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      They walked Karaquin’s streets as a servant. They lowered their head, cowed by the fierce heat from the twin suns. A servant, nothing more and everything at the same time. In the past, they’d walked with the arrogance of someone who believed they had agency. Their ego needed aspiration. Needed to believe they were in control. But the galaxy served much larger forces than the individual. Larger and greater. A servant played a much nobler role than an agent. A servant multiplied, while an agent stood alone, living the delusion that they mattered.

      Life as a cog in a massive machine was much simpler. A shared responsibility. It gave them companions along their collective path to greatness.

      Reaching their destination wouldn’t be a problem. Even with their head lowered and their hood up. The few metres of visibility was enough to put one foot in front of the other. Another vast cruiser passed overhead. Its massive engines released a deep and pulsing throb that damn near loosened the teeth from their jaw. It shook the walls of the surrounding buildings. It rattled the metal roofs. None of its passengers could see their face. They’d not even notice them in the crowd. They walked as just another being among many. They had no need for personal identity. But that didn’t mean the city couldn’t use it against them. Especially if the drones caught footage of their face.

      Beings packed the streets from one side to the other. It made for slow going as they weaved through the crowd. Even with their head down, they maintained a peripheral awareness. They ducked a long horn as they passed a creature on their left. White and curved, the tip sharp enough to remove an eye. Or to hook a hood and expose a face. A stumbling brute closed in. The ground shook from its heavy steps. They shifted aside as it came near. The clumsy oaf could find someone else to flatten. A family of skittering critters weaved through their legs. Small, furry. They held their foot aloft for a beat longer than usual. Sure, they’d have loved to stamp down on the dumb rodents. Teach them to look where they’re going next time. But as the grey being in the crowd, they didn’t need scrutiny. The city’s guards could watch security footage for days and they’d not identify them. In a place where anonymity was a privilege, they’d tricked the system. Stolen their privacy from a nosy regime. They’d passed guards, and they’d not noticed. They understood their attire. Too hot to keep your head exposed and raised. Why would it even register as someone trying to hide? Besides, they had a face within the shadow of their hood. There for any to see, should a guard get curious. All part of the trick. Pretend you had nothing to hide, and they never got curious.

      And the drones? They didn’t stand a chance. Not with the scrambler in their right pocket.

      Of course, they might get stopped. Might run into an overzealous guard who saw it as their duty to interrogate the most innocent of citizens. But they had a failsafe plan. They’d turn the tables. Knock the guard on their arse and interrogate them. What did they have to hide? How dare they cover their face? Their guard’s uniform included a face mask. What gave them the right to question another’s choice to remain anonymous? And they had the audacity to call that peaceful policing?

      Karaquin’s heat. A constant oppressor. It boiled them inside their hessian robe. Their salty sweat burned their eyes. Their hands twitched. They could pull back their hood. Just for a second. A release valve. Only the gentlest of breezes snaked through the city’s streets, but even that could provide a tickle of relief.

      Despite repeated blinks, their stinging eyes blurred their vision. They kicked a skittering being. It yelped. It turned and scowled at them. Scorned. What had they done to deserve such an attack? But if they’d meant it, there was no chance the stupid creature would have been able to yell. Maybe they should look where they were goin⁠—

      They slammed into a being twice their size. It spun them like a top and drove the air from their lungs with a booming bark.

      The servant gritted their teeth. Their shoulder throbbed; their eyes stung. But they kept their head down. They kept their hood up. The being they’d just slammed into turned on them with a series of hissing clicks. But servants didn’t fight. They didn’t settle scores.

      The servant turned left onto a wider street. But despite the extra room, Karaquin’s citizens filled every space like water into cracks. Cooking meat sizzled on hot griddles. They added to the chorus of squawks, shrieks, and chatter. A drone’s busy hum cut through on a different frequency. A baseline skimming beneath the chaos. It passed on their right, pulling the servant’s shoulders to their neck. They held themselves as if they had something to hide, but so did every other being. Peaceful policing didn’t remove the guards’ oppressive scrutiny and fierce condemnation; it just meant they asked questions first and shot second. But the scrambler would blur their face. They could even use it to send a drone away.

