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	This one’s for Mark.


«««¤»»»

	 

	In the dark, distant future, the Imperium of Mankind spans countless worlds across the galaxy. Many planets are known as hiveworlds for their tiered and densely populated nature. Each world relies on ancient technologies and rigid laws to endure. Sanctioned noble Houses provide critical oversight, but in their bid to maintain order and guarantee the lives of untold billions, they can’t save everyone.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“I was human again for the first time in my life.”


Prologue

	Senatorial Council, Terra

	CLICK—darkness exploding with a bolt of lightning.

	CLICK—the gigantic form of an Astartes captain flying backward in a blinding flash.

	CLICK—a lithe, black-clad assassin lunging forward in a blur.

	CLICK—an armored lord lying motionless on the bloody underlit floor, cradling a weapon—a dual-bladed relic piercing his chest.  

	CLICK—the frame zooms in—the exotic spear with its adamantine tip protruding from the man’s back.

	CLICK—the frame zooms out—the assassin crouching with head bowed, reaching out.

	CLICK—the final scene freezes on the video screens before the Twelve.

	The circular, cathedral-like chamber fell silent as the evidence seeped into the minds of the Imperium’s foremost authority, the Senatorial Council sitting rigid—never guilty—in their soulless attire.

	Along the outer wall, a larger-than life statue of the God-Emperor loomed, wearing finely etched platinum armor and surveying all.

	The robes of Benavet Bronn rustled. 

	The patron of High House Bronn paged back and forth through the video sequence, enjoying the long-sought result. “The Black Diamond wielded an unstoppable relic—one meant to kill a psyker lord. How shall we reward her?”

	“Reward? For the murder of a Senatorial peer?” said Petrona Tarsus. “Duty to the Emperor or not, the assassin should be flayed.”

	“Petrona, sit back,” a third voice—a razor made of ice—cut in. “That was my tenth husband, not yours.”

	“Lucia, of course.”

	Lucia Quarrel had already watched the execution a hundred times. She’d studied it. She’d seethed. She’d scraped it for a hint at the impossible outcome—something beyond the bloody tip of the deadly spear. In her mind, only one thing was certain. “Benavet, what is the assassin’s name?”

	“The Black Diamond is named Kjoru Bronn. She is one of Lord Leyster Danze’s pet projects.”

	Leyster Danze was the ranking partner of Benavet Bronn. He’d arrived back on Terra, fuming at the loss of the New Solomon star system and the fact that Lucia Quarrel’s tenth husband—the so-called Phantom—had lived to close the deal. 

	The video evidence under review had arrived on Terra a month later via an Imperial Guard packet, one bound for the Senatorial Council, while other clues had reached House Quarrel—seemingly random video feeds and a device sent from the acting Regent of Fulcrum IV.

	The device’s meaning was obvious, the innocuous video images less so. The scenes shown were non-threatening and devoid of any audio. At first glance, they merely documented Lord Paric Kilhaven Quarrel’s arrival on Fulcrum IV and the formalities that followed.

	The acting Lord Regent, a High Confessor named Lewin, was smart. He’d noticed something important but didn’t dare spell it out for the war that might ensue. Lucia Quarrel had seen it too and immediately deleted the data stream. The Imperial Guard’s official feed would be sufficient for the task at hand. 

	Quarrel pressed forward with her complaint, “And yet the assassin’s name doesn’t appear in any of the Imperial overwatch systems beyond that of a sanctioned power sword.”

	“What is your point?” said Bronn.

	“She shall have her reward—her sanctioned name. She will no longer exist as a weapon among the living.”

	“A sanctioned blade of the Senatorial Council must rely on anonymity.”

	Quarrel tapped the still screen and the assassin’s outstretched arm. “An assassin so used is of no further use to anyone.”

	Benavet Bronn was savoring the win, a rare occasion when jousting with Lucia Quarrel. She sighed, “I concur. The register will be updated at the conclusion of today’s meeting. As a token of condolence, I propose halving the period of mourning for House Quarrel. Ten years is far too long for a marriage that only lasted months.” 

	“Benavet, thank you for your concern, but no,” said Quarrel.

	“No?”

	“Your gesture isn’t necessary, nor will it even the score between us.”

	“Lucia, what are you getting at?”

	Lucia Quarrel nodded at the screen in front of her. “It’s all there, if you can see it. Kjoru Bronn is reaching for something.”

	“The floor around her is empty.”

	“The phantom’s hand wasn’t.” Lucia placed a pair of blood-stained Medicuffs on the immaculate table for all to see. 

	The life-saving device was obviously one well used. It could keep a mortally wounded person alive until Medicae personnel intervened—or the device burned out.

	Quarrel continued, “These arrived on Terra following the video file. It bears the blood of both the Phantom and Kjoru Bronn.”

	Benavet Bronn leaned forward. “Are you saying he’s still alive?”

	“Yes—and on his way to war.” Lucia vied with the God-Emperor for stillness as she spoke, lest her rival miss the meaning buried in her words.

	Bronn didn’t. “Where?”

	Lucia Quarrel tapped the still image, savoring every second and every squirm from those around the table, especially those of Benavet Bronn. “That depends. According to Imperial law, the Senatorial kill edict had already expired when this deadly exchange took place. I demand a debt of honor from House Bronn for the heinous crime committed against House Quarrel.”

