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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    12 Years Ago 
 
    Year 9011 of the Empire’s Foundation 
 
    Planet: Adriana 
 
    Affiliation: Imperial 
 
      
 
    A LITTLE BOY SAT on the roof of the Imperial Orphanage, his feet dangling as he gazed at the city shrouded in night below him. The city was asleep. Well past midnight, only a smattering of lights from windows revealed the insomniacs who couldn't find rest. Each had their own reasons for being awake, and the boy was no exception. He shivered in the night's chill, wrapping himself more tightly in the thin blanket he had brought when he secretly left the communal sleeping room. 
 
      
 
    Breaking the rules like this could result in a flogging, but he couldn't care less about whippings when he had a dream. For that dream, he was willing to risk it all. Although he would turn five years old tomorrow, he had already made a deep-seated decision about how he would live his life. 
 
      
 
    His understanding of the world was limited, but one thought had troubled him ever since he became self-aware: Why is the world so unjust? Why did he and thousands of other unfortunate children struggle to survive while others lacked for nothing? Why couldn’t their kind caregiver, Sister Marianne, eat her fill even though she was an adult — and an elderly woman at that — while others wasted money indiscriminately? If the Empire was so wealthy and the Emperor so generous, why were there endless wars? Why did legions of orphans fill the orphanages, devoid of hope for a normal future? 
 
      
 
    Why were trillions of people subjugated by a select few arrogant Gifted, whose sole distinction was their boundless power — bestowed by birthright into a Lineage rather than earned through genuine merit before the Empire and the Emperor? Why did the Emperor allow this? Was he oblivious to the world’s injustices? Why were they incessantly told of his greatness and compelled to venerate him as though he were their own father? Maybe he was unaware of all this, and someone needed to enlighten him. 
 
      
 
    Most crucially, why was he, not even five years old yet, pondering such matters? How could he grasp them and be so keenly aware of them in the first place? The other children displayed no such insight; their concerns were entirely different and childlike. 
 
      
 
    The boy took a clean cloth from his pocket and carefully unwrapped his most treasured possession — a concealed crust of bread. He began to eat cautiously, relishing each small bite and holding the food in his mouth for an extended period before finally swallowing. 
 
      
 
    The boy took a clean cloth from his pocket and carefully unwrapped his most treasured possession — a concealed crust of bread. He began to eat cautiously, savoring each small bite and holding the food in his mouth for an extended period before finally swallowing. 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow loomed large. An Inquisitor, draped in forest green, had arrived at the orphanage on a singular mission — to test each orphan for the elusive Gift. Though the odds were slim, they weren’t zero. What better way to address the world’s injustices than from the elevated ranks of those haughty elites? 
 
      
 
    Lifting his eyes to the heavens, the boy studied the glowing constellations. Orbiting these celestial markers were countless planets, each brimming with lives crying out for help. Lives that could be profoundly altered by his intervention. 
 
      
 
    With his wiry, battered fists clenched tightly, he whispered a vow into the endless cosmic tapestry unfurled before him. “I will make this world better! I’ll create a world where children won’t go hungry! A world where the Gifted will serve the common people, not the other way around! I’ll establish my own Lineage, the strongest in the galaxy. And then I’ll become Emperor, whatever the cost!” 
 
      
 
    As a blood-red moon rose on the horizon, bathing the world in a hazy crimson glow, he glanced at a rain-fed puddle beside him. The reflection it held showed a face in transformation — his complexion shifting from pallid to flushed, eyes deepening into bottomless shadows, and his entire form becoming slightly blurred. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ATTENTION, TEN SECONDS until landing. Check your weapons and brace yourselves — we’re in for a hot reception down there. Don’t wet yourselves, grunts, we’ll break through!” 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, sir.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes flicked open. A sense of utter calm washed over me before every battle, even tempting me toward sleep. Inquisitor Hawkus had mentioned that such tranquility was normal for a rookie. I cast a detached glance over my squad. 
 
      
 
    Twelve soldiers. Standard armor donned, helmets on but visors raised. Their faces were mostly calm. My gaze shifted downward. 
 
      
 
    Resting on my knees was the MK-14-SS assault rifle, a standard-issue weapon for the Imperial Army. The “SS” stood for “shortened stock” — an officers’ modification that housed a battery capable of ninety standard laser shots or nine enhanced ones. The weapon’s serial number was IPR56739071. My combat companion. Technically, the term “rifle” was a traditional misnomer for the laser gun. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet, disembark!” bellowed the burly bald man beside me. He was the only one without a helmet. First Sergeant Eric Carter — my assistant and babysitter, all in one. I nodded and gave a thumbs-up. 
 
      
 
    The front of the Hawk-44 dropship, which also doubled as the ramp, unhinged and thudded to the ground, raising a cloud of rust-colored dust. The first pair of infantrymen jumped out, quickly taking positions on either side of the landing zone. 
 
      
 
    They dropped to one knee and froze, their eyes darting as they scanned for targets. 
 
      
 
    I bolted out next, instinctively taking cover behind the nearest boulder, shielded from potential foes. And enemies were undeniably present, far from a mere hypothetical threat. A direct hit annihilated a dropship near ours. The ensuing explosion was massive, forcefully lifting one of my squad members into the air and slamming him against a rock. 
 
      
 
    As I pivoted my head, mentally cataloging the unfolding chaos, I realized we were in the first wave of the assault. Normally, cadets should be preserved for later stages, but the 134th Imperial Guard Regiment had suffered severe losses recently. Skilled commanders were simply nonexistent. While I might have lacked experience, a fledgling officer was better than none at all. 
 
      
 
    Dropships plummeted from the sky like iron birds. They roared with landing thrusters at full power just before touchdown, elongated metal containers with stubby wings and an elevated pilot’s cockpit at the back. The forward, slightly tilted wall simply dropped, and out rushed soldiers — and sometimes, vehicles. 
 
      
 
    Aerospace fighters skimmed through the sky, striving to suppress resistance from above. Rockets detached from pylons and shot toward an as-yet unseen enemy. The frenzied ballet in the heavens was mesmerizing. Alien aircraft were conspicuously absent — it seemed as though our aerial dominance was uncontested. 
 
      
 
    And yet it was evident that the invisible enemy fought back fiercely. A beam of coherent light flashed, splitting an ascending fighter in two; a nearby explosion severed the wing of another, sending it spiraling into the ground and taking several of our ground troops with it in the ensuing fireball. 
 
      
 
    The defensive fire from the anti-aircraft batteries caught our pilots off guard. Some released their payloads before entering the enemy's effective missile range, wasting ammunition. Others abruptly veered off course, abandoning the hazardous area. I found it hard to blame the pilots. “The flesh is weak,” as Inquisitor Hawkus used to say. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by First Sergeant Carter, who’d landed next to me. He was still helmetless. This bad habit had long since ceased to anger me, but I still found it irritating. Why be so cavalier about your safety? His only response was, “The helmet gets in the way. And, besides, I’m charmed. Ha-ha!” 
 
      
 
    It was hard to argue with that, although it smelled faintly of heresy. Over the course of the last few battles and a variety of various scrapes, bullets and shrapnel had indeed hit every part of Carter’s body except his head. Aside from one scar, whose origin he preferred to keep quiet about, his bald pate remained pristine. 
 
      
 
    “What’s our next move, Tony?” When there were no strangers’ ears around, the First Sergeant could afford a little familiarity. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him contemplatively, weighing our options. The hulking young man, around thirty years old, standing at eight feet and nine inches tall and weighing 269.5 pounds (I knew exactly, as we trained together), looked as grim and rugged as ever. His clean-shaven face, with its heavy jaw, broad cheekbones, broken nose, and scar across the left eye, was the face of a soldier. An experienced and very dangerous soldier. 
 
      
 
    First Sergeant Eric Carter was my Shadow. “Shadows” were veteran warriors assigned to Gifted cadets from the beginning of their training until the end of their service. 
 
      
 
    Pairs were assembled after extensive testing and received approval solely from the institution’s Spiritual Mentor. Generally, by the end of the training period, the Gifted and their Shadow had developed such a deep mental connection that they could act effectively and in unison without the need for spoken words. 
 
      
 
    Furthermore, the Shadow, after forming a “mental bond,” received a free energy channel without any use of Essentium, simply by virtue of the internal reserves of their Gifted counterpart. This also made Shadows somewhat superhuman. After completing their training, the Shadow followed the freshly-minted officer into active military service. They served together until one of them died. If the Shadow went first, the officer would choose another; if the officer died, the Shadow got executed — no exceptions. Though it may have seemed overly cruel, it was, in fact, an act of mercy. A Shadow who lost their Gifted would die in agonizing pain very soon. Their bodies, accustomed to being “boosted” and nurtured by the power of the Gifted over years of their service together, would simply burn themselves out, unable to adapt to the new reality. Eric, as I called my Shadow under ordinary circumstances, was my friend — and the very notion of such a friendship was anathema. Shadows were seen as mere tools for their Gifted masters, allowing the latter to focus on other matters than domestic affairs or personal security. Their role was that of a servant and bodyguard in one. 
 
      
 
    Making it into the ranks of Shadows was the pinnacle of a career for a commoner soldier, for only the best of the best were chosen. Every commoner in the Empire dreamed of coming into contact with the power of the Gifted, and Shadows got to do just that. They remained subhuman to the Gifted, just like the rest of the commoners. But I, too, was considered subhuman among the Gifted, in a way. 
 
      
 
    The Gift was hereditary. The chance of receiving the Gift if one of your parents came from an established Lineage was two percent. With two Lineage parents, the chance rose to three and a half percent. The likelihood of a child born to parents outside established Lineages receiving the Gift was infinitesimal, impossible to calculate even as a fraction of a percent — a statistical blip, if anything. 
 
      
 
    And I was that very “statistical blip.” 
 
      
 
    Allow me to introduce myself — Anton Noname, an orphanage-raised individual who knows neither his lineage nor his parents, nor even his real surname. I am Gifted, although not yet initiated. When I reached the age of five, a bored inquisitor conducted a procedure known as “Recognition” on me. I still recall how amazed his face had looked and how his disdainful indifference had vanished in a split second. 
 
      
 
    It was a miracle squared — or, perhaps, cubed. There were many orphanages, and the unceasing war regularly sent orphans into children’s homes. The Emperor’s directive to identify Gifted individuals was most often simply ignored due to lack of time and pervasive bureaucracy. The inquisitor who’d discovered my Gift was the first to visit our orphanage of St. Agnes in many years. 
 
      
 
    An incredible coincidence. And yes, it found me. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, report the situation! Over!” The voice of the regiment commander, Baron Friedrich von Schager, was impossible to mistake for any other. 
 
      
 
    Colonel von Schager appeared to be in his mid-thirties, although he had already crossed the two-century mark. Since he was one of the Gifted, the circumstance wasn’t the least bit extraordinary. A grizzled veteran, he had outlasted many commanding officers but had never climbed the career ladder — thanks largely to his abrasive demeanor and opinions that often contradicted the higher-ups. Nonetheless, he was an excellent commander who knew his craft inside out and even looked after his troops. At least, as much as one of the Gifted could care for commoners. 
 
      
 
    In essence, he treated them like prized livestock. While they were, indeed, livestock in this context, one had to note that prized livestock was expensive and rare. Von Schager recognized that well-trained soldiers weren’t made quickly or cheaply. He may have been doing it grudgingly, but he aimed to minimize losses nevertheless. There was never a shortage of babies born on any of the worlds, but no one had yet figured out how to make mothers give birth to fully-grown and trained fighters with combat experience. 
 
      
 
    “Reporting. We’ve encountered fierce resistance. Over twenty percent losses upon landing. Requesting additional air support. Over,” Captain Steven McCarren, commander of the first battalion, radioed in. Being a commoner, he had hit his rank ceiling long ago, which happened to be the rank of captain. A forty-five-year-old who had risen through the ranks, McCarren was competent by any account. My company was part of his first battalion. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo! I’ve already sent you all we have left. We continue to lose pilots. Prepare a landing zone for Battalions Charlie and Delta. You have thirty minutes. Over!” 
 
      
 
    “Acknowledged, Alpha.” 
 
      
 
    “Bravo One and Bravo Two, why the hell are the enemy’s anti-aircraft batteries still operational? Destroy them immediately!” The timbre of the colonel’s voice shifted sharply as he switched from the regimental channel to the battalion officers’ communication, issuing orders to the commanders of the first and second companies. The tone of the captain’s voice changed as well, becoming darker and more irritated. 
 
      
 
    “Crap,” Eric cursed. He was also tuned in to the battalion officers’ channel, which made him well-informed and capable of reacting swiftly — that was precisely why Shadows like him were given such authority. “Vassya in command is a sure recipe for a SNAFU.” 
 
      
 
    Vassya — Lieutenant Vassily Kozyrev, commander of our second company — had earned himself the reputation of a young hothead, having replaced the late Prime Lieutenant Soros. He was characterized by high fighting spirit and a complete lack of common sense. This so-called “universal soldier” only recognized two commands: “attack” and “stop.” And the former had just been issued. 
 
      
 
    A chipper voice rang loudly over the company’s channel: “Charge, guys! For the Emperor!” 
 
      
 
    I carefully peeked out from behind a boulder. Vassya’s drop-bot had just landed about a hundred and fifty feet to the left and slightly closer to the enemy. Setting an example, the lieutenant rallied the infantry for an assault and sprinted toward the fortifications. A scant line of soldiers trailed him into battle. Some senselessly shot their hand weapons at concrete walls, while more seasoned troops tried to move in such a way that they were covered by the sparse natural obstacles. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” First Sergeant swore again but got to his feet and yelled at the top of his lungs, “Charge, you riffraff! For the Emperor!” 
 
      
 
    I, too, got up, and my whole squad charged. Damn you to Chaos, Lieutenant. This was an exercise in stupidity. The area was in the line of fire, with hardly any cover — where was this cretin leading these men? To their deaths? But orders weren’t debated. One had to carry them out no matter what. 
 
      
 
    Tracer rounds and heavy laser beams flew at us at once. The infantryman running to my left got decapitated. His headless body took two more steps and fell face-first. His still-beating heart pumped blood out from the stump of his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Forward! Let’s show these — ” 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant’s voice cut off abruptly. Considering that soldiers to the left began to fall and take cover, Vassya must have gotten hit. A shove in my back threw me against the boulder, and Eric’s body fell over me, shielding me from shrapnel. An explosion thundered nearby, and we were showered with dirt; my ears popped. 
 
      
 
    “You alright?” yelled the First Sergeant. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine!” I yelled back and pressed the transmitter button. “Second platoon! Officers, come in!” 
 
      
 
    The airwaves were silent. Damn! A hundred and fifty men, or however many survived? Now it was my responsibility. After repeating the question and getting no response, I spoke into the air, “Second platoon, this is Cadet Noname. I’m assuming command.” Then I peeked out from behind the rock and assessed the enemy situation. The attack was faltering along the entire front. 
 
      
 
    Breaking into this fortified area without armor support was suicidal. And we couldn’t get armor support from orbit because the enemy anti-aircraft fire was too intense. A catch-22. 
 
      
 
    I was furious. What was command even thinking? We were infantry, not goddamn space troopers! They were the ones trained for planetfall under anti-aircraft fire and fierce resistance. Regular infantry like us was supposed to land afterwards, and that included the Guard. We were supposed to move in when the space troopers’ balls were already hanging over the enemy trenches, as it were. After a beachhead had been captured and expanded, fire points suppressed, and the remaining enemy soldiers sent fleeing in panic. 
 
      
 
    As if reading my thoughts, the radio came to life. 
 
      
 
    “Alpha! This is Captain McCarren. Reporting: the attack has failed. Losses over fifty percent. Requesting additional support. I repeat, the attack has failed. Losses over fifty percent. Requesting additional support. Over!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone held their breath. The Baron remained silent. 
 
      
 
    In essence, our “orbital group” consisted of a single large landing ship, the Pride of Alyssia, an elderly space vessel which was home to the 134th Imperial Guard Regiment. We were also accompanied by the equally aged escort destroyer Ostrich McCoy. This was our third campaign without personnel or equipment replenishment. While the first campaign was a walk in the park, the second one had resulted in us getting a solid thrashing. Our personnel losses amounted to seventeen percent. Of the twenty-four aerospace fighters we’d started with, only sixteen remained. Losses in heavy machinery and artillery were even higher. And this is considering that we fought as part of Count Astrix’s division, alongside three other regiments! 
 
      
 
    We had received a message to make a stop at Faïda on our way to refit and rearm. That was the name of the planet we’d just landed on. The orders read: “For a display of the power of the Imperial army and the maintenance of peace.” That effectively translated to: “There’s unrest in the colony. Fly in, scare everyone, and if that doesn’t work, shoot them.” 
 
      
 
    However, things went wrong the way they always do with such plans. The locals flat-out refused to be scared and told us to pack up and leave. They declared Faïda a “free world.” Colonel von Schager, an old warrior, was adamantly opposed to leaving. The Ostrich McCoy then proceeded to knock out an orbital station as a show of force. 
 
      
 
    In response, the rebels sent suicide bomber ships, repurposed from old freighters, toward the Pride of Alyssia. Their timing was perfect, and they succeeded. The McCoy had been too far away to offer supporting fire in time. The landing ship, caught off guard by the insurgents’ audacity, failed to scramble its fighters in time. Its defensive turrets were designed to fend off missiles, not to destroy ships — even if they were mere freighters. 
 
      
 
    The collisions and explosions had taken out the main engine and power source, damaging a bunch of other vital systems and killing about ten percent of the crew and troops. The Pride of Alyssia was succumbing to the pull of the planet’s gravity, set to crash like a meteor. Evacuations were underway for all who could be saved. 
 
      
 
    So, effectively, what we were doing now was not an attack, but an emergency evacuation. So much for the best-laid plans of mice and men. 
 
      
 
    “This is the regiment commander speaking! All units, pull back two kilometers from the defensive perimeter.” 
 
      
 
    About time. The show was about to begin. 
 
      
 
    “Listen up, platoon! Everyone fall back. Take cover behind natural obstacles,” I announced, having assumed command of the platoon. It was time to exert some authority. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers began to retreat, crawling or sprinting to a safe distance. I had to note that they did this with a great deal more enthusiasm than they’d displayed during the attack fifteen minutes earlier. 
 
      
 
    Lucky me. The Baron’s landing bot, adorned in the colors of the Arenberg Line and featuring the boar-snout crest of the House von Schager, landed right nearby, disregarding the heavy anti-aircraft fire. I’d inadvertently found myself in the front row for the upcoming spectacle. 
 
      
 
    Colonel Von Schager, wearing weighty black armor featuring his family crest on the shoulder, stepped off the landing craft. His personal guards filed out behind him. Another figure, conspicuous in his blood-red armor, emerged last and approached the colonel: Inquisitor Hawkus. 
 
      
 
    A brief exchange of words took place between the regiment commander and the priest, and they moved to a knoll about forty meters from our position. From the look of his animated gestures, Hawkus was making a point vehemently, but Von Schager brushed him aside with indifference. 
 
      
 
    Disheartened, Hawkus retreated a few paces. The guards followed suit, clearing space around their imposing leader. 
 
      
 
    Von Schager then raised his arms to the heavens. His eyes sealed shut, his lips whispered the Words of Summoning. A smoky veil seemed to envelop and enlarge his body, as if absorbing an Ethereal Double. 
 
      
 
    “Time to show these bastards!” exclaimed a young soldier lying next to me, eyeing the colonel with a blend of awe and trepidation. 
 
      
 
    I concurred. The time for action had indeed arrived. When traditional weaponry proved impotent, the Gifted made their move. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOR A FROZEN SECOND, nothing. Then, a bone-chilling wind erupted, plummeting the temperature ten degrees in a heartbeat. Space itself screeched — a wailing, gnashing sound — as if the very fabric of reality was being torn asunder. The ground convulsed, the enemy fortifications rolled like ocean waves: rising here, collapsing there. Bunkers squished like they were made of putty, crushing concrete, metal, and defenders alike. 
 
      
 
    A queasy sensation gripped me. Eric spat out a curse. This wasn’t warfare anymore; it was an abattoir. 
 
      
 
    Cheers erupted from the trenches, elation and relief mixing in the soldier’ voices. They’d live, for now, at their enemy’s lethal expense. 
 
      
 
    Von Schager faltered. Two guards materialized at once to catch him by his shoulders. The rest of the security team surrounded the Gifted, forming a protective shell of sorts around him, and practically hauled the Baron toward the ship. 
 
      
 
    My gaze snapped to what remained of the enemy fortifications. A solid defense line, once bordered by concrete and laced with formidable bunkers, now had a mile-wide gap gaping open. Ground zero was an indescribable jumble: concrete, rock, soil, and the detritus of life that had the misfortune of being there during the... Cataclysm? Not quite the word. Baron Friedrich Von Schager Arenberg — a scion of the Arenberg Line Gifted with Spatial Deformation — had just demonstrated the terrifying power of his Ability. A godsend on the battlefield, no two ways about it. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, Alpha-Bis speaking. Obliterate those cannons. Now,” commanded Major Cortez, stepping up as acting leader. 
 
      
 
    The airwaves buzzed with frenetic orders. Our turn. 
 
      
 
    “Charge!” I yelled, my voice instinctively completing the battle cry I’d learned as a child: “For the Emperor!” 
 
      
 
    This time we proceeded in a much livelier manner. Our forces melded into a single furious fist and slammed through the blasted gap. Enemy defenses were in shambles; their anti-aircraft weapons couldn’t touch us. They didn’t stand a chance with their small arms and light weapons. In under an hour, we’d seized the cannons and watched the second and third battalions land at the planet’s sole spaceport. Our job here was done; we were yesterday’s news and no longer of much use. 
 
      
 
    I sat there, stroking my rifle absentmindedly. It calmed me. Infantrymen poured from the landing transports and rushed to clear out the remaining defenders, following precise commands. These rebels had barricaded themselves in the intact bunkers — but every ruse of the enemy was met with an equally cunning tool by our infantry. Ten paces away, a soldier with a massive backpack fired up his flamethrower, sending a short burst of flame roaring from its nozzle. I didn’t envy those remaining rebels. The best thing they could do now was to surrender. 
 
      
 
    Eric landed beside me. He had foregone his helmet as per usual. His face was dirty, but his teeth shone white in a wide smile. 
 
      
 
    “So, Tony, looks like we’ll live to fight another day after all, eh?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my agreement and tasked him with something at once. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely. What’s the status of our company?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s almost gone,” Eric said, shrugging his massive shoulders. “The lieutenant, may Chaos devour his foolish soul, managed to get nearly everyone killed. We’re down to forty-two men, and that’s counting us. And only half of them can still stand, if the Emperor wills it.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we have specifics on the wounded?” 
 
      
 
    “There are fourteen in the medical tent — uh, scratch that, thirteen now,” answered the Shadow, casting a gloomy look at the stretcher with a corpse on it carried past us. 
 
      
 
    This campaign sure was turning out to be an ungodly mess. 
 
      
 
    My opinion was that attempting to capture a planet with just a single regiment was imprudent, and that would be putting it very mildly. The planet was mostly covered in water, the only land being a large island surrounded by a bunch of smaller ones, so there wasn’t much to conquer. There was a single planetary spaceport and a lone military base. They had around five thousand defenders, all in all; we had just under four thousand men. But hell, we were the Emperor’s infantry, may His name be praised. Most of the “rebels” had been sent fleeing, and that was what they were doing now, using any available transport. Some were even running. Smart. No one was going to take prisoners now. However, letting the soldiers cool off might allow the rebels to negotiate for their lives. Anyway, that remained to be seen. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of gunfire and explosions started to die down. Occasionally, there’d be a flash, and the sound of a solitary shot would ring out — our troops were either finishing off the wounded, or executing the surrendering rebels. I grimaced. Eric noticed and smirked. 
 
      
 
    “You never learn, do you, Anton? If not for the baron, we’d be the ones getting finished off. This is war. Either we kill them, or they kill us. Although why on earth would anyone want to kill us?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded again. Even though I’d heard this a hundred times, some shred of compassion deep inside me still resisted. I could pull the trigger without hesitation in battle, but to kill a man who’d already surrendered? No, thank you. Maybe my soul would harden in the future, but I’d rather it didn’t. Eric still laughed at me whenever I whimsically mentioned becoming the Emperor. This childish dream still lived within me. As my Shadow liked to joke, I would be the kindest Emperor in human history, which would make my reign the shortest. He fancied himself a funny guy, Chaos take him. 
 
      
 
    “All company commanders and higher, this is Alpha-Bis. Report to regimental headquarters in five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    I removed my helmet and scratched my sweaty nape. 
 
      
 
    “Is my presence required?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Eric nodded. “You’ve assumed command; it involves you as well.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Cortez’s “Panther.” The Infantry Fighting Vehicle “Panther,” H-modification (Headquarters), hadn’t entered the perimeter. It stood at a distance on a hillock, appearing like a tempting target for enemy grenadiers, should any appear. I estimated it would take about five minutes to walk there. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I announced, standing up and heading for the exit. My Shadow followed behind. 
 
      
 
    As I approached the assembly point, I tried to assess our losses among the officers. All three captains, commanders of the first, second, and third battalions, were alive. The commander of the fourth battalion, Captain Casement, had died in the previous campaign. Prime Lieutenant Wojtek, his replacement, was alive and well. That battalion had suffered heavy losses, so it hadn’t participated in today’s battle. 
 
      
 
    Beside our captain stood Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky, commander of the first company. What a resilient bastard. Deep down, I admired him. The thirty-year-old Aleksy Tarnawsky was always the first into any fray. The first company of the first battalion was always at the forefront of the regiment’s attack. Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky was always in the lead, and he always emerged unscathed. I wondered if he was charmed or something. 
 
      
 
    Standing next to him were two vaguely familiar sergeants from the third and fourth companies. Their lieutenants had fallen, it seemed. Just as I’d suspected, our battalion had been decimated, following the fourth. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I reached “my” officers. Tarnawsky exhaled a cloud of smoke and flicked his cigarette butt expertly into the distance. 
 
      
 
    “Noname, so you didn’t kick the bucket, then? Even made a quick career leap, as I see? A whole company commander. Handsome! Friendly reminder: don’t shit yourself from feeling too important.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. He was the only one who had been friendly from the start. The other officers viewed me as direct competition and were openly envious. And why shouldn’t they be? As Prime Tarnawsky humorously remarked, I was an “officer chrysalis.” Aside from Colonel von Schager, the commander, there were no Gifted individuals in the entire unit. Major Cortez, the chief of staff, came from a Lineage but lacked the Gift. The Inquisitor was Gifted, but he wasn’t formally part of our ranks. Traditionally, a Gifted should lead an infantry regiment, but few Gifted officers remained with the infantry. Everyone aspired to join the space marines or other elite units. What concern did they have for this “grunt work”? 
 
      
 
    I found myself in this particular setting through a peculiar twist of fate. Inquisitor Hawkus had a hand in it, surprisingly enough. He intervened during the “field training” allocation phase — that's what they called sending cadets to serve in active-duty forces. “Field training.” May Chaos take these jesters! What was even more astonishing was that only about ten percent of cadets ever returned from this so-called training. Given the rarity of Gifted individuals, such wastefulness was utterly baffling to me. Especially since we weren’t even fully Gifted yet. What distinguished us from ordinary people were merely robust health, quick reflexes, and slightly above-average physical strength. But such was tradition. After twelve years of education, one had to undergo “field training.” 
 
      
 
    We began our training at five years old, and at seventeen, they gathered us in the square for the “Allocation Ceremony.” Ah yes, I should mention that bureaucratic excesses and corruption were, in theory, forbidden and punishable. However, the Empire was so vast that even the ever-watchful Inquisition couldn’t monitor everything. As expected, several heirs from renowned Lineages landed cushy roles, serving as aides to relatives adorned with golden shoulder straps and broad stripes on their trousers. But the Gustaw Szymanski Imperial Military Academy wasn’t staffed with complete fools; they did value every Gifted individual. Given the amount of Imperial reals invested in us, we were valuable assets! Generally, I would have likely been assigned to a cruiser or perhaps even a battleship, participated in a few battles over a year, and — gods willing — returned to continue my studies. 
 
      
 
    Then an “unaccounted factor” entered the equation: Inquisitor Hawkus. The academy didn’t have a “permanent” Inquisitor. Stationing brothers at the same location for extended periods contradicted the very principles of the Imperial Inquisition. A true Inquisitor should be perpetually seeking out threats to the Empire and the Emperor. While the Inquisition's general presence at the academy was necessary, individual Inquisitors had tenures lasting only five years. And Hawkus's tenure was nearing its end. 
 
      
 
    The night before the Allocation ceremony the Inquisitor invited me to his cell. Yet another tribute to tradition; the cell looked like an ordinary room. Yes, it was sparsely furnished, but it differed from the regular living quarters of the instructors only in having an unusually large number of paper books inside it as well as a stationary altar. The Inquisitor spent much of his time near the altar, tracking and thwarting Chaos’s attempts to infiltrate the young minds of the Gifted. 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t my first visit to his cell by far. The Inquisitor had a peculiar interest in me, standing me out from my peers. I often visited Hawkus, and I’d read most of the books from his ample library, or at least its “permitted” part. I had also developed immense respect for him over these years, which was mixed with a certain degree of bewilderment. The Inquisitor clearly didn’t belong there. He was affiliated with the Order of War, the combat wing of the Inquisition. Its adepts brought the light of the Empire to numerous battlefields, positioned at the front lines. The academy position was usually occupied by an inquisitor from the Order of Oversight — Hawkus’s replacement would be from their ranks, too. 
 
      
 
    Our conversation proved to be lengthy. The Inquisitor explained that the Order deemed it necessary to send him to the 134th Guard Infantry Regiment, currently assembling in the Fawrana sector. The local populace had apparently become too independent, and the Order suspected heresy might be involved. In fact, Hawkus offered for me to accompany him. As a reward for bravery and decisiveness, he promised me my own unit, which would provide actual combat experience and set me apart from all the “house pets” — his term for my classmates. Naturally, I agreed. Why would I act against my own interests? Regardless of Hawkus’s favorable opinion of me, one didn’t decline orders from the Imperial Inquisition; they always got what they wanted in the end, be it your body or soul. 
 
      
 
    Thus, I had inadvertently surprised my classmates during the Allocation Ceremony — and not just them. Many instructors appeared puzzled as the curator read off the lists. Infantry? That was unexpected! A few snickers even erupted behind me. Apparently, my detractors thought this was some sort of punishment. The upstart must know his place! 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Hawkus stood next to Major Cortez, listening to him with a grim expression. His gaze wandered; his heavy eyebrows furrowed. Catching sight of me, he paused for a moment. His piercing blue eyes seemed to glimpse into my soul briefly. The Inquisitor gave a barely noticeable nod and then returned to his conversation with the Major. 
 
      
 
    I approached “my men” and saluted the officers in regulation fashion. McCarren was just lighting another cigarette, exhaling the smoke upwards through his lips. 
 
      
 
    “Report.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, sir, the combat strength of the second company is twenty-eight men! Thirteen are in the infirmary; their condition is being assessed. As the highest-ranking member, I’ve assumed command of the company following the death of Lieutenant Kozyrev.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” The Captain took a deep drag. “Two hundred and three fighters in the battalion. We’re done fighting, by the look of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, attention!” The Chief of Staff raised his voice, having finished his discussion with the Inquisitor. The unit commanders ceased their conversations and turned toward the Major. 
 
      
 
    “Seventeen minutes ago, the Pride of Alyssia entered the dense layers of the atmosphere and crashed into the ocean some two hundred miles from here.” For some reason, he indicated a direction, and we looked that way just as irrationally. “This happened faster than we could evacuate all the necessary equipment and food supplies from it.” 
 
      
 
    Cortez surveyed his now-gloomy audience and continued. 
 
      
 
    “As a result, it’s now impossible for the entire regiment to leave the planet. The severely wounded will be transferred to the Ostrich McCoy and put into stasis, but you can imagine the capacity of the destroyer’s infirmary. Therefore, I find it prudent to continue the offensive, capture key points, and convince the local residents to surrender. Virtually all the rebels’ combat-capable forces have been destroyed, except for a few who have fled. We need provisions. Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the situation with the colonel?” Tarnawsky asked. 
 
      
 
    “He’s unconscious for now, but the medics will sort it out soon!” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to him?” Aleksy persisted. 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant! That’s not your concern right now!” Major Cortez snapped suddenly. “Focus on how we continue the fight! The Baron will be taken care of by professionals!” 
 
      
 
    If even the usually unflappable Cortez was on edge, we were in deep shit. No further questions were raised. 
 
      
 
    “In two hours, report on the combat readiness of your units. Dismissed!” 
 
      
 
    “Second battalion, follow me!” McCarren roared. 
 
      
 
    I intended to follow him, but then the Inquisitor approached. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, my apologies. I need to detain the cadet briefly. Any objections?” 
 
      
 
    The combat officer silently nodded. As if anyone could object to the Inquisitor. To reiterate, Hawkus may have been oddly polite for his rank, but he was still an Inquisitor of the Order of War, and that counted for a lot. 
 
      
 
    “Noname, report to me once you’re done,” said the captain as he and the rest moved toward the captured base. Tarnawsky even gave me an encouraging wink on his way out. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s step aside, Anton,” Hawkus took my arm. Seeing that Shadow twitched to follow, he shook his head negatively. “Have a smoke somewhere, Eric.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Cadet?” The first sergeant couldn’t give a damn about the Inquisitor; to him, his Gifted was his father, god, and the crux of his entire life. And this was no exaggeration. 
 
      
 
    “Comply,” I nodded, catching a corner-lip smile from Hawkus. 
 
      
 
    We slowly descended the hill. Dry grass rustled under our feet; the hot summer sun beat down from above. Only the smell of burnt flesh and plastic, drifting from the captured perimeter, reminded us of the recent battle. The Inquisitor remained silent; I waited patiently. Finally, Hawkus stopped, plucked a stalk of grass, stripped the dry leaves meditatively, split it, inspected it critically, nodded in satisfaction, and stuffed it in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive an old man; it’s hard to quit smoking at my age, so I stuff whatever crap I can find into my mouth. You still smoke?” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised internally, but kept my face neutral. 
 
      
 
    “No, I quit a long time ago, Inquisitor! But surely you know that!” 
 
      
 
    Hawkus smiled warmly. His scar-covered face, when he smiled, became that of a kindly grandfather, minus the beard. His chin was clean-shaven; the right side of his skull, having been reconstructed after an old injury, was barren. And as the Inquisitor once put it, “Wearing half a beard is hardly aesthetic, and I couldn’t give a damn about the capital’s fashion.” 
 
      
 
    “Good man,” he said after a brief pause, moving the straw from one side of his mouth to the other. 
 
      
 
    Knowing this sly old fox for over five years, I would bet anything that his next words wouldn’t be good news. 
 
      
 
    “Anton,” Hawkus began deliberately, “as you’ve probably realized, there are some complications with your return to the academy.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it. There won’t be space for me on the destroyer. The wounded take priority.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not about that,” the Inquisitor grimaced. “We could always make room for one — or rather, two people. But I wouldn’t recommend going back for a while, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “As you say, mentor. I trust you completely.” 
 
      
 
    “Not curious to ask why?” Hawkus gave a grim smile. 
 
      
 
    “I’m confident you’ll give me all the information I need,” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Good man,” Hawkus nodded. “I will indeed. But I want this information to stay between us.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Inquisitor,” I acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    Hawkus paused for a second, grimaced as if from a toothache, and quietly declared, “The Empire is going to fall soon.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHY?” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the most intelligent question, but I hoped I’d misheard him. 
 
      
 
    “Paraiso is gone.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand. What do you mean, ‘gone’?” 
 
      
 
    “The planet has been destroyed by the Emperor’s order.” 
 
      
 
    I was dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    “How? Why?” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t make sense to me. Paraiso, the second planet in the VRG-53R78 system, had been discovered and colonized by humans thousands of years ago. In fact, the Great Human March to the Stars had commenced after establishing a colony there. The substance found on this planet, named “Essentium,” had enabled humanity to transcend both the possible and the impossible. Anyone who ingested Essentium experienced an “expansion” of their consciousness and a bolstering of their physique. The effects varied from individual to individual, but the fact remained. However, there were exceptions. While most people needed to take Essentium continuously to maintain their enhanced abilities, a small fraction required only a single dose to unlock their potential. No further refueling was necessary; their internal reserves seemed infinite. These individuals were known as the Gifted. 
 
      
 
    Thus, humanity split into three very unequal groups: 
 
      
 
    The first group consisted of regular people, who remained the majority. The Gifted later started to refer to them as “commoners,” an old term harking back to a time when society was stratified into classes. 
 
      
 
    The second group consisted of the Gifted, a tiny fraction compared to the so-called “ordinary” folk. They elevated themselves above the rest by forming “Lineages.” This ascendancy didn’t happen overnight. Initially, these individuals were lab rats, some willingly and some by force. Even the original term “Lineages” was somewhat... dehumanizing. The term historically referred to groups of animals of the same breed that resembled each other in appearance and behavior. Bloodlines included all descendants from a common ancestor. The first Gifted had clearly been treated as animals — undoubtedly valuable and useful, but animals nonetheless. However, the “livestock” proved to be smarter and more cunning than their “owners.” The Gifted united and elevated themselves, flipping the concept entirely, proving they weren’t a herd of livestock, after all. They were a pack. And when they seized power and became the masters themselves, they remembered well how they were initially treated by the masses — and they repaid it a hundredfold. 
 
      
 
    Then there was a third group: “ordinary” humans who consumed Essentium. Initially, these were influential and wealthy people from Earth’s ancient nation states. They either had enough administrative power or money to afford regular Essentium intake. Many of them, especially politicians responsible for the initial maltreatment of the Gifted, were later eliminated. Some intermingled with the Gifted from the Lineages, and some of their offspring became Gifted themselves. Wealthy “bourgeois” individuals who could afford Essentium emerged in various places. Although their numbers were small compared to the general population, they were substantially more numerous than the Gifted. But Essentium was scarce, and made it to the open market in negligible amounts after being distributed among the numerous specialists serving the Emperor. And this scarcity irritated the “bourgeoisie” enormously. 
 
      
 
    The first group, or the “commoners,” included quadrillions of Imperial subjects. The number of the “bourgeois” was a hundred thousand times smaller. The Gifted numbered in the millions, which roughly translated to... It was easier to say that there was one Gifted individual per one or two billion ordinary people. And the majority of the Gifted were in some way associated with military formations — be it the army or the Imperial space fleet, or the private forces of known Lineages. Yes, despite the Empire’s autocracy, it was too vast for the Emperor's authority to be acknowledged in all its corners unconditionally. Feudal wars flared up whenever Lineages couldn’t resolve personal issues peacefully. And these wars were depressingly frequent. The Emperor turned a blind eye to all of that precisely because rigid control over the Empire was impossible. Vast distances always complicated matters, and managing this colossal bureaucratic machine was a task of supreme complexity. The only thing the Emperor could do was delegate limited powers to his most loyal subjects. However, humans remained humans, with all their desires and weaknesses. 
 
      
 
    It was Chaos itself that exploited these desires and weaknesses. And this wasn’t some abstract evil! It was an entirely real and ruthless Evil with a capital E, threatening humanity ever since its discovery of Essentium. Rapid travel between stars, which had allowed humanity to colonize the Galaxy so quickly, required the ship to plunge into Subspace. That was the original name, to be eventually replaced by another — Realms of Chaos. Its use was deprecated by the Inquisition, yet it was cautiously whispered everywhere all the same. And this name described the space through which the interstellar ships traveled with a lot more precision. 
 
      
 
    But I’d need to recount the story of Essentium’s discovery first. It happened as follows. A colony ship landed on a yet-unnamed planet, now known as Paraiso. For several decades, people diligently developed this new colony until they stumbled upon... some object or some entity. This was one of the Empire’s most guarded secrets. No one knew where exactly Essentium came from, but its source was certainly on the planet Paraiso. 
 
      
 
    It was unclear who’d first put this substance in their mouth and why, but the effects were immediate. Some people who consumed Essentium turned into insane mutants that were really hard to eliminate, while others gained superpowers. Word quickly reached the ruling circles of what used to be the Earth Federation. 
 
      
 
    That was when those experiments started, and the Gifted appeared as a result. But most importantly, Subspace travel was discovered. A person who consumed Essentium drew their power or Energy, as it came to be known, from Subspace. What exactly was it? There was still no consensus among scientists: most leaned toward parallel realities as a likely explanation. Or rather, multiple realities. And they were inhabited by... Entities. Broadly categorized as conditionally-neutral and openly-hostile. There was a catch — a human couldn’t directly draw Energy from Subspace. They had to invite an Entity into themselves, which then acted as a sort of energy pump. This Entity was also called an Ethereal Double. 
 
      
 
    Conditionally-neutral Entities, known as Conductors, helped navigators plot a shortcut through Subspace. A navigator’s consciousness would first delve into Subspace, find a suitable Conductor, and negotiate with them. The Conductor would show the navigator a projection of our world in theirs, offer their Path, and set the Price. There could be multiple Conductors, each offering their own Path. The navigator’s job was to choose the optimal one. The payment for this assistance was the navigator’s Life Force. If the navigator was Gifted, the Force would eventually replenish on its own. However, if the navigator was “Essentium-powered,” only this miraculous substance could aid in recovery. If the navigator ran out of Essentium, their life became as bright and beautiful as a Roman candle — and just as short-lived. 
 
      
 
    In the grand tapestry of the cosmos, the conditionally-neutral Entities served as the linchpins around which all the superpowers of the Gifted revolved. These Entities were either immortal or experienced time differently in subspace. The progenitors of Lineages had long ago bound their Lines to specific Entities, which typically continued to “serve” their descendants. When Lineages mixed, the offspring could choose which of the two Entities — related to the mother’s or father’s Line — to interact with. 
 
      
 
    That was how it transpired, for the most part. A Gifted individual would usually choose a familiar Entity that had collaborated with their Lineage for millennia. Such an arrangement suited most people — it was primarily safe. The term “conditionally-neutral” wasn’t prefixed with “conditionally” for nothing. Any Gifted person, or an Essentium user, could attempt to interact with a new Entity. However, some of those would turn hostile for unknown reasons. The real kicker was that it could happen out of the blue! No one knew why. Hostile Entities craved a person’s Life Force. No, scratch that — they craved all of a person’s Life Force, along with their body and mind! An Entity could fully possess a person, scorching their mind and maiming their body. In old church terminology, creatures of this sort were known as demons. And the only way to deal with one of them was to vanquish it somehow — usually with great difficulty, inevitable losses, and massive destruction. 
 
      
 
    If conditionally-neutral Entities could be likened to “sheep,” then the openly-hostile Entities were definitely “wolves.” Negotiating with them was impossible; they immediately tried to seize control of a person. You could encounter them anywhere. When a Gifted person was making contact with a “familiar” conditionally-neutral Entity, a hostile one could suddenly appear. For instance, some inexperienced navigators might misjudge the Path offered by a guide and encounter hostile Entities along the way. Only a handful of people survived such encounters and lived to tell the tale. Usually, the ship would vanish — along with everyone on board. Thus, another “plague ship” would appear — a term coined by the Inquisition. Such a ship, infested with demons, could materialize anywhere and immediately attack every human within its range — be it on another ship, a station, or even a planet. People transformed into demons became terrifying adversaries! Their altered bodies were stronger, faster, and more resilient than ordinary human flesh. Many also had superpowers. Typically, any appearance of demons culminated in a horrific massacre. 
 
      
 
    As millennia wore on, the fabric of the universe grew thin. Hostile Entities no longer targeted just the Gifted and “Essentium junkies.” Reality Breaches began to occur in the most unexpected places. Numerous cults and disgruntled commoners, and sometimes even the Gifted themselves, contributed to this. The power of Chaos was just too great and alluring! 
 
      
 
    All of this resulted in the rebirth of the Inquisition. Humanity decided not to reinvent the wheel; both the concept and the name were borrowed from history. 
 
      
 
    The term “Inquisition,” derived from the Latin inquīsītiō, originally referred to “search,” “investigation,” or “inquiry.” The primary task of the ancient Inquisition was to determine whether the accused was guilty of heresy. The modern Inquisition identified and preempted all possible manifestations of Chaos in our reality. In the event of a Breach, they participated in its eradication. 
 
      
 
    The term “heresy” had also been repurposed. While it once referred to a deliberate departure from what was considered orthodox religious doctrine, it now applied to anyone or anything associated with Chaos, whether that association was intentional or not. 
 
      
 
    Inquisitors were exclusively Gifted — no exceptions. But it wasn’t as if any aspiring Gifted individual could don the red robes; the Order had a set of very rigid criteria for joining. You didn’t get to have a “Shadow” as an Inquisitor, either. You needed unshakeable self-confidence, raw power, and a mind sealed against Chaos to become one. A mental link to another person was a chink in the armor that Chaos could allegedly exploit. 
 
      
 
    Rain started to drizzle, then intensified, threatening a downpour. Hawkus tilted his head back, letting the falling water wash over his face. He squinted, savoring the moment. Weeks spent inside a spaceship’s metallic belly made you crave simple pleasures — a summer rain was a godsend. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move, Anton!” Hawkus gestured toward the makeshift camp. Medical tents took up one half; the rest were storage and living quarters. 
 
      
 
    I nodded, trailing behind him. My mind was a whirlwind of questions, but I held back, waiting for Hawkus to break the silence. How could anyone even think of destroying the Galaxy’s crown jewel of a planet? And why? What looming threat could justify such an extreme measure? The Emperor himself had apparently sanctioned this — what the hell was going on? 
 
      
 
    We reached the tent flying the Inquisition’s red flag. Hawkus paused, his eyes darting towards the black tent adorned with the Arenberg banner that stood nearby. Something was off, but what? 
 
      
 
    Inside the tent, we sat on foldable chairs and engaged in what turned out to be a very heavy conversation touching on issues that could shake the very foundations of our reality. 
 
      
 
    “Anton, listen,” Hawkus finally said, his voice tinged with despair. “There’s no future to speak of — no Initiation, nothing. The Essentium wells have run dry. That means no more routine interstellar travel, no more superpowers for the elite. We’re on the brink, and it’s a long way down.” 
 
      
 
    “No Initiation? But why?” I couldn’t believe it. All these years of study, all the humiliations I’d endured from high-born snobs — was it all for nothing? My world shattered in an instant, and I was at a loss for what to do next. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, Anton, no Initiation,” the old Inquisitor patted my shoulder awkwardly, trying to offer some comfort. “All Essentium reserves are accounted for. All the Gifted are known, one way or another. No one wants to introduce an unpredictable element into the world order right now. And a newly initiated Gifted is exactly that — an unpredictable element. Trust an old Inquisitor on this. Sure, the children of wealthy families from known Lineages will undergo Initiation in secret, away from Imperial Oversight. But you know that’s not an option for you.” 
 
      
 
    “What about...” I was in shock, to put it mildly. Who was to blame? What should I do next? Those were the questions swirling in my head, minus the expletives. 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor reached over and reassuringly patted my shoulder again. “There’s one option, but I need to think it through. Although that’s not your biggest problem right now. Hell, it’s not just your problem — it’s everyone’s. The destroyer is about to leave, and no one in command has any idea how to get off this damned planet.” 
 
      
 
    “The Baron will figure something out,” I said confidently. Faith in the Gifted had been ingrained in me since childhood as a substitute for mother’s milk. 
 
      
 
    “The Baron,” old Hawkus sighed, “has other things on his mind right now. The Essentium is gone, which means Chaos is already at bay.” 
 