      They lifted their head as the drone passed. They broke through a cloud of sweet and cloying smoke. An overcooked steak, marinated in something so sugary it tightened the knots in their stomach. Such a strong flavour would no doubt hide the taste. Would help disguise the rancid meat they were trying to sell. This temperature turned meat bad in a matter of hours. Karaquin’s street vendors catered to the most robust of digestive systems.

      The next griddle kicked out a sharp and acidic tang. It lifted the taste of soured milk along their tongue. It dragged bile into their throat. They cleared it with a cough, catching the attention of a lumbering wooly quadruped. It fixed them with a trio of narrowed eyes, their flat face lacerated by a crisscrossing of scars. The servant ducked down another street, leaving the beast and the reek behind.

      The servant’s translator chip processed many of the surrounding voices. For what good it did. The maddening and multilayered cacophony smashed together inside their skull as a disorientating white noise. Traders. Beings trying to steal a living. Families. Screaming children. Arguing citizens. Another freighter passed overhead. The vast vessel rumbled as it came in to land. The hum of another drone. They turned away when it drew near.

      They’d walked these streets thousands of times. They’d not yet gotten used to the sensory assault.

      As they drew closer to their destination, their stomach knotted tighter. Maybe they should turn around? Seek redemption. But from where? From whom? A slight twist commanded their torso. They could go another way. But they couldn’t. Of course they couldn’t. They’d chosen this life. They’d committed to the cause. It was too late to back out. For now, and for evermore, they served the void.
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      “For the palace!” Gando muttered it beneath his breath as he walked the high paths with his small team. Those on the walkways accepted the guards, but they didn’t need his mantra rammed down their throats. Not everyone believed the palace helped. That was because Karaquin had a short memory.

      The commercial and residential districts above, the slums stretched away from them down the hill. Ran all the way to the acid lake at the city’s lowest point. You could measure a citizen’s wealth based on their proximity to the corrosive pool.

      Whenever they apprehended criminals, they invariably chased after them downhill. Followed them through the maddening maze of temporary structures that most of Karaquin’s population called home. And while those on the walkways had grown used to the palace uniform, the slum-dwellers aggressively rejected it. Who did they think they were, invading their habitat whenever they pleased? What did they know of life outside of the palace? And why should they bow to the will of a ruling queen?

      The walkways ran around the city’s middle like a belt. Many called it the poverty line. Many guards called it the crime line. Gando rejected that judgement, even when the statistics proved it to be correct. Those who lived in comfort rarely had a desire to break the law. Crime and desperation went hand in glove.

      Salamandiun’s palace overlooked everything. It sat on a rocky hill that jutted into the sky to form a podium on which they’d built their royal monument. Most mornings, mist cloaked the impressive structure. With the progression of every day, the heat from Karaquin’s twin suns burned it away, revealing its opalescent brilliance. Its towers reached hundreds of metres into the sky, ending in points like it had dripped from the heavens. Forged by the gods. It overlooked Karaquin like a protector.

      Although one being’s protector was another’s oppressor.

      They passed another squad of four guards and two drones. Gando dipped his head. His colleagues returned the gesture. Their uniforms had the same pearlescent glow as the palace. A red and yellow stripe ran down their centre from head to toe, breaking only when it reached their mirrored visors. Different sized and shaped beings, they were all united by their uniform and their anonymity. A palace privilege. The other citizens had to keep their identities on display. Also, while the uniforms hid their identities from those who might target them, it served a greater purpose for Gando. It made being a guard about the uniform and not the being inside. As soon as egos got involved, policing became about something more than service.

      “So”—Smiss nudged Gando—“what’s today’s plan?”

      Jaxeng walked a pace behind them, Kongt at her side. She scanned their surroundings. “You know the drill, Smiss. We might be the royal guards, but⁠—”

      “We still do the grunt work. Yeah, yeah, I get it.” He removed his blaster from its holster. Several citizens withdrew from his open display. “So, point me toward the action.”

      “We react to crime, Smiss. We don’t chase it.”

      “All a bit passive, really, isn’t it? A bit weak.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with our justice system.”

      “Ah”—he clasped his hands together in front of his chest while still clinging to his blaster—“Daddy’s utopian legacy.”

      Gando clenched his hands into fists. “Don’t start. And put your weapon away. You’re making the citizens nervous.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. Have you ever thought the current way of doing things might have run its course? Maybe there’s another wa⁠—”

      Gando silenced Smiss with a raised hand. The small screen on his HUD connected to the drone following the bounty hunter’s tick. “We’re up. You think your manifesto can wait for another time?”

      Smiss’ visor gave Gando little more than his own distorted reflection. However, he couldn’t hide the facetious twist of his head.

      Gando pulled his hoverboard from the sling on his back and threw it down. It bounced beneath his weight. He waited for the others to step onto theirs. “Ready?”

      Jaxeng and Kongt gave him a thumbs up. Smiss felt for his blaster in his holster before he raised his long thumb. A foot taller than Gando, but the towering guard carried little bulk. He held his long body in a serpentine twist.

      “For the palace!” Gando leaned forward and led the others off the high path.

      They raced into the slums. Dust and debris swirled in the air, disturbed by their passing. The lower they went, the narrower the streets. Temporary shelters that had become permanent homes encroached on their path. Tin roofs jutted out like guillotines. Gando slalomed left and right. “Be careful of the roofs.”

      Smiss tutted. “You say that every time.”

      “So would you if you’d seen as many decapitations as I have. These roofs have killed seventy-e⁠—”

      “—eight guards in the past year. I know!” Smiss matched Gando’s twisting descent. He ducked a razor-sharp roof. “More fool them.”

      Gando crossed a small stream of urine that kicked up a spray with his passing.

      The path straightened out. Gando glanced at his watch. The drone had locked onto the bounty hunter’s tick. It flew about a metre behind its tentacled target. Now it had gotten a lock, the criminal stood no chance of shaking it off.

      Their target had a spherical body that sprouted twelve long tentacles. If it stretched out, it’d be twenty feet tall. In motion, it barrelled along as a rolling, slapping ball of chaos. Its tentacles propelled it forward like a landslide. A thick brown hide on one side, light tan beneath. Suckers ran along the underside of its thick limbs. The brute had the power and size to crush a small fighter ship.

      The criminal took a right turn too wide. It slid into a cluster of temporary homes. The beings inside screamed.

      “We need to hurry!”

      “Why?” Smiss laughed. “It looks like it’s doing us a favour. I say we should level every one of these shit-hole dwellings.”

      “And that’s why you’ll never be put in charge of anything.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Gando led them right around a bend, their target and the drone now in sight. “I really have to spell it out? Again. Your fear clouds your judgement.”

      “I don’t fear them.”

      Kongt laughed. “Whatever you say, Smiss.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Duck!” Their target threw a wild swipe at a home on its right. It sent a sheet of steel spinning towards them. It flew over Gando’s head and embedded in one of the high path’s concrete supporting pillars.

      “End this now, Gando. Shoot it!”

      “No!” Gando wobbled from where he shook his head. “Peaceful policing.”

      Smiss responded with a derisive snort. “You call this peaceful? And what does our approach matter? I’m not sure they could hate us any more, so we might as well show them who’s boss.”

      The tentacled monstrosity charged through a wall as if it weren’t there. It lashed out, peppering Gando with a spray of bricks and rubble.

      Smiss clung to his blaster. “I bet they’d thank us for stopping this destruction.”

      “Hear that?” Gando cupped the side of his helmet as if it would help Smiss hear better. The call from the slums. A background noise that had grown louder the deeper they went.

      “They always bang pots and pans.”

      “And that tells you they want us to shoot one of their own?” A red target flashed through Gando’s HUD. Immediate danger. Over to his right. Several beings gathered around. One hunched down. It pulled against something. It paused. It looked up. “Shit! Smiss!”

      The reply came with a crackle of connection. “What?”

      “Duck!”

      Smiss ducked at the elasticised twang! as the wooden stake, a metre thick, shot across their path where his head had just been. The missile took down at least three houses on the other side of the street.

