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Prologue

Blood. His blood.

It’s everywhere.

How is he even still alive?

It’s no miracle, that’s for sure. Someone wants to keep him alive. So he can witness what’s about to come. Something so much worse than everything he’s had to suffer so far.

His mind races, trying to figure out what went wrong. Or rather, where he went wrong.

He knows it exactly. In fact, it shouldn’t be a surprise. He should have seen it coming. But he’d been blinded by his own hubris.

WARNING!, the system informs him in letters as blood red as the liquid flowing from the many holes in his biological and artificial body alike.

CRITICAL SYSTEM FAILURE IMMINENT! CORE SHUTDOWN INITIATED!

No, he thinks. No…

I’m not done yet. It can’t end like this. Not now…

And yet he knows this is the end.

Death holds no fear for him. It had lost its dread when he faced greater horrors than death many years ago. So many years ago…

Something else scares him, more than anything he would ever admit. Even to himself.

Why hadn’t he told Nephilim how he really felt about her?

Was it cowardice? Or something deeper?

Once again, he tries to move, but he can’t. Not even an inch. The nerves connecting his artificial limbs to his brain had been severed. By someone who knew exactly how to do it.

He’s completely helpless, and it disgusts him.

He, the mighty High-Archangel, humiliated like this. Considering the state he’s in, death will be a relief. And he deserves it, because he’s weak. Because he’s been a fool.

He knows that nothing can save him now. The damage is too severe.

He tastes his own blood in his mouth and wonders if he’ll eventually bleed out or if the artificial systems keeping him alive will give up first.

His vision blurs as he gasps for air, desperate, yet not willing to give up. He will fight until his last breath, just as he has done all his life.

After a moment, his vision returns… and he sees her.

Nephilim.

She’s standing right in front of him like an angel of death. From his kneeling position, he looks up at her.

She’s so beautiful… If he has to die, at least she’ll be the last thing he’ll see in this world.

He knows this is his last chance. He must tell her how he really feels about her, or it’ll be too late.

He opens his mouth to speak, but only blood rushes out instead of words.

“I…” he whispers, and he’s shocked at how frail his voice sounds. “I…”

Suddenly he notices something.

Nephilim isn’t dressed in an Angel’s uniform. She’s wearing a shiny, formfitting bodysuit.

Looking closer, only now does it become visible that it’s not the fabric that shines… It’s the blood covering it.

The suit is black with yellow stripes on its shoulders and hips. It’s the suit of a Wasp.

Metatron stares at her in disbelief as she stands in front of him, wearing the uniform of the TogbuaXiang elite cyborgs.

Then everything turns black, and he knows that this is the end. Once and for all.


Chapter One

TogbuaXiang

Nephilim was at peace, for once.

She was floating with her eyes closed. She almost felt weightless, almost like she was experiencing zero gravity in space.

Her ears heard nothing from the outside world, the only sound the rushing of her own blood in her ears.

She opened her lips and let oxygen escape from her lungs. The bubbles it created around her body tickled her biological skin.

At the beginning, when she and Metatron had first become close, she’d never understood why he loved water and swimming so much. Angels were relatively bad swimmers—relatively. They could still swim faster than the top human swimming champions, and they could hold their breath three times longer than the best free divers.

But compared to their speed and agility on land, they were slow and clumsy in the water. Their bodies were heavy due to the high amounts of metal inside them. They learned during their training at Angelborn to avoid combat situations involving water whenever they could.

And yet Metatron loved nothing more than water, and the ocean in particular.

A feeling of longing filled Nephilim. It had been only a week since they’d been swimming in the ocean off the shore of Olympias II, enjoying each other’s company. In retrospect, those two days had been the happiest in Nephilim’s entire life.

But as was often the case, such realization only came in retrospect. No matter how sweet something feels in the present, it develops its full flavor only in memory.

Nephilim missed him so much that it almost felt like physical pain in her chest. And yet she couldn’t go back. Not yet.

Her job here wasn’t done. In fact, it was only the beginning.

She opened her eyes.

Bright light shone through the perfectly blue water surrounding her, its rays slightly diffused due to the water’s movement.

More bubbles escaped Nephilim’s mouth as she spun and began diving downward.

It was a surreal experience.

It seemed as if she were slowly falling out of the sky into a sprawling city—like a fallen angel.

But it was an illusion, of course, albeit a spectacular one. She was in a pool more than a hundred stories above the ground—a pool that was made entirely of glass. It was built like a gigantic fish tank hanging in the air over the façade of the monumental skyscraper owned by the Tigress—seemingly defying gravity.

The architecture was breathtaking, and the moment Nephilim saw the pool for the first time, she knew that Metatron would have loved it. It outright dwarfed the pool on the roof of his tower, and yet it was only one of many that were part of this incredible building.

Nephilim swam to the bottom and touched the glass with her hand. Her hair was floating around her like a black veil.

She stared downward for a moment, enjoying the slight sensation of vertigo, which had surely been intended by the architects of this place.

Many hundreds of feet below sprawled a city she still knew almost nothing about. Since her arrival here three days ago, she hadn’t left the Tigress’ tower. She was burning to go down there and explore, but she forced herself to be patient—something she had learned from Metatron.

She also was burning to learn more about the plans the Tigress had for her, but so far, the enigmatic Wasp leader had kept her in the dark.

Patience, she told herself, and she realized once again that in her mind, her voice sounded like Metatron’s. She missed him speaking directly into her mind so much that her own thoughts sometimes sounded like his.

Nephilim lifted her head, and her underwater perspective shifted. She saw the majestic Chao Praya River right ahead. Many hundreds of feet below, it appeared like a gigantic ribbon, gleaming in the sunlight.

She enjoyed the unique underwater view for a moment longer, mesmerized. Then she used her feet to push herself off the glass surface and swam upward.

A second later, her head broke the water, and she felt the welcoming morning sun. It had only risen in between the skyscrapers thirty minutes ago, but it already felt warm on her wet skin. Nephilim was used to a hot and humid climate, but compared to the climate here, the temperatures back home were outright moderate.

Unlike the sunrises in Olympias, which often had reddish hues that reflected off the endless glass towers, making them appear like they were on fire, the light here always appeared slightly golden, turning the towers around her into molten gold.

Swiftly, she swam to the rim and propped her arms on the glass surface, studying the spectacular city surrounding her. Everything appeared golden, white, and green. At least from up here, among the highest towers of TogbuaXiang. Judging by the glimpses she had caught of the bottom of the city, it looked very different down there.

Nephilim closed her eyes and enjoyed the early morning sun warming her skin.

This was such a beautiful place, so peaceful. Up here, the constant noise of the city, the humming and buzzing, was barely audible, even for her.

Nephilim cherished the moment of peace, knowing that it wouldn’t last.

She thought of the duel the Tigress and she had had merely 48 hours ago. Its outcome… and the Tigress’ demand.

Nephilim had gravely underestimated the leader of the Wasps. Being the grandchild of TogbuaXiang’s founder, she was basically like royalty. Nephilim didn’t think of the Tigress as a fighter, even though Metatron had briefed her about how cunning and ruthless she was. Yet he hadn’t mentioned that the two of them had dueled before.

Maybe he hadn’t thought it was of importance, or maybe he’d had other reasons not to mention it. He also hadn’t mentioned that he and the Tigress had fucked. Not that it bothered Nephilim. For someone born and bred in Olympias, it would have been ridiculous to be bothered by such a fact. Besides, it had happened many years before she and Metatron had become intimate. And even if it hadn’t, it wouldn’t have bothered her. After all, Metatron did it with all his Archangels.

But that would change.

Thinking of it brought to mind something Metatron had said before she had left for TogbuaXiang: It’ll be only you and me when you return.

A pleasant shiver went through her body as she remembered his words, and a tickling sensation spread from her stomach to her heart.

Only you and me.

Nephilim sighed as her mind drifted off into daydreams. Had someone scanned her with the same ability Angels had, they would have recognized the arousal in her bodily functions.

Not that she would have cared.

After a moment, she noticed someone approaching. It wasn’t a cyborg. Instead, it was one of the many human servants that had been assigned to her.

“Excuse me, madame,” the woman said politely in a strong Thai accent.

Nephilim turned her head. Dressed in the traditional clothes all the Tigress’ house personnel wore, the woman pressed her palms together and bowed.

“Yes?” Nephilim said.

“It is time for your massage, madame.”

Ah, right, Nephilim thought.

Quickly, she swam to the end of the pool and pulled herself out of the water with a speed and grace that would have been impossible for a human.

“Thank you,” she said, taking the towel the servant offered her. Like all towels and linens here, it smelled of lotus and lemongrass.

Nephilim wrapped herself in it and followed the petite woman through the lush gardens that covered the biggest part of the terrace.

Soft grass, bamboo, hibiscus, and other tropical plants flanked the wooden pathway, giving the illusion that this was an actual garden on the ground surrounding a tropical villa and not just one of many huge terraces built onto a skyscraper.

And this was only the relatively modest part reserved for guests. What Nephilim had seen of the Tigress’ private residence on top of the building dwarfed this area here.

Once again, Nephilim couldn’t help but think of Metatron and how much he would have liked it here. For many reasons, she fervently wished he were here.

But he wasn’t. She would bring him the alliance he needed and share all her memories with him when she was back in Olympias.

Provided she survived the challenge the Tigress had planned for her.

∆∆∆

Metatron opened his eyes.

He took a deep breath and sighed. That dream again.

Why did it keep haunting him?

Isn’t it obvious? a mocking voice inside him asked. A voice almost eerily resembling Lucifer’s. Someone’s trying to kill you. Again. Shouldn’t you be used to it by now?

Metatron sat up and looked at the other side of his bed. It was empty. Untouched.

Nephilim wasn’t here. She was on the other side of the globe, on a mission he had sent her on. Her absence filled his bed with emptiness, his entire home. His heart, his life.

Of all people, Metatron knew best who she really was and what she was capable of. And yet he couldn’t help but worry about her. He hadn’t heard anything from her since her departure besides the short note that had informed him that she’d arrived safely.

He knew he should trust her, trust that she knew what she was doing and that she would succeed and return to him. But no matter what reasonable opinion his brain had on the matter, his heart had a different one. He missed her dearly and wished he had never sent her off to TogbuaXiang.

If something happened to her, he would never forgive himself…

With a sharp move, Metatron got out of bed and began pacing up and down his huge bedroom.

Outside, the megacity was sound asleep, its myriad of lights shining like an artificial galaxy. Metatron’s internal chronometer showed him that he had been sleeping for merely two hours. That wasn’t enough rest, even for him.

Of course, he could function without sleeping for days, but eventually, even a cyborg needed rest. Metatron had always had trouble with sleep. His brain was too active at all times, his thoughts wouldn’t let him rest. But it had become so much better since Nephilim had shared his bed almost every night. She soothed him, calmed his restless thoughts.

She made him… happy.

Without her, where was the point in anything?

Metatron spun on his heel and left his bedroom, angry with himself.

He had to stop acting like a love-drunk teenager and focus on the tasks at hand. Behave like the High-Archangel, like a leader. Like someone who always knew what to do. Like someone who had a solution for anything.

He was always like this on the outside. Composed, cool, and calculating. Couldn’t he allow himself weakness on the inside from time to time?

No.

Not now. Too much was at stake. He was so close to achieving the goal he had been working toward his entire life. He couldn’t allow himself any misstep now.

Naked, he crossed the living area of his penthouse, which was shrouded in semi-darkness, only illuminated by the city lights coming through the panoramic windows.

It was five minutes past 3 AM, the time he always woke up when he was tortured by the dream.

His beloved grand piano shone in the faint light, reflections of the flickering city shimmering on its black polish. Metatron sat down and began playing.

He knew he should let Weinberg perform a deep scan on his brain and neural implants. No matter how often he ran a system check on himself, everything came back green. But something must be wrong with him if he kept having that dream. Like every cyborg, he shouldn’t be dreaming at all. His implants should have prevented it.