      
 
    “But he’s Gifted!” I cautiously objected. “He doesn’t need Essentium.” 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor sighed heavily. “You still have much to learn, my boy. Sooner or later, all the Gifted require Essentium. It prolongs their lives and replenishes their powers. The body ages, and the rate of Life Force recovery declines, just like metabolism in any aging person. The Baron has been on the edge for a long time. He should have retired a decade ago, but the stubborn old man won’t leave his regiment. He hasn’t used his Gift in years. The mind ages too, kid. And it’s getting harder for him to protect himself, even when working with a familiar Entity.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me with piercing sky-blue eyes. “Do you know why the Initiation is performed at eighteen?” 
 
      
 
    “The soul is strong enough to resist the temptations of Chaos, and the Gifted is ready to accept the Energy of Subspace and connect their mind with their Ethereal Double!” I rattled off the axiom from the basic course on Energy Management without even thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Good!” the Inquisitor smiled. “And what happens to the Gifted in old age?” 
 
      
 
    I searched my memory but came up empty. We hadn’t covered that. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not supposed to know,” Hawkus nodded. “It’s not exactly a secret, but it’s not discussed openly, either. There comes a point when a Gifted person can no longer exist without Essentium. Depending on various factors, this usually happens after one hundred to one hundred and fifty years of life. Their capacity for Subspace Energy and the reserve of Life Force actually begin to decline a while earlier than that. That’s when the first dilemma arises. The Gifted can no longer use their abilities as they normally would. They have two choices: either significantly reduce their active duties or rely more heavily on Essentium to maintain their previous vigor. Essentium is expensive, as you know, and not everyone can afford it. Over time, people get used to their Gift, which is usually weak. If a Gifted individual is in the service of the Emperor and thus fully provided for, they hold out as long as they can. Like our Baron. But sooner or later, even with the use of Essentium, the point of no return is reached. The Entity becomes increasingly reluctant to interact with the person; their Life Force is no longer sufficient as payment. Anything can happen then. The Entity might become hostile on its own, or the elderly Gifted might make a mistake in the connection and let in a foreign hostile Entity. The only safe option is to completely refrain from using their abilities.” 
 
      
 
    He fell silent, staring at the floor. 
 
      
 
    “So when did the Baron reach the point of ‘no return’?” I asked softly. 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor looked at me again. “Always knew you were a sharp one. About three years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does that mean?” I pressed for more information. 
 
      
 
    “It means that any use of his Gift could lead to disaster.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that why we were assigned to this regiment? To keep an eye on him?” 
 
      
 
    “Another point in your favor,” Hawkus nodded. “I owe the Baron one, which is why I had agreed to this tenure.” 
 
      
 
    “But if it’s all so dangerous, why wasn’t he forcibly retired?” I was still trying to grasp the logic behind the actions. 
 
      
 
    “Because he’s a good commander! Even without his abilities, he leads the regiment very efficiently! And he’s formally signed an official waiver to refrain from using his Gift. So right now I’m facing one hell a dilemma here, kiddo. My duty is to hand the Colonel over to a military tribunal for a court-martial, seeing as how he’s broken his Oath.” 
 
      
 
    “But he’s helped us enormously! He’s saved a lot of people!” I was so outraged I could barely breathe. “Without him, we’d all be dead!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even realize I’d raised my voice. The Inquisitor lifted his hand, silencing me. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I called it a dilemma. Friendship pulls me one way, duty another. Regrettably, the choice isn't really mine to make.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a wild roar erupted from outside, followed by the whistling of laser guns and the explosion of a grenade. The tent flap was thrown open, and the Colonel’s personal guard stumbled in. His right arm was missing, and blood spurted from the torn flesh. 
 
      
 
    “The Baron...” the soldier gasped “He’s transforming...” Then he collapsed face-first and passed out. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SOLDIER!” Inquisitor Hawkus leapt to the fallen bodyguard and slapped him sharply across the face. “What exactly happened?” 
 
      
 
    The soldier’s eyes regained focus. He coughed, blood trickling from his mouth, but managed to stammer out, “The Colonel wasn’t coming to. He was delirious, babbling in some foreign tongue... Occasionally, familiar words would slip through. Something about light and the voices calling him. Then he started to change. His teeth fell out, to be replaced by those horrible fangs, his bones twisted, and his limbs turned into something strange. Then he started killing... Kernel sent me to find you.” 
 
      
 
    The private sobbed and fell silent. 
 
      
 
    “So it’s finally happened!” Hawkus briskly walked over to a heavy crate in the corner, flipping its lid open. He pulled out a hefty chain adorned with the Order’s insignia and slung it around his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Anton, stay here!” He exited the tent swiftly. 
 
      
 
    No chance. I wouldn’t call myself particularly brave — I’d learned to be... flexible in my short life — but cowardice wasn’t in my repertoire. The Baron was my commander, and Hawkus was as good as a friend. I had to follow him. Hawkus didn’t look back, his hand tightly gripping the unsheathed sword. In an era of energy weapons, a blade seemed archaic unless wielded by an Entity-Affined fighter — especially an Inquisitor of the War Order. I’d seen Hawkus handle his weapon, even sparred with him when he was in a good mood. Despite my top fencing scores at the academy, I was a child next to him. Although lately, more like a teenager already — I was a quick learner. 
 
      
 
    The dark whirlwind swirling above the Baron’s tent was impossible to miss. It had already swept away the flagpole and the Arenberg banner, and was beginning to shred the tent itself. The dust kicked up and the unnatural darkness shrouding the hilltop obscured what was happening. Eric silently joined me, sliding forward and to the side, partially shielding me with his body, but not obstructing my view or likely firing line. 
 
      
 
    Screams and flashes of gunfire emanated from the cloud. A broken body flew out, landing right in front of me. Glancing down, I recognized old Kernel, the Baron’s Shadow. Despite his advanced age — well into his sixties — Kernel had been a robust old man with immense physical strength and colossal experience. Now his once-sturdy body looked as if it had been wrung out by giant hands, drained of blood and guts. I recognized him only by his blood-soaked face, its dead eyes staring at the gray sky. 
 
      
 
    Eric muttered a curse and looked back at me. He didn’t say anything, but disapproval was evident in his eyes. Clearly, he didn’t want me involved in this. Yet, seeing the resolve in my gaze, he remained silent, only shaking his head in silent admonition. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Major Cortez shouting, and the turret of the command APC swiveled toward the hill. Was he actually planning to fire? The Colonel and the Inquisitor were up there. I couldn’t believe my eyes! 
 
      
 
    A strange growl and the loud voice of the Inquisitor reciting some prayer emanated from the cloud. Flashes of lightning momentarily tore through the darkness, revealing two entangled figures — one of which had lost all human features — before the darkness closed in again. 
 
      
 
    “Eric, move!” I broke into a run. The Shadow nodded and picked up his pace. 
 
      
 
    “Noname! Noname, what the hell are you doing?” Prime-Lieutenant Tarnawsky was right there, of course. With his knack for finding trouble, it was no surprise. I glanced at the gesticulating Aleksy and followed the sergeant into the strip of darkness. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, visibility inside was better than zero — akin to approaching autumn twilight. I saw an energy discharge fly from the Inquisitor’s hand; Hawkus was trying to stop the enemy. I’d once witnessed such a bolt make a human body explode like a blood-filled sack. I was prepared to see it again. But the strange figure merely staggered and took another step. Finally, I could see what the commander of the 134th Imperial Guard Regiment had become. 
 
      
 
    It was a bizarre towering creature, almost a head taller than the former Baron, who had already been a large man. Its legs were bent backward at the knees, arms elongated, hands enlarged, and fingers now ended in long claws resembling foot-long knives. It even had a tail, which it used to trip the Inquisitor right before my eyes. Fortunately, Hawkus had switched his supporting leg at the last moment and managed to stay upright, though it was clear he struggled. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” Eric barked. We raised our rifles simultaneously and opened targeted fire. Missing at this range was impossible. And we didn’t miss. 
 
      
 
    Instead of severing limbs and burning holes in the creature’s body, our laser beams only left shallow grooves in its gray-steel flesh, which instantly healed. What the hell was this thing? 
 
      
 
    Chills ran down my spine as the creature jerked its head toward me, and I locked eyes with two blood-red fires burning deep within its eye sockets. 
 
      
 
    “Anton, scram!” The Inquisitor had spotted us. “Eric, for Chaos’ sake, get him the hell away from here!” 
 
      
 
    I flipped my rifle to high-powered shot mode. At the shooting range, I nail every target at two hundred feet. The creature was just about forty feet away. A shot square into its eye socket clearly pissed it off, and I had juice for only five more power-packed pulses. One of the demon’s eyes went dark. It roared and lunged at me, closing half the distance in one leap. Another leap would’ve been game over for me, but that didn’t happen. Eric hurled me aside and slammed his rifle butt into the creature’s face without a second thought. The demon roared, swiped its clawed hand, and Eric’s armor plates crackled under the force, sending him flying about ten feet. He tried to get up, but collapsed, clutching his torn abdomen. 
 
      
 
    “Eric!” I screamed, feeling the physical pain of my friend. Not as intensely as he did, but enough to know he was seriously injured. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I heard the Inquisitor’s shout, white lightning bolts struck the creature’s back, diverting its attention for a moment. It roared, turned toward the Inquisitor, paused, and then turned back to me. It swung its tail, and I barely rolled aside in time. A sharp spike at the end of its tail plunged into the ground right where my head had just been. The creature stomped, ready to squash me with its paw, but I somersaulted away from danger and sprang to my feet. My rifle lay behind the creature, and all I had left was a standard combat knife, which I drew, holding it in a reverse grip. Not sure it would help, but the textured handle in my palm gave me some irrational confidence. I dodged a swipe from its clawed paw and slashed at it with my knife. The sound was like scraping metal, and the result was zero. Then the creature’s kick connected, sending me flying about six feet; thankfully, my armor held up and absorbed some of the impact force. 
 
      
 
    Gasping for air, my chest aching — likely a couple of broken ribs — I saw the Inquisitor step between the demon and me. In one hand, he clutched a chain adorned with an emblem; in the other, a sword. Both radiated a fierce white light. The creature lunged, but the Inquisitor sidestepped, plunging his glowing sword deep into its back. High-temperature laser beams had failed to harm this monstrosity, but the luminous blade tore right through it. A geyser of black blood erupted, splattering across my face and filling my mouth. Despite its unsettling color, it tasted disturbingly like human blood. 
 
      
 
    The world froze. I glimpsed the Hidden Fabric of the Universe. The understanding of what it was and how to name it came instinctively. Countless worlds flashed before my eyes. They floated in a gray jelly-like substance, reflecting both their actual and potential states. My brain worked at an unimaginable speed, trying to comprehend and memorize what I saw. But it couldn’t keep up, and I sensed impending madness. It smelled of decay and mint tea. Madness enveloped me like a warm breeze, lulling and calming, persuading me to let go of my consciousness. It argued that I’d be better off without it, that a short life as a helpless vegetable was worth the happiness it could offer. At the edge of my slipping consciousness, I remembered the path I’d taken from the bottom. The grumbling, thieving caregivers in the orphanage, the haughty offspring of high-born Gifted in school, the humiliations, the insults, and my motto. ‘I will be Emperor!’ I’d told myself that for years, and it had always helped, no matter how tough it would get. This stinking madness wouldn’t make me give in, either, Chaos take it! 
 
      
 
    I created a mental bubble around myself, initially blocking out sounds, then smells, and finally the surrounding space itself, which seemed to blur and recede into the background. I saw madness futilely trying to find a weak spot in the bubble, but it couldn’t. Eric! Hawkus! Suddenly, I remembered that I still had unfinished business on the distant planet Faïda. There were people there who mattered to me and who needed help. The bubble, as if hearing my thoughts, shot up like a real air bubble toward the surface. Worlds flickered by again, and after the last bright flash, I managed to open my eyes and felt myself back in my body. Not a second of real time had passed during my absence. 
 
      
 
    The creature let out an unnaturally high-pitched wail and, spinning with the sword still lodged inside it, yanked the weapon from Hawkus’s grasp. It immediately attacked with its long claws. Hawkus thrust forward his hand holding the glowing chain, and the creature recoiled, hissing like an enraged cat. The battle was clearly taking a toll on the Inquisitor; he looked as if he’d aged a hundred years. Yet Hawkus stood his ground, legs wide apart and head held high. 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor recited a prayer and raised the hand with the chain, from which a white bolt of lightning struck. The creature howled, and another bolt followed the first. And another. Victory seemed within reach until the chain in Hawkus’s hand suddenly flashed brightly and disintegrated into tiny pieces. The Inquisitor stared at his empty hand in disbelief, and the creature immediately attacked, knocking him down and pouncing on him to deliver horrific blows with its massive paws. 
 
      
 
    I clenched my teeth and sprang to my feet, knife still in hand. In two leaps, I was on the creature’s back, ready to strike. Just before plunging the blade, I felt the protective bubble I’d created earlier, as if it had reappeared around us, invisible but palpable through some sixth sense. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the Inquisitor’s embedded sword suddenly dim. My standard-issue knife crunched into the demon’s neck, severing its vertebrae. 
 
      
 
    The creature hissed and tried to shake me off, but I held on, furiously hacking away until its head separated from its body. I lost my footing and crashed to the ground, watching as the gray head rolled away, spewing black blood from its open wound. All I wanted was to close my eyes and pass out, but I forced myself to get up. 
 
      
 
    The demon had managed to land a few blows on me during its struggle to shake me off: my leg was bleeding, and blood seeped from my side beneath my armor. Struggling, I pushed the headless body away and turned my attention to Hawkus — or what was left of him. It was a miracle he was still alive. His torn arms, protruding ribs, gouged-out eye, and half-removed scalp were a horrifying sight. Yet his remaining eye looked at me with familiar cheerfulness, not letting in a moment of pain. His bloodied lips quivered into a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Would you look at that,” Hawkus rasped. Speaking was clearly a struggle, but the old Inquisitor wasn’t giving in. “I always believed in you, kid. How in the Chaos did you do it?” 
 
      
 
    “Inquisitor, you shouldn’t talk. Save your strength,” I said, falling to my knees in front of him and frantically trying to pull out a first-aid kit that was stuck in my pocket. “Medics will be here soon to help you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha, old Hawkus is done for! Listen and don’t interrupt,” he said, seeing that I was about to cut him off. “I don’t know how you did it, but a regular human can’t kill a demon. That much I know. Where did you get the Essentium, and more importantly, when?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about, Inquisitor? I didn’t take or use any Essentium.” 
 
      
 
    “Lean in,” he coughed up blood, and I moved my face closer to his. “Closer.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned in as close as I could and saw understanding flash in his remaining eye, quickly replaced by horror. 
 
      
 
    “Demon’s blood! You swallowed some of the demon’s blood?” Hawkus rasped. 
 
      
 
    “Well... I guess so,” I shrugged. “It got in my mouth, and I reflexively swallowed. Just a little.” 
 
      
 
    “May the Emperor protect us,” Hawkus whispered, his voice tinged with disbelief. “Plans are changing. Do whatever you want, but you need to leave this place. You're in serious danger.” 
 
      
 
    “In danger? Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Uncontrolled Initiation with demon blood! It contains Essentium!” 
 
      
 
    A wave of nausea swept over me. Hawkus coughed, gasping for air, his strength visibly waning. 
 
      
 
    “Remove the tags. Now!” 
 
      
 
    I yanked the chain and removed the identification tag from Hawkus’s neck. I had a similar one, as did all soldiers. It stored vital information for emergency medical treatment or, in the worst case, to notify next of kin. Hawkus had two tags — one standard silver, the other pitch-black with the emblem of the Order of War. 
 
      
 
    “Hide the Inquisitorial one. Show it only to a brother from the Order of War. Understand?” His voice rose, and he tried to lift himself, but couldn’t without his arms. “Tell no one about the Initiation except these brothers.” 
 
      
 
    He lay back, catching his breath. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let yourself down, my boy! You’ll make it; I’ve always believed in you! And take this sword as my parting gift. Don’t tell anyone about Paraiso yet. I regret we didn’t have enough time to — ” 
 
      
 
    His lips stretched into a final smile, which a second later turned into a post-mortem grimace. His lifeless eyes seemed to gaze at the sky, as if Hawkus saw something there beyond my reach. 
 
      
 
    Tears streamed down my cheeks. Strange, the rain had already stopped. My thoughts felt foggy. Mechanically, I tucked the black tag into my inner pocket and placed the silver one on Hawkus’s chest. Carefully, I unbuckled the sheath along with the belt and limped over to the demon’s corpse. With considerable effort, I pulled out the sword. Sitting on the ground, I used a tuft of dry grass to wipe the blade clean of the black blood. A simple weapon, crafted for an Inquisitor. The only decorations were a cloudy white stone embedded in the hilt and inscriptions of prayers on the steel blade. The black letters lent the weapon an air of mystery. It was a good blade. And it was a parting gift from... a friend. 
 
      
 
    I sheathed the sword and hobbled over to Eric. He was grimacing, lying on the ground, clutching his abdomen. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Tony, but I can’t seem to stand up. My guts are trying to make an exit.” 
 
      
 
    I fell to my knees in front of him and carefully lifted his hand. Indeed, his abdomen was slashed open, and Eric was literally holding his innards in place. I administered a painkiller from the first aid kit, and began to bandage my injured friend, who bit his lip but continued to mutter curses under his breath. Focused on administering first aid, I didn’t notice the fog lifting. 
 
      
 
    “Chaos take me, Noname! You’re still alive!” Tarnavsky, in full combat gear, dropped to one knee beside me. His squad cautiously circled the two corpses, rifles at the ready. “What the hell happened here?” 
 
      
 
    Exhausted, I shifted my gaze to where the prime lieutenant was looking — a mutilated body in red armor seemed to be embracing the headless gray corpse of a Subspace demon. 
 
      
 
    “A shitshow, Prime, sir! A genuine shitshow!” My strength finally gave out, and I passed out. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I OPENED MY EYES and immediately shut them again. It felt as if someone had poured sand into them. And it seemed like someone had crawled into my mouth, stomped around, vomited, shat, and then died there. 
 
      
 
    “Water,” I croaked. 
 
      
 
    “He’s awake!” Eric appeared, his torso bare and bandaged around the abdomen, chest, shoulders, and legs. He looked like a mummy, except for his head. His bald scalp gleamed, and his eyes smiled. He handed me a glass. 
 
      
 
    I reached out, but my hand was shaking so much that I couldn’t take the proffered water. Seeing this, Eric lifted the glass to my lips. I emptied it greedily, taking large gulps, then leaned back on the pillow, satisfied. My body ached, and I felt tired, but overall, I had expected worse. 
 
      
 
    “Where are my things?” I realized with horror that I was naked. Where was the Inquisitor’s medallion? 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve taken care of them. Everything’s in place,” Eric emphasized the word ‘everything.’ He cracked open a chest beside the bed. I saw my dirty, blood-stained clothes inside. Eric reached in, pulled out the black tag, showed it to me, and quickly put it back. 
 
      
 
    Relieved, I leaned back on the pillows and gave a grim smile. I imagined Eric, with his slashed-open belly, making sure nothing of mine went missing. And that was probably exactly what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the situation?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “The locals have been forcibly dispersed,” Sergeant Eric replied willingly. “The command is in shock. That’s what you’re interested in, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. What about the major?” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, the command is in shock!” Eric snorted. “The major, first and foremost.” 
 
      
 
    “Did they question you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Eric grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I flared up, knowing my friend only too well. “What did you tell them?” 
 
      
 
    “I told them the cadet decapitated the demon. With a standard combat knife.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to shout, but saw barely contained laughter in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Just messing with you,” he admitted, bursting into loud laughter. After he had his laugh, he quickly turned serious. 
 
      
 
    “I told them I was in no condition to watch the fight,” he gestured to his abdomen. “But I said it seemed to me that the Inquisitor had taken down the demon. They didn’t seem to believe me much, though. Given the state they found the Inquisitor in, it would’ve been quite a feat for him to decapitate a demon. I’m afraid you’ll have some questions to answer.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?” I nodded toward his bandages. 
 
      
 
    “Better than ever,” the Sergeant smirked. “I’m Shadow, after all. I heal like a wolverine. Or a Gifted. Ha-ha!” 
 
      
 
    He was right. The accelerated healing that Gifted individuals had was partially passed on to their Shadows. So, even in the worst-case scenario, Eric would only have a fresh scar from his terrible wound in about a week. Another perk of being a ‘Shadow.’ 
 
      
 
    The tent flap was thrown back, and Major Cortez strode in. 
 
      
 
    “Carter, out,” he nodded at the first sergeant. Eric stared at me demonstratively, in no hurry to obey. 
 
      
 
    I nodded, and the Shadow, taking his sweet time, put on his robe, smiled at the staff officer, and exited the tent. I could practically hear the major grinding his teeth, but he had no grounds for objection. 
 
      
 
    Major Enrico Cortez hailed from the de Mendoza Line — a Lineage man without the Gift. Considering the odds, that was usually the case. There were many such people, and they were among the most unpleasant characters. The cosmic lottery had not granted them the Gift, while some of their relatives did possess it. These same relatives had also denied Cortez a title, as a man without the Gift wasn’t entitled to one, even if they were nobly-born. The only privilege such people had was a ‘higher’ military rank in the Imperial Army compared to commoners. If a non-lineage person could aspire to the rank of captain at most, a non-Gifted Lineage individual could hope for the rank of lieutenant colonel. 
 
      
 
    Depending on their nobility, status, and wealth, such individuals sometimes received Essentium from the generosity of their Lineage. In the case of Enrico Cortez, the Patriarchs of the Lineage didn’t seem to find it prudent. Nor did they assist in his career; the major had been stuck at his current rank for at least a decade. 
 
      
 
    Generally speaking, such people didn’t particularly like Gifted individuals under their command. Usually, such situations were impossible for a variety of obvious reasons, but Cortez had lucked out with me. A Gifted person without any Lineage to back him up, and not even Initiated yet. It was too good an opportunity for him to miss. 
 
      
 
    “Noname, what in the name of Chaos happened out there?” 
 
      
 
    “Major, sir...” I began. 
 
      
 
    “ Stand to attention when you’re speaking to the regiment commander!” the major suddenly bellowed. 
 
      
 
    Well, well, a regiment commander already. But that was far from the truth — a non-Gifted person couldn’t command a Guard regiment; he was merely an ‘acting regiment commander.’ Still, reminding him of that now was probably unwise. Moreover, the command ‘to attention’ was never given to patients indoors. It was against regulations and simply unfair. The major should have known that. What bug bit him? 
 
      
 
    I carefully slid off the bed and stood up. The weakness hadn’t gone away, but my healthy, trained body was recovering quickly. Astonishingly quickly, it seemed to me. I’d always been special, of course, but after the battle with the demon, something else in my body had “readjusted.” For instance, minor cuts had vanished without a trace in just a few hours. 
 
      
 
    “My apologies, Major Cortez. What exactly are you interested in?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything,” Cortez lowered himself onto a stool. “From the beginning to the end.” 
 
      
 
    “First Sergeant Carter and I arrived at the battle scene where Inquisitor Hawkus was fighting an, uh, well, fighting a demon, which Colonel von Schager of the 134th Guard Regiment had turned into.” 
 
      
 
    “A demon?” Cortez grimaced. “What do you mean, a demon?” 
 
      
 
    “They are otherwise known as Subspace entities, sir. Basic demonology course.” 
 
      
 
    “I know the classification; don’t be a smartass, Noname,” the Major cut me off. “Why did you decide it was the former baron?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s obvious,” I shrugged. “Who else could it be?” 
 
      
 
    Cortez snorted angrily but remained silent. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” he nodded. 
 
      
 
    “When we saw the demon fighting Inquisitor Hawkus, we provided fire support with our personal weapons. Laser gun fire was completely ineffective against the entity,” I paused, waiting for follow-up questions. 
 
      
 
    “Continue,” the Major waved his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Then...” I hesitated, as I hadn’t yet come up with a plausible explanation for what had happened, “the Inquisitor used his Energy Discharge ability, forcing the demon to defend itself. Then, with the Emperor’s help, he activated his sword and decapitated the entity after piercing its torso. However, even after being beheaded, the demon crushed the Inquisitor beneath it, inflicting fatal injuries.” 
 
      
 
    Cortez stared at me grimly, pondering. Apparently, he was trying to find inconsistencies in my story. And, in my opinion, he was taking too long — my entire tale was quite implausible, to put it mildly. 
 
      
 
    “So you’re claiming that a headless creature inflicted such damage on an Inquisitor of the War Order?” 
 
      
 
    “Right on, that’s precisely what I’m claiming,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Noname, do you take me for a fool?” The major’s irritation was clearly seething. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Major Cortez, sir,” I replied crisply, even straightening up a bit to better fit the ‘at attention’ posture. 
 
      
 
    “How can a headless creature kill anyone?” Cortez suddenly yelled. The man’s nerves were fraying, and I could relate, to an extent. On a distant planet, having lost half his regiment, with the commander turned into a demon and no clear route for retreat. On the other hand, he’d always wanted a regiment, right? So he might as well enjoy it, Chaos take him! 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
      
 
    “And you, Major, how many demons have you seen in your lifetime?” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Cortez turned crimson. 
 
      
 
    I should’ve kept my mouth shut, but I couldn’t resist. 
 
      
 
    “I was there. I saw it. Everything happened exactly as I’ve described it, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The Major sprang to his feet. He was practically radiating furious indignation, but due to my six feet three inches, he had to look up at me. His gaze darted around the room, landing on various objects. 
 
      
 
    “The Inquisitor’s sword!” He pointed at the scabbard hanging on the back of the bed. “By what right did you take it?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. The thing was, I had almost completely calmed down, and, for some reason, I found the situation amusing. Then, without the slightest pause, a feeling of sudden anger washed over me. This little insolent human dared to say something to me? Cortez’s gaze returned to my face, and he reflexively took a step back. He paled and looked frightened. 
 
      
 
    What the hell? My bubble! Where was my bubble? I felt the familiar calm that came whenever I “walled myself off” from the world. The anger subsided, my heart steadied. And I could swear I saw some dark cloud bounce away from me. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a gift, sir! A gift from a friend, if you know the meaning of that word, sir!” 
 
      
 
    Cortez gaped at me with his eyes wide open. His irritation had vanished, and there was no fear there, either. He looked thoughtful and cautious. 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Keep it. Get well soon, Noname.” 
 
      
 
    The Major turned and quickly left the tent. His mood had changed oddly. The tent flap was thrown back, and Eric peeked in. 
 
      
 
    “Why did Cortez run off so quickly? What did you say to him?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing special,” I shrugged. “Just told him what happened.” 
 
      
 
    The Sergeant looked at me intently but said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “You have another visitor.” 
 
      
 
    “And who else has Chaos dragged in now?” I grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “I can hear everything, Noname!” The tent flap was thrown back, and in walked a smiling Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Prime Lieutenant! May I remain lying down, given that I’m unwell?” I had just stretched out on the bed again, feeling nice and cozy. 
 
      
 
    “Are you completely stupid, cadet?” the Prime laughed. “This is a medical tent; lie down, relax. How are you feeling? I heard that the Gifted heal very quickly. Is it the same for a ‘chrysalis’ of the Gifted?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m still superior to you... pessssky humanssssessss,” I hissed jokingly. 
 
      
 
    Aleksy laughed again. I was really comfortable around this lanky slob! Even though he was almost twice my age, his energy and humor always lifted my spirits. Plus, his self-confidence and complete lack of envy toward others were endearing. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the situation outside?” I asked my visitor. 
 
      
 
    “The locals have scattered like cockroaches,” Aleksy began. “We’ve cleared the fortress. Few managed to escape. There are around ten thousand dead bodies here; the Baron took down two-thirds of them. The rest of them bolted, leaving their equipment and weapons behind. The ships that didn’t engage in the orbital battle have left the system. Their envoys have just arrived. They’re likely here to discuss terms of surrender. They claim they were misled by Chaos. The way I see it, there was no Chaos involved. Their idiotic leaders have been played for chumps by their neighbors, who are probably about to get a visit from a few of our regular regiments. That’ll drastically raise their quality of life and make things a lot more enjoyable, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the situation with our regiment? The personnel?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a disaster,” Aleksy grimaced. “More than half are gone. The first and fourth battalions have virtually been wiped out. The second and third are somewhat intact. But without the Baron, Cortez won’t be able to hold it together. I suspect the 134th Guard Regiment is finished. I’ve been here for five years, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they’ll appoint a new commander? Reinforcements?” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    Aleksy snorted. “Well, those snooty Gifted bastards — may Chaos take them! Ah, no offense, Anton. An infantry regiment, even a guard one, isn’t exactly a prime career path for the Gifted. You need a calling for this, a passion — like our Baron had. They might send us some washout, coward or drunkard. But the 134th will never be the same, believe me.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s depressing,” I admitted. 
 
      
 
    Aleksy nodded. “You’re telling me. But that’s not why I’m here. The McCoy is leaving in three days. If you want to get on board, you’d better hurry.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him, puzzled. “What makes you think I’m planning to leave?” 
 
      
 
    Aleksy smirked, tilting his head slightly. “Ever heard of logic? Didn’t they teach you that in your academies?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course they did,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Good! The Baron turned into some gods-awful abomination, the Inquisitor is dead, and our old ship is at the bottom of a local ocean. Looks like an excellent time for you to return to your academy, put on your dress uniform, and start hitting on girls.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned wider, and Eric, who was in the corner, burst into laughter. Aleksy turned to him. 
 
      
 
    “And you, First Sergeant, do you get any female attention? Or are you too busy looking after our Gifted friend here and running around to fetch him his condoms? Do they ever let you off the leash?” 
 
      
 
    “I manage just fine, Prime Lieutenant, sir,” Eric replied, struggling to stop laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Lucky you,” Aleksy chuckled. “By the way, I’ll be joining you guys.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re leaving the regiment?” I asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, this was my last campaign. The Old Man, may his soul rest in peace, signed my recommendation before... before all of this. I’ve been accepted as a candidate for the space troopers. So I’m heading to the training camp on the Citadel.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but wince. Space troopers were the elite of the Imperial Army. For a “commoner” to get in, you had to be an exceptional warrior. Usually, they took non-Gifted Lineage scions; some of the Gifted didn’t find it beneath them to join the Imperial space troopers, either. And yes, I was certain that Aleksy Tarnawsky would have made an excellent space trooper. He’d definitely make it through the grueling training camp. They’d strip him of his officer’s rank, demote him to sergeant, and he’d have to rebuild his career. But that was standard procedure, and Tarnawsky would undoubtedly overcome this temporary setback. There was just one ‘but.’ Space troopers weren’t Essentium users in the conventional sense, but Essentium was still required for the necessary physical modifications. Without it, the body wouldn’t withstand the transformation. The painful process, already lasting several months, led to inevitable death without regular Essentium use. And without the ‘transformation’ you couldn’t become a space trooper! The ability to withstand extreme stress, wear heavy armor, and still fight effectively, along with incredible accuracy and quick reflexes — all of these set the space trooper apart from an ordinary person. No Essentium meant there’d be no new space troopers. Period. And Paraiso was gone. The very future of the space troopers was extremely uncertain. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not happy for me, Cadet?” Aleksy looked puzzled, seeing my changed expression. But a second later, his usual light smile returned. “Worried I’ll kick someone’s ass, Gift or no Gift? You should be.” 
 
      
 
    “Just a twinge of pain, sir. My apologies,” I grimaced, feigning discomfort to hide my awkwardness. 
 
      
 
    “No worries, Noname,” the Prime Lieutenant stood up. “You can laze around today — but tomorrow, you need to start moving if you don’t want to be stuck on this godforsaken planet. Take care.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded at me and Eric. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Eric nodded back. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for stopping by,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The Prime winked and left the tent. 
 
      
 
    Eric walked over to the entrance and peeked outside. No more visitors. He tightly closed the tent flap, walked over to my bed, and sat on the stool. 
 
      
 
    “What’s next, Anton?” 
 
      
 
    “We need to get out of here. That’s what Hawkus advised me before he died. He also told me to find an Inquisitor from the Order of War.” 
 
      
 
    “Heh,” Eric snorted. “Tough task! Seen many Inquisitors from that Order, have you?” 
 
      
 
    I pondered for a moment. “Actually, I’ve only ever seen four Inquisitors in my life. The first one identified me as Gifted, three in the academy — they rotated every five years. And yes, Hawkus was the only one from the Order of War.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Eric raised a finger. “Because they usually aren’t sitting on their asses in the rear — they’re cleaning up the real shit.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then we need to get ourselves into that ‘real shit,’” I shrugged again. “But first, we really should stop by the academy to get credit for our field training. And I need to graduate at last.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HUMAN FLESH IS WEAK.” These words from Inquisitor Hawkus increasingly found confirmation in my still-short life. The notification about the destruction of Paradise came through mental communication. Before the planetary battle, only three people in the regiment knew about it: the mental communicator from the “Pride of Alyssia,” Baron von Schager, and Inquisitor Hawkus. After consulting with each other, the Baron and the Inquisitor decided to withhold the information for the time being to avoid demoralizing the troops. Because what? Precisely! Because human flesh was weak. 
 
      
 
    After the deaths of the Baron and the Inquisitor, all the information was transferred to the acting commander of the regiment, Major Cortez, as per the Charter. And Cortez was not prepared for such news. A decent military tactician overall, he had served under the Baron his entire life, acting as the regiment’s chief of staff and offering solutions. He never did anything beyond offer. The decisions were always made unilaterally by the Baron, who was Gifted and a true commander. Suddenly finding himself without a leader, Major Cortez was at a loss. He had to make decisions on his own. And these were far from standard decisions, because the situation itself was anything but standard. And Cortez started to “crumble.” 
 
      
 
    The weight of responsibility must have gotten too heavy for him, so he started telling everyone about what had happened to share the burden. First to the commander of the destroyer, which was logical. Then, having consumed a fair amount of alcohol as an antidepressant, he also informed the battalion commanders, his adjutant, the cook, and anyone willing to listen. Less than a day had passed, and the entire regiment — or what was left of it — knew about the incident. Trouble was brewing. Trouble with a capital T! 
 
      
 
    So, when I stepped out of the medical tent the next day, with no unpleasant symptoms remaining other than a slight limp, an impromptu rally was gathering near the spaceport. It was about half a kilometer from our camp to the launchpad, and Eric and I headed there leisurely. We traveled light; all our few personal belongings lay a few miles deep in the local ocean, aboard the landing ship. So, essentially, our “luggage” consisted only of personal weapons. Even our armor had been ruined after an encounter with the demon’s claws. But now I had a sword at my disposal. 
 
      
 
    I had enough time to give my new weapon a thorough examination. After meticulously cleaning the blade, I tried to read the inscriptions on it. I didn’t succeed. No one probably knew this language anymore. It didn’t even look like a language — more like patterns, runes, or some strange calligraphy. The matte metal wasn’t ordinary steel, either. Besides its strange color, it had unique properties. Both the blade and the hilt, wrapped in what looked like a simple cord, were always slightly warmer than the surrounding air. The sword easily cut through finger-thick rebar used for tent pegs (I confess, I couldn’t resist testing its sharpness and durability; Eric spent a long time looking for a new peg afterward). The blade itself was partially chipped, and I dreaded to think what or who had done that to it, given the metal’s incredible durability. Overall, it was clear that the weapon was very old — likely older than the Inquisitor to whom it had belonged. The milky white stone in the guard tingled my fingers when my palm touched it. It seemed to be trying to “communicate” with me, but I couldn’t quite grasp the feeling; it slipped away at the last moment. 
 
      
 
    Yes, I knew that Inquisitors had special weapons. Rumors and gossip circulated among the cadets persistently, but there was no reliable information. Now, as I stroked the hilt mechanically, a wave of warmth and confidence spread through my body. 
 
      
 
    As we approached, we saw a large, chaotic crowd and heard loud, disorganized shouts. 
 
      
 
    “What’s all this ruckus about?” Eric frowned, reflexively stepping forward to shield me with his body. “Hey, Casper! What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    A familiar sergeant from the second battalion turned his tense face toward us. 
 
      
 
    “They’re trying to screw us over, Carter,” he said, suddenly casting an embittered glance at me. “Though I suppose they’ll find a place for you two.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, calm down. Details?” Eric menacingly loomed over the sergeant, forcing him to step back. With his size, Eric towered over 99% of all infantrymen — and could look very threatening when he wanted to. 
 
      
 
    Ben Casper swallowed nervously and began to look around for support, but everyone else was focused on another scene. In the center of the crowd stood Major Cortez, swaying slightly. He wasn’t very sober, to put it mildly. Next to him stood the grim battalion commanders. Their weapons were, for some reason, in combat mode, and their fingers were caressing the triggers. 
 
      
 
    “Cortez is making a speech. Paraiso has been blown up!” 
 
      
 
    “You don't say?” Eric widened his eyes in mock surprise. “What a shock!” 
 
      
 
    I tried to get closer to the speaker; the soldiers made way reluctantly, muttering something unflattering as I passed. So much for the vaunted guard. Eric caught up with me, squeezed in front, and acted as an icebreaker. Things sped up, and we quickly reached the front rows. 
 
      
 
    “... everything will be fine. I’m leaving on the destroyer to personally ensure that command sends reinforcements — meaning, to evacuate you all from here faster!” Major Cortez was struggling even to articulate. Chaos take you, Cortez! What's going on? 
 
      
 
    “He’s planning to run away, the bastard,” someone whispered nearby. When I turned my head to identify the speaker, everyone averted their eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Acting senior officer here will be... Captain McCarren of the first battalion,” Cortez continued his incoherent speech. McCarren’s frown deepened at these words; he shot a disapproving look at Cortez but remained silent. “In short, hang in there. You are the backbone of the Imperial Army. The infantry. And without us, there’s no army.” 
 
      
 
    Cortez paused, scratching his unusually stubbly chin. Silence fell, so profound that the howling of the light wind in the concrete chaos of the destroyed structures behind us was audible. 
 
      
 
    “Coward!” a shout came from somewhere. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Cortez jumped up. “Who said that? Find that bastard quickly.” 
 
      
 
    The officers started to move toward the rank and file, but the soldiers stood shoulder to shoulder, shielding the brave soul with their backs. 
 
      
 
    “Disperse!” McCarren barked. 
 
      
 
    The crowd instinctively flinched but held its ground. A bad sign, a very bad one. It seemed that herd instinct and fear were beginning to displace military discipline. 
 
      
 
    “I said disperse,” the commander of the first battalion began to get angry. He wasn’t used to his orders being ignored. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, sir,” an elderly sergeant cautiously began. He pointed at the drunken major. “With all due respect, this is unworthy of an officer.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” McCarren reddened. “Svenson, what the hell are you talking about? Chaos take you!” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant hesitated, but a nearby corporal supported him. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, sir, we truly appreciate that you’re staying with us. But perhaps the major’s position should be given to someone more deserving?” 
 
      
 
    The snowball had started rolling downhill, threatening to turn into an avalanche. Steven McCarren frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Stognev, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “And who is this ‘more deserving’ person? You?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” the corporal stammered under the officer’s menacing gaze. “Perhaps one of the wounded?” 
 
      
 
    “Your opinion is very important to me, Corporal,” the captain raised his eyes, elevated his voice, and addressed everyone present. “May Chaos take you all, soldiers. You are the Imperial Guard; what kind of circus have you set up here?” 
 
      
 
    “The circus was set up by Cortez!” a shout came from the back rows. 
 
      
 
    “Who said that?” McCarren even rose on his tiptoes to try to spot the rebel. 
 
      
 
    But the crowd was now unstoppable. New shouts rang out. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of commander is he, for Chaos’ sake?” 
 
      
 
    “Who even allocated places on the ‘McCoy’?” 
 
      
 
    “Why transport the wounded? Free up space for the living!” 
 
      
 
    “You want us all to die here?” 
 
      
 
    “There won’t be any help, as if that’s not clear!” 
 
      
 
    “SILENCE!” the captain roared, turning purple with strain. Everyone shut up, startled. At the commander’s cry, it seemed everyone snapped back to attention, automatically straightening into a front. The conflict appeared to be dying down. 
 
      
 
    But then Cortez came to. 
 
      
 
    “Filthy scum!” Cortez roared, spittle flying as the adrenaline coursing through his blood sharpened his speech, all of a sudden. “You worthless sacks of garbage, have you lost your freaking minds? I’ll gun every last one of you down, by Chaos!” 
 
      
 
    The major yanked his pistol from its holster and, before anyone could react, took two steps forward and opened fire. His hands were shaking, either from rage or alcohol — likely both. I watched in horror as time seemed to slow down. 
 
      
 
    The first shot hit Sergeant Svenson square in the heart, killing him instantly. The second and third shots missed their mark. The fourth grazed Corporal Stognev’s shoulder; three more went wide, but the eighth shot hit Captain McCarren right between the eyes as he lunged to stop the major. Captain Steven McCarren, commander of the first battalion, a decorated veteran of His Imperial Majesty’s 134th Guard Infantry Regiment, who had been through a dozen campaigns, fell onto the concrete slabs of this wretched provincial planet’s spaceport, ignobly killed by his drunken commander. 
 
      
 
    Silence fell again. The major looked at the captain’s corpse, then at the pistol in his hands, drunkenly sobbed, and dropped the weapon from his limp hand. He started drooling. The metal of the pistol clanged loudly against the concrete, shattering the silence like a windowpane. 
 
      
 
    “You scumbag!” the wounded corporal screamed, raising his rifle. Laser pulses pierced the major. His crumpled uniform offered little protection compared to combat armor. The smell of searing flesh filled the air, and Cortez collapsed, his face a mask of astonishment. 
 
      
 
    Captains Schultz and Kharitonov of the second and third battalions simultaneously raised their rifles. A double shot blew the corporal’s head off. 
 
      
 
    “Kill the bastards!” a wild cry came from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Within a fraction of a second, the officers were reduced to bloody sacks of flesh, each hit by at least twenty shots. The commander of the fourth battalion, Prime Lieutenant Wojtek, raised his hands and dropped his rifle, but it didn’t save him. Three shots — one to the shoulder and two to the chest — brought him down next to the landing struts of a dropship. 
 
      
 
    “Hey guys! Let’s seize the destroyer!” 
 
      
 
    Idiots. What idiots. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Veterans of the Guard had turned into a wild herd with completely switched-off brains. All around were wild eyes and mouths open in anguished screams. Everyone was waving weapons and demanding something. From someone. It was mass hysteria. What destroyer, Chaos take them? Who would pilot the dropships? The McCoy would shoot them down on approach. What madness was this? 
 
      
 
    Someone grabbed my shoulder, spinning me around. An unfamiliar private, his mouth snarling, jabbed an accusing finger into my chest. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet, you swine!” 
 
      
 
    Automatically, I grabbed him, twisting his arm and breaking his finger. The soldier screamed in pain and fell onto the concrete. Time stretched again; I saw nearby soldiers turn at his cry, their hands reaching for their weapons. Eric habitually shielded me with his body, while also doling out punches to the nearest rebels. It seemed we were about to get killed. 
 
      
 
    The world had already shifted into its familiar black-and-white palette, as if I were observing the scene from a detached vantage point, both from above and from a distance. Hundreds of infuriated soldiers occupied a section of the spaceport, surrounding a dropship with mutilated bodies scattered nearby. I found myself standing on the throat of a defenseless soldier, boot heel pressing down. Eric was nearby, using his bare hands to fend off those who had ventured too close. 
 
      
 
    I paused. Suddenly I saw a fine network of crimson threads that seemed to envelop everyone. It resembled a delicate spiderweb spread above the crowd, but beyond the human gathering, it thickened into a rope-like strand leading toward the spaceport’s control tower. What in the name of Chaos was this? 
 
      
 
    I conjured a protective bubble that enveloped those closest to me. The web above our heads got severed at once, as if sliced by a sharp blade. I heard an indistinct grumble in the distance, as though someone was expressing their extreme displeasure. The soldiers within the bubble lowered their weapons hesitantly; some shook their heads as if to dispel a trance, but others, still frenzied, pressed in from behind. 
 
      
 
    I focused, visualizing the bubble expanding to include everyone present. I almost succeeded. Only a few on the farthest edges eluded my grasp. The entire “web” vanished without a trace, and a feral scream of pain shot directly into my brain. 
 
      
 
    My awareness snapped back into my body, which suddenly felt leaden. I would have collapsed if not for Shadow’s vigilance. He caught me by the arm, preventing a full-on fall, and lowering me gently onto the runway instead. Directly in front of me, I saw the eyes of the injured soldier. The malice had left them; only fear and pain remained. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, sir,” Eric glanced at me worriedly out of the corner of his eye while continuing to monitor the crowd to preempt any sudden attacks. But it seemed unnecessary now. The soldiers looked deflated, their eyes shifting between us, the slain officers, and their own hands, clearly horrified by what they had done. Some groaned; others let out prolonged wails. It looked like I was about to deal with mass hysteria instead of a mutiny any moment now. 
 
      
 
    “Help me up,” I extended my hand and was swiftly pulled to my feet. I wobbled but managed to stay upright. I looked over the crowd. “Any officers left?” 
 
      
 
    Silence. The soldiers retreated, avoiding eye contact; some even dropped their rifles. 
 
      
 
    “Listen up,” I pointed toward the control tower standing in the middle of the airfield. “There are heretics hiding somewhere there. Follow my command! Surround the tower; let no one escape. First Sergeant!” 
 
      
 
    “I, sir!” Eric bellowed. 
 
      
 
    “Select two squads; we’re going inside.” 
 
      
 
    “But, sir, your condition — ” Carter tried to dissuade me. 
 
      
 
    “EXECUTE!” I roared, then added more quietly, “I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on,” an idea occurred to me. 
 
      
 
    Carter froze; the other soldiers also fell silent, listening. 
 
      
 
    “If you even get the slightest urge to shoot your own — drop your weapon and run as far away from the tower as possible. Is that clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” came the disorganized shouts. 
 
      
 
    “Pass it on to anyone who didn’t hear,” I added more quietly and nodded to Shadow. “Now — carry on.” 
 
      
 
    There was suddenly a bustle of frenzied activity all around me. I couldn’t remember which ancient philosopher had come up with the maxim that if a state was rife with internal strife, an external threat was to be found — or created. The soldiers’ minds snapped back into focus. There was no time for reflection. There was an enemy that needed to be eliminated. This was familiar ground. 
 
      
 
    The dense crowd dispersed into smaller groups, which sprinted toward the tower. I bent over, hands on my knees, and took several deep breaths. I felt as if I’d just completed a grueling night march with full gear, followed by a series of push-ups and squats. In short, I was drained. 
 
      
 
    “Anton?” If a brooding hen could talk, its voice would sound much like my Shadow’s did now. We were alone, and he could afford to show some friendly concern. “What should I know? What happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    I loved the bastard. The essential question first; whatever concern he had for my personal well-being seemed to come as a mere afterthought. 
 
      
 
    I lifted my head, still hunched over. Sweat was streaming down my face. What the hell was wrong with me, I wondered? I extended a hand, pointing toward the tower. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s in there. A malevolent presence. I can feel it. It got into the soldiers’ heads, tampered with their emotions, and made them lash out.” 
 
      
 
    Eric nodded, wisely refraining from asking stupid questions like, “How do you know?” or “Are you sure?”. A Gifted person’s word was law. He did have one question, however. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should stay here for now?” 
 
      
 
    “Nice try,” I smiled. “But no. Somehow, I can fight this thing, so I need to be in there, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Stay close to me,” Shadow nodded. 
 
      
 
    “As usual,” I snorted, straightened up, and we began to move, gradually picking up speed. Fatigue receded into the background; we broke into a jog, conserving energy, but trying to reach the enemy as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    When we reached the tower, two squads were already waiting for us there. It seemed as though they were from the second battalion. I gave them a quick once-over. Teeth clenched, determination in their eyes, fingers whitening on their rifles. Ready to face any enemy. 
 
      
 
    I nodded, satisfied with my inspection. 
 
