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Author’s Note

	Princess isn’t your usual Hiveworlds novel, but don’t worry, Paric Kilhaven is still at the center of the storm. I was long past due in spreading the love and giving a window into the souls—or lack thereof—of other characters. As such, this book offers a variety of narrators. For those chapters voiced in the first person, the narrator’s name will appear at the beginning in brackets, [Paric] for example, and remain in that voice for the entire chapter.

	My intent is to make things as clear as possible amid the turbulent life of a wayward psyker lord, who can’t ignore a challenge.

	 

	Join me in the moment and enjoy.

	 

	Rory Surtain

	 

	 


«««¤»»»

	 

	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.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	One might go to war, but one never fully returns.

	 


Prologue

	The Kill Edict: Senatorial Demesne, Terra

	The boardroom was comfortable, complex, and centered on the Twelve. Filled with a sizable circular table and crowned with an array of audio-video sensors overhead, the domed chamber was built for games of power. While it lacked the opulent imagination of a High Lord’s domain, it was perfect for capturing the schemes of those that had long ago lost their souls.

	“On the matter of Quarrel’s tenth of ten—” 

	“You still dare to question my choice of partners? That is a matter for House Quarrel, not the Council at large.”

	Benavet Bronn wasn’t surprised by the sudden interruption. “Lucia, I question your judgment—we all do—and we move to rule on the fate of your newest partner.”

	“Benavet, esteemed Council, Lord Paric Kilhaven has ascended. You don’t have the authority to change my mind.”

	“The Senatorial Council would never try to change what we can’t understand, but we can affect the broader reality in which we live and address paramount threats whenever they appear.”

	“Who are you to judge a paramount threat?” In Lucia Quarrel’s mind, Paric Kilhaven was only a threat to those that deemed High House Quarrel a rival, but to call for his removal was a rare and audacious act among the Twelve.

	“We’ve all delved into his file. Perhaps we should have done so sooner and avoided the embarrassment of having to correct House Quarrel.” Benavet Bronn had proposed a kill-edict to settle the issue once and for all. The political clout expended by Bronn to move the other Council members into line had been immense.

	“Perhaps? Bronn admits an error in process, and yet you proceed as if Quarrel is the one at fault.”

	Bronn had gotten to the tipping point far quicker than Lucia Quarrel had predicted. The phantom had stolen away their princess, the dynastic heir to a strategic star system. In doing so, Kilhaven had destroyed Bronn’s chances of reforming New Solomon, but there was more to it than that. Politics was politics. Rivals could be punished in other ways: through banishment, blockades, or impossible deals. A Senatorial kill-edict was beyond the pale and the bounds of any game. In short, it was both a crude and desperate way of resolving an impasse between High Houses.

	Was it unprecedented? No, but it was rare to the point of being absurd in anything but a stray thought, let alone a formal matter for debate.

	Benavet Bronn’s tone tried to suggest otherwise, “Lucia, we aren’t here to punish House Quarrel or question your authority. We are here to preserve our position as the Emperor’s right hand in all matters of the Imperium.”

	“And how is the Senatorial Council threatened?”

	“You have wed a battle-psyker deemed to be a paramount threat by Warmaster Calvane Meterio of the New Calexian crusade. Lord Kilhaven is barely legal, in terms of his age and humanity, and his record speaks volumes about an unstable mind. While a psyker lord can do wonders on a distant battlefield, as a High Lord of Terra, the phantom can only be viewed as an irresponsible and uncontrolled menace.”

	Phantom was the moniker used for Quarrel’s latest acquisition. As a psyker lord of Ordo Supernovae, the young man had returned from a war to haunt Terra, the Emperor’s home planet. 

	Irresponsible. Lucia Quarrel bit down on the vile word as she replied, “My husband’s too young? Is that it? Surely the age and experience of this vaunted group can overcome the existence of any whelp.”

	Lord Meterio had informed Lucia Quarrel of the young man’s potential, and she’d jumped at the opportunity to shift the Council’s balance of power in her favor. That it had cost the lives of Lord Governor Victor Delcett, his wife Clarissa, and most of his House was beside the point. Delcett had been an appointed vassal of Quarrel, not Bronn. 

	Benavet Bronn didn’t hold back. “Kilhaven’s not entirely human. The creature has already overcome entities far older than you or I.”

	Creature. Lucia bristled at the remark, but replied in an even tone, “All of it for the good of the Imperium and the current crusade.” 

	Quarrel was the Senatorial sponsor for the expansion into the Baneworlds in the galactic east of the Imperium. That she’d already renamed the target region New Calexia was a mere hint at the mind of a High Lord. A High Lord didn’t tempt Fate, they taunted it and took it for their own. 

	“Lucia, the Inquisition thinks differently. Now, having ascended, your paramount threat has access to every domain in the Imperium, and he is unstoppable.”

