








Battle for Atashaal




Arty Tekken Chronicles, Book One




Kon Blacke




Copyright © 2023 by Kon Blacke

Cover design copyright © 2023 by Story Perfect Dreamscape

Editor: Nick Henderson-Mayo




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.




No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the publisher. However, brief quotations may be reproduced in the context of reviews.







[image: ]




Published December 2023 by Dreamsphere Books, an imprint of Story Perfect Inc.




Dreamsphere Books

PO Box 51053 Tyndall Park

Winnipeg, Manitoba R2X 3B0

Canada




Visit http://www.dreamspherebooks.com for more thrilling genre fiction!




Chapter One







My name is Arty Tekken and I can travel the cosmos at will.

Despite that awesome ability, I still couldn’t seem to get the settings on the toaster right. My toast for breakfast was either burnt to a cinder, setting off the smoke alarms in my home, or warmed-up bread. Typical. As well as my breakfast-preparing inadequacies, I pretty much stuffed up most things, including balancing cosmic travel—something I referred to as hitchhiking—with all the other aspects of my life.

To reinforce this, a text arrived as I binned my latest attempt at eating toast.




Arty!!!! R u doing anything 4 ur birthday next week??!!?? Let me no asap!!!! (Hug emoji, smiley face emoji followed by another smiley face emoji but with a bigger grin, and a kiss emoji.)




Tobias Safar always liked to over-punctuate. I think he had a stuttering thumb. Bless him. But I understood his concern, really, I did. I’d be eighteen in a week and, because mom said that I was old enough, I had to organize the party for myself. She also mentioned something about trusting me to invite people I actually knew, not just all my social media contacts, as she hurried out for work, the front door slamming.

I sighed. My phone decided at that moment to crash, so I had to restart it. I believed being a hitchhiker somehow made me allergic to anything electronic. I glared at the toaster.

Everything was becoming too difficult.

It was clear to me that my mom didn’t want a repeat of Andrew Barker’s last birthday party where the cops spent two hours cleaning out his parents’ home of those who were either drunk, getting it on, passed out, or all three at once—and if you’ve ever seen a naked couple touching uglies but unconscious within a halo of their own vomit, then you’ll know the picture I’m painting. If not, let’s just say it’s an image I won’t be able to get out of my mind any time soon.

Tobias had good reason to be worried, because I’d done absolutely nothing when it came to organizing anything for my big day. Besides, as I kept reminding my mom, I couldn’t even make myself food, let alone organize a gathering of friends that had to comply with social expectations and not descend into a bizarre freak show in the eyes of everyone else, including the law.

Mind you, I had a really, really good reason for my lack of organization: I’d been spending every spare moment searching for something special. A gift. I wanted to go to Atashaal today, the planet of Living Crystal and amphibious sentient life. I was sure to find something there.

In fact, I was going there right after I grabbed a banana because the toaster wasn’t cooperating today. I knew I couldn’t burn a banana. Although, when it came to peeling the darn thing, I couldn’t get the proper end of it started right and had to get a knife and nip off the end so I could at least get something in my stomach before I hitchhiked.

Traveling the cosmos in such a way is interesting, to say the least.

First, you’ve got to be naked—something to do with the cosmic matter streams I hitchhike on and their affront to anything cotton, polyester, wool… any material really. Second, any belongings must be sealed into a metallic, lead-lined box. The shoes and clothing you wanted to wear when you arrived needed to be put into it. Unless walking around on a strange planet showing everyone your religion was your thing, of course.

Not that it mattered for most of the places I’d been to so far. Only a few have had sentient life to worry about and a lot were quite balmy with good beaches and fantastic views. There was this one world, though, a planet named Cliunna, that was inhabited by an intelligent reptilian species that smelled of cinnamon and straw. I’d forgotten my metal box for whatever reason (me just being me, probably) and was therefore attired in nothing but my birthday suit as I wandered through a dense forest exploring the place. It was stifling and humid. So much so that the wet air seemed to stick to my skin and make it all shiny. It took a bit of getting used to, seeing myself looking like one of those models who advertise designer perfume and are lathered in baby oil to do the job. Pity I didn’t have their muscles; being doomed to not eat anything that required cooking by my own hands, I was a skinny guy—all ribs and hip bones.

