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  The Psyker Saga Series
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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.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Fate will find you—it’s a certainty of life. 

	 


Prologue

	A Short Recap

	[PARIC]

	To begin with, I was blind.

	My eyes painted reality as a hazy white veil—one hinting at so much more. The Ordo banisher called it a side effect of my latest Warp mark. The Medicae called it a psychosomatic aberration—not an uncommon outcome after a horribly traumatic event.

	I called it the beginning of the end for a nascent psyker lord. I’d made the mistake, I’d stepped into the trap, and now I was paying the price.

	And the trap? Could it be my marriage to one of the Twelve? Lucia Quarrel wasn’t ugly on the outside, but the honeymoon was over before the contract was signed. The short version was that I survived—my eyes bleeding from the methods she’d employed to guarantee my loyalty. 

	Perhaps it was the Warp daemon Rakriz and his insidious tentacled touch. We’d won that battle on Skylarr II, and I’d come away all sorts of wrong.

	My life followed an incredible trajectory. While I soared in terms of power and prestige, I was drained—heart, mind, and soul—by the constant battle for survival. Blindness was one symptom. A persistent paranoia was another. Everything acted as a challenge or a threat.

	My family thought me dead in the crusade. It wasn’t the first time such news had reached their shores. My older brother Ramsey had crossed over during the Aegean conflict, and he wasn’t coming back. Our goodbyes had never been said. 

	The star system of Fulcrum was a wedding present from a High Lord and another potential snare. Fulcrum IV was my homeworld and a draw like no other.

	Sometimes a trap can have too much bait. Lucia Quarrel had to know that. I certainly did, but it didn’t matter; I was going home.


Chapter 1

	Opening Storm

	Astropathic Missive

	Source: Quarrel, Terra

	Destination: Office of the Viceroy, Fulcrum IV

	Mode: Vital, Fleet cipher

	Routing: All ports, all stations

	<Message>

	Senatorial claim activated.

	Welcome to the fold.

	<end>

	In sub-zero, atmosphere was everything.

	Club Span ebbed and flowed around the couple with its mix of lasers, mood-altering sonics, and rough-cut clientele. 

	“Don’t you think it’s time we called it a night?” The woman’s voice barely cleared the club’s frenetic sounds and mind-numbing cocktails.

	“It’ll be safer once the crowd outside thins.”

	“That could take hours.” Callie Bhale didn’t want to sit there another minute, watching Cort drink himself into a stupor. In her mind, thrill-seeking had become highly overrated, especially for a regular like Cort McNeyl.

	The VIP section stole away the last ounce of perceived risk, and the overcharged drinks dampened their adrenaline. 

	Cort returned the beautiful woman’s frown. “Callie, you want out? Take the bodyguards but leave me Vance.”

	“Will that be enough?”

	“I can handle myself.” Cort shrugged, acting as if he wanted his long-time girlfriend to leave but never saying it.

	“I meant will that be enough for me?”

	Overhive perfection warred with overhive arrogance. Calla Bhale wasn’t one to change lanes lightly. She’d noted Cort’s potential early on and chosen to live with the consequences. On the other hand, Cort McNeyl seemed to juke his way around the noble lines of succession, taking any opening given among the overseers on Fulcrum IV. 

	Vance was a lesser cousin of Cort and the security lead for House McNeyl. The rest of his crew were competent but not overly active thinkers. The entertainment district crowds were heavier, rowdier, and more belligerent than a normal night out.

	With every passing day, the hive city’s stratified population moved closer to the edge of upheaval. The system’s most recent Imperial Guard founding had met with disaster in some far distant war. Fifty percent casualties had been the initial guess and the number had grown steadily over the past few months as more of the maimed succumbed—each with a callous death notice for family and friends to burn in the nearest public square. Everyone knew someone on the list, and the call for replacements was being met with a staunch resistance from the lower hive population meant to supply it.

	The Imperium demanded bodies, and the Star system of Fulcrum was bound to fulfill its quota. There wasn’t an ‘or else’ option in consideration. If the current governors and overseers didn’t come through, a new noble tier would be installed. It all added up to a season of unrest.

	Cort didn’t seem to care about the risks. He’d been dead set on visiting his usual haunt, a nightclub called Span. Any threat to an overseer or a noble scion was a dumb move—payback would be fierce—but the domain of sub-zero had its own way of doing things.   

	Feth him, Callie thought, I didn’t sign up for this.

	Cort grabbed her arm as she climbed out of their usual back wall booth. “See you in the morning?”

	“That’s up to you.” She spun away, fighting back the urge to slap him. 

	Callie was smart. She took risks—Cort being one of them—and she knew how to hedge. Clear of Cort’s annoying grasp, she tapped the comms device on her wrist, issuing an amber alert to any Adeptus Arbites patrols working this sub-sector of sector 40B. They hadn’t seen any on the way in, but they were there. They had to be.

	Vance met Callie at the edge of the club’s VIP section. “Cort’s staying?”

	“Yes, he wants you to join him.” Callie didn’t want Cort slipping away unnoticed—the first rule of thrill-seeking was to never drink alone.

	“OK. I’ll sort your escort home before you step outside.” Vance went on to explain how the raucous night crowds would work in her favor if she kept moving and kept her four bodyguards close. 