	“Unstoppable? What do you mean by that?”

	“We know an attempt on Lord Kilhaven’s life occurred on the night of his ascension. We know he was struck at least four times with perfectly lethal projectiles, and he walked away, taking the heir of New Solomon with him. Data feeds from the sniper’s smart rounds have been uploaded to the Senatorial record.”

	“You have the data feeds?” Lucia Quarrel rarely found herself surprised, but this was one such occasion. The feeds would show the bullets’ trajectory, target, and impact. “Have you recovered the rounds used? And the kill team? Has it been apprehended?”

	“Unfortunately, they succumbed to our security forces upon their arrest. As for the bullets, we must presume that Kilhaven has them in his possession.”

	“Convenient. You claim knowledge of an assassination attempt in Andine Prime—the seat of my domain—and provide proof of the act, knowing it violates the Senatorial charter concerning the rights of Quarrel. As my husband, Kilhaven is untouchable. To attack him within our domain is the first step toward civil war. Is that what you’re after?”

	Bronn moved quickly, hopping from one threat to the next, “Lucia, we haven’t determined who arranged the attack. For the record, it could have been you.”

	“Why would I go through the process of vetting a new partner only to destroy him the following day?”

	“I will never understand how your mind works, but thankfully, we’re not here to do that. We’re here to correct a mistake.”

	Mistake. “How?” said Lucia.

	“You will be allowed an immediate replacement.”

	“Benavet, that’s not what I’m asking. In life-ending matters, the law protecting High Lords must be bent. A vote must be taken, and I have every right to veto the outcome.”

	Lucia Quarrel was over four hundred years old. She knew Imperial law as well as any of the Twelve. Every word uttered here was transcribed into the permanent record, and every agreement became a new reality within the Imperium.  If Bronn wanted to go that route, Quarrel could force the hands of those seated around the massive circular table.

	Benavet Bronn didn’t relent, “What if the psyker lord is as unstable as we all suspect? If he crosses the line and harms another High Lord, you will have eleven High Houses exacting payment for your incredible lack of judgment.”

	“Bronn, who died and left their body floating in your breakfast?” Quarrel’s smile failed to lessen the blatant taunt. “What if I were to call your bluff? Or better yet, what if I were to abstain from the vote on the proposed kill-edict?”

	“Lucia, you would allow it to pass?” The shock in Benavet Bronn’s voice spread to ten other faces in the domed hall.

	“I won’t admit to an error in judgment, nor will I be held responsible for the outcome of your proposal. That said, the Senatorial Council will be held responsible for any damage done to the domain of Quarrel, excluding the death of my husband or his charge.”

	By including the princess, Lucia Quarrel stepped willingly into Bronn’s scheme. The young woman was the current prize in the long game between rivals, Bronn and Quarrel, and as a lure, it worked wonders.

	“You would throw in the girl? According to Ordo Hereticus, she’s as dangerous and unstable as Kilhaven.”

	“Benavet, the Inquisition has several strong opinions on the matter but knows better than to act against a High House.”

	“Tell us where she is, and we’ll agree to your terms.”

	“Hear them first before you decide. By laws of double jeopardy, you will get one run at the psyker lord. Any resources used must be preapproved by the Council, and the use of neutral factions is prohibited. Beyond that, if and when Lord Kilhaven returns to the ongoing crusade, the kill-edict becomes null and void—meaning you had better work fast. Are you with me so far?”

	“I am,” Bronn replied. “With the stipulation that you not inform the whelp of the edict beforehand.”

	“Agreed,” said Quarrel. “Lady Kasara will be in play. The princess is currently with Lord Kilhaven. They’re onboard an Inquisitorial cruiser heading for Terra’s outer jump marker and eventually the system of Skylarr in the Segmentum Pacificus. Skylarr belongs to Quarrel, but I will deem it neutral ground on one undeniable condition: I want New Solomon.”

	“You’re proposing a trade?” said Bronn.

	“Yes. As far as I see it, we both agree on two key things: one, a civil war is a loss for everyone involved, and two, the New Solomon system is far too valuable to remain in its politically divided state. The heir must be given her place or removed for good.”

	Benavet Bronn didn’t hesitate in accepting every word prescribed by Lucia Quarrel. Behind the scenes, the machine that was House Bronn jumped into frantic motion in a bid to intercept the targeted pair.

	Lucia Quarrel sat back as the vote was sealed, knowing that another game had begun. As a way to quell the boredom of centuries, the schemes against her peers were an addiction. She had plans to make and her own connections to notify concerning the coming bout, but she took her time, savoring the new opening she had wrought. “Benavet, you said it yourself. Paric Kilhaven is unstoppable. What makes you think you can take him down this time?”