When I did meet the locals, here’s how I went about explaining to an alien reptile over six feet tall why my genitals were on the outside of my body:




Reptile leader dude: “Your species seem vulnerable by design, Arty. Are all ape-descended males like you? Why is that? Because your genitals are pretty ugly, aren’t they?” 

Me, shrugging: “Umm, yeah. I guess they are… ugly… to you. And, well, I suppose it’s because of our evolution really. I mean, we’ve evolved to adapt to our environment, and seeing as millions of men haven’t died from being kicked in the balls over the eons, nature felt it was fine to leave them hanging.”

The reptile leader dude looked at his tribal comrades and then stared at me, blinking.

Me, thinking my explanation needed more explaining: “And besides, our sperm has to be at a lower temperature than the rest of our body and it sure beats carrying around your balls in your hands or putting them in a jar on your nightstand before bed.”

Reptile leader dude, after whispering to his tribal comrades: “You are strange and ugly, but we like you, Arty. Come sit and eat with us. I am Xiphalli.”

Me: “Pleased to meet you, Xiphalli.”




I didn’t know how, but yes, I understood the reptile people perfectly. Something else about my ability to hitchhike was the weird realization that I could communicate with whoever I come across, and fluently, too. Again, the how was beyond my understanding. I’m sure there was a good reason—the cosmic agenda, perhaps—but it worked, and that was all that mattered.

My phone restarted and buzz, buzz, buzzed.




Arty will u answer me!!?? I’m serious!!!! (No emoji).




There was Tobias’ punctuation abuse text, right on time. God, he was a stress head. If a party was eventually organized by my incapable self, of course he’d be invited, as that was really his concern. He wanted to be with me, and for good reason. I mean, you didn’t kiss someone until your lips go numb and then stick your tongue in their mouth if you were not serious about them, did you?

That, and the fact that he made me hard every time I thought of him, especially as we hadn’t done it with each other yet. Oh, the anticipation of wanting him was killing me! We tried to do it once for real early on in our relationship, but his little sister was listening at his bedroom door. We started getting hot and heavy, kissing passionately, and just when my hand was about to rummage around in his jeans she burst in screaming, “Aww, boys are gross! I’m going to tell.”

That was a mood killer, let me tell you. We weren’t in any trouble as such; both Tobias’ parents and my mom had already accepted that we were boyfriends. The only consequence of our attempt to get busy was that Tobias got a talk about safe sex and to always have a condom and lube available, while my mom agreed. She added that even though Tobias had been a complete gentleman in his treatment of me, she needed me to make sure I wanted him to be my first. With utmost sincerity and conviction, I assured her I didn’t want anyone else. She accepted that. I was glad.

So, I supposed I’d better get this party thing sorted. My eighteenth and needing to be with Tobias in a loving and complete way was reason enough to do so, as far as I could see. The time was right. We’d been together almost a year. Our anniversary was the day after my birthday, in fact. An accomplishment! And yes, the present I was looking for off-world was for Tobias, naturally.

Actually, I was getting rather hot under the collar now that I thought about such things, which wasn’t a good idea when about to hitchhike and the residents of the planet I was going to had only just gotten used to seeing a human. I was pretty sure arriving with a raging boner before I had a chance to clamber into my clothes might be too much for them… hmm, yeah, pretty sure of it.

I answered:




Jeez Tobias, at the moment there’s no party. U no I can’t organize anything. Feeling useless right now tbh. (Sad face emoji, then a crying emoji added at the last second before I sent the text.)




I didn’t want to let on that I was more interested in getting his present and not my own party.




I’m comin over!!!!

U comin to Atashaal with me then?




Chapter Two







I waited for his answer, trying to think of something other than him kissing me, so I could prepare myself for hitchhiking. After what seemed ages, he finally replied:




See u when u get back. Luv u (No copious amounts of punctuation or emojis).




