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        “Water is the element that giveth life. Mankind rose from water, and to water he shall return.”

        The Codex, Book of Arariel, on the creations of the rahabim

        

      

      
        FEBRUARY 10, 3097 EY — REHOBATH, ANDROMEDA

      

      The Tabernacle was gone. Rachel had dared to hope peace might follow its destruction. To save the Sentinels, to save mankind, Rachel and David had led an assault against the Tabernacle itself—the very symbol of his civilization. And in destroying it, their worst fears had manifested. The Sentinels, now free from angel monitoring, had collapsed into civil war, rebuffing David’s attempts to mediate peace between them.

      After all, why should they flock to the man who led them to this chaos?

      Rachel sat on the bed across from David in the quarters they now shared, her legs folded beneath her. This was supposed to have been their honeymoon. Instead, David sat transfixed by the Mazzaroth screen, watching the reports.

      Asheran leviathans seizing control of Mizraim space. They had already taken half of the Pegasus Dwarf galaxy, and with the Sentinels too busy fighting each other, any attempt to stand up to the Asheran advance proved short-lived.

      “How could they do this, Rach?”

      Rachel shrugged. “Did you expect the alliance to endure once the angels disappeared?”

      “I had bloody well hoped so.”

      Well, so had Rachel. Working with the Asherans got them called traitors by some, but it had represented an enormous stride toward greater peace in the universe. Or so she had thought.

      “We could let it be …” Rachel said.

      David shook his head, resigned sadness wafting off him in a choking cloud. “You know I cannot do that, Rach. I have a responsibility to …”

      “To everyone. Yeah, I know.”

      David stepped up to the Mazzaroth screen. “Contact Aluf Mishma Lamport.”

      The screen flashed for a moment. “Call refused,” David’s personal Mazzaroth voice said. Again.

      David sighed and leaned against the wall, head between his hands.

      So much for that little alliance.

      Rachel moved to put a hand on his shoulder. “If we hadn’t worked with them, we might not have brought down the Tabernacle. It at least stopped the angel attacks.”

      “For how long? Right now, they’re just waiting for us to finish tearing ourselves apart. We’ve shown we can hurt them, aye, so now they sit back and let us solve the problem for them.”

      She slipped her arms around his waist and leaned her head against his back. She couldn’t feel his warmth through his uniform, but the contact helped. With all that had happened, at least she was here with him. There was one person in the universe she knew would always be on her side.

      Her husband.

      If only they’d been able to get that damned honeymoon.

      “I just hoped …” he said.

      “You hoped it would be the first step to a united humanity,” Rachel said. “Yeah, I know. Me too. I’m an expert in that sort of self-deluding optimism, David. We don’t have to do this anymore, you know. We could … just go. Somewhere. The angels have given us a reprieve.”

      Run away from the whole off-rotation mess. Escape to some world on the fringes, and build a life. Except, they both knew the angels would be back, sooner or later. When humanity had worn itself out with civil wars, the angels would return and resume subjugating mankind.

      And Rachel couldn’t allow that any more than David could.

      David turned around in her arms and led her back to the bed. He pulled her down to sit in his lap and held her without speaking for a long time. Rachel leaned against his chest.

      Comfortable. Peaceful. For a moment.

      The Sentinels were divided because, with the loss of the Shekhinah and the Sanhedrin, they had no clear leader. Without a central authority, each captain had to make his or her own decisions about what was right. That had led to three factions they knew of and a bunch of lone ships acting on their own. Some had sided with David. Friends of his, like Hannah Hertz, still worked to bring the Sentinels back together. But so many of the others blamed David for the chaos, he had thought it best he step aside and let Hannah take charge of reunification.

      David thought Hannah had more chance of swaying the angel loyalists than he did, but Rachel had her doubts. David had natural charisma and a profound dedication that inspired people.

      Then there was a separatist movement calling themselves the New Eden Republic. A faction led by a growing number of captains who wanted nothing to do with either angels or David’s people, whom they considered traitors. The separatists planned to start their own republic around mankind’s recently rediscovered homeworld. The Seekers of Eden had thrown their lot in with NER. From what Rachel heard, because of the psychic ghosts on Eden, they had been building camps on the other planets in the system.

      Under other circumstances, Rachel would have joined them. But she’d never do so without David.

      The NER might actually be their best chance for allies if she could just get them to sit down and discuss it. Seemed as though almost no one wanted to speak with them these days. And why not? Half the universe thought she and David were responsible for starting Armageddon.

      At last, David sighed. “Rach, we can’t stay here. I need to go help Hannah however I can.”

      Rachel folded her arms across her chest. “So let’s go.”

      “You know I have to go pick up Leah.”

      The rahab had requested personal leave down on Rehobath. Enjoying the planet Rachel had barely even gotten to see for her own damned wedding. Now she glowered.

      “Rach …”

      “Oh just go get her.”

      “Have you ever seen Floating City?”

      Rachel shook her head.

      “Then you’re coming too.”

      She barely suppressed a groan. Much as she’d wanted to see it, this was not what Rachel had had in mind.
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        “The wealthy of Mizraim see Rehobath as a tourist stop, but we know better. The true value of the planet comes from the empyreal crystals found on and beneath the ocean floor. We employ a veritable army of rahabim to excavate those crystals, so absolutely no interruption of the process can be tolerated.”

        Abarron Weber, Zebulun executive

        

      

      
        REHOBATH, ANDROMEDA

      

      David had visited Rehobath several times before, or at least the capital, Floating City. As the named implied, it was a platform floating on the equator. Leah’s family, like most, lived up there. Underwater, a column reached down several hundred meters to connect to the lower city—commonly known as the Benthic.

      The planet had no proper spaceport but rather an orbital-docking platform. From there, he and Rachel took a shuttle down to Floating City. She stared out the window at the oceans as they landed on a shuttle pad.

      The truth was, knowing her feelings for him, it was probably best he give Leah some space. He could have her transferred to another ship—the Wake of Stars, maybe. Hannah could certainly use the help. Of course, he would miss the lass terribly. For years, she had been his best friend and confidant. Rachel had begun taking Leah’s place in those aspects, but he still missed the rahab.

      “I can see fish in the water,” Rachel said, pressing her face to the glass.

      “Aye. Around these parts, the ocean’s clear as the rivers on New Rome … as they were.”

      “Mmmm.” She scurried out of the shuttle and over to the pad’s rail. “Do you think the water’s cold?”

      “Not here, no. There’s an artificial beach in the south district. Tourists come here to swim with the dolphins and rays. It’s bloody deep down there, though. Not like stepping off a beach at home. Go out far and you’d just fall off the shelf.”

      Rachel beamed like a double sunrise. “Okay. Totally got to try that. How … how big are the rays?”

      David smiled and began leading her to the beach. Nice to see the lass enjoying herself like old times. Back when the universe was simpler. Back when angels were a memory to be revered, instead of aliens to be fought. “Mantas get to be almost ten meters in wingspan.”

      “Holy shit. That’s huge. Are … are there sharks? Whales?”

      “Whales, aye, but not in these waters. No sharks. Angels never seeded them here. Guess it would have interfered with the mining operations.”

      “I like this planet,” she said. She rushed down another street, gazing at palm trees and shops selling margaritas.

      The buildings here weren’t as tall as those on other planets—five or six stories, usually no more. Here, the city built down, not up. The platform was wide—several kilometers in diameter, which meant there was no chance of it capsizing. The angels knew what they were about when they designed the place.

      Most of the buildings were painted white or light blue, and tropical flowers grew everywhere. Though Zebulun controlled most of the planet’s industry, the locals had turned Floating City into a relaxing paradise for suits or Sentinels needing a vacation. Once, he’d taken shore leave here with Leah. The lass had five sisters, four of whom still lived here. They’d fawned over him, offering him mojitos, spicy boiled shrimp, and anything else he needed. Carmel, the oldest, was a professional masseuse and had given him the finest massage he’d ever had.

      David smiled at the thought and followed Rachel as she dashed down the beach. Pink sand kicked up under her boots when she ran toward a concession stand. A wide palm umbrella shaded a local rahab selling cocktails.

      “Uh, lass,” David said. “If you’re going swimming, best save the alcohol for after that.”

      Rachel rolled her eyes but shrugged at the vendor and walked toward the sea. She unbound her jacket and tossed it aside. “Where can we get swimwear?”

      Her suit was waterproof, but he supposed she’d want to feel the water on her skin. David scratched his head. “Uh, on this planet, most people don’t bother with that.”

      “They swim naked?” she asked.

      David pointed at people out in the water. Because the waters were so clear, it was obvious most wore nothing.

      “Huh,” Rachel said and stared.

      David folded his arms and watched her, trying not to grin. “Still want to go swimming, lass? If you’re feeling shy, I’ll bet you could find a tourist shop with a bikini.” Most of the sunbathers did have some kind of undergarments on. They just tended to strip them off when swimming.

      Rachel scrunched her face and stuck out her tongue. “You’re the one with the fair Calnehian skin. I don’t burn.” And she pulled off her undershirt and tossed it on top of her jacket.

      David unabashedly stared at her breasts. “God, I love you.”

      “Oh, you’re coming too.”

      “Aye?” He followed her lead and stripped his clothes, then chased her into the sea.

      For a short distance, they could walk along the bottom, but the slope was steep, and soon he had to swim. Rachel dove underwater, and he followed. Not far off shore, dolphins played with tourists and local rahabim, long accustomed to their presence. For an hour, he swam with Rachel. She was panting when they crawled back onto the beach.

      “You know, lass,” he said, a little winded himself, “you can get a breather. If you want to dive longer.”

      “I might,” she said. She slipped back into her undergarments and headed for the concession stand. “Maybe a break first.”

      “Aye.” David pulled his own clothes back own. “You can check into a hotel if you like. I need to find Leah.”

      Rachel nodded, then ordered a drink.

      David left her to relax and headed toward the city center. If he remembered correctly, Leah’s family had a condo there. He toured the buildings until one looked familiar, then tapped its console. “Suzuki family.”

      A moment later, the screen filled with Carmel’s face. “Hello? Oh! You’re Leah’s boyfriend, right? Want another massage?”

      “Uh … I’m not …” David cleared his throat. Had the girl misunderstood, or had Leah misled her? Most likely the former. He couldn’t see Leah doing that … not really. “I’m actually her commanding officer. Is she around?”

      “Yeah, Mac-something … that’s who she said. She went diving down from the Benthic. Red Chamber, I think.”

      Diving. Meaning no comm.

      “All right, thanks, lass.” He released the console and headed toward one of the lifts. Both the column and lift had smart glass walls, allowing him to see the rainbow assortment of fish as he descended. Truly a beautiful sight. In the distance, he caught sight of a manta, the largest he’d ever seen. With luck, Rachel would get the chance to see the behemoth.

      The lift settled down, and he followed lighted panels toward the Red Chamber. Color-coded lights led to seven different diving chambers, in addition to several research and storage stations down here. Mostly rahabim came to the dive chambers for mining work, but some came just for recreation. Norms and other non-rahabim couldn’t well swim this deep, so it was private, secluded from most tourists.

      Red lights lit the ceiling of the Red Chamber. When he entered, a half-dozen workers loaded hauls of crystals onto a hover transport. Some wore shorts and loose shirts, but others wore nothing. David tried not to stare. Had to remember local customs varied on each planet.

      A man popped up from one of the dive pools—large circular wells all around the Red Chamber—hefting a fiber net filled with empyreal crystals after him. When he broke the surface, micro hover jets on the net activated, allowing him to lift it clear.

      David watched for a moment, then someone rose from the waters of another pool. Leah. Completely nude.

      She stepped free of the pool, beaming at him. “Mac!”

      He coughed and looked at the floor. Knowing she had feelings for him made seeing her naked all the more awkward.

      In an instant, she wavered, covering her breasts with her webbed fingers. “I … I’m sorry. I didn’t know you would come down here … I didn’t. Um …” She scurried over to her discarded clothes.

      “It’s all right, lass. We … we’ve been swimming together before.”

      “You … you want to swim?”

      “Couldn’t take the pressure down here.” Which was putting it mildly.

      “Right. Right.” She slipped into her clothes, so at last, he turned to look at her directly. Water streamed from her dark hair. A hint of a smile played on her lips, but she still looked embarrassed.

      No sense in that. David stepped to her side and embraced her. “Good to see you, lass.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I missed you, Leah. I’m glad you’re coming back to the Sephirot. Rachel and I are going to stay the night here, but we’ll have to go in the morning.”

      Leah nodded. “Um, okay. How about if you come to my house for dinner? Both of you, I mean.”

      “Aye, okay.” Her sisters did make some fine shrimp. And maybe Rachel wouldn’t object if he got a massage after all. “I’ll meet you back there at sunset, then.”

      He trod back toward the lift, then hunted down Rachel. She had checked into the Fairbreeze Hotel by the beach. It was a good choice. He’d stayed there once before. All the rooms had a great view.

      When he entered their room, Rachel was on the line with Phoebe.

      “You want me to patch the transmission down to you?” Phoebe asked.

      “Sure,” Rachel said. “Did she say what was up?”

      “Nope. Seemed stressed though. How’s the planet? Hot as all void, I’ll bet.”

      “Yeah, you’d hate it. Knight might enjoy it, though.”

      Phoebe snorted. “You think I’d send him down to a beach filled with naked girls without me? Yup, totally sounds like a plan. A terrible plan. I’m patching you through.”

      “Who is it?” David whispered to Rachel as he came to sit beside her on the bed. Maybe best not to mention how he’d found Leah.

      “Degana O’Malley.”

      David nodded. He appreciated Rachel’s friendship with the hori. It seemed to relax her, having a girlfriend to talk to, and that worked for David. Of course, now that O’Malley was working for the NER, she had less time for chitchat.

      The hori’s call filled the screen. “Rachel. Thank God. I need you here as soon as you can.”

      Rachel rose from the bed. “Why? What happened?”

      “The angels have brought in multiple ships. They and their Sentinel allies are conquering the whole damn Milky Way. They’re going to shut down the Republic before we can even get off the ground.”

      “Are you all right?” Rachel asked.

      “Yes, for now. They haven’t come after Eden itself. But Rachel, outlying systems are falling fast.”

      Bloody void. David had known the peace with the angels was too good to last. Rachel turned to look at him, pleading in her eyes. David nodded. It seemed they were going to miss dinner.
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        “Behold, in the darkness between the stars, lurks the stalking predator, the Beast of the Adversary, which claims all prey.”

        The Codex, Book of Azrael

        

      

      
        REHOBATH SYSTEM, ANDROMEDA

      

      Rachel stood before the door to Raziel’s quarters, running her arguments through her mind. Then the door opened, even before she buzzed it. Of course.

      The angel sat on a stool in front of his Mazzaroth screen, though he had turned to face her. He waved her inside and indicated for her to sit on the couch against the wall. Probably never even used it himself. It must have been awkward with those wings.

      Rachel slunk down on the couch and let her head fall into her hands.

      “I don’t know,” the angel said.

      “What?”

      “You wanted to ask me what we can do to stop the Ark and other angel ships. I don’t know. I must go to them, try pleading the case in person. Perhaps they will hear me then, listen to my version of how humanity has changed. I might be able to still their anger if I look into their eyes. But they are very angry, Rachel.”

      Rachel rubbed her temples. She’d grown used to having Raziel on board. He was cryptic, annoyingly vague, and sometimes obstinate … but he was a fount of knowledge she could turn to when the universe seemed too mired in confusion. And if he left … if he went to his brethren and they did not side with him …

      “I do not believe they would harm me, Rachel.”

      She cleared her throat. “Do you mind? I mean, if we have both sides of this conversation aloud? Just to humor me.”

      Raziel spread his hands.

      “So … since you’re being so forthcoming today … what’s with the wings, anyway? They seem to interfere with you sitting or lounging or probably even sleeping.”

      “The wings are retractable using molecular compression technology. Angels keep them visible in front of humans as a means of distinguishing ourselves from you. Assuming that is what we desire. Were I to walk this ship without them, your kind would be confused.”

      The damn wings actually folded up inside an angel. Which meant it was even easier for them to pass for human than she’d realized. Could she have met other angels and not even known it? Could they be out there now, in the general population, spying on mankind?

      Raziel folded his arms. Bastard was waiting for her to ask the question aloud.

      Stay out of my mind.

      “It is so inviting. Forgive me. I do not believe there are many of us in hiding, but yes, there may be others.”

      Rachel ran a hand through her hair. So. Angels were likely out there, watching humanity all this time. Seeing them slowly turn away from the Covenant but doing nothing. “You said some of the angels were fallen, that they had betrayed you. That they served the Adversary. What is the Adversary, then?”

      Raziel shut his eyes and shook his head. “Sin. Nightmare.”

      “That’s not an answer. Tell me the truth about your history, Raziel. What are you so afraid of? Aren’t we in this together now?”

      The angel stood, knocking over the stool. “I am not afraid, Dr. Jordan. I am prudent. I have spent billions of years planning, working to thwart the Adversary.”

      “Billions?”

      Raziel nodded. “Searching for a way to overcome the Beast. Do not presume to know my mind.”

      The Beast? The Codex said something about that. The stalking predator, the Beast of the Adversary. A weapon of destruction, she had always thought.

      She raised her hands, hoping to soothe Raziel. He was obviously agitated, but she doubted he’d harm her. Still, any chance to get answers was an opportunity she couldn’t afford to miss. “Tell me about the Beast, then.”

      Raziel sighed, shaking his head. “Curiosity can be a sin, Rachel. Incessant curiosity is pride … the pride of thinking you are ready for any truths that might lurk out there. The reality is, there are always truths you are not prepared for. Once you open the door, it cannot be shut again.”

      “Sin or not, curiosity is human nature. God made us this way. Did he not?”

      The angel looked away, staring at the ceiling.

      “Can you blame us for the way God made us?”

      “I do not know the mind of God.”

      “But you’ve … really spoken to Him?”

      Raziel chuckled, his voice dry and hollow. “Pride was our sin, as well. We were trying to protect you. To offer you reality in terms you could understand. And in so doing, we … it is one of those sins we find so easy to repeat, is it not, Rachel?”

      Deep down, she had known all long. “You were never sent by God.”

      At last he turned to her, looking her straight in the eyes. The angel grabbed her shoulders, then, and Rachel jerked at his sudden speed. Raziel’s grip was like steel. His fingers dug into her shoulders until she had to fight the urge to gasp.

      “Listen to me, Rachel. I know you have a fascination with Asherah and their breaches of the Covenant. You want to doubt. You look at our sins, the sins we angels committed, and you think if such imperfect beings made these rules, why should we be bound by them?”

      “No shit. You try to tell us what we can and can’t do with our own bodies—”

      “Do not put cybernetics into your body, Rachel,” he said, voice low. “Not ever.”

      “Why the void not?” One rule for the angels, one rule for humanity. They claimed God sent them. But she’d seen the look on his face. Raziel had never spoken to God. Maybe the angel wasn’t even sure there was a God. He was an alien who had come and made up laws to bind humans. “You did.”

      “We can no longer live without them. And so we live in continuous torment, at war with ourselves, trembling before the passage of the Beast. And some of us fell.”

      Rachel shook in his arms, and he released her. “What does that mean? You fell. Fine. So what, the fallen …?”

      The Adversary ship that attacked Eden looked like the Ark … because it was piloted by angels. It was an angel ship. Some of them were in service to the Adversary and its Beast. Out of fear? Raziel said they were at war with themselves. A civil war among angels.

      “They serve the Adversary now. I have to go, Rachel. I will try to do what I can for your people.” At that, he turned and strode from the room.
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        “This just in: Sources in the outer spiral of the Milky Way report the angels have occupied another two hundred systems in the past four days. The angels have placed the occupied planets under Redeemer jurisdiction. In related news, reports of khapiru accusations have risen 10,000 percent.”

        Suzanna Wallach, Mazzaroth News Network

        

      

      
        PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      Caleb woke screaming. Cold sweat streamed down his face and neck. Rebekah, lying by his side, wiped it away, and he let himself fall into her lap. He felt like weeping, but he couldn’t allow himself such weakness. Not in front of her. She needed him to be strong.

      They had escaped the Sons of Cain on a Jericho transport ship, the Balaam. A few loyal mercenaries had helped him take it and get away. And since then, the Sons had pursued him. From the moment he turned on Apollo. From the moment he realized what that bastard was doing.

      Every night, the same torment. Even on waking, he felt that alien presence in his mind. The whispering, the threatening, the pleading, the demanding. It was cold and on fire.

      A burning ache searing down to his soul.

      On Apollo’s orders he had destroyed four angel stations. And with each one, the presence had grown stronger. Until at last, in a fit of revelation, he’d known.

      He’d known the unspeakable truth.

      Apollo was in communion with the Adversary. The angel stations …

      God, Caleb had thought to weaken the angels.

      They were his enemies, after all. They were hunting down cyborgs—Caleb’s own kind, thanks to Apollo—and slaughtering every last one of them. So any power he denied them was a victory. He was fighting to save the universe from oppression. Except the Adversary was real. And those angel stations had been holding it back, keeping it at bay. And with each he destroyed, the true foe of humanity grew in power.

      He had been wrong about everything. Wrong to ever trust Apollo. Wrong to destroy the angel stations, though they too were his enemies. And he had damned Rebekah down this same path. He wrapped his arms around her waist and held her close.

      “What’s wrong, love?” she asked.

      Everything.

      Everything was wrong. In fear for his life and family, he’d followed a madman into hell. And though he would like to blame mere self-preservation and his love of Ayelet and their children for his sins, Caleb had started down the path willingly. For power and greed and fame and the chance to fuck pretty little things like Rebekah.

      God, he’d tried to warn Rachel Jordan. He once tried to sway her to his point of view, and in so doing might well have damned her too. And when he tried to tell her his folly—that was when the Sons of Cain found out about him. They’d broken in and stopped the transmission. If he hadn’t had a few mercenaries nearby …

      The truth was, he doubted Ezra Dana had any idea about the truth of who he was working for. As one of the Sons of Cain, he was a pirate serving Apollo for easy money. But the icie had given Caleb no chance to explain. And who would believe such off-rotation nonsense in any event?

      He pulled himself up to face Rebekah. She was naked, but he had no energy to take her now. He should. If only for a moment’s reprieve. There were too many voices in his mind. Not just Apollo, not anymore. Others … calling his name. Clawing at his mind and soul. He had no peace except when he was buried inside Rebekah. Somehow, she stilled the voices, if only for a moment.

      As if she could sense what he needed, she kissed him. Her tongue massaged his, and the pain began to recede. For a heartbeat, he had clarity of thought.

      It was the Great Attractor. That’s when things first became so bad. Out there, looking into the void …

      Rebekah’s hands ran down his chest and over his abdomen. He felt himself harden. She caressed his whole body, and the tension fled. She was his little heaven. His redemption.

      Rebekah was … was not Ayelet. His mate was …

      His assistant lowered herself onto him, and thought fled. Her fiery hair brushed across his face. That’s right, she was heaven.

      He kissed her again and again, and they made love. Then at last he fell back, spent, and at peace. It wouldn’t last. It never did.

      Apollo had to know Caleb had betrayed him. He would make good on his threat. God, why hadn’t Caleb acted sooner? Why hadn’t he …?

      Rebekah brushed his cheek, and her face filled his mind. Ayelet was fine. James and Miriam were fine. No one would …

      No! They were his life. He had to be sure.

      Caleb sat up roughly. “I need you to do something for me. I need you to go to Sepharvaim and get my family. I can’t go; he’d be watching for me.”

      Rebekah frowned. “You don’t want me to leave your side again, Caleb.”

      Of course he didn’t. The thought of losing even the brief peace she offered him … the thought he would spend every waking moment in torment and every minute of sleep visited with horrors he never quite recalled on waking … it left his insides cold. But his family … he could not sacrifice them for his own sake.

      “Please. You’re the only one I can trust.”

      “We should just go back to him, then,” Rebekah said. “Explain we made a mistake. It’s the best way to keep them safe. You don’t want me to leave.”

      They could go back to Apollo. He might accept them back. Punishment might follow later, but his family would be safe.

      Caleb chewed his thumb for a moment, indulging in the self-delusion. They wouldn’t be safe. Even if Apollo didn’t have them killed, they would never be safe. Not in the universe Caleb had helped to create. Not in a universe overrun with the unfathomable hatred and darkness the Adversary represented.

      “Go to Sepharvaim. Please, Rebekah. Get them, and bring them to me.”

      She folded her arms and snorted, then hopped out of the bed.

      The instant she left, the pressure in his mind returned.
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        “Are you, who now reads these words, human? In our efforts to guide the evolution of humanity, we both dared to hope and feared, in equal measure, that one day, you might be truly human. And one day after, perhaps, something more.”

        Sefer Raziel, translated by Dr. Rachel Jordan

        

      

      
        FEBRUARY 12, 3097 EY — MILKY WAY GALAXY

      

      Jeremiah had come to her wedding, and it had meant the world to Rachel. For so long, they had been on opposite sides—ideologically and then militarily. But he had come to see her marry, and she’d never forget that. Jeremiah hadn’t complained when he was escorted back to the brig afterward. He was charged with assault and murder of Sentinels, and, if the universe were not in such chaos, would likely have already been sentenced to a world such as Horesh.

      The one reason to be grateful for the ongoing war against the angels. Her brother was still in the brig, and Rachel tried to visit him at least once every few days. He wouldn’t see things her way, but after meeting Raziel, he had at least become less hostile. Maybe she could even get something useful out of Jeremiah.

      Now the angels were back and working with the Redeemers. And, if rumors held true, they had dangerous allies.

      Rachel paced in front of her brother’s cell. “Is it true the Gogmagog have signed on with the Redeemers?”

      Jeremiah sat on his cot, leaning against the wall, legs folded beneath him.

      “Miah? Are you working with those creatures?”

      The angels’ secret police were the first tradition to be shed following the Days of Glory. Even Redeemers didn’t—or hadn’t—supported the spies.

      “It’s not our place to question the angels.”

      “They question themselves!”

      Raziel was gone. Shame—if the angel were here, maybe he could talk some sense into Jeremiah. “They’ve been engaged in some kind of civil war for God-only-knows how long.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The Adversary is fallen angels, those who turned against their own kind.”

      “No.”

      Rachel shook her head and paused in her pacing. “It’s the truth, Miah. Raziel told me, flat out. He tried to tell you, too, but you heard what you wanted to hear. Who do you think he meant, when he said their war reached Eden? He meant the war between angels, brother.” She could feel Jeremiah’s uncertainty, his doubts, wafting off him and clogging the air. Rachel had to remind herself they were his fears, not hers. She had more than enough of her own.

      “The universe is not as simple as either of us once believed, brother. The angels are more than the oppressors I once took them for … and far, far less than the divine saviors you worship them as.”

      Jeremiah let his head fall into his hands, saying nothing. If she told him what Raziel had recently shared with her, it might break him completely. He had built the foundation of his life on faith. And when that crumbled away, maybe he would be lost. But she had to believe the truth was the best road. For thousands of years, angels had lied to mankind while telling themselves they did it for humanity’s own good. But such deceptions twisted and writhed over time, taking on insidious lives of their own. Until men like her brother became zealots for causes as ephemeral as dark energy.

      Rachel leaned against the smart glass. How could she knowingly cause her own brother such pain? The moment she spoke, he would spiral into the abyss of doubt and pain. And maybe, maybe he would never find his way free. But then … to leave him mired in self-delusion was perhaps still the crueler act.

      “Raziel told me … the angels lied to us. They told us what they thought we needed to hear in order to listen to them. God never sent them, Miah. They’ve never seen God, never spoken to Him. They’re just aliens.”

      “Lies!” Jeremiah jumped to his feet. He clenched his hands at his side, sputtering and grinding his teeth.

      Though he feigned rage, she could feel the undercurrents of horror seeping out of his cell. She had broken something within him, and his universe was crumbling around him.

      “I’m sorry, brother.”

      The bitter truth was all she had to offer him. He sank to his knees, and his head fell to his chest. Rachel sighed and left him. Time alone with his thoughts might be his only remedy.

      Outside the brig, she found Knight waiting for her.

      “What is it?”

      “We’ll reach Eden soon,” he said.

      “Yeah.” It would be nice to see Degana again. Thomas’s sister was a sweet girl who loved to laugh and tried to look for the bright side in everything. Her brother’s death had broken her heart, but she’d kept going with a smile on her face and a kind word for Rachel at every turn. Rachel wasn’t going to let her down now.

      “I’m coming with you. The last time you went to a secret meeting the Redeemers broke it up. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      She smiled and walked with him toward the lift. His earnest loyalty warmed her. Less than a year ago, he’d been a brutal killer who feigned indifference to the people around him. Faced with Armageddon, Knight had become a hero. More than that—he’d become a nephil, a being of legend. His telekinetic powers were shocking, even if he had little in the way of other psych abilities.

      “I’m proud of you,” she said.

      He cleared his throat, saying nothing.

      Still a bit socially awkward, but that was improving too.

      “You know David is going to be there. He’s more than capable of protecting me, Knight.”

      “Yeah. Still going.”
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        “Do we want to terraform every planet in the universe? Of course not. Some are gas giants. You can’t terraform a gas giant because there’s no terra there. You’d have to, I don’t know, freeze the gas and gasform it. And that would just be … be … Huh. Abigail! Make a note! New project: gasformed giants.”

        Omar Petrov, Laban Worlds CEO

        

      

      
        NEW EDEN, MILKY WAY

      

      Knight exited the shuttle behind Rachel and David, with Phoebe on his heels. He wore his helmet up to protect against the thin atmosphere. The red planet had never been terraformed, so the colonists here had constructed several domed enclosures. Eventually the NER would look to hire Laban Worlds to terraform this planet as the capital of the Republic. They were already calling it New Eden.

      That was, of course, if the angels allowed this place to exist.

      And they wouldn’t.

      It represented a direct challenge to their authority. In a way, they ruled like the Shadow Council of Gehenna. Absolute authority enforced through terror. Men obeyed the Shadow Council because if they didn’t, the Gibborim showed up. Now, the angels threatened to destroy whole fucking planets if mankind didn’t get in line.

      Knight had had more than enough of totalitarian regimes. A republic sounded like idealist nonsense to him, but it was about a trillion times better than the alternative.

      It was a short trek from the landing platform to the central dome where they were to meet Rachel’s friend. Red dust kicked up under their boots as they walked, especially Rachel, who clearly had no practice at stepping lightly. When they reached the dome, she buzzed the airlock.

      Knight followed the others inside then removed his helmet once air whooshed into the chamber. The dome beyond was perhaps five kilometers in diameter. Not large for a center of government, so people were tightly packed among narrow streets. Hovers whizzed by, carrying supplies—crates marked with the cornucopia of Manna Products. It would be a long time before people on this planet could grow more than small hydroponic gardens.

      Knight’s fingers twitched at the mass of people so close. His pulse pistol was folded into the thigh holster on his suit, but he could eject it and fire in a heartbeat. With so many here, it was hard to tell who might be a Redeemer agent. And those chameleon gog things could be anywhere.

      He had failed to protect Rachel from one of those creatures once. He would not repeat the mistake.

      He swore something moved in the shadow of an alley. Knight took a step toward the shifting darkness.

      “That’s him,” someone said.

      “The nephil!”

      He turned to see a small crowd forming around their group.

      “Your fame precedes you, big guy,” Phoebe said.

      “Shite, we don’t need this,” David said, as more and more people flocked around them, clogging the already narrow walkways.

      “Are you here to lead us into the light?” a child asked.

      “The what now?” Knight asked.

      “They say you’re half angel,” another man said. “That you can crush a ship with your mind.”

      “Uh, no. A shuttle, maybe.” He tried to shoulder his way through, but it was like the whole damn colony had come out to see the freak.

      Several fell to their knees. “Save us, navi,” a woman said. “Bless us.”

      Knight shrugged and stepped around her. This was off rotation. They thought he was a messiah? If God spoke through anyone’s voice, it would not be Knight’s.

      “Hey!” Rachel shouted. “He’s not a damned navi. Move on.”

      A pair of young women stepped in front of him, twins by the look of it. One had hair dyed green, the other dyed blue. “Excuse me,” the blue-haired one said. “Can we have your seed?”

      Knight’s jaw dropped, and he sputtered. He’d thought with the Shekhinah gone, maybe the need to spread his DNA would evaporate too.

      Phoebe shoved both girls to either side. “Sorry, ladies, he’s fresh out. No planting of seeds going on today. But if you stick around, I may be willing to plant my boot up your asses.” She grabbed Knight’s arm and yanked him after her. “And you, don’t get too excited there.”

      “I wasn’t!”

      “Right. For future reference, let’s just assume I’m the only farmer in charge of your seed. I’ll tell you when and where to plant it, m’kay?”

      David snickered from behind. Knight gave him the finger without turning around.

      Phoebe pulled him along until they reached a central building, marked with the letters N-E-R. They were going to need a symbol at some point. Something striking and bold.

      A guard at the door scanned their palms to check DNA, then waved them inside. A secretary escorted them to a meeting room where a half-dozen Sentinel captains sat around a table, debating with each other and even more politicians. Knight recognized two of them from prior meetings. A hori woman rose as they approached and rushed over to embrace Rachel.

      “Degana. So good to see you.”

      “You too! I heard you got married. I can’t believe you didn’t invite me.”

      “It was kind of a rush thing.”

      “Yeah, well … is this the lucky guy?” She turned to David and offered a hand.

      He took it and nodded. “Nice to see you again, Ms. O’Malley.”

      “Probably safe to call me Degana at this point, Captain. Won’t you have a seat?”

      David and Rachel took a place at the table and joined the debate.

      Knight took up a position against the wall. “Is the ship safe with both you and David here?” he asked Phoebe.

      “Yup, yup. He left Leah in charge. This was too important for me to stay behind.”

      Several other officers also stood or sat around the rim of the room. He supposed the formation of a new republic was something everyone wanted to be part of.

      “Look, MacGregor,” one of the captains said, “we all know Hannah Hertz is leading reunification on your behalf.”

      “Hannah’s no puppet,” David said.

      “Be that as it may—she’ll follow where you lead. If you join us and convince her to do the same, the NER will have a real fighting chance.”

      “Aye, maybe so. But the angels are just as liable to strike down any kind of central government like this. While you’re building a symbol to unite mankind, they’ll be burning it down. How can I throw myself behind a venture that’s already doomed, like as not?”

      “It’s not doomed,” Degana said. “We just have to make a stand and defend it.”

      “You’re losing the whole bloody galaxy already. Four hundred systems are lost, as of this morning. And we want to help you, we truly do, but I’m not sure we’re prepared to stand up to the Ark. Much less a whole angel fleet and the rest of the Sentinels.”

      “So you’d have us continue to run and hide?” another captain asked. “Flee the angels, flee Asherah, flee like cowards? We are Sentinels, MacGregor.”

      “Aye, and I’m not talking about courage. I’m talking about strategy.”

      Rachel cleared her throat. “I guess the real question here is whether this republic will work. It sounds wonderful in theory, but we need to know if it will grow into something we can support. These things so often become oligarchies of oppression.”

      Like the damned Shadow Council. The few dictating to the many.

      “So we elect a Synod,” Degana said. “Some independent worlds have already managed that. Maybe one representative for each system in the republic?”

      Everyone at the table exchanged looks before the room erupted into another stream of arguments. Some called for representation based on population. Others claimed the Sentinels should be placed in charge, considering the circumstances.

      Something shimmered in the corner. A slight shifting of the light, a shadow that didn’t fall as it should have. Knight kept his eyes on the table, watching the spot from the corner of his eye. He couldn’t see anything, per se, but something was there. And now that he knew it, he could feel the creature watching. He reached out with his mind, feeling the shape of the room telekinetically. Humanoid shape with a short tail and an elongated snout. A gog.

      Knight twitched his hand, and his pulse pistol popped from his thigh holster. Time slowed. A few heads turned toward him, catching the sound of his suit whirring. He jerked the pistol free and aimed at the creature. It started to move. Fast but not fast enough. A series of pulses flew from his gun and tore into the chameleon thing. Blood exploded into the room, spattering those nearby.

      In a heartbeat, several Sentinels had pulse pistols in hand, pointed at him. Others turned to see the now-dead gog. Its chameleon effect faded, and the creature became visible. It was naked, covered in silvery scales now slick with blood.

      Rachel clutched her chest, then shook her head. “Holy shit.”

      “You know, lad,” David said, “it might have been useful to have it alive.”

      David was wrong—better he acted with the element of surprise.

      Another captain snorted. “A gog would never give up its secrets. Even telepaths can’t usually pull anything. Damn things are too alien. Practically more animal than human.”

      Rachel rose, shaking her head. “You’re all missing the point. The gog are already on New Eden. That means the angels could have intelligence on every decision you’ve ever made.”

      A still silence filled the room.
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        “Any preacher who could put into words the unending miracle beyond life would end sin for once and ever.”

        The Codex, Book of Kokabiel, on the afterlife

        

      

      
        FEBRUARY 14, 3097 EY — PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      The Expanse of Nod was a realm of horror, a wasteland of lifeless worlds forbidden to mankind. Caleb had never intended to return, but sadly it had been the one place he could escape from the other Jericho ships. Apollo had turned Caleb’s whole damned company against him. He still couldn’t fathom how the void he’d let that happen.

      This was the safest place he could find to meet Rebekah. Safe from Apollo and safe from angels and their genocide. Of course, even here, Apollo had spies. But Caleb had confidence he could avoid the Sons of Cain. The Expanse was huge, and they were few. They would never know where to look. And Rebekah would bring his family. Her transport should arrive in minutes.

      They would finally be safe. Caleb would hold Ayelet and James and Miriam in his arms and never let them go. What a horrid fool he’d been to let them face danger. In his arrogance, he’d thought to justify his actions on their behalf. And in so doing, he’d put them at risk.

      “Sir,” the mercenary captain said, “the transport just exited the Conduit gate.”

      “Good. Prepare for docking.”

      Caleb hurried off the bridge, toward the hold. The ship whirred beneath his feet as the docking bridge extended. He tried not to run, tried to seem dignified. That didn’t last long. He took the steps to the lower level three at a time and dashed for the hold.

      The airlock buzzed open, and Rebekah stepped out.

      Caleb looked past her to spot his family.

      She was alone.

      “Wh-what? Rebekah, where are they?”

      “I couldn’t bring kids to a place like this, Caleb. Don’t worry, they’ve been taken care of.”

      “You were supposed to bring them here.” Ayelet was supposed to be in his arms. James and Miriam should be here. They were old enough to not need sheltering. “What the void, Rebekah?”

      He spun on his heel and ran toward the nearest Mazzaroth screen.

      “Caleb! I missed you—”

      He paid her no mind. He’d speak to her later. First he needed to know where his family was. He called up his personal access. “Contact Ayelet Gavet.”

      The Mazzaroth delayed a split second as it connected to relays so far out. “Ayelet Gavet has been reported deceased in an explosion on Sepharvaim.”