	With more than seven centuries under her ornate belt, Petrona Tarsus was currently the oldest of the High Lords that ruled the Imperium in the Emperor’s name. She’d heard enough. “Lucia, tell us what you want and keep the poorly veiled threats to yourself.”

	Lucia Quarrel tapped the video screen once again. “I want her. I want Kjoru Bronn.”


Part 1

	Deadspace 




	Chapter 1

	The Dream

	[PARIC]

	Kjoru stirred for the thousandth time as the door to our shared inner sanctum suite clicked again. As knocks go, its gentle tone failed to match the message I was about to receive.

	Kjoru whispered, “Where do you think you’re going?” 

	“Kegg’s here,” I said. “Go back to sleep.”

	Kjoru grabbed my arm—her vise-like grip replacing the straps I'd loosened. “Wait. I’m sorry. You know that, right?”

	When will she believe me? I thought. “You tell me every day, and every time, you’re forgiven.”

	I knew better than to mention the persistent spiraling pain in my chest or the fact that my most recent Medicae ordeal wasn’t really her fault. Sure, she’d launched the spear that impaled me, but in the end, the woman had saved my life. That fact had been mentioned and ignored.

	I slipped out of our small yet right-sized bed and stood. The deck felt cold beneath my bare feet.

	“You’re still crooked,” she said.

	I forced myself upright. “I’m getting better.”

	“You don’t sound better.”

	My left lung was still healing—old half fused to a newly grown lobe. 

	“Nothing sounds right to you now. We’ll be back in realspace soon enough, and by then, I’ll be standing perfectly straight.” 

	The conversation was a perfect repeat of our previous one, and the one before that. That’s how I knew it was a dream—one that I’d been having every day for the past week. I wasn’t a precog like Octavius Kegg. I was a battle-psyker, plain and simple.

	I unlocked the door.

	“There’s nothing plain or simple about you, Silver.” Kegg wasn’t a mind reader, but he always seemed to know my thoughts. “You’re needed on the bridge. Agree to whatever the Navigator requests.”

	Kegg worked for me—if you couldn’t tell. 

	I’d recruited Kegg on my homeworld, pulling him from a legendary sub-zero fight club. He saw things—odds and certainties—and placed bets with an accuracy that was priceless to an inexperienced whelp.

	“Mind if I get dressed first?” I’d never been on the bridge and thought my loose-fitting sleep scrubs wouldn’t get me past the Fleet Marines guarding the door.

	“I don’t mind, but others will suffer for your delay.”

	That wasn’t in the script. “Mister Kegg, please lead the way.”

	Warp Hunter was my ship only to the extent that it went where I asked. The crew, the vessel, and how it got there belonged entirely to someone else. 

	Nobody seemed to notice our arrival on Warp Hunter’s command deck. The nexus of control thrummed with a well-ordered chaos. Holographic displays and sensor screens all vied for attention. Officers sitting at elevated command stations responded.  

	The deck belonged to October Stark, the Imperial corvette’s Navigator, and Imperial Fleet Commander Hunzu Akkad. Akkad governed the crew. Stark kept us alive and moving while we traversed the Warp—a demi-god among us until we returned to realspace.

	Concerned voices murmured beneath Commander Akkad’s frenzied stream of orders, and it was clear that complicated maneuvers were underway. 

	Overhead, monitors flashed, displaying the oddest 3D image. A vast Imperial starship had collided with an amorphous cobalt-blue moon and was slowly being consumed—by said moon.

	The scene made zero sense to me, other than the thought, God-Emperor, that better not be us. 

	Akkad’s voice found me, “Lord Primaris Kilhaven, please bear with us.”

	“Commander, what am I seeing?”

	Navigator Stark interjected, “Silver, it’s a battlecruiser of the Imperial Fleet floundering in deadspace. The ship is named Emperor’s Wing.”

	While Akkad used a formal title, Stark preferred my given psyker name. A Navigator was a psyker—a rare and powerful type that could access the paths set forth by the God-Emperor and follow them through the Warp.

	I replied, “Navigator Stark, floundering seems like a nice way of putting it. Being eaten appears to be the more accurate take.”

	She nodded. “True yet ill-fitting for those on the uneaten portion of that ship.”

	“Is that why we’ve stopped?”

	“We’ve delayed our crossing for two reasons. First, their deadspace field disrupts mine.”

	“I’m quite familiar with realspace and warpspace. What is deadspace?”

	“In this case, it’s the last act of one of my sisters. The other vessel’s Navigator must have perished mid-jump. Their soul is holding back the Warp, but as you can see, the final outcome is inevitable.”

	“Deadspace sounds a lot like the Veil.” Or in this case, Hell in its most gruesome form.

	“What would you know of the Veil?”

	The cosmic Veil acted as the dividing line between dimensions—one filled with chaotic energy and the other mundane. 

	“I’ve been there. I’ve returned. There’s a balance that must be kept when it comes to crossing over and back.”

	“We will speak of your insight some other time. Now, we must act with all haste.”

	“How long has the battlecruiser been there?”

