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“Sorry, Dr. Ascencio, we can’t let you enter the building. Not without being scanned in.”

Shifting his heavy leather backpack from one shoulder to the other, Justin sighed. “I have patients to see, Officer Sedgewick. We’ve been through this before. I’m not getting the chip.”

Officer Sedgewick nodded. “I understand. But I have my orders not to allow anyone inside without it. The law must be followed.”

Justin’s lips thinned. “The law. Do you mean a bunch of silly executive orders that don’t align with our constitution? You remember the constitution, right? Before a crazy president started ignoring it?”

Officer Sedgewick spread his feet apart and placed a hand on each side of his vest. An annoying gesture some cops did when they wanted to look important. It never failed to irritate Justin. 

“Tell me, Officer Sedgewick, what’s lawful about forcing people to get devices implanted under their skin just to work and eat? Five years ago, tourists enjoyed coming here. Even that's been blown to hell since the neo-Nazis took over. Now we’re despised all over the globe.”

The officer shifted nervously on his feet. 

“I’m a brain surgeon. If I don’t operate on patients, they’ll die. How many more people have to die before we stand up and do something about this dictatorship? As of this morning, diseases we cured fifty years ago have killed over two hundred thirty thousand people. How can you stand there and be okay with this?”

Officer Sedgwick’s face reddened. “Who says I am?” 

He extended his arm, showing a long, slim scar traveling from his elbow to his wrist. 

“I had to take the chip, Dr. Ascencio. If I didn’t, guess what? My family doesn’t eat. I’ve got two girls in school and one on the way. I’m not rich with a fancy education like you. You speak real nice, but thumbing my nose at President Musdin ain’t an option!”

Justin sighed. “It would be very condescending if I said I understood, so I won’t. You’re right. I don’t have to worry about money or a family to provide for. But it has to stop somewhere. Otherwise, there’ll be nothing left for your children by the time they’re our age.”

Officer Sedgewick briefly hung his head, then looked up at him. “I’m sorry, Dr. Ascencio. I’m gonna have to take you in.”

Justin knew what that meant. Any resistance to the new order was met with swift repercussions. Anyone who refused the chip was carted away to medical facilities across the country, locked down, and had the chip implanted by force. It was too risky. If the government discovered he was half-Platirian, he’d be locked away forever.

Cursing softly, he gripped the handles of his backpack. His BrainStaff was carefully tucked away inside. Over the years, he’d learned many tricks that had helped him survive living in a post-apocalyptic world. He felt its energizing glow as the officer advanced toward him. It was now or never. 

Summoning its power, he teleported himself home. Looking around, he nearly panicked. 

What the hell am I doing on the roof?! 

He soon discovered the answer. Dozens of officers were swarming into his building, dragging people out of their homes and forcing them into unmarked cars. 

The BrainStaff’s power allowed him to peer through the roof. His condo had been vandalized. Documents, awards, and other sentimental items lay scattered across the floor. Food had been pulled from the fridge and trampled. He knew why. The serial numbers on the various packages and containers were registered to an unauthorized vendor. 

A couple of years after President Musdin cheated his way into the Yellow House, Justin had connected with the resistance fighter. He sold food and ammunition to people who refused to bow down to the treasonous laws forced on them. Now his identity had been discovered. 

Musdin’s latest invention was a small microchip designed to go under the skin. It assisted COG, or Corporate Operation Genocide, in monitoring everyone’s lives. It was a disgusting invasion of privacy. Those who opposed the procedure were eliminated or forced to work in labor camps. 

He ducked when a bullet whizzed by his head. Several more bullets followed. Before he could think, a woman materialized out of thin air. 

Silently, they assessed each other before she took out a sword and flew down to the officers. Without a word, she severed their limbs and heads. The sea of bullets failed to penetrate her armor. 

I’ve seen that style of fighting before. But where? he thought. 

Soon, she’d killed all of them without breaking a sweat. She took a moment to peruse the body parts and blood before looking up at him. 

“Who are you?” he called down to her. “Where are you from? Is it Revani? Did my mother send you?”

She vanished as quickly as she had appeared. 

“Follow her,” he commanded the BrainStaff. 

The chase was on. He flew through Space at a thousand miles a second, following the peculiar purple light trailing her. 

