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Chapter 1
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King Belial stood barefoot in the water, staring at the figure floating toward him. 

Sergeant Andon ran at full speed, stopping just at the bank's edge. 

“Your Highness, our surveillance team found him. I’ll call for the troops to transfer him to the worship chamber.”

He stopped short at King Belial’s raised hand.

“How long has he been here?” 

The king’s voice had barely raised above a whisper, but Sergeant Andon shivered under the sun’s warm rays. 

“Since last night, Your Majesty. We didn't want to bring the body ashore until you returned.”

King Belial’s eye took in every detail of what was left of his father. His scalp had been shaved clean. 

“Why would they cut off his hair?” asked Sergeant Andon. 

“She didn’t kill him to take Platz because she didn’t know if he was still the king or if he’d transferred the throne to me. That tells me he didn’t tell her I’m still alive.”

Removing an Azgote from his holster, he aimed it at the corpse’s head and fired. The brain slid from the separated skull. Sergeant Andon stared in horror when the king reached down and grabbed it before it reached the gentle waves.

He carefully turned the damaged mass around in his hand, scrutinizing the tiny wires and fixtures mapped around it. Sighing, he tossed it toward the body. It made a squishing sound when it hit the corpse’s chest. 

“She tried to turn my father into one of her mindless monsters, but it didn't work. When he didn’t betray me, she ended him.” 

Rotating his shoulders in rapid succession, he said, “Oh, my little Queen Revari. When will you learn not to underestimate me?”

Eyeing the beginning stages of decomposition, he said, “Take the body to the incinerator.”

“But, Your Majesty! Don’t you want to give the former king a proper DeathCeremony?”

King Belial squinted into the sun. “My father died shortly after he entered Revani. I think he was saying goodbye when we had supper the other night. There’s no need to drag any of this out.” 

Incensed by the bruising around the corpse's knuckles, he sloshed out of the water, and headed toward the palace. “Get it done, Andon.”

Sergeant Andon saluted him. “Yes, My King!”

As he stared at King Belial’s retreating form, he wondered if Queen Revari knew what kind of hell she’d just unleashed. 
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Fawn looked at Justin as if he needed to check into the nearest wellness chamber. 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Dr. Ascencio. Until four years ago, I’d never stepped foot off JanIus. The only places I’ve been are Platirius and Revani to complete my studies. I’ve never been to Earth.”

She twisted her wrist out of his grasp. “I think you’ve mistaken me for another Being.”

Justin shook his head. “It was you. You might say I’m crazy, but you can’t say I’m blind. You were dressed in Revaltian armor, and your fighting style was theirs. I saw you with my own eyes, Dr. Azini. Why don’t you fess up and tell me what you want with me?”

Fawn blinked. “I don’t want you. That might hurt your ego, but it’s the truth.” 

“I’m not buying it. Something tells me if I go to Revani for answers, I won’t know any more than I do now.”

Fawn’s irritated expression softened. “I heard you were a patient for a short while. Dr. Corning said you were seeing things that weren't there?”

Justin’s lips thinned. “There’s nothing wrong with my mind, so don’t patronize me. I don’t remember everything that caused me to pass out, but I’m definitely not crazy!”

She didn’t look convinced. 

“I just want to know why you saved me. I don’t want to be at odds with you. Just tell me.”

She took a step away from him. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know. It’s clear you’ve been through something, and for the sake of argument, let’s say a WomanForm brought you here. It wasn’t me. I have no reason to lie to you.”

“Then I guess we’re at a standstill,” said Justin. 

She shook her head slowly as if he were three summers. 

“No. You’re standing all by yourself on this one. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a million things to do to prepare for tomorrow. Please try to enjoy the rest of your evening.”

Justin was about to say more when the door opened. 

“Hey,” said Gallium. “I came to check on you.”

He looked from Fawn to Justin. “Am I interrupting something?”

“No,” said Fawn. “We’re finished here. It’s nice to see you again, Gallium.”

“You too, Dr. Azini,” said Gallium. 

“Well,” said Gallium as Fawn made a quick exit. “How are you two getting along?”

Justin watched her walk away and sighed. 

“We’re not. She’s the WomanForm who brought me here, but instead of admitting it, she tried to gaslight me into thinking I’m crazy. I’m not. I saw her, Gallium. She came to Earth and saved me from getting carted off to a lab.”

Gallium frowned. “Fawn has been my student for two years. She doesn’t seem like a liar.”

“What army was she assigned to after graduation?”

Gallium’s brow furrowed. “The Revaltians. Why?”