	“It could be days, weeks, or even centuries, but if memory serves, I’d say it’s been seven years since Emperor’s Wing was reported missing.”

	“Could it last that long trapped within the Warp?”

	“Depending on the strength of its Navigator and whatever has found it, yes.”

	“How much longer will it last?”

	“The deadspace field could collapse in a matter of weeks, days, maybe hours. Time isn’t constant within the Sea of Souls, let alone the maw of a Warp daemon.”

	I couldn’t imagine anyone being alive on the broken vessel—at least not anyone I’d want to meet. “And the second reason for our stopping?”

	“When lost, the vessel was carrying a contingent from the Senatorial Council—a High Lord from House Tarsus.” 

	Commander Akkad cut in, “We’re nearing the airlock closest to their bridge. You’ll have three minutes to get ready and in position at Dorsal Airlock-01.”

	Three minutes earlier, I’d been nestled warmly beside a Warp-sick assassin. I’d told her I’d be right back. This dream had taken a vastly dangerous turn. 

	Heeding Kegg, I didn’t ask, “Why?” or even “Why me?” I said, “Navigator, once on-board, how long will I have?”

	“As I said, time is tricky in these sorts of situations. Get in there, determine if there are any survivors, and get out before that Warp beast completes its conquest.”

	As the ranking Imperial Guard officer on the Warp Hunter, I didn’t take orders from anyone, unless I was standing on their bridge in a time of dire circumstance with a precog’s intuition backing them up.

	“I’m on it.” I turned and ran for the nearest airlock.

	On the way, I sent orders to Guard Lieutenant Alexis Milan requesting her presence at the docking portal until I got back. She was also tasked with informing my seconds of my sudden departure. I had spells in place with each—spells that might not survive my upcoming walk through the fading soul of another psyker—and each might react badly if those connections suddenly failed.

	Why didn’t I alert them to the situation? And risk one of them trying to come along? We didn’t have time for that discussion, and besides, this was my dream.

	###

	The emergency docking procedure pushed an airtight tunnel straight through the hull of Emperor’s Wing and repressurized the breach. 

	Using the ladders embedded in its walls, I climbed through the airlock and flipped as the fields of artificial gravity scissored from one vessel to the next. Reality shifted from right to wrong, and stale air met the stench of corruption.

	Reaching a plasteel platform overlooking the battlecruiser’s massive command and control center, I got a glimpse of the stricken vessel. Within a single powerful soul, the deadspace pocket hosted two incredibly different realities. Once the vessel’s busiest and most rigidly ordered space, the bridge of Emperor’s Wing held the remnants of a massacre—a clash of the incarnate with the unreal.

	Deadspace—feth that—it was anything but dead.

	Banks of blinking consoles and holo-displays bathed the bridge in an eerie glow. The creaking of bulkheads under stress matched the overwatch sirens, filling the vast chamber with false sounds of excruciating pain. Warp rats scavenged the scene, collecting pieces and power from the human souls still trapped within it. 

	The knee-high feral creatures existed in a physical form yet were clearly linked to the Chaos overcoming the ship. With bulbous eyes and dark blue auras pulsing in sync, they feasted on what was left of the crew—half-eaten, uniformed cadavers with lasguns scattered in between. 

	I slid down a service ladder to the main deck, surrounded yet ignored by the writhing mass of blue-black creatures. Cloaked in my own unreal aura—a body-hugging war shield that shimmered with an unreal silvery hue—I was merely one of them on a completely different scale. As a psyker and a cosmic parasite, I had plenty in common with the Warp rats, but that didn’t mean I would accept their presence. 

	I’d felt the bite of Chaos. I could never forget the way it ruled my life, or the fear it fomented in the faces of those around me.

	My psyker seconds—a pyro named Keegan Bast and a biomantic named Maya Annick—had remained onboard Warp Hunter, but I could still gauge their presence in the back of my mind. Our connection was permanent, unsanctioned witchery, but it worked, giving us all a feeling of rightness—even in the midst of absolute wrong.

	In Imperial Guard terms, I was a primaris-savant. I was a psychic funnel that could pull dark energy from other sources and amplify it with my own—a hidden reserve of silver-tinted energy. It was a rare skill among psykers, and it meant that even in my pajamas, I was a threat beyond anything a Warp rat ever encountered.

	Keegan’s dark-fire energy raced through my mind and burst across the entire room. She knew the soul-draining sensations of war and would feel the euphoric buzz of her energy as it bloomed.

	The Warp rats’ reaction was far more sudden and severe. The fire engulfed them all. Twisted bodies exploded, spilling all that they’d collected and painting the deck a fiery cobalt blue. 

	At the center of it all, I stirred the unbound energy into a vortex and added more of my own—a parasitical silver. The unreal storm scoured the room, capturing everything alive, dead, or in between. The once sickening scene dissolved; names and motivations evaporated, leaving uncontested energy spinning in the palm of my hand.

	I knelt and traced a silver sigil on the deck. In Warpspace, it was meaningless, but deadspace?

	The newly created vortex of energy jumped from my hand, anchored in place like a vibrant funnel-shaped statue.

	The deck’s sirens suddenly cut off.

	A woman’s voice called out, “Who dares to enter my domain?” It sounded human, omnipresent yet pained.

