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Chapter 1

	Embarkation

	“This is Inquisitor Teodoro Locke on the Emperor’s Talon. We’ve arrived from the Fulcrum system in the Segmentum Pacificus to deliver a psyker for Schola Psykana.”

	“Locke, this is Inquisitor Joffre Costain. We’d been informed via astropath that the rogue psyker on Fulcrum IV was terminated.”

	“That young man no longer exists, but we think this one is promising.”

	“Acknowledged. Your beacon has been added to the grid. An Ordo Hereticus shuttle is en route. What have you brought us?”

	“A Delta grade psyker. Male. Highly lethal.”

	“Intentional kills?”

	“Yes.”

	“Stability?”

	“Marginal.”

	“Name.”

	“Silver.”

	“Acknowledged. Beam us his file.”

	To see Brianne Haaland at this moment was unfair, but it had always been that way. Our relationship had been one of glimpses and stolen walks. She stood in the shadows of the hangar deck, leaning on her brother Lyst rather than a cane and looking even more beautiful than I recalled. Every moment with her had been an exhilarating escape, and in the end, she was a silent reminder that I’d always been in over my head. 

	The Emperor’s Talon had carried me halfway across the galaxy to another world and a new life. The monstrous starship felt more like a cathedral than a vessel of war. It was a stand-in shrine and a beacon. The hushed tones of its crew only added to the feeling as I shuffled through the hectic bay. Newly shackled, I was being escorted to a shuttle for the short ride over to an orbital defense station. 

	My mind-dampening cowl had been replaced by a more subtle, multipronged device, a thick collar locked around my neck. Its cold fingers roamed up the back of my skull, pressing into my skin and dulling my spark. Carrying an explosive charge in its lock, the collar allowed me to see and be seen for the first time in weeks. As the key to my new life, it left me with nothing but a growing sense of dread.

	By the standards of the Imperium, I wasn’t officially human. I was an unsanctioned psyker. After an evaluation in the holding cells of Ordo Hereticus, I’d be hauled to the surface of Terra and placed in the Schola Psykana. There, I would spend the next year or two under a psychic microscope, being trained, and if all went as planned, I’d regain my standing as a vital citizen of the Imperium. It only sounds great when one knows the alternatives, and Inquisitor Locke made sure I knew those before we ever emerged from the Warp on our trip across the Milky Way.

	As we reached the shuttle’s ramp, I stole one final glance over my shoulder and offered a brave smile for the onlookers. Perhaps that final glimpse would be memorable for the first woman I’d ever loved. I was numb and too overwhelmed to know what it would mean to me or what it had meant.

	It’s not you; it’s me, I thought, and that made me chuckle for the truth it captured about my life.

	“Take any seat. We’ll strap you in.” The man’s uniform bore the symbol of the Inquisition, but it was his aggressive weapon that caught my eye.

	The guard wasn’t looking to start a conversation, so I sat down first, replying, “I once kissed a girl over a weapon like that.”

	“I doubt it.” The man brushed a bit of invisible dust off his hellgun. He carried a version I hadn’t seen before, with a thick cable looping to the belt behind his back. 

	Through my exotic neckwear, I searched for the menacing hum of his hot-shotted weapon, and I nodded in appreciation, “It’ll do.”

	“Do what?” he said. 

	“Whatever it wants.”

	It didn’t seem a practical weapon for onboard security. It could punch a hole through me and the bulkhead without a second thought.

	“True,” he chuckled. “Place your hands on the armrests.”

	Plasteel restraints lashed my torso, wrists, and ankles into place, and I had an uneasy feeling it wasn’t enough. I asked the guard, “You got an overhead cowl that I could wear?”

	“It’s a short ride. That ain’t enough?”

	“I’m not used to being off-planet. The cowl keeps me from getting jittery.”

	Jittery was the safest word I could come up with at that moment. The cowl had kept me sane in the throes of a long shortcut through the Immaterium, a chaotic dimension better known as the Warp, but I was still recovering from several life-saving surgeries and the loss of everything I held dear. According to the more experienced hands in the Medicae ward of the Emperor’s Talon, it had been an easy trip over from the vast region known as the Segmentum Pacificus. They didn’t wear scars that acted like beacons for the unreal.

