wrapped around his head and not breathing easier. It looked and sounded like a matter of minutes before they succumbed to the smoke and flames and exhaustion. Titus and the remaining three soldiers are human, and I am not. Only four men and I are still alive—trapping and hunting.

      We had trapped and were now hunting my father, King Apsu, the patriarch of the Anunnaki—an animal—evil and forgotten by the Fates. Killer of thousands. From suckling babies to soldiers.

      The noisy humans were becoming a distraction. For days, we’ve battled by attacking and retreating.

      Over and over and over.

      We’ve been weakening him, and now he’s caged in the throne room. All of us are at our last—wounded, and the Fates willing, winning.

      “Get out of here. Humans retreat!” I ordered Titus, not taking my eyes off the shadow moving behind the wall of flames.

      “No, I’m not leaving you!”

      “I need silence.”

      “We fight to the end with you.”

      “Titus, it is time. Take the men and leave us! Do as I ask. Guard the children. Make sure my nieces and nephews find safety. Go now.” I prayed Titus, my Igigi, and Generalissimo, the great overseer of my fallen army, would flee unharmed with the children to the northern mountains, across the seas to the land where, if I die today, my father won’t find them. I’d given the gift of longer life to Titus by sharing a few drops of my blood with him. He is stronger and faster than the average human and will live hundreds of years longer. He walks in daylight, and he doesn’t need blood like Anunnaki to survive. “This is my fight now. Go!”

      “Are you sure, my lord?” Titus dragged his sword behind him and heaved air into his lungs. He was near collapsing. They all were. “Yes, thank you. Now go!” I gave a slight nod as I lifted my swords, ready to continue the hunt. “Leave!” My voice was stern, loaded with compulsion and command.

      They obeyed. Doob-doop-doop-doop-tip-tip-tip-tip, their clattering feet disappeared behind me. “May the Fates shield you!” Titus’s voice faded.

      I couldn’t afford to take notice and lose sight of the shadow beyond the black smoke. My father was impossibly fast.

      I squinted through the blinding smoke. Nausea curled in my belly as the putrid stench of burning bodies bittered my dry tongue. I licked my cracked, bleeding lips and swallowed the salty mixture of blood and sweat down my scorched throat. My swords were heavy, but steady in my hands. I gave a determined snarl as I cat-footed ahead. A warning that I was close and coming for him.

      I was not unafraid, but I was ready to end him.

      The plan was to bribe Apsu to abdicate, but he was already on a rampage when I arrived. Already busy destroying the palace and moving to wipe out Babylon.

      Wiping away all life.

      Genociding. Massacring. Slaughtering.

      Playing God as he did in Anzulla.

      I am fighting, not only to save myself but also to free my people from the chains that have bound them by sweat and blood to this monster, this thing of evil.

      With every blow of his sword, I struck back with pure disdain and loathing. His dark hunger for power made him treat me like worthless spawn—a child not even worthy of being sacrificed.

      Soundlessly, a flash of light and shadow flew right at me. Thwack!

      I stepped back—my movements, fluid and hard as water.

      I lifted my arms again. And with my left sword blocking, I sliced off his left kneecap with my right hand. Various shades of red arced up between us, and I reveled in my successful counterattack. I savagely hacked away at his vulnerable areas, determined to chop off every bit by calculated bit until he was nothing but a heap of bones, cartilage, and stumps. His regenerative abilities had slowed, and his strength was wavering. I was hyper-focused and brutally determined to end him.

      His blood dripped from my face and blades. I smiled, knowing I was giving back all the pain I had gotten from him all my life. He growled at me—foul, flagitious, and furious.

      Profound hatred flamed and kept me alert. I veered back, fought back, pushed back, and attacked using my uniquely fused fighting style. A style I had crafted from techniques I had learned from the best warriors, stretching from Egypt to Japan. The fluid movements of the Samurai mixed with the powerful strikes of Tahtib created a deadly combination. I accurately jabbed and blocked. My body was fatigued, but mentally I soared, as this shit was therapeutic. I was resolving the internal struggles I had carried within me for hundreds of years. Every slice of his skin, every flying kneecap, chopped elbow, or missing hand, mirrored every single painful wound on my body and heart. Every scar he had given me—I carved out of him.

      His eyes flashed a dull green sheen. A visible sign he was weakening. He knew I saw it when I saw a flash of something I had never seen before in his eyes. Fear.

