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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.
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        “When I was at TPS I was writing a research paper and came across some buried records of a scholar—Nethanel Shimizu. The Redeemers had tried to erase all memory of him, but information out in the Mazzaroth is basically forever. And this man, this heretic, had dared to ask the questions humanity had been afraid to consider for millennia. He believed so firmly in the quest for the truth that he probably died for it. If he had that kind of courage, do you really expect me to flinch from mere verbal castigation?”

        RACHEL JORDAN, DISCIPLINARY HEARINGS AT NRU

      

      

      

      

      
        
        SEPTEMBER 28, 3096 EY — BEEROTH, GEHENNA

      

      

      The airlock took ten times too long to open, and then Rachel was on the darkened streets. A hint of illumination lit the red sky, so it must have been afternoon, though it was hard to tell through the thick atmosphere.

      Passersby watched Rachel as she ran. She needed to move fast, but running would draw too many eyes. She darted into an alley and slowed her pace. Every few steps she found herself glancing over her shoulder. Hostility seemed to waft off the entire planet. It filled the city and choked her as surely as the atmosphere itself would. It seeped through her pores, suffusing her consciousness. The vile dregs of humanity threatened to consume her.

      She caught herself running again, gasping for breath. It was her fear, only. No one watched. No one. Her breather felt too confining. If she could just remove it for a second …

      She hailed a cab and jumped in. “Just drive. South district.” It didn’t matter where they went, just away from here.

      The driver watched her from the rearview display, lust and rage oozing from him. Would he rape and murder her given the chance?

      Rachel’s heart throbbed against her chest. She was panicking. She knew it. This was just a guy at work. She was letting fear drive her empathic senses into overload, fixating on every hint of a feeling. Her hand trembled as she reflexively brushed the MAG at her side. She had to get this thing working. It might be all that stood between her and God knew what fate.

      Galizur’s company made the damn thing. Endbringer, indeed.

      Void. She’d been living with an assassin who was likely using her on behalf of the government. Maybe killing his own people waiting for her to unlock the secrets of the Sefer. Of course he was! Because only an empath could unlock it. So who was he really working for? Jericho? Why not? They seemed to be pulling all the strings.

      And she’d slept with him. Angels above, what a fool she’d been. She’d let a moment of passion, of weakness, throw all her judgment to the wind.

      OK. OK. That was done.

      Knight wasn’t here. Maybe he’d really gone back to Machpelah, maybe not. Either way, she didn’t have much time. Could she trust him? No, she could never take that chance. She’d known—she’d known—he was dangerous from the moment he killed those Redeemers. If she’d listened to her instincts, she wouldn’t be here now.

      Of course, she might not have the Sefer either.

      His attraction to her had been genuine, but she was used to that—it came with being an empath. And sometimes she felt an undercurrent of warmth coming off him.

      Or … had he been focusing on his attraction in order to distract her from his true intentions? That would make sense.

      Rachel stared out the cab window at the monochrome city. She hated this place. She hated everyone here.

      And Knight … Pretending not to care about the Sefer. Simple reverse psychology to keep her from realizing who he really worked for.

      The truth was, even if he did care about her, she couldn’t trust him. A man like that would kill anyone he was ordered to, emotions be damned.

      “Stop. Stop! Stop the damned hover!”

      Rachel paid the driver, not even sure where she was. She rushed from the cab, dimly recognizing the area.

      There was a trade tower nearby, with a pub on the first floor. She forced herself to walk to the airlock and hit the buzzer. No one knew she was here. No one would find her.

      Except that … people like Knight could find anyone.
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        “Nanobots can do anything. A person has but to think up a use, and we can design and program nanobots for it. From the tiniest jobs like surgery without need for incisions, to construction of space stations, we’ve got the nanobots to make human life easier.”

        OTHNIEL KEESE, JERICHO CHAIRMAN

      

      

      

      

      
        
        BEEROTH, GEHENNA

      

      

      The tower’s airlock whooshed open, and she stepped inside. This pub was locally infamous for its stiff whiskey, bourbon, and backroom services. The first time she’d been here, a waiter had tried to sell her a nanobot-induced orgasm. She’d politely declined, not even wanting to think about machines doing that to her nervous system.