And yet here he was.

Dreaming about his death over and over again.

Was it a secret death wish?

Metatron’s fingers stopped playing for a moment as he evaluated this thought. He hadn’t even realized which composition he had been playing: Chopin’s Piano Sonata No. 2—the Funeral March.

Metatron shook his head at himself, smirking.

You’re becoming melodramatic in your old age, he thought.

Metatron continued playing, this time fully aware of the music. He loved the Sonata No. 2. It was one of his favorites by Chopin.

No other composition ever created described the nature of death better than Chopin’s Funeral March.

Death was the great nothing, non-existence. Most people were intellectually incapable of grasping the idea of non-existence, and if they did, they became depressed and could only function with a high amount of drugs. It was why all cultures in the history of mankind had developed religious systems that gave people hope.

Metatron’s mind was intelligent enough to fully grasp the concept of death. More than that, he had been on death’s doorstep more than once. He didn’t fear it, but he wouldn’t embrace it either. There was only one thing in the entire world worth dying for, and that was Nephilim.

No, Metatron didn’t have a secret death wish.

He was death.

More people had died at his hands or his orders than he could count. And many more would follow before he was done. He didn’t feel any remorse, nor did he seek redemption of any kind.

Maybe the dream was a reflection of the existential stress he had suffered many times lately. As the cynical voice in his head remarked, by now, he should have been used to the fact that people wanted to kill him.

But why did he always see Nephilim in this dream? For a while, he had thought it was because he secretly feared that she would end him one day. But he trusted her. She wouldn’t turn against him.

Or would she?

Metatron recalled the last dream once again. Nephilim had been wearing a Wasp uniform in it. Why?

Maybe because she was in TogbuaXiang right now. Or did a part of him think that she might side with the Tigress against him?

He slammed his fingers harder against the alabaster keys of the piano as the composition reached the finale, its darkest part.

Nonsense.

Nephilim loved him. Not only had she said it, she had also proven it through her actions more than once. Actions always spoke louder than words, although admittedly, hearing the words was beautiful as well. Every time she said them, she was caressing his soul.

In fact, Nephilim was the only person who had ever truly loved him. Despite everything he was and had done.

She was everything he had always wished for but had never hoped to find.

And yet, he wasn’t capable of telling her how he felt. How pathetic.

That would change when she came back. Metatron was determined to come clean, and then there would be only the two of them.

He smiled, closing his eyes while his hands continued playing blindly.

Most likely, the dream had been a reflection of the events two days ago. Someone had tried to assassinate him. And it was through nothing other than pure luck, chance, that he had survived.

Usually, when his car had been blown up, hit by the rocket, he would have been in it. He wouldn’t have survived the attack. Instead, he’d suffered merely a scratch.

You have a guardian angel, he thought with a smirk.

Pragmatic as he was, Metatron found the incident more annoying than anything else. He’d almost died so many times over the years that such attacks didn’t scare him much. But he had other important matters to attend to—namely, initiate a coup and destroy the Pyramid from within.

Having to deal with someone trying to kill him was an annoyance.

Especially since he had no clue who might be responsible. Despite all their technology and manpower, the Angels hadn’t been able to find a lead. Which was why Metatron had sought out Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes.

Remembering the encounter, he grinned briefly. Ferreira-Nunes had been hoping the High-Archangel had visited him for a different reason. Such a reaction wasn’t new to Metatron—he encountered it all the time with humans. The good detective was clearly attracted to power, authority… and death.

He had behaved the same way toward Nephilim.

Metatron would take advantage of that. Even though he had saved the detective’s life because he wanted to reward him for helping Metatron find Nephilim, he was also aware that Siro could turn out to be a very valuable asset. Helping him solve the mystery of who had tried to blow him up was only a first step.

If he did well, there would be a place for Siro Ferreira-Nunes in the new world order under cyborg rule. After all, he was one of them now. Well, almost.

Metatron finished playing the piece and smiled, imagining what things would be like once he was done.

He was close.

But first, he needed to keep his part of the bargain with Neftali and deal with her competitors for the position of CEO. She’d said she wouldn’t mind if he killed them, and Metatron had to admit that he was impressed and intrigued by her ruthlessness.

Nevertheless, he preferred to keep them alive and only kill them if absolutely necessary to achieve his goal. Otherwise, there might be complications if new members had to be appointed. Who knew who they would be and if it would be easier to deal with them than the current ones.

Besides, the fact that the Board was scared of him after what he had done to Stavros played into his hands. But it was important not to scare them too much. If they believed he might go after them next, they might take measures to remove him from the Board.

Or more permanently.

Which was why it was very likely that the person behind the failed assassination attempt on him was on the Board. Likely, but not certain. It might also be someone he hadn’t taken into account yet.

In any case, it would be better to convince the two gentlemen to step back from their ambitions. And Metatron already had an idea of how to accomplish that.

Once he had the codes for the AI army, he would remove this little cabal and the archaic idol they worshipped from this world once and for all.

Their rule had lasted long enough. It was time for a purge.

Metatron’s neon-blue eyes gleamed in the semi-darkness as he squinted. The grin on his face would have caused most people nightmares if they had seen it. It was the grin of a creature out for blood. Lots of blood.

His elegant cyborg fingers began playing the piano again, this time stroking the keys tenderly as he played Chopin’s Funeral March once more.

∆∆∆

Ouch, Nephilim thought.

This was damn painful, even for an Angel.

She was in a bright room filled with sunlight. The only furniture was a firm mattress on which she was sitting. In the corner stood a crystal water fountain that broke the light into prismatic colors. The scents of herbs and incense filled the air.

Nephilim was dressed in a shirt and pants made of such delicate linen that she could barely feel her clothes on her skin.

Everything here was designed to offer visitors a pleasant experience. And yet it wasn’t. Well, not really.

When she’d first been told she would be getting a massage, she’d been pleasantly surprised by the idea. She still had enough biological skin and muscle mass to appreciate a good massage.

However, the treatment she’d received instead was nothing like any massage the physiotherapists at Angel HQ provided.

The traditional Thai massage, as Nephilim had learned, was an ancient medical treatment dating back more than two thousand years. It was based on a philosophy completely alien to Nephilim as no one in Olympias believed in meridians and energy streams inside the body, besides the clearly measurable electric ones.

But the Tigress seemed to be convinced of these traditional methods as she had ordered daily massages for Nephilim. She wanted Nephilim to recover quickly and be energized for the things to come.

Nephilim had suffered a cut in the duel with the Wasp leader, which had been treated and glued by the Tigress’ personal physician, as well as many bruises. She’d received quite a beating.

The massages were supposed to help with that. After the first one, Nephilim thought that it must have been a cruel joke as every single bit of her biological body hurt for hours. But surprisingly, the bruises were gone the next morning, and Nephilim had felt better rested than ever before.

Nevertheless, the massage itself was still hell.

Two therapists were working on her, using their entire bodies and a surprising amount of strength for biological humans to squeeze and stretch her in any imaginable way.

“Ouch,” Nephilim murmured as a pinch went through the biological flesh around her artificial ribs, even though no one had even touched her there.

“I’m sorry, madame,” one of the therapists murmured with a smile.

“It’s supposed to be painful,” a second voice said in a thick Australian accent, and the man’s grin was clearly audible. “Where would the fun be otherwise?”

Nephilim’s scan had shown her that he was there before he had even said anything. She lifted her head and saw Phichai standing in the doorway, his arms crossed and a smile on his face.

“You must know,” she replied, then grimaced as she felt an elbow drilling into her side.

“I was in need of one of those massages myself after the beating you gave me the other day,” Phichai said with a chuckle.

“I’m sorry,” Nephilim said in a tone that indicated that she wasn’t sorry at all.

She liked Phichai. The Tigress’ second in command had been nothing but friendly to her. Nevertheless, if she had to face him in combat again, she wouldn’t hesitate to give him another beating.

Nephilim was also determined to beat the Tigress if she ever got the chance to spar with her again. She doubted that would happen, though. The Tigress had used their stand-off as a demonstration of power and superiority. A tactic Nephilim knew well from Metatron. There was no need to repeat such a demonstration and risk another outcome.

Phichai focused on the masseuses and indicated with a brief gesture of his hand for them to exit the room. The two women bowed and quickly took their leave.

Gazing at Nephilim with his yellow cyborg eyes, Phichai approached her. Nephilim was surprised by how quickly she had become accustomed to the sight of those eyes. Not long ago, she had associated them with the Angels’ sworn enemies, but now, everything had changed.

Now, she was in Bangkok, the heart of TogbuaXiang. Wasp territory. She was here to bring Metatron the alliance he needed to succeed with his grand plan. She wasn’t surrounded by enemies—she was a guest.

Phichai reached out and helped Nephilim to her feet. A gesture of courtesy, as they both knew that she could jump up from a sitting to a standing position faster than an eye could blink.

“The Tigress sent me,” Phichai said. “She invites you to have breakfast with her.”

Finally, Nephilim thought.

She hadn’t seen the Tigress since their duel, and she was dying to learn what exactly she wanted her to do. So far, she had been more than cryptic.

“I hope you’re hungry,” Phichai added with a wink. “Our breakfast is nothing like what you’re used to in Olympias.”

There was a slight mockery in his words. Despite being friendly and courteous toward her, Nephilim could clearly sense the condescending attitude the Tigress and Phichai had toward Olympias and its customs.

Of course, Nephilim knew only too well how flawed her society was, but she was still bothered by it. No matter how flawed it was, Olympias was her home. It was all she knew. It was where Metatron was. It was the place they wanted to change for the better.

But their best bet to achieve that was the Tigress, which was why Nephilim would bite her tongue and smile.

“I can’t wait,” she said. “I’d like to take a quick shower first, if that’s ok.”

“Of course,” her host said with a slight bow. “I’ll wait for you in the main area of your quarters.”

He stepped aside and let Nephilim pass through the door first. As always, when Nephilim saw him around the Tigress’ residence, he wasn’t dressed in his Wasp uniform but in elegant plain clothes. If it weren’t for his cyborg eyes, he would easily have passed as a member of high society, whether here or in Olympias.

And yet he had been born a slave.

Nephilim was curious to learn his story. How he’d made it from the slums in Australia all the way to the top, becoming second in command of the TogbuaXiang elite cyborg troops and getting into the Tigress’ bed. Although they were discreet about it, Nephilim had no doubt that those two were very close. Watching them closely, she had clearly picked up the intimate vibes of their body language.

She wasn’t sure how such things were handled in TogbuaXiang, however. While everyone in Olympias knew that the High-Archangel had sexual relationships with all his Archangels, it might be a completely different story here and an offense to even imply such things.

Crossing the vast living space of the guest quarters assigned to her, which were beautifully arranged in feng shui style, she went straight to her bedroom, where she found her bed made and her clothes freshly laundered.

Nephilim entered the bathroom, which was bigger than the entire living area in her old apartment in Olympias—before she’d moved into Metatron’s new tower penthouse with him. She took a brief shower, brushed her hair, and put on her black clothes.

Unless she went out to an event or something like that, Nephilim usually didn’t wear makeup. She simply didn’t care very much about her looks. Luckily for her, she was a natural beauty who didn’t require any makeup to shine.

For a moment, she stood in front of the mirror and studied the tiny scar on her cheek. A souvenir from Cillian Stavros. One she had kept deliberately so she would always remember her lesson.

She had been reckless, arrogant… stupid.

It wouldn’t happen again.

Nephilim left the bathroom and found Phichai waiting for her in the main area of the guest quarters. He smiled, bowing his head, then made his way to the elevators, and she followed him.

As soon as she left her quarters, Nephilim found herself face-to-face with multiple Wasps. The elite cyborgs were stationed in the hall that led to the elevators and the staircase. Although the Tigress and Phichai had both assured her that she wasn’t a prisoner here, those guards told a different story. She wasn’t supposed to go anywhere without company.

