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Prologue

	Aftermath

	The Warmaster slammed his hand on the overworked desk separating the two men. “Inquisitor Mantiserra, it was an order. How dare you disregard it?”

	“Lord Meterio, by ignoring the recall, we ended the uprising on Aegea V. Your supply lines for the crusade are now secure.”

	“And you sacrificed an exceptional weapon in doing so.”

	“The unmarked was lost. He’d traded chains with a Warp daemon, making his continued existence beyond dangerous.”

	“And yet, he was perfectly fit for the coming wars. Inquisitor, when has an Imperial Guard psyker ever marked such a beast on the field of battle?”

	“That is my point. How would we have chained the primaris if he had come out of Dembele Primus alive?”

	“Sarkyss wasn’t his first daemonic encounter. The psyker was named Five for a reason.”

	“I’ve read his file, and I’ll admit that Dembele was a desperate act.”

	“Inquisitor, you broke an agreement, and by doing so, you took something of mine—a paramount threat to our enemies. The New Calexian crusade is about to make its push into the Baneworlds. I’ll not lecture you on the challenges we face.”

	“Warmaster, I followed the laws of the Imperium and the constraints of the Ordo Malleus. I won your war and in doing so, removed a tainted primaris from your ranks.”

	“The primaris won the war and will be honored for it, or are you still backing the notion that the Sons of Hyperion carried the night? Before you answer, Inquisitor, I want to make it clear that I’ve already spoken with Captain Bentura. He was as impressed as anyone with the outcome of the mission into the Dembele cluster. He likened it to a rite of consecration, one rarely seen among the corrupt.”

	Ignoring the Warmaster’s accusation, Lord Mantiserra cleared his throat and coughed up a veiled threat in return, “A black wedding, for sure. What’s done is done. No one will be accused of straying from the Emperor’s prescribed path or showing weakness when a purity of will was needed.”

	“Don’t confuse resolve with vision. I don’t have that luxury, and by being here, Gabriel, neither do you.”


Chapter 1

	Centerstage

	To view the evening as anything less than a date would have been crass, but to assume we were a couple, well, that would have been worse. Certain implacable obstacles had made their opinion clear.  

	Samarra Kilhaven smiled across a table that glowed with enough intimacy for two. “You’re proving my father right. Keep it up.”

	I spoke carefully, “Sam, as a firm believer in Fate, I’ve only gained the approval of one of your parents.”

	As a dear friend and a Medicae-sanctioned practitioner, Samarra Kilhaven knew my heart better than most. She also knew the unbreakable sway her mother had over everything in the noble House of Kilhaven.

	We all saw it. Samarra wasn’t my type—not even close—and I think that was the point of the mutual attraction. She harbored a sense of humanity that I would never see staring back in any mirror. Her mere presence told me to take a step back from the edge, but in that regard, it was already too late. We just didn’t know it yet.

	Confused? Join me at the bar.

	That Samarra and I both had the same noble House name meant little. We were hundredth cousins at best and had grown up on opposite sides of the Milky Way galaxy. That her father, Cyndar Kilhaven, was my mentor and an Inquisitor for Ordo Hereticus meant our dinner conversation would be deeper than most as we slinked our way down dark yet familiar alleys. 

	A month ago, I’d reappeared on Terra—literally—on a platform four hundred feet above Schola Psykana. My first three weeks on the Emperor’s home planet had been spent in the vise-like grip of a pair of Ordo Hereticus banishers. They took to their task with utmost resolve and burned away the mark of Chaos that bound me, leaving an unpleasant scar—a dead mark—around my neck.

	The mark of a Warp daemon isn’t a crime; it’s an execution, and Sarkyss had been my sixth. The beast had thought to claim me as the last step in claiming an entire world, and I had claimed it back, obliterating myself in the most irreversible way. It made perfect sense at the time. 

	Irreversible? What was I doing back on Terra? 

	Reality is a funny thing in a universe ruled by dark energy, minds unburdened by souls, and hearts gone missing. Beyond that, well, there is always Fate, striving to maintain a balance.