	The man sighed, “Give me a second.” He returned with a bulbous black mask and slid it over my head, turning the dimly lit cabin into a cornerless berth of black. Silent black. 

	I closed my useless eyes and relaxed. 

	My first day of Schola Primaris back on Fulcrum IV flashed through my head. The whirr of data and the small class hovering around a central node. The end goal had been to deliver everything needed to build the future leaders of the hive cluster. The years of shared knowledge and socialization made me what I am today. I wanted to believe that, but in the end, I’d changed and been offered a new path. Leadership was out of the question, but my existence might be allowed.

	###

	“Welcome to Orbital V, Terra. You may open your eyes.”

	I complied, enjoying the dimly lit cell and the fact that my cowl and restraints were gone. The collar still hummed in place behind my ears.

	An older gentleman sat across from me at a small ceramic table. “I am Inquisitor Costain of the Ordo Hereticus, and I will be blunt. We may not know who you are or what you’ve done to get here, but we will find out. Inquisitor Locke provided us with a sparse overview of your background on Fulcrum IV. He has been commended for his safe delivery and is on his way out of the system.”

	The man’s words seemed to echo with a forcefulness from another dimension. He wasn’t completely human either. I could see he wasn’t afraid of me and found that comforting. I held my tongue.

	“Very good.” Costain tapped the tabletop, and a report appeared. “While you were reminiscing, we completed our final evaluation of your psychic potential. We have assigned you a rating of Delta Standard and have reserved a slot for you in Schola Psykana. Being eighteen, you are on the older end of the sanctionite range but still acceptable. According to your Medicae scan, you’ve paid dearly for your life choices. You now have the opportunity to make a better choice, the first of many.”

	I reached up and tapped my brutal necklace, signifying that I was in no position to make any decisions. 

	“That life is over. Inquisitor Locke delivered the death certificate along with the cadaver, and even though you’re still warm, you are still a cadaver. Don’t consider that collar a means of merciful death but rather an opportunity for your resurrection.”

	I couldn’t argue with the man’s logic, “I accept.”

	Costain tapped the table again, turning it off. “You are the last entrant in a class of ten. Your class designation is 1137-Lima, and your official name is Silver. As to your next question, the rules are simple. If you complete the first year at Psykana and are deemed trustworthy, the collar will be removed.”

	Silver was a magic word, a reminder of when I was fully alive. A memory of Bree clung to it.

	“Young man, it is time to let go of your past. We’ve given you a familiar name at Inquisitor Locke’s request, but its old meaning will only lead you astray. Don’t let it be your undoing.”

	“Did my things arrive with me?”

	“The power glaive and body armor? Yes, they will land with you on Terra. For a first-year, you are certainly over-equipped.”

	“You don’t know who I was or what I did.”

	“I know you died for your efforts.”

	“I’d do it again.” While true, it hadn’t been my decision alone. 

	Costain smiled. “Let’s hope not, but just in case, Inquisitor Locke left you a gift.” He slid a pair of Medicuffs across the table and left me to ponder their meaning. A life on the brink and a second chance. 

	The expensive item was a life-preserver used by the first responders on any hiveworld. It was said that each device contained a machine spirit that learned the dire needs and proper rhythms of its users. The device provided chemical and electrical stimulation to sustain a person until proper Medicae treatment could facilitate their comeback.

	Inquisitor Teodoro Locke wouldn’t have known the Medicuffs’ deeper meaning for me, so I took the gift as a warning and a guide. I placed the priceless item in my breast pocket, hoping I’d never have to use it again.

	###

	Besides the small table and chairs, the holding cell had a commode and a cot bolted to the wall. I had used both and fallen asleep when another visitor arrived. As an astral body projection, the man’s translucent form wore a uniform of the Astra Telepathica. He appeared young, certainly younger than me. As he stood there, watching me try to sleep, his excess of energy taunted mine, burning me like a gallon of strong coffee. 

	The back of my neck was certainly heating up as I stood, “Are you waiting for me to bow or something?”

