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To: Ekaterina Grigorijewna Decados, Head of Department for Intelligence Operation, Valuga District, Cadavus

4th of May, 6th year of the reign of Emperor Alexius Hawkwood, 4999

Classified: Confidential
Madam,

I hereby submit to you most respectfully the personal files your secretary requested on the 20th of April, concerning proposals for infiltration personnel for Operation Iconoclast. Having compiled several curriculum vitaes for use in this operation, I would like to draw your attention to a peculiar case which I find most stirring and inspiring; that of a certain Kossack who served the House during the Emperor Wars, and was awarded the Severan Star for personal bravery in combat and the black medal of honor.

Understanding that any editing would falsify the data, I will let him speak for himself - a testimony that is revealing and proves several points to the educated reader that might escape a more superficial notice. This personal testimony stems from an interrogation, transcribed faithfully by members of the Agency.

Let me clarify certain points - he was convicted not for treason, but insubordination and what might be called `too much initiative`, which for this operation would of course be a boon. When I requested information about him from Kossack authorities, I learned that he is now serving a life-long term on Edenya, which, even as hardy a Kossack as he is, he cannot  survive for much longer, having been there ever since the Emperor assumed the throne.

If you decide to make use of this extraordinary man - and I ask you to do so quickly because of the aforementioned complications - I propose to use him to infiltrate the Emperor’s Questing Knights, since he offers a unique set of abilities, and it would be a matter of moments to equip him with a background that will most certainly meet the Emperor’s requirements. From his psychological profile, I gathered that he is indeed a man who easily makes contacts and wins trust, despite the physical and mental deformations due to his past and, more recently, his interrogation. But, above all, I have never heard of a Kossack like him before who so quickly adopts to the most unsettling circumstances. I have taken the liberty to annotate the interrogation reports for your convenience.
Most respectfully, 

Varinewich, Intelligence Analysis and Profiling

Subject: Kossack clone of the Sergei series,
 Serial Number 8713S, bred 4968, according to the wishes and requirements of Count Andrei Decados, Kierowna District, Cadavus

Day 1 of Interrogation

State of Subject: Unmoved, but generally complying

Treatment: The subject has been whipped severely over the last days. No further treatment was deemed necessary, since the subject seemed cooperative 

Transcript of testimony as follows

I am Captain Sergei of the Decados Kossacks, bodyguard to Count Andrei Decados of Cadavus. That means, that is who I was. I do not know who I am now. I am still Kossack, I am still Sergei, but my rank and the trust of my superiors I did forfeit.

I understand my situation, and I will answer the questions put before me, but I fear I cannot be brief or concise, since I was told to say what led me this path. I was asked for a full testimony, not merely an acceptance of guilt which would be more brief. I am guilty of all charges, I committed the deeds you pointed out to me.

I do think the error in my programming stems from the past, became stronger over the years, and fully revealed itself in the unforgivable action of killing a Mantis lord, my Lord Ivan Decados, son of my Master and creator Lord Andrei Decados. I admit to having killed him in cold blood, and I admit to having set up a trap so I could kill him. I admit to having used his youth and his unquestioned trust in my loyalty to lead him to his death. I admit to having tried to obscure this crime by killing two servants who witnessed my hiding of the body. I admit to have lied to his sister, his wife and every other person asking me his whereabouts. I admit to having overridden and acted against my conditioning, and I admit to having betrayed the Mantis.

How did it start? This question is hard to answer. I do not remember anything from before my training. I remember having grown up, but I do not remember much else from my life before boot camp. Other Kossacks were my clone brothers. I fought, feared and worked with them as long as I can remember. I grew up. Back then, I thought all superiors were white-coats. Doctors. Engineers. Their syringes, examinations, their prodding and testing, their hollow voices and omniscient eyes are all I remember. I came to understand that I was a fine specimen, but I did not understand what that meant. I did not know what they did when they set pen to paper. Everything was mysterious and unsettling and the simple act of writing seemed obscure to me.

I gave my best, have always given my best, trained my body mercilessly, hardened myself into what they expected me to become. A Kossack. I knew I was chosen, I knew that some higher, distant entity ruled my life, my destiny, even my thoughts. It was then that I was conditioned.

The darkness and suffocating warmth of the Think Tank. An eternity trapped within your self. But what is your self? A cold void, like a forest destroyed by fire, like a village forsaken. Inside you, there is nothing, you are alone, you do not even understand what this I inside you is. In the Think Tank, you are animal, a bit of nature, forced out of its cave, its hiding place, out of the soothing closeness of others like you.

In the dark water, supended by life-support and floating without orientation, you must  listen to your self. At first, you remember. But memories run out one day. I do not know how long it takes. An eternity. After that, you try to remember, but you cannot. Memory is used up, like ammunition at the end of a battle. Then, you listen to yourself, but your self runs out, too. After that, there is only mad gibberish inside of you, smithereens of memories, shards of inner pictures. Then, silence falls, and you become one with the darkness, the machinery. You un-become. You are no longer.

Then, something enters your world, a blinding light, a deafening tone, a voice, muttering, filling up all the space in your head until you think it must burst. Glory to the Mantis, it drones. Glory to the Mantis! It talks about honor, about glory, about service, about surrendering to the will of the Mantis, about the reward, about strength and invincibility. It continues for an eternity. You do not feel your body anymore, you cannot discern the visual from the acoustic, the olfactory from the tactile. Everything coming to you is the same. A hand touching you is like a voice calling you, movement in the tank is like thought.

One thing I remember regardless, and it might be this incident that marred me forever, that burdened me with this flaw. I remember clearly how one of us died in the Think Tanks. I was floating in the voice, in the darkness, the endless and bottomless water of self; I heard a choked scream, the likes of which I had never heard before. Being raised as a clone is not without difficulties, and brainwashing is not easy to cope with. Sometimes, your old ways, personality and ego come back, and some of us scream in the night. When they scream, a white-coat comes, syringe and straightjacket, or chains and gag. You lie there, the seconds of your sleep ticking away, and learn to ignore. But the scream I heard when I was in the tank, was not hair-raising, not a shrill, dramatic affair. It was muffled, hopeless, and utterly devastated and I could not ignore it like the others. In this scream there was no defiance, it was like my clone brother had understood that he did not meet the prerequisites, and with a low, coarse, muffled scream he mourned that he had dissapointed the Master, mourned the glorious future he would never have, mourned for comradeship and appreciation he would never feel. In life, he was already dead - and knew it.