      
 
    “Remember, if any of you even start to think about harming a fellow soldier, drop your weapons immediately. We’ll be indoors, so there’s no need to run — just hit the deck, face down. And refrain from any reckless actions. This is a matter of life and death. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” the soldiers bellowed. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I looked at the open door. Some creature inside wanted us dead — very much so. But the bastard would be in for a disappointment today — hopefully, a terminal one. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I GESTURED TO HIM with my hand and tried to enter first, but to no avail. Eric slipped past me with a grace one would never expect of such a massive frame, allowing me to enter only after him. 
 
      
 
    “All clear!” he yelled from inside. 
 
      
 
    I followed him into a small room featuring a security booth, an elevator entrance, and a staircase. I was about to head upstairs but decided to first activate my “third eye,” or whatever the thing was called. I mentally flicked an imaginary “on” switch, and almost immediately turned it “off” to conserve energy. There was a red blotch in my monochrome world, and it was located directly beneath us. 
 
      
 
    The other soldiers had already entered, flowing around us to the left and right. Eric looked at me, awaiting orders. 
 
      
 
    “Down there,” I pointed to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Shadow nodded. “Sarnowski, take the stairs down. You go first.” 
 
      
 
    The young sergeant nodded, and his squad descended the staircase, rifles sweeping from side to side. As soon as the last soldier disappeared from view, Eric nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Now us,” he turned to the commander of the second squad. “Zeman, follow us, cover our rear.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” nodded the burly mustached first sergeant. 
 
      
 
    As I was descending behind Shadow, watching his broad back, it suddenly hit me: we were in regular jumpsuits, without any armor. What the hell was I doing? 
 
      
 
    Several flights down, we found ourselves in a basement. Judging by the surrounding walls, the space had been carved directly into the rock, though when and for what purpose, I had no idea. Most likely, these were underground passages connecting the defensive perimeter with the rest of the spaceport's buildings. 
 
      
 
    At Eric’s gesture, the soldiers formed a defensive circle. I closed my eyes — realizing they were unnecessary for my “inner vision” — and activated my grayscale vision. 
 
      
 
    The red mass was directly in front of me, about three hundred feet beyond the door. I let my “second sight” flicker out and pointed to the door ahead. 
 
      
 
    “Approximately three hundred feet straight ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Eric nodded. He then yanked open the door, hurled a grenade inside, and slammed the door shut. Everyone took cover, retreating from the doorway. Shadow waited for it to explode, then cracked open the door and looked around cautiously. Right in front of us was a long, straight corridor, now illuminated by red emergency lights. The first squad moved forward, with Shadow and me trailing slightly behind. The second squad followed in a semi-circle, covering our rear just in case. 
 
      
 
    As we approached the “red menace” — my term for the clump of hostile energy ahead — I kept an eye on the soldiers. Their faces remained calm and focused, their weapons gripped tightly in their hands, and their eyes vigilantly trained on the path ahead, alert for any sign of the enemy. 
 
      
 
    Reaching another door at the end of the corridor, I briefly activated my “third eye.” Sure enough, the red “blotch” was right behind the door. But why wasn’t it attacking? Taking another look, I suddenly realized that the blotch wasn’t monolithic — it was made up of several smaller blotches. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a group of hostiles inside. Several dozen,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    Eric gestured toward the grenades hanging from the first squad’s gear. He’d already used his own, but these guys were fully equipped, which worked in our favor. Sergeant Sarnowski nodded, unclipping two grenades. He pulled the pins and signaled for the corporal to open the door. Grenades flew inside, followed by a few more from the other soldiers. We all took cover, waiting for the explosions to subside. 
 
      
 
    “Go, go!” the sergeant yelled, and the soldiers rushed in, guns blazing. Inhuman screams and a barrage of curses filled the air. 
 
      
 
    I was about to follow, but Eric held me back, signaling for the second squad to go in first. They were also fully equipped, unlike us. The gunfire and cursing intensified as we entered, weapons raised. 
 
      
 
    Inside was utter chaos. We faced “rebels,” but these rebels looked utterly bizarre. First off, they were unarmed, their heads twisted unnaturally, clothes and armor shredded, and limbs either broken or missing. It seemed we were up against an army of zombies — I could have bet they’d been recently deceased, judging by their condition and the rubble that must have buried them when the defensive wall had collapsed. Their limbs ended in strange bone-like blades, their skulls were deformed, and they moved with unsettling speed. 
 
      
 
    The second oddity was their utter silence. They didn’t react when gunfire severed their limbs. But one managed to sink its teeth into a soldier’s throat and impale him through his body armor. 
 
      
 
    “Aim for the head! Don’t let them get close!” I yelled, though it was hardly necessary. The seasoned guards had already figured it out. Heads exploded, one after another, and the headless bodies fell, motionless. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw two soldiers drop their rifles and collapse. Another turned his gun sideways and blew a comrade’s head off. 
 
      
 
    “Eric!” I yelled, pointing. In a high leap, Eric knocked the soldier off his feet, sending his rifle flying across the room. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes. The red “web” appeared in the air again, its main strand leading to a side door. I summoned the bubble. Another agonizing scream in my head, another wave of weakness. But the soldiers snapped out of their daze, picked up their weapons, and rejoined their more resilient comrades. The bubble had a greater effect than I’d anticipated; the creatures inside its radius had lost focus and begun to mill around erratically, which made them easy targets without their “guide.” 
 
      
 
    “Over there.” I pointed to the door behind which the source of the “web” was located and charged in first. I had no intention of going in without armor, so I stopped to the side, waiting for backup. Eric stood beside me and nodded to the infantry. Three fully-equipped guards kicked in the flimsy door and entered. I looked around; the remaining creatures were being efficiently dispatched by the soldiers. I stepped in after Eric. 
 
      
 
    The room was bizarre. What used to be white walls were now streaked with filth, and a foul-smelling liquid seemed to ooze from them, covering the floor. Torches lit the room instead of lamps. The strange statue of an asymmetrical creature dominated the space — one arm significantly larger than the other, ending in a claw. The statue sat holding what looked like a bowl in its other, smaller hand, from which the disgusting liquid trickled slowly. 
 
      
 
    A tall figure in a tattered robe emerged from the statue’s shadow, its face covered with a hood. A soldier to the right aimed his weapon at us, but Eric swiftly punched him in the jaw. However, Eric himself dropped to his knees right afterwards, gritting his teeth and swearing profusely as he fought off a mental attack. “He’s holding on,” I noted to myself, shifting to clear my line of sight. “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    Laser beams hit the creature. It wasn’t invulnerable like the demon baron had been, but it wasn’t going down easily either. I tried to summon the bubble, and the creature’s reaction surprised me. Leaping five meters from a standstill — an impossible feat for a human — it slashed at the nearest soldier’s throat. Its other arm, ending in a bone-like blade, came crashing down on me. I managed to block it with my rifle, holding it with both hands, but the creature’s blade cut through the Imperial steel like a hot knife through butter. I was left holding two halves, one of which I used to smack the creature in the face, knocking off its hood. 
 
      
 
    The revealed face still had traces of humanity. Two cloudy eyes without pupils were covered in white film, the nose had collapsed, long teeth protruded outward, and long, sharp ears jutted out from the sides of its scab-covered, bald skull. I drew my sword and tried to slash its neck, but it caught my wrist with its hand. It felt like I’d slammed my hand into a metal bar. 
 
      
 
    I grunted, losing my grip on the sword, which clanged as it rolled across the stone floor. I dodged the bone blade, but missed the kick that sent me flying into the wall. 
 
      
 
    Just as I tried to summon the bubble again, the creature’s bladed hand pierced my shoulder, pinning me to the wall. Screaming in pain, I kicked at the creature, but to little avail. My situation was grim — my right arm hung limp, and I was pinned to the wall like a butterfly by a deranged entomologist. The creature’s second strike was aimed to split my skull open. 
 
      
 
    “Anton!” I saw Eric emerge from behind the creature, wielding the Inquisitor’s sword. His strike deflected the creature’s arm, preventing it from skewering me, but the sharp blade couldn’t cut through the monster’s flesh. 
 
      
 
    The ugly thing hissed, about to strike again. Eric gritted his teeth and swung the sword once more. Fueled more by impotent hatred than pain, a monstrous adrenaline surge finally allowed me to summon the bubble. The sword effortlessly severed the creature’s arm. A deafening screech filled the air, but I held the bubble firm. The scream merely tortured my eardrums without posing any mental threat. Another swing of the sword, and the creature’s grotesque bald head rolled across the floor, spouting black blood. 
 
      
 
    “Get me off this freaking wall,” I hissed through the pain, as the headless body of the creature pinned me further against the wall, driving the bony blade deeper into my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, Tony!” 
 
      
 
    With a grunt, Eric tore the creature’s body away and grabbed the bone protruding from my shoulder. “This is going to hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “Just pull the damn thing already,” I rasped. Eric yanked. Fireworks exploded in front of my eyes. I think I screamed again. But I was free, slumping to the floor, clutching a wound that was bleeding far too profusely. If it wasn’t bound soon, I’d be done for. My vision blurred, weakness washing over me from the blood loss. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Cadet, you alive?” I saw Eric’s concerned face close to mine. 
 
      
 
    “Alive, for now.” 
 
      
 
    “No ‘for nows’,” Eric declared firmly, pushing my hand away and staunching the wound with a bandage. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. Two of our men were down; I hadn’t even seen when the mutant had killed the second soldier, whose body lay face-down near our feet. Eric was alive and unscathed, but wore that guilty look he always got when I was the one who got hurt. I could never seem to break him of it. 
 
      
 
    From the open door, First Sergeant Zeman appeared. 
 
      
 
    “All clear,” he nodded, looking around. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and briefly activated my “third eye.” The statue was emitting a strong “signal,” its color closer to black than red, but it seemed to pose no immediate threat. However, I did spot a few isolated red spots. 
 
      
 
    “Over there and there,” I nodded toward two doors across the room. “Something similar to those stiffs we saw back there.” 
 
      
 
    First Sergeant Zeman looked thoughtfully at me, then at the decapitated creature, as if about to say something. 
 
      
 
    “Execute, Zeman!” Carter barked, snapping the soldier out of his reverie. 
 
      
 
    Commands were issued, and the soldiers split into two groups and started moving toward the designated targets. 
 
      
 
    “You really managed to get the bastard,” I nodded at the creature’s corpse. 
 
      
 
    Eric looked at me strangely. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I guess I did,” he handed me my sword. 
 
      
 
    “You could’ve at least wiped it off.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right, sorry.” Eric pulled out a rag from somewhere and began carefully wiping the blade, casting sidelong glances at me. The sounds of battle and the spirited swearing of soldiers could be heard in the distance. 
 
      
 
    “Speak up already,” I struggled to regain my composure. It felt as though I were an emptied vessel, now refilling — slowly but surely. 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening to you, Anton?” 
 
      
 
    “It appears I’m now an initiated Gifted. Only not quite. As with everything in my life, it comes with a catch,” I scoffed. “I’ve gained some sort of power, I can somewhat control it, but I haven’t the foggiest about its nature, its capabilities, or its limits.” 
 
      
 
    Eric grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if it had to happen, you’re the best damn candidate for it to happen that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell is that?” I couldn’t mask my astonishment. 
 
      
 
    “You said it yourself — everything always goes ass-backwards for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, you mean that!” I nearly laughed but winced immediately. “Exactly. And what — ” 
 
      
 
    My words were cut off by raucous screams from the ‘anteroom.’ I reached for my rifle, found only half of it, and for some reason grabbed a sword — even though I had barely enough strength to cut off my own leg, and that would be relying solely on its sharpness and natural weight. 
 
      
 
    The remnants of the door shattered, and a fresh wave of guards stormed in. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet, are you all right?” I recognized the soldier rushing toward me as Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky. 
 
      
 
    “What could possibly happen to Mr. Cadet?” Eric snorted. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say I’m alive, but not exactly in one piece,” I managed a smile. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on here? May Chaos devour you!” The Prime frowned, unusually not sharing our mirth. 
 
      
 
    “Chaos seems to have choked on us,” I couldn’t resist, nodding toward the creature’s corpse. 
 
      
 
    First Sergeant Zeman returned with his subordinates. 
 
      
 
    “All clear,” he nodded, oddly reporting to me, even though Aleksy was right standing there. 
 
      
 
    “Zeman,” the Prime turned his attention to the newcomer, “care to explain?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing to explain!” The weary First Sergeant shrugged. “Some unknown enemies attacked us, we fought back, then Mr. Cadet led us here. This creature was more formidable than the previous ones — a fast bastard. Took out Ochoa and Valdez in passing. Lasers didn’t work, but First Sergeant Carter has managed to lop its head off.” 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky shifted his gaze to us. 
 
      
 
    “Killed another demon? Coincidence?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye! I mean, no sir! We tried our best, and ended up with the usual,” I said, meeting the Prime’s gaze squarely. “Seems the Inquisitor’s sword made the difference.” 
 
      
 
    Shouts echoed. The soldiers of the first battalion were checking the area. 
 
      
 
    “Clear.” 
 
      
 
    “Clear.” 
 
      
 
    Aleksy relaxed and lowered his rifle, continuing to eye me intently. 
 
      
 
    “So, Cadet, am I not getting any explanations?” 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the Prime, I groaned as I stood up, wincing from the pain in my shoulder, and staggered over to the statue. Eric followed. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you getting a bit too big for your boots, Cadet?” Tarnawsky grumbled, but followed us nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    I reached the statue and slowly circled it. Made of plastocrete. Someone had gone to the trouble of carving this ugly thing out of a construction block typically used for buildings and fortifications. Although... I activated my ‘otherworldly’ vision — I still couldn’t come up with a proper name for it. In this black-and-white world, I could see that the figure pulsed with faint emanations. It seemed the original crude sculpture had been treated with Subspace Energy. I cautiously extended my hand and felt my body begin to fill with Energy. This Energy had a strange feel to it, with a taste of iron — no, blood. I quickly pulled my hand back. It turned out Energy had a taste! And I didn’t like it one bit. 
 
      
 
    I took a few steps back, distancing myself just in case, and pointed at the statue. 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t just a figure. It’s an altar that created a Chaos breach, and it needs to be destroyed somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “Somehow?” The Prime clarified skeptically. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I hesitated. “I just don’t know how it’s done.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, like I do,” Aleksy snorted, also circling the statue. “I suggest we blow it up.” 
 
      
 
    I pondered, recalling the little I knew about Chaos breaches — and this was definitely one. It was still weak; otherwise, entities would be uncontrollably streaming out of it, searching for suitable bodies. For now, they were apparently still extracted manually. And that creature we’d killed was doing it. Hawkus would have known what to do. The breach needed to be sealed. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to do that. But I did know that such breaches expanded over time, like a thin stream carving a wide channel through seemingly unbreakable rocks. So, we had to at least try! 
 
      
 
    “Accepted,” I nodded. “But let’s be cautious. Start with one grenade and be prepared for anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t teach your father how to have sex,” the Prime snorted, quickly organizing the soldiers. He moved Eric and myself, as the most vulnerable members of the team, closer to the exit, advising us to bolt to the surface in case of failure. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone ready?” Aleksy looked around, surveyed our tense faces, pulled the pin from the grenade, and with a precise motion, rolled it right under the statue. 
 
      
 
    An explosion sounded, tearing off one of the concrete monstrosity’s legs. It fell to the floor and shattered upon impact. A strange noise, like the roar of an approaching aerospace fighter with a damaged engine running at full throttle, resounded in my head. I looked into the black-and-white world and broke into a sweat. Instead of the previous faint crimson blotch, there was now a bright orange funnel hanging in the air, quickly turning scarlet. A howl emanated from it, and it seemed that the living source of the sound would appear before long. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT IN THE NAME OF CHAOS is going on here?” the Prime Lieutenant cursed as a gust of hot wind swept through the enclosed space. 
 
      
 
    The sheer force of the Energy bursting outward was staggering. I don’t know what the last straw was — the grenade, the demon’s death, or our actions — but an uncontrollable Chaos breach was clearly imminent, if I was any judge at all. 
 
      
 
    I stepped forward, moving against my will, operating purely on instinct, arms outstretched as if embracing the funnel, and activated the bubble. I regretted it immediately. 
 
      
 
    My consciousness was ejected from my body. I saw the black-and-white world, the frozen soldiers around me with outstretched arms and rolled-back eyes. The bubble was there, but seemed unstable, swaying like a large soap bubble in the wind. It quivered as if something — or someone — was hitting it from the inside, but couldn’t damage the surface. Moreover, I felt that I had almost no strength left and that, unless a miracle happened, I’d die of exhaustion within a minute. 
 
      
 
    Obedient to a strange sensation, I began to compress the bubble. The resistance increased the smaller the bubble became; the fabric of reality was becoming denser and less pliable. A little more, and I wouldn’t be able to compress it further. Worse, it would soon explode, and everything knocking “from the other side” would spill into our reality, bringing Chaos and destruction. 
 
      
 
    I staggered, took two steps back to avoid falling, and tripped over something. I had almost no strength left to stay on my feet and fell to my knees, bracing myself with one hand on the floor. My palm splashed into something sticky. The object I tripped over was the demon’s head. My hand landed right in a pool of blood oozing from the severed neck. 
 
      
 
    Almost in a daze, I scooped up a handful of the viscous, coagulating blood and brought it to my mouth. After inhaling its pungent smell and hesitating for a second, I threw the bloody sludge into my mouth and swallowed. It was as if a bomb had exploded in my head. Energy flooded my body, literally seeping out of every pore. My body convulsed as if from a chill, and reflexively, I compressed the still-hanging bubble. And it obeyed. I didn’t even feel the incredible resistance that was there just a second ago. The bubble simply collapsed and sealed the breach as if it had never existed. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and looked around. The world, black-and-white a minute ago, had turned black-and-red. The soldiers’ silhouettes were tinged with a red aura and looked very... appealing. I opened my mouth to ask them to step back but could only emit some sort of guttural growl. The soldiers raised their rifles, aiming at me. One silhouette, the largest, jumped between me and the soldiers, arms outstretched as if shielding me with its body. On the edge of my consciousness, I was surprised. This insignificant bug was trying to protect me? I almost found it funny, but instead of laughter, strange suppressed wheezes came from my throat. 
 
      
 
    Something was seriously wrong with me. Again, purely on instinct, I summoned the bubble. The world blinked, colors and sounds returned, and I fainted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What the Hell, Eric?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, Cadet, sir. It’s a precautionary measure,” Shadow said, attempting to calm me down. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet?” I scanned the room. Sure enough, guards in full gear were posted near the tent’s entrance and on the other side. At least they weren’t aiming rifles at me. One of them, noticing my return to consciousness, hastily exited the tent. 
 
      
 
    “My nose!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Eric looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “My nose itches. Help me out.” 
 
      
 
    Carter carefully scratched the bridge of my nose with his massive paw. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, that helped. Now spill it.” 
 
      
 
    Eric studied me intently. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Saving your asses from a Chaos breach?” I raised an eyebrow, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “And how did you do that?” Eric continued his cautious interrogation. 
 
      
 
    I shot the guards a meaningful look. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, everyone out!” Shadow barked. 
 
      
 
    “But Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky’s orders...” one of the corporals, apparently the senior among them, tried to object. 
 
      
 
    “You see? He’s awake. And he’s human. Get out, we need to talk. Now!” Shadow added, rising from his stool to his full imposing height. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers exchanged glances but obeyed the order. When the last one left, Eric sat back down. 
 
      
 
    “‘Human’?” I sought clarification. “What in the name of Chaos happened?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I wanted to ask you,” Shadow said, not smiling. “What in the name of Chaos happened out there?” 
 
      
 
    I was still clueless about what he was talking about. Eric sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a simple and ignorant man, as Prime Tarnawsky was perfectly correct to point out. I didn’t go to any of your fancy academies; I’ve only seen them from the outside. So, it seems to me that some Ethereal Double had possessed you back then. Only you looked so terrifying that I nearly pissed myself when you glanced at me.” 
 
      
 
    “So you threw yourself in front of me to shield me from the others?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if some monster is going to devour me, I’d rather it were you,” the First Sergeant grinned. 
 
      
 
    I tried to recall what had been happening inside me. Nothing. No memories. Not even close. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said, examining my body once more. Even checked my teeth with my tongue. “No claws, no fangs. Everything seems to be in place. So what’s gotten you all so spooked?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen a few Gifted merge with their Ethereal Doubles,” Eric tried to explain. “Inquisitor Hawkus, may the Emperor bless his pure soul, didn’t change physically at all. Baron von Schager, may his soul find freedom in another world, seemed to grow in size without any physical alterations. I’d seen two other Gifted before I became your Shadow. One was like the baron — manipulating Energy in the form of fireballs. The other physically transformed during the Merge. In his altered state, he resembled the demon that the Inquisitor had fought, but he was one of the good guys, as it were. After each transformation, it took him a long time to painfully revert to his original form.” 
 
      
 
    “And you, yesterday,” Eric continued, clearly struggling to find the right words, “your body remained unchanged, but it felt like you were about to rip my heart out with your bare hands. And then eat it.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” I said, surprised. “Was it really that bad?” 
 
      
 
    Eric nodded and lowered his voice. “No one else saw you take a gulp of the demon’s blood; I was standing too close, so I saw it. When you passed out, the first thing I did was wipe the blood off your lips.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered automatically, lost in thought. 
 
      
 
    What I knew and remembered about the Gifted fit right into Eric’s story. Essentially, the Gifted were divided into ‘physicals,’ whose bodies changed when merging with their Ethereal Double to effectively engage in combat, and ‘energetics’ — those remained in their bodies as they merged with their Ethereal Doubles, and manipulated the Energy of Subspace in all its manifestations. I’d also heard of ‘universals,’ but gifts of that sort were so rare that knowledge about it spread at the level of rumors and legends. 
 
      
 
    And yes, I understood the ‘mechanics’ of the process. With the ‘physicals,’ also called ‘shape-shifters’ or ‘mutts,’ depending on who was talking, it was quite simple. The person became faster, stronger, more durable. They were the backbone of any special unit of any army, be it Imperial or private. The only ones who could handle them one-on-one were, perhaps, experienced space troopers in full combat gear (and even then, there were nuances.) 
 
      
 
    “Energetics,” or “mages,” or... there were several other names for these Gifted, including some unprintable ones used by ill-wishers. Energetics harnessed the Energy of Subspace, where the Ethereal Double acted merely as a conduit, or rather, a channel of Energy into our world. There was a wide variety of Gifted, depending on the Lineage. Some, like the great mages of legends and tales, hurled fireballs and lightning at the enemy. Others, like the late baron, deformed space itself, or slowed down the passage of time. Yet others summoned protective barriers that couldn’t even be penetrated by orbital bombardment. Or they teleported sabotage squads behind enemy lines. A separate, rare Gift was mental abilities. One could, like the recent creature, take control of people and make them follow all their orders, or simply “burn out” a person’s mind, leaving nothing but a drooling shell. “Energetics” were the cornerstone of any victorious campaign, performing the functions of “living artillery” and support units. A valuable ally and a terrible foe. 
 
      
 
    All of this was theory. In practice, a Gifted spent not just one year, but sometimes decades developing their Gift. First, they simply established contact with the Double, then began to apply the Gift, and then started to enhance it and experiment. All under the supervision of ‘senior comrades’ from the Lineage they belonged to. Or Imperial mentors, if they were called to Imperial service. Though it would be more accurate to say when they were called to Imperial service. Depending on the Gift, different places of service were found for the Gifted, but one fact remained constant. They had to give ten years of service for the benefit of the Empire and the Emperor, sometimes extended in the case of ‘Imperial necessity.’ Up to a lifetime. This could happen in two cases. First, if the Gift was too valuable for the Empire; second, if the Gift was too dangerous. Inquisitors from the Order of Oversight rendered the verdict. Essentially, the Order of Oversight played the part of “Inquisition within the Inquisition” — it kept an eye on all the Gifted without exception, keeping records and tracking their fate. 
 
      
 
    I initially counted on Imperial mentors, as orphans had no Lineage, and therefore no Patriarchs who knew exactly how to best unlock the potential of the Gift. 
 
      
 
    My musings were interrupted by the appearance of Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, demon scourge,” the Prime smiled, but his eyes were cold. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not much of a scourge,” I smiled back. “Look, it’s Eric here lopping off demon heads left and right.” 
 
      
 
    Alexey cast a quick glance at the now-silent First Sergeant and turned back to me, finally dropping his smile. 
 
      
 
    “Noname, tell me what happened yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged and said, “I seem to have prevented a Chaos breach somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “Somehow?” The Prime frowned. “Can you be more specific?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t be more specific, sir. I’m not yet fully developed as a Gifted.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” Tarnawsky sprang up so abruptly that Eric flinched. He began pacing the tent, gesticulating wildly. “You’re an uninitiated Gifted who knows nothing about his Gift. And yet you’ve managed to seal the Breach. I want to know how you did it.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re reminding me of Cortez right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” The Prime looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Because you’re asking questions I don’t have answers to, just like he used to.” 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky frowned. “Explain.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and gave it my best attempt. “I don’t know how I did it. Honestly. I need to go back to the academy and seek help. Something’s happening to me, and I can’t figure it out on my own. I shall require help, including yours.” 
 
      
 
    “And how can I help you?” The Prime Lieutenant's demeanor calmed, and interest sparked in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “By ensuring that yesterday’s incident and today’s conversation stay strictly between us, for starters.” 
 
      
 
    The Prime pondered and slowly nodded. “Let’s say I can arrange that. What’s in it for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I can help you in return.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” His eyes showed increased interest. 
 
      
 
    “You still want to become a space trooper?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think your chances are now?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Why don’t you enlighten me, seeing as how you’re so smart today?” Finally, a smile appeared on Tarnawsky’s lips. 
 
      
 
    “Slim to none.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... Hell, it’s hard to disagree, given everything that has transpired recently. And how can you help me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come back for you.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” The Prime frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I mean I’ll get you out of this hellhole. You’re not going anywhere, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think that?” The smile vanished from his face. 
 
      
 
    “Because you’re the next in line to be the acting regiment commander, if memory serves. The battalion commanders are dead, so is the chief of staff. According to the chain of command, the commander of the first company of the first battalion is the next candidate. And you admitted yourself there was no point in going to the space trooper training camp anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s say you’re right,” Aleksy nodded. “But what does ‘I’ll come back for you’ mean?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him intently. “I’ll become a fully-developed Gifted, one way or another,” I declared firmly. “The real deal. Someone who’s mastered his Gift. I don’t know where they’ll send me, but it’ll be some high-ranking command or staff position. And then I’ll need subordinates I can trust and rely on. You, sir, are one of the best candidates I can think of. I know you’re good. You know you’re good. Am I wrong?" 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky stared at me grimly, but I didn’t look away. I think I even stopped blinking. Finally, Aleksy blinked and laughed, breaking eye contact. 
 
      
 
    "You’re pretty freaking audacious, cadet.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, am I wrong?” I pressed. 
 
      
 
    “Right, you’re right," Aleksy stopped laughing, but his smile stayed on. “So you’re saying I’ll be serving under your command in the future?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Why not? I’ve got tons of potential,” I smirked. “You got a front-row seat to the show yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, about yesterday — ” 
 
      
 
    The tent flap was thrown open, and a soldier peeked in. “Prime Lieutenant, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant-Commander Nautilus, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Something with the destroyer?” Tarnawsky paled. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant-Commander reports that two military ships have entered the system. They’re not Imperial.” 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky scowled. “Who the hell else got blown into this backwater? May Chaos take them.” He looked at me. “We’re not done here, remember that.” 
 
      
 
    And he headed for the exit. 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant, sir!” I called out before he left. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” 
 
      
 
    I showed him my bound hands. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that.” He rummaged in his pocket and tossed the keys onto the bed. “Just, for the love of the Emperor, don’t kill anyone while I’m gone. Not even demons.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t promise anything, Prime,” I said, dead serious. “If they start it, I’ll have to take measures.” 
 
      
 
    “Funny guy,” the lieutenant grumbled and quickly left the tent. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “COME ON, GET THIS shit off me,” I jingled the handcuffs. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t rip my heart out, will you?” Eric sniggered. 
 
      
 
    “Hilarious. Unlock me! Let’s go see who our new guests are. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
      
 
    “So now you’re a seer?” Eric continued to jest. 
 
      
 
    “Partially, yes. I can predict that if you don’t unlock me now, you’ll be stuck on this planet forever. And I’ll find myself a new, more... responsible Shadow. And younger, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That hurts. With all due respect, Mr. Cadet, there’s not exactly a long line of candidates lining up to become your Shadow,” the first sergeant grumbled but finally unlocked the cuffs. 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my wrists. Carter handed me a new jumpsuit, and I got dressed. Judging by recent events, I’d bankrupt the Empire just on uniforms. I was going through gear way too fast lately. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you want to put on some armor?” Eric smiled. “Recent events suggest that being near you is somewhat risky. And you yourself seem prone to getting hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “What could possibly happen in the headquarters?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely anything,” the first sergeant shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” I patted him on the shoulder. “The Emperor protects.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does the Emperor have to do with us?” Eric retorted. 
 
      
 
    “Do we have a heretic in our midst?” I feigned a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Look who’s talking,” the sergeant shot back. “At least I don’t drink blood.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll develop a taste for it before too long,” I reassured him and rubbed a suddenly aching hand. “But you can put on armor if you want.” 
 
      
 
    “The one that the demon baron tore apart?” Eric clarified. “I’d have to go to the storage for that, so later.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why the hell did you bring it up in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    I tied the laces on my boots, stood up to my full height, and stretched cautiously. My punctured shoulder hurt, but I nonetheless felt surprisingly comfortable for someone who had sustained such a serious injury just yesterday. In less than a day, the wound had almost closed up without any scars, and stopped bleeding completely. 
 
      
 
    Eric handed me my sword. He had cleaned it thoroughly while I was resting. I gripped the weapon with both hands and felt the now-familiar tingling warmth in the hilt. I hung the scabbard on my belt and looked around for my rifle. Then I realized I didn’t have a rifle anymore. Another expense to add to the ledger. 
 
      
 
    Outside, a warm drizzle was falling, a light breeze brushed against my face, and the familiar sounds of a military camp filled the air. Soldiers were busy with their tasks. However, as we approached, conversations died down, and we were scrutinized — a touch too attentively for my liking. 
 
      
 
    “Is it me, or are the soldiers staring at us a bit too intently?” I asked Shadow as another soldier averted his gaze upon making eye contact with me. 
 
      
 
    “Not surprising,” the first sergeant grunted. “Word travels fast, and old man Zeman is a known chatterbox. He’s the type who gets old without getting any wiser.” 
 
      
 
    We reached the command tent and were about to enter when Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky stepped out, scratching his head thoughtfully as he looked up at the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Permission to report, Prime Lieutenant, sir. No demons were detected during our patrol,” I took two steps forward and saluted with flair. 
 
      
 
    The Prime looked at me but didn’t smile. I felt foolish. 
 
      
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked, now serious. 
 
      
 
    “Word from the McCoy. They can’t identify the incoming ships. Lieutenant-Commander Bauer has declared a battle alert.” 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant, sir,” came a voice from inside the tent. 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky immediately ducked back in, and we followed. 
 
      
 
    A signalman sat by the communication equipment. The spacious tent was otherwise empty. The remaining officers could be counted on one hand. In fact, more than half of the regiment was gone. The chief of staff’s position was vacant. The large holographic tactical table was completely empty, and the tent was unusually quiet. 
 
      
 
    The Prime put on headphones and began communicating. We stood to the side; I found myself staring at a hole in the ceiling through which water was dripping into an already-formed puddle. 
 
      
 
    I thought back to yesterday’s battle. I had actually been a bit evasive and told less than I remembered. And I didn’t do it out of some innate mendacity or a hidden agenda. No, it was the people’s reaction to what had happened that unsettled me. The reaction of my colleagues and, to some extent, friends. They may have not treated me as an enemy, but it felt as though they were beginning to view me as a potential danger or, worse still, a madman! And it was but a short step from madness to demonic possession — I was Gifted, after all. 
 
      
 
    I recalled the sensation I’d felt after consuming the demon’s blood — the ecstasy, the boundless power... And then there was that intense hunger, as if I hadn’t been satiated for centuries. What the hell? Centuries? 
 
      
 
    “Noname!” The voice of the Prime Lieutenant snapped me out of my reverie. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Prime Lieutenant?” 
 
      
 
    Aleksy rubbed the bridge of his nose. His face was haggard, dark circles under his eyes a testament to a sleepless night. 
 
      
 
    “Bauer’s only managed to count the visitors so far. Three ships, still unidentifiable due to the star’s interference. They’re not responding, and are currently drifting at the edge of the system, out of the ecliptic plane. Seems like they’re assessing the situation.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “What’s frozen you up? Got something to say?” Prime lifted his head. 
 
      
 
    I glanced back. Eric was standing behind me, looking bored. No one else was in sight. 
 
      
 
    “You’re asking me?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get cheeky,” Prime grimaced. “I’ve always dreamed of commanding a regiment, but this is too soon. So any opinion is welcome. Especially from someone who’d literally just recruited me an hour ago.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged; the answer seemed glaringly obvious. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should wait for developments in orbit, but prepare for the worst.” 
 
      
 
    Aleksy grunted. “And what, in your opinion, is the worst?” 
 
      
 
    “Orbital bombardment and/or a regiment of space marines dropping on our heads.” 
 
      
 
    “Space marines are unlikely, but bombardment is a real possibility!” Prime mused, then made a decision. “Congratulations, Noname, you’re now the acting commander of the first battalion. Take charge.” 
 
      
 
    I choked a little and decided to be sarcastic. “A battalion less than two hundred survivors strong, all for me? Hell, I could easily manage three!” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Prime nodded, not a trace of a smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    “But I’m planning to leave. And there are still plenty of officers in the second and third battalions.” 
 
      
 
    “Let them stay there — no need to disrupt established relationships for one undermanned battalion! When you’re ready to leave, we’ll talk.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” I conceded. 
 
      
 
    Prime looked at me and snorted. “‘Agreed,’ he says. Well, I never.” 
 
      
 
    “Apologies, Prime Lieutenant,” I automatically replied. 
 
      
 
    “Relax. There’s a messenger outside; tell him to summon the other officers. Immediately.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to Eric. “Did you copy that?” 
 
      
 
    Shadow silently nodded and stepped outside. Prime shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Still, there’s something to be said for having a loyal attack dog by your side. Think I could get one, too? Only make mine mute!” 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, Prime Lieutenant, please speak more respectfully about the First Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t growl at me! I was joking. Familiarize yourself with your new subordinates in the meantime.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded toward a tablet on the table. “All the battalion information is in there. I’ve gathered and organized everything. You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    I delved into the data. The commanders had assembled some fifteen minutes later. We stepped outside; I took my place at the end of the line, getting a good view of everyone present. 
 
      
 
    “Report,” Tarnawsky gestured. 
 
      
 
    Stepping forward, I saluted. “Cadet Noname, Commander of the First Battalion. We’re at 198 strong — 162 ready for combat.” 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky nodded and shifted his attention to the next man in line — a prime lieutenant of middle age, stocky build, and moderate height. “Prime Lieutenant Dagor here. Commander of the Second Battalion. We’ve got 1,022 soldiers, 1,007 fit for battle.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Tarnawsky acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    Next up was Prime Lieutenant Savelyev, a towering figure of a man. He took a deliberate step forward and stood — seemingly at attention, but with his left knee casually relaxed. His rapport with Tarnawsky was clearly more personal, an informality he couldn’t help but display. It must have been a strange thing to realize your laid-back friend was your commanding officer now. But that was war — and it was infinitely better than realizing your laid-back friend was dead. 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant Savelyev, Commander of the Third Battalion. We’re at 943, with 937 ready to fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Tarnawsky shifted his gaze. 
 
      
 
    A young lieutenant, barely older than myself, took a step forward. “Lieutenant Gösser, sir. Commander of the Fourth Battalion. We’re 408 strong — all combat-ready.” 
 
      
 
    The other commanders followed suit, each reporting the dismal state of their battalions. Our only hope was in scavenged enemy equipment. 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant, sir, the McCoy is calling,” the head of a communications officer appeared in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Tarnawsky grumbled, disappearing inside. 
 
      
 
    The tension among the commanders eased momentarily. Someone lit a cigarette, and subdued conversations filled the air. Yet the absence of the usual barracks humor was a clear sign — everyone was on edge. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Cadet. Is it true you’ve become a full-fledged Gifted?” Savelyev inquired, taking a deep drag from his cigarette and squinting against the smoke. 
 
      
 
    All chatter ceased. Every eye turned toward me. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that, Prime Lieutenant?” I responded cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t play coy,” he waved his hand dismissively. “It’s obvious. But if you don’t want to talk about it, fine, I won’t pry. What I want to know is this — given the likelihood of a battle, can you break walls like a baron? Or maybe hurl lightning bolts?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone seemed to await my answer with baited breath. To a regular soldier, a Gifted officer was akin to a god if they were on your side, and a devil if they were with the enemy. With the Colonel gone, everyone felt uneasy; they were used to relying on the Baron. If things went south, he was the one supposed to pull us through. So, they were all keenly interested in a positive answer from me. I had to disappoint them. 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, no. I don’t possess any supernatural abilities. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I could practically hear the collective sigh of disappointment from two dozen throats. 
 
      
 
    “A ‘physical’?” Saveliev persisted. 
 
      
 
    “Sadly, the answer to that question is also ‘no.’” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” the prime lost interest in me and struck up a conversation with Dagor. 
 
      
 
    The crowd resumed their chatter, and Lieutenant Gösser approached me. His fiery red hair, longer than regulation, stuck out in all directions. His pale face was covered in freckles, and he had a slender build. If I’d seen him out of uniform, I’d never guess he was an infantry officer. 
 
      
 
    “Anton, right?” The lieutenant extended his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I believe your name is Friedrich, Lieutenant?” I shook his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you can call me Freddie, and we can drop the formalities when we’re alone,” he smiled. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “About what?” I asked, seeking clarification. 
 
      
 
    “About this whole mess.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re up shit creek without a paddle. Not much food for thought there.” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Freddie nodded and fell silent, gathering his thoughts. I waited. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s it like being a full-fledged Gifted?” he finally blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t know. I can tell you about being a Gifted chrysalis, though. It’s just peachy!” 
 
      
 
    Gösser stared at me, bewildered. Eric was the first to burst into laughter; I couldn’t help but smile. Freddie offered a tentative smile and wisely moved away from us. 
 
      
 
    “You really don’t know how to make friends, do you, Anton?” Eric whispered, still grinning. 
 
      
 
    “As if you have a hundred buddies,” I snapped back. It was a sore point for me. Due to my ‘lowly’ origins, I had very few friends at the academy, and I wasn’t sure I could even call them that. The majority of the cadets ranged from disdainful to openly hostile in their attitude toward me. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not supposed to, friends aren’t part of my job description,” Eric retorted. 
 
      
 
    I was about to respond with a caustic wisecrack when Tarnawsky emerged from the tent. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! The alien fleet has been partially identified. Three ships have entered the system. Two Diligence class frigates and an unknown cargo ship, presumably a retrofitted container carrier.” 
 
      
 
    The tension eased slightly. Diligence class frigates were an old model, usually deployed in private fleets and planetary defense forces. Our old McCoy could potentially handle both at the same time — with a bit of luck, of course. 
 
      
 
    “The alien ships aren’t responding to hails, and are on a course toward our planet, so their intentions are likely hostile. The McCoy will leave orbit to have more maneuvering room and will engage the frigates. So, they probably won't bomb us. However, nothing's stopping that cargo ship from dropping a landing force on us. Judging by its size, it could easily carry a full regiment or two.” 
 
      
 
    The Prime fell silent, scanning the faces of those present. Everyone was quiet, listening intently. 
 
      
 
    “In about six hours, something — or someone — will rain down on us! To survive this, we need to hustle and prepare. So, the plan is as follows...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In six hours, I managed to get a quick introduction to my battalion, or at least its NCOs, and took up our assigned defensive sector. The most combat-ready units, the second and third battalions, were positioned in bunkers and fortifications around the perimeter. My “understrength battalion” was tasked with protecting the captured planetary anti-aircraft battery and our artillerymen from a sudden enemy landing. 
 
      
 
    I had a strong feeling that Aleksy was going easy on us. Guarding anti-aircraft guns from an aerial landing? How could that even happen? Unless space troopers in their crazy “coffins” started falling on our heads straight from orbit, screaming, “For the Emperor!” and “None but us!” as they were wont to. But these weren’t Imperials, so space troopers were out of the question. And I didn’t know of any other soldiers crazy enough to attempt such a feat in this galaxy. 
 
      
 
    Still, an order was an order, so we took our positions in covered dugouts around the artillery, eyes nervously scanning the sky. 
 
      
 
    Our aerospace fighters launched to intercept the enemy in the air. Then the sky was streaked with ships and “decoys” entering the dense layers of the atmosphere. It seemed they had no aircraft, but there were landing ships. If I understand anything about planetary landing theory, there were way too many of them for us, even accounting for the “decoys,” . 
 
      
 
    I turned to the nonchalant Eric, who was watching the landfall with a light smile. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should put on your helmet after all?” I made another attempt. 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, Cadet, get stuffed,” Eric grinned. The sun, suddenly breaking through the clouds, gleamed off his bald head. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “FIRE!” Lieutenant Oslyk, the commander of the anti-aircraft missile battery, was in the shelter with me. The long barrels of the guns swiveled toward multiple targets and spat clusters of fire into the sky. 
 
      
 
    The trophy anti-aircraft systems were vastly superior to our standard anti-aircraft guns in power and range. They could even shoot down ships in low orbit, so taking down descending drop pods was a piece of cake for our defenses. The only problem was the sheer number of those drop pods. 
 
      
 
    I watched the anti-aircraft systems at work and found myself pondering what wars would be like without Subspace. Well, actually, without Subspace, there would be no wars at all; humanity simply wouldn’t need to fight. After reaching the nearest systems at sub-light speed, the Great Expansion would eventually fizzle out on its own. 
 
      
 
    However, as I knew from Earth’s history, thousands of years ago wars were fought with so-called precision weapons. Robots operated combat machines, and human operators, safe in fortified bunkers, sent forth wave after wave of deadly machines. There was also nuclear weaponry, but that was another story altogether. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, fighting became pointless, as there was only one planet, and any war could lead to complete destruction. So, weapons were stored away, and all energy was directed toward peaceful endeavors, setting a new goal — to reach the stars. 
 
      
 
    For a while, humanity slowly spread to nearby systems until they discovered Paraiso. After discovering the properties of Essentium, humans accelerated their pace; there were more planets to be reached. Sooner or later, the interests of many actors started to clash, and military conflicts resumed. 
 
      
 
    History was silent on the name of the first planet to rebel. That was before the formation of the Empire. To suppress the rebellion, the Federation loaded several ships with military robotics, various weapons, including a few nuclear warheads, and sent them toward the rebellious planet. The ships never emerged from Subspace at the designated time. Several more were sent, with the same result. Later, one of the ships did return from Subspace to open space, and the few surviving crew members had interesting things to report. 
 
      
 
    An investigation was conducted, old files were reviewed, witnesses were interviewed, and it was concluded that Subspace warped the electronic brains of any robotics. Equipment activated spontaneously; tanks opened fire right in the cargo holds; mines and missiles exploded uncontrollably, destroying the ship. 
 
      
 
    A special commission drew conclusions and suggested solutions. It was recommended to send equipment without power blocks to physically prevent activation. It didn’t help. Subspace powered the electrical circuits of the equipment and ammunition with its own energy, with the same destructive result. 
 
      
 
    They tried sending them in separate blocks, but after assembly in normal space, everything happened according to the same scenario. The equipment didn’t obey, and “smart” ammunition exploded randomly. 
 
      
 
    Humanity continued its experiments. They sent equipment to other planets to manufacture the necessary weaponry. This helped, to an extent. At least until some Gifted individual or an Essentium user applied their Gift. This resulted in all robotics in a large radius, which varied from individual to individual, going haywire, and precision-guided munitions exploding. Hell, even when a ship entered Subspace at the edge of a planetary system, the ‘backlash’ of the event could affect the nearest planet or station. 
 
      
 
    Initially, various factions still tried to rely on sophisticated technology, keeping it away from the Gifted when they could still control them. But as soon as the Gifted themselves came to power and founded the Empire, they simply redirected scientific research in the necessary direction with their inherent rationality. The task was to get effective weaponry that would not be susceptible to Subspace influence. The recipe turned out to be simple: no electronic ‘brains.’ Only human ones. Thus, all technological progress was thrown to Chaos due to the specifics of Subspace. 
 
      
 
    That was why now, before my eyes, the barrels of anti-aircraft guns were aimed manually, reliant on nothing but the experience and resourcefulness of the gun operators, as well as primitive mechanical devices for calculating ballistic trajectories. 
 
      
 
    The entire sky blossomed with spots of explosions. From our side, it even looked beautiful. But I had a very recent experience of being on the other side, so I was sure the troops in the ships were feeling like they were descending into hell. 
 
      
 
    White clouds periodically alternated with more colorful ones whenever a shell found its target, and the black smoky tail of an enemy ship screaming toward the ground was one of the most beautiful sights in the world. 
 
      
 
    Our aerospace fighters also frolicked in the sky with impunity. It was a pity there were so few of them, but they tried very hard to be everywhere at once. 
 
      
 
    Overall, I couldn’t shake the feeling of the unreality of what was happening. Landing on a planet without air cover and bombardment? It was true that we also hadn’t managed to land gracefully. But we had to contend with a crashing landing ship, a self-assured colonel, and a desperate shortage of time. Besides, we had fighters, and the enemy didn’t. 
 
      
 
    And yet, despite all the efforts of our anti-aircraft gunners and ‘flyboys,’ part of the enemy’s landing force managed to reach the planet’s surface. There were just so many of them that it was absolutely impossible to kill them all with the forces at our disposal. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at a nearby building that towered over the walls of the fortifications. At least something should be discernible from its top, I thought. 
 
      
 
    “Eric!” 
 
      
 
    Shadow looked at me expectantly. I pointed at the building. 
 
      
 
    “We need to take a look.” 
 
      
 
    The First Sergeant nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Tucker, you're in charge,” I said to the sergeant who was also in the fortification. 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” nodded Paul Tucker, one of the surviving junior commanders of my battalion. 
 
      
 
    I approached the anti-aircraft gunner. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant, we’re going to scout. Keep in touch.” 
 
      
 
    Oslyk nodded, without taking his eyes off the fire correction for a second, and we quickly went outside. Two minutes later, we were standing on the roof of the building. 
 
      
 
    I took out my binoculars and looked toward the landed bots. Visibility was poor. Our Nail self-propelled artillery had already started firing at the enemy that had landed, kicking up clouds of dirt and dust. Still, I managed to see some things. 
 
      
 
    Soldiers were pouring out of the Sigma-6x corporate drop bots. “Corporate” referred to technology specifically designed for use in the private armies of the Lineages and corporations — or in planetary armies. On peripheral planets, such forces sometimes existed to defend against aggressive neighbors, but mostly they were used for police operations. Generally, but not always, this technology was inferior to imperial models. Comparing drop pods in terms of better or worse was pointless; if it made it to the ground, that was good enough. And a close hit from a Hawk anti-aircraft missile system would destroy an Imperial pod just as easily as it would a Sigma. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers’ gear was standard for private or planetary armies. Urban gray-blue camouflage looked wildly out of place in the yellow steppe, but they wore what they had. Their weapons were a mishmash, which was also the norm in such formations, equipped based on the principle of whatever was available. 
 
      
 
    I scanned the landing site and saw no heavy bots that could carry the equipment needed to breach our fortifications. Were they planning to storm us with handheld weapons? Were they insane? 
 
