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Most of the time, Zakkor wished he was dead. He prayed to Rokna that the goddess would take him away from Vorgvon, from his miserable post there, and he knew that even in his prayers, he was a selfish jerk. He wasn’t the one suffering at Vorgvon. It was the droves of entirian women and children who were beaten and starved, humiliated and tortured every single day, and because he didn’t have the stomach to face it, he prayed every day that Rokna would save him. He looked in the mirror each morning, and as he prepared to shave, he often contemplated slitting his own throat.  

Vorgvon was the place they sent you when you proved otherwise useless toward the war effort. When he was younger, Zakkor had considered himself a lover, not a fighter, though if he was honest, he was terrible at both. He was so shy that the first time a girl expressed an interest in him, he blushed purple and stammered incoherently, tentacles squirming in a mad dance about his head, until they were both so embarrassed, they scrambled away from each other and avoided eye contact any time they saw each other after.  

Zakkor had to wonder why any girl would show any interest in him in the first place. He was shy, small, and – to hear his mother tell it – he was really annoying.  

Zakkor had nothing a zonbirian woman’s father would want. His family was only moderately wealthy enough to own a chain of mediocre restaurants. He was short, even for a zonbiri, and he was scrawny, and he didn’t even want a family. When he was sent away by his father for being useless, he joined the Zeverec program, because there was nothing else he could do, and became one of the elite soldiers, to everyone’s shock and surprise. 

It was the first time in his life Zakkor ever made his parents proud. They sent him zivi-recordings of them smiling and holding each other, so proud that their Little Zak had done something right at last. So how disappointed were they when not only did Zakkor show zero interest in fighting but also showed zero interest in procreation?  

Soon after he graduated from the Zeverec program, Zakkor’s parents began arranging for a marriage, as many fathers had finally decided that maybe Zakkor Anta was worth their time. Maybe Zakkor Anta would rise to become something within zonbiri society after all! Father after father called Zorkis Anta with proposals for marriage contracts, and Zorkis, grinning from fang to fang, was only too happy to arrange meetings at fine restaurants to discuss the details of each arrangement. Things were going well.  

Then the eager fathers researched Zakkor on social media. It was revealed that Zakkor didn’t want to marry, and nothing could have been more scandalous to the zonbiri, who were a dying race. Those fathers, once so eager to wed their daughters to Zakkor, turned up their noses and turned that backs.

But as if that weren’t enough, it was then revealed that Zakkor, on top of refusing to procreate, also believed the war with the entirian was not only stupid but amoral. He was exposed when a cousin shared a social media post of him mocking General Zycun, and after the post went viral, he became famous as an “upstart” and a traitor who casually insulted their leaders online. He was nearly beaten by his fellow soldiers in the barracks, who took especial offense to his political beliefs, and his superiors soon realized that if they sent him to the battlefield, he was more likely to die at the hands of his fellow zonbiri than at the hands of the entirian. So they sent Zakkor packing to Vorgvon. 

At first, Zakkor was relieved, believing he’d secured a boring post at a random concentration camp. He didn’t know Vorgvon was the most notorious concentration camp on the planet. He had joined the Zeverec elite hoping to secure a desk job, something with paperwork, quiet offices, and gently buzzing digital clocks. He didn’t like violence and he didn’t like fighting and he certainly didn’t want to go off and kill any entirian. He was against the entire war and thought it disgusting that his people were trying to push someone else off their own planet, and now that everyone knew his beliefs, he saw no reason to hide how he felt.  

Vorgvon was situated not beneath the dark seas of Kahz, the zonbiri home planet, but on the surface, on the island of Vorgvas, where new prisoners arrived at the spaceport every month. 

Every single day in Vorgvon was the same. Entirian were interrogated, beaten, and tortured until their screams filled the bleak black halls. They always came out missing tongues and fingernails, fingers and teeth; faces bloody and swollen, arms and limbs broken. They were almost never cared for, medically or otherwise. Sometimes they were hogtied, left in the dirt with their hands and ankles bound behind their backs with laze-cuffs that would burn them should they try twisting free. 

Most of the Black Hand soldiers were skinned alive by vengeful Zeverec. They were the ones who screamed the worst. Of course, they never screamed right away. They were soldiers, after all. At first they just laid there, staring solemnly at the sky as their flesh was stripped from them piece by piece, until the blood had pooled around them. Such sessions were always done in the wretched presence of the other prisoners, to control them through fear, to keep them in line. The prisoners were made to kneel in the dirt, in the bleak light of Kahz, bound at the wrists with glowing laze-cuffs as they watched yet another entirian woman reduced to red meat.  

