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  The Psyker Saga
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	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.

	 


 

	 

	 

	War was always my means to an end.

	 


Chapter 1

	Lady Luck

	Never show your hand, no matter what life or the moment has dealt you, be it a curse, an unquenchable anger, or a pretty girl. You might have an edge that leaves others green with envy or seeing red, but there’s always a card waiting in the dealer’s hand or a roll in a rival’s ready to take you down. Life will never be shorted its due. 

	My father left the game before I was born. He’d been hauled off in the latest Imperial Guard founding for the planet of Santerra II. My mom used the word ‘conscripted,’ but she spat it out as if it were a lie.

	It was only the two of us now. 

	Mom worked ten-hour shifts at the manufactory next door. We lived low—Sector 62B was a mile-deep industrial sector with heavy, tainted air and little in terms of prospects for those wanting more. We were housed and fed to Imperial minimum standards of nutrition and held next to nothing of our own.

	When I turned nine, my mother ended my sanctioned schooling. She never said why, and at first, the thought of endless freedom ran rampant in my mind. The surrounding hab blocks beckoned. 

	I wasn’t alone in my new world. Others my age followed the same path, learning the streets, playing the games, meeting new faces—young and old.

	Did I get lost? Sure. 

	Did I get into trouble? By the time I was twelve, that was the point of my day. 

	Thankfully, I had certain skills that helped me slip in and out of any net. Maybe that was my mom’s point all along. Skills were made to be honed. Skills were only valuable if they were used in the right way. I’d taken to the first idea, but not the second—not until it was too late.

	By the time I was fourteen, I was doing odd jobs for a few of the local businessmen, mainly opening doors or tripping up their competition. I said they were odd jobs and meant it. 

	I had a knack and a reputation as a good luck charm. A few of the local powers had noticed, and I’d used it to open a few doors for myself, propelling me into a new world within the old.

	Buried deep within the utility districts, Carboy’s Exchange was a back-alley gambling den that formed and cleared out every day. To get there, I traced winding ducts, climbed plasteel ladders, and traversed dusty service decks. That was only part of the fun.

	Antoine Carver, the local boss, owned Carboy and the entire sub-sector in terms of unsanctioned enterprises. He backed the illicit den, providing watchers and enforcers as protection from the misguided and greedy. They decided who could join in the games, who should leave, and how any sizable debts would be collected.

	In the demand-driven lower hive stacks, coin was of limited use. Personal services were always tops, followed by loyalty and illicit goods. Lives were captured and traded with one bad roll of the dice. Futures were set on edge. New claims were made to territory, shipments, and information regarding Arbiter activities, rivals, and prospective members.

	I wasn’t one of those. At the age of sixteen, I would become a legal adult. At fourteen, I was merely in it for the challenge, not only to remain neutral, but to be a ghost on the inside, taking what I could from those that did the same.

	I spent the bulk of my childhood getting an education and a thrill among the backstreets of our lower hive sector, but there was a third group beyond the bored and the untamed—the hardened outlaw. I didn’t want to work for the local boss or his crew of murderous thugs. That’s where I drew the line, and it’s the reason I remained a free agent among those that played for keeps.

	My initial benefactor was a man named Skiff—a player by profession—who lived in a different subsector and worked for another boss. He’d taught me the games, the tactics, and how to win or lose at Carboy’s Exchange. He’d made it clear to Carboy and his crew that I was present and playing on his behalf. In my mind, we would be partners up until the day he thought to own me or couldn’t keep his hands to himself.

	Looking like a player was easy. Sure, I was young, but plenty of underage hive-dwellers worked for the local bosses, and I dressed the part. Leaving my generic hab-owned scrubs behind, I wore a counterfeit jacket over a plain gray bodysuit. Each had plenty of pockets—some obvious, some not. It didn’t draw attention and held no easily identifiable marks.

	My age allowed me to play overly cautious at one table and reckless at the next. I always brought enough in terms of loot to ante up at any game and the attitude of one willing to play through a losing streak.

	In a back-alley complex without any video sensors, there were plenty of eyes on every game. Hosts were trained to swap out the dice after every throw, spot suspicious moves, and keep a log of any overly consistent winners.

	My tactics were simple. I never touched the dice and lost far more than I won in terms of rolls. The key was always to win big early on and play off of that for the rest of the night, losing at least half on my way out the door.

	Streaks were memorable; one lucky roll went unnoticed, but two was considered a crime. Skiff called the tactic ‘beginner’s luck,’ and it was my ticket forward in a life going absolutely nowhere.

	My knack helped nudge a roll, turning it from a sixty-nine to a double-zero in a blink. All it takes is practice. As a semi-schooled product of Sector 62B, I’d spent endless hours honing that skill. I gave Skiff one winning roll per night, and he let me play the rest on my own.

	Used in such an environment, my ability was a small thing and undetectable. Should I have paid more attention to its bearing on my life when I had the chance? Sure, but not while my eyes were locked on those of a girl named Skye Howard.

	Our initial introduction had been odd. She’d bumped into me, though she swore it was the other way around. 

	I hadn’t argued or checked my pockets. I’d simply held out my hand, saying “Jax.” 

	She’d given me her full name—a rarity to share in that setting—and smiled, pinning me with the weight of expectation. 

	“Jaxon Cross.” It sounded like a confession more than a name. 

