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      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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        “For twenty-five hundred years the angels ruled man directly, right up until the Vanishing. We call those times the Days of Glory—a name I suspect they came up with themselves. Surely, humanity did not so aggrandize a theocratic autocracy. Or perhaps I give us too much credit. For, even now, we cling to the illusion that the past was so much better than the present.”

        DR. RACHEL JORDAN, LECTURES AT NEW ROME UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      

      
        
        SEPTEMBER 21, 3096 EY — THE CONDUIT

      

      

      Out beyond the edge of imperial space, one could almost pretend the Days of Glory had never happened. Here, for a moment, a person might imagine the farthest reaches of space, untouched by angel hands. That would be a fantasy, of course. All the known universe had fallen under their sway, save the perilous Expanse of Nod that Rachel now drew ever closer to.

      The Fading Stars featured only tiny viewports for the crew, accessible in a few select locations of the ship. Rachel spent the majority of her time aboard staring out of one or another. She’d watched the shimmering walls of the Conduit stream by and—more interesting—glimpsed the systems when the ship would exit a gate to let the pilot rest.

      This viewport was on the upper level of a cargo hold. For what she’d paid, the captain gave her free run of the ship. It didn’t stop the crew from staring up at her furtively, waves of mistrust radiating off them. A pair of men watched her now. She had her back to them, of course, but she could feel their eyes boring into her.

      Doubt.

      Fear.

      Guilt.

      And all of it underlain by an inclination toward violence. Their emotions threatened to choke her, even ten meters above where they crouched over whatever illicit cargo they were hauling. It was better she didn’t know the answer, in any case.

      Still, the Conduit amplified her psionic gifts. She couldn’t have blocked out the convoluted mix of feelings driving these people if she’d tried. Void, she was lucky if she could manage not to let those same feelings infect her.

      They had almost caught her, back on Kabzeel. Fucking Redeemers.

      She needed to reach Gehenna, and passenger liners weren’t exactly setting course for systems near the Expanse, even if she could have traveled openly. And she couldn’t.

      So.

      She didn’t hear the man approach, but she felt him. Non-empaths sometimes thought a person would usually be feeling an emotion. Blind to their own natures, they’d forget, at any given time, people were driven by a half-dozen motivations all jumbled together.

      Ximun was a mix of confidence and underlying timidity, all fueling his lust. And void, was it hard to not get sucked in.

      Her mind was her mind.

      Her mind was her mind.

      Rachel turned, brushed her hair from her face, and tried to force a smile. Sure, he’d been trying to bed her since she came aboard. But despite being a smuggler, he didn’t seem inclined to pressure her into anything. Not on purpose, at least—he couldn’t have known how hard it became for an empath to separate another person’s desires from her own. All that training at TPS had helped, sure.

      But Rachel had still found herself waking up in the morning with a stranger more times than she could count.

      “We’ll be jumping into the Gehenna system soon,” Ximun said.

      “Good.” Rachel glanced out the viewport. The iridescent walls of the Conduit gave no sense of location, no landmark, no way to navigate save being a prophet.

      Ximun shifted from foot to foot, then glanced over his shoulder. “You … uh … never told me why you’d want to come to this little hellhole.”

      “No. And I paid your captain enough not to ask questions.”

      He was nervous. More nervous than a man trying to get laid. Rachel had to bite her tongue not to ask. It wasn’t her business. It was not her problem.

      Without warning, the ship lurched to normal space. The Conduit wall vanished in an instant, giving way to the system gate—a series of space platforms arranged in a ring, all covered in angelic symbols. Beyond those arose the red dwarf of the system. A half dozen ash worlds orbited that dying star, but only one had any population.

      Dropping out of the Conduit deadened her psionic senses so suddenly, Rachel had to steady herself against the viewport.

      “So,” Ximun said, as the Fading Stars set off for the planet. “Just another fifteen minutes or so until we’re in orbit. I guess …”

      So tempting to just give him what he wanted to be done with it. What she wanted?