      After a few glances around the pub, she strode over to the bar and slapped a kesitah chip on the counter. “Whiskey,” she said, her throat dry. “Strong.”

      The bartender poured her a shot, and she downed it in one swig. The sudden burning in her throat and sinuses took the edge off her nerves. Another might simmer her down … No. It would dull her. She couldn’t afford that.

      “I need a back room. Privacy.”

      “Male, female, or nanobots?”

      “Private, with access to the Mazzaroth.”

      The bartender shrugged. “It’s your money. We can provide whatever you want.” He handed her a key card. “Down the hall, third room on the left, just past the washroom. Left side, mind. Third on the right is for group play,” he said with a wink and a burst of lascivious emotion that made her flush and tempted her despite her misgivings.

      Her mind was her mind.

      And it should be ashamed of itself.

      Rachel snatched the card and hustled to the door on the left. Across the hall, she felt waves of erotic energy rippling out from the room. Even through a closed door, the emotions threatened to overwhelm her. A sudden weakness built in her abdomen, and for a heartbeat she considered going back to the bartender for those nanobots.

      With a grunt, she opened the door to her private room and slammed it, disgusted with herself. Being an empath in a place like this, it could get the best of her. Rachel slumped against the closed door and tried to let the edge flow off her excitement.

      She turned on the Mazzaroth and sent a channel to Galizur. No one answered. Angels’ wrath, she was going to kill that bastard. For one moment, she wondered if he’d had any idea about Knight when he sent her to him. But, no, that made no sense. QI was a rival of Jericho. If Galizur knew Knight had been or was working for Jericho, he’d have never brought them together. She was still going to give him an earful for it, though. If her brother had figured it out, it meant the information was out there.

      Her brother. Jeremiah had tried to warn her. He’d told her. He’d said if she came in they wouldn’t wash her sins. Nothing could be more horrible than that.

      The thought of losing all she was … worse than death.

      To have her body go on, have everyone think it was her, when all that made her who she was had fled. If they caught her on their own, it’s what they’d do. Void, her father might order it himself. A telepath would be in her mind, violating her.

      Rachel sunk to her knees and hugged herself. She had the Sefer, but she couldn’t read it. Worse, the longer she kept it, the more it was playing with her mind.

      David had turned on her, showing his true loyalty just like before. Knight was a monster. And Galizur … He either wasn’t in or wasn’t interested in her call. Probably the former since he expected her to get the Sefer.

      But she might not have much time. Knight could come back to Beeroth at any point. If he even ever left.

      She had to make a choice.

      “Call Jeremiah Jordan,” she said to the Mazzaroth. She forced herself to her feet. She’d be damned if she’d face Redeemers on her knees.

      Her brother’s face flashed on the screen a moment later. “Now you want to talk?”

      “Sorry, Miah. I …” God, what was she doing? Saving her life. She didn’t want one of his lectures, but maybe that was the price to be paid. If she’d never left, if she went back now, could all be forgiven? Could she have a family back, if she’d pretend to believe? “They really wouldn’t try to wash me?”

      “A lot of people are dead, Rach. This is about as serious as it gets.”

      No shit. She didn’t want to be one of those dead people. “I need guarantees.”

      “I’m your brother. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. You know I’m a man of my word. Just turn yourself in.”

      “I …” She could do it. It must mean there were still Redeemers here on Gehenna. All she had to do was go to them, and they’d get her off this planet. Maybe she should just let them have the damn Sefer for all the trouble it had brought her.

      “Rachel, just tell me where you are. I’ll come get you.”

      “You’re here yourself?” Her brother had come to Gehenna. He must love this place. “I’m …” They would take the Sefer. And it would never see the light of day again. They’d never destroy something made by the angels, but it would be locked away, waiting for the return of masters that were never coming back.

      It was better than Jericho getting it, of course. To have the Ark hidden away damned mankind to stagnation, but at least it wouldn’t let this Caleb Gavet conquer the universe one transaction at a time.