      “Jeez.” Smiss looked back as he stood up again. His board wobbled. “That would have taken my fucking head off.”

      And might have done everyone a favour. Gando had to shout to be heard over the clatter of steel. Of pots, pans, and deep metal drums. “Put your blaster away!” He twisted left and right through a dogleg in their narrow path. Kept them heading downhill on the bounty’s tail.

      “They just tried to kill me.”

      “Probably because you’re holding that thing. And what threat do they pose, really?”

      “Did you just see what happened?”

      “I didn’t, but my early warning system did.”

      “Your point?”

      “We have enough technology to nullify their attacks, Smiss.”

      “You’re too soft.”

      “Violence is a last resort.” Gando leaned left, into his next sharp bend. A collection of younglings played in the dusty street. He switched to loudspeaker. “Out of the way, by order of the Queen’s Guard!”

      The kids moved. Three beings rolled a steel barrier across their path. Gando steered right. Headed for a small wall. He leaned back, raising his board’s front. He hit the wall. It launched him three metres into the air. He sailed over the temporary blockade.

      The path bent right. It ran beneath a canopy formed by two tin roofs. Gando leaned forward to bring himself down quicker. He absorbed the shock of his landing with bent legs.

      The bounty sent another spray of rubble back at them. A large chunk hit Gando’s helmet. He swayed before regaining his balance. The radio crackled as if it might disconnect. “You all okay back there?”

      “Fine.”

      “Yep.”

      “Smiss?”

      “Just worry about yourself.”

      Another target flashed on Gando’s left. A rock fired from a catapult. It sailed hopelessly wide. “See.”

      Smiss said, “See what?”

      “How can you think about firing on the citizens. They have rocks and spears. We have cannons and blasters.”

      “That sounds like an effective way to end a war.”

      “And fertile soil for cultivating a rebellion.”

      “Says who? You? Daddy?”

      Again, Jaxeng cut in. “Says history, Smiss. We live in peaceful times. We should do all we can to keep it that way.”

      “Thank you, Jaxeng.”

      “I think Gando’s too soft.” Smiss raised his blaster again.

      “No!” Gando showed him his hand.

      “They’re firing at us.”

      “Rocks, Smiss. Not plasma.”

      “They need to be taught a lesson.”

      “Smiss! Lower your weapon.” Gando pressed the button next to his chest.

      “What? You deactivated me?”

      “I told you not to shoot.”

      “What if I need to?”

      “You’d best hope you don’t.”

      “You’re too trusting.”

      “I don’t trust you. Now, we have our target. Focus on that. Jaxeng, Kongt, everything okay?”

      “All good.”

      “Yep.”

      Another launched rock burst from the collection of huts on their left. It hit the dusty ground well before it reached them. It rolled across their path.

      Gando followed the barrelling bounty and turned right down another tight path. The tentacled brute remained about one hundred metres ahead. All the while, the tracking drone stayed close.

      Eighty metres from their target. Gando’s hoverboard bounced and bobbed along the uneven path.

      The slapping, rolling, tentacled monstrosity took the next turn too wide again. It smashed into several more homes. It sent the steel roofs away like cards in a hurricane. It toppled fragile walls. More beings wailed at becoming instantly homeless.

      The bounty kept going. They threw out a limb and grabbed a tall concrete pillar. Pulled themselves on. They whacked the thick support as they left it behind. They sent back a chunk as tall as Gando. It spun past the four guards and levelled several more homes.

      The five-metre-tall pillar leaned left. Toward the homes their target had already destroyed. Toward the exposed beings, who were too distraught to move.

      Gando drew his cannon.

      “So it’s all right for you to shoot?”

      “Shut up, Smiss.” He closed one eye and aimed at the pillar. He fired. His green blast turned the tall structure to rubble.

      “That pillar was about to crush them.”

      “A few less makes the city⁠—”

      “Don’t, Smiss.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t even say that, you entitled prick. What gives you the right to judge them as lesser than you?”

      Smiss grunted. “You live in a naïve fantasy world. Destroy the slums and we eradicate crime.” He grunted again as another rock caught him on the side of his helmet.