	I replied, “My name is Silver. I’ve come to collect the ship’s survivors.”

	Silence reigned on the dead, empty bridge.

	I remained on my knees, waiting. 

	Nothing.

	I spoke again, “I’m sanctioned by the God-Emperor to be here. I’ve come from another ship, Warp Hunter, a corvette of the Imperial Fleet.”

	“I am Navigator Xara Moon. I’m sanctioned by the God-Emperor to guide and protect this vessel.”

	“What happened here?”

	“I was murdered. My body decays along with the rest.”

	“How long ago did it happen?”

	“According to the ship’s log, it’s been seven Imperial standard months since I died. The Warp advances. My soul’s presence wanes.”

	“Are there any survivors?”

	“A few. They exist within the Temple deck. It isn’t far, but beware: there are far more than Warp rats roaming about this hulk.”

	As if on cue, off to my left, a light blinked above a bulkhead door—one that looked as if it had been kicked in by a giant boot. 

	“Do you control the entire ship?”

	“I merely hold it in place, but I can converse with the machine spirits embedded in the overwatch protocols. It will assist in the evacuation.”

	One last question: “Xara, is this your dream or mine?” 

	“This is deadspace—a reality of my making. I cede nothing, not even to you.”

	Xara was more than a ghost. She was the deck beneath my feet, the broken door, and the dimly lit corridor that led away into the gloom.  

	The mindless vortex I’d wrought was something else. It swirled beside me—locked in place with the purpose and energy of a thousand unreal stars. Pulling from my reserve, I drove spears of silver energy into the mix, further pinning it in place. 

	Silver was the color of a parasite—a scavenger as well as a hunter with an insatiable appetite for more. The silver would slowly subsume the vortex’s energy and warn off any Warp entities that might try to bar my way out.

	I stood.

	Part cathedral, part engine of war, an Imperial battlecruiser was a complex machine and a city of many thousands. Each deck, sub-deck, and level held a crucial function. The crew had existed solely to service it, the Fleet Marines to defend it, and the officers—including Navigator Xara—to guide it. 

	Given a month, I could have searched it all.

	Flashing lights and narrow corridors sharpened as I neared, bringing me deeper into the eerie, half-dead ship. Bulkhead doors were, as a rule, torn apart. Key junctions were filled with signs of pitched battles and a vessel being overrun. Discarded weapons, torn uniforms, and desiccated corpses littered each scene. Human faces frozen in endless agony drove me on.

	The inhabitants hadn’t merely died here. Their souls had been ripped from their bodies as they took their final breaths. A scant few among the cadavers wore more serene expressions—each paired with a self-inflicted wound to their temple or beneath their chin. Lasbolts had seemed the better way out, but they didn’t account for the scavengers or the fact that for one’s soul, there was no escaping this hell.

	Reaching the intended intersection—another broad nexus of corridors and lifts—I met my first dark hunters, and they met me.

	Warp hounds. A pack of six beasts, each taking the shape of long-fanged feral hounds, moved like spiders across the ceiling and the deck. Haloed in the same inky astral blue, they raced past the piles of empty dead.

	I stood my ground as the beasts leapt, landed, and bit deep. My war shield flared. 

	Bend but don’t break. That’s a worthy thought, but it says nothing about the pain of bending. Pain morphed into rage in an uncontrollable instant.

	I screamed as my reality wavered. 

	Silver lines of energy shot outward. 

	Welcome to the cage.

	Maya was my youngest companion and a sanctioned biomantic as unstable as any can be. Her electric-white energy always ran right below the surface of her mind—a weapon always primed, the safety always off. A gentle tug between us wasn’t in the cards. 

	I pulled—HARD.

	The front halves of the fiends disintegrated in a blinding flash. The cage of energy collapsed inward. More spears of energy pierced the entities, locking them in place before they could flee. The result: a head-high sphere containing six ragged, blue stars cloaked in a silvery haze.

	With their physical bodies destroyed, the beasts vibrated in complaint and tried to reform. Each had a name and a concept of being but lacked the energy needed to make it so.

	Watching their struggle, my rage departed. I whimpered and shook along with them. I tried to remember my name—any would do. 

	Xara’s voice sounded from above, “Silver, the service lifts still work. Take this one down to the Temple deck—and hurry. Another challenge awaits.”

	Silver. I followed her lead.

	Like the Warp hounds, Xara’s soul suffered in place across whatever was left of the ship. Being aware but unable to reform, the dead navigator couldn’t reverse the tide of Chaos. That she could remember her name and pursue her role was astounding. The deadspace had become her nightmare—a self-sustained hell—and there was nothing she could do to change it.

	The lift doors opened onto the backs of three giants. Chaos Astartes, each a half-ton of War incarnate, stood watch in the broad hall outside the ship’s main temple, reeking of sulfur and death. 

	How did I know they were minions of Chaos? The horns growing from their skulls were a clue. Black armor stained with dried blood and pitted with decay was another. Two owned spiked tails that hissed and waggled like lunar snakes, while the third was wider than he was tall, with stubby wings jutting from his back. All three had black metallic claws instead of human-like fingers.

