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	THE GIRL WAS eighteen, and like all Humans her age, she had one chance to choose her fate. 

	She chose the pit.

	The girl spent the last moments before her final pit embraced by her brood-sister, whispering little secrets back and forth. Saying goodbye. 

	They had sought out what little privacy they could, away from the packs of off-shift diggers and squealing mine rats, and huddled together within a far recess of the cavernous warrens. All of them where khvazol, unseen and nameless property. 

	Even back here, the sounds and smells of Warrens Zevna proved inescapable. From nearby came the rhythmic grunting and musk of sex. The buzz of the air system’s biomech lungs and the chugging of sanitation biotubing were as ubiquitous as the odors of old tunics and dry stone.

	“Remember last year?” the girl’s brood-sister whispered. “When those three shit-eating aggies were going to toss me into an old mine shaft if I didn’t . . . And you fought all three of them, got them off me. You hadn’t even started Pitter Discipline yet, and you still deep bashed them.” She pantomimed grabbing an invisible enemy by the neck with one hand and punching him in the face with the other. 

	“Of course I remember,” the girl whispered back. “I remember they bashed me right back. And I still have the prod burns the overseers gave me after.”

	“But you won.” Her brood-sister rubbed her pregnant belly, as she often did when she was anxious. “Even as a mine rat you never lost a fight. Just like today. You’re going to win. I know it. You were born to protect people.”

	“Gods see me,” the girl said. Her brood-sister’s presence and soft touch had always been calming for the girl, one of the few sweet pleasures in her life. Even still, the girl couldn’t stop fidgeting and darting her gaze across the warrens. The overseers would be here soon.

	There were nine shafts a human could follow, and when they turned eighteen, everyone was given a choice between two. The girl and her brood-sister had been given the same choice: fight in the pit to earn a name, be seen, and travel the stars; or remain forever nameless, a living incubator giving birth to brood after brood of human khvazol. Even as a young mine rat, the girl had decided a quick, bloody death was better than her other option.

	Nearby, a brood of young mine rats wrestled another brood for extra rations of protein paste and cug’s milk. Her sister was charged with minding them. The hen-mothers of both broods were dead and mulched, and her sister didn’t have any of her own children to attend to yet. She gave her attention to the girl though, occasionally casting a side glance to make sure none of the little mine rats were killing each other. 

	The girl wanted to block everything out and see only her brood-sister. But their wrestling grew more heated, and their constant noise made it harder to hear what her sister was saying. The girl pulled out a small, dense protein and fiber loaf from her uniform’s pocket. She broke the loaf in two, tossed a half to each of the squabbling young broods, and told them to quiet down while she was visiting.

	“Will you be fighting one of those vermin again?” Her brood-sister made a disgusted noise. “They’re so gross.” 

	“I think so, but I never know until just before. But the last four have been infidels, so probably.” 

	“I remember after your first pit, when you fought that boy, you puked for a whole sleep shift. I hope they give you another vermin this time. Better one of them than one of us.”

	“The overseers know what they’re doing when they match us in the pits. I’ll fight whoever or whatever they put in front of me. But yeah, I’d rather it be a vermin too.” The girl scanned around again for signs of the overseers. “Anyway, Pitter Discipline has toughened me up since then. Now the only thing that makes me puke is the smell of your farts. I swear to Mother of Life, since you became a hen your farts could melt granite.”

	Her brood-sister poked her in the ribs and smiled. The girl smiled back briefly with tense, dry lips.

	“I bet they’ll send you a deep handsome pillow for your victory,” her sister said. “He’ll be extra gold since this is your ninth pit. Maybe I can turn up a digger to drill myself. We can pretend like we are celebrating together.” 

	“Is that safe?” the girl asked. “You need to be more careful. You’ll be in trouble if the little mine rats in your belly get damaged.”

	“Medics said it’s safe. For now. Medics said I can drill as much as I want, long as it doesn’t get too rough. And the diggers who like me now, who like me like this”—she looked down, patted her ripening belly—“they’re more gentle than some of those others. Too gentle. Dancer see me, sometimes I wish I could find a boy not afraid to give me a real drill.” 

	The girl laughed despite herself. Her brood-sister could always find a way to make her a little less anxious, even if only for a moment. The girl wanted to thank her sister for spending these last moments before the pit with her, but the finality of it brought a bad taste to her mouth, and the words wouldn’t come.

	“Who knows?” her sister continued. “Maybe the pillow will drill a baby into you, and a hen from our warren will birth your blood-daughter. I’ll check every newborn for your blood glyph.”

	“Extra gold,” she whispered. Sudden, sharp movements near the far entrance to the warren told the girl the overseers had finally arrived. “They’re here,” she said.

	The overseers strode toward them, parting through currents of khvazol, as focused and mindless as drills through dry dirt. Yelps of pain marked their progress through the cavern as the overseers’ prods found the backs of those who didn’t clear the way fast enough. They came for the girl and saw no others. That was life for khvazol humans in the Labyrinth. Always watched, never seen. 

	Her sister kissed the pitter girl’s tattooed brow and prayed for the Gods’ protection. “You don’t have to go. You can still change your mind.” Her brood-sister rubbed her palm in circles across her belly again. “Being a hen ain’t so bad. You get to eat more. You see the medics more. Sometimes, it’s even a little gold, feeling the lives growing inside you. Like these three little mine rats curled up in here.” Her hand stopped circling as she looked up. “Besides, then we can still be together. Like before, before your discipline.”

	“Don’t be scared for me.” The girl kissed her sister’s brow in return. “Eight times I’ve gone into the pit, and eight times I’ve come back. One more, and it’s done.”

	Win or lose, live or die, she thought, it’s done. 

	“Can you imagine the shame in Grandfather Spear’s eyes if I were to give up now?” the girl said. “Don’t worry. The next time you see me I won’t be a pitter anymore, or a mine rat. I’ll be a Servant of the Divine Masters. I’ll have a name.”

	Or . . . 

	“You’ll have a name. You’ll be a servant. Grandfather Spear will be proud of you.” Her brood-sister laid her head on the girl’s shoulder. “But I’ll never . . .”

	The pained yelps of shock grew nearer. The overseers were closing in.

	The girl caressed her sister’s smooth scalp, the tattoo glyphs across their brows nearly identical. They shared similar basic ownership and territorial glyphs all humans were marked with during infancy. But each had a unique first, the blood glyph. The two brood-sisters shared the same hen but had different blood-mothers. The girl was from a long line of servants. Her sister’s blood-mother was a hen. The differences in their bloodlines were visibly apparent. The girl was taller, had wiry arms and frame, and muscular legs. Her brood-sister was shorter and softer than the girl in every way, with rounder hips and fuller breasts. 

	They differed in their clothing as well. The girl wore a new, thick, black and green tunic, the uniform of her Pitter Discipline. Her sister’s tunic was thinner, the color of stone and old sweat.

	Their own hen had given birth to other broods, of course, but the two girls never bonded with their non-brood brothers and sisters. Many of those siblings were dead or relocated now anyway.

	After turning eighteen the two sisters each received new glyphs the other would never share. Across her right cheek, her sister wore the glyph of the Hens. Very likely, it would be the last glyph she would ever receive. 

	Down both of the pitter girl’s temples dripped eight newly tattooed glyphs, each one marking a victory in the pit. If she returned victorious this one last time, she’d have the shaft glyph of the Servants on her right cheek. Two more glyphs would be tattooed on her left cheek. One for a victory, one for a name. 