This scream reached me, drained the all-pervading voice out of me and questions returned. I could not understand what questions they were, but I knew something was troubling me. Needless to say, I never saw this clone brother again. He was removed.

After that, basic training started. We were brought to Edenya. We were tempered, we were trained, we were brainwashed. There are no words for Edenya. Those who survived are Kossack.

Drug treatment continued. There were days when I could not move because of pain, and a syringe brought me back to action. There were days when I could not sleep nor wake, and a capsule sent me where I had to go. My body developed, I grew strong, fit and resilient. I never questioned my superiors. I never doubted that everything was for the best of the House, the best of the Mantis. The Mantis was everywhere. We were not allowed to wear the sign of the Mantis, but the Mantis was constantly watching. I have seen it in mortal eyes, I have seen it observe through cameras, and I always knew that the drugs came from the Mantis.

Every third recruit died. There was no drop-out rate. We clones have no way out. We are not like ordinary soldiers, we are born with our backs to the wall, no way to escape, no way to exel except by our physical superiority. We lack what makes ordinary, accident-born soldiers mutiny and rebel and desert. We cannot do this. We cannot do what we are not ordered to do. The Mantis is our life, our destiny, our only reason to exist. Without the Mantis, we are nothing. So, we could not drop out of this training, and punishment for shortcomings in our performance was harsh. The barracks have their own kind of justice. Justice among recruits comes not with the whip, and only the strongest prevail. I did not know about dignity, but I know that resistance was a mere fancy. I had to fight to stay alive, had to fight not to be used like a slave - I did not always win.

We were told that we were destined to be reinforcement troops, and that was the reason why we were clones. To weed out the weak before birth, to breed the supreme warrior, the peak in warrior evolution, the Mantis‘ triumph over the accident of birth. We were proud. Of course - we were the Chosen. We suffered because none except us was able to bear it. The weakest shall be slain to honour the Mantis.
 There was a definite shortage in Kossack troups during the Emperor Wars which had started in 4956, and only twelve years later, my Master decided that my series, the Sergei series should be designed to meet the requirements of Kossack training and Kossack tasks.

The troublesome I finally vanished in Kossack boot camp. We were not I, we were We. We were the fingers of a fist dealing fatal blows. We were the sparks of a wild fire, we were the rocks in an avalanche. It was glorious. It was strength. It was power.

Boot camp was over for us at the age of sixteen, due to gengineering and drug treatment, hormones and enhancements. We received the symbols of the Kossacks - the sculpted plastic half-plate armor that makes us look like demons from the void and strikes fear into the hearts of our enemies and that featureless mirror helmet that gives nothing away, but is perceived in all the Known Worlds with terror. Now, we were worthy of the Mantis‘ attention, now we could repay what it had bestowed upon us, by putting the same skills to use that it had gifted us with.

Subject: Kossack clone of the Sergei series, Serial Number 8713S

Day 2 of Interrogation

State of Subject: Introspective, prepared, but complying

Treatment: The subject has been isolated for 20 days to think about his crimes. He bore this without complaint, despite desorientation, total lack of social contact or information about his destiny or punishment. Physically, he is in good condition after the lash marks have healed without infection.

Transcript of testimony as follows
Forgive me, I cannot think of more to tell you. Ah, about my active service. Yes, if you find this information useful, I will tell you about this time. I think I can not reconstruct my time of service with any detail but there should be a file about me far more accurate than my memory in this respect, so you might consult this to fill blank spots in my story.

After boot camp, we were sent to several battlefields. I remember some landscapes and names, but they do not really matter. I fought for the Mantis for about ten years. We were not always fighting. Sometimes, we simply had to wait, or were transported. I was transported a great deal. Weeks, months in space. I also served as a marauder, when the ships` original marauders were used up. But mostly I served in ground infantry units. We performed in enemy territory, sometimes we did search and destroy missions, sometimes we just terrorised small fiefs or wiped out the local ruling elite of small towns, settlements, mines or other targets of strategic value. We did not meet much resistance. Who resists demons incarnate? Who resists the Faceless? And faceless we were.

I was a member of the shock-troops that ensured Mantis domination on the planets and on the continents we claimed. We shattered ordinary units, slaughtered every soldier and burned every village, crippled every civilian by cutting off their hands or arms below the elbow so they would never take up weapons against us or the troops who would come after us. Often, we had to weed out guerrilla resistance, which is difficult for all but the most ruthless and effective troops. As I had received several basic courses on torture, I made sure our captives were broken and stayed broken not only for the remains of the war, but for ever. I did not create martyrs; I created human debris, extinguished every light and laughter in their eyes. We maimed, killed and raped to break resistance. As you, Sir Interrogator, surely know - We passed through the same courses in the Agency, did we not? - rape is never about lust. It is about power, about control, about aggression more than actual pleasure. Few understand this.

We fought with every weapon at our disposal to do the will of the Mantis. I am proud of those days, feeling they proved my usefulness. I am conditioned to want to be useful. I need a task, a mission to thrive. Boredom was our main problem on the front. Not always was the use of Kossacks justified, because our appearance brought the enemy’s boot down rather heavily in retaliation; the ordinary troops hated us for this, since the enemy, once he had learned we were present, brought his own special units in, and often heavy artillery, snipers and, in some cases, even bombardment from orbit.

I have stood against the best troops during my active service. Against the psionic Dervish forces on Kurga, against the symbiot-smiting Brother Battle warrior-monks on Cadiz, against proud and hot-blooded Hazat commanders and stern Hawkwood nobles. We have prevailed. The Mantis has prevailed. We have won for the Decados, and we felt gratitude for our maker, our instructors and the Mantis Masters who allowed us to take part in this great endeavor, which chroniclers so matter-of-factly call the Emperor Wars. Soon we learned that it was not only about the Emperor. It was about survival.