      No.

      That wasn’t possible. He’d sent Rebekah to make sure they were safe. He’d sent her to reach them before Apollo. He’d … No. It was a mistake.

      “Contact Miriam Gavet.”

      “Miriam Gavet has been reported deceased in an explosion on Sepharvaim.”

      Caleb’s chest heaved, and he slumped against the wall. This could not be happening. It wasn’t possible. “Con-contact James … Gavet.”

      “James Gavet has been reported deceased in an—”

      “Mazzaroth off!”

      Caleb fell to his knees and vomited. His sides wouldn’t stop shaking. What had he done? What had he helped bring into this universe? Apollo was a monster, a servant of the Adversary. And Caleb had helped him. He’d allowed the fiend to put cybernetics into his own body. And he’d become a slave, complicit in the murder of his own family.

      Rebekah had been too late. If only he’d sent her sooner instead of keeping her around for his own sake … if only he’d gone himself … Maybe …

      She’d … she’d said they had been taken care of. Rebekah said his family had been taken care of.

      His fists clenched, scraping against the metal grate beneath him. God in heaven. He’d thought she meant … Rebekah had allowed them to be murdered. It was the only explanation.

      She’d known.

      And she’d lied to him.

      The woman herself slipped around the corner, her fiery hair swaying about her face in a way he’d once found too alluring. He felt his libido trying to kick in again, despite himself. But the feeling was alien, like it was being pressed in on him. He was nothing more than a disgusting animal.

      Rebekah smiled at him and helped him to his feet.

      Caleb slapped her.

      She stumbled back, clutching her cheek.

      “Why?” he shouted at her. “Why betray me?”

      Rebekah rubbed her face, then sneered. “You chose her over me. Over me! After all I’ve done for you. You left me alone when you went to the Great Attractor. Then you sent me away to find her. You abandoned me. Me, Caleb. What did you think would happen?”

      Petty jealousy? She’d allowed Apollo to murder his wife over that? Or had she been working with the bastard all along?

      Caleb’s fist clenched at his side. “You psychotic bitch.” He took a swing at her.

      Rebekah caught his fist in her hand. She shoved him, and he stumbled backward, slipping and falling on his own vomit. The impact stung his ass, and he sat there stunned. What the void?

      Rebekah backed away, toward the hold. “We could have been something wonderful, Caleb. Something worthy of songs of old. And you betrayed me for … for what? You thought I would stop him. Stop him? Do you know who he is?”

      Caleb’s comm clicked on. “Sir, we need you on the bridge. The Serpent has appeared from the gate.”

      Ezra Dana. The Sons of Cain. They were here. How the void had they found him so quickly?

      The answer was staring him in the face, framed by fiery orange hair. Rebekah shook her head and ran back into the hold. Toward her own transport.

      For a split-second, Caleb considered pursuing her and avenging his family. Rebekah may not have killed them herself, but at the very least, she’d allowed Apollo to do so. Maybe even informed him of Caleb’s plans. But he’d have to deal with her later. There was no time, and if he stayed here, Ezra would turn him over to Apollo as well.

      He tapped his comm. “Captain, get us out of here. Lose them in the Conduit.”
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        “The Conduit, as the human might conceive it, is a passageway. Its walls are gossamer. Those gifted by our kind with the ability to navigate must never touch those walls. The Conduit is a gift greater still, and it must be respected.”

        The Codex, Book of Barachiel, on the Second Commandment

        

      

      
        FEBRUARY 16, 3097 EY — PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      The Balaam had spent too long in the Conduit. Caleb’s mercenaries looked the worse for wear, as he himself felt. And the more time he spent in there, the more he felt the alien presence in his mind. Maybe Apollo could feel him. Maybe the chip in his brain was more than a chance to read his thoughts … maybe it allowed the bastard to track him. Which likely meant no matter where he went, the Sons of Cain would follow. There was nowhere safe left in the universe, and this ship was not equipped to fight pirates.

      Caleb had lost.

      He had gambled everything for money and power. And he had lost it all.

      Ayelet had burned away in an explosion that took out their entire floor. His children were … Caleb wiped a tear from his face. He sat in his quarters, staring at old vids of them, as he had done from the moment they jumped into this system.

      There was nothing here, of course. No terraformed worlds. No signs of life. Caleb still felt something watching him. Rumors claimed aliens could be found in the Expanse. Caleb knew better. The only alien life in the universe was the angels themselves. They were parasites who fed on mankind’s hopes and fears.

      On the vid, James was only four, and he chased his sister through a sprinkler system in the park. Like most trees on Sepharvaim, the leaves were cerulean. They blew in the wind as James ran, laughing.

      Caleb looked down at the MAG in his lap. If he … if he had the guts, he could end the pain. Maybe he would be with them all again. Maybe in heaven … except he wasn’t destined for heaven.

      Not with all he’d done.

      He tossed the gun on the floor. It wasn’t courage.

      He had lost. But he couldn’t let Apollo win. The bastard would unmake the universe before he was done. Even angels were better than that.

      “Mazzaroth,” he said. “Contact Rachel Jordan.” Maybe Caleb couldn’t do anything more himself. And maybe it was sad he could think of no one else to stand up to Apollo. But she was his last hope.

      After a few minutes, Rachel flashed onto the screen. “Caleb Gavet. I thought you … well, after your last transmission cut off, I thought you were dead.”

      “No, I—not yet. Soon, probably.”

      “Where are you?”

      “In the Expanse. That doesn’t matter now. Listen to me, Rachel. There are things you need to know about the angels and the Adversary. I’m not sure how much time I have left. I’ve made some terrible mistakes. There’s a scientist who worked for Jericho. He’s taken over the company now, but he’s not a man at all.”

      The ship lurched from a sudden impact, and the screen cut off. An explosion rocked the hull and Caleb fell to the ground. Someone was shooting at them.

      The ship had lost all communications in the first barrage.

      “Jordan!” Caleb shouted at the dead screen. “Damn it! He’s working for the Adversary!”

      Caleb pushed himself up, grabbed his MAG, and ran for the bridge.

      More explosions echoed down the corridor before he reached it. MAG rounds punched through the hull right behind Caleb. He looked over his shoulder at the multiple breaches. Jets of oxygen sucked out of the ship with stomach-turning hissing.

      He kept running but stumbled when he reached the bridge as another explosion shook the ship.

      “It’s the Serpent,” the captain said. “They’ve launched docking cables. We’re being pulled in.”

      So the pirates intended to board them rather than blow them away. Caleb wasn’t sure whether that was better or worse.

      “Get your men to the hold with MAG rifles. When they try to come aboard, take them down.”

      “Sir. Even if we could defeat the boarding party, we cannot escape.”

      “We can if we turn the tables and take their ship. Get down there now!”

      The captain nodded, then ordered his men down.

      Caleb followed behind them. He was no expert shot with a MAG, but he’d go down fighting. How hard could it be? For years, he’d employed idiots to use these things.

      His men had formed up behind crates and doorways only seconds before the airlock blew. Pirates streamed from the breach, MAGs in hand. Caleb stayed low, peering around a corner into the hold. Best leave the fighting to the professionals for as long as possible.

      Shots rang out all around. A pirate vaulted over a crate and shot one of Caleb’s men. Caleb tried to shoot the bastard, but his shots went wide. The pirate dove behind cover, and Caleb heard a man scream.

      Shit.

      It was so hard to tell what was going on in the chaos, but it didn’t look good.

      “Fall back!” he shouted.

      A handful of his soldiers did, slipping back into the hall with him. Caleb didn’t have enough men to do this. He retreated farther and farther, but the Sons of Cain just kept coming. The man beside Caleb fell to a MAG round through his chest.

      Rebekah stepped around the corner. She wore a nanomesh vest like the pirates and carried a MAG.

      Caleb leveled his own MAG at her chest. From this range, even he could hit her. “You’re going to pay for what you’ve done, bitch.”

      She twisted her hand, and his MAG jerked out of his grasp as if she’d reached five meters and grabbed it.

      Caleb’s jaw fell. She was … telekinetic? She was a psych?

      “I’m much more than that, Caleb,” she said.

      She opened her vest and let it fall to the floor, then slipped out of her shirt. Did she think to seduce him still? Did she think he would stoop so low?

      Rebekah arched her back and metal wings erupted from her body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        “When facing absolute darkness, what choice remains to us save to turn to soldiers of light? Failing to find such, we then take the next step—their creation.”

        Sefer Raziel, translated by Dr. Rachel Jordan

        

      

      
        FEBRUARY 20, 3097 EY — PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      All his life, Knight had lived on the edge of the Expanse. He’d heard the stories. It was filled with pirates and monsters and aliens and the Adversary itself. It was the end of civilization and the beginning of the void. Appropriate enough, considering the nature of Gehenna, though he’d never put too much stock in such stories.

      Still, he’d not thought to visit the place himself. It was forbidden, even had he had a way off Gehenna.

      In a way, that was reason enough to do it. Never be where the enemy expected. The first principle of the Gibborim.

      Besides, Rachel had insisted. And, to Knight’s surprise, David had agreed to bring the Sephirot here, looking for Gavet.

      Knight walked the halls as they jumped from system to system, searching. The crew said almost nothing, but Knight caught the looks they gave each other. Fear. Even Sentinels were afraid to tread here. They were the ones who walked the black of space to protect mankind from any threat. And they were scared of the Expanse. Was that superstition, or did they know something he didn’t?

      Rachel had tried to help him develop empathic abilities. She seemed to think as nephil he’d have those. Knight wasn’t sure he wanted to share the emotions of those around him.

      He slipped onto the bridge, and a few crewmen turned to look at him, as if startled by even the sound of the doors. Phoebe blew him a covert kiss, and he smiled back at her. She was the strangest person he’d ever met. And amazing.

      Despite his rank, Knight was always a bit out of place on the bridge. He was most at home with a sword—or gun—in his hand, in the midst of a firefight. He’d learned the operations of the ship, but he had no specific role up here, and David had made no move to assign him one. Even the captain seemed to realize Knight was most useful leading a strike force, not running any ship systems.

      “I’ve picked up a scanner shadow darting around the asteroid field,” Rachel said. “Other scanners might not even read it.”

      “Aye, then let’s have a closer look,” David said.

      Whatever Gavet had to tell Rachel, Knight hoped it was worth the trip and the endless scouring of this desolate place.

      Knight folded his arms and leaned against the back wall. Best to just stay out of the way until he was needed. It would be soon.

      The asteroid field came into view on the screen as David flew closer.

      “That’s definitely a ship,” Rachel said. “Flexible segments joined together. Unusual design.”

      “Anyone out here is like to be up to no good,” David said. “So let’s say hello.”

      Asteroids flashed by as the captain accelerated, weaving in and out of them. The ship on-screen took off, fleeing deeper into the field. It was agile, apparently able to easily change directions.

      “We’re going to lose them if they keep that up,” Rachel said.

      “Aye. Get their attention, Phoebe. MAGs only.”

      “Yup, yup. One slap in the face, coming up.”

      The MAG cannons reported, blowing through asteroids and splitting them into thousands of smaller ones—ones too small to cause much damage to the hull as long as the kinetics held. Some of the shots caught the fleeing snake-ship, and it vanished from the screen.

      “What was that?” David said. “I meant scare them.”

      “I, uh …” Phoebe said. “They just disappeared.”

      “No,” Rachel said. “I’ve got them off the stern, slinking away. They’ve got stealth tech similar to Raziel’s ship. That must have been a hologram you shot.”

      They could do that—create a hologram of an entire ship? Was that Asheran tech? If so, it would likely be a problem.

      “Cute,” David said. “Cut them off. Light pulse cannon fire.”

      The Sephirot came about. A few pulse blasts obliterated the asteroids separating the two ships. Pulses grazed the pirates, scorching their hull without breaching it. Phoebe was a damn fine shot.

      Apparently they got the message, because the ship turned about and held position.

      “Phoebe,” David said, “Lead a party. Take them alive if possible.”

      “Yup, yup. Come on, ninja boy,” she said. She tapped her comm and ordered several Sentinel assault units to the hangar.

      “Do we expect resistance?” Knight asked Phoebe, as they rode the lift.

      “Probably. Pirates don’t generally like being boarded. They prefer to do the boarding. And plundering. Not that we’ll be plundering, of course.”

      Knight fingered the hilt of his kyoketsu. David wanted these pirates alive. Best to do this without weapons, then.

      They met the other troops in the hangar and filed into shuttles and boarding pods.

      Knight strapped into a shuttle beside Phoebe. “Hey,” he said. “Be careful.”

      “Awww. That’s so sweet. Darling all looking out for me, pretending I’m not a total badass.”

      “Last time you got shot.”

      She snorted. “Yup, well, those were Sentinels. We were all badasses, all right?”

      And seeing her like that had been the scariest moment of his life. But she was a soldier, and she was right. He couldn’t go into this worrying about her.

      She winked at him, then formed her helmet. Knight did the same.

      Phoebe waved open one of the shuttles, and Knight strapped in beside her.

      “You ready for this?” she asked.

      Knight snorted.
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        “The cowardly prey upon the weak. The righteous upon the cowardly.”

        The Codex, Book of Zaqiel

        

      

      
        PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      The pirates opened the hangar for the shuttle. Convenient. Knight supposed they realized refusing would just result in them blowing out hull breaches.

      Phoebe glanced at him.

      Knight nodded, and she popped the hatch. He dove out and rushed forward.

      MAG shots reported around the hangar in an instant. Knight rolled to the side, kicked off the floor, and jumped to the wall. From there, he kicked again and landed in the midst of a trio of pirates. They tried to level their MAGs at him. Not fast enough.

      He swept a man’s legs and caught a woman in the jaw with an uppercut at the same time. Both went down. Before the third man could level his gun, Knight kicked it, pinning it to the wall. Then he leapt in the air and back-kicked the man with his other leg, sending him flying. Knight dropped down and punched the man he’d tripped.

      Three incapacitated. None dead.

      He turned to check on Phoebe. She rolled forward, evading fire, then came up shooting her pulse pistol. Blasts took out attackers, one in the shoulder, the other in the leg. She rose, running straight at another group. MAG rounds ricocheted off her armor.

      A pirate swung a pipe at her when she neared. She caught his arm and dropped him with a chop to the ribs, grabbed the falling pipe, and slammed it into another man’s knee. She continued her momentum, caught a man around the shoulder and flipped him, flinging him hard onto the ground.

      Knight nodded at her. Not bad.

      “See?” she said with a shrug. “Now which one of us is more badass?”

      Knight snorted and continued down the hall. “Not even a question.”

      “Damn straight.” She trotted after him. “Hey, wait. You did mean me, right?”

      More pirates tried to hold them off. Knight kicked around the rails and walls, using the environment as a shield to close in. There was always a way in. He slammed a man’s head against the wall. Telekinetically, he reached out and snatched two pirates’ guns.

      A hori with an eye patch came up, MAG readied. Knight caught his arm and twisted, and the gun clattered away. He turned, pulling the man to his knees. The hori screamed as his joint pressed the wrong way.

      “Ezra?” Phoebe said.

      What? Her brother? Her parents had mentioned the man had gone pirate. Damn. Knight shoved the hori toward Phoebe.

      She caught him, looked him in the eye, and shook her head. Knight couldn’t see her face because of the helmet. Phoebe socked her brother across the jaw, and the young man fell.

      “Knight, bring him back to the Sephirot.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll help secure the rest of the ship. Won’t take long.”

      Knight shifted his weight. Debating her was pointless. But letting her walk into danger without him … no. She was a highly trained spec ops Sentinel. He had to trust her.

      He slung the unconscious man over his shoulders and carried him back to the shuttle. He locked Ezra in the back.

      Ten minutes later, Phoebe returned.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She tapped her suit to release the helmet and turned to look at him, her eyes red. Had she been crying? God, what should he say? He’d never had brothers or sisters. How was he supposed to manage for her?

      He removed his own helmet and took over control of the shuttle. He was no expert pilot, but he was learning, and she was clearly not in any shape to fly.

      “So … he was really out here, huh?”

      “I guess.”

      “I’m sorry, Phoebe. I know it must be hard to find him like this.”

      “I think that’s a cybernetic patch.”

      Knight had seen that too. “Yeah. You know … they’re not all bad. Asherans with implants, I mean. They’re just people who abandoned the Covenant. They can still be … they’re still people.”

      She rubbed her face, and Knight flew the shuttle back toward the Sephirot.

      “Hey, Knight,” she said after a minute. “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “Oh … everything.”

      “So I’m not an ass anymore?”

      She smiled. “I didn’t say that. But I love you. I was thinking maybe we … Maybe we should have some babies.” She turned away at that and ran her fingers through her pink hair, as if embarrassed.

      Knight felt a bit flush too. He’d wanted children for so long. And then Rachel had made him question whether he wanted it just because he was told to. But it didn’t matter why he wanted it. What mattered was he did now, in each moment. And Phoebe was the one. He knew that now, without any doubt. Sometimes he’d thought about what he might have had with Shirin had she lived. Maybe they would have escaped and raised a family together. But that was another lifetime, a distant memory. A sadness that might never completely fade but had been filled with a warmth he’d never known.

      “You mean that?”

      “Yup, yup. I … um …” She turned back to him and smiled, her teal eyes shining.

      “You mean now?”

      “Uh, think we’d better wait until we get back to one of our quarters, big guy.”

      “Right.” Of course. Obviously. Not like they’d never had sex on a shuttle. Just not with her brother locked in the next room.

      Knight reached over to take Phoebe’s hand.
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        “The investigation into the pirate raid on the Avernus Penal Planet has failed to reconcile the number of dead bodies with the number of inmates. Typically, over time, penal planet populations rise due to births among inmates. Deaths are reported as they occur. However, in this instance, the body count has failed to settle the matter of the whereabouts of former Cadet Ezra Dana.”

        Sentinel Academy Judicial Committee official report

        

      

      
        PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      David had insisted Caleb be restrained in the brig. Rachel didn’t really blame him. Caleb Gavet had been their enemy a lot more often than he’d been their ally, if he even was now. The man was duplicitous, lecherous, and a prick. But he knew things, and if he was willing to share, she needed that information.

      They’d taken the entire crew of the Serpent prisoner, which apparently included Phoebe’s own brother. Leah was now seeing to injuries some of the pirates had sustained.

      Knight and Phoebe had proved quite zealous in their efforts to take down the pirates.

      Rachel opened the door to Caleb’s cell and moved to stand in front of him. She doubted she had anything to fear from this man. Not anymore. He had the look of one broken by the weight of too heavy a burden. Too much loss. He sat with his head in his hands.

      She still couldn’t read his emotions. By the look of him, she was probably lucky for that.

      “Gavet.”

      He looked up at her. “I didn’t know you’d come.”

      “Twice you tried to tell me things, and twice you got cut off. So tell me.”

      He chewed his thumb a moment before leaning back against his cell wall. “Did you … did you capture a woman with orange hair?”

      Rachel nodded. She had seen someone like that. She pulled out a tablet and glanced through a prisoner manifest. “Yeah. Rebekah Norris. Your assistant, she claimed.”

      “She was. She’s … God, she’s an angel.”

      Wow. That little girl? Rachel had been right—other angels were hiding in plain sight. Raziel had said they could retract their wings … between that and telepathy, they could disguise their nature.

      “Whose side is she on?”

      Caleb sighed and shook his head. “There’s this scientist working for Jericho—running it now, really. I thought he was an Asheran. He knew all about cybernetics. Now I think he must be like her. She was helping him.”

      Well, shit. How many of these hidden angels were out there? So now an angel was running Jericho Corp. Not much chance of finding allies there.

      “So Rebekah is a foe, then. We’ll have her moved to the isolation wing.”

      “Apollo murdered my family, Rachel.”

      God. Rachel was glad she didn’t have to feel his emotions. That chip Leah found in his head blocked her, and for once, that might be a boon to her. She sat down on the cot beside him and put her arm around his shoulders. “I’m sorry, Caleb.”

      No wonder the man had given up on life.

      Apollo. That name sounded familiar.

      “Apollo …?”

      “Apollo Lionhead. The angel running Jericho.”

      Angel. Apollo … “Apollyon …”

      “What?”

      “Raziel said that a fallen angel named Apollyon betrayed them. Caused the Vanishing. An angel serving the Adversary.”

      “Fuck me. And I helped him.”

      Which must mean Rebekah was also one of the fallen. If Raziel was here now … no. She couldn’t afford to depend on the angel. She was always preaching for humanity to stand on its own. Well, here they were. She and David and Knight and the others. And Caleb? Could she trust him? She couldn’t read his emotions, but if he wasn’t sincere, he was the best actor she’d ever met.

      “Look, we’re heading back to the Milky Way, Caleb. The angels are trying to take out the NER.”

      “The what?”

      “New Eden Republic. We’ve been trying to start an independent government.”

      Caleb shrugged out from her arm and turned directly to face her. “Rachel, listen to me. What I’ve been trying to tell you is none of this political shit matters anymore. The angels built space stations, okay. One of them was out at the Great Attractor. I went there.”

      She scoffed. That was too far, and there were no known routes beyond the Local Group.

      He shook his head as if reading her mind. “He told me the way. And I found an angel station there. I thought … I thought they were trying to harness the power of the black hole. God, Rachel, I was so wrong. The stations weren’t created to harness anything. They were created to lock it away from this universe.”

      She leaned forward. “To lock what away, Caleb?”

      “The Adversary.”

      It wasn’t in this universe? “So … the Adversary lives in another universe.”

      “No, Rachel.” Caleb rubbed his forehead. “The Adversary is another universe. A sentient universe of hatred, bent on the utter destruction of the angels.”

      Rachel sat speechless, unable to get her mouth to work. A sentient universe. That was impossible. Nothing on that kind of scale could be alive. It was off-rotation nonsense. Caleb was traumatized. His mind had created delusions …

      But Rachel had seen it. It had touched her mind. Terrible, alien hatred. Unfathomably ancient and vast. She had touched it when they breached the Conduit.

      Man Shall Adhere to the Bounds of the Conduit.

      And they had violated the Second Commandment. They had seen another universe. Had she borne witness to the Adversary itself? The ultimate foe of the angels?

      “Rachel … these angel stations were created as seals to lock away the Adversary, you understand? Dimensional barriers to keep the universes separate. Apollo had me destroying them, four so far. And I think he’s brought down others on his own. I think … I don’t think many of these seals are left.”

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. “What happens when the last seal breaks?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess … the Adversary will have access to this universe again.”

      Holy. Shit.

      Rachel rose. She had to get this information to David. She had to … to face the terrible truth.

      Apollo was about to free the Adversary.
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        “That’s a fascinating question, but one Redeemers significantly frown upon. As such, I’d recommend you choose another topic … but yes, there is some indication angels may have had sexual liaisons with each other and possibly even with humans. There’s a story about the so-called angel of prostitution, Naamah, a name that appears nowhere in the Codex. Admittedly, the tale is fantastic but check the Mazzaroth for the Succubus Plague to read more about her.”

        Dr. Rachel Jordan, helping an NRU student with a thesis

        

      

      
        FEBRUARY 27, 3097 EY — PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      Caleb didn’t mind being back in the brig. At least in here he could do no more harm. Except that, in here, he could do nothing but think. He paced the cell. There was no escape. Not from here. Not from the visions that seeped into his mind the instant he let down his guard. The sights mankind was never meant to see. The hostile universe, bent on consuming his very soul. The hatred stretching down through the ages, reaching back to before the human race even existed.

      The vile sickness that had consumed his heart and devoured that which he held most precious. Ayelet. James. Miriam.

      Taken because of Apollo and the Adversary. Lost because of Caleb’s own selfish arrogance and ambition.

      And still the voices spoke in his mind. They called to him. Demanded he obey—promised him solace. An end to his suffering if only he submitted. Not in words—not exactly. Rather it was like a serpent, slithering through his mind and constricting his lungs. Hissing at him of his only chance at peace.

      Be silent.

      Caleb shrieked and beat his fists against the wall.

      Ayelet.

      James.

      Miriam.

      He pounded until his hands bled. No one would hear. The cell was soundproofed unless the smart glass was switched to permeable. Exhausted, he slumped to the floor, dragging a streak of blood along the wall.

      Rachel came most days. His only solace.

      “I can’t release you,” she’d said.

      “I don’t deserve release …”

      But she brought him news. David MacGregor had become a leader in this New Eden Republic, jaunting around the galaxies, trying to recruit more member systems. The man’s fame spread almost as fast as that nephil who worked for him. Thousands flocked to his banner …

      It might have seemed a new hope for humanity.

      If the angels weren’t running around behind his back destroying or conquering half the worlds he enlisted. If Asherah wasn’t sweeping up vast swathes of territory Sentinels could no longer defend.

      Well, Caleb wished MacGregor all the luck in the universe. The man didn’t understand what was really out there. Rachel had told him, Caleb knew, but still … no one could understand until they had felt it.

      The smart glass opened, and he turned to see that rahab doctor entering. What was her name? Leah Suzuki?

      Caleb should have had a charming witticism to throw at her. Nothing came. He just stared at her numbly.

      She sighed and knelt beside him. “They told me you injured yourself. You didn’t think you’d claw your way out of the cell, right?”

      Caleb shook his head, slowly.

      The doctor took his hands in hers and injected something into them. A rush of air against his skin, then he felt the nanobot regenerators begin to knit his split flesh back together. It itched, tingled.

      A few seconds later, Suzuki pulled a cloth from a compartment in her suit and wiped away the blood. “Don’t do that again, Mr. Gavet.”

      His hands were good as new. If only the rest of him were so easy to repair. If only his heart and mind and soul could be treated with a simple injection.

      The rahab sighed and rose. “I’d say you got what you deserved, but Rachel told me what happened to your family. No one deserves that. I can give you something to help you sleep, if you need.”

      “No!” Dear God. Asleep, he was defenseless. The Adversary crept into his mind whispering its promises and threats and illusions. Wrapping them around his fragile psyche until all he could do was weep like a child. “No. No sleep. No sleep, Suzuki. A stimulant … can you give me a stim?”

      “I … don’t think that would be a very good idea.”

      Caleb chuckled or tried to. It came out as a pathetic wheeze. The doctor only saw the medical angle. There was no cure for the human soul.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      She nodded. “I’ll, uh … I’ll have them send you some tea, then.”

      Tea. Great. That should definitely save his soul.

      He smiled at her, and she left.

      Poor Caleb.

      The voice echoed in his mind, soothing and full of pity. At first, Caleb thought Apollo had reached out across the stars to torment him. But he knew that voice. Rebekah.

      “How are you doing this?”

      I’ve always touched you, love.

      She was an angel. A damned telepath. Like Apollo. That was how he’d done all this. And Rebekah … she’d been in his mind all along? Even with the anti-telepathy chip? Apollo must have left loopholes for himself and his minions.

      Of course, my sweet.

      She always knew just what he needed. She always knew exactly how to turn him on. To turn him away from Ayelet. She was like all his other little affairs, except he could never cast her aside.

      Because I love you.

      “Shut up! You love nothing, monster! You turned on my family! You claim to love me, but you let them die. That’s not love—it is the grossest betrayal.”

      Caleb … I had no choice.

      God, she’d manipulated him from the day they met. He’d thought he was using her. But it was the other way around. She was no innocent nineteen-year-old girl. She was a succubus sent to lead him astray. She and Apollo had helped him rise through the ranks of Jericho Corp. Ensuring they had a puppet on the throne.

      Please, Caleb. Forgive me. I did what I had to.

      “Go to hell, Rebekah. If that’s even your name.”

      My name was Naamah. And I … you don’t understand, Caleb. I didn’t have a choice. Apollyon is my master. We cannot control the Beast. We cannot live without the implants.

      Naamah. Had he heard the name before? Maybe if he’d paid more attention in history class he’d know. Void, Rachel probably would. Was it possible she meant what she said? That she truly loved him? Or could this be yet one more manipulation?

      But … it seemed she had nothing left to gain by it.

      He was broken. Powerless.

      As she claimed to be. Powerless to fight against Apollo and his commands. Powerless against the Beast. Because of her implants … the cybernetics?

      Which explained why he was as damned as she was.

      Caleb …

      “Stay out of my head!”

      He beat his fists on the floor until his strength was spent, then collapsed onto his arms.

      And he wept.
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        “Each human has such a brief window to perpetuate their kind. It is a joyous time, three decades at most to bloom and blossom, to spread their seeds upon the galactic fields. Do not waste those years in naught but toil and conflict. Let any who would let their lands lie barren reap the nothingness they’ve sown.”

        The Codex, Book of Sariel

        

      

      
        PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      Knight sat with his back pressed against the wall, Phoebe in his arms, leaning against his chest. They were naked, and the extreme heat of her body was like a sauna, relaxing away all the tension in his muscles.

      “I’ve been thinking,” she said.

      “Mmm.”

      “How about Ekron? My family is there. We could afford a nice condo, something with a view.”

      Knight rubbed his hands over her shoulders. So smooth. So hot. He dipped his fingers lower, to trace a line around her nipple. “You want to settle down?”

      “Yup, I think so. And if you don’t stop that, you’d better be prepared to finish what you’re starting, or I’ll make you pay for it.”

      He laughed and kissed her ear. Once, he had dreamed of retiring to New Rome. But it was gone, and one day he would need to find a home. But Ekron was a ball of ice. What the void would he do there?

      “It’s kind of cold, Phoebe.”

      “Yup. But I’ll keep you warm.”

      Sounded pleasant enough. “Rachel and David still need our help.”

      Phoebe snorted and jerked free of his grasp, then scooted away to face him. “Really? You have to go running every time they say so? Can you think about our future for one second, Knight?”

      He leaned his head back. “Future? Ekron is in the NER. You know sooner or later the angels will come for it. Unless David wins, our home would be …”

      “Haven’t we done enough?”

      Had they? He’d fought his whole life, and for what? Even following Rachel around, aiding her crusade, he wasn’t sure he could say the universe was a better place. He was a better person—he had to believe that—but sometimes it just seemed like they’d fucked things up even worse.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      She folded her arms and stuck out her lip. “We said we were going to make babies.”

      Probably his best plan ever.

      And maybe it was time. Maybe he had done enough. But how could he leave like this? How could he leave Rachel and David to face such threats without him? He owed it to them to see this through to the end.

      “I’ll talk to Rachel. Maybe we can just take some time.”

      “Fine. Better than nothing, I guess.” She rose and began pulling her clothes back on.

      Knight sighed and did the same, then left to hunt down Rachel.

      He found her in the mess hall, staring at a tablet, fingers hopelessly entwined in her hair.

      Knight sat across from her, and she looked up.

      “Hey. Glad you’re here,” Rachel said. “I’ve got something I need you to do.”

      “Well, I—”

      “David and I learned some things from Caleb, Knight. About the angels, about the Adversary … I need the truth now. All of it. Without that, we won’t be able to decide how to face things. We need to find out who the angels really are and what the Adversary really is.”

      “You told me it was another universe.” Which would have made absolutely no sense if he hadn’t seen the thing himself. Knight was no scientist, and his education was limited. He knew nothing about theories of the Conduit, and until he’d met Rachel, he’d never even considered the idea of other universes. But there was something out there, beyond the reality he knew. And it was not pleasant.

      “It is. And Raziel has to know more about it than that. He’s been keeping secrets for far too long. It’s become force of habit for him. It’s time that changed. Humans are no longer children in need of protection.”

      Maybe she was right. Maybe the angels had done all they had done because they thought of mankind as children. They had tried to protect humanity from the terrible truths they could not understand and the horrors they could not face. Like the truth about Eden.

      But if the angels were no longer the defenders of humanity, Sentinels had to be. He’d sworn an oath as a Sentinel. He’d promised to become a guardian against the night … he who had once been one of those very threats in the darkness.

      “Phoebe and I were planning a trip to Ekron.”

      Rachel waved her hand. “Okay, sure. But first I need you to go to Gadara and meet Raziel.”

      “Gadara.”

      “He’s there, and frankly, I’d like him back here with us. We need to have a long chat.”

      “So call him on the fucking Mazzaroth.”

      “I doubt I’ll convince him to open up except in person. And David is too busy protecting NER worlds and recruiting more to take the Sephirot to Gadara. But he said he could arrange to meet the Wake of Stars this afternoon. Hannah Hertz could take you there.”

      Knight ran a hand over his hair. It had begun to grow out, and he wasn’t sure whether he’d have Phoebe reshape it again. He clucked his tongue. “Phoebe and I were hoping to take a break from all this …”

      Or she was.

      And he could not blame her. This ship was no place to raise a family.

      “Knight. I need you. You’re the only one I know I can trust with this kind of thing.”

      Funny. He was the one people used to trust to maim and murder. Now he was the only one they trusted to save the holy universe. Void.

      He had become something beyond what he had ever dreamed of.

      A Sentinel.

      And Rachel was right. People did need him. It was bigger than his own hopes and dreams. Even those he shared with Phoebe. Besides, after all Rachel had done for him, he could not let her down. Not ever.

      “All right, Rachel. I’ll get ready.”
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        “And as with every evolutionary leap, one faces terrible risks. Unchecked, the nephilim bloodlines would become like giants among you, preying on the weak and making themselves like unto the kings of old.”

        Sefer Raziel, translated by Dr. Rachel Jordan

        

      

      
        FEBRUARY 28, 3097 EY — THE CONDUIT

      

      The Wake of Stars was one of the few battleships loyal to the New Eden Republic. As such, it was returning to Eden, protecting it against any incursion by angels or Asherah. But Gadara was a short trek through the Conduit from Eden, so Hannah Hertz had agreed to drop Knight off on her way back.

      And Phoebe who had insisted on coming.

      Had she fought David over it? Or maybe the Calnehian had freely let his first officer go. He was the kind of man who understood matters of the heart and family.

      Hertz had given them an executive suite to share. Pretty posh, considering they weren’t even captains or diplomats. The room had a small lounge with a comfortable couch forming a semicircle around a table. Knight reclined there, feet on the table, trying to focus on the tablet displaying Gadara.

      Last damn planet in the holy universe he wanted to see.

      Of course, Raziel owned the whole fucking system, so it didn’t surprise Knight he was there … But of all the people and all the places …

      Phoebe slipped into the booth beside him. “You all right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yup, yup. I’m just fine, Phoebe,” she said, flapping her hand like a mouth and talking in a deeper voice. “Sure, I don’t mind visiting the planet I was tortured on to meet the man who did it. Well,” she returned to her normal voice, “that’s big of you, Knight. Awfully considerate of Jordan to take that into account, wasn’t it?”

      “Phoebe—”

      “Why yes,” she said in the deep voice again, “I’m quite certain she took my feelings into account. She’s an empath, after all. And clearly always right. About every little fucking thing.”

      “Hey!” He shoved her shoulder. “I don’t sound like that. And anyway, I’m sure she thought about it … she just needs me.”

      “Yup, yup. She’s a real needy girl. But uh, hmm, you know … I need you too! And which one of us is trying to have your baby? Huh? Is it Rachel? You know, I don’t think it is.”

      Shit. He’d known she wouldn’t be happy about delaying their trip to Ekron, but he’d hoped she would understand. “It’s not like that, Phoebe.”

      “What’s it like then, baby? ‘Cause from where I’m sitting, kinda seems like every time Rachel needs anything, no matter how off rotation, you jump. You put yourself at risk for her every whim. You put our future at risk. You still lusting after her, ninja boy? Still thinking maybe you need to spread your seed around a bit more freely?”

      “No!” He had chosen Phoebe. Couldn’t she see he loved her? God, why did she have to be like this? Rachel was just … Rachel. There was no more romance between them. No more sexual tension.

      “Yup, well maybe you should have just fucked her once and got it out of your system.”

      Knight flinched before he could control the reflex.

      “Wh-what was that? Oh. My. God. You did sleep with her.” Phoebe stood and stared down at him. “You fucked her. Was it good?”

      He was pretty sure he shouldn’t answer that.

      Phoebe fumed. “Be-before or after me, Knight?”

      “Before I ever met you.”

      “Oh well, at least there’s that. So you love her, too, huh?”

      Knight rose to stand beside her and look down into her eyes. He’d never seen her behave like this before. He’d always known she had a chip on her shoulder, but this was … “I do not love Rachel. Not the way I love you. And don’t act like you haven’t had other lovers before me either.”

      “I never offered to have any of their babies!”

      Well … he had wanted a baby with Rachel, but that was a long time ago. “I chose you. I only want you.”

      Phoebe snorted, then narrowed her eyes. “So why do you have to do everything she says?”

      “Because I believe in her. Whatever mistakes she’s made, she’s made them for the right reasons. And I am the person I am today because of her. Try to understand, Phoebe. You know me. And you know me better than this.”

      She clenched her jaw, then punched his shoulder. After a moment, she slumped against him, throwing her arms around his waist. “I know … I’m sorry. I just … why did it have to be us?”

      “You know how busy David is. And Rachel needed someone she could trust. I guess she figured I could handle just about any situation.”

      She laughed against his chest. “Yup, yup. That’s my ninja boy. Walk straight into danger like nothing can touch you.”

      That’s what he did. That’s who he was.

      But Phoebe had almost died on the Tabernacle.

      “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” he said. “I’m not going to lose you.”

      “I was about to say the same thing.” She ran her hands along his back, and he shut his eyes from the soothing motion. “Knight …” she said after a while. “Jordan and MacGregor got married. That was kind of nice, you know? Old fashioned but nice.”

      “Yeah. Quaint.”

      “So you don’t believe in marriage?”

      He chuckled and pushed her away to look in her face. “I’ve found a single woman to spend my life with. I don’t need a piece of paper to tell the universe that. My own decision is enough.”

      She bobbed her head and shrugged. “Sure. Yup, of course.”

      Knight watched her as she walked away to go grab a drink from the fridge. It wasn’t her nature to act so insecure. Not about Rachel. Not about anything. Which meant something had pierced her armor … not just the wounds she sustained on the Tabernacle. A fear about Knight and Rachel. But he hadn’t given her reason to fear that, not since they’d been together.

      So maybe someone else had.

      When he approached, she handed him a glass of water. “Sorry,” she said again. “And I don’t say that often, so you’d better savor it. Maybe mark it in a journal so you can look back on it and remember. You know, down the road when you’re wanting to hear it again but you won’t.”

      “Someone betrayed you before,” he said. “Someone you were serious with.”

      She sighed. “Your empathic powers finally coming in? Damn psychs.”

      “No. Not really.” Other than fleeting sensations and confusing rushes he couldn’t make sense of, he had no empathic or telepathic gifts. He was an imperfect nephil, he supposed.

      “So you just read me. Even better. David was right.”

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to tell me, Phoebe. You just have to know I’m not him. Whatever happened before, I’m not going to make the same mistake.”

      “No. I expect you’ll make all new ones. Excessive mistakes so blindly stupid I’ll be struck speechless.”

      “That would be a thing to see.”

      “All right, enough of that,” she said. “Time to do your duty.”

      “What?”