	Callie’s expensive bodysuit would be conspicuous, but it also offered several subtle layers of protection. The nearest service lift was a winding quarter-mile walk away—a five minute trip if the locals and the drunks didn’t get in the way. One minute on a lift would get them up to Ground Zero, and once there, Callie would be worry-free. The PDF provided round the clock security in sector Double-Zero, keeping the dense, governed population locked in place beneath it.

	As Calla Bhale left Club Span and its multi-level layout, Yoric Vance did as he was told, returning to the VIP section and dropping into the booth beside Cort McNeyl. 

	Cort’s eyes were glazed over, cloudy mirrors of the booze-hazy world around him. He didn’t offer his man a drink. “Are we all set?”

	“Cort, are you sure about this?” As the scion’s second cousin and long-time bodyguard, Vance knew Cort’s impulsive nature and unending need to improve his standing.

	“The timing couldn’t be better. She’ll create the perfect storm.” 

	“Does Callie know? Will she know why?”

	Cort shook his head, saying, “I don’t make the rules, and neither does she.” He waved his hand for another drink. “Vance, are you ready for this?”

	“Aren’t I always?” Vance cracked his knuckles and stretched his back as if preparing for a fight.

	“Good.” Cort flexed his stocky frame. As an officer in the PDF, he’d trained with the best that Fulcrum had to offer. “Vance, do you think I have what it takes to become a Praetorian like you?”

	The older man covered his smile with a gloved hand. “It’s not the same as the PDF—not even close. It takes years of training and an edge. You can’t hone a blunt object.”

	“That’s not an answer.”

	Vance didn’t back down from his employer, “When you sober up, I think you’ll find that it is.”

	###

	An old friend of hers used to say, “The streets don’t lie.” Too bad he was dead, or she would be kicking him right now for the useless warning. 

	Callie Bhale was lost. 

	One of her bodyguards had pointed to a side street in order to bypass another rowdy, roving protest—a mass of angry citizens waving homemade weapons and death notices at each other. The guard had been right to avoid that mess, but somehow, most of her escort hadn’t gotten the message. Now, she didn’t have a clue where the last bastard had gone or how to get back on course for the lifts.

	Callie had two choices. She could keep moving, blending in with the night crowd the best she could, or find a spot, plant herself, and call again for an Arbiter escort. It was another rule of thrill-seeking: know when you were in over your head and leverage sanctioned resources to get you out. 

	Her outfit was the problem—the entire suit an emblem of upper hive fashion and colors that caught every eye. She knew that designer counterfeits were popular in sub-zero, but one had to be blind to not notice the difference. It set her apart like the colors of a rival gang.

	Callie kept moving and tapped her wrist, sending out another silent beacon of distress. 

	Cort had assured her that the riots were a nuisance and nothing more. Vance and his team knew the streets and twelve ways to get anywhere in the entertainment districts of sub-zero. 

	What good did it do her now?

	Checking her comms device, Callie ducked into another alley, one that crossed over to a wider avenue and should have a lift bank visible along its line.

	The attack happened in a time-stopping blink. One second, the flow of aimless humanity through the narrower corridor was steady, and the next, it reversed, collapsing like a human wave on the overdressed woman.

	The first punch hit her temple, stunning her.

	Callie fought to keep her feet. 

	More fists landed, followed by kicks.

	She spun away, catching the flash of a knife, and toppled in the face of the impossible attack. 

	As quickly as it arrived, the wave receded, overhive perfection draining away like blood on the dirty plascrete walk.

	###

	Lord Emilio Rainer hadn’t slept in three days. As the noble overseer of the Adeptus Arbites, Lord Rainer was in charge of the investigation and the immediate response against those responsible for the attack on a pair of noble scions. Rainer had a daughter, Caraluna, who was of similar age to both of the victims, and it was that more than anything that drove him forward.

	Governor Daveth Lachlan convened another conference at his overhive estate in Hydra Primus, drawing overseers from every facet of governance into a massive, elegant boardroom on the governor’s overhive estate. The table’s gray surface matched the polished plascrete walls of the sound-proof room, while its embedded sensors and overwatch protocol verified attendees, recorded every comment, and transcribed every agreement into law. 

	Lachlan held the place of honor at one end and pushed for a fast-acting response to the violence and unease that rattled the lives of every citizen in Hydra cluster. He had a deadline, and his hopes of meeting it were fading fast.

	On the governor’s left, Lord Rainer, and on his right, General Blaine Kilhaven, supreme commander of Fulcrum IV’s Planetary Defense Force—the PDF. Further down the table, other lords less martial added their support through attentive silence.

	Lord Rainer provided a running summary of the outbreak, “Two hundred and seven were killed on the night of the inciting event. My condolences to Lord Bhale and Lord McNeyl for the loss of two vibrant and capable scions.” 

	Nods and assents echoed throughout the cavernous room. Three months earlier, General Kilhaven had received word of the loss of his two oldest sons in the Imperial Guard action that now sparked the unrest.

	That Fulcrum’s Tenth Founding—an Imperial Guard contingent that would eventually supply a million Fulcrumite troopers to the ongoing crusade—had been mauled in its first war wasn’t a surprise. Newly formed legions often took time to harden and hone their combat readiness. The blowback on Fulcrum IV had been predictable to a point—one that the local population had already surpassed.