He was being serious. I loved him back more. And I told him that in my reply text, too. He sent a heart emoji in response, but I knew he was concerned about next week. Join the club. Just then, my phone decided to die again. Piece of crap. I’d only gotten it a couple of months before. I sighed.

Now, how was it that Tobias knows about my cosmic traveling ability yet didn’t want to go with me? Well, he had experienced what it was like. Once. That was enough for him. Not the preparation part where we had to get our clothes off. That was lovely and quite educational on my part. I say that because Tobias, due to his religion, was circumcised. Which was fine by me, but it was the first time I’d seen one like that in real life, I had to admit. All the other times had only been during my internet searches while pretending to do my homework. Not quite the same. So yeah, seeing Tobias in the raw was quite informative… and sexy.

He also didn’t mind the holding hands bit either, as I must hold onto whatever I want to take with me. That was nice, and kind of romantic. God, I’m getting all sappy, aren’t I? See what Tobias does to me?

The problem was when we arrived.

I admit freely that I had made a mistake, which was typical of me when I chose the wormhole that would lead us to a portal to another world. I think it was the sight of Tobias and his handsome naked body that distracted me. I’m still thinking of it now, especially his perfect brown skin and silky black hair in places where I hadn’t been able to grow any yet.

Instead of going to Atashaal, we ended up on an ice planet orbiting the star Krifox. The air was breathable, but aside from the biting cold as we tried to hastily get into our clothes while our bodies turned blue, the locals weren’t too happy about us being there. They weren’t intelligent, but instead a species similar to polar bears with teeth like saber-tooth tigers and an aggressive attitude to match. I suppose to them, Tobias and I looked like freshly delivered takeout.

To say our genitals decided to defy evolution and retract into our bodies at the sight of six of those creatures clawing their way toward us through the rainy cold would have been an understatement. Tobias grabbed me tight. I screamed and frantically called up the wormholes, hitchhiking in the nick of time on the one back to Earth. Thankfully, even though I was in an absolute state of panic, I got that bit right. Not so thankfully, our hasty departure meant our clothing wasn’t safely inside the metal box. We arrived with nothing… which wouldn’t normally be an issue unless your mom so happened to be in the lounge room watching TV at the time of arrival.

“You boys sure look like you’ve had an interesting time of things,” my mom said while calmly sipping on her chamomile tea, one eyebrow raised.

Tobias blushed deep crimson circles high on his cheeks. Hey, if your boyfriend’s mother had seen how your fear and the cold had displayed itself in a way that made your dick look like a button mushroom nestled within your pubic hair, you’d understand why. Although, I didn’t fare much better. My anteater and his friends were tucked well away within their forest home as well. Talk about a major embarrassment.

“Um… yeah, I think we’d better… um… go get dressed.” At which point I hurriedly pulled Tobias to my bedroom where we attempted to get warm. Translation: we got into clothes and started kissing frantically, grateful we weren’t being digested inside six polar bear-like creatures right about now.

After I’d heated up sufficiently, there was a rap-rap-rap on my door. Mom had brought us up hot cocoa and stayed to make sure we were all right, so unfortunately the kissing didn’t lead to us getting undressed again. If it wasn’t Tobias’ sister, it was my well-intentioned mother that stopped us from really getting friendly with each other.

Maybe at my birthday party—you know, the one I hadn’t organized yet—Tobias and I could get extremely close without being interrupted.

After draining his mug, Tobias said, “I don’t think I’m going to hitchhike with you again, Arty.”

So that was that.

Anyway. After I ate the banana and got undressed, I stuffed my clothes and phone into the metal box I’d already retrieved from the garage where I kept it. It was sort of a modified toolbox, painted bright red with a nice thick handle for sure grip—but getting the lead to line it was no easy task. I ended up using roof flashing I’d bought from a hardware store a few suburbs away. The stuff cost me a fortune, almost a month’s worth of flipping burgers after school.

Now, if I had said hitchhiking was interesting, the next bit was as scary as a huge wolf spider making a nest in your underwear while you’re still wearing it. I would never get used to it. I prepared myself by closing my eyes and swallowing hard, feeling my stomach churn.

“Here goes.”