	A week ago, fully cleansed, I’d walked back into the household of Lord Cyndar Kilhaven, Dean of the schola Psykana and warden of the Emperor’s most dangerous beings. They called us psykers, masters of dark energy, or Warp’s children. They called us witches, rogues, and outlaws too. Cyndar Kilhaven viewed me as a surrogate son.

	Dark energy was devious—sentient. Existing beyond the Veil in a dimension known as the Immaterium or the Sea of Souls, it dwarfs the mundane energy in our universe. Most that know of it simply call it the Warp. The Emperor called it Chaos and sought to enslave it or destroy it before it did the same to all of mankind. If you asked me, we were doing a fine job of it ourselves, but that’s another story.

	To be clear, tonight wasn’t only a date; it was also a consultation and a scouting operation. Inquisitor Kilhaven hadn’t taken any chances with my mental health or the legal ramifications of my unexpected presence. I’d been locked down and interviewed—one might say interrogated—to capture a record of my recent past and the reasons for my sudden arrival on the Emperor’s home planet. Others would review it, dissecting the meaning of my resurrection and judging the state of my being, but none would do it with the relaxed good looks and caring smile of Samarra Kilhaven. 

	“Do you like The Orb?” Sam cradled her wine glass, clearly enjoying the intimate dinner at one of Psykana Primus’s most exclusive restaurants. She had picked the place, knowing it was unbeatable.

	The giant floating glass sphere skimmed the outer shield of the hive city known as Psykana Primus—an entire restaurant on the run. The food had flavor. The coffee was real, the air double-filtered, and the company exquisite. It all seemed so unreal. 

	I ignored the fact that my taste buds only remembered Imperial Guard rations—we never called it food—as I took in the obscene splendor of the cityscape below us. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anything like this back on Fulcrum IV, and you know how avant-garde I can be. This—this is incredible.”

	The restaurant’s crystal clear walls and the shimmering, cerulean dome shield of the massive hive-city offered a clear memory, one without blood or stacks of butchered bodies. In my mind, I was only a month removed from the atrocities of chaos and war. Beyond The Orb’s spectacular height, the sharp contrast in realities gave me vertigo.

	Sam leaned forward, her lustrous, long brown hair falling off her shoulders. “Paric, are you still with me?” 

	“Sorry, I got lost in the view for a second.”

	“Do you think they told her?”

	“Who?”

	“Mercina. Do you think they informed her of your passing?”

	Sam’s question would have shattered my glass if I’d been holding one. She held hers steady.

	Mercy. Seventeen months had passed since Mercy and I had parted ways. I would want to know if anything bad happened to her but lacked a guess at the uneven flow of information across our disjointed galaxy. 

	“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll ask Delia Bar’Massot tomorrow at Schola Psykana. She would have been the one to send the news.”

	“You’re going back?”

	“Only to visit. Your father wants to keep me occupied while I’m here.” I paused, catching her eye. “And out of trouble.”

	“Paric, that’s not—not entirely—the reason for our date.”

	“Sam, I didn’t think it was.” I waited for her smile to reappear. “So, what’s the word, doc? How am I doing?”

	“The Medicae reports of an Imperial Guard primaris are highly classified. What are you going to do to prove your credentials?”

	My credentials were in a state of flux. Boundaries had been crossed, and resurrections took time. Who knew?

	“How about we take an after-dinner excursion into sub-zero?”

	The lower half of the hive-city extended at least two miles into the planet’s crust. It supplied a dense stack of humanity and a loosely governed urbanscape with some enticing entertainment districts. 

	Sam set her glass down. “How deep are we talking?”

	“That depends,” I said. “How far do you want to go?”

	“I’ve heard of some extreme places, but I would never dare go there with or without my bodyguards.”

	As a prodigy, Sam had become a fully sanctioned Medicae practitioner at the age of eighteen. Now, only twenty-two, her indelible memory had her moving up the administrative ladder. I’d acted as her bodyguard on more than one occasion. Her excursions had always been Medicae related and beyond boring, but tonight would be different. If there’s one truth I knew about Samarra Kilhaven, it was that she needed to get out more.