	The girl pulled away from her sister’s embrace and stood just outside their shadowy recess. The overseers were just a few meters away. If she wasn’t ready to go before they arrived, it would mean the prod for both of them. She had felt the prod’s sting often in her discipline and was almost accustomed to the pain. Almost. But she would do everything she could to lessen and prevent her sister’s suffering.

	“I see you,” sobbed her brood-sister. 

	“I see you, too.” 

	The girl turned toward the coming overseers. She raised up her gaze and stared at the high ceiling of the natural cavern. Tall columns of pillarwood trees, coated with graffiti, reached up and arched toward each other to add support to the cavern. Bioluminescent light strips lined the ceiling in giant triangular configurations, illuminating the warren in dim, gritty light. So many times in her life she had looked up and seen only stone, masonry, and light strips. Never once had she seen the red skies of Nahgohn-Za or the stars in the black night.

	When the two overseers approached the recess where the sisters had been waiting, the broods of young mine rats scattered. Overseers stood nearly a head taller than most humans, with long, sloped-back foreheads ringed by stubby horns. Below their horned brows, three orange eyes fixed on her. The prods they carried hummed and crackled. Red bars of laser light emitted from their chest plates and scanned over the girl and her brood-sister’s face. 

	One overseer spoke in the Masters’ language to her sister first before turning to her. “Current designation Warrens Zevna-Flock Five-Rook Ten-Hen Seven, keep your distance. Current designation Warrens Zevna-Discipline Two-Pitter Nine, come now.”

	As the overseers marched her through the warrens, the girl knew her sister’s choice had been as inevitable as her own. In essence, the one chance they had to choose their fate was no choice at all. They were who the Divine Masters had crafted them to be. Her sister could never be a servant just as the girl could never be a hen. She was too much like her grandfather. 

	Leaving Warrens Zevna, she heard the familiar voices of the other pitters in her discipline cheering for her to come back victorious, come back with a name. Other voices shouted out as well, the diggers and hens and little mine rats of the warrens—too scared for the pit, too little faith for the Servants or the Chosen—the same nameless and unseen people she had been surrounded by her entire life. The last voices she heard before leaving the warrens were them mocking her bravery. Taunting her with bloody predictions of how her last pit would end.
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	THE GIRL EMERGED from the mouth of Warrens Zevna into the subterranean passages of the Labyrinth. Ancient, dim, and reeking of human, the Labyrinth’s tunnels were the only world she had ever known. Light strips illuminated endless, winding passages of ceramic-walled tunnels encrusted with generations of graffiti. Small, pale lizards scurried into the shadows at the sound of their approach. 

	Behind her marched two Zohlun-Lo Overseers, the gaze of their three inscrutable eyes always watching her, never seeing. But she needed no prod at her back to drive her. She walked the Labyrinth to confront her fate willingly, even with a kind of eager anticipation. With nothing at all in the girl’s life under her control, the pits were her choice. Even though the fear never released her, she embraced her choice completely.

	There was a secret the girl had never shared with her sister, with anyone. A secret she could barely share with herself, except when she walked the tunnels moments before a pit. As terrifying as it was, preparing to fight to the death, she had discovered a truth about herself she never dreamed could exist. Even without a name, with each pit, each victory, each new glyph, she became somebody. 

	The farther she walked the corridors from the warrens to the fighting pit, the more the calm bravado she had shown her sister slipped away. Her heart sped up, palms grew moist. The presence of Overseers always made her feel a little queasy and light headed, but this was different. Pre-pit anxiety buried all other feelings under its own dominating nausea.

	The tunnels carved out by generations of human khvazol felt increasingly low and oppressive. She had heard many tales of the world above from her blood-grandfather—of the horizon stretching as far as you could see in every direction, of the limitless sky filled with stars—and wondered if the tales were true. 

	One more fight, she thought, one more victory, and I’ll have a chance to see for myself.

	The two overseers spoke to each other in Ihziz-Ri, the language of the Overseers and Divine Masters. She understood it but couldn’t form many of the sounds to speak it. The unseen spoke Khvaziz, the non-language of Humans.

	“This pit should be proper and messy,” said one overseer. The brownish-gray color of his horns revealed he was the older of the two. 

	The younger one, with horns still white and gleaming, said, “I hear the unseen is being thrown in with a real beast. Eats its opponents alive. The unseen doesn’t stand a chance.”

	“You're a fool hatchling,” said the older. “The unseen is the property of the Ihvnahg-Ra. He crafted this bloodline himself. The Pinnacle of the World does not lose.”

	“Gods see me, I’m not saying the Ihvnahg-Ra is going to lose. But the unseen are no smarter than granks. And without the hard shell. I’ll wager sixty privileges on the vermin.”

	“Wager seen,” said the older. “Better have my privileges soon as the pit is over.” 

	The girl passed from ceramic-lined corridors to carved-stone vaults, the overseers always just behind. They were in one of the oldest parts of the Labyrinth now. Three great Labyrinths tunneled beneath the surface of Nahgohn-Za, homeworld of the Divine Masters and the center of their interstellar Holy Unity. The Labyrinths were home to millions of overseers and humans. The deepest tunnels, running just above the extraction mines, connected the warrens, agricultural caverns, and work halls of the nameless khvazol. Above them, the great subterranean cities of the Overseers twisted for hundreds of kilometers in every direction. The palaces of the Divine Masters sat atop the Labyrinths, bubbling up to the toxic wasteland of the planet’s surface, encased in massive, impregnable domes.

	The stone passageway terminated in an ancient, triangular gateway where there awaited an unexpected honor. Grandfather Spear stood as a stern silhouette backlit by the glare of the pit entrance. Tattooed glyphs descended in columns all around his bald head, just beginning to wrinkle and sag with age. The glyphs declared his name and victories. They also marked his rank among the Servants as an attendant, the second-highest possible rank for a human to achieve. 

	He bore almost as many scars as he did tattoos. White, jagged lines crossed his face and scalp, marring his glyphs and bisecting his right eye socket. The Masters had blessed him with a new biomech eye, silver hued and piercing, to replace the one he’d lost in battle. The girl felt her markings were pathetically few in comparison. She had often pictured her own face, honored with glyphs and scars for all to see as long as she lived. 

	The older Zohlun-Lo informed Spear they were handing over the unseen into his charge for the final preparations before the pit. He saluted in return and led the girl into the old stonework antechamber. As an attendant, Spear had earned responsibilities and freedoms unheard of for all but a select few of humanity. Responsibilities and freedoms the girl was ready to kill or die for.

	“Star Father see me,” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

	“Our pyramid just returned home a shift ago,” he said. “The Warseers honor me. They knew a child of my bloodline was entering the pit for the ninth time. Trickster's Pit. Remember this when you are a servant, faithful service will be rewarded and honored.”

	“I know, Grandfather,” she said. “I’ll remember.”

	“Good, good. I know you will.” An announcement of chiming horns rang through the antechamber. “Speaking of, the warseers I serve wish to observe you before the pit. They’re here now, turn and kneel.”

	The girl did as her grandfather instructed. Just before lowering her head, she glanced the observation balcony looming over the antechamber. Two Gohnzol-Lo Warseers entered in full regalia. She felt like a wave of hot needles washed over her face and burned down her spine.

	The Warseers were a branched-off race of the Overseers and shared many similarities. They each had three piercing yellow and orange eyes. Conical sense mounds protruded from either side of their heads just below the horns, about where human ears would be. However, Warseers were taller and more muscular than Overseers. Gohnzol-Lo skin had a more silvery sheen than the dullish gray of the Zohlun-Lo. The nine horns encircling the Warseers’ sloped foreheads were longer, sharper. 

