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“Come on, Yevgeny. Get it right this time, or I’ll shoot you again.”

Yevgeny Arafyev ignored the voice, the sting growing on his left bicep whilst a red welt spread over his pale white skin. His hands moved swiftly and methodically, first checking he’d fully discharged the capacitor before removing the bushing from the end of the pistol’s barrel. Piece by piece, he stripped the coil pistol down and laid the components on the table in front of him. Selector switch. Capacitor bank. Determiner magnet. Battery pack and magazine. All were in their correct place.

Whilst he worked on reassembling it, his tormentor growled at him, a scar on his jaw flushing scarlet against his light tan face. “J’avais pris trop du fraises alors j’avais aller au supermarché afin d’acehter du fromage aussi.”

Determiner magnet in, capacitor bank inserted. Barrel aligned with accelerator coil before reconnecting battery. Bushing attached, then selector switch forward before inserting magazine.

“I had brought too many strawberries, so I had to go to the supermarket in order to get some cheese, too,” Yevgeny translated.

His instructor grunted in acknowledgement. Yevgeny charged the pistol just as three metal targets sprung up around him. His thumb selected Reaper rounds as he fired at two hostile targets, the third being a woman holding a baby. Being only a training gun, it had a low-power capacitor that silently fired small ball bearings instead, but the dink noise they made showed whether his aim was true.

One wasn’t, so his instructor smiled and fired a ball bearing into his other arm.

Yevgeny grimaced. Training for the Russian Orthodox Church wasn’t what he’d expected it to be. He was seventeen years old, yet the other soldiers here in camp were combat veterans in their thirties. They held this against him, like he was being given special consideration.

Which, in a way, he was.

As he ensured the capacitors had fully discharged before stripping the gun down again, his instructor threw a cloth at him. “Now blindfolded,” he sneered.

Yevgeny paused with the blindfold halfway to his face. “How will I know where to shoot?”

“Haven’t you memorised which ones are hostile yet? And here I thought you were special.”

Tying the strip of cloth over his eyes, Yevgeny sighed silently. Of course he remembered where the threats were last time, but they could change without warning. Taking a deep breath, he set to work again.

“J’aimerais une pomme et j’aimerais acheter une pomme demain mais je ne voudrais jamais acheter une pomme de terre car je ne vais jamais l’aimer.”

Determiner magnet in, capacitor bank inserted. Barrel aligned with accelerator coil before reconnecting battery. Bushing attached, then selector switch forward before inserting magazine.

“I will like an apple and I will like to buy an apple tomorrow, but I would never like to buy a potato because I am never going to like them.”

His thigh burst into pain, far more than his arms hurt. The instructor must’ve held the gun right next to his leg.

Hot breath next to his left ear made him flinch. “Not I will like,” the instructor said, “it’s I would like. J’aimerais, not j’aimerai.” 

Yevgeny clamped his teeth shut to stop himself saying they both sounded the same; that was obviously the point. The spring action of targets swinging up grabbed his attention. He fingered the charge button, knowing it would take too long for the capacitors to charge fully before the targets disappeared, but he had to try. Aiming where he thought the targets were, he fired. Only one made a dink sound.

“I’m going to enjoy this, freak. Two free shots. How about one...” Yevgeny felt the gun stroke his chest as the instructor fired into his left nipple. There was no way to stop his scream of pain as it hit. 

The gun stroked lower down, towards his crotch. “And one just...”

Without thought, Yevgeny reached out for the power of God. If he was given special treatment, this was why. The force was like holding onto a raging tiger, but he commanded it to form an invisible shield around himself.

The ball bearing bounced off his shield and ricocheted against the floor. Hoping the instructor hadn’t spotted his ruse, he disassembled the gun once more. 

Determiner magnet in, capacitor bank inserted. Barrel aligned with accelerator coil before reconnecting battery. Bushing—oh no, where was the bushing? Without it, the selector switch couldn’t be inserted, and the coil gun would be permanently in safe mode.

Yevgeny rushed his hands around the table but couldn’t find it. Three targets clunked up and down.

The instructor dropped the bushing into his hand. “Looks like three free shots to me, scum. Where shall I start?” The nuzzle of the instructor’s gun stroked up his chest, past his neck, and nudged his ear. 

Not today, God, not like this. Yevgeny grabbed that special force, bending it to make a thick, curved shield near his face to deflect the ball bearing back at the instructor.

The training room door burst open. The instructor moved away, presumably saluting whoever came in.

“On your feet, Arafyev,” Colonel Belyaev commanded. He’d never mistake that voice, like gravel shovelled over a freshly dug grave. Reluctantly, Yevgeny let go of the force of God and removed his blindfold as he stood to attention. “I hope the instructor isn’t pushing you too hard.”

“No, sir,” Yevgeny replied. He noticed the instructor sneer at him behind the colonel’s back.

“Good. Bishop Alexandrov himself wishes to speak with you. Fall in.”

Yevgeny stepped alongside the colonel, breathing deeply through his nose. He’d rather spend more time with the instructor than the bishop.

Outside, summer had come to Abakan early. A few puffs of clouds dragged themselves languidly across the blue sky as a gentle breeze rustled the leaves of the nearby oak trees. The stomping feet of jogging soldiers and the staccato countermelody of firearms training further in the camp punctuated the muted rumble of the nearby capital city.

“How goes your training?” the colonel asked.

“Good, sir. Some days are better than others, though I haven’t had a day off since getting here two months ago.”

The colonel chuckled. “There’s no such thing as a day off in the Church, Arafyev. Everything is training. Though you may be leaving us soon; I believe the bishop has a mission for you.”

A mission for one as young as he was unheard of, but whilst his chest swelled with pride, his stomach danced with fear. So many things could go wrong on a mission, and if he didn’t have the proper experience, what would happen then?

“You’re young, Arafyev. Too young to remember the bombs, aren’t you?”

Yevgeny nodded, glancing at the faded burn marks that scoured the colonel’s left side of his face. Black crinkles blended into his otherwise red skin, testament to radiation burning decades ago. 

His glance didn’t go unnoticed. “Yes, this was because I stood too close to one, thirty-five years ago. And why I need to keep taking pills all my damned life, for all the good they do.”

“Was it during the first wave?”

“Yes. Moscow obliterated in an instant, thirty megatons of bomb disintegrating our beloved city and making even the air poisonous to breathe. Those nuclear blasts were like God himself swore vengeance on us all. Then came the delayed-action bombs. We have another forty years ahead of us, Arafyev, sitting and waiting for those smaller nukes to blow themselves up unless we find them first. I’d prefer the brutality of a few large bombs instead, if it wasn’t for the years that came after...” His voiced faded into a personal memory of hell.

A junior officer ran over towards them, his face flushed. He skidded to a halt and saluted with a shaky hand.

“What is it, Turgenev?” the colonel growled.

“Colonel Belyaev, sir. I have an order from the other soldiers.”

The colonel leaned forward, teeth grinding. “An order? Choose your next words very carefully, Lieutenant.”

The newcomer trembled, sweat beading his brow as he nodded to Yevgeny. “You should never have taken that freak in among us.” He pulled out his pistol and fired twice, the gun held against Belyaev’s body.

Yevgeny stared in shock as the colonel slumped to the ground, blood staining his uniform. A clinical part of his mind registered the use of Sleeper rounds, designed to penetrate the body up close and shred internal organs. The animal part of him screamed at seeing his only protector here killed in cold blood.

He grabbed once more onto that force of God and projected a curved shield in front of him. The Lieutenant switched to Reaper rounds and attempted to blast holes in Yevgeny, but his shield deflected the bullets. Swearing, Turgenev turned and ran.

Yevgeny knelt down and replaced his own gun with the colonel’s, a proper gun rather than a training one, and gave chase.

Dodging around buildings and across country lanes, he ran as fast as he could, always with his shield curved in front of him. He spotted Turgenev race around a boundary wall that was two metres high, heading to his left, so Yevgeny decided to cut the corner and climb the wall instead.

He pushed that shield under him forcefully and it launched him high in the air. One foot kicked off the crumbling top of the wall before he jumped down and tucked into a roll. His training kicking in, he held his pistol close to his stomach as he rolled and came straight up into another run, shield once more in front. 
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