	“Bronn sponsors several long-running projects for the Senatorial Council. More than one will be activated in response to this edict.”

	“A cadre of sanctioned assassins?”

	“Not merely assassins, we’re talking about perfection. My first husband calls it the Black Diamond program.”


Chapter 1

	Praetorian Cadet: New Solomon

	“Lord Danze, the child is ready to leave the vat.”

	“Director, I’ll decide when she’s ready.”

	“The girl has been in there three years—two beyond protocol. Why the delay?”

	“Consider it an experiment.”

	“An experiment? Do you want the girl or not?” 

	“What I want is perfection.”

	“She is one of our best biogenetic designs. At this point, the isolation is harming her more than anything else. What are you after?”

	“That isn’t your concern, but you may bring her out.”

	“And what shall we name her?”

	“She has a name, that of House Bronn.”

	“A given name.”

	“Bronn is enough until she earns her place.”

	“Lord Danze, your project stood up.” Dean Antonia Krakauer sighed in frustration. As the head of the Schola Progenium on Calisto, this wasn’t a conversation she ever wanted to have concerning a cadet, but she couldn’t deny the man’s interest or authority.

	“The girl stood up in the middle of a Praetorian training simulation with live rounds?”

	“Training rounds aren’t meant to be lethal. The young woman said she wanted to know what it felt like to fail.” Both points were perfectly valid in the dean’s mind, but the latter was a crime in Danze’s.

	Lord Leyster Danze was a partner in High House Bronn. As the first husband of Benavet Bronn, he represented the notable family in all matters short of taking Benavet’s seat on the Senatorial Council. The star system of New Solomon was one of their holdings, along with its Schola Progenium, its dean, and one utterly wretched young woman.  

	“Dean Krakauer, she doesn’t have the right to do such a thing. To make that point clear, I prohibit the Medicae’s use of pain meds in her recovery.”

	“Lord Danze, our Medicae hasn’t forgotten your original edicts.”

	“Do you still consider her mentally fit?”

	“Legally, yes.” The dean knew better than to declare the scion unfit. “Seventeen isn’t a danger to others, but she was flawed when she got here. I am sickened by her continued existence and the suffering she endures.” 

	“What do you mean by flawed?”

	“A neuro-divergence sets her apart from her peers. Among other things, the cadet has an extreme aversion to touch, harsh light, and loud noises. It disrupts her concentration and can lead to involuntary lapses in judgment. Beyond that, she seems to view pain as a challenge rather than a goal to be avoided.”

	“As with all things Bronn, we are more than generous with our sponsorship of this Schola Progenium. I expected your Praetorian curriculum to fix it—fix her.”

	“Lord Danze, she’s run the training gauntlet on a weekly basis since she was fourteen.”

	“Has it helped?”

	“Only in that we now know she isn’t overly burdened by fear or pain. Her decision-making is normally keen, her reflexes sharp, and yet there’s something deeply wrong about her—perhaps it’s a question for the lab from which she came.”

	“How are her overall scores?”

	“The best in her class—she’s extremely bright—just don’t make her a sniper.”

	“Snipers are only as good as their guns. I paid for a diamond. With what I’ve got in mind, the scion will shine.”

	###

	Silence, sweet silence, was her idea of a perfect world, and this wasn’t it. The foul smelling, gun-barrel din of the Praetorian course was pure torture. A maze of gutted buildings, trenches, tunnels, and razor wire filled Seventeen’s mind. Concussion charges jarred her perception. Bullets zipped and lasbolts pushed the young woman into positions best avoided. She knew better but couldn’t help it—the universe had already decided her fate. 

	Seventeen knew punishment and the reasons for it. She’d failed a test. The Medicae test had a name, and she did not, but that was beside the point. 

	Feth them, she thought. 

	The young woman wasn’t scared of their methods, but that didn’t shield her mind from the results. Body armor protected her from most things lethal, but her helmet’s filters had been disabled. Every crack, whistle, or bang of sound hit home, sapping her will. 

	Soldiers flinched under fire. A Praetorian did not. It said so right there in the manual. 

	Proctor Shan droned on in her ear, “Seventeen, keep your head up and get moving.”

	And feth him, too.

	Keeping her head down, she rolled, reaching the leftmost edge of the trench. Tracers spun inches above her backside as she crawled forward. The heel of her boot disappeared, carried away by a lapse in concentration or an unlucky shot. 

	The girl knew the shortest distance to the course’s end, and while she was moving, unwanted flinches were harder to detect.

	The proctors knew that too. Their answer was simple: razor wire and flash bangs, filling the course ahead.

	Take the punishment or go around? She wasn’t scared of pain. She had lived with it all her life. Like a second skin or a bullet in the back, it had crept into the birthing vat and stayed—a mark of the unfated.