	Kneeling beside her, Attendant Spear announced in Ihziz-Ri, “Hail Urzdek Rab Izd, Pinnacle of Pyramid Zol-Ori, whom I am honored to attend. Hail Hamu Ohrus Izd, Penultimate of Pyramid Zol-Ori. Conqueror see them and all of Clan Izd!” 

	“May the Divine Masters see you, Attendant Spear,” answered the penultimate. “May Conqueror see you and all your bloodline.”

	“May the pitter honor the bloodline crafted by your Master and our patron, the Holy Ihvnahg-Ra himself,” said Pinnacle Rab Izd. 

	The girl’s face burned hotter and hotter when they spoke, her guts knotted tight within her. She had never been in the presence of such highly ranked warseers before. 

	“It would not be proper for the Ihvnahg-Ra’s property to succumb to a vermin of the Monarchy,” the pinnacle continued. “Fail, nameless one, and your carcass will be fed to the infidel afterward, flesh and bone.”

	Oh Gods, she thought, did a warseer just address me directly? What should I do? 

	“Conqueror see you,” replied Spear. “Should our Divine Master be dishonored by my bloodline’s failure, I’ll deliver the nameless flesh to the vermin myself.”

	“Resume your duties with the unseen, then come and attend us,” commanded Penultimate Ohrus Izd.

	“Yes, Warseer.”

	The two Gohnzol-Lo, left and the hot waves prickling the girl’s head and face quickly receded, the knot in her belly unraveled. They arose to their feet, and Grandfather Spear busied himself at a small nearby table, pouring the contents of a bottle into an old drinking bowl.

	“I know what you’re thinking,” Grandfather spoke in Khvaziz again. He turned to face her, holding the bowl in his hands. “Yes, a warseer saw you. The pinnacle of a pyramid ship, no less. I think he sees what I do, a gem that’s been buried beneath stone long enough. Our bloodline has served the Clan Izd Warseers for generations, as our Master intends. Your Blood-Mother Gunna attended to Urzdek Rab Izd before her promotion.”

	Grandfather Spear handed her a chipped bowl filled with a milky, greenish liquid. “The pitters brew. Conqueror see you, may you drink and be victorious.” 

	The girl drank all of the thick, bitter liquid. Her mouth and throat tingled with a metallic aftertaste. The warm brew spread through her belly. 

	“Child of my blood,” said Grandfather Spear, “the Nahgak-Ri, our Divine Masters see you. The Handmaiden sees you.” 

	The accelerants in the brew started kicking in with the sound of his voice. She focused on hearing every nuance of the old man’s words, heavy and dry as the stone vaults enveloping them, while muffled, indistinct rhythms of drums seeped through the gate and into her head, awakening generations of warrior breeding.

	“This infidel has been handpicked for your Trickster's Pit. A prisoner from the conquest of the Dancer’s World. They say it tried to eat the flesh from the servant’s bones even as they confiscated it. Filthy vermin. Tough though. This is its seventh pit, more than any vleez before it. That just means when you kill it, your glory will be even greater.” He took the empty bowl from her hands. 

	“The Gods will see you,” he continued. “This is your purpose and your blessing. This is why the Nahgak-Ri made you. Prove that you are more than a hen. Earn your name. Take your place among the Servants, and bring the Divine Will of the Gods to the galaxy.” 

	He stepped away from the gate. Without his large frame blocking the way, bright light poured into the antechamber. The light strips in the pit were always dialed up higher than in the tunnels and warrens. The gate to the fighting pit was clear as glass, though stronger than metal. 

	The girl’s pupils dilated, her heart thudded, her stomach burned. The first few moments of the brew taking effect were the hardest. The rush of anticipation for the coming battle mixed with the accelerants in the brew and propelled each other into a crackling surge through mind and body. Violent urges strobed through her mind, distracted her from the burning in her stomach. If she had eaten the loaf instead of giving it to the squabbling mine rats, she’d barely feel the sharp burn in her gut.

	In vivid detail, she remembered all the killing blows of her previous battles. Eight victories, eight glyphs, eight dead at her feet. The first four had been khvazol humans from other Labyrinths. The first time, Star Father's Pit, the boy cried and pleaded with her, sobbing and howling in pain at the tip of her spear. The aggression awakened by the pitters brew had propelled her forward, stabbing again and again until the screaming stopped. 

	The last four opponents had been vleez, repulsive and alien vermin from the Monarchy. She remembered the sounds each made in their terror, the smells of blood and sweat and oozing insides. And now, with the brew igniting within her, she craved more. Some part of her, deep inside, cringed from the rising fire, ashamed of her bloodlust. She stomped down that shame, refused to heed it. The girl had survived eight pits by giving herself over to the bloodlust. She wasn’t going to let herself die, nameless and unseen, out of shame for doing what she must.

	A low-frequency sonic gong slammed the air. The gate between the antechamber and the pit slid up, and her belly got its priorities clear. Every sight, sound, smell, and touch instantly snapped into a new clarity. Her heart, drumming its own insistent rhythm, fueled her new aggressive focus. She loved the way she felt in these moments. Awake and alive and dangerous. She felt as if all the time not spent burning with the pitters brew, about to fight to the death before her Masters, was nothing more than the hollow dreams of a half-dead girl. 

	“Masters and warseers throughout the Unity are watching.” Grandfather Spear gripped her shoulder in his thick hands, a rare gesture of affection. “The Handmaiden is watching. Be seen, child of my blood, be named. Squash the vermin beneath your heel.” 

	She wanted to bury her face in his broad chest and hold onto him like a child. Instead, clenching her fists, she turned to face the gate. It was time. She walked through the triangular portal and into the bright, humid air of the pit. 

	The gate stomped shut behind her.
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	HER MOUTH DRY, her lower back cool with sweat, the girl strode forward to the lip of the small platform overlooking the pit. The air was thick and steamy. She struggled not to squint. She must not show the slightest weakness or disadvantage. Not ever.

	The pit, a vertical, triangular shaft crudely hewn from pale stone, fell away beneath her to a gravel floor about thirty meters down. Three mounds of rock and broken masonry studded the pit floor. Hanging in long tangles from the lights above, green-black vines stretched the vertical length of the pit. 

	Above her and set back from the rim so that she could hear but not see them, servants surrounded the upper lip of the fighting pit. On drums huge and small they banged out the ancient rhythms of battle. To the girl, it sounded like the old stone walls were caving in. Before she had passed through the gate, the drums were a hollow rumble in the back of her mind. Now on the pit side, she heard them in full deafening volume. The air shook. With senses peaking from the pitters brew, she could feel every beat and thud rumbling the air, vibrating across her sleek, alabaster skin. The rhythm of the Servants’ war drums called to her, enveloped and overtook her. Her heart synchronized to its beat.

	Above the drummers, somewhere beyond the harsh glare of white lights, watched the Nahgak-Ri, her Divine Masters. At the Masters’ feet would be the Handmaiden—the highest-ranking Servant of the Holy Unity, most honored of any human in the galaxy—and she would be scrutinizing the girl very closely.

	All throughout the pit were hidden an array of small, hidden camera eyes. From what she had been told, every growl, whimper, and drop of blood was transmitted to not only around Nahgohn-Za, but to ships, stations, and worlds throughout the Holy Unity.