      He stumbled forward and clumsily rammed his sword to impale me. I blocked him. He attempted to hack my right leg, and I countered. My size and reach allowed only the sword tip to penetrate his side, below the ribcage. He grunted and pulled back. Doubt in himself grew evident in his eyes, and I anticipated his next move. With his arms raised, he swung his sword wide and ill-coordinated to behead me. With a quick move, I disarmed him by flipping his sword out of his hand. It clattered to the ground. He gasped and stepped away, saying nothing. Grappling for a piece of roof beam, he threw it at me. I ducked and lunged forward to drive my blades deep into his lower right chest. Cracking and snapping, I hit a rib bone. Egyptians’ swords were meant for chopping, not thrusting. I turned my blade hard and jerked it out. Blood gushed out of him. He stood heaving breaths, shoulders hunched over. The puncture to his lower lung would leave him temporarily unguarded and breathless. I stepped forward to run my sword through his guts. But he straightened, hopped to the side, and laughed at me.

      Was he toying with me? Was I underestimating him again? Did I send the men away too fast?

      “To hell with you!” I yelled after him as he sprang into the air, executing a backward tumble-turn before disappearing behind a gigantic sculpture of my dead mother, currently engulfed in flames. My jaw clamped. I sniffed the air and snarled through my long incisors. A tsunami of rage drove me to end his catastrophic and destructive reign.

      To kill a monster, I had to be the better monster. I sucked in hot air and blinked to ease the burning sensation.

      Around me, Babylon was burning.

      My brothers cowered, believing it was impossible to defeat him. One by one, they fell at his feet as he emasculated them. Not a single one of them had dared to stand up against him. And now, they were all dead, victims of their stupidity and cowardice.

      “I’m coming for you, Father!” I shouted. I refuse to let this cycle continue. I’m going to wipe him from history. There will be no more cruel repetitions. It ends here, today, with me.

      This is my birthplace. My timeline. I love it as much as I love and belong to these humans.

      Smoldering pieces of palace walls crumbled into the ashes, reminding me we were inside a collapsing throne room. I ducked just in time as the overhead roof beams cracked and the light fixtures plunged around me. I jumped, avoiding burning roof tiles as they tumbled to the ground. Glass shards and jewels that once draped from chandeliers of candles cracked beneath my feet. I checked to see if anything else was coming at me from the growing, gaping hole in what once was a decorative high ceiling. Orange-red flames were dying as thick streaks of rain cut through the smoky night sky, blessedly dousing the surrounding fires.

      I crouched, then stepped light-footed on the outer edges of my feet to maneuver without sound through the sludge.

      I sought revenge for the injustices he had done to my siblings and my people.

      Only my death, or his headless corpse, will make me stop fighting today.

      My shredded pants were now a knee-length wrap-around that hung and constricted my hips like a woman’s wet leather skirt. My limbs ached, and my arms and shoulders were numb. My body armor grew heavier as it soaked up the rain, sweat, and blood. I appreciated the rain that had just started, but I had to conserve my strength. I released the clamps on my shoulders, freeing myself from the burden of wet leather and pure gold inlays. It fell with a dull thud into the smoldering coals and the burning roof beams.

      Beneath my boots, blood painted the blackened tiles with steamy dark red trails behind me. The once glittering marble would never shine again.

      I slithered forward, the vision of his severed head my motivation.

      My slashed knuckles and open gashes stung and bled rivulets of blood, no longer healing. I ignored the pain, flames, and suffocating smoke, clenching the swords in my fists tighter.

      “You killed your mother…both of you failed me! She couldn’t keep her mouth closed, always nagging me. ‘Feed me, feed me, feed me. I love you, Apsu. Feed me.’ You can’t do the one job I gave you. Find us a new home. If you are my son, as your mother promised me, I am ashamed of you! Even with my blood running in your veins, you are useless. To me and your people. You filthy man lover!” He baited me in the Anunnaki tongue. I’d encased my heart in thick armor a long time ago. I wasn’t reacting to those words anymore.

      “You thought I was the weakest of my brothers,” I shouted back at him. “Too young, too dumb, too soft, too kind, too slow, and too powerless to be your son. It doesn’t matter how many wars I win or what gifts I bring. All you want is more offspring to suck them dry, to harvest their power for yourself. I bet you are regretting it now. You should have drained me of my power when you had the chance. I am not so weak now, am I, father? Apsu, bringer of pestilence and famine?” I said, and like a lion, I growled. “Your time has ended! You chose to fight. Your reign is an atrocity. You take, drain, and rape. I will be the last one standing. The only one you couldn’t kill!”

