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Zita sat quietly in the backseat of the hover car. Rose was at her side. They were both wearing laze cuffs, their bound hands quietly in their laps, though they longed to reach out and touch each other. They were afraid and gave each other several apprehensive glances. They were prisoners of war, having been captured on Kazor 7, and it was highly likely that they were riding to their execution.

Since Quinn’s disappearance during her assault on Zyvector, the galaxy had been in complete disarray. The Black Hand and their allies had scattered, and so had the Zeverec. In the chaos, Quinn’s daughter, Princess Calorra, had taken back Qorlec in a coup no one had seen coming. She had assassinated Prince Zycun, imprisoned Emperor Zycun in his own keep, and was even now using her power – moon fire – to keep a hold of Qorlec.

General Zyre, Emperor Zycun’s right hand, was livid. Though many Zeverec had deserted in absolute terror, he still managed to gather the few legions that were left and waged a violent and terrible battle on Qorlec, trying in furious desperation to reach Coralelle and capture Princess Calorra. But Calorra had used moon fire to brainwash and control many of the Zeverec, forcing them to throw themselves at their own people in order to hold her position on the throne. 

Zita knew that Calorra’s moon fire, this power that made her skin glow and turned her eyes to beacons, was what the Black Hand had expected of Quinn. When Quinn was a child, the Black Hand had searched high and low for her, expecting that once she was found, she would unleash her power on the Zeverec and set Qorlec free. 

Zita still remembered Rose, so young and beautiful in the kitchen of her cozy little house, asking Zita what she expected Quinn, a four-year-old at the time, to actually do. Well, Zita and everyone else had expected a whole lot. Quinn basically had super powers, and if Rose didn’t understand that then, she sure understood it now. 

The Black Hand had expected Quinn to use her power to take back Qorlec at all costs. Instead, Quinn had followed in the footsteps of General Miora and had chosen the long route in order to spare as many lives as possible, even though she had sun fire, even though she could have easily used the Mahazahee to take back what was rightfully hers in an instant.

Contrary to her destructive sun fire power, Quinn had attempted the more cautious and peaceful route, less bloodshed in the short-run but more loss in the long-run. Many sneered that it was Rose’s influence. General Miora took the long road because, simply put, she wasn’t as powerful as her mother had been, and nor was Queen Nashal, who had been a pragmatist, choosing more underhanded tactics to win, rather than violent force. But Quinn was brimming with power. It had been foretold by the priestesses that the Light-year Lion would return in full strength. But because she had been raised by a human, many believed Quinn was soft, Quinn was weak, Quinn hadn’t the nerve to bring about the devastation it would take to end the war.

And yet, how did everyone account for Calorra? Zita wondered. Calorra had been raised by Quinn, the “weak” queen, and she was everything the entirian people had ever wanted in a princess. She waged war violently and unapologetically, and because of her, Qorlec had been free and in entirian control for three months. 

Calorra had done the exact opposite of her mother, dismissing “moral engagement” (as if there was such a thing when it came to war, Zita thought grimly) and massacring thousands of Zeverec and their allies, then publicly executing those Black Hand who opposed her. Everything Calorra had done was what Zita had expected of Quinn, but now . . . Zita couldn’t say she was too pleased with the outcome.

Aside from the zonbiri civilians who had been senselessly slaughtered (whether they supported the war or not), a few of Zita’s friends had been executed by Calorra because they refused to acknowledge her as queen, instead swearing undying fealty to Quinn. This enraged Calorra, who had them beheaded with a pain chain in the city’s square.

But Calorra would have her work cut out for her if she was dead-set on executing anyone who opposed her, Zita knew. Many Black Hand soldiers were fiercely loyal to Quinn and believed that Calorra had murdered her mother. Calorra had been seen on satellite for weeks, sauntering back and forth on the arm of Prince Zycun (even as the prince hit and humiliated her), and many had believed her a traitor long before she finally took Coralelle.

When Calorra took control of Kazor 7, all Black Hand soldiers were rounded up (by Calorra’s Zeverec puppets) and were interrogated about their loyalties. Some defected immediately, pledging loyalty to Calorra as the rightful queen and expressing disgust that Quinn had dragged them for years through an unnecessary war when she had so much power at her fingertips. Others refused to submit, and they were executed.

