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General Lyric entered Queen Vivant’s bed chamber and found her bed empty. Assuming she was bathing, she turned to leave and spied her sitting on a balcony, her legs spread wide like a MaleForm’s.

“Your Majesty?!” 

Not recognizing the voice, King Anemi looked out of the corner of his eye and scowled. 

Which of Queen Vivant’s little wenches is this? 

Being careful to mask his emotions, he slowly turned around and pasted on what he hoped was a welcoming smile. 

“Yes?”

General Lyric’s eyes bulged. “My Queen, you’re not wearing undergarments.”

“This thing gets hot!” he exclaimed. 

Looking down at his crotch, he said, “I suppose I should shave it. What do you think?”

At the general’s shocked stare, he said, “I guess not,” and whirled around to take a short leap from the balcony. 

General Lyric watched the queen stride like a MaleForm to her drawers and don a pair of silk panties. 

Sitting on the bed, he awkwardly tried to cross his legs like a WomanForm. He supposed if she had permission to enter the queen’s bed chamber at such an ungodly hour, it meant she was one of her trusted staff. 

“What did you need to see me this early about?”

“I’ve been trying to access files about my mother. I’ve followed the proper procedures, but the system won’t let me override the passcode. You’re the only one with clearance to get in.”

She paused. “I know I’m asking a lot, My Queen. It seems no one liked my mother, but I have to know what happened to her. Could you please access the files for me?”

Who the hell is her mother? he thought. 

“I don’t believe I met your mother,” he said smoothly. “She died after I...came to Platirius to live with my father. What did you say her name was?”

“Lady Alarah.”

He struggled to match a face to the name and came up empty. None of his former subjects had that name. Could she have been a...?

“A Coldarian?” he asked. 

“Yes! She was born on Coldarius.”

He frowned. “Then I don’t see how I can help you. Coldarius’s Hall of Records is gone.”

“Yes, but she was living on Platirius when she disappeared.”

Only my son would be stupid enough to marry a Coldarian and have the stench of them soiling up my kingdom. 

“Ah, then I’ll see what I can do—” A name flashed across his mind. “General Lyric,” he finished. 

“Yes, Your Highness. I can’t thank you enough.”

“Yes, well. That’s what I’m here for—to help.”

She bowed to him. “I’ll round up the horses. The princesses are going riding this afternoon.”

He had to be careful to conduct himself accordingly with Queen Vivant’s daughters or they’d become suspicious. 

“Watch over them carefully, Lyric. They’re all I have.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. You can count on me.” 

His smile faded once she left the chamber. She didn’t see his silver eyes turn as black as a raven’s.

“I have more important things to do with my time than research missing Coldarian whores,” he said bitterly. 

Sitting down at a small desk, he pulled up a list of all the Beings that had registered as citizens on Platirius on the TranScreen. 

He paused when the photo of an attractive WomanForm appeared. 

“Lady Alarah,” he whispered. “You have an interesting face. But I don’t need the Hall of Records to tell me what I want to know.” 

Summoning a spell, he catapulted himself back in time. A large soldier was viciously beating a WomanForm in front of King Dubian and Queen Opal. After hearing her broken confession, he smiled. 

“So that’s it. You betrayed Coldarius and allowed my idiot son access to King Carlomon’s palace.” 

He watched her get tossed inside the Flames of Justice. She’s still there, he thought. 

He thought of how to use the newly found information against General Lyric on his way to the bath chamber. If he had to wear another of the queen’s unbearably hot dresses, he’d shoot someone. 

But if he wore trousers, someone might get suspicious. Donning a pastel blue day gown, he fashioned his hair into a messy bun and set out for the Flames. He nearly cursed when a lock of it fell out of place. 

“Mother?” asked Princess Teenah, staring at Queen Vivant’s hair. “What did you do to your hair?”

Princess Tyre snickered. “More like what haven’t you done to it?” she retorted. 

“I–I hurt my hand,” he lied. “I’m not able to style it properly. Would you mind assisting me?”

Princess Teenah giggled. “Of course!”

He sat painfully through thirty minutes of Princess Teenah winding his hair into a style he was confident was reserved for prudes. 

You certainly are a prim, boring fish, aren’t you, granddaughter? Nothing like that flashy sister of yours.

Princess Teenah stood back, admiring her work. “How’s that, Mother? I think you look beautiful!”

Smiling falsely, he pretended to preen in the mirror. “You did wonderful, my darling! You’re so talented.”

The princess smiled at him. “Thank you!”

“You’re welcome. The general tells me you’re going horse riding. Be careful and come back in time for luncheon.”

“The general?” echoed Princess Tyre. “Mother, when have you ever referred to General Lyric as that?”

“I meant no harm,” he said quickly. “I’m just so proud of her. I can hardly believe we have a female general now. It’s so wonderful not to have MaleForms controlling everything, isn’t it?” 

The princesses looked at each other in confusion. Platirius had been under her reign for many years. They reminded themselves their mother had been through a lot, including being duped into believing they were dead. Perhaps what she needed was a long rest. 

“You could say that again,” said Princess Tyre. “Even though King Justin is running JanIus, he’s doing a great job. Much better than if he were here.”

His eyes darkened. “Why do you say that?”

“Well...the old kings would try to get inside his head. Everything you’ve built would be destroyed, and the WomenForms would go back to being miserable.”

As you deserve, he thought. 

His hand was balled up so tightly, his nails dug into his flesh. Checking himself, he unclenched his fist and patted her shoulder, careful not to break it as he wanted. 

“Such smart young WomenForms. You make me so proud,” he lied. 

He nearly flinched when the princesses landed kisses on his cheeks. 

“You make us proud too, Mother,” said Princess Teenah. “In a while!”

“In a while!” said King Anemi. He waited until he was sure he was alone. “They even talk like Coldarians,” he muttered. “Will I ever be rid of you, King Carlomon? I curse Dubian for marrying your wretched daughter!”
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The enchanting Flames rose high above the hills, almost touching Space. They walked slowly in front of the thousands of souls suffering within them. Their hands stretched out, desperately begging for mercy. 

Ignoring their cries for help, they found Lady Alarah rocking back and forth on her knees. She was chanting an old Coldarian war song. It pleased them to see the Flames had driven her out of her mind. 

“Rise, Lady Alarah, and face me.” 

She slowly looked up at them and frowned. “Who are you?”

“Stand, WomanForm. I don’t answer to you.”

They moved closer to the Flames. 

“Would you like me to ease your suffering?”

She nodded furiously. “Yes, please. Please quench the fire. It’s unbearable!”

Circling a hand before the Flames, they willed them to be still. Learning a young King Anemi had received a bit of the Flames as a reward for helping another sorcerer escape from hell had piqued their interest. After inheriting Platirius from his father, he’d used his magic to build the fiery prison to house souls, denying them access to The One’s realm. 

“I can release you. But...what will you do for me?”

“Anything,” she panted. “Anything you want.”

They smiled. “That’s the correct answer.”

***
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King Anemi moved along the familiar path toward the Flames of Justice with a lighthearted step. He knew every inch of Platirius. It thrilled him to walk through its halls again. 

The first thing on his list was getting rid of Queen Vivant’s tacky décor and restoring the palace to its former glory. When the cool, crisp air grew uncomfortably warm, he smiled. 

He was almost there. Eager to see the Coldarian, he quickened his pace. If he were seen near the Flames, no one would question it. Platirius’s ruler needed no one’s permission to explore its grounds. 

Stretching out his hands, he willed the Flames to die down. After his son sent him to hell, the sorcerer he’d helped had returned to assist him in escaping his agonizing fate. 

Satan, powerless to reclaim him, granted him free rein to wreak havoc on Beings—in and out of the galaxy. Siphoning the energy of numerous hosts had kept him alive. 

Once their bodies expired, he quickly found another unsuspecting victim. Now he was inside The One’s Protector. He knew The One wouldn’t destroy her—she was too valuable to Him. He chuckled at the irony and his good fortune. 

Finally reaching where she was housed, he paused. 

What’s this?

She was gone! 

I’m in Queen Vivant’s vessel. Who else would release her? And why?
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General Lyric rode with the princesses across the pasture. Willing her horse to go faster, she sped out into the open, her mind racing almost as fast as the horse. 

“General Lyric!” cried Princess Teenah. “Please slow down, I can’t go that fast!”

At the princess’s request, she pulled on the reins, slowing her pace. They reached a small embankment closed off by a flowing stream. 

Princess Teenah elevated her voice over the roaring sound of the waterfall. “Rubarius used to be over there. Now the palace is gone.”

Princess Tyre took in the magnificent gardens and dozens of small ponds. “It’s still beautiful.”

“And cursed,” muttered General Lyric. 

As Princess Tarah’s horse approached them, the general said, “Beauty can be deceptive. Sometimes it hides the darkest souls.”

Princess Teenah looked at her. “Are you alright, General Lyric?”

Her violet-gray eyes remained on the land. “I’m fine. Let’s get back to the palace. The queen is expecting a guest for dinner. We shouldn’t be late.”

Princess Teenah smiled. “I’ll bet it's King Asa!” 

Princess Tarah frowned. “Now, why would you say that? He hasn’t been around since our last battle.”

“No, because Mother visits him on Onzi!” said Princess Teenah. She giggled. “It’s so romantic!”

Princess Tarah glared at her. “In whose eyes? He doesn’t care about Mother. All he wants is to become Platirius’s king. Then we’ll go back to being under a MaleForm’s control!”

“Mother wouldn’t let that happen,” said Princess Tyre. “She already promised us no MaleForm would rule Platirius, and I believe her! He may be good-looking, but the only place he’ll rule is Onzi.”

“I still don’t like it! She’s married to our father!”

“Aht! Aht!” said Princess Tyre. “Father has been gone for eighteen long years. Galactic law declares a Being dead after twelve. How long do you expect her to mourn for him?”

“Well, you seemed to have gotten over it pretty quickly!” snapped Princess Tarah.

“None of us remember him, Tarah! You speak as if he just died yesterday!”

“How do we know he’s really dead?” asked Princess Tarah hotly. 

“Oh, By The One,” groaned Princess Tyre. “Not this again. Listen. You can sit and play detective if you want, but I say Mother is still young. She’s allowed to have fun with a male companion if she wants to! She doesn’t need you dragging up the dead every five seconds to shame her back into mourning!”

Princess Teenah looked nervously at her sisters. Having the sunniest personality of the trio, she often avoided conflict and drama. 

“He was our father,” said Princess Tarah. “Not some space hound that showed up at our doorstep and disappeared one day. How could you be so callous?”

Princess Tyre scowled at her. “And how can you walk around so miserable all the time? You’re such a downer! No one can have any fun around you anymore. You changed after we were kidnapped and taken to Revani.”

“That’s right! I changed for the better and learned to take things seriously. We may be triplets, but we think differently. I don’t go through life believing everything is a game!”

“That doesn’t set you above the rest of us,” said Princess Tyre evenly. “Becoming Aunt Reve’s soldiers changed our perspectives on who we are and what our duty is to Platirius. I spent three years following orders. I think I’m allowed to kick my heels up and have fun if I choose to.”

“Well, don’t let me stop you,” said Princess Tarah bitterly. “I choose to find out what really happened to our father!”

“Do you hear yourself?” asked Princess Tyre. “You sound like one of those Human detective shows. What really happened? He died in battle just as the records say. Alright, we never found a body. So what? Do you realize how many soldiers never come home from war?”

Princess Tyre turned her horse around. “If you want to live in the past, by all means, go ahead. But leave me out of it! General, I’m ready to return to Platirius when you are.”

She took off without waiting for an answer. Princess Tarah watched her sister leave, shaking her head. “She doesn’t care.”

“I believe she does,” says Princess Teenah. “We all care about Father, but what’s done is done. And she’s right about Mother. I want her to be happy. She deserves it. So do you, Tarah.”

Slapping the reins against the horse, she sped off behind Princess Tyre, with Princess Tarah and General Lyric following close behind. A flash of anger shot through Princess Tarah. 

I don’t care what you say, Tyre. I’ll get to the bottom of what happened to Father. With or without your help! 
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“I’ll get that for you, My King!” said Captain Josin. 

King Justin sighed. This was the third time he’d tried to move his belongings out of the cottage King Leighton had assigned to him. 

“Captain Josin, I’m very capable of moving my own things.”

Fawn appeared in the doorway and laughed. “You should get used to it, Your Highness. Being a king comes with perks.”

“I don’t mind the perks,” he told her. “I just don’t like feeling incompetent. Being waited on hand and foot isn’t for me.”

“I think it's too late for that, My King,” she said. 

He groaned. “Oh no. Not you too. Do you think you can return to calling me Justin?”

She shook her head. “No. And I’d better not see anyone else trying it.” Her tone turned serious. “You are our king now. Things will never go back to how they were before King Leighton died.”

King Justin lowered his head. “You mean before I killed him?”

She shrugged. “That’s how things work here. This isn’t Earth. Being a king isn’t something you do for eight years, then return to your normal life. It’s a lifetime appointment.”

She tilted her head until he looked at her. “Yes, you ended his life, but with his blessing. Had you not, King Belial would’ve conquered JanIus and where would we all be?”

“This sounds like one of our old pep talks. No hand on the shoulder this time?”

“No. Only the loved ones of royal families are permitted to touch them. That is a silent and understood rule across the galaxy. It’s the way of things.”

“Maybe it shouldn’t be,” said King Justin. 

She sighed. “I won’t pretend to understand how you feel. You’ve been thrust into all of this in the blink of a star. Nevertheless, King Carlomon entrusted you to continue Coldarius’s legacy through JanIus. Being a king isn’t an easy task, but you wouldn’t have been chosen if you weren’t qualified.”

The soldiers continued removing boxes from the bed chamber as they talked. 