About survival and dominance. Yet, sometimes, it was about status and prestige, too. My Master, Andrei Decados, took great pride in us, and, once his claims to his Cadavan continent were secure and his own position firm, he hired us out to his cousins, using us as favors he bestowed on allies and, of course, as a resource he was paid handsomely for. We were glad to serve him even in this way. Having never seen him, we perceived him not as a real person, but as the embodiment of this unknown, yet often glimpsed entity, the Mantis, and we felt that he was always with us, wanted us to do what we did, and this was the bottomless pool of our motivation for every single action, whoever our current commander was.

I developed a speciality in my field during those first years. My master had troubles dealing with various Church sects on Cadavus, who challenged his rights and privileges and hoped to snatch some power away from him, since he had still to secure his position. It was then that I was employed to hunt and kill clerics and Church soldiers. They were easy prey, most of them never believed we were after them, and their strongholds were isolated in the wilderness, often without modern communication or effective defenses. They were not in contact with each other, so we could destroy a whole monastery one day and still wipe out the next one a day’s march away without them being prepared for us. It was easy, and I might even state that it was fun.

Of course they tried to unleash their strange powers on us, but we are Kossacks. Our minds are not easily influenced, and as Soulless, there is no punishment for us in the afterworld, nay, there is no afterworld for us. In the name of the Mantis, I killed several hundred servants of this god of theirs, the Pancreator, knowing he would never get my soul to punish me, for I have no soul. Their stupid and weak ramblings did not impress me. My orders were clear, and I obeyed them, ending their lives, taking the gold and silver chalices and candle-holders from their cooling hands and burning what we could not carry away.

For several months, this continued, and we prepared to set up winter camp in a densely wooded area where border patrol would be our sole responsibility during the months of snow. We did not look forward to it, in fact, we were bored after the first week, and we had succumbed to drink and play and less harmless activities like dominance games and sword-dancing when suddenly we were attacked. I never learned of the reason for the attack, and I guess I never will, but I suspect that we had wiped out an orthodox monastery during the last weeks that somehow must have sent a call for help. Under the welcome attack, our spirits were invigorated once again, and with feelings of joy and satisfaction, we entered the fray. Our opponents were strong, combining strange powers with supreme fighting technique. I soon learned that close combat was ineffective against those black-and-white-clad figures who bore an unfamiliar sign on their shoulder-plates, a red jumpgate with a thorn at the bottom. Our feelings of joy soon turned to pain. They were our equals, and soon, the lieutenant fell to their blades. Seeing my unit slaughtered, I retreated into the forest, leaving my comrades to the superior enemy. From a safe distance I activated the mines we had set up assuming we might have to leave camp for a mission. Retreating further into the wilderness, I heard them explode, their rumbling detonation accented by the death screams of the attackers and my comrades. I did not return and have never heard of my unit nor the attacking forces again. I knew then that it had been a good decision, since they would have wiped us out, and I felt this was a victory for the Mantis, but I felt strangely isolated and different afterwards.

Subject: Kossack clone of the Sergei series, Serial Number 8713S

Day 3 of Interrogation

State of Subject: Introspective, yet rebellious

Treatment: The subject has been questioned about the details of the action last recorded. He repeated it several times, even under severe pressure. He has been subjugated to mild torture to ensure the validity of his testimony.

Transcript of testimony as follows
But I did tell you. I did tell you how I sacrificed my unit to beat a stronger force. Yes. I know that this was too much initiative, but I have explained this to my Captain afterwards. The site was inspected, and I was not stripped of my rank, so it must have been the right decision. Why do you ask me? It is all in my files. I made a full report to my Captain. I withheld nothing, not a single fact.

Different? Did I say different? Yes, good. So I felt strange and alienated among the Kossacks. It took me several years to ask myself why and even more years to understand why. I was a fine specimen, a true Kossack, a member of my unit, a servant to be proud of. My difference lay in several aspects. Of all my clone brothers, it was I who wondered about things. I wondered what the white-coats did when they scribbled down notes. I wondered what their strange signs meant, and I wondered what they thought about me. None of us could read or write, we did not need this knowledge, but I sensed that it held power and I wanted to take part in it. Strange, you say? Indeed. Noone could have made less sense of my wish than I.

Moreover, I listened closely. I listened to their intelligence analysis, I listened to their medical reports, their assessments and proposals, I learned every word they used. The word for it is curious. I was curious about everything, I strove to listen and understand and this set me apart. I did never question my orders or my superiors - basic training had taught me what would happen should I not follow orders, and that kind of punishment is the only one I fear.

I was different from my clone brothers. I learned that first back on Cadiz, when the Hazat tried to seize control of an important mining complex. Our order was to cut their lines of transportation and ultimately to let hunger and demoralization do part of our work before we struck. I remember this mission very clearly. We had had a mission before that, during which we lived in the wilderness, becoming more grim and aggressive with every day we had to fight for our survival, turning on small units of marauding mercenaries in the meantime.

We had lived like this for weeks. Our intelligence officer told us when and where the next food caravan for the Hazat troops was to be expected and we set up an ambush and waited. We were desperate for fresh food. The only thing we had had in months was dry rations, which, together with stale water made no good meal, especially not for our hyperactive metabolisms. Some days before we set the ambush, rations were running out. We were supposed to live off the land, and the food caravan promised to supply us with food and maybe even the luxury of wine and tea. When it passed us, we attacked. Resistance was rather firm, but we took the caravan, as a pack of hungry wolves will ultimately bring down even the strongest Shriva buck.

To our great disappointment, the caravan held not much food, but mostly luxury goods, like finely-ground Jalabenja, which the Hazat prepare in much the same fashion we prepare red tea, new uniforms, mining equipment and a handsome amount of chocolate and other sweets. You cannot imagine our disappointment and the rage it resulted in. We killed the caravan’s brutes, the escorting soldiers we had taken captive, and some of us started to slice the brutes into portions so that we at least had some fresh meat for the next days. But the next caravan, so much I did learn from one of the captives before her execution, was scheduled in ten days. Until then we would be forced to live off the little we had.