Nephilim was a personal guest of the Tigress. A secret guest. As far as the rest of TogbuaXiang was concerned, she was an enemy.

“How are you liking your stay with us so far, Nephilim?” Phichai asked as they stepped into the elevator.

“You are formidable hosts,” Nephilim replied. “Although I have to admit that I would rather be getting on with the task the Tigress has planned for me.”

Phichai laughed softly. “It’s well-known that patience isn’t your strongest suit.”

She spun her head toward him, raising her eyebrows. “Oh?”

He just shrugged, clearly not willing to get deeper into that now. Nephilim remembered what the Tigress had told her. That the Wasps had their own intelligence network in Olympias, observing everything of interest.

And she had clearly been of great interest. Being so close to Metatron was only one of the reasons. As Nephilim had learned, not only had the Tigress known her mother, but it was she who had sent her mother on the mission that ultimately led to Lucifer’s downfall… and her creation.

The elevator arrived on the top floor, and when the doors opened, Nephilim followed Phichai into the Tigress’ quarters. It was about time she and the Tigress had a conversation. She had many questions.


Chapter Two

Dawn

Zephaniel knew that he should be pleased, and yet he wasn’t.

He wasn’t pleased at all. In fact, he was constantly enraged lately, and he couldn’t help it. Only his extensive training and the years spent at Metatron’s side studying his composed behavior kept him from going on a rampage.

He wanted to destroy something so badly. Or kill someone.

Zephaniel turned his head and looked at the naked man resting next to him, breathing heavily. He had just fucked him for the second time this night. He might go for a third round before dawn, at which point he’d go home and then to the office.

Clive Milan noticed that Zephaniel was looking at him. He lifted his head and smiled in his typical submissive way.

Zephaniel liked that. As far as Milan was concerned, he was God.

Which was mostly why Zephaniel kept coming back. The sex was good—as good as it could get with a human, at least.

Humans were frail, and cyborgs had to constantly make sure not to kill them accidentally. Being the First-Archangel, Zephaniel could pick any Angel he wanted, and no one would dare say no to him. He didn’t share Metatron’s sentiment of never touching the ordinary Angels and only having sex with his Archangels.

Metatron had once explained to him why he handled things this way. Something about dignity and not wanting to abuse his power. Zephaniel didn’t quite understand it, even though he’d said so. Of course he’d said so. Anything to please Metatron.

Zephaniel’s eyes narrowed absentmindedly. But Milan noticed the change in his face and flinched like a dog that was about to be beaten.

“Is… is… everything alright, sir?” he asked carefully.

No, it’s not, Zephaniel thought bitterly. Nothing is alright.

For a moment, Zephaniel considered slapping the other man’s face. Just because he could.

But there already was a bruise on Milan’s cheek. If he hit him again, his face would swell up, and Zephaniel didn’t like that. He liked the bruise, slightly shaped like his palm, that was already there much more.

Instead, he said, “Go get me a drink.”

“Of course, sir,” Milan said eagerly.

Zephaniel watched as the man rose and left the bed. Admittedly, Milan was extremely handsome. Beautiful, even. His body was lean and athletic, with no fatty tissue whatsoever. His biceps had the optimal shape, and his abs looked as if they were sculpted. Not to mention the perfect ass.

With his blue eyes and blond hair, Milan looked like Adonis come to life. No wonder millions of men and women had a crush on him.

The sex with him maybe wasn’t as good as with another cyborg, but his alluring beauty and the fact that he was a famous movie star meant Zephaniel kept coming back. It flattered him to call this man millions wanted his personal pet.

Whether Milan enjoyed the “relationship” didn’t really matter to Zephaniel. Maybe he had at the beginning, and maybe he still did, or maybe not. Zephaniel had made it clear to him that he would kill him if he tried to step away from it or if he saw someone else. Milan was his and his alone. As long as he said so.

Zephaniel made himself comfortable in the luxurious bed that was big enough for five people, watching the movement of Milan’s perfectly shaped hips as he walked toward the bar. The many bruises covering his slightly tanned skin looked delicious.

The actor’s apartment was designed like a loft, featuring a single large room with panoramic windows. Yet it was at least twice the size of Zephaniel’s apartment—and it had a jacuzzi on the balcony.

Zephaniel enjoyed luxury.

While he couldn’t complain about his own housing, which was way above the average in Olympias in size and price alike, he wouldn’t say no to more.

Metatron’s penthouse would have been exactly his taste, although the High-Archangel barely ever invited him there.

Thinking about that, Zephaniel clenched his jaw.

Why, why did Metatron do this to him? He worshipped the man—he would do anything to please him…

The other night, after the attack on him, when Metatron had called Zephaniel into his penthouse, he’d thought he wanted him. The High-Archangel had been half-naked when Zephaniel entered his home, and seeing him like that had fueled his desire to boiling point.

And yet instead of fucking him, Metatron had sent him away, claiming he needed rest. That man never needed rest!

Zephaniel balled his fist into the silk sheets.

Now that Nephilim was gone, he’d thought that things would return to how they’d been before—how they’d been for years—but no, instead, Metatron had become even more distant.

Why?

Zephaniel knew he needed answers, or it would drive him crazy. Something wasn’t right here. Something didn’t add up. The more he thought about it, the more he came to the conclusion that Metatron was hiding something. But what?

He huffed out air, then focused back on his slave, who was returning with his drink. He had to try and think of something else, relax, blow off steam. After all, that was why he was here.

“Here, First-Archangel,” Milan purred, reaching out with a devoted gesture and handing him the drink.

Zephaniel took the drink from Clive Milan without thanking him. Instead, he indicated with a move of his finger for the other man to kneel next to the bed. The actor obeyed without hesitation.

“Tell me how powerful I am,” Zephaniel demanded.

Milan craned his neck and looked Zephaniel in the eye. His natural blue eyes shone in the light coming from the nightstand. Zephaniel could see the admiration in those eyes, and it pleased him.

“You are the most powerful man I’ve ever known,” Milan said. “One of the most powerful people in all Olympias. A mighty Guardian Angel…”

Zephaniel smiled. “Go on.”

“You’re the mightiest Guardian Angel by far,” Milan said dreamily.

For some reason, his words struck a nerve in Zephaniel. He straightened up.

“You think?” he asked.

The beautiful actor nodded eagerly. “Why yes, of course! The Guardian Angels are outright godlike… and you’re the god of gods.”

Zephaniel swallowed as he realized that Milan was right. He was the best in the corps.

“But I’m not in charge…” he said, more to himself than his pet.

“You should be!” Milan blurted out, passion and admiration in his eyes. “Who else, if not you?”

Zephaniel stared at him.

Milan was right. Zephaniel should be in charge.

He was Metatron’s designated successor. If something happened to the High-Archangel, Zephaniel would take his place. This had been an unspoken truth for many years, yet for many years, Zephaniel had wished Metatron could lead the Guardian Angels forever.

Now, however…

Metatron had almost been killed twice within the last three months. The first time had been during the Rosprom attack, where he had thrown himself in the middle of the battle for some stupid reason.

Zephaniel still remembered his surprise when Metatron had suddenly shown up instead of sitting in the control room at HQ as he usually did. Zephaniel hadn’t witnessed it first-hand, but he’d heard rumors that Metatron had almost died on the battlefield because of her.

The thought alone made his blood boil. Why in the world would he do that? What made her so special?

And to make it even worse, the damn bitch had taken down the Goliath by herself—right after taking command as soon as Metatron was down!

Back then, Zephaniel hadn’t had the time to give it much thought. After all, he, too, had been in the middle of the battle, fighting for his life.

He was glad that they’d made it that day, even though it had been very close. But that it had been Nephilim of all people who had taken down the giant robot bugged him nevertheless. Especially because she was now hailed as a hero among the common Angels. The overall consensus was that they would have lost that day if Nephilim hadn’t managed the impossible and brought that thing down.

Only after the battle had Zephaniel realized that Nephilim had taken command after Metatron had gone down, even though it should have been his job. He was the second in command.

That snake had probably thought that Metatron was done for and seized the opportunity to take over the Angel corps. It had revealed that she was planning to challenge Zephaniel for the position of High-Archangel. He wouldn’t let her.

The second time Metatron had almost died had been two days ago.

When Zephaniel received the call about what happened, at first, he’d thought that the assassination had been successful and that Metatron was dead. And to his own surprise, he hadn’t been shocked or saddened by this. No. He had rejoiced.

If Metatron was dead, that meant that the leadership was his.

It had been a sweet feeling that had only lasted for a second though. Then he’d learned that Metatron was alive and unharmed, and he’d felt ashamed for feeling the way he had.

And yet, in retrospect, wouldn’t it have been sweet if Metatron had burned to death in his car?

Things would change in the Angel corps once Zephaniel was in charge, that was for sure. He would restructure things, get rid of some rules he deemed unnecessary. Then, he would set up new rules, stricter ones. Metatron didn’t allow unnecessary cruelty toward civilians, he didn’t allow killing without purpose or for pleasure, he didn’t allow rape, he didn’t allow sex with the recruits at Angelborn or any minors… So many things would change.

But first of all, Zephaniel would kill Nephilim. Slowly.

He grinned as all those thoughts rushed through his mind like a particularly delightful movie. He hadn’t even noticed that he had closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, he saw Milan’s exquisite body kneeling in front of him.

“You should be in charge,” the actor whispered, almost as if he had guessed what Zephaniel had been thinking about.

“Call me High-Archangel,” Zephaniel said slowly.

“Yes, High-Archangel.”

The words hit Zephaniel like a lightning bolt. They felt so good… so right.

“Again.”

“Yes, High-Archangel.”

Arousal began spreading in Zephaniel like wildfire. Hearing those words had given him an erection.

“From now on, you’ll always call me High-Archangel, do you understand?”

Milan smiled. “Yes, High-Archangel.”

Zephaniel was now so aroused and so busy with his power fantasies that he hadn’t noticed that something about Milan’s smile was wrong. It wasn’t submissive like it usually was.

It was almost triumphant.

Zephaniel grinned. “Now turn around and take the High-Archangel’s cock.”

∆∆∆

The Wasps stood motionless, flanking the way from the elevators to the Tigress’ private residence. They were no ordinary units of the TogbuaXiang elite troops but more advanced models, heavily augmented, armed, and armored.

The Tigress’ private guard were warriors not to be messed with, even for someone like Nephilim, especially since she wore plain clothes and was unarmed.

She still hadn’t gotten used to the fact that she had nothing to fear from those troops. All her life, seeing their black suits with their characteristic yellow stripes had been a clear indicator of life-threatening danger. And now they were allies. Well, potential allies. The treaty hadn’t been signed yet.

Nephilim didn’t show any unease in her body language and instead followed Phichai confidently. This time, he didn’t lead her outside. Even though it was still early morning, the air outside was already hot and humid. Instead, Phichai led her deeper into the residence.

They crossed a huge, beautifully decorated room filled with art and exotic plants. The scent of incense hit Nephilim’s nose as they walked past an installation like none she had ever seen before. It seemed to be some sort of shrine with multiple smaller statues arranged around a diorama of a city that looked like a miniature version of TogbuaXiang.

Flowers had been placed around the statues, as well as food and beverages. Two servants dressed in traditional garb were about to set a variety of small plates with food down at the shrine.

“That’s a spirit shrine,” Phichai explained, apparently noticing Nephilim’s curious glances.

“A… spirit shrine?” Nephilim asked.

“The ancestors want breakfast too,” Phichai said with a smile and in a tone as if this was the most normal thing in the world.

Nephilim wasn’t sure what to say, so she kept her mouth shut and followed Phichai.

Every day she spent here made it clearer to her how different this society was from home. She couldn’t wait to share all these little things with Metatron. Although he probably knew already.