As soon as I mentally summoned up my intention to hitchhike, the space around me swirled with what I could only describe as hundreds of wormholes, thick as my arm, that snaked towards me like a macabre living rope. I grabbed hold of the one that would lead me to the Atashaal portal. It was easy to tell which wormhole I needed, as they were differently colored, with each color representing their portal; Earth a light blue, Atashaal orange, the ice planet orbiting Krifox a burnt orange. I can now see why I got it wrong that day… with Tobias… that, and the naked reason.

Then the scary bit. As soon as I grabbed the right rope, I was basically a hitchhiker going for a ride, instantly pulled towards the portal at a blinding speed, leaving me not only breathless but with my insides suddenly wanting to be on my outside. It was worse than being on the world’s tallest roller-coaster. My teeth ached, my tongue went numb, and my extremities tingled to the point of pain—and being naked, I mean every extremity.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

As soon as I’d passed through the portal, everything became a kaleidoscope of insanity. I spun faster and faster, like a leaf swirling around a drainpipe. Then, there was the “dump” as I called it where I was literally plonked down onto a new world. It took all of my effort to stop myself from crumpling into a mess of limbs, arse in the air. Also, because of being disorientated, there was always a moment when I tried to focus, blinking rapidly.

I was used to visiting Atashaal by now after going often, so I knew what to expect after I’d gathered my senses back, gained my bearings, and my insides returned to their proper places. I always had to shake myself off at this stage, like a dog coming out of water, trying to rid myself of the numbness. It usually worked after a minute or so. Which created a problem in itself. Coming out of a portal was kind of like being born in that there was a moment where I was vulnerable. Very vulnerable. Which was why those polar bear creatures almost had snap-frozen humans for dinner—Tobias would have never forgiven me if that happened.

While clambering into my clothing, my senses slowly returned to full faculty. It was at this stage that anything could be happening around me. And this time there certainly was something happening.

The usual quiet, the tranquil fields of purple wheat wafting in strange patterns on a warm breeze, the blazing orange sky and double suns, and the crystalline city nestled between cascading mountains of glass, was anything but calm.

And I was right in the middle of it.

Oh, crap!




Chapter Three







The people of Atashaal were screaming at the top of their lungs all around me, panic etched onto their faces. For a moment I was stunned, unable to move. I quickly discovered the reason for their distress: the fields were on fire and thick black smoke swirled, staining the sky. It was as if a great dragon had breathed over the purple fields, scorching them in anger for an injustice that only the creature understood.

Ahead of me, the fire was like a massive, roaring wall, obscuring the view of the crystalline city. The heat, suddenly unbearable as the wind changed direction, was coming at me. Closer and closer. I think my eyelids even began to sweat. I coughed. A lot.

Actually, to say it was a fire was kind of misleading. It was a firestorm—and I was scared out of my wits, more so than when I hitchhiked on a wormhole and was dumped out of a portal. I coughed again, hacking and aching, the smoke all around me thick and acidic. I tried to hold my breath with my hands over my mouth, but couldn’t manage that for long. My lungs felt as though they were going to burst out of my chest. I doubled over, now feeling faint.

I was about to call up the wormholes to get out of there before I was overcome completely when one of the Atashaal people grabbed me, pulling me up. “Come with me, Arty, it isn’t safe here. The Purge is upon us again!”

Through my stinging eyes, I recognized her. It was Sheeari, the one who always welcomed me when I came to Atashaal with a friendly smile and a warm meal. Bless her to pieces. I think she was like the city’s ambassador or something, but I wasn’t sure.

I let her lead me away.

In the confusion that followed, dodging fleeing people wearing toga-like robes while being scared out of my mind as the fire around us continued to roar, heat and smoke and burnt debris everywhere, and trying to rid my lungs of smoke all at the same time, I was taken to a place that I could only describe as a makeshift shelter. Like all the buildings the Atashaal people construct, it was grown out of their earth from the Living Crystal that formed their planet’s crust. They then molded the crystal into shape with their hands, while it was still young and malleable. Very neat to watch, as it all happens so quickly. When completed, the structure was as hard as steel. Amazing.

The shelter I was escorted into was huge. It had to be; I suppose.