	“No,” he said. “I’m simply admiring the view at the bottom of the heap.”

	I’d been to the bottom of the heap, and it was nothing like this. “What heap?”

	“Class 1137-Lima, soon to enroll at the Schola Psykana. They always leave the dregs for last in each class.”

	“And who are you?”

	“Rynk. Gamma Prime. And you?”

	“The Dregs,” I shrugged. 

	Rynk ignored my answer. “The first year is the toughest. That’s why you wear the collar. It protects you and those around you.”

	I yawned, “I’ve already gotten the lecture about my chances of survival.”

	“I can help you with that collar,” he said, reaching out.

	I gave his hand a psychic slap, forcing it away. I didn’t have an abundance of power, but I had enough. “Keep your hands to yourself.”

	“You’re not that pretty, but I’ve got an offer for you and a word of advice.”

	“I’m waiting,” I said.

	“The key to surviving your first year at Psykana is to join the right clan. Having someone to watch your back during downtime is crucial.”

	“You’re offering me protection?”

	“Actually, no. I’m more of a predator. I’m looking for someone to hunt the other recruits with me, but my reputation offers its own shield. If you’re with me, no one will mess with you.”

	I didn’t know what to make of his offer or Psykana. “I’ll think about it. What’s your word of advice?”

	Rynk smiled like a feral hound and barked, “McKittrick.”

	“That’s a word. What does it mean?”

	“You’ve got my best offer. If you change your mind, my card’s on the table.” With that, the unwanted visitor left in a disintegrating blur. 

	I walked to the table and tapped its surface. 

	An abridged Ordo file for Locadio Rynk, Gamma Prime, Class 1130-Delta (DEFUNCT) appeared. He was still a first-year student, a sanctionite from an earlier induction. He hadn’t worn a collar when he visited in his ethereal form and could go wherever he wanted, even off-planet. As a Gamma Prime, he was from the stronger end of the psyker pool. As a potential threat, Rynk was beyond my limited grasp. 

	Back on my home planet of Fulcrum IV, a Warp witch had taken root in my city’s deepest sector, the underhive. As a powerful rogue psyker, the witch had figured out a way to hide from the Inquisition and secure the services of the city’s most powerful gang. Through its nefarious designs, a pair of nasty parasites from the Warp had crashed my party. Their silver-tinted presence had been torturous and mind-bending, but they’d taught me everything they knew about hunting, scrapping, and scavenging among their kind. 

	As a fledgling psyker, I’d found a potent set of skills to leverage and a way to defeat the witch. I wasn’t all that powerful—average at best—but I had plenty of potential and know-how. I stole energy and the ways to use it from those around me. I had no idea why Rynk paid me a visit, but if he thought I was the dregs, he’d better buckle in.

	###

	Hours later, I saw my class for the first time as we were placed on a shuttle heading for the surface of Terra. Our class of ten had four males and six females. Everyone’s hair had been shorn in the style of a military recruit, and we wore loose-fitting scrubwear tagged with the eye-sign of the Astra Telepathica. Most of my classmates seemed a year or three younger than me and wore their angst on their sleeves. Nobody looked happy. Nobody said a word. Locked into our seats with a nervousness bordering on dread, I knew things could be far worse. 

	Psykers varied in terms of their potency and abilities. Those deemed too great a threat disappeared. They were shot dead or sacrificed to the Emperor on Terra. Suitably potent users of the Warp—those rated from Gamma Prime down to Epsilon Standard on the Astra Telepathica standard scale—were rounded up by the Inquisition and sent to Schola Psykana to begin a process known as sanctioning.

	As soon as we landed, we would be inducted into the Astra Telepathica and given official standing as acolytes of Psykana. To say the ride-in was bumpy would be an understatement. 

	The transport’s passenger bay was sectioned into rows of two, with each seat separated by a broad aisle. The chair backs and outer bulkhead acted as walls, only allowing me to see one other recruit. A young woman around my age sat eight feet to my right, wearing freckles to distract from her pretty pale blue eyes. Neither of us said a word, but she smiled back and seemed to relax as our eyes met. It was another moment I’d never forget.