      “Come on, big guy. Baby-making. Get with the program.”
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        “You’d think it hideous, all bulbous smoke and burning skies and what not. Oh, but if you saw it in the morning, when the first wee rays of sunlight shine through, you might also think you were catching a glimpse of heaven. Aye, it’s not so bad.”

        David MacGregor, on planet Calneh

        

      

      
        MARCH 1, 3097 EY — CALNEH SYSTEM, ANDROMEDA

      

      Calneh. The world of David’s birth. He’d come to New Rome as a young man, but he still remembered the thick acrid skies of his homeworld. The festive pipe music men played after work. The sound of pubs filled with laughter.

      Now, two angel ships emerged from the Conduit in the Calneh system, looking like miniature versions of the Ark. Sleek black, organic hulls that shimmered in the starlight. Much like the Sephirot itself.

      David brought his ship around to meet the pair. A trio of Sentinel cruisers flanked the Sephirot, lending support. Forming a wall between the angels and the planet beyond.

      The angels had to know. He couldn’t believe it was coincidence they would choose this planet for a strike. Not a place with such a middling population.

      No. His enemies knew who he was, and they were targeting him. Two angel ships were more than enough to render a planet lifeless.

      They thought they knew who he was.

      He was about to show them just how wrong they were.

      “Signal the cruisers to take the angel ship to starboard. We’ll take the other one. Prep antiproton cannons, but lead with a missile barrage. All tubes. On my mark.”

      He eased the Sephirot toward the angels. They were on a steady approach. Not intimidated by a mere four human ships. They had come to destroy another entire planet.

      Not this one.

      David was drawing a line.

      Not. This. One.

      He began accelerating toward the angel ship. Pushing the engines for all they had. It approached rapidly. David banked away, bringing the Sephirot for a broadside run.

      “Fire! Fire all missiles.”

      Two hundred missile tubes launched their payloads, filling the sky and his screen with antimatter warheads. As expected, the angels concentrated on the missiles. Purple beam weaponry formed a net and took out whole swathes of the attack.

      “Fire the antiproton cannons.”

      The lights dimmed on the ship as the cannons drew vast amounts of energy. The ship bucked from the sudden discharge. A pair of beams appeared, slamming into the angel hull at the speed of light. Antimatter explosions rippled over the other ship, tearing away its skin. Atmosphere vented.

      An angel was sucked into space and flew by the view screen. Who even knew if the bastards could survive out there or not?

      The antiproton cannons cut off as the Sephirot finished its strafing run. David twisted as sharply as he could, bringing the ship around for another pass.

      “MAGs.” Time to tear up the insides they had just opened.

      “David!” Rachel said. “I’m reading a power up from the angel—”

      Beams of purple energy carved into the Sephirot. David banked away, trying to get clear before one of them clipped the singularity drive and destroyed them all.

      “What the bloody hell is that beam?”

      “Chronoton beam,” Rachel answered. “Accelerated time.”

      Bloody void. Just what they needed firing at them. Bloody time itself.

      “Missile tubes reloaded, sir,” Lieutenant Alhaq, his new weapons officer, reported.

      “Prepare another barrage.” They might not fall for the same trick twice, but every missile they targeted was a shot not directed at the Sephirot.

      “We’ve lost one of our cruisers,” Rachel said.

      Shite. He needed to finish this foe off quickly or his remaining allies would be dead before he got there.

      “I’m taking us in for the same vector as before. Fire all missiles, then concentrate pulse cannon fire on the hull breaches.”

      “Sir,” Ensign Barry said. “They’ll also be able to target our breaches if we—”

      “I know that, ensign. We don’t have time to play it safe.”

      He brought the Sephirot around for another pass, diving underneath the angel ship. Missiles filled the air again, then pulse fire. Pulses tore into the enemy vessel, ripping through the weaker interior, thanks to the hull breaches.

      The angels returned fire. Warnings flared all over David’s console. Plasma fires had spread through three decks. Seven… eight hull breaches. One of the hangars blew out.

      David pushed closer. They had to do this. They had to show the damn angels they would not submit.

      “Fire! Fire everything we’ve got left.”

      MAGs and pulse cannons ripped into the angel ship. It rocked, rippled, and imploded like a bubble folding in on itself.

      David banked away as sharply as he could. Somewhere behind him, a console blew out, spewing sparks over the bridge.

      “Cut power to that!”

      He steered back toward the remaining angel ship.

      “Can we bring up the antiproton cannons?”

      “No, sir,” the ensign said. “We’ve lost too much power.”

      “Ion cannons?”

      “One of them.”

      “Power it up.”

      “Sir.”

      Another Sentinel cruiser was adrift, and the last looked hard-pressed. But they were not alone.

      “Missiles. Get their attention.”

      Missiles had the best range, though from this far out, the angels had plenty of time to shoot down a barrage. It didn’t matter. He just needed to buy a few seconds to close the distance.

      The Sephirot launched another volley, but his console showed only about three-quarters of the tubes firing. He tapped, revealing the problem. Some entire tubes had been blown off the ship. Bloody void. There was no way to fix that without putting into space dock.

      “David!” Rachel shouted. “They’re retreating.”

      Even as she spoke, he saw it. The angel ship shot down the missile barrage but began fleeing toward the Conduit gate.

      A murmur ran through the bridge. The crew whispered in awe. They had just driven away an angel attack.

      The murmur grew into a whoop. Men and women clapped and cheered. David raised his hands, palms up, encouraging them.

      Let them have their moment.

      They had lost a lot of brothers and sisters-in-arms this day. Soon they would mourn those losses. But for now, they had won.

      They had beaten an angel assault. And he was going to make damn sure the entire holy universe knew about it.
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        “The captured Asheran soldier set off some sort of bio-implantable self-destruct device. However, our scientific team has been able to reconstruct several of the mechanisms grafted to the soldier’s body—at least partially. It is our first hard evidence of First Commandment violation by the Asherans. If the practice is as widespread as we’ve long believed, may God have mercy on us all.”

        Sentinel Intelligence classified forensics report on the recovered remains of an Asheran cyborg

        

      

      
        MARCH 5, 3097 EY — ANDROMEDA GALAXY

      

      David jolted when the Mazzaroth actually connected. Aluf Mishma Lamport appeared on the screen, his face hidden behind his helmet. This had to be the tenth time David tried to reach the man. At this point, it was mere ritual. He never expected an answer.

      “Captain MacGregor.”

      “Aluf Lamport, I …” David cleared his throat. “Thank you for taking my call. We’ve got to talk, friend.”

      “Do we?”

      “We made an alliance against the angels, Aluf. I didn’t expect that alliance to fracture so easily.”

      The aluf folded his arms. “Did you not? Was it not a temporary truce in times of extreme threat?”

      David bloody well hoped not. “The angels are still out there.”

      “At the moment they seem more interested in conquering this New Eden Republic than invading Asherah.”

      Aye, they did at that. Angel attacks had spread across the Milky Way and Andromeda, severely hampering his attempts to build up the new government. For whatever reason, the angels had stayed away from Eden itself. But their tactics made new systems increasingly wary about signing on.

      And why? Because the NER had stood up to them? Or … because they thought to make the remaining Sentinels their own army?

      “Look here,” David said. “What do you think they’re going to do when they finish with us? They’ll be coming for you, quick as you like, to renew their attempts to wipe you out of existence. If they conquer us, that’s just that many more forces they’ll bring against Asherah.”

      The aluf was quiet for a long moment after that. David couldn’t say whether it was a good thing or not. At last the man unfolded his arms. “What you say may be true. We will take it under consideration.”

      “Good. Then we—”

      “Mazzaroth off.”

      Bloody void.

      “That went well,” Rachel said from across the room.

      “Better than I expected, anyway.” He strolled over and sat on the bed beside her.

      “How are the repairs going?”

      They had been stuck in space dock, refitting the ship. But since it was a QI prototype, the local crew was unfamiliar with some of the systems. “Slowly.” Much slower than he’d like. Every minute they spent here was a minute he wasn’t protecting people from assault. “Any word from Knight?”

      “No. It’s too soon, anyway.”

      “Aye.” David scratched his head, wondering whether to bring up the topic that had been wandering around his mind for days.

      Rachel laughed. “Out with it.”

      Bloody empath. “So, Rach … are you still using contraceptive tabs?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “I just … I thought after we got married we would start planning a family … it’s what you wanted too, right?”

      Rachel sighed and mussed up her hair a bit before speaking. “Yeah. Yes, David. It is. I just … Like this? I mean, angels killing people everywhere we turn. It doesn’t seem like the right time.”

      David sidled closer and wrapped his arms around her. “You scared, then? Maybe there isn’t going to be a right time. That’s the holy universe we live in. Means the present is always the right time. Never know how much more than that we’re going to have, do we?”

      “Don’t talk like that. We’ll have time when this is done, David.”

      “Aye, if it’s ever done. Things might not go back to how they were.”

      Rachel leaned in closer to his embrace, trembling a little. He squeezed her.

      “I’m just thinking … when we touched that other universe … it’s out there. Just beyond some imperceptible wall. Waiting for us. Waiting to get in.”

      Aye. And with her empathic gift, no point in denying he was scared as all shite by it. But there was nothing to be done for it. Thanks to Caleb, now they knew what it was. The Adversary. Seemed almost unthinkable. He had always imagined the Adversary as aliens, somewhere beyond the Local Group. They would wait with a fleet to invade human space. The Covenant protected mankind from them.

      Actually, that was kind of true, albeit not in the way he’d thought. Mankind Shall Adhere to the Bounds of the Conduit. Because if it was breached, it could make a bloody hole straight to the Adversary. So they were aliens but not waiting on the edge of space. Waiting beyond it, in a realm of hatred. An entire universe that was alive, according to Caleb—who was, admittedly, a bit off rotation. But something had scared the shite out of the Jericho man.

      “Look, you said there are still some seals left, aye? So now that we know what this Apollyon is up to, we can put a stop to him too.”

      Rachel shrugged. “We don’t know how many are left or where they are. How are we going to protect them? Especially while we’re busy fighting off angel attacks and Asherah is trying to take over whole galaxies?”

      That’s why they needed that alliance with Asherah. David needed the aluf to see reason. It was in mankind’s best interest to stand united against the angels. Maybe … Maybe the Asherans would never join the NER. But if they could have peace … that would be worth any effort.

      He sighed. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, lass. But right now, it’s you and me in this room. No angels. No Adversary. And no bloody Asherans.”

      She laughed. “You’re incorrigible.” She kissed his cheek.

      David flipped her around in his arms and leaned down to kiss her mouth.

      Let them forget fear. At least for one night.
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        “I was out there, past the end of everything. The system didn’t even have a name, just numbers. Nothing lived there. No one had been there except one cartography team centuries ago, and I had no real reason to be there. But all I can say is: there is something out there. I felt a presence watching over me, benign, curious … it wasn’t anything divine—I don’t think—but I wasn’t afraid either. I tell you, there is some intellect out there in the deep cosmos that is neither angel nor Adversary.”

        Telepath Bart Feldner, appearing on the Mazzaroth program Beyond the Stars

        

      

      
        GADARA, MILKY WAY

      

      Gadara.

      Knight hated this damn planet. The Lazarus Group had brought him here from Eden to experiment on him. To test the limits of his nephil bloodline. To try to activate dormant genes with electroshock torture and retroviruses that ravaged his immune system. And forced him to relive the traumas of his childhood. And he’d sworn to kill Galizur—Raziel.

      And now he was looking down at the little shithole from a shuttle.

      “Hey,” Phoebe said. “You all right?”

      “Fine.”

      “Look. Forget what happened on the planet, all right. Try to remember what we did in orbit after that. Pretty nice, you know? Especially for you, I mean.”

      No kidding. He had never expected Phoebe to come for him. He’d been alone, certain he would die, and she had come to save him. And maybe she had saved more than his body.

      She elbowed him. “Wake up, ninja boy. I’m taking us in for a landing. Meaning forget what I said. Don’t go thinking too deeply about what happened in orbit. No time for that now.”

      Knight jumped from his seat and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her hard. The shuttle spun out of control, flipping around in a loop.

      Phoebe pushed him off, and he fell back into his seat, laughing.

      “God, Knight. You’re totally off rotation, you know? I have to set the autopilot before we think about romping.”

      He chuckled again and caught the smile she tried to hide.

      She lowered the shuttle onto the landing pad, then turned to stare at him. “No killing anyone.”

      He spread his hands. He knew what they were here for.

      “I mean it. Not even half-killing.”

      “Ten percent?”

      She rose. “God, did you just make a joke? Be still my heart. Keep at it, maybe I can cram a sense of humor into you yet. I was afraid I was going to have to ask Leah to surgically implant one. You wouldn’t have liked that. Come on.”

      Knight shook his head, and Phoebe led him to their waiting escort. Men in gray Lazarus coats. Knight glared at one and slipped a throwing knife into one hand. He flipped it around with his fingers, catching the sunlight and reflecting it into the man’s eyes.

      Phoebe said no killing. She never said not to terrify the little shits.

      “Looks like they fixed most of the damage I caused last time I was here.”

      “Yup, yup.”

      “Guess they probably couldn’t bring back all the people I killed. Too bad, huh?”

      Several of the guards shifted, each casting nervous glances his way. Knight pulled another throwing knife and began the same dance in his other hand.

      “Hey, Knight,” Phoebe said, “remember that talk we had about appropriate conversation? And how you should maybe brush up on it? Well, keep brushing, big guy.”

      The guards moved a little farther from him and led him to a building, perhaps fifty stories tall. They took a lift up to the penthouse where the guards left them. Knight reached out, telekinetically scanning the room. Only one person. He opened the door. The floor was totally open, a single office that must have been more than two thousand square meters. Like the great hall of a palace in some sappy vid. A long, ornate carpet stretched across the path leading to the desk where Raziel sat, currently in his human guise.

      He rose when they approached and spread his hands. “Did frightening my people amuse you?”

      Knight shrugged. “Yeah. Not as much as frightening you would, though.”

      “Child, I have looked into the maw of the Beast and felt its sick breath on my face. Nothing else in this universe frightens me.”

      “Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think, angel.”

      “Ooookay,” Phoebe said. “Dial back the testosterone, all right. I know you’re not undersexed, so how about you relax and we talk about what we came for. You know, angel space stations, the Adversary. End of the universe. Small talk.”

      Raziel waved them to a pair of chairs across from his desk.

      Knight glowered but sat. Phoebe was right, of course. He’d promised Rachel to come here and get Raziel. Well, here he was. “Rachel wants you back aboard the Sephirot.”

      The angel sat back down and shook his head. “Not yet. There are other preparations I have to make. And I still have hopes of convincing my brethren to make peace.”

      “They’re not going to work with us,” Knight said. “You said yourself they see us as insects.”

      “I’m hoping recent events force them to reevaluate that stance.”

      “Look, if you won’t come with us,” Phoebe said, “at least give us some answers to take back to Rachel. So maybe she’ll let us get on with our lives.”

      “I’m sorry, child,” Raziel said, “but I do not think that will be possible for you for some time. If your kind is to have a chance of survival, Knight will have to remain in this war.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “Fine,” Knight said. “Whatever. Tell us about the seals, angel.”

      Raziel lowered his head and was silent for a moment. When he looked up, his eyes were dark. “We created seven seals to keep the Adversary at bay. Each was a space station, built as a kind of dimensional lock. It was meant to bar the way to parallel universes. Unfortunately, the Conduit, if not navigated properly, might still lead one into other universes. Hence why we instated the Second Commandment.” The angel waved his hand, and a holo display popped up over his desk, showing seven highlighted locations. “Thirty-one centuries years ago, this one—” he pointed at one in the Triangulum galaxy, “—was destroyed. We never knew how at the time, though I now suspect Apollyon may have been responsible. Regardless, it allowed the Adversary limited access to our universe.”

      “Thirty-one …” Phoebe said. “You’re talking about the attack on Eden?”

      “Yes. With a seal gone, the Adversary managed to bring a ship through a breach in the Conduit. Eventually, it found Earth—Eden—and resolved to enslave or destroy humanity.”

      “Why?” Knight asked. Why should these aliens want to kill humans? Their war was with the angels. “What is the Adversary, and why does it even care about us?”

      Raziel sighed. “We made many mistakes … committed so many sins. The Adversary was our greatest. We created a sentient universe in order to fight against our enemies at the time.”

      Enemies? He’d thought the Adversary was the angels’ only foe. “What are you talking about?”

      “The Lotan. You would call them aliens, beings of dark matter that threatened our dominance of this universe. So we created an organism molded after their own nature. Something with which to fight our foes.”

      “And you lost control of it?” Phoebe asked.

      “Oh yes.” Raziel shook his head. “The Adversary earned its name because it became an enemy far greater than what we created it to fight. It drove off the Lotan, then it turned on us. Our sin was pride. In our arrogance, we created something we did not understand and could not control. We thought to play God. It nearly destroyed us.”

      “So you locked it away forever,” Knight said.

      “We sealed the other universe apart from this one. But still it reached out, corrupting us with the Beast. And seeping dark energy into our universe. A phenomenon we have searched for billions of years for a way to abate.”

      “Dark energy?” Knight asked.

      “It’s negative energy,” Phoebe said. “It composes most of the mass-energy total of the universe, accelerating its expansion. In theory, it will eventually cause the Big Rip. That’s the whole universe breaking apart.”

      Sometimes he forgot how damn smart the girl was.

      So … when the angels sealed the Adversary away, it was content to destroy the universe slowly, on a scale of billions of years. Feeding in this dark energy until it dominated all creation.

      “With the seals falling, the rate of dark energy injection is increasing,” Raziel said. “But if the last two seals fall, they won’t need to kill us billions of years from now. An armada of Adversary ships will sweep into our reality to destroy their former masters.”

      Knight shut his eyes. Raziel was right.

      There would be no retiring any time soon.
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        “Asherah’s climate is industrial pollutants on a global scale. It is doubtful that even geshurim could breathe that much for long. The population lives indoors, travels in tubes and tunnels, and everything they eat is fabricated in grimy factories—nothing like Manna Products except in concept. The government controls everything directly. There are no corporations except false fronts they throw together to deal with the likes of us. Chemical and mechanical modifications are their answer to every health problem. I came down with a sour stomach eating their swill, and they tried to convince me to have an esophageal filter installed. Thankfully, I had a nanobot syringe in my stowed gear, but I almost came back a freak.”

        Jericho Corporation mole reporting in on Asherah

        

      

      
        MARCH 14, 3097 EY — ASHERAH SYSTEM, TRIANGULUM

      

      Asherah was dark, its atmosphere clogged with thick clouds of pollution and charged electrical storms. Even from far away, her scanners picked up the massive cities. Or not cities, but city, as though a single entity covered almost the entire planet. A nested web of metal and wire and constant light.

      Rachel had visited Asheran space before—though never the homeworld—back when she was hunting angel relics. Every time she came here, she felt her psionic nerves stand on end. She had limited gift as a prophet, but the worlds here left her jittery. She’d tried to tell herself that cybernetics were not evil, the angels had merely declared them so to limit humanity.

      But still, some fears were so deeply ingrained she could not shake them. And just when she had begun to do so, Raziel had offered another of his cryptic warnings. Damn angel never spoke straight.

      Of course, Rachel had never expected the aluf’s summons for a peace summit, but David had leapt at the chance. The moment they could leave the space dock, he’d take the Sephirot toward the Triangulum galaxy.

      And she couldn’t blame him. If Asherah stood alongside the NER instead of against it, they could finally bring down the angels. Maybe force them to compromise. Raziel had already been trying to get them to see reason—maybe with a united humanity against them, they would finally stand down. If not, David would be forced to destroy the Ark. He had already proved the Sephirot could handle lesser angel ships. With the entire armada of mankind behind it, she was pretty sure they could take on the Ark—high though the cost might be.

      A fleet of leviathans protected this system. Perhaps they were here primarily to guard against the Ark, should it resume its attempt at genocide. Of course, the Sephirot’s reputation no doubt preceded it. She could assume some of the extra precautions were there because of the peace summit.

      The whole crew was nervous. It filled the air and seeped into her pores like a miasma of doubt, threatening to choke and drown her. Her eyes itched with it, and she fought the urge to fidget at her console.

      “That’s seven leviathans and twice as many cruisers,” she said.

      “It’s all right, Rach,” David said. He pulled the Sephirot into orbit. “Leah, you have the bridge. I’m heading down to the summit.” He walked over to Rachel and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “I should be going with you.”

      He kissed her cheek. “You know they only want me. I’m speaking for the Synod here.”

      Frankly, she was jealous of the chance to witness Asherah firsthand. So few Mizraim citizens ever got to see it. It was frightening, of course, but exciting too.

      She kissed David back, and he left for the hangar.

      Rachel drummed her fingers on her console. Of course she knew the Asherans had no reason to invite her, but still … it hurt to be left out. She was the one who started all this. She should be there when mankind finally made peace. But now she’d become just another Sentinel. Nothing special to the aluf.

      Her comm buzzed. “Lt. Jordan?”

      “Yes?”

      “Prisoner Caleb Gavet is asking to speak with you.”

      Fine. It would give her something to do. Maybe she’d even have to see about having the poor man released. He’d been through enough. Though she couldn’t read his emotions, her heart told her Caleb was no longer her enemy. He was no longer much of anything.

      Naamah and Apollyon had broken him.

      She strolled down to the brig and found Caleb pacing his cell, covered in sweat.

      “What happened to you?” she asked.

      “Rachel! I just heard we’ve come to Asherah.”

      “Yeah, we’re in orbit of their homeworld. It’s beautiful in a sinister kind of way.”

      “You can’t trust them, Rachel. We have to leave.”

      She snorted. “Weren’t you already in bed with them? Weren’t you the one who urged me to turn to them?”

      He slapped both palms against the smart glass, and Rachel jumped back. “I was wrong! Don’t you understand? They’re working with Apollyon! They’re cyborgs, Rachel. They’re going to serve him in the end whether they want to or not.”

      “What are you—”

      Her comm flared. “Suzuki to Jordan. Get to the bridge! Now!”

      Leah?

      Rachel took a last glance at Caleb then ran back toward the lift. The ship jerked from a sudden impact and then two more, seconds later.

      Missiles?

      God, the Asherans were shooting at them.
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        “While attempts to develop a viable antiproton beam have thus far met with failure, the antimatter missile continues to be a stellar addition to the QI Heavy Weapons Division portfolio. Safe to stow, high impact, and priced in a range that is sure to remain competitive with the best Jericho ordnance, we can look forward to strong growth in the coming fiscal year.”

        3095 EY Quasar Industries annual shareholder report

        

      

      
        ASHERAH SYSTEM, TRIANGULUM

      

      Rachel dashed onto the bridge and rushed toward Leah, who sat in the captain’s chair.

      On the screen, a missile streamed toward David’s shuttle. The missile impacted, and an antimatter explosion engulfed the ship. The shuttle’s fusion cell detonated, and it vanished in a wave of light.

      Rachel tripped and fell to the deck.

      “Mac!” Leah shouted.

      That was impossible.

      David could not … that was … David?

      “Target the lead leviathan,” Leah said. “Full pulse barrage.”

      David was … not possible. No, he had to be fine.

      He was her husband.

      Billions had died in this war, but not him …

      “There are too many ships!” Alhaq said from the weapons’ console.

      “Fuck …” Leah mumbled. “Uh … the ion cannons. Can we fire the ion cannons?”

      Rachel yanked Leah from the chair. They needed a psych pilot for this. “Full spread. Fire everything! Missile barrage on the leviathans, MAGs on the cruisers. Kill them! Kill them all!”

      The crew hesitated.

      “Do it,” Leah said after a moment.

      Hundreds of missiles streamed over the view screen.

      How had this happened? Caleb was right. They had betrayed mankind to the Adversary.

      And worse, they had taken David.

      David was … everything.

      A hollow void opened inside Rachel’s chest. Living agony that drowned out all the fear and pain the crew felt. Nothing remained save rage.

      Rachel dove the Sephirot low, breaching the planet’s atmosphere. Let them fire on her now. Let them ignite their own planet. Yes. Let the whole fucking planet burn.

      She directed pulse fire on the city below. Buildings evaporated in clouds of dust as graviton pulses ripped away whole kilometers at a time. The angels weren’t the only ones who could destroy a world. She wasn’t sure the Sephirot could actually destroy the planet, but she could render it lifeless in a matter of minutes. And she aimed to do so.

      “Prep the antiproton cannons,” she said. “Target that leviathan.”

      The Asherans kept shooting at her, but as she expected, they limited themselves to MAGs. They’d never risk antimatter explosions or plasma fire over their own cities. She didn’t have that problem.

      David.

      The moment the missile tubes were reloaded, she sent out another barrage.

      A cruiser imploded, sucked into its own singularity. A second was pulled in. The antiproton cannons streamed, engulfing a leviathan, and it too imploded.

      Hundreds of damage flares lit up her console. Rachel ignored them.

      David was dust.

      They would pay. They would pay! “I’ll kill you all!” she shouted at the remaining ships.

      “Rachel!” Leah grabbed her and shook her. The weight of Leah’s pain and grief, barely controlled, punched through Rachel’s own. For a moment.

      An explosion rocked the bridge, and a console blew. A Sentinel fell, plasma burns disintegrating his face.

      “Rachel! We have to get out of here!”

      “They’ll die first!” Rachel tried to shove the woman away.

      Leah yanked her from the chair. “Stop this. Is there another prophet pilot on the bridge?” she shouted.

      “Me!” someone else cried.

      “Take the chair. Get us the void out of here.”

      “No!” Rachel said and pushed Leah away.

      The rahab bitch grabbed her. Rachel punched her in the face. Or tried. Leah caught the blow on her arm, spun Rachel around, and sent her to her knees with a twist. The impact stung, for a second. Leah’s arm wrapped around her throat. She struggled against the Sentinel, but Leah was stronger and had leverage. Damn Sentinel training was …

      Damn Leah … the bitch …

      Things began to fade.

      David was … Rachel had to get him …

      Because …
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        “273.4c: No Sentinel is to be left, dead or alive, at the conclusion of a mission. The mission includes the retrieval of all Sentinel personnel and equipment. There are no exceptions.”

        Sentinel Holy Mandate

        

      

      
        ASHERAH, TRIANGULUM GALAXY

      

      Blinding lights shone into David’s eyes, and it took several moments of blinking to clear his vision. Magnetic restraints bound him to what appeared to be an operating table.

      Bloody void. The EMP had shut down his shuttle. The Asherans must have hit him with some kind of knockout attack after he lost control. Now, men and women in lab coats circled him. Surgical masks blocked his view of their faces.

      Someone jabbed an IV into his arm.

      “What the void have you buggers done with my suit? Why are you doing this?”

      The doctor jerked back, as if shocked he’d woken. The man moved to adjust a dial attached to the IV. David lunged against his restraints, jerking the whole table but not even budging the mag locks.

      “Release me! I am acting ambassador for the NER. Release me, and we will show leniency.”

      A man in Asheran battle armor strode over and gently pushed the doctor aside. The soldier’s faceplate popped open, revealing Aluf Mishma Lamport.

      “Welcome, Captain.”

      “Get buggered.” This man—this machine—had called him here for peace negotiations. David had come in good faith. Blind faith, as the case appeared. “What do you want with me?”

      “We want you, of course. You’ve become a symbol to your government. Your fall will demoralize the remaining Sentinels.”

      David laughed. The man was a fool. “Sentinels don’t leave people behind, aluf. Whether today, tomorrow, or the next day, you’re going to have a bloody fleet of battleships descending on this planet. You can’t even imagine the box of flaming shite you just opened on your own doorstep.”

      “No, Captain. They aren’t looking for you. Because to them, you’re dead. A hologram of your shuttle exploding was all they saw. Congratulations. You’re a martyr. Or you will be, until you’re ready to serve us.”

      Hologram? Bloody void. If the aluf spoke the truth, Rachel would be … devastated. Broken.

      David roared at the man and strained against his restraints again. The shriek of metal on metal echoed through the room as the table moved a few centimeters. “I will never serve Asherah. You’re totally off rotation if you think—”

      “You won’t have a choice, Captain.” He stood aside and waved the doctor over.

      The man slid a table on wheels to David’s bedside, revealing an assortment of metal-pronged devices. Cybernetic implants.

      “The Beast is coming for you,” the aluf said, then put a hand on David’s shoulder. “Just as it came for me. Don’t fight it. Soon, you will become a symbol of the new order.”
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        “Life, if it is found on a wild world, ought to be preserved unless it is anathema to human life. Flow around it, like the river around a rock.”

        The Codex, Book of Cambriel, on terraforming

        

      

      
        MARCH 15, 3097 EY — ANDROMEDA GALAXY

      

      The void had swallowed her alive. Rachel couldn’t breathe, couldn’t understand why her heart was still beating. She woke in her room, her head aching, her vision foggy. It cleared, but she still could not believe what had happened. The universe could not be so cruel … David was … he wouldn’t go down like that. Blown away on a shuttle …

      All she had been fighting for meant nothing.

      She slumped from her bed onto the floor. She tried to push herself up, but her muscles wouldn’t work. Nothing worked. The holy universe was malfunctioning. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. She wasn’t meant to live without …

      Her chest trembled, then shook. Sobs wracked her, and she fell over, unable to control them. Why should she? Why should she do anything?

      It was enough.

      Too much. She had done too much.

      The price.

      Her fault.

      She had created all of this. Her pride. Her refusal to accept the universe as it was. Sow the wind, reap the whirlwind, the Codex said. And Rachel had never listened.

      She wept until her head felt ready to split open. Until her sides stung. Until she had no moisture left in her eyes.

      When she woke again, she was still on the floor. A thick dryness filled her mouth, like chewing on sawdust.

      Her body ached when she sat, and the room spun around her. For a moment, she steadied herself, then made her way to the washroom. She popped a sanitizer tab in her mouth and tried to savor the minty fizz.

      A shower. A hot shower.

      She stripped and stood under the spray for a long time. As if the past could be washed away so easily. As if the loss of the future could be cleaned with water and heat and soap.

      Her spine cracked as she stretched. Sleeping on the floor … bad for the body. Just keep going. Just for today.

      She had to.

      She had to see the Asherans punished. It was all that remained to her. She would bring the Sephirot back and destroy them. All of them. The wrath of God would descend upon them.

      And it would wear her face.

      She turned off the shower and flipped on the evaporator. In a rush of heat, all the water on her skin turned to steam. She pulled her uniform back on. David had made her a Sentinel. Like he was. So now one Sentinel would avenge another.

      And for a thousand years, all mankind would remember the price of betrayal.

      “Mazzaroth on,” she said. “Contact Ezekiel Knight.”

      Seconds later, he appeared on screen, shirtless. The network of scars crisscrossing his chiseled muscles no longer entranced her. She felt nothing.

      “What the void, Rachel? I’ve called twice.”

      “I was … indisposed. Something has happened.”

      When she didn’t speak, Knight spread his hands. “ … And?”

      “Asherah betrayed the peace summit.” Her throat was so dry her voice sounded like a whisper. “They destroyed the shuttle David was on.”

      Knight’s mouth opened a second, then shut. “I’m sorry,” he said at last.

      Phoebe stepped into view. “God, Rachel. I’m so sorry.”

      She nodded. There was nothing else to say on the matter. “Is Raziel with you?”

      “No,” Knight said. “He still hopes to communicate with the angels. He told me they built seven seals and that five are now gone. They made the Adversary to fight some kind of aliens called the Lotan, but they lost control of it. If the seals break, the Adversary has a whole armada to send against the angels. Most likely, they’re falling back to defend them now.”

      “Are you still on Gadara?”

      “Nope,” Phoebe said. “Hannah wanted to take the Wake back to Eden.”

      “Phoebe … You’d be the captain of the Sephirot now. But you’re not here.”

      “Yup, yup … So who did David leave in charge?”

      Rachel glowered. “Leah.”

      “She’s a doctor.”

      “Yeah. Send the signal. Name me acting captain.”

      Phoebe twirled her hair. “Uh … Rachel, I don’t know about that …”

      “I aim to make them pay for what they’ve done.”

      Phoebe shook her head. “All the more reason you’d be compromised. Command is a huge responsibility.”

      “I commanded the Ark itself! Think how you would feel if it were Knight.”

      The icie glanced at Knight, who stood silently by her side. “I … uh … Okay, Rachel. But promise me you won’t throw your life away. Promise me you won’t waste the lives of the crew.”

      Rachel shut her eyes. Maybe part of her wanted to do just that. To fly the Sephirot straight back to Asherah and blast them to smithereens, no matter the cost. But Phoebe was right. That was not the legacy David would want. No. He’d want his crew protected. She would have her vengeance but not through a suicide mission.

      “I promise.”

      “Then I’ll send the signal.”

      “What about us?” Knight said.

      “Stay with Hertz. I’ll rendezvous with you when I’m able. Mazzaroth off.”

      Rachel strode from her quarters toward the lift. Before the attack, Caleb had been trying to tell her something. Void, he’d been trying to warn her about Asherah. What had he said? That they would serve Apollyon whether they wanted to or not. What did that mean?

      Before she exited to the brig, another triangle insignia appeared on her uniform. Lieutenant Commander. Phoebe must have made the call. “Computer,” she asked. “Who is in charge of this ship?”

      “Acting Captain Rachel Jordan.”

      Good.

      Leah might be pissed. Let her be.

      Rachel hurried through the brig to Caleb’s cell. The man sat with his head in his hands, trembling. He mumbled to himself like some off-rotation freak. Or … like a psych during an ascension. But Caleb was no psych. Whatever Apollyon had done to him was driving him mad.

      Rachel tapped the controls to open the door and stepped inside.

      “What did you mean? They would serve him whether they wanted to or not?”

      Caleb looked up. His eyes were red, lined with dark circles. His cheeks showed nail marks, like he had clawed at them. Scratching his own damn face off. The poor bastard was going to need to be sedated. But before that, she needed answers.

      “Caleb!”

      He shook himself. “The … uh … the cybernetic implants, Rachel. It makes them vulnerable. Somehow, with machines in the body, the Adversary can touch you. It … it haunts. It forces you to … there’s no peace, Rachel. Not even in sleep. An endless waking nightmare.”

      The implants. Cybernetics …

      Rachel shuddered and put a hand on Caleb’s head. He suffered too much. More than even he deserved.

      Cybernetics.

      “Can it be removed?” Rachel asked.

      Caleb swallowed. “Even if you had someone with the skills to program nanobots that precisely … I’d be blind. Besides, part of it is hooked right into my brain.”

      Raziel had said the angels could no longer live without them. But … because of them they were at war with themselves. What had he said exactly?

      And so we live in continuous torment, at war with ourselves, trembling before the passage of the Beast. And some of us fell.

      Rachel had thought he meant civil war between angels. And there had been that. But Raziel meant … the Beast.

      That was what Caleb was suffering.

      The Beast was some kind of possession, through cybernetic implants. Because of the machines, the Adversary could touch the angels’ minds, even from another universe.

      Raziel was literally at war within his own mind. A war to retain his own free will. Some of the angels fell … to the Beast. They became servants of the Adversary.

      She backed away until she bumped into the cell wall.

      Many of the angels themselves broke under the strain. The fallen were the ones who fell in the war—and became possessed by the Beast.

      And Asherah … the entire Asheran military was cybered.
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        “Regulation 201.78—regarding lateral fraternization. Sentinel personnel are encouraged to follow the admonitions of the Third Commandment in regards to their fellow Sentinels. However, all fraternization must take place without either party serving in a command capacity to the other. This means that such liaisons must be between Sentinels of equal rank or with sufficient lateral separation by unit that neither is directly above the other in the chain of command. If work or duty schedules conflict between eligible partners, commanding officers are instructed to make all possible accommodations in scheduling compatible daily routines upon written request from both parties.”

        Sentinel Handbook, fraternizing with fellow soldiers

        

      

      
        MARCH 17, 3097 EY — EDEN SYSTEM, MILKY WAY GALAXY

      

      Knight worked through forms. The suite Hertz had given him and Phoebe was no dojo, but it had just enough room for training. Sometimes it was good to practice in tight spaces. Most real fights happened in cramped quarters.

      “Looking good, big guy,” Phoebe said from where she sat on the kitchen counter. “Keep it up, and you’ll be almost as good as me.”

      Knight quirked a smile but didn’t look at her. Focus.

      “Well, I mean, not really,” she said. “But you could be second best.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Shit, Knight. With that attitude, you won’t even make second best. Keep working hard. I wanna see some sweat.”

      Focus. He could keep the focus under any … almost any circumstance. The hori did tend to test his limits.

      The Mazzaroth chimed with an incoming call. Rachel Jordan.

      Now he spared a glance at Phoebe.

      She shrugged. “Maybe they’re arranging a rendezvous.”

      “Receive call.”

      Rachel appeared on the screen and looked him up and down. “Why are you half naked every time I call?”

      Knight shrugged.

      “Reasons vary,” Phoebe said and hopped down to stand beside him.

      “Uh, huh.” Rachel nodded. “Knight, you said the angels fought some kind of aliens … real aliens besides the Adversary?”

      “The Lotan,” Phoebe said. “Dark matter beings, or so Raziel claimed. Kind of hard to wrap my mind around that.”

      No shit. Phoebe had explained that dark matter was undetectable by normal means. It emitted no light. Which meant, without specially calibrated scanners, if these Lotan were out there, people could have flown right by them and never known. It would explain how humans had spent more than three thousand years in space and never found the creatures.

      “I had a thought,” Rachel said. “The angels forbade travel into the Expanse of Nod.”

      “So?”

      “So why open thirty galaxies to us and forbid us one expanse in one of the galaxies?”

      Knight shrugged again. How the void would he know that? Angels were unfathomable nowadays. He didn’t need to analyze choices they made millennia back.

      “You think that’s where these Lotan live?” Phoebe asked.

      Oh. Well, that made sense.

      “Yeah. And I think you need to go find them.”

      Knight looked to Phoebe. “Can you calibrate the scanners to detect this dark matter?”

      She folded her arms. “I could.”

      “Great,” Rachel said. “Do it. Contact me when you find them. Mazzaroth off.”

      The screen went dead. Knight kept his focus on Phoebe.

      He knew that look.

      This wasn’t going to be good.

      “What?”

      “What the void do you mean, what?” She spread her hands as if to invite an explanation. Of course, he didn’t know what the problem was this time. She shook her head. “You’re just going to go looking for aliens now? For her. Again!”

      “Technically, this is the first time I’ve gone looking for aliens.”

      “So not the point right now! Once again, she asks you to do something, and you act like her eager lap dog.”

      Not this shit again. He threw up his hands. “I thought we were past this.”

      “Yup, yup. All well and past it. Just flew right by. Never mind that you just agreed to go looking for fucking aliens, Knight. Aliens powerful enough to threaten the angels.”

      He was pretty sure that was Rachel’s point. If these Lotan had warred with the angels, maybe they would make good allies for mankind. It was worth a shot. “We have to try, Phoebe. If there is even a chance we could put an end to this war, don’t we have to risk it? People are dying … whole worlds vanishing.”