      No, damn it.

      Her mind was her mind.

      A clarion went off throughout the ship.

      “Oh,” Ximun said. “What the fuck?”

      An instant later, the captain’s voice crackled out over the intercom. “A Sentinel ship was hiding behind the back of the gate. They have called for boarding procedures. You know what to do.”

      “Oh void!” Ximun said. He rushed to the rail below. “Get the deconstruction nanobots! What are you waiting for?”

      Rachel groaned. This was not what she needed now.

      Ximun spun on her. “You have a MAG?”

      He couldn’t be serious. “In my quarters.”

      “Good. Leave it there. Trust me, you do not want to be armed when the Sentinels come aboard. Whatever they say, just cooperate.”

      Rachel scowled, then shook her head. “I know how to handle Sentinels.”
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        “And people believed in the Sentinels, much as they feared them. With the Vanishing, the Mizraim Empire rose and tried to reunite mankind. We believed they might succeed. We believed mankind might know peace. We forgot destruction is part of what allowed us to reach so far.”

        DR. RACHEL JORDAN, LECTURES AT NEW ROME UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      

      
        
        GEHENNA SYSTEM, PEGASUS DWARF GALAXY

      

      

      The whole crew of the Fading Stars had gathered in that same cargo hold. Deconstruction nanobots had turned half the crates into dust. Had they not time to get to the rest of the cargo, or was it not illegal? Either way, it was too late now, and Rachel was likely to be guilty by association. Running with smugglers—even as a passenger—came with significant risk.

      Except that Gehenna lay well outside the Mizraim Empire and thus was not part of Sentinel jurisdiction. So what in the holy universe were these people even doing here?

      Hands stiff at her sides, Rachel stood beside Ximun. The fear wafting off the crew now—and the mix of guilt—was choking. A dozen people all scared shitless. Rachel had been through worse, but the fear of those around her was almost enough to send her into a panic spell.

      Her mind was her mind.

      She tapped a finger against her temple to help focus her psionics inward.

      A single Sentinel was watching the entire crew, though others were going through the cargo or searching the ship. She supposed they figured one Sentinel was all it took to handle a dozen smugglers. They were probably right.

      Their form-fitting suits would have stopped a MAG slug should any of the crew have been foolish enough to actually fire one. The rest of the Sentinels had their helmets up. Hideous, faceted things that made them look like demons straight out of the darkest pages of the Codex. This one, though, had retracted his helmet back into his suit—the nanobots restructured themselves, absorbing into the overall mesh in a process that took less than two seconds. From demon to man—or the reverse—in a heartbeat.

      Unlike the smugglers, the Sentinel radiated calm confidence. Maybe even a hint of boredom as he checked ident chips against his scanner. Half these people probably weren’t imperial citizens, so maybe they wouldn’t have records. If they were lucky.

      The man moved to stand before her, outstretching his hand.

      Rachel forestalled the Sentinel with a forced smile. “I’m just a passenger here. You can ask them—I’m not on the crew, and I have nothing at all to do with⁠—”

      “Ident chip.”

      With a suppressed sigh, Rachel handed him the damned thing.

      The Sentinel pressed it into a scanner built into the forearm of his suit. “Ms. Aliyah Nimir?”

      Rachel nodded. Well, those Quasar Industries techs had promised her the finest fake money could buy.

      “Mizraim citizen, huh? You’re a little out of your way here.” So were these fucking Sentinels, though she didn’t dare say that. “Are you a user, Ms. Nimir?”

      Rachel frowned. “A user of what?”

      The Sentinel stared at her a moment, then nodded. “Sir!” he shouted to one of the Sentinels inspecting the cargo. “I think we may have found their inside person back in Andromeda.”

      “Wait, what?” Rachel said. “I’m not … I don’t having anything to do with … whatever the void these people were up to. I just hired them to take me to the planet. Come on, surely we can be reasonable about …”

      The other Sentinel strode over. He looked her up and down.

