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Gallium awakened to the sun’s energizing rays beaming down on his face. The smell of bacon and cooked apples wafted into his bed chamber. He pictured his MotherForm in the dining chamber, preparing the morning meal for the family. 

The sound of an ax splitting wood meshed with happy ChildForms playing beneath his window. Today was the day of his nineteenth summer. Although his family couldn’t afford the grand LifeCelebrations the royal families were accustomed to, his ParentForms had worked hard to make each day of life special for all of their ChildForms. 

He was the youngest of seven and the second MaleForm. His brother was over a decade older than him and had just finished his doctoral studies. His mother, who had obtained her teaching credentials before she married their father, was proud to have a physician in the family. 

Their sisters had married and left the family home years ago to venture out on their own. Having no intended, he had no plans to marry anytime soon. He closed his eyes and settled into the firmness of the mattress. 

Fantasies of marrying Princess Dellah, the most beautiful WomanForm in Coldarius, drifted across his mind. Unlike the rigid caste system of Platirius, it wasn’t rare for Coldarian commoners to marry above their class. Still, he knew it would never be. She was engaged to King Dubian. 

His parents weren’t surprised when he’d chosen to study horticulture. He’d loved growing things since he was a young ChildForm. Amos and Etienne Barrios firmly believed in making sacrifices so their sons would be educated. 

They couldn't have been happier when he graduated at the head of his class. Now he’d been selected by Princess Dellah to design and cultivate gardens in a new wing of King Carlomon’s palace. 

It was the grandest of opportunities—to be employed by the royal family commanded a lot of respect. They were happy none of their ChildForms would struggle in life.  

Etienne set aside a pan and approached the bottom of the staircase. “Gallium, are you awake? You don’t want to be late to meet with Princess Dellah.” 

She knew he wouldn’t be late, but reminding him made her feel needed. Now that he would be leaving home to live at the palace, loneliness had slowly crept up on her, leaving her struggling to find things to occupy her time. 

“I’m coming,” he said, throwing back the covers. “I’m getting ready now.” 

He entered the bath chamber to bathe and shave. His family wasn’t wealthy, nor were they poor. Their home, designed by Amos, was the most coveted in the neighborhood. 

Having no formal education, he made a comfortable living designing homes and various buildings in Coldarius. He was the first to call if you wanted a job done right. He sniffed the air with pleasure as she served up the fragrant beef sausages, eggs, and apple fritters they’d have for breakfast. 

“Is he all right?” he asked. “He’s not getting nervous, is he?”

“Now, when have you ever known our Gallium to be nervous?” she asked, never taking her eyes off transferring the hot sausage rounds to the serving plate. 

He looked toward the spiral stairway before sitting at the table. “You’re right. It was a silly question.”

She set the platter in front of him and turned to grab the bowl of eggs. “Silly questions don’t exist. Only the most curious minds receive satisfaction.”

He reached for a linen cloth. Spreading it across his lap, he said, “I had a chance to see where he’ll live. I didn’t go farther than the fence, but the grounds are very well-kept. He’ll have a small cottage and won’t have to share a room with anyone.”

She smiled and sat down next to him. “Princess Dellah must be pretty impressed with our son to grant him permission to live on his own.”

Nearly everyone hired to work for King Carlomon shared living quarters a short distance from the palace, but Gallium would be living on the palace grounds. That was a first for a Coldarian born outside of the king's family. The royals were impressed with his natural acumen for growing things. 

His fruit, vegetables, and flowers were the biggest and sweetest anyone had ever seen. He also knew how to change the structure of plants—transforming them into powders and serums. Some were used as medicine and remedies in the medical chamber. Others were used for chemical weapons. 

He suspected that was the reason King Carlomon wanted him to be close—his son’s unique ability to make weapons for warfare. No one in Coldarius was skilled enough to emulate him. Growing gardens for his daughter was a plus. Yet, a kingdom without strong defensive tactics was vulnerable. 

While he was proud Gallium’s abilities were essential to the royal family, he didn’t know how to feel about the substances he created. Some would drive Beings to madness or worse—to execute themselves or others. He'd reared him to be a bright young MaleForm with a kind and gentle spirit. He didn’t want that to change. 

“Stop worrying about him,” Etienne admonished. “He’s not a young ChildForm anymore. He knows what he’s doing.”

Amos looked up at her in surprise, then smiled. She’d been able to hone in on his feelings since their first date. “I’m aware, Wife. I just...”

She adjusted his sweater. “He’ll be fine. He’s going to work for King Carlomon—the finest ruler Coldarius could ask for. He’s been very good to all of us.” A dark shadow fell over her pretty features. “Now, had that awful King Dubian wanted him, I would’ve forbidden him to go.”

He reached for more sausages. “Now, Etienne, we don’t know the whole story!”