	As we dove into the heavier atmosphere of the planet, the vehicle bounced hard, accelerating toward its destination on the planet’s surface. I hadn’t seen any pilot or crew once we were strapped in and assumed the g-forces didn’t affect whatever AI was controlling our descent. An imminent landing light flashed in front of me, and moments later, a security check light flickered and settled on green. 

	A sharp bang rattled the cabin as the shuttle touched down, and to my right, the woman’s head sagged forward. The back of her neck was a charred ruin. The focused explosion had cauterized her flesh, and what little blood there was had immediately blackened, dappling the walls and the seat around her. The remains of her collar had fallen into her lap.

	Feth.

	I was strapped in with dura-leather and plasteel cords, but still, I struggled to break free of the dreadful scene. I may have vomited in the process and bitten my tongue, hoping to avoid another lesson on the Emperor’s Mercy. I was still in the throes of a fit as a pair of attendants finally reached my row and pointed their stunners at me. They blocked the horrid view and didn’t even think to check on the woman. My Medicuffs couldn’t have brought her back.

	“Dial it down, Silver. You’re the last one to get off.” The Ordo guard looked over his shoulder. “She was the first, and we’d rather you disembarked like all the rest.” They couldn’t care less that she was gone. 

	“W—why?” I coughed.

	“She failed the security check—must have tampered with her collar.” The guard waved the working end of his weapon in my face.

	My hands remained clamped to my chair.

	I focused on the man’s words rather than his weapon, finding my way back to the immediate goal of survival. I offered the guard a far calmer tone, “She was so young. Who was she?”

	The Ordo pair looked at each other and shrugged. “Her name was McKittrick.”


Chapter 2

	Induction

	Psykana Spaceport security incident report.

	One Schola Psykana candidate was terminated due to altered ID codes. Assigned name McKittrick. Female. Age eighteen. Gamma Standard rating. The body has been released to Psykana City for recycling.

	One witness was taken into custody. Assigned name Silver. Male. Age eighteen. Delta Standard rating. The witness was released to a Schola Psykana proctor.

	The arriving shuttle has been sterilized and returned to service. No further action is planned.

	Our universe was decidedly stacked against the schemes of humanity. Scientists calculated that dark energy dwarfed the amount they could detect or control through mundane means. It existed in another dimension, a chaotic part of our universe known as the Sea of Souls or the Warp or the Immaterium, and differed from that which moved the material world in one key aspect. Dark energy contained a spark, a devious intelligence that, if collected and guided, could form and function as an unreal entity. It stole through the Veil, using our inhuman souls as conduits, and brought us chaos at every turn.

	Those cursed with an extremely rare genetic mutation could detect, store, and manipulate dark energy, melding it or converting it into something impossible yet impactful. Our inherent twist meant that psykers weren’t entirely human. We were incredibly valuable and dangerous at the same time, and it seemed like we would always be treated as such. 

	“I’ll take him from here.” An unarmed official of the Astra Telepathica had been waiting for me. 

	The man’s robes were immaculate and trimmed with a brilliant mineral that I assumed was native to Terra. The guards didn’t argue as he waved them away, and a member of the nearby Medicae crew handed me a small towel to clean the blood and vomit from my chin.

	“Rough landing.” I felt relieved as the security forces left us alone.

	The official replied, “Someone had it even rougher than you.”

	“Her name was McKittrick. I think she was my age.”

	The man seemed surprised that I knew her name. He held out his hand, “I’m Bertrem Chinasa, a proctor of Schola Psykana, and I am your sponsor for the coming year.” 

	I thought him brave. “Silver.”

	“You don’t have a given name?”

	Silver was a given name, but Chinasa expected something else.

	“Paric.”

	You’d have thought I cracked a joke by the way he smiled. “Quite. Now, we are late for your induction. I’m sure your class is anxious enough to complete the rite.”

	An underground tram carried us from the local Spaceport on the outskirts of Psykana into the heart of the city. We exited the tramway a block from the Temple of the Ecclesiarchy. 