Zita and Rose had attempted, too late, to leave Kazor 7 and had been held on the planet for months. The Zeverec locked them in the house where Quinn had recovered just weeks before, not allowing them to come out but bringing them food and water on occasion. 

Cayd had been with Zita and Rose in the beginning. She was waiting at the house on Kazor 7 when they arrived, having returned before them from the battle on Zerza. She was injured, her bloody arm in a sling and a bloody bandage on her head. With her was a nurse, a terse little entirian woman named Listalla, who clicked her tongue when she saw Zita and Rose, both dirty and bleeding from the wild escape, and set about nursing them as well. 

Cayd and Listalla had been taken days ago by Calorra’s Zeverec to Qorlec for judgement and possible execution. Zita could guess how it had gone for them. Cayd was fiercely loyal to Quinn, much as she criticized her, and would never approve of what Calorra had done to her mother. Even if Calorra hadn’t harmed Quinn (and Zita didn’t believe she had), Calorra also wasn’t lifting a finger to find her. Cayd had complained for months that Calorra’s negligence was outrageous and would not hesitate to tell Calorra so to her face. Zita was convinced that Calorra had most definitely executed Cayd. 

As for Listalla, she was also firmly in Quinn’s camp, but it was entirely possible she had chosen to defect. Some people weren’t willing to die for their beliefs, and as much as the entirian had worshipped Quinn, not many were willing to die for her in favor of her daughter, who was more closely aligned with everything they wanted from an entirian queen. Quinn had done many things in the past to upset the entirian, but the one thing they had never forgiven her for was her affair with Thalcu, the wife of the enemy.

Zita stared grimly out the car window. They were nearly there, for the palace on the hill was looming nearer and nearer. At the moment, they were flying through Lisadar, the city surrounding Coralelle, the palace-fortress where Calorra now reigned. In mere moments, they would arrive at the palace, and the mind-controlled Zeverec would march them up the stairs, and then they would face Calorra in the throne room. Or what was left of her. All the things that had happened to Calorra during the war – escaping Anarchy, the years of isolation on Arda, watching Ckyla die, being held in the cells under Zyvector – Zita could see she had snapped. There would probably be no reasoning with her once they were in that throne room.

Outside the car windows, red adobe buildings sailed by. Flowers were bursting everywhere beneath the bright suns of Qorlec, and there wasn’t a cloud in the watery orange sky. It was a beautiful day, and yet, the streets were littered with bodies and stained with blood. 

Lampposts had fallen over, hover cars had crashed into each other, and bodies hung from their windshields, windows were broken, walls had been smashed to crumbling. And yet it was so quiet. Not a sound in the street as people somberly carried the dead away, swept up glass, righted trashcans. And subdued as it was, there was still a note of fear and apprehension on the air as people glanced uneasily at the distant palace on the hill. It was an unsettling peace in the aftermath of the chaos that had been Calorra’s day of reckoning.  

Two Zeverec guards were in the front of the car, one driving robotically, their pointy green heads rising only slightly over the headrests of their seats. Zonbiri were very short people, the men even more than the women. These two were still wearing their torn black wetsuit uniforms, and their squid-like orga rifles were in the holders on the side of each seat. They stared with blank eyes out the windshield, both of them silently under Calorra’s spell. 

Zita almost pitied the Zeverec soldiers who were being mind-controlled by Calorra. Almost. She knew deep down that all the Zeverec weren’t bad, that many were just following orders. But decades of fighting the same war, and she felt the bitterness chipping away at her. Damn greenskins. Why couldn’t they just leave Qorlec alone? 

“My god,” whispered Rose. 

Zita looked over. Rose was looking out the window at the carnage. They had just passed the body of a Zeverec soldier who had been split in two and burned by what could have been a lightning strike. The result of Calorra’s frightening power. 

“Look away, Rosie,” Zita soothed.

Rose cast her miserable eyes down. She was older now, wrinkled, gray-haired, and still as beautiful as the day they’d met. During the three months they had been held on Kazor 7, the two of them had made love again and again. Rose had climaxed feebly, exhausted by even a little foreplay. And they fell asleep in each other’s arms, both wondering where Quinn was and if she was on her way back to them. 

“I wish I could have done right by you,” Zita had whispered as they lay together in the dark. 

“Done right by me?” Rose had tiredly repeated. “What do you mean?” She closed her eyes, contently snuggling against Zita and ready to doze off.