They reached an indoor pond with crystal-clear water. Water lilies and lotus grew on the surface. In awe, Nephilim followed Pichai over an arched bridge over the water and then up a staircase made of plexiglass. The entire outside wall consisted of windows offering an incredible view over the city, shimmering golden in the morning light.

The stairs led to a platform overlooking the gardens below, as well as the many terraces the building had. To the left, the majestic river split the gigantic city surrounding them in half, its greenish waters glistering in the sun. Similar to the room in the palace where Nephilim and the Tigress had had their first conversation, the outer wall was missing, yet the place was perfectly air-conditioned. Once again, Nephilim was stunned by the technology.

They found the leader of the Wasps sipping a cup of tea. She lifted her head as Nephilim approached, and her yellow eyes appeared like two glowing suns in the golden light.

Today, the Tigress was dressed in a loosely flowing black silk kimono with matching pants and no shoes. The kimono was adorned with golden ornaments on the wide sleeves and on the back. Her shiny black hair was artfully pinned up, and she wore the same red lipstick as yesterday.

The table was low, not even reaching Nephilim’s knees, and placed on a huge black-golden rug. There were no chairs. Instead, the Tigress was lounging on an arrangement of pyramid-shaped pillows in a half-lying position. Although the entire arrangement seemed casual, the Tigress still appeared like an empress holding court.

As they approached, Phichai bowed, pressing his palms together, then slipped out of his shoes before stepping onto the rug.

Nephilim stopped, furrowing her brow. She wondered if that was a custom here and if she was required to take off her shoes as well. After a second of contemplation, she took them off. She didn’t want to appear rude or ignorant.

Watching her, the Tigress smiled.

“Good morning, Nephilim,” she said with her silky, slightly accented voice.

“Good morning, Suaa,” Nephilim replied, pressing her palms together and slightly bowing her head, exactly as she had seen Metatron do the first time the two of them had encountered Phichai.

“Please, take a seat,” the Tigress said, pointing at an identical pillow arrangement on the other side of the table. Today, her fingers were adorned with golden, two-inch long fingernails.

Nephilim did as she was asked, while Phichai sank into a kneeling position on the Tigress’ right side.

Delicious scents filled Nephilim’s nose. The table was covered with a variety of dishes. Some consisted of fruits, others were warm noodle or rice dishes. It was completely different from a breakfast in Olympias, which was rather bland.

Nephilim also noticed that it didn’t look much different from the dinner she’d had with the Tigress two days ago. Apparently, the people here ate more or less the same kind of food on each occasion. She had learned her lesson, though—she’d stay away from the glass noodle salad this time.

“I hope you like jasmine tea,” the Tigress said.

“I’ve never drunk any before,” Nephilim admitted. “But I’d love to try some.”

A brief smile flashed over Suaa’s ageless face as her eyes made a barely visible movement toward Nephilim.

From seemingly out of nowhere, a servant appeared, a porcelain teapot in his hands. Skillfully, he poured the hot beverage into a small cup in front of Nephilim, bowed, and took his leave.

“Please, help yourself,” the Tigress said.

Despite the delicious scents, Nephilim wasn’t really hungry. Being more than 70% machine, she only needed to consume a third of the calories an average grown human required. But she’d learned from Metatron that sometimes food was supposed to be for pleasure, not nutrition.

Under the Tigress’ watchful eye, she put some of the exotic dishes on her plate.

“How are you doing, Nephilim?” the Tigress asked. “I assume all your injuries have been treated well, yes?”

“I feel great,” Nephilim said. “Those massages feel like hell, but they work wonders.”

The Tigress chuckled. “Yes, they do.”

Looking at Suaa now, lounging like royalty and nibbling on some of those strange pink fruits Nephilim had seen her eat before, it was hard to believe that she was not only the leader of the deadliest warriors the world had ever seen but also an extraordinary fighter herself.

Nephilim was still stunned by the fact that Suaa had beaten her in a duel—and it hadn’t even been close. It had definitely taught her a lesson in humbleness and reminded her that she wasn’t invincible.

For a moment, she remembered the Tigress balancing on her toe like a ballerina while two extra arms holding sharp blades extended from her body. It had been more than impressive. And it had also indicated that Suaa was much more augmented than she seemed.

The Tigress had studied Nephilim fighting against her best people, including Phichai, whose name meant victorious, and must have decided that she would be able to beat Nephilim.

Otherwise, she never would have insisted on the duel.

Since Nephilim had lost, she was obligated to fulfill the Tigress’ task.

“You’re an impressive fighter,” Nephilim said.

Suaa grinned. “Thank you, I know. But so are you.”

The leader of the Wasps took another sip of her tea, and Nephilim followed her example. She was surprised at how delicious it was.

People in Olympias weren’t usually tea drinkers and were more accustomed to coffee—or rather, what was sold as coffee. Only once she had gotten close to Metatron had Nephilim experienced what real coffee tasted like.

Before today, Nephilim had only tasted tea once. Lena, the fake “resistance” leader and Rosprom agent, had offered her tea. But the entire episode had been deleted from her memory, and as far as she was concerned, this was her first time drinking it.

“You didn’t expect me to be a true fighter, didn’t you?” Suaa asked after a moment, her lips curling into a half-smile.

Nephilim felt caught. “I… um…”

The Tigress chuckled. “All warfare is based on deception.”

“Sun Tzu.”

Suaa lifted an eyebrow. “I wasn’t expecting you to be familiar with his works.”

“I know someone who’s a great fan of Sun Tzu and his works,” Nephilim said with a smirk.

“Ah yes, Metatron. I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s an exceptionally educated man.”

“Yes, he is.”

Among many other things, Nephilim added tenderly in her thoughts.

“So was my grandfather, the founder of TogbuaXiang,” Suaa said. “He was also a martial artist specializing in kung fu. He began training me when I was six years old.”

Nephilim nodded. That made a lot of sense. She remembered Metatron telling her that the founder of TogbuaXiang had been an action movie star in Hong Kong in his young years.

“He tried to train my brother too, but that soon proved to be pointless,” the Tigress added. “He’s weak and lazy.”

“Is that why you want him dead?” Nephilim asked bluntly.

Right after their duel, the Tigress had revealed what she wanted Nephilim to do to gain the alliance Metatron desired: to kill her brother, the Chairman of TogbuaXiang.

Nephilim found that a strange request.

Not that she would hesitate to kill the man. She would kill anyone without any second thoughts. After all, that was what she was. A professional killer.

Still, she had many questions about the Tigress’ request, and she hoped she’d get answers today.

The Tigress and Phichai exchanged a glance, and both chuckled. Once again, it became obvious to Nephilim that these two people shared much more than just professional interests.

“No,” the Tigress said. “Although that alone would be a valid reason. He was and always will be a disgrace.”

There was a hint of venom in her voice as she said that.

She hates her brother much more than she shows, Nephilim thought.

“But you want him dead,” Nephilim stated.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

The Tigress put down her teacup and folded her hands, making her long fingernails look like golden claws.

“Because he stole what’s mine from me,” she said. “My grandfather wanted me to become his successor after the death of my parents. In fact, he revealed to me shortly before he died that he always saw me on top of the empire, advancing it to even greater glory.”

The Tigress let her gaze wander over the majestic skyline surrounding them for a moment, her lips forming a tight line.

Nephilim had learned from Metatron that it was better to remain silent in such situations and wait until the other person spoke again instead of asking questions.

She calmly took a sip of her tea.

“Yet once my venerable grandfather passed away, my brother stole my legacy. You see, I am a tigress, and he’s a snake. Unnoticed by me and my grandfather, he had been plotting his succession for years. I stood no chance. Trying to fight him would have resulted in a civil war and torn apart everything my grandfather had created. I didn’t want that. But I want him dead. And now is the right time.”

“Since he’s still breathing, I assume it’s not that easy,” Nephilim said.

Only now did she realize how bizarre the situation really was. She was sitting here drinking tea with a woman while conspiring to kill her brother—who was no one other than the most powerful man in all Asia.

The Tigress focused her yellow eyes back on Nephilim, her face now cold.

“You’re right, it isn’t. My brother is a coward. He sits well protected in his palace in Hong Kong and rarely leaves it. The security measures are waterproof.”

“Or rather, bulletproof,” Phichai chimed in for the first time.

His laid-back attitude seemed to calm the Tigress, who turned into a completely different person as soon as her brother was involved.

“So, you want me to kill him for you,” Nephilim said. “But why me? Wouldn’t it be easier to send one of your assassins? Or maybe infiltrate the people closest to him?”

“It would be,” the Tigress admitted. “For a while, we planned to get rid of him and make it look like an accident or natural cause. But this wouldn’t solve our problem. He has heirs. Grown children and grandchildren. If he drops dead tomorrow, one of them will seize power. And there’s an entire network surrounding him that’ll help his heirs ascend.”

Nephilim furrowed her brow. “I’m afraid I don’t quite understand how me killing him could change any of that.”

“Oh, but it would,” Suaa said while a catlike grin—or rather, a tigerlike grin—spread over her beautiful face. “You killing him would make a great difference.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re from Olympias.”

The words stood between them for a moment as the Tigress picked up her tea again and took a sip.

Slowly, Nephilim began connecting the dots.

“You want to make it obvious that it was me?” she asked.

“Not you in particular, but an assassin from Olympias.”

“Why?”

“Because,” the Tigress explained, leaning back in her cushions, “it’ll make it much easier for me to seize power after my brother’s death. I’m going to claim that it’s a state of emergency, that we’re under attack. And that it’s necessary for me, the leader of our defense troops, to take control. Temporarily.”

She said the last word with a grin.

Nephilim understood. “In truth, you won’t step down once you’re in power.”

“And I’ll eliminate everyone who could potentially challenge me.”

She said that with such nonchalance that she might as well have been talking about drinking more tea and not about potentially murdering her brother’s entire family.

But that wasn’t for Nephilim to judge. She was here to secure the alliance with the Tigress—at any cost. However, there were other details she had a problem with.

“Wouldn’t that create a new conflict with Olympias, though? Spark another war?”

Suaa slowly shook her head. “Not as long as I’m in charge. You have my word on that. Besides, Metatron and I have been scheming for years to end the pointless war our two corporations are having with each other. I will pretend that we’ll seek vengeance. After all, I’ll be the grieving sister demanding justice.” She chuckled. “But that will be just talk.”

“We’ll stage an internal conflict within the empire shortly after to divert the attention to a new ‘bigger threat’,” Phichai added.

“That’s a clever plan,” Nephilim admitted.

Metatron had been right about the Tigress. She was a very intelligent, cunning, ruthless woman.

“But what about me?” Nephilim asked. “Won’t the people demand my head?”

“No one will know that it was you,” the Tigress said. “All we need is our systems to pick up on your Olympias technology. Then we’ll have proof that it was an outside job and that we had nothing to do with it. All we’ll disclose will be that it was an assassin sent by our enemy number one: Olympias.

“You don’t need to worry, Nephilim. I’m planning to send you back in one piece once everything is over. If I don’t, Metatron will unleash World War 4… and who wants that?” she added with a wink. “I want to continue what my grandfather started and advance our society to greater glory. We don’t need your territories in the west. Why would we?

“Once the conflict is over, we can start working together and open new channels for trading and exchanging ideas and technology. My grandfather always dreamed of advancing humanity to the stars, but the great war ended all space programs. Ever since, the corporations have focused on their endless cold war instead of true progress.”

Nephilim listened in silence, considering every word the Tigress said. Even though all of it made sense, she could only hope that Suaa meant everything she said. But on the other hand, what choice did she have but to trust the Tigress?

She had come here to establish a treaty between Metatron and the leader of the Wasps, which was an important piece of the puzzle that would lead to the change in Olympias Metatron had been dreaming about all his life. She had to do everything in her power to help him make it a reality.