Justin rapped his knuckles on the desk. “I knew it! I knew she was lying to me!”

Gallium shifted a small box he was holding and raised a hand. 

“Now hold on. Just because she’s a Revaltian, that doesn’t mean she went to Earth.”

Justin opened a drawer and removed a small, pliable ball. “So, I didn’t see her? I imagined everything?”

“Maybe the WomanForm you saw resembled Fawn, but wasn’t her. I don’t think you’re crazy, but it's possible you’re wrong on this one. She’s been under strict supervision for years. Who would send her for you?”

Justin stared at him, rapidly squeezing the ball. 

“Oh, come on. Queen Revari could’ve sent me or Legend if she wanted to bring you back. We have seniority over Fawn and know Earth like the backs of our hands. It doesn’t make sense for her to use Fawn to bring you here.”

Justin sat down in his chair and sighed. He didn’t want to admit it, but Gallium's words made sense. 

“So why am I here?” asked Justin. 

Gallium shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s probably not good for you to stay in Space. Look at what’s happened in the short time you’ve been here. If you don’t want to return to the United States, you can settle down in another spot.”

“It sounds like you don’t want me here.”

Gallium took a seat across from him. “That’s not it. There’s nothing I want more than to see you and Queen Revari make up for lost time. But you’ve never dealt with King Dubian or his father. They ruled Platirius for more years than even I can count. The power they held was immeasurable and...unchallenged.”

He leaned in closer to Justin. “As long as you’re here, they’ll never let up on you. You’re the last male of the Amorous royal line. They want you on the throne, and they’ll destroy anything in their path to get it—even you.”

Justin wiped a hand over his eyes. He felt drained—spiritually and mentally. 

“Here,” said Gallium, pushing the fancy decorated box across to him. “A little get well present.”

Uncrossing his legs, Justin set the ball aside, expertly removing the iridescent paper. 

Gallium squinted. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a box opened with so much care.”

“I don’t like ruining nice things,” said Justin. 

He gently pushed the paper aside and opened the box. Frowning, he reached inside and lifted a pair of orange baby booties. 

“Uh, Gallium. I haven’t impregnated anyone.” 

Gallium shook his head and laughed. “Too much information.” 

Examining the booties more closely, he said, “These look ancient but brand new.” 

Gallium held a smile and nodded toward the box. “There’s more. Keep going.”

The next item was a beautiful snow globe. Peering at it closely, he observed a family. The mother held up a laughing infant, while the father stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders. Both were smiling at the baby.

Gallium swept a finger under and up. “Push the button underneath.”

Justin flipped over the globe and pressed a small button. Snow began falling around the family as they danced in a circle. Raising the globe closer to his face, Justin sucked in a breath. He recognized the family—it was his. 

I’m the baby! 

Carefully focusing on the father, he whispered, “He looks just like me. And this is Mama.”

His attention shifted to the booties again. “Are these mine?”

“Yep,” said Gallium proudly. “After King Dubian had your mother locked away, Legend and I went to Cuba and packed everything she and her husband bought the last time they were together. She’s kept them all this time.”

His cloudy eyes found Gallium’s. “Who made the globe?”

Gallium sat back with a satisfied grin. “I did.”

“You knew my father?”

“No, but Queen Revari has dozens of paintings of him throughout the palace. She’s a very talented artist. It took some time to make it, but I thought you’d appreciate a nice gift.”

Justin wiped away a lone tear. “This is...I don’t know what to say, Gallium. Thank you.” 

“It’s what could have been,” said Gallium. “Sometimes we want to rewrite the past, but it only ends up hurting us more.”

As Justin stared at the dancing family, Gallium said, “You’re not my grandson, but you could’ve been had Queen Dellah married me instead of King Dubian. I imagine Coldarius would still be here, and everyone’s lives would’ve been better.”

He frowned. “But that’s not what happened. All we can do is cherish what we have now and try to forget the wrongs done to us. If we let it, the past can reach out from the grave and destroy the future.”

The snow globe wobbled a bit in Justin's trembling hands.  

“I don’t want to see you get hurt,” said Gallium. “It doesn’t matter if you’re on JanIus or Revani, Platirius’s ghosts are still powerful. They’ll never let you rest.”

Justin sniffed. “Did Queen Revari send you here to tell me to go?”

“No. She doesn’t know I’m here. I came because I wanted to.”

Gallium folded his hands on the desk. “You’re nothing like King Dubian. You remind me of King Carlomon—kind and ready to help anyone in need. But even kind Beings can be tempted to become evil. I watched your need for revenge drive Queen Vivant deeper into insanity.”