	A low-frequency gong announced her combatant entering through an identical gate on the far side of the pit, about twenty meters away. Her opponent was indeed a vleez vermin, one of the infidel races from the Monarchy. Almost two meters tall, it stood erect on long, thick hind legs. Four more limbs extruded from its thorax, ending in dexterous claw-hands. Instead of ears, eyes, and nose, six sense tendrils wriggled from the front and top of its head, like plant stalks ending in a single spade-shaped leaf. The creature was draped in a ragged, soiled tunic. She didn’t know if it was male or female, or if they even had sexes. It was too far away and far too alien for her to read any emotions in its body language. But the way it slowly crept to the platform’s edge seemed timid and uncertain.

	Another deep gong silenced the drums. On a third balcony, higher up and directly between the two combatants on the third wall of the triangular pit, the door slid away. Two godseers stepped out. Bright lights gleamed off the Allseer’s glyph on their ceremonial chest plates. Between them a naked, bloodied man hung suspended, his arms stretched high overhead and fettered to the top of a spine. Rows of sharp, hooking tusks lined each side of the spine, digging into arms, neck, ribs, and legs, keeping him suspended and immobile. The base of the spine was grafted into a hover pod. A biomech lifeform crafted by the Masters for a singular purpose, it was properly called an altar, most khvazol called it the ribs. 

	The godseers positioned the altar to the side of the balcony before taking up stations on either side of it. Their gray hands hovered along the altar’s muscular spine. Next, a tall, imposing figure entered the balcony, the Ihvzohn-Lo, High Overseer of the Labyrinth. His bright crimson ritual headdress and uniform seemed to burn in the harsh lights. 

	“May the Nahgak-Ri see me,” intoned the High Overseer, his amplified voice echoing through the pit. “May the Akuh-Ori, the Gods beyond the Gates, see me now. I am the instrument of Their Divine Will. I am the hand of Their Divine Justice.”

	The godseer to his right stepped up from behind and offered him a curved sacrificial blade, the nihkazza. He held the blade high as spoke.

	“Human, you disobeyed your Zohlun-Lo Overseers, you blasphemed the names of the Nine Akuh-Ori. Trickster has sown ahns seed in your heart, and it has taken root. Allseer has beheld. Star Father has judged. She Who Waits shall wait no longer. With this sacrifice, you will be purged of your taint. Your blood will consecrate this battleground. You will be reborn before the dark mysteries of the Gates, blessed with a new life of eternal service to the Gods.”

	With that, the godseers triggered the altar’s nerve clusters, and the tusks gripping the man’s left torso stabbed in and pulled apart, cracking open his ribcage with ruthless efficiency. Even without amplification, the man’s scream tore through the pit. His wail disintegrated into a sobbing gurgle, then into a wet gasping, and then into silence. Using the nihkazza blade with severe efficiency, the High Overseer sliced free the ritual offering. 

	The Ihzohn-Lo held up the glistening heart in his hand, blood streaming down his gauntlet. He turned and pointed the heart at her opponent. “Vleez, infidel of the Monarchy, by the grace of the Nahgak-Ri, you have been granted life. Fight and emerge victorious, and you shall have the grace to live another day in their Holy Unity.”

	The High Overseer turned and pointed the dripping heart down toward the girl. “Human, you are khvazol, nameless and unseen, created by the Divine Masters in their wisdom and in accordance with Divine Will to serve their Holy Unity. You have chosen the shaft of the Servants. Only with nine victories in the pit can you earn your name and join their ranks. Emerge victorious, and by the grace of the Masters, it shall be granted.”

	The High Overseer tossed the severed heart down into the pit. It landed with a meaty flopping sound on the gravel below.

	“Vleez. Human. You fight on consecrated ground. Should you find yourself before the Shattered Gates of Heaven, may the Gods find you worthy of eternal service.”

	A fourth low gong sounded as the godseers exited back through the gate, taking altar and sacrifice with them. Three chosen crawled out on their hands and knees, taking the godseers’ place at the high balcony, and began cleaning the spilled blood. 

	The drum leader called out, and the pounding rhythms erupted once again. Grandfather Spear’s parting words came back to the girl. She was going to squash that vermin, crack open its skull, and splatter its guts across the pit. She screamed furiously as she leaped from the platform and into the open air. 

	She grasped a nearby vine and swung out over the pit. Using her momentum, she released and threw herself again, arcing down through the sweltering air for a brief, exhilarating moment, before grabbing hold of another. Three weapons lay hidden somewhere at the bottom. She needed to find one first. 

	Using her momentum, the girl launched herself to the next vine tangle. She was already halfway down, and the vleez hadn’t even left the platform yet. She had fought vleez four times already. Some had been drones. Some had been warriors. All had died.

	Grandfather Spear said this was its seventh pit. So it must be a warrior, but it’s being timid like a drone. It wasn’t like Grandfather to mislead her or to steer her from a challenge, but she thought maybe this would be an easier pit than she expected.

	A metallic, rattling cry came from the alien as it sprang off the platform into a tangle of vines. The Vleez weren’t able to breathe the same air as Humans. Those captured by the Unity had a biomech breathing filter grafted over part of their faces. The filter twisted their already hideous voices into a hollowed out, metallic buzzing. 

	Its piercing cry sent tingles up the girl’s spine. Something deep and primal within her detested the Vleez. Every instinct, now jacked and accelerated from the brew, screamed out to crush that thing. From the time she was a small girl crawling through the mines, she had been frightened by stories of the Monarchy. They rejected the Divine Will of the Nine Gods. Their very existence was a blasphemy. Since the ancient times, some say even before the Labyrinths were bored out, they warred with the Old Masters. And most vile of all, it was the Vleez ancestors who allied with Trickster to shatter the Gates of Heaven. Grandfather Spear taught her that where the Masters brought light, order, and unity to the lifeforms of the galaxy, the foul races of the Monarchy sought to only consume, devouring world after world, bringing destruction and chaos. 

	Loosening the grip of her hands and thighs around the vine, she slid down as fast as gravity and friction could allow.

	It wasn’t fast enough.

	When it came to climbing and descending, Vleez hold a distinct advantage over Humans. Six spindly appendages carried her opponent all the way down a vine and onto the rocky floor while she had only descended three-quarters of the way.

	When only a few vertical meters remained, she swung from the vine and landed on a wide flat boulder atop one of three mounds of rock and rubble rising from the triangular pit floor. Her legs were powerful for her age, and she absorbed the shock of landing with ease, ready to spring into an attack or dodge a blow. 

	Above, the war drums thudded their ancient beats. Below, her heart answered with its own insistent throb. She was ready for blood, for death, for victory. But where was the vermin? Skulking behind curtains of vines or rocky mounds? Maybe. Trying to find a weapon to kill her with? Much more likely. 

	The girl scanned around the rubble pile she had landed on, but there was no sign of weapons nearby. All the hanging vines partially obscured her lines of sight to the other two mounds. A glint from the corner of her eye caught her attention. It came from another pile of boulders a little more than ten meters away. Wedged in a crevice between two great rocks near the top, almost entirely out of sight, a blue spark shimmered in the pit’s harsh white light. 

	Not wanting to give up the advantage of the high ground, she sprung from her crouch and caught hold of a nearby vine. Momentum carried her forward to a thicker and heavier tangle. One more strong swing should have gotten her to the rock pile, but she lost her momentum on the thicker vine. 

	She took a quick scan of her battleground, the damn vermin was nowhere. Briefly, she closed her eyes and listened, tried to find the sound of it stalking through the gravel and rocks. Heard nothing but the drums and her own pulse.

