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Chapter One
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Rotten fruit hit Zippor on his blind side with a cold splat, and he barely concealed a flinch.
Fury, the kind of blind fury that was dangerous for a warrior among helpless citizens to feel, overwhelmed Zippor. The vile-smelling slimy beet fruit slithered down his face and onto his uniform. He forced his claws back, his hands to relax, hid his killing fury from the malicious stares of the citizens. They dared? He was a warrior; no one threw fruit at him. No one. 

It took every bit of warrior discipline he had not to give them the satisfaction of seeing his humiliation. Or his fury. He was a warrior—that’s all he’d ever been and all he ever wanted to be. He wanted to be a conquest warrior again, wanted it so much he could practically taste the desire in his mouth. Instead, he was reduced to attacks from a citizen. Did the vendor think because he was a Scar, that he’d lost his warrior skills?

It hit him like another rotten fruit. He was a Scar now. The respect afforded a warrior would never be his again. Every time he thought he’d accepted what he was now, what he would never be again, something happened, and it hammered the truth into his very being.

The vendors calling out prices, the clinking of coins, the soft buzz of credit chips embedded in the palms of citizens, the sound of animals bleating—all that stopped at once. 

The citizen cowered at Zippor’s glare. His inferior body was smaller than that of a warrior. He had a greenish skin tone whereas Zippor had green-and-gold striations. Zippor gripped his sword so tight that if it wasn’t made of jinz izwe, it would’ve crumbled to dust. Anger and humiliation, two emotions he’d never felt before, roiled inside him. Battle craze used to be the only fierce emotion he ever felt and only on the battlefield. Now, the urge to kill the citizen and every person in his miserable family was overwhelming. 

The citizen stood stock still, his skin turning gray and his eyes wild with fear. Omgraz’ra, Zippor reminded himself. He had honor. There was no honor in killing this pathetic creature. He might be a Scar, but he didn’t kill those too weak to defend themselves. He showed the prick a palm without claws and turned on his heel. Humiliation burned through his veins as if those evil plants had spurted their acid into his veins. 

As a warrior, he’d never known this kind of humiliation, and he did not want to know it now. But the pieces of rotting fruit dripping down his face gave him an intimate experience with it. When he had been sent to guard the fires instead of getting the promotion, he’d expected he thought he knew humiliation. Walking down the market, while everyone stared at the rotten fruit dripping off of his face, taught him a humiliation not even the demotion to guarding the fires on Aurelia had caused him.

He took the corner that would lead him out of the market before he killed all the citizens ducking out of his way. And came face to face with a warrior. A warrior he knew. A warrior who had not called out a warning to a fellow warrior when that vendor picked up the fruit. Zippor curled his lip at Zaquor. A conquest leader he despised. 

Zippor had never before tried to hurry without looking like he was hurrying. It was difficult to do. He felt Zaquor’s stare on his back until he turned another corner. A sense of isolation and loss punched him in the gut.

Zippor was a Scar, and he’d own it like the Parena said. For the sake of the other Scars, he put on a show of acceptance. He guarded Honor, the emperor’s daughter. That was a worthy task for a warrior. Her birth was a miracle for their people. He’d gotten his scars protecting the Parena and had nothing to prove to warriors like Zaquar. 

Zippor stalked away and waited until he was out of sight before he wiped off the traces of the sticky fruit. He needed to train even harder. A warrior who couldn’t even see fruit coming at him had no place in Zyrgin society. His molars gnashed together, and if he didn’t have the superior teeth of their race, they would have cracked. A year he’d been working to compensate for the loss of his eye. His reward? Rotten fruit thrown at him by a citizen. His hearing had increased, but in the noisy market, he hadn’t picked up the sound of a projectile coming at him. If that had been a battle, he would be dead. Or a fellow warrior would have died because of his deficiency. Zippor clenched his fists. He would train harder, learn to separate sounds in any situation.

“Wait up,” Zenze said, and Zippor cursed. His fellow Scar came up on his blind side, catching him unaware. Zenze made sure to be heard, and while Zippor appreciated the warning, he resented the need for it.  

Zenze fell in with him, and they both walked toward the palace. More like, both of them now tried to hurry away without looking as if they were. 

“I saw that, but I was too late to warn you; I’m sorry, Zippor.”

“Not your fault.”

They walked in silence for a while. “You know what’s funny?” Zenze asked.

“No.” Lately, nothing had been funny. He tried for the sake of his fellow Scars, but who was he now? A warrior any female would run from. Some of the warriors with breeders had told him their breeders thought them ugly. Reptiles. At the time, he didn’t see it. But now, now he was uglier than any reptile. His depth perception was off, which made him less desirable as a protector.

“If I had the choice again, I would still try everything to save the Parena. Even if it meant losing mobility in both hands, or worse.”