	A schola Progenium was reserved for the sons and daughters of the Imperium’s most heroic dead. Every cadet had names, front and back. As an unnamed scion of an unlisted House, she had neither. They called her ‘Seventeen’—a moniker updated every year since she had arrived at the age of four.

	A month ago, she had reached this same spot in the Praetorian training ground and stood up. The live rounds had eventually torn through her armor, reaching the vulnerable flesh underneath. 

	Earlier that same day, the young woman had learned that behind her back, the other cadets had taken to calling her Ghost. While Barrel-bred, Vat-bastard, Unfated, and Freak, were all common enough nicknames—jealousy and nothing more—Ghost was too close to the truth. Somewhere in her mind, the jab had struck home.

	She couldn’t be a ghost if she was never born, could she? The pain said otherwise, offering the cruelest of answers and proving her peers all wrong. 

	Feth them all. 

	Now, gauging the angles and the cadence of incoming rounds, she mapped the training course’s automated gun emplacements and sprinted for the next barrier. 

	Halfway there, a single round collided with the armor on the back of her thigh, steering her into a trench wall. 

	She bounced off, spinning, and kept her momentum going forward into a dive over a span of sharp, multi-pronged wire. 

	A shallow depression filled with stunners, flash mines with uneven fuses, greeted her arrival on the muddy turf. 

	Frantically crawling left, she felt the first charge warm her back. Her world became an overload of sound and light. That was her signal to crawl right and scramble blindly through the din, over the bowl’s lip and back into the open.

	The deep trench line angled upward into a field of random craters, tripwires, and mines. A platoon of drones arrived, whirring and zipping, head-high, behind her. 

	The chase was on.

	Biogenetically engineered for physical and mental perfection, the young woman’s reality shifted into high-gear. The minefield became a blur. 

	The drones were programmed to learn her tendencies and fire predictive shots with their modified lasguns. They had numbers instead of names and machine spirits instead of minds. A dozen flying devices crisscrossed her path, spitting out a web of energized bolts. They burned shallow holes in her armor, her helmet, and her skin.

	Seventeen pretended that she didn’t mind the painful stabs. Dodging her way across the faux battlefield, she imagined herself a drone. In an instant, she had a dozen like-minded friends. In an instant, she wasn’t alone. In an instant, the surrounding world lost its bare-knuckled grip, while beams of light shot past her in hushed tones, pointing the way home.

	The final arena arrived too soon, and reality reasserted its hold. 

	The drones followed her into the depression of a twenty meter diameter round. Clicks and whirrs became inhuman shrieks. Lasers became copper leads piping electric current—a single hit had enough kick to bring her down or lock her up.

	Seventeen knew the drill. She drew a long saber from the sheath across her back, launching into the mass melee that would end the simulation. 

	Unpredictable movement was a must, hesitation a curse. Her training blade lashed out, cutting wires in self-defense and tearing into the simulated ambush, one vicious drone at a time.

	She whispered, “Sorry, friends,” with every strike. 

	Tears leaked from her eyes at each flier cleaved in two. Leaving one wounded and alive would only haunt her the next time through. The devices would share her secrets with the next numbered platoon. To be known by someone beyond that of the proctors’ scores or the Medicae practitioners’ salves was a draw like no other. She leaned up against that desire, placing it firmly outside herself and the world in which she lived. 

	###

	“Ten out of ten.” Seventeen knew the training mission’s final score without waiting for Proctor Shan’s analysis. Ten was the max, and she always got a bonus for besting her time.

	“We shall see.” Shan smiled, knowing she was correct. “We’ll review your performance once the Medicae patches you up.”

	“What?” she said.

	“Your heel?”

	Her foot was on fire. The drones had figured out the weak spot early on in her flight across no-man’s-land. To the young woman, it was the perfect excuse. The long mile walk back to the schola’s campus grounds was a gift for the silence and solitude it would bring.

	“Proctor, I can make it on my own. You go on ahead.” 

	She handed over the training saber, removed her helm, and freed the small knot at the back of her head. Silky straight black hair fell into place at her shoulders, framing a perfectly symmetrical face, a dusky pale complexion, and a pair of vibrant gray eyes. 

	A gift of the unfated, her striking appearance made little sense at first. She was trained for violence and war—a weapon, not a consort—and yet she was beyond pretty and pleasingly slender beneath the muscles, weighted gloves, and body armor. She wouldn’t be seen as a threat in any stranger’s eyes and figured that was the point. Beauty brings distraction, and distraction leads to death.

	The schola Progenium was defended by high walls, guard towers, and a full company of the Imperial Guard. They waved the young woman through the half-open gate without a word. The morning drills were over. The vast inner courtyard was empty except for one young man. 

	Senior Cadet William Sayles matched her stride, saying “My favorite number has returned.”