      But by handing over the Sefer, she was allowing Jeremiah to damn humanity.

      That would make her responsible. People would never reach beyond where they were now. They had barely progressed in the last six hundred years, at least outside of Asherah. And if there were really cyborgs there—though she had seen none in her time in Triangulum—then one day they would come and take the rest of the Local Group. Sentinels protected Mizraim through superior training and superior numbers—but one day Asheran technology would far outstrip anything the Sentinels had.

      They broke the rules and got ahead doing it. It was the way of progress.

      It was inevitable, if the Redeemers took the Sefer.

      And, in the end, they’d wash her sins. That’s what they did with khapiru. Whatever her brother said, they’d blame her for the death of their own. And even if they didn’t, she had come so far to bring the Ark to mankind, not to let it fall to the Redeemers or Jericho Corp.

      She gritted her teeth and shook her head. “You shouldn’t be here, Miah.”

      “Just tell me where you are!”

      She was in hell. But Jeremiah’s wasn’t a hand she could take to escape it. She’d have to drag herself out—there was no one else.

      “Goodbye, brother. Mazzaroth off.”

      The screen flickered dead.
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        “We gave mankind the cosmos. The Conduit is the rope that lashes mankind’s empire together. Join as one species, and glory in the expanse of your domain.”

        THE CODEX, BOOK OF SHAMSIEL

      

      

      

      

      
        
        THE CONDUIT

      

      

      The iridescent walls of the Conduit soared past the Logos. David was dimly aware of the barrage of colors as his mind reached out, combing the network of passages and seeking the pathways. Intergalactic space was immeasurably vast, but there were fewer branches in the Conduit out here.

      Part of his mind remained locked on the unfolding paths before him, but part wandered even when he tried to focus. Just as the Conduit amplified his psionic abilities, which included an amplified awareness of his own memories.

      His mind drifted back to Testament Psi School, New Rome campus. Rachel was there, wearing a pink jacket and white pants. The zippers on her jacket sparkled like diamonds—a forgotten detail that crystallized in sudden clarity.

      “So I’m going to get a private lesson now, Mac?” she said, flashing him a smile. “What are you going to teach me today? Any special maneuvers in mind?”

      David had lots of maneuvers he wanted to go over with Rachel, but that morning really was supposed to be a flying lesson. “Slingshot around the moon and back. You ready to take the controls the whole way, lass?” he asked as they picked out one of the school shuttles.

      Rachel had that gleam in her eye. “I’m always ready.”

      The shuttle was twelve meters long, a sleek, triangular wedge with a double-seat cockpit. David pressed the key to pop the latch, and Rachel climbed in ahead of him.

      The shuttle could hold eight passengers in the back, but it was empty today. Just him and her. He climbed in beside her. “Strap in.”

      Belts secured them across the chest, then Rachel tapped the panel to close the cockpit. “Nervous?” she asked. Bugger it. He wasn’t yet used to the idea of a girl who could hear his emotions back then. Barely ascended back then, she wasn’t able to block out half of what people felt.

      “I believe in you, lass. Besides, I’m here to take over if you bugger it up too badly.”

      “Wow. Thanks for that vote of confidence, Captain Supportive.” She powered on the engines, grabbed the throttle, and rocketed them down the runway.

      “Start easy. Just get us up.”

      “Not the time, David,” Rachel singsonged, looking over with a playful smile.

      He raised his hands in surrender. Aye, she knew what she was doing. He snuck a glance at her thighs, shapely in her skin-tight flight pants.

      “I felt that,” she said.

      Damn empaths. But two could play at that game. David focused his psionic senses, projecting waves of sensual energy at her.

      Rachel gasped, jerked back on the throttle. Her breath came in sudden gulps, and she looked over at him, pupils dilated.

      Suddenly, a low-orbit satellite came into the center of the forward window. They were headed straight for a safety buoy! Bah, the irony would have landed them on MNN’s nightly broadcast.

      Lunging across the cockpit, David grabbed the flight stick. Shaking herself from her empathic daze, Rachel fought him for control. “I’ve got this. Just keep your filthy mind out of the⁠—”

      “Cargo ship!”