You cannot imagine what Kossacks are like who have lived off chocolate and Jalabenja for a week, let alone ten days. They hated it, they hated every morsel of the sticky, sweet substance and the bitter-sweet aroma of the Jalabenja. I pretended to be as angry and upset as them, but to honor the truth, I did not feel as bad about it. It was nourishing, it was sweet, but if it was put into the hot Jalabenja, it actually was better food than much I had been forced to eat on Edenya. I reacted differently from my comrades, and I found that pretending to be like them was a better strategy than to show what I felt and thought.

Another incident that made me realize how different I was was on Stigmata, when Symbiots threatened to take a city the name of which I do not remember. We were sent to Stigmata as a mere gesture to show that the House cared about the battle fought there. Maybe we were supposed to impress the other troops with our effectiveness.

Much has been talked about symbiots, I do not offer new insights here. Let is suffice when I tell you that they are competent fighters and their strategy and weapons are strange in operation and effect, but never harmless.

One day, they launched an offensive, and we barely made it back into the city alive. We prepared for a siege, and a siege we got. We thought they might give up one day, but they waited for us to grow lax and tired, and the day we lessened our defensive stance, they were upon us. One of them breached - by what means I know not - the wall of the city, and all of them started to swarm through the breach. When we arrived at the spot (we were ordered to keep the city at all costs), one of our commander’s enemies - our commander planned on becoming the main defender and patron  of this city - suddenly stepped into the breach, with his own body defending the city from the swarming critters. I recognized him. He was almost two strides high, a mountain of muscle and rage and he went by the name of Leviticus Stormhammer, adept of the Brother Battle order of the Universal Church. Although I have killed many like him, when my second-in-command aimed his assault rifle at this giant’s back, I shook my head. Stormhammer would fall, but not here, not by betrayal. I did not wish to see him dead, although it would have been a good opportunity. Noone would ever question us, the critters would have killed him, no doubt, and our part in it would be obscured. Before I could think twice, his men came to aid him, and we retreated into the dark alleys again, biding our time.

What made me different here you might ask. No other lieutenant would have spared Stormhammer’s life. He was ours for the taking, he would have died at our hands, but I did not kill him. I deemed it wrong, unwise, to kill someone who at that point was an ally, even if he was a reluctant ally or a dangerous friend who might turn against us soon enough. I never explained this to my commander, but then she never asked. Maybe I had hoped the critters would finish him. But to honor the truth - and I am here to tell the truth, am I not? -I wish I could have killed him with my own hands, looking into his ugly, worn, one-eyed face and have thereby demonstrated my superiority.

Another instance in which I spared an enemy was on Vera Cruz. We had played snipe-and-run, what we called hide-and-seek with a unit of al-Malik Dervishes. Unfortunately, the treaties changed again. The Decados made peace with the al-Malik and it was against the Hazat they combined their efforts. A most puzzling situation in the middle of action. Yet, the new orders did not state we should spare the al-Malik’s special forces. Only hours after the unsettling news reached us, I met one of them out in the wilderness, when I did some scouting on my own.

A tall man stood in front of me, dark-skinned, with an easy smile, wearing the uniform of the al-Malik Dervishes. My first impulse was to kill him, but I hesitated. He was smiling at me, showing almost perfectly even teeth, and I wondered what he was smiling at. A black-clad Kossack, with a mirrored visor that only reflected his own handsome face back to him, albeit a bit twisted. I was grateful for that helmet of mine, it hid my puzzlement and failing determination. I gripped my assault rifle harder, waiting for his attack, for the mind-tricks they are famous for, yet he only grinned and said: “Sharp outfit, dude.”
It was impossible to shoot him, yet I could not just turn my back. It might be that the combat drugs
 failed me - there were longer periods when we did not get any, and this was such a period. After that smile and his strange comment I was rather puzzled.

“Y´gonna kill me?” he asked with an impossibly broad accent that seemed odd in my ears. “Sure, dude, go`head. But your outfit`s sharp. Sure the Decados are stylish”, he laughed.

I began to suspect that it was not my combat drugs that failed me, but rather his. I shook my head. “Diplomats made peace for us”, I ventured, knowing that the distortion from my helmet made my voice sound discorporate, cold and unmoved, when I just felt incredulous and strangely paralyzed. Somehow, I craved to talk to him. He was the first enemy I had ever spoken to except for torture or intimidation. That such a thing was possible felt strange.

“Man, that’s good news”, he answered. “Damn radio’s broken down. Got no orders for three weeks now.”
The implication sank in slowly, but it did eventually. Why had he not killed me? He must have thought I was out to kill him. I tilted my head, unable to voice or even formulate that question in my head. It made absolutely no sense, and I felt as if reality had shifted to madness without me having noticed. “We should not be here. Not you, nor I.”
“Whatever you say, dude. See you. Or rather, don’t see you, you bein’ such secretive, subtle and cool troops”, he said with another of his happy smiles that seemed so utterly out of place it almost made me laugh. Then, he turned his back on me and melted into the woods, I never saw him again. We were sent away, to a different battlefield, but for a long time, I lived with that strange memory and the knowledge that every single one of my men would have reacted differently, and the alien feeling in my chest grew.

Yes, I knew you would not believe me, but it was like I said. I met a Dervish and neither of us spilled the other’s blood. If that makes me a traitor, so be it.

Subject: Kossack clone of the Sergei series, Serial Number 8713S

Day 4 of Interrogation

State of Subject: Frightened, although this is largely interpretation

Treatment: The subject has again been questioned. Various sensitizers and a strong truth serum have been utilized, with repeated whippings and sleep deprivation for the last ten days. The subject is being prepared for the final stage of the interrogation. Medical personnel is present. 

Transcript of testimony as follows
Allow me to state that I am glad that this is almost over. I ask you to chain me for the rest of the interrogation. It will help me to bear this. Yes, I am glad.

I will now talk about the last years of my active service in the Kossacks. I have been promoted to sergeant and to lieutenant. One day, I saved a superior, she was Colonel. I shoved her to the ground, since I had seen a reflection in the near forest. The sniper’s bullet missed her by an inch, and, after she had recovered, she called down the wrath of our artillery on the forest. There was no further sniper activity from that direction. This simple deed did more for my career than many years of faithful service even with the medals I had earned in the meantime.

Three weeks after the incident, I was called back to Kierowna, Cadavus. I did not know what to expect. Good Kossacks were awarded with knighthood, and if they were exceptionally good, with land, too, but I did not expect this. I was too young to be retired, too experienced. They could not afford to lose me.