Zita had taken Rose’s hand. “I mean, if we’d met during a time of peace, I could have married you, taken proper care of you. Instead, we’ve both been running for our lives since we met.” 

“We wouldn’t have met if not for this war,” Rose had pointed out. 

Zita had blinked sadly. “I know. I just can’t stop thinking of how you suffered, how we lost all that time because I failed to protect you and the kid back on Earth . . .” Zita trailed off when Rose silenced her with a kiss.

“Oh, Zita,” said present-day Rose miserably to her lap. “Where is Quinn? Where is my baby?”

Zita frowned sadly. She wanted to reach over and hold Rose, but the laze cuffs buzzed threatening around her wrists and she silently cursed them.

The hover car turned them up an incline, slowly rising through an avenue of flowering trees with red-brown limbs and warm green leaves. As the car passed beneath the trees, leaves and red flower petals swirled over them like confetti. Zita’s hungry green eyes drank in the color as the petals spun in the light, and she realized in that moment how much she had missed them, the vibrant hues of her world.

The car finally mounted the hill and stopped in the driveway. They had reached Coralelle at last. It filled the windshield, a beautiful and ancient adobe palace, its balconies and towers laced with green leafy vines loaded down with blossoms.

Zita saw Rose looking at the palace in open-mouthed wonder and couldn’t help fantasizing about how it would have been if things were different, if Quinn had taken back Coralelle instead of Calorra. They would probably be driving here for Calorra’s wedding instead of their execution.

Rose looked around at Zita, and as if she had sensed what Zita was thinking, she smiled and took her hand. They winced when their laze cuffs sting them threateningly, but the burn had not been full-force.

The car doors opened, and Zita and Rose were pulled out by four new Zeverec guards, all staring blankly into space, more mind prisoners of Calorra. 

Zita was surprised to see an entirian with the Zeverec. She wasn’t a Black Hand soldier but a small servant girl of maybe thirteen or fourteen, somewhere around Calorra’s age. She was very pretty and nervous, standing there in her simple servant’s linens and leather sandals. Her voluminous white hair fell in ripples behind her shoulders, and a large red flower had been pushed behind her pointed ear.

Zita raised her brows at the flower. It wasn’t common – in fact it was frowned upon – that servants wore ornaments of any kind. Zita was about to be executed and couldn’t say she cared too much, but a servant caste breaking protocol had startled her out of her grim state of mind.

The servant sensed Zita’s confusion, fluttered her lashes in embarrassment, and for some strange reason, she bowed. Bowed! As if Zita weren’t standing there in laze cuffs!

Rose gave Zita a perplexed look. Zita shrugged. She was just as confused.

“M-My name is Zalona,” said the little servant nervously, “and I am to take you to the throne room, as my queen commands. Please, come this way.” So saying, she gestured at the Zeverec guards, who released Zita and Rose of their laze cuffs and mindlessly shoved them forward.

“Ouch!” cried Rose.

“Hey!” complained Zita, massaging her aching wrists.

Zalona bowed again, hands folded politely before her, and said, “Please, come with me!” before turning on her heel and walking quickly away.

Zita and Rose glanced at each other and followed.

The inside of the palace was polished white, the floors smooth and reflective as alabaster. Giant gold vases burst with red flowers from every corner, elegant wooden benches lined the entrance hall with golden cushions. Meek servants ran here and there, dusting and polishing and stopping to bow when they noticed Zita and Rose.

So much reverence for prisoners! Zita didn’t understand at all. Servants only ever bowed to high caste members, such as soldiers and entirian from noble houses. They did not bow to deserters and humans! In fact, most of the entirian despised Rose given that they blamed her for much of Quinn’s behavior. Rose, who had spent years being haughtily dismissed by the entirian, even the servants, looked as baffled as Zita felt.

The entire palace, or what Zita could see of it, was clean and completely unscathed. There were no crumbling walls, no cracked floors, no signs of battle whatsoever. It was as if Calorra had simply walked in and announced the place was hers, which – given her mind control abilities – was not that infeasible.

Zita had never been inside Coralelle before and felt almost eager to see the place she had spent decades defending on General Miora’s orders, but she knew little Zalona was not going to give them a tour. Instead, they had barely seen the entrance hall and a few adjoining rooms before they had come to the doors of the throne room.