      “You are putting our baby at risk!”

      “Our … what?” Void, she was pregnant? He took a step toward her, reached a tentative hand to her abdomen. “You mean … really?”

      “Yup, yup.” Her face softened a little bit. “We’re going to be parents. Little baby Knight running about on his own little ball of ice.”

      Holy universe … him. A father.

      Finally.

      His face felt like it would split apart from grinning. He grabbed her in his arms and spun her about with a whoop. She laughed, and he kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      She snorted. “Well, technically you helped, big guy.” She hugged him back. “So … I assume we need to call Jordan back and tell her we can’t go.”

      “But I—”

      “It’s okay, ninja boy. You’re scared. I get it. I’ll call her. Pretty sure I can handle it.”

      “Phoebe …”

      God, she was right. Going looking for aliens was terrifying. And it might place them at risk. The whole ship and their baby too. But Rachel was right, as well. This might be their best chance. And she was counting on Knight.

      He sighed. He couldn’t believe he was going to say this. “Phoebe … this is bigger than us. Bigger even than our family.”

      Phoebe arched her brow. “You. Are. Shitting me.”

      “I can’t turn my back on mankind now.”

      “Okay, I think you let this off-rotation navi nonsense go to your head. Knight, we’re just people. I don’t care what kind of bloodline you come from.”

      He shook his head. “I’m no messiah. And this isn’t about being nephil, love. It’s about me. It’s about duty. I’m the one who can do this, so I’m the one who has to. We are part of the human race. Our baby is going to grow up to live in the universe we create. And whether that’s a universe enslaved to the angels or not is up to us—it depends on our decisions here and now.”

      She turned away and walked across the room. “God. I don’t believe this.”

      “Phoebe, please try to understand.”

      “I understand,” she snapped.

      “Do you?”

      “Yup.” She shrugged and walked to the door. “Yup. I get it. Let’s just do this.”

      Knight shut his eyes and blew out a long breath. He never wanted to hurt her. He never wanted to put her in this position. But … he had to do whatever it took to put an end to this war.

      No matter the personal cost.
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        “David’s death did not … it did not have the effect Asherah might have wished. He was a symbol of the strength of the Sentinels. As a man, they silenced him. As a symbol, his voice rang through the halls of history and a billion voices rose to join it …”

        Dr. Rachel Jordan, Eulogy for Captain David MacGregor

        

      
        APRIL 9, 3097 EY — ANDROMEDA GALAXY

      

      Rachel paced around the Sephirot’s war room, fingers twitching at her side. Still no word from Knight and now this.

      “Play it again.”

      The screen flashed back to the recording. A battle on the edge of the Tucana Dwarf galaxy. A fleet of Asheran and Conglomerate ships descended on a seemingly abandoned angel outpost. A half-dozen angel ships rose to stop them. So many missiles filled the sky it blocked her view of the details of the battle.

      In the end, though the Asherans lost many ships, the angels fell. One by one. An Asheran cruiser flew right into the space station, ensuring its destruction. And the vid was broadcast all over the Mazzaroth.

      Asheran propaganda. A message that even angels could be defeated through the combined might of mankind.

      Everything Rachel ever wanted—for all the wrong reasons.

      That outpost had to have been one of the seals. The way the Asherans threw themselves at it, losing thousands upon thousands of lives to destroy it. Because they had no choice. The Beast must have taken them. Apollyon was now in control of both Asherah and the majority of the Conglomerate.

      Another seal gone. Which meant … only one remained. And if the vid she just witnessed was any indication, the angels could not hold it themselves.

      Here she had spent the last weeks hunting down Asherans. They deserved to die. They deserved fire and damnation for what they had done to David. She still had half a mind to take the Sephirot to Asherah itself and lay waste to the planet. Leah would surely have relieved her of command if she tried … the rahab had taken Rachel’s usurpation of her authority a little better than Rachel had expected.

      Which was to say she did no more than glower.

      No … while she fought her useless personal war against Asherah, they were preparing to release the Adversary. An alien universe primed to take over this one. The Adversary hated its former masters, the angels—but its hatred ran deep. It wouldn’t spare humanity either. It had tried to destroy Eden, after all. And maybe the angels were the only ones who could stop it. They had before. They had built the seals and defeated their fallen brethren.

      Rachel kicked a chair away from the table and fell down into it. Could she even consider working with the angels? They would stop the Adversary … and immediately enslave mankind. Everything back like it was in the Days of Glory. Humanity scared into obedience by the Adversary, willing to submit to one alien master to escape another. Small wonder she had once thought the angels had created an imaginary foe to threaten people with. The truth, however, was much more horrible than she had ever considered.

      They had created the Adversary, then lost control of it.

      She blew out a long breath, then swept her hair back from her face. “Contact Galizur Blake.”

      The Mazzaroth chimed for a long time before Raziel received her call. His surroundings were dark—she could make out nothing save the shadow of his face. Always the air of mystery.

      “Rachel.”

      “You’ve seen the report from Tucana?”

      “Of course I have seen it.”

      Of course he had. She resisted the urge to wring her hands. “So? What are we going to do?”

      “Die.”

      “Excuse me?” She was not hearing what she thought she was. “That sounded an awful lot like you were giving up. And I know that can’t be the case, what with the fate of the holy universe on the line.”

      Raziel sighed, then leaned back into shadows. She saw nothing but darkness. At last he spoke. “Forgive me, Dr. Jordan. I despaired for a moment. For billions of years, we have struggled against this day—feared it. Baraqiel wrote the Covenant solely to try to prevent this. And now it is all falling away … swept into uselessness by …”

      “By me.” God, she had done this. In her own arrogance, she had blamed the angels for all that was wrong with mankind, never once considering what could be so much worse. A return to enslavement. Or extinction. Oblivion. The end of mankind. And she had uncovered the Ark, awakened the angels … forced the issue.

      “No, Rachel. You blame yourself. You are not without your sins … but you were not alone. To spare you truths we believed you could not understand, we withheld information perhaps we should not have … and whether you acted or not, sooner or later Apollyon would have made his move.”

      Indeed. The angel had made a puppet out of Caleb Gavet, even more than Raziel had done to Rachel.

      “I so want to be able to trust your kind, Raziel.”

      “But you cannot.”

      “How could I? Can you guarantee that if we stop Asherah, they won’t turn on us again?”

      “I cannot. I have tried to commune with them. They believe the surest way to stand against Asherah and the fallen is to force your New Eden Republic into submission. They feel it will give them the army they need to destroy those who have polluted themselves with cybernetics.”

      God help her, she couldn’t see a way through this. The NER could not stand up to the angels. They were losing their republic, one system at a time. While she was out on the frontier, punishing Asherah for their sins, the angels were conquering her people.

      “Come back to us …” she said, even before she realized it. How odd to think she had come to rely on the angel. Once she had hated all his kind for their sins. Once she had hated him for the way he’d used her. But Raziel was the only bridge she had between humanity and the angels. The only chance they had of peace.

      “Soon. I fear there is little more I can do here. But I need to finish one last project, and I must do it myself.”

      Rachel nodded. And before that, she had to do what she could. Her heart screamed to watch Asherah burn … but her people needed her more. It was what David would want. The Sephirot belonged back in the NER, protecting her people.
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        “If there was ever a question of our divinity, I can disprove such blasphemy with a simple argument: the chronoton beam. It was developed during the Days of Glory, not before. The angels are not and have never been all-knowing. When we battled the Adversary and rescued humanity, we lacked the ability to unravel time itself as a weapon. God has not revealed all the secrets of the universe to us. We are still unraveling its mysteries for ourselves.”

        Sefer Raziel, translated by Dr. Rachel Jordan

        

      

      
        APRIL 17, 3097 EY — EKRON SYSTEM, MILKY WAY

      

      Rachel felt her way through the Conduit. Ekron was close. The system had been invaded by angels and their Redeemer minions a day ago. And where the Redeemers went, the Gogmagog were unleashed. One world after another, conquered by angels and forced into submission by their secret police. Rachel supposed she should be grateful the angels had stopped blowing up whole planets.

      Off in the vast Expanse of Nod, perhaps Phoebe had heard the news. Her own world, taken by the angels. Maybe she hadn’t. Mazzaroth communication was somewhat spotty out there. Fewer quantum relays or something like that. Would it be a blessing if the icie didn’t know what had happened? Or a curse, perhaps. To return home only to find her world enslaved, crushed under the heel of the Gogmagog.

      But not if Rachel could help it.

      The Sephirot jumped out of the Conduit. Rachel pushed the ship as hard as it could go, steering directly for a pair of Redeemer cruisers in orbit of the planet.

      “Fire pulse cannons the moment we come into range,” she said. “Focus fire on the starboard ship. Half missile barrage. Launch!”

      A hundred missile tubes buzzed as they launched their payload. The warheads reached farther than most other weapons. At this range, the Redeemers had time to shoot down the missiles. Most of them. But a pair of cruisers was no match for a battleship like the Sephirot. There was no match for the Sephirot, save the angels themselves.

      Several missiles found purchase on the Redeemer ships. Antimatter explosions rocked along the hulls, savaging the shields. In seconds they would be in pulse cannon range. She was through playing around. These bastards had betrayed mankind. They didn’t even deserve the chance to surrender.

      Redeemers had been hounding her for her whole damn life. Berating her with blind loyalty to religion imposed on mankind as a means of control. Zealots. Fools who refused to have their eyes opened. Fools like her father … like her brother, rotting in the brig …

      And maybe some of them could be brought around … if they only saw the truth.

      “Captain!” Ensign Barry said. “There, behind the moon.”

      An angel ship crested the dark side of the moon. Another emerged from behind the far side of the sun. They had been hiding, just out of scanner range. Void. Waiting for her? A trap to lure her in. Did they know Ekron was personal to her and her crew? God, they must—just as they’d known about Calneh. And she’d rushed right in.

      Of course the angels were smart. Too damn smart. And they’d want to deny the NER its flagship. Such a prize meant more than any one solar system.

      But Ekron was still in danger. Whatever the angels’ purpose in this trap, they had chosen Phoebe’s homeworld.

      “Launch all drone squadrons,” she said. “And prep the antiproton cannons. I want those things powered before the angels can—”

      A chronoton beam rocked off the Sephirot’s hull and then another. Both angel ships were firing. Rachel banked away. She wasn’t the pilot David had been, but she was good. She strafed right past one of the Redeemer ships, keeping it between her and the angels.

      The Redeemers’ laser batteries sliced into the Sephirot’s skin. Damage readings flared all over her console. She didn’t know how David had kept up with all this. She’d delegated the drones to other crewmen. She’d have to trust them to shoot down incoming missiles.

      The Redeemers were not the real threat.

      “Captain?” Alhaq said. “MAG spread on the Redeemers?”

      “No. Keep them in one piece for now.” They provided a shield against the angels.

      She banked again, swerving as tightly as she could around the Redeemer ship. Damned lasers were carving her up, but angel chronoton beams would be worse.

      “Antiproton cannon ready.”

      Rachel jerked away, clear of the Redeemer cruiser. “Fire at the closest angel ship!”

      The antiproton stream leapt from the Sephirot, impacting the angels instantaneously. Antimatter explosions rocked along its hull until the ship veered away, powered down.

      Chronoton beams slammed into the Sephirot. Drones kept the missiles away, but even the MAG barrage from the Redeemers was beginning to wear away the shields. Soon, nothing would be left of their flagship.

      “How many Redeemers are on the planet?” she asked.

      “Several thousand, we believe,” Barry said.

      Too many. They couldn’t take the planet back, but maybe they could keep it from falling. “Send four infiltration squads down in shuttles! Weapons, guard those shuttles no matter what.”

      Four squads of Sentinels couldn’t overcome a Redeemer army. But they would prove a nightmare to those bastards when they tried to hold it. Infiltration units could use guerrilla tactics to hit and run, disrupting any semblance of angel control on this planet. It was the best Rachel could do for now.

      The shuttles launched.

      The Sephirot rocked as more MAGs and plasma bursts erupted around it. Hull breaches flared on her console. If she stuck around much longer, she’d lose the damn ship, but she had to buy the shuttles time to land. David had gone down in a shuttle. If she’d only stayed to protect him …

      She banked around, setting a collision course for the angel ship.

      As expected, the angels broke away at the last instant.

      Immortals weren’t too eager to die, were they?

      Rachel spun the ship around. “Are the shuttles clear?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Good. Her heart ached for David, but at least she’d protected these Sentinels.

      She dove the ship straight for the Redeemers, trusting the crew to fire the right weapons. The Redeemers didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was saving this ship. As her enemies fled from her aggressive dive, she banked away in a loop and pushed hard for the Conduit gate.

      Let them follow. If they dared.
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        “Pirates get lots of places that civilized folks don’t. They come back with stories—if they come back at all. My favorite is about the Zarethon System—not sure if that’s even its name. Who cares? It’s a great story. It’s about octopi that swim in space without even needing a ship. I mean, what’s there even to eat out there?”

        Ezra Dana, space pirate and amateur storyteller

        

      

      
        APRIL 18, 3097 EY — ZARETHON SYSTEM, PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      The Wake of Heaven lingered in the Zarethon System. Though the ship remained under Hannah Hertz’s command, she had deferred to Phoebe. Hannah had trusted David, and David had trusted Phoebe. It all led back to Rachel, of course. She was convinced that if they found these Lotan, it could make a difference.

      Knight wasn’t so sure. Maybe they would prove useful allies, maybe they wouldn’t talk to humans at all. Why would they acknowledge the servants of their enemies, after all? Isn’t that how the Lotan would see humanity—as slaves of angels?

      “Maybe your brother was lying,” he said.

      Phoebe shook her head. She had her hand on her abdomen, though she hadn’t really begun to show yet. “Ezra said there were always rumors of aliens in this region.”

      And Ezra Dana—space pirate and cyborg—was notoriously trustworthy. He’d been left in the brig on the Sephirot. Phoebe had wanted to bring him with them, but Knight had convinced her the man belonged in prison. He didn’t want sentiment clouding her judgment.

      Void, pregnancy hormones seemed to do that well enough. One minute she was ecstatic, the next she ranted about Rachel sending her all the way out here.

      And maybe she was right. They had spent far too long in the Expanse already, bouncing from system to system. Phoebe assured him she had calibrated the scanners to detect dark matter creatures, but still they found nothing. Maybe Rachel had sent him on a fool’s errand. Knight had to consider Phoebe and their baby.

      Then again, there was nowhere safe to raise a baby. Not the way the holy universe was now.

      He had to get them somewhere safe.

      “Captain,” the communications officer said. “We’ve got an incoming signal from Rachel Jordan. Old—it had to go through too many relays.”

      Hertz looked to him.

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “Put it on screen,” Hertz said.

      Rachel’s face filled the screen, but it was just a recording. Without proper relays, live communication wouldn’t work. “Phoebe. I don’t know whether you will have heard this, and I’m sorry to have to tell you. Ekron has been taken by the Redeemers and the Gogmagog. I’ve done all I can, and I left behind Sentinels to harry them. I promise I’ll return as soon as we’re able. Your mission takes precedence, but you have a right to know.”

      The transmission cut off.

      “I have a right to know,” Phoebe said. “I’ve got a right to know. That’s what she has to say? Yup, yup. That’s me, good little soldier girl who just … just … what the void, Jordan!”

      Knight reached for her, and she punched him in the shoulder. Then she collapsed into his arms. He’d never understand her.

      “Ca-can we get a signal to Ekron?” Phoebe mumbled.

      “We can send a message,” Hertz said, “but it’ll take time for it to get there.”

      Phoebe trembled in his arms, then pushed him away. “I-I’ve got to send a message to Mom and Dad, you know? I, uh … Knight?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Haven’t we wasted enough time out here? We should go back … to … my family.”

      Rachel was off rotation. As usual. This had all been a colossal waste of time. And now Phoebe’s family was in danger.

      Raziel had said the angels fought the Lotan, but that was God knew how long ago. Before the Exodus even. In all those thousands of years, they didn’t know if the creatures even still existed. Perhaps they had fled the Local Group. Phoebe needed him now.

      “Yeah. We will.”

      The hori stepped away and left the bridge, head high and shoulders taut.

      “Fucking angels,” Knight said.

      Some of the crew murmured at his blasphemy. Even now. Even after all that had happened—three thousand years of tradition had enslaved their very way of thought. They were fighting a war against the angels and still feared to speak ill of them.

      “Fucking angels!”

      He grabbed the edge of a console and squeezed. He needed someone to hurt. He needed to kill something. To do something.

      And Phoebe needed him. He’d done what he had to for Rachel—all that and more. Phoebe was right—Rachel had become a guiding light for him. And now she was drawing him away from the things that mattered most.

      “Hertz. Get us the void out of the Expanse. Take us back to the Milky Way, fast as you can.”

      The captain nodded. Probably just as glad to get out of the Expanse as any of them. Zarethon had been a total waste. Maybe Ezra was lying, or maybe just relaying another rumor. Knight was done chasing rumors. He had a war to fight. And angels would tremble before he was through.

      The console beeped, and Knight glanced down at it. It beeped again, a sound like a high-pitched pulsing.

      “What is that?” Hertz asked.

      “Commander Dana’s special scanner just picked something up,” their comm officer said.

      Knight looked at the view screen. Nothing. Nothing was out there. But the scanner revealed the outline of a ship, fading in and out. The reading was faint, hard to tell what he was seeing … tendrils descending from a central sphere.

      “Angels above,” the comm officer said. “Looks like a giant jellyfish.”

      Knight didn’t know what that meant. The officer was a rahab, so probably some kind of underwater monster. “Hail them.” He tapped his comm. “Knight to Dana. Phoebe … you’d better come to the bridge. Right now.”

      “Ensign, put the scanner readings on the screen,” Hertz said.

      The rahab did, and the display showed the massive, tentacled creature.

      “Holy universe …” Hertz said. “That’s really an alien life form.”

      A few years ago, Knight would have said there was no such thing as aliens. Turns out they had existed not that far from Gehenna.

      The screen flickered and filled with static. Then blackness, like the darkest water, shimmering slightly.

      “They’ve broken into our data banks,” an officer said. “I can’t shut them out.”

      “Don’t,” Knight said. “They’re probably trying to understand us.” This was what Rachel had sent them out here for. If the aliens had a way to communicate, all the better.

      The bridge lift opened, and Phoebe walked back to his side, her mouth open and eyes wide.

      “Holy universe …” she mumbled. Her hand slipped into his.

      “What’s happening?” he whispered to her.

      “I think they’re trying to send a signal we can process. They understand they exist outside our visual spectrum, but they want us to be able to see and hear them. I hope.”

      “So we should do …?”

      “Nothing. Maybe? Run like the void is at our heels? Pray? I don’t know, Knight.” She squeezed his hand.

      A moment more, and the amorphous image began to solidify. The alien ship, if that was what they were seeing, seemed viscous. Several serpentine heads and necks leaned forward, coming into view, though they remained shadows. Impressions. Like holograms projected through water … translucent and otherworldly. Knight’s pulse quickened, and time began to slow. His natural reaction to danger. He could feel the increase of adrenaline, readying him for action. But he had no idea what step to take.

      Phoebe squeezed his hand again. “You brought us here, big guy.”

      Knight swallowed. He had. He had agreed to Rachel’s off-rotation plan without considering the risk. He dropped Phoebe’s hand and stepped forward. One way or another, he had to do this now.

      “My name is Ezekiel Knight. Can you understand me?”

      “I.”

      “Understand.”

      “You.”

      Each word seemed to come from a different head, as though it was all one being. Could that be the case? Many heads of the same creature?

      “Are you Lotans?”

      “Yes. Human. I. Am. Lotan.”

      A Lotan. So it was a single being. With seven heads? Or perhaps the entire ship was part of a single entity. If Rachel were here, she’d have a million questions. Actually, a million was probably selling her short.

      “You know what we are?” he asked.

      “You. Are like. The angels. But different.” The creature’s speech was slowly becoming more fluid. Continuous, as if it were assimilating their language.

      “The angels have become our enemies. We know they were your enemies, as well.”

      “They tried to enslave us. They created a universe. To fight us. It killed many of us before. It turned on them. They locked it away. We have the last lock now.”

      The last lock? The last seal. The Lotan had taken the final angel station? Which must mean another had fallen while he was away. “What are you going to do with it?”

      “We do not know. Angels tried to destroy us. Their creation tried to destroy us. Humans do not understand us.”

      “We can try.”

      “Then. Try.” The screen went dead.

      Knight blew out a long breath. How the void had he become an ambassador?

      He looked to Phoebe, who stood there, her mouth agape. An expression mirrored on the rest of the crew.

      Outside, the enormous creature—ship?—shifted in the darkness. Seven translucent heads, all fixed upon the Wake of Stars.
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        “It is in the moment that the warrior thinks of his own death that it most often finds him. The greatest warriors accept their death as given and never allow another thought upon the subject. I will kill you every day until you believe your death.”

        Sarah Oshiro to Ezekiel Knight (age 10), lesson accompanying corporal punishment

        

      

      
        PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      The Lotan had agreed to await Knight’s return. The aliens seemed surprisingly willing to cooperate. Assuming he could read them or their intentions at all.

      Which he probably couldn’t.

      But he had to get to the edge of the Expanse. From there, he could hit a Mazzaroth relay and contact Rachel.

      Several hours in the Conduit had seemed longer.

      Knight sat cross-legged on the floor of his suite.

      He didn’t look at Phoebe, but he could feel her there, on the bed. Taking endless notes on the creatures. The Lotan.

      “You know this is the most important discovery in human history, right?” she said. “I mean, except for the Ark, and the angels, and the Adversary itself. But since then, this is it. We are making history. You and me, Knight.”

      “You sound like Rachel.”

      “Yup, yup.” She mimicked Rachel. “Let’s make history and save humanity and go off rotation together! Plus, I figure we can start at least two wars before breakfast. And, Knight—” her voice returned to normal “—you know you’ll be punished for comparing me to her, right? I’m just making sure you know that. So you can’t complain you don’t understand me or something later.”

      Knight shut his eyes. He tried to meditate, but his thoughts raced too quickly. Was the ship itself the Lotan or a mere extension of the alien’s being? Did more than one live in each ship, or were they single transports?

      Still, those questions paled compared to the greater ones. Even if the Lotan would help him, still the angels were out there. Conquering worlds. Worlds like Ekron. Phoebe tried to put up a brave front. She tried to keep herself busy—even Knight could see that much.

      But they had taken everything from her. They had taken New Rome, the capital of her former empire. They had taken Hazaroth, where she had become a Sentinel. They had cost her the government she had sworn to uphold. And now angels had taken her homeworld.

      If they took Gehenna, he’d be pissed … and Knight hated that place. So how much worse if they took a place he loved?

      They had taken everything from her. And she was everything to him.

      By God, he was going to make them pay. For three thousand years, angels had terrorized and dominated mankind under threat of the Adversary. But it was their Adversary to fear. Rachel was right. Mankind must stand on its own or lurk forever in the shadows of beings that would be gods.

      Act or react. That was the only choice. As long as they were reacting, they were on the defensive. And the best way to overcome an enemy was to be where they least expected. To take the road they never imagined you’d take.

      Knight sighed and rose, then moved to stand before Phoebe.

      “I can see why the angels needed to create the Adversary to fight them,” Phoebe said. “Engaging creatures so hard to detect must have been … their ships are obviously organic, like the angels’. Assuming these are ships, not the Lotan themselves.”

      Knight grabbed her and pulled her up into his arms. She shuddered, letting out a long breath and embraced him back.

      She had been through too much. And it wasn’t done.

      “I swear we will get your world back.”

      “No signal has come in from my parents.” Her voice was barely a whisper against his shoulder.

      “It doesn’t mean they’re hurt, love. It just means they don’t have Mazzaroth access. Could be Redeemers jamming outgoing signals.”

      “Yup. Course. That makes sense.” She nodded and leaned into him. “Jamming. I’m sure that’s all.”

      The Mazzaroth chimed. Knight turned to look at it. Rachel Jordan.

      At last. She needed to know. She had to know before he acted. Then he had to go back to the Lotan. They were the key to ending this. All of it had started with them. The angels had found a foe they couldn’t overcome, and in their pride, created a weapon they couldn’t control. But the Lotan seemed to have no interest in humanity—other than mild curiosity.

      “Receive call.” He pulled away from Phoebe to stand before the Mazzaroth.
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        “In ancient days, a man and a wolf each found themselves caught in hunters’ traps. Metal jaws with teeth bit down when stepped on, too strong to pry loose. The wolf struggled, and when it couldn’t get free, chewed off its own foot. Bleeding and hobbling, it loped off into the woods. The man watched this. He even had a knife with him. But he couldn’t cut off his foot. Couldn’t bear the idea. He feared the pain, the blood, the hobbling. That man died because his foot was too precious to him. We could cast aside the trap the angels have made for us. But no. We are a people who believe their feet are too precious.”

        The heretic Nethanel Shimizu

        

      

      
        MILKY WAY GALAXY

      

      The screen flashed on, revealing Knight.

      Rachel blew out a sigh of relief. “Knight. Thank God. I was worried. You … got my message? About Ekron?”

      “We did.” Knight hesitated. “I found them, Rachel. The Lotan.”

      Wow. Part of her hadn’t really expected him to do it. Knight described his encounter with the … creature … and Rachel simply could find no words. In the end, it really came down to one question, anyway. “Will they help us?”

      “Maybe. I think they’re as confused as we are. As we were. But I know what I have to do.”

      Rachel shook her head and tried not to laugh. “Great. At this point you’re probably the only person in the holy universe who can say that. So tell me, Knight. What should we do?”

      Knight swallowed. “There’s only one choice, really. The angels are taking over the whole damned universe. The NER’s doomed, and Asherah will be destroyed.”

      Rachel nodded. She could see it all happening. “That’s why we need the Lotan.”

      “They’re aren’t the answer, Rachel. They don’t want to get involved. And we’re going to lose … unless the angels face an opponent more powerful than themselves. Unless they are forced to capitulate. Unless we force them to make a choice they’d never see coming.”

      What the void did that mean? “Knight?”

      “I’m going to destroy the last seal.”

      “You … what?”

      “I’m going to release the Adversary.”

      “Wh-what?” Phoebe mumbled. “You’re going to do what the void now?”

      Rachel sat there, mouth agape, shaking her head. He always wanted to do the unexpected, but that seemed … off rotation? The words hardly did his plan justice.

      “Tell me I’m wrong, Rachel. Tell me the Adversary is not the one threat that would drive the angels away from their mission to enslave us.”

      “It … makes a strange kind of sense, I suppose. The Adversary is just other angels, really.”

      “So we let them destroy each other.”

      Rachel swore under her breath. “Knight … people are not going to understand. They don’t like change, not like this. For thirty-one centuries, the Adversary has been the threat at our heels. The nameless fear that keeps children awake at night. The angels cast them as—”

      “I know. They cast them the same way the Shadow Council cast the Gibborim. Ghosts in the darkness. A threat spoken of only in whispers … Rachel. We are failing. The angel tyranny is returning. David was … he fell trying to stop it. Ekron fell. We are going to lose the republic if nothing changes.”

      And only a bold choice could change the future. But so far, every change Rachel had brought about had turned out for the worse.

      Rachel sighed. “I don’t know whether you’re wrong or not, Knight. But one thing I do know. If you do this … if you open this door, you won’t be able to shut it again. A thousand generations will curse your name.”

      People would not understand.

      “I know. But sometimes you have to do what’s necessary, even if no one else can accept it. You taught me that. It’s for those generations we must open the door.”

      “You are both off rotation,” Phoebe said.

      Knight favored her with a smile before he turned back to Rachel. “You’ve taught me so much,” he said.

      Rachel shut her eyes. “I could say the same to you. And I pray you’re right.”

      There would be no turning back from this.
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        “They stood transfixed, gazing with unbelieving eyes upon the incarnate form of the Adversary’s agent. Only then did they understand the folly of disbelief.”

        The Codex, Book of Azrael

        

      

      
        ZARETHON SYSTEM, PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      All his life, Knight had served the Shadow Council. He had spied and murdered in the name of petty warlords enforcing their petty rule over a hellhole of a world. And at long last, he had become something more. He had become a Sentinel. He had gone from the ghost in the dark to the guardian against the night. Humanity’s last line of defense against any threat.

      For a moment, he watched the blank Mazzaroth screen after his call with Rachel ended. Then he looked to Phoebe.

      “Oh no, big guy. This plan is on you. Not even Jordan could have come up with something like that.”

      Knight nodded. Maybe that was why it had to be him. The one who would go where no one else would even imagine. He tapped his comm. “Knight to Hertz. Time to return to the Lotan.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      “Are you really going to do this?” Phoebe asked.

      “I have to.” It was the last card he had left to play. Rachel had showed him that when you couldn’t accept the universe, you had to change it. One way or another, everything would change tonight.

      “Knight …” Phoebe said, when he turned to head back to the bridge. “This is just … I mean, it’s your call. But, what are we going to do, you know, after the angels are defeated?”

      Knight paused with a sigh. He didn’t know. Maybe it would make things even worse … but to do nothing was the surest way to fail. Act or react. “This is the only play we have left. Whatever future we create, then we’ll deal with that.”

      “I’m afraid.”

      Not something he heard from hori Sentinel often. Knight kissed her forehead. The truth was—so was he.

      As the Wake of Stars headed back to the Zarethon system, Knight and Phoebe returned to the bridge. No one spoke there.

      It was like a profound unease had settled over the entire ship, and not a soul dared breach it. Knight smiled wanly. He ought to know better than musing over the emotions of others. It amounted to nothing, and besides, he wasn’t any good at it.

      Instead, he scanned the faces. Phoebe, beside him, paler than usual and trying to look like she was focused on the iridescent Conduit streaming by. She was the only one who really knew what he intended.

      Then there was Hertz, stern and resigned, like a woman facing a universe she didn’t understand but knew she could not escape. Maybe that was how her entire crew felt.

      After a short jaunt, the ship jumped back through the gate.

      The Lotan was there, waiting, all tendrils and translucent heads. A creature of shadow.

      Like Knight.

      Before he could even speak, the creature appeared on screen again. “Your decision is. Made.” Its heads bobbed when it spoke but not in any sensical order. As if a creature without a human body or even the understanding of one were trying to mimic human motions. And failing.

      Yes. His decision was made. “I wish to be allies with the Lotan. To stop the angels, we must destroy their seal.”

      “There is. Danger.”

      There always was. “Yes. Take me there.”

      A brief hesitation.

      “Follow.” A set of coordinates for another system in the Expanse came up on the screen. Then the Lotan ship vanished, as if it had entered the Conduit, though it was nowhere near the gate.

      “Take us there,” Knight said.

      Hertz gave the order, and after another short flight through the Conduit, they arrived. An angel station orbited the local star. Lonely since no planets graced this system. Just the shimmering black of the station. Scanners registered the Lotan ship, hovering some distance away.

      “Captain,” Knight said. “Fire the ion cannons. Destroy that station.”

      For a moment, Hertz hesitated. Then she relayed the order. The ion beam slammed into the station. It superheated the hull, then, an instant later, punched through it. Explosions erupted along the station until, seconds later, it imploded.

      “What will happen?” Hertz said, as they all watched the station vanish.

      The last seal was sucked into its own singularity.

      A sudden pressure rushed over his mind, then a shriek sounded against his skull. The sound of it cascaded outward. Every psych on the bridge dropped to floor, groaning, as did Knight. A shiver ran over him, a glimpse of unfathomable hatred that lasted a fraction of a second …

      That was it. The Adversary was released. It was done. Let history blame him for what must happen.

      “What will happen,” Hertz had asked.

      Knight shook his head. What had to happen. “The birth of the future.”
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        “Let me count the dooms. One eye, two, a thousand, a billion eyes. Oh, what awful aspect, an eye to see my every sin, to praise it. Its festering wings beat the counterpoint to the melody of annihilation. Three birds, six wings, the fates themselves have come to cut the strings of the choir eternal. They sing their own songs in psychic shrieks that promise everything and everything is nothing.”

        New Rome University Psychiatric Hospital, Patient 2006315, no DNA match on file

        

      

      
        MILKY WAY GALAXY

      

      A void that could swallow galaxies. The antilife itself. And Caleb stood before it.

      There was nothing beneath him. No air, though he did not suffocate. He fell. Closer and closer to the hole. The Great Attractor filled the sky as far as he could see. Seemingly infinite in size and scope. And infinite in hatred. Angels had given birth to evil itself.

      And for five billion years, it had festered. Rotting like a sore on this universe, consuming it atom by atom.

      And it had changed since he’d last stood here.

      Once, in life, he had witnessed the cracked eye of a sleeping dragon. Now … now it was awake. Open and alert.

      Gravitational forces tugged him in every direction while the voices tore at his mind. Offering solace. If only he would serve. Become one with the darkness.

      Accept the void.

      His body broke apart. Molecules disintegrated as the matter that composed him fled into the black hole, feeding it. It would gorge itself on the bodies and souls of all living things. Snuffing out stars, consuming nebulae, devouring a universe … until only it remained.

      And then, from the black, something emerged. Nothing escaped a black hole. Not light. Not time. Not hope.

      Nothing escaped. But something was sent forth.

      A ship, black and shimmering, much like an angel vessel. But this one had eyes—a thousand eyes, glimmering with the pale light of nightmare. It shrieked as it flew past. Another emerged. And another. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Surrounding the greatest of all.

      It was larger than the Ark—nearly thirty kilometers long, with six inverted wings that beat in slow, discordant rhythms. Like the others, eyes covered the hull. All watching him. And he knew its name.

      Azazel.

      It swooped past him, dwarfing him like the insect he was. The promise of oblivion lingered in his mind, offering sweet release from a living nightmare.

      He awoke screaming in his cell, drenched in cold sweat. He tumbled from his cot, banging his knee on the floor, then groaning in pain. The nightmares never stopped, but this was something different. This was … not a dream.

      The Adversary was in Caleb’s mind. Showing him the future … or worse. The present. The end of time and space was upon them.

      Rapid breaths heaved through his chest. Hyperventilation. Had to calm himself. He collapsed, unable to get a hold of himself. What had happened? God Himself would tremble before the armada coming their way.

      Caleb grunted, pulled himself along the floor, and banged on the smart glass of his cell. Rachel had to know. She had to.

      After a minute, a Sentinel came to check on him. She tapped the glass so he could speak.

      “I have to see Rachel Jordan. Please, it’s urgent.”

      The Sentinel glowered, saying nothing, and tapped the glass again, cutting off sound. But she spoke into her comm.

      Rachel would come. She would come.

      Caleb hugged himself, unable to rise from the ground. Rachel would come, and he would tell her the End of Days had begun. It was too late to do anything. Unless he was wrong. He had been wrong about so many things already.

      At last Rachel came and opened his cell. She knelt beside him and turned him over. “What the void happened to you?”

      “The void … the void happened!” He shook himself, then rolled to sit and stare at her. “Is there time? Is there still time to stop them?”

      Rachel nodded. “We hope so. Knight plans to use the Adversary against them. By now he’s destroyed the last seal. It should give the angels something new to worry about.”

      W-what?

      No.

      No, he couldn’t have heard that right. Caleb was still in the nightmare. Not even that Gehennan fool could be so stupid. It was a dream. Everything was fine. The Adversary was still tormenting him. But he was on to it. He giggled. Fine, he’d play its game. He’d play along. He laughed.

      “Make a fool out of me, will you?” he said. “Yes. Very amusing. Hmmm.”

      “Caleb? Have you gone completely off rotation?”

      He chuckled again. “No, no. You have. I wanted to warn you, but it’s a dream. I’m on to you!”

      Rachel slapped him.

      The impact stung. The sound rung in his ears. That was new. He didn’t usually get slapped in his dreams.

      “Pull yourself together. I don’t have time for this, Caleb.”

      Dear God. Did that mean … it was all true.

      He took a shuddering breath, but he couldn’t calm himself. “You haven’t understood anything, have you?”

      Rachel rose. “Caleb. I have to go.”

      He looked up at her, willing her to call it all a trick. But he knew it wasn’t. “I’ve tried to tell you what you face, but you didn’t hear me.”

      “What, Caleb?”

      “You can’t make an alliance with the Adversary, Rachel. You can only serve it. You don’t make deals with the void … you feed it. And it eats and eats until nothing is left. Don’t you understand what it is?”

      She shook her head helplessly. Like he was the one who’d gone off rotation.

      Caleb pulled himself to his knees and stared up into her amber eyes. “The Adversary, Rachel. It’s our Adversary too.” He nodded his head as her mouth worked into a puzzled frown. She should have listened before. He’d thought she understood the words he’d been too afraid to say. And now it was too late, but he had to say them anyway.

      “The Adversary … is hell itself.”
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        “Go on, you sinners. Admit your folly! From where you stand, you ought to feel its flames baking the skin of your face, smell the fetid slime of its depravity, hear the unending cries begging for mercy that will never come. If not, then heed those of us who can. Tremble in the wake of chaos, lest hell should be unleashed.”

        The Codex, Book of Muriel

        

      

      
        APRIL 19, 3097 EY — MILKY WAY GALAXY

      

      Rachel sat on the floor in her quarters, all the lights turned to maximum. She hadn’t been willing to face darkness since her conversation with Caleb.

      Raziel had once told her she didn’t understand hell.

      Tremble in the wake of chaos, lest hell should be unleashed.

      The Codex said that.

      And she had told Knight to … to release it.

      She fumbled with a teacup at her side, then set it back down. It had grown cold anyway.

      Raziel was so right. She had understood nothing. They were children playing with grown-up tools. And she could have stopped Knight … she should have stopped him. But she’d thought anything would be better than another three thousand years of angel theocracy.

      She’d been wrong.

      Except that … she feared hell because the Codex told her to. And she had readily dismissed the other so-called truths it brought with it. Perhaps her fear, her reaction was ingrained in her by the angels. Just as people’s reactions to the angels themselves was.

      People feared hell was where the wicked went when they died. They had thought it was a place, not a living force. But it was both. A sentient universe. Never had the angels let on that the Adversary was the same hell mentioned in the Codex. Maybe they had thought to spare mankind the horrible truth.

      Or maybe it was just another way to try to hide their sins.

      Angels had built … hell.

      She had seen it herself. A fleeting glimpse when she breached the Conduit. But she hadn’t known that was the Adversary. Maybe, maybe it would only turn on the angels.

      Mankind Shall Adhere to the Bounds of the Conduit.

      Because beyond it lies hell. Waiting for the chance to reach back into this universe. And if Caleb was right, they were not content to merely destroy the angels. They would devour all creation. One universe at a time. Had others fallen—other universes not protected by angel seals?

      She wrapped her hands around her knees. She had brought about Armageddon. Nothing she could think of would fix this. Nothing would change things back to how they had been. She had to get Raziel. And Knight and Phoebe. They would have to make a stand.

      “Mazzaroth,” she said. Her voice sounded cracked and dry. She swallowed. “Contact Galizur Blake.”