It was then that I first met with my Master, Count Andrei, eye-to-eye. He had expressed the wish to see me for no apparent reason. He was everything I had expected, and more. His graceful, lithe body put my uncouth ways and looks to shame, and his voice made me want to kiss his hands. He was the Mantis, he was the Master I had allowed my thoughts to rest upon, to draw strength from when I was wounded and delirious with pain. His commanding presence filled my heart and caressed my war-weary mind. I knew then why I had done all of this. The Mantis was no longer Faceless.

“Remove the helmet, Sergei”, he said when I knelt at his feet.

I did. Raising an eyebrow, he extended a hand and touched my naked face. I shivered with anticipation and pride, as his pale fingers explored the scars I had taken during service. He traced the lines of my face, the nose, broken so often, the jaw, crushed several times, the scars from splinters, hand-to-hand fighting, the glaring sun and parasites from a dozen worlds I had shed my blood on.

“The face of war”, he mused to himself. “I need a Kossack captain for my guard, Sergei. But you are disfigured.”
I lowered my head so I would not have to look into his glittering, sapphire eyes. “I am sorry to disappoint you, Master”, I answered flatly, regret and love making my voice coarse. I was no captain, and I was a mere brute, surely I was not fit for his eyes to rest on me. I felt grateful that I had been allowed into his presence, had even been touched by him, and I raised my eyes to memorize his perfect features so I could take them with me screaming into the void in the moment of my death. When I looked at him again, I found that his face shone with laughter.

“No, no, Sergei. This is not your fault. You are a good Kossack. Surely among the best. I shall rearrange your bones and your facial features and give you the refinement you lack. You will receive your lord’s gift and a new post, here, in Kierowna Castle, as my bodyguard. You shall be trained and improved and I shall wipe away the scars of your body so your presence does not remind me or my family of the price of war.” He again touched my head, patted me like a favourite dog, instilling so much pride in me that my heart almost burst. “Is there something you want to ask of me, Sergei, before you undergo surgery?”
“Master, I wish to learn to read and write, I wish to improve so I can serve you better.” I knew not where I took the strength to ask him this, but I did and he granted it with a wave of his hand.

The surgery was minor. They straightened the bones which had been broken, and with my promotion to captain, I was rewarded a new face. They took away the old one, but it did not matter that I did not recognize it in the mirror anymore. A Kossack is faceless. The changes were effective, subtle and flattering. I looked much younger, my new face yielded nothing but unmarred, sensous features. I looked only slightly older than just after boot camp, 17 or 18 at the most. I gladly took the face that my Master wanted me to wear, taking pride in the fact that he wanted me to be attractive. I made sure to show him how much I appreciated his attention any way I could.

When I lived in Kierowna Castle, I learned new ways of service. I grew close to the Count and his family in ways I cannot describe but for which I was thankful. To be the captain of the Kossack guard held other rewards as well. I never slept alone again. Either a noble called me to service, or I could pick my choice among the numerous pleasure-slaves of the castle. For almost a year, there was nothing left to wish for. Only the best food, the best red Severan tea, the best vodka, the most exotic drugs and slaves found their way to me, and I embraced these bonuses in full.

I did never grow lax, but one day, when the Emperor Wars were indeed over and the protégé of Darius Hawkwood, Alexius, was to be crowned, my Master decided that he should be present when this new Emperor would be assassinated like one before him. My Master did not want to miss that historical moment, so he prepared to leave for the Golden world, Byzantium Secundus. On the day of his departure, he called me to his lavish quarters. I knelt down and awaited my orders.

“Sergei, there will be a significant change in this palace and its customs. My son, Lord Ivan, will arrive here shortly and assume my privileges and responsibilities for as long as I am away. I have to oversee the new political developments on Byzantium Secundus in person; too much is about to change drastically, and my presence will be needed there. Listen to me, Sergei. My eldest son might be reluctant to give these privileges back to me once he has grown used to them. He might find that the station of Count suits him better than that of Marquis. So, listen carefully to what he says. There are others who will watch also, this responsibility does not rest on your shoulders alone. Do his bidding, Sergei, but do not forsake me. I am your Master and I will always be your Master. Serve faithfully, and I will reward you with title and lands as soon as I come back, this I promise.”
There seemed to be a sudden anxiety in him which unsettled me profoundly. Looking up to him, I said: “Master, I will always serve you. You are the one who inspires me, you are the one who gives me life, you are my strength and my confidence.”
He smiled and smoothed back my hair, toying with it as he would with a pleasant memory 
and I remembered my passionate yet strong surrender to this same, strong hand, in these very arms, those rare nights he had turned to me for the exquisite moments I held like a treasure in my memory. He noticed the shiver that rocked my body then, and his smile grew almost tender.

“Can I grant you a wish before I leave, Sergei?”
I nodded, enjoying his touch far too much to think clearly. I might have asked for better equipment, maybe a better shield reflector or more effective weapons, but I realized that I did not care for these material boons. Right now, in this moment, I wanted only one thing, and that was being close to him. “Master, may I ask you for something?”
He waved again, motioning for me to stand up. I did. I looked down into his eyes, and he seemed to me as if he needed me now. My selfish notion transformed itself into one simple, straightforward wish. “Will you allow me to hold you, Master?”
His smile vanished, and with an unreadable expression, without words, he stepped closer and put his arms around me, allowing me to hold him close. I felt a shiver pass through his lean body, and for the first time I realized that he did not travel to Byzantium Secundus to observe a ritual, but because he had been summoned by House authorities and he feared the outcome of his voyage. The moment passed, and another began.
 I held him close, trying to transfer my strength to him, trying to open my heart and pour every ounce of willpower, strength, confidence and self-reliance I had collected throughout my life into his veins to prepare him for the task he had to undertake, for the trial I could not name but feared with him.

If you would ask me for the happiest moment in my life, it was this. I have felt this way, and I have drunken it to the last drop. Everything that followed was the price I had to pay for this instant of bliss, and I paid it without remorse or hesitation. His son came, Ivan Decados, now to be my Lord, but never, not even in death, my Master.