      “No, not the cargo ship, the—oh, shit!” Rachel stopped fighting him just in time to veer out of the way of a freighter that would barely have registered the impact of their little vessel hitting its hull.

      As soon as they were safe, Rachel’s face twisted up in a scowl. Oh, the temper she used to have in those days. David had just been thinking how beautiful she looked when she was angry as her hand came up to slap him across the face.

      David snapped free of the memory and focused back on the Conduit. No empath David had ever known could stay mad at someone who cared about them. Unable to control her psionics, Rachel soon forgave him. Oh, God, had she forgiven him. Captain Waller would not be pleased if they wound up in the wrong galaxy, and that’s where they were liable to end up if he continued indulging in those memories.

      For hours, he stayed on the bridge, until at last the ship jumped through another gate. It was still a ways to Gehenna, but he had to rest. He’d fry his psionics if he kept this up. There was only so much time in the Conduit a pilot could take. After almost a full day’s flight, the whole crew might be fatigued. The non-psychics much less, of course, but they’d feel it.

      He left the bridge to Lieutenant Dana and retired to his quarters. Those had been his best days, back with Rachel. Aye, he’d never give up his uniform—it was as much a part of him as his skin. He was one of the youngest commanders in the Sentinels, and he hoped to make captain by the time he was forty.

      But his career had cost him Rachel. David could admit that now. He’d thought he’d come to grips with that long ago, but now they were flying to Gehenna. He was going to see her again, and most likely not on friendly terms.

      Would she ever forgive him for snatching away the Sefer Raziel from her? If it existed, Waller would find it. David had no doubt.

      Back in his quarters, he settled in and gingerly opened the Codex. There were always answers, if you knew where to look. Every book in the Codex was written by an angel, and each angel had his or her own brand of unique wisdom. Some warned of danger, some offered comfort, and some spoke of elevating the soul. The wise man heeded all the words.

      Letting his mind go blank, David flipped pages and stopped to see where his psionic sense had guided him. It was a silly ritual, entirely out of bounds for what he knew of precognition. But it felt like the angels might guide his hand.

      He’d turned to the Book of Zuriel. Specifically, he landed on the chapter defining the purpose of humanity. The angels claimed mankind was God’s great experiment.

      A test. Everything was a test. That had always been a comfort before. Now, doubts nagged as to whether mankind had passed.

      He flipped again.

      “Following the Age of Repopulation, the Shekhinah was established to assist in governing the rapidly growing numbers of humanity…”

      He couldn’t focus. This was supposed to be relaxing. Instead, his head throbbed. There was no sleeping, not so soon after dropping out of the Conduit.

      Rachel.

      He’d done his duty in telling Waller about the Sefer. He was a Sentinel, like his mum before him. He was a Commander, an officer. He had to follow his duty.

      Rachel.

      His heart raced. Focus on the words.

      “The Shekhinah carried the voice of the angels to the people, tapped directly into the Conduit…”

      Damn it.

      Rachel might die, and he was helping her toward it!

      He flung the Codex aside, and it collided with the wall. God, she’d never forgive him! All of this meant nothing—he was going to destroy her dreams.

      A tremble ran through him, and he turned, realizing what he’d done.

      The Codex, the words of the angels, lay on the floor, its pages bent and splayed.
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        “What is sin? It is all that runs contrary to the word of God. Where once humanity struggled to divine His will, the angels have laid plain the path to tread.”

        THE CODEX, BOOK OF PHANUEL

      

      

      

      

      
        
        BEEROTH, GEHENNA

      

      

      Avidan entered the Redeemers’ borrowed room at the Beeroth Holy Outreach Center and sat down with the rest of the heart. His face was caked with sweat-stuck grime like the rest of them, except where a breather mask had covered his face.

      Jeremiah looked them all over. He wanted to berate them, to tear into them for the useless, mewling sinners they all were. But how could he, when he had performed no better. Khapiru were overrunning this planet, and the one remaining force of righteousness was helpless to stop it. Damn them all. He was half tempted to conscript the chaplain of this rotten little excuse for a temple to see if he could do any better.