      
 
    I grimaced, recalling our own ill-fated assault. We weren’t that far removed from these poor souls. But we had a baron. Did the attackers have their own “baron”? I sincerely hoped not. 
 
      
 
    Sparse chains of soldiers began moving toward us, predictably shifting toward the gap in the wall that we had filled as best we could with debris but could still be climbed over under certain conditions. 
 
      
 
    Who would let them, though? The area in front of the “gap” was covered by our artillery, and the surviving bunkers on both sides of the debris were filled with the forces of the second battalion, armed with medium and heavy weapons. 
 
      
 
    First, artillery shells flew. More fire came from the infantrymen. Debris from drop bots and decoys fell from the sky, and our aerospace fighters periodically swooped in for a strafing run. All hell was breaking loose behind the spaceport wall. 
 
      
 
    “What are they even counting on?” I muttered, surveying the battlefield — or rather, the killing field. The attackers didn’t stand a chance. 
 
      
 
    Shadow shook his head disapprovingly, watching the battle. 
 
      
 
    “They’re just going to get all their soldiers killed,” I continued to complain, although we stood to benefit from the enemy losses. But I just couldn’t stand human stupidity, especially when it led to loss of life. 
 
      
 
    I silently watched as one living wave after another rolled toward our walls. So far, not a single enemy had actually reached the wall — they were all mowed down before getting there. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a sense of danger washed over me. My “gut feeling” had always been good at saving my ass from numerous troubles, but lately, this sense had taken on an almost physical property. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s not right here,” I said, lowering my binoculars. 
 
      
 
    Eric gave me an intent look. Then he surveyed the surroundings carefully and shrugged in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s clear.” 
 
      
 
    I saw for myself that everything looked clear. But I had an almost physical feeling of danger nonetheless. When I summoned my black-and-white vision, I saw no signs of impending Chaos, which made me even more uneasy. “Guess even a ‘sixth sense’ can have a misfire,” I mumbled to myself, raising my binoculars back to my eyes. Just then, a deafening explosion erupted behind us, blowing up the positions of our artillery and anti-aircraft gunners. Along with them went the remnants of the first battalion of the 134th Imperial Guard Regiment. 
 
      
 
    What saved us was our distance from the blast. The building held, and the shockwave didn’t even knock us off the roof, thanks to a small overhang that shielded our rear. Chunks of iron and concrete rained down from above, and we reflexively jumped back inside. 
 
      
 
    When the dust had somewhat settled, I saw a massive crater in the spot where the anti-aircraft battery had stood. Scattered around it were twisted and overturned self-propelled artillery units, which had been positioned among a stationary artillery battery. The towers of that battery had also housed the crews manning the guns. 
 
      
 
    “‘Bravo’! What the hell is going on over there? May Chaos take you!” Tarnawsky’s irritated voice came over the radio. 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth wide to lessen the ringing in my ears from the nearby explosion and pressed the call button. 
 
      
 
    “Alpha, reporting: artillery and air defense are gone. Over.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, gone? Cadet, have you lost your mind?” The prime was so outraged he even forgot about call signs. 
 
      
 
    “Gone, as in not there anymore. I suspect sabotage.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of damn sabotage are you talking about? We’re being attacked from above!” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like a bit from below, too” — Eric had been listening to our conversation and pointed at several figures emerging from the rubble. 
 
      
 
    And they weren’t our infantrymen. 
 
      
 
    “Attention, Alpha! I see the enemy inside the perimeter. I repeat. Enemy inside the perimeter. Likely, locals have used underground tunnels.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” The Prime cursed. “Bravo, what’s the enemy’s strength?” 
 
      
 
    “Hard to estimate; I see several dozen targets for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, hold on. Delta, send Delta-One and Delta-Two to assist Bravo.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded at Eric, and we moved to the parapet, which offered an excellent view of the enemy soldiers emerging from underground. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Eric whispered, and we opened fire. 
 
      
 
    The first bodies fell, limbs severed by laser beams. Cries of the wounded and curses of the living filled the air. I exhaled in relief; at least these were regular humans. Regular humans who quickly identified the source of the threat and returned fire, forcing us to take cover behind the same concrete parapet. 
 
      
 
    “Hope the guys from the third battalion hurry up,” Eric smirked, unpinning two grenades. He quickly peeked down, assessed the situation, and sent them flying one after the other. 
 
      
 
    The subsequent explosions and cries of pain indicated that our “gifts” had found their mark. 
 
      
 
    “Attention Bravo! This is Delta-One. We’re coming from the southwest, some six hundred feet from your position.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the cavalry’s arrived. Savelyev himself, no less,” I noted, steadying my gun barrel on the parapet and resuming fire. Almost instantly, a stray bullet skimmed my helmet, knocking me back. 
 
      
 
    “Everything intact?” Eric inquired, not letting up on his own barrage of fire. 
 
      
 
    I tightened my helmet’s strap and eyed Eric’s glaring bald spot. It baffled me how such an obvious target could go unscathed. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get to it!” A voice from below signaled, followed by the familiar whizz of MK-14 laser beams — the Imperial infantry’s go-to weapon — hurtling toward the enemy. 
 
      
 
    I peeked over the edge. No one was shooting at us anymore. That was because nearly all the surface-level enemies had been wiped out by the sudden assault of the third battalion. I picked off two more foes hiding behind chunks of concrete and signaled to Shadow toward the roof’s exit. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move!” 
 
      
 
    Quickly descending the stairs, I shouted a warning into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! This is Bravo, we’re coming out!” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t shouting for nothing; we were greeted by nods from our own infantry. Without the warning, we might have been greeted by laser beams instead. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Savelyev?” I asked an unfamiliar sergeant. 
 
      
 
    “Further down there,” he nodded toward the ongoing battle. 
 
      
 
    We moved toward the epicenter of the destruction, where soldiers from the third battalion were finishing off the wounded, having already dragged three aside for interrogation. Nearby, Prime Lieutenant Sergey Savelyev was crouched, attempting to interrogate one of them by twisting a combat knife in the captive’s open thigh wound. The rebel was screaming but not saying anything coherent. 
 
      
 
    “Having fun?” I asked the Prime as I approached. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Noname,” Sergey looked grimly in my direction. “You did manage to wipe out the rest of that battalion, after all. Told Aleksy not to give it to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Always a pleasure, Mr. Prime Lieutenant,” I retorted. “I’ll answer for my actions later, after the battle. For now, where did these guys come from?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded toward the sullen captives. 
 
      
 
    “It’s simple,” to his credit, the Prime switched to business mode. “While their allies were distracting us outside the perimeter, these bastards managed to sneak in a ton of explosives through underground tunnels and set them off. Scum!” 
 
      
 
    In a fit of rage, he kicked the captive in his wounded leg, causing him to whimper and try to crawl away from the irate Prime Lieutenant. 
 
      
 
    “May I?” I gestured toward the frightened rebels. 
 
      
 
    “Be my guest,” Savelyev shrugged and walked away, where gunshots soon rang out. 
 
      
 
    I crouched down and examined the captives: a skinny middle-aged man, a young guy — almost a kid — and a woman in her mid-thirties. 
 
      
 
    “What were you even thinking?” I asked, looking at each in turn. “Do you realize you’ll be executed for this?” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t execute all of us!” the woman shrieked hysterically. I took a closer look at her. Under normal circumstances, she could be considered attractive, but her face was twisted with fanatical malice. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that if I were you,” I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “The Pyrdosians will come, and you’ll be screwed,” the woman continued defiantly. 
 
      
 
    “Who?” I was puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, you idiot!” the middle-aged man snapped at her. 
 
      
 
    “Why should I shut up? They’re all going to die. The Pyrdosians are our brothers; they’ll help free our homeland from Imperial scum. And they’ll avenge the murder of the Father!” 
 
      
 
    “What Pyrdosians? What father? Are you delusional?” I grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “The Father of the Nation! He loved us, prayed for us. He promised us a better life, free from pain and suffering. He died defending our planet from you monsters. But his death won’t be in vain!” 
 
      
 
    “She’s probably talking about that creature in the dungeon,” Eric whispered to me. “And we saw firsthand how that ‘father’ was liberating them from suffering.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and activated my black-and-white vision. The people sitting in front of me were ordinary humans, with no signs of Chaos within them. Just regular brainwashed fanatics. Inquisitor Hawkus always used to say, “Human flesh is weak,” but he had a saying about the mind too: “Guard your mind, or Chaos will take its place.” 
 
      
 
    It seemed these rebels had already lost their minds, but Chaos hadn’t arrived yet. 
 
      
 
    “So who are these Pyrdosians?” I continued the interrogation. 
 
      
 
    The woman remained silent, breathing heavily; the man stared blankly at the ground, and the young guy lay off to the side, softly moaning in pain. 
 
      
 
    “I think she’s referring to the planet Pyrdos — the capital of this sector. Most likely, the heresy spread from there,” Eric chimed in again. 
 
      
 
    “And how do you know all this?” 
 
      
 
    “I got curious about where we were headed,” Eric shrugged. “You’d remember too if you’d bothered to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    I felt uncomfortable. It was true; the briefings we’d been given included a short description of the sector. Indeed, the planet Pyrdos was mentioned as “potentially ready for rebellion.” The fact that Faïda was the first to blow could only mean the Pyrdosians were smarter. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming! They’re coming!” the woman suddenly shrieked, pointing at the sky. 
 
      
 
    I looked up. Traces of drop ships appeared in the atmosphere again. There were as many as the first time. But there was one crucial difference. They were falling directly onto us now, inside the perimeter. And with our anti-aircraft batteries gone, their plan was likely to succeed. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO OF OUR AEROSPACE FIGHTERS launched nearby. One was emitting smoke, but managed to ascend slowly. Essentially unfit for full-scale combat, these fighters were deployed nonetheless — every available resource had to be utilized. Especially since the incoming bots had no countermeasures against even these compromised units. 
 
      
 
    The second and third battalions scrambled to cobble together some form of anti-aircraft defense. Heavy machine guns and energy weapons were hauled onto bunker and pillbox roofs. Even infantrymen gathered to provide small-arms support — a psychologically comforting, but practically futile effort. 
 
      
 
    Tank crews spread out across the spaceport, angling their gun barrels skyward as far as they could. Captain Hašek, the tank battalion commander, had no illusions about replacing dedicated anti-aircraft units. However, knocking a descending bot out of the sky during its brief hover above the ground was within the tanks’ capabilities. 
 
      
 
    After the act of sabotage, my battalion was down to twenty-two surviving, combat-ready soldiers. Against Commander Tarnawsky’s advice, we took positions on the building that had saved Eric and me. It would take more time to move to new positions, and we were already somewhat familiar with the building’s layout. This choice was risky; we’d be surrounded almost immediately after the enemy landing. But it also allowed us to inflict maximum damage, as we could fire in all directions and pick our targets. At least until they picked us off from above. 
 
      
 
    One argument in favor of my decision was the presence of underground tunnels beneath the building. In a dire situation, we could retreat underground. We had no maps or even guesses about where these tunnels led, but logic suggested they had to lead somewhere. And that was all that mattered — getting as far away from here as possible. 
 
      
 
    I looked up and couldn’t believe my eyes. One of our fighters started to smoke, tilted, and spiraled down. A quick descent, and then an explosion cloud marked the pilot’s death far beyond the perimeter. What in the name of Chaos had happened? 
 
      
 
    I raised my binoculars for a closer look. Damn it all to Chaos! Those weren’t Scythes. They were Falcons. Specifically, Falcon-17Ks, Imperial Army landing bots that were older than our Hawks, but equipped with two turrets capable of both anti-aircraft fire and infantry support during landing. 
 
      
 
    Our pilots sharply reduced their level of aggression and eventually veered off, setting a course to exit the atmosphere. 
 
      
 
    “Where are they going?” I wondered aloud. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the McCoy is under pressure, and they decided they’re needed more there,” Eric commented, also watching the aerial battle. 
 
      
 
    That seemed plausible; at least our fighters could launch their torpedoes — useless in the atmosphere — against enemy frigates. That could be the tipping point to win us the space battle. I shook my head disapprovingly but wished the pilots luck. The destroyer was our only chance to leave this planet anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    I tried to count the number of landing bots now descending unopposed but quickly lost track. Suffice it to say, there were many — too many for the 134th Guard. The first “Falcon” couldn't land. Hovering above the ground, it took two hits from our tanks, tilted, and crashed onto the spaceport’s concrete, exploding on impact. 
 
      
 
    The commander’s T-34 tank, bearing the number 13, greeted the second “Falcon” with a direct hit to its thrusters. The landing bot burst into flames and disintegrated mid-air. Another “Falcon” took a hit from our tank but survived, landing and deploying its ramp. Five enemy soldiers had just disembarked when another T-34 corrected its comrade’s mistake. The landing bot exploded, and the blast wave knocked down the soldiers who had just disembarked. 
 
      
 
    But the enemy landing had begun. Here and there, enemy bots started to descend onto the runway unopposed. Our tanks fired at them as fast as they could, joined by infantry with heavy weapons. My soldiers aimed their pre-aimed rocket launchers at the enemy below and opened fire. The rockets weren’t powerful enough to penetrate a Falcon’s armor, but they could thin out the enemy troops considerably. 
 
      
 
    Eric took aim with a heavy machine gun and opened fire on enemy infantry scrambling for cover. I noticed these enemies were differently equipped. Black armor, resembling police gear, with heavy plates that could withstand even a direct hit from a handheld weapon. So, the first wave was cannon fodder, and now the main forces had arrived? 
 
      
 
    The armor might withstand a laser shot, but not fire from a heavy machine gun. Eric swept his gun across, and three attackers were simply smeared against the wall they had foolishly pressed against. I picked off some careless enemies who’d entered my line of sight and missed the moment we became a serious target. 
 
      
 
    A burst from the shipboard autocannon of the nearest Falcon tore a young soldier, who had carelessly exposed himself, to shreds. The shells showered us with steel and concrete fragments, wounding two more people. We hugged the roof while the shells tore through the concrete parapet. Considering the building was not a fortified structure, I had legitimate concerns about the integrity of the ceilings. 
 
      
 
    The last thing we needed was for the whole thing to collapse underneath us. 
 
      
 
    “Kappa, this is Bravo! We’re pinned down here! We need your help,” I called out. 
 
      
 
    “I can see you, Bravo! We’re on our way!” Hašek responded immediately. 
 
      
 
    Two nearly simultaneous explosions sounded below, and there was another, a louder one, later. Then the bombardment ceased. I cautiously peeked out and saw that the Falcon that had been shelling us was no more. However, one of the tanks that had saved our asses hadn’t managed to retreat to cover in time. A volley from another bot took out its tracks, and the combat vehicle was helplessly stuck in the open. 
 
      
 
    Two more Falcons joined the bombardment, and armor shards flew off the T-34 with the number 06 on its side. A few seconds later, the tank caught fire. The hatches remained closed; no one from the crew left the burning machine. 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth. Thank you, unknown friends. 
 
      
 
    The tank crew’s sacrifice bought us a few more minutes, which we used effectively to pummel the enemies below with rockets and laser pulses. However, our enemy’s patience had reached its end. They got serious. 
 
      
 
    Fire from several bots kicked up a cloud of dust and concrete right under our feet. Two wide cracks crossed the roof. Three more soldiers fell and didn’t get up. Pools of blood spread under their bodies slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Retreat! Down the stairs!” I jumped to my feet and, crouching, ran to the structure housing the stairwell. Slowing down by the open door, I let my soldiers go ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    Sixteen remained, not counting Eric and me. We rushed downstairs, chunks of stone from the now-grinding roof falling on our heads. 
 
      
 
    “Run! Run!” Eric yelled, urging those ahead to move even faster. 
 
      
 
    The ceiling was literally collapsing on our heads when we burst into the basement. A pile of concrete and iron had securely blocked the passage above, leaving us no choice but to delve deeper into the underground catacombs. 
 
      
 
    I scanned the survivors. Sweaty, dusty faces, only the whites of their eyes and teeth shining. The soldiers breathed heavily, but gripped their weapons tight, awaiting orders. 
 
      
 
    I oriented myself quickly and gestured toward a corridor that presumably led to the perimeter. A few minutes and several hundred meters through the underground corridors shaking from the battle above, and I found a fork with stairs leading up. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on! I’ll check,” I said, making a move to go up but was politely held back by the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Cadet, allow me,” Eric interjected. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and paused. Eric shook his head disapprovingly and went in first. 
 
      
 
    “You and you,” I pointed at a corporal and a soldier whose names I hadn’t learned yet. "Follow me. The rest — wait.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly followed Eric, and the two soldiers trailed behind. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the surface, I saw Eric’s raised palm, mimicked the “stop” gesture to those behind me, and halted without rising further. The sergeant signaled that there were four enemies behind the wall. I gestured back to show I understood. 
 
      
 
    Eric pulled the pin on a grenade and threw it through the opening. Three seconds later, an explosion sounded, and Carter rushed in. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” I yelled, clearing the last flight of stairs in two jumps and running into the adjacent room. 
 
      
 
    Inside, four enemy corpses and a tense Eric awaited me. He was cautiously peering outside. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t go through,” he shook his head. “It’s open field to the wall. Either our guys will shoot us, or theirs will.” 
 
      
 
    He stepped aside, allowing me to see for myself. I peeked outside and saw the backs of enemies assaulting our fortifications. We could hit them from behind, but considering the enemy’s numbers, escape seemed unlikely. Just as I was about to head back underground, a peculiar sound caught my attention. It sounded like clapping, but far too loud to be human hands. 
 
      
 
    Then something exploded on our positions to the left. I turned my head and saw that something had blown up near a fortified position protruding from the wall. It looked like an artillery shell, but I hadn’t seen any enemy artillery. Another explosion sounded right next to the wall. 
 
      
 
    Then something strange happened. The fortified position exploded from the inside. A powerful blast tore open the embrasure, spewing waves of fire outward. It was unlikely anyone inside survived. 
 
      
 
    Bang! Bang! Another explosion near our next fortified position, followed by yet another one that seemed to come from the inside. 
 
      
 
    What the hell is going on here? 
 
      
 
    I activated my “third eye.” About fifty meters away, a spot of Energy flickered. Someone was using the Gift, and it wasn’t an ally. 
 
      
 
    “There’s someone with the Gift over there,” I pointed to a neighboring building. 
 
      
 
    Eric followed my gaze and cursed. 
 
      
 
    “Too many enemies.” 
 
      
 
    Then the radio came alive. 
 
      
 
    “Charlie-One calling Charlie! We’re being blown up from the inside. The enemy has a Gifted fighter. Permission to leave positions. Over.” 
 
      
 
    The voice of the commander of the first company of the second battalion, judging by the call sign, was tinged with tension that threatened to turn into horror. Understandably so. A regular infantryman can resist a regular person, but fear of the Gifted prevents effective combat. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, the battalion commander, Prime Dagor, came on the radio. 
 
      
 
    “Denied. Hold your positions!” 
 
      
 
    With those two words, he had just doomed his subordinates to certain death. But I could understand him. Allowing a company to leave its position would invite the enemy in, breaking the defense on his assigned sector. I could only imagine the morale of those guys. Staying at their combat post, awaiting death, with no way to respond adequately. 
 
      
 
    I cursed and activated the radio. 
 
      
 
    “Charlie, this is Bravo! We’re working on a solution to your problem. Give us fifteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, acknowledged!” Hope tinged the prime’s voice, and his emotions spilled out. “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    Eric looked at me intently but said nothing. As always. The Gifted had made a decision. Now the Shadow could only calculate the best ways to achieve the set objective. 
 
      
 
    “Corporal!” I called to the soldier standing behind me. “Call our guys up.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger that.” The guardsman ran downstairs to carry out the order. 
 
      
 
    Shadow was carefully surveying the surroundings. 
 
      
 
    “To the right, along the wall of the ruined warehouse,” he pointed, “there’s a chance to approach the target unnoticed.” 
 
      
 
    I looked in the direction Eric had indicated. The hastily erected warehouse had collapsed during our assault. The interwoven rebar, metal framework, and insulation blocks provided cover on one side, while on the other, our damaged, still-burning tank created a sort of smokescreen. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet.” My soldiers had arrived. 
 
      
 
    “Our target is that building,” I pointed. “We move along the warehouse and hold fire until either I or First Sergeant Carter order you to fire Once we reach the building, don’t go in until my command. There’s a Gifted or an Essentium user inside. Their ability doesn’t seem combat-related, but stay alert. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    The soldiers nodded silently. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I nodded, and my Shadow was the first to exit the building. 
 
      
 
    The battle raged in the distance, drawing all enemy attention, so we managed to sprint the first, most dangerous, open parts of the way without incident. Once enveloped in the thick, oily smoke from the burning tank, I felt much more at ease. 
 
      
 
    As we passed the tank itself, I saw two crew bodies lying next to it. Judging by the laser guns in their hands and bullet-torn suits, the men had fought their last battle near their destroyed tank. I paused just long enough to collect the dead heroes’ tokens and stash them in my utility pocket. 
 
      
 
    Approaching the target building from the rear, we froze at the entrance. Another “clap” sounded clearly from behind the wall; the bastard was at it again. I focused. In the gray world, a bright red spot of Energy was right behind the door, but then I saw something strange that I hadn’t noticed before. There wasn’t just one spot of Energy; there were three. One bright and two dimmer, which is why I hadn’t noticed them from a distance. 
 
      
 
    I showed Eric three fingers and saw his eyes widen in astonishment. He gestured toward a grenade, but I shook my head. Grenades might not kill the Gifted instantly but could alert them. And the most dangerous Gifted is one prepared for battle. 
 
      
 
    The Shadow muttered a barely audible curse and began issuing orders. My turn was after two trios of guardsmen and, of course, the First Sergeant himself. 
 
      
 
    Using hand signals to count down, the corporal kicked in the door after the last finger was folded, and the soldiers stormed in. Shouts and gunshots erupted immediately. 
 
      
 
    I entered right behind my Shadow and squinted slightly, adjusting to the dim light after the bright street. 
 
      
 
    Before us lay stacks of mortar shells used for instant teleportation into our fortifications, and the body of an unfortunate “energetic” caught off guard. Several enemy soldiers’ bodies lay scattered around the room, but two were still standing. 
 
      
 
    Almost simultaneously, they lunged at us. Too fast and too agile for regular humans. Short blades flashed, and the heads of my soldiers hit the ground. The strange elongated eyes of the two “physicals” scanned the room for new targets. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE WERE IN DEEP shit. My body reacted faster than my mind. 
 
      
 
    “Out! Move it!” 
 
      
 
    Fighting against two supersoldiers who outmatched us in strength and agility, and whose bodies were better than any armor, in a confined space was tantamount to suicide. 
 
      
 
    I was the first to exit, being closest to the door. Eric followed, and another soldier managed to escape alive. The next one wasn’t so lucky. He almost made it out, but got impaled by a sword in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Coughing up a clot of blood from his punctured lungs, the man fell dead. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” I yelled to the remaining soldiers. 
 
      
 
    Laser beams flashed, stopping the emerging “physical” for a short while. Eight hits would have left an ordinary man in bloody shreds. This superhuman, however, managed to twist at the last moment, letting some of the beams pass by. He pushed off the ground, leapt toward the nearest soldier, and plunged his sword into the man’s chest. Using the momentum, he crouched and dragged the sword downward, splitting the soldier's ribcage open like a tin can. 
 
      
 
    Then he pulled the sword out, rolled toward the next soldier, and severed his leg at the knee from a prone position. 
 
      
 
    Eric, standing nearby, tried to kick him in the face, but the “physical” dodged with a roll. Right into my path. 
 
      
 
    I immediately activated my “bubble” and saw the enemy wince, suddenly feeling pain in his severed shoulder. He instinctively jerked to the side, but his speed advantage was gone. I saw surprise in his eyes as I drove my sword straight into his heart. 
 
      
 
    I looked toward the building, but the second enemy wasn’t in a hurry to appear. 
 
      
 
    Pulling my sword from the corpse, I activated my “third eye” again. The enemy was lurking to the right of the door, waiting. 
 
      
 
    With my sword in hand, I fished out a grenade from my gear, pulled the pin, waited a second, and carefully rolled it into the passage. On the third second, I activated my “bubble” in the direction of the hidden “physical.” Then I fell to my knees, blood flowing from my nose. I’d overexerted myself. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the explosion was deafening. I tried to look into the black-and-white world again, but it only caused another bout of weakness without any visible benefit. I shook my head to clear the fog and looked at Eric, who had jumped up immediately. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” I rasped. “Check this bastard out, he should be wounded.” 
 
      
 
    Eric nodded and sent three soldiers inside. 
 
      
 
    I tried to catch my breath while keeping an eye on the passage. 
 
      
 
    “Clear,” came the voice from inside. 
 
      
 
    “Help,” I extended my hand, and Eric jerked me to my feet. 
 
      
 
    “I need to examine them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll cover you,” Eric nodded, and I went inside. 
 
      
 
    The “physical” lay riddled with shrapnel, just like any ordinary man. He’d also lost a leg. 
 
      
 
    I looked around, approached the dead “energetic,” knelt down, and turned the corpse face-up. An ordinary man, without any changes in appearance. That seemed strange. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the “physicals” looked just like regular human beings, without any taint of Chaos. Was I missing something, or were they really just fighting for their independence? Was the Chaos outbreak on Faïda just an unfortunate accident? 
 
      
 
    That was when I noticed a small matte-black cylinder resembling a cigar case lying next to the corpse. Picking it up, I saw that it had a screw-on lid. I unscrewed it and turned the cylinder over my open palm. 
 
      
 
    Three pills fell into my hand. I’d never held Essentium in my hands before, but this was definitely it. The pills radiated Energy. It was almost overwhelming! 
 
      
 
    I barely resisted the urge to pop one into my mouth. I could walk, and I could function, so let them sit. Besides, I had no idea how to use them. 
 
      
 
    Sure, they were pills and you put them in your mouth. But how many? One? Two? All of them? 
 
      
 
    I also knew I was holding a year’s salary in my hand. And that was a very rough estimate. I could be off by an order of magnitude or two. Especially now. And there was no one left to ask. 
 
      
 
    “We need to leave, now,” Carter appeared. 
 
      
 
    “Eric!” I showed the case to the Shadow. “Search the ‘physicals’ thoroughly. And collect the tags from our guys. Then we leave immediately.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded and rushed to the first corpse. I hobbled toward the exit, feeling like an ancient old man. 
 
      
 
    The correlation was clear — the larger the shield, the more energy it sapped. But what were the specific dynamics of this drain? I’d need to experiment. 
 
      
 
    All the soldiers had left the building. After the fight with the “physicals,” only eleven of us remained. One was a cripple, with a tourniquet around his calf. He’d been given a painkiller injection, and two soldiers were carrying him. 
 
      
 
    Eric appeared beside me, handing me two more twin cases. I couldn’t resist and immediately checked their contents. One was empty, but another pill fell out of the second one. 
 
      
 
    It seemed these three weren’t Gifted. They were Essentium users, which didn’t diminish their capabilities or combat effectiveness one bit. 
 
      
 
    However, they couldn’t be compared to true awakened Gifted. The power of the Gift unfolded with each new use. Sometimes insignificantly, and sometimes by leaps and bounds. For Essentium users, the Gift could only be accessed with repeated Essentium intake. Gifted individuals could develop their Gift simply by alternating training with rest and waiting for the natural replenishment of their Energy reservoirs. I’d heard that some Gifted fighters spent every free minute developing their Gift, transforming themselves into living death machines. 
 
      
 
    So, we were incredibly lucky. We’d hardly have stood a chance in direct confrontation with three full-fledged Gifted. 
 
      
 
    I remembered the guys from the second battalion, who were now sitting and preparing for their inevitable death, which certainly wasn’t boosting their morale. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo calling Charlie! All clear, proceed with your work.” 
 
      
 
    “Received, Bravo. Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    I was about to talk to Eric when the radio came alive again. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, this is Charlie One. We owe you one, buddy.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted, imagining the weight that had just been lifted off the soldiers’ shoulders. We were passing by the burning tank when Eric shouted, 
 
      
 
    “Contact!” 
 
      
 
    All the soldiers hit the ground in unison. Only the rear trio hesitated — two healthy men and one wounded, whom they were carrying. A burst of automatic gunfire pierced the wounded soldier’s chest, finishing him off, and injured one of the “nurses” in the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Shots and grenade explosions rang out ahead. 
 
      
 
    “Fall back!” the first sergeant's shout came again. 
 
      
 
    When Eric said to fall back, you fell back. We practically ran back to the building we had just left, firing at the enemies chasing us. There was no basement in the building — I had already checked — but there was a second exit. The problem was that it led to open ground. 
 
      
 
    Considering the pursuit hot on our heels, we’d hardly make it to the next building. Holding our ground here wasn’t an option either; the building had too many windows and doors for the enemies to get through, and I couldn’t plug all the holes with the manpower I had. 
 
      
 
    I looked around frantically. My eyes caught sight of stacks of powerful mortar shells, prepared for teleportation into our positions. I quickly estimated the potential blast radius, and a brilliant idea struck me. Brilliant for everyone in my group, except for one soldier. 
 
      
 
    “I need a volunteer willing to give their life for the Emperor and the Empire,” I said. Damn it all to Chaos, how I hated doing this! 
 
      
 
    The soldiers exchanged glances, and one of them stepped forward. An older, sinewy corporal clutched his bleeding abdomen. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I think I’ve lived a good life,” he said. 
 
      
 
    In a few words, I explained my plan and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, soldier. The Empire is proud of you!” 
 
      
 
    The corporal gave a solemn nod and silently handed me his dog tag. I added it to the pocket with the rest of the grim harvest. 
 
      
 
    “For the Emperor!” the corporal pounded his chest. 
 
      
 
    I returned the salute and ran outside without looking back. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I heard behind me. I realized that Shadow had paused for a moment to thank the corporal before following me. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” Eric roared, and we ran as if all the demons of hell were chasing us. A hundred feet, two hundred, three hundred, four... 
 
      
 
    “Get down!” I commanded, and we all hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    A massive explosion behind us drowned out all other sounds of warfare. A powerful shockwave passed overhead, followed by the most dangerous shards of stone that flew in front of the rest of the debris. Turning around, I saw the building collapse inward, crashing down with a thunderous noise and burying our brave comrade and the enemies pursuing us under tons of concrete and steel. 
 
      
 
    Another loyal soul had shuffled this mortal coil. How many more would follow it today, I wondered? 
 
      
 
    Debris still rained down as we got up for the final dash to cover. Another two hundred feet, and we crashed into another spaceport building. Before darting inside, I turned my head and grimly noted there were a few dozen more enemies closing in on us. 
 
      
 
    Once inside, the first thing that caught my eye was a staircase leading underground. “Thank the Emperor!” 
 
      
 
    “Down!” I ordered, and, taking advantage of Eric providing cover, descended first. 
 
      
 
    A long, straight corridor led directly to our defensive perimeter. We sprinted in that direction. After a while, an irate Carter overtook me, muttering something disapproving under his breath. 
 
      
 
    A turn, another, yet another. That way seemed right. We kept running. A fork in the road. Right... A dead end! Back we went. Run, walk, run... 
 
      
 
    “Halt!” An unfamiliar voice called out from ahead, and a burst of machine-gun fire shattered the stone archway. 
 
      
 
    We hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Eric yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that swearing over there?” came a voice from behind the barricade ahead. “Sounds like one of ours.” 
 
      
 
    “First Sergeant Carter. First Battalion. With me is Battalion Commander Cadet Noname and seven soldiers. Hold your fire.” 
 
      
 
    “First Battalion?” A surprised voice came through. “Weren’t you all wiped out along with the anti-aircraft guns?” 
 
      
 
    “We were! You’re talking to a ghost right now. And if you don’t let us through immediately, I’ll haunt you every night for the rest of your short, miserable life, you asshole!” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like one of ours all right,” came the distant reply. “Okay, move forward. Walk. Weapons up, arms extended so we can see. And no tricks!” 
 
      
 
    We complied and walked toward the fortification. As we got closer, I saw piled-up construction debris completely blocking the narrow passage, a heavy machine gun on top, and five soldiers looking at us as if we were ghosts. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Cadet, sir,” greeted the sergeant, presumably the one who had been negotiating. “Sorry we didn’t recognize you right away.” 
 
      
 
    “All good, Sergeant. We might be followed, so stay alert.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem, Cadet, sir. The corridor is mined; if things get too hot, we’ll blow it all up and fall back.” 
 
      
 
    I looked closer. Third Battalion chevrons. Savelyev did a good job setting up the defense. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the exit?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get lost, Cadet, sir,” the sergeant turned to a young soldier. “Oleg, escort the Cadet to headquarters.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded gratefully. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant. What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Kazantsev, sir. Grigory Kazantsev.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Grigory,” I stepped back to let our guide pass and followed him. My soldiers trailed behind. 
 
      
 
    After twelve minutes of navigating the labyrinthine corridors, we emerged into a spacious room with a narrow embrasure, converted into the headquarters of the Third Battalion. 
 
      
 
    “Freaking mutants, may Chaos devour you! Delta Two, this is Delta. You’re being flanked. Fall back to reserve positions. Do you copy? Over!” 
 
      
 
    Savelyev was yelling into the radio, helmetless and red-faced, watching the battlefield intently. 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant, sir!” I called out to him. 
 
      
 
    The Prime turned his scowling face in my direction, but unexpectedly smiled upon recognizing me. 
 
      
 
    “Noname? So you haven’t croaked yet, have you?” 
 
      
 
    People had been asking me that a lot lately. It was unsettling. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be that lucky, Prime Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, Cadet.” The towering combat officer approached me and extended his hand. I only now noticed that Savelyev was nearly as tall as Eric, and that was just in height. In terms of build, the Prime seemed to even surpass my Shadow. 
 
      
 
    I shook the extended hand, puzzled by the Prime Lieutenant’s sudden friendliness. 
 
      
 
    “Heard about the guys from the second unit whose asses you saved just recently. Good job. A real man!” 
 
      
 
    “Serving the Empire!” I automatically barked. 
 
      
 
    “Well done,” Savelyev praised me again and slapped my shoulder, nearly making my knees buckle. “Get some rest.” 
 
      
 
    “No time to rest,” I shook my head. “What’s the overall situation?” 
 
      
 
    “Better than it could be. These damn fortifications are two-sided,” the Prime snorted. “Some paranoid genius really saved our asses. There are fewer embrasures facing the spaceport than the outside, but it’s enough to shoot back without exposing ourselves too much. The Falcon cannons can’t penetrate the concrete, and the infantry can’t find the entrances and are milling around outside. And for some reason, they’re not in a hurry to unload artillery and heavy equipment onto the planet.” 
 
      
 
    Savelyev smirked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a miracle we captured this spaceport with relatively few losses. All thanks to the Baron, may his soul rest in peace. That’s the influence of a Gifted individual on unstable, rebellious minds. You could say we got lucky, thank the Emperor.” 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant, sir,” called the sergeant who had been watching the battlefield through binoculars. “The rebels are retreating.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
      
 
    The Lieutenant walked up to the embrasure; I followed him and looked down. 
 
      
 
    Enemy soldiers were hastily retreating to their landing boats and boarding. One Falcon took off, then another, and now several dozen landing ships were lifting off. 
 
      
 
    And the real battle hadn’t even started yet. As Savelyev correctly noted, heavy equipment that could level our fortification hadn’t been deployed to the planet yet. And the enemy forces, though thinned by our fire, still outnumbered us by about two or three times. 
 
      
 
    “Attention, everyone! This is the regiment commander speaking. McCoy has destroyed one enemy frigate and damaged another. The destroyer is now coming to our aid, and the enemy is evacuating to a freighter without waiting for our ship to approach. Congratulations, gentlemen, it looks like we’ve won.” 
 
      
 
    Someone among my soldiers sighed in relief. With unhealthy enthusiasm in his eyes, Eric patted me on the back. My legs gave way, a sudden wave of extreme fatigue hit me, and I sat down on the floor. I don’t know how I’d managed to hold on until now. 
 
      
 
    “Planning on fainting again? You’ve been doing that a lot lately,” Eric inquired sympathetically, squatting down next to me. 
 
      
 
    “Go to hell,” I responded with feeling and, leaning against the wall, closed my eyes. “You should’ve rustled up something to eat instead.” 
 
      
 
    “Eating isn’t shitting — it can wait,” Eric chuckled. 
 
      
 
    I opened one eye and tried to infuse my gaze with silent reproach. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll see, Carter, I’ll definitely trade you for another Shadow. A younger one. With breasts!” 
 
      
 
    The First Sergeant snorted in offense, but I no longer heard him. No, I didn’t faint; I simply fell into the deep sleep of a healthy person with a clear conscience and a sense of duty fulfilled. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SURPRISINGLY ENOUGH, I woke up in a regular tent and not the medical. Moreover, I was lying directly on the ground — or, rather, on a stack of new uniforms. 
 
      
 
    I was usually a light sleeper, a habit left over from the orphanage, where I would stash slices of bread from dinner under my pillow. Even then, my child’s mind concluded that you slept at night and thus didn’t feel like eating. So, I tried not to eat at night and saved the bread for the morning, as the meager portions weren’t enough for even small children to function properly throughout the day. 
 
      
 
    Many of my peers knew about this habit of mine. And hungry children could be downright scary. Unburdened by morality and proper upbringing, they were always ready to do anything to get an extra slice. Direct aggression wouldn’t have worked. I had always been a healthy child and never hesitated to use my fists. So they tried to do it quietly, through theft. They succeeded exactly once. After that, I’d always catch them in the act and beat them mercilessly, but the attempts didn’t stop. Because “hunger breaks stone walls,” as Sister Marianne used to say. The kind old woman was our caregiver and always tried to share some of her ration, which was also very meager, with her numerous wards. 
 
      
 
    But this time, I was completely knocked out. And no, it wasn’t a “blackout.” It was sleep. I felt rested and even somewhat “filled up.” 
 
      
 
    “Filled up,” no less. This new sensation felt like emptiness or, conversely, fullness somewhere around the solar plexus. The “emptiness” felt a lot like pangs of hunger, and was also combined with extreme fatigue and a completely foggy brain. 
 
      
 
    And “fullness,” in turn, was similar to satiety. Only the feeling was all-encompassing — it wasn’t just in my stomach. The feeling of satiation spread throughout the body in warm waves, toning the muscles and clearing the mind. 
 
      
 
    If I were to compare my feeling of “fullness” to regular satiety, I’d say I felt something like mild hunger on a scale from “ravenous” to “stuffed.” It wasn’t debilitating; rather, it lent a pleasant lightness to my body. To check, I briefly activated the “black-and-white world.” Everything worked; there was no trace of Subspace Energy around. Although... 
 
      
 
    I scrutinized my sword and activated my “third eye” once more. The blade and the pommel glowed with a barely noticeable dark-crimson hue, almost black, practically invisible at a quick glance. So, it wasn’t just any sword. Where exactly the Subspace Energy was stored — in the blade’s inscription or the white stone — I had no idea. And there was absolutely no one to ask. 
 
      
 
    I sighed in frustration. 
 
      
 
    I also had to remember not to talk about my “bubble,” “black-and-white world,” or “third eye” to anyone. People would die laughing. Surely, all these things had their Inquisition-approved names. I hoped I’d leave this planet and reach someplace civilized where someone would finally explain it all to me. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, if I were to follow Hawkus’s instructions — and I had no reason not to trust him — I’d have to hide my newly-awakened Gift. The only person I could reveal my spontaneous Initiation to was an Inquisitor of the Order of War. But first, I’d have to find one. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers of the 134th Guard Regiment, who might have seen something and could suspect something, worried me a little. However, first, they had no evidence, and second, who would believe commoners if I denied everything vehemently? 
 
      
 
    I rose from my makeshift bed and smoothed out my rumpled clothes. My cleaned rifle lay beside me. The sword, which I had picked up earlier, also gleamed with cleanliness. A Shadow sure was useful to have around the house. Hah hah hah. 
 
      
 
    A new set of armor lay a bit to the side. That was odd — I didn’t remember the previous one getting destroyed, although it was a bit dirty. I hesitated for a moment, then sighed and put on the full gear. Eric was right; I’d been getting into trouble constantly as of late. No, I’d actually been getting into trouble all my short life, but now it was happening on a particularly grand scale! 
 
      
 
    I fastened my belt with the scabbard, slung the rifle strap over my shoulder, attached the helmet to my side, and stepped outside. 
 
      
 
    A soldier from my battalion standing nearby saluted me with a broad smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Commander!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled back, unable to contain myself. So I was no longer a cadet, but a commander. How about that! I remembered that Eric had also called me “commander” initially, but for a different reason: “Maybe you’ll even turn out to be a human,” as he said. Very funny. That would be “a meteoric career,” as Tarnawsky might have put it. He was quite the careerist himself, by the way. I made a mental note to pay him a visit. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, sir!” the sentry called out to me. 
 
      
 
    I turned around. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, soldier?” 
 
      
 
    “First Sergeant Carter asked me to tell you to head to the mess when you wake up. He’ll be waiting for you there.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    The soldier saluted once more and left. 
 
      
 
    I felt my stomach growl. It turned out that I was hungry. Actually, I had been hungry even before falling asleep, but I had temporarily forgotten about it. Well, whatever was urgent could wait — if it were truly pressed for time, they wouldn’t have let me sleep. 
 
      
 
    With those thoughts, I headed toward the field kitchen, guided by a faint wisp of smoke. The rain had passed, the ground had dried, and the fires had been extinguished. But every now and then, the burning stench mixed with the smell of dry grass and dusty concrete, especially since nearly all the buildings and structures had sustained some fire damage. 
 
      
 
    Soldiers I encountered greeted me with smiles and whispered among themselves. It seemed I had become a local celebrity. 
 
      
 
    I heard Eric’s laughter from a distance. The man was large in both body and lungs, so when he laughed, it was loud, and sometimes even intimidating. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, sir!” he greeted me cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    A few soldiers sitting around him on crates jumped up, not letting go of their mess tins. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you all jump? Enjoy your meal,” I nodded, taking a seat next to them. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, why are you in full gear? Planning to chase demons again?” Carter inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Not demons, just you, First Sergeant,” I glared at Eric. “If you don’t feed me right now.” 
 
      
 
    The soldiers chuckled and returned to their interrupted meals. 
 
      
 
    “What shall it be, sir?” Eric walked over to the field kitchen and shouted back at me. 
 
      
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see...” He lifted one lid. “Heated field ration with ‘chicken curry and rice’ flavor.” 
 
      
 
    He opened another lid. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this? Heated field ration with ‘noodles and beef’ flavor.” 
 
      
 
    He reached for the third and final container. 
 
      
 
    “And here we have a heated field ration with ‘mashed potatoes and rabbit’ flavor.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, it all sounds so appetizing. Hey, soldiers, which of these tastes least like Play-Doh with sauce?” 
 
      
 
    “Go for the curry, sir,” advised a corporal from my battalion. “You can at least chew that.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. Eric, get me some ‘chicken curry and rice.’ Less rice, more chicken, please.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not how it works,” the sergeant laughed, filling my mess tin. 
 
      
 
    “Any hardtack?” 
 
      
 
    “None left.” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad,” I sighed, taking the food from him. 
 
      
 
    Only after swallowing the first spoonful did I realize how hungry I was. I devoured the first serving without even tasting it. 
 
      
 
    “Can I have seconds?” I handed my tin to Eric. 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” Eric put on a serious face. “How about rabbit this time?” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I waved my hand dismissively. 
 
      
 
    He scooped a portion from another container and handed my mess tin back to me. 
 
      
 
    This gray, semi-liquid concoction I consumed more thoughtfully. I’d never eaten rabbit before, but I had a feeling that the creators of this ration had never eaten it, either. It was hot and filling, and that was enough. It also contained a plethora of proteins, fats, carbohydrates, trace elements, vitamins, and minerals — in short, a chemical cocktail perfect for the optimal functioning of a brave Imperial guardsman. 
 
      
 
    A guardsman could only afford decent food while on leave. If he lived long enough to take that leave. And if he didn’t, everything would go to his family. The Empire always paid its debts. That was one reason there was never a shortage of recruits. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, sir, may I ask a question?” inquired a young corporal sitting across from me. 
 
      
 
    I chewed slowly, more out of habit than necessity — this mush didn’t require much chewing — and grunted: 
 
      
 
    “In the army, you say ‘Permission to speak.’ Go ahead, soldier.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it true that you’re leaving on the McCoy?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” I nodded, scooping another spoonful into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Too bad,” the soldier sighed, idly poking at his cooling food. 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked after swallowing. 
 
      
 
    “It’s somehow calmer with you around, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “What Simpson means is that he’s a bit worried about how they’ll fare against the demons without you. Right, Simpson?” Eric chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, First Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    I scraped the sides of my mess tin, gathered the unappetizing but highly filling slop, and sent it down my gullet. 
 
      
 
    “There are no more demons on the planet,” I reassured him, pointing my spoon at Eric. “Carter here took care of the last one.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’ve kind of gotten used to you,” the corporal continued. 
 
      
 
    “And I’ve gotten used to you guys as well. But the Empire’s business comes first. I really need to get back to the academy to finish my training and become a real officer,” I looked at my shadow, Eric. “The chrysalis must turn into a butterfly.” 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t mind, sir,” another soldier interjected. “You’re already an excellent officer.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, definitely,” a third one chimed in. “I mean, we’ve seen a lot worse.” 
 
      
 
    “But not that often, eh?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “What?” The soldier frowned, trying to grasp the essence of my words, but when he realized I was joking, he smiled, too. “Honestly, sir, I haven’t met any officers I’d like as much as you. Except maybe the colonel, God rest his soul, and Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky. But I never personally spoke with the colonel. And the Prime Lieutenant is hard to understand. But, well, I mean, I talk to you, and I find you easy to understand! You’re...” 
 
      
 
    He suddenly became flustered. 
 
      
 
    “One of the guys?” Eric helped him out. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, exactly!” the soldier picked up, but then hesitated again. “Sorry, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, soldier,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    A warm languor spread through my body. My stomach was pleased to receive even this tasteless but high-calorie food, and my brain was grateful for the genuinely kind emotions. 
 
      
 
    This was so unusual for me. All my life, I'd expected deceit from everyone. The only exceptions were Eric and Hawkus, and now only Eric remained. Sure, Aleksy was easy to talk to, but I’d only known him for a very short time. 
 
      
 
    To hear such words from multiple people — even if they were just rank-and-file commoners — was touching. They spoke sincerely. They genuinely admired me and saw me as a pillar of support and protection, despite my young age. 
 
      
 
    Should I stay with the regiment, I wondered? I was sure Tarnawsky wouldn't mind, and the soldiers would be happy. I snorted. A moment of weakness? Not a chance. As Inquisitor Hawkus used to say when I was struggling and felt like giving up: “A true Gifted has only two paths: either up or overboard.” And he was right. 
 
      
 
    My earpiece came to life. 
 
      
 
    “All battalion commanders report to headquarters immediately.” 
 
      
 
    I stood up simultaneously with Eric, who placed our dirty mess tins in front of the soldiers. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the company, guys,” I said in parting. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Guys, could you do us a huge favor? Please return the mess tins. We’d really appreciate that,” Eric leaned over the soldiers. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, First Sergeant. No problem whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, soldiers,” he slapped the nearest one on the shoulder, picked up his rifle, and followed me. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the situation?” I decided to use the time it took to get to headquarters. 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s fine, the troops’ morale is high,” Eric grunted. “Even though we’ve lost a lot of people. That ‘energetic’ had really thinned out the Second Battalion, may Chaos chew on him forever in the afterlife. Five hundred good men died. So now, only the Third Battalion is more or less fully staffed. And even they lost a quarter of their men.” 
 