He followed it until it crashed and bloomed inside a sparkling purple planet that seemed vaguely familiar to him. Not knowing how to break his fall, he plummeted into the warm purple grass and passed out. 
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He awakened to find a crowd staring at him curiously. Sitting up, he clutched his aching head, shivering from the cool breeze. “Where am I?” he asked. “Where is this place?”

A female stepped forward. “This is JanIus." She inspected his clothes with a scanner. "Where did you come from?”

“I followed a purple light here. A female saved me—” He stopped abruptly. He didn’t think it would be wise to let them know he was half-Human...or half-Platirian. “—so I followed her.”

She looked him up and down. “Well, you shouldn’t have." 

The deep purple armor she wore looked sleek and light. 

"We have strict laws on who enters our domain. Stand so you can be brought before our justice council," she said. 

A male soldier grabbed his backpack. When Justin tried to snatch it out of his hands, the group of soldiers closed in to arrest him. 

“That will be all, Captain Josin. I’ll take it from here.” 

Captain Josin swiftly saluted the approaching figure. “A long life to our king!” 

The crowd bowed to a young male dressed in purple armor. His café-au-lait complexion and periwinkle eyes would've surprised Justin had he not been acquainted with Alien aesthetics. Straw-colored, tightly coiled locks hung just past his shoulders. A highly polished gold and amethyst crown sat on his head. 

Taking the backpack from Captain Josin, he looked around at the spectators and said, “I’m sure you all have better things to do than gawk at our new visitor, yes?”

Justin watched the crowd quickly disperse while the king peered inside the backpack. Suddenly, he sucked in a breath. Justin guessed he hadn’t expected to see the head of a BrainStaff. He stared at Justin for several seconds before returning it to him. 

“I'm King Leighton. I don’t welcome strangers into my realm. It doesn’t matter who you are or how you came here, I’d like for you to leave. Now.”

Justin trained his eyes on a group standing outside an enormous medical chamber. 

“Why do you have so many waiting to be seen?”

“I have far more Beings than skilled physicians to care for them all. Many of them have been dying off from common ailments, but without a competent workforce, my hands are tied.”

“I’m Dr. Justin Ascencio. How about I stay and lighten the load? I don’t plan to be here forever. Once I find the WomanForm who helped me and thank her, I’ll leave quietly. There’s no reason for anyone to suffer if they don’t have to.”

King Leighton nodded toward the backpack. “And what’s to stop you from using that against me and taking over my realm?”

Justin hoisted it on his shoulder. 

“I have no interest in ruling a planet. Things just got a little dangerous for me, so I need a place to hide. In my eyes, we’d be helping each other. I’d have a place to lay my head, and your subjects would have a competent professional to help them. I think it’s a win-win for both of us.”

King Leighton took in Justin's crisp, white shirt, black slacks, and expensive black loafers. "You have a BrainStaff but no armor. That means you're not a warrior, but I’m still not convinced you won’t harm anyone.”

Justin’s lips curled upward. “I believe in saving lives, not ending them.”

King Leighton paused for a moment, reflecting on his words. “All right, you have a deal. But I’ll warn you, if anyone comes here causing trouble because of you, you’ll have to go.”

Justin extended his hand. “No problem, but I have a few requests, Your Highness.”

King Leighton’s grim expression hardened his handsome face. “What are they?” 

“First, please call me Dr. Ascencio."

He watched the tension in the king’s shoulders soften. 

“All right,” said King Leighton, shaking his hand. “What else do you need from me?”

Justin’s lips curled upward. “All that flying made me hungry. I could use a good meal.”
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Fawn’s Past

––––––––
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“WomenForms are incapable of being competent physicians. They’re too emotional to keep a cool head when situations demand it. It’s asinine to even think about.” 

Dr. Thom Azini took a gulp of coffee and wiped his mouth with an expensive, embroidered silk napkin. Once his practice became successful, he insisted on having his initials engraved on all of the linens. 

His wife, Musha, darted a furtive glance between him and her daughter while nervously shifting the breakfast platters around on the table. She wouldn’t challenge him. She never did. For once, Fawn wished her mother wasn’t so meek and accommodating. What would it hurt to stand up to her husband and protect her daughter from his toxicity? 