	I’d just won my second roll of the night—one had been pure luck, one not—and used Skye’s welcome distraction to walk away from the game before the dealer could call in the next bet.

	Skye always wore an outfit far better fitting than mine, and her regular presence at Corboy’s meant she was connected. Her hair was colored a faded pink to match her lips, and she moved with a grace that suggested she wasn’t as unschooled as I. 

	She always showed up late, and I always kept an eye out for her arrival, hoping she’d give me a second chance to ask her out. I’d crashed and burned on the first, not knowing how to ease my way past the line of an acquaintance. 

	Skye didn’t give me a break. 

	Instead, we became a platonic item among the edgy crowd. She made her usual rounds knowing that I was there, but never sliding into a quiet spot where a couple could form a more intimate bond. Weeks turned into months and offered a familiarity I’d never felt with anyone else.

	Maybe it was the young woman or maybe it was the familiar pattern of our interplay, but I felt comfortable amidst the glaring noise and shouts of rampant betting. Winning wasn’t the only thing in life—or so I thought.

	One night, without warning, things changed. 

	Skye was walking with me around the circuitous club as if we were on a date—but not. Call it the usual, but I detected a new glint in her eye, a hidden challenge perhaps, and decided tonight was as good a time as any for my second roll. 

	I said, “Skye, are you with anyone?”

	That simple line bought me an amused smile and a “Maybe.” 

	Skye grabbed my arm, steering me to a favorite table. “Why don’t you show me what you’ve got.”

	What I had was a heavy pocket. 

	Skye nodded to the dealer manning the wall, as if placing a bet. 

	The wall was the backstop for every game. All five dice had to hit the wall and bounce clear of the dealer’s line, or a roll didn’t count. Players vied against everyone else, and the high roller took the pot minus a cut for the house. That was the simple version. There were twists, bonuses, and rerolls, depending on the dice, the ante, and subsequent betting.

	My favorite play was to ruin the bounce of a rival, forcing him to ante twice in order to stay in the game. It was a sneaky way to pad the pot for everyone else.

	With Skye on my arm, I didn’t intend to try anything special. I was about to place my biggest bet on her. “I’ve got enough here to take you somewhere nice, if you’ve got a free night coming up.”

	“How nice?” she replied.

	“Sector 40B nice.” I’d always wanted to climb out of our hole and try the lower hive entertainment districts for once. The atmosphere and the lighting were far better there.

	Skye crossed her arms, raising the stakes, “10B is even nicer.” 

	10B was higher up the stack and would easily cost twice as much. 

	Feth it, I thought. It was time to go all in. 

	I called her bluff, if that’s what it was. “Fine, but you’ll do the rolling for me.”

	“Why me?”

	I shrugged, “You’re my good luck charm.” 

	Glances of skepticism darted around the table at that open declaration, and I caught the glare of one chap whose eyes never strayed far from my girl. Somehow, his first two rolls came up short, while Skye’s landed on ninety-nine, giving us the game’s outright win and a bonus.

	What happened next had nothing to do with luck. As I scooped up my winnings, Skye grabbed hold of my arm and dragged me around an unused corner to a secluded spot within the complex. There, she checked my lips, tongue, and pockets without anyone noticing but me. 

	I let her do it. 

	It was the first real kiss I’d ever experienced, and the pervasive shadows of sub-zero seemed all the brighter for it.

	“Where’s your coin?” she asked. “How did you get in here without it?”

	Each boss minted a token that acted like a seal of loyalty and a pass to get one through the unsanctioned lines of life. I’d skipped that step by making my own connections with Carboy’s crew via Skiff.

	“Somebody must have lifted it when I wasn’t looking.” I didn’t want to appear dependent on another’s hard-earned status. 

	“And what’s this?” Skye held up a heavy, metallic ball.

	“It’s a gift from my mother—my original good luck charm.”

	“It’s polysteel and certainly not good luck if an Arbiter finds it on you.”

	“Do you want it?” I said.

	“You’re giving it to me? You barely know me.”

	“I could say the same to you, and yet you kissed me.”

	“Did you like it?” She blushed.

	“Of course. I—”

	“I know a more private spot—it’s not far. My father won’t allow me to be out too late, but maybe you can meet me there tomorrow morning. We have a date to plan.”

	“Sure. What do we do now?”

	“Now, you walk me home.”

	###

	“You’re back late.” My mom never slept until I slipped through the door at the end of every night.

	Imperial standard days were long, and life was too tiring to share the long version of anything, but she needed to hear my voice and know that I was OK.

	“I got lucky.”

	“Not too lucky, I hope.”

	“Never that.” I followed our usual script, a mother-son banter that erased the unease and allowed us both to wind down from another long day. “I met someone—a girl about my age. I think she likes me.”

	“What’s her name?”

	“Skye.”

	“Where’d you meet her?”

	“Carboy’s.”

	“Does she work for Carboy or boss Carver?”

	“One or the other.”

	“It probably means you’ve been noticed—be careful.”

	I hoped I’d been noticed. I had certainly noticed Skye’s lips as I kissed her goodnight outside her hab. That we’d been followed home the entire way was another fact I left unmentioned.

	My mother took my sudden silence as a clue from the clueless. “Jax, you need to keep your distance, or you’ll end up on the wrong
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