	“Pick a place,” I said. “It’ll be fun. I promise.” 

	“OK. But we’ll have to change clothes first.”

	“And?” 

	“And your current Medicae scans match those of when you left Terra—seventeen months ago—right down to the three dozen internal sutures, your artificial sternum, and a pair of military-grade neural implants. The only recent addition is that pale scar around your neck. Did the Ordo Hereticus collar do that?”

	“No. The Warp entity that took it did.”

	It had been an even trade, one slave for another.

	“Oh,” she whispered. “Did the banishers—”

	“Sam, I wouldn’t dare come near you or your family if they hadn’t successfully completed the rite of exorcism. Ordo seers confirmed the result.” I hoped I didn’t sound hurt by her question, but it was time to change the subject. “What does my psych report state?”

	Sam smirked, “Well, you’re not drooling on the table.”

	I went with it, brushing my hand beneath my chin to be sure, and nodded for her to continue.

	“Paric, you’re stable, almost too stable—judging by where you were and what you were doing.”

	I’d been deployed on the fringe of the latest crusade, helping win a war on a planet deemed vital for its vast resources and manufactories. I’d lost everything in that war and was slowly piecing things—memories and connections—back into place. Tonight’s affair was another crucial step in that regard.

	###

	The Orchid wasn’t a flower, but it was the best nightclub Sector 42B had to offer. We were a mile deep and only ten heads back from the front of the line. Behind us, a block-long chain of eager partygoers was looking to let loose. The main door flew open and four young men were hand-delivered out onto the plascrete avenue in front of us. Everyone clapped, knowing there was room for more.

	I tried not to yell over the club’s thumping outside speakers, “Sam, before you change your mind, I just want to say that I’m excited to be here with you.”

	Samarra smiled nervously and leaned in close, pecking me on the cheek. “Me too.”

	Her vibrant, skin-tight bodysuit was made to turn heads but doubled as a layer of knife-proof, bullet-proof security. It also guaranteed that her bodyguard would be keeping his eye on her at all times.

	“If you ever feel threatened, grab hold of me.” It was a clumsy line, but there was a key truth behind it. 

	I was a sanctioned psyker of the Imperial Guard. I’d been trained to wage war and protect those around me. In an instant, my auric body shield could cover anyone in close physical contact. It was one talent among many that I’d learned over the past three years. What sort of risk could a poorly named nightclub pose compared to that?

	The group ahead of us went inside. The bouncer scanned our biometrics, checking for trouble. He was a large, barrel-chested fellow with the stern gaze of a veteran warrant officer of the Imperial Guard. I knew the look well. 

	A muted <click> signaled a successful reading. The bouncer offered Sam a sardonic nod of his head. “A Silver Restricted? We don’t get many of those down here.” Another <click>. “Another Silver Restricted. I stand corrected.”

	I breathed a sigh of relief. Silver Restricted status blocked all access to our House and given names, so I gave the bouncer something safe, “This is Sam, and I’m Six.”

	“What kind of name is Six? Are you a battle-droid or something?”

	Or something.

	I answered truthfully, “It’s not the kind of name that anyone should be asking about.”

	Everything about my attire, from the inky black bodysuit to the long, upscale duraleather coat, pointed to a role of bodyguard to a noble. My protected status and the fact that I lacked any weapons took the bouncer by surprise. It should have avoided any potential trouble. 

	The bouncer leaned forward, offering a breath full of menace and harsh spirits. “A hard ass, are we? You look way too young to be getting back from the war.”

	I shrugged. “Let me know when it ends.”

	The only constant in our far-flung universe was a war for expansion interrupted only by wars against the incursions of Chaos.

	“Well, you got that right.” The bouncer gave me another close look and held out his hand. “I’m Ty. It’s short for Typhoon.”

	I shook it and did my best to relax, “Typhoon? A name like that, and you’re calling me a hard ass. Where did you serve?”

	“I did my full ten in the Kenyatta Belt, fighting orks. Always orks. I still dream about those screaming, slime-drooling fethers.”