      “One woman …” he said at last, letting the words hang while he thought of what to follow them with. “One woman evades us. Is she trained in advanced combat techniques? No, she is not. Is she armed with Sentinel armor? Asheran plasma rifles? Ancient angel relics? No, no, and thank the universe, no. With the angel Muriel as my witness, she who was once my sister has not violated the First Commandment. Why then, does she elude us? Someone offer me an explanation.”

      “That protector,” Thaddeus said bluntly. “We cannot counter him.”

      “That’s what I wanted to bring up, Brother Jeremiah,” Avidan said. “The protector was seen without Rachel in his company by a source back in Machpelah.”

      Jeremiah’s scowl sent the heart all cringing. “Why didn’t you interrupt me? That was information not to be withheld.”

      “Apologies,” Avidan replied with a sheepish shrug. “Your demeanor is fearsome when you employ that pulpit voice.”

      “Split up. Comms on. Now might be our best chance to find her alone.”

      As Avidan headed for the door, last in line, Jeremiah caught him by the arm. “She might not be as lost as all that. If we can get her alone, take her alive.”

      “But you said⁠—”

      “That was predicated on not being able to overcome that First Commandment sinner guarding her.” It was impossible that a mere human was so adept in battle without even Sentinel tech at his disposal. “Kill only if you must. I’ll see an advancement for you if you can manage to take her alive.”

      Avidan’s smile was pitying. “‘She who was once your sister,’ eh Brother Jeremiah?”

      Jeremiah laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “There are times I envy you. Being born a ward of the Redeemers would have been a life less entangled in the sinful world outside.”

      Avidan’s smile faltered. “It’s not all sin out there, you know. No one calls the Redeemers for a day of picnics and frolicking on the beach. Even if I had to fight with tooth and nail to keep them on the path, I wouldn’t have minded a brother or sister.”

      Without pausing to think, Jeremiah pulled Avidan close and wrapped his arms around the kid. “You have more brothers and sisters now than you can count. God’s love is in us all.”

      Avidan sniffed. “I don’t care about a promotion. If I find your sister, I’ll save her. For you, my brother.”
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        “Mankind is a species of consumption. The further we expand, the more we need, in turn demanding further expansion as one world after another runs dry. This is the natural order of the universe, as established by the angels. Our work is but to carry on the example they gave us by allowing the continuing growth of our species.”

        ATARA KULMALA, ZEBULUN EXECUTIVE

      

      

      

      

      
        
        THE CONDUIT

      

      

      There was more happening on Gehenna than they knew. David couldn’t escape the nagging feeling they were flying blind into a tangled political web.

      He shut down his Mazzaroth connection and headed down the hall. Pausing a moment to steel himself for an uncomfortable conversation, he buzzed the door to the captain’s quarters.

      A moment later, the door slid open. David found Waller reclining on a couch, listening to bombastic music. Something from his home world, maybe. Waller was from one of those small mining worlds no one had ever heard of, owned by Zebulun, if he remembered right. Anakim had their own unique sense of music, heavy on percussion and brass.

      “Pause playback,” the captain said and sat up. “MacGregor?”

      David saluted. “I’ve been researching Gehenna.”

      “Always wise.”

      “I have strong reason to believe the planet may be owned, in secret, by Jericho Corp.”

      Waller sighed, then rubbed his beard. “The game gets more interesting, then.”

      “Sir, we don’t know what the situation is. Can we afford to be antagonizing the Conglomerate?”

      Waller waved it away. “We’re too close. They own it in secret, you say? Then they can’t complain publicly about anything we do there. We have perfect deniability for interfering in their affairs. How were we to know?”

      “But we don’t know why they want the planet, or why they’re keeping it secret. We might assume it relates to the Mammon coming out of there, but we can’t be certain. I’ve traced a lot of the dealings back to one of their executives named⁠—”

      Waller held up a hand. “Deniability, MacGregor. I don’t want to know. And neither do you.”

      “Sir?”

      “Drop the issue, and focus on finding the Sefer.”