	“Good morning, Billy.” Seventeen didn’t slow; she didn’t even look up as she crossed the cobbles of the vast open space. “Why are you here?”

	“I heard you were going after my record again. Did you break it?”

	She’d broken the course record at age fourteen, on her second time through it. Nobody ever came close to matching her times, the number of perfect scores, or the raft of scars she carried as proof of success. On the other hand, William Sayles had a way of seeing past her reality to something that wasn’t there. 

	Seventeen liked the playful tone of his voice but would never admit it. It didn’t fit, and then it did, without any explanation. “I did,” she said. “Sorry about that.” 

	“You’re limping. Need some help?” He held out his hand. 

	The girl finally looked up into his blue eyes born of chance, not a milky white vat. “No, thanks. I’ve got this.”

	She’d met Billy Sayles when her name was Four. Her first acquaintance at the schola Progenium, he was a year older and always seemed to find her at the most inopportune of times.

	Billy hadn’t lowered his hand. “I—I just wanted to say goodbye.” 

	Seventeen came to a halt, grasping for the helmet hooked to her belt before the unexpected ache in her eyes broke free.

	“Please, don’t,” he whispered. “You’ll spoil the memory.”

	It was his determined tone and her not knowing what to say. She let go of her lid and took his outstretched hand. “When are you due to ship out?”

	“I signed my commission with the Imperial Guard this morning and wanted to share the news with someone. I’ll be joining the next deployment out of New Solomon Prime.”

	“Your home world?” 

	He shrugged. “Close enough.”

	“Should I call you Lieutenant Sayles?”

	“Not yet—not ever. Please just call me Billy.” It was a name reserved for family, but he didn’t dare scare her away with that dire thought.

	“Billy, I don’t have a name to share with you.” 

	The name Seventeen was the schola’s running joke. It was assigned, not given, and it cut her to the bone.

	Billy captured the lost look in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to—I’m sorry—to me you’ll always be Four.”

	“You remember,” she said. Crystal shiny days came flooding back, masking the unquenchable nightmare of a crowded room and a proctor calling role. 

	He smiled again. “How could I forget the girl that wouldn’t speak?”

	“You were the boy with the royal blue eyes. Still are.”

	Given a jolt of confidence, he dared to ask the next question that came to mind, “Do you have a family name? A line for me to follow in the future?”

	Once cut, their connection would be impossible to trace across the vast galaxy. The schola Progenium was a feeder for the might of the Imperium. Filled with talented orphans, the ranks were readily depleted and replenished by the misfortunes of war. Each pupil grew into a weapon valued by the Emperor of Man. It said so on the front gate, “Everyone knocks. Do it forcefully and be honored by your line.”

	“I do,” she said. “I must, to be here, but I don’t know what it is. They said that I’ll find out when I leave.”

	He slowly released her grip, forcing his frown back into a smile. “May it be a good one.”

	More than anything, she yearned for her dorm room with its dim light and soundproof walls. The hole in her heel wasn’t a bleeder. It had already been cauterized by a well-aimed bolt of light. 

	Training drones weren’t meant to kill or incapacitate. They were there to punish mistakes, inflicting pain and forcing a cadet to think fast while under duress. The Praetorian cadet known as Seventeen had taken to the years of training as if her life depended on it. She was taught to take any opening in an instant, knowing that the silence would always be there, just out of reach. 

	Surprising herself, the young woman gently caught hold of the young man’s arm. “Billy, on second thought, the Medicae is farther than I remember.”

	By the time they parted, a hundred careful paces later, Billy Sayles’ easy smile had placed its mark on what little was left of her soul, and he had the memory he’d always longed for—a real conversation with the beautiful girl that didn’t speak to anyone but herself. 

	Their common ground was clear. As graduation ended their time at the schola, both cadets would be given further training in their respective companies in hopes that the plans of their overseers wouldn’t turn sour. 

	The woman was nearing the end of the schola’s brutal Praetorian track. Not yet slated for the Imperial Fleet or an arm of the Astra Militarum, she was likely headed to a noble House or a Warmaster as either a bodyguard or assassin. 

	Seventeen always knew of the fact that she’d been bred, fed, and delivered from a vat rather than a woman. Her genetics called for strength, quickness, and a genius-level intellect, but they couldn’t provide a proper introduction to reality, nor could they account for the woman’s soul. To maneuver within the system was one thing. To be dominated by it was another, and Seventeen had been slated for the latter all along.


Chapter 2

	Eighteen: New Solomon

	The first and only sign of the young woman’s graduation was a heart-warming message from Dean Antonia Krakauer, “Cadet Eighteen, prepare to depart.” 

	Happy Birthday, she thought. Enjoy your new name. The cadet breathed a sigh of relief. 

	Knowing nothing else, she had felt the schola’s charm crumble in the past week. Her thoughts kept turning back to the Praetorian gauntlet and the need to make a final training run, a final statement that proved to all she wasn’t flawed, but everyone had seen enough. 