	Ten years was the standard enlistment for the Imperial Guard, though most terms of service were far shorter and overly loud at the end. That Ty was working as a bouncer in one of the hottest lower-hive clubs on Terra meant he had more skills than diplomacy.

	“I can do you one worse,” I said.

	“Oh?”

	“I dream about commissars and their fething bolt pistols.” I reached into my coat and pulled out a misshapen .75 caliber round. Rubbing it against my chest, I tossed it to Ty. “Don’t lose it.”

	“I’m not even going to ask.” Ty sniffed the memento, weighed it in his hand, and passed it back, sending us inside. “Ask for Jammer at the back bar counter. He’ll set you up.”

	In sub-zero, there were always bars within bars. The more exclusive spaces were reserved for the friends and family of the establishment’s owners. By family, I mean the local boss and key members of his organization, not his children or his wife—definitely not his wife. In between, there were VIP spaces made for thrill-seekers like us.

	The club buzzed with overstimulated voices, complex music, and the constant spin of micro-drones. The tiny bots tracked each entrant, listening for their immediate desires or any potential trouble. They’d also be after any tidbits of meta information that might be leveraged later on. We’d picked up our own set of drones on the way in, and I left them alone. 

	A common psyker skill was the manipulation of energy, be it light or dark. Rarer was the ability to convert one form into the other. 

	To our left, a stage hosted the hologram of a live band. It was safer that way. Tables and bar counters circled the cavernous room, and overhead, a colorful platform levitated, moving gently from the front wall to the back. 

	“Let’s find Jammer,” I pointed across a sunken and horrendously crowded dance floor.  

	The music pawed at everyone’s senses, stirring waves of excitement, arousal, and feist. The micro-drones emitted their own frequencies to stir the party forward. Cliques of well-oiled patrons owned the surrounding spaces, leaving little room for strangers. It was the truest of clubs in that regard.

	Overwhelmed by the slam of humanity, Sam clung to my arm, and I clung back as we weaved our way through the low round. Halfway to our destination, we reached a spot—a virtual boundary into no-man’s-land. The crowd thickened, blocking our path, but beyond them, there was an opening at the back bar.

	I was an expert on the lower districts of my home city on Fulcrum IV. I didn’t know a lot about the haunts of Psykana Primus but assumed they were universally the same. Layers of hidden security and pecking orders abounded. Some trouble was sanctioned, but most stemmed from an overstimulated psyche or an inflated view of one’s abilities. We met the latter. I didn’t get his name. 

	Sam flinched into my side, frowning.

	“What was that?” I said.

	“Strong hands,” she nodded back to her left. 

	A tall, bearded patron smiled, forcing Sam to spin away from his continuing advance. The man reached out, trying to skip the introductions. 

	I snagged his wrist. 

	I didn’t argue or try to twist it in any sort of martial maneuver. I simply pulled on his energy field and deadened the arm completely. I might have done more, but our date was going well without anyone causing a scene. 

	Unfortunately, the hint never made it to the sensible fraction of the other fether’s brain. The guy had reach—you had to give him that—and his one working fist caught me upside the head. 

	My temple might have caved in if not for the invisible barrier encasing us. My auric shield supplied a kiss of its own, and the aggressor’s knuckle shattered as if he’d just punched a polysteel wall. Some things just didn’t give in as expected.

	The quick, violent exchange hadn’t gone unnoticed by those around us. A small pocket formed, giving us room to maneuver.

	As an act of aggression, the punch should have set me off, but Samarra steered me away, catching hold of my eye in the nick of time. 

	She found my ear, saying, “Don’t ruin our date,” and kissed me to make sure her message got through.

	I smiled and angled away from our whimpering attacker. Nobody could hear him beneath the din, but I was confident in the power of a silver psyker. 

	You might think I was being reckless, taking Samarra Kilhaven into the deepest, rowdiest dive of her life, but I knew I could protect her, and at this moment in my life, I needed to protect someone. Our night would be plenty perfect in that regard.


Chapter 2

	Upstage

	“I am Inquisitor Cyndar Kilhaven of Ordo Hereticus and Dean of Schola Psykana Primus. At your side is Interrogator Uluxio Centelles, a witness to the proceedings. What is your name?”