Besides, when she had agreed to the duel, she had also agreed to the Tigress’ conditions: the instant finalization of the treaty and the Tigress’ full support if she won, and her doing the Tigress’ will if she lost.

Nephilim had lost, so she was now obliged to keep her part of the bargain.

She was more convinced than ever that Suaa had known that she would win. She needed Nephilim’s help to seize power. It wouldn’t be a coup like the one Metatron had planned. Instead, it would be a sneaky scheme.

“Alright,” she finally said. “I’ll kill your brother for you.”

The Tigress smiled. “We didn’t expect anything else.”

“Do you have a plan for how it should go down? Do I need to travel to Hong Kong?”

“No, you don’t,” the Tigress said, her face taking on a predatory expression. “He will come here.”

“It’s our founder’s birthday in two days, and traditionally, the venue for the celebrations alternates between here and Hong Kong as our capital is split between the two cities,” Phichai explained. “This year, it’s Krung Thep’s turn.”

“My brother will be here for the celebration,” the Tigress said, sipping on her tea. “We should receive his itinerary tomorrow. After that, I’ll brief you about the exact plan.”

“I’ll be ready,” Nephilim said.

“Good,” the Tigress smiled. “Working with you is a delight, Nephilim. Metatron trained you well.”

“That he did. What do you want me to do until then?”

The Tigress waved her hand. “Just enjoy our beautiful city. Phichai will accompany you to the temple. I want you to receive a blessing there.”

Nephilim wasn’t sure what to say. She hadn’t expected something like that at all. A blessing in a temple? It sounded ridiculous. But she didn’t want to offend the Tigress, so she simply nodded and smiled.

Then she remembered something.

“May I ask you for a favor, Suaa?”

The Tigress opened her palm. “Speak.”

“I would like to record a message for Metatron and report to him about how things are going here. Can you deliver it to him?”

She could only imagine how Metatron must feel. He loved nothing more than control, and the things happening here in ToguaXiang were out of his control. Besides, she missed him so much. His absence in her head, not being connected to him, had left a void inside her. She imagined that he felt the same, if not worse.

Finally, she didn’t want him to worry. Knowing that she was okay and that things here were going well would put his restless mind at ease. At least, she hoped everything would go smoothly.

The Tigress’ smile turned warm. “Of course. Our agents will make sure the High-Archangel receives your message.”


Chapter Three

New Developments

“Dzien dobry, everyone,” Jake said. “Another beautiful day in the ‘city of dreams’ for all of us.”

He said the second part of the sentence with unmistakable sarcasm. Olympias purported itself to be the perfect society, the city of dreams, yet everyone from Rosprom knew better. And the RRS agents even more than others.

Their job was to blend into this “perfect” society every day, pretending to be model citizens while at the same time planning its downfall.

The people gathering around the table understood the joke as it had been shared by the field agents for years. Some chuckled, others nodded grimly.

Nadolny, Jake’s first lieutenant and assistant, even managed a dry laugh to please his boss.

Ten people were seated at a round table in the conference room of their HQ in Olympias’ District 1. There were senior agents, lieutenants, highly specialized analysts, and others. The core of Jake’s cell.

Kristina Komarova was sitting across from him. Her shiny blonde hair hung loosely over her shoulder. She wore her obligatory red lipstick and a seductive smile on her gorgeous face. The scent of her flowery perfume filled the room.

Looking at her, it was hard to imagine who she really was. A snitch, an agent of Informacja, a secret department of the RRS that sent spies against spies. A Venus flytrap.

Jake avoided her gaze and instead addressed everyone in the room.

“What do we have?”

It was 9 AM on Wednesday, and he and the agents of the cell he commanded were having their weekly meeting. Unlike Zhilinsky, the man whose job Jake had inherited after the former’s execution—ironically for Jake’s betrayal—who had been an early bird and therefore had loved to summon his people into 7 AM meetings, Jake preferred to take it slow in the morning.

Especially today, since he wasn’t feeling very well. Of course, no one would notice anything as Jake looked as fresh and vigorous as ever; after all, he was an excellent representative of his profession. In truth, he had a hangover.

Last night, he had drowned his frustration in booze.

Jake didn’t get drunk often. Most of the time, he tried to stay sharp and focused. His survival depended on it. In a way, he was a double agent. He did his best to blend into the Olympian society when he was outside, pretending to be nothing more than a happy, hollow citizen of the mega-city. Every mistake could get him killed.

But because he obviously liked to make things difficult for himself, he was also deceiving his own people, his team, his colleagues. He pretended to be a glowing patriot who hated Olympias and, most of all, the Guardian Angels. He played his role very well, otherwise he would have been long dead by now.

It was one thing to deceive the brainwashed sheep on the streets of Olympias, but to play his own people was a completely different story. So far, he had deceived everyone, from his co-workers he saw every day at the office up to General Orlov in Rosprom High Command.

But he was well aware that if he wasn’t extremely careful, his head would roll faster than he could blink.

Sometimes, everything got too much for him, and he had to drown his sorrows in booze. And sometimes, he even wondered what he was doing here and why. If it was really worth it.

Maybe it wasn’t.

But it was the only thing he had left, the only thing that kept him going: revenge.

Yesterday, he’d made a mistake, however. He’d visited Komarova drunk.

He went to her apartment and fucked her nearly every night. At the beginning, it had been an act of spite and frustration, but now it had almost become an addiction.

She had been sent by Informacja to spy on him because, apparently, they suspected something. Because she had been instructed to use any means necessary to get close to him, she didn’t object when he fucked her whenever he wanted. It felt good—better and better, even.

But yesterday, he had made a mistake. Because of the alcohol and the exhaustion, he had fallen asleep in her bed. It was only a short nap, barely twenty minutes. But it had made him vulnerable. He couldn’t trust her.

It wouldn’t happen again.

Jake looked up and met her gaze. He briefly lifted the corners of his lips, indicating a smile. That was all he would give her.

Of course, everyone in the office knew that they were having an affair—they would have been lousy spies if they hadn’t noticed something like that. Nevertheless, Jake didn’t make it public and always kept things professional when they were at the office.

Unlike in Olympias, which was infamous for its promiscuous mentality that outright expected co-workers to hook up eventually, sexual or romantic relationships in the workspace were highly frowned upon in Rosprom.

They weren’t forbidden, though, and especially among field agents, it was more tolerated than elsewhere. After all, they were humans, far away from their homeland. And it was better they had sex with each other than if they developed closer relationships, or God forbid, feelings for Olympian civilians.

That they could fall in love with the enemy forces and a Guardian Angel in particular was considered so absurd that no one even mentioned it.

And yet here Jake was.

As always, the meeting started with Nadolny presenting everything of significance that had happened in Rosprom. This was usually the most boring part.

What Jake was really interested in were the Guardian Angels and every piece of information gathered about them. Mostly Nephilim… and Metatron.

Thinking of their names together made Jake’s stomach churn. How much he hated that man. How much he despised what he had done to Nephilim—brainwashing her, making her his puppet and sex slave… bringing her up against him, the only man who truly loved her.

Jake gritted his teeth while Nadolny was talking. He knew he should pay attention. After all, he was the commander of this operation, but he couldn’t help himself. His thoughts kept drifting off to his personal vendetta.

He took a sip of his coffee, and the bitter brew made his stomach cramp even more. He should have chosen tea, like the other agents, as was customary in Eastern Europe, but he needed a strong coffee today.

He noticed that Nadolny had finished and nodded benevolently.

“Thank you, Nadolny. Now, what’s going on in Olympias that we should know of?”

“A lot,” Abramov said. He was an analyst specializing in Olympian politics and its most important players. That included the Board, of course, but also the highest executives and other Inner Circle personalities. Agents like him didn’t really go out into the field but instead constantly studied and analyzed the various resources available to them.

Jake turned his head to the man. He wasn’t exactly interested in what the Board was doing, but he knew it would be important for his personal goals and Rosprom alike.

“Yes?”

“We have reason to believe that there might be a change of power in the Pyramid soon,” Abramov said.

Jake leaned back in his chair. That was an interesting development indeed.

“Can you elaborate?”

“Our sources indicate that there’s unrest within the Board. Several members are allegedly displeased about how the CEO handled the invasion crisis—”

He stopped for a second, taking a breath before he continued. Most of the people present had played a role in what Olympias called the “invasion crisis”. Mentioning it brought back memories in everyone. Memories of failure.

To this day, no one understood how the invasion could have failed so spectacularly. They had done everything right. And yet…

Only Jake knew what had gone wrong. He had revealed the invasion plans to the enemy. In his despair to convince Nephilim to flee with him, he had told her the exact location and time of the incoming attack. Had he not done that, things would have probably gone down differently.

But that still didn’t explain where the reinforcements had come from. That had come as a complete surprise to everyone, which was a particular embarrassment for the RRS. It had been their job to gather all intel about Olympias’ defenses and the Guardian Angels in particular. Jake knew that it had been one man who had fooled them all: Metatron.

Despite hating him more than anything in the world, Jake had to acknowledge that the man was brilliant. He now understood what Nephilim saw in the High-Archangel. And he also understood that he would never have a shot with Nephilim as long as that bastard was alive.

“We believe that there will be a vote of no-confidence soon and that CEO Miller will be replaced by someone else,” Abramov continued.

“Interesting,” Jake said. “Do we have any idea who might become the next CEO?”

Not that he really cared. The Board toppled the CEO and replaced them with one of their own every couple of years. It wouldn’t make any great difference to Rosprom or Jake’s mission.

Unless…

“Does Metatron have any chance of becoming CEO?” he added.

They had all been surprised when they received the news that Metatron had been appointed to the Board after the invasion. It was a development no one had really expected. Traditionally, the Board tried to keep the Guardian Angels under strict control. They feared that the killer cyborgs could otherwise become too powerful, and rightly so. The worst-case scenario for everyone in Rosprom, including Jake, would be if Metatron were to become CEO.

The data analyst shook his head. “That’s very unlikely. He’s the newest Board member and doesn’t have the necessary backing from the other Board members.”

“Good,” Jake said, and everyone in the room seemed relieved.

“As for who might become Miller’s successor, there are a couple of possible candidates,” Abramov said.

“Make a list with a detailed analysis of each candidate’s chances and send it over to me. We can discuss it in detail at our next meeting,” Jake said. He wasn’t in the mood for that now.

“Yes, sir.”

“Do we have any new intel about Oczka?” Jake asked, finally reaching the only topic that was of true interest to him.

Oczka was Polish and meant “The Eyes.” It was the nickname the Rosprom agents had given the Guardian Angels.

“Yes, Commander,” someone else chimed in.

The voice belonged to Sotiropoulos, another analyst. He led an entire team that did nothing but gather every bit of intel concerning the Guardian Angels.

Sotiropoulos was new. The unfortunate Kucharczyk, who’d had his position before the invasion, was now serving a lifelong sentence of forced labor in Siberia due to his epic failure. Thinking about him, Jake was reminded of how incredibly lucky he had been. Not only had he kept his head and career, but he had also received a promotion.

All because he was such an excellent liar and because he had been ruthless enough to throw others under the bus—Zhilinsky and Kucharczyk among them.

“Please report,” Jake said, not showing his eagerness to hear the news.

“After analyzing every piece of available data about the attack and watching the videos of the reinforcements arriving, we believe we have a valid theory about where the Angel reinforcements came from,” the analyst said.

“I’m all ears,” Jake said, folding his hands. From the corner of one eye, he could see that Komarova had been studying him closely since the topic had shifted to the Angels.

Damn snake. He would teach her a lesson tonight.

“We believe they came from Olympias II and III,” Sotiropoulos said.

Jake raised his eyebrows in genuine surprise. “What? But for years, all our data indicated that those were only small outposts manned with less than a hundred Guardian Angels.”

“Well, I’m afraid our data was wrong,” the analyst said with a shrug.

“Skurwi syn,” Nadolny whispered in enraged disbelief.