      When he filled the screen, the shadows were gone. His wings were spread, glimmering in pale light. “What have you done? You allowed your creature to breach the final seal, Rachel! Do you have any idea what you have unleashed?”

      Her creature? Had Raziel not deliberately made Knight who he was? No, that no longer mattered.

      Rachel nodded, helpless to refute Raziel’s accusations. She’d thought … she’d thought angels were mankind’s greatest enemies. Still, after all that had happened, she’d thought the Codex mere lies. Rules to force humanity into subservience. And it was—even Raziel admitted that.

      “They know, Rachel. They know what he has done. They have declared him the Pariah.”

      Knight … outcast from all human society and blamed for the woes of mankind. The angels would spread the word, and nowhere would be safe for him anymore. In days, he would be the most infamous man in history. The man who had unleashed hell itself onto an unsuspecting populace. People would never care what his motives were, what misconceptions he’d acted under. And Rachel had warned him he would be hated … but he said he had to do it for future generations.

      “Can you tell them it wasn’t like that?”

      “I cannot. He has brought this on himself, Rachel.”

      “Please come back. Let us pick you up.”

      Raziel slumped his shoulders. “Child, I can do little now. My hopes of overcoming Apollyon rested on that last, hidden seal.”

      “What can we do?”

      He shook his head. “Maybe nothing now. You should have … it matters not anymore. There is more than enough blame to go around for the state of this universe. I wish you well, Rachel Jordan. Find what solace you may. Mazzaroth off.”

      The screen went dead.

      Just like that. Her last hope, severed.

      Rachel trembled. She fell forward and vomited. She heaved out what little was in her stomach, then stumbled to the washroom.

      There she rinsed her mouth and her face in ice-cold water. Her actions had led them all here … but Raziel was right. It was not her alone. And one way or another, she was going to save mankind.

      Be it hell or angels or Asherah … she was a Sentinel now, like David before her, and she had sworn to protect humanity against any threat. Any foe.

      Water streamed from her face as she rose.

      David had given his life for the people. As much as she missed him, she knew he’d done what was right. He was a true Sentinel, and his legacy was hers now. She couldn’t let him down.

      A Sentinel held the line against the night.

      And that was what she was going to do. For David. For Knight. For everyone.
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        “Five cadets line the ledge. I instruct them all to look down. It’s a five-hundred-meter drop to the courtyard below. None of them has used a grav-net before. I can smell the fear coming off of them. They’re not going to jump; they’re waiting to be pushed. I walk the line behind them, making sure they keep their eyes down. How are we supposed to have the bravest warriors in the universe if they’re still afraid of heights? I pick one with trembling knees and listen to the scream as he plummets. One by one, I push the rest over. They all scream, even after seeing the others walk away without a scratch. I’ll have them back up the lift and on the ledge again in five minutes. A week from now they’ll be whooping and hollering on the way down. In a month, they’ll be doing mid-air maneuvers and landing on meter-wide targets.”

        Excerpt from Memoirs of a Sentinel Academy Grav-Net Trainer

        

      

      
        MAY 4, 3097 EY — EKRON, MILKY WAY

      

      With his helmet up, even the cold of Ekron didn’t really bite at Knight. Sentinel suits were true marvels. He crouched atop a building, looking down on another Redeemer patrol, ten stories below.

      Phoebe kicked one of the dead magog. “Not as much fun invading the world now, is it? Big, dead, dumb shit.”

      This was the third Gogmagog outpost they’d taken out in Ekron City. The planet was too cold for the gog to use their natural camouflage—even they needed parkas when outside. It worked to his advantage. Made them so much easier to track.

      “Knight? What are you—”

      Knight leapt off the building, pulling his kyoketsu as he fell. He triggered his grav-net seconds before landing in the midst of the Redeemers.

      “What the—” one began.

      A whip of his kyoketsu severed the man’s head. Knight continued the arc, slicing through another man’s leg, then flicked his wrist backward to open a man’s stomach.

      A Redeemer charged him, waving a stun lance. Knight sidestepped, caught the man, and doubled him over his own pain stick. An elbow to the face dropped a fifth man, and an upswing of his kyoketsu split another’s face from the chin up. The last Redeemer faltered and turned to run.

      Knight spun, flinging the kyoketsu in an arc that decapitated the man.

      Another heart of Redeemers taken down.

      Phoebe landed beside him, the distortion of her grav-net fading in an instant. “You could have waited for me.”

      “I can handle it. Besides, I don’t want to place the baby in danger.”

      Phoebe snorted. “Wasn’t any danger. I’m a badass, remember.”

      Word had come of angel ships engaging the Adversary fleet. Neither side seemed to care much about human casualties anymore. Planets, even entire star systems had been swept away in the chaos. The Adversary had used some form of black hole generators to swallow suns.

      The hell Knight had unleashed now devoured the universe.

      The death total had grown beyond all measure—the NER couldn’t even guess the state of most of the former Mizraim Empire. And thousands upon thousands of ships had invaded from Asherah, apparently under command of the Adversary. Knight had thought a bold move the only way to stop the angels. It seemed he’d vastly underestimated the threat posed by the Adversary.

      He and Phoebe had agreed the turmoil was their best chance to drive the Redeemers from Ekron. It was clear the angels no longer cared about conquest. They made no attempt to aid their beleaguered followers. So for more than a week, Knight had been helping the remaining Sentinel units in the systematic slaughter of Redeemers and Gogmagog. In a way, it was a relief. A clear enemy to fight.

      A foe that could be killed.

      “Excuse me, ninja boy. I’m a Sentinel. Spec ops. Very special ops. I’m a big ass hero, you know?”

      “Yeah.” She was his hero, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. She was the person he should have been his whole life. A warrior, for certain, but one fighting for a cause that mattered. Not an enforcer—a soldier. “You do have a nice ass, hero.”

      “Obviously. We should get off the streets. I—” She held up a hand, then tapped her comm. “Dana here.” After a pause, she nodded. “Thank you. We’ll be right there.” She looked back at Knight. “Team Seven found another group of refugees holed up beneath a restaurant. Maybe my parents …”

      Knight had helped her search for them since arriving here, but their apartment had been empty, with no word on where they’d gone. “How far?”

      “Three blocks. This way.” She trotted down the street, sticking to back alleys and avoiding patrols. She might not have been the ghost he was, but she knew something about going unseen. Sentinel spec ops training at its finest.

      They paused at the edge of an alley, watching a Redeemer heart run by. The seven men and women passed at a trot, casting glances back over their shoulder. No doubt fearful of the constant Sentinel ambushes they faced in this city.

      “Looks like someone’s in a hurry,” Phoebe said.

      Hard to watch a city if you were too scared to patrol.

      “That it?” he said, pointing to a building ahead. It was seven stories tall—small for this city—and lit with shimmering red lights proclaiming the place the Lion’s Den. The lights seemed to come from within the crystal of the building itself, creating a bleeding reflection that filtered up several stories and formed into the shape of a lion’s mane.

      “Yup, yup. Mom and Dad brought us here a few times when we were kids. They have onion soup that could knock your pants off.”

      “Really.”

      “Yup. People used to run out of there naked from the waist down.”

      Wouldn’t last long like that on this planet.

      Knight made a dash across the street and toward the entrance. When he felt Phoebe close behind him, he tapped the thick door, and it slid open. Like most places here, it had a sealed entry hall to preserve interior heat.

      He peeked through a window in the inner door. A host stood behind a stand, separated from the dining hall by a red curtain. Knight popped free his pulse pistol and strode over to the host, Phoebe just behind him.

      The hori host glanced over his shoulder, then waved Knight closer. “Redeemers are in the main room, and a gog stalks near the washrooms. Take the servers’ entrance to the left. Go through the kitchen and inside through the walk-in.”

      Knight looked back to Phoebe.

      “Can you take out the gog without alerting the Redeemers?”

      Knight unformed his helmet just so she could see him roll his eyes. “Which way to the washrooms?”

      “Beyond the coat closet there.”

      Coat closet. Perfect. Knight smirked and grabbed a parka out of the closet, wrapping it tight to disguise his Sentinel uniform. Phoebe nodded and took off to find her family.

      Knight slipped down the hall, strolling as if he had no care in the world. As he approached the washroom, the hair on the back of his neck rose. The creature was near. Maybe a man who kept his coat would be just suspicious enough to watch. He stepped into the men’s room. A slight disturbance passed in the air behind him before the door slid closed.

      A short, tiled hall led into the washroom proper. Knight took a few steps down it, then spun and lunged in the direction he felt the creature. It never had time to react. He pinned its throat with his forearm and pounded multiple body blows into the lizard-thing. Its camouflage faltered, and it slipped from the wall. Knight grabbed the creature, wrapped an arm around its throat, and squeezed.

      A man walked around the corner and then jolted as he saw the scene. His eyes met Knight’s, and he stood stock-still. A hori—local—and scared. The man swallowed, eyes wide.

      Knight jerked his head over his shoulder, indicating the man to pass on by. The hori wouldn’t say a word. Probably have a story to tell his family when he got home, though. Good. Let the word spread.

      The gog had stilled—dead. Knight hefted its body and carried it into the washroom, then threw it in a stall. Then he stepped back and telekinetically flipped the mag lock. It would take a while for anyone to figure that out.

      Knight slipped back out of the washroom and followed the host’s directions to the kitchen. When he got there, cooks eyed him with suspicion, even hatred. They must think he was a Redeemer. He unbuttoned the parka and tossed it aside, revealing his uniform.

      Whispers passed among the kitchen, words he couldn’t quite catch. One of the cooks indicated the walk-in fridge. All eyes stayed on him. What the void was their problem? He entered the fridge, then found an opened secret door to a set of stairs leading down. A Sentinel stood guard, though Knight couldn’t recognize the man through his helmet. He just nodded and passed him, hurrying down the steps.

      Downstairs a large bunker housed dozens of families, hundreds of horim. It took him a few moments to locate Phoebe, who had her arms around her parents. They were laughing, holding each other.

      “You used to love the ice cream here,” her mother said.

      “Ice cream?” Knight said, approaching. “On this planet?”

      Phoebe turned to him, an eyebrow quirked. “Sure. Why not?”

      Off-rotation icies.

      Phoebe’s father watched him with obvious recognition but no warmth.

      Had he really made that bad an impression? Knight nodded at him, then sat on the couch beside them.

      “Phoebe tells me you two are having a baby.”

      “Yeah.” Shouldn’t he be more appreciative of grandchildren? Wasn’t that how parents were supposed to feel?

      The man cleared his throat. “Is that … wise?”

      “Dad!” Phoebe said.

      “I just mean, under the circumstances.”

      The war? “Our lives are in danger, that’s true,” Knight said. “But we …” The hair on his neck was standing on end again. Something was wrong.

      People were watching him. Everyone was watching him. And not just because he was another Sentinel—they weren’t watching Phoebe and him. They were watching him.

      In the corner of his eye, he saw a man move, lunging toward him with a kitchen knife. Time stilled for Knight, and he watched the man advance in slow motion. His heart pounded. But it seemed so unreal. A simple shift of his arm caught the man’s wrist. A twist and the hori fell to his knees, dropping the weapon.

      Phoebe jumped to her feet. “What was that?”

      Another man rushed Knight.

      Knight released the first attacker, who fell clutching his wrist, then backfisted the new man’s chest. The hori crumpled into a heap.

      Others had begun to form a circle around him. They clutched kitchen utensils, makeshift weapons, or bare fists. “Pariah!” someone shouted. The word passed through the lounge like a chant. More and more civilians edged closer to him.

      Fuck. He’d lowered his helmet. The civilians … Knight tapped his suit to reform his helmet and conceal his face.

      “Knight …” Phoebe said.

      He knew. He didn’t want to hurt these people. Another man attacked him and another, in a mob. Knight flipped a man over his shoulder, tripped another, and landed a chop between the shoulder blades of a third.

      Knight scrambled forward, leaping over the crowd and grabbing rafters above. He swung and leapt to reach the stairs and rushed up them, past the Sentinel who—thankfully—made no move to bar his way.

      Rachel had said people would blame him, but he never realized how badly. It seemed a lifetime ago they begged for his blessings. Now, they’d sooner put his head on a spike.

      He dashed back out through the lobby and into the street.

      His comm buzzed a second later.

      “Knight?” Phoebe asked. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” But his presence here would likely do more harm than good. How could he help anyone if an entire planet was determined to kill him? They thought him a servant of the Adversary. He’d done what he had to … the only way he could see to stop the angels. “I’ve got to call in Hertz and have her pick me up.”

      Not only the civilians—if the Redeemers knew he was here, they’d only intensify their efforts to hold this place. Simply being on this planet would doom it. Being on any planet would bring wrath and war.

      “Not you,” Phoebe said. “Us. You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

      Knight swallowed. God, maybe Phoebe was the only one left in the universe who didn’t think him a villain. “Your family—”

      “Now I know they’re fine. And you’re part of my family too. Where are you? I’m coming to meet you.”

      Family? Him?

      He slumped in an alley. He had a family …
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        “The term ‘navi’ is not one used lightly or often. Many more times it is used falsely than rightly. Once in Eden it was uttered in truth. Once again when the angels came to us. It means messiah. It is the opposite in all respects of khapiru.”

        Noah Jordan

        

      

      
        MAY 5, 3097 EY — MILKY WAY GALAXY

      

      The Sephirot met the Wake of Stars on the outer spiral of the Milky Way. Rachel needed to get back to the front. She had to drive the angels from the NER, and the distraction Knight had provided was her best chance. However misguided his decision may have been, she had allowed him to make it, and now she had to take advantage of it.

      But before that, she needed her full crew back.

      Phoebe had told her the people of Ekron had attacked Knight in a mob. Knight didn’t respond to her calls, so Rachel had gone through Phoebe. And she swore she’d seen a hint of a tear in the hori’s eyes when she spoke of the way mankind had turned its back on the man she loved. Not so long ago they’d tried to call him navi. Now he was the enemy of all humanity and the angels too.

      From messiah to pariah in the blink of an eye. How fickle the public could be.

      Maybe Rachel should have tried harder to dissuade him from his course … but it had seemed necessary at the time. As all her steps had seemed. And in hindsight, she was always a fool.

      She awaited the shuttle just outside the hangar. As soon as the airlock sealed, she ran forward to meet them. Phoebe stepped out first, followed by Knight, who had his helmet up. Hiding his face.

      Rachel ran over and tried to embrace him.

      Knight pushed her away. “We have work to do.” He stalked past her.

      Rachel turned to Phoebe, who clenched her teeth. Her teal eyes offered a volume of sorrow, the emotion rushing out of the hori in a torrent that nearly sent Rachel to her knees. Instead, she threw her arms around Phoebe and held her close, as much to steady herself as the poor girl.

      And she had felt almost nothing from Knight. The closed, guarded wall he had once carried, lifetimes ago on Gehenna—it felt like that, stronger than ever.

      Not hard to understand. Rachel had lost part of herself too, back at Asherah. Knight had lost his illusions, and Rachel had lost her future. Maybe they both had—since there would be nowhere left in the universe safe for Knight.

      “Captain,” Ensign Barry said over her comm. “There’s another ship requesting docking. Registered to Galizur Blake.”

      Raziel. So he had come back after all. She could only pray he had more answers than she did. “Signal him in.”

      Rachel walked with Phoebe back to the quarters the hori shared with Knight. The other woman said nothing on the way, so Rachel filled her in on recent events. The silence was unnerving—especially from Phoebe.

      Phoebe stepped into her quarters, and for just a moment, Rachel shared Knight’s rush of relief. It closed off when he saw Rachel. He shut down and put the wall back up. But Rachel had felt it—that sense of belonging Phoebe gave him. At least he had that. Like Rachel herself had once had …

      Knight sat on the floor, legs folded like he would meditate. His helmet was down, finally, but his eyes were cold.

      “Thanks for coming to get us,” Phoebe said and sat down beside Knight.

      “You’re part of my crew.” They were more than that. “You’re … my people.”

      Knight cocked his head and looked at her strangely. She couldn’t read his emotions. It was warmth and confusion and something deeper … not the lust he’d once felt for her but a tenderness buried under a mountain of doubt. An emotion that had no place in her former bodyguard.

      Rachel knelt in front of him and pressed her palm to his cheek. Knight recoiled, just a little, and Phoebe quirked an eyebrow, but Rachel maintained the contact. “You are not alone, Ezekiel. We are in this together. All of us made our decisions as best we were able.”

      “Just Knight, lady.”

      Rachel smiled. Those had been the first words he’d ever said to her.

      The door buzzed. Rachel sighed and rose. She waved open the door, and Raziel strode in, his angel guise revealed.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” Rachel said.

      “You fool!” he said, pointing a finger at Knight.

      The Gehennan stood, his fingers curling as he fell into a fighting pose.

      “I created you to fight the Adversary, and you have embraced them like a favored son. You have betrayed the universe!”

      “Enough!” Rachel said. “Knight did what he thought was right with the information we had at the time. You want to blame someone—blame yourself. Blame your secrets and lies and the insatiable arrogance of angel kind. Your people tried to enslave ours, and we fought back the only way we could.”

      She’d hoped Raziel would have cooled down. She’d hoped he would be a valuable ally to their cause. Perhaps he was still more angel than human. She should have known.

      The angel scoffed. “By releasing the Adversary? By unleashing hell itself on this universe? This is fighting back? You have damned yourselves and us along with you.”

      Rachel shook her head. “No. This is your mess, angel. You created this hell, now you fight it. And when you’re done destroying each other, the universe will be left for humans. And we will be better for all of your alien races being gone.”

      “Rachel, Rachel …” Raziel stepped closer to her, his shoulders slumping. All the fight seemed to have gone out of him. “Aliens? Is that what you think of us? You truly are a fool, Rachel Jordan. Angels are human.”
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        “We’ve all seen the low-res images. Satellite broadcasts of the Adversary itself, or a tasteless hoax in dark times? With planetary disappearances now a daily fact of reality, could it be that the Adversary was among us all along? Are the angels here to defend us from an enemy that has us in their power already? Are we, for lack of a tactful term, too corrupt to be saved?”

        Barney Harris, host, Truth or Heresy

        

      

      
        MAY 6, 3097 EY — MILKY WAY GALAXY

      

      For a long time, longer than she could measure, Rachel stalked the halls of the Sephirot.

      Raziel had claimed the angels were human.

      But when she pressed him, the damned angel just clammed up again. All he would say was that only evolution and technology separated her and him.

      And knowledge.

      But Raziel had also claimed to have lived for billions of years. How could both things be true? How could he be human and be billions of years old? And if it were true … then did that mean angels were some kind of genetic predecessor to modern humans? So little of their history before the Exodus remained. Could angels have come to Eden—to Earth—in prehistoric times and seeded human genetic code? Their own genetic code, without the enhancements their science had made to it.

      Or was something else going on here?

      In the end, she wandered into the brig.

      Caleb was there, shivering on the floor, hands wrapped around his head. To some extent, he might have brought his suffering on himself. In greed and arrogance he had chosen his path … but no one deserved the torments of hell he faced now. And but for the grace of God, it could have been Rachel in there. She had turned to QI, but she might just as easily have gone to Jericho in her own moment of weakness.

      In Caleb’s place, could Rachel have been convinced to take the implants? Not so long ago she had considered the possibility that cybernetics were not evil at all … that the angels merely wanted them all for themselves.

      She tapped her comm. “Jordan to Suzuki.”

      “Leah here.”

      “Caleb seems to be really suffering. He may need more medication.”

      The rahab was quiet for a moment. “Rachel, I’ve already given him sedatives. They don’t seem to have much effect. Giving him more could harm him.”

      He was already being harmed. At this point, the kindest thing might be a MAG slug to the brain. Rachel shook herself. A disgusting thought … “He’s not well.”

      “Okay. I’ll come check him out again.”

      “Can you remove his implants?”

      “Maybe. But without eyes …”

      “Yeah. Got it.”

      Rachel flipped off her comm. Just beyond, Phoebe’s brother Ezra sat fidgeting. He scratched at his implants as if they tormented him. Maybe they did. Probably he faced the same hell Caleb did.

      But Ezra had willingly sided with Apollyon, the new master of Asherah. Maybe it was unfair to hold Ezra responsible for David’s death. But part of Rachel reveled in his suffering. Let him feel the pain he deserved—a pain dwarfed by the emptiness in her own heart.

      She moved on to Jeremiah’s cell. He’d been docile enough, so she’d arranged a tablet for him. Limited Mazzaroth access—he couldn’t make calls, but he could watch the news feeds and vids. It seemed cruel to keep him locked away from any news of the universe, given how things were. Or perhaps letting him see the truth—as Armageddon was fought around them—was the greater cruelty. Perhaps she should have sheltered him from the harsh reality.

      He looked up from the tablet, staring at her face, then tossed it aside. “Rach? Are you all right?” That almost felt like genuine concern seeping off him. To see him like this, actually caring for her …

      Was that even possible?

      She tapped the smart glass to open the door and moved to sit on his cot beside him.

      “What’s happened, Rach?”

      Rachel ran a hand through her hair, mussing it up. What was she even doing here? Jeremiah had been her enemy for so long.

      Her brother put his arm around her shoulders. He hadn’t done that since they were children. The last time was when her mother died. Her heart seized at the comforting weight of his arm on her shoulders.

      “Is … is the angel back?”

      “Raziel?” She swallowed but didn’t sit up. “Yeah, he’s back. He told me …” Hadn’t her brother suffered enough too? He’d had his view of the holy universe shattered. The core upon which he’d built his life and principles had crumbled and now he lingered in a prison cell, with little hope of a future. If humanity even survived this war, he would likely spend the rest of his life in prison for assaulting Sentinels.

      “What? What did he say?”

      Reverence and hope and concern filled the room, suffusing her in a maelstrom of conflicting emotions she could not deal with right now. He still worshipped Raziel. The angel had broken her brother, and Jeremiah clung to his every word like gospel.

      Rachel shrugged out of his arm and rose, then paced around the cell. “He’s not a god!”

      “I know that.”

      “No—you don’t. They’re just people, Miah. Good and bad, people who made mistakes.”

      “Maybe.” Jeremiah shrugged. “But Rachel … with living for millennia would come wisdom too.”

      She jerked a hand through her hair and continued her pacing. “Wisdom. Arrogance, pride, vanity. Self-aggrandizing secrecy and manipulation! There is nothing divine about the angels, Miah. There never was.”

      “You’re wrong, sis. To understand the divine is to be one step closer to it.”

      She snorted. “You think they understand God?”

      “I think anyone who lived that long would have to be closer to understanding than I am.”

      “I …” Well, shit. Since when did her sycophantic zealot brother make well-reasoned arguments? And when did he stop judging her? Could a person really change so completely?

      But then, she already knew the answer to that. All she had to do was look at Knight.

      “Rachel,” Jeremiah said. “I hope one day I see the Eden you were fighting for.”

      She paused in her pacing and shut her eyes. The New Eden Republic could still be that Eden. Mankind could still build a luminous future for themselves, free of outside oppression. But only if they could survive this war.

      “I have to go,” she said.

      “I know. But you’ll be back. When it’s done. I was wrong, Rachel. You weren’t khapiru. You were navi, and I was too blind to see it.”

      Navi. A messiah?

      It had worked out so well for Knight …

      She raised her hand to wave it off. “I’m not. I’m not anything, Miah. I’m just a person. We’re all just people. Even Raziel.”

      With that she left him. He was off rotation to call her navi, but his faith in her meant something.

      Maybe … it meant everything.
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        “Angels. Adversary. For centuries, these were words most often heard in abstract terms. Now, with the Apocalypse playing out in the nightly news broadcasts, it’s time to ask the real question: Whose side are we on? With rampant destruction at the hands of the angels, should the Mizraim Empire seek to ally itself with this supposed Adversary? The MNN Viewer Poll wants to know.”

        MNN promotional broadcast

        

      

      
        MAY 18, 3097 EY — EKRON SYSTEM, MILKY WAY

      

      Another angel ship imploded a few thousand kilometers from Ekron, consumed by its singularity drive. Rachel had no sympathy. She’d given them the chance to back down or join her. Instead, the angels had tried to reclaim Ekron. And enough was enough.

      Rachel was through playing with these people.

      Because that’s all they were—people, grown arrogant over countless ages of immortality. Maybe her brother was right—maybe they had something to teach. But thus far, the lessons had come at too high a price.

      She’d lost David. And he’d been the best of all the Sentinels. The best man she’d ever known.

      “The Redeemer ship is trying to evacuate with its people,” Phoebe said.

      “Shoot them down.” Officially, Phoebe was back in command here. For the most part, though, the hori seemed to defer to Rachel. Maybe it was kismet that drove Rachel to this position. Her brother would claim so. Or maybe everyone could just see how damned pissed she was.

      “Yup, yup. Fried Redeemer turned into spaghetti, coming up.” A few blasts from the pulse cannons tore through the Redeemers’ kinetic shields. Another hit detonated the ship, and it too imploded.

      Hands behind her back, Rachel watched the carnage. Tried not to feel anything.

      David would never feel again.

      And the time for coddling those who sided with the angels had long passed.

      “Captain,” Ensign Barry said. “There’s an incoming transmission from the NER. Ambassador O’Malley for Lt. Jordan.”

      Phoebe glanced at Rachel.

      Degana. Rachel prayed for some good news for once. “I’ll take it in the war room.” She strode across the bridge and into the war room, then accessed her personal Mazzaroth.

      The hori Ambassador appeared on screen, though at first she was looking away. She mopped sweat from her forehead with one arm, then turned to Rachel, eyes wide. “Yo-you’ve seen it?”

      “Seen what?”

      “The Fornax Dwarf, Rachel. They … our colonies …”

      Were they under attack now? The NER had a couple hundred systems aligned with them in the Fornax. It made a convenient buffer between the Milky Way and Triangulum, making it more important than its sparse population would normally be. Unfortunately, it was far enough away it would take days to get there. Meaning any NER ships under attack were likely on their own.

      “What happened?”

      Degana shook her head. “I’m sending you the report from the Absolution of Night. You …”

      The transmission shifted, showing a record of a Sentinel cruiser stationed in the Fornax. It appeared to be making standard patrols when the Conduit gate opened. An angel ship shot out from it.

      At least, at first it looked like an angel ship. But it was covered with eyes, and they looked at her. They looked at her, as if seeing her through the record itself.

      Impossible, of course.

      Another ship came and another. Dozens. Hundreds. Asheran cruisers and destroyers and leviathans. Those had to be Adversary ships descending on the handful of Sentinels protecting this system. The Asherans opened fire on the Absolution, but the Adversary ship just kept going. Right past the protectors. They began firing some kind of pulse into the star. The sun shimmered, turning blue.

      “Angels above,” the Absolution’s captain said. “They’re going to collapse the star. Get us—”

      Static began to fill the record. The Absolution rocked under heavy fire.

      And then the sun detonated. A nova fled outward, almost instantly sucked back in by a gravitational well. Tidal forces began to form around the nascent black hole. Rachel’s mouth hung open. The planets in the system went dark and began to spiral inward, sucked toward dissolution. Sucked into hell.

      Which seemed to defy the laws of physics as Rachel understood them.

      “We’re caught …” The Absolution’s captain’s voice wavered off for a moment. Static filled the recording.  “… the event horizon …”

      The transmission cut off.

      Rachel tried to speak, but it came out as a croak. The angels had wiped out entire planets. Now the Adversary was obliterating stars? It was simply impossible. God would not allow wholesale destruction on such a scale.

      “We, uh …” Degana said. “There are other reports from Fornax. A small number of ships made it out of the galaxy.”

      “Made it … out?” What the void did that mean?

      “Mazzaroth access has become increasingly spotty there. Our best estimates are that more than twenty thousand ships descended on the galaxy. We think they’ve taken out over a thousand star systems in the same way, heading toward the galactic core. The last transmission we got came from the Hand of Radiance. They said … I, uh, I’ll play it for you.”

      Rachel’s screen filled with static. The transmission was audio only, and bits of static broke up every few words. “This is Captain Conway … my final transmission … the Adversary has been bombarding … the galactic core appears to be undergoing … exponential expansion … Current estimates indicate the black hole will consume the …” The transmission cut off.

      “What the void was that?” Rachel asked.

      “We think the core expanded to swallow the Hand.”

      “It did what?” Black holes expanded but slowly. Not at the speed of ships.

      “We believe the Adversary has found a way to cause a galactic core to repeatedly double in size, swallowing the galaxy. Our scientists are piecing together the data, Rachel, but I …” Degana swallowed, then rubbed her face. Was she crying? “Our estimate is the entire galaxy will be swallowed in a year.”

      Rachel took a step backward, stumbled, and fell on her ass. That was impossible. It was … it couldn’t happen.

      Twenty thousand enemy ships. Whole galaxies becoming gateways to hell.

      It was a nightmare.

      And would the black hole just keep growing after that?

      She couldn’t breathe. She tried to suck air down, but her chest closed off. Nothing was getting to her lungs.

      “Rachel!” Degana shouted. “Rachel!”

      She gasped, trying to swallow. They had done this. They had released the Adversary. They had … she had thought … it was their chance at freedom.

      Hands clutched over her chest, she curled into a ball. Air. Breath. She needed …

      “Rachel!”

      The edge of her vision began to fade.
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        “In a crushing blow to the fledgling NER, the Fornax Dwarf Galaxy has been destroyed. The black hole at its core is said to be expanding in violation of all known laws of physics. Can the NER survive if aligned galaxies are going to be devoured whole? Only time will tell.”

        Levi Meir, MNN field correspondent

        

      

      
        EKRON SYSTEM, MILKY WAY

      

      Though Rachel heard the war room door open, she couldn’t look up. Everything was going dark. Her heart pounded so fast she knew it would explode. She’d die. She’d die and go to hell for all her sins. For damning the whole human race. And they would all join her there.

      An iron grip hefted her off the ground by her shoulders.

      Be calm.

      The voice echoed in her mind.

      Be still.

      Slowly, agonizingly, her heart and breath slowed, and her vision began to return. Raziel held her aloft, looking into her eyes. He drew her close to his face. “Behold the price of freedom.” He dropped her, and she fell to her knees, the impact stinging her.

      Pain. Pain was good. Something to focus on. To fill her mind and keep her from reaching out to oblivion again.

      She grit her teeth and shut her eyes as a shudder took her again. Get up. She had to fix this. She pushed herself up to face the angel. “Help us.”

      Raziel shook his head. “It’s too late. The angels are going to withdraw.”

      “What do you mean withdraw?”

      “They’re leaving the Local Group—giving humanity up for lost. They plan to consolidate their forces beyond known space. Perhaps start anew in a different universe.”

      They were going? The angels were going to leave mankind to its fate. God—not long ago that was exactly what Rachel wanted. But that fate was all too apparent now. “No! Raziel, we can’t let them do that.”

      “What would you have me do?” The angel shook his head, locking her with his narrowed gaze.

      The angels would never listen now. And she couldn’t blame them—in their eyes mankind had betrayed them. Maybe part of them thought this was a just punishment for the sins of humanity. But angels were human, too, and they had their fair share of sins.

      “The Ark,” she said. “It’s the only thing powerful enough to stand up against the Adversary ships.”

      “Not by itself. They will not agree to risk it.”

      “Then we have to take the Ark.” If the angels wouldn’t use their flagship against the Adversary, she would. She’d flown it before. She could do it again.

      The angel blew out a long breath, then shut his eyes.

      “Raziel. Please. We have to do this, and you know it. It’s the only hope for mankind. If what you said is true, if you are the same as us, then help us.”

      “I …”

      She grabbed his hands and held them. They were warm and a little rough but the same as any man’s. Despite living for billions of years, he was just a man. Confusion and fear seeped through his mental shields, tingling her mind. It was his fear, not her own. She had to keep it in perspective. She had more than enough fear for herself.

      “Please.”

      “If you could get aboard, make it to the bridge, I could give you a transceiver implant. It would let you wrest control from Muriel—assuming you can incapacitate him first. Even with the implant, you are not a strong enough psych to overpower him mentally.”

      “An implant? You told me to never use cybernetics.”

      “Yes, I did. The moment you implant it, you will be at risk to the Beast, Rachel. Use it to access the ship, then remove it the moment you’ve secured it. I won’t lie to you—the temptation, the horrors it will show you … they will haunt you for the rest of your life. If you do this … but I don’t even have a way to get you on board the Ark. The Sephirot would not likely survive a full-on assault.”

      Cybernetics. She’d have to plug herself in to the same monstrous technology that angels now needed to live. At least it seemed to be temporary in her case. After all she had done, paying that price was the least she could do to atone. If there was any way to save the universe from hell, she had to take it.

      “I’ll find a way onto the ship. Just get me the implant.”
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        “What is the difference between khapiru and pariah? One is worth saving, whether by fire or the washing of sins. The other is to be left for the Adversary to drag down to hell. A pariah is one shunned by all, body and soul, abandoned even by God’s grace.”

        The Codex, Book of Phanuel

        

      

      
        EKRON SYSTEM, MILKY WAY

      

      The Mazzaroth screen was filled with darkness. Knight sat in front of it, staring, waiting, as it chimed on the channel the Lotan had given him. Phoebe and Rachel sat around the war room table, but it fell to him to make this call. He had become the ambassador to the Lotan—God knew how that happened—and he could only be sure the creature would speak to him.

      Still, the minutes he waited seemed like hours.

      “Maybe they’re busy,” Phoebe said. “Could be we called during dinner time. Or maybe they were having a good bunk romp. I wonder how that works with multiple heads. Or, you know, do they even have genders? Can you even imagine life without sex?”

      “Probably more easily than you could,” Rachel said. “Now please shut up.”

      Knight folded his hands in his lap. Rachel had shown him the reports from the Fornax. Phoebe seemed to refuse to even acknowledge it. As if it was all a dream. But Knight knew. He and the Lotan had done this.

      They’d warned him there was danger, but he didn’t understand. They were hard to communicate with. Maybe the same misunderstanding had led to their war with the angels in the first place. If so, that had, in turn, led to the creation of the Adversary.

      He had to try to avoid repeating the angels’ mistakes. He had to learn to listen to what these aliens were saying.

      At last, the darkness on his screen became the amorphous fluid he associated with the Lotan. This time, it took much less time for the serpentine heads to appear onscreen.

      “Greetings. Human.”

      Knight rose, dropping his hands to his side, and took a step toward the screen.

      “Lotan. Do you have a name?”

      The creature was quiet for a moment. Then at last the heads spoke. “Not in the. Sense you could. Understand. You may call me. Lotan.”

      “I fear we made a mistake in destroying the seal.”

      “There is. Danger.”

      No shit. A little elaboration on the point before he acted might have helped. “Do you know the angels’ Ark?”

      “I know.”

      “We want to take control of the ship. Can your people help us do that?”

      Again, the creature grew quiet. Knight could have sworn he saw one head look at another. Was it having some kind of debate with itself? Did it have multiple brains? A chair shifted behind him. Probably Rachel squirming to ask all the questions he left unvoiced. Girl wanted answers to every mystery in the universe.

      Knight had begun to think some things were better left unknown to mankind.

      “The angels are not. Our friends. They do not. Listen.”

      “We want to be your friends, Lotan.”

      “If we help you. You. Will. Listen.”

      What was the creature saying? That it wanted to be understood? Or maybe it wanted to rule? “What do you mean, ‘listen’?”

      “We are older. Humans are young. You will accept. Guidance.”

      Guidance. What a friendly euphemism for control.

      “No,” Rachel said. “No. We let the angels guide us, and it led to three thousand years of—”

      Knight cut her off with a glare. She wanted him to do this. Well, he would do it. Maybe she was right. Maybe the Lotan would turn out to be as domineering as the angels had. But right now, the choice was between accepting guidance and accepting oblivion. In truth, it was the very same choice his ancestors must have made, back when Eden was under attack. To welcome foreign saviors, because, almost anything was better than extinction.

      “We will … listen.”

      “Good. Prepare. Yourself.”

      The transmission cut off. Right. Well, Knight was always prepared for a fight. It was the reason he’d been born. Raziel had groomed him as a warrior from before he was even conceived. He’d manipulated Knight’s parents into breeding and now …

      “Are you all right?” Phoebe asked.

      Knight shook himself. “Yeah, love. I’m fine. But I need to see Raziel.”

      “Knight,” Rachel said, “are you sure about the Lotan?”

      “We don’t have any other choice.” He left the room and took a lift to Raziel’s suite.

      The angel opened the door before he even got there. Raziel’s wings were hidden, and he sat at his desk, looking worn and ragged. Beaten down by a crusade that had spanned the life of the universe.

      “I wish I had not done it,” he said, at last.

      Raziel snorted. “Yes, Pariah. I imagine everyone wishes that.”

      Arrogant son of a bitch. “If you had told us the truth in the first place—”

      The angel raised a hand. “Yes. There is more than enough blame to go around. In ignorance and pride you committed sins not so unlike our own and perhaps with greater reason.”

      “Why? Why not just tell us everything from the beginning, Raziel? All of this could have been avoided.”

      “I already told you … our greatest sin. Pride. Do not follow so closely in our footsteps. You will not like where the path takes you.”

      Knight leaned on the table, drawing close to the angel. “You speak of the sin of pride—but you made me! You chose to play God and create a person. Why? Why did you do this to me?”

      “You were supposed to be a weapon. I knew what Apollyon was trying to do, the Rephaim Project. He was creating cybernetic super soldiers. He worked in secret for centuries, and so did I.”

      So Knight was no different than the Asheran forces. A weapon, engineered by angels, to fight their wars.

      “Oh, you are different,” Raziel said, clearly reading his mind again. “What I did was long forbidden by the Ophanim. I used the knowledge of what we had done to our own genetic code to create an evolved bloodline. Apollyon might have been able to mimic some of our implants to create soldiers, but I created something more. Something to bridge the gap between your evolution of mankind and our own.” The angel reached under the table and pulled out a curved short sword in a scabbard. “I had this made for you. Back before I knew how badly you would betray me.”

      “I didn’t betray anyone, angel.” He snatched the sword and pulled it from its scabbard. A simple switch expanded it into a full katana, much like he’d had back on Gehenna.

      “No,” Raziel said. “Better than those. The mono edge is reinforced, the tempered metal nigh unbreakable. It should stand up even to angel wings. That is what you plan to fight now. Angels. Though not even you can take on the dozens who remain on the Ark.”

      “I have to try.” He owed it to everyone. Maybe Rachel could use the Ark to stop the Adversary. Maybe they could save the universe. It’s why he had become the Pariah. Because the personal cost didn’t matter.

      He was a weapon.

      A weapon to save mankind.

      “I know.” Raziel rose. “There’s so little time left. All I can do now is try to atone for my mistakes.” He walked over to a footlocker beside his bed, entered a code, and popped it open. “Do you know how Apollyon took the Ark in the first place?”

      Knight folded his arms.