	She shifted her weight back and forth, kicking her legs to build up momentum, urging the dark vine to swing in a wider arc. She kicked forward one last time and let go. The balls of her feet landed on uneven rock about a meter below the mound’s top. Heels hung out over open air, hands flailed to find purchase. Desperate fingertips just found a grip of solid stone when the axe came down.

	The vermin’s timing was almost perfect. It sprang from the blind spot on the far side of the boulders, battle axe swinging. The alien’s metallic, buzzing cry pierced her ears as the blade slashed her chest. It was only a fraction of a second off from crushing her ribs and cleaving her heart in two. She fell backward, clutching at air, a scarlet spray of blood trailing her descent as she plunged to the ground. 
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	HEIGHTENED SENSES FELT every rough edge of every pebble slam into the girl’s spine and crack her head. Her vision blurred and spiraled. She gasped, desperate to regain her breath, heart beating out a panicked cadence against her ribs. Only one thought emerged from her stunned mind. Better to die fighting than to live as a hen. 

	The infidel's victorious howl buzzed and rattled above her. The girl prayed the Gods would allow her to pass through the Gates. But as she drew another breath, something in her revolted. She wasn’t dead yet, so she had better keep fighting. Whether by force of will or the brew’s accelerants, her vision cleared enough to see her opponent standing high above.

	The vermin made a mistake. It hesitated. It should have taken her head by now. But first, it wanted to gloat and shake its vile claws at the Masters. 

	Now it would kill her. 

	Raising the axe high above its writhing sense tendrils, it leaped from the top boulder. The axe came slicing down. Its aim was precise, yet the blade scattered only sand and gravel.

	A fraction of a second slower, and she would have been over, another dead girl dripping brains on the pit floor. When she rolled to the side, the blade came so close she could feel the wake of air currents sliding over her scalp, its deadly song humming in her ear.

	She rolled into the creature’s right leg. Trained instincts took control. Pivoting and twisting, she grabbed hold of its claw-foot while her legs snaked around the alien’s hind leg. One more roll and the vleez fell forward. It had four arms to catch itself with, but had to let go of the axe to keep from smashing its metal-grafted face to the ground. 

	In shape and structure, its legs were alien to her own. But like a human, it had joints that bent perfectly well in one direction, while not at all in another. Knowing better than to hesitate, she readjusted for maximum torque, then pulled and twisted on its foot with all her strength. Her chest erupted in agony like daggers were grinding into her ribs. She screamed, and she pulled, and she twisted. When the popping snap finally came, she didn’t know if it was her or the vleez who broke.

	In truth, it was the both of them. For the vleez, it was grossly obvious. The flesh around the claw-foot ripped open, part of its joint tearing through. Thick, dark blood oozed from the twisted open joint, giving off a putrid reek. The alien’s agonized wail would have horrified the young mine rat she had been, sent her screaming and crying down into the tunnels, fleeing that wretched noise. But something broke in her too. The drums, the brew, the pain, the urgent shouting in her head demanding that she not die yet. All fused into an unrelenting bloodlust.

	Tossing aside its dangling foot, she spied the fallen axe. To reach it she needed to navigate around the vermin and its claws. Even if she retrieved it, she would still struggle to wield the heavy axe while the slice across her chest drained her of blood and strength. Realization and movement happened simultaneously. She was scrambling up the rocks as she remembered the blue glint of light hidden near the top of the boulder pile. The girl had heard stories from the pitters of her discipline, but had never found one in any of her pit fights.

	Please be there. Please be a gem. 

	Instead of slowing her climb, the agony in her chest propelled her onward. Her mind’s eye answered every flash of pain with a vision of her dismembering that thing, splattering black blood and guts, coating her hands and face with gore. She ignored the red smears of blood marking her trail up the misshapen boulders. She no longer heard the insistent rumble of drums. Only the harsh thumping of her own heartbeat throbbing in her skull.

	The blue glint of light had come from a small crevice between two rocks at the top of the mound. She thought she could find it again immediately. But when she reached the small summit, nothing looked familiar. Her head swam, and her vision blurred around the edges. Her heartbeat morphed from a war drum to a hammer, pounding behind her eyes. She wanted to scream her fury and frustration, but her breath was shallow, and the scream faltered, unuttered. The glorious rush of ecstatic rage slipped away with the blood pouring from her wound.

	No. No. No. I will find it. I will find a weapon. I will live. I will squash that vermin. And I will have a name. A name of my own.

	She didn’t hear its labored, rattling breath until the claw bit into her ankle. The girl fell hard on her left side as the vleez pulled her leg out from under her. The daggers in her chest swarmed through her arm and down her legs. Her sight blurred further, reducing her vision to a small tunnel of light through the fog, filled with the image of her opponent’s head. The six probing sense tendrils were all she could see of its true face; the respirator masked the rest. It revolted her even as the sharp pain in her ankle enraged. Attempting to return the maiming she had given it, the creature gripped and twisted at her left foot, trying to tear it off. But the vleez twisted the wrong way to do any real damage. 

	She pivoted her hips, turning into the direction the vleez twisted, and slammed her bare right instep into the base of its sense tendrils. Howling in metallic anguish, the vermin released her foot immediately. It went berserk, convulsing against the rock and rubble, splashing black gunk everywhere. She scrambled away, almost pushing herself headfirst over the edge. Her right hand reached out, grasping for a solid handhold, and found what her eyes could not. The crevice.

	After stabilizing her balance atop the boulder, she pulled her head up to meet her hand at the gap between the rocks. Blue pinpoints of light pierced the fog of her vision. The gap was narrow and shallow, but the weapon, whatever it was, still lay just out of reach. Summoning the last of her willpower, she found the strength to jab her hand down into the crevice. The rough-edged rocks scraping away the skin of her hand was a minor discomfort compared to taking an axe to the chest.

	With her hand and arm blocking her view, she couldn’t see where she was reaching. But her whole body knew when she touched the perfectly smooth surface. An electric shock sparked through every part of her, flesh and blood and bone. For a brief moment, the fog of her vision dissolved into complete blackness before her senses exploded back into fierce clarity. She felt as if she had gulped down ten thousand bowls of pitters brew.

	This must be a yarist gem. Oh Gods, it’s far more powerful than I dreamed. The ecstatic rage state she had briefly tasted before now blossomed within her, ready to burst into fire. 

	She gave in to her rage and let the flames consume her. 

	This time she heard the alien’s rattling wheeze before it ambushed her. Prone now, on five unsteady limbs, the vermin crawled toward her across the bloody rocks, foul-smelling, black ooze dripping from its injured claw-foot. With her right hand caught in the crevice gripping the gem and her left side awash with blood, the vleez didn’t hesitate to go for the kill this time.

	It clumsily lurched forward, clamped two of its claw-hands around her neck. When she tried to pry them off with her left, a third claw snatched her wrist. They were face to face again. She could see the hostile fury in the creature. Its tendrils, swollen and puffy from her kick, stood straight on end. The reek of the oozing wound churned her stomach. Its claw-hands tightened around her neck while the tendrils trembled with seemingly vengeful glee. But she was not afraid.

	Even as the infidel sought to squeeze the last living breath from her, the gem continued pouring a strange crackling energy through her body. The girl felt beyond strong. Felt a perfection unlike anything she had known before. She thanked the Divine Masters for creating miracles like the yarist gems, and she thanked the Gods for guiding her to one. By Their grace, at least she’ll kill one more unholy vleez before passing on to serve the Gods beyond the Gates.