Steam rose from the eggs and freshly baked blueberry and lemon fritters. Usually, Fawn would’ve been overjoyed to eat one, but her father’s words made the wad of sweetened dough and hot, spiced fruit feel like sandpaper in her mouth. She took a swig of milk, hoping it would make swallowing easier. 

Fawn watched his mustache twitch. It always did whenever she displeased him. 

“You want to deliver babies when your mind should be focused on bearing them.” 

His narrow gaze cut through her like a sword. “You have a perfectly decent MaleForm wanting to marry you, but you’re treating him as if he’s an insect slithering across the floor! When will you learn MaleForms exist to provide for WomenForms—not the other way around!”

He cast a suspicious glance at Musha. “I don’t know who's been putting this foolishness in your head, but it needs to stop. Today. I don’t want to hear any more about you wanting to be a doctor." 

He helped himself to another fritter. 

"It’s required for every ChildForm to finish sixteen years of education. Your mother and I have faithfully abided by the law, and you’ll finish your studies next month. I don’t know why you’re not satisfied with that. Most WomenForms marry right after they receive their certificate of completion.” 

Taking another sip of the fragrant, steaming coffee, he said, “Unmarried WomenForms end up alone and unwanted with nothing but space cats to talk to. Is that the kind of life you want for yourself?”

Fawn kept her eyes on her plate. To express how she felt would only make him angrier. She wasn’t in the mood to have another argument her mother wouldn’t help her win. 

“I asked a question, Fawn,” he insisted.

“May I be excused?” Fawn asked quietly. 

“Oh, honey, you should finish your breakfast before you—”

Still glaring at Fawn, he said, “Be quiet, Musha.” 

Musha immediately fell silent. 

“So you want to get up and leave while I’m trying to talk some sense into you? Are you appreciative of the life my career has provided you, Fawn? Had you been a MaleForm, I’d be the first to discuss plans for you to follow in my footsteps, but you're not!”

He wiped his mouth with the napkin again and threw it down on the table. Musha hastily replaced it with a clean one. He hated reusing things he thought were soiled. 

“WomenForms aren’t mentally competent to study the complexities of the brain or anything else outside of household responsibilities! You’ve been influenced by stories of that tyrant Revari and her wacky sister, Vivant. Years ago, she was seeing visions of her dead daughters, now she’s ruling Platirius when she should’ve been thrown out on her ass by the justice council!”

A staunch misogynist, he refused to call the queens by their titles. 

“But of course they won’t do that, because they’re all females too! In my grandfather’s time, Platirius’s justice council was run by MaleForms, and that’s the way it should be today!”

Fawn watched the steam rising from the eggs, wishing she, too, could drift away. 

“Chief Counselor Garoni’s soul isn’t at peace knowing his great-granddaughter, Adoni, is now leading the council. Not to mention that crazy Aiki who handed Old Kikhani to Revari on a silver platter. Revari is so arrogant, she named it after herself!” 

His soaring temper made Musha’s fingers tighten on her cup. 

“How many MaleForms did she kill before Revari finally put her out of her misery? And that was after Revari killed King Hitam—who hadn’t been seen in the galaxy since he left Aiki's worthless mother.”

A vein throbbed furiously above his right eye. “He was minding his own business when they hunted him down and murdered him! Revari should be sentenced to death for what she did!”

He stopped ranting just long enough for Musha to refill his cup. “Revari murdered him in cold blood and stole his planet! It was easy for her—the little psychopath!”

He’s so angry, he’s resorted to using human words, thought Fawn.

“She killed her own father, throwing Platirius into chaos by splitting it in half. Never in history has a planet split.” He pointed a finger in Fawn’s face. “Never! And we all know how it rejoined, don’t we? They killed off King Dimaro too—the last of the MaleForms in the Amorous family. He clawed his way out of a DeathCraft, and brought prosperity to Pletz, only to be put down like a dog by Vivant. I can’t think of a more dishonorable way for a king to die!”

Against her better judgment, Fawn sighed. “No, Father. Platirius rejoined because Queen Vivant put her life on the line to keep Earth from being absorbed into it. The One intervened on her behalf for her bravery.”

He set his coffee cup down with a sharp clink. “Bravery? Just what do you think is brave about that crazy whore? Are you trying to correct me, Fawn? The One doesn’t help insane WomenForms advance over MaleForms.”