He bowed his head. “At the time, I didn’t stop you because I was angry with her for not protecting your mother. As time went on, I realized that wasn’t her job—it was mine. I promised Queen Dellah I’d protect both of her daughters, but I failed.”

Justin gently set the snow globe on the desk. The dancing figures swayed to the soft, melancholy tune flowing in the air. 

“I suspect King Dubian or King Anemi is after you.”

A sharp pain flashed through Justin’s skull. Grunting, he leaned forward, clutching the top of his head. Gallium jumped up and rushed to him. 

“Justin?”

“I’m alright. Wow, that came out of nowhere.”

“No, I don’t think it did,” said Gallium. “I’m right on this one. One or both of the kings has come for you. They’ll continue attacking you until you do as they say. That means taking down Queen Vivant for the throne.”

Gallium placed a hand on his shoulder. “I understand the pain of losing a father, but I can’t let you hurt her this time.”

“I don’t want to hurt anyone. Listen, I don’t know why I was brought here, but I do know I followed someone who looked a lot like Fawn. I’m not interested in Platirius and—”

“You don’t have to be,” interrupted Gallium. “Platirius’s spirits are interested in you. That’s what matters. You’re not safe here.”

“I understand,” said Justin. “But I can’t leave until I know who wanted me and why.”

Observing Gallium’s worried expression, he said, “I appreciate you caring about me. You’re the closest thing I have to a friend here. Believe me, no one is more weirded out by everything that’s happened than I am, but I have to uncover the truth.”

Gingerly touching the small, dancing family, he said, “There’s a reason I returned to Space. Somehow, King Carlomon is right in the middle of it. I think he wants me to help him. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t.”

Gallium patted his shoulder and sat down again. “What do you mean?” 

Justin leaned forward in anticipation. “Enter the king. What does it mean?”

Gallium’s lips formed an O. “I honestly don't know. There's about a thousand realms in the galaxy and all are run by kings except Platirius and Revani. Where did you hear it?” 

“King Carlomon said it to me in my dream. He was sitting in a small room with a one-way window.”

“You were inside his palace!” exclaimed Gallium. “I built that room for him. He used it for painting and sculpting figures.”

Justin paused. Not wanting to bring up painful memories for Gallium, he wondered if he should confide in him about the dreams.  

Gallium read his mind. “Tell me. I’m not a ChildForm. Don’t hold anything back.”

“It’s where he died,” said Justin. “I think someone put him in that room and slit his wrist. Blood was everywhere. He wore a small blue stone on a chain that the killer stole. I saw a shadow, but couldn’t see his face. He cut me with a knife that had two lions on it and the initials DA.”

“Dubian Amorous,” said Gallium. He swore, slapping his hands hard on his thighs. “I knew he killed him, but I didn’t know how! What else did you see?”

“King Carlomon told me to find the stone. What does it represent?”

“It’s the CarogueStone. Coldarius and King Carlomon’s lifeforces were tied to it. If he’d died under normal circumstances, Queen Opal would’ve claimed it. Every ruler who sits on a throne is assigned a LifeStone. It’s inherited through the generations. King Dubian must have stolen it when he murdered him. That means...”

“It might still be on Platirius,” finished Justin. 

“Even if it is, you can’t go there. If the kings’ spirits are powerful enough to get to you here, they’ll eat you alive on Platirius.”

“It’s only one,” said Justin. “He said his name was...King Anemi.”

“He’s the worst of them. He’s much more powerful than his sons.”

Gallium stretched out his legs, thinking. “Anemi was a powerful sorcerer before he became king. The black magic he wielded will never die—it’s a part of Platirius.”

He looked up at Justin. “If you go there searching for the CarogueStone, you may not get out of there whole.”

“Well, I doubt Queen Vivant will hand it over to me with a smile. Coldarius’s essence is a part of Platirius. She’ll want to keep it intact.”

Justin cupped his chin in his hand. “So, King Dubian murdered King Carlomon and absorbed Coldarius into Platirius. What if King Carlomon wants me to undo what he did? What would happen if Platirius and Coldarius were separated again?”

Gallium shook his head slowly, then sighed.  “I don’t know. It's never been done before. And everyone is dead. It’s not as if Coldarius would be a whole planet again. What would you accomplish by reversing the absorption?”

“I don’t know,” Justin admitted. “But I think that’s exactly what he wants me to do. I have to get my hands on that CarogueStone, Gallium. Then...then my job will be done and I can return to Earth. You didn’t see him. His eyes were so sad. There’s no way his soul is at peace.”