She flicked her napkin at him. “Don’t know the whole story? Are you sure about that? Old King Anemi was so evil, not even the devil could finish him off. Then all of a sudden, he’s dead. Now that’s not the worst part."

She leaned in closer to him. "Two months later, Prince Dimaro died under mysterious circumstances too. You don’t find that suspicious? What are the chances two royal MaleForms of the same bloodline expire in such a short span of time?”

He forked up a batch of the steaming eggs. “You should’ve applied for the justice council instead of teaching. Your penchant for uncovering imaginary crimes is legendary.”

She swatted his thigh. 

“Ouch,” he said, spilling his PotterBerry tea. Grabbing another napkin, she soaked up the tea before it spilled onto the floor. 

He smiled at her as she refilled his cup. “Admit it. You’re a born detective.”

“Tease if you must, but even you can’t ignore that all the signs point to King Dubian being a murderer!”

He took another sip of the hot tea. “Darling, listening to gossip isn’t going to solve anything.”

She bit into the flaky fritter. “I’m listening to my brain—not gossip. That MaleForm has been evil since before he could walk. He’s just like his father! Poor Caraleigh. She was foolish enough to fall for his lies.”

“I don’t feel sorry for her,” he muttered.

Her mouth dropped. “Amos!” 

His mustache twitched. “I don’t. What WomanForm knowingly copulates with a married MaleForm? She was as dense as those copper pots Gallium grows things in. She actually believed King Anemi would’ve left Queen Zherta for her. What utter nonsense!”

She took a bite of sausage and chewed. “Oh, she was young. She didn’t know any better! The poor thing died giving birth to King Dubian. His father was so cruel, he never told him about her until he was much older. He didn't show her an ounce of sympathy—he painted her as a whore in front of his own son!”

He placed another fritter on her plate. “Queen Zherta stepped in to be his MotherForm. That should’ve been enough.”

She stared at him. “You aren’t serious? She was worse than her husband. She only wanted to take him in so others would praise her. I heard she had him beaten for the slightest mistakes. Repeatedly."

Slathering a generous amount of butter on her fritter, she said, "If you ask me, they should’ve let him be shipped off to another planet. Many families are unable to have ChildForms. He would’ve had a better life than what he had with those cold-blooded monsters.”

“What are you two talking about?” asked Gallium. 

“Nothing,” she said, uncovering the serving dishes. 

She spooned generous portions of food on his plate and set it before him. Amos filled his cup with a hot drink made from one of his new hybrid plants—CocoBerry. It tasted like strawberries and chocolate. When hot cream was stirred into the steeped CocoBerries, it was divine.

“Thank you,” he said. “You could’ve waited for me before you started eating.”

She patted his shoulder. “You lose track of time when you get to styling that luxurious hair of yours. The food would’ve been colder than King Anemi’s heart before you appeared.”

Gallium laughed. “Ah! So that’s what you were talking about—the Platirians! Do you still think King Dubian is a killer?”

Amos rolled his eyes toward the Heavens. “Please don’t get her started,” he begged. 

She pointed at Amos. “Go on and make fun. But you mark my words—no good will come of Princess Dellah marrying him. She’ll regret it as sure as I’m sitting here!”  

“It’s her choice,” said Amos. “Maybe she’ll change her mind.”

“She was promised to Prince Dimaro, not King Dubian. I think she’s only marrying him because of the merger.”

Amos eyed Gallium, who was listening intently. “Let’s not discuss this in front of Gallium? I don’t want him involved in anything about King Dubian.”

She nodded firmly. “On that? We agree. Let’s let it rest. What’s done is done.” 

Gallium looked from his mother to his father. “Hey, I’m not a ChildForm, you know? I won’t fall apart hearing King Dubian is a total psycho.”

Her fork stopped midway to her mouth. “A total psycho? What language is this you’re speaking? Have you been watching those dreadful Humans on the TranScreen again? I don’t want you speaking as they do. They’re idiots!”

He laughed. “True, but I think some of their language is useful.”

She looked doubtful. “There’s nothing ‘useful’ about Humans. They wouldn’t hesitate to kill you if you were on their planet. Don’t go getting any ideas about making friends with them if our king sends you on missions.”

“I won’t. But I think going to Earth would be exciting! Learning their languages would make passing as one of them easier.”

Dr. Ezra Barrios had been sent on numerous assignments to Earth. His latest quest was in a place called Nazi Germany in 1934. Gallium thought the horrors he described were awful. 

Human males, females, and children were persecuted by a Human male they called Adolf Hitler. His mission was to observe them and report back to the king. Researching Human interaction was vital to King Carlomon’s plans. 

While King Anemi supported Human experimentation on Platirius, it was prohibited on Coldarius. King Carlomon wanted to expand Coldarius’s borders to make room for Humans who sought asylum away from Earth. However, this couldn’t be done until a merger between Coldarius and Platirius was finalized. 