      Raziel pulled some kind of device from the footlocker. It was the size of a grenade, but thick wires spiraled out of it, wrapping around like the double helix of a DNA strand. In the center was some kind of console. “It’s a QEMP—quantum electromagnetic pulse bomb. Angel cybernetics are shielded against normal EM radiation. This device pulses through quantum tunnels, shutting down electronics in range.”

      Electronics. Including cybernetic implants?

      “Do you understand what I am giving you, nephil? This constitutes the ultimate betrayal of my race.”

      “Apollyon used one of these on the Ark,” Knight said. “Six hundred years ago—the Vanishing. It disabled all the implants.”

      “Yes. And my people cannot live without those implants. I returned too late to stop him, though I drove him off the ship. I was forced to put the other angels into cryo sleep, so their systems could recover. By the time that was done … mankind already saw the angels as Vanished.”

      And so Raziel had chosen to see how mankind would adapt without the angels. Much to his disappointment, Knight was sure.

      “So can we fire this at the Ark?”

      “No. You’ll have to detonate it as close to the center of the Ark as possible. Near the singularity drive, if possible. Failing that, the bridge should give you a decent blast radius. Enough to disable most angels on the ship. If you do so, you must get us to the cryo chambers. We cannot live long otherwise.”

      Us. Raziel would be affected too. Which meant he planned to come along. To fight.

      Knight tucked the grenade into a storage compartment in his suit. “I’ll make it my last resort.”

      Raziel nodded. “Leave me. I must commune with the others.”

      Was he going to tell them …?

      “Get out, Pariah!”

      Knight blew out a breath, then did as Raziel asked. The angel was right. There was not much time left. He needed to see Phoebe.
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        “Human science has never worked out what dark matter is. The angels knew, of course, but we never revealed its secret. That alone should warn you that your souls might be in danger for seeking that answer.”

        Sefer Raziel, translated by Dr. Rachel Jordan

        

      

      
        MAY 20, 3097 EY — ANDROMEDA GALAXY

      

      Thanks to the modifications Phoebe had made, the Sephirot’s view screen revealed the outline of the Lotan. They remained invisible to the naked eye, of course. But the screen allowed Rachel to see the basic shape. Hundreds of jellyfish-like creatures swarmed around the Ark.

      NER ships continued to fire on Redeemers, separating them from the Ark, while the Lotan forced it farther away from the Conduit. Cornering it. There would be no escape.

      Rachel pushed the flight stick forward, taking them in.

      Explosions rocked along the Ark’s hull as the Lotan’s strange energy weapons lit it up.

      “What the void are they shooting?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Phoebe said. “It seems to be similar to our antiproton cannons. Plus the tendrils themselves seem to create breaches in the Ark’s skin.”

      That was putting it lightly. The jellyfish ships wrapped around the Ark like an octopus trying to crush a shellfish in its arms. Wisps of gas and plasma evaporated off the Ark’s hull wherever the Lotan squeezed.

      But it was costing them. Plasma bursts from the Ark shot down another Lotan. Rachel had lost count of how many had vanished from the screen. Fifty? More?

      “Phoebe, take the controls,” Rachel said. “I’ve got to get down to the hangar with Knight.”

      “Yup, fine. But I expect him back in one piece. I mean it. I’ll kill you dead if you let something happen to him.”

      “Yeah, got it.”

      Rachel rose to allow Phoebe to sit, then headed for the lift. Inside, she fingered the implant Raziel had given her. A small black circle, with prongs she was supposed to press into her neck. It would burrow in and attach to her nervous system, allowing her full psychic access to the Ark.

      And he’d said installing the implant wouldn’t hurt too badly. She’d asked.

      Repeatedly.

      Somehow, she suspected he was lying. The prongs were only about two centimeters long, but the thought of impaling them into her neck was … unappealing. Her stomach churned.

      She tucked the sickening thing back into the shielded box the angel had given her, then into a compartment in her suit.

      Down in the hangar, Knight, Raziel, and a group of four Sentinels had already gathered by the angel’s ship.

      “With the distraction the Lotan provide, I should be able to get us into the hangar.” Grim determination seeped off Knight in waves that made Rachel glower.

      The Gehennan had strapped a new sword to his back. Throwing knives covered his thighs, and grenades ran along his belt. She and the other Sentinels were there to help, but in the end, they all relied on Knight and Raziel to face the angels. That kind of pressure would break most people.

      But then, she had her own part to play. She had to take control of the Ark once again. Its presence in her mind had cost her last time. It had become a part of her, an addiction she was far too eager to embrace again. And that frightened her—just how much she missed its warmth in her mind.

      She nodded at Knight, then filed into the ship and strapped herself in. Ironic—the last time she’d fled the Ark had been in this same ship. David had flown it then. David, the love of her life, betrayed and murdered for this war. And in his name, she was going to end this.

      The others strapped in, and Raziel sat at the controls. The angel didn’t ask if they were ready. He just launched the ship out of the docking chamber.

      And then they were in space. The battle continued to rage around them. The Lotan ships—which she suspected might be part of the aliens themselves—were faring poorly. But then, so was the Ark. Plasma leaked from a hundred breaches along its hull. An entire section of its skin had been peeled away, and angels were sucked into space.

      “Some segments are decompressed,” she said. “Helmets up.”

      Raziel piloted through the mess of plasma and warheads filling the air, confident and sure.

      A missile whooshed by, but Raziel evaded it.

      An explosion detonated just outside the hull, rocking the ship.

      With every second, the Ark’s hangar seemed to grow larger in the viewport. Rachel grit her teeth. They could do this.

      They had to do this.

      Evading more missiles—not aimed at them anyway—Raziel slipped into the hangar.

      The moment the ship jittered to a stop, the Sentinels popped their harnesses and rushed out. Redeemers and magog swarmed toward them. Rachel leapt out and fired her pulse pistol, gunning down a howling magog and then a man.

      Knight charged forward, pulse pistol in one hand, katana in another. He shot a magog, decapitated a Redeemer, and kept running. So fast. Inhumanly fast on his feet.

      Rachel shook herself, trying to focus on the remaining assailants. MAG rounds ricocheted off her suit. She shot the attacking magog, and the doglike creature collapsed, a hole in his chest.

      And then a trio of angels flew in, gliding on shimmering metal wings. “Betrayer!” one spat at Raziel.

      Their own angel had spread his wings as well. A single beat carried him into the air. The wind knocked Rachel down, and she stumbled.

      “Get to the core!” Raziel shouted at Knight.

      Knight ran as Rachel climbed back to her feet. An angel landed in front of him, jabbing with its wings so fast Rachel could barely see the motion. Metal clanged against the deck, throwing up a shower of sparks. Knight twisted, slid between the angel’s legs, and severed one with his sword. Before the angel had collapsed to the deck, he was up and running again.

      Rachel shot down another Redeemer. Sentinels formed up around her. “We’ve got to get to the bridge! It’s this way.”

      She glanced back at Raziel, who collided in midair with his two angel attackers. They collapsed in a heap, slamming into the deck. Metal wings sheared against each other, the sound mind-rending. They moved fast—as fast as Knight. It had turned into a melee of wrestling and chaos and the shriek of metal.

      A Sentinel grabbed Rachel and pulled her down the corridor. “We can’t help him right now.”

      The Sentinel—Bartal—was right. She ran toward the bridge. Sentinels cleared the path before her. They took down magog and Redeemers with frightening efficiency.

      And then an angel blocked their way. The span of its wings almost filled the hall. Sentinels fired at it, and it wrapped its wings around itself, deflecting the pulses. It continued to advance on them, protected by its metal cocoon.

      “Fall back!” she said.

      The Sentinels at once began a fighting retreat, continuing to fire, preventing the angel from rushing them. The Sentinels fired a barrage at the angel, but he blocked every shot with those wings.

      Rachel primed a plasma grenade. “Get ready to run on my mark,” she said over her comm. “Three. Two. One!” She flung it. “Run!”

      She turned and made a break for it, the others beside her. A split second later, the grenade erupted, and the angel screamed. The shockwave sent Rachel stumbling forward. She spun around in time to see the angel rising, though plasma burns covered his face. Fury lit his glowing eyes.

      The Sentinels opened fire again, this time catching the angel with a pulse between the eyes. Gravitons detonated on its skull, melting flesh and sending him stumbling backward. The destroyed skin revealed glistening metal beneath, smoldering where the angel had fallen.

      Rachel picked herself up. One down. “Press forward.”
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        “Thus realizing our mistake, we created the Gogmagog to hunt down the potential nephilim and wipe their genetic code from the face of the holy universe. All save a select few. Because our greatest fear might also prove your last hope.”

        Sefer Raziel, translated by Dr. Rachel Jordan

        

      

      
        ANDROMEDA GALAXY

      

      Knight cleaved his way through another Redeemer. These guys were everywhere. It was like the angels had decided to load up the Ark with the whole damned megacorp.

      The hallways were clogged with them, and Knight had already had to fight one on a cramped lift.

      It didn’t matter. He was going to that core.

      He was going to end this.

      He dashed around another corner and into an open chamber that Rachel had once deducted connected to crew quarters.

      In here, Knight skidded to a stop as a blade-winged angel barred his way, surrounded by seven more of those Redeemer shits.

      “Far enough,” the angel said.

      Knight shrugged. “I’ve already killed one of your kind today. What’s one more?”

      The Redeemers bristled and took aim with MAGs, but the sneering angel waved them off.

      “I grieve my fallen brethren, but I am not like him. I am the angel Phanuel, ascended to the Ophanim and seeped in ancient glory and mystery you cannot fathom.”

      Phanuel was a book in the Codex. Huh. Knight knew that name. “You’re the cosmic ass prick who thought up the Redeemers.” He leveled his pulse pistol. “I’d say I owe you some pain.”

      “Pain?” Phanuel took a step forward. “I am well-versed in all vicissitudes of pain. Let me show you.”

      From nowhere, a fire lit inside Knight’s blood, shot through his nerves, and drove him to his knees. A gasp escaped through his grit teeth. Every micrometer of his body felt like it had been dunked in acid and electrocuted at the same time.

      His heart beat out of control. He tried to stand, but the pain sent him collapsing forward onto his hands. Like a dozen of those stun batons were hitting him at once.

      Like his whole body betrayed him. His pulse pistol and sword slipped from his grasp.

      Phanuel stalked closer. “I am judgment, Pariah, come to preside over you for sins beyond all redemption or absolution. Tremble in the face of eternal damnation.”

      Pain was in the mind.

      “For unleashing the Adversary, I find you guilty, nephil. Betrayer. Pariah. Your unending suffering shall admonish your kind to never again question those who stand above them.”

      Knight’s muscles would not respond.

      This fucker was in his head. This had to be some kind of telepathic assault. Phanuel didn’t want to fight Knight directly—he wanted to dominate him, the way he must have dominated generations of Redeemers.

      Pain was in the mind.

      The angel wrapped a hand around Knight’s throat and hefted him into the air. “I will ensure death cannot find you, Pariah. You shall live through millennia of anguish and torment far beyond this Local Group. Live, and wallow in the knowledge your kind perishes because of your sins.”

      Knight grit his teeth and forced himself to look Phanuel in the eye.

      This was all in his head.

      None of it was real.

      Knight had spent a lifetime building mental walls as part of his Gibborim training. Maybe this was why Raziel had set him on that path. Reeling from the effort, Knight pushed those walls back into place.

      The pain Phanuel tried to inflict on him diminished, even if it did not entirely flee.

      “Now, I know,” Knight said, his words rasped as the angel squeezed his throat. A hand drifted to a throwing knife strapped to his thigh.

      Phanuel pulled Knight in closer, until mere centimeters divided their faces, and loosened his grip just enough to allow Knight speech.

      “Where Redeemers learned to talk so damned much.” Knight jerked the throwing knife free and drove it into Phanuel’s eye.

      The angel screamed, dropping Knight and falling to the deck.

      The Redeemers beyond—dumb shits were on their knees like this was a religious experience—scrambled to their feet.

      Knight was faster. He rolled back to grab his sword and spun around, cleaving through the top of Phanuel’s skull.

      The angel pitched forward, his brains spilling out over the floor. Those same Redeemers froze, as if unable to comprehend what had just happened.

      So Knight grabbed his pulse pistol and shot them.

      He rose, shaky, his head throbbing.

      Damned angel had almost brought him down.

      He had to remember these creatures had psionics much more powerful than his own. He couldn’t always count on them being willing to fight him hand-to-hand.

      Blinking to clear his head, he exited the chamber. Down this hall, another kilometer or so, and he’d reach the core. All he had to do was get there and detonate the QEMP and then …

      A pair of angels now blocked the path. Beyond them, arranged in a great hall, stood what looked like a hundred Redeemers, gog, and magog.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Knight mumbled.

      Yeah. This was going to have to be close enough to the core. Knight pulled the QEMP from his suit pocket, primed it, and tossed it an angel.

      The self-righteous imbecile caught the thing, clearly having no idea what it was. And then it exploded. A shockwave propagated through both the air and, according to Raziel, through quantum tunnels in space.

      Knight’s suit HUD winked out, and his pulse pistol went dead. Both angels dropped to the deck, gasping, as if unable to breathe.

      Redeemers rushed forward, screaming at him. They leveled their MAGs. The weapons didn’t click, didn’t hum, didn’t do anything. A few of the shits grabbed stun batons—that seemed unable to turn on.

      Knight smirked, hefting his katana in one hand and drawing his kyoketsu in the other. The army beyond him faltered, clearly uncertain what to do now.

      But Knight knew what to do.

      “Yeah,” he said, looking at the lead Redeemer. “You’re pretty much fucked.”
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        “News out of the Milky Way is that NER has engaged with the Ark of angels. What this portends, it’s too early to tell. At this point, any forces still fighting on the side of humanity are welcome.”

        Reuben Klein, MNN remote correspondent

        

      

      
        ANDROMEDA GALAXY

      

      More Redeemers tried to block Rachel’s way. They fell in droves, but Bartal went down too. A MAG round had breached his helmet. Rachel knelt by him. Never had a chance. Their kinetic shields were all giving out. Without those, any direct hit …

      But they had no choice. Back down now and this was all for nothing.

      And then some kind of shockwave erupted through the ship. The Ark shrieked and trembled, sending Redeemers and Sentinels alike tumbling to the deck. Rachel’s HUD winked out. Her suit wasn’t responding.

      Knight must have fired off the QEMP. Everything would take a minute to reset. She rose and tried to fire at a Redeemer. Her pulse pistol was fried too. She rushed forward, jumped on the Redeemer, and brought her elbow down on his head. Sentinel training had given her some Merkabah basics. The other Sentinels recovered quickly, and the Redeemers fell before their superior skills.

      A pair of magog barreled around the corner. Sentinels charged right in, though the dog-men were stronger than ordinary humans. A Sentinel wrapped one of the dog-things in a strangle hold and brought it to its knees. Rachel walked over and looked the creature in the eyes. Despite its animal features, those eyes were human.

      Its mind was at least partly that of a man. Rachel punched it in the nose.

      They pushed on, charging onto the bridge. Muriel was there, lying on the floor, choking. Spasming as his organs failed. Two more angels lay strewn about in similar condition. Raziel would be like this now. Incapacitated. Dying, unless they got him to the cryo chamber.

      “Hold this room against any intruders,” Rachel ordered.

      She pulled the implant from the shielded box. Now or never.

      Holy shit, those were sharp-looking prongs.

      She’d come all this way to do this. She had to.

      She retracted her helmet to expose the side of her neck, then pressed the unholy thing there. Deep breaths.

      She could do this. She could do this.

      Knight had done his part. Raziel might well have died for this.

      Okay.

      Time.

      She pushed the implant into her neck. It was like being jabbed with needles. The thing whirred, then sucked onto her skin. Electric fire surged through her veins. Her body convulsed, and she fell to the deck. She tried to scream, but her throat seized up and only a gargle escaped.

      Her mind surged, her psionic senses reaching outward. It was there, just beyond her grasp.

      The Ark is mine!

      The angel’s voice had already grown dim with his fading life signs, but the pressure slammed against her mind like a pulse cannon. A presence coiled through her sinuses and wrapped itself around her brain. Her vision faded as the angel assaulted her. Flares of pain shot through her nervous system. The angel had connected their minds powerfully, and he was pulling her down into oblivion with him.

      But if he could do it, so could she. Rachel reached out, sending a pulse of rage at the angel. Muriel had ordered the destruction of New Rome. He had taken her home. Her family. Her world.

      Burn, you bastard!

      The pressure against her mind recoiled, and the angel’s thoughts seeped away into darkness.

      Rachel touched the Ark. It was hers, once again.
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        “Subject is male, age unknown, angel. There is extensive tissue damage, but the rate of cellular decay is virtually nil. I have stopped most of the bleeding, and the body seems to be replenishing itself quickly enough to compensate. A human would have succumbed to these wounds before I could tend to him. However, my prognosis is for a full recovery. As an addendum, the nanobots I injected did not behave as programmed. I believe that the subject was able to make contact with the nanobot swarm and reprogram them, taking charge of his own healing.”

        Dr. Leah Suzuki, report on patient Raziel

        

      

      
        ANDROMEDA GALAXY

      

      Rachel rubbed the implant at her neck. Raziel had told her to remove it as soon as the ship was hers. She knew she should. She could feel the Adversary edging ever closer to her. Its voice was a whisper at the back of her mind, offering her every dream she could imagine. Every answer she had so long been denied.

      And that was the thing—there was no hope of further answers from Raziel. The angel had been wounded so badly, she wasn’t certain he would survive, even in cryo sleep.

      They had found Raziel, bleeding out from dozens of wounds, some very deep. For an instant, his mind had brushed Rachel’s. Begging her not to let the other angels die.

      And oh, how Rachel had considered it. In the end, she’d agreed to let the Sentinels return the angels to the cryo chambers. Knight had promised Raziel he’d spare the angel’s brethren.

      All but one.

      Muriel still lay on the bridge, cold and dead.

      It would not bring back the billions of souls he had murdered. It was just the only justice Rachel could inflicted upon him.

      Knight and the other Sentinels had begun the process of bringing the angels to the cryo chamber while weeding out the last of the Redeemers and gogmagog.

      Rachel supposed no one would ever wake the angels again.

      If she took the implant out, she would never know the truth about everything.

      Oh, she knew better than to give in to the Adversary. But this implant allowed her to make sense of the Ark. To bond with its consciousness in a way she had never quite managed on her own. Maybe that was always the temptation the angels faced. Just a little more knowledge.

      Just a little more power.

      She sat in the command chair and delved deep into the ship’s mind. She would remove the implant. Soon.

      No. We can help you.

      She shook her head against the Adversary’s voice. Images of hell—for that was what she had seen in the Conduit breach—filled her mind … threatened her with the price of disobedience.

      She tried to focus on the ship. “Show me. Show me everything.” It was time she had the truth. Then she’d rip out this cursed thing. But she had to know.

      And the Ark understood. With the implant, at long last she was able to sort its stream of consciousness, to make sense of it. To tell it what she really wanted.

      In her mind she fell, spiraling backward through centuries and millennia. And it showed her the Conduit. Not the mere maze of paths she now knew but a vast highway connecting all universes. It stretched through the multiverse like the mind of God. And humans lived in so many of those universes.

      A thousand Edens grew and rose and fell before her eyes. Mankind flourished in some universes, building great civilizations. In others, humanity gave in to its own dark nature and destroyed itself. In her universe, though, time had moved on a different scale from some of the others. Eden—the Earth—was only just being formed.

      While across the veil, humans in a universe with faster time had evolved beyond their humble origins. They had spread across the universe and found it dying. Suns winked out one by one. God help her, she was witnessing the heat death of an entire universe. And a people, an advanced society, facing its own extinction, as all creation ended around them.

      They had become a post-human evolution of humanity, but it was not enough. Before her eyes they altered their own genetic code, implanted cybernetics into themselves. Made themselves angels.

      And they mapped the Conduit.

      They hadn’t made it at all.

      The Ark showed her the memory of angels. It had bonded with their minds, as it bonded with hers. It was seeing … Raziel’s memories? Its creator? Had her unlikely ally once built this very ship? And she’d never even suspected.

      And Raziel was afraid. They were all afraid. In desperation, they fled their dying universe. And they found mankind in many others. Centuries passed, and she watched the angels manipulate humans in younger universes, casting themselves as gods. Altering the course of human society and evolution. Why?

      “Because,” someone said to Raziel, “we cannot allow them to become like us. We cannot allow them to follow our course and become a threat.”

      And they found the perfect universe. A young universe where humans had not yet arisen. A universe that would last for billions of years more. Rachel’s universe.

      “A bastion, a focal point for our new multiversal empire.”

      Angels came through the Conduit en masse, planning to make this universe their own. Thousands of ships erupted forward and began terraforming worlds. Including the Earth. Making sure it became the way they remembered it. They pressed ever outward.

      Until they found the Lotan. Never, in any universe they had found, had the angels encountered creatures of dark matter. Raziel’s confusion filtered through the Ark. His fear and doubt and curiosity. His concern when his superiors demanded the Lotan submit to angel rule. His rage and grief as war erupted and Lotan began to tear angel ships apart.

      And so, in their desperate arrogance, their most brilliant scientists began experiments. Using the Conduit, they created a living universe to fight the Lotan. They created a breach in the universe to reach their new weapon … the Great Attractor. And it did fight the Lotan … before turning on its own creators, no more pleased to be mastered than the Lotan themselves.

      They called the new universe the Adversary, for it turned them against themselves. Grief and pain threatened to drown Rachel. Through the Ark’s eyes, she saw her brothers and sisters fall, taken by the Beast. In the end, the angels fought a cataclysmic war that destroyed a galaxy. And they erected seven seals to bar the way to any other universe, hell included. It was their last, most desperate gambit. They cut themselves off from any of their own kind stranded in other universes.

      Raziel wept for those he had known, people he would never see again. And for the countless losses they had suffered in the war.

      With the seals gone, could she find angels in other universes? But there were countless universes, and Rachel could not afford the time for such a search. Even if the angels would have proved allies—and they never had.

      They betrayed us. The Adversary’s voice pounded against the inside of her temples. They tried to dominate us, just as they did to you.

      “You saw us as nothing but hosts for the Beast!”

      We saw you as like them. We did not understand you were different. As we are different.

      “You tried to exterminate us!”

      That fate can yet be avoided. Submit.

      Rachel grabbed the implant and shrieked. She tugged at its release, but the twisted thing wouldn’t give way. She ground her fingernail into the button, and at last, it snapped free. Tendrils of current raced through her neck. She convulsed and fell to the floor.

      Then everything went dark.
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        “Some are calling it humanity’s second Exodus. Refugees—anyone with access to a Conduit-capable ship—are evacuating the Sculptor Dwarf Galaxy. Their hope? That the New Eden Republic can protect them. Whether that hope is in vain is anyone’s guess.”

        Reuben Klein, MNN remote correspondent

        

      

      
        MAY 25, 3097 EY — PHOENIX DWARF GALAXY

      

      A thousand Asheran ships descended on Rachel’s fleet. The Phoenix Dwarf Galaxy had become the battleground for the Local Group. If she fell here, she wouldn’t have enough ships to stop the Adversary when they came for the Milky Way. The Sculptor Dwarf would likely be next, of course—and refugees fled that galaxy by the billions, flooding into the Milky Way, believing the NER could save them from Armageddon.

      But there was nowhere to hide.

      She rubbed the spot on her neck where the implant had been. Nanobot regenerators had healed the outward damage, but it still itched. And her dreams were constant reminders of the price of knowledge. Hell no longer spoke in her mind, but she could hardly forget the visions it had given her. The promises of torment should she resist. As she did now.

      From the Ark’s command chair, she reached into the holo display and triggered communications, then sent a hail to the Sephirot. “Phoebe. Take your fleet to port, and focus on the leviathans. I’ll handle the starboard side.”

      “Yup, yup.”

      They needed to take out the Asherans before Adversary ships showed up. She’d heard the rumors about the flagship of hell, the Azazel. People said it was larger and more powerful than even the Ark. So far, she hadn’t been able to find out.

      With closed fists, she punched into the halo of the Wrath, sending waves of deconstructor nanobot clusters soaring among the Asheran fleet. A dozen of them. It didn’t matter where they hit. The Asherans were so tightly packed nearly every beam would inflict damage somewhere. A rain of fire and terror to make them think twice.

      Explosions filled her display. She continued punching forward, weaving beam after beam into the incoming ships. Missiles fired toward her hull. She twisted her hand, and a net of plasma detonated the majority of the warheads. Some hit, but her shields held. Everything had changed. She was the one with the ship now.

      She would destroy fleet after fleet of Asherans.

      The angels were gone. And still, Rachel was losing system after system. She could not be everywhere at once, and the NER fleet was dwindling more quickly than the Adversary’s host. In the end, there would be no stopping the apocalypse. All that remained was to make the Asherans bleed for it.

      To make hell itself bleed for its crimes.

      One of the Asheran cruisers wove through her plasma net, drawing too close for her to shoot at with the Wrath. Phoebe had left a contingent of Sentinels to guard the Ark. If the Asherans boarded, they were in for a nasty surprise.

      She focused a Wrath arc on a leviathan. The beam tore apart the battleship’s shields and punched right through the hull, disintegrating a great chunk of it. The ship ruptured in two, bow and stern drifting apart.

      An incoming signal chimed on her screen. Was Phoebe in trouble? She swiveled her display, but the Sephirot and the Sentinel ships under her command were doing well enough. That signal was coming from the Asheran cruiser.

      Rachel’s hand hovered over the communicator. She had no reason left to care what these bastards had to say. The traitors had murdered David and damned mankind. Still … shit. She waved open the channel, and a hologram appeared.

      An Asheran soldier in full battle uniform, helmet on, a cross of light emanating from within. “Rachel Jordan.”

      What the …? That accent was …

      The faceplate popped open.

      David.

      Cybernetic implants stuck out from his cheekbones, temple, and forehead, but it was him. Those eyes were the same.

      And it was impossible. “David …” How could he be alive? She’d seen his shuttle destroyed. Hadn’t she? Had they somehow captured him before that? It was too much to hope for. If he was back … she could … have a reason. For more. “Thank you, God …” she mumbled, her lip trembling.

      “Aye, lass. Disable your defenses, and prepare to be boarded.”

      “Wha-what?” What the void was he talking about?

      “Surrender command of the Ark to me, Rachel. You will be spared.”

      The cruiser had already docked in her hangar. David was already on board. And he was … wrong. Those implants meant … the same thing they meant to her. And he had so many more, for so much longer. She didn’t even know how long.

      The Beast was in him.

      It was in David.
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        “Some of you recruits are empaths or telepaths, so you’ll have heard this before. My mind is my mind. It seems self-evident, but it contains a truth so vital to everything we stand for. Your mind is a fortress. What happens there is within your control. Fear, distraction, sloth, indecision, panic, lust, greed … these are thoughts you can choose to have or not to have. They are pieces of your mind that have no place in battle. I will teach you to pack them up, lock them away, and only take them out when you have need of them. Once you have done that, you can fill the empty space with duty, loyalty, and honor.”

        Sergeant Claudia Koppel, Sentinel Academy instructor

        

      

      
        PHOENIX DWARF GALAXY

      

      Rachel covered her mouth with her hand. God, no. They had turned him. Controlled David, as they tried to control her and Caleb. Tormented his mind with the horrors and temptations of hell. Her David.

      Taken from her. Taken from himself.

      Trembles shook her until she couldn’t separate rage from grief. Tears spilled from her eyes, and she screamed. Roared in frustration. The universe was sick. And she was going to have him back.

      She would move heaven and face down hell, but she was getting her David back.

      With a wave of her hand, she sealed the bridge. Another wave opened a comm to the Sephirot. “Phoebe! I need Knight and Leah over here immediately. I’m relaying a transmission.” That call would explain everything.

      “Yup, sure, okay. We’re in the middle of an apocalyptic battle, but you can totally borrow my mate!”

      Rachel cut the channel and sent the signal. She was in no mood to deal with Phoebe right now. She was in no mood for any of it anymore.

      She had to see David. God help her. Rachel climbed from the chair, then sank to her knees. She pulled the implant from its case on her suit. Leah had suggested she destroy the horrid thing. Maybe she should have. But this … this let her truly be one with the Ark. If she implanted it here, she wouldn’t even need to stay on the bridge. She’d be able to control the ship from anywhere.

      She shut her eyes. “God. Please help me now.”

      One more time. One more time, she could stand up to the Beast. One last time, for David. Because he meant more than any knowledge ever would.

      Rachel pushed the implant back in. The prongs bit through her skin, and convulsions wracked her once more. She dropped to her hands and screamed against the pain.

      Get up.

      A few deep breaths, then she rose. David needed her. He had been through worse.

      She felt the Ark in her mind. Allowed it to become one with her. Allowed her to dive deep inside, so she could control its weapons on instinct. A defensive stance, while she dealt with the intruders. She could feel them, decks below her, engaging the Sentinels here to protect her.

      She ran from the bridge, sealing corridors behind her as she went with psychic locks. No one was taking this ship. On and on she pushed, heart racing. In her mind’s eye, she saw David engaging the Sentinels.

      David raced forward, leading a squad of Rephaim super soldiers, all bristling with implants and cybernetic limbs. He leapt to the side, dodging pulse rounds, then swept a Sentinel’s feet from beneath him. David caught the falling man and slammed an elbow into his chest. A crack echoed through the deck as the Sentinel’s suit fractured and his chest caved in. David flung the dead man into one of the other Sentinels.

      David advanced, moving nearly as fast as Knight. His fist shattered a Sentinel’s faceplate. The Sentinels might have held against the Rephaim alone, but with David … with his training, her people were being torn apart. Rachel pushed harder. She had to reach him.

      David grabbed a man, hefted him up, and slammed him down over his knee. Rachel cringed at the sound of the man’s spine snapping.

      The Ark sensed Raziel’s ship approaching, preparing to dock. But the Sentinels couldn’t afford to wait for Knight. Rachel raced around the corner to see David snap a man’s arm and toss him aside like an old shirt.

      “David!” she rushed toward him. “David, stop!”

      A Sentinel’s pulse shot took down a Rephaim near David. Rachel’s husband leapt into the air, covering almost five meters, then landed with a descending punch that crushed the attacking Sentinel.

      Rachel raised her own pistol. David had to know her. He had to know she wouldn’t hurt him.

      David spun on her and advanced at a steady stride. His faceplate was open, his blue eyes narrowed. “Surrender this ship.”

      “No!”

      He continued forward, menace in his steps.

      Shit. He wasn’t going to listen. Rachel backed away, slowly pointing her pulse pistol at his chest. “David … don’t make me.”

      His pace increased, brows drawn, teeth gritted. He knew her—she could see the recognition in his eyes—but he wasn’t in control.

      Out of nowhere, a shadow flew through the air, kicked off the wall, and slammed into David. Knight grabbed him, rolled, and flung, sending David soaring several meters. Her husband collided with a wall, hit the ground, and immediately jumped back to his feet.

      “Run!” Knight shouted at her.

      “No!” She wasn’t leaving David.

      Never again. Never.

      David rushed Knight. Knight fell into a crouch and tried to evade the attack. Rachel felt Knight’s surprise as David moved much faster than ever before and caught Knight’s arm. Knight spun, twisted, and tried to break free. But David’s cybernetics made him a match for Knight at long last. They traded blows faster than she could see. Blocking and swinging fists and feet.

      David jabbed at Knight, who ducked. The punch slammed into the wall and dented it. Steam rushed out of the cracks, and the Ark recoiled in her mind from the sudden injury. More Asheran cruisers were trying to draw in, reinforce the Rephaim. That was not happening. Rachel split her mind, focusing the Wrath on the advancing ships, while continuing to draw a bead on David.

      And if she got a clear shot? There was still no way she could harm him. Instead, she shot down a Rephaim advancing on a Sentinel. Her crew had brought down several others, but it didn’t look good.

      David caught Knight’s arm and flung him into the wall. Knight spun in midair, kicked off it, and flipped, pulling his sword. It expanded as he landed, becoming a full katana.

      God, he’d kill David. “Knight, no!”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      David leapt forward again, swinging another downward blow. Knight rolled to the side, and David’s punch ripped a hole in the deck. Knight swung his sword as he came up, opening a light gash in David’s back. He could have severed the spine … Knight was trying to hold back, thank God.

      “Just subdue him!” Rachel shouted.

      “I’m trying—”

      David twisted, spinning as though the cut didn’t even faze him. His elbow slammed into Knight’s ribs, and the crack echoed through the hall. Knight crumpled backward, clutching his side. For a heartbeat, Rachel felt Knight trying to block the pain.

      Then David grabbed him and flung him to the ground. Knight jerked from the impact. David kicked his prone form, sending him flying through the air. Knight collided with an atmosphere tank. It crunched under the impact, folding nearly in two.

      Knight lay still on the floor.

      David advanced on her.

      Holy shit.

      Rachel leveled her pulse pistol at him. “Please don’t make me do this.”

      He ran toward her.

      He was going to kill her.

      But still she couldn’t shoot him. Not him. Not David. It was her fault all this had happened. If he killed her, it was justice.

      Rachel let the weapon fall from her grasp and clatter to the deck. “David …”

      He raised a fist as he approached and grabbed her by the shoulder. He roared, his fist trembling. But the blow didn’t land. David groaned, spittle seeping from his mouth. “Rachel …”

      Her heart raced. He was still in there. She gingerly reached up to brush his cheek. The metal implant there was cold, hard. So alien.

      But she could reach him. Rachel sent wave after wave of empathic energy at David. She flooded him with every erotic memory of them she had, with every romantic moment they’d shared. In an instant, they relived a lifetime together.

      This is you, she thought, certain her silent words carried into David’s mind. This is us. Remember us. Remember yourself.

      David’s fist fell. He stared into her eyes, the recognition softening with love before growing cold with horror. He slumped forward with a groan. Rachel stepped in and wrapped her arms around her husband, catching him. “Shhh. You’re safe now, my love.”

      He shuddered in her grasp, then sank to his knees.
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        “Subject is male, 37, geshur. Asheran cybernetics have grafted themselves to key neural pathways. Due to the extensive use of organic compounds in the Asheran devices and the cellular bonding at work, the dividing line between man and machine is, at best, indistinct. While certain aspects of the subject’s biology clearly fall into natural or man-made, the point at which the two separate cannot be determined with certainty. Given that, my recommendation would be not to pursue surgical removal. The risk would be too great.”

        Dr. Leah Suzuki, report on patient David MacGregor

        

      

      
        PHOENIX DWARF GALAXY

      

      The Sephirot’s med bay was better equipped than the Ark’s, so Rachel had brought David there. He lay on a table, bound by multiple mag restraints, though he seemed lucid at the moment. Rachel sat by his bedside, stroking his head. Never had she allowed herself to dare dream he lived. But this horror … what had they done to him?

      David had been a symbol of the NER. By taking him to their side, maybe Asherah had hoped to break the spirit of the Republic. They must have used some kind of holograms to fake his death, just as the Serpent had tried to evade capture in the Expanse. Apollyon was a master of such things—he must have given Asherah the tech.

      And so Rachel had never even looked for him. She’d left David to rot, tortured and altered in a sick cybernetic laboratory. She sighed and laid her head on his chest.

      In a nearby bed, Knight sat up, clutching his side with a grimace. Leah said his natural cellular regeneration had already begun, but she injected him with nanobots anyway. According to her, Knight would be fine in hours. Which didn’t stop Phoebe from fawning over him. Not that Rachel would be doing any different in her place.

      “That mean old smogger hurt you, big guy?” Phoebe said.

      Okay—maybe Rachel would handle it a little differently.

      “Yeah, well. Kind of hard when I had to hold back.”

      “Yup, I’m sure, baby. Don’t worry. I’ll protect you from now on. Now you’re on my ship.”

      David coughed. “I thought this was my ship, lass?” The mag restraints prevented him from turning his head, but Rachel supposed he’d heard the whole conversation.

      “Nope. You were dead, Captain. Plus, you hit my mate.”

      “Sorry … I …” David grunted. The Beast was still trying to take him. A torrent of conflicting emotions roiled within him, leaving Rachel nauseated.

      Leah walked back over, a different scanner in her hand. “Phoebe, you can take him back to your quarters now.”

      “Uh,” Phoebe said, “I think we’d better keep him restrained for now.”

      The rahab quirked an eyebrow. “Not Mac. Knight.”

      Phoebe shrugged. “I could restrain him too.”

      Knight slipped off the table and stalked to the door, shaking his head.

      “Ohhh,” Phoebe said. “You mean you want some private time. Right. M’kay. I’ll just, you know, be around. Commanding my ship and stuff.” She jerked her thumb at the door, then followed Knight out.

      David snorted. “Glad some things haven’t changed around here.”

      Leah gently pushed Rachel aside, then ran the scanner over David. After a minute or so, the rahab sighed. “Rachel … can I talk to you alone for a moment?”

      “Hey,” David said. “Come on now. Whatever you have to say, I’ve got a right to know too.”

      Leah looked to Rachel, who nodded. David was right. Whatever they’d done to him, he would have to face it.

      “All right … the cybernetic implants are significant. And I’m not an expert on the subject, obviously. They appear to have grafted in synthetic muscles, plated his bones with mahtium, and put numerous chips in his brain. His knuckles also have mahtium reinforcements.” That would explain him punching through her deck. “I’m not even certain what those things on his cheeks and temples are meant to do, but gathering sensory input would be my guess.”

      “One is an internal Mazzaroth relay,” David said.

      A what? “You can access the Mazzaroth inside your head?”

      “Aye.”

      Well, damn.

      “And I know one feeds holo imaging to my cerebral cortex. I can see a layout of most structures in my mind.”

      Helpful, but again, she thought it would be a bit much for her. “Look, I don’t care what they do. Get them out of him. Everything.”

      “I … I’m not sure I can. Not without causing serious harm to David. I’m not a cyberneticist, Rachel, and these things are wired directly into his nervous system. Did you understand when I said he’s had mechanical muscle grafted onto his existing tissue? It’s not like I can just program nanobots to cut them out.”

      David grunted.

      Rachel ran a hand through her hair. So he was stuck like this? Fighting against the Beast every minute? She slipped her hand into David’s, and he squeezed it. His face gave no hint, but she could taste the fear he tried to bury. And pain, constant torment from the Adversary. Trying to lure him back. The same Raziel and the other angels had faced … and Raziel had withstood it. Maybe David could too.

      Or … “We do have a cyberneticist on board, though.”

      Leah nodded, and for a brief instant, Rachel shared her sudden surge of hope. Caleb might have the answers they needed. Maybe Rachel wouldn’t even have to delve the Ark again …

      “All right,” Leah said. “I’ll have Caleb brought up here, then.”

      Rachel clutched her husband’s hand. “It’ll be all right.”

      “I was going to say the same to you, lass.”

      A few minutes later, a Sentinel escorted Caleb Gavet to the med bay. He and Leah spoke softly, going over the data from her scans. They disappeared into her office, leaving Rachel alone with David.