	Rainer used the moment to double-check his figures and continued, “An additional eight hundred and fifty-four citizens have been recycled for resistance and rioting in the face of the ensuing lockdown. Two thousand more have flooded the remaining Medicae stations in sector 40B, claiming unjust injury by the governing class. Other lower-hive sectors are seeing similar disruptive acts. Needless to say, both Medicae and Adeptus Arbites resources are becoming overwhelmed.”

	General Kilhaven responded coolly to his long-time rival, “The PDF will be deployed to secure the Medicae facilities across sub-zero and reinforce critical service passages between sectors. Any update on the two scions?”

	“Miss Bhale is still hanging on by a thread. Suspended animation has stabilized her condition, but further surgery is planned once a viable liver is ready in the cloning vats. Overall, the damage she suffered was extensive. The final outcome and long-term effects are still unknown.”

	“Any new clues regarding the fate of Cort McNeyl?”

	“We have to believe he’s already dead and been dumped into an acid vat. Only the bodies of his bodyguards have turned up.”

	“Did his emergency beacon activate?”

	“Yes, not long after Calla Bhale’s in Sector 40B, but Cort’s cut off within minutes, indicating the possibility of massive physical trauma.”

	“And the McNeyl bodyguards? Did they receive the same brutal treatment?”

	“Surprisingly, no. Each showed signs of a violent altercation, minor lacerations and bruising, ending with a laser bolt through the head.”

	Executions, thought the general. Not the work of an insane mob.

	Given the precarious situation, they all needed a next step—a plan to follow that wouldn’t make things worse. 

	General Kilhaven turned to Lachlan, “Governor, we all knew there was a possibility of the latest founding rousing unrest. We kept life expectancy statistics hidden from the conscripts and their families for a reason. That said, the situation in the Hydra cluster is growing beyond anything we ever envisioned. Do you have an endgame in mind?”

	Governor Lachlan stared at his hands splayed flat on the table in front of him. Finally, decision made, he sighed, “Lords, I’ve been saving this, hoping that things would improve before breaking the bad news. Consider this top secret and an impetus to right the course of things before others arrive and take note of our trouble.”

	Screens around the room lit up, detailing an astropathic missive from Terra.

	As the overseer of Spaceport operations and commerce, Lord Cortland McNeyl spoke up, “House Quarrel? Fulcrum has been claimed by one of the Twelve?”

	“By a member of the Senatorial Council, yes. We must end the riots before their emissary arrives and all hell breaks loose.”

	 “Are you suggesting we give in to the demands of the lower hive antagonists?” Payback would be measured in hive city blocks if Cortland McNeyl had his way.

	Lords Rainer and Kilhaven were tasked with securing the societal stack on Fulcrum IV. They let McNeyl’s poorly worded question go, knowing they were about to ask their governor the same.

	Governor Daveth Lachlan wasn’t looking for an argument or an uprising from his noble Houses. “Lords, we must turn things around. Losses must be set aside, and a plan to deescalate must be agreed upon today. The egregious actions can’t be forgiven, but I want these events behind us as soon as possible.”

	Another entity joined in the discussion from the table’s opposite end, “Lord Governor Lachlan, you ask for an impossibility. The death of a million souls may seem a pittance when spread among a billion lives, but when lives are all they possess, the loss will resonate for years to come.”

	“High Confessor Lewin, what does the Ecclesiarchy have to offer beyond the obvious?”

	“Governor, every soul on this planet past the age of ten must know of House Quarrel. Instead of hiding it, we use it, announcing the acquisition and leveraging the powerful name for all it’s worth. We box in the rebellious by controlling the narrative, diverting the blame to an unassailable entity, and limiting our reprisals. We broadcast word of the attacks on two noble scions, making sure the masses know the reason for their troubles. We raise the stakes, making it clear that any further offense on Fulcrum is now considered an attack on House Quarrel.”

	“Confessor, will they be pleased?” said Governor Lachlan.

	“Who? Quarrel? Their decision has already been made. Was any reason given for the sudden claim?”

	“None, but the viceroy believes it relates to our steadfast commitment to the ongoing crusade.”

	Confessor Lewin chuckled, “Lord Gallantz sees this as a reward? Then he better be pleased with the final result.”

	The Ecclesiarchy held the final word on any dispute of governance on any Imperial world unless a High House became involved. Confessor Lewin’s post had just been overthrown from a planet halfway across the galaxy. As for the world beneath his feet, that would take a little longer.


Chapter 2

	A Nightmare Out

	[PARIC]

	Two of us rode the lift as it plummeted toward a night we’d never forget. 

	Kjoru stepped away from my side and angled for the car’s opposite corner, showing off a mix of overhive fashion and ornate, body-hugging armor. The eye-catching silver tunic and strategically layered armor plates over a dura-leather mesh wrapped a gift without compare. Her leggings were a Praetorian’s mix of carbon black and blue steel. Her belt circled her form and dripped from her side like diamond-coated blood.

	A twin pair of power blades—katanas sized to her perfect form—rested across her back. The weapons were priceless relics and identical except for the hilts. One bore a black diamond activator and the other a white—triggers for the molecular disruptor embedded within each.

	The woman’s silky black hair and beguiling, innocent smile were a trap for the willing and the wary. 

	I was both. “I thought you looked good in High House assassin black. I was wrong—dead wrong.”

	“Paric, that’s an utterly poor choice of words. You’re tempting Fate.” 

	As I saw it, Fate had placed Kjoru Bronn at my side. I smiled, “I tempted Fate before and look what it’s gotten me.”