      “And you’re calling me naïve? You simplistic fool. Besides, I’ve seen what happens when guards get above themselves. Don’t forget who’s in charge here. You’re a skilled guard, but your attitude stinks. We serve the city. Forget that, and you’ll be cleaning the palace’s floors for the rest of your working life.”

      The path dropped away from them. The tentacled beast pulled in its limbs. It rolled like a rock, gathering momentum as it hurtled downhill, towards more homes and a plaza.

      Gando’s ears rang with the rattling clang of metal.

      Jaxeng came through on the radio. “Gando, take the shot now. This target’s causing too much damage.”

      Gando turned his cannon around. Aimed down the hill. Pulled the trigger. It released the net with a whomp!

      As spherical as their target and no larger than a vartleball, the compressed net chased after the criminal.

      The drone lifted at the last moment. Pulled straight up as the net opened. But it missed their target. It wrapped around a steel bridge’s strut.

      Whomp!

      Smiss fired his net. He might be a prick, but he had the best aim. The net closed around their target like a massive fist.

      The tentacled criminal thrashed and twisted. It pulled the net tighter. Strapped them up and brought them to a halt in the plaza like a joint ready for roasting. “See, Smiss.”

      “See what?”

      “No being needed to get hurt.” Gando brought his hoverboard to a halt. Smiss next, Kongt, and then Jaxeng. His board bounced when he stepped off onto the dusty ground. But before he approached their target, Kongt came through on the radio.

      “Uh …”

      Many alleys led away from the plaza. Shadowy, narrow walkways between the shelters. So dark, the beings filling them were little more than silhouettes. Until they stepped into the light.

      Accompanied by the clatter of steel, they came from every path. They carried crude weapons. Bats. Blades. Slingshots. They even came from behind, blocking off their escape.

      “Any chance you might activate my blaster now?”

      “No, Smiss. Peaceful policing, you know the drill.”

      “Is there such a thing as taking a peaceful beating? Or worse.”

      “It won’t come to that. And there’s no need to turn this into a massacre. We have weapons that would humble anything they have. To use them is the pursuit of a coward.”

      “The pursuit of a being who values order.”

      “Who values subservience.”

      “If it makes my planet a safer place.”

      “Your planet? What about their planet?”

      Jaxeng tutted. “Will you two shut up?”

      Smiss jumped off his hoverboard. He turned on the spot. Dozens of beings surrounded them.

      The first citizen to speak had a deep and roaring boom. “Cowards!” Covered in brown fur, they walked on all fours. They had biceps as large as Gando’s helmet. “You come here with your weapons and hide your faces. Someone brave would show themselves.”

      Smiss’ voice trembled. “Don’t even think about taking off your helmet, Gando. Show them we have a human among us and there’s no chance we’re walking away from this.”

      The second citizen hovered with rapidly flapping transparent wings. The light reflected off them like oil on water. “You come out here and take innocent beings.”

      “Innocent.” Gando pointed at the knot of tentacles in the net. “This one has been stealing from you all. We believe in order. In justice. They’ll pay for their crimes.”

      “If we let you leave.” The next creature stood two feet tall. Emboldened by being a part of the crowd, the small, green-skinned cretin had tiny horns and sharp teeth.

      “Gando, please reactivate my weapon.”

      “No, Smiss. I won’t let this turn violent.”

      “Maybe it needs to.” Smiss switched to his loudspeaker. “Maybe we need to show these ungrateful fucks when they’ve crossed the line.” He raised his blaster. The citizens withdrew into their alleys.

      Gando responded through his loudspeaker. “Put down your weapon.”

      “Why?” Smiss pointed at their prisoner. “We’re trying to keep their streets clean, and this is how they repay us?”

      The tentacled prisoner snorted. Twisted in their net so they could better see Smiss. “You want to keep the streets clean? Then start by removing filth like you.”

      Smiss dropped his blaster and charged. Taller than Gando by a head, the skinny Halthrusian used his long body to add leverage to his kick. He caught the tentacled prisoner clean, his blow landing with a thud.