      David stilled his jaw and saluted. “Sir. With all due respect, I⁠—”

      Waller just raised an eyebrow.

      David cut himself off before he finished that sentence.

      Politics was the difference between him and Waller. It was the difference between making commander by thirty-seven and still being a captain at seventy-five. It wasn’t that David curried favor or spent his shore leave sipping wine with admirals and politicians. He merely knew how to tiptoe where the cows shite and not step in it. Waller plodded the straight line and rarely bothered wiping his feet afterward.

      If Waller wasn’t going to watch his step around Gehenna and Jericho, then David was just going to watch his around Waller. “Aye, sir. Understood.”

      There would be no helping Rachel if Waller tuned him out. The overgrown oaf had his fingers in the pudding already. If David wanted the assignment planetside to see to her safety, he’d have to pick up a spoon and at least act like he wanted to play along.

      “Your concerns are noted, Commander.” Waller waved him away. “Dismissed.”

      David saluted and left, immediately slouching into a state of discouragement once the door slid shut behind him. He couldn’t argue with Waller’s reasoning, but it rang false, even duplicitous.

      Something on Gehenna was off. Jericho Corp wouldn’t care about a world like that unless they knew something he didn’t. Even Mammon didn’t seem enough of a payoff to be worth the risk. Not for a megacorp that big.

      And if they were after the Sefer too, if they knew about it, maybe it was Sentinel duty to keep it from them.

      Rachel was caught on the target range. Too many factions wanted too many things she was nosing about. David couldn’t imagine she understood them all. Rachel never looked before leaping; she theorized and called that good enough.

      When he finally made it back to his quarters, Leah stood outside, hands clasped behind her back. When he approached, she bit her lip. “So …”

      Shite. “Sorry about dinner. Got caught up with Captain Waller.”

      Her eyes nictitated, the inner third eyelid blinking. He’d never figure out whether that was a sign of irritation or just confusion. “You planning on eating anything?”

      “I will. Did you?”

      She shook her head. “Want to head down to the mess?”

      “Not tonight, lass. Maybe grab something and bring it to my quarters?”

      Her eyes opened a bit wider, and she rocked back. Then she nodded and headed off. Probably shocked he wasn’t taking his meal with the crew. But some things shouldn’t be said in public, and he was too tired anyway.

      He sat down at his table and paged through more data on Gehenna and Jericho until his door buzzed. “Open,” he said, without looking away from the screen.

      “We’ve got rainbow fish from Rehobath,” Leah said.

      David glanced at her. “Home cooking?” That was Leah’s homeworld.

      “Yes and no. I ordered six cases from Manna Products on our last supply run. But I had the ship’s cook crack one open tonight. Might be my homeworld, but I’m no cook.”

      She carried two steaming boxes, each filled with spice-rubbed fish and crisp vegetables. David’s mouth watered as the aroma escaped the boxes. Leah set one in front of David, then settled into the chair across from him.

      “Smells delicious,” he commented, taking a deep whiff.

      Leah squinted at his screen. “Jericho?”

      There was no point denying it. Waller never spoke to Leah unless he had a headache, and she kept her mouth shut. “Aye. I think they’re the ones really running things on Gehenna. I suspect the government there are just puppets.”

      “We have no jurisdiction over Conglomerate worlds.”

      “Aye. But the captain says since they haven’t made their claim public, they can’t well object to our presence.”

      She speared the fish with her fork and took a bite. “Fine line, but I suppose he’s right.”

      “That’s not the only issue, though. If they took the world, they did it for a purpose. I can’t believe they’re going to sit back if we just show up and start waving guns around.”

      “I thought you liked waving your gun around?”

      David smirked. “It’s not funny, lass. Half the universe is after this mystical Sefer that might be down there. Rachel is right in that zoo and on the wrong side of the bars with those animals.”

      She nodded, slowly. “David, we’re Sentinels. Your friend Rachel lost her job for blasphemy and is practically khapiru. You’re going to have to make a choice.”

      Aye, and there was no choice. He was a Sentinel.

      Duty always came first.
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