	Psykana was a city as tall and densely populated as any hive I’d ever seen. The schola that gave it its name only covered a few key sectors as part of a far larger section owned by the Astra Telepathica. Schola Psykana’s heavily guarded campus hugged the surface, while the Dean of Psykana lived in an overhive sector that towered more than a mile above. 

	In a way, over the millennia of the Imperium’s existence, the planet of Terra had grown into a single, enormous hive-city. The boundaries of countless urban clusters blurred together, growing deep into the earth and up. At certain points in the day, natural sunlight flowed directly into the city’s uppermost avenues. There were filters of machined glass to bring it into a suitably healthy spectrum, but it felt unbelievably real to someone that had never experienced a sun’s true warmth.

	The rulers of the Imperial Cult held sway on every planet. With high gothic ceilings and brilliant, gold-tinted windows, the enormous temple matched the pattern of those found everywhere in the Imperium. My class, what remained of it, waited at the farthest end with their well-clad sponsors and a bevy of other officials. Armed guards stood in the wings while the golden face of the Emperor shined down from the windows overhead.

	“I’m Cardinal Muellan, Associate Dean of Schola Psykana. My superior sends his apologies for being unable to welcome you today. We’re here to extract a pledge and grant you admission as sanctionites into Schola Psykana. At the end of this rite, you’ll have attained legal standing within the Imperium and be freed from our harshest measures. Standing does not imply that you will be free of scrutiny, daily evaluation, or punishment, but your existence and potential will matter in the eyes of the Emperor.” 

	The Cardinal sounded as though he’d given the Dean’s apologies hundreds of times in his career and could recite the opening remarks in his sleep. “Your destiny now belongs to the Astra Telepathica until we state otherwise. That could be in one year, three years, or five, though it might be far longer for those deemed most trustworthy. Your goal should be to find a path that most benefits the Imperium. Learn it, master it, and by doing so, you will show us that you have the character to take your own next step. Are there any questions before we begin the rite of induction?” 

	A girl on the far left of our group spoke up, “We seem to be one short of our original number.”

	The others didn’t know. They’d exited out the back of the shuttle, herded away from the row where McKittrick and I had been seated.

	“She didn’t make it,” I said, and before anyone could ask what I meant, I tapped my collar once and frowned.

	Cardinal Muellan didn’t miss a beat. He started with the girl on the far left, having her introduce herself and take the oath of an Astra Telepathica sanctionite. As the girl, a fourteen-year-old Epsilon Prime named Dawn, completed the rite, a wand was pressed against the back of her neck, and a loud click echoed throughout the temple hall. Several classmates jumped at the sound, including Dawn. Cardinal Muellan quickly explained that was the sound of her collar’s lethal implant being permanently disabled. Nobody was in the mood to cheer the good news.

	Becoming a sanctionite wasn’t the same as being sanctioned—not even close—but it was the first step at reclaiming our lives and a bit of what we’d lost when a genetic aberration became the defining force in our existence. 

	Alpha and Beta level psykers were beyond rare and potentially world-shattering. Few were ever allowed to live past the moment of their detection. Delta Standard seemed to be the mean rating for class 1137-Lima. We had two powerful Gammas and three Epsilons to go with two Delta Primes and two Delta Standards. The youngest recruits were the Gammas, a girl of thirteen named Whisper and a boy of fourteen named Jinx. Their collars seemed to run a bit hotter than the rest of ours. The other males were both fifteen and Epsilon rated. Of the females, there were two near me in age, a seventeen-year-old Delta Prime named Onyx and a sixteen-year-old Delta Standard named Helix.

	I went last, “Paric Silver. Eighteen. Delta Standard.”

	Everyone sighed as I completed my oath to the Emperor, and the final pop echoed in the high ceilings of the temple hall. Our relief was palpable, if not wholly complete.

	“What happened to your eyes?” said Jinx. He wore an exotic, dark-haired look and a mischievous smile. 

	“My what—,” I rubbed my eyes and blinked. “Probably a bit of Warp dust from the trip in.”