“One of your duties is ordering your soldiers to do whatever needs to be done. That includes me. If you start letting them drop your title and treat you like a friend or acquaintance, there goes your respect and your first line of defense. I wouldn’t start anything you’d want to end. That’s my humble opinion, Your Majesty.”  

“My aunt has an advisor. Maybe I need one too. Someone who can show me the ropes of how to do this king business the right way.”

“I think that’s an excellent idea, Your Highness.”

“So do I,” said Gallium. “You fight well with a BrainStaff, but you should know how to fight without one too. King Belial almost killed you with that side wound. Not knowing how to block moves like that is the quickest way to end your reign.”

Shifting his gaze from Fawn to Gallium, he said, “Well, I have soldiers but no general. How would you like to be mine?”

Gallium’s eyebrow raised. “I’m married, King Justin.”

“To a general,” said King Justin. 

“A general who won’t leave Revani,” countered Gallium. “I won’t live separately from her.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to do that. I saw the way you travel through space—like a shooting star. JanIus is peaceful—”

“For now,” said Gallium.

“So you wouldn’t need to stay here all the time. How about it, Gallium? I know my mother won’t give you that level of rank in her army. I need you here. I think it's what my great-grandfather would’ve wanted.” 

A knock at the door interrupted them. 

“You wanted to see me, King Justin?” asked Sergeant Lionus.

“Yes, Sergeant, I did. I wanted to tell you I was very impressed with your skills when we fought King Belial. I’d be thrilled to have you in my army.”

“Whoa,” said Sergeant Lionus. “I’d be honored, My King!” 

He bowed to King Justin and said, “Never thought I’d live to see the day I’d be under King Carlomon’s great-grandson!”

“Good,” said King Justin. “Fawn, he’ll need new uniforms. I haven’t learned who’s in charge of that yet.”

“That would be Captain Josin, Your Highness. I’ll find him and let him know.”

“Thank you, Fawn.”

Sergeant Lionus turned to Gallium. “Are you our general?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” said King Justin. “I’ve already told him he’s needed here.”

“Let me talk it over with Legend,” said Gallium. “I don’t know how she’ll take it, but to be honest, I’ve missed the camaraderie of MaleForms.”

Sergeant Lionus grasped his shoulder. “It’ll be like old times, General Barrios. Without King Dubian. Man, I would’ve given anything to see him die. I hear Queen Revari ended him.”

“She did,” said Gallium, smiling. “It was a glorious day.”

Gallium and Sergeant Lionus laughed. 

Sergeant Lionus’s smile faded. “Oh, I’m sorry, Your Highness.”

“For what? I have no love for him.”

“Well, he’s still your...family.”

“If it weren’t for General Legend, he would’ve murdered me in front of my mother. And he locked her away for years. You and I won’t be cracking jokes about him, but I have no goodwill toward him.”

The timekeeper chimed softly on the wall. 

“It’s about time for the troops to change shifts. I’m placing you on the day shift, Sergeant. If you have any questions or issues, please come and find me.”

The sergeant bowed. “I will, My King. And thank you again.”

As he turned to leave, King Justin said, “Oh, Sergeant?”

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“I want you to keep a close eye on Captain Josin. Watch everything he does, then report back to me—especially if you see anything suspicious.”

The sergeant saluted him. “I’ll take care of it, King Justin.”

After he left, Gallium asked, “Is Josin the one who arrested you?”

“Yes.”

“I trust Sergeant Lionus with my life. He respected King Carlomon. You won’t find a more loyal soldier to your throne. You think this Josin is trouble?”

“I know he is,” said Justin. “For a split second, I saw his face when I ended King Leighton. He has a huge problem with me. Now that I’m king, I intend to solve it for him.”

Gallium cracked his knuckles. “That doesn’t surprise me since I know your mother. You may look like your father, but you have her spirit. And King Carlomon’s too. He was kind, but he didn’t tolerate nonsense.”

“I didn’t plan on being a king, but Fawn is right. It’s done now.”

He thought of Ms. Dill and the triplets. 

“I’m going to be a ruler my subjects can rely on. King Carlomon trusted me. I’ll make him proud if it takes me the rest of my lifespan.”

That earned a smile from Gallium. 

“I think you’ve succeeded already, but what do I know? Now I’m going home to talk to my wife. I’ll have an answer for you before luncheon.”

“Thank you, Gallium. You know, it feels strange to say, but when you’re around, I feel King Carlomon’s presence. Nothing would make me happier than if you would join me.” 

Gallium placed a leather cap on his head. “It’s nice to be wanted again.”

“Hey, since when did you start wearing hats?”

“Since now!” he called over his shoulder. “In a while, My King!”

King Justin laughed. “In a while!”  
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Fawn had just sat down to eat lunch in her office when she looked up and
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