      
 
    Near the tent, I ran into the commanders of the Second and Third Battalions, Dagor and Savelyev. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, our hero,” Savelyev rumbled, extending his bear-like paw. 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant, sir,” I cautiously shook his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Cut it out, Noname,” said the lieutenant. “Call me Serge, like my friends do. No ranks.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Anton.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” the big man rumbled. “I wanted to ask you something. Your first name sounds Eastern European. Why, it could easily be Russian. But how come you have an Anglo last name?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “The name was in the letter that came with me when I was left at the doorstep of an orphanage as an infant. We were all Nonames in the orphanage.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re an orphan?” Saveliev was surprised. “Well, that explains a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “That you’re one of the boys. We were wondering which Lineage you belonged to with such a strange name.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have a Lineage,” I replied. “Not yet, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Serge slapped me on the back. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Mark,” Dagor extended his hand. “We could talk for a long time, but you really saved five hundred good guys yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “And your skinny ass, Dagor,” Savelyev interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “And my skinny ass,” the Prime agreed. “So I owe you one.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell him to repay you in brandy. He has excellent brandy,” Savelyev suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Used to,” Mark made a long face. “Now it is to be enjoyed by the marine fauna at the bottom of the ocean.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes, I keep forgetting,” Serge had a disappointed look on his face. 
 
      
 
    Aleksy’s head popped out of the tent. "What the hell are you all doing standing out here in the fresh air? And I’m waiting for you inside like an idiot!” 
 
      
 
    “Guilty, as charged, Commander,” Savelyev grunted, looking not one bit guilty — quite the opposite, in fact. 
 
      
 
    “Get inside, quickly,” the head commanded and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Have a smoke for now,” I told Eric and followed the Primes inside. 
 
      
 
    We entered and stopped before the table to face a very grim Tarnawsky. Commanding a regiment had clearly not done him any good. He’d become disgruntled and irritable somehow. Where had his usual lust for life gone? Still, I couldn’t blame him. In fact, I could relate perfectly well. Commanding a battered regiment that was gradually shrinking in size was no joy. 
 
      
 
    Gifted individuals found it much easier to cope with the deaths of ordinary soldiers. To them, commoners were just cannon fodder, easily replaceable and ready to be sent back into attack. Aleksy, however, had come up through the ranks, and the death of soldiers took a heavy toll on him. 
 
      
 
    “We have a problem,” the Prime got straight to the point. “Only a little over a quarter of the regiment is left, but we still won’t all fit on the McCoy. And if we cram everyone we can into every available space, any monkey with a stick could kill those left on the planet. So, we all have to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “So what’s the problem? I don’t understand,” Serge looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “The problem is that because of two hundred people, fifteen hundred can’t leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Some problem," Savelyev grunted. “We all stay. The climate here is good, and I’ve heard the locals are into farming. All the rebels came to us yesterday and were taken care of. So, we just need to send out foraging parties and take care of our larders. And maybe even find something decent to drink, right, Mark?” 
 
      
 
    “You think of nothing but food, Sergey,” Dagor grimaced. “But I agree with Savelyev. All of us need to stay and wait for evacuation.” 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky turned to me. “And you, Cadet, why are you silent?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Well, I'm leaving anyway. Why do you need my opinion?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I said so!” the regimental commander flared up, but then immediately calmed down. “And also because you sometimes have smart ideas.” 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenants Dagor and Savelyev are absolutely right. We cannot afford to drastically reduce the already far-from-full combat capability of the regiment. Leaving two hundred people here could possibly doom them to certain death. But seventeen hundred trained guardsmen — that’s a real force, as yesterday’s battle showed.” 
 
      
 
    “Good job, Cadet," Savelyev was absolutely delighted and slapped me on the shoulder. A couple more of those friendly slaps, and my shoulder would fall off; this giant just couldn’t gauge his own strength. 
 
      
 
    “You see?” Aleksy raised his finger instructively. “You can do it when you want to.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a shame you can’t stay. With you, those seventeen hundred soldiers would shine in a whole new light,” Dagor said with a somber smile. 
 
      
 
    A subtle hint at a glaringly obvious situation. Experienced commanders understand that dealing with three individuals, even if they were Essentium users as opposed to true Gifted, was something a regular person would hardly manage. 
 
      
 
    I kept a poker face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mark. And in any case, I need to go back to the academy first.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Anton, I understand everything. But that doesn’t stop me from regretting the way things play out,” Dagor shook his head. 
 
      
 
    The tent flap was thrown back, and Eric peeked inside. “Some locals have come, asking for the ‘highest-ranking commander.’” 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky grunted and headed for the exit. But we were closer, so we went out first. 
 
      
 
    Between two patrolmen stood two people — a young man and a teenage girl, almost a child. Their hands were shaking, and terror lurked in their eyes. Their clothes were torn and dirty. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?’ Aleksy asked the newcomers in a voice that was anything but friendly. 
 
      
 
    The girl’s chin started to tremble; she was barely holding back sobs. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, please help! Some terrible monsters have come to our village, and they’re killing our parents!” 
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    “MOUNT UP,” Prime Lieutenant Savelyev commanded. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers swiftly boarded their armored personnel carriers. The space inside was limited, forcing some to take positions on the exterior armor. 
 
      
 
    In total, they’d managed to salvage thirty-two Panthers, including the regimental command unit. Each carrier’s troop bay could accommodate eight infantrymen, in addition to a driver-mechanic and a commander. The third battalion, the most combat-ready one, still stood at 834 soldiers strong. The second battalion was down to just 427 infantrymen. 
 
      
 
    It was this second battalion, under the command of Prime Lieutenant Dagor, that Tarnawsky chose to dispatch to the village. With eight soldiers inside each carrier and up to eight more on the outside, everyone could be transported adequately. 
 
      
 
    Scant information had been gleaned from the teenagers — only that ‘monsters’ had emerged from the forest and begun killing everyone. One of the locals had sent his sons on a scooter to seek our help, rightly assuming we wouldn’t shoot children. 
 
      
 
    The reconnaissance flight of fighters found no signs of heavy machinery. The pilots saw no large-scale battle at all. Flying low over the village twice, they recorded scenes of burning houses and panicked people running after the departing jets. 
 
      
 
    The remaining four ‘Thirty-Fours’ kept us company. Tarnawsky had wanted to lead the sortie personally, but Savelyev had pulled him aside. After a quiet discussion, Prime Dagor had remained in charge — a decision I found sound. Of the remaining prime lieutenants, Mark seemed the most level-headed to me. 
 
      
 
    As for yours truly, the consensus was to bring me along. “Monsters” implied either the workings of Chaos or the Gifted. Likely the former, as I’d seen no Gifted except for that ghoul in the basement. And such a creature certainly wouldn’t have missed us when we were at our most vulnerable — during landing. 
 
      
 
    It was acknowledged by the commanders that the officer ‘chrysalis’ had already metamorphosed. However, I vehemently denied any emergence from a ‘chrysalis’ on the part of me merely being Gifted. Yet considering there was no better candidate to counter Chaos, the decision was made to include me as reinforcement. 
 
      
 
    The McCoy needed minor repairs after the battle, carried out by the crew in orbit, so my departure was postponed. If that was the case, I should be of use to the Empire and my regiment. That was the gist of the speech I’d heard from my senior comrades — not that I had any objections. 
 
      
 
    I took a seat atop the carrier next to Dagor, who also seemed in no hurry to enter the metal belly of the machine. Once all the soldiers were loaded, Prime commanded, ‘Move out!’ 
 
      
 
    Engines roared to life, and the column set off toward the settlement. The planet’s capital was nearly a hundred miles from the spaceport. Nearby lay a small village, home to port staff and workers from several lumber mills. The forest began just beyond the residential area. 
 
      
 
    About halfway through our journey, we began to encounter vehicles heading toward the spaceport. Given that our column was moving in two rows, all the lanes were occupied, forcing the cars to pull over to avoid being crushed by the treads of our armored personnel carriers. We slowed down twice to let a convoy of locals pass and to question witnesses, but, so far, no concrete information had been gathered. 
 
      
 
    The responses were along the lines of, “Everyone’s running, so we’re running, too.” Thus, we abandoned the idea of gathering information and focused on reaching our destination as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    We covered nearly six miles moving along a flat road in fifteen minutes, including stops. A few particularly stubborn rust bucket drivers who had decided not to yield but to ram our armored vehicles ended up run over rather rudely. We accompanied this with curses and the pointing of our guns. It took three or four repetitions for the message to sink in, but after that, no one else seemed inclined to block our path. 
 
      
 
    As we approached the settlement, largely comprised of one- and two-story houses, we saw plumes of smoke rising from the outskirts. 
 
      
 
    “Charlie Three and Charlie Four, move toward the forest and approach the town from that side. Kappa, you’re on cover,” Prime commanded. “Charlie-Two, you’re on recon and clearing. Start with the outskirts. We’ll go straight through the town to the presumed point of enemy contact.” 
 
      
 
    Twenty armored personnel carriers and four tanks immediately behind us veered off the road onto the dirt, churning up the moist soil with their treads as they moved toward the forest, which began just a little under a thousand feet from the road. 
 
      
 
    We, on the other hand, sped into the town, crushing a small traffic jam of cars in the process. Thankfully, the cars were abandoned, and there was no one inside. We then took the shortest route to the outskirts of the settlement. 
 
      
 
    Ten vehicles from the second platoon came to a halt, and the soldiers poured out, preparing to move inward slowly to check the buildings for enemies. 
 
      
 
    The first monster vaulted over a low fence and tried to snatch a soldier off the armored car on the move, but was gunned down on the spot by four laser guns. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” I yelled at the driver. He swerved and came to a sudden halt, scraping against the fence. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll check,” I told Dagor and jumped down to the ground. Following me were Eric and three soldiers, whom Prime had ordered to cover us. 
 
      
 
    I bent down to examine the slain creature. Its head was missing, but it strongly reminded me of those “zombies” from the basement. At least its arms, ending in bony blades, and legs bent backward at the knees were very similar. 
 
      
 
    I entered the “black-and-white world.” There weren’t many red dots nearby, only about fifty or so, but they were everywhere. They came from all sides, both singly and in groups of two or three. 
 
      
 
    Ahead, however, was a pulsating cluster that I didn’t like one bit. 
 
      
 
    “There are several dozen creatures scattered around,” I reported to Prime as I climbed back aboard. “The main mass is ahead, about a third of a mile away.” 
 
      
 
    Dagor nodded and issued a command. 
 
      
 
    “First platoon, get ready. Armor, move up front.” 
 
      
 
    There were three parallel streets leading in the direction we needed. The armored personnel carriers moved along these, followed by the infantry, who stayed close to the fences of the houses. 
 
      
 
    “Contact!” came the call over the radio, immediately followed by the sound of an automatic cannon from one of the carriers. I only caught a glimpse of the explosions when two “zombies” had tried to make a frontal assault on the heavy machine. 
 
      
 
    Further ahead, two more enemies jumped onto a carrier from a rooftop and tried to open the hatch, but were quickly mowed down by rifle fire. Idiots. 
 
      
 
    After that, they started appearing more frequently. They were fast. They were strong. But they were also very stupid. 
 
      
 
    The creatures simply ran toward the nearest person they saw and tried to kill them. But killing a guardsman armed with a rifle was a difficult task. Killing a hundred guardsmen supported by armored personnel carriers in hand-to-hand combat was nearly impossible — unless you were a space trooper, and the battle wasn’t taking place in an urban environment. 
 
      
 
    We just kept moving forward, clearing the streets without getting sidetracked by the alleys. But urban warfare was always a nasty business. The enemy could literally drop on you from above. Which was exactly what one creature did, killing a soldier on the spot. Then two more dragged another soldier by his legs into a basement. No, this wouldn’t do. 
 
      
 
    “Sir!” I called out to the Prime leading the way. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” He turned around. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s slow down; I have an idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Platoon, halt,” Dagor commanded. “What did you want to suggest?” 
 
      
 
    “You see, Mark, I can tell you where these creatures are. With precision.” 
 
      
 
    Dagor looked at me intently but simply asked, “What do you need for that?” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, nothing, but you’ll have to work quickly. This knowledge comes at a heavy cost for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, shall we start?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes to make things easier and retreated into myself. I detached from my body and hovered above, “scanning” the area. 
 
      
 
    “Two in the second house on the right, right behind the front door. One on the right, in the yard behind the gate. Three on the roof of the third house on the right. Four approaching from behind, about thirty feet to the turn,” I reported monotonously. 
 
      
 
    It took just about a minute. All the creatures within a two-hundred-foot radius that could hinder our progress were eliminated. I opened my eyes, discovering I felt better than I’d anticipated. Apparently, my Gift, if that’s what it was, had been evolving in terms of energy efficiency. 
 
      
 
    I mentally grimaced. Someone Gifted here, of all the places! May Chaos take them! I’d have preferred to face someone hurling fireballs or lightning or... whatever else there was. Still, one didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Although, you also didn’t go to a gunfight with bare fists, either. 
 
      
 
    Did Hawkus’s lightning help him much? And then I decapitated a demon in one go using my bubble. My self-reassurance session was over; I could get back to business. 
 
      
 
    “All clear,” I said, rising from the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Can you detect regular humans the same way?” Dagor quietly inquired. 
 
      
 
    “I can,” I responded succinctly. 
 
      
 
    “I’d assign you to recon if it weren’t like using a cannon to swat flies,” Dagor mused, a hint of sarcasm in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be a waste of your unique talents on trivial matters,” he clarified. 
 
      
 
    We continued our advance. A grizzled sergeant cursed under his breath. I turned my gaze and saw a gruesome tableau — a woman’s corpse with her abdomen torn open, and beside her, a man decapitated. The further we ventured, the more bodies we encountered. It was as if these abominations had indiscriminately massacred the populace — mindlessly, aimlessly, simply because they could. 
 
      
 
    “May Chaos devour you, vile fiends,” a young corporal spat, as another creature fell under the concentrated fire of six rifles. 
 
      
 
    We halted twice more to “sanitize” the area based on my guidance. Eventually, we reached the outskirts and rendezvoused with the third platoon. 
 
      
 
    “Is that it?” Dagor furrowed his brow. “They just came and slaughtered the people? Without any discernible purpose?” 
 
      
 
    “Chaos needs no purpose,” I shrugged. “That’s the essence of Chaos.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you come up with that, or did someone enlighten you?” Dagor asked, his voice tinged with sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    “Hawkus used to say it a lot,” I explained. 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Dagor nodded, activating his transmitter. “Charlie Two and Charlie Four, report your status. Over.” 
 
      
 
    “Charlie Four. All clear.” 
 
      
 
    “Charlie Two. Engaged. Creatures have scattered throughout the settlement.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you need to see this,” a corporal beckoned Dagor. 
 
      
 
    The Prime followed the soldier, and I trailed behind them. There were bloody smears on the narrow road leading straight into the forest, as if bodies had been dragged along the ground, bleeding profusely. 
 
      
 
    “What’s there?” Dagor pointed toward the forest. 
 
      
 
    “A lumber mill, about two miles away,” Lieutenant Lindemann, the commander of the first platoon, immediately reported, checking his map. 
 
      
 
    “Is that the only road leading there?” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative,” the lieutenant confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo Four, assist Bravo Two. Over.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger, moving out.” 
 
      
 
    “As for us, let’s pay a visit to that lumber mill,” Dagor nodded toward the forest, then turned to me. “Can you check?” 
 
      
 
    “One sec,” I quickly assessed the situation. The path ahead was clear of creatures. “All clear.” 
 
      
 
    “To the vehicles! Anton, keep an eye out.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger!” 
 
      
 
    I climbed onto the third APC in the column, and the twenty vehicles moved toward the lumber mill. Every three hundred feet or so, I “scanned” the path ahead. I had already realized that “scanning” at such a distance barely drained my energy. But increasing the range increased energy consumption more than exponentially. 
 
      
 
    The lumber mill stood in a large clearing. Most of the area was paved, but there was grass growing around the edges, and even some flower beds with purple blooms. The building itself was constructed from the most readily available material here — wood. Nearby stood a large prefab structure resembling a hangar, which housed machinery, storage, and equipment, all set on a concrete foundation. 
 
      
 
    The bloody trails led straight to the closed gates. 
 
      
 
    “I suggest we surround the place to ensure none of these creatures escape,” I quietly suggested to Dagor. 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” he nodded, and promptly issued the necessary orders. 
 
      
 
    Soldiers quickly disembarked and the armored vehicles encircled the building, their turrets aimed menacingly at it. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Dagor looked at me expectantly. 
 
      
 
    I entered my ‘black-and-white world,’ looked around, and found nothing. I tried again, still nothing. “It’s empty,” I said, spreading my hands in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Dagor frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Given that I’ve only recently learned this trick, no, I’m not.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t be helped then,” Dagor shrugged and issued orders. Two squads led by Lieutenant Lindemann approached the unlocked gates and entered. I braced myself for screams and explosions, but all was quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Charlie, come inside, sir,” the voice of the first platoon’s commander came over the radio. 
 
      
 
    Dagor and I walked toward the open gates, with Eric trailing closely behind. As we entered, the smell of fresh blood hit me. A mound of human corpses lay in the center of the room. At a glance, there were at least a hundred people here. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet?” Dagor turned to me. 
 
      
 
    I activated my ‘third eye.’ Still nothing. The pile of bodies gave off some ‘background noise,’ but it didn’t seem like Subspace energy. 
 
      
 
    “Seems clear,” I said hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “This is very strange,” Mark shook his head. “Charlie Three, scout around the building for traces.” 
 
      
 
    We stepped outside, and Dagor pulled out a pack of cigarettes. 
 
      
 
    “Want one?” he offered. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” I took one and put it in my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “You quit smoking, remember?” Eric interjected. 
 
      
 
    “Just felt like it,” I grumbled. The sight of a child’s arm sticking out of a pile of mutilated bodies was too much. Chaos was one thing, but what did these all these innocent people have to do with it? I inhaled deeply, and barely held back a cough. I took another drag, scanning the surroundings, while Dagor puffed away beside me. 
 
      
 
    I was never a big fan of smoking, although in my teens I used to sneak cigarettes from Hawkus to stand out among the health-obsessed noble cadets. I wanted to maintain the image of a rebellious urchin from the shelter. I eventually got caught out and given a good thrashing. Then the Inquisitor said that if I needed tobacco, I’d only have to ask him. 
 
      
 
    I’d smoked a few times with Hawkus, but had eventually lost interest. I’d found a new way to humiliate my haters — by beating them in sparring matches. I had the right to challenge anyone, and they couldn’t refuse. It was a tradition that trained both body and spirit, according to the academy’s leadership. So, I took full advantage of it, challenging and mercilessly beating all of them. 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant who was in command of the third platoon approached us. 
 
      
 
    “The tracks lead straight into the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “And what’s in the forest?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, according to the map.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s odd.” 
 
      
 
    “Contact!” Gunfire erupted from the edge of the wood, followed by shouts. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    “Careful!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s too quick!” 
 
      
 
    Dagor and I discarded our cigarettes and sprinted toward the commotion. I saw a small creature darting between our soldiers from afar, who were failing miserably at shooting it down. Some had even ceased firing, fearing they’d hit a fellow soldier, as the creature had already infiltrated our ranks. 
 
      
 
    Strangely, the creature wasn’t attacking anyone; it was just leaping around at an incredible speed. 
 
      
 
    “What in the name of Chaos is that thing?” The Shadow cursed, raising his rifle. A laser beam grazed the creature’s shoulder, barely affecting it. It hissed and leapt onto a nearby armored vehicle, taking cover behind the turret. 
 
      
 
    “Kevin!” A child’s voice, unnaturally shrill for the small girl it belonged to, echoed from the forest. 
 
      
 
    “Stay back!” she screamed again. This time, an ultrasonic wave washed over us, briefly scrambling our brains. A couple of soldiers even passed out. 
 
      
 
    The armored vehicle swiveled its cannon and fired. A miss. The sonic blast seemed to have affected the gunner as well. The creature sprang into action, gripping the cannon with both hands and bending it at a right angle. 
 
      
 
    Amidst the soldiers’ curses and gunfire, the creature tumbled off the vehicle, landing about fifteen feet away from me. I summoned the bubble, and the creature fell onto its back, limbs twitching spasmodically. Foam began to ooze from its mouth. I lunged toward it, drawing my sword. 
 
      
 
    “No!” The voice from the forest hit us again, this time accompanied by another brain-jarring sonic wave. Soldiers around me collapsed, clutching their ears. I wavered but still raised my sword. Then I saw who lay before me and halted. 
 
      
 
    It was a child — a transformed child, now painfully reverting to human form. Emaciated, with dirty blond hair and tattered clothes, he looked like a vagrant. 
 
      
 
    I leaned closer, brushing the tangled hair from his face, when another scream rang out. This time it was loud but not combat-loud. 
 
      
 
    “Mister! Please! Don’t hurt Kevin! He’s done nothing wrong!” the girl began to sob. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “CEASE FIRE!” I yelled impulsively. 
 
      
 
    Dagor looked at me, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Mark, tell them to stop shooting.” 
 
      
 
    “Second platoon, cease fire,” Dagor immediately commanded, no questions asked. 
 
      
 
    Oddly, the pitiful boy reminded me of a dirtier version of myself. The shelter had always been short on food but never on cold water and harsh scrub brushes. The management feared lice and disease, so we were perpetually bald and shiny. 
 
      
 
    “Eric, bring her here. But be cautious — if she starts screaming, knock her out.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do.” Shadow quickly slung his rifle over his shoulder and ran toward the forest’s edge, his empty hands raised in front of him. 
 
      
 
    I carefully lifted the boy’s head onto my lap, preventing it from banging against the hard ground during his convulsions. Fearing for his tongue as his teeth chattered violently, I wedged the rubberized handle of my knife between his jaws. 
 
      
 
    “Medic!” I yelled, puzzled by my own sense of urgency. 
 
      
 
    A corporal dropped to his knees beside me. 
 
      
 
    “May I?” 
 
      
 
    I stepped back. The knife was removed, and a flexible mouth guard with a hole for a tube was swiftly inserted. Saliva and foam flowed through the tube. The medic checked the boy’s pulse and eyelids, then administered an injection. Still, the convulsions didn’t stop. 
 
      
 
    The corporal shrugged. “I don’t understand what’s wrong with him. His blood pressure is skyrocketing, and his pulse is off the charts. I fear his heart might give out soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Kevin, don’t die!” The sobbing girl collapsed onto the trembling boy, wrapping her arms around him. 
 
      
 
    She looked up at me, her face streaked with dirt and tears. Her large blue eyes were oceans of pain. The tangled, once-blond hair, the similar facial features — it was clear she was the boy’s sister. 
 
      
 
    “Do something, or he’ll die,” her frail shoulders shook as she pressed her brother's head to her chest, stroking his tangled hair. 
 
      
 
    It was unbearable to watch. I glanced at the medic, who helplessly shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “He needs ambrosia! Do you have ambrosia?” the girl looked at me hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “Ambrosia? What's that?” I was puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Ambrosia — the powder of the gods! Only that can help him now.” 
 
      
 
    Ambrosia? Powder of the gods? Wait a minute.... 
 
      
 
    “You mean Essentium?” I clarified. 
 
      
 
    “No, ambrosia, please!” She burst into tears again. 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to decide. To hell with it, I thought. A child’s life was at stake. I pulled a case from my inner pocket, unscrewed the lid, and rolled a tablet of Essentium onto my palm. 
 
      
 
    “Is this your ambrosia?” I showed the tablet to the girl. 
 
      
 
    Her face brightened instantly as she sniffed the air like a dog. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that's it! May I?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded encouragingly. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    She grabbed the tablet, glanced at her twitching brother, and quickly crushed it between her fingers. She removed the mouth guard, tumbled the powder into his mouth, clamped his jaw shut, and stroked his throat to trigger the swallowing reflex. 
 
      
 
    The boy swallowed, and his body arched. His body arched tensely for a second, then all his muscles relaxed, and he went limp in his sister's arms. The convulsions stopped, and his breathing stabilized. 
 
      
 
    “Corporal?” I looked at the medic. 
 
      
 
    He cautiously knelt beside the boy and performed the necessary checks. 
 
      
 
    “It seems like he's just sleeping,” the soldier said, puzzled. “At least, all the signs indicate as much.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything will be alright now,” the girl said, smiling for the first time as she held her brother close. “Thank you so much, mister.” 
 
      
 
    “How long will he sleep?” I took the initiative, assuming she knew more about this than any of us. 
 
      
 
    “One day and one night, maybe even longer,” the young girl answered, her spirits visibly lifted. “Usually, when he flips, he can revert back on his own and feels fine. But today, he was in his beast form for too long and couldn’t change back. We’ve been out of ambrosia for a while; the pastor took it all when he left. Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s take this step by step,” I began, but then paused. I looked at her frail body, barely covered in tattered clothes, her scraped elbows and knees, and her broken, bitten nails. Amidst all the neglect, her beautiful eyes stood out — huge, the color of a summer sky. 
 
      
 
    “Eric, find something to cover her with,” I said. Despite it being summer on the planet, the island’s proximity to the pole made it quite chilly. I turned back to the girl. “Are you hungry?” 
 
      
 
    “Very much so, mister,” she nodded enthusiastically. “Thirsty, too.” 
 
      
 
    I handed her an energy bar — a sickeningly sweet thing designed to replenish energy quickly. She devoured it in three bites, swallowing without chewing, and then looked at me hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “Can I have another?” 
 
      
 
    I reached back without looking and someone placed two more bars in my hand, which I then handed to the child. She immediately stuffed them into her mouth, wrappers and all. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” I reached out, and the girl recoiled in fear. “Oops, sorry! Don’t worry! It’s just that you have to remove the wrapper first.” 
 
      
 
    She took the partially chewed wrapper out of her mouth and carefully separated it from the bar, proceeding to put the bar back in her mouth. Apparently, she’d eaten the first one wrapper and all — I hadn’t noticed. 
 
      
 
    Eric approached and draped a blanket over the girl’s shoulders. She nodded her thanks, still chewing. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you? Where did you come from? What are you doing here?” I decided to start the questioning. 
 
      
 
    “This is Kevin,” the girl willingly nodded toward the sleeping boy, whom Eric had also wrapped in two blankets and laid next to the APC’s tracks. “And I’m Katherine.” 
 
      
 
    She finished chewing and swallowed the bar, quickly unwrapped the second one, and stuffed it into her mouth, adding with a full mouth, “But you can call me Katie! We’re Rzhevskys!” 
 
      
 
    I was slightly taken aback. I knew about the Rzhevsky Lineage. Everyone knew about the Rzhevsky Lineage. I even remembered their crest — a vintage cannon with some kind of bird perched on it. 
 
      
 
    When the ‘rebranding’ of the Gifted occurred — after they’d subjugated the commoners — most of the Lineage founders decided to adopt the family names of their founders as their titles. But not everyone could do that, since not everyone had a family name. Naming a Lineage “Object #45673XKY” was somehow inelegant. 
 
      
 
    That’s why many delved into history for last names. By what criteria were they selected? Only the founders knew. No information had remained about whether the original Rzhevsky was a founder or some hero from the past. 
 
      
 
    Why did I know about the Rzhevskys specifically? Well, I went to school with Semyon Rzhevsky, a scion of that Line. A very strong guy, if not particularly bright. Given that their Lineage’s primary Gift was physical strength, it didn’t matter much for him. He was one of the few people I’d consider — if not a friend, then a good acquaintance at least. Our mutual respect was based on nearly even scores in personal sparring matches, which suited both of us just fine. 
 
      
 
    So, I had no questions about Kevin. Katie was a different story, though. Where did that hellish scream — or whatever it was called — come from? My thoughts were jumbled; there were more questions than answers. 
 
      
 
    “How did you even get here?” 
 
      
 
    “We were kidnapped,” Katie shrugged, licking her sticky fingers. “Can I have some more, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you won’t burst, kiddo?” Eric smiled, but handed her two more bars over my shoulder all the same. 
 
      
 
    “Just give her the food and step back.” 
 
      
 
    I was stunned. Kidnapping Gifted children from a Lineage? It would be easier to rob the central bank of some planet like Faïda than to steal a Gifted child. They were the future of the Lineage and guarded more securely than any bank’s vault. 
 
      
 
    “And where were you kidnapped from?” 
 
      
 
    Katie swallowed the bar, pondered the second one, sighed, and unwrapped it too. Clearly, she was full, but greed won out. I wondered if her stomach might cramp from so much nutritious food at once, but then remembered that the Gifted didn’t get sick. 
 
      
 
    “From daycare!” 
 
      
 
    “Daycare?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, from the nursery. There were many of us there.” 
 
      
 
    I paused to think again. A nursery? Many? What other news was there? 
 
      
 
    “Were all the children in the nursery Rzhevskys?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Rzhevskys, all of us.” the little girl nodded importantly. 
 
      
 
    I understood. A shameful skeleton in the closet of many a Lineage — one that usually wasn’t discussed in polite society: the incubators. 
 
      
 
    Once the Gifted got initiated, they quickly realized that in a universe where Essentium was in short supply, each Gifted individual was another small weight tipping the scales in favor of a Lineage’s influence. Actually, very often not that small a weight at all. One experienced Gifted individual could replace a small army, so the power and authority of a Lineage grew significantly with the number of the Gifted in their ranks. 
 
      
 
    But Mother Nature and her mathematical approach spoiled everything. The first Gifted, some of whom were lab-grown themselves, didn’t even think about shutting down those labs after forming the Lineage. In fact, they had done the exact opposite! Experts in ‘breeding’ were worth their weight in gold. Incubators had been set up within the Lines themselves. Officially, they were called Education Centers, but the goal was the same — to produce as many Gifted children as possible, as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    Initially, the projections had been rosy. A 2% chance of a Gifted child from a single parent seemed like two Gifted kids for every hundred sperm cells from a donor. 
 
      
 
    A healthy man typically releases between 2 to 5 milliliters of sperm. Each milliliter contains between 60 and 120 million sperm cells, assuming there was a two-to-three-day break before collection. Each subsequent collection decreases the volume of sperm. 
 
      
 
    Thus, you could have between 120 and 600 million sperm cells in a single ejaculation, depending on their concentration and the volume. I was no expert, but the numbers looked promising: you could potentially get tens or even hundreds of thousands of Gifted children from one Gifted individual. 
 
      
 
    There was an old saying that the Inquisition didn’t particularly favor: “Man proposes, God disposes.” Whether it was God or nature, artificial insemination reduced the likelihood of a Gifted child to an infinitesimally small number, comparable to the random birth of a Gifted child from ordinary parents. 
 
      
 
    Persistent scientists, unburdened by morality, found a workaround. They used Gifted men as “stud bulls” impregnating as many women as they could reach, ideally every day. Higher powers interfered here too, but the success rate didn’t plummet as dramatically. Through trial and error, it was found that with luck and daily intercourse, one Gifted child could be produced in five years — out of one and a half thousand women. 
 
      
 
    This was theoretical, as not every Gifted man could afford to have sex like a rabbit every day. But the idea was clear. Whenever possible, a Gifted individual tried to contribute to the strengthening of the Line. 
 
      
 
    Children like these grew up in incubators. Until the age of five, the “Age of Identification,” there were many of them. After the “Identification,” children identified as Gifted were moved to Ancestral Homes (or Fortresses, or Castles), where mentors took serious charge of them. 
 
      
 
    To be fair, some of the Gifted were content with a quiet family life. And in long-term marriages, nature “stacked the deck” a little, so Gifted couples were guaranteed to have one or two Gifted children. Sometimes even more. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, how old are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” the girl shrugged. “We used to count in the nursery. But when I was five, a man dressed in green came, and we were moved to another home. Then the Pastor came and took us from there. We’ve been here for two winters now. So, I’m probably seven. See, I can count.” 
 
      
 
    At least some things were beginning to clarify. They were abducted very shortly after the “Identification”, apparently. The Lineage hadn’t even had time to secure its strategic resource. Moreover, there were no more than a dozen Ancestral Homes for each Lineage, but thousands of incubators. The likelihood of them being on the same planet was almost zero. Meaning that after the “Identification” the Gifted children should have been transported to a fortress under such heavy guard that even the Imperial Fleet would’ve had a hard time breaking through. 
 
      
 
    “What was the name of the planet with the nursery?” I was scraping for whatever information I could get. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Katie shook her head. “But it was colder than this one. I wouldn’t have been able to walk around like that there.” 
 
      
 
    Clearly, I hadn’t learned much. Further inquiry revealed the following. 
 
      
 
    Two years ago, on an unknown cold planet, an Inquisitor from the Order of Oversight — identified by their green uniforms — conducted an “Identification” at one of the Rzhevsky Lineage Education Centers. Six gifted children were discovered from a group that Katie described as “lots and lots of us.” 
 
      
 
    They were moved to another location, which Katie called a “cute little house by the river,” to await transfer to the Family Castle. Then a gang led by someone known as the Pastor picked them up and brought them here to Faïda. And they had also “killed everyone, even our caregiver Sister Mathilda.” 
 
      
 
    Upon their arrival, they were first fed “ambrosia.” After that, Katie saw no other children; the Pastor said that “their spirits weren’t strong enough for the grand mission,” leaving only her and Kevin. Then the Pastor began their education. 
 
      
 
    He had “introduced us to our angels” — meaning he’d initiated them. At the age of five. Apparently, the other children hadn’t managed to survive such early initiation. 
 
      
 
    Kevin received a “physical,” while the shepherd instructed Katie to “refrain from befriending the first angel who comes to you, but to look for another.” The search for this “other angel” under the Pastor’s supervision took several months, during which Kevin was already “playing with his.” When she finally found hers, though the shepherd was ecstatic and “even gave me some candy.” Apparently, that was the one and only time he’d been so generous. 
 
      
 
    Also, “can I have another bar, or better two, please?” 
 
      
 
    I found out they lived in a cave nearby, and that the shepherd had told them that they were “chosen by God” and could become “guides for other lost souls.” That they would be “loved and praised, and then we could eat as much candy as we want.” 
 
      
 
    And just recently, the Pastor had locked up the children and left. He had been gone for several days before Junkie arrived and said that the shepherd had been killed by evil men, and vengeance was needed. And “to avenge means to find and kill these people in blue uniforms who walk with guns.” 
 
      
 
    But they didn’t want to kill anyone, so Junkie got angry and locked them up without food or water. They were thirsty and hungry. They knocked, but no one came. Then Kevin shifted and broke the door. Behind it were many “stinky people” who attacked them. The kids had to fight, and they got out. But Kevin had used too much energy and couldn’t shift back. They had no ambrosia. So they ran away. And here we were now. 
 
      
 
    I had to think. 
 
      
 
    “Can you show us your cave?” Dagor had been standing behind me all along. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” Katie answered, springing to her feet with enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s this Junkie fellow?” I queried. 
 
      
 
    “He’s vicious! He kills people and turns them into stinkies, and he also eats human flesh. I’ve seen it with my own eyes,” Katie said, grimacing at the memory. 
 
      
 
    From what I understood, it seemed we had already dealt with this so-called Pastor back at the spaceport. Now, it appeared we were encountering a disciple or perhaps a follower — a “discount Pastor,” as it were. I was counting on that; I could handle a single opponent without taking too great a risk. 
 
      
 
    “How far is it to your cave?” the prime asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not sure, but it shouldn’t take long,” Katie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s move,” Dagor said, nodding his head before moving to give orders. 
 
      
 
    As I was about to follow, Katie tugged at my sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle!” 
 
      
 
    “You can call me Anton,” I clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Anton, I like you, so please be cautious. Junkie can crawl into your mind. And if there are two of them, they could force you to do as they please.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said, startled. “You said ‘two’? There are two of them?” 
 
      
 
    “Two of whom?” Katie furrowed her brow. 
 
      
 
    “Junkies,” I specified. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! No, there are five of them altogether,” Katie said, grinning. 
 
      
 
    Chaos take me! 
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    WE REACHED THE CAVE rather quickly. I left Katie with her sleeping brother and the medic corporal. Ideally, they should have been moved to a safer location, but there was no time for that. 
 
      
 
    The second and third platoons were still clearing out the village. There weren’t many creatures left, so things were progressing smoothly, although we couldn’t avoid some casualties. 
 
      
 
    Sending just one armored vehicle all the way to the spaceport would have been both imprudent and risky. So, they’d have to stay put out of harm’s way. 
 
      
 
    According to Katie, the cave was a not-so-long network of passages leading to a large chamber where rooms had been built. From her description, they sounded more like pens to me. 
 
      
 
    I noticed some energy clusters as soon as I activated my black-and-white vision. Inside the hill, about a hundred meters in, the energy concentrations began to intensify. 
 
      
 
    It seemed the creatures were fewer in number than us, but they were burrowed deep inside the hill, accessible only through narrow passages. 
 
      
 
    “I suggest we call the McCoy and tell them to fly lower and drop a couple of bombs on this hill,” Dagor proposed. “There are no anti-orbital batteries here; nothing will stop him. Let’s bomb this place to smithereens!” 
 
      
 
    “What then?” I queried. 
 
      
 
    “Then, we can lay some flowers on this mass grave, although I’d rather not,” the prime said with a sarcastic grin. 
 
      
 
    A sense of humor, no less! Now, that was unexpected. 
 
      
 
    “Not an option,” I shook my head. “First, I’m not sure these creatures don’t need air, so they might dig themselves out eventually. Secondly, if there’s a Chaos portal inside — which should be there to infect people — worse things might come out along with these zombies.” 
 
      
 
    “Going underground is tantamount to suicide,” the prime retorted. 
 
      
 
    “Not going underground is tantamount to murdering civilians,” I countered. 
 
      
 
    “They’re rebels,” Dagor grimaced. “They wanted freedom; they can choke on it for all I care.” 
 
      
 
    “Mark,” I cautiously objected, making sure no one else was around. “These are just regular people. They’re innocent. Why are you acting like this?” 
 
      
 
    Dagor rubbed his face. “You’re right, cadet. I’m spouting nonsense, and it’s disgusting even to myself.” 
 
      
 
    An idea struck me. I activated my ‘third eye’ and looked around. Indeed, there was a thin crimson web hanging over many of our soldiers, including the prime lieutenant. It came — or rather emerged — from the hill. It wasn’t as thick as the one at the spaceport, but it was there nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant,” I said, loudly and formally. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, cadet?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember the spaceport and Major Cortez?” 
 
      
 
    Dagor looked puzzled. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the situation here is similar, only the effect is weaker.” 
 
      
 
    “What should we do?” Mark immediately tensed up. 
 
      
 
    “Gather everyone as close as possible. Have them stand next to me. It’ll take less energy that way.” 
 
      
 
    Without further ado, Dagor arranged it. The curious soldiers huddled around. Those in the back strained their necks to see what I would do; those in front simply watched with interest. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    I ‘stepped out’ of my body and surveyed the area. Two platoons were clustered quite compactly. I summoned the bubble. The web recoiled, as if scorched by fire or cut by a knife, and retreated into the hill. Several cries of pain echoed. One was a child’s. 
 
      
 
    I turned around. It was Katie who’d screamed, but hers wasn’t a scream of pain — more one of astonishment. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Anton, how did you do that?” 
 
      
 
    I caught several puzzled glances from nearby soldiers. I gave Dagor a thumbs-up and tried to move away from the crowd as quickly as possible, avoiding unwanted attention. 
 
      
 
    I approached Katie and squatted beside her, gesturing for the corporal to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you yelling like mad?” I hissed irritably. 
 
      
 
    “I got scared — my angel disappeared.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, disappeared?” I was puzzled by her words. 
 
      
 
    “Well, he’s always beside me, like, over my shoulder, and I can always call him. Now he’s gone, as if he’s gotten cut off.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at me thoughtfully and a little scared, as if debating whether to continue. 
 
      
 
    “Go on, Katie,” I encouraged her. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t get mad?” she double-checked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I won’t!” I assured her. 
 
      
 
    “My angel came back, but it’s as if he’s...” She hesitated. “As if he’s afraid of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, isn’t that something!” I made a friendly face. “I won’t harm you or your angel — tell him to relax.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” the girl nodded. “Are you sure you won’t be upset again?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not. Speak,” I said, striving to sound as amiable as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Could you move away from us for a while so he can calm down?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, I can.” I patted her on the head and made my way to the cave entrance, where raiding parties were already assembling. 
 
      
 
    Dagor decided to take the lead for the raid into the caves himself. While an experienced commander would know best, I thought it was brave but foolish for him to go first. 
 
      
 
    We had five minutes to assemble, and then we entered. The cave was dry; there was no moss on the walls, nor water trickling down. The earthen floor was well-trodden; it was clear many had frequented this place. 
 
      
 
    All went smoothly until the first fork. 
 
      
 
    “Left or right? Or should we split?” Dagor inquired, oddly enough, from me. Though it was clear why. I was the only walking scanner here. 
 
      
 
    A quick scan revealed that there were creatures in both directions, which I reported to the prime. 
 
      
 
    “And which way should we go?” he frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Is that a rhetorical question?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Mark shook his head. “Looks like we can’t proceed without the girl.” 
 
      
 
    He called over Sergeant Mandrekar, deputy commander of the third company. 
 
      
 
    “Bring the girl, but do so very carefully. Don’t frighten her.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” I interjected. “Let Eric do it. She’s accustomed to him already.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no objections,” the prime agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I hope, Mr. Cadet, you won’t go to war without me?” clarified Shadow. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll definitely wait for you.” 
 
      
 
    Eric gave me a skeptical look and quickly headed outside. 
 
      
 
    Setting up a combat perimeter, the prime and I retreated to a wall and leaned against it. 
 
      
 
    “Your relationship is unusual,” Dagor whispered. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I was confused. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, you and Carter seem very friendly.” 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” 
 
      
 
    “Think? I see so,” Mark looked at me seriously. “Usually, the Gifted don’t behave this way with their Shadows. Take Kernel, the Baron’s last Shadow, for instance. They’d been together for about forty years, but the colonel still treated him like an object. Or rather, like an invaluable yet inanimate tool.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I’m more comfortable this way, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not judging. Actually, I approve. A Gifted guy who isn’t an ass is quite rare.” 
 
      
 
    I caught myself. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still an uninitiated Gifted.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, so you say,” Mark nodded, took out a cigarette, sniffed it, and put it back in the pack. 
 
      
 
    “And there’s your bald friend returning.” 
 
      
 
    Katie saw me and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You could’ve taken me from the start; I wouldn’t have minded.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you wouldn’t be needed. But it turns out you are,” I responded to her smile. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m very useful,” Katie laughed. 
 
      
 
    “That's for sure. Now, show us the way, Ms. Useful.” 
 
      
 
    So she did. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Turn right!” 
 
      
 
    A swarm of zombies surged straight at us, silent and focused. Laser beams tore them to shreds, but they would still march forward relentlessly until their heads got severed. 
 
      
 
    Soldiers stood their ground, firing indiscriminately; zombies also stood theirs, falling lifelessly. 
 
      
 
    A few were still twitching as the guards walked around the bodies, delivering a final shot to the head for those who still had one. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Turn left!” 
 
      
 
    An elongated corridor stretched out ahead of us. It was empty. We proceeded with caution. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, zombie paws sprang from the side openings, pulling two soldiers inside. A third, who attempted to hold onto his comrade, had his head sliced off. We hurled a pair of grenades into those openings. Explosions erupted. “Better this way; sorry guys,” I thought. 
 
      
 
    My special vision was glitching. The crimson spots of the creatures were blending into the overall darkness, or, perhaps, the cave walls were shielding them. In any case, my vision was terribly unclear. I admitted this to Dagor. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Chaos take me,” Mark cursed. 
 
      
 
    “My apologies, Prime Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah!” He waved his hand in frustration. “Continue moving.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Straight ahead!” 
 
      
 
    A few dozen feet left to go. The floor started sloping downwards, moisture began appearing on the walls; we were descending deeper underground. 
 
      
 
    A shrill whistle sounded. 
 
      
 
    “Junkie!” Katie yelled from behind. “Be careful!” 
 
      
 
    I looked into the “black-and-white world.” The red spot of the creature was not blending into the overall darkness, but it was somewhere on the right, and no passageway led there. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I noticed a soldier with a glazed look, lifting his rifle to aim at the Prime. I knocked his arm forcefully, causing the laser beam to shoot upward. I activated the bubble and watched the soldier slump to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “If any of you feel — even for a second — that something’s intruding into your mind, immediately drop your weapon. You could be a danger to your comrades.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as I said this, five soldiers tossed their rifles away. The situation was getting serious. 
 
      
 
    “Watch them!” I yelled, pointing at the unarmed soldiers, then turned to Katie. “Honey, can you tell me how to get behind that wall?” I asked, gesturing towards the hidden Junkie. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll find a turn up ahead. Right, and then another right,” she pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, dear.” 
 
      
 
    I walked up to Dagor. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t simply pass by and leave the creature behind that wall. I propose that Eric and I handle the threat while you wait here and watch the troops.” 
 
      
 
    “Take someone else,” the Prime was less than thrilled with my idea. 
 
      
 
    “No offense, but we’re the only ones whose brains this creature won’t scramble. And even that’s not certain.” 
 
      
 
    Dagor nodded, resigned, and we moved ahead. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    To the right, straight on, and then right once more. A wooden partition featured a door that gave way under the force of a powerful kick. The Shadow surged in first, unleashing a hail of bullets. Two ordinary zombies met their end, while a bulkier, grayish one let out a roar, but remained standing. 
 
      
 
    I unsheathed my sword and lunged at the larger creature, which emitted a disorienting shriek, forcing me to halt momentarily to shake my head clear. 
 
      
 
    It screamed again as I advanced and swung my blade. The creature recoiled, attempting to block with its arm, but my sword severed its wrist cleanly. 
 
      
 
    Its screams intensified. My grip on the sword’s hilt almost slackened, but then something hurled over my shoulder smashed into the creature’s face, shattering its teeth. 
 
      
 
    I closed the distance in three strides and decapitated the monstrosity. Admittedly, it took five strikes, but at least there was no need for the bubble. 
 
      
 
    “Nicely done!” Eric slapped me on the back, picking up the grenade he’d used as a projectile. We turned toward the exit when another whistle echoed, this time doubled. 
 
      
 
    “Hold your fire!” came Dagor’s voice. The monsters had evidently gotten to the soldiers’ reasoning faculties. 
 
      
 
    Activating my “third eye,” I observed my unit beyond the wall; however, my men were too scattered, too far apart from one another. 
 
      
 
    “Confiscate their rifles,” I heard the prime order again, followed after some time by, “Chaos take them all! Lethal force authorized!” 
 
      
 
    The situation seemed dire. 
 
      
 
    Bubble out! Stretch it! Stretch myself! On the floor, panting heavily and wiping blood from my nose. I cursed my Gift, if this was indeed a Gift. There must have been a simpler application for it that didn’t involve me dry-retching with exhaustion every time. 
 
      
 
    Eric loomed over me. “You alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Nearly,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “We need to move.” 
 
      
 
    “Help me up.” 
 
      
 
    Walking was laborious and I leaned on the Shadow, but we retreated. When we turned left at an intersection, it dawned on me. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I said, struggling to summon my “third eye.” It took a second try and didn’t last long, but I saw what I needed — two bright crimson spots slightly to the side. 
 
      
 
    The creatures were also recovering after the “thread severing.” Apparently, my actions were quite painful for them, yet their recuperation took little time. By the time we’d reach our own, these creatures would be back in action, jeopardizing the whole squad. 
 
      
 
    “About two hundred feet that way,” I indicated the direction with my hand. 
 
      
 
    “I can handle it myself; you stay here,” the Shadow tried to seat me against a wall. 
 
      
 
    “Are you out of your mind? What’s this ‘stay here’? We need to hurry.” 
 
      
 
    “But you can barely walk,” the first sergeant protested. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need to walk fast,” I countered. “You’ll do the killing; I’ll provide cover. Just in case. Take the sword.” 
 