      I halted. Listening, feeling, sensing, and tasting the air. Every nerve in my body honed in as I slowly swept my gaze from side to side. Determination thumped through me—I refuse to let him live another day. If I died taking him with me, so be it. He had taken everything from me, slaughtering everyone I held dear without mercy.

      There. His horns. He was still hiding behind the statue.

      Our eyes met. His uncertain gaze betrayed his once terrifying presence. His dark Anunnaki features, the vile darkness that consumed him, was fading. I caught a flicker of realization—I was the hunter, the predator, the triumphant. The feeling pushed me to keep going and outsmart him.

      Glass smashed. The sound of crushing shards beneath running feet drew my attention further to the opposite end of the hall. He snuck behind the toppled-over golden thrones of the king and queens of Babylon, Xerxes and my twin sisters, Ki and An. My heart constricted and pumped outrage. The once grand symbols of a powerful reign lay destroyed, and they are now dead. Blackened, melted, and misshapen.

      I slowed my breathing and listened. He was moving again.

      “Humans are useless. They are dumb, dirty animals. You should know, you live with them,” he snickered as if he thought he was upsetting me. “I admit it was a mistake to come here, to this place. We should go home to Anzulla and start over. I needed you. Your family needed you. Your failure to report back caused the death of us all. You ran away from your obligations to us. I will offer leniency one more time if you promise to take me to the timeline where I belong!”

      Yeah, unsated, and all-powerful, I thought.

      “This time, you can help me make it work!” he shouted. The evil in his voice cut through my bones and shredded my heart. Just a few days ago, I still believed there was a chance. That there was goodness deep down inside him. I can’t believe I sought his favor and his approval.

      But today, I ignored the hurtful, manipulative words and zoned in on the direction from which they came.

      Ice-cold tremors inside my core radiated outward and made me shiver from head to toe. That draining feeling, that sucking, pulsating dark emotion was back. “That sneaky bastard,” I whispered through pursed lips. I should disperse him. He is inside me, inside my mind. I hate him. Like a leech, he slurped at my energy. My unrelenting psyche throbbed like an old toothache, every heartbeat a heartache.

      I stilled my mind and turned my focus inward, searching for that thing, that consuming, filthy thing. I wanted it out of me. I focused on expelling the unwanted connection. I imagined ripping it out. The finality of it is like an axe splitting a hair—a painful whine, much like an animal being kicked, resounded through the crackling flames. A smirk of triumph curled on my lips as I confirmed his location. My hands tightened into a death grip on my swords, my muscles primed, ready to pounce. I moved closer, preparing to strike with deadly precision.

      “You set the precedent. It’s kill or be killed. Your rule is discord in itself, you are the embarrassment. You wanted to be a God, a giver of life, and yet you steal the life sources of those you want to follow you. You’re a fool, and you’ve doomed yourself. Who will pray to you if you kill them all? You caused your demise with your power-hungry corruption. Like a snake eating its tail. Big mistake,” I taunted. My fingers twitched with anticipation as I prepared to deliver the final blow and end his shameful existence.

      I baited him while moving back two steps behind the veil of time.

      I counted twenty heartbeats.

      The skies above brightened as the stars pulsed and flickered. Like lightning sparks, they illuminated the charred grounds beyond the palace.

      A sign that I was freezing time.

      I ran the sharp tips of my swords along the shattered marble, creating a cacophony of scraping sounds and fiery sparks that would surely distract him when I unfroze time. Then, stalking closer, I stood right in front of him, an arm’s length away.

      Positioning myself for the last strike, from the perfect killing position, I crossed my arms while raising my swords. Hyper-focused on killing him and setting the scales of right and wrong back into balance.

      Standing ready to unleash my deadly vengeance, I waited.

      I kept time by the beating of my heart. Everything around me moved as I unfroze time. The sound and sparks of my swords dragging broke the silence. His toes moved underneath the crystal and gold bead curtains, taking my bait.

      I lifted the tip of my boot and held it in place over pieces of broken glass. Ready to slice and decapitate him with my sickle-shaped swords. I inhaled slowly and soundlessly, then willed and visualized the sight of his skull flying.

      I crushed the glass under my boot.