	The lift car eased to a halt.

	The doors opened onto a scene that confirmed the young woman’s earlier thought: Ground Zero was empty—a vast sector was carpeted with ash. A solitary sector alarm wailed in the distance, feeding echoes among the massive towers and piers.

	The heart of a hive city would never be so still.

	Kjoru marveled at the surreal surroundings as we exited the lift. “Paric, did you do this?”

	A memory flashed before my eyes. 

	I knew where we were—Dembele Primus. The ash at our feet was all that remained of Fell Guard beasts, Blood cultists, and their traitor Guard defenders. I’d placed my mark on the city, and this was the final result.

	I whispered, “Yes.” 

	Kjoru’s eyes swiveled back to me. “Is that why you always wear black?”

	Black was the color of an assassin and the color of mourning. I had fallen in the overhive of Dembele Primus—two miles directly above us.

	“I wear silver, too.” 

	My auric shield was a silvery constant of razor-thin overlapping scales.

	Kjoru slid closer. “But not tonight, I hope.”

	“The silver on you looks good enough for both of us.”

	“The swanky silver or the woman beneath it?”

	“Both,” I chuckled.

	“You’re lucky that the White Diamond is on this date tonight and not the Black.”

	I wrapped her in a hug, limiting her response. “Are you suggesting your sister will go out with me?”

	She frowned. “That’s not what I meant at all.”

	“Kjoru, I’m only—”

	The woman spun in place, her palm caught me in the sternum and threw me back. 

	I clipped the corner of a giant polysteel founding and slid to the ground as the first rounds bit into the wall above us. 

	Kjoru rolled to a stop and crouched twelve feet away, scanning the broad avenue that bisected this section of Ground Zero.

	I scrambled forward and tackled the woman from behind, pinning her in place beneath me and my auric shield.

	“It’s not me,” she cried.

	I hugged her tight and drew dark energy from my reserve, ramping up our unreal cocoon.

	More bullets—hyperkinetic missiles—punched into my shield or gouged wrist sized trails in the surrounding plascrete floor. The incoming rain of fire leveled off at torrential—every hit draining a small fraction of my energy in response.

	In the distance, the siren sounded more and more like the braying of an enraged bull. 

	“Paric, those aren’t snipers.”

	“How do you know?”

	“There wouldn’t be that many of them, and they wouldn’t miss.”

	Two blocks away, colossal forms materialized, wielding storm bolters and chain blades. 

	“Astartes,” I said. “They were the backstop for my final mission.”

	“Can we take them?”

	“Can we? This is my dream, not yours.”

	Kjoru answered by biting my lip and whispering into my ear, “Don’t you dare think of leaving me behind.”

	“I wouldn’t dare.”

	We rolled as one, using the nearest massive founding to block the incoming line of fire. 

	Finding her feet, Kjoru drew Black Diamond. 

	I summoned Starfire to hand. “I’ll draw their attention while you flank them.”

	Four blocks down, the avenue narrowed as a series of ramps and service lifts took hold. It would allow Kjoru to sneak in behind our foes and make the uninvited warriors pay for ruining our date.

	“Give me a headstart and don’t be surprised if I find you first.” Kjoru raced round the massive foundational structure and disappeared among the shadows.

	Based on the incoming fire, I figured we were facing a squad, maybe two, of Astartes. I added a cloaking effect to my shield and stepped out, waiting for the warrior’s response.

	The random spray of bullets remained random.

	I ran for the far side of the avenue, found a suitable corner, and waited for their firing line to advance, knowing I'd get one shot at surprise. 

	It didn’t take long. Astartes didn’t tip-toe or retreat. They swept the avenue like a storm zeroing in on our lift bank. 

	Only super warriors wearing inhuman amounts of armor would dare attack an enemy head on and expect to live. That was their mistake.

	In seconds, I was staring down their lead squad’s right flank.

	I pointed Starfire and unleashed a blast of dark lightning suitable against a Hellblade tank.

	Half of the Astartes firing line disappeared in part or in whole. The remaining warriors—wounded or not—spread out, finding their target and firing before I could get clear.

	It was a solid tactic. Direct hits disrupted my invisibility as the incoming kinetic energy flared across my battle shield.

	At that point, one might run a fast calculation comparing bolter ammunition and dark energy reserves, but I was focused elsewhere. 

	The heat of their gun barrels drew my attention. I stole it, amplified it, and shifted it throughout each weapon. 

	Cold became hot and vice versa.

	Gun barrels cracked, feeders jammed, and ammo charges exploded by the dozen. 

	Their rate of fire plummeted.

	As the squad charged with augmented blades, I held my ground. Starfire spit out a salvo of bolts, knocking every warrior down with a well-aimed, unreal thought.

	These soldiers were bioengineered and trained to fight the worst of Chaos, whereas I was trained to fight everyone and everything imaginable. 

	In my mind, this battle was inevitable. In my heart, the rage at having to share it with Kjoru was almost unbearable.

	Could I take on a single Astartes squad by myself? Sure. 

	Could I take on a company? The growing pit in my stomach said, “No fething way,” but I wasn’t alone.

	The sporadic howl of weapons in the surrounding blocks spoke of Kjoru’s success and the fact that the colossal hunters had become the hunted.

	I abandoned my corner and my cloak. 

