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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      One of my earliest projects as a writer was a dystopian sci-fi universe that blended elements of space opera, cyberpunk, and my interests in philosophy and mythology. In 2017, I tapped friend and fellow author J.S. Morin to help me create an expanded and revised second edition, which was the first of our two collaborations (later we worked together on expanding his Black Ocean universe in a new series, Astral Prime). You hold the result in your hands.

      Matt Larkin
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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “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
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