      His black, burned, shriveled toes moved as he planted them deeper into the ash. I waited. His foot lifted, accompanied by the start of a deafening, vicious battle cry. He crashed through the curtain. Running straight into my guillotine of blades. Dark brown blood spurted like a red fountain into the air as his head flipped up, tumbling with eyelids peeled wide open. I cut his cries short with finality as the air stopped flowing over his vocal cords. His body slammed into me, knocking me over with an indescribable force. My swords went flying to the sides as the momentum carried me. The raw destructive energy threw me back. The explosion of unleashed power spilling out of him flashed a blinding white light. It propelled and shot me further back with a second shock wave. The mystical forces escaped into the universe as it blasted and pulsated a third time. I was airborne, tumbling back ass up, my head hitting a hard surface. My vision blackened for a few seconds. I shook my head, bringing myself back from the clutches of unconsciousness.

      “Fillet me sideways with a Katana!”

      I lurched upright, gasping for air. Around me, crackles of an electric, otherworldly magic made the hairs on my arms stand on end. A last burst popped with a deafening lightning strike next to me. I sprang to my feet, ready to defend myself.

      An empty sigh of silence drifted through the smoke. I was alive. Alive and alone. The haze of battle cleared. The demon king who terrorized men was slain.

      One of my eyes was swollen and useless, and pain radiated through my skull like a Mongol gong being hammered. Using my forearm, I wiped at my eyes to clear the hazy, red, blurry vision. I swayed and swept my gaze over the scorched battleground. The soles of my boots were hot and melting, puffing up clouds of ash as I stomped and stumbled. I brushed my blood-soaked braids aside to see better. They clung to my neck, matted and heavy, as I swiveled my body to survey the devastation. I exhaled and held my breath, confirming and listening for any sign of life around me.

      Pitter-patter, pitter-patter.

      Drops of blood and rain plopped around my feet, dousing the smoldering orange coals. I should tend to my wounds—later, after I had confirmed that he was dead.

      Like a half-slaughtered ox, I heaved and struggled to get air into my lungs. “Hmmm,” I grunted, pissed off at myself for needing to breathe.

      Stormy winds and icy raindrops blasted through shattered window openings, lashing my skin and open wounds like needles. Instead of triumphant relief, utter loneliness washed over me just as my will to fight washed away with the rain. My arms were weak, my legs heavy. Swinging around from side to side through the rubble, the stench of burning flesh sickened me. I felt lost and hopeless, seeing only death through my one working eye.

      Thick beads of sweat and blood continued to drip into my eyes and run down my face as I looked through the shattered windows to far below, beyond the ruined city, the only constant that remained was the endless crashing of waves against the cliffs below. My uncoordinated attempts to wipe it away were futile. I could no longer contain the despair that had been building inside me, it broke through the walls I’d built to keep it all inside.

      It started with one drop, and then many, and then it all exploded, releasing eons of sadness as a rushing waterfall of tears. I fell to my knees, with my arms hanging at my sides, sobbing. I was all broken.

      I did not know how much time passed as I grieved. A gentle voice flickered within me like a small flame, illuminating the darkness and breaking through my hopelessness and despair.

      “Get up,” it urged me.

      Exhausted, I obeyed and found the will to live a little longer. I pushed myself up, nearly face-planting as I limped.

      “Where is it? Where is your head?” I wanted confirmation that he was dead, done, and gone. I kicked through the sludge until a dull thud and fine cling-clang sound revealed the head. I scooped up the golden necklace, using the tip of my sword and swinging it like a pendulum. It called to me. Tick-tick-tick-tick.

      I bowed to the head on the ground. “Thank you, now it’s mine,” I said, with a smile that was anything but genuine. I never knew the whole history behind him wearing the pendant. I assumed it was because he was the King of the Anunnaki. And now that I have slain him, it is mine—what does that make me?

      I didn’t want to know, and I didn’t care.

      I wouldn’t—couldn’t stay here. Leaving this place and never looking back was my only option. As soon as Titus caught up with Xerxes and his children, word of Apsu’s death would reach them. They would then return, hoping I was going to take Apsu’s place.

      But the throne belongs to Xerxes. It’s his rightful place.

      It would be best for them to start fresh without me. It’s time for me to disappear and move on to give the rightful king a chance to rebuild their lives without my interference.

      One last time, I looked at Apsu’s ugly face. Disdain crawled again in my belly and wrapped its tendrils around my spine, up into my neck. His large, pointy ears and goat-like horns bloody irked me.

      “Xerxes will destroy all those terrifying statues of you. No one will remember you. You will be forgotten. It will be as if you never existed.” My words rasped out with difficulty, made gruff by smoke and emotion. I turned, estimating the direction and distance his torso could have flown. “Tisk-tisk, you made a grand exit, didn’t you?” With shoulders shaking, I chuckled cynically. “That oh-shit-look suits you.”