      “Aliyah Nimir,” the first Sentinel said. “A business woman from Andromeda. She’s the only one who doesn’t fit here.”

      “Listen,” Rachel said. “There’s been some kind of misunderstanding here. I am a citizen, and I have a right to conduct my business however …”

      The commanding Sentinel tapped something on his wrist, and his helmet retracted, giving way to a smooth, handsome face.

      Oh fuck.

      She’d heard he was hunting smugglers. This had to be the worst possible timing she could imagine.

      “Aliyah Nimir, was it?” the commander said. And here he was, David MacGregor, barely holding back his laughter and frustration and whatever the void else his confusing mix of emotions signaled. Here. Damn it!

      David shook his head. Not lecturing her, not saying a damned thing. Silently gloating about this? And anything she said now might make everything worse. So she bit her tongue.

      “She really is just a passenger,” Ximun offered.

      David barely glanced at the smuggler. “Don’t worry. You’ll all have plenty of time to explain yourselves. In excruciating detail.”

      A female Sentinel approached, retracting her helmet to reveal the pale white skin of a hori. “MacGregor.”

      “What is it, Lieutenant?”

      “They tried to destroy it, but we found traces of Mammon.”

      David mouthed something under his breath while glaring right at Rachel. Finally, he took a step back from the assembled crew of the Fading Stars. “You’re all under arrest. Bring everyone to the brig, Phoebe. Everyone.”
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        “The Mizraim Empire is upheld by its military and police force called the Sentinels. Sentinels possess the highest level of combat training known to man and the most advanced technology available to the human race.”

        MIZRAIM IMPERIAL ENCYCLOPEDIA

      

      

      

      

      
        
        GEHENNA SYSTEM

      

      

      The Logos had more than enough space in her brig to accommodate all the prisoners from the Fading Stars. Crewmen herded them into the cells. Nobody resisted. Mammon smuggling wasn’t a capital offense; attacking a Sentinel often was if the Sentinel in question didn’t pull his punches.

      David watched. As a commander, he didn’t have to get the stink and sweat of Mammon addicts all over his uniform. He’d put in his time doing grunt work; he’d earned his way clear of it.

      Once all the prisoners were accounted for, it came time for the data work. The Logos had four prisoner interview rooms, and one by one, the Fading Stars crew was escorted out and processed.

      Horrible name for a ship. A name should inspire or honor someone. It should hold up an ideal. Logos was the foundation of reason and rhetoric. A fading star was the absence of hope. Appropriate for a Mammon smuggler, whose product sapped hope from its victims, but still shite as a ship name.

      “Hold up a wee moment, Bragan,” David called out. The ensign was hauling Rachel Jordan toward Interview Room 3. “I’ll handle that one. The mystery of this misfit piece of the Fading Stars crew is mine to unravel.”

      “Sir,” Bragan replied with a curt nod, not taking his hands off the prisoner to salute. He handed custody of Rachel over to David.

      With one hand on her shoulder and the other gripping the mag cuffs holding her wrists together behind her back, David steered her into Interview Room 3 and shut the door. He tried not to be rough as he seated her across the table from him. The mag cuffs auto-locked to the chair’s back.

      Trying to maintain a professional air, he played along with Rachel’s charade. “Aliyah Nimir, is that your full, legal name?”

      Rachel didn’t take her eyes off him. “That’s what it says on my ident chip.”

      Those eyes. Those stubborn, fiery eyes of hers. He knew them like yesterday. And it hadn’t been anything like yesterday, the last time he’d seen her. How long had it even been? Years, for sure, but how many, he’d lost track.

      She looked older, of course. They both did, he imagined. She’d been a fair lass, and the extra years sat light on her.

      He cleared his throat, remembering she was an empath. No time for getting weepy and girlish when he had a job at hand. David tried projecting a bit of sternness at her, never sure quite how to dodge an empath’s senses. “Ms. Nimir, the captain of the Fading Stars claims that you were a passenger. Where might you have been heading?”

      “Gehenna,” Rachel replied. Like so much of mankind, Rachel’s ancestry was too mixed to determine, but she had a deep skin tone that always made him yearn to caress her.

      “I mean your ultimate destination? Where were you hoping to end your trip?”

      Rachel shrugged, awkwardly for being cuffed to the chair. “Like I said, Gehenna.”

      “What business did you have there?”

      “What jurisdiction do you have here?” Rachel shot back at him. “I’m a Mizraim citizen. This might be the ass end of space, but it’s not illegal to come out to the Pegasus Dwarf. The legality of a Sentinel battleship out here is a lot less clear.”

      David called up a terminal set into his side of the table, angled so the prisoner couldn’t see what he entered. “The Fading Stars was carrying over 32g of Mammon. Too little for a first-degree trafficking charge. I imagine that was the crew’s personal stash. Do you know who their contact might have been on Gehenna? I have to believe that the ship was returning for a pickup.”

      “How would I know?” Rachel protested, jerking against the mag cuffs in indignation. “I was a passenger. Passengers don’t get included in any illegal logistics which may or may not have been taking place.”

      “And how did you come to be aboard this vessel, Ms. Nimir?” David jotted perfunctory notes in his interrogation log. This was all being recorded anyway, so his commentary was mere opinion and deduction.

      “I used one of those cheap travel services on the Mazzaroth. If I had a link right now, I’d be leaving them the worst review ever.”

      “I see.” David drummed his fingers on the table. “Well. Since your story checks out, I don’t see any official reason to detain you.” He switched off both the audio and visual pickups to the room, then logged out of the terminal. He leaned across the table. “What the bloody hell are you doing out here, Rachel? Are you fully off rotation or just a wee bit?”

      “I do freelance work,” Rachel replied smugly. “This is what freelance work looks like. Maybe from your end it doesn’t look pretty, but not all of us have the kind of resources to travel outside the Empire in Sentinel battleships.”

      “And the ident chip?” David demanded. “I suppose that’s freelance standard issue as well?”

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “You can stop pretending to be mad at me. You’ve obviously shut the cameras off.”

      “Pretending? I’m not. I’m bloody furious with you. You’re mixed up with drug smugglers and angels only know what else. Once folks start thinking that drugs are easy money, all kinds of easy money ideas start filling their heads. Maybe it’s thievery. Maybe it’s cons. But that’s only if you’re lucky. Rach, these could have been slavers.”

      He could only imagine what they’d do with her. By her squirming discomfort in the prisoner’s chair, Rachel could sense the disgust he felt just considering her fate.

      “I was doing fine until you showed up.”

      “Rachel, what am I supposed to put in these reports? You’re traveling under an alias, consorting with smugglers. How do I let that slide?”

      “Don’t,” she dared him. “Ship me off to New Rome. My employers will⁠—”

      David put out his hands. “Stop. I don’t want to hear any more. I’m not shipping you anywhere. I’m not packing you off with those ruffians. I’m not letting you compound your legal problems by defending your actions in court—and with the blighters you work for, I don’t doubt they’ll find you a way off charges.”

      “Your white knight routine needs work,” Rachel observed dryly. “I don’t need saving here. I’ll roll up my sleeves like a big girl and try again when the Sentinels aren’t violating sovereign space where I’m heading.”

      “Aye. Right. Like void you are. You’re a chancer, Rachel. Always have been. I’m not turning you into a criminal. No. I’m making you be Aliyah Nimir or whoever the bloody void’s on this chip. Ms. Nimir’s a wee bit daft and trusting, see? She got mixed with some sorry folk and never knew any better. Clean record. Just passing through. Me and mine will set her on the planet below and dust our hands of her. Am I adequately clear?”

      Rachel forced a smile. “Thanks.”

      David left her cuffed to the chair and exited the interview room.

      Outside, he forced himself to keep his emotions in check. Rachel was still in there, listening in on his feelings. He had no idea whether her psionic skills had ascended since he last knew her. Back then, she could sense his emotions within ten or fifteen meters. Now? Could be more. It had been a long time since TPS.

      David found Lieutenant Dana escorting one of the prisoners back to his cell after finishing an interview of her own. He intercepted her before she could round up her next prisoner.

      “Phoebe, a word?” He pulled her aside, away from the holding cells and officers.

      “That was three but keep going,” Phoebe replied with her usual cheer.

      “I’ve determined that … Aliyah Nimir was merely in the wrong place at the wrong time,” David said, struggling to keep from using Rachel’s real name. “Her ident chip is clean. She has no record, and everyone agrees that she was merely a passenger on the Fading Stars.”

      “So, you’re going easy on her,” Phoebe said, nodding along. “Probably a subconscious thing because she looks remarkably like an older version of that girl from your desktop holo.”

      Everything the woman ever said was flippant. It was impossible to tell whether she was oblivious as a brick or just having a go at him. He chose instead to ignore the comment. “I want you to take a shuttle and deliver Ms. Nimir to Gehenna. We’ve inconvenienced her enough.”

      Phoebe muttered something under her breath about who was being inconvenienced now, then instantly grinned and became chipper. “You know me, commander, years of highly specialized training in delivering lost girlfriends to hellhole planets. Wait … or was that close quarters combat, gravitics, and plasma engineering? I really should clear that up and write it down somewhere …” She frowned and looked pensive.

      “Just go.”

      Phoebe huffed. “Yup, yup. I’m on it, MacGregor.”

      He could stomach the undercurrents of insubordination because Phoebe was his best Sentinel on a ground mission on top of having a keen mind for ship’s systems. It rankled him, but he’d grown accustomed to the sarcasm and crude humor as a matter of course.

      And he’d continue forgiving it all if she delivered Rachel safely off the Logos.
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        “Gehenna—an ash world located in the Pegasus Dwarf Galaxy, near the Expanse of Nod. Established as a penal colony by the angels in the year 2077 EY, under the wardenship of the angel Raziel. Following the Vanishing, the planet fell into chaos. From this chaos rose a faceless oligarchy calling themselves the Shadow Council—a secretive cabal that enforced rule of this planet through assassins called the Gibborim.”

        MIZRAIM IMPERIAL ENCYCLOPEDIA

      

      

      

      

      
        
        PLANET GEHENNA

      

      

      Strapped into the Sentinel shuttle, Rachel cast her glance back and forth between the hori woman and the rapidly approaching planet. The hori—Phoebe Dana—cast a too knowing smirk Rachel’s way, just in case the self-satisfied smugness she radiated was not enough indication of her feelings about Rachel.

      “What?” Rachel finally asked.

      Lt. Dana shifted the thrust a little, angling them to descend into Gehenna’s largest city. “Just wondering how good a lay you must be to have gotten MacGregor to not only let you go but give you a ride.”

      Rachel tried not to groan. It wasn’t like that, and she sure as void wasn’t going to take this kind of talk from this icie punk. “So … you’re into women, then? Is that what you were hoping for? A demo?”

      “Nah.” She tapped a pouch on her thigh. “And if I start feeling all weak between the knees, I’ll pump you so full of psi blockers you won’t be able to read your own feelings.”

      Rachel clucked her tongue. “Yeah, that’s not how empathy works.”

      The hori woman shrugged. “Maybe you’re just not using it right.” She began a descent through the atmosphere. The toxic clouds and ash grew so thick, the woman was flying purely by scanners.

      Rachel couldn’t see a damned thing out the window, except the occasional crackle of lightning. This place really did look like some Codex-inspired version of hell. And here she was, asking to be dropped off at the place. She could have said one word and David would have flown her back to imperial space.

      And she’d have accomplished not a damned thing with her life.

      “Why’d he send you, anyway?” Rachel asked.

      Dana snickered. “Well hmmm … let’s see, Dr. Jordan. I’m guessing partly he needed someone he could trust to drop you off and not ask questions. He’s already likely to find himself in enough mess over your mess.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time. Damn it. She hadn’t really considered what bailing her out of this might cost David. Rachel fixed Dana with a hard stare. This woman was judging her. She didn’t know a fucking thing about what Rachel had been through or what she was trying to accomplish. Here Rachel was, trying to save the whole human race from their own stagnation and decay, and some icie was judging her.

      “Have out with it, then,” Rachel finally said. “You said partly. So. What’s the other part?”

      “Oh!” Dana chuckled. “You want me to talk? Suits me—I mean I can be downright loquacious when the situation calls for it. Does it now?” The shuttle cut beneath the storms and headed for Beeroth, the capital city. Dana barely seemed to be paying attention to the controls. “Yup, yup,” she said, as if to herself. “I think maybe it does. See, MacGregor’s probably still feeling all Third Commandment-wise on you. Same time, though—and no, he won’t say it—but I think he probably doesn’t trust you not to make the holy universe implode if left unsupervised for a nanosecond.”

      Rachel recoiled from the words, almost more shocked to hear such things without any accompanying ire. To hear a woman speak to her with such disdain, without the other woman actually hating her left Rachel reeling, unsure how to handle the situation. Maybe that was Dana’s plan all along.

      After considering and discarding a half dozen possible responses, Rachel sat in silence. If Dana spoke the truth, then David saw her as some kind of colossal fuckup. Someone who was likely to destroy everything she touched without even meaning to.

      Rachel, however, was always deliberate. She was going to save mankind, even if it didn’t want to be saved. David was indicative of the problem pervading all human thinking. The angels were gone, true, but their indoctrination had so saturated human consciousness that anyone who even questioned it became a threat.

      For now.

      Rachel was going to change all of that.

      The shuttle settled down outside the city. Dana flipped a few switches, then slid a box over to Rachel. “Your things.”

      After unstrapping herself, Rachel popped the box lid. David had returned her MAG, her fake ident chip, and her breather. Each of which Rachel stashed on her person.

      “You know,” Rachel said as she rose. “I don’t believe I’ve done anything to deserve the way you’ve talked to me. But I get it … you feel like maybe I wronged David in some past lifetime.”

      “Yup, yup,” Dana said. “Everything’s all about MacGregor. Not a damned thing to do with you running with smugglers or otherwise assuming the rules are just suggestions. Hell, who am I to say shit? I mean I do. I say shit. Shit.” The last almost seemed flung at Rachel despite the half smile the other woman quirked.

      “One day, you may find yourself grateful someone was willing to question all the so-called truths you so placidly swallow.”

      Dana shrugged. “Could be. Could be … Oh! Here’s an alternative, though. And just for consideration. But what if … one day you realize that assuming you know better than everyone else doesn’t make you smart …” She smiled so widely Rachel wanted to slap her. “What if … it makes you … the other thing?” She shrugged again. “Anyway, enjoy Gehenna. I hear it’s lovely.”

      Rachel shook her head, then suctioned the breather over her mouth and stepped into the airlock. It cycled, then Dana popped the door, releasing her.

      The smell hit her like a wave.

      Gehenna stank.

      The breather Rachel suctioned over her face allowed her to survive the planet’s sulfuric vapors and toxic atmosphere, but it didn’t quite cut out the smell—a blend of rotten eggs and a chemistry lab.

      This place had once been a penal colony for those who offended the angels. Had they not vanished six centuries ago, Rachel herself might have wound up in such a toxic waste.

      But then, here, where they had abandoned their undesirables, she might finally find the key to free mankind from their lingering oppression.
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        “Perish the brother who would forsake the First Commandment. Blessed is the sister who obeys and casts aside the ways of the Adversary. It is the hand of God that shields both sinner and innocent. But woe to the sinner when God removes that magnanimous hand. It is he who the Adversary shall fall upon and burn flesh from bone, bone from spirit, and then the spirit burn away to nothing. All that shall remain is pain and torment everlasting.”