	Everyone took a half-step closer to check out my freshly painted blues. I’d forgotten to maintain their color over the past few weeks of cowled seclusion and realized that the final picture I’d offered Brianne Haaland had been tarnished by an alien silver sheen. I should never have looked back, but I did. How could I not?

	“How did you do that?” said Helix. “Your eyes were silver a second ago.”

	Helix was athletic in stature and wrapped far tighter than Jinx. Her eyes were a pleasing amber.

	I shrugged, “My name is Silver, and my eyes are blue, but sometimes I get mixed up.” 

	That brought a few smiles to the angst-ridden faces around me. Our sponsors thanked Cardinal Muellan and led us on a long walk out of the temple compound and through the semi-random avenues of Schola Psykana, ending at its habitation blocks. Hab blocks, towers, and narrow streets ruled the layered landscape. Our view of the open sky was blocked by hundreds of towers and dozens of city sectors stacked above us, but a sliver could be seen at the right spots. In the subterranean levels of the hive-city, artificial sunlight was piped in for the enrichment of all. 

	Our hab, Neutral-02, was five stories tall and smaller than most. It appeared more vacant than not. Every class was given their own floor to share, and every recruit had their own modest suite. The doors to the building, hallway, and rooms were bio-locked to each of us and reinforced with ceramite. It seemed like overkill at the time. 

	Proctor Chinasa showed me into my austere room. As my sponsor, he was on hand to provide the clues I would need to survive my first year, but his eyes latched onto the power glaive leaning in the corner. “That’s a fine weapon you’ve got there. Know how to use it?”

	“Barely,” I said. “It’s more of a distant companion.”

	My protective body suits and armor were stashed in a walk-in closet along with a dozen sets of the Schola Psykana uniform. A sanctionite wore rugged, dark gray leggings and a fitted long-sleeve shirt in black. These paired with a waist coat in a bland medium gray with blood-red diagonal stripes. It was hard to miss. The shirts would stretch enough to slip over one’s head and collar, providing a protective layer around one’s neck that reduced the collar’s constant bite. None of it offered any sort of protection from the real hazards of Psykana, most of which wore the same ugly uniforms.

	“The schola attire has been sized to your dimensions and is only required during active schola hours, 0700 through 1900 each day. The basement of this hall holds the automated laundry and dining room shared by the classes assigned to Neutral-02.”

	“And the guard towers outside?”

	“Manned twenty-four standard hours a day with sensors to detect psychic surges and Warp anomalies. Recruits are known to lose control at times or attract things better found on the other side of the Veil.”

	I wondered if my sponsor had seen my complete background dossier. With the way he was fishing for information, I assumed not. From my conversation with Inquisitor Costain, the communication channels between the different ordos of the Inquisition seemed glacially slow, with need-to-know being the key driver. Teodoro Locke was an inquisitor of the Ordo Malleus, the daemon-hunters, while Costain was Ordo Hereticus, the bane of witches and rogue psykers. 

	The Inquisition operated without limits under an Imperial mandate to do whatever was required to counter the taint and the fall of mankind. With the vast majority of the universe spinning in chaotic opposition, the Ordos’ enormous task would never end. Shortcuts to permanent solutions were often taken.

	I tapped my collar, “With the violent hard stop disabled, how do they handle a psyker that loses control?”

	“Several ways. You might have noticed the conspicuous presence of weapons outside, and they aren’t there for show. The guards wield stun wands or hellguns, depending on the potential threat. The Inquisition has its own weapons foundry and its own special editions. The ceramite might protect your doors for a few minutes, but the walls here are only made of plascrete.”

	“Any other methods?”

	Chinasa’s voice turned sour, “You’ll find out tomorrow.”

	“I’ll be on my best behavior until then.”

	“Paric, one last item. You’re one of the oldest of this class and, from what I can see, have a touch more confidence than the rest. Between that and your stature, you are a prime target of any schola psykers that might think of messing with 1137-Lima. Being a lightning rod is a sure way to end up in the recycling facility.”

	“Better me than Whisper or Jinx, right?”