      
 
    I handed him the sheath. “Besides, it looks like we’re demon hunters now,” I added with a melancholy smile. “You should have your own sword.” 
 
      
 
    “To have one, you need to kill an Inquisitor first,” the Shadow quipped. 
 
      
 
    “Seems we have a heretic among us,” I shook my head, and we set out to hunt the monsters. 
 
      
 
    The first zombie to appear around the corner didn’t even get a chance to growl before it was decapitated. 
 
      
 
    “Good weapon,” Eric praised the sword. “I like it. Suits you better than any Inquisitor.” 
 
      
 
    He was obviously trying to uplift my spirits, but the effect was minimal. I felt awful, though my grip on the rifle remained firm. As a result, the next two zombies didn’t make it within ten feet of us, collapsing headless — as final corpses, so to speak. 
 
      
 
    A hand shot out from a crevice in the wall, aiming for Eric’s throat. It was promptly severed. The narrowness of the crevice wouldn’t allow the creature to emerge completely, and it had apparently decided to preserve its other hand. A malevolent growl emanated from behind the wall. 
 
      
 
    The hole was just the right size for a grenade, so I pulled the pin, tossed in the explosive, and pressed myself against the wall. An explosion rocked the area behind the wall, followed by a series of frustrated screeches. But we didn’t need to go that way; we had to press on. 
 
      
 
    I scanned the area once more. 
 
      
 
    “Right behind that wall,” I pointed. 
 
      
 
    We moved along the wall, searching for an entrance, and almost immediately stumbled upon a wooden door. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go in first,” the Shadow warned me. “Better yet, don’t go in at all.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in agreement, and he shouldered the door open and burst inside. Naturally, I followed right after. 
 
      
 
    Two figures stood deep within the hall. Torches were lit, allowing me to get a better look at them than at the one we’d dispatched quickly earlier. 
 
      
 
    They resembled humans. It was even evident that one had once been a man, and the other a woman. Their ragged clothing, full of gaping holes, barely covered their bodies. Through these openings, I could see the sagging, drooping breasts of an older woman. The skin on their heads had turned gray, and their eyes had lost their whites. Their pupils had expanded to fill their entire eye sockets and shone a deep red. 
 
      
 
    Both snarled simultaneously, revealing teeth so large they couldn’t fully shut their maws. 
 
      
 
    Eric managed two leaps, sword at the ready, before they let out piercing shrieks. He seemed to hit an invisible wall. 
 
      
 
    It looked like he was struggling against some form of control because he turned slowly. I saw his wildly spinning pupils and foam at his mouth. I raised my rifle. 
 
      
 
    The creatures immediately huddled together, and Carter shielded them with his large body, arms spread wide. 
 
      
 
    “Eric, fight it!” I yelled, though why I thought that would help, I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    But the Shadow kept approaching me, step by reluctant step, as the creatures behind him squealed and whistled in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Bubble! Damn it, I was too weak. Bubble! My legs gave way beneath me. 
 
      
 
    Eric continued to approach, and the monsters behind him chattered and hissed in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Well, if it had helped the boy, it might help me, I thought. With trembling hands, I flipped open the container and popped an Essentium pill into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    The sensation was as if the pill wasn’t made of any material substance. I didn’t know how it maintained its shape until now, because the moment it entered my mouth, it exploded into pure Energy that coursed through my veins. 
 
      
 
    The world flickered, and voices filled the air. 
 
      
 
    “Join forces with me, and you’ll gain immense power,” one voice offered. 
 
      
 
    “Choose me, and we’ll conquer the entire galaxy,” another chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “I know you want to become Emperor; I can help,” yet another proposed. 
 
      
 
    Shadows swirled around me, all vying to enter my body. Some pleaded, some demanded, and some even threatened. 
 
      
 
    If these were Ethereal Doubles — though I couldn’t be quite certain — their lives must have been quite miserable for me to have so many contenders for my body. Typically, one, or at most three, Entities would approach the Gifted. This crowd left me bewildered. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t need a Double just yet. All I needed was my bubble. 
 
      
 
    The bubble formed instantly around me without the slightest delay or effort. It extended toward my enemies and also enclosed Carter. The first sergeant let out a groan and began to fall. I caught him mid-air and laid him down gently, noting how light he felt. 
 
      
 
    I took the sword from his hands and faced the creatures. They shook their heads in confusion and hissed softly. 
 
      
 
    “You lowlifes have overstayed your welcome,” I said, my voice tinged with euphoria, as I stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    Two strikes were all it took — one for each head. 
 
      
 
    A distress call from Lieutenant Deleuze, commander of the third platoon, came over the radio. 
 
      
 
    “Charlie, this is Charlie Three. The corpses here are coming back to life. There are many — damn it, too many! And they all seem different. We need your support.” 
 
      
 
    Corpses at the lumber mill? How did I not realize it earlier? They weren’t just dumped there randomly; they had been killed on site for a specific purpose. 
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    “ERIC! SNAP OUT OF IT, for Chaos’ sake!” I slapped Carter’s cheeks again. 
 
      
 
    The first sergeant gasped, suddenly lunging to grab my neck. I caught his hand effortlessly, taking note of how easily I managed to do so. Carter was stronger than me, but the energy surge still surged within me. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, First Sergeant. Friendly here,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Tony, that you?” he inquired, his eyes finally clear. 
 
      
 
    “No, the Emperor himself has graced his loyal son,” I retorted. “Now get up; our guys need us. There’s something nasty brewing.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me a moment to collect myself,” Carter said, shifting to a seated position. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and wiped the zombie blood off my sword using their own rags. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I just gave in eventually, even though I tried,” Eric whispered. He was clearly blaming himself. 
 
      
 
    “Cut it out, First Sergeant,” I shot back in an exaggerated cheerful tone. “Enough with the self-pity. You didn’t attack your comrades, did you? You were fighting the control of those two freaks successfully, and couldn’t even get close to me, let alone stab me. So, hell, you’re my hero.” 
 
      
 
    “Joking, are you?” Carter asked, rising to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Not one bit,” I replied, dead serious. “That’s it, grab your weapons. Let’s head to rejoin our group.” 
 
      
 
    While we were on the high ground, I scanned a radius of a little over half a mile with my “third eye.” My energy immediately halved, but it was worth it. There were no more red spots in the cave, effectively saying the “Junkies” were gone. And no active portals visible from a distance, either. This meant we could head to the lumber mill at full strength. Somehow, I had a bad feeling about that place. 
 
      
 
    We reached the area where our raiding party was situated. Soldiers were tending to the wounded and lining up the dead along the walls. The latter numbered at least a couple of dozen; these bastards had had their fun. 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant, sir!” Someone addressed Dagor. 
 
      
 
    Prime turned around; a medic was bandaging his arm. 
 
      
 
    “No serious threats here; we can proceed to the lumber mill. And warn the guys — tell them to retreat, not to play heroes.” 
 
      
 
    “Warn the guys?” Mark shook his head grimly. “Deleuze went off comms two minutes ago. I fear there’s no one left to warn.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the second and fourth squads?” 
 
      
 
    “They’d set off to the lumber mill.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, in that case, it’s our turn now,” I said, heading for the exit. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you so pumped?” Prime wondered as the medic carefully placed his shot-through arm in a sling. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like there’s trouble brewing, Mark.” 
 
      
 
    “That serious?” Prime raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid so. I can’t explain it, but I’m almost certain.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move. Get the wounded out of the cave; we’ll retrieve the dead later. Move it, guys!” 
 
      
 
    The guards didn’t need to be told twice. On the way back, we encountered virtually no “zombies,” and those we did run into were annihilated. There were no losses on our side. 
 
      
 
    Once out of the cave, Prime issued additional orders. 
 
      
 
    “Get the wounded to the APC. Lebowski, you and your detachment guard them. Watch the exit and don’t let a single creature out.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “To your vehicles!” 
 
      
 
    An explosion sounded in the distance. Then another. And another. 
 
      
 
    “The thirty-fours are in action,” Eric quietly commented, settling next to me on the armor. “Wonder who they’re firing at?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    A half-mile from the lumber mill, we dismounted and proceeded forward in short sprints, covering each other and staying under the armor for protection. 
 
      
 
    Something exploded in the distance again. I wanted to speed up, but Dagor held the soldiers back. There was no point in rushing into the battlefield unprepared. Especially since we’d lost contact with the fourth squad, which had arrived first. 
 
      
 
    A gray silhouette appeared among the trees. The soldiers opened fire. I saw at least two head shots, but this creature stubbornly kept rushing toward our line at high speed. The third round to the head made it stumble, but it continued to run. The fourth slowed it down, followed by the fifth. Finally! The creature fell and began to convulse. 
 
      
 
    Two soldiers approached to finish the thing off. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch it!” I yelled, running up. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers backed off but kept their guns trained on the twitching creature. I surveyed our fallen enemy — a kind of upgraded zombie. Faster, stronger, leaner, and meaner. 
 
      
 
    “Why is it so much tougher?” inquired the approaching Prime. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea,” I said, quickly scanning with my “other sight.” Slightly brighter than usual, but nothing extraordinary. 
 
      
 
    “My recommendations remain the same,” I turned to Dagor. “Aim for the head, but shoot more frequently and use more firepower” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. At least we can kill them,” he responded. 
 
      
 
    From behind the trees, one of our guards appeared. The corporal leading the way raised his hand in greeting, only for the soldier to silently lift his laser gun and blow the corporal’s head off. It burst like overripe fruit, and his comrades promptly gunned down the crazed guard at point-blank range. 
 
      
 
    “It seems we’ll have to contend with our own fourth squad as well,” I said to Dagor. “Prime Lieutenant, halt the second squad. Nobody approaches until I say so.” 
 
      
 
    The prime nodded and issued orders. I activated my ‘third eye,’ but before I could fully extend its range, I spotted red dots. About ten. And they were among us. 
 
      
 
    A powerful blow knocked me off my feet. How I didn’t break my neck, I’ll never know. The “Zombies Mk. II” descended from the trees where they’d been hiding until the last moment, landing right on top of us. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Eric wrestling with a creature on the ground, trying to reach the knife on his belt. 
 
      
 
    The creature that landed on me decided to finish what it started, leaping onto my chest. My head was still spinning from the impact. As the ‘zombie’ drew back its clawed paw to strike my face, a child’s scream rang out. The monster’s head exploded, splattering brains and blood all around. 
 
      
 
    “Anton!” It was Katie, who had half-emerged from the Panther’s hatch where she’d been sitting with her sleeping brother. 
 
      
 
    I jumped to my feet. 
 
      
 
    “Stay in there!” I yelled at her. 
 
      
 
    There weren’t too many ‘zombies’ left. They had reaped their bloody harvest, sure enough, but the abominations were already being finished off here and there. Eric was meticulously twisting his knife blade inside a zombie’s eye. The creature thrashed and then went still. 
 
      
 
    “Eric!” 
 
      
 
    “All good,” my friend panted. “Had to struggle a bit, though.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re injured,” I pointed at his torn side. 
 
      
 
    “Just a scratch, nothing serious,” the first sergeant waved me off. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, sir,” A unknown corporal rushed up to me. “The Prime Lieutenant wants you.” 
 
      
 
    “Corporal,” I nodded at Eric, “help the first sergeant bandage up.” 
 
      
 
    “As you say, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do it myself,” Carter objected. 
 
      
 
    “No arguments,” I cut him off. “Where’s the Prime Lieutenant?” 
 
      
 
    “Over there, near the Panther,” the corporal gestured, already unwrapping a bandage pack. 
 
      
 
    I quickly walked toward the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Dagor was lying on his back, his face pale — as good as a corpse. His stomach was wrapped in bandages, already reddened from seeping blood. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet, it seems my fighting days are over,” the Prime said with a grim smile. 
 
      
 
    “It’s my fault, Prime Lieutenant. I should have scanned the area, and I am prepared to take responsibility...” I began, but Dagor interrupted me, wincing. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up! How, in the name of Chaos, is any of this possibly your fault? No offense, Noname, but you're still a kid with the nice bonus of a sixth sense for creatures, and I’m an old combat officer who’d missed such a ‘childish’ ambush,” he winced again from acute pain. “Lindemann!” 
 
      
 
    The commander of the first company was standing nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Take command, and for the Emperor’s sake, listen to the cadet.” 
 
      
 
    “As you command, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant ran off to pass on the orders. 
 
      
 
    “Go on!” Dagor nodded. “Noname, stay for a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Anton, if you screw up and my battalion gets wiped out, I’ll haunt you in your nightmares, I promise,” the Prime said with a twisted grin. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t get the chance,” I returned an encouraging smile. “And don’t rush things.” 
 
      
 
    “The Emperor’s will be done,” he grimaced in pain and closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Keep an eye on him, he mustn’t die,” I told the medic corporal. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do everything possible, sir,” the corporal responded. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to do the impossible as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Shadows were creeping closer. I walked to the APC and patted the now-fully emerged Katie on the head. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sunshine. You’ve saved my life, you know?” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she nodded importantly. “I’ll keep an eye on you, don’t worry.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed, and Eric joined in. 
 
      
 
    “Deal. I appoint you my official guardian angel.” 
 
      
 
    “Noname!” someone called me. 
 
      
 
    I turned. Lieutenant Timotheus Lindemann, the wild and eccentric commander of the first company, was approaching from the side. 
 
      
 
    “Get inside,” I told the little girl, who quickly disappeared into the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think, Cadet?” As a hereditary German, Timo always followed orders — an ideal guardsman. When told to listen, he listened. 
 
      
 
    “We need to move a little further, about three hundred feet or less, then stop and take up positions. I’ll go on a reconnaissance mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Reconnaissance mission?” The lieutenant looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. Have you seen the possessed soldiers? If ours turn into the same, it’ll all go to Chaos in a basket.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Take action,” the lieutenant nodded and gestured. “Move out!” 
 
      
 
    We covered about three hundred feet without any incidents. Shadow and I moved ahead, leaving behind the alert troops from the first and third companies. The forest was deciduous, the trunks tall, and there was virtually no undergrowth. So we spotted the clearing from quite a distance. The first thing that caught our eye was four burning armored vehicles and two T-34 tanks. Plus another tank, seemingly undamaged. 
 
      
 
    There were also the bodies of the guardsmen. A lot of them. It looked like the second company had been vanquished completely here, apparently due to “friendly fire” from deranged comrades. Zombies and still-living guardsmen, albeit mentally controlled, wandered around the burning vehicles. 
 
      
 
    I gauged my strength. It should be enough. But I couldn’t be certain. 
 
      
 
    “Charlie One and Charlie Four. This is Bravo. Do you copy?” No one had taken my call sign, nor had I been relieved of my duties. Formally, I remained the commander of the 134th Imperial Guard Regiment’s first battalion, despite being virtually its only member. 
 
      
 
    “Charlie One responding.” 
 
      
 
    “Charlie Four responding.” 
 
      
 
    “Proceed towards the sawmill.” 
 
      
 
    I observed the scene carefully and saw the zombies lift their heads, sniffing the air. The possessed guardsmen raised their rifles, aiming towards our approaching forces. Even the turret of the undamaged tank twitched. Seriously, the tank crew too? 
 
      
 
    I conjured the bubble and pushed it as far as my strength allowed. The backlash came immediately, but it wasn’t as strong as before. My legs wobbled, but I didn’t get a nosebleed. 
 
      
 
    The zombies screamed, the guardsmen raised their rifles and began shooting at the shrieking zombies. The T-34 turned its barrel towards the sawmill and fired. 
 
      
 
    Eric and I opened fire as well, joined by soldiers from the approaching companies. All the zombies were eliminated within minutes. 
 
      
 
    I activated my “third eye” and saw uncertain movement of crimson spots in the sawmill ruins. 
 
      
 
    “Kappa, this is Bravo! Hit the building a couple more times.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger that, Bravo.” 
 
      
 
    A shot thundered, followed by another seconds later. Logs, rebar, earth, and concrete flew in all directions. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me!” I commanded and started moving toward the ruins, my rifle at the ready. 
 
      
 
    As I approached, I noticed a gray hand with long claws emerge from under some planks. It pulled up a body that lacked legs, severed in the explosion. Seeing us, the creature hissed and tried to envelop us in a mental wave. It seemed, however, it had no strength left. I felt only a faint touch of another mind. Not wanting to tempt fate, I took two steps forward, drew my sword from its sheath, and slashed through the creature’s neck. It took three blows. Essentium was indeed potent. Too bad there was so little of it left, and that soon there’d be none. 
 
      
 
    After scanning the ruins, I noticed a few pockets of weak activity. 
 
      
 
    I called in soldiers to help clear the rubble, all under my supervision. I needed two more creatures, which Katie called “Junkies,” and I found them. One was dead, but the other was merely unconscious. 
 
      
 
    A brilliant idea crossed my mind — to interrogate the creature. However, as soon as it regained consciousness, it tried to get inside the heads of those present without so much as a word. Wiping my blade clean after I had decapitated it, I wondered: just how did the Inquisition interrogate heretics and demons? And I thought it wouldn’t hurt to learn that skill. 
 
      
 
    I searched through the debris for the opening from which the entities had possessed the corpses of the Junkies. But it was nowhere to be found. Either it had closed on its own, or there was still much I didn’t understand about this world. Perhaps the “zombies” were possessed in some other way, and the source of their possession was different. Most likely the latter. I still have much to learn. Chaos! Some systematic knowledge really wouldn’t hurt — otherwise, given recent events, I’d most likely remain a self-taught upstart with too much ego and too prone to delusion for his own good. 
 
      
 
    It took some time to catch all the scattered “zombies” around the area and to clear out the cave. Inside the cave, which we searched thoroughly, I saw an altar similar to the one in the spaceport. Thankfully, it was just an ordinary statue, albeit smeared with dried blood, but otherwise absolutely “neutral.” 
 
      
 
    Katie showed me the room where she and Kevin had lived for nearly two years. She picked up a dirty ragged doll that she’d kept since her “daycare” days and a few trinkets that held some value to her. 
 
      
 
    Then, flamethrower units entered the cave and burned everything to the ground. Afterwards, sappers collapsed both entrances. By the way, it was from the second entrance that three Junkies had slipped away to the lumber mill, as I later realized. 
 
      
 
    Dagor and the injured were sent back to the camp. Out of the 427 soldiers of the second battalion, only 243 remained, 203 of whom were fully combat-ready! Half the battalion — 184 guards — had fallen fighting Chaos. All to protect the people of a rebellious planet that had rejected the Empire’s protection. Was it right? There were many worlds loyal to the Empire that also needed help, weren’t there? I didn’t know. But what I did know was that I’d sleep soundly tonight, with a clear and guilt-free conscience. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The McCoy was departing from the inhospitable planet. Faïda gradually shrank in size as its only continent, whose name I never could remember, receded from view. We were leaving the planet on a parabolic trajectory. 
 
      
 
    Two weeks in transit — if the navigator didn’t mess up — followed by a transfer to the central worlds. Another week or two, and I’d arrive at the Academy, with some luck. What would await me there was anyone’s guess. 
 
      
 
    According to the standard educational program, my Initiation should take place at eighteen, which was just two months away. Another year should be spent mastering my Gift, and by nineteen, we were all supposed to be commissioned as officers and receive our first assignments. 
 
      
 
    As for what would happen next, I was completely in the dark. They wouldn’t kill us, would they? Chaos take me, why did such idiotic thoughts cross my mind in the first place? 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Anton, what angel do you have?” Katie tugged at my arm. 
 
      
 
    “You, sweetheart. You’re my guardian angel.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I mean the other one that helps.” The girl shook her head earnestly. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t chosen one yet, my dear.” 
 
      
 
    "You know what?” The girl asked conspiratorially. 
 
      
 
    "What?” 
 
      
 
    “My angel said that if you really want, he can be friends with you. He’s not scared of you anymore, and he says he can help you.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell your angel thank you for the offer, but I’ll need time to think about it,” I patted her head. “Does he have a name?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Katie suddenly became shy. 
 
      
 
    I waited patiently, continuing to smile. 
 
      
 
    “I call him Dimple!” 
 
      
 
    From the side, my Shadow snorted, trying to keep a straight face. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent name, very... cute.” I struggled to maintain my poker face as well. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Katie beamed. “Can you tell that to Kevin? He thinks it’s silly and girly.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I’ll tell him. What did he name his, by the way?” 
 
      
 
    “Dominator Overlord!” 
 
      
 
    Wild laughter from Eric echoed down the corridors of the old battleship. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WALKED INTO THE MEDICAL BAY and was somewhat taken aback. Officers were allocated a separate cabin in the infirmary, and it was rather small. So much smoke filled the room that you could practically cut the air with a knife. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Prime Lieutenant, may I enter?” I tried to make out something in this smog. 
 
      
 
    “Come in, Anton, and lock the door. The doc complains that we smoke in here.” 
 
      
 
    I moved toward his voice, coughing and wiping away tears. 
 
      
 
    “Why not turn on the ventilation? Trying to save cigarettes?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha, good point. But no. Then it wouldn’t just be the doc complaining; the captain would, too, and that one can get really unpleasant. If Dagor weren’t an officer, we’d have been in the brig long ago, after having received a beating from the entire crew. You can only smoke on board in designated ‘smoking areas,’ and the ventilation is communal here. Ship rules haven’t been repealed yet.” 
 
      
 
    I finally reached the speakers. Hard as it was to believe, all this smog had been created by just two people. 
 
      
 
    Prime Lieutenants Dagor and Tarnawsky were animatedly chatting, cigarettes hanging from their mouths. Judging by the enormous pile of cigarette butts in front of them, they’d been sitting here for quite a while. 
 
      
 
    “Take a seat, Noname,” Aleksy nodded, then scanned the cabin looking for another can, but there wasn’t one. “Anywhere you can...” 
 
      
 
    I shook their proffered hands and tried to pull up a solitary chair, but of course, it was bolted to the deck. So, I sat a little farther away. I couldn’t very well sit on the bed, that would be a gross breach of regulations. 
 
      
 
    “Cigarette?” Tarnawsky offered. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I gestured around the smoke-filled room. “I think a couple of deep breaths will do. How do you guys light up, by the way? There’s hardly any oxygen here; matches will only fizzle, not catch fire.” 
 
      
 
    “We chainsmoke. If you don’t want one, suit yourself!” The Prime huffed and threw the pack back onto the trunk. 
 
      
 
    “Mark, how are you getting on?” I felt I should inquire about Dagor’s health. 
 
      
 
    He lay on a pillow, wrapped in bandages like a mummy. The bandages were fresh and white. His face had regained some color, and the wounded man looked fairly decent. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine, Anton,” the Prime smiled. “Thanks for saving the battalion.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t just me; the guys also did their part,” I said, slightly embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, don’t sell yourself short,” Tarnawsky said. “An initiated Gifted who doesn’t acknowledge himself as such, and yet has proved a great help to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Prime Lieutenant, I must insist!” 
 
      
 
    But Aleksy kept on egging me on in a good-natured way. I looked more closely. Two glasses filled with some clear liquid stood on the table, and it was unlikely to be water. It seemed they hadn’t just been smoking here. No wonder they were in such good spirits. 
 
      
 
    “There’s an old proverb I heard from my gran. It goes like this: If it looks like a duck, swims like a duck, and quacks like a duck, it’s probably a duck,” he said and started laughing, soon to be joined by Dagor, clutching his side, but not stopping. I allowed myself a smile as well. 
 
      
 
    “I officially protest, gentlemen. I am not a duck.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I believe you,” Prime Lieutenant nodded, still laughing. He leaned down, pulled a bottle of that same clear liquid from under the cot, and showed it to me. “How about a drop?” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, but I’m a teetotaler,” I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “As are we!” Aleksy objected. “We’re just disinfecting Mark here.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave him alone, Lexy,” Dagor interrupted his friend, looked at me, and couldn’t help chuckling. “He didn’t even smoke until recently, so everything in its own time.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s our duty to offer,” Tarnawsky shrugged and refilled the glasses. 
 
      
 
    They drank with grim faces, and I realized this was no celebration. After our raid on the settlement, only 1,548 soldiers from the regiment were left. With difficulty, we’d managed to fit them all onto the McCoy. We’d spent several days on the planet communicating with the local authorities, who’d abruptly changed their stance and were now assuring us of their unconditional loyalty to the Emperor and the Empire. They asked us to stay until the arrival of an imperial garrison. 
 
      
 
    And a garrison was certainly due to arrive in the coming months. The mental-communicator had transmitted Tarnawsky’s report on the situation on Faïda and the aggression against the Empire by Pyrdos. 
 
      
 
    But we had other plans. After leaving behind some remaining equipment for safekeeping — equipment that wouldn’t fit on the destroyer — we boarded the McCoy and departed. So now a planetary garrison was en route to Faïda, and a brigade led by Viscount Byron was on its way to Pyrdos. As for us, we were heading for reassignment. To be more precise, the 134th Imperial Guard Regiment was, while I was simply being transported to a major transit hub, which was the planet Nobel. 
 
      
 
    We’d been in Subspace for a couple of days, and I’d spent most of that time catching up on my sleep. My body demanded rest as never before. I could physically feel some kind of “reconfiguration” happening within me — not physical, but something like a profound restructuring of my energy circuits. I didn’t fully understand it, but I intuitively felt it was happening. 
 
      
 
    And yes, my understanding of “intuition” had changed somewhat. If before I considered it some sort of supernatural “gut feeling,” now it seemed like a perfectly explainable physical hint from Subspace. 
 
      
 
    The tiny storage room where they’d put us had space for exactly three mattresses. There weren’t enough cabins or cubicles; the guards were packed like sardines in a can. Still, where there was room for two, there was room for three. I was just happy for a quiet corner and a not-so-soft mattress. 
 
      
 
    I slept on one mattress, Eric on another, and the “foundlings,” who, for some reason, wouldn’t get more than a few feet away from me, took the third. I didn’t mind. These kids had been through a lot and likely didn’t trust the world or its people much. 
 
      
 
    And yet, there was something for me to learn from them. Unlike me, a near-ignoramus approaching his eighteenth birthday, these eight-year-olds knew far more about Subspace entities and Subspace itself than I did. I wasn’t sure who this Pastor had been — most likely, some self-taught religious fanatic — but he had imparted some knowledge to the kids. Though it was based on instinct and the ravings that the mad heretic had instilled in their minds, the children could function as full-fledged Gifted, interact with Ethereal Doubles, and remain alive and sane. Considering what had eventually become of the Pastor, the kids didn’t have the brightest future ahead, so I was genuinely happy for them. And proud of myself — proud that I had prevented something irreversible from happening. 
 
      
 
    Kevin turned out to be a taciturn, serious kid, far ahead of his years in terms of development. I had met his type before. In harsh conditions where survival is a constant necessity, children grow up fast — or they die. Up or overboard. Exactly that. 
 
      
 
    Kevin demonstrated the abilities of a “physical” to me. After merging with his Ethereal Double — or “angel,” as he called it — his body underwent significant changes. As Hawkus had explained to me, “physicals” drew their Energy from Subspace, along with a certain amount of foreign matter. This changed the mass and volume of a Gifted individual’s physical body considerably, also granting it unique properties. 
 
      
 
    At his “normal” height of 4 feet 2 inches and weight of around 35 pounds, Kevin “grew” to approximately 5 feet and tripled his mass after merging with the Double. The durability of his skin and bones reached incredible levels. I refused to conduct experiments, but he took a combat knife himself and tried to cut his arm. It didn’t work, even though he applied enough force to cut not just an arm, but perhaps a metal pipe as well. 
 
      
 
    Eric was so impressed by Kevin’s display of strength on Faïda, where he had bent a gun barrel, that he had spirited him away to conduct some experiments in the gym. They came back pleased, but suspiciously quiet. Later, the chief boatswain gave me an earful and a half about the damage to the gym equipment, presenting a barbell rod tied into a double knot as evidence. 
 
      
 
    The Shadow had also wanted to arm-wrestle the kid originally, but quickly changed his mind, and I didn’t blame him at all for that. 
 
      
 
    Kevin merged with his Twin — or “flipped,” as he called it — in sheer seconds. Moreover, according to him, the time it took to merge was decreasing with each attempt, while the safe duration of the merging was increasing. Initially, he started with five minutes for merging and another five minutes in his “changed form,” but now he needed only about fifteen seconds to “flip” and could remain changed safely for approximately thirty minutes. 
 
      
 
    He also recovered relatively quickly. If he didn’t push himself too hard while merged, the “cooldown” period until the next safe use was about one to two hours. However, he did need more sleep than the average person — around twelve hours on the average. Apparently, that was when he regained most of his strength. 
 
      
 
    With Katie, the story was different. She could use her Gift almost non-stop for brief periods, with only tiny breaks in between. When she used her Gift over a wide area, there was a small “recoil,” but it was also brief. While Kevin needed over an hour to recover between mergings, Katie’s recovery periods took only minutes. 
 
      
 
    There were no conditions on the ship to test her Gift. Deciding to serve as a guinea pig, I asked her to hit me with a focused beam, gradually increasing the power. 
 
      
 
    By the way, it wasn’t a “sonic wave” in the full sense of the term, according to the physical laws of our Universe. It was a strike of Subspace Energy; our senses just perceived it as a scream. Katie screamed out of fear, euphoria, or whatever other strong emotion she was feeling at that moment, but she could do the same with her mouth closed — a fact she readily demonstrated. She merely looked at a pillow silently, and it exploded in a cloud of filling. For the record, it was my pillow. 
 
      
 
    So, when she used her power on me, Katie noticed that I could withstand a level of impact that would knock an ordinary person out cold. Meanwhile, my bubble still effectively severed Katie’s connection with Dimple, which neither of them liked. 
 
      
 
    By the way, the bubble had a slightly different effect on Kevin. If an “energetic’s” Ethereal Double operated with its human “partner” from the other side of Subspace, managing flows of Energy, the “physical’s” Double merged with the person to pump them up with their Energy. And under the bubble’s influence, the Double still remained inside the human — it simply “lost power.” Or more precisely, its Energy channel to Subspace weakened. It became slower, and, most importantly, more vulnerable. 
 
      
 
    However, I couldn’t manage to catch that moment when Subspace Entities offered themselves to become Ethereal Doubles. That way I’d be able to at least observe them, if not study them thoroughly. In the cave, I simply had no time for it, and right now it just wasn’t happening. I could try again with Essentium, but I only had two pills left. And considering their effects, it would be a lot more prudent to save them for emergencies. 
 
      
 
    In any case, the Initiation was supposed to be conducted under the supervision of an experienced Inquisitor, and I’d messed up enough already. I was also not entirely sure of my own status. If I was an Initiated Gifted, then where was my Ethereal Double? And if not, where did my bubble and my black-and-white vision come from? 
 
      
 
    The kids knew nothing about the bubble, but they could also see the world in black and white — as well as identify points of Energy discharge or use. So, that, at least, was a strong argument in favor of me being initiated. 
 
      
 
    The Primes knocked their liquor down and grunted simultaneously, indicating that the liquid in the glasses was very high-proof — even for the Guards’ seasoned gullets. 
 
      
 
    “Look, Tony, that’s why I called you over,” Aleksy said, catching his breath. “We need to have a serious talk, and there are no eavesdroppers here.” 
 
      
 
    “You can also have a drink with an old friend,” Mark interjected. 
 
      
 
    “That too,” Tarnawsky agreed. “But here’s what’s on my mind.” He paused, choosing his words carefully. I remained silent. One thing I’d learned in the course of my short, but nonetheless very intense life was to talk less and listen more. So far, this strategy hadn’t let me down, so I decided to stick with it. 
 
      
 
    “First,” the prime finally collected his thoughts, “I don’t want to part ways with you. Guardsmen are a very superstitious bunch, aren’t we, Mark?” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Dagor confirmed. “Only the space troopers are more superstitious than us, but then again, their service is more stressful.” 
 
      
 
    “So,” Aleksy continued, “my gut tells me I’m safer with you than without you.” 
 
      
 
    “Intuition?” I clarified. This was interesting, especially in light of my recent reflections on the nature of intuition. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” the prime nodded. “You know I’ve never been a coward. The first company of the first battalion has always been at the forefront, and I’ve led the charge. For over fourteen years, death has given me a wide berth. But this last Campaign has shaken me. I’ve fought humans before, but Chaos was a first for me.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed and took an absent-minded sip from his glass. 
 
      
 
    “Crap on a stick!” he cursed, finding spirits in his glass instead of water. Yeah. Very unexpected. “Anyway, I aimed for the space troopers to fight Chaos. I’ve wanted to be a space trooper since I was a child, and everything was going according to plan until this shitshow of galactic proportions started to happen. And then I met you.” 
 
      
 
    He fell silent and began to study me with shining eyes. I shrugged but remained silent. 
 
      
 
    “So here’s the thing,” he continued. “I’m a sensible man, although it may not always seem that way. I understand that an average person has almost no chance against a ‘possessed’ individual or, gods forbid, a demon. And that rubs me the wrong way. No, scratch that. It pisses me off royally! I feel the determination and courage to fight on the front lines of the great battle, but I’m aware I’ll most likely get snuffed within the first few seconds. But not you, oh no. You’ll get out of there riding a horned demon, tanned and rested, and waving souvenirs like severed tails and extracted fangs about.” 
 
      
 
    Again, he fell silent, staring at the deck with a vacant look. His teeth were clenched, the jaw muscles on his gaunt face twitched, and his fingers clenched and unclenched. I wanted to object and say that he was exaggerating, but decided to listen until the end. 
 
      
 
    “I need to somehow get my body into shape. And no, I’m not talking about hitting the gym. There’s no Essentium in sight, and the space troopers are off-limits for me, but I’ve always believed in the Gifted. If rumors are to be trusted, among you — sorry, among them — there are specialists who can help me change my body’s structure without any Essentium, just by using their own Energy.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and noted, “Yes, I’ve also heard about Sculptors, but I’ve never encountered one personally.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s never encountered one personally, hear that, Mark?” Aleksy called out. “I’m in an even worse situation; I’m a commoner. You’re the fourth Gifted person I’ve met in my entire life.” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t understand how I can help,” I said cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “But I know how I can help you,” Aleksy looked at me seriously. “And this brings us to the second issue. Our foundlings.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with them?” I grew wary. 
 
      
 
    “Everything is wrong with them,” Aleksy declared confidently. “Children stolen from a well-known Lineage’s incubator who had undergone a ‘wild’ initiation at age five. And most importantly, initiated by whom? A heretical Gifted person, an instrument of Chaos. What fate do you think awaits them?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t thought about it,” I fibbed a bit. Of course, I had thought about it, but hadn’t come up with anything. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you,” Aleksy continued. “The Inquisition will take them. And it’d be a good thing if it’s the Order of Oversight. What if it’s the Order of Purification? They’re even more fanatical than heretics — may the Emperor protect me.” 
 
      
 
    A shiver ran down my spine. While the Order of Oversight concerned itself with the Gift being used “in approved ways” among the Gifted, the Order of Purification focused on identifying heretics among them. These brothers believed there was nothing worse in this world than a Gifted who’d succumbed to Chaos. They purged heresy with hot iron. And no, that wasn’t a figure of speech. These people didn’t seek to inspire respect; they instilled pure fear, and took great pride in maintaining that image. For them, “presumption of innocence” was a nonexistent concept. To them, any Gifted was guilty by default, and it was up to them to prove otherwise — sometimes through torture. Even the most loyal and devout sons of the Emperor feared the very sight of their immaculate white robes. I was absolutely against handing the children over to these fanatics. 
 
      
 
    “What do you suggest?” I asked the prime, rather grimly. 
 
      
 
    Aleksy opened his mouth to reply, but just then, the loud ringing of alarm bells assaulted our ears. A combat alert had just been announced on the frigate. Tarnawsky grabbed the radio lying beside him, given to him to always stay in touch with the captain of the "McCoy." A call signal was flashing on it. 
 
      
 
    “Tarnawsky listening,” he announced. 
 
      
 
    “Ready the guardsmen, Prime,” came the voice of Lieutenant Commander Dakkar Nautilus, the commander of our destroyer. “We’ve lost the Navigator and are stuck somewhere in subspace. It appears a hostile entity has captured him. And something outside really wants to pay us a visit that’s unlikely to be friendly.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DAGOR’S BODY ARCHED all of a sudden, his eyes rolled back, and he began to tremble violently. His figure started to blur, as if he were a highway mirage. 
 
      
 
    Again, instinct told me what to do. I was at the bedside in two strides. I placed my hand on his forehead and summoned a bubble. The Prime started wheezing, but the “mirage” disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “What in the name of Chaos?” he opened his eyes, filled with fear and confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Mark, it’s necessary,” I said and delivered a perfect textbook uppercut. I knew hitting a wounded comrade wasn’t proper, but I needed to knock him out pronto. Dagor’s eyes rolled back, and he slumped onto the pillow. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Tarnawsky’s hand reached for the holster on his belt. 
 
      
 
    I intercepted his hand, gripping his wrist. 
 
      
 
    “Easy, Aleksy, it was necessary. A Subspace entity was trying to possess him.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” His eyes looked glassy — apparently our acting regiment commander was a bit slow on the uptake. I always said that alcohol in large quantities was detrimental to one’s career. It could be beneficial in smaller amounts, but that was beyond the point right now. 
 
      
 
    “Chaos was trying to possess him!” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Alright, clear enough. I couldn’t count on Tarnawsky, after all. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Prime Lieutenant,” I began, articulating loudly and clearly so that it would penetrate his alcohol-fogged brain. “You sit here and watch Mark. If he wakes up, knock him out again. Clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Y–yes,” Alexey nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Great. And one more thing,” I pointed to the door. “I’m leaving now, and you’re going to lock the door and sit quietly.” 
 
      
 
    “But what about the regiment?” the Prime tried to argue. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t help them now. They’ll either hold out or die. This is Subspace. The only chance for salvation is to lock yourself in a cabin and pray to the Emperor that your neighbor doesn’t ‘turn.’ You can broadcast that order, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    The Prime nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Sit, please wait here, and keep the radio on. I’ll tell you when it’s safe to come out. We’ll need to clear the ship later.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood!” Tarnawsky furrowed his brow. 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, the door swung open, and I drew my sword. They hadn’t yet issued an officer’s pistol to me due to my lack of an officer’s rank, and I had no plans to wander the ship with a rifle. But I had grown accustomed to the sword. Its weight was reassuring, and the hilt warmed my hand, instilling confidence. 
 
      
 
    Eric appeared in the doorway, his hands covered in blood, and he was holding a bloodied iron rod in his right hand. 
 
      
 
    “There are monsters on the loose,” he reported from the threshold. 
 
      
 
    “I know. We need to get to the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    The Shadow nodded and stepped aside, letting me pass. 
 
      
 
    “Make sure you seal the door,” I told the Prime as I left the cabin. 
 
      
 
    As far as I knew, the nature of Subspace didn’t allow for any physical matter from our world to enter it. Only motion in the other direction was possible — both Energy and matter could pass from Subspace into our world. The reverse was believed to be impossible. At least, I hadn’t ever heard of it happening. 
 
      
 
    When traveling through Subspace, it wasn’t the ship that moved, but rather its projection. William Miura, the navigator of the Pride of Alyssia, had once explained to me that the ship entered what was known as the “antechamber” of Subspace when it began to move. To do this, the ship accelerated to a certain speed necessary to cross the “threshold.” The navigator then connected with the guide, who pulled the ship in. 
 
      
 
    After that, the projection began its journey through Subspace. Light years in that alternate reality only took a matter of hours to traverse. At the end of the journey, the ship would instantly reposition to a new location, “catching up” to its projection, and re-enter our reality. 
 
      
 
    The issue was that while in the “antechamber,” everyone on board became vulnerable to hostile entities. In our reality, for an entity to possess a person, it needed a “Chaos breach” or assistance from another person, either Gifted or an Essentium user. But during Subspace travel, human bodies became fully open to fusion with these ethereal creatures. 
 
      
 
    The task of the navigator and the guide was to choose a safe path, one where the ship’s projection wouldn’t collide with hostile entities. Today, the navigator of the McCoy had failed at that task. The worst part was that the navigator usually became the first victim of Chaos. But I had a backup plan. 
 
      
 
    I surveyed the med bay, which had turned into a morgue. Partially transformed former guards lay in various positions on beds and the floor, blood pooling beneath them. I looked at Eric with his club and shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “They were beginning to transform, Cadet, sir” Shadow shrugged. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. He did everything right; I had neither the time nor the energy to shield everyone with a bubble and shut down their consciousness. The ship needed saving. Plus, I could only help in the first few seconds. Using the bubble after fusion could only weaken the Entity, not expel it, much to my regret. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get to our storage room first,” I gestured with my sword, indicating the direction. Eric nodded and pushed ahead, taking the lead. 
 
      
 
    “I have a sword,” I tried to object. 
 
      
 
    “And I have a club!” Eric snorted. A for ‘Argument’. 
 
      
 
    We moved swiftly through the corridor. Screams and clangs echoed from all sides. I didn’t know how many entities attacked us or what they were, but there weren’t many. They clearly couldn’t possess what amounted to over two thousand people, so there was a chance for some of those on board to survive — by killing their ‘possessed’ comrades. 
 
      
 
    The door of a nearby cabin swung open, and a creature lunged at Eric. Reacting instinctively, Eric punched it squarely in the face, sending teeth and droplets of blood flying. Meanwhile, I quickly decapitated the dazed monstrosity. 
 
      
 
    After a quick scan inside the cabin revealed two dead bodies but no additional threats, I announced, “It’s clear,” and we moved on. 
 
      
 
    Another creature sprang from a cabin, this time attacking me from behind. I swung my sword, but the creature managed to deflect my blade with its forearm, howling in annoyance. Fine then. I conjured the bubble and took another swing, severing its arm and slashing across its face. Another slash, and its headless body slumped onto the deck. 
 
      
 
    Taking a brief moment to check this new cabin — there was no point in leaving potential threats behind us — I found it empty. Turning over one of the corpses, I spotted a holstered Beretta 92. It looked like a standard-issue sidearm, likely belonging to a naval officer. I tossed the gun to Eric, who caught it adeptly. Now armed with both a club and a pistol, he was the better-equipped of the two of us, while my sword remained my weapon of choice against these creatures. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Eric dropped to one knee, groaning as a mist enveloped him. Not on my watch. I activated the bubble again. 
 
      
 
    “That freaking Chaos belch!” Eric muttered, shaking off the spell and standing up. However, a second later, he clutched his head again. Another bubble from me. 
 
      
 
    “Enough with this Chaos bullshit!” Eric fumed. It seemed the hostile entity had gotten the message that he was too tough to manipulate and backed off. 
 
      
 
    We pressed forward, dispatching six more of the creatures. I thwarted another entity’s attempt to possess my Shadow as we moved through the corridors. Finally, we reached our supply room. 
 
      
 
    Upon opening the door, a can came flying toward me. I dodged just in time. An altered Kevin snarled menacingly, but his expression softened when he recognized me. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Uncle Anton,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Katie!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here,” a frightened Katie peeked out from behind her brother. 
 
      
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin stepped back, revealing four mutilated bodies sprawled on our mattresses. Clearly, the kids hadn’t been idle; our sleeping spaces were torn apart completely. 
 
      
 
    We were about to arm ourselves with rifles, but then reconsidered. In these cramped quarters, melee weapons would be more effective. 
 
      
 
    “I need to find a sword,” Eric said, eyeing my weapon. “What’s our next move?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re heading to the mess hall,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “And the kids?” he gestured toward them. 
 
      
 
    “They come with us. It’s safer this way,” I concluded. 
 
      
 
    “Fine by me,” Kevin nodded with a maturity beyond his years. “Uncle Anton, could I have a weapon? I haven’t figured out the claw-growing trick yet.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and handed Kevin my knife. After a moment’s thought, I gave him Eric’s knife for his other hand. I examined him carefully. Unlike the Chaos Entities, neutral Entities merged with the Gifted in a more “ergonomic” manner. Slightly more pronounced facial features, a bit sharper eyes, and visually keener teeth. I’d heard that seasoned “physicals” could turn their limbs into deadly blades, but that came with experience. Many continued to use regular weapons. Now, a slightly grayish “grown and matured” version of Kevin stood before me with two knives in hand. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the plan! Eric leads, Kevin follows him, then Katie. I’ll bring up the rear. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded, and we moved toward our next objective. 
 
      
 
    Eric shot the first “possessed” creature in the head. He threw the second over his shoulder, and Kevin decapitated it. I beheaded the next two, while Katie blew off the head of a fifth one that had just poked its own out into the corridor. I was rather pleased with how well we were doing. 
 
      
 
    Upon reaching the cabin we needed, I mentally praised the Emperor and asked for his help. I pulled the handle, but the door was locked. I knocked with my sword’s hilt. 
 
      
 
    “Miura! It’s me, Anton Noname.” 
 
      
 
    “Cadet?” came a voice from behind the door. 
 
      
 
    I exhaled in relief. Thank the Emperor! 
 
      
 
    “Yes, open up, quick.” 
 
      
 
    The door cracked open, revealing the scared face of the navigator. Lieutenant William Miura was not a man of remarkable character traits. He was just over fifty but, like any Essentium specialist, looked no older than twenty-five. The stocky, slightly overweight man with broad facial features had a stressful job and a good salary. Considering he’d been navigating ships through Subspace for over thirty years, he was at least a competent navigator. 
 
      
 
    “Would you please come out?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” the pudgy man hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to the bridge to save the ship. You’ve told me yourself there’s a chance.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did,” William agreed. “But I don’t have any Essentium, so I can’t pilot the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you do with yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Gave it to Avery by the commander’s orders.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. Lieutenant Commander Nautilus had done the right thing by taking the Essentium from the staff navigator, but it had put us in a tricky situation. 
 
      
 
    “I have some,” I reluctantly admitted. 
 
      
 
    “You do? Where from?” the navigator wondered. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Get between Katie and Kevin, and let’s move.” 
 
      
 
    After a momentary pause to consider his options, the navigator fell into line, drawing a pistol from his holster. 
 
      
 
    “Can you at least shoot, Mr. Lieutenant?” Eric cautiously asked. I understood him perfectly; he would be standing between the gun and its potential targets. 
 
      
 
    “To be honest, not really,” Miura confessed. 
 
      
 
    “Then don’t do anything. We’ll handle it.” 
 
      
 
    “But...” William started, but I cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant, do as the first sergeant says.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” the navigator complied, and we headed toward the bridge. 
 
      
 
    The shortest path to the bridge went through the mess hall, which was the weakest link in my plan. The hall, cramped for space, was a potential powder keg, teeming with guards. After dispatching a few more ‘possessed’ on our way, we finally arrived at the mess hall. 
 
      
 
    I pushed the kids and the navigator against a bulkhead, positioned myself in front of them with my sword ready, and signaled to Eric. “Go!” 
 
      
 
    Shadow aimed his pistol at the door and activated the mechanism. The steel panel slid aside. Eric quickly hit the deck and rolled for cover, narrowly avoiding a volley of laser beams aimed at his previous position. 
 
      
 
    “Have you all gone mad? May Chaos devour you! Who are you shooting at?” Eric roared, seething with rage. 
 
      
 
    A brief silence followed behind the door, then a stern voice broke it. “Master Sergeant Wellington here. Who’s there?” 
 
      
 
    “Wellie, it’s Carter, Chaos take you. And Cadet Noname.” 
 
      
 
    “Cadet Noname?” The voice sounded noticeably relieved. “Hurry inside.” 
 
      
 
    Eric gestured for me to hold back and cautiously peered through the doorway. Satisfied, he finally said, “Clear.” 
 
      
 
    I nudged the lieutenant and signaled for the kids to follow us. We stepped inside, finding a barricade of furniture blocking the entrance. Two or three dozen guards were stationed further back. Some stood guard, others were gathered around bodies that lay on the floor. Most showed no visible injuries. 
 