All and any who tried to look away were beaten. Infants were grabbed from parents and dashed open in splashes of blood before their screaming mothers. The elderly were broken like dolls. The young were stripped naked and passed around. 

It was a hellish place, one where dangling corpses were more common than furniture. Zakkor thought that eventually he’d get used to the smell, but he never did. Every day, Vorgvon smelled of bile, urine, feces, sweat, and blood. The prisoners were often left for so long in the barren yard, their bowels would release as they were sitting there. They were not allowed to use toilets of any kind and were instead forced to go like animals in the corners of their cells. When the smell became unbearable, the cells were hosed out, but for the most part, they were not.  

Zakkor took solace in helping to ease the suffering of the prisoners where he was able. He managed every now and then to protect civilian prisoners but almost never managed to protect the Black Hand soldiers, who were hated more than the others simply because they were “the enemy,” and in that light, had stopped being people long ago. 

After failing for the umpteenth time to talk Captain Orzo out of routinely torturing Black Hand soldiers, it finally occurred to Zakkor that the entirian had never been people to most Zeverec in the first place.  

“Maybe if you sit on my face,” said Captain Orzo, who was sitting behind his desk in the security office as Zakkor made his protests.  

The lieutenant and several others were in the room when the captain suggestively wagged his tongue and winked. Zakkor, holding down a tremble of fury, turned on his heel and marched out to a chorus of laughter. 

While there were other decent Zeverec soldiers who routinely stood up to Captain Orzo, none of them were anywhere near as pretty as Zakkor, and so their outraged protestations against the needless violence went ignored. Such soldiers then turned to Zakkor and would work with him in secret, but many of his cohorts, once caught in the act, were given the wall-to-wall treatment and then sent packing to a boot camp, where they were reprogrammed all over again into proper entirian-hating Zeverec soldiers.  

In the end, Zakkor’s very few allies were always coming and going, until he stopped bothering to make them. Including other well-meaning Zeverec in his schemes only put them in danger, as some of the prettier ones were not only beaten for their “betrayal” but were also sexually assaulted. Zakkor alone was protected because of the captain’s infatuation with him, and he had to admit that while his beauty was indeed a curse, it was also a useful tool.  

Captain Orzo sexually harassed Zakkor on a regular basis, but Zakkor felt his fight to protect the prisoners was worth whatever humiliation he must endure. Prisoners naturally didn’t live long at Vorgvon. The entirian soldiers could last maybe twenty years. The civilians, however, the elderly, the children, they might last a few weeks before the beatings and the torture, the freezing nights, the humidity, and the starvation took its toll.  

Suicides were as common at Vorgvon as death from brutality. The Zeverec soldiers posted at Vorgvon did not take preventive measures, except in regards to those entirian soldiers who might actually have information. Many entirian committed the act because they had nothing to lose and nowhere to go, even if they did somehow survive and were released from Vorgvon. Their homeworld, Qorlec, was occupied by Kahz, their second homeworld, Anarchy, was also now occupied by Kahz, and it was only a matter of time before the Zon Regime weeded out their other colonized worlds. There was now nowhere to run and nowhere to hide as far as they were concerned, and no point to their wretched lives.  

Zakkor found it devastating, the sheer body count from murder and suicide alike. He worked hard to make life at Vorgvon easier for the prisoners, though it often cost him what little dignity and respect he possessed. Other Zeverec soldiers sneered at him and called him a sympathizer of the sand savages.  

As a result of his steadfast sympathies for the entirian, Zakkor spent ten years at Vorgvon without rising to any position of significance. His father, by that point, had disowned him, while his mother still sent him the occasional zivi-call, begging him to think of his future, and who was going to run all his father’s restaurants if he didn’t shape up? 

But Zakkor knew that he could never force himself to marry a woman he didn’t love, and even if he could force himself to change, he had no desire to. He would rather be disowned than obediently fall in line with people who thought hatred was acceptable.  

“Fine,” said Thelia Anta, scowling at Zakkor from the holoscreen, “you stay out there playing nursemaid to the lizards, then. If you gave a damn about this family, you’d get over yourself and lay some eggs. Giving birth isn’t so terrible. It was a little bloody for your father the first time, but with time —” 

“Eww! Kay, Mom, bye!” said Zakkor quickly and reached for the holoscreen’s off button.  

Thelia scowled. “Don’t you dare turn off that screen, boy —!” 

“Kay, bye!” Zakkor turned off the holoscreen, and sitting in the dark in his narrow bedroom at Vorgvon, he silently wept.  

Zakkor’s life at Vorgvon wasn’t completely empty, though. Over the years, he’d come to build a friendship with one of the prisoners. She was a beautiful entirian, with pale gray eyes and the typical wild wreath of wooly entirian hair. She was very tall, like all entirian, toned with muscles from her Black Hand training and yet not a soldier but a scientist. 

She had been at Vorgvon for twenty years, waiting for the day when the Black Hand would finally break her free, for Vorgvon was one of the most secure prisons on Kahz and many of her would-be rescuers had perished. She was known in the prison records as Dr. Phasda Arden, though Zakkor simply referred to her as Phasda. And he was absolutely in love with her. 

Zakkor first noticed Dr. Arden when he walked by her cell. Two Zeverec had ganged up on her inside and her muffled screams made him pause. He burst into the cell to find Dr. Arden being held on the ground, shirt up to reveal her breasts, as two guards were leaning over her. Zakkor was horrified, ran in the cell, and yelled for the men to stop. They laughed at him and told him to get bent, so he went to Captain Orzo, who immediately had the guards indicted. 

The two guards who’d been assaulting Dr. Arden – Zmil and Vas – despised Zakkor for his intervention thereafter and vowed to get back at him when he was least suspecting it. Captain Orzo, meanwhile, cornered Zakkor in the hall, pressed up against him, and whispered that he expected payment in return for his favor. Zakkor mumbled something unintelligible and managed to wiggle away, marching quickly up the hall with the burn of Captain Orzo’s hungry eyes on his back. 

Zakkor didn’t care. Dr. Arden was safe and now he could protect her, watch over her, care for her. She became the center of his universe, his reason to go on, and though he felt loathsome for loving someone because they gave his void of a life meaning, he went on loving her anyway. He simply . . . couldn’t help it. 

Devoted immediately, Zakkor brought Dr. Arden whatever she needed to care for her wounds and was relieved that she was able to heal almost overnight. It seemed most entirian had the ability to quickly regenerate, which was what allowed the zonbiri to get carried away while torturing them. Entirian who had their tongues cut out, for instance, were able to grow those tongues back only to have them cut out again. It was a sick game the Zeverec loved to play, and Zakkor worried that one day he would have to intervene on Dr. Arden’s behalf yet again.  

For years, Zakkor came to Dr. Arden’s cell, where they would speak in the dead of night, when no one was there to listen or care. She would talk to him about entirian culture and was patient as she answered his questions. She had a wonderful laugh and she smelled like something warm and musky, a scent he’d never known before.  

Zonbiri were keen on smells because their ancient ancestors had been blind, having evolved down in the murky darkness of Kahz’s black seas. Smell was thus very important to them: the smell of their children, the smell of their parents, the smell of their lovers. Dr. Arden’s was an enticing smell, one Zakkor could not get out of his mind. 

One evening, Zakkor managed to sneak Dr. Arden extra food from the kitchen, and it was as they were talking that she suddenly kissed him. Zakkor had never been kissed before, and he was confused as to why he was enjoying it. She was an alien! And yet, Zakkor found himself kissing her back with a hunger that startled them both.  

After their secret kiss in the darkness of Dr. Arden’s cell, the scientist took to calling Zakkor “Zakki.” She confessed that she hadn’t been captured by any chance accident. She let herself get taken years ago and was at Vorgvon as a spy, waiting for the day when the Black Hand would come to liberate everyone there. At the moment, she was waiting for another contact of General Miora’s. She had received word not long ago that a new slew of prisoners was arriving from Anarchy and that her contact, as well as new allies, would be hidden among them.  

Alongside Dr. Arden, other spies were planted in the camp, waiting for the signal to strike. When the time came, many Zeverec guards were going to die, and Dr. Arden promised that she would vouch for Zakkor and protect his life should the others wish him harm. Zakkor was both grateful and appalled: had he not made friends with Dr. Arden, he would have been killed during the prison break.  

After Dr. Arden’s revelations, Zakkor started making a point to watch the news every day. It was something he had avoided in the past simply because he hated all the violence that was constantly on zivi-vision. Now he watched every day, and one late night, as he was looking at his small flatscreen, he froze when the newscaster announced that the princess of Qorlec had been captured at Anarchy and was now dead. 

The zivi then cut to a shot of a young woman’s body hanging from a rope in the breeze like an empty sack, her head drooping to the side, her great white hair billowing across her unseeing eyes. She had been beaten and tortured before execution and was missing one arm that had only just started growing back when she was hung. 

The newscaster then went on to announce that General Zycun Zel would be putting the body on public display in an exhibit at Zordac Dome. The crowds cheered at the news and tossed flower petals. 