	Carrying a duffel’s worth of worn scrubs and the tag ‘XVIII’ on her shoulder, the young woman waited at the schola’s front gate for her future. Standing silently at her side, Dean Krakauer wasn’t there to see her off.

	The warbird landed a hundred paces beyond the schola’s walls. Its wings folded in as the whine of its turbojets faded away. The shuttle was larger and more exotic than any she’d ever seen. The back ramp dropped. Clad in black armor, a security squad emerged, dispersing around the broad, flat training field.  

	Two men and a pallet drone came next. The first, a dignitary of advanced age, was dressed in unmistakable Imperial finery. His eyes glinted as if he searched for his target with every step. The second appeared middle-aged and unaffected—bored, perhaps—as he maintained a measured pace, a merest fraction behind the first. 

	Dean Krakauer waited for them to reach the schola’s well-defended gate. Grabbing Eighteen by the shoulder, she led the new graduate outside and folded herself in half without a word. 

	The cadet dropped her kit and followed suit, listening to the slap of the oncoming footsteps on the plascrete walk and the dean’s overly nervous breathing.

	A firm hand grabbed hold of her chin, standing her up. “Your first mistake, and we haven’t even met.”

	She felt the blood drain from her face at the man’s words, and he laughed, holding her head in place as if he sought to memorize the look of a felon. The dean, he ignored, knowing she held an utterly uncomfortable pose.

	“I am Lord Leyster Danze. Who are you?” His laugh had morphed into a cold yet mischievous smile.

	It was a test.

	“I—I’m Cadet Seventeen.” Old habits were hard to break.

	“Another mistake,” he frowned. “This is Kingsley Bronn, my nephew. He’s a scion of High House Bronn. Take a good look and tell me what you see.”

	She saw eager avarice in the other man’s eyes, pursed lips, and fine clothes fit for work as much as esteem. To compare the two men, the older was a power, the younger his shadow.

	“A loyal servant.” Her voice barely carried to the two men.

	Kingsley Bronn flinched in anger at her words. A firm hand clamped on his shoulder, keeping him in place as a booming laugh echoed around the clearing and off the schola’s high walls. The sonic distraction almost cost her.

	“The correct answer is brother. Your family name is Bronn.” 

	Every Progenium cadet was schooled in the power structures that ran the Imperium. The woman’s mind raced to catch up with the meaning of it all. 

	High House Bronn. One of twelve lines that governed the entire galaxy in the name of the Emperor of Man. On Terra, the Twelve filled the Senatorial Council, and each House was led by a singular High Lord. Male or female, each High Lord was allowed ten partners to represent their House’s interests, counter political rivals, and shepherd their vast holdings. Lord Leyster Danze was undoubtedly a husband of High Lord Benavet Bronn. 

	May it be a good one. Billy Sayles had gotten his wish. The girl had not.

	“And my given name, Lord Danze?”

	The High Lord lost his smile. “We’ll see to that later—on the way home.”


Chapter 3

	Scion of Bronn: En Route to Terra

	The Warp screamed in her head like nothing she’d ever heard. They said it was a shortcut, shaving centuries of travel from their trip back to Terra, but she would rather grow old and die in the utter emptiness of outer space than spend another minute listening to the unreal blare. 

	They’d strapped her into a bed in the Medicae, feeding her a cocktail that seemed to do the trick. As the ship finally transitioned from the Warp into the heart of the Segmentum Solar, the banshees departed, and her reality returned—one shade uglier than before. 

	Lord Danze was livid at her fevered reaction to Warp travel. He’d been expecting hardened Praetorian perfection, not a Warp-sensitive wretch. The High Lord didn’t even try to hide his disdain. He looked at the woman as if she was broken and completely forgot about giving her a name. 

	Eighteen, it is, she thought.

	They still had another week before reaching the orbital stations around Terra. She spent her time working out in the massive ship’s armory section and sparring with the Fleet actives. There weren’t any Praetorians aboard, but the Fleet Marines were tough, and they didn’t hold back during hand-to-hand bouts. Sparring helmets kept score—the first to land five solid hits won.

	In her mind, it was a simple game that played to all her strengths. She’d been taught to fight in every form, but especially hand-to-hand. In the training ring, there weren’t any loud noises, and she didn’t have to subdue her larger, sturdier opponents. She merely had to make her presence felt while dodging slower, heavier-handed foes.

	The soldiers liked to dicker and bet on every match. It was a practice more to pass time than get rich. An Astra Militarum enlistment lasted ten years, minimum, unless condolences were in the offing. None of the Marines would be going planetside any time soon to spend their winnings.