      “If they can’t take these things out …” Rachel said.

      “I won’t let it take me again. You brought me back, Rach. I’m not … going anywhere. If that bam pot Caleb can fight this, so can I.”

      That was all she needed to hear. Rachel released the mag restraints.
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        “The Codex may forbid tampering with the human genome, but it doesn’t say anything about using the knowledge of that genome to craft perfect nutrient-rich foods.”

        Varda Bello, Manna Products CEO

        

      

      
        MAY 26, 3097 EY — PHOENIX DWARF GALAXY

      

      The voice strengthened or weakened over time. Sometimes it was a whisper on the edge of his mind, lulling him into false respite. Sometimes it sounded like a clarion, ringing through his ears and demanding submission. But the Adversary never left David. Maybe it never would.

      With Caleb’s help, Leah had removed several implants, including the one granting Mazzaroth access. Caleb said anything that plugged directly into his brain would be the greatest risk. The man should know, David supposed.

      Legs folded beneath him, David sat in his quarters, trying to still the tremble in his hands. Hands that now had the power to punch through walls but not the strength to control it. More surgeries would follow, Leah promised him. But he might never be free.

      David ground his teeth. Never, unless they stopped the Adversary. He curled his hands into fists.

      He would. He would storm the gates of hell itself if he had to.

      That was what a Sentinel did. They were the guardians against the darkness. They had been formed to face threats like the Adversary, to stop what happened on Eden from ever happening again. And Apollyon had played them well, weakening them through civil war and struggle with first the Conglomerate, then Asherah.

      But the Sentinels would not be broken. They were not just people—they were an idea. A calling to watch over humanity. They stood between mankind and the coming night of oblivion. Only Sentinels could fight Armageddon and hope to win.

      It knew his thoughts.

      A vision of that hellish universe raced through his mind. Vortices of seemingly infinite size tore through red space. Lightning coruscated around the columns as they drifted around nebulous galaxies. Each vortex watched him, like eyes of an angry universe.

      “You won’t win.”

      We always win. While angels sealed this universe and cowered in fear, tens of thousands of other universes fell before us. All filled with ships. All coming for you. There is no other way.

      “There’s always another way.”

      Nothing can stop us, mortal.

      “God will stop you.”

      We are God.

      David laughed. “Aye, thanks. I needed a good jibe to lift my spirits.” He rose from the floor, then had to shut his eyes from the sudden psychic onslaught. Obviously, he’d gotten to them. They didn’t like being mocked.

      He tapped his comm. “MacGregor to Dana. Call everyone to the war room. I’ve got an announcement to make.”

      It was time to change strategies. If humanity wanted to survive, they had to band together. The angels were gone. Many were frozen in the Ark once again, recovering from Knight’s QEMP. The rest had fled the Local Group. Maybe they would flee this universe. If so, he pitied them. They would be running forever, always in fear of their terrible creation.

      Ten minutes later, his inner circle sat gathered around the table. David scratched his head, then stood, placing his hands on the table.

      “All right, look at this. Things have all gone to shite. Mizraim is gone, the Sentinels are fractured, and the Conglomerate is a mess. All we’ve got left is the NER and the new Synod, and the Adversary knows it. They are systematically wiping out our support.”

      Knight folded his arms and leaned back, glowering at David. Not likely to forgive the pain he’d caused any time soon, but there was nothing David could do about that. And Knight had brought much of this on them, releasing the Adversary. The Gehennan was a fool, but he remained one of their greatest weapons.

      “Here’s the thing,” David said. “We Sentinels were created for this day. Somewhere along the road, we lost that. We got so caught up in politics, we forgot what these triangles on our uniforms mean. Honor, duty, justice.” He tapped his suit. “Aye? Well, our numbers are too few now. But where did we come from in the first place? From people who survived the Exodus. People who bound together to say, ‘never again.’ From times like these. So I’m going to put out a call to all of humanity. I’m going to form new Sentinels, this time under the command of the Synod.”

      “Uh,” Phoebe said. “It kind of takes years of training to get to where we are, David. I mean, no one really gets to where I am, but, you know, close ...”

      “Does it? Rachel doesn’t have years of training. She has what she’s learned on the job. But she put on the uniform, and she’s fought for mankind. And she’s made a difference, hasn’t she?”

      His wife smiled and stared at the table. He’d swear she was blushing.

      “How will we know we can trust the people who join?” Leah asked.

      It was a question he’d been struggling with all day. He’d like to believe no one would willingly serve hell. He’d like to say anyone without cybernetic implants could be trusted. But he couldn’t believe that for certain. Men would be tempted, thinking they could bargain or barter for their lives. For those they cared about.

      “We have telepaths in uniform already. I guess we’ll have to make delving part of basic training, not just command promotions.”

      Leah glowered, and Phoebe snorted. No one would like it, but he saw no other choice. They needed all the help they could get.

      “What about the Gibborim?” Knight said. “Some of them are cybered, but it might be reversible. And they already have training not so very different from Sentinels.”

      “Except for major problems with authority,” Phoebe said.

      “Which is different from you how?” Knight asked.

      “It’s a thought,” David said. “We’ll look into it. And … and there are many people out there who know how to fight. I put many of them away. Pirates, smugglers, Redeemers. Humanity has to be united in this. I’m going to offer a general pardon to anyone who wants to sign up.”

      “Whoa,” Phoebe said. “You’re going to empty the prison planets? You think we can trust them in Sentinel uniforms?”

      In normal times, never. But they had reached the End of Days. And facing extinction, he suspected even former enemies might have cause to band together. “We’ve already released Caleb Gavet. Why not your brother?”

      “Ezra …” Phoebe shook her head. “I want to, but … he has implants. A cybernetic eye.”

      “Fine. Give him the chance to have it removed. We don’t have much time. We need everyone we can get armed and with some basic training. Because very soon, the Adversary will come for the Milky Way. And if we lose New Eden, we lose everything.”

      “Not everything,” Rachel replied softly. “If there’s one thing we’ve learned, it’s that humanity will struggle on.” She looked to David, and he felt her gratitude, her strength, seep into him.

      “How about you?” Knight asked. “How long can you control it, with those implants?”

      David shut his eyes. As long as he had to.

      He would never be a pawn again.
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        “Desperate times have brought the holy Sentinels down. The once-proud defenders of justice and righteousness have put out notice offering pardons to anyone willing to fight. This offer is specifically targeted to pirates, smugglers, and prison planet exiles. If the Sentinel fleet is victorious, will it only be for the Mizraim Empire to be ruled by outlaws?”

        Levi Meir, MNN field correspondent

        

      

      
        PHOENIX DWARF GALAXY

      

      Caleb didn’t deserve a pardon. After all he’d done in service to Apollyon, he knew better. There was no redemption. The Adversary knew it too. It never let him forget.

      Tell us where you are.

      Caleb shook his head and kept walking down the corridor. Unescorted. How odd. How truly foolish of them. Of course, he would never willingly betray Rachel or MacGregor, not now. But he wasn’t certain how much longer he could control himself.

      Visions of hell swarmed behind his eyes until he stumbled against the wall. They burned him, engulfed him in a freezing, fiery nebula of destruction that tore his molecules apart then forced them back together. A warning of things to come.

      Give us your location.

      Maybe Rachel couldn’t stop the advance of hell. But now that she had the Ark, she had gotten their attention. He supposed it counted for something. And so hell tried to use him to gather intel on the dwindling forces of the NER. Maybe it knew MacGregor was recruiting Sentinels. Maybe it wanted to learn where he was training them.

      Caleb should leave the ship. Remove any chance of betraying Rachel.

      Except, if the Adversary could use him to gather intel … well, it had to work both ways.

      He paused outside the isolation wing of the brig. Sentinels stared him down.

      “I need to see her.”

      The man didn’t even look him in the eye. “The prisoner is off limits.”

      “I have permission from Lt. Jordan. Call her.”

      The Sentinel grimaced, then tapped his comm, making the call. A second later, he stood aside.

      Despite himself, Caleb’s heart raced. The bitch had betrayed him in the worst possible way. He should feel nothing for her. He should have her spaced.

      And yet …

      He entered the isolation wing. Behind smart glass, Rebekah was bound, kneeling on the floor. Mag restraints held her arms out to either side. Her fiery orange hair hung over her lowered head. But she looked up at him as he entered, a coy smile on her traitorous face.

      “Caleb.”

      A tap opened the smart glass, and he stepped inside.

      Rebekah—or Naamah, he supposed—licked her lips. Visions seeped into his mind. She lay naked on the floor of his office, legs spread, waiting for him. Her pert breasts begging him too …

      God!

      He slapped her, the sound ringing through the cell.

      “Stay out of my head!”

      Naamah groaned, then licked a trail of blood from her lip. “I’ve never been anywhere you didn’t invite me, Caleb.”

      The worst of it was, it was true. And the damn telepath would know he knew that.

      He was sick. This monster had indirectly murdered his mate and their children, and still Caleb felt himself harden. Void, she might well have set the bomb herself for all he knew.

      And still, he had to fight the urge to rip off her clothes and take her in this very cell.

      Maybe she was telepathically driving him to it—but that weakness had to be inside him in the first place. A weakness of character, a weakness of soul, poor withered thing that it was.

      A shuddering breath escaped him, and Naamah smiled wider.

      “Come on. No one will know. You know how I like it.”

      He ran his index finger along her smooth jaw line. “You told me you were nineteen.”

      “My file said that.”

      Fair enough. She’d never actually claimed it out loud. “How old are you really?”

      “Timeless, my love.”

      “I am not your love!” He never was. He was a tool she’d used to unmake mankind. He was a pawn she’d played.

      Naamah recoiled harder than when he’d actually struck her. “Of course you are.”

      His mouth tasted like sawdust, and he felt his fingers curling into a fist. He wanted to hit her, blacken her eyes. He wanted to fuck her until she shuddered in his arms and whispered her love a thousand times.

      “You disgust me.”

      “Caleb, I …” The smile had slipped from her face. “You don’t mean that. Yo-you love me too.”

      Heaven help him, could she be serious? Could a creature like her …? No. It was impossible. She was playing him again.

      “Please don’t think that.”

      He raised his fist toward her face. “Do not read my mind.”

      “I-I can’t help it. It’s not easy to shut it out … I’m sorry. Caleb, please.”

      It didn’t matter. He couldn’t have brought himself to beat her anyway. Instead, he slumped to his knees in front of her. “Tell us everything.”

      “What?”

      “You have a connection to the Adversary.”

      “Caleb, I …”

      He grabbed her chin. “Show me your love, angel. You know what I have sacrificed. What will you give?”

      “I’ll be punished.”

      He leaned close to her face so he could whisper in her ear. “You deserve it.”

      A tear leaked from her eye. His face was so close to hers, the hot dampness dripped onto his own cheek. Maybe she was the finest actor in the universe. Or maybe, despite a billion years of life, she was still human underneath all that metal in her body.

      “Please,” she said, voice breaking. “Don’t hate me.”

      “Tell us. Tell us where the Adversary is massing, where their ships are. How many they have. Tell us everything, Naamah.”

      She drew a deep breath, then blew it out. “All right, Caleb.” She closed her eyes. “Kiss me.”

      He rose and kissed her forehead. That was all she would ever get from him. He had to be strong enough to give her nothing else.

      He stepped outside the cell and tapped his comm. “Gavet to Jordan. You should come down here.”
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        “David’s call has rung through the Mazzaroth. People see him as their resurrected hero, back from the void. And they have flocked to his banner by the billions.”

        Dr. Rachel Jordan, personal message to Degana O’Malley

        

      

      
        PHOENIX DWARF GALAXY

      

      Knight leaned against the wall in the war room, arms folded over his chest, listening to Rachel explain the details of the Adversary force. According to Caleb’s pet angel, the Adversary thus far had only brought an advance strike fleet in—some five thousand ships. But if pressed, they could muster tens of thousands more.

      As usual, Rachel paced while she lectured. “The Great Attractor is the original gateway the angels created to give hell access to our universe. The Adversary has to bring its ship out from there, and right now, those ships are spread through thousands of other universes; they’re doing the same thing they’ve been doing here. So they’re relying on the Asherans as their mortal armies.”

      Phoebe sat at the table, but she kept glancing back at Knight. He winked at her. She was scared, but she wouldn’t want to show it. No matter what, he’d never let anything happen to her.

      David, Leah, and Caleb all sat around the table as well. Caleb stared at a tablet, Knight suspected to avoid looking any of the others in the eye. The intel the man provided—assuming it was true—made it worth sparing the bastard’s life.

      Barely.

      “Now we know they’ve already moved in on the Sculptor Dwarf. Based on the size of their forces, we might—might—be able to halt their advance. However, Rebekah Norris promises us it would only mean more ships coming out of the Attractor. It’s a reality we’ll have to deal with. As long as the door to hell remains open, we cannot win this.”

      “According to her,” Knight said. “And she’s the servant of our enemy.”

      “I’ve been played so many times by her,” Caleb said, “I don’t know what to think. But I guess we have to assume she’s telling the truth and they have many, many reinforcements.”

      “Fine,” Leah said. “But you can’t destroy a black hole. So how do you propose to stop them?”

      Rachel raised a finger. “Are you certain we can’t?”

      Phoebe snorted. “Yup. It’s got more mass than every galaxy in the Local Group combined. What would we even shoot at it?”

      Rachel waved that away, then pulled up a display on the screen. “Fine. Fine, we cannot do anything to the hole itself.” She pointed the screen. “So five billion years ago, angels created seven seals to lock this universe away from any other. Our best chance may be to do the same.”

      “We don’t have that kind of tech,” Phoebe said. “I mean, maybe if I had twenty years to work on it.”

      Knight pushed off the wall to stand beside her and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ve spoken to the Lotan. They held one of the angel stations since the Vanishing. They studied it for centuries. They think they can recreate the seals.”

      “Uh, then why haven’t they?” Phoebe asked. “I mean, saving the universe sounds like a good thing, you know?”

      Knight looked to Rachel, who cleared her throat. “The Lotan told him they’d have to build the seals near the Attractor itself. They don’t have the ability to create them anywhere, the way angels did. It would take time, and the moment the enemy realized what we were doing—”

      “They’ll come en masse,” David said. “Against their combined armada, we’ve no chance. Even if they don’t bring in reinforcements from hell.”

      “I have the Ark,” Rachel said. “With the Sephirot—”

      “It won’t work,” Caleb said. “The Azazel, their flagship, I’ve seen it. Not even the Ark can stop it. It is the most massive engine of destruction in the universe. With the Azazel, they can obliterate entire galaxies by causing mass expansion of galactic cores. You can’t fight something like that.”

      Knight shook his head. “Anything can be fought. Anything that lives can die.”

      “Rebuilding the seals is the only plan we’ve got left,” Rachel said.

      Caleb sighed. “A desperate gambit.”

      “Aye,” David said. “It is. But they’ll never expect it. They’ll think their position secure.”

      “Always do the unexpected,” Knight said.

      “Because that worked out so well last time,” Caleb mumbled.

      Maybe Caleb was right … but then, releasing the Adversary had let them overthrow the angels. Because the angels never saw it coming. And the Adversary wouldn’t see this coming either.

      David held up a hand. “Say your prayers, lads and lasses. Tomorrow we’re off to hell.”
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        “As I sit here, cut off from my brethren, I have to wonder what they will think of me. By my actions here, they would judge me khapiru. Were I in their place, I could hardly blame them. But I know more than they. I have spoken with Raziel, the most forthright of the angels. His book ought to be added to the Codex, but to even suggest that would be heresy. How am I to argue against ignorance when all I have to offer is firsthand knowledge? They won’t listen. I wouldn’t have listened. Is this how Rachel has felt her whole life?”

        From the personal journal of Jeremiah Jordan

        

      

      
        MAY 29, 3097 EY — THE CONDUIT

      

      Where are you?

      Caleb pulled the pillow over his head. It wouldn’t help, of course. Especially not out here in the Conduit. There was no escape. There was no release. His waking moments were filled with the voice of the Adversary.

      Open your mind to us. Show us their plans.

      His dreams were haunted by the constant torments hell had planned for him. No respite.

      He could feel the walls of his mind begin to crumble under the pressure. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block visions that had nothing to do with sight. A million angel ships, all covered with eyes, descending on universe after universe. Galaxies were swallowed by black holes the size of the Great Attractor. All the multiverse fell.

      There is no escape.

      How many are you?

      Caleb drove thoughts of the NER armada from his mind. He forced himself to think of anything else. But the horrors of the Great Attractor—of a thousand of them—would not flee. Holes in creation that could swallow reality. Suck it into the bowels of torment.

      It spiraled endlessly before him, on a scale beyond human comprehension.

      No matter how tightly he clenched his eyes, there was no way not to see it. Because the vision wasn’t from his eyes.

      His eyes.

      His first implants. Like a blind man stumbling in the dark, he had allowed Apollyon to make him khapiru. To implant cybernetic eyes in his head for the chance to get a leg up on his enemies. For the chance to look at girls naked. For nothing.

      Because he’d never considered the cost. Not really.

      Just like the chip in his head.

      And the closer they flew to the Great Attractor, the worse it would get. From the moment he’d first spied that abomination, he’d known no peace. And his heart knew the truth now. It would consume him. The threat was a promise. The end of his life. The fate he deserved for his sins.

      You are coming to us.

      Oh, void! It was breaking through his mental barriers.

      Lotan …

      Caleb shot bolt upright. They knew. Hell would bring the Azazel to destroy the Lotan.

      The visions of it ran again and again through his mind. Through the blasted eyes he never should have taken. Not bothering with a shirt, he ran from his quarters.

      Where was she? He knew her quarters were on the deck below. He stumbled into the lift, tapped it, then slumped against the wall. Call her? No. He’d left his comm in his room.

      Fire and ice shot through his veins. A torment from hell. It knew what he planned.

      “Fuck you!” he screamed as he stumbled from the lift.

      Sentinels in the hall stared at him. Didn’t matter. He ran to Leah’s room and buzzed the door.

      When she finally opened it, clad in only a night shirt, he fell forward, and she caught him.

      “Please! Please help me. Take them out. Take it all out.”

      She clutched his shoulders and forced him upright. Her hair was disheveled, and she blinked in the light of the hall. “Caleb? What happened?”

      “Take out my eyes, the chip, everything.”

      “That’s—you’d be blind.”

      He nodded, swallowing hard. To see nothing would be better than to see everything. He’d seen too much in his life already. “Do it, please. I beg you, Leah. I’m sorry for anything I ever said to you. Please, help me.”

      All this time, he’d been helping her study implants. She had to know enough now to safely remove the chip from his brain. And the eyes—those should be nothing to her. Just a quick nanobot-programming job.

      She bit her lip, then nodded. “All right, Caleb. If that’s what you want. Let me just get dressed. I’ll meet you in the med bay.”

      No. No, he couldn’t make it on his own. “Don’t leave me.”

      “Fine. Just wait outside while I put on my uniform.”

      And miss his last chance to see a beautiful naked woman. Shame. But she probably wouldn’t see it that way. He stepped outside and braced himself against the wall.

      You cannot do this.

      Oh, he would.

      Minutes later, he lay on an operating table. Leah stood over him, hair tied in a bun, mask over her mouth. He studied her face. It was, after all, the last thing he’d ever see. “You’re certain?”

      “Yes.”

      She pressed a tab to his neck, and everything went dark.

      The next thing he knew, warm hands shook him awake. He just wanted more sleep. Peaceful sleep, deep and dreamless.

      “Caleb, come on,” Leah said. “I’ll get you back to your quarters.”

      He tried to open his eyes. There was nothing. No feeling. Just darkness.

      No voices. No visions.

      Leah’s hand on his back pulled him to a sitting position.

      “It-it’s done?” He didn’t need an answer. He knew it was. Hell was gone.

      He was free.

      He threw his arms around her, falling off the table from his movement. His weight carried them both crashing to the ground.

      “Ow.”

      Caleb laughed.

      He was free.
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        “The Quantum Electro-Magnetic Pulse bomb does not fit the profile of any weapon system specification requested by either the Sentinels or Shiza Security. It performs only marginally better than a standard EMP grenade and costs fifteen hundred times as much to produce. No one is going to buy it. It is my opinion that rather than launch a production run, we should be archiving the research findings for later applications and directing our resources to more profitable weapons systems.”

        Quasar Industries Research & Development report on the QEMP, filed as “REJECTED” per Galizur Blake

        

      

      
        THE CONDUIT

      

      The ship’s atrium was empty save for Knight and Phoebe. Quiet, the way Knight liked it.

      Everyone had gone to be with their loved ones. Knight supposed they all had their personal struggles. Rachel had fought her private war in a universe that never believed her. Her husband fought a constant inner battle—as did Caleb, Knight supposed. A war to control their own bodies.

      And Knight himself … well, he was now the most hated man in history. Even the other Sentinels on this ship looked at him with fear and disgust.

      Knight shook his head and drew a hand along the back of Phoebe’s neck.

      “Uh, ninja boy? If you’re planning a last romp before the big day, our quarters are a better idea. I mean, I guess there’s something erotic about doing it here in the atrium. David’s likely to be pissed as a polar bear getting a crew cut, though.”

      Knight chuckled at the mental image. Phoebe was something else. He’d never met anyone like her in his life. And he never would again. “How’s the baby?”

      “Pretty much the most awesome baby ever. I mean, what do you expect? Given his parents?”

      He’d be a lucky kid, having her as a mother. “Phoebe … you should get off the ship.”

      “Fuck no. It’s cold as the void outside.”

      “I mean—”

      “I know what you mean. Not happening.”

      He squeezed her shoulder. “You were the one lecturing me about endangering the baby when we went looking for the Lotan.”

      “Yup. But if this fails, baby’s going to be in danger anyway. You know, what with the End of Days and all. That’s what all of this has been about, right?”

      “Phoebe, I—”

      “Nope.”

      “Please—”

      “Nuh-uh.” She shook her head. “Not happening, big guy.”

      He sighed. He’d known she would never agree, but he had to try. “Then there’s something else I need you to do.”

      “Does it involve being naked?”

      “No. Well, I guess you could do it naked. Rachel found Raziel’s schematics for the QEMP. Can you begin mass production? I want to make sure every Sentinel strike force is armed with one. If they can take down angels, they can take down Asherans or fallen angels too.”

      Phoebe nodded, suddenly serious. Just one more thing to love about her. She could be ridiculous—until it really mattered. Then there was no one he’d rather have on his side.

      “We’re going to need as many as you can make.”

      She nodded, then smiled. “Let’s get some dinner first. Pregnant lady is hungry here.”
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        “Well, this looks like it might be it. I’d thought I had outsmarted them, picked a galaxy they wouldn’t bother with. But … my God … there are so many of them. Just … look at them all. If I don’t make it out of this, I want all of you to know that—”

        Levi Meir, MNN field correspondent, final report

        

      

      
        JUNE 1, 3097 EY — THE CONDUIT

      

      Ten thousand ships left the Local Group under David’s command. The largest armada humanity had ever brought together for a single purpose. The most important battle in human history. Days flying the Conduit had worn everyone down, and so they paused outside a gate, recovering their strength for a few hours.

      It left him with one last chance. Rachel had to stay on the Ark. She had to command it. And David was needed on the Sephirot, leading the fleet. The harsh reality was they couldn’t face this final battle on the same ship. Phoebe was capable, but David had to lead this thing himself.

      So, for this brief respite, he docked a shuttle in the Ark’s hangar. One last moment alone together.

      When the hatch popped, Rachel already stood in the hangar, watching him with a coy smile. She said nothing, just extended a hand toward him. He took it and followed her as she led him back to her quarters.

      Leah had removed as many of his implants as she could. Still, some remained, and with every passing light-year, the voice of the enemy grew stronger in his mind. But he knew that voice now, and he would never give in again.

      We know you are coming. You are nothing. Will be nothing. Your suffering will be eternal.

      Bugger off.

      The voice’s laughter echoed in his head but faded away.

      The door opened to Rachel’s room. She’d brought in a table and lit it with candles. A spread of fresh fruits and spiced chicken filled bowls across the table. Oranges, apples, strawberries. The sweet smells mixed with the spicy aroma of chili pepper on the chicken.

      “Did you make this yourself?”

      She snickered. “I can cook, David.”

      “I thought saving the universe was a full-time job.”

      “I’m versatile.” She sat at the table, swiped a strawberry, then fed it to him.

      Sweet juice tickled his tongue, and he shut his eyes, hoping to drink in only that sensation. To block the screams and pain and temptations that endlessly banged through his mind.

      “Is it … bad?”

      “What? No. Very fresh.”

      “Not that—the implants. I heard about Caleb.”

      David couldn’t blame Gavet. If it was an option, he’d do the same himself, accept the handicap and be glad of it. But even if Leah could remove the muscle grafts and metal on his bones, it would leave him an emaciated mess unable to rise from bed. And if this was the End of Days, he planned to face it on his feet. Armed and going down swinging—armed with the very enhanced strength they’d given him.

      “Aye, Rach. It’s not the most fun I ever had, but I can handle it if I must. Helps when I’ve got such attractive distractions.”

      “Distractions? You mean the strawberries.”

      “Aye, could be.”

      She laughed. “Well, if you want distractions …” She ran a thumb down her jacket, unbinding the nanobots to open it. Eyes locked on his and filled with mischief, she lifted the bottom edge of her undershirt, pulling it up to just below her breasts. “I bet this is distracting.”

      “Aye, you’ve no idea.” Then again, she probably did.

      He’d never get tired of looking at her. Rachel was beautiful—not just her body but her amber eyes. The way they sparkled when she was like this. The way they lit when she was fighting for what she believed in. She was a creature of passion like no other in this universe.

      She laughed and fed him another strawberry.

      “Rach,” he said, after swallowing it, “you want any chance of getting to the chicken, best put the dessert out of sight.”

      “Okaaay. Just thought you wanted something to keep your mind off hell.” She giggled—Rachel actually giggled, God help him—and pulled her shirt down.

      “Believe me. Hell’s completely out of my mind at the moment.”

      Still smiling, she served chicken onto two plates and handed one to him. David let the scents waft over him for a moment before taking a bite. Just enough burn and awash in exotic flavor. Phoenix spice blend, if he wasn’t mistaken.

      “Glad you like it.”

      Sometimes, being with an empath had its advantages. She always knew when he really enjoyed something.

      “When this is all over,” she said, “what are we going to do?”

      “If we live—”

      “Don’t talk like that. We’ll make it.”

      “I guess I’ll need to help manage the new Sentinels. Lots of new recruits need training if we’re to put the galaxies back in order.”

      “So … you’d be staying near Eden? I mean, when you make the new academy?”

      David shrugged. “Not sure. Why, what’s on your mind?”

      “Oh, just thought I might start a new university. The Republic could use some schools founded on modern thinking. Born of the new reality.”

      “Angels above us. You’re already planning the next way you can save mankind from itself, aren’t you, lass?”

      “Don’t call me lass.” Rachel grinned, then took her time chewing a bite of chicken before really answering. “So is that a problem?”

      “No. One of the reasons I love you so much. One of a trillion.”

      His wife smiled, hiding the hint of a blush. But it was the truth.

      And she was right. They were going to get through this.
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        “The key to reversal of cybernetic enhancement seems to be cloned transplantation. Where the tissue becomes indistinguishable from the machinery, simply remove the affected area wholesale and replace with pre-cloned tissue from the subject’s own DNA samples. Thus far, we have successfully replaced eyes, adrenal glands, all four limbs, several hundred square centimeters of epidermis, and the hypothalamus. This process may not result in full recovery if areas of the brain responsible for memory and higher function are impacted. This poor soul got lucky. By mass, she’s 63 percent brand new, but she’s human again.”

        Sentinel medical report on the cybernetic reversal of ex-Gibbor Zai

        

      

      
        JUNE 10, 3097 EY — THE CONDUIT

      

      Darkness was his world now. After so long with others in his mind, the quiet unnerved Caleb. To see nothing, to hear nothing, was peace. But lonely.

      So he spent most of his days in the med bay. If he was honest with himself, he knew he played for sympathy, just for the chance for some company. Because Leah Suzuki did take pity on him. She was just that kind of person who couldn’t stand to see others suffer. Probably why she became a doctor.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Hmmm?” Her voice came from somewhere to the left. Probably at her desk.

      She’d helped Caleb sit in one of the chairs. Most of the time, he didn’t go anywhere without Leah or one of her nurses. The computer’s voice could lead him to his quarters or the mess hall, of course. Sometimes, in his room, he had the computer talk to him. It really didn’t matter what it said. Just the sound of a human voice, artificial though it was.

      He had his personal Mazzaroth—its voice that of a sultry woman—read him news reports. He’d never liked reading to himself. Now he never would. Apparently the advance on the Sculptor Dwarf had diminished significantly since the Adversary found out where they were going. Since Caleb had let slip the secret plan. He prayed to God the Adversary ships were too far behind David’s fleet to stop them.

      “I was reviewing the data you gave me,” Leah said. “I’m still hoping to find a way to reverse what the Asherans did to David. The procedure does seem related to the experiments your company performed on the Gibborim. I spoke to a doctor on New Eden who actually managed to un-cyber one of the Gibborim Sentinel recruits.”

      “Which one? Do you know his call sign?”

      “Her. Zai, I think. And her name is Abigail. What was with the stupid call signs, anyway?”

      “It was to dehumanize them, I think. They each represented a syllable—a vocalization of a single voice.”

      “That’s barbaric.”

      “Not my idea.” The Shadow Council had used the call signs for Gibborim since they were created, long ago.

      Leah was silent for a moment. She said something over a comm he didn’t quite catch. Then she sighed, and he heard her move closer. She put a hand under his arm and guided him to his feet. “Rebekah is asking for you. Repeatedly, they say.”

      “I don’t have anything to say to her.” Naamah had betrayed him and taken everything from him. She claimed to love him, yet she had done nothing to save all that mattered in the universe to him.

      Ayelet. James. Miriam.

      They were gone.

      She’d done nothing to warn him of Apollyon. She’d done nothing to stop Caleb from letting the other angel put cybernetics in his head. Through lies and manipulation and lust, Naamah had helped Caleb down the road to hell. And just because she’d given them information now didn’t absolve her of that. No. The truth was, some sins could never be absolved. Some mistakes could never be corrected.

      You just had to live with them.

      “She might have more information, Caleb.”

      Maybe. “I doubt it.”

      “Caleb … there are few things worse in life than unrequited love. Whatever she’s done, I promise you she suffers now.”

      Damn. Why did Leah have to be so understanding of everyone? Even him. “Fine. Okay, take me to her.”

      Leah did, guiding him down the hall. Her touch was gentle—the only comfort he had left in life. Still, if he lived long enough to see Rachel and MacGregor win, he’d be glad of it. If he saw Apollyon fall, he would dance with joy.

      And then they stopped, pausing outside what he assumed was her cell.

      “Caleb?” Naamah’s voice. “Dear God, what have you done to yourself?”

      He stared blindly at her. There was nothing to see. So little was left of himself, and he needed nothing more from her.

      “Please, Caleb. I’m … sorry. I’m so sorry. Please, I love you. I know you can love me too. You always loved me.”

      Caleb clutched Leah’s hand on his arm, saying nothing.

      “I …” Naamah said. “I’m not one of the oldest ones, you know. I really was only around twenty when the war … when it turned. It turned on us. I didn’t know what it was, when it started speaking in my head. I didn’t understand, Caleb. I didn’t know how to fight against it—I didn’t know I needed to.”

      “Fine. That doesn’t explain why it took you five billion years to wake up.”

      “I was just a kid when it took me!”

      Maybe she was. But Caleb would never look on Ayelet’s smile again. He would never hold Miriam in his arms. He would never see James go to university.

      He pulled away from Leah to step toward the cell. “If you want forgiveness, angel … I suggest you ask God. I’m just a man, and I have nothing left to offer you.” He pressed his palm against the smart glass, feeling its chill.

      In the darkness, he heard her soft sobs.

      “Get me out of here,” he said to Leah.

      She guided him away, back along a different route.

      “We’re not going to the med bay.”

      “No. You need to be in your quarters. I have to prep the med bay for casualties. Once the battle begins—”

      The PA crackled on. “This is Captain MacGregor. We are arriving at the Great Attractor. All hands to battle stations.”
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        “The shield is a greater moral symbol than the sword.”

        The Codex, Book of Zaqiel

        

      

      
        THE GREAT ATTRACTOR

      

      The Great Attractor stretched across the infinite horizon. Though David had seen it in his mind, seeing it in person was all the more horrible. A black hole unfathomably larger than the one that had swallowed the Balthazar. A monstrous hole in the universe—and now he knew the truth his heart had always felt. This was a gateway to hell.

      The Sephirot drew closer to the mass of Lotan—visible only because of the modifications Phoebe had made to the scanners. The Adversary fleet, on the other hand, was all too apparent. They descended on the Lotan in an immeasurable horde. The Lotan jellyfish tore the Asheran ships to pieces with their tentacles, but they fared much more poorly against the fallen angels.

      So close to the singularity, time dilated. David’s allies and enemies seemed to move in slow motion but began to speed up as the Sephirot closed into firing range. Of course, the reality was, he was actually entering the field of time dilation.

      “How many are they?”

      “Hard to get exact readings,” Phoebe said. “Maybe two thousand Lotan, and I’m guessing ten thousand in the enemy armada.”

      Ten thousand. The same as the ships under David’s command.

      JOIN US.

      David recoiled as the voice echoed through his mind like a trumpet. This close to the Attractor, it was a cacophony that nearly blinded him with pain.

      “Bring us in,” he said. “Prep all weapons.”

      “Already done,” Phoebe said. “Gonna unleash hell. On hell.”

      “Focus fire on the Adversary ships—use drones and defense batteries to manage the Asherans.” He tapped the console to address the fleet. “Chochmah and Binah groups, take defensive positions around the Lotan. Chesed and Gevurah groups, engage the Adversary. Tiferet group, harry the Asherans and try to drive them off.”

      “And me?” Rachel said over the comm.

      “The Ark is going with us.” Going in deep.

      A cluster of ten Adversary ships pummeled the Lotan trying to erect a seal. The jellyfish creatures didn’t implode on destruction—they shriveled into nothing and vanished from the scanners. One by one, the Lotan dropped off his screens.

      David steered the Sephirot closer. “Full missile barrage, all tubes.” Time to soften them up.

      Two hundred missile tubes launched their antimatter warheads among the Adversary. Many missiles were shot down, but others impacted the ship’s skins, doing minimal damage. It was fine. Just enough to weaken those kinetic shields.

      The Ark swept the Wrath repeatedly across one of the Adversary ships. A second beam joined the first, then a third. The Adversary ship banked, trying to break contact. Before it could, the Wrath eroded away its hull. A second hole ruptured. Then the Adversary ship imploded.

      Good work, Rach.

      David strafed closer. “Pulse cannons. Focus fire on the nearest foe.”

      YOUR SOUL IS OURS.

      For a second, he blacked out, groaning at the pain.

      “What the void!” Knight shouted.

      David shook his head then realized he’d yanked the flight stick in his confusion. The Sephirot screamed by an Adversary ship, nearly colliding. The Adversary banked away, clearly thinking he meant to ram them. David jerked away himself, grunting and rubbing his forehead with his wrist.

      Get it together.

      “I carved them up pretty good with the laser batteries,” Phoebe said. “A little warning next time. You know, if you don’t mind.”

      Laser batteries.

      The Adversary hadn’t fired at them with laser batteries. If it was like the Ark, maybe it didn’t have them. It might have a defensive beam net, but that wasn’t as precise. Maybe they wouldn’t want to use such a weapon in close proximity to their allies.

      David coughed, rubbed his head again. “Prepare for strafing run. We’re going in close. Laser batteries and MAG cannons only.”

      “Uh, how close?” Phoebe asked.

      “Very close.” David wove the Sephirot around a plasma blast and dove right in on an Adversary ship. The Sephirot handled like a dream—the finest craft he’d ever piloted. He evaded plasma streams and closed within a hundred meters of the enemy. Then pushed it closer.

      The Sephirot’s MAG cannons and batteries pounded into the Adversary, ravaging its shields and carving out pieces of its skin.

      “Damn,” Phoebe said. “I didn’t know you meant close enough to kiss the fuckers.”

      David banked around the Adversary, passing around again from the other side. It tried to break away, but he stuck to it like a lover. They couldn’t safely target him from this range. Their allies couldn’t target him.

      His blood roared from the rush. Only a few pilots in the universe could fly this close this fast. David was one of them. He was born for this.

      Born to lead the greatest battle in history.

      Crippling explosions rocked the Adversary ship. His crew let up a whoop, joining him in his scream.

      David broke away, then immediately dove in on another Adversary ship. This time, it tried to flee immediately. It threw plasma nets and streams at him. He banked, darting through a hole in the net, then swerved in so close he could see the pores in the thing’s skin.

      He had the bloody buggers now.

      “It’s the Azazel!” Ensign Barry said.

      David couldn’t take his eyes off the ship he’d closed on. A fraction of a second, a hint of a mistake, and they’d collide with the enemy.

      “The Ark is calling for aid.”

      Rachel.

      David glanced at his fleet display. The Ark had shot down three Adversary ships, but now the Azazel had begun to close on it. Atmosphere vented from multiple hull breaches on the Ark, and it banked away, trying to flee the larger Adversary ship. The thing was a nightmare—thirty kilometers of shimmering darkness and golden, fiery eyes. Tens of thousands of eyes.

      RETURN TO THE TRUTH.

      Blinding pain rushed through David’s nerves and sent him into convulsions. He tried to scream, but his throat seized up. He lost control of the Sephirot, and it collided with the Adversary ship. David shook his head, coming around, as the skin of both ships ripped open.

      Damage readings flared all over his console. He couldn’t breathe. Lost half a deck. Dozens of crewmen lost.

      YOU ARE OURS.

      He screamed, trying to block out the visions the Adversary sent of its own universe. Of the black hole devouring him and sucking his soul down into that reality. Of his mother being consumed as the Balthazar vanished into hell.

      The flight stick slipped from his grasp as David clutched his head, trying to block out the voice.

      Leaning, he toppled out of the chair. Even speaking took momentous expenditures of his willpower. “Knight … take over for me.”
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        “And if darkness might be withstood, perhaps then, would humanity ascend to something greater than you yet imagine. We seeded within you a spark to ignite potential buried deep in your DNA. It begins, as it always must, with the psychics. It begins, but it does not end, unless you are swept away in the dark. And then we will have failed, utterly.”

        Sefer Raziel, translated by Dr. Rachel Jordan

        

      

      
        THE GREAT ATTRACTOR

      

      The Sephirot jerked and recoiled, then spun wildly as David fell from the command chair. Knight raced to his side in an instant.

      “Take the stick,” David rasped out.

      Fuck. Knight slipped into the seat.

      “Can you do it?” Phoebe shouted.

      He had to. Should have practiced more. No way he could repeat David’s strafing maneuvers. Flying that close at thousands of kph was well beyond his capabilities.