      “Smiss!” Gando ran at his second in command as he drove another kick into their prisoner. “Stop it!”

      Before Smiss could kick their prisoner a third time, Gando shoved him to the dusty ground. “What’s gotten into you? This isn’t how we work.”

      “Then maybe things should change. Because of you and your bullshit ideologies, this city’s going to shit.”

      The citizens reemerged from their alleys. They edged out onto the plaza. “Violence only breeds violence. Any being who thinks otherwise is a fool.”

      “Maybe it’s time for you to step down. Your methods don’t work.” Smiss got back on his feet. He closed in on the prisoner.

      Gando aimed his blaster at him and flicked back to loudspeaker. “We don’t attack our prisoners.”

      “No, we just attack one another.”

      “You’re out of control, Smiss. Now step down!” He kept his blaster raised. He guided Smiss away from the prisoner and back to his hoverboard.

      When he turned around again, he froze. “Shit!” The citizens had come fully into the plaza. They surrounded the prisoner. Many stood in defiance with folded arms and raised chins.

      Smiss snorted another derisive laugh. “What now, boss? How’s peaceful policing going to get that prisoner out of there? Or will you walk away and show them they’ve won?”

      Gando’s heart hammered. He released a long sigh.

      “Well,” Smiss said, “what now, hotshot?”
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      They ran their long finger along their jawline. With their tip, they found the lump of cold metal directly beneath their right ear. They held it there and counted their steps to the alley. They marched in time with their beating heart.

      Two … One.

      The button activated their digital visor with a low hum. It turned the world sepia-toned. They could take a risk in such a quiet alley. No guards here. They could be as anonymous as they liked. It made them unrecognisable to anyone else. The palace understood privacy’s worth. An anonymous servant could act with impunity. They were merely the messenger. A cog in the machine. And the void was a machine they’d make so robust, the palace would be no match for its might.

      The servant pulled back their narrow shoulders. Raised their chin. Lengthened their bipedal stride. They ruled this alley. They shared it with just one other.

      The guard, their guard, lowered his focus at their approach, as per his conditioning. Just approaching him made their stomach churn. But they maintained poise. The void owned this alley. One day, it would own the entire fucking planet.

      The guard stood a few feet taller than them and almost twice their width. Stretch marks streaked his bulging biceps. In his four arms, he held the power to rip up trees. But he deferred to the void’s servant. Head down. Wide mouth shut. As per his conditioning. He jumped at the servant’s scrambled voice. At the hiss of grating static. “It’s done?”

      The guard snapped his heels together. Brought his saluting fingers to his temple. “It’s done. To the void!” His green eyes glowed. Empowered by his service.

      Another twist ran through the servant’s body. Were they really doing the right thing? They could turn around now. Face the consequences. Eternal suffering. But what good would it do? They’d already set everything in motion. The void could find another servant. They nodded back at their guard. “We serve the void.”

      “We serv⁠—”

      Whoosh. The servant hit the door’s button, cutting off the guard and giving them access to their private room. They entered and shut the door. They trembled almost as much as their restrained prisoner.

      The room’s glare stung the servant’s sweat-sore eyes. The gold-plated walls, floor, and ceiling sparkled from the single bulb’s glow. The small cell stood almost empty save for a couple of hooks and chains, which they’d used to restrain the prisoner. Function over form. The floor panel’s maddening spiral swirled to a star in its centre.

      The prisoner cried freely. Stared at the servant’s anonymity mask like she sensed the reluctance in their hearts. But what did she expect? That they’d stop now? Go against the Ringdell Group? Deny the void? That path led to incomprehensible consequences. A trip to a place without words. Suffering beyond meaning. Even if their old self was loyal to Karaquin, they’d switched sides. Crossing that line was a one-way trip.

      “Please.” Her chains rattled with her twisting. The guard had cuffed all six of the prisoner’s wrists. They’d left her pair of stumpy legs untethered. The prisoner stamped on the gold star. “Please, let me go.”

      More chains hung from the walls. They’d be able to restrain a being with twice as many limbs.