	More than anything, each bout was a way for her to vent her mounting anger and frustration. She’d always dealt with a sense of unease—a biogeneticist had thrown a switch, coaxing her into existence—but now, her life seemed to be sailing toward a dead-end. She’d been ignored before—left alone, but not abandoned. To be abandoned demanded that a person be claimed by someone first, and then not.

	Her fist ached from the violent punch that sent Warrant Ottovan to the floor. His mates were still helping him up, brushing off his back, and collecting their winnings. Being mates didn’t mean they were blind. They knew Ottovan’s tells as easily as Eighteen and looked upon the result without disappointment. 

	And there it was, her path forward. She figured if Bronn didn’t want her, she could always enlist. Surely, she wasn’t a threat or a purely disposable asset. House Bronn could cut her loose without reservation—better a donation to the Fleet or the Guard than the recycler, right?

	An officer approached, his uniform spotless and his chin strong. “I’m Lieutenant Gant. Where do we deposit your winnings, Princess?” 

	The lieutenant tracked all the exchanges and made sure the scion got a cut whether or not she placed any bets. That he called her Princess rather than Eighteen or cadet was a kindness rather than a jab in both of their books.

	“Lieutenant, I’m not on the ledger anywhere as far as I know, and I don’t drink. Please buy a round on me and thank your platoon for the workout.”

	“I’ve collected three marriage proposals for you today, and I think you’ve just made it four. Any chance you could get by on a Fleet officer’s scale?”

	She blushed. “I’m not sure I’m allowed to accept any offers at this point—but thank you. Terra is my last stop.”

	“You really don’t have a name?”

	“Not a given one, if that’s what you’re after, though I do like Princess.” She hesitated, knowing the man’s next question. “Before you ask, my House name is Bronn.”

	“It fits,” he said. “I’ve met nobles before—nothing so high and mighty as Bronn—and you even smell like one. How does that work?”

	Another blush. “Lieutenant, that’s a secret I dare not share. It could overturn the Imperium if the secret ever got out.”

	“And she’s got a sense of humor.” The lieutenant couldn’t seem to decide between a smile and a frown, so he gave her a careful bow and escorted her to the training compartment’s bulkhead door. “Be seeing you, Princess. Hit ‘em hard.”

	“Hit ‘em hard, lieutenant.” For once in her short-lived life—named or not—the woman felt like she belonged.

	###

	An enormous, gothic fortress, the warship was also part city, part taxi, and part shrine. As a belligerent force, it regulated and divided the realities of thousands. Humans, half-humans, machine spirits, and drones all took part in its successful crossing of the galaxy. 

	Eighteen was an unknown with a noble scion’s standing. She could roam about with ease. Her biomarkers had been re-verified before they departed the moon of Calisto in the world-rich system of New Solomon. A hash of her genetic data would be injected into any Imperial ship, system, or city that the woman encountered, giving her sanctioned access far beyond the means of most.

	The nobles’ traveling deck was called the Inner Sanctum. Positioned deep in the heart of the ship, it lacked windows, but its walls were adorned with projected art from House Bronn’s extensive collection. The vast suite’s corners held holographic statues of creatures long extinct on their homeworld of Terra. Some of the beasts were lithe and clearly cunning, while others were terrible in their untamed might. 

	As the Emperor’s home planet, Terra wasn’t considered neutral ground among the Houses of the Imperium. Instead, its biomass was divided into twelve political regions, each permanently controlled by a member of the Senatorial Council. The Terran domains were grossly important in each High Lord’s deck of galaxy-spanning holdings. Rivalries were common and feuds played out both above and below the table. With sharply defined edges, a rival’s political domain was never crossed without an invitation or a readiness to fight. Eighteen would fit perfectly into this world if only she arrived there in one piece. 

	The swelling and bruising on her hands hadn’t gone unnoticed. Lord Leyster Danze had gotten hold of his anger and was meting it out one raw word at a time. In the Inner Sanctum’s vaulted living room, a half circle of leather-clad seating and an arc of intense lighting bolstered the sadistic drip that leaked from the mouth of Bronn.

	Danze pointed to the center of the room. “Strip. I want to see what else you’ve damaged.”

	Eyes-down like a chastised child, Eighteen regretted the dinner she’d just consumed and the number of servants lurking in the background. “Now?”

	“You heard me. Take everything off.”

	“I—I’m not trained for this.”

	“This isn’t a test. It’s an order. Don’t make me ask again.” The chilly, stale salon matched the tone in the High Lord’s voice.

	The woman did as she was told, handing each garment to a servant to be folded. 

	“Turn around.” Lord Danze scanned the young woman’s body, fuming at the new bruises and old scars that marred her perfection. He snarled, “Who did this to you?”

	In all his years, Danze had never been physically abusive, but he wanted to thrash the woman for the failure she portrayed. 