Zippor sighed. “What is funny about that? We would all of us do it again.” Even if he knew he’d end up a Scar, he could honestly say he wouldn’t hesitate. If he asked them, his four fellow Scars would say the same.

“If you think about it logically, we should be afraid at the thought, determined never to be tortured again,” Zenze said. During the years he’d guarded the fires, there had been many times when he’d had to listen to Zenze go on and on about some subject he’d dissected to death.

“I don’t want to be tortured again.” Did Zenze wake with a beating heart in the middle of the night?

Zenze lifted his scarred hand. “Of course not, but neither one of us would have a choice. That is my point. We are born from warriors who were genetically engineered. And they, in turn, were born from warriors that were genetically engineered.”

“What is your point, Zenze?” He didn’t want to listen to one of Zenze’s endless deep discussions. He didn’t fear torture, but he did fear the acid from those woumber plants. He shouldn’t, but he did, and he really didn’t want to talk about it.

“The point is, we are programmed to think a certain way and to never question anything. Maybe we should start asking why?”

“Why?” They were superior warriors who served a great empire. At least, they were once.

Zenze showed him a palm without claws. “We conquer worlds and start work camps. Why? What will we do when there are no more worlds to conquer? What do we create? Everything except jinz izwe, we take from the conquered planets. If we are not warriors in our culture, we are considered worthless.”

“Lower your voice, Zenze.” His friend was speaking treason. “I don’t see the problem.” He didn’t want his friend’s words to reach the Zyrgin. Zippor was proud to serve the Zyrgin and their great empire.

Zenze tried to fist his injured hand. “It won’t be long before we are hit with the problem. Then you and everyone will see with a hurry that we are feeding on ourselves.”

Zippor shrugged. He tended to switch off when Zenze started droning on about how the empire had inherent flaws.

With unspoken agreement, they went to the training hall, and Zippor grabbed a cloth and cleaned the last of the disgusting stuff off of his face.

Zenze went to the wall and placed his palm flat against it. He didn’t flinch or show any emotion, but Zippor knew that straightening the muscles and tendons in his hand was agony. Zippor lifted a hand to where his eye should be. The doctor had repaired some of it, but the acid had destroyed crucial nerves. 

Zippor activated the hologram and manifested his sword. “I always felt invincible. If burning our wounds didn’t work, the healer could always fix it.” They had the best scientists on Zyrgin, and yet, they couldn’t undo what the acid had done to the Scars. His one hope in becoming a warrior again was that the scientists would find a way to repair the damage and replace his eye. Then he could be part of something great again. 

Zenze spoke through gritted teeth, still forcing his hand to lie open against the wall. “I know what you mean. Until that moment, when those woumbers forced Zor to swallow that unnatural plant, I did not think I could ever be that vulnerable.”

Zippor struck the hologram he fought with a vicious cut across his face. Zyrgin warriors died in battle, or they died in their dwellings after a long career as warriors who’d served the empire and their Zyrgin with honor. They did not die from plants. 

They practiced in silence for a while. Then Zenze took a deep breath, flexed his hand, and stepped back from the wall. “Can I ask you something?”

“Yes.” Zippor spun and sliced through the hovering hologram. He turned, and the hologram target had moved. It zapped him with a zzzt sound. Instead of hacking the program to pieces, he forced himself to analyze why the hologram had gotten him.

“Why were you sent to watch the fires? You’ve been on conquest before, and you have an upgraded sword.” Zenze was in pain and trying not to show it. Some of his nerves may have been severed by the acid, but the remaining nerves in his hand and arm seemed to not know how to accept commands from his brain.

“I did distinguish myself in battle.” Zippor shrugged. “There was never any question about it.” Whenever a warrior distinguished himself in battle, the Zyrgin upgraded his sword.

Zippor briefly lifted this sword. He hated talking about his experience in battle. Being betrayed by those he trusted was something he preferred not to think about. “Do you ever think about having a breeder?” he asked to get Zenze off the topic of his short-lived career as a conquest warrior. 

Zenze stared down at his scarred hand. “All the time.” As usual, when he got into something, Zenze didn’t let go. “Why were you sent to guard the fires?”

“The Zyrgin joined the battle, and he handicapped himself by moving at the speed of our enemies.” They frequently handicapped themselves to make the battle more challenging. If he was ever again allowed on the battlefield, he’d have an inbuilt handicap. “I saw a sniper aim for his back, and I moved between the assassin and the Zyrgin. I used to be fast.”

“You are still faster than any other warrior I know.”

Zippor shrugged. “I took the laser blast meant for him and also incapacitated the sniper.” He’d recovered from the laser blast without any scars. “The conquest leader felt I should have alerted him so he could deal with the danger. He accused me of seeking out the Zyrgin’s eye. He waited until the Zyrgin had upgraded my sword and was gone and then sent me to guard the fire on Aurelia.”