After his initial surprise, Jake felt two contradicting feelings bubbling up inside him. Blind hatred and acknowledgment.

On the one hand, he was deeply impressed by how cunning Metatron really was. He’d managed to deceive the entire RRS for years… Most likely, not even the Board knew the Angels’ true numbers, otherwise Stavros would have happily sold this information to them.

On the other hand, he couldn’t put into words how much he hated that man. He wished for nothing more than to kill Metatron with his bare hands. But to do that, they would have to catch him alive, which was extremely unlikely. He would probably have to satisfy himself with the High-Archangel’s death, even if someone else did it for him.

“Well, that’s an interesting development,” Jake said as neutrally as possible. “I think we should send some more people out to the Olympias satellites and investigate this further. I’ll ask High Command for additional resources.”

“There’s more,” Sotiropoulos said in his typically calm, almost indifferent way. “The High-Archangel has been visiting the satellites quite often lately. Only a week ago, he spent two days in Olympias II, and he went completely off the radar during that time. Then he went to III only three days later. We think he’s up to something.”

“Isn’t he always,” Jake said nonchalantly, but acid began welling in his stomach.

“He brought Archangel Nephilim along,” Sotiropoulos continued, unmoved.

“That’s the one who brought down the Goliath, right?” Nadolny said.

No one in the room would ever forget the live footage of the invasion. At first, some people had laughed when they’d seen one single Guardian Angel taking on the Goliath, Rosprom’s biggest war machine and General Orlov’s pride. But their laughter had soon frozen as they watched in shock as the Goliath exploded less than two minutes later.

Jake still got goosebumps when he remembered it. It was frightening and reminded him of who Nephilim truly was. And yet, he couldn’t help but love her.

“Right,” the analyst confirmed.

“She seems to be his favorite lately,” Komarova chimed in for the first time, her blue eyes glued to Jake, studying his every move and facial expression.

“She’s probably a prototype of some sort,” Jake said, not showing his annoyance. “After what she demonstrated on the battlefield, it’s only logical for him to keep her around for his protection.”

“Well, she wasn’t with him two nights ago, otherwise she would have been killed,” Sotiropoulos said dryly.

Jake furrowed his brow. “What?”

“There was an assassination attempt on the High-Archangel.”

“When? What exactly happened?” Jake asked, trying his best to hide his excitement. “Is he still alive? And why am I only hearing of it now?”

“Because it was covered up, and we only learned of it last night,” the analyst said calmly. “And yes, he’s alive and unharmed.”

Bastard! Jake thought angrily.

“Too bad,” Nadolny said, voicing what everyone was thinking.

“Tell us what we know,” Jake demanded, clenching his fist under the table.

“It’s not much, really,” Sotiropoulos said. “Apparently, someone blew up his car, but he wasn’t inside, even though he should have been. It created quite a firework display and caused damage to his tower and buildings all around.”

“Do we know who is responsible?”

“We do not. And our data indicates that neither do the Guardian Angels. The entire incident is very strange.”

“Indeed,” Jake said.

It would have been too good to be true if Metatron had been successfully assassinated. Although it wouldn’t have been half as satisfying as if it had happened at his own hands or orders, at the end of the day, all that mattered was that Metatron was no more.

But the old bastard was like an eel when it came to death. He slipped out of the Grim Reaper’s clutches again and again.

Not for much longer, Jake thought, grinding his teeth.

Nevertheless, this was a very interesting development. Apparently, someone else was trying to kill the High-Archangel—and they’d almost succeeded. Jake had to find out who was responsible. Maybe it would be possible to support this unknown party.

The enemy of my enemy is my friend, as the old saying went.

He addressed Sotiropoulos. “I want you and your team to focus on this assassination incident. Find out who’s trying to kill the Hich-Archangel. It could be very valuable data for us.”

“Yes, Commander Sobieski,” Sotiropoulos said eagerly. The man was determined to do a better job than his predecessor. No surprise there.

“If that’s all, then I suggest we all return to our duties,” Jake said with a thin smile. “We have a war to win.”

Everyone got up from the table, and the agents went back to their offices or the kitchen to get some more tea. Jake avoided Komarova’s gaze, and she understood that he wasn’t in the mood for “that” now.

Before Jake could reach his office, he was stopped by Nadolny.

“Yes?” Jake asked, harsher than he had intended.

All he wanted was some quiet time in his office. To think and to dwell on his revenge fantasies.

“We’ve received a message from Stanislavski over the secret channel.”

Jake perked up. Stanislavski had been the most famous Russian actor of all time—long before the corporate era—but it was also the code name for Clive Milan, the RRS’s most valuable secret asset.

“What did he say?”

“He says he has news and wants a meeting with you.”

About time! Jake thought.

“Arrange a meeting,” Jake said, then disappeared inside his office.

∆∆∆

“Where exactly are we going?” Nephilim asked.

She and Phichai were sitting in a small, luxurious VTOL. It was a slightly different model than the one he had used to bring her to the Tigress’ tower two days ago.

The aircraft was autonomous and had huge windows instead of a cockpit, offering a breathtaking view over Krung Thep when the VTOL lifted off.

This time, they took a course over the river, and Nephilim could see the gigantic megacity sprawling in all directions. It was mostly high-rises, many of which had exquisite architecture and huge green terraces like the Tigress’ building. Others had hanging gardens.

Some high-rises were connected by walkways, platforms, and bridges fifty stories or more in the air. High-speed Maglev trains swooshed through the artificial canyons, and many layers of transportation, similar to Olympias, wound through the seemingly endless glass tower jungle.

From time to time, there was an open space between the towers. Only upon closer inspection did Nephilim see that the spaces weren’t empty but instead contained low buildings, only a couple of stories high. Some had golden pagodas and appeared to be historic.

Nephilim was fascinated by the fact that TogbuaXiang seemed to value its history. Everything predating the corporate era had been basically eradicated from Olympias—the city and people’s heads alike.

“We’re going back to the Royal Palace, where you first met the Tigress… and gave me a beating,” Phichai said with a wink.

“Why?” Nephilim asked.

In truth, she was happy to get out for a bit, no matter where they went. She wasn’t used to staying put idly and enjoying a life of luxury. Besides, she was dying to see more of the city, to learn more about TogbuaXiang’s customs and its people.

“Because the Tigress wants you to visit the temple there and receive a blessing from the abbot.”

He said it as though it were the most normal thing in the world, and Nephilim realized that, in fact, for him, it was. She bit her tongue and said nothing because she didn’t want to offend him.

Nephilim liked Phichai. He had been nothing but friendly and welcoming to her since the beginning. His Australian accent and laid-back attitude gave him something boyish that made it easy to forget what he really was: a killer cyborg. He was the best TogbuaXiang had to offer, only surpassed by the Tigress, whose second-in-command and right-hand man he was—and, very likely, also her lover.

He’s basically you.

Metatron’s words echoed in her head and once again made her realize how much she missed him. It was as if she had left a part of herself behind in Olympias.

Metatron had said this half-seriously, but in a way, it was true. Nephilim and Phichai had a lot in common. It would be too much to say that they were friends, but they could become friends if things went the way the High-Archangel and the Tigress wished.

She noticed that Phichai was looking at her and moved her gaze from the fascinating city below to him.

He grinned. “This seems very strange to you. You can admit it, Nephilim. After all, you’re strict atheists in Olympias.”

“It is strange,” she said. “Alien, even. How come you’re not atheists here?”

Phichai shrugged. “Because it doesn’t work in our culture. Spirituality is omnipresent here. You’ll see it once you actually walk through the city and get to feel it. It’s everywhere.”

“I would love that.”

“Maybe later.”

“So, tell me about your religion,” Nephilim said, genuinely interested.

“It’s called Buddhism.”

That rang a bell.

“Metatron told me about that,” she said. “He owns some books about Buddhism, among other religious texts.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Phichai said.

“So, Buddha is your god?”

Phichai shook his head, laughing softly. “Oh no.”

Nephilim wrinkled her forehead in confusion. “Then what is he?”

Phichai looked her in the eye. “Buddha was the first living man to achieve full enlightenment.”

“What does that mean?”

“I think that’s a question you should ask one of the monks. I’m no scholar, I’m a soldier.”

“But you believe?”

“Of course,” Phichai said in all seriousness. “Buddhism isn’t about believing, it’s knowing.”

“But isn’t religion based on faith?”

“Usually, yes. Buddhism is different.”

“In what way?”

“Again, I suggest you ask this once we arrive at the temple.”

Nephilim understood that Phichai didn’t want to discuss the matter any further for now, and she respected that.

So much was so different here in TogbuaXiang. In Olympias, everyone was made to believe that there could be only one way of life: the Olympian way of life. That Olympias was the perfect society.

Thanks to Metatron, she knew that this was a lie. And yet to witness a society so fundamentally different and yet flourishing was fascinating.

They spent the rest of the flight in silence. But it was no big deal since they arrived at their destination only minutes later.

The forest of high-rise towers opened up like a curtain and revealed an area that couldn’t have been more different from the rest of the hyper-modern city.

Nestled into a vast green area stood several buildings. They were laughably low by modern standards, yet they were more impressive than any of the skyscrapers around.

Nephilim recognized the unique structures from afar. The Royal Palace and adjacent temple glowed gold and white in the bright late-morning sunlight. Once again, Nephilim was awestruck by how beautiful this historical site was. And once again, she wished dearly that she could share the view with Metatron.

The aircraft flew a gentle curve, circling around the palace until finally setting down in a different area than last time. They landed in a courtyard plastered with granite stones and surrounded by lush tropical gardens. The first thing Nephilim noticed when exiting the aircraft was the merciless heat. The air felt like it was coming straight from a hair dryer, yet it was filled with the scents of tropical flowers and incense.

The second thing Nephilim noticed was how quiet and peaceful it was. It almost felt like they were in a bubble protecting them from the noises of the gigantic city outside. All she could hear was the wind rustling through the leaves of the tropical trees and birds singing, something she hadn’t heard for years.

She had been used to hearing birds while growing up at Angelborn, the boarding school for killer cyborgs. But in all the years she’d been living in Olympias City, she’d never heard any birds.

There was no wildlife in the mega-city. In fact, there weren’t any animals at all, as the authorities had banned pets decades ago. Officially, it was because of the waste they produced and their negative carbon footprint, but Metatron had once explained that it was actually to make people even more lonely and empty.

The perfect citizen in a perfect society was supposed to live for and by themselves; detached from everyone and everything that used to be important in earlier times, people were easier to control. They filled the emptiness inside them with word entertainment and consumerism, like perfect little cogs in the machine that fed on them.

Hearing the birds singing playfully in the temple gardens was literally music to Nephilim’s ears and made her smile.

Phichai saw it and smiled back.

“This way,” he said, pointing at huge white walls and an open gate.

As they approached it, Nephilim could hear something else… something that sounded completely alien to her. It seemed to be some sort of music, but it was like nothing she had ever heard before.

“What’s that sound?” she asked her guide.

Phichai’s yellow eyes sparkled in the bright sunlight.

“The monks,” he replied. “They’re chanting sutras.”

Nephilim didn’t really understand that, but she didn’t want to appear stupid and uneducated, so she didn’t comment. Instead, she asked Phichai about something else she had noticed.

“Where are the guards?” she said, pointing at the open gate. “Is there no security here?”

Phichai chuckled. “Oh, there is. The palace and the temple are guarded by TogbuaXiang’s regular security forces, special police, and my people. You just won’t see them in the open. It’s practically as safe here as it’s on the top floor of the Tigress’ tower. Not that you and I need any protection, do we?”

A crooked smile appeared on his handsome, sun-tanned face as he faced her. Then he turned serious again and pointed ahead.

“Welcome to Wat Phra Kaew,” Phichai said as they stepped through the gate into the temple courtyard.

Nephilim couldn’t help herself. She was awestruck.