	The warriors turned around with a guttural roar, giving me a view of the fourth and final reason for my surety—their faces. Each boasted finger length fangs and eyes that glowed blood-red beneath horned helmets.

	The widest body growled, “Who the FETH are you?”

	There’s an advantage to wearing the dead marks of seven Warp entities and the auric armor of a daemon. With that and my fiery silver eyes, I could pass for an agent of Chaos. 

	“Silver. Name yourself.”

	“Galrick of the Dragon Blacks. Why are you here?”

	“The same reason as you,” I said. “We both want to go in there.” I leaned sideways and pointed past the armored giants.

	“The door’s warded. A powerful relic holds us back.”

	A dense wall of golden energy covered the face of the temple, including its massive front door. It was auric in nature and pure, as if created from a single powerful source.

	Perhaps the eye-tooth of a saint, I thought. 

	I replied, “You’ve failed in your task. Leave this domain now.”

	The first rule in dealing with an Astartes—Chaos or Loyal: taunt them mercilessly and see what happens. The second rule? Be prepared for whatever comes next.

	The inhuman creature roared out a rebuttal, “This hulk is ours. We’ll take what’s owed soon enough.”

	“You claim that which you can’t even hold? Show me you’re worthy by opening that door.” Bracing myself, I ramped my war shield to max.

	The warrior’s eyes changed from livid berserker to a cold, blue, daemonic power. Its voice followed suit: “Underling, you walk on the edge of an abyss. We’re here to push you in.”

	“What is your name?” I said.

	“Kasmutaeon the Drake. These warriors bow only to me.”

	“Then have them open that door.” I pointed again.

	“What?” 

	The reason for Kasmutaeon’s confusion was clear. This wasn’t its domain—not yet anyway. It was Xara’s.

	“We’ve both laid claim to this hulk,” I said. “Open that door, and I’ll walk away.”

	“You will kneel before us,” it replied.

	With their height nearing eight feet tall and a stench closer to ten, the Dragon Black warriors already loomed large, so what was the point? In every conflict, there’s an initial probing for weakness and a quest for dominance. There’s also a trigger that ignites the exchange of power. Kasmutaeon had found mine.

	I roared—my soul-rending breath surging forth in a psychic wave.  

	The three Dragon Blacks staggered back. 

	The temple door behind them shuddered and cracked—its spell of protection gone. 

	Oops.

	Sergeant Double-Wide flapped his wings and barked out a weaker challenge. The voice of the invading daemon had fled.

	I breathed a sigh of relief.

	Standing on the edge of the Abyss wasn’t a metaphor. In this deadspace pocket, it was a reality. Kasmutaeon might have chained me like he chained the Dragon Blacks, but I’d gotten there first. 

	Barely.

	My force weapon, Starfire, jumped into my hand, pointing straight at the leader. The glaive channeled energies both unreal and mundane, making it the perfect deadspace weapon.

	Silvery-white energy exploded into the giant warrior’s chest and out the backside. For one distracting moment, the beast’s ugly face and horns remained perched on a framework of loosely connected armor, wings, and legs. As the Astartes warrior caved in on himself, those on the left and right attacked.

	Claws flashed.

	I didn’t have time to block or aim. I channeled more Maya energy directly through my mind, throwing out thoughts wrapped in a storm of white lightning. 

	Limbs went first—theirs not mine—followed by faces and finally tails.

	How did I survive? It isn’t the bullet or the claw that kills you, but rather the momentum it delivers to the overly frail human body.

	My war shield is sentient enough to counteract external forces by spending dark energy from my reserve. Our symbiotic relationship offered forms of feedback filled with dizziness and pain. The more it spent to keep me alive, the more I felt each blow—and vice versa.

	In the seconds it took to destroy the Chaos warriors, my cache of silver energy dwindled. My scrubs hung in tatters. My body was lacerated and bruised.

	I staggered, enjoying every last overwrought nerve-ending and peeled off my shirt. Had I lost, I would never have felt it—nor found my skin mostly unbroken beneath a vivid crisscross of purplish red lines.

	Deadspace—feth it. I didn’t have anything to break, so I took a moment to crouch and examine the floor. It felt cold to my forehead. Over my shoulder, the specter of a blind, unstoppable rage waited for me to acknowledge its presence.

	My dreams were never good. Why make it worse?

	The temple’s shimmery double doors had become a single covered in gore. The rightmost of the pair had toppled backward into the temple. The protective layer of white energy was there, rekindled deeper inside.

	I knew exactly how it felt.

	As introductions go, the doorstep exchange would be good enough, but in an entirely wrong direction. 


Chapter 2

	Relics

	[PARIC]

	Using my ruined scrub shirt, I wiped away the splatters of gore on my face. A silvery mist danced across my skin as if the deadspace probed my auric shield. Standing barefoot and half-naked upon the downed temple door, I peered cautiously into the poorly lit temple hall.

	Temples had never been kind to me.

	An earlier warning jostled my thoughts: “To steal a soul from the gullet of a daemon invites the greatest of all perils.”

	I was standing in the maw of a Warp daemon, as were the murmuring shadows before me. As ship-based temples go, the sanctuary seemed larger than most, but it was crowded and held a harsh staleness that might never wash out.

