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The darkness wasn't simply the absence of light. It was a living, viscous entity, creeping along the metallic walls of the orbital laboratory like a pulsating black membrane. The Erebus-S station, abandoned decades ago by the corporations that once funded it, now floated like a corpse in the dead orbit of an unnamed planet, a gray world covered in radioactive ash and the ruins of forgotten civilizations. In the center of the main cryogenics room, a hexagonal capsule of black steel and reinforced glass emitted a faint hum. Inside, suspended in a viscous, dark amber fluid, floated a body that was no longer human. Vortigern. That was the name of the man he had once been. A legendary mercenary, captain of the Iron Legion, the soldier who never retreated, the one who had survived campaigns on hellish worlds where others fell by the hundreds. The one who had killed more enemies than he could count. The one who had lost all his brothers-in-arms at the Battle of Klyros Prime. Now, his body was something different. His skin, once tanned by the sun of a thousand planets, had acquired a grayish, almost metallic hue, crisscrossed by black veins that throbbed with an inner purple light. His muscles had hypertrophied unnaturally, but not like those of a bodybuilder: they were dense, sinewy, designed for absolute violence. From his shoulders and back sprouted bony protrusions that resembled natural armor, sharp as blades. His hands ended in long fingers, tipped with retractable claws of a material harder than adamant. And his eyes... when they opened, they glowed with an infernal red, like embers in the night. Inside his skull, a nanotechnological implant—a black sphere the size of a walnut—pulsed in sync with his modified heart. It was the interface that connected him to the virus. To the demon. To the curse. Because Vortigern wasn't just a cybernetic abomination. He wasn't just an enhanced supersoldier. There was something older inside him. Something that whispered. Wake up. The voice didn't come from outside. It came from within. Deep, guttural, as if thousands of throats were speaking in unison from the bottom of an abyss. Wake up, my vessel. The capsule began to drain. The amber fluid drained away through hidden conduits, leaving Vortigern's naked body exposed to the cold, sterile air of the room. His lungs expanded for the first time in years. A hoarse gasp escaped his throat, more animal than human. His eyes opened. Red. Pure red. Vortigern dropped to his knees on the metallic floor as the capsule opened completely. The impact echoed in the empty room. His claws scraped the steel, leaving deep grooves. He breathed heavily, as if his body had to remember how to function after so long asleep. And then came the

Memories. Not his own. Not entirely. He saw worlds he'd never set foot in. Floating cities of black crystal rising into stormy skies. Legions of creatures in bone and metal armor marching beneath banners of human skin. A throne made of skulls crowned by a hooded figure whose eyes were two black suns. He saw an ancient ritual. A circle of runes drawn with the blood of star dragons. An artifact: a pulsating black gem containing the essence of something the ancients called the Soul-Eater. A forgotten god. A primordial demon. And he saw the woman responsible for it all. Dr. Nyra Korr. He remembered her perfectly. Silver hair pulled back in a severe bun. Green eyes as cold as emptiness. The white coat immaculate even amidst the chaos. The calm voice as she explained, as if giving an academic lecture: "The subject has responded positively to the fusion. The alien nanotechnology has integrated with the organic tissue at 97%." The mutagenic virus has rewritten 82% of his DNA. And the gem... the gem has found a compatible host. Vortigern remembered the pain. The liquid fire coursing through his veins. The screams that weren't his own escaping his throat. The sensation of something entering him. Something enormous. Something hungry. He remembered killing the guards who tried to contain him when he first escaped. He remembered destroying the laboratory on the surface of Klyros Prime. He remembered fleeing through an unstable dimensional portal, pursued by drones and soldiers. And he remembered being recaptured.

Sedated. Frozen. For “further study.” You are no longer human, the voice whispered in his mind. You are no longer weak. You are no longer prey. Vortigern slowly rose to his feet. HisHis body creaked, bones and muscles adjusting. He was taller than he remembered. Wider. More dangerous. He walked naked through the cryogenics room. Emergency lights flashed red, illuminating rows of empty capsules. All but his. The others had been destroyed. Or their occupants had died during the experiments. He found a gear locker. Inside, a reinforced black tactical suit, designed for his new size. He dressed with precise, automatic movements. As if his body knew exactly what to do. In a broken mirror, he looked at himself for the first time. The face was still recognizable. The harsh features, the square jaw, the scar across his left eyebrow from his time as a mercenary. But now there was something else. The skin taut over cheekbones that were too sharp. The red eyes that didn't blink. A smile that showed teeth slightly sharper than normal. He wasn't a movie monster. It was worse. It was something created. Something perfect for war. Something without limits. "They made you this way," the voice said. "They took your humanity. Now you will take everything else from them." Vortigern left the cryogenic chamber. The station's corridors were in ruins. Panels ripped off, cables dangling, dried blood on the walls. Someone had fought here. Someone had lost. He found bodies. Scientists. Guards.