	A second squad was spread out in an arc, twenty paces short of the fallen first. 

	They didn’t hesitate. Their swords hummed to life and the ground shook as they charged.

	My shield countered the massive momentum of every focused attack. Each block took a massive chunk out of my dark energy reserve in a frantic three-way exchange.

	Take your best shot, and I’ll take mine.

	The warriors never got a second chance. 

	Point blank, dark lightning didn’t quibble. 

	Bodies came apart; howling swords clattered to the ground. 

	A dozen were down when the Astartes’ captain arrived, leading two more squads. Heavy weapons were brought to bear, and more ammo exploded unexpectedly.  

	A part of me knew the captain’s name. A part of me recognized the sigils engraved on the armor of his men, but my attention was locked on his weapon: a long, double-bladed spear, shrieking out its name, “AETOR!”

	I couldn’t deny the invitation. There was a power there, an unreal presence, that I could use to vanquish my foes.

	The captain pointed the exotic spear at my heart and yelled out his challenge, “Count this as a gift.”

	In one swift motion, the massive warrior cocked and threw the spear like a cyanic bolt of death. 

	I replied with a lightning bolt of my own, amped up my shield, and dodged left. 

	The captain exploded, and with him, my world. 

	Made from the horns of Aetor the Bull, the spear passed through my auric shield as if it didn’t exist. It punched straight through my shoulder and didn’t stop.

	I spun and staggered from the impact. 

	Behind me, Kjoru Bronn had crept back into the scene. The spear—she caught it center mass and fell backward without a word—dead before she ever hit the ground.


Chapter 3

	Homeward Bound

	“Orbital Two, this is PDF Central Command. The secure channel is now active. Make your report.”

	“An Imperial corvette is inbound from the inner jump point. The ship’s signature matches that of Warp Hunter, a vessel of the Inquisition, but the ship has yet to broadcast an official beacon.”

	“Which faction of the Inquisition?”

	“Ordo Malleus—the daemon-hunters. Have any threats of that nature been reported on Fulcrum IV?”

	“None, as far as I’m aware. I’ll pass this up the chain of command. Report in as soon as they identify themselves.”

	[PARIC]

	To a psyker lord, everything is a shortcut.

	A Warp storm raged outside our bubble. The Imperial corvette thrummed on, oblivious to the persistent tapping of Chaos on our minds. The surrounding vibration sang a song—a wild, violent wail putting everyone on edge.

	With the ship’s Warp drive and sanctioned Navigator, we were cutting through the cosmic dimension known as the Empyrean. The Warp space route made our passage across an arm of the Milky Way galaxy two Imperial standard weeks instead of eons.

	Tucked into the crook of my shoulder, Kjoru Bronn flinched and came awake again.

	“Are you OK?” I whispered, hoping she’d fallen back asleep.

	“Was I out?”

	“Yes.”

	“How long?”

	“Thirty minutes. Just enough to drool on your favorite spot.”

	“Are we there yet?”

	Kjoru’s hypersensitive awareness turned the Empyrean’s howl into a personal beating. The Medicae practitioners called it Warp sickness, and the only cure was to cross back into the empty solace of realspace. 

	I acted as a distraction, hoping to get her there in one piece. “Navigator Stark predicted two weeks in the Warp if all goes well. That leaves ten more days to go.”

	“No,” she said.

	“Yes. Go back to sleep.”

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Another nightmare. It’ll pass.”

	“Dembele again?”

	“Yes, and the same result.” 

	Kjoru knew the story and changed topics. “Does Maya know you’re in here?”

	“I’m not sure what Maya knows, but the girl’s got her own issues. The food on Skylarr II overpowered her neglected digestive system.”

	“That’s a nice way of putting it—you prefer me to her diarrhea.”

	“Exactly.”

	Kjoru’s strong hand gave me a gentle slap on the face. “You need to work on your bedside manner.”

	I’d snuck into her bed six hours ago. “Are you complaining?”

	“Never. What’s got you so rattled?”

	“I’m not a precog.”

	“So?”

	“The dream—it’s always the same and all too real.”

	“But still only a dream—a nightmare—and not a surprise for what you’ve been through.”

	“Maybe. Are you OK?”

	“Besides the sadistic tingle of a Warp storm inside my skull, why wouldn’t I be?”

	“You don’t mind me being here?”

	“You seem safe enough, and no, I don’t mind.” Kjoru lifted her chin.

	I could feel the warmth of her breath against my neck and complied with her decision. I kissed her, blocking out the black memory of her vivid death only moments before.

	“I never used to dream,” she whispered, hugging me tight. “How long until I reach the realm of nightmares?”

	“Just don’t follow me, and you’ll be OK.”

	“Someone has to keep an eye on you.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Well, first off, you might walk into a wall.”

	I sighed, “If only I was blind in my dreams.”

	“Sometimes, I wish I were blind, too.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you’re always holding Maya’s hand.” There was a question in there—not an accusation. Kjoru knew why I clung to Maya as much as Maya clung to me. 

	Maya was a young woman and a psyker with a shattered past. I was a placebo for things lost and a pleasant ground wire to get her through each day. To Kjoru, I was something new and unexpected—a friend when she needed it most. She was the same for me.

	I tried to square the woman’s thoughts, “Kjoru, they put detonation collars on us at the start, but there were other things—worse things—thick manacles spelled to take bites out of one’s soul. Maya wore one of those while on Terra.”