	Near the altar at the back, a few dozen survivors defended a golden star and the woman that wore it—a last stand by those that could barely walk. A mix of exhaustion and defiance shone on their faces. Exhaustion, defiance, and fear. 

	“Step into our light and you will die.” A man’s commanding voice couldn’t mask his fear. The buzz of charge packs and the rattle of the weapons being aimed failed to bolster his threat.

	My recurring dream was always the same—one more step forward, and I would feel the golden light’s beguiling warmth. That’s all it took. One step forward, and I would awaken in bed on Warp Hunter with Kjoru sleeping on my arm.

	I didn’t move. “Name yourself.”

	The only response: a deep intake of breath.

	Feth it. I tried again, “Name yourself, or I’ll leave you here to fething rot.”

	The brilliant light receded, dropping me into a trembling miasma of deadspace doubt. I hadn’t meant to scare it away.

	Movement—a shadow became a form—a man wearing fine robes and the soulless eyes of uncontested authority. “I am Tarsus the Fourth,” he said. “And you will do nothing of the sort.”

	Brave bastard, I thought. “The fourth of what?” 

	I knew the answer to that question but needed to let those within the hall acclimate to the sound of my voice.

	“Of ten,” came the reply. 

	Too handsome by half—even in his worn state—Tarsus was a High Lord, a partner to one of the Twelve at the pinnacle of Imperial authority.

	Did I bow? Feth no, but I may have chuckled. As the tenth of ten—a rare peer of the man—I knew better than to announce it. 

	I pointed toward the altar and its intangible glow. “Lord Tarsus, what is she?” 

	A form materialized beside Tarsus, blocking my view—a woman wearing inquisitorial robes and wielding an ornate rod, one tipped in red and pointed at my heart. Shadows masked the harsh lines on her face, but her eyes hadn’t dulled from circumstances beyond her control.

	She spoke with a voice that wavered between brittle and steel, “The acolyte of Saint Joia bears the Face of the Emperor. Can you see it?”

	“Of course. Can’t you?” I replied.

	The Face of the Emperor was a miracle that shone upon the Imperium, heralding the Emperor’s power and might. Some saw it and became enlightened. Others went blind. For me, it was a serene spark—enticing yet too little and too late.

	“What is your name?”

	Name? I could one-side a conversation as well as the next person. I replied, “I’ve come to collect the High Lord. Those that wish to follow better be quick—”

	A spear of blood-red energy jumped from the woman’s wand, hitting me square in the chest. My auric shield blazed silver, stifling the attack as I staggered. 

	FETH the Emperor, but that one hurt.

	There is always a point in every dream where the sinister comes to life and ruins everything. Leave it to the Inquisition to fulfill that role. 

	The vaunted Ordos expected others to heed their commands and suffer their methods. The fact that this one coexisted with a high lord was a half a step short of heresy for the pair and a full step toward the abyss for the rest of us.

	I glanced back over my shoulder. Nothing. 

	I’d come in alone.  

	Taking a step forward, I pointed Starfire at my newfound foe. “Inquisitor, would you care to try that again?”

	Lord Tarsus placed his hand on the inquisitor’s arm, forcing her aim downward. “This is Inquisitor Avina Oblique of Ordo Malleus. Her efforts have kept us alive these many months.”

	“Tarsus, I wasn’t speaking to you.” I kept my eyes on the inquisitor’s wicked device. My aim didn’t waver. “What is its name?”

	Inquisitor Oblique finally answered, “Viper. It was named after a snake—one that won’t need it anymore.”

	“A rogue psyker?”

	“A witch.” She slid the rod up her loose sleeve and continued, “What about yours?”

	“Starfire. It’s named after the intoxicant served at my funeral.”

	She skipped right over the important bit, “Which year?”

	“Sixty-nine.”

	The woman smiled. “The worst.”

	“And every year since.” Telling me to get on with it, my nose took that moment to bleed into my mouth. I spat on the floor and continued, “My name is Silver. I’m a primaris-savant in the Imperial Guard. Our vessel breached Emperor’s Wing near what’s left of the bridge, and it’s time for us to go.”

	Oblique pointed toward the altar and the acolyte seated there. “Dierdre can barely walk. We won’t leave her behind.”

	“Is she yours?” I said.

	“She belongs to the God-Emperor—as do we all.”

	“You may carry her. Leave all of your weapons.” I held out my hand. “And be quick about it.”

	The inquisitor wasn’t quick, but she understood. She handed over her wicked wand and turned to gather her Ordo Malleus crew.

	A squad of Fleet Marines added their own rancid musk to the scene as they carefully stacked their carbines in one corner. A sergeant counted heads with one eye while keeping the other on me. He didn’t try to hide it.

	I had bigger worries. “Lord Tarsus, the same goes for you, but I suggest you only bring those you completely trust.”

	“I don’t need advice from the Imperial Guard, and don’t sell me that crap about you being a sanctioned primaris. You look like someone who’s escaped from a black ship of Ordo Hereticus.”

	“I’ve never been on a black ship—at least not until today. Hold it together until we reach the airlock.” With that, I backed out of the temple’s broken front door and reviewed the outer scene from a different perspective. 