      
 
    “What’s happened to them?” I inquired, gesturing at the line of bodies. 
 
      
 
    “They tried to morph,” Master Sergeant Wellington replied swiftly. “But we’re vigilant. Parker, knock out Stevenson!” 
 
      
 
    Startled, I looked where Wellington was pointing. One of the soldiers began convulsing as if an entity was attempting to get inside him. Another soldier promptly whacked him on the head, catching his collapsing body and dragging it away. 
 
      
 
    “You’re quite adept at this,” I complimented, watching this straightforward yet effective operation. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Cadet Noname, sir,” a red-cheeked, mustached hulk of a man grinned at me. 
 
      
 
    “Clear the way; we need to get to the bridge,” I directed, pointing at the next door. 
 
      
 
    “Álvarez, open it,” ordered Wellington. But as I moved toward the opening door, he called out, “Cadet Noname, sir?” 
 
      
 
    I stopped and turned around. 
 
      
 
    “Will you get us out of this goddamn mess?” the soldier hesitated before adding, “Sir?” 
 
      
 
    “I absolutely will,” I promised, watching as the faces around me lit up and eyes sparkled with newfound hope. The unwavering faith in a commander’s abilities was the army’s main driving force. It was a pity I didn’t have a commander myself right now; I’d happily pass the buck to someone of a higher rank. 
 
      
 
    I considered leaving the kids here, but ultimately decided against it. One mistake from the guards, and all hell would break loose. 
 
      
 
    We covered the short distance to the bridge practically without incident. The only exception was Eric almost nailing a midshipman who, having spotted us on cameras, emerged either to greet us or to ask for help. Eric cursed, redirecting his weapon’s trajectory at the last moment, and sent it clattering into a partition instead of the unfortunate spaceman's head. The man yelped and vanished back into his post, locking the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot! May Chaos devour your empty head!” Carter yelled at the closed armored door. 
 
      
 
    We approached the bridge’s door and halted. I cursed myself for a fool. Of course the bridge wasn’t just open to anyone; this was the Imperial Fleet, after all, and the bridge was the most important space on the ship. 
 
      
 
    “Freaking Chaos!” I cursed, but tried the door anyway. It was locked, as expected. 
 
      
 
    “The captain’s cabin is this way.” 
 
      
 
    “You think he’s not on the bridge?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Duh, infantry,” Miura said with a hint of condescension. “In Subspace, the most important person on the ship is the navigator. The captain has nothing to do there. Even according to the battle schedule, his place is in the cabin until we return to normal space. Especially since all redundant communication lines are there.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly surveyed the area. There were no other doors except the one leading to the bridge. 
 
      
 
    “Eric, wait here.” 
 
      
 
    Shadow nodded, and I rushed to the captain’s cabin. Upon reaching it, I pressed the door mechanism. It didn’t budge. This was strange — during an emergency, locking doors to cabins and berths was prohibited, as these weren’t combat posts. Above the button was a narrow slot for the personal tokens of authorized personnel, but I certainly didn’t qualify. 
 
      
 
    I rapped on the door with the hilt of my sword. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Commander! Mr. Nautilus, open up! This is Cadet Noname. I need your help.” 
 
      
 
    At first, there was silence, but then something slammed against the door from the other side, practically denting the metal. Then it slammed again and again. Something large was battering the door in a futile attempt to break it open. I retreated three steps and readied my sword. 
 
      
 
    After several more blows, this “someone” must have hit the unlock button. Unlike the outer door, the inner one had no extra security. The dented door started to slide open with a screech but stopped at a third of the way — evidently, the mechanism was jammed. Enormous claws appeared from inside and yanked the door further open by force. 
 
      
 
    What a colossal beast. I’d never been a fan of those so-called “fair fights.” That concept was invented by weaklings to level the playing field. If you could kill the enemy, you had to do it. By any means necessary. And most importantly, you had to kill them before they killed you. 
 
      
 
    I leapt toward the door and activated the shield, slashing with my sword. Along with some metal shavings off the door’s edge, my blade also severed all the protruding finger-knives. Behind the door, a roar erupted, and the hideous head of Dakkar Nautilus, former commander of the Imperial Fleet’s destroyer Ostrich McCoy, emerged. He bore little resemblance to the dapper lieutenant commander, urbane and sociable, always trying to look younger than his years and liked by women as well as the crew. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” I grunted, plunging my blade straight into his right eye and twisting it in his skull, causing the bones to crack and spill his brain outward. 
 
      
 
    The creature fell and convulsed. I lifted my heavy infantry boot and stomped down on its already damaged skull, crushing it to a pulp. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied the monstrosity was dead, I yanked off a dog tag hanging off a chain longer than the ones worn by the infantry — these were often used on ships as passes. Since nobody else had crawled out of the cabin, I turned and ran back to my group. 
 
      
 
    Slipping the tag into the receptor slot, I raised a finger to the button and looked at my comrades. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone ready?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ERIC POINTED HIS GUN toward the door, holding it one-handed. In his other hand, he held a piece of rebar, already poised in anticipation of the enemy. Miura, for some reason, crouched down and gripped his weapon with both hands, also aiming it appropriately. Kevin pressed himself against the wall, readying his defense; Katie hid behind him. 
 
      
 
    I pressed the button, and the door opened. 
 
      
 
    The cockpit was lit only by the back-lighting of the spaceship’s dashboard. That was enough to illuminate the entire bridge, albeit dimly. 
 
      
 
    The enormous observation screen was currently disabled, as there was nothing to see in Subspace, so additional lighting from distant stars was absent. 
 
      
 
    The first thing that caught my eye was the destroyed life support “sarcophagus.” It looked like a bathtub with a lid and was essentially a specially designed device for the navigator’s long-term stay inside. 
 
      
 
    The capsule featured systems for automatically feeding the person inside, waste disposal, muscle massage to maintain their tone, and a ship-connection shunt. There was even an ion shower; depending on the length of the jump, a navigator could spend up to a month of real time inside the “sarcophagus.” 
 
      
 
    They would remain inside the capsule physically all the time, while their minds would roam Subspace, interacting with the guide entity and guiding the ship along the required course. 
 
      
 
    The lid had been torn off and lay to the side. The casing itself had been shattered; there were liquids dripping from protruding torn pipes, and torn wiring sparking. 
 
      
 
    The perpetrator stood in the far corner, staring at us with unwavering eyes. The creature was over six foot seven tall, gaunt, and somewhat lanky. Its arms dangled below its knees and, predictably, had long claws — each half the length of my sword. The blades on his elbows and knees looked menacing. It seemed this demon was a “physical.” And that was somewhat reassuring. Of course, it was still a super-serious enemy, but one whose actions would at least be predictable. 
 
      
 
    Eric aimed quickly and fired two shots at the demon’s head. The flashes from the hits briefly lit up its face, but when the former navigator looked back at us, no visible damage was apparent. The creature roared and closed half the distance between us in a single leap. 
 
      
 
    Then Katie intervened. With a short yell, she threw the enemy off its rhythm. The demon had tensed its legs, ready to launch itself, when Katie’s interference threw it off balance. As a result, the creature misjudged its jump and slammed into a wall near the ceiling instead of landing on us. 
 
      
 
    “Eric, get Miura!” I loved my Shadow’s complete understanding and obedience in combat situations. It was generally proven that Gifted individuals and their Shadows had some level of mental connection. Some pairs could even communicate telepathically, mainly when the Gifted was a psychic type. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, Eric instantly understood the task of getting William out of harm’s way. Armed with his stick and a handgun, he was virtually useless in this situation. So, my Shadow grabbed the portly lieutenant by the scruff and practically hurled him out of the cockpit, sliding out after him. 
 
      
 
    Three against one remained. Given that we were all Gifted, the odds seemed overwhelmingly in our favor. But the fact that we were all “wild initiates,” and some of us were even children, made the advantage less clear-cut. Still, we had begun to work as a team. 
 
      
 
    I stared at the creature, and it stared back at me. It had no tail — a significant advantage, since I remember what a tailed demon, such as the one that had possessed the Baron, could do. That meant I only had to worry about its jaws, arms, legs, elbows, and knees. Easy enough. 
 
      
 
    I also needed to get closer. Sure, I could use a high-powered bubble right away, but that would deplete my energy reserves, and the effect of such a bubble was still uncertain. 
 
      
 
    I assumed a fighting stance and tensed my legs, waiting for the creature’s lunge. It came immediately. A step to the side. Bubble and sword swipe. But the demon, as if sensing my intention, sidestepped at the last moment, and my bubble didn’t touch it. However, it hesitated, apparently not having expected such fierce resistance from us, either. Another leap toward us, aiming to take out the weakest link — Katie — also failed. Kevin, visually half the size of the creature, undercut its supporting leg as it landed, causing it to stumble. I stepped forward, summoned a bubble, and jabbed my sword without winding up, hitting its pectoral muscle. 
 
      
 
    The creature hissed and quickly sidestepped again. While I couldn’t fully trap it in my bubble to cut off its Subspace supply, at least the first blood had been spilled. 
 
      
 
    Our adversary hissed again, fixing me with a hateful stare from its blood-red eyes, and cautiously sidestepped so that a broken sarcophagus came between us. I moved right; it went left. I moved left; it went right. Hm. I couldn’t reach it from here, but it couldn’t reach me either. What was the point? 
 
      
 
    The point became clear within half a minute of our cautious “dance” to gain a favorable position for an attack. Miura rolled into the combat zone rolled first, followed by Eric, who quickly grabbed the navigator by the scruff and dragged him into a corner behind some equipment. 
 
      
 
    And then a bunch of creatures poured in after them. So the head monster was just biding its time, waiting for reinforcements. Confirming my thoughts, the demon vaulted over the capsule toward Kevin and swiped at him with its terrifying claws. The kid collapsed abruptly. My heart skipped a beat, thinking he was dead, but then I realized that Kevin had deliberately fallen onto his back. He then somersaulted over his head and took a long jump to land beside me. 
 
      
 
    The creature howled, and its minions charged us en masse. But that was when Katie intervened. Without any warm-up, she screamed at the top of her lungs. Her wail exploded the heads of the first three creatures, dropped the next four to the ground, and disoriented the remaining eight. The girl let out a soft cry and collapsed, clutching her temples. A forced break for the poor kid, but it essentially decided the outcome of the fight. 
 
      
 
    Even the demon shook its head, clearly discomforted. 
 
      
 
    Now was the time. I extended the sword to Eric, who was already standing beside me, ready to join the fray. It made sense — he could help against these creatures. 
 
      
 
    The first sergeant silently took the weapon I offered and bared his teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Kevin, get them!” I couldn't think of a better command. 
 
      
 
    The kid was sharp — he soared into the air, quickly pushing off the floor. Just moments before landing, I summoned the bubble and pushed it forward with all my might, covering the entire area of the room. 
 
      
 
    Kevin was also affected by the bubble, but he had already been airborne. The force of gravity, combined with his body’s momentum, did the trick; he plunged his knives into the demon’s eyes and then dragged them down, ripping the monster’s face apart. Without wasting a second, he rolled away, avoiding the other creatures. 
 
      
 
    The recoil hit me, but I held the bubble until Eric, decapitating three minions along the way, finished the job by beheading the nearly-dead demon. 
 
      
 
    I released the bubble and just watched as Eric mopped up the disoriented creatures. It took no more than ten seconds. Eric did a second round of decapitations to make sure none of them remained alive. Assured that all enemies were beheaded, he tore a piece of uniform from one of the corpses and walked over to me, wiping his blade. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, it appears as though we’ve kicked Chaos’s ass again,” Carter grinned, extending a hand to me. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the proffered hand, got to my feet, still a little shaky, and looked around. All in all, it had gone smoother than I’d expected — referring to my physical condition. I hadn’t passed out, I could walk, and I even had some energy left. My “Gift muscles” were apparently getting stronger. 
 
      
 
    “Miura,” I called to our navigator. 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant’s head peeked out from behind some equipment. 
 
      
 
    “Is it over?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Come out and get us out of here.” 
 
      
 
    William hurriedly emerged and walked over to the reserve ‘sarcophagus’ prudently installed on every ship as a backup. The backup equipment itself was straightforward, but a reserve navigator was only necessary when the ship made a jump longer than a month in subjective time. This happened rarely but was occasionally practiced — mainly on courier ships or when urgently relocating the fleet to a combat zone across the Galaxy. This required a second navigator to ‘take over’ communication with the guide, allowing the first navigator to rest and recover. 
 
      
 
    However, only special-purpose or particularly large warships carried two navigators Our destroyer had only one navigator by default, and it was fortunate for us that Miura was aboard. 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant quickly approached the scorched ‘sarcophagus,’ flipped open a side cover, looked inside, and turned to me, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “The Essentium is gone! The container’s empty.” 
 
      
 
    I walked over to him and, for some reason, also peered inside. 
 
      
 
    “This is the container for the Essentium,” William pointed at the empty glass cylinder that matched the diameter of the pills. It had an automatic feed system that provided concentrated Energy to the navigator in a state of nirvana, so he could function properly. 
 
      
 
    “And where is it?” I was confused. 
 
      
 
    “I suspect this creature has eaten it all,” Miura disdainfully nodded towards the headless demon. Then he looked at me. 
 
      
 
    “You said you have some Essentium? How much?” 
 
      
 
    “Two tablets.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he asked Katie to turn away, disrobed, and began to climb into the capsule. 
 
      
 
    “What about the Essentium?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Not needed for now. First, we have to get the ship back to our reality so that the entities stop arriving. I can do it on internal reserves alone.” 
 
      
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
      
 
    “If nothing goes wrong, I’ll be back in a jiffy!” The navigator was busily pressing buttons and flipping switches. 
 
      
 
    “And what could go wrong?” I still wanted to clarify. 
 
      
 
    “Well, for starters, I could turn into that,” he nodded again toward the dead demon. “I’d rather not, of course, but there’s still a certain risk.” 
 
      
 
    “Try to avoid taking unnecessary risks, alright?” I requested. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, Cadet. I’m a lot more cautious than Avery. Hopefully, his soul finds peace. I also have more experience,” he laid down and announced. “Alright, here we go. Pray to the Emperor for all of us.” 
 
      
 
    William pressed a button on the armrest. A sophisticated plug emerged from the headrest and connected to a port on his body. The navigator’s eyes rolled back, and he was out cold. The ‘sarcophagus’ lid began to close slowly. 
 
      
 
    I stepped aside. 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now?” Eric asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just wait,” I said gruffly and went over to the kids. 
 
      
 
    Katie sat on the floor and, surprisingly, wore a happy smile. She looked very tired but was putting on a brave face. 
 
      
 
    “How did you like it when I made their heads explode, Uncle Anton?” 
 
      
 
    “You were amazing, sweetheart,” I said, patting her head as I sat down next to her on the deck. “We couldn't have done it without you.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about me?” Kevin’s voice came from beside me, also back to his usual form. Only the flushed face, sweat on his forehead, and heavy breathing suggested that an Ethereal Double had recently merged with him — in general, the boy looked as though he had just returned from a long run. 
 
      
 
    “You’re my hero,” I said, patting his grown-out hair with my free hand. “You’ve caught it with incredible skill. Even the Shadow here couldn’t have done it like that. Isn’t that right, Eric?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely couldn’t have,” Eric, approaching from behind, handed out energy bars to each of the kids. They nodded gratefully and started eating. 
 
      
 
    “Can I have one, too?” I even made a pleading face, also feeling a ferocious hunger. 
 
      
 
    “I usually carry these for the little ones, but alright,” Shadow handed me a ration pack. 
 
      
 
    A warning signal reverberated through the ship, followed by a mechanical voice. 
 
      
 
    “ATTENTION! EMERGENCY EXIT FROM SUBSPACE. CREW AND PASSENGERS, TAKE YOUR SEATS AND FASTEN YOUR SEAT BELTS. TEMPORARY GRAVITY FLUCTUATIONS POSSIBLE. COUNTDOWN. TEN, NINE...” 
 
      
 
    We had nothing and nowhere to fasten ourselves to, so we just grabbed onto nearby objects anchored to the deck. After the words, “ONE. ATTENTION, EXIT,” the ship uneventfully dropped into regular space. 
 
      
 
    The lid of the ‘sarcophagus’ began to open. I walked over and looked inside. I often heard an old saying from my old caretaker when she looked at us scamps after a fight, wiping blood from broken noses and treating scrapes. She’d usually say, “I’ve seen folks in coffins looking better.” Those were precisely the words that came to mind when I looked at Miura right now. 
 
      
 
    His earthy face twitched, and there were huge dark circles under his eyes. In a matter of minutes, the navigator had aged about twenty years. His eyes were closed, the connector had disengaged, but he was breathing heavily and showed no signs of coming to. 
 
      
 
    “William!” I gently tapped his cheeks. “William, wake up.” 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes with visible effort and managed a crooked half-smile. 
 
      
 
    “I could use some Essentium right about now,” he whispered, almost inaudibly. 
 
      
 
    I took out the second-to-last tablet and placed it in his half-open mouth. Once again, I witnessed the “magic” of Essentium. Color immediately returned to Miura’s face, and his eyes started to sparkle again. 
 
      
 
    Miura coughed but sat up energetically. 
 
      
 
    “Damn Chaos, I shouldn’t have badmouthed Avery,” the navigator shook his head. “We’d really gotten ourselves into a hell of a mess. Neither the guide nor the navigator are to blame. Something’s wrong with Subspace itself if hostile entities are lying in wait for ships.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t quite get it, but I nodded just in case. 
 
      
 
    “How do you turn on the loudspeaker?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it myself,” William skillfully climbed out of the capsule. “Thanks for the Essentium; thought I could pull it off, and I did. But without the boost, I’d be dead now.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome. It’s in our interest as well. Without a navigator, we’d all be dead.” 
 
      
 
    “True that,” Miura chuckled, somewhat smugly. 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant approached the panel. 
 
      
 
    “Come over here.” 
 
      
 
    I walked over, and he pressed a couple of buttons. 
 
      
 
    “Now speak,” Miura whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! This is Cadet Noname speaking. We have returned to ‘normal’ space. There will be no more new creatures. Wherever you are, stay in your safe places. In the coming hours, we will clear the ship of hostile entities, and there will be another announcement. Hold on and remain calm. End of transmission.” 
 
      
 
    Eric handed my sword back to me. I took it and swung it a few times. My strength had returned. It wasn’t the omnipotence that Essentium granted, but it would do against ordinary creatures. 
 
      
 
    Eric snapped a battery out of the laser gun and inserted another full one, taken from one of the corpses. He took his metal bludgeon in his other hand and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready to show Chaos who’s the alpha male here.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the children. 
 
      
 
    “Stay here with Uncle William, alright?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re coming with you; we’ll help,” Katya said, not too energetically. Her eyes were sleepy; she was falling asleep on her feet but was forcing herself to appear grown-up and responsible. 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough for today, take some rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’ll manage?” Kevin was drowsy too, but he was holding on. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” I confirmed and added, “if anything happens, we’ll call you on the radio.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” the boy nodded seriously. “And we’ll come to help.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I wasn’t lying; I knew for sure. These children would really come. Maybe they were originally from the Line, but I wouldn’t give them back now. Those Rzhevskys were arrogant jerks. How could they screw this up so epically? May Chaos take them all; these were kids. And now it was my turn to take care of them. 
 
      
 
    “William,” I turned to the navigator. “Lock the door and don’t let anyone in. No one at all. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Cadet, aren’t you getting — ” he started but looked me in the eyes and decided not to continue. “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. I have the commander’s token, so I’ll get in anyway. You’re fully responsible for the children’s well-being. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    This time the navigator didn’t even begin to argue but just nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Crystal clear.” 
 
      
 
    “Good! Eric, let’s move.” 
 
      
 
    We stepped out the door and waited for it to close. Then we moved forward down the corridor, checking all the niches. We found seven crew members, but as fleet folks weren’t much help in a fight, we left them where we found them for further instructions. 
 
      
 
    There were no enemies in sight — it seemed as though all the creatures had rushed to assist the main demon. Eventually, we reached the door to the crew’s quarters. We stepped aside, remembering our previous encounter, and I hit the button. As soon as the door slid aside, I yelled, 
 
      
 
    “Wellington, it’s us!” 
 
      
 
    “Mister Cadet, sir!” Wellington shouted joyfully in response. “Are we ever glad to see you!” 
 
      
 
    We entered. The soldiers we’d “knocked out” earlier were coming to their senses. Everyone was busy. The guards were checking their weapons and equipment, preparing for the cleanup. The mood was lively and upbeat in general. 
 
      
 
    “Master Sergeant, we need to clear the sections.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    A thought came to my mind. 
 
      
 
    “Over there,” I pointed behind me. “There are fleet personnel sitting in the cabins; take them as guides. They know the ship better than you do.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Permission to proceed?” 
 
      
 
    “One minute,” I stopped him. “Go in groups of no fewer than eight people, and don’t miss a single hold or alcove. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Now go.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Wellington rushed to carry out the order. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we take someone to help?” Eric asked when I pointed to the left corridor, which I planned to clear with him. 
 
      
 
    “No, they’ll only get in the way,” I shook my head, without a second thought. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Eric grunted. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I looked up, surprised, my attention having been on the rifle I’d borrowed from the guards and was now carefully examining for malfunctions. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve met dozens of grown men in my life — tough-looking guys to a man — whose balls were way smaller than yours. You’ve matured a hell of a lot in the past week, kid. And I’m freaking loving this trend.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CONTROL ROOM was dimly lit by the glow of instrument panels, augmented now by the distant stars and one nearby celestial body displayed on the large view screen. The bluish hue of the star in this unnamed system shone like a night light — cold and dim. 
 
      
 
    We found ourselves at the edge of a star system consisting of the star itself and three other celestial bodies — two gas giants in distant orbits and one barren planet closer in. The Imperial Navy destroyer Ostrich McCoy hung suspended in space, engines inactive, light-years away from the nearest inhabited planet. 
 
      
 
    Inside the destroyer, the surviving crew members and guard passengers had just finished the grim task of laying their fallen comrades to rest. According to an old naval tradition, the bodies were released into the void of space. Nearly seven hundred lifeless forms were shot from the ship, soon to find their final rest in the heart of the star — faithful sons of the Empire to the end. 
 
      
 
    Less than a thousand people remained of what was once the eight-thousand-strong 134th Imperial Guard Regiment. Refilling the ranks was out of the question; according to regulations, the unit was now to be disbanded. Although the regimental flag was preserved, the unit could not be maintained, given such losses. 
 
      
 
    Aleksy Tarnawsky, acting commander of the regiment, sullenly sipped hot “tea” — a vitamin-enriched drink bearing no relation to actual tea. He was disheartened and angry. Even though he couldn’t really be blamed for the incident — hyperspace was typically safe and the infantry was at rest there — their temporary combat ineffectiveness due to alcohol consumption had cast a shadow on his reputation. 
 
      
 
    Contrastingly, the navigator was officially “off-duty” in normal space and was alleviating stress with alcohol. A return to hyperspace wasn’t planned for another two days. And people needed time to recover. 
 
      
 
    Miura needed the rest more than anyone, as the safe journey to our destination depended on him. 
 
      
 
    “You guys are really lucky to have me,” the lieutenant continued to self-promote, sipping diluted alcohol from his glass. “Escaping such an entity is no small feat.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Lieutenant, we get it, you’re the real deal. Can we move on to further plans?” Aleksy said, slightly irritated. 
 
      
 
    “The plans are simple,” William waved his glass. “We wait for two days for hyperspace to stabilize, I ‘dive’ in, find a guide, negotiate, and we continue our journey. Safe and sound.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we have enough Essentium?” Aleksy clarified. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be a close cut, but yes, we do,” William nodded, casting a glance at me. 
 
      
 
    After the search in the captain’s quarters, we’d found enough Essentium in the safe to continue our journey. I wasn’t greedy, but I tried to remain prudent, so I demanded that one of the consumed pills from my personal supply be replenished. Just in case. 
 
      
 
    Miura and Tarnawsky were in the room with me. William glanced at Aleksy and emptied three more pills into his hand, which he then offered to me. The Prime made a show of looking away before exiting the cabin altogether. 
 
      
 
    The rotund lieutenant grinned when I stared at his palm, bewildered. 
 
      
 
    “Go on, take them. All yours, kiddo,” William encouraged. 
 
      
 
    “But what about inventory control?” I hesitated. 
 
      
 
    Miura‘s eyebrows, a fiery red, arched upwards. “Inventory control?” He gestured at the disheveled captain’s cabin, which had recently been the scene of a monstrous rampage. “Are you serious right now?” 
 
      
 
    A reluctant smile crossed my lips. “Fine, I could have gathered as much myself. Still, though, these things are expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “They surely cannot cost more than my life, which you‘ve saved at least twice. First, when you kept those creatures from feasting on me, and then when you dosed me with Essentium. As my mother used to say, ‘If someone gives you something, just take it and say thank you.’” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I echoed, taking the tablets and promptly storing them in a case. Now I had five portions of Essentium. Whether that was much or little for someone actively wielding the Gift, I couldn’t say. Experience had taught me that even a single tablet could be a lifesaver when the moment called for it. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” William said, patting me on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    If Aleksy was currently performing the duties of the regiment’s commander, then William was the acting commander of the destroyer. No officers had survived, and the only crew member left from the Pride of Alyssia was a young lieutenant who could navigate the ship through regular space. 
 
      
 
    Navigators, of course, were trained to pilot ships in regular space, too. However, they were a unique elite even within the fleet and answered directly — and solely — to the commander. 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky pulled out a cigarette and lit it. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Prime,” Miura interjected. “You can‘t smoke here; this is the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” Aleksy inquired, taking a deep drag and exhaling a plume of smoke toward the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Regulations! The captain wouldn’t approve.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re the captain now.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, right. Fine, then, screw fire safety. We’ll have to replace those filters anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Care for one?” Aleksy offered the pack to the navigator. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” William responded, pulling out a cigarette for himself. Aleksy leaned in and flicked his lighter, offering William a light. Miura took a deep drag and puffed out a sequence of smoke rings, staring pensively at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    A knock came from the outside. William glanced at the camera and pressed a button. The door swung open, and Eric walked in. I fixed him with my gaze, full of unspoken questions. 
 
      
 
    “The kids are asleep,” he said. “I’ve changed the mattresses and cleaned up the blood. Fortunately, they aren’t finicky or superstitious.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good to hear,” I said. “Also, Mr. Prime Lieutenant, we didn’t finish our conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes, that’s correct,” Aleksy said, focusing on William. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?” Miura bristled. 
 
      
 
    “Would you mind stepping outside for a smoke?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you out of your mind, Prime?” William was incredulous. “I’m the one in charge on the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    “No one’s disputing that for a moment,” Aleksy said, lifting his hands in a placating gesture. “Just please, take a stroll outside. Pretty please with sugar on top.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you show Eric around the ship?” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Lieutenant, shall we go for a stroll?” My Shadow gently grasped William by the elbow. 
 
      
 
    “I thought better of you,” grumbled the navigator, but he stood up. “You owe me another cigarette then.” 
 
      
 
    “Take them all,” Aleksy offered him the pack. 
 
      
 
    “You know what? I’ll do just that. As compensation for emotional distress.” 
 
      
 
    “For the Emperor’s sake,” smirked Aleksy. 
 
      
 
    When the navigator and Shadow had left, Aleksy turned to me. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s what I propose: I’ll take a leave of absence. I think I can manage a year; I’ve accrued that much in twelve years. Combat time for three consecutive campaigns will add to it as well.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me. “Well?” I was waiting for him to continue. 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll look after the kids.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you intend to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “In the usual way!” Aleksy took offense. “You think I can’t handle the youngsters?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m quite sure you can. But where will you live and, more importantly, where will your sustenance come from?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never tapped into my pay over the course of twelve years of service, so it has turned into a substantial sum, especially with the combat pay. As for where — right on Nobel. A friend of mine lives there — more of a mentor, actually. Sergeant Payne. He owes me a small favor. He and his wife have a small farm, and they’ll gladly take us in. Nobel is a major transport hub; you could always route through to check on us.” 
 
      
 
    “To check on you?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” nodded Aleksy. “We did make an agreement, didn’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, absolutely,” I hastened to say. “It’s just unexpected. I wondered whether you might change your mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Why should I?” Aleksy shrugged. “Joining the space troopers is out of the question for me without your help, and I don’t really want to go back to the infantry, especially now that I have a ‘black mark.’” 
 
      
 
    “A what now?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “A ‘black mark’ is an unofficial note in the personal file of soldiers from disbanded units. They’re considered unlucky, and combat units are reluctant to take them,” explained Aleksy. 
 
      
 
    “That’s nonsense. They have significantly more combat experience than soldiers who didn’t have their asses handed out to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Aleksy agreed. “But this superstition is so deeply rooted in the past that people don’t really think about how it actually started.” 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky took a sip of his cooled drink, grimaced, and added, “I take it you have certain plans for your future career?” 
 
      
 
    “I did. But they’ve all gone to Chaos, given recent events. Honestly, I have no idea what awaits me at the academy.” 
 
      
 
    “Any guesses?” Aleksy continued to probe. 
 
      
 
    “I have some,” I sighed. “Considering those returning from practice have adequate training for officer positions, they’ll likely just graduate us as ordinary lieutenants without a Gift and assign us to combat units. Of course, the folks with connections will get posted to their relatives, but state-funded Initiation is probably off the table for us. Whether the Lines will risk conducting the Initiation for their offspring serving the Empire, or wait for them to be transferred to the reserve — that’s the question.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my temples. “The second option is most likely. They’d hardly risk initiating their Gifted secretly under the close scrutiny of the Inquisition. But when they return to civilian life in ten years, they could very well arrange for an initiation themselves. Yes, they’d lose ten years of experience, but that’s still better than nothing.” 
 
      
 
    I stood up and went to pour myself some of the cooled sweet drink. My head ached, and I decided it could use some extra glucose. Tarnawsky waited patiently for me to continue my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Although there are two other options. One is unlikely — namely, that they’ll simply eliminate us.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would they?” Tarnawsky looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “An unaccounted-for, potentially dangerous factor. Everyone understands that the Initiation will happen sooner or later, and it’s unclear how the situation within the Empire will develop. With reduced shipment capacity, the peripheral worlds will gain more freedom. The Imperial Guards won’t be able to fly in and clean up every mess. And trust me, the provinces will quickly get a taste for that freedom.” 
 
      
 
    “You think the Lines might rebel?” Aleksy frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” I shrugged. “They have everything they need to establish their own states: power, influence, money — the Gifted, for crying out loud.” 
 
      
 
    “But why?” Tarnawsky still didn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    “Human flesh is weak,” I repeated the saying of the late Inquisitor Hawkus. “Someone will always want to be the sole ruler in their sector or even on a separate planet rather than serve under the Emperor with the uncertain status of a viceroy, which only lasts as long as the Emperor’s favor doesn’t turn into wrath. Or until some sycophants close to the Throne whisper something into the Emperor’s ear to make him turn on you.” 
 
      
 
    I took a sip of the cloying hot liquid and continued. “But the most likely scenario, in my opinion, is that they’ll scatter us across distant garrisons with no right to retire. Maybe for life, or perhaps for fifty years, when an elderly Gifted person simply won’t be able to undergo the Initiation and unlock their potential anymore. They’ll wrap it up in the guise of ‘Imperial necessity,’ and they’ll even assign a watchdog to report every one of our moves to the Inquisition.” 
 
      
 
    I fell silent, and Aleksy finally decided to speak. 
 
      
 
    “So you’re most likely going to be sent to God knows where, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “And you probably won’t be able to help me quickly?” 
 
      
 
    “Quickly, most likely not,” I nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “And where will you stash the Gifted children if you’re in some godforsaken garrison?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s where I’ll need your help,” I moved closer to the prime. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of help?” Aleksy reflexively moved back. “And why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like it?” 
 
      
 
    “Because your intuition is finally working. I need you to make documents for the children. According to the documents, they should be my younger brother and sister.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” Aleksy looked astonished. “Do you know how much that costs?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha!” I laughed. “You didn’t say ‘no,’ so it’s not a problem, just an expense.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Tarnawsky conceded. “But everything has to be done carefully and quietly. And it will cost a lot of money.” 
 
      
 
    “No more than this,” I showed him the case of Essentium tablets. “I suspect prices will skyrocket soon, if they haven‘t already.” 
 
      
 
    “Don‘t you need it yourself?” The prime looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    “I do, very much so,” I admitted reluctantly. “But the kids need their papers more.” 
 
      
 
    I handed Aleksy the case, and he took it cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “Either way, I doubt I can get it into the Academy; the radiation it emits is too strong. By the way!” 
 
      
 
    Startled by my exclamation, Aleksy looked up from the case and fixed his gaze on me. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you shouting?” He grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “Almost forgot,” I slapped my forehead. “Don‘t show the kids to Initiated Gifted adults. If you see them from a distance, get out of there immediately. Most Gifted, except for the Seekers, don‘t constantly scan their surroundings for Energy emanations, so you could theoretically pass by unnoticed, but better not to risk it. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    “This is very important. And as their relative, I can take the kids with me to the garrison. It’s not a guard regiment on a military campaign, after all,” I looked intently at Aleksy. “And another thing. Please don’t take it the wrong way.” 
 
      
 
    “Here comes the nasty part,” he sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve recently skimmed through the Gifted Code, and you know what‘s interesting?” 
 
      
 
    “About to find out from you,” the Prime sighed. 
 
      
 
    “It mentions ‘adjutants’ who usually accompany members of the Imperial Family and high-ranking officials. However, a Gifted individual can have an adjutant right after being promoted to an officer, even as a lieutenant. It’s not specified that they have to go through Initiation first. Normally, nobody uses this right, since Gifted people already have a Shadow, but it exists.” 
 
      
 
    “But you won’t have the status of a Gifted individual!” the prime objected. 
 
      
 
    “I already do. De jure, I’ve been Gifted since my Gift was discovered. That’s the long and short of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. Almost a captain, running errands for some kid,” Aleksy shook his head, feigning universal sorrow. 
 
      
 
    “There’s always an alternative,” I smiled. “We can go our separate ways.” 
 
      
 
    “The hell you say,” the prime responded to my smile and extended his hand. “I agree.” 
 
      
 
    I shook the offered hand, sealing the deal. Aleksy held onto it and spoke. 
 
      
 
    “You’re helping me get into the space troopers, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you want to join yourself?” the prime asked. “As far as I know, they take the Gifted eagerly, and you won’t even need any physical modification, even uninitiated! They take them as they are, no questions asked.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Promise?” 
 
      
 
    “Promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Tarnawsky released my hand and leaned back in his chair. 
 
      
 
    A warning light flashed on the panel, immediately accompanied by an audible alert. An unidentified object appeared on the radar. And it was rapidly approaching us. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MIURA RUSHED ONTO THE BRIDGE, panting and red-faced. Behind him, young Lieutenant Pete Mitchell quickly took his seat in the pilot’s chair. William stood over him, jabbing at buttons on the panel and cursing fervently. Eric ambled in next, taking his time and breathing evenly. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that ship?” I approached the officers. 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to find out, and I’ll do it faster if you don’t get in my way,” Miura snapped back. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you so tense?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Because all that’s left of this destroyer is its hull. The gunners have been wiped out for the most part, and only a few engineers remain. We’re flying on a wing and a prayer,” he grumbled. He paused for a second and looked at the young lieutenant. 
 
      
 
    “Mitchell! What are you doing? Cut the thrust on the left engine, or we’ll spin out.” 
 
      
 
    “Call me Maverick. That’s my call sign,” the pilot replied, struggling to control the ship. 
 
      
 
    “Call sign?” William looked puzzled. “Did they take you in as a fighter pilot after all?” 
 
      
 
    “They rejected me, but I can try again next year,” Pete frowned. 
 
      
 
    “My goodness,” William shook his head. “The last thing we need here is a young romantic. Cut the thrust, I said. This is not a fighter; it’s a destroyer. And it’s a bit heavier. Just a tad. Like, three or four hundred times.” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant, what about that ship?” I reminded him. 
 
      
 
    “I told you, I need time,” Miura grumbled, diving back into the incoming telemetry data, not forgetting to shoot disapproving glances at the young pilot. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of tinkering with the controls, he leaned back in his chair, visibly stunned. 
 
      
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked immediately. 
 
      
 
    “See for yourself,” he pointed at the screen. 
 
      
 
    I leaned over and read: 
 
      
 
    Heavy Line Cruiser Admiral Scheer 
 
      
 
    Project: Mercury 
 
      
 
    Affiliation: Heisenberg Lineage 
 
      
 
    Status: Missing in action. 
 
      
 
    Last known location: Unknown. 
 
      
 
    Last known destination: Unknown. 
 
      
 
    “Twelve years ago?” I pointed at the date. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” William nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And now it’s approaching us?” I clarified. 
 
      
 
    “It's not approaching,” the lieutenant pointed at another monitor filled with graphs and numbers. “It’s drifting. Very slowly, almost imperceptibly.” 
 
      
 
    “Call it,” I instructed William. 
 
      
 
    “Is that an order?” he raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a request,” I glared at him. “Aren’t you supposed to do that anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “I am,” Miura frowned. 
 
      
 
    He pressed the call button. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Imperial Fleet destroyer Ostrich McCoy calling cruiser Admiral Scheer. Do you copy? Imperial Fleet destroyer Ostrich McCoy calling cruiser Admiral Scheer. Do you copy?” 
 
      
 
    Only static responded. The lieutenant pressed the call button again, repeating the message word for word. There was nothing but silence on the other end. I looked at the screen that displayed the close-up image of the mysterious ship. 
 
      
 
    The class of heavy line cruisers was based on the standard cruiser design, but there were certain nuances. These ships were larger, had enhanced weaponry, including an improved energy distribution system capable of powering battleship-level guns housed within their frame. The Mercury project heavy line cruisers were equipped with fighter hangars, armed with side plasma batteries, laser beams, torpedoes, and were capable of hitting large targets at long distances. Some experts dubbed this type of ship a “bantam battleship.” 
 
      
 
    These ships were very serious and very expensive. They weren’t part of the Imperial Fleet’s arsenal — such vessels were owned by the Lineages exclusively. The Patriarchs must have worked hard on getting this one made, I was quite sure of that. Each Lineage had its own quota, which was determined based on the total territory, the number of people, and, undoubtedly, influence. 
 
      
 
    The Emperor tried to control his subjects by introducing a series of restrictions. One of them was a ban on battleships in the Lineage fleets. However, the Gifted turned to ancient Earth history for a solution. A unique combination of characteristics that did not fit into Imperial standards led to attempts to invent some new term for the ship. The Mercury types were designed without any clear classification, and named merely by virtue of adopting the closest term — “heavy cruiser.” They were an attempt to cram in as much weaponry as possible and make the vessels as powerful as possible without getting banned under the Imperial law. 
 
      
 
    In short, they had a ship that was just a little short of the forbidden size. It was neither a proper battleship, nor a cruiser. It was armed like a battleship, but had inferior armor, although it was better energy-equipped, so it had the speed of a cruiser. Yet it was neither. That was the Lineages’ solution presented by the problem of the Imperial ban. 
 
      
 
    “Once more,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Miura frowned but complied. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Imperial Fleet Destroyer Ostrich McCoy calling cruiser Admiral Scheer. Do you copy?” 
 
      
 
    This time we heard the beeping of the call button on the other side. Some rustling and commotion followed, and then a wild howl hit our ears. To hear any possible transmission, William had turned up the volume to the max, nearly blowing our heads off. 
 
      
 
    “May Chaos devour you,” Miura cut off the transmission and grabbed his ears. 
 
      
 
    “What was that just now?” Eric, who looked unimpressed, asked. 
 
      
 
    “Apparently, that was some creature now living on that ship,” I looked at William, who was still rubbing his ears. “What do you think happened?” 
 
      
 
    Miura shook his head and seemed to recover. 
 
      
 
    “Us navigators have all kinds of stories — some full of fabrications, and some completely true. The Inquisition knows all about it, and they frown at what they call “idle gossip.” But if you want, I can share some of these tales.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m all ears,” I leaned in, intrigued. 
 
      
 
    And Miura started talking. If the guide or the navigator made a mistake, the crew and passengers would get attacked by hostile Subspace entities, who would attempt to possess them, just as we had recently experienced. 
 
      
 
    But not everyone got as lucky as we did. The “capture” of bodies would usually start with the navigator and continue until everybody on the ship had been seized and the remaining people killed, if there were fewer Subspace entities than people. 
 
      
 
    However, sometimes people had fought back desperately. As few as the surviving ships and their crews might have been, it did happen sometimes. We were a living example of that. 
 
      
 
    There were several possible outcomes, all hinging on the Subspace entities’ limitations in piloting ships. They could only utilize the expertise of the individual they had previously inhabited. Although some speculated that entities had the ability to learn, no definitive proof had ever been presented to confirm this. 
 
      
 
    So, scenarios where people lost the battle for the ship were as follows: 
 
      
 
    1) The true sons of the Emperor, seeing they were losing, blew up the ship along with themselves and the demons, to protect the Imperial worlds from corruption. 
 
      
 
    2) The ship was captured; specifically, the “key” bodies were seized. The demons and the “possessed” then flew to the nearest planet/station/base and committed genocide there. They might even join forces with other “infested” ships. This theory was also just a theory, but sometimes whole flotillas of such ships appeared — and that was a fact. How they interacted with each other was probably known only to the Inquisition. 
 
      
 
    3) The ship got captured, but the “necessary” personnel did not survive. In this case, the ship would either get stuck in the “anteroom” forever, or fall back into normal space and start drifting aimlessly there. This was the situation we were currently facing. 
 
      
 
    Judging by the fact that they didn’t even try to start the engines, the demonic crew clearly had issues. On the other hand, capturing a few thousand crew members, and likely infantry units as well, would have been quite a feat for the entities. But their victory seemed to have been a Pyrrhic one. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” My Shadow leaned in toward me. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should take it, lock, stock, and barrel! Eric, prepare the boarding team.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” The navigator jumped up. 
 
      
 
    “Just kidding! What boarding team, lieutenant? We neither have combat suits nor experience in boarding. Nor any means of delivery and penetration.” 
 
      
 
    “Your jokes are stupid, cadet — may Chaos take you.” 
 
      
 
    I remained silent, looking at the screen. 
 
      
 
    “But every joke has a grain of truth to it, right?” The Shadow inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about right now?” Miura looked at us suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know how much a cruiser like that costs?” I pointed at the screen. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t, but I assume it’s VERY expensive.” The lieutenant raised his chin, as if to emphasize how expensive it could be. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t imagine, either, but I agree with your assumption.” And then I fell silent, lost in thought. 
 
      
 
    After a while, I looked intently at William. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like that look, Noname,” Miura responded immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, what’s your name again? Maverick? Could you please step out for a moment?” I asked the young lieutenant. 
 
      
 
    “Why should I?” Pete snapped back. 
 
      
 
    “Because Cadet here asked you politely,” Eric grabbed Mitchell by the elbow and pulled him to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Sergeant, what do you think you’re doing?” Maverick was visibly upset. 
 
      
 
    “First Sergeant, if you please,” Carter hustled the young lieutenant toward the exit so quickly that he barely had time to move his feet. 
 
      
 
    I waited for them to leave and then turned to the navigator. 
 
      
 
    “William, answer honestly — what are your plans for the future? Taking into account the current situation and the possibility that the Empire might not extend your contract?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” the lieutenant thoughtfully scratched the bridge of his nose, “I haven’t really thought about it, but I’ve already earned my pension. So, I’ll buy a small house somewhere on a warm planet and fish to my heart’s content.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’ll get that pension?” I asked cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “What could possibly prevent it?” The lieutenant furrowed his brow. 
 
      
 
    “Well... everything?” I spread my arms. “I suspect it will all collapse sooner or later. And without Essentium, your age will catch up with you in half a year to a year.” 
 
      
 
    Miura silently stared at me, pondering. Then he asked, 
 
      
 
    “So, you have a proposal?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I didn’t deny it. “But first, a question. Could you operate a ship like that?” 
 
      
 
    I gestured toward the ghost cruiser. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” the navigator nodded affirmatively, “but I’d need a second navigator over there. The system is slightly more complex, but any green recruit will do, so it’s not a big deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, then. I’ll need a few things from you. First — no record of this encounter should make it into the ship’s log. Second — you need to memorize the coordinates of this system and the location of this ship. Third — in a certain period of time, you’ll take me and my people to this ship. Fourth — you’ll work for me.” 
 
      
 
    “When will this happen?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t know yet.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s in it for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t promise anything yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Where will you get a crew for such a ship and Essentium for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t figured it out yet.” 
 
      
 
    William leaned back in his chair and seemed to find the situation amusing. 
 
      
 
    “So, let me get this straight — you want to get your hands on that ship but have absolutely no idea how to pull it off? Excellent plan — a hell of a plan!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, agreeing with his reasoning. 
 
      
 
    “As you can understand, there hasn’t been much time to come up with a plan. But I will think of one, believe me. I’m very resourceful — and a quick learner to boot.” 
 
      
 
    Miura nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That much is true. But there are still more questions than answers. For example, how do you plan to use that ship? You don’t even have a Lineage.” 
 
      
 
    “I will have one,” I stated confidently. “I will have a Lineage, whatever it takes.” 
 
      
 
    “When, may I ask?” 
 
      
 
    “In due time or somewhat later. But there are other options, like mercenaries.” 
 
      
 
    “Not an option,” Miura disagreed. “They can’t have cruisers, battleships, or aircraft carriers. That’s a privilege reserved for Lineages exclusively.” 
 
      
 
    “How about pirates, then?” I grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Are you joking right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I am. But, trust me, William, I’ll come up with something. This ship has been drifting here for twelve years. I think it can hold out for a little while longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you need it?” Miura changed the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Trust me, I just do.” 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant snorted and looked at me with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Noname, why does everything you say sound like complete baloney, yet I believe you?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I’m very charming and inspire trust?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” William shook his head. “I’ll venture to guess that you’re tougher than your years suggest — harsh, even, and highly focused. From what I’ve seen, you usually get what you want.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s your favorable decision?” I crossed my fingers. 
 
      
 
    “I might sign on, but I’ll have a bunch of conditions. Hell, I’ll have a whole slew of them. I’ll skin you like a grape,” the navigator grinned menacingly. 
 
      
 
    I smiled back, relaxed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, go ahead and try — I know how to negotiate. I’m quite good at it, actually.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Mercenaries?” Eric asked as we left the cockpit and headed to our cabin. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, so what?” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Some consider them worse than pirates,” Shadow shook his head. “Pirates rob and fight for the love of the art; they’re crazy bastards who just can’t help it. Mercenaries, on the other hand, are seemingly sane people doing terrible things for money.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you know my dream. And one of the interim steps is to establish a Lineage. However, the Emperor doesn’t just give out permissions. You have to earn one.” 
 
      
 
    “Any ideas?” The first sergeant looked at me. 
 
      
 
    “I had some,” I sighed, “but they were all considering past realities. Now, in the present world, everything could either get a lot more complicated or, conversely, much simpler.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re still going to the academy, though?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Shadow, displeased. 
 
      
 
    “As if I have a choice,” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “You always have a choice,” Eric said firmly. 
 
      
 
    I smiled sadly again. 
 
      
 
    “Strange hearing that from you, a career Imperial military man.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, times change, and you’re more important to me than even the Emperor. Forgive the heresy.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t report you to the Inquisition just yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Just yet, eh? What about your assumptions about a remote garrison with lifelong monitoring?” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t rule out that scenario, but I have a plan for that. The worst case would be if they sent me straight into active duty. It’ll be harder to stand out and move up there, but even that has an upside.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t give up, do you? Good call!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no point in getting depressed, anyway. The worst-case scenario is my liquidation, but in that case, there’s nothing to discuss. It’ll just be the end.” 
 