Unlike the other galactic kings, King Carlomon was open to peaceful negotiations with the Humans. He and Princess Dellah, who held a seat on Coldarius’s justice council, were sympathetic to their suffering. 

Before she died, it had been Queen Elia’s dream to share Coldarius with other Beings who were unhappy living on their home planets. It was important to her grieving husband to grant her final wish. But not all Coldarians agreed with his plans. Humans were despised and mistrusted on every planet outside of Earth. 

Galactic Beings saw the greed and hatred that flowed among them. They saw no reason to allow them entry into their planets. Many kings publicly sympathized with King Carlomon, but he was a laughingstock in private. 

King Anemi secretly hated his kind-hearted nature. In his eyes, such a weak-minded king had no business leading an empire. He was open to merging with Coldarius for a single reason—greed. Coldarius’s lands were rich in sapphire, topaz, and other precious jewels Platirius couldn’t produce alone. 

Being the leader in manufacturing platinum and diamonds wasn’t enough. He wanted Platirius to be the wealthiest planet in the galaxy. A union with Coldarius would make it a reality.

“What do you think of the merger between us and Platirius?” asked Gallium. “Do you think it’s a good idea?”

Etienne scooped up a mound of eggs. “We’re not discussing Platirius at this table.”

Amused, he shook his head. “I’m in my nineteenth summer. When will you stop treating me like I’m still in primary school?”

She winked at Amos. “When you get married,” she said. “That’s when we’ll include you in our conversations.”

Gallium sighed and cut into his sausages. They spent the rest of their time carefully avoiding the subject of King Dubian and Princess Dellah. He finished and rose to place his plate in the sanitizer. 

She watched sadly as he washed his hands and stretched. It would be his last breakfast at home. Sensing the quick shift in her mood, he turned to embrace her, lifting her several inches off the floor. 

She ducked her head into his shoulder. “When did my little son become so big and strong?” 

Hearing her voice crack, he sought to find the right words to comfort her. “You’ll hardly miss me. I’ll be back to bother you and Father so much you’ll chase me back to the palace.”

She smoothed back his hair. “I’m going to hold you to that. Make sure you don’t forgo mealtimes, and don’t work yourself to the point of illness.”

He stiffened, then relaxed as he set her down. His parents didn’t know his secret, and he wasn’t sure he was ready to reveal it to them...or anyone. How could he explain what he’d discovered when even he didn’t understand it?

“There goes another lecture,” he teased. “Guess it's time to go.” 

He smiled down at her while trying to ignore the tears in her eyes. He hated seeing her cry. 

His father nodded. “I’ll walk with you. I need to collect the payment for the new dining chamber I built for the military.” 

He, too, wanted to spare her from seeing their son off. Out of all her ChildForms, she had the strongest bond with him. She’d almost lost him in childbirth. 

For the first two years of his life, he’d been so weak that no one thought he’d survive. But he’d beaten the odds. Now he stood before her healthy and strong, ready to face whatever life brought his way. She couldn’t have been prouder of him. 
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General Iham met them in the middle of the square. “Amos! Are you on your way to the palace?” 

He smiled at his old friend. “Of course, General! You know the happiest days in my lifespan are collection days!” 

Giving him a good-natured slap on the shoulder, General Iham said, “The dining chamber you built is state of the art! King Carlomon raved over how you connected it to the bunkers and bed chambers. Now we don’t have to go off-site to eat anymore. I knew you were the best one for the job!”

“I can’t thank you enough for referring me. It was an honor to perform the service for His Majesty’s army. If we’re going to fight off our enemies, we need you to live in comfort.”

“I think your day is just about to get better.” He held up his hand. On his palm, a series of numbers appeared.

Amos blinked twice. “You’ve already transferred the funds! But wait, that’s more than what I contracted the job for!”

He nodded happily. “Oh yes. Much more! King Carlomon was so impressed with your work, he added a large bonus. Don’t go saying it's too much! On top of building the finest dining chamber we’ve ever had, you finished construction ahead of schedule. You deserve every bit of it.”

Amos and Gallium looked at each other, rendered speechless by the unexpected good fortune. 

“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a day where you couldn’t speak. Maybe this will move your tongue, eh? The king sent me to find you. He’s requested for you to be his new chief contractor.”

He held up his palm again. A new sum of funds appeared under the first deposit. “Once you accept his offer, you’ll be commissioned to build for him permanently. He only wants you, Amos. I don’t think I have to tell you what an amazing opportunity this is.”

He didn’t. His head was spinning. It was already an honor for Gallium to be hired at the palace. Now Amos would be joining him. He thought of Etienne. Would they have to live apart?