      Then, with my arms spread wide, I arched my back and let out a victorious howl that echoed into the sky, and across the land—a wail of triumph. “Fuuuuck you!”
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      “Good day, it’s now six a.m.—somewhere.

      Did you know the speed of electromagnetic waves always equals the speed of light? Scientists once said that nothing travels faster than the speed of light and that the speed reduces when it is reflected in a mirror.

      Did you also know it’s because the Anunnaki gold was first discovered in the Middle East about 6000 B.C. that, according to Lasitor’s new law, by replacing the silver with gold on the backside of my warp drive mirrors, the blues are being absorbed and the remaining colors are reflected? When the reflected stream of light crosses and joins an additional stream of light, the speed increases inside the hyper-condenser.

      In other words, time travel is one hundred percent possible, because it pushes the machine beyond into nothingness. The trick is to reverse right out of there to the precise time intended by the driver, because the blue waves force the condenser to slow the reflected light—like a rubber band stretching to maximum and rebounding back to its original state.

      To learn how to navigate properly, please, read the manual.

      Safe travels.”

      
      Ishtar

      3500 B.C.

      Babylon

      
      I stumbled forward, dragging myself, my pain, my exhaustion, and my swords.

      I hobbled. Down and down and further down the winding path. Hissing and sucking air through my pursed lips. The steam rising from the healing waters ahead called out to me, a serene contrast amidst the chaos surrounding it.

      Two more steps. I dropped my swords and ripped off my tattered clothes. My naked body sloshed into the dark waters, battered and gushing blood. My skin felt like a thousand needles were knitting it back together. I waded deeper. Brrrr, goosebumps covered my vibrating body as the heat enveloped me. Lips and jaw quivering, I cupped my hands and drank in the warm, magical fluid to quench my thirst before fully submerging. I lay back, feeling my muscles relaxing and repairing themselves. Each breath was a struggle, but I persevered, clinging onto that small ember of determination that drove me to keep going, to survive, and to fill my lungs again. My reasons for living were hazy, but I held onto them, nonetheless.

      I stretched out my limbs and let myself float on the surface of the water, weightless like a piece of driftwood. The stars above twinkled as I felt a sense of peace washing over me, drowning out Babylon’s destruction. Slowly, my breathing and heartbeat calmed, and I found a new sense of contentment in the moment. But with that contentment came a feeling of guilt and regret. I hadn’t listened. I thought…I thought wrong. My naivety had caused the deaths of An and Ki. If I had only calculated my return time a few hours earlier, maybe they would still be alive.

      If I attempted to travel back in time to warn them—no, I can’t risk that—I might lose the battle if I had to fight him a second time.

      Even after all I’d been through, all I’d lost, I still felt responsible for saving their mate, the rightful king of Babylon, and his children. That thought kindled a spark of hope within me. I knew they still had a future in Babylon. Titus would help Xerxes appoint his successor until his eldest son was ready. Xerxes needed Titus now, having survived the loss of both his life-mates.

      Through chattering teeth, I whispered, “I’m sorry.” A useless, weak apology to my deceased family. My eyes burned with tears. I allowed myself to wail.

      Depleted in body and mind, but not hope, I closed my eyes. The swirling galaxies of lights faded away, and the soothing waters enveloped me, washing away my pain. When some of my strength returned, I loosened my braids and washed myself thoroughly. Then, I took a deep breath and gathered the willpower to leave before falling asleep in the water. Eventually, I made it back to the stairs of the pool, dragged myself up and out, tumbling onto the scorched grass with a heavy thud that knocked the wind out of me. At last, I gave up and surrendered to unconsciousness, ending the struggle to stay upright and awake.

      
      My eyes snapped open, my heart racing as I bolted upright. The images from my nightmare still lingered, slowly fading as the reality of my surroundings seeped in. The world was covered in a thin layer of ash, and for a second, I thought that it had snowed overnight. Except it wasn’t cold or snowing—it was the aftermath of my father’s rampage. Apsu had been an evil thing, hell-bent on destroying everything in sight.

      The once vibrant palace grounds and gardens now resembled a desolate wasteland. All around were burned bodies, dismembered bodies—bodies of soldiers strewn about like discarded carcasses. I shuddered at the thought of the thousands of soldiers who fought and sacrificed themselves for our cause. For me.

      Desperate to escape the guilt, chaos, and devastation, I hastily shoved my feet back into my melted boots, leaving my tattered clothes where they lay. I cringed at my golden Khopesh blades were stained with the blood of my enemy, the blood of my father. I washed them, washed the blood, the fury, and the anger away. I’d crafted them with my own hands, and they’d been a constant companion since my first battle, fighting at the side of the legendary king of the Egyptian Empire, Hor-Aha.