	Kjoru frowned. “They tortured her?”

	“She’s a powerful psyker—a Gamma Prime—and she can’t maintain control without my help. The powers that be on Terra kept her alive solely to feed the Emperor.”

	Kjoru’s voice clouded over, “I’m sorry for bringing it up.”

	“Don’t be. Maya and I are connected in a way that allows us to share in the pain and the joy of being a psyker.”

	“That wasn’t the explanation I was hoping for.”

	“It gets us through the day.” I pointed to my left eye and the dead mark, a jagged black lightning bolt, which crossed it. “This was once Maya’s. We exchanged nightmares.”

	“What did she get?”

	“The dead mark of a gravedancer on the inside of her right arm—it would make a Fleet Marine proud.”

	“You told me to kill her if anything happens to you. Does the same thing apply in reverse?”

	“Yes, and you’ll make it quick.”

	“Is that an order?”

	“I trust you.”

	“Paric, don’t you dare think of leaving me behind.”

	Kjoru’s words echoed in my mind. She didn’t owe me a thing, but I depended on her to sort through the next minute of my life.

	“What?” she said.

	“I—I’m still wondering about that guy of yours.”

	“What guy?”

	“Cadet what’s-his-name?”

	“Cadet Billy Sayles?”

	“That’s it. When were you going to tell me more about him?”

	“I don’t even know if he’s still alive. He shipped out as a sub-lieutenant in the Imperial Guard, and with the New Calexian crusade underway, his chances of survival aren’t very good.”

	“Do I need to read you the brochure on the life expectancy of a Guard savant?” Psykers were considered a menace and felt the brunt of an Imperial commissar’s wrath as often as that of the enemy.

	“Don’t read me anything. Take Inquisitor Locke’s advice and leave the Warmaster behind.”

	“I can’t.”

	“Can’t or won’t?”

	“Both—I still have debts to pay.”

	“Where does that leave us?”

	“Riding out a storm together.”

	“What about what’s her name? The fire goddess?” Kjoru’s razor sharp mind would never forget a name, but her tongue was even sharper when it came to calling me out.

	“Did I call her that?”

	“Yes. Did you mean it?”

	“Yes.”  

	Keegan Bast was a Guard-sanctioned pyromantic and barely legal due to the massive amount of dark energy she wielded. In my limited experience, the only savant with a chance to rival Keegan was Maya Annick, but Maya had a far more daunting set of challenges to overcome before she rivaled anyone.

	“I admire your honesty. What about Miss Perfection? Will I get to meet her when we reach Fulcrum?”

	“Caraluna Rainer was always out of my league.”

	“Paric, I’m scared.”

	“Of what?”

	“Seeing your family and hearing you introduce me as Kjoru Bronn.” There was another question clawing its way to the surface.

	“Paric, welcome home. Who’s your friend?” 

	“Mother, this is Kjoru Bronn. She’s here to kill me if I ever lose my mind.” 

	How wrong is that? Feth.

	“Kjoru, I’m—I can’t even tell them who I am. At the moment, I can’t see anything but a milky white cloud, and I’m not sure Inquisitor Mantiserra was wrong about me. Once a psyker is broken, there’s no going back.”

	“You think you’re broken? Some might consider you stricken or temporarily insane. They might give you the benefit of the doubt like Inquisitor Locke.”

	“Will you?” I should have asked the cruel question sooner, but an exorcism and a Warp Storm had gotten in the way. 

	“Paric, I’ve never had a friend until now. You think I’m walking away over one bad night?”

	“My bad nights are nightmares beyond the comprehension of most, including me.”

	“But not me.” 

	I believed her. “Close your eyes, Princess, and go back to sleep.”

	“You know the last guy to call me that proposed in the next sentence.”

	“Whoever he was, I bet he’s still kicking himself for letting you get away.”

	Kjoru chuckled at the thought. “Will you be here when I wake up?”

	“What? Tell you now and ruin the surprise?”

	“Just remember that two can play at that game.”

	I ran my finger gently down Kjoru’s neck. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

	###

	With the dreams of a Navigator guiding us through, we emerged from warpspace into realspace a week from our final destination. Warp Hunter had spent almost three weeks in warpspace without issue—its Warp drive shifting our reality there and back. 

	Kjoru’s chronic Warp sickness had kept her physically constrained. It had picked away at the woman’s confidence, stifling her chance to fit in.

	I couldn’t block the soul-bending howl of the Warp outside the ship’s protective bubble, but I’d once been there, and knew how she felt. As such, I’d ignored Kjoru’s daily pleas to be left alone. Her friendless existence was over, and there was no going back.

	Finally free of the Warp’s intolerant grasp, it was time to take my lumps accordingly. We played a simple game: Kjoru left her two priceless power blades locked in her wardroom, and I kept my auric shield in place as we sparred on the cavernous yet cluttered training deck.

	It was a new experience for both of us—tempering our responses when we’d both been taught to go all out for the kill. The training sessions built a layer of trust to replace our rocky start and the stormy infatuation that steered us.

	As every round began, Kjoru would send a stream of commands through our helmets’ private comms channel describing expected movements—hers—and reactions—mine.

	The training mat certainly had a crush on me. It kissed my face several times per day, and my only consolation was Kjoru’s hand reaching down to help me up.

	She’d always say, “Are you blind?” and I’d reply with my wittiest, “Yes, I am.” As jokes go, that one never got old.