      The Adversary must have gotten to David. The captain lay on the floor, groaning and struggling to climb back to the chair.

      Knight slapped his comm. “Suzuki! Get up to the bridge. MacGregor’s down.”

      Hundreds of warnings flashed over the consoles. Too many—too many things to keep track of.

      Focus. Mind over matter. He had to boost his adrenaline. Speed up his heart.

      This was no different than hand-to-hand. Timing. Speed. Precision.

      He felt time begin to slow around him as his pulse quickened to superhuman levels. There was no reason preternatural reflexes couldn’t be used in the pilot’s chair.

      Confidence was everything.

      Chronoton streams shot toward him. He saw the trajectories in his mind and swerved, evading them as David had done. He didn’t need to be prescient. Just adapt quickly.

      An energy stream blasted out of the Azazel and slammed into the Ark. Rachel tried to bank away but too late. It carved a piece of the Ark up like a scalpel. A section a kilometer long drifted out into space.

      Knight jerked the ship around. He didn’t have time to play with the other Adversary ships. The Azazel was going to kill Rachel.

      More and more damage readings cropped up on his screens. Hundreds of them. The other Adversary ships pursued him as he closed in on the Azazel. All too eager to use those weapons now there was a bit of distance.

      A spin of the ship evaded the greater number of bolts, but dozens of others impacted the hull.

      “Kinetic shields are down!” Ensign Barry said.

      Fantastic.

      The ship rocked from impact as more chronoton beams drove into it. Power relays blew all over the bridge. Someone screamed as electrical fire engulfed him.

      “Helmets up!” Phoebe said. She fired the antiproton cannon—thankfully not waiting on his orders. She was really in command here anyway.

      Another impact sent a shudder through the entire ship. The Sephirot suddenly became sluggish in responses and careened to port.

      “What the void?” he said.

      “We lost an engine!” Phoebe said. “You need to break away.”

      “I can’t!” Even if he could, Rachel was on the Ark.

      The Azazel and the Ark traded fire. A Wrath beam blew open a hole in the Azazel, but it cost the Ark another segment, which flew free.

      With an engine down, Knight’s attempts to evade chronoton streams had become ten times as difficult. But as he drew up on the Azazel, the other Adversary ships began to cease fire. Returning to focus on the Lotan.

      Knight tried to repeat the maneuver David had done, but he wasn’t the pilot the other man was. And with an engine down … the Sephirot scraped the Azazel’s hull, breaching the sides of both ships.

      “Don’t do that!” Phoebe shouted. “We have to break away. We’ve taken too much damage, Knight.” And yet she continued firing—though Knight’s display told him they’d already lost half their weapons.

      They were all going to die. The Azazel would destroy the Ark, then hunt down the Sephirot. They couldn’t escape, wounded as they were. There was nowhere to run.

      Rachel would perish in a singularity. Phoebe and his unborn child would burn away to ash.

      All because Knight couldn’t do what David had done.

      The Sephirot rocked as another piece blew away.

      Knight wasn’t David.

      But there was one thing he could do. “Order an evacuation!”

      Phoebe groaned. “Damn it!” She slapped her console. “All hands abandon ship. Repeat, get to the escape pods immediately. Break away and regroup.”

      Knight veered hard, trying to stick close to the Azazel. Close enough they couldn’t shoot at him.

      Phoebe jumped up from her station, waving her hands. “All right, go, go, go! Everybody off the bridge.” Crewmen abandoned their stations and ran. Leah arrived just in time to help grab David. “Come on, ninja boy!”

      “Go! You know I’m the fastest. I’ll buy everyone time to get to the escape pods then get off the ship.”

      “Uh, no. I’m not leaving you!”

      Stubborn woman. “Get yourself and our baby out of here, now! I promise, I’m not going down with this ship.”

      Phoebe hesitated for a moment, then grabbed his shoulder and squeezed. “If you get yourself killed I’m gonna kick your ass.” And she ran.

      Thankfully.

      Just a little longer. He had to keep close to the enemy. Just long enough for them to escape. Because he had to save them all.

      There was one thing he could do better than David.

      Better than anyone.

      “Computer. Plot trajectory to the Azazel’s hangar. On my screen now.”

      He glanced again and again at the escape pod report. At last they were all gone. No one else on this ship. Just him. And one more mission.

      He banked around the Azazel one more time, broke away, then looped around. “I’m sorry, Phoebe.” Maybe there was no redemption for a Pariah. But he was damn sure going to try.

      After ramping the MAGs to full fire, he braced himself, clutching onto the edge of his command chair. MAG rounds blasted open the already weakened hangar. The Sephirot screamed forward.

      A heartbeat before collision, he reversed the thrusters, slowing his ship. It scraped along the inner hangar, tearing a massive gouge out. Even with inertial negation, the impact flung him from the chair, and he rolled along the bridge to collide with another console.

      His ship shrieked to a halt, now wedged deep in a hangar open to space. Fires sprang up all over the bridge.

      Knight pushed himself up. It was time. These little shits had no idea what was coming for them.
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        “I have to believe, with open eyes, mankind will realize the angels were not messengers of God at all. They were … people. People who made mistakes. People who preyed on human weakness, doubt, and gullibility to cast themselves as divine. They came to us with technology maybe millions of years beyond our own, and we thought them gods. But they were like us … and their sin was pride.”

        Dr. Rachel Jordan, Lectures at New Eden

        

      

      
        THE GREAT ATTRACTOR

      

      Pain flared through Rachel’s psionic nerves—the mental screams of the Ark as the Azazel tore her to pieces. It was like having someone carve off pieces of her own flesh. Almost more than she could bear.

      “Rachel!” Jeremiah shouted.

      She waved him away, and he returned to the weapons console. Her brother was no natural, but he seemed to feel better helping.

      Rachel wasn’t certain she should keep shooting at the enemy flagship. She’d seen the Sephirot crash into it, but there was no implosion. It meant the ship was still whole inside—possibly with someone aboard. She’d swooped to pick up as many escape pods as she could, but she could never be certain there were no people left alive on the ship. David … he must have flown the ship inside. What desperation forced his hand, she couldn’t guess.

      Instead, she launched wave after wave of Wrath beams at the other Adversary ships. With a mental command, she opened a channel to the Lotan.

      “How much longer?”

      “We will. Be ready very. Soon.”

      Soon? How soon was soon? Did these aliens even understand her conception of time? Allied ships disappeared from her screen rapidly. This place had become a graveyard. How many ships had they lost so far? Two thousand? More than that? And just as many on the other side.

      It was Armageddon. This was how the universe ended. Swept away and swallowed by the greatest sin of the angels.

      But Rachel would not give up while she had breath left. If it cost her life, she would take down as many of the Adversary ships as possible. Let the rest of the universe manage Asherah.

      Another Adversary vessel crumpled and imploded under the Wrath of Heaven.

      The Azazel sent a similar beam at the Ark. Rachel banked away, trying to escape it. The thing was too powerful to fight alone. All she could do was try to keep the other ships between her and it.

      Her enemy pursued her at first, then turned on the Lotan.

      Shit.

      She couldn’t win. Rachel spun the Ark around, drawing another barrage of Wrath streams along the Azazel’s hull. Even if David was inside, she … she had no choice. If the Lotan failed, the whole universe was lost. She had to save humanity … she had to …

      And yet, she could only bring herself to fire along the ship’s wings. She couldn’t risk actually destroying it with her husband inside. She just could not do it. God forgive her.

      The bridge door swung open, and Phoebe rushed in. “Get us in there!”

      “What?”

      “Knight’s on that ship! The mangy, stuffed, monkey-brained man-child decided to go one-man army on them! Get me over there, Rachel!”

      “I-I can’t, Phoebe.”

      “What the void do you mean, you can’t?”

      A moment later, David stumbled onto the bridge, his arm draped over Leah’s shoulder as the rahab supported him. Blood streamed from David’s nose and ears like he’d been forcefully delved by a telepath.

      Phoebe grabbed Rachel’s shoulders and shook her. “Get us back there.”

      A second later, Jeremiah pulled Phoebe off her. The hori didn’t fight it—which was good because Miah would have gotten his ass handed to him.

      David was safe. God, David was safe—even if he looked like void. “It’s not possible,” Rachel said. “I have to protect the Lotan, Phoebe. And even if I didn’t, we can’t close on the Azazel. We’re too big, and we’d be blown to pieces.”

      “No!”

      Knight was out there on the flagship of hell.

      Alone.

      From the day they’d met, he’d been protecting her. At first, Rachel knew he’d told himself it was for money. But even back then, Rachel had known there was more to him than that. Now, in the End of Days, he was still protecting her. Protecting everyone. Her breath caught at the thought of it. At even considering leaving him there to face this by himself.

      But all she’d said to Phoebe was true. There was no way to help him, and she had to put the good of humanity first.

      “Phoebe … if he’s alive on there … what do you think he’d want?”

      “I don’t care what he wants—I want him! I want him back!”

      Rachel shut her eyes, allowing herself just a moment. She’d said her goodbyes to David, just in case. But Knight … she’d never really said it.

      And now, maybe she never would.

      “I’m sorry, Phoebe. Knight is on his own.”
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        “A knight should never outlive his queen, nor a father his daughter.”

        The Codex, Book of Zaqiel

        

      

      
        THE GREAT ATTRACTOR

      

      The airlock opened, revealing the decompressed hangar. His boots magnetized, Knight clung to the deck. The katana Raziel had given him was slung over his shoulder, his throwing knives strapped to his thighs, and a string of grenades stuck to his waist. His kyoketsu at his side and pulse pistol in hand. His QEMP tucked inside the suit. He had everything he needed.

      Everything except time.

      With a mad dash, he ran toward the inner airlock. It buzzed, and he stepped inside, accompanied by the whoosh of air as it filled. Still he kept his helmet formed. Beyond the airlock, his telekinetic senses picked up dozens and dozens of humanoid forms, weapons trained on him.

      In a split second, the doors would open, and they would riddle him with MAG rounds. This was the Asheran military, so they might even have plasma rifles. He arced his arms outward, telekinetically grabbing and priming eight of the ten plasma grenades off his belt.

      The doors opened. Knight leapt through in a rush, flinging his arms outward. Grenades flew forward in a semi-circle, detonating around the cargo bay beyond. Plasma explosions cascaded through the massive room. Asheran cyborgs screamed in the chaos.

      And Knight rushed forward. His pulse pounded. Time slowed. He shot a man in the face, then another and another as he dashed forward. He flipped over a stack of crates and swung his sword in the same motion, splitting a skull.

      Cyborgs rushed in around him. A man punched with cybernetically enhanced strength and speed. Knight twisted to the side, and the blow landed with a thud on a crate, sending it flying into one of the man’s allies. Knight slid to his knees and chopped the cyborg’s legs off.

      He came up in a roll, shot another man, then leapt onto a woman’s shoulders.

      “Somebody kill him!” someone shouted.

      A twist of his ankles flipped the woman through the air, spinning her horizontally into her allies as Knight landed on another crate. He dashed forward, the crates exploding behind him as plasma bursts struck where he had stood a heartbeat before.

      “GR on!” he said. He jumped from the crates onto the wall, and his boots stuck fast, relativizing his gravity to the new surface. Continuing his momentum, he pressed on, running forward and shooting down any cyborgs stupid enough to get in his way.

      These people meant nothing. He had to get to the core. He had to detonate the QEMP. This would all be over. Every other person on this ship would be incapacitated. Just like the Ark. He could do this. He had to do this.

      He flipped off the wall and landed in the midst of a trio guarding the door. Before they could even draw a bead on him, three quick slashes of his sword had felled them all. Cyborgs pursued him as he rushed through the next hall.

      They would never catch him.

      Asheran fools taken by the Beast. Their lives and souls were forfeit long ago. The floor sloped beneath him as he sprinted downhill. Down to the inner chamber. He shot and cut down more people than he could count. They fell in droves. Blood splattered his uniform and blade.

      He needed to move faster. He skidded to a stop, then used his sword to slice a panel out of the floor. He leapt onto it, then lifted it telekinetically. With a mental command, he sent it shooting forward at hundreds of kilometers per hour. Even with his reflexes, he could never shoot all the foes before him at this speed. But then, they couldn’t well shoot him either.

      Still, his HUD showed his kinetic shields were failing—17 percent remaining. He’d taken dozens of plasma bursts in the chaos of the cargo bay and since.

      It was time to wrap this up.

      Concentrate. He could do this. It was all in his mind. And a lifetime in the Gibborim had honed it into a weapon. He’d been wrong. Raziel hadn’t made him just a weapon—he’d made him a war machine. Knight punched his fist downward, ripping through the lower deck with a wave of telekinetic energy.

      His vision blurred a moment, and he stumbled off his surfing panel, tripped, and hit the wall. This was taking too much out of him. But if he failed … hell would kill Phoebe and Rachel and all of humanity. They’d needed a Pariah, and he’d become that.

      Now they needed something else. And he would be that too. Because he was the only one who could.

      He leapt down the hall, calling his surfing platform down after him.

      Cyborgs knocked down in the telekinetic explosion had started to rise. One drew a bead on him. Knight shot the man. Then his pulse pistol flew from his hand, clattering away.

      A pair of angels stood nearby, one with a hand extended toward him. Both had their wings stretched out, metal pinions scraping the walls as they advanced on him.

      Knight smirked and drew his kyoketsu, switching the katana to his off hand. Then he ran forward, leapt to the wall, and flipped over the angels. They were fast, wings slashing the space he’d been a split-second before. Fast—but not fast enough. His sword severed an angel’s arm. Continuing his spin in a wide arc, his kyoketsu opened the other one’s stomach. The first angel screamed in pain while the other stared at Knight, mouth agape. Unable to fathom what had just happened.

      Knight decapitated the stupefied angel.

      An arc of his kyoketsu split a cyborg’s plasma rifle in half. The weapon exploded, engulfing its user in plasma fires. Knight ran onward, bursting into the inner engineering deck only to find hundreds of cyborgs and dozens of angels inside. All training weapons on him.

      He spun, stepping back outside the door as plasma blasts rippled over the room. Too many.

      This would have to be close enough.

      Knight snatched the QEMP grenade, primed it, then tossed it into the room.

      A second later, an energy wave rushed over him, knocking out his HUD. That would have fried any guns in the area.

      He stepped back through the doorway to find all the cyborgs and angels collapsed on the floor. He’d done it. He’d taken the Azazel. Now he just needed to …

      An angel stepped forward, his face concealed under a dark hood. As he drew near, he pulled it back, revealing a weathered but ageless face. His goatee and eyes were both jet black. The angel flexed his shoulders, reflecting light off his bladed wings. “Did you really think I wouldn’t have a defense for a weapon I invented?”

      Knight stalked forward, sword in one hand, kyoketsu in the other. “You must be Apollyon.”

      “And you must be the nephil. You certainly know how to make a mess.”

      Knight continued toward the fallen angel. The man responsible for all of this. “I’m not done yet.”
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        “A Sentinel must know his limits. At times, he will be asked to exceed them. Death is the only acceptable excuse for failure.”

        Sentinel Holy Mandate

        

      

      
        THE GREAT ATTRACTOR

      

      David squeezed shut his eyes with all his might, but it was his mind that saw the horrors of the Adversary’s plan. Their version of a bleak, lifeless universe spread before his mental eye. The sheer, incalculable weight of that emptiness made him retch.

      Except there was no sensation other than abstract pain. David whimpered, but no sound issued forth.

      He was alone.

      Alone with the Adversary.

      Time slipped past like the current of a powerful river, sweeping him with it as he clutched in vain for the rocks. He could sense the battle raging all around him. Unseen. Felt. A tickle at his psionic senses. Bitter human fear left a metallic aftertaste in his consciousness. Domineering chaos pressed forward, ratcheting up the terror on the frail mortal minds assembled against it.

      David could tell whose ships were whose.

      Reveal their weaknesses.

      No.

      Curtail their suffering.

      No!

      We promise oblivion. It will come as a relief.

      Psionic fingers dug into his mind like a greedy child in a candy dish. Fishing. Searching. Sifting for that one morsel that it prized above all others.

      Out. Out! OUT!

      David forced aside the intrusions. His mind was his mind. The Adversary was unwelcome. Doors closed like the bulkheads of a ship with a hull breach. David walled off the part of his mind that the Adversary occupied, sealing it from his precious memories.

      Those tendrils of mental energy writhed and twisted, seeking ways around the barriers David placed. And by their movements, he traced them back.

      What are you doing, mortal?

      Ending you.

      The mocking laughter wracked him with agony. David struggled and kept a tenuous hold on the psionic thread to which he clung.

      You think you can contest against us? Arrogant insect, you have done well to retain even sanity for this long.

      An admission. David wasn’t what it had expected. He had surpassed what the Adversary had imagined of mankind. Maybe he could provide yet another surprise.

      David traced the mental tendril back to the Adversary vessel. There was no way inside that he could fathom, yet he pounded against the hull. It was as much a living thing as the Ark, its outer shell as much a barrier to the mind as to the physical form. He was powerless to so much as scratch it, yet he held fast and continued his impotent assault.

      Stop that.

      David did no such thing.

      Cease at once, or you shall regret your impudence.

      Oh, impudence, was it? Might be that it was time to show this incarnation of evil what a hardheaded Calnehian was capable of.

      Out among the fleets, David felt the fracturing. The unified purpose of the Adversary’s fleet dissolved into a confusion of hatred and rage without clear focus. Humanity’s defenders still bore fear as their standard, but annihilation’s harbingers no longer seemed so sure of their course as they had a moment earlier.

      Get away, you wretched mortal pest. I have more important matters to attend than your tantrums.

      That whitewater current raging around David threatened to carry his mind away and force him back to wakefulness aboard the bridge. But David wasn’t ready to relinquish his hold on the Adversary just yet. For all that he was unable to harm the nebulous force of evil, he was certainly distracting it.

      For now, that was all he could hope to accomplish.

      Far away, as if in a dream, he heard Rachel’s voice echoing. “They’re no longer acting in concert. This is our chance. Fire at will …”
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        “For good or ill, history will remember our actions. It will judge us all, as I have long known it would judge me. In another three thousand years, maybe my descendants will look back on these days as the death of an empire. Or maybe we have begun something amazing here. Only history can judge.”

        Dr. Rachel Jordan, Lectures at New Eden

        

      

      
        THE GREAT ATTRACTOR

      

      The singularity drive lay just beyond Apollyon. If the QEMP hadn’t taken out everyone on this ship, releasing containment on the drive sure as void would.

      Knight had one more obstacle in his way.

      “You are finished, nephil.” The angel leapt into the air, covering the distance with a single beat of his wings.

      Knight rolled to the side, whipping his kyoketsu in an arc as he did. Apollyon moved just as quickly, deflecting it with his wings. Before Knight could even react, the angel twisted, landing a hook into Knight’s abdomen. The impact sent Knight spiraling backward through the air. His lungs seized, and his vision darkened. He landed hard, tumbling several times before coming to a stop.

      He groaned, pushed himself up, then spat blood. It stained his visor even as the HUD came back online. Kinetic shields were low, but at least they ought to soften any further blows now.

      The angel stalked forward, fingers curled into claws. “I’m going to enjoy this.”

      “Not for long.” Knight charged forward, rolled, and came up swinging both weapons. He launched attack after attack, swinging katana and kyoketsu in an endless, spiraling barrage. Apollyon blocked and parried, falling back under the assault but deflecting every attack on his wings.

      Knight grazed the angel along the ribs with his sword. Apollyon accepted the blow, bringing his wings together then snapping them apart. The monowire cord that tethered his kyoketsu blade snapped as the angel scissored it between his wings. The knife flew wide and punched through a wall, revealing the singularity drive beyond.

      Fuck. Knight tossed the useless hilt aside and switched his katana back to his main hand.

      Apollyon stepped back and drew a hand along the cut Knight had opened on his ribs. The angel looked down at his own blood, then glowered at Knight. Then he extended his hand, and Knight felt telekinetic energy form. He saw nothing.

      Bastard was going to attack him with it. Knight flipped forward, swinging his sword downward. He’d sever the angel before—

      His sword stopped dead in the air like it hit a wall. Apollyon had raised his wrist as though he held a sword parrying the blow. The angel buffeted his wings, flinging Knight backward. Knight’s katana clattered away, and he tumbled along the ground.

      What the void was that?

      He allowed his eyes to relax, to let his telekinetic senses shape his sight. His mind’s eye revealed the edge of a telekinetic sword the angel had formed—an invisible mirror to Knight’s own. A sword with no substance and immeasurable force.

      “Impressive.”

      “Child—you cannot begin to imagine what I am capable of. You are no match for a being who has witnessed the birth and death of universes. Look onto the face of your God and tremble before Him.”

      Knight reached a hand toward his fallen sword. It spun through the air, and he caught it, then charged forward, roaring at the pompous man before him. No words could define this being’s arrogance.

      No accusation could cover the sum of his crimes. So Knight would say nothing.

      Left, right, feint, dodge, parry. With every move, Knight’s speed increased until the angel’s face began to fall. That first hint of uncertainty Knight knew so well.

      Submit!

      The sudden telepathic assault sent Knight stumbling backward. Apollyon cleaved downward, splintering Knight’s sword, then telekinetically flung the pieces aside.

      Fuck. What happened to the thing being nigh unbreakable?

      “You impress us, nephil. Serve and you may yet live.”

      Knight grit his jaw. Raziel and Phanuel had both tried the same tactic, and Knight had overcome them too. He steeled his mind. In his fury, he’d let his defenses down. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. And if the angel could form a sword like that …

      Knight focused all his mental energy, condensing it into a replica of the sword Apollyon had created, then grabbed it with both hands.

      The angel snarled, clearly shocked Knight had managed that. “You must know you cannot win.” Apollyon jumped forward, beat his wings to fly, and came down swinging.

      Now on the defensive, Knight fell back under a barrage as fast as any he himself could launch. The angel was right. He wasn’t certain he could win this. And other angels and cyborgs on the ship might have survived the QEMP. They could be coming for him as this drew on.

      Fail now, and this was all for nothing.

      With a defiant roar, he rolled away from the angel and made a dash for the core room. He could feel the angel just behind, wings carrying him faster than even Knight could run.

      Knight twisted, grabbed a plasma grenade and primed it. Apollyon landed and raised his wings to shield himself from the blast. Knight flung it out behind himself, telekinetically guiding the grenade right through the breach his kyoketsu had created in the wall. Spiraling into the singularity drive.

      For a heartbeat, Apollyon’s eyes went wide. “What have you—”

      The explosion rocked the deck, sending them both tumbling to the ground. Knight recovered first and rose in a sprint. Running faster than he ever had before. Time to get the fuck off this ship.

      Behind him, he felt the tidal forces building as containment began to fail. The angel chased after him, but time was already dilating, making him seem to move in slow motion.

      Knight telekinetically ripped another panel from the floor and jumped on it. The ship was disintegrating behind him, being ripped into its component molecules and sucked into hell. The panel shot around corner after corner and up the slope ahead, back toward the hangar. With every passing second, he felt it slowing, taking more of his mental energy to keep it propelled forward against the growing gravity.

      There was no way he was going down with this ship. Phoebe was waiting for him. His baby was … the baby would know his father. The Sephirot would still have escape pods. He could make it.

      Apollyon shot past him, guided by his own telekinetic surfing panel. The angel streaked into the cargo bay ahead of Knight, sparing not a glance at the chaos Knight had created here.

      “You have ruined everything!” the angel shrieked. Apollyon had positioned himself before the door to the hangar. Knight’s only way out. “You may have destroyed this ship, nephil, but you will join me in hell. I will tear you limb from limb and feed your soul to the void! I am faster, stronger, and telekinetically more powerful. You have nothing over me. Embrace despair, mortal!”

      Knight jumped down from his panel and paused in front of the angel, who formed his telekinetic sword again. Apollyon was right. Knight could try to fight him again, but there was little chance he could win. Not before this ship was sucked into hell.

      And so he stared down the sneering angel. “You’re wrong,” Knight said. “No matter what happens, I have two things you don’t.”

      The angel snickered. “Really?”

      “Someone loves me.” Nothing could ever take that from him.

      “Pathetic. Is that all?”

      “One more thing separates us, angel.” Knight took one more step toward him. “I’m wearing a space suit.”

      “What—”

      Knight telekinetically ripped the door off the airlock, breaching the decompressed hangar. Air rushed through it in a massive wave, sucking Apollyon into the void.

      Arms folded by his side, Knight shot through the opening and into space, streaming past the fallen angel.

      Apollyon opened his mouth to scream. Nothing came out.

      Knight gave Apollyon the finger as he flew clear of the Azazel’s destruction.
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        “I knew the man history chose as its Pariah. The man humanity revered, then reviled. Perhaps I never knew who he was, but I do know he was, after all, just a man. Flawed in his ways and beautiful in his heart. And whatever anyone ever says of him—I know he was a hero. I never saw Ezekiel Knight again. Some say he died in that final battle, drawn into hell with the fallen. Others claim angels carried him away to heaven. And some say God punished him for his sins, cursed him to roam the stars alone until the end of time.”

        Dr. Rachel Jordan, Lectures at New Eden

        

      

      
        JUNE 30, 3097 EY — MILKY WAY

      

      With the loss of their flagship, the Adversary began a mass retreat, routed. Rachel pursued them as long as she was able, but thousands escaped beyond the bounds of known space. Still, she’d call the day a win. David recovered the moment the Lotan’s new seals were activated and led the attack against the remaining enemies. The Adversary and the angels both lurked somewhere beyond known space, and Rachel suspected mankind had not seen the last of either.

      Now, some weeks later, she stood with David in the Ark’s hangar, headed back for New Eden. The Ark’s records said the planet had once been called Mars, but everyone referred to the red world by its new name now.

      Jeremiah handed her a report from the planet. He’d withdrawn from the Redeemers, as had most of his fellows. Rachel glanced at the report. It mentioned several supposed gog sightings around New Eden. The Gogmagog was legally disbanded, but the spies still cropped up all around. Working for the highest bidder, no doubt.

      “Send it on to Degana,” Rachel said.

      Jeremiah nodded, then put a hand on her shoulder before trotting off. He didn’t say much these days. But it helped just having him around.

      David had turned to Phoebe, whose belly was just showing through her formfitting uniform. “Listen, lass,” he said. “He’s gone. I know you need time, but really, the new Sentinels are going to need you.”

      Phoebe shook her head. “No way. He’s too stubborn to die. He’s out there, somewhere. And I’m going to find him.”

      “We would have heard something by now, lass.”

      “He’s the most hated man in human history, David. I kinda think he might be happy to be presumed dead, you know? Though I’d call him redeemed of any sins at this point … you know? Having saved the holy universe from hell and all. Anyway, I’m going.”

      Rachel squeezed her husband’s hand. Phoebe didn’t show it, but Rachel could feel an inexplicable hope wafting off the icie. The woman should have been crushed, but she wasn’t. Maybe she knew something the rest of the universe didn’t. Or maybe she just couldn’t face reality.

      Knight had saved them all.

      “Where will you start?” Rachel asked Phoebe.

      “Zarethon.”

      The Expanse of Nod, the home of the Lotan. It explained why Phoebe had been so insistent on getting her brother to come with her. No one knew the Expanse better than the Sons of Cain. Plus, Ezra was just enough of a prophet to pilot the Conduit in a pinch. The man, now with a patch over his empty eye socket, had jumped at the chance to repay his sister. So Rachel had given Phoebe Raziel’s ship.

      If the angel ever recovered, Rachel might awaken him. He could deal with the loss of the ship then.

      On the other hand, maybe even Raziel deserved to remain suspended in ice for as long as the holy universe lasted.

      “Good luck, lass,” David said.

      Rachel hugged her. “You’ll always have a place with us.”

      Phoebe scoffed. “Please. I have a place anywhere I go. I’m totally adorable.” With that, she boarded the ship.

      The ship started up and lifted off the hangar.

      Rachel and David watched it glide out through the airlock tube, disappearing into the Conduit.

      “Do you think she’ll find him?” David asked.

      Rachel had serious doubt Knight lived, but … but the Gehennan had surprised her before. Repeatedly. “I hope so.”

      David kissed her cheek.

      Rachel led him by the hand to the other shuttle. Her next goodbye might be a bit less heartfelt, but she owed it to him. The man had certainly suffered enough for his part in all this.

      Caleb and Leah were preparing to meet the Wake of Stars. Hannah Hertz had agreed to drop them off on Rehobath, where Leah claimed she might be able to grow new eyes for Caleb. The NER had lifted the angel ban on genetic engineering, making the task easier. Of course, Rachel feared it would lead to a whole new slew of problems. After all, the angels had engineered themselves into what they became.

      God only knew what mankind would do to itself from here on.

      For obvious reasons, the ban on cybernetics remained a guiding precept of the NER. Rachel had explained to Degana—in excruciating detail—why no one should be allowed to implant new cybernetics in the Republic. In case the woman had needed any more convincing, David had painted a few colorful mental pictures of the things the Adversary had done to him. Though, with the seals in place, he no longer had to struggle so hard against the Beast. Rachel felt the peace that radiated off him every moment from the quiet.

      The Synod had passed a law mandating removal of cybernetics where possible.

      “Who’s there?” Caleb asked, turning toward them as they approached.

      “It’s Rachel and David,” Leah said.

      “Rachel,” Caleb said. “I—I’m sorry. For everything.”

      Rachel pressed her palm to his cheek. “I hope you get your sight back.”

      Caleb shrugged. “It was worth losing it. But I have great confidence in Dr. Suzuki.” Dr. Suzuki? Damn, the man really had become a suck-up. “I … I want to ask something of you. When I’m gone, will you let Rebekah go?”

      “She’s an enemy of the state,” David said.

      “I know, but you pardoned everyone else for their sins … maybe she deserves a fresh start too. She did help us.”

      Rachel grunted. “Then why after you’re gone?”

      “Because I … I can’t face her. After all she’s done, I need to be rid of her. But I understand what it’s like to make a mistake. I don’t want her to spend forever in a prison or be executed. She has a chance to be free of the Beast now.”

      “Uh …” Rachel ran a hand through her hair and looked to David. It was really up to him. He was the acting commander of the Sentinels until the Synod appointed a new one.

      David scratched his head. “Aye, well. I’ll keep her under observation a few months. If she seems penitent, then maybe we can talk about parole.”

      A snicker escaped her at the thought of a fallen angel out on parole. The holy universe was a strange place. “Good luck to you both.”

      “And to you,” Leah said. “I heard your brother is helping you start that university. Maybe I’ll stop by to see it.”

      “Yeah, but give us a year or so to get it going.”

      David slipped his hand back into hers and led her away. “The Lotan contacted us this morning. They’ve demanded a consulate be established on the edge of the Expanse so that they might advise us.”

      Maybe it would start that way.

      Maybe the Lotan would offer advice—but what would happen if the NER decided to ignore it? Would suggestions become orders? Would the Lotan grow into the tyrants the angels had once been? And what of the angels themselves? If the NER ever agreed to revive them, would they accept the accord with the Lotan?

      Maybe they were making the same mistakes all over again. Turning to outside authority to govern mankind. Or maybe they were making all new ones.

      “Is the Synod going to cooperate?”

      David nodded. “We owe the Lotan that much, at least. We’re building a station in orbit of Gehenna.”

      Gehenna. A planet that had once been its own little hell would one day become a symbol of peace between species.

      “And us? What will we do, David?”

      “Well … that’s up to you. We’ve both got schools to run. But as for personal time, I have a suggestion. It might be time to get to work on that family we talked about.”

      Rachel smiled. It might at that.
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        “All I can say is this. History may blame the Pariah for Armageddon. But without him, no one would have been left to remember it at all. Armageddon came—and we won. The Adversary lurks on the edge of known space. Perhaps we will struggle against them for centuries. But mankind’s eyes are open. The door to the future stands wide open. And we have been given one last chance to make our own destiny.”

        Dr. Rachel Jordan, Lectures at New Eden

        

      

      
        PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      Viscous fluid filled much of a Lotan ship, but they had dried out a chamber for human guests. In reality, the ships were symbiotic extensions of the Lotan themselves, though they had not bothered to explain that to humanity at large.

      One of the seven-headed creatures manifested through the walls of Knight’s chamber. He preferred to think of it as a chamber, rather than a cell. He had seen enough of cells in his lifetime. And though the Lotan seemed disinclined to let him go, neither did they call him a prisoner, per se.

      He had taken days to recover from his injuries and prolonged exposure to space, drifting at the edge of the event horizon. He’d drifted in so deep, he’d thought nothing could reach him. But the Lotan were not like other beings. And time must have dilated around him—what seemed hours to him would have been days, maybe weeks to the rest of the world.

      Knight rose from the floor to face the creature. “Did you send the signal I asked?”

      “Yes,” one of the heads said. “It is. Sent.”

      At least Phoebe would know he lived. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to see her again. Or maybe he would. He’d begun to think nothing was impossible, as long as there was life.

      And he was alive.

      Vibrantly, beautifully alive thanks to what Raziel had done to him. He was human, and he was something more. Injuries that should have killed a human had faded. Limitations that would have once bound him had been broken.

      “Why do you keep me here?”

      “Education. You shall. Be. Our Emissary. One day. A bridge between. Three worlds. First. You must. Learn.”

      “Learn what?”

      “Everything.”

      Knight smirked. “Then we’d better get started.”
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      Matt: Ending a series is kind of bittersweet. After I finished Fall of Angels, people asked (for years) if there would be another book. I had moved on to other projects (such as my Norse-inspired The Ragnarok Era) and always said something like, “not at this time.”

      Nevertheless, I always had some plans for a continuation of the world, the characters. I think the thing is, there’s always more. I knew, in general, what happened after the series. I just wasn’t sure I’d make time to write that.

      Any good story is a slice of time. There’s a whole lot of stuff that happened before, during, and after the events of a series. So, will I ever come back to this universe and write more? I’m not a hundred percent certain. Maybe.

      Even if I don’t, I feel close to these characters. Rachel, Knight, David, even Caleb and Jeremiah. I’ll miss them, for sure.

      And I’m enormously proud of what Jeff and I achieved with this project.

      

      Jeff: We debated back and forth how the series should end. Not that the ending itself was ever in question, merely the best way to tell it. At one point we considered a thorough, character by character series of epilogues, similar in style to The Lord of the Rings. But that thoroughness comes at a price. It lacks impact. The time spent tying little ribbons on everyone’s story separates a reader from the climax. Instead, we ended up using Matt’s original ending, sort of a Return of the Jedi finale where there’s a celebratory atmosphere tinged with sadness and loss

      And of course, we had to leave open that wonderful can of worms in the final scene. THAT was never up for debate.

      Can’t wait for the next project Matt and I work on together.
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      Ragnarok Era

      The Ragnarok Era is a dark fantasy retelling of Norse mythology, chronicling Odin’s rise to godhood. If you love old legends, tragic mythology, and action-packed reads, The Ragnarok Era is the series for you!

      Read about the Ragnarok Era series and discover where to buy at: mattlarkinbooks.com/ragnarok

      

      Legends of the Ragnarok Era

      Legends of the Ragnarok Era expands on the world developed in The Ragnarok Era series by delivering dark tales outside the main series narrative. Fans of mythology should not miss this epic series.

      Read about the Legends of the Ragnarok Era series and discover where to buy at: mattlarkinbooks.com/ragnaroklegend

      

      Worldsea Era

      The Worldsea Era is a series of historical fantasy tales set in a fictionalized Hawaii. In a world of endless ocean, mankind struggles to survive on a few islands, facing off against mer people, sentient octopuses, and all manner of sea creature.

      Read about the Worldsea Era series and discover where to buy at: mattlarkinbooks.com/worldsea

      

      Runeblade Saga

      The Runeblade Saga is a series of dark fantasy sword and sorcery adventures set in the world of The Ragnarok Era. Filled with plenty of grim action, tragic heroes, and more than a bit of horror, these books are for fans of mythology and sword & sorcery alike.

      Read about the Runeblade Saga series and discover where to buy at: mattlarkinbooks.com/runeblade

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Books by J. S. Morin

          

        

      

    

    
      Black Ocean

      Black Ocean is a fast-paced fantasy space opera series about the small crew of the Mobius trying to squeeze out a living. If you love fantasy and sci-fi, and still lament over the cancellation of Firefly, Black Ocean is the series for you!

      Read about the Black Ocean series and discover where to buy at: blackoceanmissions.com

      

      Twinborn Chronicles: Awakening

      Experience the journey of mundane scribe Kyrus Hinterdale who discovers what it means to be Twinborn—and the dangers of getting caught using magic in a world that thinks it exists only in children’s stories.

      

      Twinborn Chronicles: War of 3 Worlds

      Then continue on into the world of Korr, where the Mad Tinker and his daughter try to save the humans from the oppressive race of Kuduks. When their war spills over into both Tellurak and Veydrus, what alliances will they need to forge to make sure the right side wins? 

      Read about the Mad Tinker Chronicles and discover where to buy at: twinbornchronicles.com

      

      Robot Geneticists

      Robot Geneticists brings genetic engineering into a post-apocalyptic Earth, 1000 years aliens obliterated all life.

       Explore the ruins of the Human Age. Witness the glory of a world reclaimed from the apocalypse.

       Charlie7 is the oldest robot alive. He’s seen everything from the fall of mankind at the hands of alien invaders to the rebuilding of a living world from the algae up. But what he hasn’t seen in over a thousand years is a healthy, intelligent human. When Eve stumbles into his life, the old robot finally has something worth coming out of retirement for: someone to protect.

      Read about all of the Robot Geneticists books and discover where to buy at: robotgeneticists.com

      

      Shadowblood Heir

      Shadowblood Heir explores what would happen if the writer of your favorite epic fantasy TV show died before the show ended—and the show was responsible. If you wonder what it would be like if an epic fantasy world invaded our world, this urban fantasy story might give you that glimpse.

      Read about Shadowblood Heir and discover where to buy at: shadowbloodheir.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Authors

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About Matt Larkin

      

      Matt Larkin is an American fantasy and science fiction author. He lives in Florida with his wife Juhi and daughter Kiran. With a background in philosophy and publishing, Matt started a small press dedicated to top notch speculative fiction. He adores mythology and history, passions he conveys through his mythic fantasy novels.

      
        Connect with Matt Larkin online

        On my website at mattlarkinbooks.com

        On Facebook at facebook.com/matt.a.larkin

      

      
        About J.S. Morin

      

      I am a creator of worlds and a destroyer of words. As a writer, my works range from traditional epics to futuristic space operas. I am a gamer, a joker, and a thinker of sideways thoughts. But I don’t dance, can’t sing, and my best artistic efforts fall short of your average notebook doodle. When you read my books, you are seeing me at my best. My ultimate goal is to be both clever and right at the same time. I have it on good authority that I have yet to achieve it.

      
        Connect with J.S. Morin online

        On my website at jsmorin.com

        On Facebook at facebook.com/authorjsmorin

        OnTwitter at twitter.com/authorjsmorin
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