      Bare except for the small tick-tick talisman around my neck, I stumbled back to my ship, where I had left it after visiting my dear friend and Greek scholar Platonius.

      Memories of discovering the once beautiful city in turmoil assailed me. I relived the dread that filled me when I saw smoke rising in the distance—the palace burning. I had pushed open the door to the royal harem and was hit with the overwhelming stench of death and decay. My sisters. Their bodies were torn apart and scattered across the floor like trash amidst the flames. The smell of their blackened, decaying flesh and spilled blood was burned forever into my nostrils—an image and odor that would surely haunt me till the day I died.

      The anger. The shock. It ignited the determination to avenge their deaths.

      After countless years of meticulous planning, strategizing, and preparation, I almost failed, I thought. The bribe gift—no, it was as useless as their deaths.

      Titus’s forces were ready and mobilized beyond the city gates. The war I couldn’t put off had arrived far sooner than expected. I should never have gone to visit Platonius. I barely got Xerxes and the children to safety.

      My sisters were haunted by the memories of what our father did to Anzulla. They’d warned me about his descent into madness, but I hadn’t acted quickly enough. If Titus and his army hadn’t been ready, I would be dead.

      Years ago, before I had shared my seed and blood with Titus, I had confided in him, trusting him with the warning of my sisters. At a young age, he possessed a sharp intellect and quick wit. Instead of reacting with wild frenzy, he remained calm and steadfast, refusing to charge into battle like a bloodthirsty berserker. He convinced me that we couldn’t win this war with brute force alone. We needed strategy, cunning, and skill. Together, we found the most gifted, experienced, and intelligent humans to learn from, to train, and to help us become the most skilled sword-fighting warriors to battle my father. We began rigorous training under their expert guidance. As a master of war, Titus understood that our success hinged on more than strength and power. It required precision, tact, and strategic planning. In hindsight, I was grateful for his prudence and prowess. It was our diligent preparation and training that enabled us to ultimately defeat my father in combat and end his tyrannical reign. Not just in Babylon, but everywhere and for all.

      It was now almost daybreak.

      A light breeze was blowing the feather-light white ashes as my malformed boots hit the cobblestoned footpath, obscuring it and reminding me I had survived.

      My thick, long cock swung from side to side as I climbed the steep stairs carved into the rock leading to the palace docking station. A glimmer of movement, of hope, caught my eye—humans and animals were scurrying about in what once had been a bustling city. My stomach twitched, reminding me I was hungry. I bristled at the thought of leaving without feeding. The healing waters I drank were sufficient to heal me, but my stomach was empty. I forced myself to turn and leave in search of a better future. To admit to Lasitor that he was right about Apsu and that my gift was never given. At least Apsu was dead.

      When I reached the top, the sight that greeted me gutted me—the charred remains of my beloved Anubis. “No!” I roared. My fists bulged with renewed rage. I savagely kicked at the ground. Tears spilled from my eyes. My loyal Anubis, my faithful protector, was now reduced to nothing but a blackened pile of flesh and bone.

      “Fates, damn it all!” I exclaimed, my cry a mix of overwhelming anger and grief. I stumbled forward, assessing my ship and the vacant platform. My golden, oval-shaped ship appeared undamaged. The top part still spun in one direction, while the bottom part spun in the opposite direction. In the middle, the open door waited with the extended three steps.

      She, my Anubis, was outside. She’d died at the foot of my ship. Someone had tried to enter it, to steal or damage it. She’d guarded it. My swords clanked on the ground. I fell to my knees, with my arms hanging loosely at my sides. Confused objections bubbled out of my mouth as tears streamed down my cheeks. My friend had been loyal to the end. I loved her, and with her by my side, I felt loved. I wish I had killed my father slowly.

      How many tears do I have left inside me?

      With blurred vision, I turned away from my beloved Anubis and looked up at the intricate carvings on the ancient Anunnaki obelisk. Silently, it stood in the middle of the platform. Pointing towards the heavens, towards the Fates that ignore us.

      As usual, they offered no answers. “Why did they have to die?” I yelled, my voice thundering into the distance. “You gave me the power to defeat him, but what is the purpose behind it all? I cannot make sense of this!” My body trembled with the frustrated confusion swirling inside me.

      No one answered. Only the early morning birds’ song urged me to hurry. The sun was rising.