	“Lord Primaris Paric Kilhaven of the Imperial Guard, but you can call me Six.”  

	“This dialogue is being recorded. Its transcript and video data log will be vaulted in the Inquisitorial record of Ordo Hereticus, and its findings will become law. Do you consent?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why the name Six?”

	“Five was an assassin and a slave. The Warp daemon Sarkyss said so himself.” 

	“And who is Six?”

	“Something more, a protector. An angel said so when she gave me her mark.”

	“We’ll come back to that. Can you tell us what happened on Aegea V and how you ended up here?”

	“I was merely following orders.”

	“Whose?”

	“I’d certainly like to know.”

	“What are you saying?”

	“I’m saying it was a trap—a one-way ticket to oblivion—and they knew it.”

	“Who’s they?”

	“The Warmaster. The Inquisition. The augur scans had to have shown them the truth.”

	Lord Kilhaven took a minute to sort through that thought. “Paric, you aren’t the first sanctioned psyker to reappear after having visited the Immaterium. With your sanctioned rank, there is even a protocol for it and rules that must be followed. The Emperor demands we restore those most valuable in the fight against Chaos.”

	“I was under the impression the Emperor had bigger things on his mind.”

	“Terra is the heart of the Empire. The Senatorial Council acts with the Emperor’s approval, sharing the same appetite for control of the entire galaxy.”

	“When does this protocol begin?”

	“It began when you stated your name. As soon as we are done with this interview, I will inform those that might view you as a peer or a threat. It is for your own safety and mine.”

	I’d gone over the edge. My first taste of war had been steeped in death and despair, unconscionable violence and destruction, all capped off by a trip beyond the Veil. It was a surprisingly painless and well-deserved turn in a brawl with a Warp daemon named Sarkyss. We started off with hooks and chains, assuring our mutual destruction, and ended with a grudge match in the Sea of Souls. By severing the Warp daemon’s hold on Aegea V, I held the upper hand. The minion of Chaos ended up broken and drained in a silver-tinted cage, while I had enough power and sense to flee. 

	My unreal silver energy was parasitical in nature. Once it took hold of the other beast, it sapped its essence, converting its dark energy into a frequency matching my own. That turned out to be the ticket home, leading to my reincarnation on Terra and date night with Samarra Kilhaven.  

	We finally breached the wall of territorial humanity and reached our goal. Behind the bar counter, a thin, sharp-eyed, middle-aged man waited expectantly with his arms crossed.

	“You’re Jammer?” I said.

	“Yes. I manage this place. Have you been enjoying yourselves?”

	“Not as much as some. Ty suggested we find you. He said you would take care of us.”

	Jammer’s expression turned sour. “And why would we do that?”

	I shrugged. “Maybe he recognized a pair of overzealous thrill-seekers.”

	“Or perhaps he recognized something else entirely.”

	“Like what?” I said.

	“Like this.” Jammer placed a familiar spent bullet on the bar. “Is it real?”

	I patted my coat, checking an empty pocket, but wasn’t too surprised. With the rabid press of partygoers, I was lucky to still have my neural implants. That they’d thought to lift it was a hint about whoever was in control.   

	I pushed a burst of white noise in all directions, dropping every sensor and micro-drone within twenty feet of us. Another hint that few would perceive. “We’re only here for a good time.”

	Jammer stuck to his script but switched into the tone of a commanding officer, “Is it real?”

	“Yes. Do you accept such currency here?” 

	The club seemed to employ ex-Militarum types everywhere.

	“Rarely.” He didn’t say ‘No,’ and he didn’t ask the obvious.

	“My name is Six. This is Sam. She works in the Medicae.” I wanted it known upfront that Samarra was off-limits. If there was any trouble to be had, they could have it with me. “Would you happen to have a spot where we can enjoy The Orchid’s cutting-edge ambiance without any offense?”

	More micro-drones flitted in around us, tapping at our patience like insects. 