General Iham answered the unspoken question. “The offer extends to your entire family. Princess Dellah is looking for an instructor to teach the soldiers Galactic Foreign Languages. The king plans to send more troops to Earth on assignment. They have to know how to properly assimilate with the Humans to avoid detection. I couldn’t think of anyone better than Etienne.”

Amos ducked his head to hide his tears. “Your generosity is too much.” 

General Iham looked at Gallium. “Your father has always been too modest!” Turning to Amos, he said, “I don’t want to hear it! Go and tell your wife the good news. Princess Dellah’s personal assistant will escort you to your new living quarters.” 

He turned to Gallium again. “Well, young MaleForm, I guess we’ll be seeing a lot of each other. King Carlomon and Princess Dellah believe in keeping families together.”

Gallium shook his outstretched hand. “Thank you for referring my ParentForms to the king. This will make my mother very happy.”

The general’s grip was firm. “It makes me happy too. This is a good move for Coldarius. With the upcoming merger, we have to keep our guard up.”

Amos eyed him suspiciously. “What do you mean? Do you think King Dubian will go back on his word?”

General Iham’s lips thinned. “No, it’s not that. Everyone knows he’s obsessed with marrying Princess Dellah. He’ll do anything to make her happy. But I don’t trust the little cretin.” 

He met Amos’s eyes. “I barely heard him speak two words when King Anemi was alive. Now he barks orders as if he’s been doing it all his life. The Platirian kings have always been evil. He puts on a good show in front of her, but I don’t think he’ll be any different. I’m thankful we have strong leadership. Unlike the Amorous royal family, they care about us. It sounds terrible, but as long as Princess Dellah is heading up the merger, I don’t think we’ll have anything to worry about.”

“That’s good to hear!” said Amos. “I trust her to do what’s best for Coldarius.”

“So do I,” said General Iham. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to pick up some Springhalt for Lady Alarah. She’s expecting again!”

Amos grabbed his hand, shaking furiously. “That’s wonderful news! I’m so happy for you. I know how long you’ve tried to have another InfantForm.” 

“Congratulations,” said Gallium. 

Although he was happy for the general, he didn’t care much for his wife. Her personality vastly differed from her husband’s. While he was warm and friendly, she was arrogant and dismissive. 

She thought her husband’s position gave her the right to look down her nose at others. Gallium wondered how she’d feel after hearing his family had joined the king’s personal circle. 

“What will she have?” asked Amos. 

General Iham’s smile was wider than a WarCraft. “We’re having a son.” 

Amos looked as if he wanted to say more, but thought better of it. General Iham was kind, intelligent, and blinded by love for his wife. Cognizant that they weren’t a good match, he hoped she'd learn to reciprocate his affection. 

Although Amos wondered when his friend would come to his senses, he respected him too much to in their marriage. Every Being had their own cross to bear—willingly or not. 
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Gallium rounded a curve and made the rest of the journey to the palace alone. Amos had hurried off to share news of their good fortune with Etienne. They’d only need their personal items—all furnishings would be provided in their new cottage. 

Princess Dellah sent traveling staff to pack up their belongings to ease the hassle of the move. He thought her heart was just as beautiful as her face. He breathed in the fresh, crisp air. It was wonderful to be alive on Coldarius! 

They had plenty to eat and no one lacked anything. Not only did the MaleForms and WomenForms love and respect each other, their royal family tolerated none of the misogyny and discrimination Platirius thrived on. He hoped things would never change. 

Princess Dellah saw him as he rounded a curve. “Gallium!” she said, running toward him. “You’ve made it! I sent General Iham to tell your father the good news.”

He returned her smile. “Yes, we met him in the middle of the square. I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for my family.”

She winked at him. “Well, I’m afraid I have another surprise. When I move to Platirius, I’d like you to come with me. I’m appointing you as my chief royal gardener! What do you say?”

His mouth dropped. He assumed he’d stay on Coldarius and take orders from a distance. Now she wanted him to live on Platirius with her. 

He bowed to her. “Saying I’m excited would be an understatement. Thank you, Princess Dellah. It’s truly an honor.”

She smiled up at him. “Platirius is attractive, but it lacks the natural beauty we have. I want to change that. In fact, now that King Anemi and Prince Dimaro are gone, I intend to bring proper order to many things on that planet.”

He noted her determined look. He suspected she meant she’d put an end to how Platirian MaleForms treated the WomenForms. Since she was a staunch supporter of their rights, he was confident she’d turn things around. After all, she had King Dubian wrapped around her little finger. Gallium was very proud they were under her leadership. 

“Take your things up to your cottage. I’ll show you where I want you to begin after luncheon. Here’s a list of flowers I’d like you to plant after you go to the dining chamber. I think they’d make the east wing look much better.”

He took the list and read it. “I can get started right now.”

She raised one petite finger in the air. “Only after you eat. I know you. Once you get started, you won’t eat until you’re
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