“That’s not something I like hearing. It’s been comforting to think he and Queen Dellah are resting peacefully.”

Gallium ran his hands through his shoulder-length hair. “Queen Vivant loved her grandfather. If she has the CarogueStone, she won’t let him go just like that. You’re risking a lot by going to see her.”

“I know, but I can’t afford to think about myself. He’s reached out to me for help. I can’t let him down.”

Gallium sighed. “I hope things go the way you want them to.”

Justin smiled sadly. “I hope so too. If Queen Vivant won’t help me...”

“She won’t,” said Gallium sagely. 

“Then I’ll just have to find a way. I have no clue why the female soldier brought me here, but JanIus is wrapped up in the mystery too. King Leighton said it was a new planet. Do you know how it was founded?”

“King Leighton’s great-grandfather took the throne a couple of years after Coldarius froze. I heard what was left of our Coldarian army settled on it after leaving Platirius, but I never followed up on it. I don’t know anything about JanIus’s royal family. They’ve kept a low profile.”

“Well, I know you’re against me going to Platirius, but it’s the only way I’ll find answers.”

“I don’t want to see you get hurt, is all,” said Gallium. 

“Why? Because of Mom?”

Gallium shook his head. “That’s part of it. The main thing is, I knew all of the Amorous kings. Especially King Dubian. He was my rival.” 

Gallium frowned, reliving the toxic memories.

“King Tylo literally hid behind a mask so no one from Old Platirius would recognize him when he took over Pletz. I remember how deceptive they were. They want their power back and will do anything to get it. I don’t want to see you get caught up in the crossfire. Let me go with you if you need to go to Platirius. If anything happens, I’ll be there to help. ”

The dancing family stilled when Justin turned off the music. “Sounds like a plan. Thank you for looking out for me.”

“No problem. When are you planning to go?”

“How about tonight?” 

Gallium nodded. “Alright. The sooner we get it over with, the better off we’ll all be.” 
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Fawn finished checking the inventory and exited the main supply closet. All the supplies were up to date and fully stocked. She’d inspected the medical chamber from top to bottom. 

Nothing was out of place. Dr. Ascencio had ensured everything from the state-of-the-art medical equipment and furnishings to the highly polished floors was in top condition. She hadn’t expected that. 

Suspecting the never-ending duties might’ve overwhelmed him, she’d been prepared to fire him and send him on his way. Except King Leighton had appointed him. That meant he wouldn’t be going anywhere unless the king ordered it. 

Expelling a frustrated breath, she reflected on the strange conversation. Why would he think she’d gone to Earth? She’d never seen it, nor did she have any desire to. 

There was no reason for her to want him on JanIus either. He was a MaleForm. An arrogant one at that. And extremely handsome. Fawn suspected he was aware of the latter. 

Well, none of the doctor’s charms would sway her. Her father was finally gone forever. The largest medical chamber on JanIus now belonged to her. She wasn’t about to share any authoritative duties with a stranger. 

Or any Being for that matter. She assumed the MaleForm patients wouldn’t make taking over the practice easy for her, but she was ready for them too. Either they would get on board with her vision, or they could travel elsewhere to receive medical care. It was her time now. 

It was late before she finally turned the key in the door. She wanted a hot bath and a good night’s rest. Tomorrow would be her first day as the Chief ParaNurture Physician. She’d sent a transmission to all the staff calling for a meeting the next morning. 

She wanted to ensure everyone that the practice was in good hands. Thanks to both of the queens’ generosity, she had a fully functioning medical staff that could handle any emergency. 

“Fawn? Is that you?” asked Musha. 

Fawn braced herself. She hadn’t seen her mother since the graduation ceremony. She wasn’t looking forward to discussing her father’s death. 

Musha entered the dining chamber, wringing her hands. “I haven’t heard from your father. Did he return from Revani with you?”

“No, Mother. Why would he when he came with you?”

“But Queen Revari had him stay for a meeting. He’s never been this late coming home before.”

Fawn raised an eyebrow. “Maybe something caught his attention.”

Musha shook her head furiously. “No. The new ParaNurture physician begins tomorrow. He told me he wanted to find out who it was so that he could train him personally.”

Fawn’s crooked smile held no warmth. “It’s not a male, Mother. It’s a female. The new ParaNurture physician is me.”

Musha’s eyes widened. “Fawn, there’s no way your father will let you work in his practice. You know that!”

“I don’t think he has much say in anything now, Mother. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to bed. I have a lot to do tomorrow.”

“Aren’t you the least bit worried about him?” cried Musha. 

Fawn turned and stared at her mother. After everything he’d done to them, she couldn’t understand how her mother still loved him. 

“I would say what I think, but I doubt you’d want to hear it. If you want to stay up and wait for him, that’s fine. I’m going to bed. Good night, Mother.” 

As she ascended the stairs, Musha called up to her. “Queen Revari spent all that time and funding preparing you for a career you’ll never have! She wasted everyone’s time, including yours. Freddi is still waiting. Why don’t you call him and tell him you were wrong?”

She tentatively stepped back as her daughter stood at the top of the stairs, staring at her with a coldness she’d never seen before. 

“Wrong? The only one who’s ever been wrong in this house is the MaleForm you married! Don’t think I’m stupid enough to follow in your footsteps. Not only am I a doctor, I’m a warrior. I don’t need a MaleForm for funding or protection, Mother. That’s something you’ll never be able to say with a straight face.”

She turned and left Musha standing there, wondering what had happened to her sweet and obedient daughter. 
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General Lyric entered and bowed before Queen Vivant. “My Queen, someone is here to see you.”

Queen Vivant looked up from entering data into her personal TranScreen. “Who is it, Lyric?”

General Lyric bit her lip. “It’s Prince Justin. He says it’s imperative that he speaks with you.”

The queen’s hands stilled. She looked from Lyric to the closed door of her meeting chamber. Deja vu flooded her as she reflected on the last time Queen Revari had been on the other side of her desk.

Nodding at the general, she said, “Send him in.”

“Do you need me to stay?”

“No. I doubt he’s here to cause trouble. He probably thinks I’ll transmit our mother’s photos to him. Clearly, he’s come to hear in person what I’ve already stated.”

“Yes, My Queen.”

The door opened when she scanned her hand across the TeleShield, revealing the prince standing patiently on the other side. 

“Don’t say anything to upset her,” she whispered to him. 

Noting every detail of her lovely face, he said, “I wouldn’t dream of it, General. Are you free for dinner tonight?”

She paused, staring up at him in shock. “You never quit, do you?”

“Is there a reason I should? I hear Platirius has opened its doors to MaleForms. Have you fallen in love since I’ve been gone?”

He hid a smile at her indignant frown. “Of course not. Falling in love isn’t for me!”

“Don’t bet the farm, General,” he teased. 

Her puzzled expression almost made him laugh. “The what?”

“I take it you don’t watch a lot of Human shows in Space.”

“I don’t have time for frivolous things.”

“Ah yes, you still don’t know what fun is.” He lowered his tone. “Or kissing.”

Startled, her violet-gray eyes flew to his green ones. 

“I’ll let you get back to your strenuous duties then,” he whispered.

She saluted him sharply, then marched off. 

What a WomanForm! he thought. 

His amused expression fizzled when he looked into the cool, silver eyes of his aunt. 

“Prince Justin? You’re full of surprises, aren’t you? I thought we had an understanding I’m not giving you my mother’s photos.”

He strode in and took a seat across from her. “I’m not here about the photos.”

Her eyebrow quirked. “No?”

He shook his head. “Nope. I’m more interested in what you can tell me about King Carlomon.”
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Her expression was unreadable. He now understood why Gallium had dubbed her the “Ice Queen.” Unlike Queen Revari, she didn’t fly off the handle on a whim, nor did she readily say what was on her mind. 

While his mother’s eyes sparkled with vivid emotion—elation, anger, or annoyance—Queen  Vivant’s didn’t. Everything about her was carefully measured. 

Calculated, he thought. 

Under her icy scrutiny, he felt like a specimen in a research chamber. A slight shiver went up his spine.

“What do you want to know about my grandfather?”

Justin crossed his foot over his knee. “He visits my dreams.”

Her face remained as still as stone. 

Clearing his throat, Justin said, “I think he wants me to help him. Did you know he was murdered?”

She blinked once. Slowly. He couldn’t tell if it was an affirmation or a denial. Several beats of silence passed between them. When he realized she wasn’t going to say anything, he kept going. 

“There was a small room in the palace he painted in. The killer took him there and slit his wrist. He bled to death in that room. And there’s more. He showed me a small blue stone, about the size of a dime, on a chain around his neck. It looked like a topaz. He told me the killer took it and...”

He stared into her eyes. “He told me he was murdered.” 

Her gaze, never wavering from his, was as ominous
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