Zita was glad to see that instead of more blankly staring Zeverec, two entirian soldiers were guarding the ancient wooden doors. The entirian women stood at attention, orga rifles in hand, staring into space (but with purpose and not because they were being controlled). Zita recognized both of them. One was Alsa Calvor, a woman who had served with Zita on Earth during the general’s campaign to stop Project Harvest. The other . . . was Cayd.

Stocky, musclebound Cayd stared coldly into the distance and did not acknowledge Zita, but Alsa smiled and said, “All right, Cre’sha?” as she and Cayd pulled the doors open.

“This way please,” said Zalona sweetly and bowed again before hurrying into the throne room.

Still glancing in amazement at Cayd, Zita followed.

The throne room was beautiful, white and gold, with more giant gold vases bursting with red flowers. A gold carpet led from the great doors, across the white marble floor, to the bottom most step before the throne, where Calorra was sitting, young and cold and beautiful, in the traditional white gown of a queen, a gold circlet upon her head and jewels dangling from her pointed ears. The Heart of Hanvra hung about her throat, the sheathed dagger’s pommel the only silver that gleamed in the gold and white room.

Zita had never known Calorra as a child and was very glad of that now. She couldn’t imagine having held infant Quinn as she slept only to one day see that same innocent child sitting so carelessly on a throne she’d slaughtered millions of innocents for. 

Calorra hadn’t just targeted the Zeverec soldiers, after all. She had razed entire underwater cities of helpless civilians on Kahz, the home planet of the zonbiri, and she had forced her mind-controlled Zeverec to do it. 

But Calorra was still just a child. She was what now? Barely fourteen? As far gone as she was, looking at her now, Zita had some small hope that the girl could be reasoned with. That young face, so tight as it struggled to hide fear and uncertainty, reminded Zita so much of teenage Quinn back on Earth.

Zalona, to Zita’s surprise, scurried up the steps to the throne, kissed Calorra’s offered ring, and knelt beside her like a pet. Calorra’s slanted eyes were fixed intently on Zita and Rose as she absently placed an affectionate hand on Zalona’s white mane.

Zita knew she was supposed to kneel, but she did not. Quinn was the queen she had fought for, and Quinn was the queen she would die for. Beside her, Rose likewise stood unbowed, though she looked very sad. Zita could only imagine what it was like for her, meeting her granddaughter this way.

“Have you brought us here to execute us?” Rose asked unhappily into the silence.

Calorra’s cold expression didn’t change. She was studying them with genuine curiosity. Beside her on the floor, Zalona watched them shyly from behind the long wooly streams of her white hair.

“Execute you?” Calorra said at last. The words were spoken softly and somberly, but with a hint of surprise. “No,” she said. “I kept you safe on Kazor 7 until I could bring you here.”

“Kept us safe?” repeated Zita in confusion. She and Rose exchanged looks, not knowing quite what to think.

“Yes,” said Calorra again. “Do you think my mother never spoke of you? I asked once about my grandparents and why I never saw them. I wanted to know who my family was. Instead of telling me stories about General Miora or Queen Nashal . . .” her eyes narrowed irritably “she told me stories about you. Zita this and Rose that. According to her, by all rights, you were her parents. Of course, I wanted to see you, to look into your eyes and understand . . . Well, maybe understand my mother better through knowing you.” She sighed, as if this hadn’t been achieved.

“So, you’ve seen us,” said Rose, sounding tired and unhappy, “what more do you want from us?”

Calorra hesitated and frowned, mouth open, sad eyes searching the distance for the words. “They killed my birth mother,” she said at last. Her lip quivered as she stared, remembering. “Cut her head off right in front of me. And Calima . . . She was never there for me, even when she was physically there, she was always off in her head with . . . someone.” She said the last word through her teeth.

Zita and Rose exchanged unhappy glances: they both knew exactly where Quinn’s mind had been.

“I want you, Zita, to give me advice when I’m feeling lost. I want you to make me laugh. I want you to teach me about the Midnight War, Queen Nashal, the customs of our people, what it means to love . . .” Calorra’s eyes went to Rose. “And you, Rose, the human surrogate. I want you to comfort me when I’m sad. Fuss over me when I’m sick. Scold me, worry about me.” She looked at both of them unhappily. “I want you to do what
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