Subject: Kossack clone of the Sergei series, Serial Number 8713S

Day 5 of Interrogation

State of Subject: Instable, yet his consciousness is not impaired over any length of time.

Treatment: The subject assumed a defiant stance shortly after the last interrogation. He had to be broken first before we could resume. We have employed three shifts of Jacovian interrogators and strong sensitizers although their effect was less than promised to us, as was the effect of the truth serums. His life-long drug-abuse made the defensive mechanisms of his mind rather impenetrable. The chief interrogator was heard in this case and took over the responsibility of making him confess. This offered more insight into this complicated affair. Since sleep deprivation and whippings have lost their effectiveness, the chief interrogator employed a wireblade knife and generous amounts of Elixier to go through the  last stage. Emergency medical personnel is present and think-machines supervise his vital functions. The following transcript does not indicate the pauses and does not indicate the less revealing utterances or screams of the subject. We have gone to great lengths to rewrite this comprehensivly. 
Transcript of testimony as follows
My master did not return for months. Instead, his son arrived with his family. I was responsible for their safety and the general security. My Master had indicated that it would be different from serving him. I do not think that he knew what he was talking about. Surely he would not have allowed his son to move into the palace had he known.

I was among those who had to talk with our new Lord. When I first saw him, I thought him to be a work of art. I never understood art. Unmoved, covered in black, glistening scales he stood in his quarters, a bizarre creature supported by two arachnid hind legs, with a long, scorpion-shaped body, complete with gleaming metallic stinger; his upper body vaguely human still, yet endowed with two cybernetic pincers like those of a praying mantis. His face was that of an Ascorbite
 more than of a human, there were mandibles instead of lips, and big faceted eyes that looked into all directions at once. That it was my new Lord I concluded from the fact that he wore priceless jewels instead of clothes and that the rest of his human face showed a passing resemblance to his father’s face which I loved. I have no better words to describe him. This thing, even though it was most definitely a Mantis Lord (but in a more bitter sense I than expected at that time), repulsed me. I have seen strange Decados, I have seen both Borged
 and Changed troops, I have seen terrible golems from ages long past, but I have never seen a terror like the thing that stared at me.

I was soon to learn that my new Lord took great pleasure in games and other’s suffering, preferably combined. I was forced to remain in his almost unbearable presence, forced to commit myself to his service, forced to follow even those orders that would have been impossible to obey had it not been for the drugs, tranquilizers and painkillers I took. He knew so many ways to make me or other loyal servants suffer that I wondered for the first time in my life if the superstitious rumors about demons and unspeakable entities in the void between the stars are not more real than I ever admitted.

It is not that I do not know how to accept the whip. The whip is not only a punishment, but it shows me my master’s appreciation. Had I wronged and would he not care for me, he would order me shot instead of whipped. I learned to take the whip graciously when my Master’s own hand administered the punishment. I felt reminded of my status, I again understood and knew my place in the order of things and within the House, and I knew that my Master cared for me. I even handed him the whip if he felt I deserved punishment and I knew when to expect this sharp caress, and when I did so I did it with nothing but love.

With Lord Ivan, this was different. There was no way I could judge his mood, no way I could find his appreciation or acceptance. All the time, his mood was most foul, and his pincers ripped several of our loyal servants to pieces because they dared to hesitate when they came to him, because they looked into this thousand eyes or because they did not dare to look into them. He was impossible to calculate, and his mood swings were violent and terrible to behold. What had been gratitude with my Master, turned to loathing with Lord Ivan. What had been loyal surrender turned to indifferent rape, what had been service and love turned to slavery.

He entertained guests at the palace, entertained them with every resource readily available. Gladitorial fights struck his fancy most, and one day, he ordered Ljushin, my second-in-command to enter the pit against the ordinary soldiers of one of his guest’s entourage. The nobles, drug-crazed and delirious, watched my lieutenant, loyal as he was, fight the soldiers to their death. He killed several, eight to be precise before he was finally subdued. They left him to bleed to death. Noone was allowed to pick him up or get him out of the pit, and that was when I understood that my Lord Ivan was as mad as a Midian vixen in heat.
 

One of the Lord’s guests - a Masseri ambassador - seemed not to share my Lord’s entertainment preferences. I observed her swallowing a capsule, and her eyes stayed clear and watchful all evening. Had I not worn the helmet, our eyes would have met. I tilted my head to the side and saw her nod. Noone saw our silent communication and I was not sure about its exact contents.

The next day, the Masseri had an audience with Lord Ivan. I witnessed it; it was my shift to protect him. Their talk soon evolved into a dispute, but she managed to soothe him and they returned to exchanging pleasantries. She was staying at Kierowna Castle for the night. When she left, my Lord Ivan approached my position. One of his gleaming, chrome and ceramsteel pincers reached for me, and pulling me close, he clicked: “Kill her.”
I did at first not understand, but he pulled me even closer. I knew that he used pheromone cybernetics and I was thankful that my breathing mask filtered them out now. When I was without the helmet and armor, it was harder to bear.

I nodded.

“Bring me her blood and make sure she is afraid when she dies.”
Again, I nodded.

“Then return here at once, Captain.”
Having received my orders, I obeyed. I killed her two bodyguards and entered her room. She stood there, poised, her rapier drawn. Her almond eyes were sincere and calm. “So, your Master decided?”
I nodded, motioning my soldiers to a halt. I approached her. She seemed not a victim to me. 

“Well then, soldier. You will not slaughter me like a serf’s wench. Draw your blade.”
I did. The ensuing fight was short, exhausting and about the best swordsmanship I ever encountered. She was swift, determined and utterly fearless. She wounded me two times, once at the shoulder, before I finally ran her through with my sabre. She dropped to the ground, and I removed the sabre, returning to a prepared, open position.

Her hand on the wound, she lay there, crouched, spasms of pain sending blood to her lips. She saw me witness her agony, and for a long moment, our silent communication was as it had been during yesterday’s feast. I sent my soldiers away, to guard the door, I could not use any interference now. I still had to follow an order. Induce fear in her. Bring him her blood.

I wiped the sabre and sheated it again. Stepping closer, I removed the helmet and saw her eyes grow wide with what I thought might be fear, but I know now that it was surprise. “Angel of death”, she wispered, her lips bloody.