All dead for years. Some with gunshot wounds. Others... mangled. As if

Something had torn them apart with its bare hands. Had it been him? Before he was frozen from

New? It didn't matter. He continued onward until he reached the bridge. The consolesThey were turned off, but her nanotechnology implant automatically switched on. Information flooded her mind: coordinates, station records, security logs. The Erebus-S had been abandoned after “the Vortigern incident.” Dr.

Nyra Korr had ordered her cryopreservation and the sealing of the station. But not before extracting samples. Replicating parts of the experiment. She was still alive. She was still experimenting. And now she had competitors. Other corporations. Other worlds. Other open dimensional portals. Vortigern accessed the navigation systems. The station had a working shuttle in the lower bay. Enough to descend to the dead planet below. Or to reach a nearby portal. But

First...He stopped in front of a communications terminal. He tried to send a signal.Any sign. Nothing. The station was too far away. Too isolated. It didn't matter. He didn't need help. He didn't need anyone. You just need to kill. Vortigern smiled for the first time since waking up. A smile that didn't reach his eyes. He went down to the shuttle bay. He found heavy tactical armor, designed for hostile environments. He put it on. He found weapons: a modified plasma rifle, an energy sword that vibrated with engraved runes (where had that come from?), fragmentation grenades, and a pair of magnetic pistols. He equipped himself like the soldier he once was. But now he was more. Much more. The shuttle lifted off with a roar. Station Erebus-S was left behind, a black dot in the darkness. Below, the dead planet awaited. Ashes. Ruins. And something else. Life. Mutated life. Life that could serve him. Or that could be devoured. Vortigern piloted in silence. The voice in his head kept talking. They betrayed you. All of them. Your comrades. Your commanders. The corporation. The entire universe turned its back on you. But now you are strong. Now you are eternal. Now you are the predator. And they... they will be the prey. The planet grew in the shuttle window. An endless gray desert, dotted with colossal, crumbling structures. Towers that had once touched the sky.

Cities that had once housed millions. Now only monsters remained. And a new one had just arrived. When the shuttle landed on a plain of ash, Vortigern stepped outside. The air was toxic. Radioactive. Unbreathable for any normal human. He took a deep breath. And smiled again. In the distance, something howled. Something large. Something hungry. Vortigern loaded his rifle. Let them come, he thought. Let them comeall.And so the ascent began. The inhuman ascent. The inner beast was no longer asleep. It had awakened. And the universe would tremble.

––––––––
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Chapter 1: The First Scent of Blood

The shuttle touched down on the ash plain with a dull thud, raising a gray cloud that took minutes to settle. Vortigern opened the hatch slowly, as if the entire planet were waiting for him. The toxic wind whipped at his face, heavy withRadioactive particles and a metallic odor that any human lung would have immediately rejected. He, instead, inhaled deeply, letting the poison slide down his trachea like strong liquor. His boots trod the cracked surface. Each step left a deep imprint, as if the ground itself recognized the weight of something greater. Around him, only desolation: toppled columns of what were once megalopolises, skeletons of towers lost in a sky perpetually shrouded in black clouds, and a silence broken only by the distant creaking of structures collapsing under their own weight. But he was not alone. He felt it at the base of his skull, where the nanotechnology implant throbbed like a second heart. A subtle vibration, a tingling that indicated subterranean movement.

Life. Predators. Prey. The Murmurer spoke for the first time since the descent, its voice seeming to crawl along the inner walls of his mind like fingernails on metal. “Listen. They smell your arrival. They sense the change in the air. Fear draws them as much as curiosity.” Vortigern didn’t respond. He didn’t need words with the entity. He simply moved toward the horizon, where a rock formation jutted out like a giant claw from the ground. There, according to the shuttle scans, was an entrance to an abandoned subterranean complex: old military bunkers from the planet’s pre-corporate era. The plasma rifle hung from his shoulder, but he didn’t draw it yet. He wanted to feel the hunt with his own hands. The terrain changed as he drew closer. Ash gave way to radiation-hardened soil, crystallized into black plates that crunched beneath his feet. He found the first remains: bleached bones of enormous creatures, some with rusted armor still clinging to their torsos. Soldiers of a forgotten war. Or perhaps victims of something worse. A new smell arrived on the wind: rotten, cloying, with a hint of sulfur. Freshly decomposed meat. Vortigern quickened his pace. He reached the bunker entrance: a ten-meter-high armored gate, crooked and half-open, as if something had forced it open from within. The marks on the metal were deep, parallel, made by claws the size of human arms. He entered without hesitation. The interior darkness was absolute to normal eyes. To his, it was a world of thermal contours and vibrant shadows. The corridor spiraled downwards, as wide as an avenue. The walls were covered with ancient graffiti in dead languages ​​and the impacts of projectiles that had missed their target centuries ago. He descended for fifteen minutes. The air grew denser, hotter. The stench of decay intensified until it became unbearable, but for him it was a guide. He reached an enormous chamber: an underground hangar where heavy war vehicles had once been stored. Now it was filled with nests. Nests made of twisted metal, bones, and dried flesh. And in the center, the pack. There were twelve of them. Bipedal creatures three meters tall, bodies covered in black chitinous plates, disproportionately long arms.

long tails ending in curved claws. Their heads resembled hypertrophied insects.with jaws that dripped a viscous liquid. Multiple eyes glowed a sickly yellow. Mutants. Children of radiation and failed experiments, probably. They stopped when they saw him. They sniffed the air. They growled. Vortigern felt his blood heat up. The virus in his veins responded to the challenge, accelerating his metabolism. His muscles bulged slightly beneath the armor. The claws extended an inch further. The first one attacked. It leaped from ten meters away, claws outstretched, jaws gaping open in a shriek that rattled the metal. Vortigern didn't move until the last second. He twisted his torso, let the creature pass by, and with a fluid motion grabbed its outstretched arm. He pulled. The sound of tendons and chitin snapping was like a whip crack. The creature fell to the ground, howling. Vortigern stepped on its head and pressed down until the skull gave way with a wet crack. The other eleven charged in unison. It was a dance of death. Vortigern moved among them like a liquid shadow. His claws ripped open abdomens, tore at necks, and severed limbs. The rifle was forgotten; this was personal. Each blow was a release. Each kill, an affirmation of what he was now. One slashed his shoulder with a claw, tearing open the armor and the flesh beneath. The pain was like lightning, but the wound began to close almost instantly, new tissue sprouting like black roots. Another bit his forearm. Vortigern let him. Then he injected the virus. The creature convulsed, releasing him. Its yellow eyes turned red. It fell to the ground writhing as its body mutated violently: chitinous plates softened, skin turned metallic gray, muscles swelled. In less than a minute, it was back on its feet. He looked at Vortigern. And knelt. The first of his horde. The rest were eliminated more quickly.

When it was over, the hangar was covered in black, steaming viscera. Only the infected remained, trembling with pain and newfound loyalty. Vortigern approached. He looked into its now-red eyes. “Do you understand words?” he asked hoarsely, the first voice he’d uttered since awakening. The creature grunted. Not words, but understanding. “Good. You’ll be the first. I’ll call you... Shadow.” The mutant bowed his head. They explored the bunker together. They found storage areas with old but functional weapons: solid-projectile rifles, grenade launchers, heavy armor that Vortigern dismissed as too slow. They also found edible chemical supplies for their new metabolism, and something more valuable: a communications terminal still holding some residual power. He activated it. He connected to his implant. He downloaded maps of the planet, coordinates of other bunkers, records of scattered human survivors, and something even more interesting: faint signals from an active dimensional portal 300 kilometers to the north. An unstable, but functional portal. The path to other worlds. To Dr. Nyra Korr. To vengeance. But first, he needed more. More strength. More followers. During the following days, Vortigern and Shadow hunted on the surface. They found other packs.

Some were destroyed. Others, infected. Within a week, his horde numbered thirty.

Creatures. Mutants of different kinds: some as swift as armored wolves, others as heavy as living tanks. All with red eyes. All obedient. They learned to use simple weapons. To form lines. To hunt in formation. Vortigern trained them brutally. Those who failed, died. Those who excelled were rewarded with more virus, more power. And every night, sitting atop the bunker, staring at the poisoned sky, he listened to the Murmurer. "You're just getting started, carrier. This is only the beginning. Soon you will cross into the next world. There you will find men. Men who can serve you better than these mute beasts. Men who will remember what it is to fear." Vortigern didn't reply. He just stared at the horizon. He knew the portal awaited him. He knew he would soon leave this dead world. But first, one last hunt. He detected a human signal. Weak. A group of survivors in a shelter fifty kilometers away. Armed. Organized. Fresh meat. And potential recruits. He ordered the horde to prepare. The march began at radioactive dawn. Vortigern walked at the front, an improvised cloak of mutant skin billowing behind him. His red eyes glowed with anticipation. The beast within was hungry. And this time, it would taste human blood.