        CODEX, BOOK OF MURIEL

      

      

      

      

      
        
        BEEROTH, GEHENNA

      

      

      Rachel cast a glance over her shoulder and quickened her steps down the road. Maybe there was no one back there, but she couldn’t be too careful. Every time she stepped outside, there was a chance they would find her.

      Still, she had to eat, and there was no way she was taking another meal in that pathetic hotel. Lunch had been more than enough. No matter the situation you found yourself in, you had to live. Even on a planet with a red, ash-filled sky.

      The Babel Bazaar was famous, or perhaps infamous, as an underground hangout for all walks of life. The entrance, just ahead, looked like a many-tiered spire. It might have seemed tall, if not for the buildings around it. The soot-colored skyscrapers rimming the street stretched a hundred or more stories up, shadowing the already dark streets of Beeroth.

      Rachel slapped the buzzer, and the airlock slid open. A moment after she stepped through, the outer door resealed itself and a wave of pressurized air washed over her. She waited a few breaths before releasing the suction on her breather. A few minutes of Gehennan air probably wouldn’t kill her, but why take the chance?

      The inner door slid open, and she was struck by a barrage of noise, sights, and smells. And emotions. An almost physical barrage of them, all jumbled in a confusing mess.

      Her mind was her mind.

      The instructors at Testament Psi School had drilled that into her head over and over. They were nice words, but in the years since, she’d wished they’d been able to do more to help her quiet the emotional voices of everyone around her.

      Just down the stairs, people hawked wares in crowded aisles, cafes offered everything from coffees and liquors to full meals, and nearly nude prostitutes beckoned men and women alike. Rachel shook her head, smirking. Her father would have a conniption if he saw this place. A “den of sin,” he’d call it.

      The airlock opened again behind her. Rachel stepped back against the wall, hand on the MAG strapped to her thigh. A couple strolled in and almost immediately followed one of the prostitutes behind a closed door.

      She had to get a grip. The Redeemers might have followed her to this planet. Maybe. But they weren’t here right now. The people walking behind her weren’t Redeemers. The thought of Redeemers searching this place almost—almost—made her smile. Speaking of people who would lose their shit in the Babel Bazaar. But such mirth was short-lived. If they found her, she’d wish she were dead.

      Rachel waded into the crowd, keeping toward the center of the aisle until she spotted a sign for “Gourmet Triangulum Food.” Perfect.

      Gehenna wasn’t part of the Mizraim Empire, so maybe she could actually find some decent Asheran food here. Not that foreign food was illegal in Mizraim, it was just so hard to come by. She slipped inside the restaurant. The owner probably intended the dim lights to be relaxing, but since he had no music playing and they were already underground, it seemed more oppressive to Rachel than anything. Especially with the general air of trepidation saturating the whole bazaar. An undercurrent of fear ran all through the city.

      Frightened but dimly. A person could not live in constant fear, so, given enough time, it settled down to an all pervasive, constant discomfort that smothered all joy.

      Still, Rachel was here now. She sat at a table in the back where she could watch the door.

      A digital display lit up on the tabletop as soon as she sat. Funny, on such a backwater planet, she’d almost expected a human to come take her order. Some of the places she went for archaeological digs still did that. She swiped through the pages and tapped on Asheran hot noodles. Something spicy would do nicely.

      Ten minutes later, a girl dropped a plate of steaming noodles on the table. “Need anything else?”

      Rachel needed a lot of things right now. She focused on the girl. The server was all tension and desperation and fear. Maybe she might have known something but not much. Still, a start. “I’m looking for some information.”

      The girl leaned in but said nothing. Emotions roiled just behind her eyes. Greed, opportunity, an edge of fear covered with bravado. This girl saw a mark.

      Rachel smirked and slipped the waitress a kesitah. She’d imprinted dozens of the local currency chips with small bribes for these situations. Kesitahs came cheap compared to Mizraim credits anyway. Her server pressed her thumb to the metal to check its value, then smiled like a kid with her first set of holo glasses. “People looking for … that …” She cocked her head down the breezeway. “There’s a bar there, Kaska’s.”