	Proctor Chinasa took a second to process that response. “If that’s your way of thinking, I will tell you one secret among the many that inhabit the walls and minds of Schola Psykana. Whisper was brought in via the Black Ships after she electrocuted her entire family and burned out all of the power nodes in her civic sub-sector. She was simply having a nightmare and woke up to find an electrical storm raging around her.”

	“If all of that is true, why are you telling me?”

	“Paric, some students here are incredibly powerful, some less so. Some have control, and some have none. Be careful who you piss off and who you get to know.”

	“What if someone tries to mess with me?”

	“Everyone will try to control you until they can trust you. It’s a rule that exists far beyond the bounds of Schola Psykana.”

	“How did Whisper get her name?”

	Chinasa sighed, “Reports say that after her outburst, she screamed for an entire month until the Inquisition arrived and fitted her with a cowl. Everyone here has been given a new name to hide a tragic story, even a silver-eyed devil like yourself.”

	“Point taken,” I replied.

	“Tomorrow, your class will undergo orientation and be given the rules of engagement.”

	“You make it sound like we’re stepping into a war.”

	It was Chinasa’s turn to shrug. “You’re all psykers stepping into a new life. You wield the chaotic power of the Immaterium under the mandate of the Emperor of Mankind. If you’re not trained for war now, how will you hope to survive later?”

	“I appreciate the warning.” 

	He smiled, “Welcome to Psykana. Stick together, watch your back, and make sure no one tries to leave the sector.”

	With Chinasa gone, I took a better look at my closet. Three custom-fitted FIBREX bodysuits hung alongside the Astra Telepathica uniforms. The bodysuits would fit snugly under my uniform and stop most blades and bullets from penetrating my skin. I doubted they’d come in handy here. Three expensive vests offered layers of silvery ceramite plating, front and back. Again, overkill for the halls of Schola Psykana. Or, so I thought.

	Carefully folded and tucked away in a drawer was a dura-leather work of art. The long, black designer coat had its own built-in layers of protection plus several hidden pockets. It was pristine, untainted.

	The coat was a sign that maybe I hadn’t died in the minds of a few back home on Fulcrum IV. Its predecessor certainly hadn’t survived my demise, and neither had I. The echoes of a monster’s roar still vibrated within me, rattling my soul. Its name could never be forgotten. Hawn.

	I tucked my Medicuffs into a pocket and admired the perfect, soft feel of the coat’s protective synthetic leather. Before I knew it, I was wearing the jacket and staring at my image in the holo-mirror, trying to catch a glimpse of a young man before his life and humanity had fled. 

	“Silver.” A woman’s silky, golden voice popped into my head, but sadly, the room around me was empty.

	“Say my name,” I answered back.

	“Silver, I need you.”

	I could imagine the sultry vixen’s breath on my neck. “Just tell me where and when.”

	“Feth.” The voice switched to the shrill of an over-excited teenage girl, “At the end of the hall. Hurry.”

	I left my room and found Jinx pointing up the hall toward the screams of several teenage girls. He looked frightened.

	“Cat fight?” I said.

	“No, it’s Whisper.”

	Feth.

	The lights in the hall began to flicker, and I could feel a lightning bolt begin to take shape in the room at the far end. 

	Yelling for everyone to stay back, I raced into Whisper’s suite. 

	Onyx was on the floor, trying to crawl clear and grimacing in pain. “That witch fried—,” was all she got out as a blinding white light exploded in the air between us.

	Paric meet wall. Wall, Paric. 

	Onyx caught the brunt of the blast and collapsed to the floor. In the corner of the room, the wet green eyes of a teenage girl scanned about for her next target. Backed by an unearthly glow, steam seemed to rise from her skin. 

	Not trusting myself to stand up, I did the only thing I could do. I rolled across the floor and crawled in a panic toward Whisper as the next strike built in her mind. In any race, keep your eyes on the prize. You can always vomit later. 

	As the girl’s eyes cycled down to me, I lunged forward and wrapped my fingers around her ankle. Her mind was like a cauldron of plasma bubbling over, and I fought for ownership of the energy in an unreal tug-of-war. In an instant, Whisper let go, and I went blind as her vibrant energy poured into me. She was young. The jolt was maniacal yet pure and wholly undirected. 