      My heart thumped against my ribcage like a war drum. I entered my ship, hastily put on some clothes, and threw my old, half-melted shoes out the door. I grabbed a tool that resembled a shovel and gathered what was left of my Anubis before bringing her to a special place near the sacred springs in my sister’s garden.

      “You never enjoyed getting off my ship, and even less so when I came home,” I reprimanded her as if she could hear me. “Why didn’t you wait on board like you always do? Why did you get out?”

      After digging a deep enough hole, I gently placed her inside and covered her remains with soil. As I gazed at the mound of earth in front of me, I took a deep breath and let out a heavy sigh with bitterness in my heart.

      I searched for something that could serve as a makeshift headstone. After finding a suitable marker, I carefully carved out the words: “Here lies Anubis, friend of Ishtar. In another life, may we journey together once again.” After washing up, I hurried back to my ship before the blazing sun could scorch me.

      “Lasitor!” I turned to my onboard electronic guide, desperation gripping my voice. “Do you think Anzulla could still hold survivors? Maybe a few Anunnaki escaped the destruction and created new lives there.” The sight of humans earlier had sparked an idea in my mind. “Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the dashboard, flipping switches and shaking my head in annoyance. If anything had happened to my ship, it would have crushed me. “Come on,” I pleaded. “Don’t tell me the fire melted your wires.”

      Electric crackles, followed by a hum, filled the cabin for a few seconds before a familiar, upbeat voice greeted me. “Hello, Ishtar, welcome back.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as my mood lifted. I responded, “Hey there, my friend! I thought you had died, like my Anubis. I was afraid you’d left me stranded and alone. I would have ripped out and reconnected all your wires. It’s good to hear your annoying voice again.”

      “It is I, Lasitor. I’m sorry about your Anubis, your pet friend. She had protected me as if I was a ball. She grew big and blocked the flames from reaching your ship. Luckily, you have me, your faithful companion, and I can’t or won’t ever leave you. I need you as much as you need me. Ha-ha-ha!” He laughed robotically. I had been traveling with my ally since I started my time machine.

      I had been a young, lonely boy, tinkering with scraps and electronics. It kept me entertained and out of trouble from the politics and drama of the king’s court while I built my time machine.

      I shifted in my seat. “Alright, I’m eager to leave Babylon.” I ran my long fingers over the buttons and knobs on the dashboard, adjusting the endpoint settings. “My father is not a threat anymore. I slew him and have his tick-tick thing. I’m now the Anunnaki patriarch.”

      “Congratulations, are you planning on staying here and taking his place?”

      “No, I was wondering if you would take me to Anzulla. Now that I have the pendant, maybe you will take me there. Perhaps there is something left after all. Do you remember how to get there?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if they came from a time and place on Earth, or somewhere else, because I never could find Anzulla, and Lasitor always said that I wasn’t ready. “I want to see what my sisters’ homeland looks like, find out if there were any survivors, and see what they have created, and if possible, stay there. I think I’m ready for the truth.”

      There was a long pause, and I knew he was calculating the correct answer by running through his memory files, as he had explained to me frequently when I got impatient with him not answering me immediately, so I waited.

      “I can take you, though you might not enjoy it.”

      “I wouldn’t know that unless you do. How else can I be sure if I don’t see it myself?”

      Lasitor went silent; my question hung unanswered for minutes. “Why not stay here or go to a place where you are needed? I assume General Titus helped you. Is he alive?”

      “Oh yes, he is. I am sad to part ways with him, but he will guard Xerxes and the future kings and queens of Babylon.

      “As you say. I do owe you a promise. Perhaps there is a bigger reason you fought so hard to save them—whether it was because of honoring those who died innocently before, like your family and friends, or maybe you are destined for greatness. Let me guide you toward your destiny,” he said.

      I agreed, “Maybe there’s a happy place for me.”

      “There are many places, and I know the perfect time and place.”

      “Yes, my friend, regardless of whatever lies ahead, one thing remains certain—there is always a reason to keep moving forward, no matter how dark things might be in the past, especially with the Fates guiding me,” I said as I glimpsed my reflection in the sapphire glass.

      “Holy dung beetles!” I leaned closer to the wrap-around window, almost not recognizing the face that looked back at me. I frowned and blew out my cheeks. Poking and stretching them, making sure it was me. The complete reinvigoration of the palace pool astounded me. I haven’t had any sustenance. No blood to drink. Before now, I had only used the pool once, before I left on my travels.

      The eyes staring back at me were mine and wide with surprise. They glinted. My skin was as dark blue as the night sky, and I still had the irises I despised—yellow and black-ringed—like my dead father’s.