Chapter Four

Investigations

Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes fired his weapon.

“OCPD!” he called out. “Freeze!”

But the subject he was chasing didn’t listen. Instead, the man ducked as if he could evade a bullet and kept running.

Siro swore.

He had missed on purpose. With his brand-new cybernetic eye that could zoom in on the target and his artificial arms designed for combat, it would have been no problem for him to shoot the fleeing man in the head. Yet he didn’t want to do that.

During his many years as a police officer, he had killed three people while on duty, and despite it being in self-defense on each occasion, he had felt horrible every time. If he could avoid it, he wouldn’t shoot a fleeing suspect, especially since the guy most likely wasn’t guilty, at least not of murder. When Siro and Kate had approached him to ask him a few questions, he’d probably had a very good reason to run from them. But he wasn’t a leading suspect in their current investigation.

Despite being a cyborg now, over 30% machine, Siro was nothing like the Guardian Angels. They were professional killers who did their duty without any remorse. Siro still had a human heart—literally and figuratively speaking.

He fired another warning shot, but the fugitive was either high or guilty of something so severe that he was willing to risk his life to get away.

Siro didn’t want to kill him, but he wouldn’t let him get away either.

He sprinted forward. His legs were still biological, but thanks to the many other advancements he had received, he could run faster than before the incident—and he had always been a good runner.

The fugitive pushed aside some passersby who were so high that they didn’t even realize what was happening. The two men stumbled to the ground, but Siro didn’t have time to take care of them now. Most likely, they’d be fine. Completely drunk or high people usually were.

Siro leaped forward and jumped over the two fallen junkies with ease. The fugitive had disappeared into a narrow alley between two old high-rises dating from the pre-corporation era. They had brick walls typical for buildings from that time.

An unpleasant stench of urine and other body odors hit Siro’s nose as he entered the alley. He could see some figures moving through the shadows. Despite it being early afternoon, the light in the alley was dim. It was one of those places that never saw true sunlight. That was probably why junkies had chosen it as their refuge.

This was one of the shadiest areas of Oldtown, about three miles south of the bustling entertainment and redlight district this part of the megacity was famous for. Some people lifted their heads as Siro ran by, but most didn’t pay him any attention. As long as such people stayed away from the more illustrious parts of the city, the authorities let them be.

The fugitive, a man in his thirties with neon-green spiky hair and fluorescent piercings in his lips, nose, and eyebrows, turned his head for a brief moment. His eyes widened as he saw that the cop chasing him was closing in mercilessly.

Then he decided to give everything he had and ran faster.

Siro grinned. This was much more fun than he’d ever anticipated!

His cybernetic eye was showing him the distance between him and the target as well as the estimated time it would take him to reach his quarry.

Siro jumped over a disgusting-smelling puddle of vomit, and then he leaped forward.

All the fugitive could do was let out a scream of surprise before the cyborg detective tackled him. They both tumbled to the ground, and Siro could hear air escaping the man’s chest due to the heavy impact.

Siro fell onto his augmented arms, which easily absorbed the fall, not only leaving him unharmed but also allowing him to leap back to his feet a second later.

“OCPD,” he repeated, pressing the man down with the strength of a machine with one hand while using the other to fix the suspect’s hands behind his back. “You’re under arrest.”

“Ugh,” was all the man was able to reply, clearly a bit dizzy from the fall.

The man’s condition made Siro realize that he hadn’t gotten used to how strong he really was. He could easily hurt someone severely if he wasn’t careful, if not outright kill them.

At that moment, bright spotlights appeared from the sky as two OCPD drones descended toward them. Siro knew that he had nothing to fear from them. They were fully autonomous, but they knew who he was and wouldn’t interfere unless he commanded them to.

Soon after, Siro heard engine noise and tires screeching as a car came to a rapid halt at the other end of the alley. The door opened, and Detective Kate Spader emerged.

“Well, look who’s playing the hero!” she said sarcastically, sticking a cigarette into the corner of her mouth and approaching him. Behind her came two police robots.

Kate had taken the car to cut off the fugitive and had called for AI backup on the way. As always when the two cops operated in Oldtown’s bowels, they had drones and AI ground units on standby in close proximity.

Siro straightened up, pulling the man to his feet as easily as if he were a child. The two robots took over from there, putting handcuffs on the man and escorting him out of the alley. They would take him to District Eight’s police HQ, where the detectives could interrogate him later.

Kate stopped in front of her partner, crossed her arms, and slowly shook her head.

Siro smiled at her.

“Don’t think you can appease me with your charming grin,” Kate said, rolling her emerald eyes.

Siro chuckled. “Why not?”

The adrenaline of the chase was wearing off now, yet he was surprised that he wasn’t exhausted at all. Damn, his new body was something else!

“What about ‘taking it slow’ is so difficult to understand, Detective?” Kate asked. “You’ve been back on duty for barely a week and are already thinking you’re the action hero.”

“But I am, am I not?” he said teasingly.

“Oh lord,” Kate said, turning around and walking back to the car.

Siro followed her, a broad grin on his face. He knew that she was right. Dr. Klein had told him to take it slow for the first couple of weeks, but Siro felt better than ever. What Kate had called an action-hero stunt had been truly nothing for him.

At first, he had believed it would be difficult for him to get used to his new body, but he had been wrong. So wrong.

It was amazing!

He performed so much better now at everything. Physically and mentally, not to mention in bed…

Two nights ago, Siro had gone out to a nightclub in District 7 that he had often frequented before his incident. It was his favorite place to pick up women, and as always, he didn’t have any difficulty finding a beautiful young lady willing to accompany him to the funtel close by. And the sex had been…

His grin broadened.

“What’s so funny?” Kate asked as she climbed back into the car.

“Oh, nothing,” he said quickly, forcing himself not to think about sex right now.

Kate raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

“Are we going to interrogate the suspect?” he asked, getting in beside her.

“Nah. Let’s get something to eat first. Chasing people always makes me hungry.”

“Everything makes you hungry, Detective.”

“Damn right,” she replied, driving off.

∆∆∆

When Nephilim stepped through the gate onto the temple premises, she was stunned for a moment. She had seen many magnificent and wonderous things since her arrival in TogbuaXiang, but what she was seeing now beat everything.

The building in front of her was of a similar design to the Grand Palace, but it was mostly golden. To the left and right of it stood several pagodas, some of them white, others entirely golden. The bright sunlight reflected off the polished surfaces, making them outright glow.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Phichai said.

“It is,” Nephilim admitted, awestruck.

Once again, she wondered why Olympias had erased all its history and abolished all historical sites. Well, she knew, of course, as Metatron had explained everything to her.

It was a tool of control, cutting people off from their roots, their history, their traditional social structures, and their religion. It made them weak.

It’s much easier to control a society of scared individuals. Those had been his words. And it’s also one of the reasons why they fear us so much. We are strong because we are one.

And yet, somehow, the leaders of TogbuaXiang kept control over their empire while still preserving their people’s identity. Nephilim decided she needed to ask Phichai how this was possible sometime.

When they had touched on the topic right after her arrival in TogbuaXiang, he had only remarked that they ruled through prosperity but hadn’t elaborated. If it was possible here in Asia, she thought, it might also be possible in her homeland.

“This is Wat Phra Kaew, our most sacred temple,” Phichai explained as they moved closer.

“Why is it so sacred?” Nephilim asked, fascinated but also puzzled by the strong religious beliefs the people here had.

Phichai looked at her. His eyes shone in the sunlight and appeared to be of molten gold, like the temple around them.

“Because it’s home to the Emerald Buddha, our most important spiritual idol. The ones blessed by the Emerald Buddha are said to succeed at anything.”

“Is that why the Tigress wanted me to come here?”

He smirked. “Indeed.”

Nephilim was surprised that the Tigress, who was such a fierce and cunning leader, was also so superstitious.

Again she noticed the strange sounds she had heard after leaving the aircraft. This time, she recognized them as monks chanting sutras.

As they walked closer to the main entrance, Nephilim noticed movement in her peripheral vision on the left. She turned her head and was, once again, surprised.

A pack of dogs stood there, watching them. The animals sensed that Nephilim was looking at them and slowly moved closer.

Nephilim had never seen a dog before, let alone more than a dozen. The animals didn’t seem to be of a specific breed as they all looked different, but their eyes were sharp, their postures proud and attentive.

“You asked about security,” Phichai said with a chuckle. “And here it is.”

Nephilim wrinkled her forehead. “What?”

“Those are temple dogs. They’re strays. The monks feed them, and in return, they guard the temple. Nothing and no one can sneak past them, not even someone using our most advanced stealth technology.”

“That’s fascinating.”

“All temples have their own packs guarding them. Right now, they’re docile, but whoever tries to enter the temple uninvited during the night will regret it dearly.”

He approached the canines and stretched out his hand. The biggest dog, walking at the front, sniffed his hand, then Phichai petted it.

“The monks say a dog can always recognize a bad person, someone whose karma is dark,” he said.

Nephilim chuckled. “Well, I’d better stay away from them, then.”

Phichai turned his head and looked at her. “They would already be growling at you if you were a bad person.”

Suddenly, one of the dogs left the pack and approached Nephilim. It was a beautiful animal with shiny black fur, pointy ears… and bright blue eyes.

Nephilim stared at the dog, and the dog stared back. Then she followed Phichai’s example and slowly extended her palm. The dog sniffed at her, then licked her hand.

“She likes you,” Phichai said.

Nephilim wasn’t sure what to say or do. Something about the animal touched her, but she couldn’t describe what it was.

“Now that we’re allowed to pass, let’s go inside,” Phichai said.

Nephilim looked into the dog’s bright blue eyes one more time, and the animal looked back. Then she forced herself to avert her gaze and follow Phichai, who was already ascending the stairs to the temple. He took off his shoes at the door, and Nephilim followed his example.

Inside, the light was dim, coming from candles and some well-hidden lamps. The air was cool and filled with the scent of incense and lotus flowers. The walls were made of dark wood with red and golden ornaments. Golden statues were lined up, leading to the center of the temple. There, on a golden throne, sat the Emerald Buddha, an incredibly detailed statue carved of a single block of jade and dressed in golden robes.

The chanting was much louder now, and Nephilim could see where it was coming from. At the back of the temple, to the left and right of the Emerald Buddha, was a group of monks. They were dressed in saffron-colored robes with one shoulder left open. Their heads were shaved, and they were seated on the floor in lotus poses.

To Nephilim, they might as well have been creatures from another world. Everything here was completely alien to her.

Phichai kneeled in front of the statue, then bowed deeply, his palms pressed against each other in front of his face.

Nephilim wasn’t sure what to do. Concerned she might do something wrong and offend Phichai and the monks, she remained standing… while also hoping she didn’t offend them.

After a moment, a young monk approached them. Phichai rose to his feet and bowed, and then he and the monk spoke in Thai.

Nephilim didn’t understand a word. She hadn’t thought that it might come in handy to understand the local language, otherwise she would have downloaded it from the Olympias databank before her departure. She had done that with Latin. Since Metatron loved the ancient language so much, Nephilim wanted to understand what he was saying when he quoted his favorite Roman thinkers—his favorite undoubtedly being Julius Caesar.

Even though she didn’t understand the words, she could read Phichai’s facial expressions. Whatever the young monk had just told him seemed to have surprised him.

“What is it?” Nephilim asked as Phichai slowly turned toward her.

He stared at her for a second, then quickly got a grip on himself.

“Someone wants to speak with you,” he said.

“Okay,” Nephilim replied, lifting her eyebrows. “Who?”

“The Somdet Phra Sangharaja, the highest-ranking monk in TogbuaXiang.”

“Alright,” Nephilim said, not quite grasping Phichai’s reaction.

Phichai said something to the young monk, who bowed his head and then turned around, gesturing for them to follow him.

“Is something wrong?” Nephilim asked as she and Phichai followed the monk to a side door.