I tilted my head, not understanding whether she was praying or delirious.

“How much you must loathe me for my weakness”, she wispered, her words staggering, tumbling over each other, as if trying to escape the dying body like Amenta
 on a burning freighter.

“You are not Kossack, woman. And you will be dead soon.”
Her lips twisted into a sneer. “It could have been you, soldier. He chose the guard that stood closest to him. It could have been you down there, in the pit. Ivan is not human anymore. He lost his soul, forsook it and traded it for the dark gifts of demons.”
She was delirious. I watched her blood taint the silk carpet.

“You are so strong now. He will kill you regardless of your abilities and strength. This perverted freak will kill you. Listen to me, soldier. He is the viper at Andrei’s bosom. Don’t you see what he does here? Inviting Andrei’s allies, paying them with promises and the fake gold of prices not yet won. He will dispose of his father. But you will not live to see it. First, he will kill those men that are the foundation of Andrei’s strength. Second, he will replace them with his own men.”
She died. She died like all humans die, with a prayer and a curse, leaving the broken, wordless and meaningless flesh behind. I ripped her sleeve, drenched it with her blood and returned to my master. The rest of the evening, he spent in contemplation of the crimson cloth, every now and again sniffing or licking it. I could not avoid to wonder if she would have killed him had they duelled properly, like nobles use to do. I wondered if he was afraid of her. I wondered if he needed her blood on his mandibles to feel secure.

Her curse was fulfilled. Lord Ivan started the next feast with a discussion about soldiers, and the special abilities of Kossacks. When this topic was raised, I clenched like a fist. 
I could not believe that it would indeed end this way. I expected my Master’s return anytime soon now, and to be killed just before he returned felt senseless. It could have been you. Her words returned, unison with my Master’s warning. When Lord Ivan’s pincers pointed at me, I was not surprised. I gave a sharp salute, removed my cloak and entered the pit. As soon as the fight begins, we are calm. The mind is open, holds no thoughts except the most urgent, and those were more like instincts. There is no fear. I entered my inner silence and awaited the opponent.

We were not allowed to use weapons. Lord Ivan’s bet was that I could bare-handedly kill any man who opposed me, his guests enthusiastically betted against me. The first opponent I killed, albeit he was careful. I instilled fear in him, made him hesitate with thoughts and fear and panic, then I struck. I knocked him down and killed him. Then, Lord Ivan raised the stakes and I was pitted against two. Even those I killed, they failed to work in concert. One of them weakened me, but my body refused to feel the pain. Three was harder, and the fight lasted too long for my Lord’s taste, besides, he felt more like dancing now, so he dropped a short sword into the pit. This decided the fight. Of the two desperate survivors, one managed to take the weapon, and I was not able to dodge his attack. They did not stop - it would have been their certain death - they stabbed me repeatedly, until I dropped to the ground and could not fight nor move. My body was in anguish, but the pain did not reach my brain.
 I decided to assume the appearance of death, so I might be offered the opportunity to strike again. They did not finish me, they were unsettled and skittish like animals approaching the slaughterhouse.

It might have been you.

My Master had warned me. Do his bidding but do not forsake me. He might be reluctant to give these privileges back.

Would Lord Ivan give this power away again? The power to let Kossacks die at his every whim?

It might have been you.

Was it possible that Lord Ivan planned treason?

Do not forsake me, Sergei.

He is the viper at Andrei’s bosom.
I was overwhelmed by the implications. Noone ever had trained me to decide complicated affairs. Could it be that they who had created me so strong, resilient and tough, had also created me stupid, weak-willed and indecisive? Why should they do this? Why should they want to create me stupid? And if so, why did my Master allow me to learn, to improve?

I was unable to answer any of these questions. Fortunately, the two soldiers were released from the pit, and Lord Ivan purchased them for a good price. It could have been you. The guests then turned back to food and dance. Occasionally, a noble would peer down at me, but I did not move, nor could I. I waited for death. Do not forsake me, Sergei.  I had to protect my master. Do not forsake me, Sergei. My life was forfeit, but it is to serve that I live, and I was not allowed to quit service. Not now, not here, someone had to protect my Master from this traitor. Do not forsake me, Sergei. I stayed alive. 

The feast ended. The lowest of servants cleaned and tidied the room. Two picked me up and nearly dropped me when I moaned with pain. Unsure about what to do, they brought me to the Kossack barracks. My men were unsettled by my presence and shunned me - I was already dead for them. I was brought to my quarters. Every now and then, one of my men came to look at me, waiting for me to die. I might be dead, but I still was their superior. I had not been stripped of my rank, so they merely waited for my wounds to solve the dilemma for them.

Do not forsake me, Sergei. After a short period of unconsciousness and darkness, I returned to the world, and I managed to reach two syringes of combat drugs from my emergency pack. I removed my armor, and pushed one of the syringes into my arm. The pain stopped, my mind went blank. I removed the bloodied and worn armor, and pushed the second dose into my veins. The lightness was now paired with enthusiasm and a rush of energy. I tended to my wounds, then, I went to the infirmary and broke into a cabinet where they stored the really expensive substances. Do not forsake me, Sergei.  I injected several doses of Elixier, and the quick-heal did its work. I gave it some more time and concentrated on the task at hand. Do not forsake me, Sergei.

I took an new Kossack armor without rank insignia. My conditioning screamed at me from every angle of my consciousness, but I injected myself with a third dose of combat drugs, and a fourth when I could still feel doubt and the tightening grip of the conditioning around my resolve. 

I entered my Lord Ivan’s quarters, I was like a misprogrammed golem, too stubborn to die, too stupid to think and too determined to heed my conditioning’s commands. It might have been you.

Do his bidding but do not forsake me. He might be reluctant to give these privileges back.

It might have been you.

He is the viper at Andrei’s bosom.
Do not forsake me, Sergei.

Subject: Kossack clone of the Sergei series, Serial Number 8713S

Day 6 of Interrogation

State of Subject: Stabilized.

Treatment: The chief interrogator proposed to record the last part of the testimony after the subject has been stablized and retains some mental stability. The following transcript has been revised for the sake of clarity and brevity.