“Is everyone from the city in here, Sheeari?” I coughed, sweat pouring off me after running for what seemed like forever, a stitch stabbing at my side. I held it. I was not a good runner, all head bobbing like a pigeon and awkwardly placed elbows and knees at the best of times. Still, with the burning field far behind us, I felt better.

Sheeari nodded. Gravely, she said, “All those who could make it, yes.”

My stomach knotted. “I’m sorry,” was all I could think of saying.

She looked distant, how my mom gets sometimes when she’s thinking of my father, but added, “Get something to drink, Arty. Then go see Kirill to make sure you haven’t been affected by the smoke—he’s over there.”

She pointed to what I believed was a medical station. Several Atashaal were attending it, but only one of them was a male. I assumed he was Kirill. To tell the truth, sometimes it was hard to tell the males from the females when it came to the Atashaal people.

Even though they are bipedal with two legs, two arms, and a head where it should be and in proportion to the rest of their body, they were quite different in appearance from humans. And not just like a man wearing a mask that’s a mash-up of a frog and human either, like the early Doctor Who monsters.

Similar in a way to those reptile people on Cliunna, the Atashaal were cold-blooded and kind of frog-like in skin appearance with big eyes, small nose slits, and thin, long mouths. Kind of ugly but interesting, if there was such a thing. In fact, not only did they look wet all the time, but they could also change the color of their skin, like a chameleon. A few had even mastered human skin tones. Sheeari had become quite good at mimicking my own pasty white brilliance (and by that, I mean sunglasses need to be worn if I’m bare-chested and out in the sun). Why she’d want to do that was anyone’s guess. Perhaps to make me feel more at home.

Yet, that was weird in my book, because even though Atashaal was my favorite place outside of my neighborhood in the northern suburbs of Melbourne, there was nothing familiar about it. I missed Tobias right then, my stitch replaced by a pang of longing for his company. The sooner I got his present, the better.

I plucked my phone out of my jeans pocket. Luckily, it worked no matter where I was in the universe—something about the sub-space transmission channels I’d created as I hitchhike to portals. I didn’t know the actual science, but it worked.

Also, I had managed to clamber into my underwear, jeans, T-shirt, socks, and slip on my lace-less runners all in the time it took me to adjust to the burning horror I found myself in. I had become an expert in getting dressed as quickly as Superman in a phone booth once a portal dumped me at my destination. Practice and necessity were a wonderful thing.




Back to my story.

There was a text from Tobias waiting for me:




Gotta tell u 1 more time I luv u. Can’t wait till u get back from Atashaal. Have fun!!!! Miss u!!!!




I choked up. That deep longing was replaced by a well of yearning, greater than the universe could put between us.




My God I was thinkin bout u just then. Miss u so much 2. Can’t wait to see u and give u heaps of (hug emoji) and (kiss emoji, five of them). Luv u back to infinity. 




Luv u back to infinity plus 1. (Heart emoji, six of them).




I choked up again, eyes misting, but smiled. I looked up from my phone as it died for the third time today, even though it had a full charge. Useless. I restarted it, only to find I was standing in front of Kirill and quite surprised I hadn’t tripped during my journey seeing as I’d been staring, all love-sick and puppy-dog-eyed, at my phone all the way.

“Are you all right… human we know as Arty Tekken? From the readings I’m getting,” he was waving some sort of crystalline shard that flashed like a strobe light over my body, “your mammalian penis has engorged with blood. Is there a reason for that? I don’t think it has anything to do with the smoke you may have inhaled, but I’m not certain about Terrestrial anatomy… yet.” The green, wet skin of his face crinkled as he tried to smile at me despite his anatomical limitations. If ever a frog was to smile, I supposed it would look like Kirill did right then. Weird and scary.

“Eh? What?”

“I said, are you all right, Arty Tekken? Your blood pressure has risen, your pupils have dilated, and there’s a marked increase in hormonal release. And as I’ve mentioned, your genitals have prepared themselves for coitus.”

“Coitus?” I spat. “What?”