      The prisoner stepped as far forward as her chains would stretch. “I’ll do anything to get out of here.” Her distress turned her into a bubbling cauldron of spit, snot, and tears. “Anything.”

      The metal room’s acoustics sharpened the servant’s scrambled voice. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      The prisoner’s two chunky trunks hung down either side of her small mouth. Flaccid, they lay against her thick grey skin. The prisoner shivered as if she had hypothermia. It rattled her chains. A monsoon of grief swirled through her massive brown eyes. “Then tell me why I’m here?” She stepped forward. For a second time, her chains halted her with a ringing snap. “What have I done to deserve this? How have I wronged you?”

      “You’re one of the lucky ones.” The servant’s crackled and amplified voice set even their own nerves on edge.

      The prisoner’s eyes widened.

      They ran a long finger along their jawline. Rested it on the small lump of the anonymity mask’s control button. A minor concession to the panicked being. Without the mask, they’d have a calmer voice. They’d be able to make eye contact. What did it matter if they revealed their identity? If they offered the prisoner that small compassion? It wasn’t like they’d be able to tell anyone who they were. Not even the void could give a voice to the dead.

      But they pulled their finger away. The time for trepidation and regret had long passed. They were as powerless as the prisoner. They’d set the wheels in motion. No one could stop this giant machine’s cogs from turning. Remorse lived on a different timeline.

      The prisoner’s deep eyes narrowed. She’d sensed their weakness. Their change of hearts. And, as their hand fell to their side, their switch back to the executioner who’d entered the room. Her chance to change the course of events had passed. Had never really existed.

      “Lucky?” The prisoner twisted. Her chains rattled. “Lucky? Tell that to my three girls back home, will you? They’re no doubt sitting there waiting for mama to return. Their father died years ago. They’ll perish alone. Who’ll feed them? Who’ll tell them their mother was lucky?” She lurched again. Struck forward as if she believed she could rip the chains from the wall. Her flabby stomach hung over her waistband and shook.

      “I’ll make sure they know.”

      The prisoner sagged, her mammary glands as pendulous as her saggy trunks. The words stuck in the servant’s throat like too much molasses. “I’ll tell them you had a chance to serve the void. Offer them the same.”

      “No. Please.” Her pants filled the silence. She stammered, “W-w-what’s the void?”

      “When you connect with it, you’ll understand. And you’ll want to give thanks.”

      “Please. Spare me. Not only do I have three girls, but we have a community. Beings I support.”

      “The purer, the better.”

      “What?”

      “The void feasts on purity, and it chose you.”

      The prisoner stopped trembling. Lifted her head. Stood straighter. She stopped crying.

      It damn near halted the servant’s beating hearts. They’d not yet shown their face. They could back out. Let this one return to her community.

      “You want to let me go, don’t you? I won’t report you to the guard. I won’t tell a single soul. I promise.”

      Yeah, right. She’d break at some point. Tell someone. Put the city on high alert before the void took hold. And what would the guard say? They all served the void. They all had a role to play, which included holding others accountable. And even if the guard said nothing, the void heard it all. And the void’s whispers carried on the winds. How long would they last if they denied their master?

      “Please?” The prisoner’s voice broke. “Please, I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m a good being.”

      “We know. That’s why we chose you. You should be honoured. You’ll feed the void.” They fought against their trembling hand as they removed the bowl from inside their robe. They stroked the small button along the side, opening the top with a slight clack! They held the bowl in their palm. They clung to the ceremonial blade. Fifteen centimetres of curved diodenen steel. A small spiral and star close to the hilt. It caught the light. Its reflection speckled the prisoner’s face. “In the void we trust.” The servant dipped the blade into the black tar. It crawled along the steel. It clung to it like a second skin. They pulled it away from the bowl and didn’t spill a single drop. The tar defied gravity.

      “It’s not too late.” The being’s exposed mammary glands flapped when she rocked forwards. “Please, think of those poor girls. Orphaned by this cruel world.”

      The servant lifted their blade to the being’s face. “It’s months too late, sweetheart.” Their hearts in their throat, they pressed the curved blade’s sharp tip into the prisoner’s cheek. A centimetre beneath her right eye. They dragged it down her right trunk. Acrid smoke issued from the hissing wound. It cauterised as they cut. It rose. It swirled and danced against the gold ceiling.