	“The island bar should suffice.” Jammer pointed to the floating platform overhead and scooped up the monstrous .75 caliber round as payment. “Name your poison.”

	Samarra named hers, and we caught a two-person lift to the floating paradise and a semi-private booth. Each nook came with a couch, table, drinks, and an attendant. Ours wore a microskirt and a tight-fitting top that read, ‘Property of The Orchid. Don’t Touch.’ Such refined class was rarely duplicated in the lower reaches of any hive-city.

	The island had its own soundtrack without sound interference from the maelstrom below. With seating around the edges, the platform was wide open. Its stabilized movement was barely noticeable as it hovered above the unrefined masses. The dance floor offered plenty of room to spare, and bodyguards were kept to a discreet minimum. With its laid-back energy and utterly attentive staff, the exclusive locale was the perfect spot.

	Sam kept me out on the dance floor as the next track slowed way down, and I gave the annoying micro-drones another psychic flick. 

	“You can breathe now,” I said. “You won’t find a safer place in sub-zero than where we are now.”

	“Are you trying to ruin my fun?” Tucked between my arms, Sam was a brave soul experiencing a new kind of adrenaline. Her position as a scion of House Kilhaven on Terra kept her safe within the walls of anonymity and heavily defended overhive towers. 

	“Never.” I was enjoying the adrenaline too.

	Thrill-seeking was an art form all to itself. We’d ventured into one of the deepest entertainment districts, or at least the deepest that still attracted those from the upper hive sectors. Psykana City’s stack extended downward another mile, but the poor ventilation and narrower avenues of the lowest sectors limited how deep one might go for fun.

	Sam reached into an unseen pocket and pulled out a shard of flattened ceramite. Shaped like an oversized coin, the odd piece was a relic from my previous life. “Do you remember when you gave me this?”

	“Sure. It was a good luck charm. Did it work?”

	Sam looked around us, soaking in the night’s vibrations. She pressed the keepsake into my palm. “I think it did. Now, it’s your turn to hold it.”

	The piece of scrap had been further rounded and smoothed, as if a jeweler had worked on it. On each face, the image of a black hole and sun had been etched with a date and time coinciding with the end of the war on Aegea V. Its meaning hit me hard. 

	I found myself staring into the woman’s glistening eyes. They were the color of dark amber, but I’d have sworn they were brown at breakfast. Sam and I had been friends in a privileged household for a year before I was shipped off into the loving arms of the Imperial Guard. 

	During that year on Terra, I’d fallen for another woman. Mercina was a psychic null; her soul was the cosmic opposite of mine, and I’d leaned heavily on her ability to flatten my crazy. We’d both learned to love with a looming deadline and went our separate ways as the authorities demanded. To this day, I didn’t know where she’d ended up. 

	Guiding Samarra back to our table, I lifted my glass of mineral water and clinked her tumbler of amasec—a smooth yet somewhat spicy blend of alcohol that seemed to be all the rage on Terra. 

	“Why don’t you have a sip of something stronger?” said Sam.

	“I can’t. I don’t dare risk it.”

	“Risk what?”

	“Risk losing control.”

	“Is that what your life is about?”

	“Life has its terrors.” And I am one of them.

	“Was there anyone after Mercina?”

	“Yes.” I felt my right eye flicker uncontrollably at a newfound memory, and I had to look away. A face danced through my mind—a goddess with a heart of fire. 

	Feth.

	Samarra pulled at my threads, finding the frayed seams of my reality. “Did she have a name?”

	There was a topic I couldn’t touch. Not yet anyway. Our time together had been short, deadly, euphoric, and full of promises. War had intervened, and I’d traded it all away in the blink of an amber eye.

	Sam tried again, “You do remember her name, don’t you?”

	“She—she was a pyromantic psyker. I met her—she was—her sun burned hotter than most.” I couldn’t say her name. Why not?

	“Paric, what did you say to her when you last parted?”

	It was a clever question. I’d never returned from my final mission on Aegea V, and Sam knew it. 

	My bittersweet smile outlined the distant lie, “I told her I’d be right back.”