“Yes, coitus.” He was as calm as a cucumber while he talked like this. Who talked like that, especially to the face of the person who so happened to be getting a little bit excited because he’s thinking of getting all handsy with his boyfriend? Well, aside from alien frogs, I suppose. “Is such a thing normal when overcome by smoke, for that to happen to a human? Some sort of body defense, perhaps? Please explain it to me so I can record it for future reference. Humans are most interesting. Most interesting.”

I was flabbergasted.




Chapter Four







Explaining to an alien what it was to be a human wasn’t easy. And being one, I thought I was an expert on humans. Wrong. So wrong. Every explanation I gave led to more awkward, embarrassing, and downright difficult questions.

“Well… Kirill… I was thinking of something that… that got me… um… aroused. That’s all. It’s got nothing to do with the smoke.” I was still somewhat shocked; despite the fact I knew he was only asking because he was clueless about my species and was showing a genuine interest. Oh, and saying “aroused” out loud was a major cringe, I have to admit. 

“What aroused you?”

I felt heat rise up my neck from embarrassment; I didn’t even talk with my mom like this and she was a psychologist. “Someone I like.”

He was still waving the device over me. “Ah, your lungs will be fine. Good. I can only assume that since the smoke didn’t harm you in any permanent way, this ‘someone you like’ is a female you would want as your sexual partner? So, you can spawn—”

“Spawn? What the…?”

He clicked his padded fingers. “Forgive me. What is the mammalian term? Ah, yes, reproduce. You are ready to reproduce with this female now, yes? That is the reason for your engorged penis when you think of her?” He waved the device again. “Sorry. Previously engorged penis.”

Funny how talking like that deflates things. But I thought I had to set Kirill right, if only to end this conversation. “Well, to be honest, I’m not in love with a her but a him. And yeah, we both want to—”

“Him?”

Oh, crap. Looks like the conversation wasn’t over yet.

“Yeah, I’m gay. He’s a he… and we—well, we want to be together in a loving way, if you must know.”

“How do two males of your species come together in, as you say, a loving way?”

I stared at him; this had gone from cringeworthy to me wanting to die in a very short time. I blinked at him. For a moment, I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I’d never had to explain myself like this before. It reminded me of the time Tobias asked me out—it was so him.

“It’s… we… look, I don’t want to explain it right now,” I finally said.

Kirill’s face contorted, like he’d swallowed something large, and it’d got stuck in his throat. I can only assume he was either repulsed by what I’d said, confused, or fascinated, or all three.

He was neither, as his next words revealed. “I would like you to put this on, if you don’t mind.” He handed me a rather pretty crystalline bracelet, one that shimmered like mother-of-pearl and was about the size of one of those hospital identification wristbands. I slipped it on. It was warm and glowed once it touched my skin.

“What is it?” In hindsight, I should have asked before putting it on. Curse my love of nice shiny things—I’m like a magpie, I am. Really.

“It’s a diagnostic tool that’ll help me understand… you… a little better. I really want to know what makes you work, Arty Tekken.”

I didn’t like the way he said that, all kinds of sinister and a little too close for my liking. In fact, if I hadn’t known any better, the level of creepiness had gone up quite considerably the moment I put on the bracelet. I shifted my weight, now feeling queasy all of a sudden.

As if to reinforce my thoughts, the bracelet suddenly clamped around my wrist until it was tight against my skin. The moment I tried to move it; a jolt of pain shot up my arm. “Ah! This thing’s hurting me, Kirill!”

He tried to smile once more. Frightening. “It’ll be all right, Arty Tekken. It’s just adjusting to you, that’s all.” He studied the crystal shard he still had in his hand, the device he examined me with earlier. “Yes, it’s sending data already. Good.”

“How long will I have to wear this thing?”

“Until I’ve got what I need from it.”

“How long will that be?”

He looked up at me from his study, his frog-like eyes glinting and his smile holding, one that made him look more than a little creepy now. “Until I’ve got what I need from it.”

I tried to slip it off my wrist again. Pain once more shot up my arm, this time more intense. I winced. Through my teeth, I said, “I don’t want to wear it anymore.”