	The rocks on either side of the crevice cracked and splintered. An instant later, the cracks erupted into shards and dust as she ripped her hand free. She clutched the small gem in her fist, her fingers outlined with a shimmering blue glow. Her bones felt like steel, her muscles like pistons. The ecstatic blood rage felt better than sex, better than victory. The girl was a being of pure destructive focus, created and wielded by the Divine Masters themselves.

	She slammed her fist into the vermin’s respirator. The metal dented into its face with a terrible creaking sound. Mechanical hisses of gas accompanied its buzzing screams. Her left hand slipped free, and she used it to pull the choking claws from her throat as she continued to hammer the vermin’s head with her right. Her opponent crumpled beneath her attack, falling supine to the rocks. She kicked its abdomen and sent the vermin rolling over the side, cracking against ragged boulders as it fell.

	She leaped down the mound’s rocky slope until she stood right above it. The feeble thing held its arms over its head, a weak and pitiful slew of buzzing syllables issuing from the mangled respirator. It begged for mercy.

	She gave none.

	The fury burned with complete control of her will. Bloody visions came to violent realization. She didn’t remember picking up the fallen axe, only the thrill of feeling it in her hands, the exhilaration of swinging the blade. She hacked into her opponent, again and again, until finally, with its chest cracked, its limbs scattered, and its thick, black blood coating her bare skin and staining her tunic, the last spasmodic death throes settled, and the once-quivering sense tendrils lay motionless in the rubble. 

	Then she took its head. 

	The drums stopped. Victory. Nine victories. 

	Too bad I won’t live long enough to have my name.

	She raised her gore-covered face to the blinding white light above her, to the Divine Masters, to the Handmaiden—her blood-mother—who sat at their feet. She held up the severed head by the limp tendrils for them all to behold.

	“See me!” she screamed, tasting blood. “SEE ME!” The girl threw the head spinning through the air, a spiraling arc of dark blood trailing behind. She lost her balance and fell to her knees. The pit spun around her. 

	“See me,” she gurgled one last time, her own blood gushing up over her lips. The bright lights of the fighting pit dimmed, then scattered, then faded to nothing.
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	“I HAVE A name.” The girl studied her naked and bruised body in the mirror, its edges fogged by the warm steam of the nearby enzyme bath. Focusing on the reflection of her lips, wanting to study the shape of them speaking her name for the first time, she paused, and savored the anticipation. 

	“Sabira. My name is Sabira.” 

	Grandfather Spear had chosen well for her. She loved the sound of it. The sound of an honor she had nearly died for. The sound that was one thing that was truly hers. 

	“Sabira.” 

	Her fingertip brushed the two new glyphs tattooed on her left cheek. One for a victory, one for a name. On the right cheek, the Servants glyph. The three were still puffy and tender. The High Overseer of the Labyrinth himself had marked them on her. Pinnacle Rab Izd and Penultimate Ohrus Izd of the Zol-Ori also attended. Sabira had been astonished to be in their presence a second time. They both said her name. Grandfather Spear was there, along with all the other pitters who had been in discipline with her. A crew of servants from the Zol-Ori drummed for the ceremony as a group of chosen chanted holy scriptures. And in the back corner of the hall, Sabira saw her brood-sister, silent, smiling bravely, unseen by all but her.

	May Mother of Life see you sister. I’m sorry that I probably never will again.

	For years she had dreamed of her naming. The ceremony was over before she’d fully grasped that it had begun. 

	Time passes strangely for the unseen, she thought. For years we labor and train and fight, and it feels bottomless. And then something important happens, something extra gold, all for me, and it begins and ends quicker than a pit fight. But now, she let herself smile, now I have a name. 

	“A name stays,” she said aloud to no one, alone in the small victor’s cell. 

	Talking hurt. A chain of bruises encircled her throat, purple and blue splotches fading to a sickly yellow around the edges. They were barely noticeable compared to the axe wound.

	The scar ran from her left shoulder in a straight, brutal line to below her sternum, cleaving her left breast in two. Seeing her disfigured breast didn’t traumatize her the way she thought it might. Seeing the scar in reflection for this first time felt unreal. That couldn’t really be her, staring back with three new glyphs and one less breast.

	“They’d only just filled out this year.” She thought of her brood-sister and her swelling bosom and how just before her last pit Sabira had fantasized herself, gloriously covered in glyphs and scars.

	The Gods do answer our prayers. 

	Too frightened to touch the puffy flesh of the wound, she reached out to stroke the mirror’s reflection of her ruined breast. The smooth, hard surface of the mirror reminded her of the gem. She didn’t understand how she had broken through stone and crushed metal with her bare hands, how she had survived. She remembered the frenzied bloodlust that burned through her, so much wilder and all consuming than pitters brew. Part of her feared that rush, afraid of losing herself to rage and transforming forever into something . . . brutish, animalistic. Another part of her wanted more.

	She wondered what the pillow would do when he came in. Will he refuse my reward when he sees me? Will the Zohlun-Lo force him?

	Eight times previously, Sabira’s victories had been rewarded by having a pillow and privacy for a full nine-hour shift. She may never know if she had conceived on those occasions, or any other time she drilled. If any human woman was impregnated, the medics would remove it, often in her sleep, and implant the child within a hen. The blood-mother may never know it happened. Never have to stop working, never stop mining, never stop training to kill.

	She had this one sleep shift only in a private room; she knew better than to waste a moment. The room even had its own toilet and bath. A warm enzyme bath all to herself was a rare luxury few in Warrens Zevna would ever know. Only those brave enough to face the pit on their path to joining the Servants. And of those, of course, only those who returned.

	Soon after finishing her bath and donning a new tunic, she heard three sounds in quick succession: the hiss of the front door sliding open, then the sharp crackling of an electric prod, followed by a boy’s pained yelp. She pulled aside the curtain separating the bath from the bedroom to find an overseer’s three yellow eyes staring back at her. The prod crackled again, reminding Sabira of her place, and she lowered her eyes. 

	“Allseer see me, if it isn’t the cheating little mine rat. You should be dead.” The overseer loomed over her, blocking out the corridor light strips from view. “I lost sixty privileges because of you.”

	Sabira darted a glance up at him. He was the younger of the two that had walked her to her last pit. She knew it was against Divine Will to hate the Zohlun-Lo, but her heart betrayed her. She prayed this one sin would not be enough to keep her locked out of the Gates when her day came.

	The overseer kicked the boy hard in his side, grunted at him to get up. The door swooshed closed behind as he left. 

	The pillow rolled onto his back, wincing. A kind face, grimacing in pain, returned her gaze. He was more handsome than the previous eight, deep handsome like her sister predicted, and that brought back a trace of her smile. Only a few glyphs ran down his smooth scalp to his thin, colorless eyebrows. The tattooed glyph of the Pillows marked his right cheek. Slim, but tightly muscled beneath his tunic, he looked like he was maybe the same age as her. As he stood, he clutched at his ribs where the overseer had kicked him.

	“You have a name glyph,” he said. “It’s beautiful. What does it say?”

	“My name is Sabira,” she said, trying to keep from smiling as she approached him. “I just had my naming today.”

	“Sabira. The saber. Extra gold. It fits you,” he said with a hint of a smile, his eyes roving over her. “What warrens you from?”

	“Zevna,” she answered, slyly examining the wide, sharp bridge of his shoulders.

	“Oh, the Diggers. I’m from Warrens Dreena,” he said, “with the Aggies. Sometimes I work crops in the caverns, but there’s a pyramid ship on home leave right now, so my pillow duties have been keeping me busy lately.” 