Transcript of testimony as follows
Lord Ivan was half awake, yet he was hard to kill. There was no dramatic affair like a fight. I pretended to be his bodyguard, taking over the next shift, so I had not to turn against my own men. I waited patiently in his room until he fell asleep because of the drugs.

I drew my sabre and killed him. A hardy beast he was. I had to dismember him like an Ascorbite, his cybernetic body unable to die quickly. First, I crushed his throat, chocking every whimper. I cut off his pincers so he could not fight. I cut off his legs so he could not get away. I took my time with the body he had forced on me.

I did not hide his body. I hid the parts, carried them outside, wrapped in my cloak. I resumed my post and my men did not notice anything suspicious. I expected my Master back anytime soon then, I was determined to tell him personally and accept either the reward or the punishment, but I did not want to wake the suspicions of anybody else. I stood guard there, playing my old part. I wondered what would happen to me, though.

Then, my Master returned. Lord Ivan had been missed, it seemed, and the palace was searched. They found his head and one of the pincers. I was questioned, a crime was suspected. I confessed. They were leering for my blood, and Lord Ivan’s allies and family screamed for my head.

When I hung in the chains, my Master approached me.

“Why did you kill him, Sergei?”
It was hard to look into his face and not cry, but I managed to remain stoic. “He threatened you, Master.”
“I told you to watch and listen. Not kill him. Sergei. You cannot kill a Decados noble. He was my eldest son.”
“He planned treason, Master. Do not worry. I’ll take the blame.”
“It’s not about blame, Sergei. You cannot, you must never raise a hand against the Mantis. You must never spill our blood. You are supposed to serve the Mantis, not cull it. You’re a servant. That is what your name means. Servant. Slave. You are not free to interpret the rules. This is our privilege.”
“He was not Mantis. He only looked like one.”
He shook his head. “How am I supposed to trust you ever again, Sergei?”
“You cannot. I broke my conditioning. I know now how do to it.”
Again, he shook his head. “It would be political suicide for me to let you live. What is your preferred death? I will grant it. If the Agency was to find out, you will be tortured Sergei, tortured to death.”
“I was bred a Kossack. Let me die a Kossack. I want to die in battle.”
He sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “I could take your memory. I could wipe out your personality, take your face again and allow you to serve me again. But then - you did it in the best of intentions. What shall I do with you, Sergei?”
“Forgive me, Master, and do what suits you best.”
“Sacrifice you, Sergei?”
“If it is best for your plans, yes, Master.”
“You will hate me.”
“I can feel nothing but love for you, Master.”
“Well then.” He stepped close and kissed my lips, tenderly, the tenderness turning to passion soon. I moaned with pain and longing, but he broke the kiss. “Thank you, Sergei”, he whispered. “Farewell. You will return to Edenya. Your life shall end where it began.”
This was the last time I saw him. The Agency came for me. I was brought here and tortured again. This is what I had to tell you. I know that I will die on Edenya, and I know it will take some time for me to die, but I indeed do feel nothing but love for my Master. I know it served his agenda, I know I ultimately served the Mantis. This I scream into your face.

No. No. I cannot bear this any longer. Don’t. Don’t take my face. No. I am a traitor. I killed my Lord Ivan Decados in cold blood. Forgive me. Allow me to die. Spare me this. Spare me. Let me die. Forgive me. Glory to the Mantis. Glory to the Mantis.

-The End-
� Having checked this information, I seriously doubt this. Count Andrei Decados did not breed clones, he lacked the technical equipment, though certainly not the disrespect to the Church to engage in this kind of action. Most probably, Sergei has been purchased as a young boy, about three to six years old, either from freemen slave traders or the Muster. His actual past lies in the dark, his original genetic code suggests a Cadavan background. I am confident that Sergei indeed believes that he is a clone and I can see the psychological benefit to make him believe he is not a man but a soulless creation. It strengthens his ties to his Master and it does not allow him to form ties to the Church or the Pancreator. Having no soul, he cannot sin, standing forever outside the order of things. Bearing the paranoid stance of Count Andrei on Church matters in mind, I can well see that the Count deemed it necessary to bind a whole generation of Kossacks to his will alone.


� Note how his Kossack training spawned a proto-religion in Sergei. 


� It is difficult to reconstruct the exact nature of the punishment Sergei refers to, but judging from his personality structure and the rest of his account and files, it was something that broke his will completely. This should be investigated, especially since it is always useful to know the exact nature of every trauma the agent has experienced.


� The Severan Shriva is about the only herbivore that manages to thrive in the fierce company of Amenta, Ascorbites and other Severan predators.


� Count Andrei did indeed make more use of combat drugs than is average even among Decados military commanders. This incident seems to imply a growing immunity due to repeated high doses of combat drugs.


� The insectoid savages of the Decados world of Severus are rightfully infamous for their mysterious and loathesome ways. Note how Sergei avoids to connect disturbing features of the Marquis Ivan with the House symbol of the Mantis, his god-like entity. Even under severe torture his conditioning concerning the Mantis is fully operational.


� Clearly, Sergei means the various experimentative units of the Emperor Wars, among them heavily cybered elite corps and several genetically engineered crossbreeds and bastardizations. However, in his perception, those are different from Kossacks, Kossacks being their superior. No doubt we here encounter the well-known complex of corp identity that touch the moral foundations of elite units.


� Here again we see the conditioning fully operational, although more subtle this time. The Median vixen is notorious for cannibalizing its mate during procreation, just like the praying mantis. Still, Sergei cannot use a simile that is derogatory to the Mantis. Clearly, he decided for the less used simile of the Midian vixen to avoid any compromizing of the Mantis.


� The fierce Severan hull rats are every spaceman’s nemesis. As a marauder, he must have had unpleasant experiences with this dangerous vermin. 


� A psychological detachment due to the shock training in the Kossack’s conditioning procedure. It is programmed so they stay effective even when mortally wounded. They are trained to watch out for opportunities to harm the enemy even in death.





�SEITE \# "'Seite: '#'�'"  �� Strange simile, search a better one. 


�SEITE \# "'Seite: '#'�'"  �� Akward, but I like it.


�SEITE \# "'Seite: '#'�'"  �� Simlile awkward
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