Disgusted, Zakkor abruptly clicked off the ZV and sat in the dark, not knowing how he was going to tell Dr. Arden, who had put so much stake in the princess of Qorlec surviving. Wearily resigned to telling her that night, he rose from his chair and moved through the empty lounge. He was clad in his Zeverec uniform: a tight black wetsuit, armored with solid trillic fabric hard enough to withstand most gunfire. The front was unzipped to reveal his thin green chest, and he zipped the front of his suit as he stepped out into the hall.  

It was the dead of night and the barrack halls were virtually empty, as everyone was either sleeping or on guard duty, so Zakkor came to a nervous halt when he saw his superior marching toward him beneath the rhythmic spray of misters.  

Captain Orzo glanced over Zakkor with a leering smile. “Where are you off to this time of night, Anta?” he asked, his lusty eyes dancing shrewdly over Zakkor’s messy red hair and wrinkled wetsuit.  

Zakkor swallowed nervously. He could lie and say he was going to the showers or out on patrol, but he didn’t have anything in his hands, not even his orga-rifle, a squid-like beast which he’d left curled on its pillow under his bed. He rubbed the back of his neck as he searched miserably for some excuse and could feel Captain Orzo’s amused eyes on him. 

“You were going to see that woman, weren’t you?” Captain Orzo chuckled. 

“Sir —! No, sir —!” Zakkor began, but the captain slowly lifted his hand. 

“It’s all right, it’s all right,” he said softly, his eyes hooding. “I told you, you can do whatever you want with the sand slut,” (Zakkor tensed), “so long as you save some for me, huh?” So saying, the captain smoothed his hand over Zakkor’s backside and slowly squeezed. 

Zakkor stiffened. “S-Sir?” 

“Call me Zanush,” the captain whispered in Zakkor’s ear. He reached behind Zakkor and tapped the small panel near the door, and Zakkor heard it slide up behind him. Blushing miserably as the captain yanked his wetsuit down, he was backed into the lounge and the door slid down again.  
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Thalcu sat on the white cushions of the window seat and stared out the round window at the domed underwater city of Zordac far below. Gyro cars sailed through the air like giant bubbles, driven by civilians who laughed and rambled into headsets, blasted music from car stereos, or yelled at the bickering children in their backseats. The city lights of Zordac were always glowing, white and yellow and red and blue. Restaurant signs, nightclub signs, theater signs. It was a city of culture, entertainment, music, art. It was Thalcu’s favorite city in Zilacahon, her homeland, though her father had seldom taken her there for fear his precious baby would fall to the evils of gambling and whoring. 

“Come away from the window, Thal,” said Mercy around the cigarette in her teeth. “Come watch me play, huh? Way more exciting.” 

Thalcu laughed softly. “No, thanks.”

“Your loss,” said Mercy with a shrug. “I’m damn sexy when I’m playing Solitaire. You know humans have gotta virtu-vid version of it now?” She shook her head. “That just ain’t right. Gotta feel the cards in your fingers, yanno?”

Thalcu glanced in amusement at the drasian, her gray eyes soft with fondness and gratitude. Mercy was trying hard to keep Thalcu’s spirits up and had been almost since they’d met. It was hard to believe the two of them had been friends for fifteen years. Those days on Earth, at camp Alpha Star 9, seemed like some distant dream.

The orange drasian was sitting at the table, playing Solitaire with a pack of black zonbirian cards, and was wearing a black leather jacket and torn jeans she’d purchased in town. Her brilliant orange spikes fell sharp in feral cat-eyes as she frowned on her card game.

Thalcu rubbed her arm and looked out the round window again, down at the city that spread its lights far below. She was wearing a long white gown, very expensive and nearly translucent, with no sleeves and a lace ribbon on the back, ladder-stitched to hold it in place. Her red hair was curled and sweet-smelling, falling in a long mass down to her backside and pinned to the side with a gemstone-studded clip. Rings were on her fingers and necklaces around her throat, and sitting there on the window seat, she wanted to suddenly rip it all off in a rage. 

Zycun had spared no expense for Thalcu. She was pampered and spoiled for the first time in more than a decade, and yet, she could not bring herself to enjoy a second of it. All of it was the general’s attempt to seduce her. He had already forced her to marry him there in Zordac, and knowing she would be unwilling to impregnate him, he was doing his damnedest to brainwash her into thinking he was not a monster but simply a misunderstood monster. 

Thalcu didn’t flatter herself that the general was madly in love with her. The truth of the matter was, Zycun was planning to stage a coup against his brother, the emperor of Kahz, and he needed children in order to strengthen his claim to the throne. When Zycun and his brother originally took Zyvector, they did it together, but because Zorris Zel already had a wife and children, it was decided that the more fertile brother, and not Zycun, would take the throne. Zycun had resented his brother for it ever since, but to do anything about his resentment, he first needed to prove he could birth children. That was where Thalcu came in. 