“That woumber,” Zenze snarled.

Zippor had been furious, had wanted to kill Zaquar. But it was the way his closest blood had cut him off that had cut deep. He had mentioned his concerns about Zaquar to his closest blood—what the Parena would call his father. And still, he had turned his back on Zippor. 

They practiced in silence for a while, for which Zippor was grateful. He had nothing to say about the way his promising career had been cut to pieces.

“If Zayn can have a breeder, maybe we can, too.” Zenze’s voice rang with longing. He was the last of his line. Most of his blood had died in battle centuries ago. 

“We could,” Zippor agreed, more to give Zenze hope than from the belief that it could happen.

They went back to training in silence.

“You’re both getting better,” Zern said from the doorway.

“I should be better—next they may throw knives at me.” Zippor clenched his hand at the remembered humiliation.

Zern tilted his head. “Knives.”

Zenze snorted. “Some idiot fruit seller threw fruit at his blind side.”

Silence. They all knew that worse could happen to all of them. Unless they could find a way to be accepted as warriors. Eventually, Honor would be fully gown. Logic said that she would find a warrior who would be responsible for her safety. What purpose would they have then?

“The Zyrgin wants to see us,” Zern said.
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Solaria, Three Weeks Ago

––––––––
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The hiss and scrape of the machinery in the work camp always reminded Arealana of the way the Zyrgin guards sounded when they talked in their language. Not that she’d heard them talk a lot. This work camp only had one warrior guarding the workers. The Zyrgins did not allow any talking amongst the Solarians sitting at intervals next to the conveyor belts that ran the length of the brick hall.
Arealana spotted a piece of metal slightly smaller than the rest and took it off the belt. She liked to imagine what she would be doing with her life if the Zyrgins had never conquered her world. For a start, she’d work and live in a place with bright colors. She would be doing something creative. Wake each morning eager to get to work.

Her favorite choice was designer. Maybe of clothes or maybe furniture or houses. But she’d be working with something pretty. She would mix colors and weave and paint the whole day.

“Psst.” Jolted back to the gray world she lived in, Arealana glanced to her left where her best friend Lenea sat close to the conveyor belt. “How do you get a Zyrgin to work?”

“Shhh, he’ll hear you,” she whispered back. But her lips twitched. She took a piece of metal that wasn’t smooth and perfectly square from the conveyor belt and carefully placed it in the metal basket next to her. 

After a furtive look around and finding the Zyrgin guard on the other side of the room, she leaned slightly to her left. “How?” she mouthed, keeping an eye on the Zyrgin guard all the time. She’d seen them punish people for less. You’d think after years of working here, she’d be less afraid. But her heart hammered and her breathing became choppy every time she entered the camp.

“You tell him it’s a supervisory position.”

Arealana bit her lip to keep from laughing out loud. The going theory was that the Zyrgins couldn’t do anything themselves. That the people on the planets they conquered built and designed everything on said that the Zyrgins merely moved things around and pretended they were the clever ones who invented them.

Arealana clapped a hand over her mouth and plucked another imperfect cube off the belt. At last, she had the laughter under control and rolled her eyes at her friend. They both got back to focusing on their jobs. 

A stool scraped over the cement floor, and she jumped in her own seat. A quick glance showed the guard on the other side of the floor staring at the poor Solarian who had moved his chair. Arealana relaxed. Why did they use people to do this job? She picked up a piece of metal that had a sharp end protruding from it and carefully placed it in the basket. Anyone who failed to handle the components with care found him or herself confronted by a Zyrgin guard. 

The Zyrgins told them that everything Zyrgin was superior, and yet, here they had been, catching defective components every day for years now. 

She stiffened. The warrior stepped around the conveyor belt behind her, and she barely breathed until he moved away. She briefly touched her chest where her lucky locket lay beneath her dress and between her breasts. It held the images of the people she’d lost to the savage Zyrgins. The parents and aunt she still loved and missed.

She picked out another malformed cube. Whenever she thought about their conquerors using them to do a task a machine could more easily do, she always wondered if it was to keep them busy. To keep them so tired and hungry that they didn’t have the energy to rebel.

The buzzer sounded, heralding the end of her shift. They worked in the largest of the five buildings in the work camp. Arealana waited until the Zyrgin warrior stalked out with those silent footsteps. If she could help it, she never went anywhere near them. 

Lenea fell in next to her.

“Do you think it’s true that there are only fifty warriors on the whole planet?” Lenea did not fear the Zyrgins the way Arealana did. She suspected it was partly because she hadn’t lost any family to them the way Arealana had. And partly because she lived next to a monster that made the Zyrgins look benevolent.