	A wry twist formed on his lips. “Better than working crops. But even when I do, the overseers don’t work me too hard. They want me to be a pleasing reward for the Pitters and Servants, so they don’t give me the rod all that often. One of the advantages of choosing the Pillows.” 

	He shrugged off his tunic. “So do you like me? Am I a pleasing reward?” 

	“I do.” Sabira reached out and glided her fingers over the smooth skin of his muscled chest, the ripple of his ribcage, carefully avoiding the bright, fresh bruise from the Zohlun-Lo’s boot. She paused abruptly and pulled her hand away, rested it gingerly on her tunic over her disfigured breast.

	“Something wrong?” he asked.

	“I nearly died.” Sabira felt both fearful and relieved to say it out loud. “In my last pit. Was certain I was dead. But now here I am. I even have a name of my own. And for tonight at least, I have this room and you to share it with me.” She sat down on the edge of the cot and picked up the hand drum sitting nearby on the floor. Her first drum, a gift from Grandfather. She tapped out a short faltering beat similar to the rhythms played in the pit. Servant Discipline started tomorrow, and she would be learning the drum as she learned her weapons.

	“Conqueror sees you,” he said. 

	Something about his tone felt off to Sabira. He sounded so much less sincere just then. Well, it wasn’t his sincerity she wanted.

	“For some reason, the Gods have seen me and blessed me, Pillow. I don’t know why under the rocks, or how long it will last, so I will take all I can while the Gods still see me. And I remember you saying something about being a pleasing reward.” 

	She grabbed his hand and pulled him down to the cot next to her, pulled his lips to hers. His hands were strong and sure, his touch thrilled her. The simple glide of his fingertips sent chills up her spine. When his fingers slid up from her waist under her tunic and found her mutilated breast, he froze. His eyes went wide with confusion. He lowered his hands, leaned back from the kiss.

	“What happened?” he asked.

	“I told you, I nearly died in the fighting pit.” Figuring there was no point in being coy, she slid her tunic off and threw it on the cot. She heard him gasp, though he tried to hide it. 

	“It was a vleez,” she said. “With an axe.”

	“Doesn’t it hurt? Aren’t you...” The pillow couldn’t find the words to finish the question and only stared, fixated on her scar.

	“Aren’t I what? Angry? Ashamed? I was angry. But then I cut the vermin’s disgusting head off and showed it to the Divine Masters.” She pushed away and stood again. 

	“What more is there to be angry about?” She craned her neck down to see her scar. “And why should I be ashamed? For earning a name? For earning my way into the Servants and out of this Labyrinth? I may never be pretty, but at least I am somebody.”

	The pillow stood too, slowly approached her. “I don’t think you should be ashamed. That’s not what I mean. Not at all. But maybe . . .” He briefly shut his eyes as he searched for the words. “Maybe you should be angry at the Masters. It’s because of them this happened to you. So they could have your blood for their entertainment, so that they can use your body for their wars. For what? A name? My brood-brother chose to be a pitter too, but he never earned his name. He died in his third fight.” The pillow crossed his arms over his chest, hands rubbing upper arms as if he was trying to warm up. 

	Sabira couldn’t help but wonder if she had faced his nameless brother in the pit, if she had speared him through or choked the last breath from his lungs. She could never know. They had no names, no identities, no stories of who they had been. They were nameless khvazol until the hour they won their ninth pit. And if that ninth victory never came, then all that could ever be left of them were the nameless memories of nameless humans.

	Such was Divine Will. And if she had been the one to slay his brood-brother in the pit, then that was Will too.

	“I didn’t have the courage for it,” he said. “Overseers said I could choose the Pillows or take my chances in the pit. I’ll never have a name like you, but at least I’m still alive. You know the last thing my brood-brother said to me before the overseers took him? ‘Live or die, the Divine Masters will see me.’ Do you really think they ever saw him? Or you? Do you really think the Divine Masters even exist?”

	“Are you insane?” she said through gritted teeth, shoving his chest so he stumbled against the low cot. “What if an overseer heard your blasphemy? You’d be in much worse shape than a scarred tit, you idiot.” She looked to the door, half expecting an overseer to barge in and cart the fool pillow away to the ribs. 

	“Have you ever seen a Divine Master? I don’t know anyone who has,” he whispered. He sat on the bed, brought his knees up to his chest, and crossed his arms over his shins.

	“Grandfather Spear has,” she said, whispering now too. “But he’s been sworn to secrecy. He said they were beyond words, anyway.” She sat next to him again. “And my blood-mother sees them all the time.”

	“Who under the rocks is your blood-mother?”

	“Gunna, Handmaiden to the Divine Masters.” 

	His jaw dropped. 

	“It’s true. Look, you can even see the glyph.” She bent her neck, so he could see her blood glyph atop her scalp.

	“Are you going to report what I said to the Overseers?” Worry trembled in his eyes.

	Sabira remembered the ritual sacrifice before each pit. The screams and the wet, meaty slap of heart against stone.

	“No. I should, you know, if I was smart. Overseers find out I didn’t report your blasphemy, they wouldn’t even bother wiping your blood out of the ribs before they stuck me in next. 

	“Besides it’s not your heart I’m trying to get to. No, Pillow, I’m not going to report your sin.” She slowly draped her hand down his chest to his lower belly. “Not as long as you give me my just reward—my pleasing reward. Like I said, I’m victorious, and I have a name.” Sabira lowered the boy’s feet down off the cot and swung her leg around, straddling him. 

	“My name is Sabira, and godsdammit I’m still alive.” She pushed him down on the bed, hard. “I’m alive, and I’m going to see the stars, and I want to celebrate. And I want you, you foolish pillow-boy driller with the pretty face. I want you to celebrate with me.” 

	The pillows Sabira had been with before had been deep talented, but they drilled with a sense of duty. A pleasing one, but a duty nonetheless. Talented and dutiful is what drilling came to mean for her. 

	This was different. She didn’t understand why or how at first, caught up in the bliss of his touch, his movements. When they locked eyes, the mystery of him became clear. He was there with her now, inside her now, seeing her now, like no one ever had. His passion was for her, not for duty or Dancer or any other God. She gave him her passion too, giving in and opening up completely like she never had before. And for a fragile, electrified moment, there were no Gods and no Masters. They belonged only to each other.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	6.

	 

	 

	LATER, AFTER HER reward was spent completely, they lay curled together, each knowing these were the last moments they would ever share. The light strips on the ceiling were dialed low, shedding just enough light for them to make out the intertwined lines of their bodies.

	“You’ve earned your reward,” he whispered. “Have I earned mine? You won’t snitch on me?”

	“No, of course not. But you should never say anything like that again. Never. The seed of Trickster has taken root in your heart. So you’d better be careful, Pillow. Even if the Overseers never find out, the Gods will know. And when you die and go before the Gates, They’ll see your heart, and They won’t let you in. Even a pretty boy like you.” She punctuated her warning with a playful bite on his nose. 

	The boy laughed, and it turned into a yawn. He stretched and repositioned himself closer to her. “And how does a pitter from Warrens Zevna know so much about the Gods?” 

	“Because Grandfather Spear told me,” she said, fighting the urge to start yawning herself. Her fingertip traced little spirals, gliding across his smooth, tattooed scalp. “And I’m not a pitter anymore. I’m in the Servants now.”

	“You’re right, of course. But what does the grandfather of a newly glyphed servant know about the Gods?”