	“I did it to myself.” Eighteen hadn’t been forced to fight. She had needed to hit something as much as Danze did now. Maybe, if she let him have his way, he’d get over his frustration like she’d gotten over hers. Unfortunately, she neither grasped his age or position or the fact that his soul had long faded as the centuries passed.

	Danze growled, “Don’t lie to me.”

	“Feth off, you bast—,” Eighteen never finished the sentence. Her mouth emitted a wailing groan through gritted teeth as the shock waves struck. 

	Across the room, Kingsley Bronn released the activator on the stunner’s control wand. The smell of burning flesh had begun to permeate the air as metallic plates embedded in the floor pulsed electric current through the soles of the young woman’s feet. 

	The girl was out cold standing up—almost.

	She staggered forward—eyes closed. Her inhuman groan became a growl. The physical pain was merely another taunt. Life’s isolation burned her far deeper than any brutal lesson dreamed up by a king of man.

	Bronn came up swinging. Danze’s ring laden backhand brushed past her hair and then another. Neither scored as she bobbed and ducked—blind and yet not. She felt the heat drifting off his skin and knew the pattern of his breath. 

	She spat blood on the floor from her twice bitten tongue. “Try again.” 

	The girl leaned into the next strike, letting it tear into her face. The bone surrounding her left eye screamed in complaint as she toppled to the floor. That single moment of violence wasn’t enough for the husband of Benavet Bronn. His four hundred years of living made it seem like the useless blink of an eye. Looming over the girl, his shoe added several more marks to her already tender ribs. 

	“Again,” he screamed, grabbing her hair and dragging her across the stunner plates as Kingsley Bronn thumbed the switch.

	She gurgled as the painful current finally subsided. Her stomach emptied itself onto the floor. She didn’t smell like a noble anymore—or maybe she did—maybe that was the lieutenant’s point all along. The recycler option was looking better and better in her mind’s eye, but Eighteen hadn’t given up. They’d never taught her how.

	Danze barked another order, “Kingsley, bring me the weapon.” Avoiding her filth, his shoe nudged the girl. “Get up.”

	Slipping on vomit as she rose, Eighteen heard the mistake take hold of the man, heard the scrape of his shoe as he kicked out again in disgust. The woman wasn’t there to meet it. She rolled out of a dive and staggered back to her feet as Kingsley Bronn entered the living room’s ad hoc arena. He held out a katana—an arm-length saber with only the slightest curve to its blade. 

	Lord Danze grabbed the hilt, drawing the blade from its protective sleeve and taking a step back. “I’ve brought you a gift—a birthday present if you can take it from me.” 

	Holding the sword in one hand, his thumb twitched, and the razor-sharp adamantine edge donned the sinister glow of a molecular disruptor. The blade was a priceless power sword, downsized slightly to better fit the woman’s grasp. Eighteen’s eyes locked onto the weapon; her breathing calmed; the day’s wounds were forgotten.

	“Feth you and your toys,” she spat. “I want my name.”

	“Again, you will have to earn it. This blade is called Kjoru, but it is willing to share.” 

	The Lord of Bronn kept the weapon pointed at her chest, offering the young woman a quick way out. 

	Eighteen took it, racing forward. Three steps into an instant death, she veered right, slamming her shoulder into the sternum of Kingsley Bronn. Caught by surprise, the older scion tumbled back, dropping the scabbard as he fell. Her first move was to catch the hardened sheath. Her second left a painful mark across Kingsley’s face and blood streaming from his nose. It was a useful test of the scabbard’s strength and payback for the stunner. 

	Eighteen ducked the incoming thrust of Kjoru and spun away from Lord Danze. Neither spoke as they squared off.

	The elder noble’s eyes matched the glint of the katana. His grip was steady and strong. Danze had been trained to wield the effortless blade, and a flick of the wrist was all it would take to put his latest project down. 

	The exotic weapon’s hum drew her in. There was a pattern in its vibration. It matched a sound she’d heard before—a mix of comfort and menace. She feinted forward and jumped back as Danze lashed out, missing her completely. 

	The scabbard she held was useless, a lure and nothing more. As the formal embodiment of House Bronn, Lord Danze was untouchable. To harm him would mean her death in the worst possible way. They’d taught everyone that fact in the schola Progenium. High Lords were strictly off limits, but their scions were not, and neither was she. 

	The woman inched forward, waving the scabbard like a wand. It danced in front of Danze’s eyes, disrupting his view. He reacted with a twitch that sliced her sole weapon in two. With the power of its molecular disruptor, the katana didn’t collide with the scabbard as much as it flowed through it, leaving half clattering to the floor.

	Lord Danze smiled, knowing the woman was stuck. Eighteen smiled back, feinted left, and dove right, coming up into another tackle of Kingsley Bronn. 

	This time was different. This time she held an incredibly sharp spike—the
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