“No.” Those green freaks were everywhere. They had built domed cities, so there had to be a lot of them.

They went to the lockers where they kept some clean clothes. They all left the uniforms they wore at work. “Don’t worry, we’re alone here,” Lenea said quietly.

Arealana closed the locker and leaned her head against the cool metal. She hadn’t even realized that she’d been looking over her shoulder. As usual, every bone in her body ached after the long shift. 

On her fourteenth birthday, she’d been allocated to this work camp. Her job? Taking the defective pieces off the conveyor belt. This she did eight days of the eight-day week and for eighteen hours of the twenty-six-hour days. Sometimes she feared this ugly place would shrivel her soul before she could escape to a place where there were no Zyrgin guards. 

She rolled her forehead against the locker. “We have to find a way to get away.”

Lenea brushed her red-blond-and-ash hair. “We will. I heard some of the supply ships that come here also deliver to planets close to the unclaimed galaxies.”

“This place, this soul-sucking work, will kill us eventually.”

“We will get away, Arealana.”

Arealana felt ashamed. She had strict brothers, but Lenea lived next to a monster who’d been stalking her since she was twelve years old. If they didn’t get away soon, Lenea would be forced to marry that monster.

She needed to get home so she could wash this place off her body. She’d read about rich people taking baths with bubbles in them, and one day, when she was living in the unclaimed galaxies, she would have a luxurious bathroom. And she’d spend hours in the bath every day. They’d started to plan their escape when Lenea’s neighbor started asking her father for her hand. The only reason she was not married to the creep was that her father wanted a good bride price for her. Time was running out. The only place they could find where there were no Zyrgins was the unclaimed galaxies. 

“Stop looking over your shoulder—the one thing those assholes aren’t is perverts.” Lenea leaned her shoulder against her own locker. She would know. Lenea always said the Zyrgins had a better attitude towards women than the Zyrgins. 

She didn’t agree with that but understood why her friend felt like that. Arealana shrugged. “Can’t help it.” Her brother Aeron got very upset with her over her imaginings as he called it, but a part of her was always afraid she would look up and see one of the warriors looking at her, ready to punish or kill her.

“I know, sorry,” Lenea said.

Arealana lifted her head and turned to face Lenea. “Every bone in my body is aching. I just want to go home and sleep for a year.”

Lenea snorted. “Fat chance of that happening. That brother of yours will put you to work.”

Lenea did not like Aeron and made no secret of that fact. She had no idea that Arealana and her brothers were part of the resistance. That the work she did for Aeron on the hidden computer was for the cause. Arealana had gone to great lengths to let Lenea think Aeron had her cleaning and cooking when she went home. She had no doubt that, eventually, the Zyrgins would come to arrest them. When that happened, Lenea needed to be safe.

Arealana had been born into the life of a resistance fighter—a job she wanted as little as the one that she’d been allocated to in the work camp. The only thing keeping her sane was the times she could afford some second-hand worm husks and had the time to weave them.

“You want to go to the pub?” Lenea asked softly. They’d been mumbling because the Zyrgins did not allow them to talk, not even in the locker room.

“Aaron said I shouldn’t go anymore. He said the Zyrgins plan to raid the place.”

Lenea’s eyes flashed. “Have you noticed—”

“Shhhh.”

Lenea closed her eyes, and Arealana looked around frantically. She relaxed—no guards around.

Lenea took a deep breath, opened her eyes, and said very softly, “Whenever you do something that takes you out of his control, Aeron says the Zyrgins will be there.”

“That’s not true—he just feels responsible for me.” Was she deluding herself? Did Aeron use her fear against her to keep her at home and working for the cause?  

“Really? Remember last month when we got paid and we planned to go to that new shoe market to look for boots, and he said the Zyrgins were going to close it down? That very day.”

“He got false intel.”

“And the week before that when we were going to the river, and he said the Zyrgins were patrolling there.”

“Maybe they did.” The skeptical look on Lenea’s face said everything.

Arealana’s hand clenched into a fist without her volition. She hated the Zyrgins. She hated them so much for stealing the life she should have had. Then they went and took her family, too. “It does not matter anyway. I’m so tired I’m falling asleep on my feet.” It was not a total lie. She was tired, but one of the sad realities of being conquered was that she dared not trust Lenea with the fact that she belonged to the resistance. She’d seen resistance fighters betrayed for one extra ration. 

“Tomorrow,” Lenea mouthed, and Arealana nodded. 

She went outside and got onto the transport that took her to the home she shared with her brothers. 

“I like the new transport,” an old man, wearing a cheap, roughly woven, worm-skin shirt, sitting two seats ahead of her, said in a booming voice. Before the Zyrgins came, Solaria had exported the husks shed by worms only found on
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