	“Everything. He knows Their names. He knows Their Will. He knows Their stories,” she said. “Do you want to hear Their story? It’s our story too.”

	“Sure, tell me a story.” He cupped her wounded breast in his hand. She felt her own heartbeat against his palm.

	“Grandfather Spear says that many thousands of years ago there were the Nahg, the Old Masters. This is before the Divine Masters, before the infidels shattered the Gates of Heaven. The Nahg were the masters of machines. They thought they were wise and powerful, but they were lazy and weak, and they fought among themselves with their terrible war machines. 

	“And then the Gods came from the Gates to gift the Old Masters with Their Divine Will. But the Nahg rejected Will and went to war with the Gods. Which they lost. Badly. First, the Gods destroyed their war machines. Second, the Gods destroyed their world, the world-above.” She pointed at the ceiling. “And third, the Gods destroyed the Old Masters. Only nine times nine were spared, the wisest and noblest of the Nahg. The Gods had chosen them to spread Their Will throughout the galaxy. They gave them the gift of mastery over life, and that is how the Nahg became the Nahgak-Ri, the Divine Masters.

	“The Divine Masters knew that if they were to spread Divine Will throughout the stars and unify the galaxy, they would need soldiers. And even more workers. There were so few of them, and Divine Will forbade using machines to do what the living could do, so they dug deep underground and started the First Labyrinth. There in the tunnels, the Divine Masters created humanity to be the workers and the enforcers of Divine Will. Grandfather says that humans are uniquely blessed: We know our place in the universe, when so many wander the stars, lost and confused, separated from the Will. Living without meaning.”

	“I know what comes next,” the boy said, his words slow and sleepy. “Star Father dropped a giant pile of stinking shit and made the first Overseer.”

	“Boy, what is wrong with you? Listen, you need to hear this. There was also Rohkahv Trickster among the Gods. And while the Divine Masters were creating Humans in the First Labyrinth, Trickster crept through the tunnels unseen. Ahn found the first men and women and played ahns trick. In each of their hearts, Trickster planted the seeds of defiance and doubt. Grandfather Spear says we must never let Trickster’s seeds take root and bloom in our hearts or else we will be lost to Will. Lost to our place in the universe.”

	“Our place in the universe is shit,” he sighed. “We’re khvazol. Nameless . . . Unseen . . . What’s so great about that?”

	She felt like she should say something, but wasn’t sure how to respond to questions that shouldn’t be asked. Sabira had never heard anyone speak this way. Any human who dared to say half of his blasphemies soon found themselves in the ribs. 

	“That’s why you have to devote yourself completely, body and heart, to Divine Will. My grandfather grew up with the Diggers just like me. But now he travels the stars. He has a name. He has honors and privileges that would make even a chosen jealous. Our place in Divine Will is a gift, if you have faith.” 

	The pillow lay beside her, quiet and unmoving, for a long time before speaking again. “Does this mean that you’re going to report me to the Overseers after all?”

	“No.” But godsdammit, you’re not making it easy. “It’s not that. I just don’t like blasphemy. I don’t want to think about what will happen to you if . . . I won’t snitch. Just be careful who you talk to. Probably better if you just don’t talk at all.” She turned over and rested her head on his chest. “You shouldn’t say those things again. I don’t know why you said it to me.”

	“I know. I see you. And I’m sorry. You’re a good storyteller. I didn’t mean to ruin it.”

	“You think I’m a good storyteller?” she asked. “No one’s ever told me that before.”

	“Since you promise not to snitch, I've got a story for you too.” He yawned deeply. “If I don’t fall asleep first. Look at me. Yes, come on, really look at me. Now say ‘zaicha.’”

	“Zaicha? Like the old hen’s tales? Little rat-like beast with the long ears and all the hair? Steals the vegetables out of the caverns when the Aggies aren’t looking?”

	“That’s the one. Look me right in the eye, and say it,” he said, even though he barely had his own eyes open to look at her. 

	Sabira did as he asked. “Zaicha. Now, why am I doing this? And how is this a story?”

	“My hen-mother used to tell me those old hen’s tales.” He caressed the back of her neck as he spoke. “I was a mine rat at the time. She’d tell all her broods those stories. But I was the only one . . . only child she’d call her zaicha. She called all her brood names from the old tales. Our little secret . . . Do you see me? That’s my story. I’ve got one, too. My name . . .”—he yawned again, slowly and quietly—“is Zaicha.” 

	Sabira felt him soften, his breath becoming slow and deep as he drifted into sleep beside her. She lifted her head and propped up on her elbow. Studied his face in the dim light. No victory glyphs, no name glyphs, no scars. No blood.

	How could he say he has a name? Have I made a mistake?

	For a long time, she lay on her back looking at the scratched ceiling and the dim light strips, the pillow’s words repeating in her head. Even by the time she finally fell asleep, she wasn’t clear at all how she felt about it.

	Sabira dreamt she was with her brood-sister. It was a recurring dream she’d been having recently. They were both round and heavy, their pregnant bellies ready to burst. Her sister delivered first. Two boys and a girl, all beautiful and healthy and strong. 

	The girl was very proud of her sister. But something went wrong inside her. The girl screamed and screamed in pain. She cried for help from the Medics and her brood-sister. But she was all alone. Her stretched, overripe belly ripped open, and thousands of insects swarmed out, crawling and buzzing, antennae flailing. When the baby’s head emerged from her glistening wound, horned and scaled, looking hungrily at her breasts with orange, slitted eyes, she woke up gasping, struggling to breathe. 

	Just a nightmare, she told herself. Just a dream that will never come true. Go back to sleep. 

	Servant Discipline began next shift. She would be taken to a whole new Labyrinth and most likely would never see her brood-sister or this pretty pillow again. And in a year, when discipline was completed, it wasn’t underground pits and endless tunnels that awaited her, but the most fantastic things a human could imagine. Things she only knew of from Grandfather’s stories: the world-above, the boundless sky, an infinity of stars.

	And war. 

	It was everything she ever wanted. And there, in her victor’s private cell, curled up beside her sleeping reward, she was afraid. All she knew were mines and Overseers, digging and fighting. Always in the same tunnels, always surrounded by the same faces. Tomorrow it would all be gone. 

	Savoring the sound of the one thing in the galaxy that was hers, she whispered into the dark.

	“My name is Sabira.”

	 

	
    

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Sabira’s adventures continue in

	Part 2: Infiltration Crew

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	AFTERWORD

	 

	 

	THANK YOU SO much. You took a chance on a new author and I truly hope you enjoyed this first installment of my four-part novella series. Please let the world know what you think about it by leaving an honest review here on the Amazon book page. Even a short review means a ton to new and experienced authors alike.

	Sabira’s adventures as a Servant of the Divine Masters has only just begun. You can purchase the next installment, Part 2: Infiltration Crew right now, right here. Alien worlds, biomech war beasts, and a deeper look into the world of the Servants await you. I know that Part 1 was fairly short, being just a novelette meant to give an introduction to the world and characters. If you enjoyed, the next three novella installments will be two to three times longer. If you didn’t enjoy so much, well at least this was short and cheap. 

	While we’re at it, please sign up for my email newsletter to get all the latest news on upcoming releases and deals from Void Forms Media. I promise never to spam you with endless emails and to never give away, share, or sell off your email address. (You should get a welcome email immediately after signing up. Please check your spam folder if you don’t see it.)

	And finally, please come by and say hi on my website at BryanSGlosemeyer.com, on Facebook, and Instagram.

	Thank you and hang in there.
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