	I consumed it all and shunted most of it away into my power glaive at the other end of the hall. The movement of unreal energy was the first talent I’d ever learned regarding my parasitic psyker abilities. 

	Suddenly, my designer coat was wearing Whisper. Lacking the means to remain awake, she’d passed out and toppled forward. That was my second skill—stealing energy from more powerful sources. The act took a deft touch and the ability to discern between different types of energy. Taking too much life energy at once could kill the other person rather than simply knocking them out.

	“Silver, are you OK?” Helix crouched beside Onyx, holding both of the dormant woman’s wrists.

	I'd probably be floating on the ceiling if it wasn’t for the dead weight across my shoulders. “Jinx! Get in here and help put Whisper to bed.” 

	The fourteen-year-old psyker halted at the door, watching Whisper float up, over, and into her bed without a hitch.

	“You did that?” I said, still enjoying the soft feel of the etched plascrete floor.

	“Yes,” replied Jinx.

	“You mind giving me a lift, too?”

	In a slow second, I was upright and raised my hand to let Jinx know that was enough for now. “Thank you.”

	I reached into my jacket and held out the pair of Medicuffs to Helix. 

	Helix shook her head, “Save those for when I’m not around.”

	As if on cue, Onyx began the promising task of coughing and moaning in agony. Her short black hair still smoked, and she’d been seared along one side. Her scrubwear hung in tatters, and I could see patches of old scars beneath it.

	“Give us some privacy, will you?” said Helix.

	I walked over and gently closed the door on the rest of our crew. “How is she?”

	“I was talking about you giving us some space.”

	“I’ve got—I mean I had—two sisters. Do we need to get her to the Medicae?”

	“It’s downtime. We’re not supposed to go out until the morning. I’m not sure that it’s safe.”

	“You didn’t answer my question.”

	“She’s stable but in a ton of pain. It appears she’s been burned before.”

	“Well, some girls know how to pick ‘em.”

	Helix gave me a hopeless look. “What?”

	“How are you helping her?” I said.

	“I’m a biomancer. I can coax her body back into a proper state of being and trigger her heart to beat in sync with mine until it finds its own rhythm.”

	“Then why is she in such agony?” I could sense the harsh ripples of pain running through Onyx’s body. It came in waves. 

	“Given a push, it still takes time for the body to heal, and it’s usually the nerves that come back to life first.”

	To me, pain was a weak form of chaotic energy. I’d met those with the talent to deliver it in torturous amounts. 

	“Tell me if this messes anything up.” I placed my hand on Onyx’s arm and invited the pain in her body to leave the room. 

	Once joined with my silver-tinted flow, the pain rushed forth, and the blade of a priceless power glaive glowed brighter at the far end of the hall. Onyx’s moaning stopped, and the wounded young woman’s breathing seemed to ease.

	“Better,” said Helix.

	I could see she wanted to know what I’d done. She could ask me about it whenever she was ready. My soul collected a trickle of chaotic energy directly from the Warp, but I could handle a whole lot more. You might call it an addiction.

	I took off my vomit-stained shirt and laid it gently across Onyx. “Have Jinx move her down the hall into her own bed. If she starts to moan again, let me know.”

	“What are those?” Helix pointed to the marks on both of my shoulders.

	“What do they look like to you?”

	“They’re more than scars. Names, perhaps?”

	The power in her perception startled me. 

	“They’re nothing for you to worry about.” I could see that didn’t cut it, so I told her the meager truth. “Before I came here, I was in a gang.”

	“What kind of gang?”

	“The worst kind. It’s where I got the name Silver.”

	“They call me Helix cause I’ve always been so screwed up.” She held out her hand. Her golden-brown eyes matched her hair and distracted from the pale pink color of her lips.

	I thought about Proctor Chinasa’s words of warning as I gently grasped Helix’s hand. “You don’t seem screwed up.” 

	Helix didn’t grimace as she took a deeper look. “Did your ship crash on the way here? You look pretty on the surface, but the number of pins and sutures left inside you tells a different story.”

	I let go of her hand. “I’ll take that as a compliment and
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