	OK, I didn’t recall our last words, but that sounded about right. I’d gone into the daemonhost’s lair with such confidence, knowing my chances against a shard of Sarkyss, but there’d been a second Bloodthorn present and a third entity, the Warp daemon itself, suddenly circling the room—sinking unreal claws into my chest.

	“And that was four months ago?” Sam’s words sank into my mind. 

	“The day of our parting matches the date on this ceramite keepsake.” I hadn’t even begun to mourn, not about Keegan, not about Ram.

	“Will the Imperial Guard want you back?”

	“I don’t know. They might decide to end our relationship.”

	“Why would they do that?”

	I shrugged. “To complete the mission?”

	Samarra had heard enough. She drained her glass and set it on the table. “Where did our attendant go?”

	I pointed to the far side of the platform. “I think you should ask those two.” 

	Across the island at one of the lift stations, a pair of overtly armored agents had appeared, and the attendants from every nook made their way to the safety of the island’s singular bar counter.

	“They’re armed,” said Sam. “But they don’t look like Arbiters.” 

	The warlike pair were joined by two more identical warriors. All four wore blast helmets, long sabers across their backs, and hot-shotted laspistols. I felt the familiar hum of their charge packs from fifty feet away. Their uniforms were dark gray and seemed to blend into the shadows. They lacked any sort of insignia that might give away their identity or intentions.

	Only one thing came to mind. “Would your father have sent them?”

	Sam shook her head. “I told him where we were going, and he knows I’m with you.”

	She was right. If the guards were Ordo Hereticus, they would have come wearing hellguns and stun sticks. If they were simply lower-hive gang enforcers, they wouldn’t have matching uniforms and licensed weapons.

	My question was soon answered by the arrival of a fifth and sixth person to the party, a perfectly suited middle-aged man and his date. They marched past the blank stares of the four obvious combatants, heading straight to our table. The soldiers followed them at a seemingly respectful distance.

	Feth.

	Samarra and I stood to make introductions, but the boss got there first. “I’m Quince. What are you doing in my club?”

	I turned to Sam and whispered in her ear, “Whatever happens, don’t let go of my arm.” Turning back to the new arrivals, I made my displeasure known, “Quince, my date’s drink has run dry. Your club’s reputation exceeds its service.”

	He ignored every word. “Why are you here?”

	“That’s been the question of the month, but as for tonight, much like you, I’m on a date with someone special.”

	“Funny, she doesn’t look like a whore.”

	Somebody was certainly meant to be offended by that remark, but I couldn’t decide in the time allotted. The woman standing at the boss’s left shoulder wore a permanent pout. As far as I could tell, beyond the expensive dress and her highly augmented anatomy, she was unarmed. 

	Gripping their holstered weapons, the helmeted goons moved closer, taking up positions on either side of the power couple.

	 I gave Sam’s hand a quick squeeze to let her know things would be OK and ratcheted up my auric shield to the max. “Does your date have a name?”

	“Why do you care?” said Quince.

	Somebody should. 

	The woman wore a light green aura. Hidden behind her mask of disdain, she saw the truth in every word spoken. She was more than a consort. She was a psyker—a mental reader and a potential spy.

	“My name is Six, and this is Sam. Until a moment ago, we’d been enjoying your club.”

	“You’re not old enough to have completed your ten in the Guard.” He flicked a spent round at me. “Is that what you claim it to be?”

	“Yes.” I flicked it back.

	“Then, why are you here?”

	“I’ve recently returned from the crusade, and I’m waiting to ship out. Is that a problem?”

	“Entirely. There’s no such thing as sanctioned leave in the Imperial Guard. What’s your rank?”

	I cut the truth in half, “I was a lieutenant. What about you? A captain?”

	“Major. I slogged my full term and don’t condone those that take the easy way out.”

	My brother Ramsey had been a major in the Guard, and he’d paid the ultimate price for his commission. I’d gotten the news one week ago. 

	Quince and his crew had found their niche after a harsh, conscripted career. Given eight more years in the Guard, I might have been livid, too, at my over-young presence, but that seemed like a feint. Quince had to be smarter than this. 