	The approach was almost peaceful compared to the tense and ragged array of survivors inside. Three appallingly inhuman bodies with claws and mangled armor lay scattered about in their dismembered forms. Explosions of gore marred the floor, the outbound lifts, and the ornate façade where an artisan had etched the aspects of the Emperor into the plasteel walls.

	Was that the lesson? If one looks like a monster, one will be treated as such.

	I spoke aloud, “Xara, we’re coming up. Please assist.”

	“Three service lifts are ready and waiting. Make haste.”

	Tarsus and his entourage took one lift. Inquisitor Oblique and her crew took another, giving me an ounce of hope. Nothing could be more sinister than a High House cooperating with the Inquisition. There were rules and limits to the authority of each.

	My lift was as crowded as the others. A double squad of Fleet Marines crammed into the finite space smelling like they hadn’t bathed in months. That they tried to keep their distance from me was comical.

	“What?” I said.

	Nobody spoke. They’d all seen what was left of the Traitor Astartes outside the temple’s front door, and I may have worn some remnants in my hair.

	Returning to the bridge level, our three groups reformed into a column centered around the acolyte named Dierdre, the fading star seen in the temple below wore a filthy unadorned robe and long braided brown hair. One of Tarsus’s men carried her like a stolen bride.

	The junction’s monument weighed on the deadspace reality but couldn’t compete with the Face of the Emperor—even in its muted glory. To me, the space around Dierdre seemed clearer, less oppressive, more right.

	Inquisitor Oblique noted my earlier work, “A pack of Warp hounds guarded this junction. That explains why nobody else reached the safety of the temple.”

	“You can see them?” I said.

	“I can see many things: scars and the bitter rage of Chaos barely contained beneath them.”

	I pointed right. “The command center is that way. There’s a service platform above it, leading to an airlock.”

	From there, nobody needed any motivation. The inquisitor’s crew led the way. Two squads of Fleet Marines brought up the rear. If anything, they all seemed stunned by their coming salvation. Heads scanned about with eyes expecting a trap rather than an end to their ordeal.

	I’d once spent an afternoon in a deadspace pocket, lounging on a beach beside an endless, cerulean sea. I’d found it addictive and had hated the thought of leaving. That certainly wasn’t the case here.

	As we reached the bridge and another monument of dark blue light, our party went straight up and out, climbing through the tunnel that linked one bubble of insanity to the next. 

	It was time for goodbyes. 

	I said, “Xara, the God-Emperor’s relic is safe. Your sacrifice won’t be forgotten.”

	“The relic, as you call it, is merely a devoted woman. As an acolyte of Saint Joia, she inherited the saint’s mark.”

	“I stand corrected. And the inquisitor?”

	“A seer of Ordo Malleus and a warrior beneath those robes. She fought their way to safety, saving the high lord and his entourage.”

	Ordo Malleus were daemon-hunters, making Inquisitor Oblique as dangerous as any I might meet.

	“And Tarsus?”

	“Lord Tarsus is the fourth husband of Imperial Senator Petrona Tarsus. His mission was to install a new Warmaster and audit the last. In the process, he met the acolyte and decided to bring her to Terra as an offering to the Emperor. Relics being what they are, the Inquisition made its own claim to ownership—as did the crusade—throwing the acolyte’s final destination into doubt.”

	“You seem awfully well informed.”

	“A true Navigator takes an interest in those onboard their vessel. Not everyone here wanted us to reach our destination.”

	It took me a moment to decipher her point. “There was an assassin on board. By murdering you mid-Warp, the ship and all its occupants would have perished—should have perished—without a trace.”

	“One can’t threaten a High Lord directly.”

	Xara was correct. Without a Senatorial kill-edict, one couldn’t take down a High Lord. An unsanctioned assassination could ignite a civil war, splitting the Imperium in two. One’s methods had to be devious in the extreme, and to leave any witnesses behind would be utterly out of the question. 

	“Did you see the assassin?” I said.

	“The overwatch protocol in my residence was taken offline, but my eyes opened as the blade pierced my heart. The killer was vat-born.”

	The tool of a High House, and an all too familiar weapon. It felt wrong to turn my back on a kindred soul. “Xara, must you stay here?”

	“It would be far better if I returned to realspace, maintaining the cosmic balance, but I’m trapped here with little hope of escape.”

	“You’re a Navigator. Can’t you jump through?”

	“What you suggest is heresy. I’m a disembodied soul. I have neither the energy nor the inclination to act in such a way. My fate is to dwindle and die with Emperor’s Wing.”

	“The inquisitor has already disembarked. They’ve chosen their fate. Now, it’s time for you to choose yours.”

	“Meaning?”

	“I will leave you a gift, or if you prefer, an even trade.”

	In my absence, the bridge’s ugly monument had morphed into a cache of pure dark silver energy. My glaive still held half a psyker lord’s momentous reserve. Between the two, it would be enough. 

	Starfire’s blade etched the sigil ‘VI’ into the plasteel deck, and I knelt, touching it with my left hand. My intention took hold. A cosmic beacon ignited.

	The monument to Chaos collapsed into the spot—a small star embedded in the dull gray floor. Like an altar, it was an invitation rather than a chain, a place of refuge rather than a prison. 