Thalcu, after extensive tests, had been proclaimed years ago as quite possibly the most biologically compatible woman Zycun would find on Kahz, which was the entire reason he had attempted marrying her when she was only seventeen. Now she was thirty-two, which only seemed to make him more desperately earnest in his pursuit of her.

The second Thalcu realized what the general wanted, she vowed she would never give him children. He only smiled and said, “We will see . . .” before walking away. The next day, her parents arrived at the hotel, sent there by the general in an attempt to emotionally manipulate her, she knew. But if anything, their reaction to her marriage only made her more defiant. They were excited the general had given her a second chance and begged her to just make the best of it. 

“Make the best of being married to a sociopath?” Thalcu demanded but went ignored. 

Thalcu’s father was ecstatic to find himself suddenly welcomed once more by Kahz’s elite, and her mother couldn’t stop gushing about all the lovely parties she’d been invited to. Neither of them seemed to care that Thalcu had been coerced into the marriage and was unhappy. 

Thalcu managed to listen to her parents for about five minutes before she lost her temper. She told the prince and princess that they were selfish for asking her to sacrifice her happiness for their own, then she screamed at them over and over to get out, and when they just sat there staring at her in shock, she smacked everything off the table, spattering the wall with a mushy rainbow of imported zorpian zool ice cream.

“I’ll never be a mother!” Thalcu shouted. “And certainly not the mother of his children!” She placed a finger on her own chest. “That’s my choice! Mine!” 

Princess Shazeus started to cry, bitterly and deeply, into her hands. “How could you?” Thalcu’s mother sobbed. “How could you be so s-selfish, Thalculara? We only want what’s best for you!”

“An ungrateful brat, that’s all she’s ever been!” Thalcu’s father agreed. He put a firm arm around his sobbing wife, his furious gray eyes fixed on Thalcu. “One day you will regret the way you have treated us,” Prince Thalzis Ganorma said darkly, “and on that day, we will both gladly forgive you. Because, contrary to what you might think, we love you.” 

“You love me when I obey you,” Thalcu returned in disgust.

Thalcu’s glaring father didn’t answer. He rose from the table and quickly, angrily steered Thalcu’s mother away.

That was six days ago. Now Thalcu and the general were on their honeymoon in Zordac, an occasion they had spent mostly apart. The general typically spent his every waking moment with the war council in town – usually in the dark corner of some nightclub full of strippers — while Thalcu sat in their hotel room with Mercy, sullen and angry and cursing her very existence. 

Sometimes Mercy managed to convince Thalcu to come shopping with her, get back at the general in a subtle, passive-aggressive manner by spending all his money, but Thalcu never felt better when the shopping sprees were over, only worse. To her, it was a feebly attempted defiance and wasn’t true defiance.

Every evening, no matter where Thalcu had been or what she’d already spent, the general would return with the usual gifts – dresses, jewelry, different tasty foods he’d picked up – and would attempt to seduce Thalcu into bed. It never worked. Thalcu always refused to sleep in the same bed as Zycun, and so he would go back his own hotel room, leaving her alone with Mercy again.

So it had been for days. Tomorrow, they were going to head home to the general’s fortress, Zannamor, where Thalcu would be expected to remain the rest of her life, raising unwanted children and enduring the general’s sneering abuse. Sometimes she wept when she thought of it.

“Why is all this happening to me?” Thalcu muttered hoarsely to herself. She could see her transparent reflection in the window’s round glass and thought she looked haggard and drained.

“Look at the bright side,” said Mercy, laying out another card. “It could be worse.”

Thalcu snorted, her eyes on the city lights below. “How could it be worse?”

“We could be dead.”

“Again,” said Thalcu tonelessly, “how could it be worse?”

“Yeah, all right,” laughed Mercy dryly. “I guess we shoulda runaway from Anarchy like you wanted, huh?”

Thalcu shrugged. “I don’t know that running would’ve solved anything. Maybe we would’ve run into as much trouble out in space.”

“Nah, I’ve gotta nice little apartment over on Planet Rig 9. We coulda gone there. Laid low for a while.”

Thalcu turned her head, listening with interest. “Planet Rig?”

“Yeah,” said Mercy, laying out another card. She sat back and took her organic cigarette in two fingers, pausing to draw on it. “You know Rig 9, right?” she said, kissing out smoke.

Thalcu blinked thoughtfully. She’d seen documentaries. “It’s a . . . green planet, right?”

“Yeah. And the people from there are all kinda . . . teal.”

“Right. Anma.” 

Mercy nodded. “The anma are nice folks. Don’t care for war, mind their own business, don’t hate nobody. And their planet ain’t got shit that nobody wants, so nobody bothers ‘em anyway. They also . . . kinda look like birds.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s Rig 9 like?” Thalcu asked wistfully. 

Mercy stuck the cigarette back in her teeth and went back to her card game. She picked up a card with gleaming black nails. “Well, you already know it’s green. It’s a real paradise. Nothing but rainforests, except there ain’t no big cats or nothin’ like that. A few snakes, but nothin’ the anma can’t handle. They ain’t fightin’ people, but they’ve got nice tech. You know, stuff that cleans water and pollution, makes use of solar energy. Kinda like Anarchy’s solar energy but more perfected, yanno?”

Listening to Mercy, Thalcu looked sadly out the window again. It made her miserable to think of all the times she and Mercy could have fled Anarchy. If they had, perhaps they would be on Rig 9 now, living in the rainforest in peace, far away from all this.

But at the same time, Thalcu knew fleeing Anarchy would have meant missing that day in Quinn’s arms. She closed her eyes and knew she wouldn’t trade anything for that day. Lying naked in the sunlight with Quinn . . . Quinn’s gentle kisses on her skin . . . Quinn’s smiling brown eyes, slanted as her golden hair fell across them.

“You ever wonder about ‘em?” Mercy said in a low voice, and whenever she asked the question, Thalcu knew she really wanted to talk about Varzo. 

“I think they made it off okay,” Thalcu said, still looking out the window. “Varzo was with the royal family. They were top priority, first ones to the moongate.”

“Not like you and I, huh?” Mercy said with a humorless laugh. 

“General Miora did her best for us, given the circumstances,” Thalcu said, though she didn’t know why she was defending the same woman who had bullied her away from Quinn and left her in a concentration camp for two weeks. 

Mercy snorted. “Your heart’s bigger than mine, kid.” 

Thalcu wondered if General Miora was even alive. The Zeverec had swarmed Cinica and seemed intent on taking all of Anarchy. Thalcu would have been surprised if General Miora hadn’t been captured. She’d insisted on staying behind to defend Anarchy, and in the midst of the fire and chaos, there had been a silent understanding that anyone who stayed behind would eventually be taken.

Every day since, Thalcu had tried forgetting that hellish night but could not. An escort of Black Hand soldiers had arrived at the house where Thalcu had been staying with Mercy and announced that they would be escorting them off the planet. Thalcu and Mercy then grabbed what they could from the house and hurried out to the hover car that waited for them on the curb. The streets were chaos as the Zeverec rained blue jets of fire on the city, missiles that shook the ground on impact. The beautiful and ancient adobe buildings that had stood in Cinica for thousands of years were blown to dust in seconds. Debris rained constantly and smoke was a blinding cloud that stung their eyes and muffled their throats.

As she was hurried to the car by Black Hand soldiers, Thalcu remembered seeing a woman in the street, clutching an infant who was so badly burned, half its face was gone, and a black leg was dangling by a thread of flesh. The woman clutched the dead-eyed child as if it were alive, and seeing them getting in the hover car, she ran to them and begged desperately for them to take her. Her voice was so choked by sobs, it was unintelligible. Thalcu started to cry when the Black Hand soldiers pushed the woman away. 

The hover car was very small, but Thalcu knew they could still squeeze the woman inside and demanded that the soldiers take her. One soldier in particular – Lieutenant Rasva – was exasperated by Thalcu’s protests, but she grabbed the crying woman and shoved her in the car. 

Because of the delay, they never made it the evacuation tunnel in time. Their hover car was zapped by one of the black ships looming above and spun out of control before slamming into a burning building. The woman with the dead infant died on impact, as did the driver and yet another soldier escorting them, her face a web of blood as it pushed through the shattered window. 

Thalcu remembered banging her head – she wasn’t wearing her seat harness because they were crammed so tight in the backseat – and when she awoke again, she was being carried by Mercy, who was cut, bleeding, and limping from the crash. Lieutenant Rasva was still with them and was trying desperately to get them through the frantic crowds to the evacuation tunnel, which was in the process of being blockaded by armed Zeverec soldiers. Seeing this, Rasva took them down another street, intent on getting them to another tunnel. They ran through the screaming and crying, through choking walls of blue fire, through scattered and staring corpses. The screams were unending, and Thalcu, looking around at the burning, weeping people, was blinded by tears. She heard Mercy sobbing softly and clung to her neck with a reassuring firmness. Mercy’s arms as she carried Thalcu were shaking. 

They had almost made it to the evacuation tunnel when Zeverec soldiers appeared in the street ahead. They were on foot, marching through the fire with black gasmasks and tanks on their backs that made them look like giant bugs. Their gleaming black wetsuits reflected the flames as they cut people down viciously, while taking others and loading them into a cage. The ones wearing tanks were firing a continuous jet of gas into the crowds that knocked them unconscious and muted their screams. 

The Zeverec soldiers spotted Thalcu, Mercy, and Lieutenant Rasva and surrounded them. Rasva fought relentlessly, until she was knocked out by a floom of gas, and her unconscious body was casually tossed into the cage with the others.

Seeing Rasva captured, Thalcu trembled in terror, and she felt Mercy hold on to her tighter, a silent promise that they would not be separated.

“We’ll just t-turn ourselves over,” Mercy muttered to Thalcu, coughing on the smoke in her throat. “They seem to be taking people alive. Maybe you’ll hava chance, being zonbiri and all.”

But Thalcu was afraid. Mercy wasn’t a zonbiri, and like the rest of the galaxy, the majority of zonbirian people looked down upon the drasian. But as it turned out, Mercy was right. She surrendered, and the Zeverec ordered her and Thalcu into the cage. They were almost in when one of the soldiers recognized Thalcu, exclaiming that she was “that princess from the zivi.” Thalcu and Mercy were then placed on a different ship altogether, where they were locked in the med bay and left in the care of a doctor. The ship eventually took them to Zycun on Kahz, who was darkly pleased to have Thalcu back in his possession, and seeing her “attachment” to “the drasian,” he was more than willing to allow Mercy to live if it placated Thalcu.

Thus it was that Thalcu wound up on her honeymoon with Zycun while Quinn was likely somewhere being tortured. Thalcu told herself that Quinn had probably escaped Anarchy with her family, but a small and miserable part of her didn’t believe she had. She watched the news everyday with dread, waiting for the newscaster to eventually announce Quinn’s capture and execution.

Mercy was just as tense after the capture of Anarchy. Thalcu knew part of it was her worry for Varzo, but the other part was the stress that seeing Anarchy burn had caused her. As Thalcu had suspected, Mercy was old enough to remember her own homeworld when it was destroyed hundreds of years before. She was old enough to remember the drasian who ran burning in the streets, who wept and prayed and screamed with broken bodies in their arms. For Mercy, seeing death and destruction happen on Anarchy meant being forced to relive the old horrors of her youth. 

During their ride to Kahz, Mercy confessed with shaking hands that she had witnessed her mother die when their planet was taken. A missile came out of the sky and scattered her to pieces, right in front of Mercy. Thalcu couldn’t even begin to understand what that was like, watching a parent die in such a horrific way. She didn’t want to.

“Maybe your parents were right,” present-day Mercy said after some time. She sounded lost in thought.

Thalcu scowled. “What?”

“You could make the most of this,” Mercy said. “There’s no one Zycun loves more than himself, right? You make him believe you worship him, and you can manipulate the ‘hole into doing whatever you want.”

“Not likely,” Thalcu said, thinking of the last time she’d tried manipulating someone. It hadn’t gone well with Captain Renove, and she doubted it would go well with Zycun. 

Mercy snorted. “Why the hell not? Everybody wants ta be worshipped in bed, even zonbiri men. You give Zycun the best sex of his life, he’ll rearrange the stars for you.”

“First of all . . . gross,” said Thalcu, making a face. “And second of all . . . gross.”

Mercy laughed. “Fair enough. But you could do something to fix your shit society, is all I’m sayin’,” she insisted, her eyes on the cards as she pondered them. She carefully laid out another black card as she said, “I mean, you could try. I know it wouldn’t be easy, but nothin’ worth doin’ ever is, honey.”

Thalcu darkly shook her head. “I tried years ago, Mercy. I never told you this, but I was married to Zycun before.”

Mercy paused and looked up, completely still.

“It’s true, unfortunately,” confirmed Thalcu wearily when a shocked silence had ensued. “I tried telling him he was horrible. He hit me and wound up flying out a window.”

Mercy laughed, delighted. “No shit?”

“Honest to Rokna, I threw him out.”

“Daaaamn,” sang Mercy and shook her head. She went back to her card game. “It’s a shame he survived that.”

“Tell me about it,” said Thalcu darkly. “I won't waste my time anymore. Some people live in a different reality than the rest of us.”

Mercy snorted. “You can say that again. But look, I ain’t sayin’ you gotta turn him into ah saint. All you gotta do is figure out how to control him, and once your hand is up his ass, you’ll be the real general.”

Thalcu smiled sadly. “Manipulate him? Then I’d be just like him.”

“No,” said Mercy at once and frowned. “You’d be using his own weapon against him, but you’d be using it for good.”