	The four faceless goons inched forward, waiting on the former major’s command.

	“Major, I agree with you completely.” 

	“What is that supposed to mean?”

	“I didn’t survive my tour of duty, and you have no right to collect my body.”

	Quince scoffed, “Who hacked your Guard record? And what kind of name is Six? Is that some sort of upper hive joke?”

	The former major was stoked, and I found myself grasping at the heat of the moment, trying to match his steam. There was more to it than a potential deserter. The gap between lower and upper hive realities came into play, and the boss seemed up for leveling the score. 

	It was time for proper introductions. 

	I looped my arm around Samarra’s waist and answered the boss in full, “Major, you can take your goons and your mistress and step the feth off.”

	They weren’t waiting on the major after all. Four laspistols popped into the stormtrooper’s hands. Issued by the Astra Militarum, the weapons were better than a badge at drawing attention to the sanctioned bounty hunters. 

	The boss and his date took one step back. 

	Heads around the island craned in our direction.

	One of the four helmets said, “Step away from the woman.” With a masking buzz, it sounded only half-human.

	Around us, the platform’s stabilizers gently hummed. The horde of surveillance drones were suddenly nowhere to be seen. 

	I looked at Quince. “Who gave the order? Who told you to let them in?”

	The club owner shrugged, leaving me no doubt about what would happen next. Our date had become an execution.

	I didn’t hold much hope of Sam making it home on her own, so I turned my gaze to the boss’s flame, catching her eager eye, “I will come back and kill everyone, starting with you. I don’t condone rogues.”

	That wiped the smile off Quince’s face. 

	The woman reached for the major’s arm as four hot-shotted lasers opened fire. 

	My shield sparkled with the energy of incoming bolts. 

	Sam buried her face in my chest. 

	That shots exploded directly in front of her only made things worse for the clean-up crew.

	Sam was an agent of the Medicae. Her calling in life was saving lives, and I didn’t want to ruin our date by doing irreparable harm to a host of hostile strangers. Still—

	I gave them three seconds to make their point, then I made mine. 

	With a focused thought, I returned several bolts of my own, severing the energy cords running to and from the goons’ charge-packs. Fighting the urge to overload their weapons, I drained the power flow in the floating platform’s stabilizers. 

	Who needs a lift when one can bring the whole level down? 

	I did it slowly, allowing time for the attackers’ weapons to run bone dry and the party-goers below us to scatter without spilling any of their drinks.

	The look on Quince’s face said it all. Somebody was going to pay for this mistake.

	I was a battle psyker, not an upper hive thrill-seeker. My silver energy was a parasitical weapon that could amplify and direct all forms of energy, dark or mundane. I could have killed everyone in the place in an instant. That’s the reason I didn’t drink. 

	Lord Kilhaven had completed an extensive debriefing and declared me fit. I’d been cleared for a return to active duty, pending the arrival of suitable transport and a few pressing obligations. His daughter had been enjoying a follow-on evaluation session and was getting far more data than she bargained for. I couldn’t explain any of it to those around us, and I didn’t want to break the mirror again.

	As holodeck bands often do when the ceiling comes down, it played on.

	So did we. 

	As Sam and I hopped off the island onto the main dance floor, we had the space to ourselves. 

	The bounty hunters drew their long blades and followed. Looking to cleave us in half, they each got one swing at a motionless target. 

	With Sam on my left arm, I didn’t try to dodge or deflect the attacks. I caught the arc of each blade as it descended and used the instantaneous connection to steal away the life energy from each aggressor. Hearts and brains don’t function without it, and gravity takes control. 

	With the four Astra Militarum enforcers face-down on the filthy plascrete floor, we walked to the front door. 

	Nobody came near us. Nobody followed us out. 

	Still standing on the downed platform with a host of onlookers, Quince and his date argued heatedly about what to do next. 

	Half the club had spilled outside; the avenue was a confused mess. 

	We dove into the fray. 

	My war shield added a cloak that would blur our faces, and ten minutes later, we were wedged into a busy late-night lift on our way up to Ground Zero. 

	As the

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpg





