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ACT ONE: THE CREATION

Chapter 1

The Gift

The girl opened her eyes at 3:47 a.m.

Dr. Elena Vasquez had been watching the monitors for six hours, waiting for this moment. The fluorescent lights of the recovery bay cast everything in that peculiar shade of clinical white that made even healthy people look like ghosts. She leaned forward in her chair, her third cup of coffee forgotten and growing cold beside her keyboard, her fatigue suddenly irrelevant. Maya Chen was twelve years old, and until seventy-two hours ago, she had been dying.

Now she wasn't.

Elena had seen a lot of miracles in her three years aboard the Prometheus Rising. Forty-six of them, to be precise, each one documented in terabytes of data that filled the ship's secure servers. Children who should have died from Huntington's, from sickle cell, from Tay-Sachs and cystic fibrosis and a dozen other genetic death sentences—all of them walking and talking and living lives that had seemed impossible just months before.

But something about Maya Chen felt different. Elena couldn't explain it. Call it intuition, call it the pattern recognition that came from a decade and a half of genetic research—whatever it was, it had kept her awake through the long hours of the night, watching the girl's vitals like a hawk watching a mouse.

"Mom?" Maya's voice was hoarse but clear. No tremor. No slurring. The Huntington's symptoms that had been slowly destroying her motor control for the past two years were simply… gone.

Wei-Lin Chen rushed to her daughter's bedside from the chair where she'd maintained her vigil for three days straight. She'd refused to leave the recovery room, sleeping in snatches, waking every hour to check that her daughter was still breathing. The dark circles under her eyes spoke of a mother's terror, but the light in those eyes now—that was something else entirely. That was hope vindicated.

"I'm here, baby. I'm right here." She grabbed Maya's hand and squeezed it, tears streaming down her face in silver rivulets that caught the fluorescent light.

Elena stood and moved to the bedside, her training taking over even as her mind raced through the implications of what she was witnessing. Standard post-procedure checks first. Pupil response: normal—both eyes tracking, equal and reactive. Reflexes: she tapped Maya's knee with a small rubber hammer and watched the leg kick out with textbook precision. Cognitive function: she asked Maya to count backward from one hundred by sevens.

The girl did it without hesitation, without error, faster than most adults could manage. Ninety-three. Eighty-six. Seventy-nine. Seventy-two. She rattled off the numbers like she was reading them from a teleprompter, her young voice gaining strength with each syllable.

Elena made a note on her tablet, her stylus moving in quick, practiced strokes. The cognitive enhancement wasn't in the official protocols. It wasn't something they advertised or even acknowledged in their peer-reviewed publications. But she'd noticed it in other children—subtle improvements in memory, processing speed, pattern recognition. Nothing dramatic enough to raise red flags, but consistent enough to demand attention.

"How do you feel?" Elena asked, keeping her voice professionally neutral even as her heart hammered against her ribs.

Maya considered the question with a seriousness that seemed beyond her years. Her brow furrowed slightly, and her eyes—those dark, intelligent eyes—seemed to look inward for a moment, as if taking inventory of something only she could see. "Different," she said finally. "Like I've been asleep for a long time, and now I'm awake."

Elena made another note, her stylus pressing harder than necessary. The other Prometheus children had said similar things. Awake. Alert. Alive in ways they couldn't articulate. As if the treatment hadn't just corrected their genetic defects but had activated something that had been dormant—something waiting.

She pushed the thought aside with the practiced discipline of a scientist who had learned to separate speculation from data. It wasn't her job to speculate. It was her job to cure children, and by every metric that mattered, Maya Chen was cured. The rest was noise. The rest was the kind of thinking that got researchers drummed out of their fields and relegated to the fringes where conspiracy theorists and cranks spent their days chasing shadows.

The door to the recovery room opened with a soft pneumatic hiss. Victoria Thorne stepped inside, and the temperature in the room seemed to drop by several degrees.

Elena had been working for Victoria for three years, had sat across from her in countless meetings and video conferences, had shared meals and drinks and late-night discussions about the future of genetic medicine. In all that time, she had never quite gotten used to the woman's presence. Victoria Thorne didn't enter a room so much as command it. She didn't speak to you so much as issue pronouncements that happened to take the form of conversation.

She was sixty-three years old, though she could have passed for forty-five. Her skin was smooth and unlined, her posture that of a much younger woman. She wore white, as always—a tailored suit that probably cost more than most people made in a month, cut to emphasize her slender frame without sacrificing an ounce of authority. Her silver hair was pulled back severely from a face that belonged on the cover of Forbes or the Wall Street Journal.

CEO of Helix Institute. Billionaire three times over. Visionary, according to the fawning profiles that appeared in the major media outlets every few months. Humanitarian, according to the awards committees that couldn't hand her their trophies fast enough.

And something else, Elena thought. Something she couldn't quite name. Something that lurked behind those ice-blue eyes like a predator waiting in deep water.

"Congratulations, Dr. Vasquez." Victoria's voice was warm, cultured, utterly controlled. The voice of a woman who had never raised it in anger and never needed to. "Another success."

"We should wait for the full battery of tests before—"

"The tests will confirm what we already know." Victoria moved to Maya's bedside, her heels clicking softly on the polished floor. She studied the girl with an intensity that made Elena uncomfortable—the way a collector might study a particularly rare specimen. "How are you feeling, Maya?"

Maya looked up at the silver-haired woman. For a moment, something flickered across the girl's face—recognition? Fear? Elena couldn't tell. It was there and gone so quickly that she might have imagined it, a shadow passing across the sun.

"I had a dream," Maya said softly. "While I was asleep. There was a city with white towers, and people who were very tall. They were waiting for something."

Victoria's smile widened. It was a beautiful smile, the kind that appeared in photographs and put donors at ease during fundraising galas. But Elena had learned to watch Victoria's eyes, not her mouth, and what she saw there now made her blood run cold.

"Did they say what they were waiting for?"

"For us." Maya's voice was barely a whisper now, her eyes distant, focused on something only she could see. "They said they've been waiting for us for a very long time."

Elena felt a chill run down her spine that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. She'd heard similar reports from other children—dreams of ancient cities, of towering figures, of something waiting in the darkness between stars. She'd attributed it to the anesthesia, to the stress of the procedure, to the overactive imaginations of sick children given a second chance at life.

But the look on Victoria's face suggested otherwise. The CEO wasn't surprised by Maya's words. She wasn't confused or concerned or any of the things a normal person would be upon hearing a twelve-year-old describe visions of impossibly tall beings waiting in a city of white towers.

She was pleased.

"Get some rest, Maya." Victoria patted the girl's hand, a gesture that might have looked maternal from a distance but felt somehow possessive up close. "You have a wonderful future ahead of you."

She turned and walked toward the door, gesturing for Elena to follow. Elena hesitated, glancing back at Maya and her mother. Wei-Lin was stroking her daughter's hair, murmuring words of comfort, lost in the joy of having her child returned to her. Maya's eyes were closed now, her breathing deep and regular.

But just before Elena turned away, she could have sworn she saw the girl's lips move. Just a whisper, too quiet to hear, shaped around words that looked like: They're coming.

"Dr. Vasquez." Victoria's voice carried a hint of steel beneath the silk. "A word."

Elena followed her into the corridor.

The Helix Institute's research vessel, Prometheus Rising, was state-of-the-art in every conceivable way. Three hundred feet of gleaming white superstructure floating twelve miles off the California coast, in international waters, beyond the reach of FDA regulations and congressional subcommittees and all the bureaucratic obstacles that had held genetic medicine back for decades.

The corridors were wide and well-lit, the walls lined with soft LED panels that mimicked natural daylight. The air carried a faint scent of salt and antiseptic, the only reminders that they were at sea rather than in some cutting-edge facility on solid ground. Everything was designed to project competence, to inspire confidence, to suggest that the future had already arrived and was available to those with the vision—and the money—to embrace it.

That had been the pitch, anyway. That had been what drew Elena here three years ago, when a recruiter from Helix had appeared at a genetics conference in San Francisco and offered her a chance to do the kind of work that most scientists only dreamed about. No red tape. No institutional review boards. No cautious increments and decades-long approval processes. Just pure research, pushing the boundaries of what was possible, healing children who had no other hope.

She had believed it. She had needed to believe it.

"You've been reviewing the Prometheus sequence data," Victoria said. It wasn't a question.

Elena's stomach tightened. She'd been careful—or thought she had been. Late nights in the lab when the ship was quiet. Encrypted searches through the database. Files copied to a personal drive that she kept hidden in a place she was certain no one would look.

"I'm the chief geneticist. It's my job to understand what we're injecting into these children."

"And what have you found?"

Elena chose her words carefully, feeling her way through the conversation like a woman crossing a frozen lake. "Anomalies. Sequences that don't match any known human population. Protein-coding regions that shouldn't work according to everything we know about molecular biology, but somehow do." She paused, weighing the risk of asking the question that had been burning in her mind for months. "Where did the original samples come from, Victoria? Really?"

Victoria studied her for a long moment. The corridor was empty at this hour, the ship quiet except for the ever-present hum of engines and life-support systems, but Elena had the sudden feeling that they weren't alone. That someone—or something—was listening.

"You joined Helix because your daughter died," Victoria said finally. Her voice was gentle now, almost compassionate, but there was something beneath that gentleness that made Elena's skin crawl. "MERRF syndrome. Mitochondrial disease. She was four years old."

"Don't."

"Sofia. That was her name." Victoria's voice softened further, taking on the quality of a mother speaking to a frightened child. "You watched her deteriorate for eighteen months. Seizures that came without warning. Muscle weakness that stole her ability to run, to play, eventually to walk. Cognitive decline that took away her words, her memories, everything that made her Sofia.

"You held her hand while she died, and you swore you would do anything—anything—to make sure other parents didn't have to suffer what you suffered."

"I said don't." Elena's voice cracked. Three years, and the wound was still raw. Three years, and she still woke sometimes reaching for a daughter who wasn't there.

"The Prometheus sequences can cure MERRF, Elena. They can cure everything. Cancer. Alzheimer's. ALS. Every genetic disease that has ever stolen a child from their parents or a parent from their children." Victoria placed a hand on Elena's shoulder, and the touch was warm, almost kind. Almost. "That's what we're building here. That's the future."

"And the dreams? The children talking about ancient cities and tall people waiting for them?"

Victoria smiled. It was a beautiful smile, warm and reassuring and completely empty of anything Elena would call humanity. The smile of someone who had looked into the abyss and decided it was home.

"The treatment does more than cure disease, Dr. Vasquez. It unlocks potential. Human potential that has been suppressed for millennia." She removed her hand from Elena's shoulder and took a step back. "I'll tell you everything soon. You've earned that. But for now, I need you to trust me. Can you do that?"

Elena thought about Maya Chen, alive and healthy in the recovery room. She thought about Sofia, cold in the ground for three years now, buried in a cemetery in San Jose where Elena still brought flowers every Sunday. She thought about all the children they could still save, all the parents they could spare from the grief that had nearly destroyed her.

"Yes," she said.

The lie came easily. She'd been telling it to herself for three years.

Victoria nodded, satisfied, and walked away, her heels clicking on the polished floor until she rounded a corner and disappeared from view.

Elena stood alone in the corridor, her heart pounding. Something was very wrong here. She'd known it for months, had felt it in her bones the way you feel a storm coming before the first clouds appear on the horizon. She'd buried it beneath the work, beneath the successes, beneath her desperate need to believe that Sofia's death had meant something, that her grief could be alchemized into purpose.

Tonight, she would dig deeper into the Prometheus data. Tonight, she would trace the sequences back to their source, wherever that source might lead. Tonight, she would find answers.

And if she didn't like what she found?

She'd deal with that when it happened.

\ \ \*

Two decks below, in a section of the ship that didn't appear on any official schematic, a bank of monitors flickered to life.

The room was small and dark, illuminated only by the glow of the screens. The walls were lined with servers that hummed with quiet menace, processing data that flowed in from sensors distributed throughout the ship—sensors that monitored everything from air quality to brain activity, from security camera feeds to the subtle electrical patterns of the human nervous system.

The figure watching the monitors sat in shadow, face invisible, presence announced only by the soft sound of breathing and the occasional click of a keyboard. On the screens, data scrolled in endless columns—Maya Chen's vitals, her brain wave patterns, the subtle fluctuations in her genetic expression that would have been invisible to any instrument developed before the twenty-first century.

And beneath it all, pulsing in red letters that seemed to throb with their own heartbeat:

The figure smiled in the darkness. Maya Chen was the forty-seventh child to receive the Prometheus treatment. She would not be the last.

The protocol was proceeding exactly as planned.

And somewhere, in a realm that existed between the spaces of normal reality, something stirred. Something that had been sleeping for a very, very long time. Something that had felt the first brush of connection and was now turning its attention toward a world it had last touched when the seas rose and the old cities drowned and everything humanity had built was washed away in a torrent of divine judgment.

The Watchers were waking.

And they remembered everything.


Chapter 2

The Commission

Marcus Cole had been a bioethicist for thirty-one years, and in all that time, he had never seen a witness lie so smoothly.

Dr. Jonathan Mercer sat at the witness table in the Russell Senate Office Building, his hands folded neatly in front of him, his expression one of benevolent patience. He wore a navy suit that probably cost three thousand dollars and a smile that probably cost considerably more—the kind of smile you bought with media training and practice in front of mirrors. Behind him, a team of lawyers from Helix Institute's legal department scribbled notes and whispered into phones, their collective billable hours ticking upward with every passing minute.

The hearing room was one of those cavernous Washington spaces designed to make ordinary citizens feel small and powerful people feel larger than life. Marble floors, mahogany panels, a ceiling that seemed to stretch toward heaven itself. The press gallery was packed, cameras clicking and rolling, reporters leaning forward with the hungry anticipation that came from sensing a story.

Marcus had been a part of this machinery for over three decades. He understood how it worked—the choreographed outrage, the carefully worded questions, the hearings that were less about finding truth than about generating soundbites for the evening news. Most days, he accepted it as the price of doing business in a democracy that ran on spectacle as much as substance.

But today was different. Today, the stakes were higher than anyone in this room seemed to understand.

"Let me be clear, Senator." Mercer's voice was measured, reasonable, the voice of a man who had nothing to hide. "The Prometheus therapy is the most rigorously tested treatment in the history of genetic medicine. We have cured—cured, not merely treated—forty-seven children of previously incurable diseases. The results speak for themselves."

Senator Williams nodded, seemingly satisfied. The man was a walking cliché—silver hair, patrician features, the kind of perpetual tan that came from golf courses and Caribbean vacations. He'd built a career on being photographed with sick children and voting against healthcare funding, a contradiction that apparently troubled no one but Marcus.

"And you're confident, Dr. Mercer, that these treatments pose no long-term risks to the patients?"

"Completely confident, Senator. We've monitored our subjects continuously since their procedures. All forty-seven are thriving. Many have returned to normal lives—attending school, playing sports, doing everything their healthy peers do."

Marcus watched from his seat at the far end of the witness table, feeling the familiar burn of frustration in his chest. The Presidential Commission on Bioethical Advancement was technically an independent body, but in practice, its recommendations were routinely ignored by politicians who preferred corporate donations to scientific caution.

He'd served on the commission for eight years now. Eight years of writing reports that gathered dust in filing cabinets. Eight years of watching the biotechnology industry expand faster than anyone could regulate it. Eight years of asking questions that nobody wanted answered.

He glanced down at his notes. The questions he wanted to ask were circled in red: Where did the Prometheus sequences originate? Why was Helix conducting trials in international waters? What happened to the children after the therapy—really happened, not the sanitized version in their press releases?

The chairman recognized him. "Dr. Cole, you have questions for the witness?"

Marcus stood. He was sixty-three years old, African American, and the only member of the commission with a background in both molecular biology and theology. His colleagues dismissed his concerns as religious paranoia. They would learn, eventually. They always did.

"Dr. Mercer." Marcus kept his voice calm, measured—the voice of a man who had learned that shouting accomplished nothing in these chambers. "The genetic sequences used in the Prometheus therapy—can you describe their origin?"

Mercer's smile flickered, just for an instant. It was the kind of tell that most people would miss, but Marcus had spent three decades reading faces in hearing rooms just like this one. Something about the question had rattled him.

"They're proprietary, Dr. Cole. Helix has invested billions in their development."

"That's not what I asked. I asked where they came from. Specifically, what was the source material?"

"Ancient human remains." Mercer recovered his composure, the smile sliding back into place like a mask. "Recovered from unique preservation conditions. The genetic material showed remarkable integrity."

"How ancient?"

"I'm not at liberty to discuss specifics."

"Twelve thousand years?" Marcus pressed. "That's the figure I've seen in some of the leaked documentation. Remains dating to before the end of the last Ice Age."

A murmur ran through the hearing room. Senator Williams frowned. "Dr. Cole, is this relevant?"

"Very relevant, Senator." Marcus didn't take his eyes off Mercer. "Because twelve thousand years ago, according to multiple cultural traditions, something happened. Something catastrophic. A flood. A cleansing. And before that flood, according to Genesis chapter six, there were beings on the earth that weren't quite human."

"Dr. Cole." Mercer's voice sharpened, the smooth facade cracking just a little. "I hope you're not suggesting that Helix is engaged in some sort of biblical conspiracy."

"I'm suggesting that your refusal to answer basic questions about the origin of your genetic material raises serious concerns. I'm suggesting that children who receive your therapy report unusual dreams, unusual abilities, unusual changes in behavior. And I'm suggesting that you know far more than you're telling this committee."

The room erupted. Cameras flashed like lightning. Senators conferred with aides in urgent whispers. Mercer's lawyers were on their feet, objecting to everything and nothing.

Marcus sat down and waited for the chaos to subside. He knew how this would play out. The hearing would conclude with vague promises of transparency that would never be kept. Helix would continue its work. The children would continue to change.

But someone had to say it. Someone had to put the warning on the record, even if no one listened.

An hour later, Marcus sat alone in his office, watching the sun set over the Capitol dome. The dying light painted the white marble in shades of gold and orange, transforming the monuments into something almost sacred. He'd worked in this city for decades, had watched administrations come and go, had seen idealism curdle into cynicism and cynicism occasionally bloom back into hope.

But tonight, watching the shadows lengthen across his cluttered desk, he felt something different. Something older. A sense of foreboding that had nothing to do with politics or policy.

His phone had been ringing constantly since the hearing—reporters wanting quotes, colleagues expressing support or condemnation, strangers with theories about everything from government cover-ups to alien infiltration. He'd unplugged it after the twelfth call.

His computer chimed with a new email. Anonymous sender. No subject line.

Marcus almost deleted it. These days, his inbox was full of conspiracy theorists who thought they'd figured out what he was really investigating. Most of them were harmless cranks. Some of them were disturbing. None of them had anything useful to offer.

But something made him click on this one. Maybe it was intuition. Maybe it was the simple pattern of numbers that made up the sender's address. Or maybe it was something else entirely—something that had been guiding him toward this moment for longer than he knew.

He read the first line, and his breath caught in his throat.

"The giants were on the earth in those days."

Genesis 6:4. Someone was quoting scripture at him.

He read on:

"You asked the right questions today, Dr. Cole. But you're asking the wrong people. Look for Yosef Stern. He found the bones. They destroyed him for it.

"The children aren't being cured. They're being changed. And we don't have much time.

"Matthew 24:37. As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man."

The email ended with a link to a news article from three years ago: "Israeli Archaeologist Claims Discovery of 'Giant' Remains in Judean Wilderness." The article was marked as retracted. The archaeologist's name was Yosef Stern.

Marcus searched for more information. What he found chilled him to the bone.

Dr. Yosef Stern had been a respected archaeologist at Hebrew University for twenty-eight years. He'd published in all the major journals, presented at international conferences, built a reputation as a careful, methodical scholar who let the evidence speak for itself. Three years ago, he'd announced a major discovery—a burial chamber in the Judean wilderness containing remains of unusual size and antiquity.

Within weeks of that announcement, everything had fallen apart.

His findings had been seized by "Israeli authorities"—the article was vague on specifics, but Marcus could read between the lines well enough to understand what that meant. His funding had been cut. He'd been dismissed from his position amid allegations of fraud that appeared out of nowhere and disappeared into the bureaucratic void before anyone could investigate them properly.

And then he had vanished.

No forwarding address. No new position at another university. No social media presence, no conference appearances, no publications. A man who had spent nearly three decades building a career simply ceased to exist, as thoroughly as if he'd never been born.

Marcus pulled up the timeline of Helix Institute's development. Three years ago, Victoria Thorne had announced a "breakthrough in genetic therapy" based on "ancient human genetic material." Three years ago, Helix had moved its primary research facility to a ship in international waters—beyond the reach of any regulatory body, beyond the jurisdiction of any court.

Three years ago, Dr. Yosef Stern had found something in the desert. And someone had made sure no one ever heard about it.

Marcus's hands were trembling as he reached for his phone. He had a former student who worked for the Israel Antiquities Authority. A contact at the Vatican's Pontifical Academy of Sciences. A network of colleagues who had been quietly raising concerns about Helix for years.

It was time to start making calls.

But first, he pulled out the worn leather Bible that had belonged to his late wife, Angela. The cover was cracked with age, the pages thin from decades of handling. She'd carried it with her through their entire marriage, had held it in her hands on the day she died, had pressed it into his keeping with the last strength left in her cancer-weakened body.

He turned to Matthew 24, the chapter where Jesus's disciples had asked him about the end times.

"As it was in the days of Noah."

Marcus had always assumed that verse was metaphorical. A warning about spiritual complacency. A call to vigilance. The kind of teaching that pastors unpacked in Sunday sermons about being prepared for the unexpected.

Now, staring at the name "Yosef Stern" on his computer screen, he wondered if Jesus had been speaking literally.

The days of Noah. The time before the Flood. When the sons of God had come down and taken human wives.

When the Nephilim walked the earth.

Marcus closed the Bible and bowed his head. For the first time in years, he didn't know what to pray for. The words that usually came so easily seemed stuck in his throat, trapped by the weight of what he was beginning to understand.

But he knew, with absolute certainty, that he was running out of time.

And somewhere, in offices and laboratories and ships floating in international waters, people who had been waiting for this moment were beginning to realize that someone was finally asking the right questions.

The game was about to change.


Chapter 3

The Bones

Three Years Earlier Judean Wilderness, Israel

The bone was wrong.

Yosef Stern had been an archaeologist for thirty-two years. He had excavated Bronze Age sites in the Galilee, Iron Age fortifications in the Negev, and Herodian ruins throughout the Jordan Valley. He had held in his hands pottery shards that predated the pyramids, coins minted by kings whose names appeared nowhere in written history, scraps of parchment that bore witness to events the world had long since forgotten.

He knew human remains. He knew what a femur looked like, how much it should weigh, how long it should be. He had studied enough skeletons to populate a small city, had catalogued bones from every period of human habitation in this ancient land.

The femur lying in the dust at his feet was nearly a meter long.

"Rachel." His voice came out as a croak, dried by the desert air and strangled by something that felt like fear. He cleared his throat and tried again. "Rachel, come look at this."

His graduate assistant scrambled down the rocky slope, her headlamp bobbing in the darkness of the cave. Rachel Levi was twenty-four, brilliant, and utterly fearless—qualities that made her invaluable on a dig and occasionally terrifying at faculty meetings. She had argued with tenured professors, challenged visiting scholars, once told a government minister that his understanding of Bronze Age metallurgy was "charmingly primitive."

She crouched beside him, and he heard her breath catch.

"That's not possible," she said.

"I know."

"A femur that size would belong to someone nearly three meters tall."

"I know."

"Giants aren't real, Dr. Stern."

Yosef didn't answer. He was staring past the femur, deeper into the burial chamber they had spent six weeks excavating. The initial ground-penetrating radar had shown an anomaly beneath the cave floor—nothing spectacular, just a density variation that suggested a void, possibly a collapsed cistern or an abandoned storage chamber. They had expected a small tomb, perhaps from the Second Temple period, another addition to the endless catalogue of Jewish burial sites that dotted the Judean hills.

Instead, they had found this.

The chamber was roughly circular, carved from the limestone bedrock with a precision that suggested advanced tools—tools that shouldn't have existed in the period they had dated the site to. Eight stone platforms lined the walls, each bearing the remains of a single individual. The platforms were sized for bodies that couldn't exist.

Yosef moved to the nearest platform and gently brushed away the accumulated dust of millennia. The skull that emerged was massive—cranial capacity at least fifty percent larger than any modern human, perhaps more. The orbital sockets were slightly elongated, giving the face an expression that might have been called contemplative or might have been called alien, depending on your frame of reference. The jawbone was heavy, built for strength, capable of crushing bone if the teeth were anything to judge by.

"Take photographs," he said quietly. "Everything. Every angle. I want complete documentation before we touch anything else."

"Dr. Stern, what is this?"

He looked at her, this young woman who represented everything he believed about science—skepticism, rigor, the patient accumulation of evidence. How could he tell her what he suspected? How could he say the words that had been forming in his mind since the moment he saw that impossible bone?

"I don't know," he lied. "But we're going to find out."

They worked through the night. Rachel photographed while Yosef took measurements, his hands trembling slightly as he recorded numbers that shouldn't exist. Femurs averaging ninety-four centimeters. Skulls with cranial volumes exceeding 2,200 cubic centimeters—larger than any Homo sapiens ever measured, larger even than the largest Neanderthal specimens. Bone density measurements that were off the charts, suggesting a skeletal structure that could support weights no human frame should bear.

By dawn, he had confirmed what he already suspected. These weren't deformed humans. They weren't ancient hoaxes or elaborate forgeries. The bones were genuine, the dating consistent, the burial practices authentic to the late Neolithic period—maybe earlier, if the preliminary radiocarbon results were accurate.

Someone had buried eight giants in this cave more than twelve thousand years ago.

"There's something else." Rachel's voice echoed from the far end of the chamber. "Come see this."

Yosef made his way to where she crouched, her headlamp illuminating a section of the cave wall that they hadn't yet examined. His heart nearly stopped.

Carved into the limestone was a series of symbols he recognized immediately. He had seen them before, in texts that no university would acknowledge, in traditions that his Orthodox upbringing had taught him to respect but never fully believe.

The symbols told a story. Figures descending from above—not falling, but coming down deliberately, purposefully, as if they owned the sky and were merely deigning to visit the earth. Union with human women—the images were explicit enough that Yosef felt his cheeks flush despite decades of professional exposure to ancient art. Offspring that towered over normal men, their proportions matching the remains that lay on the platforms behind them.

And then, unmistakably, water. A great flood that covered everything—mountains, cities, the tall figures themselves, swept away in a deluge that seemed to come from above and below simultaneously.

"These are pictographs," Rachel said. "Early writing system, maybe? A creation myth?"

"It's not a myth." The words came out before Yosef could stop them.

"What?"

Yosef touched the carved stone, feeling the weight of millennia beneath his fingertips. The grooves were deep, made with tools that had been designed to last, to preserve this message for whoever might come after.

"Do you know the story of the Nephilim, Rachel?"

"The giants in Genesis? The ones who lived before the Flood?"

"'The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went to the daughters of humans and had children by them.'" Yosef quoted the verse from memory. He had learned it as a boy, sitting at his grandfather's knee, listening to stories that seemed fantastical even then. "For three thousand years, scholars have argued about what that passage means. Were the 'sons of God' fallen angels? Ancient kings? A poetic way of describing violence and corruption?"

He turned to face her. "What if it was literal? What if something non-human took human wives and produced offspring? What if these—" he gestured toward the massive skeletons "—are the proof?"

Rachel stared at him. In the dim light of their headlamps, her face was unreadable. "You're serious."

"I don't know what I am. But I know what I see. Eight sets of remains that can't be explained by any known human variation. Bones that suggest individuals of enormous size and strength. And pictographs that match a story told in the oldest book of the Bible." He paused. "We need to bring in specialists. Carbon dating, DNA analysis, everything. We need to be absolutely certain before we publish anything."

"If you're right about what these are…"

"If I'm right, this is the most important archaeological discovery in history. Proof that the biblical account of the antediluvian world—the world before the Flood—is based on something real. Proof that the Nephilim existed."

"And if you're wrong?"

Yosef smiled grimly. "Then I'm a fifty-eight-year-old academic who's lost his mind, and my career is over."

He pulled out his satellite phone and dialed the number for Dr. Miriam Azoulay at Hebrew University's genetics laboratory. She answered on the third ring, her voice thick with sleep.

"Miriam. It's Yosef. I need you to come to the dig site. Bring your portable sequencing equipment."

"What did you find?"

He looked at the massive skulls, the pictographs on the wall, the story written in stone and bone.

"I can't explain on the phone. But clear your schedule. This is going to change everything."

The DNA results came back three days later.

Yosef sat in his field tent, staring at the report Miriam had just handed him. The words blurred together, dense with technical jargon, but the conclusion was clear enough for anyone to understand.

"This isn't possible," Miriam said. She was a small woman with sharp eyes and a perpetually skeptical expression—qualities that had made her one of the most respected geneticists in Israel. In three decades of collaboration, Yosef had never seen her look so unsettled. "The sequences don't match any known human population. They don't match any known primate population. Some of these genetic markers shouldn't even be compatible with human biology, but they're clearly integrated into the genome."

"What are you saying?"

Miriam took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. "I'm saying that whoever these individuals were, their DNA isn't entirely human. It's as if someone took a human genome and… enhanced it. Added sequences that code for increased bone density, accelerated neural development, extended lifespan." She paused. "These people—if we can call them that—were designed. Engineered."

"Engineered by whom?"

"That's the question, isn't it?" Miriam replaced her glasses. "Yosef, I've been a scientist for thirty years. I've never believed in the supernatural. But these results…" She shook her head. "Either someone's playing an elaborate hoax, or we've found evidence of something that shouldn't exist. A non-human intelligence that modified the human genome thousands of years ago."

"The sons of God."

Miriam looked at him sharply. "Don't start with the religious interpretations."

"You just said these genes appear engineered. Designed. That implies a designer."

"I said they appear that way. There could be natural explanations we haven't considered."

"And the pictographs? The burial practices? The location—less than twenty kilometers from where the Dead Sea Scrolls were found, in caves used for preserving sacred texts for millennia?"

Miriam was quiet for a long moment. "What do you want to do?"

Yosef thought about his career, his reputation, his comfortable position at the university. He thought about Rachel's excitement, Miriam's caution, the weight of what they had discovered.

"I'm going to publish," he said finally. "Not everything. Just enough to get other scientists involved. Peer review. Independent verification. We'll follow the evidence wherever it leads."

"You know what this will do to you. The establishment will crucify you."

"Maybe." Yosef stood and walked to the tent flap, looking out at the desert landscape. The sun was setting, painting the ancient hills in shades of gold and crimson. This was the land where prophets had walked, where God had spoken to humanity through burning bushes and pillars of fire. "But if we're right—if this is what I think it is—then the truth matters more than my career. It matters more than anything."

What he didn't know—couldn't know—was that someone was listening.

Forty-eight hours later, the site was raided.

Israeli military vehicles surrounded the excavation at dawn. Soldiers in unmarked uniforms—no insignia, no identification, the kind of soldiers who didn't officially exist—moved through the camp with brutal efficiency. Laptops were seized. Hard drives were confiscated. Every photograph, every sample, every scrap of documentation was loaded into unmarked trucks and driven away.

Miriam's sequencing equipment was taken. Rachel's notes were confiscated. The bones themselves were loaded into containers marked with warning symbols that Yosef didn't recognize.

He was detained for twelve hours, questioned by men who never identified themselves, and released with a warning: speak of this to anyone, and his family would suffer.

By the end of the month, his academic tenure had been revoked. His publications had been retracted. His colleagues refused to take his calls. The official story was simple: Yosef Stern had suffered a mental breakdown, fabricating evidence to support religious delusions. The burial chamber had been a hoax, the DNA results contaminated, the entire dig a cautionary tale about what happened when science was corrupted by faith.

Within three months, Yosef had disappeared. The cave was sealed. The giants were forgotten.

But the DNA was not destroyed.

Someone had copied the sequences before the raid. Someone had preserved them, studied them, and eventually delivered them to a woman named Victoria Thorne.

And in a research facility floating in international waters, the real work was just beginning.


Chapter 4

The Dreamer

Zoe Chen caught a hummingbird in her bare hand.

She didn't mean to. The bird had been hovering outside her bedroom window, its wings a blur of iridescent green, suspended in the morning air like a tiny miracle. She had reached out without thinking—just an impulse, a desire to touch something beautiful, the kind of childish gesture that normally ended in disappointment and a lesson about the speed of wild things.

Her hand had moved faster than she'd ever moved before, faster than she'd thought possible, and suddenly the tiny creature was trembling against her palm, its heart beating so fast she could feel it through her skin like the flutter of a thousand butterflies.

She opened her hand immediately, shocked. The hummingbird darted away, apparently unharmed, a jeweled streak disappearing into the California sunshine. But Zoe stood frozen at the window for a long time afterward, staring at her palm as if it belonged to someone else.

That wasn't normal. That wasn't even close to normal.

She was fourteen years old, and two years ago, she had been dying. Sickle cell disease had been slowly destroying her from the inside out—her blood cells collapsing in on themselves like origami gone wrong, clogging her vessels, starving her organs of oxygen. The pain had been constant, a fire burning through her joints and muscles that no medication could fully quench. The hospitalizations had been frequent, her bedroom transformed into a rotating display of IV stands and monitoring equipment. The prognosis had been grim—a life measured in pain crises and transfusions, in the slow dimming of everything she'd hoped to become.

Then her mother had found Helix Institute.

The treatment had been miraculous—there was no other word for it. Within weeks of the therapy, her symptoms had vanished like morning fog burning off in sunlight. Within months, she'd been able to run, to play, to live like a normal kid for the first time in her life. The doctors had called it a cure. Her mother had called it a blessing.

Zoe wasn't sure what to call it anymore.

The changes had started slowly. Six months after the treatment, she'd noticed that her reflexes were sharper than they should be. She could catch things before she consciously registered them falling—pencils tipped off desks, cups knocked from tables, that awful moment when her mother's favorite vase started to slide off the mantel and Zoe had been across the room before she'd even realized she was moving.

A year later, her grades had improved dramatically—not because she studied harder, but because she could simply remember everything she read. Every equation, every historical date, every vocabulary word in every language she was learning. Information that had once required flashcards and repetition now stuck in her mind like insects in amber, preserved perfectly, accessible instantly.

And the dreams. God, the dreams.

She sat down on her bed and pressed her palms against her eyes, trying to will away the images that haunted her every night. A city of white towers reaching toward a sky that wasn't quite blue—deeper somehow, more purple, as if she were looking at the heavens through a different atmosphere entirely. Men and women who weren't quite human, beautiful and terrible in equal measure, their features simultaneously familiar and alien. Voices that spoke in a language she shouldn't understand but somehow did, calling to her across distances that had nothing to do with space.

They were waiting for her. They were always waiting.

"Zoe? Honey, are you okay?"

Her mother's voice came from downstairs. Wei-Lin Chen worked from home now, having quit her job at the tech company to care for Zoe and her younger sister Maya during the worst of Zoe's illness. She hadn't gone back to work even after Zoe recovered, as if afraid that leaving would somehow break the spell—that if she wasn't watching constantly, the disease might creep back in through the cracks.

"I'm fine, Mom." The lie came easily. She'd been practicing.

Zoe stood and looked at herself in the mirror. Dark hair, dark eyes, features that were unmistakably Chinese-American. Nothing about her appearance had changed—not visibly, anyway. She looked like a normal teenager. A little taller than average, maybe. A little more athletic than she'd been before the treatment. But nothing that would make anyone look twice on the street.

She looked normal.

But she wasn't. She knew that now.

She thought about Maya, who had received the same treatment just a few days ago. Her twelve-year-old sister had been diagnosed with Huntington's disease—a genetic time bomb that would have slowly destroyed her mind and body over the coming decades. Now she was cured, just like Zoe had been. And soon, if Zoe's experience was any guide, she would start to change.

The thought terrified her.

Zoe grabbed her laptop and sat cross-legged on her bed. For the past few weeks, she'd been researching everything she could find about Helix Institute, about the Prometheus therapy, about the strange abilities she was developing. The official information was useless—press releases touting miraculous cures, scientific papers dense with jargon that revealed nothing about the treatment's actual origins.

But she'd found other things. Message boards where former patients compared notes, their posts quickly deleted but sometimes cached on obscure archive sites. Anonymous accounts that described experiences eerily similar to her own—the enhanced reflexes, the perfect memory, the dreams of ancient cities. And references—brief, quickly deleted—to something called "Genesis Protocol" that predated the Prometheus treatment by years.

One post in particular had stuck with her. It had appeared three nights ago on a medical conspiracy forum she shouldn't have known existed, buried deep in the corners of the internet where normal people never ventured. The user had called themselves "Watchman" and had written:

"You want to know where the Prometheus sequences come from? Look up Yosef Stern. Look up what he found in the Judean desert. Then ask yourself why he disappeared, why his discovery was buried, and why Victoria Thorne started curing children with 'ancient genetic material' six months later.

"The Nephilim were on the earth in those days. Genesis 6:4.

"You aren't being cured. You're being changed. And when you change enough, they'll be able to reach you.

"Run while you still can."

Zoe had searched for Yosef Stern. She'd found the retracted articles, the accusations of fraud, the total destruction of a respected academic career. She'd found references to archaeological discoveries that matched her dreams—burial chambers containing massive skeletons, DNA that didn't match any known human population.

And she'd found Genesis 6.

The Nephilim. The sons of God and the daughters of men. Giants who lived before the Flood.

Zoe wasn't religious. Her mother was a lapsed Buddhist, her father a confirmed atheist before his death when she was eight. She'd grown up believing that the Bible was mythology, no different from Greek or Norse stories about gods and monsters—interesting cultural artifacts, perhaps, but nothing to base your life on.

But the dreams. The dreams felt real in a way that nothing else did. More real than her bedroom, more real than her school, more real than the California sunshine streaming through her window.

And last night, for the first time, something in the dreams had spoken directly to her.

"You are one of us now," it had said. The voice was beautiful and terrible, like music played on instruments that shouldn't exist—notes that resonated in frequencies the human ear wasn't designed to process. "The blood remembers. The code awakens. You will be the bridge between what was and what will be."

"I don't understand," she'd replied—or thought she'd replied. In dreams, it was hard to tell the difference.

"You will. Soon."

She'd woken gasping, her sheets soaked with sweat, her heart racing like the hummingbird she would catch hours later. The echo of that voice had stayed with her all day, a whisper at the edge of consciousness, a presence that wasn't quite there but wasn't quite gone.

Now, sitting on her bed with her laptop open to articles about ancient giants, Zoe made a decision.

She needed help. She needed someone who understood what was happening to her—someone outside her family, outside Helix, outside the carefully controlled narrative that Victoria Thorne had built around the Prometheus therapy.

The forum post from "Watchman" had included an encrypted email address. Zoe had the technical skills to use it—another new ability that had appeared in the months since her treatment, an intuitive understanding of systems and codes that she'd never possessed before. But she'd hesitated. Reaching out to anonymous strangers on the internet violated every rule her mother had ever taught her.

But her mother didn't know what Zoe was becoming. Her mother still believed the treatment had simply cured her disease. Her mother had no idea that her daughter was now something more than human.

Or maybe, something less.

Zoe opened a new browser window and began composing a message.

"My name is Zoe. I received the Prometheus treatment two years ago. I've been having dreams about a city with white towers and people who aren't quite human. I can catch hummingbirds with my bare hands and remember everything I read.

"I think something is waking up inside me. I think you might know what it is.

"Please help me. I don't know who else to ask."

She stared at the message for a long time. Then she added one more line:

"Genesis 6:4. I looked it up. I think I'm starting to understand."

She hit send before she could change her mind.

Downstairs, her mother was calling her to dinner. Maya's voice joined in—bright and healthy now, all traces of disease erased. Her sister had started humming a song that morning, a melody Zoe had never heard before. When she'd asked Maya where she learned it, Maya had looked confused.

"I dreamed it," she'd said. "Someone was singing it to me. Someone very tall, with eyes like fire."

Zoe had said nothing. But she knew that melody. She'd dreamed it herself, two years ago, in the first weeks after her treatment.

The awakening had begun for Maya, too.

And somewhere, in a place between sleeping and waking, between the world that was and the world that was coming, something ancient stirred. It had been waiting for a very long time.

Soon, it would wait no longer.


Chapter 5

The Shepherd

Pastor David Washington had been in ministry for twenty-three years, and in all that time, he had never performed an exorcism.

He was beginning to think he might need to.

The child sitting across from him in his cramped church office was nine years old, African American, and by all accounts perfectly healthy. Jaylen Jenkins had been cured of sickle cell disease eighteen months ago through Helix Institute's Global Health Initiative—a free treatment program that had come to Baltimore's underserved communities like a gift from heaven. The news had made the rounds in the congregation, had been celebrated as evidence of God's provision in a world that too often forgot about places like West Baltimore.

Now the boy was speaking in languages he'd never learned.

"Tell me again what he said," David asked. His voice was calm, pastoral, the voice he used when counseling families through crisis. Inside, his heart was hammering against his ribs like a caged animal trying to escape.

Tanisha Jenkins, Jaylen's mother, clutched a tissue in her hands. She was a woman David had known for years, a faithful member of New Hope Baptist Church who worked two jobs to keep her family afloat and still managed to make it to Sunday service more often than most. She'd wept with joy when Jaylen was accepted into the Helix program, had testified before the congregation about the miracle of modern medicine and the goodness of God.

She wasn't weeping now. She was terrified.

"It started a few weeks ago," Tanisha said. "He talks in his sleep. Words I don't understand. My grandmother—rest her soul—she used to speak some Hebrew from her time in church. She said some of the words sounded like that. But old. Like from a different time."

"Hebrew?"

"And other things. Last night, I recorded it on my phone." Tanisha pulled out the device with trembling hands. "I showed it to my cousin Marcus—he teaches linguistics at Morgan State. He said some of the words were Aramaic. Ancient Aramaic. The kind nobody's spoken for two thousand years."

David leaned back in his chair. Jaylen sat perfectly still, watching them with eyes that seemed too old for his young face. He hadn't spoken since his mother brought him in, but he smiled occasionally—a small, knowing smile that made David's skin crawl.

"Jaylen." David spoke directly to the boy, keeping his voice gentle but firm. "Can you tell me what happens when you sleep?"

The smile widened. "I visit the old city."

"What old city?"

"The First City. Before the water came." Jaylen's voice was casual, as if he were describing a trip to the grocery store. "The tall ones live there. They teach me things."

"What kind of things?"

"How to see better. How to hear better. How the blood works." Jaylen tilted his head, his eyes catching the fluorescent light in a way that seemed almost metallic. "They say you're a priest. They say your kind used to serve them, long ago. Before the rebellion."

David felt ice water run down his spine. "Who says these things, Jaylen?"

"The Watchers." The boy's eyes seemed to flicker—a trick of the light, surely, but for just a moment, they appeared to glow with an inner silver luminescence. "They've been waiting for us. And now we're finally waking up."

Tanisha made a sound somewhere between a sob and a scream. David reached across his desk to take her hand, squeezing it tightly.

"Jaylen, I'd like you to wait outside with Mrs. Patterson for a few minutes. Can you do that?"

The boy shrugged and stood. "Sure, Pastor. But they can hear you, you know. Even when I'm not in the room." He walked to the door, then paused, his hand on the knob. "They know about the old man in Israel. The one who found the bones. They're very interested in the people who are asking questions."

He left, closing the door quietly behind him.

David sat in silence for a long moment, his mind racing. Watchers. The old city. The tall ones. The bones.

He knew those references. He'd preached about them, years ago, during a sermon series on the Book of Enoch—the ancient Jewish text that expanded on Genesis chapter six. The Watchers were the angels who came down to Earth, who took human wives, who fathered the Nephilim. The giants. The men of renown.

The beings God had destroyed in the Flood.

"Pastor Washington." Tanisha's voice was barely a whisper. "What's wrong with my son?"

"I don't know yet." The answer was honest, if incomplete. "But I'm going to find out."

After Tanisha and Jaylen left, David sat alone in his office as the winter sun set outside his window. New Hope Baptist Church was ninety-three years old, a red brick building that had survived riots and recessions and the slow decay of West Baltimore. He'd pastored here for fifteen years, shepherding a congregation of three hundred souls through poverty and violence and the thousand small tragedies of urban life.

He'd seen a lot of things in those fifteen years. Drug addiction and recovery. Marriage and divorce. Birth and death and everything in between. He'd counseled gang members and grandmothers, held the hands of the dying and celebrated with the newborn, buried more young men than any pastor should have to bury.

This was different. This was something his seminary education had never prepared him for.

He pulled his Bible from the desk drawer and turned to Genesis 6. The words were familiar—he could recite them from memory—but tonight they seemed to carry new weight:

"The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went to the daughters of humans and had children by them."

And also afterward.

The text implied that the Nephilim hadn't simply vanished in the Flood. They had persisted, somehow. Their bloodline had continued.

David thought about the six families in his congregation who'd received the Helix treatment. Jaylen Jenkins was the most dramatic case, but he wasn't the only one showing changes. Marcus Washington Jr., a seven-year-old who'd been cured of Tay-Sachs, had started drawing pictures of impossibly tall figures—detailed sketches that looked like nothing a child his age should be able to produce. Aaliyah Jackson, twelve, had tested into her school's gifted program with IQ scores that puzzled her teachers.

And the dreams. Every single child reported the same kinds of dreams. White towers. Ancient cities. Beings who weren't quite human.

David reached for his phone and dialed a number he hadn't used in years.

"James? It's David Washington. From seminary."

A pause. Then: "David? It's been—what, fifteen years?"

"About that. Listen, I need to ask you something. You're still working with the Vatican's Advisory Council, right? The one that deals with… unusual matters?"

Another pause, longer this time. "How do you know about that?"

"You mentioned it at our twentieth reunion. You'd had a few drinks."

James Chen—no relation to the Chen family that David didn't even know existed yet—laughed nervously. "I shouldn't have. That was supposed to be confidential."

"I need your help, James. Something is happening to children in my congregation. Children who received a gene therapy from an organization called Helix Institute. They're speaking ancient languages in their sleep. They're dreaming about the world before the Flood. One of them just told me that beings called 'Watchers' are teaching him how to see better."

Silence on the line. David could hear James breathing.

"James? Are you still there?"

"Where did you say this therapy came from?"

"Helix Institute. They have a free program for genetic diseases. It's been a miracle for families who couldn't afford—"

"David, listen to me very carefully." James's voice had changed, dropping into something urgent and afraid. "Do not talk to anyone else about this. Do not contact Helix. Do not let those children know that you're concerned."

"What? Why?"

"Because you're not the first person to report these symptoms. And the others who started asking questions…" James paused. "They're not around to ask anymore."

"James, what is going on?"

"I'll tell you what I can when I see you. I'm booking a flight to Baltimore tonight. But David—" His voice dropped lower. "Are you familiar with Matthew 24? The signs of the end times?"

"Of course."

"'As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man.' Do you know what that verse means?"

David felt the chill return, deeper this time. "I'm beginning to think I do."

"Then you understand why I'm scared. Why everyone who knows about this is scared." James exhaled sharply. "Pray, David. Pray harder than you've ever prayed in your life. Because what's happening to those children—what Helix is doing—isn't just genetic therapy."

"Then what is it?"

The line crackled with static. When James spoke again, his words seemed to come from very far away.

"They're building a bridge, David. A bridge to something that was supposed to stay buried. Something that should have been destroyed in the Flood."

The call ended abruptly. David tried calling back, but the number just rang and rang.

He sat in the gathering darkness of his office, the Bible still open in his lap, and tried to process what he'd just heard. Outside, the sounds of Baltimore drifted through the window—cars, voices, the distant wail of a siren.

Normal sounds. Normal life. A world that had no idea what might be waking up inside it.

David closed his eyes and began to pray. For Jaylen. For the other children. For James, flying through the night to deliver news that David suspected would change everything.

And for himself, a simple preacher who was beginning to realize that the Bible stories he'd taught for decades might be more real—and more dangerous—than he'd ever imagined.

"As it was in the days of Noah," he whispered.

Somewhere in the church, a door creaked open. Footsteps echoed in the sanctuary.

David opened his eyes.

He was no longer alone.


Chapter 6

The Architect

Victoria Thorne had been planning this moment for forty years.

She stood before the observation window of her private office aboard the Prometheus Rising, watching the Pacific swells roll beneath a sky just beginning to lighten with the first gray hints of dawn. The ship was her sanctuary, her laboratory, her temple. In three years of operation, it had produced forty-seven miracles—forty-seven children who had been dying and were now transformed, their bodies carrying genetic sequences that hadn't walked the earth since before the Flood.

Soon, it would produce something far greater.

Her office was a study in controlled elegance. White walls, white furniture, white carpet—a sterile purity that matched the clinical precision of everything she did. The only color came from the ancient texts that lined one wall, volumes bound in cracked leather and faded cloth, their pages containing knowledge that predated the major religions of the world.

Her tablet chimed with an incoming message. She glanced at it, smiled, and returned her attention to the sea.

"Dr. Cole has been making inquiries," said the man standing in the shadows behind her. Gregory Kaine had served Victoria for fifteen years, had been with her since before Helix Institute existed, since the days when their work had been conducted in basements and back rooms instead of state-of-the-art research vessels. He was her right hand, her enforcer, the blade she wielded when subtlety failed. "He contacted the Israel Antiquities Authority this morning. And he's reached out to his Vatican connections."

"I know."

"We could have him silenced. We've done it before."

Victoria shook her head slightly. "Marcus Cole is a public figure. He's testified before Congress. His disappearance would raise questions we can't afford to answer. Not yet."

"Then what do you suggest?"

She turned to face her visitor. Gregory Kaine was seventy-one years old, though he could have passed for fifty. The treatments had been good to him—the preliminary versions, before they'd perfected the Prometheus sequences. His face was unlined, his body strong, his mind sharp. He was one of the Seventy, the inner circle that had preserved knowledge of the Nephilim across millennia, passing down the traditions from father to son, from teacher to student, waiting for the day when science would finally catch up with destiny. Victoria's father had recruited him personally, decades ago.

"We let him ask his questions," she said. "We let all of them ask questions. The shepherd in Baltimore. The geneticist on this ship. The Israeli archaeologist, wherever he's hiding." She smiled. "By the time they find the answers, it won't matter. The protocol will be complete."

"And if they try to warn people?"

"They will. And they'll be dismissed as religious fanatics, conspiracy theorists, enemies of progress." Victoria picked up a glass of wine from her desk—an ancient vintage from a cellar that predated the French Revolution, a bottle she'd been saving for a special occasion. "The world wants what we're offering, Gregory. A cure for every disease. Children who can reach their full potential. The next stage of human evolution."

"They don't know what they're really getting."

"They never do." She took a sip. The wine was exceptional, as always—notes of oak and earth and something older, something that spoke of vineyards planted in soil that had witnessed the rise and fall of empires. "That's the beauty of faith. Give people a god to believe in, and they'll follow anywhere."
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