Chapter 2: Human Flesh, Forged Loyalty
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The march lasted three days under a sun hidden behind leaden clouds. Vortigern did not allowLong pauses. The horde advanced in irregular formation: mutant scouts flanking the sides, the heaviest forming a living wall at the rear, and him in the center, erect, showing no visible fatigue. The terrain was a graveyard of rusted machines: half-buried tanks, broken fighter wings sticking out like tombstones, and exposed cables snaking through the ash like dead veins. Shadow walked to his right, now larger after several additional injections of the virus. His chitin had hardened to resemble black steel, and his mandibles dripped an acid that dissolved rock on contact. The others looked at him with a mixture of fear and instinctive respect. On the third radioactive sunset, they reached the edge of an immense crater. At its bottom, half-hidden by the toxic haze, stood the human refuge: a makeshift fortress built from shipping containers welded together, crowned by rusted automated turrets and surrounded by a moat filled with metal stakes. Faint lights flickered in the armored windows. Smoke billowed from makeshift chimneys. Life. Vortigern stopped at the crater's edge and watched silently for hours. His enhanced vision pierced the distance: he saw sentries on the walls, he saw children peering through loopholes, he saw a diesel generator roaring in the inner courtyard. There were about forty of them, maybe fifty.

Armed with antique rifles, homemade shotguns, and a few fragmentation grenades. Survivors hardened by generations in this hell. The Murmurer stirred.In his mind, excited. Men. Not mute beasts. Men who can think,

Plan, obey intelligently. Infect the strong. Kill the weak. Make them yours.Vortigern raised a hand. The horde stopped instantly, crouching between them.The ruins were silent. He planned the assault with military precision. He remembered tactics from his previous life: flanking, distraction, infiltration. He divided the horde into three groups. The first, led by Shadow, would attack frontally to draw fire. The second would circle around from the east, scaling the crater wall. The third, the smallest and fastest, would enter through a ventilation shaft he had located on the old maps downloaded from the bunker. He himself would lead the third group. Night fell like a black curtain. Only the greenish glow of radiation illuminated the landscape. The attack began with a collective howl that chilled the defenders' blood. Shadow and his group charged up the crater's main ramp, armored bodies taking hits from bullets that ricocheted or lodged without fully penetrating. The automated turrets opened fire, red tracers slicing through the darkness. Two mutants fell, but the rest reached the pit and began climbing the stakes like giant insects. On the walls, the humans shouted orders. A woman with a rasping voice coordinated the defense. Vortigern mentally marked her: potential leader. At the same time, the eastern group scaled the vertical crater wall with claws and brute force. The sentries didn't see them until it was too late: heads rolled, bodies were hurled into the void. Vortigern and his six stealthiest companions slipped through the ventilation shaft. The space was narrow, rusty, and filled with radioactive cobwebs. They advanced single file, him in front. The metal groaned under their weight, but held. They emerged inside the courtyard, behind the generator. Chaos already reigned. The humans fought with desperate ferocity. A burly man with a heavy machine gun mowed down the mutants who entered through the main breach. A young woman with a homemade rocket launcher took out three with a single shot. But it was too many. The horde didn't back down in the face of losses. Vortigern emerged from the shadows like a nightmare made flesh. The first defender to see him was a boy no more than twenty years old, rifle in hand. His eyes widened in pure terror at the sight of the armored figure, red eyes, claws extended. He fired a full burst. The bullets struck Vortigern's chest, tearing holes that bled black before closing. Vortigern reached him in two strides. He lifted him by the neck with one hand. The boy kicked, the rifle fell. "No," Vortigern said in a grave voice. "Not yet." He injected the virus directly into the jugular. The boy's body convulsed, he fell to the ground writhing. The other humans nearby screamed as they watched him mutate in real time: skin turning gray, muscles swelling, eyes changing to red. Panic spread. Vortigern advanced across the courtyard, killing only when necessary, infecting those who showed strength. A scarred veteran wielding a shotgun with lethal accuracy received a claw on the shoulder: infection.A muscular woman fighting with a makeshift axe was knocked down and bitten on the
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