	Training together fast-forwarded the final days of the trip to Fulcrum for us both. I never won a sparring match, but it taught us to communicate in the briefest of ways. It also taught me not to flinch, regardless of the surprise or pain I endured, and that not every shortcut was one worth taking.

	My reality was limited to a trace of silver energy outlining the anchors that ruled my world. With it, I could track the presence of Kjoru and Maya like silver linings among the dense clouds, but the important details were missing.

	After three weeks under duress, it all boiled down to the most blatant. Kjoru was letting loose her frustration, and I was soaking it up, hoping for a deeper connection between us and praying that my twice broken ribs wouldn’t crack under the strain.

	OK, maybe this friend thing was overrated, but don’t be fooled. I could take it. 

	I was the most dangerous man on any planet—a veritable psyker lord with as much cleverness as I was clueless to the universe’s pantheon of threats. I needed a buffer to keep those around me safe. Kjoru Bronn was that buffer, and in a more personal way, I was hers.

	Our helmets were made for war and anonymity. That we trained with them daily was a clue to my state of mind. My immediate goal was to set foot on my home planet with a modicum of control and enough presence to impress. 

	Kjoru Bronn would be a big part of that if I survived the trip in.

	“Get up and stop favoring your right side.” Speaking through our private comms, Kjoru’s instructions were as concise and disciplined as her upbringing. 

	Being born, raised, and trained as one of the Imperium’s Praetorian elites, Kjoru had been adopted into High House Bronn as a nameless blade of the Senatorial Council. 

	When I’d first met her, ‘Kjoru Bronn’ had been the name of her katana—a priceless relic. Now the name was hers. Her Senatorial contract had ended on Skylarr II, and a different mission had begun—that of shepherding a psyker lord. 

	I didn’t mind most of the time, and neither did she.

	From my position face down on the training mat and my squad of apprentice savants looking on, I had a few options. I could use my psyker skills to shunt away the furious pain in my side or simply gut it out. 

	Pain was a coarse, chaotic life energy, and I could invite it elsewhere for safekeeping—into an opponent, for example, or into my power glaive for future use. Instead, I let my frustration take control and changed the game. 

	Knowing the helmet filtered out the realness of my voice, I rolled carefully onto my back and pulled off my lid, saying, “Kjoru, I think I liked you better when you were strapped to a bed.”

	See? Communication at its finest.

	With her own stash of frustration, Kjoru was ready for my best shot, “You had your chance. Why didn’t you take it?”

	The oohs and aahs of restless savants murmured in the background. 

	There were other reasons for Kjoru’s frustration, but I countered with the most candid, “I didn’t—solely for the fact that you were strapped to a bed.”

	“Paric, if you’re looking for a break, I don’t see Kjoru giving you one.” Maya Annick stood on the sidelines with the other neonates, adding her own opinion to the mix. 

	As a biomantic savant, Maya could cast a lethal dark lightning punch of her own. She knew my tricks too, and my weaknesses. 

	Maya had been giving me the silent treatment for the past week. A woman could say plenty without saying a word, and she was no exception to that rule. She was waiting for something, a signal perhaps, or better yet a plan. 

	Our last visit to an Imperial star system in the sleepy Segmentum Pacificus had been an utter kiss-the-chaos disaster. A well-conceived plan had been the last of my worries when it should have been the first, and Maya, being a dire catalyst on every level of my existence, was the one to remind me.

	As my sixth savant apprentice, Maya was also my niece-in-law, and when it came to importance, the first among many that ruled my life. In the distant Imperial star system of New Solomon, she was known as Lady Kasara Amalia Annika Regis—the sole living heir to a dynasty that had ruled its region for more than a thousand years. In schola Psykana, she’d gone by the assigned name Whisper. Nobody wanted to hear or feel her screams when the Warp overran her mind.

	Sound daunting? Bone certain, but it paled in comparison to the week ahead. 

	Fulcrum IV was my homeworld. I’d left, carted off as an outlaw, and now, I returned as both a phantom—one dead to my family—and a prodigal son bearing news that would alter the fate of the entire star system.

	What was the momentous news? In short, an end to their backwater neutrality. 

	Once an unclaimed star system in the Imperium’s growing pool, Fulcrum had become a holding of Lucia Quarrel—one of the twelve High Lords of Terra. As such, it was being added to every map in the known galaxy.

	Did the Viceroy of Fulcrum understand the meaning and importance of the act? I was here to make sure that they did.


Chapter 4

	Running Blind

	[PARIC]

	I was a High Lord, a psyker lord, a son of Fulcrum, and a whelp. I would act the first without giving away the rest by following Imperial protocols, maintaining my anonymity, and keeping a safe distance from those that might know me.

	That was the plan.

	I’d learned from experience that nothing is more loathed than one that rises above his peers, nor more feared than that which is soulless and unknown. The moniker ‘Phantom’ was a part of that. Few knew me. Those that did usually breathed far easier than those that didn’t, but almost all were relieved to see me off.

	Was I committed to the Fulcrum system’s success? Certainly. 

	Was I open to hearing their concerns? Yes. 

	Did I expect a warm and sincere reception? Not on your life or mine. 