      Rachel nodded, waited for the girl to leave, then tapped the water dispenser on the table and filled her glass. She sampled the hot noodles. The startling sensation of cayenne, citrus, and Triangulum bubble sauce washed over her tongue. Yeah, she’d missed this food. Yet another thing her family would likely rake her over the coals for, if they knew.

      Dear old Dad called the entire Asheran Confederacy khapiru and said they were headed straight to hell. Of course, when people talked about hell, they probably had Gehenna in mind. In the six hundred years since the Vanishing, the world had become an independent entity. Independent because neither the Mizraim Empire nor the Asheran Confederacy would take in a toxic hellhole on the edge of the Expanse of Nod.

      When Dana had dropped her off here, Rachel had found one of the least-crowded spaceports she’d ever seen. No one in their right mind came here. Which probably meant she was a bit off rotation, too. But if the Sefer was really here … well, she’d travel to hell and back to find it.

      After finishing her noodles, she left the restaurant, her fingers brushing over her MAG as she returned to the breezeway. Couldn’t be too careful.

      A pair of soldiers in feature-concealing body armor strolled by, the crowd parting around them like a river flowing around rocks. Their armor was chromed, even the faceplates, so Rachel couldn’t judge much about them. They wore the insignia of the Gehennan government: a pegasus. As though Gehenna were claiming rights to the whole Pegasus Dwarf galaxy. Never mind that half of it was ruled by the Mizraim Empire. Rachel smirked and kept her head down. Everybody had pride.

      Something brushed against her side. She spun, but whoever it was had already disappeared into the crowd. One of the purses of kesitahs was missing from her jacket pocket. She scowled, scanning the crowd but knowing it was in vain. The money didn’t matter much, but she’d let someone walk up and touch her, then get away without a trace. This place was too crowded. There was no way to keep track of everyone. Any one of those people could be a Redeemer.

      Rachel suppressed a shudder.

      No. She was being paranoid, maybe even letting others’ fear saturate her mind. A Redeemer would likely be beside himself with apoplexy here. Not too hard to spot. Still, she hurried down the stairs to the next sub-level. An angelologist had to go where the leads were. If she could brave this planet, she could handle a crowded bazaar.

      She made her way into Kaska’s, then ordered a drink. She had to pass close to people to read their emotions clearly, especially in such a crowded place. It meant asking the right questions, buying a few drinks, all until she could figure out who might even know what she was looking for.

      Places like this made her miss digging up angel relics on underpopulated worlds. She couldn’t even imagine how non-empaths figured anything out.

      Eventually, she settled on a woman playing with Asheran cards in the corner. Clearly the leader of her little band of a half dozen.

      Rachel sauntered over. “Mind dealing me in?”

      “You play High Flash?”

      “I can play a lot of things.” Benefits of traveling across dozens of galaxies in search of angel tech. Angel technology had advanced mankind thousands of years, maybe tens of thousands. But now the angels were gone, and they hadn’t shared freely. And Rachel intended to see mankind reap the full benefit of two and a half millennia of servitude to that theocracy.

      Days of Glory, indeed.

      The woman shrugged and motioned for her companions to make room. Rachel played a few hands, pretending not to watch the players more than the cards. Empaths and telepaths were rare enough, true, but these people didn’t even seem to consider it a possibility. So she let them win a while.

      Finally, she cleared her throat and waved at a server. “A round for everyone.”

      That earned her a few acknowledgments from the table.

      “So,” Rachel said. “I’m planning to win the next hand.”

      The woman laughed. “Yeah, me too.”

      Rachel smiled, then tossed in another imprinted kesitah. “When I win … I’ll let you keep the pot.”

      “Why the void would you do that?” Judy asked.

      Rachel threw back the new shot the server delivered. “Because in exchange, you’re going to give me some information.”

      Judy frowned. “And if you lose?”

      “Then you keep the pot and don’t have to tell me shit.”

      But Rachel wasn’t going to lose.
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