      
 
    “You talk about it so casually,” Eric noted with marked disapproval. 
 
      
 
    “That’s because the likelihood of that particular scenario is close to zero. Gifted individuals are an important asset that only becomes more valuable over time, my friend. Yes, I assume we won’t be Initiated and then just shoved into the ass end of nowhere under constant surveillance. And there’s another nuance — namely, my background. For once, it could actually work in my favor.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean that I’m not affiliated with any existing Lineage. I can’t be a ‘sympathizer’ or a spy. In theory, I should be immensely grateful and unconditionally loyal to the Empire and the Emperor personally for picking me up from the dirt, cleaning me, feeding me, and giving me a purpose in life: to serve the Empire to the end.” 
 
      
 
    Eric stared at me. 
 
      
 
    “The Order of Oversight would love to hear you right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Would they pass me on to the Order of Purification, you think?” I stared back. 
 
      
 
    “Quite possible!” Carter laughed. “Only Chaos could implant such thoughts in you.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you afraid you’ll fall under my influence and find yourself on the other side of the barricade?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” the first sergeant drew out. “It’s even interesting, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly is?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Hunting demons. And where does one find the most demons? That’s right, on the other side. They even say they offer you cookies when you join them.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, warmly looking at my friend who also doubled as the hybrid of a nanny and a bodyguard. 
 
      
 
    “There’s just one more thing I absolutely need, Anton.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “A sword! Or better yet, a proper battle-ax. Chasing critters with a stick is just awkward, even if it’s made of iron.” 
 
      
 
    I burst out laughing wholeheartedly, even wiping away the tears that came from laughing so hard. “We’ll definitely find something for you, have no doubt.” 
 
      
 
    Eric looked at me seriously. “Doubt you? Never.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IMPERIAL MILITARY COMMANDANT Major Nicodemus Guernier looked at me sidelong. His gaze wasn’t the least bit hostile. It was rather incredibly weary and somewhat bewildered. I had seen the line outside his office and heard the angry shouts and cries of the “petitioners.” All of this in a place exclusively filled with military personnel. 
 
      
 
    To say chaos reigned here would be an understatement. I reminded myself that a military commandant was an officer assigned to oversee the correct and timely movement of troops and cargoes, as well as the loading and unloading of military convoys. So if there was such disorder even among military transports. I wondered how the civilians fared. 
 
      
 
    The planet Nobel had historically served as the largest transport hub in the Antares sector. Thousands of ships arrived and departed simultaneously; orbital docks and berths were never empty. An army of dispatchers ensured the continuous circulation of spacecraft at docking walls, providing them with everything necessary. 
 
      
 
    A large number of orbital shuttles and trucks picked up and delivered millions of tons of cargo daily, without interruption or delay. Everything worked like clockwork — until recently. 
 
      
 
    When Essentium supply disruptions began, some vessels became physically unable to continue their journeys. Everyone had their own issues and ways of solving them. Some ships belonged to the Empire, others to Lineages or corporations. Correspondingly, some demanded Essentium from local depots, others received the valuable resource from other systems, and others still tried to buy it here at any cost. All of this happened simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    In short, disorder and confusion were rife. All the “holding areas” had filled up within a week; then they started sending ships to orbit other planets, and then the sheer mass of vessels began interfering with navigation in the system. Gradually, dissatisfaction grew, escalating into panic in some places. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet,” the frazzled commandant repeated wearily. “I’ll say it to you again. There’s no ship to Calypso on my schedule. None. Not even with one or two layovers. You’ll have to wait, cadet. Wait.” 
 
      
 
    “But I have deadlines, sir. I really cannot afford to be delayed; my Initiation is in two months.” 
 
      
 
    “Initiation?” The major smiled sadly for the first time during our conversation. Judging by his rank, he was from a Lineage — not gifted, but, given his position, not unintelligent by far. “Son, you think it’s going to happen? Wake up and look around. This is how it’s going to be from now on. Without proper transportation, we’ll either starve to death or regress to the Stone Age.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I lack the expertise to forecast such events. Given your age and position, you’re undoubtedly more competent in this matter. But as an old proverb from my Shadow’s homeland goes, ‘You eat an elephant one bite at a time.’ My first ‘bite’ is getting to the Academy on Calypso.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you a stubborn one?” the major shook his head in annoyance. “If it weren’t for your Gifted status, I wouldn’t even bother talking to you. Nevertheless, I’ll try to do something for you as soon as possible. A hundred ships arrive in the system every day. Considering what the Empire pays for your travel, I’m sure someone will be willing to transport you — or, rather, both of you. But you’ll have to wait.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, with all due respect, I need to get there quickly. How long could this take?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve stuck to me like gum to a shoe,” the commander glanced at his computer. "Look, there are no Imperial vessels going that way for now. As for civilian ones..." 
 
      
 
    He scrolled through something on the screen. 
 
      
 
    “A tanker, TNK-9874, is awaiting Essentium for its navigator from the owning company. They should get it in about five days; the courier ship is already on its way. Then there’s the grain carrier SVN-7810, also waiting for Essentium, arriving in about five to seven days. Ah! There’s also an Imperial mail ship, Rocket-10230876, arriving in three days. If it has enough reserves, it’ll depart in four more days. Those are all the options I see. Stay in touch, and I’ll let you know, alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you very much, sir,” I said, genuinely grateful to the weary old major. “May I go?” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, cadet. Stop by Captain Mannstein from the Imperial Security Service. He has a couple of questions for you.” 
 
      
 
    “What questions could the ISS possibly have for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t got the foggiest. I’m sure the captain will explain everything. His office is in this building on the twenty-fourth floor. They occupy a whole wing; you can’t miss it.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and walked into the reception area, where several dozen servicemen of various ranks, up to lieutenant colonel, were sitting. They burned holes in me with furious glances because I’d skipped the line. However, the unflappable Eric leaning against the wall answered their unspoken question about how in the name of Chaos a kid like me could get ahead of them, so nobody voiced their displeasure aloud. 
 
      
 
    Carter stepped aside, letting me go first. In civilian life, he preferred to follow behind me, covering my back. Sometimes I suspected he was secretly a mutant with a third eye on the back of his head, because he saw everything and everyone. 
 
      
 
    “Are we off to rendezvous with Tarnawsky?” Eric clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” I shook my head. “I need to pay a visit to the ISS first.” 
 
      
 
    “What in the name of Chaos do they want?” Eric grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out,” I replied, pushing through the crowd of people bustling about as I headed toward the elevator. 
 
      
 
    As I pressed the call button, I pondered. 
 
      
 
    The Imperial Security Service was a counterintelligence agency — one of the law enforcement structures of the Empire. The purpose of the ISS was to combat terrorism as well as other especially dangerous crimes, and also monitor the Empire’s economic security from the Lineages. Their authority did not extend to heresy, though, which fell under the purview of the Inquisition; for the same reason, Gifted individuals never served in the ISS. The ISS reported directly to the Emperor’s first advisor. 
 
      
 
    This agency had the authority to investigate especially dangerous violations of the law and ensure the security of the state, its population, and the Emperor — this included the collection of information through intelligence and by technical means. 
 
      
 
    In simpler terms, it was like a stripped-down version of the Inquisition that searched for “heresy” among ordinary people and punished it no less harshly — sometimes even more so. Nobody liked the ISS, and they returned the sentiment tenfold. They were particularly hated for the “presumption of guilt” — a right granted to them by the Emperor, which allowed them to deem individuals guilty unless proven innocent. 
 
      
 
    It was often the case that ISS agents would arrest citizens without trial or investigation, forcing individuals to prove their innocence while in custody. Therefore, any summons from this service could spell disaster for the visitor. 
 
      
 
    One reassuring point was that the ISS had no authority to detain or arrest a Gifted individual. That right was reserved exclusively for the Inquisition. However, in the absence of the Inquisition, as was the case on the planet Nobel, ISS agents could conduct a preliminary inquiry and pass the investigation results up the chain of command. 
 
      
 
    Thirty-five floors down, and we entered a corridor with signs of the most mundane nature. The one with the legend “Imperial Security Service” pointed to the right. After walking through a series of long hallways, we found ourselves in front of a dead-end door. To the side was a video panel. I pressed the call button. 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening,” came an annoyed voice. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet Noname to see Captain Mannstein.” 
 
      
 
    A second’s silence. 
 
      
 
    “Come in, but you alone.” 
 
      
 
    “This is First Sergeant Carter, my Shadow, and he will accompany me. 
 
      
 
    “I have no additional instructions; you may enter alone,” the voice hissed. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “According to the Code of Gifted Individuals, Article Seventeen, Subsection Two, a Gifted individual has the right...” 
 
      
 
    I monotonously recited the long-memorized phrase. It always worked. According to the Code, my Shadow and I could not be separated unless we were meeting the Emperor himself. I was exaggerating, of course; there were a few other exceptions, but they certainly did not include a visit to a rank-and-file captain of the Imperial Security Service. 
 
      
 
    “One moment.” 
 
      
 
    The intercom went silent for a slightly longer period. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” the electronic lock beeped, and the door bolt retracted. 
 
      
 
    We entered. Inside stood a young corporal with ISS insignia. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, please follow me,” he turned and walked away without waiting for us. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder why all ISS guys are such jerks,” Eric said out loud. The corporal’s flinching back clearly showed he’d heard this, but he made no other reaction, continuing forward impassively. Several long corridors later, we stopped in front of an office with the number 2422. 
 
      
 
    The corporal knocked on the door before peeking inside. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, Cadet Noname and his Shadow are here.” 
 
      
 
    “Let them in.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping aside, the corporal allowed us to enter. 
 
      
 
    I walked into the room. Eric followed, “accidentally” crushing the corporal’s polished shoe under his heavy boot. The corporal hissed in pain and indignation but remained still. 
 
      
 
    “My bad, bro, sorry,” said First Sergeant Eric, grinning and winking at him. 
 
      
 
    Blushing — whether from anger or embarrassment — the corporal closed the door behind us. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” I greeted the man as I crossed the threshold. 
 
      
 
    Seated in a small office was a middle-aged man in the black uniform of a counterintelligence officer, complete with captain’s epaulets. He had a face that looked both tired and irritated, with corners of the mouth downturned disdainfully and pale fish-like eyes scrutinizing me with poorly-hidden distaste. Did they handpick these guys for being instantly repugnant, or was it a skill they acquired, I wondered? 
 
      
 
    “Please sit, Cadet Noname,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I took my seat, while Eric leaned against the wall, arms crossed. 
 
      
 
    “Anton Noname, cadet at the Gustaw Szymanski Imperial Military Academy. You’re currently undergoing your field training with the 134th Imperial Guard Infantry Regiment under the command of Colonel Von Schager, now deceased. Is that correct?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Mannstein stared intently into my eyes, as though he were attempting to penetrate my very soul. At least, that’s what he probably thought he was doing. To me, the gaze was merely irritating. I found it annoying to be here; every moment felt like wasted time. 
 
      
 
    “Curious why I’ve called you in?” he continued. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s unfortunate, Mr. Noname. Our conversation could very well determine not only your future career but perhaps even your fate,” he said, trying to muster a disdainful smile. 
 
      
 
    “An individual’s fate is solely up to that individual,” I retorted, returning a cold smile. “As for careers — why, they’re notoriously prone to unpredictable ups and downs.” 
 
      
 
    “A very interesting observation for someone so young,” Mannstein shook his head. “However — ” 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, Captain, could you get to the point? I have other matters to attend to,” I interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” A frown appeared on Mannstein’s face, unaccustomed as he was to such conduct. He probably didn’t often deal with the Gifted; maybe this was even his first time. “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes shifted to his computer screen. 
 
      
 
    “I have a report from the acting commander of the 134th, Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky. It outlines all the events starting from the death of Major Cortez, the former staff chief. Your name, Cadet, is mentioned frequently, and sometimes under peculiar circumstances. Given the losses sustained by the regiment, it is imperative we thoroughly investigate this issue.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “But let’s make it quick.” 
 
      
 
    Despite my plea, the interrogation meandered on, occasionally verging on the farcical. 
 
      
 
    [...] 
 
      
 
    “How did Inquisitor Hawkus die?”
“He was killed by a demon.”
“A real demon? From Subspace?”
“What other kinds of demons do you think there are, Captain?” 
 
      
 
    [...] 
 
      
 
    “How did you come by Inquisition property?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about, Captain?” 
 
      
 
    “This sword here!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a gift. And yes, perhaps you should study the Inquisition’s Catechism more closely. An Inquisitor’s weapon is their personal property alone — one of the few items allowed by the vow of non-possession.” 
 
      
 
    “How did it end up with you if the owner was killed? Did you steal it?” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, don’t talk nonsense! Hawkus gave me his sword before he died.” 
 
      
 
    “Can anyone corroborate your story?” 
 
      
 
    “This bald guy behind me can.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
      
 
    “The demon could have, but it’s dead.” 
 
      
 
    [...] 
 
      
 
    “How do you account for the regiment’s losses?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t hold a position with sufficient authority to influence those losses. I have no answer to your question.” 
 
      
 
    “You were acting as a battalion commander?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
      
 
    “What were the losses in your battalion?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all in my report to Prime-Lieutenant Tarnawsky.” 
 
      
 
    [...] 
 
      
 
    “What happened in Subspace?” 
 
      
 
    “We were attacked by Subspace entities, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely!” 
 
      
 
    “You commanded the clearing of the destroyer? Why? Where was Prime-Lieutenant Tarnawsky at that moment?” 
 
      
 
    “He was defending the infirmary.” 
 
      
 
    “But...” 
 
      
 
    “HE. WAS. DEFENDING. THE. INFIRMARY.” 
 
      
 
    [...] 
 
      
 
    “Are you an initiated Gifted?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you manage to deal with so many possessed in Subspace?” 
 
      
 
    “Using combat skills acquired at the academy and with unswerving faith in our Emperor.” 
 
      
 
    [...] 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand that I will have to write a report to the Inquisition?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your prerogative, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    “And you don’t care what I write?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. I haven’t known many Inquisitors in my life, but they seem a lot more competent than your agency.” 
 
      
 
    [...] 
 
      
 
    Everything eventually came to an end, including this interrogation. Mannstein got the statements I felt he deserved to get. I got an irate, dissatisfied, and flushed Captain, who deeply detested what had just transpired but could do nothing about it. I surmised from the conversation that he was desperately looking for a scapegoat. He very much wanted to pin it on me, but sensibly realized that he didn’t have enough authority. He had been very serious about targeting Prime Tarnawsky, but that, too, got him nowhere. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been no help to me, Cadet,” said a frustrated Mannstein in the end. Then he took a gamble. “Do you understand that I can detain you?” 
 
      
 
    “What I do understand is that you CANNOT detain me,” I retorted, growing tired of this. 
 
      
 
    “But there’s an emergency situation...” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I’m aware, none such has been declared on the planet,” I interrupted the Captain. Indeed, the only hook that allowed the ISS to somehow act on the Gifted was an emergency situation, which could very well be announced under the current circumstances but, as I noticed, was still not in effect. 
 
      
 
    “You think you’re the smartest one here?” The captain sneered. 
 
      
 
    “No, not the smartest by far,” I shook my head. “There are people smarter than me, but you, Captain, are certainly not among them.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that an insult of a higher-ranking officer?” The captain’s voice became menacing, his face turning even redder. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Captain. Just stating a fact.” I shrugged. “And you know what? I think our conversation is over.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m the one who decides when the conversation is over!” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” I found it a bit amusing now, and my laughter had a malevolent undertone. “You cannot detain me, and you have no more questions, so I can stand up and walk out of here. You’d do well to open the door before anything regrettable happens.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my Shadow, who detached himself from the wall. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not yet an initiated Gifted, and you’re unlikely to ever become one. When you lose your status, you’d best watch your back, cadet.” The captain was clearly beside himself with rage, his professionalism slipping away. 
 
      
 
    I stood up, leaned across the table, and brought my face close to the captain’s. “I fought a demon, Captain, and cut off its head. With a simple knife. Do you really think some wimp from the ISS can scare me?” 
 
      
 
    The captain instantly paled, swallowed, and pressed a button under the table. The door to his office beeped and opened. 
 
      
 
    “Take care, cadet,” he managed, his tone as neutral as possible. “We’ll meet again.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Captain,” I shot back, walking briskly out of the room. “As for meeting again — I really don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    Eric followed me out, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
      
 
    The corporal, who had been standing outside the door the whole time, escorted us to the exit and politely said goodbye, making sure to keep his distance from the Shadow. 
 
      
 
    We approached the elevator, and I pressed the call button. 
 
      
 
    “Tony, you son of a bitch!” Eric suddenly burst into laughter, slapping me on the shoulder. “Too bad we couldn’t record this. The captain’s face! He probably thought you’d pull out a knife and decapitate him, too. Great joke.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s no joke, my friend, no joke at all. It’s a pity I didn’t have a knife on me.” 
 
      
 
    Eric looked into my eyes, and his smile gradually faded. I, in turn, was grinding my teeth and trying to calm down. Real anger had welled up inside me in that office. I’d really wanted to kill the bastard. Cut off his head and carve out his heart. No, it was a good thing I didn’t have a knife on me. Easy, Anton, where did these thoughts even come from? 
 
      
 
    The smile returned to Eric’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Crap, and to think you’re not even eighteen yet. What will happen in twenty years? When you enter Subspace, will the local demons run away into our reality?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see, Eric, we’ll see,” I took two deep breaths and seemed to calm down. “Come on, my friend, let’s not keep the Prime Lieutenants waiting.” 
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    “THE M UNIT” was a drinking establishment located on the 482nd floor of the Baron Ludwig Habsburg Anthracite Tower. Named with such straightforward flair by a businessman, the skyscraper turned out to be a very lucrative investment in the heart of the city, leasing spaces to anyone interested, including bars and restaurants. 
 
      
 
    Eric and I didn’t even need to take a taxi after visiting the Imperial Security Service. The military administration building we’d just exited was only three blocks away from our target skyscraper, so we decided to walk. 
 
      
 
    Navigating the crowds proved challenging — the narrow sidewalks teemed with people, all of whom were in a hurry, pushing and shoving without much regard for where they were going. I wondered whether it was always this frenetic here, or whether the atmosphere was particularly tense today. 
 
      
 
    The planet Nobel had a population of seven billion people, and was heavily reliant on imports. Essentially, its entire economy was built on transport logistics and ship repairs. Everything was tailored to the convenience of spaceship pilots and aimed at attracting additional money into the economy. 
 
      
 
    While the planet was habitable, it couldn’t boast either a pleasant climate or significant mineral reserves. Far from the local star, the average annual air temperature on Nobel’s surface was about 37.4°F. 
 
      
 
    Agriculture also struggled under these conditions. Fisheries and the local ocean biomass somewhat alleviated the situation, but there still wasn’t enough food to meet the demands of the current population. 
 
      
 
    Repair yards offered reasonable prices, so many ship owners combined their visits to the planet with minor maintenance or scheduled repairs. 
 
      
 
    Basically, the money here was made either by fishermen, ship repairmen, or the service staff of docks, warehouses, and other properties. Fishermen typically stayed on water platforms, ship repairmen hardly left the orbital yards, and the local loading, storage, and logistics experts lived on the planet in spaceport cities. The entire planet was planned for the convenience of doing business, which kept it afloat. 
 
      
 
    Unofficially, the planet was under the patronage of the Habsburg Lineage. Officially, it was under the full protectorate of the Empire. Its unique location made it a crucial transport hub — handing it over to any Lineage would mean relinquishing complete control over the sector. However, Duke Rudolf Habsburg, the sector’s governor appointed by the Emperor, gave subtle preferences to relatives from his Lineage. Slightly lower taxes, marginally reduced customs duties, and slightly more favorable trading conditions were more than enough for the Habsburg Lineage to feel at ease. 
 
      
 
    There were few military personnel on the planet, and they were tolerated rather than liked. Typically, Imperial ships didn’t stay long, and they usually got their repairs done elsewhere. That was why servicemen, especially officers, were rare visitors to this unfriendly planet. 
 
      
 
    We walked down the streets, where the emotions directed toward us ranged from disdain and irritation to blatant contempt and even hatred. The Empire was clearly disliked here — a sentiment common in any peripheral world burdened by Imperial taxation. Adding fuel to the fire, there hadn’t been any military conflicts here for years. The closest battlefront was light years away, and the Lineage’s army seemed sufficiently robust to protect the planet against any potential threats. 
 
      
 
    Three blocks passed beneath our feet before we ascended in a high-speed elevator and followed signs to our designated location. The so-called M Unit bore more resemblance to a low-budget cafeteria, replete with somewhat grimy metal-plastic furniture and a glaring, unforgiving light that rendered any notions of relaxation moot. 
 
      
 
    Groups of varying size occupied the space — mostly men of disparate ages and styles of dress, uniformly focused on their local brew served in hefty plastic cups. Three infantry Prime Lieutenants sat in a corner, sparingly engaging in conversation while nursing their drinks. They caught the eye of the other patrons now and then, but so far the atmosphere had retained a semblance of tranquility. 
 
      
 
    I pointed out the table we were heading for to Eric. As we made our approach, the conversations around us dwindled into silence. The hostile stares drilling into our backs were almost palpable. 
 
      
 
    Seated at the table were Tarnawsky, Dagor, and Savelyev. 
 
      
 
    “Have a seat,” Savelyev grumbled, shoving two chairs in our direction. 
 
      
 
    “Might I sit at the bar?” Eric inquired politely. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, park your ass right here, First Sergeant,” Serge smirked. “You’ve earned the privilege.” 
 
      
 
    Shadow didn’t respond to the Prime Lieutenant’s words, looking to me for guidance instead. 
 
      
 
    “Have a seat,” I authorized, and Carter complied, pivoting partially to maintain a clear line of sight around the table. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve tamed him well, Cadet. Hats off!” Savelyev chuckled, already tipsy. 
 
      
 
    “Serge, dial it down,” Tarnawsky interjected. He’d barely touched his drink, a stark contrast to Savelyev’s quartet of empty cups. “Let’s maintain some decorum here.” 
 
      
 
    Savelyev seemed poised to retort but thought better of it, choosing instead to down the remnants of his fifth cup. 
 
      
 
    “As it’s a self-serve establishment, I’m heading for a refill. Anyone else need anything?” Savelyev queried. 
 
      
 
    Both Aleksy and Mark declined with a wave of their fingers. Savelyev turned his gaze toward me. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Prime Lieutenant, but I abstain from alcohol,” I responded. 
 
      
 
    “Health-obsessed, are we?” Savelyev grinned. 
 
      
 
    His grin was reciprocated. This burly, confident Russian struck a chord, reminding me of his “mini-clones” back at the academy. The setting was different, but the question remained the same — a test of mettle often posed by impudent cadets eager to either get me inebriated or humiliate me. They’d managed neither. Abstaining from alcohol was a deliberate choice for me, one that preserved my self-control and enabled me to remain alert to potential threats. The risk simply wasn’t worth the fleeting reward. 
 
      
 
    “Something like that,” I responded. 
 
      
 
    “Mind if I ask your first sergeant?” Sergey glanced at my Shadow, who was silently observing the room while also listening to our conversation but not reacting to it. 
 
      
 
    “The first sergeant can decide for himself,” I replied. Eric was no stranger to a drink; he loved beautiful women and a good party. Unfortunately for him, both were rare but memorable occasions. 
 
      
 
    “Care for a drink, Carter?” Savelyev leaned over my seated Shadow, his breath heavily redolent of liquor. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Prime Lieutenant, but I’ll pass as well,” Shadow answered. 
 
      
 
    Savelyev scrutinized him, seemingly assessing his potential. Eric met his gaze, and the corners of his mouth lifted in a friendly manner. He radiated a sense of calm and amiability. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” Savelyev decided, and headed for the bar. 
 
      
 
    “So?” Aleksy couldn’t hold back and leaned slightly forward. 
 
      
 
    I understood his concern. The Imperial Security Service could jeopardize not just his career, but his life as well. An investigation into incompetence or even criminality could result in anything from jail time to execution. 
 
      
 
    “I think everything will be fine,” I tried to reassure him. 
 
      
 
    “You think?” Tarnawsky’s nervous brow lifted. His fist on the table clenched and unclenched, seemingly of its own volition. 
 
      
 
    “He’s got absolutely nothing on anyone,” I assured confidently. 
 
      
 
    “Lexy, calm down; everything will be alright,” Mark covered his friend’s twitching fist with his hand. 
 
      
 
    “I am calm,” Aleksy withdrew his fist and massaged his palm, easing the tense muscles. “You think I’m worried about myself? I’m worried about the families of the guys who died. These goddamn bureaucrats could withhold their pensions if they prove the regiment had screwed up.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t be able to prove anything of the sort,” Dagor tried to calm his friend again. “You’ve seen the reports from all the officers. Anton was the ISS’s last hope, and even that went to shit.” 
 
      
 
    “Mark is right,” I agreed. “The 134th will be honorably disbanded; its flag will be stored in the Memory Hall, and the soldiers will be discharged when their contracts end. Those still under contract will be reassigned. As for the deceased and their families, they’ll be taken care of. Don’t worry.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know all this?” Aleksy attempted a smile, but it came out strained. 
 
      
 
    “I just know. It sounds irrational, but it’s true. Take it as a ‘Gifted Ability.’” 
 
      
 
    “And there you go claiming you’re not initiated?” Aleksy snorted. “You’ve been telling everyone that, haven’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, but even a ‘chrysalis’ can do something,” I remained unfazed. 
 
      
 
    Aleksy sighed, grabbed his glass of lukewarm liquor, and downed it in three large gulps. 
 
      
 
    “I really want to get hammered tonight,” he declared morosely. 
 
      
 
    “What’s stopping you?” Dagor inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Payne is waiting for me,” Aleksy replied, his face lighting up with a warm smile. “Damn, he’s waiting for us all — he said there’s plenty of room. I’d rather unwind there than among these thugs.” 
 
      
 
    He cast a disdainful glance at the other patrons, who returned it, looking equally unimpressed. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, you bastard!” Savelyev’s roar boomed over the hall, accompanied by an outburst of laughter from the patrons, drawing everyone’s attention their way. 
 
      
 
    The Prime Lieutenant was getting up from the floor, soaked in beer and looking furious. 
 
      
 
    “Did you do that on purpose?” he inquired of the four bearded men, who were smirking into their long thick beards. Judging by their clean but worn uniforms with identification patches, these men were dockers. 
 
      
 
    “Piss off, you drunk Imperial swine. Make sure you get to your ship, or we’ll roast your fat ass,” one of the burly men taunted, leaning close to the rising Savelyev. Too close. Foolishly close. 
 
      
 
    A headbutt broke the man’s nose and knocked him senseless, not unconscious but incapacitated from the extreme pain. He fell to his knees, splattering blood and snot as he cursed in what sounded like Old High German. A knee strike sent him onto his back, mercifully knocking him out and freeing him from pain. 
 
      
 
    The second burly man attempted to throw a straight punch to Savelyev’s jaw, but his hand was caught, swiftly placed on the shoulder, and with a quick half-turn, Savelyev pulled downward sharply, breaking the man’s arm at the elbow. 
 
      
 
    Another feral scream of pain echoed through the hall, turning into a sob as Savelyev’s fist sank into the man’s solar plexus. 
 
      
 
    The third docker could think of nothing smarter than smashing a chair against Savelyev’s back. The chair splintered, and Saveliev turned toward his assailant, ferociously booting him square in the gut and sending the fool flying into a neighboring table. Glasses and people scattered in all directions. 
 
      
 
    The remaining fourth opponent retreated, looking around for backup. 
 
      
 
    Chairs scraped back, and locals began to rise throughout the hall, clearly intending to put the overreaching Imperials in their place. 
 
      
 
    Savelyev grinned gleefully and took a step toward the nearest group of six. 
 
      
 
    “Sergey, may Chaos eat you!” Dagor groaned as he rose, assessing the situation. Tarnawsky stood up as well. 
 
      
 
    Eric looked at me, doing his best to feign profound boredom, but his eyes gleamed with the anticipation of a good fight. 
 
      
 
    “Anton?” my Shadow drawled the question. 
 
      
 
    “We’re in,” I nodded and unbuckled my sheaths, which could hinder me in the upcoming brawl. Better to keep the sword away to avoid an uncontrollable surge of fury. 
 
      
 
    Eric sprang up, grabbed a chair, and hurled it at the nearest likely opponent. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    After those words, a mini-apocalypse erupted in the M Unit bar. 
 
      
 
    If the locals fought out of fury against outsiders, pursuing sporting interest or for sheer entertainment, we fought for our fallen comrades, out of spite against Chaos and the ISS, and yes, for the Empire and the Emperor they had insulted in us. 
 
      
 
    Fifty against five was an obviously unfair fight. Unfortunately, those fifty didn’t immediately realize that today they were the ones getting beaten up. 
 
      
 
    When the local police arrived with their tasers and batons, no more than twenty of the locals were left standing. In contrast, our entire group was still standing, despite Savelyev’s face resembling a freshly beaten steak. One eye had swollen shut, and blood trickled from a cut above his brow, but his other eye gleamed with diabolical glee. When the patrol leader tried to separate Prime Lieutenant Savelyev from his victim — whom he was determinedly attempting to smash against a plasteel wall — he met with little success. 
 
      
 
    Things escalated when the cop pulled out his gun and fired a warning shot into the air. Acting on reflex, Serge let go of the unfortunate victim and knocked the patrol leader out cold with a perfect uppercut. He also grabbed the gun in one fluid motion. 
 
      
 
    “Prime Lieutenant Savelyev, stand down!” Tarnawsky noticed the dangerous situation just in time and rushed to intervene, preventing potential tragedy as the patrol officers nervously reached for their weapons. “Drop the gun now! That’s an order!” 
 
      
 
    Sergey hesitated for a few seconds but then placed the gun on the floor and kicked it toward the bewildered patrolmen. At that moment, more reinforcements arrived, this time led by a captain with a Lion of the Habsburgs insignia on his sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone down on the floor, face down!” The officer immediately bellowed, waving his pistol around. 
 
      
 
    The local brawlers immediately complied, hitting the floor and putting their hands behind their backs. We, however, remained standing, waiting to see what would happen next. 
 
      
 
    “Down on the floor, now!” The captain theatrically chambered a round, ejecting a bullet onto the concrete floor. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, sir,” Tarnawsky began cautiously, eyeing Savelyev warily, wary of his reaction. “I am Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky, commander of the 134th Imperial Guard Infantry Regiment. There has been a misunderstanding.” 
 
      
 
    “Regiment commander? Of the Guard? As a Prime Lieutenant? How much have you had to drink, officer?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s none of your business. Call the military police; we are ready to surrender to them,” Alexey retorted sharply. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no military police here,” the cop replied. “By order of His Grace Duke Rudolf Habsburg, the duties of the military police have been transferred to the municipal police.” 
 
      
 
    He looked us over disdainfully. 
 
      
 
    “In fact, there’s no military police on the planet at all,” he raised his voice. “I repeat, get down on the floor! Face down!” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, sir,” I finally spoke up. “These officers are with me, and we will quietly leave, compensating the establishment for any damages. We’re leaving now.” 
 
      
 
    Carefully, with my hands in view, I began to back towards our table, where I’d left my sword. 
 
      
 
    “And who the hell are you?” The officer sneered, squinting as he tried to make out my identifying patches. 
 
      
 
    “A cadet at the Gustaw Szymanski Imperial Military Academy. I’m undergoing field training with the 134th Imperial Guard Infantry Regiment.” I reached the table and extended my hand toward the scabbard. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare!” The captain shrieked, pointing his gun at me. 
 
      
 
    I saw Eric’s back muscles tense up, and the hand gripping the metal leg of the table moved back slightly, ready for a throw. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t give orders to a Gifted cadet, officer,” I grimaced, feigning a confidence I didn’t feel, and mentally measuring the distance to the nearest column that could offer protection from a gunshot in a worst-case scenario. 
 
      
 
    The cop’s face showed a flicker of thought, and he lowered his gun abruptly, looking frightened. He furrowed his brows, contemplating the situation. From his shifting gaze, it was clear he struggled to make a decision. 
 
      
 
    “You may leave, but the infantry officers will be detained,” he finally decided. 
 
      
 
    Internally, I sighed in relief. The cop had caved. The rest would be straightforward. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said in an overly cheerful tone, “we’re leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “But, Cadet — ” the captain began. 
 
      
 
    “That’s ‘Cadet, sir,’ to you,” I cut him off. “You’re overstepping your bounds, officer.” 
 
      
 
    The officer looked at me with a somewhat bewildered expression. His face displayed a range of emotions, from righteous indignation to fear. I could belong to any Line, even close allies of the Habsburgs. To say that the Gifted didn’t like it when commoners interfered in their affairs would be an understatement. Lineage matters were settled by the Gifted — no exceptions. 
 
      
 
    “But the damages — ” the officer tried again. 
 
      
 
    “We will fully compensate,” I assured him. “First Sergeant Carter!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Eric turned to me, still holding a metal stick in his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Settle the bill with the establishment,” I nodded towards the scared bartender, peeking out from behind a partially intact bar counter. 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” Eric set down the metal stick and headed towards the bartender. We had a joint account, but it seemed like it would be substantially “slimmer” after this debacle. 
 
      
 
    Gathering our belongings, we made for the exit. Dagor lightly supported Savelyev, either out of fear that the battered prime lieutenant would stumble or, conversely, to protect the policemen from potential assault. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Cadet, sir!” the cop called out to me. 
 
      
 
    I slowly turned around. 
 
      
 
    “I will file a report, and you will have problems.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your right!” I shrugged and sighed. What kind of planet was this? Why did everyone threaten me? I smeared the blood from my busted nose across my face and grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I love problems, captain. And I know how to solve them — quickly and effectively.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to pat him on the shoulder, but seeing my bloodied hand, I decided against dirtying his uniform. Instead, I flipped him a bird, smiled broadly, and stepped into the elevator. 
 
      
 
    Three faces, each showing varying levels of damage, looked back at me with remorse. As for Eric, his mug remained unscathed as always, wearing a smile that suggested he was lost in pleasant thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Adult men, combat officers, and here I was, a seventeen-year-old kid, faced with the necessity to teach them life lessons. I sighed and tried to imitate the deep concern and worry that always marked Hawkus’s face when he reprimanded me after yet another escapade. 
 
      
 
    “Officers, what in the name of Chaos has just happened?” 
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    A TOWERING DARK-SKINNED MAN stood before me, his arms outstretched in a welcoming gesture. And when I said “towering,” I meant the guy was truly humongous — about seven and a half feet tall. If you compared a fit Eric to the sergeant, it was like comparing a scrawny teenager to a fully-grown man, and a bodybuilder to boot. Hell, the man was a mountain! 
 
      
 
    This was the first time I had encountered a space trooper in person. There was no doubt he was one; it was obvious at first glance. His body structure was slightly “inhuman.” Along with being unnaturally muscular and plain huge, his build was slightly different — just a tad. Slightly longer arms, slightly broader shoulders. There were also internal changes like a super-strong skeleton, reinforced muscles, durable blood vessels, and tough skin. 
 
      
 
    All of this had been achieved through directed “modifications,” if you trusted official sources, or “mutations,” if you listened to the detractors. 
 
      
 
    Space troopers were the Emperor’s perfect weapon. Fast, powerful, and loyal. Yes, space troopers were exclusive to Imperial forces. Or to be more precise, they were ABOVE the Imperial forces. Above a space trooper regiment commander, there was only the Emperor. Even the Inquisition, the Emperor’s punishing hand, had limited sway over the space troopers. 
 
      
 
    They were the elite of the Imperial armed forces, merciless to the Empire’s enemies and capable, under certain conditions, of even standing up to the Gifted. They were better armed and equipped than any, bringing terror and death to the enemies of the Emperor. 
 
      
 
    Compared to the sergeant, Prime-Lieutenant Tarnawsky looked like a child. Nevertheless, they hugged warmly, and it was clear the sergeant was trying to be as gentle as possible to avoid injuring his friend. 
 
      
 
    Aleksy was released after a couple of seconds, given a few hearty back slaps by the sergeant that made Tarnawsky wince and try to subtly rub his back. 
 
      
 
    “Meet Sergeant Benjamin Winifred Payne,” Tarnawsky introduced. 
 
      
 
    The burly bald man with cauliflower ears and a slightly flattened nose gave a friendly grin, extending his huge hand. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet Anton Noname,” I replied, shaking the giant’s hand cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “Is this the Gifted kid you were talking about, Aleksy? The one who saved your skinny ass?” The sergeant’s voice was as deep and booming as you’d expect from someone his size. 
 
      
 
    Tarnawsky nodded affirmatively, slightly embarrassed. “Yes, that’s him.” 
 
      
 
    Eric gave me a thumbs-up and smiled. “Thanks, kid, for sparing a future space trooper hero!” The sergeant laughed heartily, giving Tarnawsky another light slap on the back. Tarnawsky winced but continued the introductions. 
 
      
 
    “Prime-Lieutenant Mark Dagor, Prime-Lieutenant Savelyev, First Sergeant Eric Carter.” 
 
      
 
    The giant shook hands with each in turn, holding Eric’s hand in his a bit longer and examining him curiously. 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t you in the space troopers, son? With your stats, you belong there.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Sergeant, but I’m feeling perfectly fine right where I am.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s our young friend’s Shadow,” Tarnawsky clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so that’s how it is,” Payne let go of the hand and even placed both of his behind his back. “A cozy position and a long, healthy life far from danger?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not my case, Sergeant,” Eric smiled, glanced at me, and added, “and definitely not his.” 
 
      
 
    “No offense, Carter. Just a shame to see such a promising candidate go to waste.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, not everyone is as lucky as you, Sergeant. Incidentally, I’ve never seen a retired space trooper before. They, um... rarely retire,” Eric stammered. 
 
      
 
    “You getting cheeky?” Payne grinned broadly, no malice in his voice. 
 
      
 
    I nudged Eric in the side with my elbow. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, Sergeant, I’m just envious!” Carter retorted. 
 
      
 
    On the way here, Aleksy had briefly told me the story of Major Payne. Yes, he had once been the chief of staff for the 134th Imperial Guard Infantry Regiment, the regiment of the late Baron von Schager. Benjamin Winifred Payne Mandela was from the Mandela Lineage. The Patriarchs of the Lineage had kept an eye on his career and even assisted it somewhat, for he was promising, even though he wasn’t Gifted. 
 
      
 
    When young Lieutenant Tarnawsky first came to serve as the commander of the first platoon of the first company of the first battalion, his company commander was Prime-Lieutenant McCarren, and the battalion commander was Captain Payne. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the mature captain and the young lieutenant shared a common dream — to become space troopers. The dream was so strong and sincere that it had served as a basis of a close friendship. The captain began acting as Aleksy’s benefactor, in a way. This involved giving the young lieutenant the most challenging assignments. His platoon was often sent to plug the most critical gaps and carry out virtually impossible tasks. 
 
      
 
    This, according to the captain, was how character was built and fear was vanquished. As the captain would say when sending Tarnawsky’s platoon into yet another hellhole, “Either you kill the fear, or the fear kills you.” The lieutenant succeeded. The first company gained the title of “most fearless” in the regiment. Even the Gifted regiment commander recognized the young platoon leader and awarded him several Imperial medals. 
 
      
 
    A few years later, they all moved up a rank. Major Payne became the chief of staff of the regiment, Captain McCarren took command of the first battalion, and Prime-Lieutenant Tarnawsky, accordingly, took over the first company. 
 
      
 
    Three more years later, Major Payne finally achieved his goal and became a space trooper. After warmly saying goodbye to his colleagues, and especially to Prime Lieutenant Tarnawsky, he left for his new post. He promised Aleksy that he would save a spot for him and not kill all the Emperor’s enemies by himself. 
 
      
 
    Two years of bodily “reconstruction” with Essentium followed under the supervision of bone-setters, with a one-in-four chance of not surviving the process. Then came five more years of additional training, mostly spent learning how to handle his new body, and behold — a new space trooper. Demoted as per space trooper traditions and rules, the newly-minted Sergeant Payne was ready for duty at last. 
 
      
 
    For two years — exactly two years — Sergeant Payne had served in the military force of his dreams. Then he developed what was termed Astral Leakage, or a “deficiency.” It wasn’t a disease but rather a rare condition unique to space troopers. It was an ability of sorts, albeit one with a prohibitive cost. 
 
      
 
    After the restructuring of their bodies, space troopers generally didn’t require Essentium throughout their usually short, yet intense lives. However, in fewer than one percent of cases, this Astral Leakage occurred. To maintain proper function, these troopers needed Essentium. The required dosage varied, but on average, it amounted to two or three servings a month. Without it, the trooper’s combat capabilities declined drastically. 
 
      
 
    This was comparable to a navigator’s Essentium needs for a relatively short interstellar journey. But there was a caveat. While a navigator couldn’t travel without Essentium, a space trooper could exist without it. Any other space trooper, that is — not a “deficient” one who took up the slot of a capable fighter. Furthermore, over time, the need for Essentium increased. True, a trooper reliant on Essentium became a formidable “death machine,” but the consumption was recklessly high. 
 
      
 
    Essentium was always used sparingly, and there was no demand for overly powerful troopers. A few existed in elite units, but competition to join was so high it was virtually impossible for a “young” sergeant. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, a trooper dependent on Essentium posed the potential risk of “turning.” Unlike a typical trooper whose mind interacted with Subspace only under supervised restructuring, this one might not always have an inquisitorial brother nearby on the front lines. Dealing with a “turned” trooper was significantly more challenging than handling an ordinary possessed human. These were huge, unpredictable risks — risks that the military, which prized simplicity and maximum efficiency, couldn’t afford to take. 
 
      
 
    Payne was faced with a decision: return to the infantry or retire. He chose retirement. He was registered with the ISS and had signed an agreement to refrain from cooperation with the Lineages so as not to violate the Empire’s monopoly on space troopers. 
 
      
 
    And thus, for several years now, Payne had been living out his second childhood dream on Nobel. He’d bought a small farm with his Imperial retirement allowance and was raising livestock. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we head inside?” Payne suggested, gesturing toward the large building designed in the traditional ranch style. 
 
      
 
    We were making our way toward the entrance when a group of kids burst from around the corner of the house. Four dark-skinned boys, ranging from four to twelve years old, appeared to be Payne’s sons. As for the fair-skinned boy and the girl dressed as a boy, they were my wards, smuggled onto the farm by Tarnawsky on the first day of our arrival. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Anton, Uncle Anton! Have you ever seen a cow?” Katie ran up to me, arms outstretched for a hug. I picked her up and twirled her around, eliciting joyful laughter. Nearby, Eric did the same with her brother, Kevin. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’ve never seen one. Will you show me?” I winked at the little girl. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she said enthusiastically, but then paused and looked at Payne. “Can we, Uncle Benjamin?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, squirt, go ahead,” said the retired sergeant-turned-farmer. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Benjamin hasn’t been mean to you, has he?” Eric winked at me and gave a friendly smile to a somewhat frowning Payne. Clearly, Eric would never die of natural causes. Why provoke a space trooper, even a slightly dysfunctional one? 
 
      
 
    “No, not at all. He even told us a bedtime story.” 
 
      
 
    “A bedtime story?” I was surprised, looking skeptically at the massive killing machine before me. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the story about the little engine that could,” Kevin confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be!” Aleksy laughed. “Will you tell it to us, old chum?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll even act it out for you,” the giant grinned, and we finally headed into the house. There was much to discuss. 
 
      
 
    We sat on the porch of the large house where a table had already been set. Payne’s wife, a black woman half his height and weight with a broad friendly smile, was laying the table. After military slop, the fresh farm produce looked exquisite. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s to our meeting!” Payne lifted a large glass of craft-distilled moonshine, made right here on the farm. He smiled, looked at me, and winked slyly. “Who else but us, eh, rookies?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone extended their glasses and clinked them over the center of the table. Even I stretched out a glass filled with a purple cordial made from local berries, which the sergeant’s wife had substituted for the alcohol at my request. 
 
      
 
    We ate. The steaks were incredible. I had eaten real natural meat before, but none of it was ever remotely this good. Payne’s wife, Rebecca, had taken it upon herself to make sure my plate was never empty. Within half an hour, I couldn’t swallow another bite, yet my eyes still devoured the remaining mountain of delicious food. 
 
      
 
    Once the table had been cleared and another bottle of homemade moonshine brought out, everybody lit up their cigarettes, and a leisurely conversation began. Mostly, it was Benjamin talking about the situation on the planet. 
 
      
 
    And the situation wasn’t great. The planet was facing a looming food crisis. Not immediately, no. The fishing industry was still operational, transport was still functioning, the disruptions notwithstanding, and there were plenty of transit products in the warehouses, which could be requisitioned by the government in case of emergency. But things were clearly going south. 
 
      
 
    City dwellers were already feeling the pinch, with a scarcity of goods in the stores. They weren’t happy about it. Benjamin’s routine had also changed. Before, he had supplied meat to restaurants and stores. Now, word of mouth had quickly brought rich clients willing to pay any price to maintain their standard of living to him directly. It might be all well and good for the former sergeant-major for now, but the future was uncertain. 
 
      
 
    In a year or two with such poor transport, the planet would face famine. And where would the starving people go? Exactly — to the tight-fisted farmers, with the intent to take whatever they could. And, frankly, you couldn’t fault them. When your children were starving, it was less about morality and more about pure survival. 
 
      
 
    We agreed that the primes and the children would stay on the farm, as well as Miura. The old navigator was temporarily out of work, and I needed a specialist like him. I’d seen him in action, and most importantly, I knew him. I hadn’t yet decided how I would deploy him, what I’d pay him with, or where his skills would serve us best. But the feeling that the decision was the “right” one never left me. All that remained was to find some Essentium. A lot of it. Because the number of its users in my circle were increasing day by day. 
 
      
 
    Savelyev and Dagor had also decided to take some time off and stay for now to get the lay of the land. Particularly since the regiment was soon to be officially disbanded, and redeployment, given the current circumstances, could also be delayed. They were skeptical of my plans, especially since I had no clear plan yet. They simply accepted Payne’s offer to stay with him since there was always a need for capable hands. I suspect Payne had in mind hands that were good with weapons, even if he didn’t say it outright. 
 
      
 
    Payne urged me not to worry about the young children and the big children’ aka officers. “Fresh air and physical labor will do them good,” the robust man chuckled. He pledged to handle the children’s paperwork at his own expense. This was nice and unexpected, but also raised my suspicions. 
 
      
 
    All in all, things were proceeding according to plan — a vague plan, but a plan nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    My communicator buzzed. I pressed the receive button and heard the voice of the planet’s military commandant. 
 
      
 
    “Listening, Major.” 
 
      
 
    “An Imperial mail courier has arrived. They have two spots for you. The flight departs tomorrow at noon. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Confirming. And thank you, Major.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” Nicodemus grumbled. “Don’t be late.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to those sitting at the table. The time had come to leave these strong people who had become like family during my recent time in the now-defunct 134th Imperial Guard Infantry Regiment. For the first time in my life, I had real friends, almost a family, and now I had to leave them. I hoped it wouldn’t be for long. I know for sure I would come back to get them. Sooner or later, but I’d do it for sure. Family was something to be valued and protected. I’d never had a family of my own, except for Eric. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at the star-studded sky through the high windows of the house. Somewhere out there was the planet Calypso, home to the Gustaw Szymanski Imperial Military Academy for the Gifted. 
 
      
 
    In a couple of weeks, with the help of the Emperor, I would be within its walls to complete my education and to graduate. The big question was who I would become once I graduated. But one thing was certain: I would walk out with my head held high, one step closer to fulfilling my dream. 
 
      
 
    I will be Emperor! 
 
      
 
    End of Book One 
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