      The prisoner screamed. Her trunks flapped. She kicked out. But her stubby legs caught air, and the chains kept them in place.

      Every centimetre of the cut drained more of the prisoner’s fight. The poison darkened her veins. Made them visible through her thick skin. The servant mumbled through a clenched jaw, the raking digital distortion hissing through the room. “A whisper is more powerful than a scream. I serve the void. I offer this to the void. A being of pure heart and clear spirit. A being who gives to others and supports her family.”

      The prisoner cried as her strength faded. As the void took over. Trapped her inside her own body. She stared from her sealed cage. Lucid, but paralysed.

      The servant dipped their blade into the bowl for a second time. They cut into the prisoner’s left cheek. Their skin tingled as they dragged another cut down her other trunk. As their prisoner slipped beneath the surface, they drew in the void’s charge. A transfer of power. Of life force. From the prisoner to the void to them. A gift for their service. They’d been touched by greatness. Thank the void. Every atom thrummed. The void promised everything, and it delivered. They scored the well-practiced cuts. The curves and flourishes they’d traced in the air a thousand times.

      The prisoner went from a rune monster to the faithful. From desperation to peace. Her narrow brown eyes lost focus. She’d touched the void. She relaxed.

      The servant bounced where they stood. Alive. Throbbing with servitude. Every atom of their being charged. Mind, body, and spirit. Heat flooded their senses. Their anonymity mask shredded their orgasmic gasp. “Oh, void. I’m here in your service. And while I ask for nothing, I thank you for your gift. For the power you show me, and for the promise of what’s to come.”

      The prisoner stared like a soldier awaiting instructions. Whatever her master commanded of her. But her time had come. Right now, the void had no need of an army.

      The servant swelled as if inflating. They bit their lip. Breathed in through their nose. “I serve the void. I love the void …” They removed a soiled rag from an inside pocket and wiped the black ichor from their blade. They threw a slash through the air. Cut the prisoner’s throat. “I am the void.”

      White blood ran a waterfall down the prisoner’s front. It reached the gold floor and raced around the curved lines. It ran a dizzying path around the spirals and filled the central star.

      The hair on the back of the servant’s arms stood on end. Oh, the privilege. To touch the void’s celestial power. They stepped back. They slid a finger along their neck. Pressed their mask’s button, exposing them to the room’s atmosphere. They closed their eyes. Inhaled through their nose. They drew in the barbecue reek of cauterisation. Tasted the void’s tangible charge. Metallic. Their mouth watered. The world’s colours grew richer. They bowed at their sacrifice. “Not all stars are in the sky.”

      The servant kicked the wall on their right. The panel with the spiral logo swung open like a trapdoor. They kicked the left panel, turning the gold walls transparent. Lights shone in from outside. The cell hung suspended in a much larger room. A room that played host to the void’s physical manifestation. The form it used to feed. The fleshy being covered every surface like moss. Lichen. A growth from the underworld. Dark red, it pulsed. It twitched and convulsed. It shivered when touched by the prisoner’s alabaster blood.

      Exactly sixty seconds after the servant had opened the trapdoor, the chains released their dead prisoner. She fell forward and smashed her face against the hatch’s edge. It flipped her, so she landed on her back on the fleshy ground. A dull thud. A dead weight.

      The body rolled and rocked like a being filled with maggots. The trapdoor closed. The walls returned to their opaque gold. Who knew where the bodies went? But when the servant returned, they’d expect to see no trace of the sacrifice. And by then, the fleshy beast would once more be ravenous.

      “I serve the void.” They pressed the button along their jawline and returned the world to sepia tone. They filled their lungs. Settled their hearts. They opened the door with a whoosh. They dipped their head as they passed the guard. Both of them avoided one another’s eyes. But they followed their familiar call and response. The servant went first. “The rebellion’s coming, brother. For the void.”

      The guard lowered his head further. In deference to the servant, and in deference to their saviour. “For the void.”
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