	Using daily training sessions with my arc of five pyromancers plus Maya, I’d been banking dark energy reserves continually since our escape from Skylarr and the Warp. I would do my best to keep the Viceroy of Fulcrum and his governors off-balance, limiting their ability to plan a sophisticated response to my presence and the unexpected annexation by House Quarrel. 

	I’d explained all this to Maya as we neared Fulcrum IV, but she had other things on her mind—far more important things than our mission or the busy training deck. 

	“Paric, what am I supposed to wear?”

	In the background, the pyros chuckled, though I wasn’t sure at whom. I was still shaking off Kjoru’s latest kick, and it may have taken me a full minute to comprehend Maya’s question.

	Kjoru came to the rescue, “Paric, I think Maya is asking who she’s supposed to be.”

	“That,” said Maya. “Am I a princess or an Imperial Guard grunt?”

	Another key tenet—highlighted by Kjoru—was that I may be injured and blind, but I better not act like it. I agreed in principle and hoped my body would too. With a family reunion as the final goal for the trip, my attention would be drawn in every other direction first.

	“Maya, you’re a scion of House Quarrel. We’ll be ratifying Quarrel’s claim to Fulcrum. I expect you to help negotiate the final terms and officially sign off on the matter.”

	As both a scion of Quarrel and a regent in her own right, Maya would represent Quarrel as Lady Kasara Quarrel. As a Senatorial Blade, Kjoru Bronn would act as our security. I would follow Kjoru’s lead, and we’d all keep our helmets on as much as possible. 

	Anonymity was half the battle when it came to dodging the bullets and blades of rival overlords and their overly aggressive minions.

	“So, I wear my usual attire?” said Maya.

	“More or less. Body armor is a requirement. Look your best, but don’t look like you care what anyone else thinks.”

	Kjoru murmured, “The usual.”

	Maya ignored the jibe. “And Kjoru? Who’ll she be?”

	“Kjoru is still a scion of House Bronn. Her standing rivals yours, and we will demand they treat her as such. She’ll be my eyes as well as our protector. She can wear whatever she wants as long as it includes both of her power blades.”

	“Those blades will make her a target if anyone is anticipating our arrival.” Maya had learned plenty on Skylarr II and wasn’t afraid to show it.

	“You’re right,” I said. “But of the three of us, she’s the least vulnerable.”

	Kjoru was hypersensitive to the world around her. She had a way of detecting threats before they arrived in full, and besides, if the first moves were directed at Kjoru, Maya would have a better chance of survival.

	“And what about you?” said Maya. “We’re going to meet your family, aren’t we? Are you going to be able to handle it?”

	“It’s the original reason for this trip, and nothing scares me more. My family has been informed of my death on two separate occasions. How do you think they’ll react when they see me alive and looking like this.”  I pulled off my helm and showed my pretty face to make the point.

	For Maya, family was synonymous with the nightmare that defined her life. Unfortunately, so was my face and the cosmic additions I had accrued. 

	Kjoru had never had any family at all. She’d been a vat-born noble and a weapon of High House Bronn until she’d met me. As was the case with both Kjoru and Maya, it’s funny how one failed assassination attempt can force people to connect in ways they never thought possible. Now, I was their family, and good or bad, terrified or not, none of us would forget it.

	I asked the question heaviest on my mind, “Do you think they’ll recognize me?”

	My eyes glowed in a fiery silver hue. My cheek bore the dead mark of a Warp entity—a jagged black bolt of lightning. My hair was still the same, perhaps shorter, and my frame had thinned out a bit over the years of Guard rationed nutrition, giving me an edge.

	“Would they want to?” said Maya.

	“What about now?” My eyes shifted from silver to royal blue. It was an old trick—one of the first I’d learned as an unsanctioned psyker trying to blend into the world around me. 

	A few murmurs from the pyros backed my original look. 

	I smiled, saying, “Buck, I knew there was a reason to have you and your gang around.”

	At eighteen, Buck was the oldest in the pyro arc. With his square jaw, broken nose, and crooked teeth, he fit the description of ‘rugged good looks.’ The youngest of the five-person arc was Stef at sixteen, with Mono, Gace, and Pepper somewhere in between. I’d recruited them all only weeks before on Terra and expected them to compliment my telekine and biomantic arcs whenever we made it back to war.

	Like Maya, each psyker was legally an adult, and while none of the pyros could match Maya in terms of unreal kick, they were all above average on the Astra Telepathica scale of psyker strength. I’d been breaking them in slowly to the idea of burning our enemies alive. 

	“So, Maya’s got a date with you on Fulcrum IV. What about us?” said Buck.

	“You’ll transfer planetside with the entire Quarrel household, backing up their security squad and relaxing in the luxury of an overhive tower.”

	“And what will you be doing?”

	“I’ll be negotiating for said tower among other things.” I hoped my brief answer was good enough for Buck. 

	It wasn’t.

	“Will there be real food?” 

	The Imperial Guard mandated even-handed, thin-skinned nutrition. Taste was optional and in limited supply. Five expectant mouths watered, waiting for my answer to Buck’s question.

	I relented, “You will be allowed a fully cooked meal once per day, but you’d better not overdo it. It’s taken Maya weeks to recover from the spices on Skylarr II.” I offered them an emphatic wince and waved my hand in front of my nose. “I was almost certain something horrible had breached Navigator Stark’s containment shield on the way over.”

	Maya’s gasp made all my pain go away in an instant. “No, you didn’t,” she stammered. 

	Kjoru whispered in my
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