Kirill didn’t respond. He was deep in his examination of the main crystalline diagnostic tool that was receiving information from the bracelet. What all that information was, I couldn’t guess, but I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

At that moment, Sheeari joined us, but I was too concerned with how the bracelet was affecting me to be happy about her appearance. I was sweating. With my arm aching and my shoulder numb, I blurted, “Sheeari, can you please tell Kirill that I don’t want to wear this bracelet anymore?”

“It won’t be on you for long, Arty.”

“But it’s hurting me, Sheeari. Really, it is.”

Her face hardened, her frog-like features becoming more so. Her skin color also changed from mimicking my tone to one more natural to her own species, a sort of pasty bluish-green-like unripe olives. “It’s all for a good cause. Trust me when I say it won’t be for long. Kirill knows what he’s doing.”

I wasn’t so sure, but said, “If you say so.”

She turned her attention back to Kirill.

Kirill said to her, “There. That’s his DNA mapped and the information stored. And look, as I suspected, there’s the marker we need, right here in this sequence. Do you see it, my Queen?”

Queen? So that was what Sheeari was.

She examined the readout the main diagnostic device was displaying across the shard. “Most interesting—we could really use this. You’ve done well, Kirill.”

“Thank you, my Queen.” He bowed.

I just didn’t know what was going on. What’s more, the creepy feeling I got from Kirill was making my bowels tremble. And what about the fire? Shouldn’t they be doing something about that instead of worrying about me? I didn’t understand and my confusion made me blurt out the only logical thing I could grasp on to, “What marker are you talking about? Me being gay, you mean? Is there even such a thing as a gene for that?”

After bowing low to his queen, Kirill stared at me, his gaze cutting me to the bone. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was looking at me as though I was a turd he’d scraped off his shoe, fresh and foul-smelling. I was taken aback and even though he was already creepy, this was something far, far more serious. Scary to the point of evil even. “We don’t care about the disgusting habits you humans have with each other, Arty Tekken. That is your own business.”

I swallowed. “What?”

Sheeari then said something I’ll never, ever forget for as long as I live. “With this information we’ll be able to leave this forsaken place and be free of The Purge.” She glared at me. “Put him to sleep for now, Kirill, until I decide what to do with him.”

God, the kindness of her tone and pleasant attitude towards me had disappeared all of a sudden. She was really showing her true colors now. Literally.

“Hang on, what are you talking about? Tell me, Sheeari, what’s going on here? Please.” I was a little more than concerned now, sweating profusely, arm still aching, and my stomach in such a knot I could barely stand up straight.

She sneered at me. My insides squirmed again. I had trusted her. Fat lot of good that did me. She—they—clearly had their own agenda, one I so happened to be a part of. Shit!

“Do it now, Kirill.”

Before I could add another word, in either protest or question, Kirill’s neck gills (which I’d only just realized he had) opened up like a knife had slit his throat many times. From them, he squirted a brownish fume into my face that tasted like acidic French Onion soup cooked with far too many onions. My eyes stung. I choked on the gas and felt woozy. The room spun and my knees buckled. I fell to the floor with a thud that shocked me. I cried out. Pain engulfed me all over and my heart thumped against the back of my ribs. My mind clouded.

Seconds later, I blacked out.




Chapter Five







My dreams while I was under brought me back to an important day.




That day had been typical in Melbourne, four seasons in eight hours. Not that it mattered to me, but the cats had a difficult time trying to stay warm in the fleeting patches of sunlight being obscured sporadically by the scudding clouds and they weren’t too happy. Mom had come from the other end of the house, wearing her Cheshire Cat expression along with her “Sunday slob clothes” as she called them: usually track pants, an oversized T-shirt, and her favorite moccasins. She wore business suits for work, so on her days off, she rebelled by wanting to look like a caravan park resident. Go figure.

She knew something. “Arty, we need to talk.”

There. See? Now, this “talk” was just before Tobias asked me to be his boyfriend, and already I didn’t like the sound of it.

I swallowed the remains of my cereal; I was okay making that for myself to eat, although opening the milk carton was always an interesting challenge, even for non-clumsy, technology-capable people — or so I’ve been told.
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