	Lastly, I placed the weapon Starfire upon it and walked away.


Chapter 3

	Debrief

	[PARIC]

	“What do you mean you’ve left our glaive behind?” Maya Annick had been worried about me. The sentiment fled as soon as she saw me emerge empty-handed from the airlock.

	“Maya, take a breath and tell me what you feel.” I gave our psychic connection a gentle tug, held onto the borrowed energy, and shunted it into my reserve—our reserve, according to my protégé.

	“It’s still there, and so are you.” The young woman leaned forward and gave me a tentative hug. “You’re filthy and worse. What happened?”

	Trying to clear my head of the gnawing deadspace and the feeling of emptiness it had left in me, I hugged her back. “I met some traitor Astartes on a nearly dead starship, and you’re right about worse.”

	Another voice joined our reunion—one as important in my life as Maya’s. “Are you going to let go of her, or must I intercede?”

	I released one princess and backed away from another with my hands held wide. “Kjoru, I thought you were asleep.”

	“I was. The sedative lasted almost four hours this time. You’ve been gone for twelve.”

	“Not two?” It couldn’t have been more than two.

	“No. And just in case you’re wondering if I’m still the jealous type, the answer is definitely yes.”

	There was no arguing that. 

	Maya changed the subject, “Paric, you rescued an inquisitor. I saw them come through the airlock. Lieutenant Milan has quarantined all the survivors on the training deck, just in case.”

	Lieutenant Alexis Milan was a seer-savant and my personal interface into the Imperial Guard. She had used Maya as a backstop at the emergency airlock. If an entity of Chaos had slipped through, Alexis would have seen it, and Maya would have been the one to finish it off.

	“I also found a peer of High House Tarsus, an acolyte of Saint Joia, and a potential firestorm looming over both.”

	Maya had no qualms about simplifying our existence. “Can’t we just drop them off on this side of the Veil and be done with it?”

	“I’ll ask Navigator Stark as soon as I help Kjoru back into bed.” I tilted my head, hoping Maya would get the hint. 

	She winked at me and headed back to her quarters. That small gesture was totally unfair, as was the fact that I’d returned half-naked, bloodied and bruised.

	Kjoru Bronn saw it all. “Don’t ‘Kjoru-back-into-bed’ me. I see where things are going between the two of you.”

	As a beautiful, raven-haired killer trained from birth to deal with the likes of me, Kjoru was my backstop in life.

	“No, you don’t, because it isn’t going anywhere.” I kissed Kjoru’s hand and waited for her to calm down. 

	She suffered every minute of travel beyond the endpoints of realspace. Did it make her edgy and more than a bit paranoid? I knew better than to answer that one out loud.

	Kjoru had slept a grand total of eight hours in the past week. Her tolerance for meds was becoming absolute, and her nervous system was being taxed beyond its limits by the constant howling of the Warp inside her head.

	The Medicae called it Warp sickness. It wasn’t normally fatal but could be under the right circumstances. Kjoru’s priceless power blades had been locked up tight.

	There was one thing I could do to help settle the storm, and we both hated it. Okay, there were two things, and we really like the first, but the second would help Kjoru remain sane for the week we had left in Warpspace. I wrapped her in an embrace and amped up my auric shield to max. 

	It offered Kjoru a gentle, familiar buzz as it blocked the Warp’s constant picking at her mind. The shield was effective and yet, it put me in a spot I’d been working hard to avoid—that of a dark energy addict. 

	There’s nothing like running one’s personal defenses non-stop. I’d gotten to the point of holding my shield in place even when I slept. Considering I slept with a Sanctioned Blade of the Senatorial Council, one might consider that prudent, while others might see it as a taunt. 

	Kjoru certainly leaned toward the latter, and I’d been working hard to correct this—had corrected it—until now.

	She said, “I didn’t know what it meant when I woke up and found you still gone.”

	“I hadn’t expected time to flow differently between us. That might also explain Maya’s sudden clingy concern, so give her a break.”

	“We’ve got an excuse, but what’s up with you? Why do you seem so distracted?”

	“The jitters of deadspace, I guess. I met someone there—a ghost named Xara—the ship’s Navigator. She’d been murdered.”

	“Who’d want to kill—oh, wait—killing the Navigator was merely the means of destroying someone else. You mentioned two untouchables: an inquisitor and a High Lord of Tarsus. Did you get any names?”

	“Inquisitor Avina Oblique of Ordo Malleus. The High Lord only identified himself as Tarsus the Fourth.”

	Kjoru’s pale face grew paler. “Tarsus the Fourth was lost on a return trip from the Imperial crusade over seven years ago. High House Tarsus held the reins of the Warmaster before Quarrel took over the task.”

	“Was Lord Tarsus ever on your list?”

	Kjoru shook her head. “He was before my time, but a bitter rivalry between Tarsus and House Bronn still exists. To avoid feeding the conflict, House Quarrel was given sponsorship of the crusade.”

	“Was Lord Tarsus ever replaced?”

	“There’s a ten-year period of mourning before another can take his place. Lucky for him, the clock hasn’t run out.”

	If you asked me, that didn’t sound lucky at all. “What if a decade had passed, and he’d suddenly turned
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