“For the betterment of my people?” Thalcu said weakly. “That’s exactly what Zycun thinks he’s doing. He thinks the war is for the betterment of the galaxy, that the entirian would live well under his rule. Sure, he’s a power-hungry asshole, but he also sincerely believes he’s right. If I seized power and wore him like a puppet, what would that make me?”

“Right,” said Mercy. 

Thalcu shook her head. “I just don’t see how sinking to his level —”

“You wouldn’t be sinking to his level. You’d be beating him at his own game.” Mercy laid out another card, eyes darting alert over the spread: she had almost won. 

Thalcu was going to argue, but the sound of feet became apparent in the hall, and she went still as she listened. She and Mercy glanced darkly at the rectangular digital clock on the wall. It was 7:00 pm. Zycun was returning on schedule. 

Thalcu and Mercy prepared for the general to arrive in the routine manner. Thalcu rose gracefully from her seat in the window and smoothed her skirts, standing with calm poise and dignity as the sound of approaching feet drew nearer. Mercy slid her cards across the table and stacked them before tucking them neatly in the pocket of her leather jacket. She rose with a weary sigh to her feet, crushed out her cigarette in the ashtray, and folded her arms. She and Thalcu exchanged glances, and both women were solemnly waiting when the door slid up and the general entered.

Zycun paused on the threshold, small and green and neatly clad in his black dress uniform. Dark green stripes were on the shoulders, and glowing medals were pinned to his chest, so numerous, Thalcu thought he looked like a bulletin board. His dark gray hair was pulled back in the usual dignified tail, leaving the pointed bald crown of his head to rise from it, gleaming in the light. His face was leathery and cold and had developed yet more severe lines over the years. 

Thalcu thought Zycun handsome in a sinister, twisted way. She hated the sight of him. 

Seeing Thalcu’s silent disgust, Zycun’s black eyes smiled, and he stepped into the room with his hands behind his back. “Wife,” the general said, greeting Thalcu with a deep bow. He straightened up again, his calm eyes inspecting Thalcu, who remained stiff and cold as he appraised her. Eventually, he said to Mercy without looking at her, “You are still here because . . .?”

Mercy rolled her eyes. “I’ll be down at the bar, Thal,” she said and stalked out.

Thalcu resisted the urge to protest. Mercy was always forced to leave whenever the general came and Thalcu hated being alone with him. Once Mercy had gone, she looked at Zycun and realized that he had come empty-handed: no dresses, no candy, no jewelry was being carried by the Zeverec soldier who hovered behind the general in the hall. Instead, the young man was holding a pair of laze-cuffs.  

Thalcu’s eyes widened. “What is the meaning of this?!” she demanded as the young soldier approached with the cuffs.

“My darling wife,” the general said with a small smile. “If you will not perform your wifely duties, then I shall have to . . . force the issue.”

“This is an outrage!” Thalcu burst as the laze-cuffs were snapped over her wrists.

Zycun’s calm expression didn’t change. “No. The real outrage is your stubborn refusal to impregnate me. The bratty behavior is losing its charm. Time to grow up, Thalcu. It’s embarrassing, a princess your age with no offspring.”

Thalcu swallowed hard and hated it when tears slipped down her cheeks. Zycun nodded at the young Zeverec guard, and Thalcu was marched out.

*** 
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THEIR HONEYMOON ENDED the next day, and Thalcu didn’t see the general again. And after being strapped to a table and having her seed forcefully removed from her fingers, she was glad. Having finally gotten what he wanted, it seemed Zycun saw little point in actually talking to his wife any further. She and Mercy were put on a gyro train that drove them in a flurry of bubbles through the murky blue-black waters of Kahz to Zallagon, the country on Kahz from which the Zel family ruled.  

At the heart of Zallagon towered Zannamor, one of the many fortresses of the Zel family. Zannamor was the place where top priority prisoners of war were sent, as the general somehow believed it practical to sleep near the same people he planned to execute. It was such a large estate, it was a city unto itself and was widely considered the second capital of Kahz, the first being Zyvector, the city-fortress of Emperor Zorris.  

Like most zonbirian architecture, Zannamor was glistening dark on the outside and the inside alike, its walls like black mirrors, its halls lined with misters that kept its amphibious occupants moderately moist. Solemn Zeverec guards in glistening black wetsuits with squirming squid-like orga-rifles paced its battlements and long glass stairs, guarded its doors and endless hallways. The place was made entirely of polished zonbirian glass, Alloy 363, and sparkled in the artificial light of Zallagon like a giant and sinister cluster of crystallized poison. 

As gleaming and dour as the black fortress was, there were many serene courtyards with large white flowers, butterflies, and fountains whose glittering waters reflected the artificial light in a rippling mirror. Thalcu often found herself in the gardens with Mercy
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