      I looked older but healthier, and a lot more dangerous. So dangerous, I was scaring myself. I turned my face from side to side and inspected it. My hair looked like a lion’s mane. I rifled in the overhead cubby to find the jewelry I had removed before going into battle. I skillfully braided my wild black hair, also adding thin golden strings as I rolled it into manageable, thicker locks, and bound it all with a carved golden clasp. I lined my ears from the tips to the lobes with golden earrings, from small to larger hoops. Last, I put my rings on my fingers. Of course, they were also gold. My reflection smiled at me. Titus always liked the small hoop pierced through my nose septum, so I put that back on as well. My stomach clenched with longing for him, but I forced that to the back of my mind.

      Ready to get away from here, I leaned forward and pushed the accelerator.

      “Lasitor, I will take the chance to see how things have turned out after Apsu’s death. Let’s go see Anzulla, about fifty years after my family fled.” I watched the ratchet wheels on the dashboard spinning backward.

      “Guide me on my journey,” I prayed to the Fates. Lasitor chuckled unemotionally.

      I was beaming with pride for my trusty Lasitor and the quirky little ship that I had lovingly rebuilt and pieced together from the wreckage of the royal Anzulla spaceship that had crash-landed in the middle of Xerxes’s kingdom. I wasn’t born yet. But my siblings were. They told me the story of my father and mother walking out of the wreckage and into Xerxes’s palace and sitting on his throne. There was nothing he could do. It was either a beheading or marrying my sisters, Princesses Ki and An. But the Fates had blessed Xerxes, he had taken one look at my sisters, and they all instantly fell in love. As the mate of not one but two princesses, he could keep his head on his body. With such an unorthodox beginning, it was no surprise that our family was able to bend laws and manipulate people to our will.

      At least I had sent Titus after them. He would guard my nieces and nephews until his last breath. Mates couldn’t survive long without each other. Xerxes would soon wither and pass away to be reunited with Ki and An.

      “Lasitor, check the star map.” The tick-tick around my neck felt warm against my skin as I closed my eyes. “Okay, take me to Anzulla!”

      “As you say,” Lasitor said, and I heard the gadgets and small gears inside my new tick-tick thing move. I didn’t have time to figure it out. Without warning, the ship vibrated and gained altitude. My teeth rattled as we sped up faster than light.

      “Ohhhhh, yes, here we go!” Stars became white lines, then melted away into one fine needle. “Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes!” Jumping was always an extraordinary experience. It was my favorite thing to do. I laughed, unable to hold it in. My voice was deep and jovial. My eyes pooled with tears. Whether from the happiness of being alive or the sadness of being utterly alone, I didn’t know. But it felt good. I was free.

      
      23 000 B.C.

      Anzulla

      Silence followed as the brightness disappeared.

      A black void enveloped me. Relief stirred inside me. The ship slowed down, and we descended to a big orange-red orb. My gaze fixed on it, and I leaned forward in my chair.

      “Dear Fates, is this Anzulla?” I stared open-mouthed at the deadness of the land.

      “Yes, this is what was left after your family had departed,” Lasitor confirmed.

      A few minutes passed as we floated wordlessly, searching the barren world. In disbelief, I asked again, “Are you sure you have taken the correct route? Is this place exactly where your map showed?” I searched for something green and blue. For life. But all I saw was a desolate, dead planet—a big red rock. “Maybe you should fly closer?” I pushed the lever forward to the floor to glide closer to the surface. Dried-up rivers cut through bare mountains running into empty lakes filled with red-brown dust, birthing trails of dried-up streams and waterfalls that empty into the ocean with not a drop of water in sight. Spirals of black smoke escaped from between boulders and red-brown rocks that covered the entire surface and formed thick, dark clouds that hung over the valleys and hills.

      “Lasitor, please check the star map to confirm this is Anzulla.” I blinked rapidly to see better, to see something. I stupidly fisted a sleeve to polish the observation window and clicked my tongue when that didn’t help.

      “Ishtar, this is the time, exactly fifty years after your father had left it. Look into the sky. Look at the stars and the moon,” he said, but I was too shocked and devastated to look up.

      The horizon hanging over the surface was a sick orange, red, and brown. I lowered the altitude for closer inspection. Nothing moved. There was not one living thing in sight. Nothing.

      “What’s that?” Something glinted through the layer of thick red-gray mist. Was that just a reflection? My heart shattered. Anzulla was a heap of smoke and rubble. If I hadn’t stopped my father, this would have been my home. Thank the Fates I killed him.
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