He pointed at her and Musha. “You get this straight,” he said through clenched teeth. “The One made you to submit to us! Vivant stole Platirius from King Dimaro as sure as I’m sitting here. It’s the only reason she’s running it now!”

His steely glare traveled from Musha to Fawn. “That’s what happens when you allow WomenForms to run amok. They destroy everything in their paths, inspiring others to get asinine ideas!” 

His dull gray eyes bore into Fawn. “If you think you’ll shame me with this idiotic notion of independence, you’d better think again. I’ve worked too long and too hard to build my practice into what it is today." 

He drained the coffee cup and angrily pushed the dirty dishes toward Musha. "I won’t have Beings whispering about my daughter wanting to go off half-cocked instead of knowing her place. You listen to me and you listen well, Fawn. This isn’t Platirius or Old Kikhani!”

Revani, thought Fawn. 

“This is JanIus, and here we do things the right way! We might be under a soft king, but his FatherForm believed in putting WomenForms right where they belong—beneath us!"

Musha blinked back tears as his tirade continued. 

"I don’t care what happens around the galaxy, you'll do what the WomenForms in my family have always done—get married and raise a family! I’m not listening to any more of this nonsense about you becoming a doctor. Is that clear?”

Fawn kept her eyes on her plate. “Yes, Father.”

“Finish your breakfast and be on your way. Reports of Excellence are coming out today. I expect no less than perfection from you. May The One help you if you shame me.”

Fawn nodded. The discussion had finally ended. He was set in his ways—nothing she said would change him. Musha hurried to clear the table and place the dishes in the sanitizer. 

He looked at his watch. “I have to go. There’s an outbreak going on. I need to get a handle on it before it gets out of control. I’m supposed to get new assistants in today, but I won’t hold my breath.”

He observed Musha expertly balancing the dishes with one hand. “I expect beef for supper tonight. You’ve been preparing far too many fowls this week. I work hard to provide for this family. The least you could do is act like it.”

He never praised her or Fawn. He enjoyed laying down his never-ending list of demands, expecting them to be followed without question. Her appetite spent, she watched him leave without so much as a goodbye to his family. A spark of anger surged while her mother packed a few of the blueberry-lemon fritters in her lunch bag. 

“These are so good,” said Musha nervously. “It wouldn’t hurt to take a few to your friends."

I don't have friends because everyone despises your husband. 

"I made a nice turkey sandwich and fresh fried chips for your lunch today. I swear, Fawn, you’re getting so thin. You should eat more. No MaleForm wants a WomanForm without a little meat on her bones.”

Fawn’s mouth curved slightly. She knew just how to get under her mother’s skin. “You mean like General Legend of the Revaltians? Have you seen her curves? If I looked like that, I’d be in Heaven.”

Musha frowned. “I wasn’t referring to her, nor should you mention her in front of your father.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “He says she has the body of whore!”

“Why? Because she’s well-endowed and has hips blessed directly by The One?”

Musha visibly paled as if she’d just fallen ill. “Fawn, please,” she begged. 

“He gripes about her, but he can’t take his eyes off her,” quipped Fawn. “I call hypocrisy.”

“Fawn! That’s enough! What your father says is right. You shouldn’t idolize someone like that. She joined in helping a royal MaleForm get killed on Platirius!”

“He knew the rules, Mother. He chose to break them. No one forced him to.”

“I heard she did. I heard she enchanted him with one of her spells.”

Fawn knew exactly where she’d heard it from—her father. He used the same excuse whenever he was caught cheating on her mother. And Musha believed it every time.  

“She’s a general, Mother. Not a magician. And she’s naturally beautiful. She doesn’t need to trick a male to be with her.”

Musha shook her head. “Fawn, I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately. Your father has provided us with a good life. Do you not understand how fortunate you are to live in a fine home with plenty of food to eat? We don’t want for anything!”

Except love, thought Fawn. 

“Go on,” said Musha, handing her lunch bag to her. “You don’t want to be late for classes.” 

***
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Her anger at her parents hadn’t subsided since she'd left the house. She knew why her mother wouldn’t stand up to her father—she’d grown up in poverty. Her father never let her forget that he’d found her working in a dining chamber and had elevated her status to that of a physician’s wife. 

On numerous occasions, he had threatened to divorce her, but Fawn knew he wouldn’t. 

His reputation in
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