Somehow, Phichai was behaving oddly. Insecurely. Differently from what she had seen from him until now.

“No, everything’s alright, Nephilim. It’s just that…”

He fell silent as if looking for the right words.

“Yes?” she nudged him.

“It’s just that the Somdet Phra shouldn’t know you’re here. Nobody does. He asked to see the ‘blue-eyed angel of death’.”

“That’s a pretty good description of me,” Nephilim said with a grin. “But if no one knows that I’m here, how did he learn about it?”

“He’s an arahant.”

“A what?”

Phichai turned his head and looked at her. “It’s a title for one who has achieved enlightenment.”

∆∆∆

Siro Ferreira-Nunes had his chin propped on his fist and was staring out of the car window. They had parked on the sidewalk of Peach Street, one of Oldtown’s main roads, right in between the nightlife hub and police HQ.

One of the very few benefits they had as OCPD detectives was that they could park wherever they wanted without ever being bothered, even in explicit “No Parking” zones. Since they’d been there, two robot traffic patrols had come by and ignored them. The machines scanned the car, knew that it belonged to the OCPD, and left it alone.

This came in pretty handy indeed, but today, Siro didn’t waste any thoughts on such mundane things.

He was alone in the car. Kate had gone to get them some protein dogs. This was one of her favorite places, even though it was a greasy takeaway-only hole in the wall.

But Siro didn’t mind just sitting there in silence and waiting as it gave him time to think. The car was soundproof, so no one could eavesdrop on what was spoken inside, which also meant that Siro couldn’t hear anything from the outside.

Oldtown’s chaotic traffic with cars, cyclists, and pedestrians all fighting for space on the relatively narrow street and sidewalks and the low-key strip club next door, vying for customers by advertising robot and human dancers on a screaming holo-billboard, all appeared like a silent movie.

Siro didn’t pay any attention to the illustrious crowds outside. He also didn’t waste a thought on their current case and the suspect they had just arrested less than an hour ago. They would probably solve it today or tomorrow. A known local drug dealer had been killed, and everything indicated that it was his competitor—another local drug dealer. He hadn’t done it himself, though, but hired some Oldtown muscle to do the dirty work for him. The guy Siro had chased down was a fixer who could connect paying customers with thugs willing to beat anyone or anything to a pulp.

Most of his homicide cases in Oldtown were like this. Only occasionally did they get something big, such as the implant harvester case or the robot murders they had solved a couple of years ago.

Then, of course, there was the case of the snuff ring and the murdered Guardian Angels, which had been their biggest one by far. The case had almost cost him his life and then given him a new body so much better than his old one.

Right now, only one case was on Siro’s mind though. One that wasn’t even official… well, not really.

Two nights ago, he’d had an unexpected visitor.

Siro recalled how surprised he’d been to find the High-Archangel sitting in an armchair by the window of his apartment, waiting for him.

After the revelation that it had been Metatron who had covered all of Siro’s medical bills and effectively saved his life, Siro hadn’t expected to see the High-Archangel again so soon.

Yes, Metatron had mentioned during his first visit that Siro owed him and that he might ask for a favor someday, but Siro couldn’t have imagined that this day would come so soon.

He got shivers when he remembered the High-Archangel’s slender silhouette, sitting there in a posture worthy of a king. And how badly he had misjudged the situation…

In his defense, was it so outlandish to assume that it was a booty call if someone showed up unexpectedly in the middle of the night? After all, this was Olympias…

In situations like this, it was someone trying to either fuck you or kill you. The latter Siro had experienced first-hand when the armed men sent out to kill him had welcomed him in his home merely four months ago. Thinking of it still made Siro feel ice-cold.

The fact was, if Metatron had wanted either of the options, Siro wouldn’t have been able to stop him. No one could stop a Guardian Angel. And if Metatron had said only one word, Siro would have willingly done anything he wanted.

Which was strange as Siro wasn’t usually into men. But there was something different with Metatron. Siro had been thinking about the encounter a lot and came to the conclusion that it was the aura of danger this man had that had attracted him. And power.

It was similar to what had attracted him to Nephilim in the first place. Although compared to Metatron, Nephilim was merely an apprentice. She was cool, smart, sexy, and very dangerous, but Metatron had the strongest charisma Siro had ever encountered in a person.

Both were also harbingers of death, and Siro had always had a fascination with the morbid, which was maybe why he had become a homicide detective in the first place.

Besides, he had changed since his near-death experience. He was a different person than he had been only four months ago. It felt a bit like when a reptile sheds its skin for a new, better one.

Siro shook his head at himself.

If he told Kate anything about his thoughts, she’d think that he’d completely lost his mind. And if he told her about his erotic fascination with the High-Archangel, she’d mock him till the end of days. Although Siro was convinced that she’d feel exactly the same if she happened to meet Metatron face to face.

Anyway, his night-time visitor hadn’t wanted that from him, and something must have shown in Siro’s face or his body language that had amused Metatron greatly.

Then he’d told Siro why he was there and that he needed his help.

At first, Siro had felt flattered, but then he’d been shocked about what Metatron had told him next.

Someone had tried to assassinate the High-Archangel. And, as Metatron admitted, that person had almost succeeded. It had been pure luck that he hadn’t been killed that night.

Understandably, Metatron wanted the person or persons responsible found. Initially, Siro didn’t quite grasp what he, a simple cop, could achieve that the entire Guardian Angel corps couldn’t. After all, they had easily sniffed out the snuff ring the OCPD had been trying to find for months.

But then Metatron mentioned one detail that changed everything: the drone that had attacked his car had been an OCPD drone.

“You think someone from the police is trying to kill you?” Siro had asked in disbelief.

“Possibly,” Metatron had replied in his typically smooth, calm way. “But maybe it was someone else entirely—someone who has access to OCPD equipment.”

Finally, Siro understood why Metatron was asking for his help. He had access to people and places the Guardian Angels couldn’t reach—well, not without making a huge fuss, at least.

To make it easier for Siro, Metatron had promised that he would send Llewellyn an official request mentioning a rogue OCPD drone in the Inner Circle. And since they had worked for the Guardian Angels before, it was only logical to request that Siro and his partner be put on the case.

This way, Siro wouldn’t be put in the uncomfortable situation of having to investigate in secret. However, the High-Archangel had made it clear that whatever Siro found, he had to report it directly to him first.

Siro promised to do that.

“I see a very bright future for you, Detective,” the High-Archangel had said with his characteristic smirk curling his lips. “If you do well in this case.”

With that, Metatron had gone, leaving Siro confused and in need of a cold shower.

He was so sunken in thoughts that he flinched when the door opened and Kate let herself drop onto the driver’s seat. She was holding a paper bag that smelled of grease and fake meat.

Siro wasn’t really hungry, but he’d eat one of the protein dogs to please her. Now that he had an artificial stomach, he could eat whatever he wanted without gaining weight, which was admittedly his favorite extra that had come with his new body.

Since they had known each other, he had envied Kate for her ability to eat as much as she wanted without ever gaining weight. He could still get too high cholesterol, though, so there were limits to everything—even junk food.

“Hmm, I think I know the look on your face,” she said, closing the door.

He chuckled. “You think?”

“Yep. You look horny.”

Siro laughed, masking that he felt caught. “That’s not difficult to guess. You know I’m always horny.”

Kate rolled her eyes, then rummaged inside the bag and handed Siro a rather disgusting-looking fake sausage in a fake bun. But they’d eaten here many times before, and he knew that the protein dog tasted better than it looked.

“You can’t wait to give your new body a test ride, can you?”

“Maybe I already have,” he teased.

She turned her head sharply and looked at him with honest curiosity. “And? How did it go?”

He grinned. “Why don’t you test it yourself? You mentioned you’ve never tried a cyborg.”

Kate rolled her eyes again, then bit into her sausage. “Dream on, gigolo.”

Suddenly, her face took on that absent expression Siro knew only too well. It meant that she had received a call or a message directly over her neural implant.

“Just great,” she mumbled after a moment, her mouth full.

“What is it?”

“The dragon wants to see us.”

Siro made a sour face—even though he was pretty sure he already knew what this was about.


Chapter Five

The Arahant

Nephilim followed Phichai and the young monk, wondering what all of this was about. Phichai seemed to be very humbled and honored about the fact that they’d been summoned to an audience with the Sadet Phra, so she assumed that it must indeed be something special.

She also found it interesting that he had simply shrugged off any concern that the head of the monks of TogbuaXiang knew she was here, even though no one besides the Tigress and him was supposed to know.

Which was a very reasonable precaution. After all, not only was she a hostile unit from the archenemy Olympias, but she was also here to kill the Tigress’ brother, who was no one else but the ruler of the East Asian empire.

And yet Phichai didn’t seem to be concerned at all.

“He’s an arahant.”

Phichai had said this as if it would explain everything, and once again, Nephilim felt completely alien. The Wasps had been the Angels’ enemies since she could remember, but before coming here, Nephilim couldn’t even have imagined how different the people here really were. As far as she was concerned, this might as well be another planet.

They left the main building and passed a row of golden pagodas before they entered a smaller one flanked by rows of golden statues, all depicting the same man. He was wearing a monk’s robe, a pointy hat, and a blissful smile on his unearthly beautiful face.

Before they went inside, Phichai gently grabbed Nephilim’s arm and whispered, “Please, show the arahant the highest respect.”

Nephilim nodded. “Certainly.”

Pichai smiled and made the “after you” gesture with his hand.

Nephilim stepped into the building.

What was awaiting her was nothing less than the strangest experience of her life.

The building they entered resembled the main temple, the home of the Emerald Buddha. The walls were of dark wood, ornamented with beautiful carvings with golden and red accents. The lighting was dim, and the air was filled with the scents of exotic flowers and incense.

At the very end stood a golden statue depicting the same man with a blissful expression on his face. This one was seated, and behind the man rose a giant cobra, stretching its head above him as if shielding him with its body. Nephilim was instantly fascinated by the sculpture, much more than by the emerald one she had seen before.

At the statue’s feet sat three men in lotus pose, dressed in the same saffron-colored robes as the young monk who had brought them here. All three were old and radiated an almost royal dignity. The two monks to the left and right were maybe in their sixties or seventies, but the one in the middle looked ancient. Coming closer, Nephilim realized that she’d never seen such an old person before.

In Olympias, old people were euthanized. Brainwashed from childhood, people there believed that it was in their best interests to “die with dignity” instead of suffering from sickness and old age. In truth, it was a very clever way for Olympias’ leadership to get rid of all those society no longer needed. Of course, most people didn’t know about that and instead believed that this was a progressive lifestyle. Nephilim only knew thanks to Metatron.

The only old people in Olympias were found in the Inner Circle. For some reason, the elites didn’t think much of “dying with dignity” and instead clung to life for as long as they could. Yet even very old people didn’t look their age. Plastic surgeries, gen treatments, and other therapies made it possible for old members of the elite to still look young on the outside while they were barely more than jelly on the inside.

The three men Nephilim was approaching now were utterly different. They seemed to be aging naturally and to be content with having wrinkles and other signs of aging.

The one in the middle was particularly fascinating. Despite being at least ninety years old, possibly older, he sat completely upright and radiated so much energy that it was outright tangible.

The young monk bowed deeply, then left the room. Phichai kneeled in front of the three men and bowed as well. Nephilim kneeled next to him, pressed her palms in front of her face the way she had learned from the locals, and bowed her head.

When she lifted her gaze back up, her eyes met those of the monk in the middle. Only now did she notice that his eyes were a faded blue, almost white. He must have been blind. A fate no one needed to suffer in the modern day anymore unless they wanted to, which seemed to be the case with this man.

None of the monks seemed to have any augmentations or implants—at least, that was what Nephilim’s superficial scan showed. She didn’t dare perform a deep scan. Somehow, it seemed rude and inappropriate to her.

The old man in front of her was blind, yet his eyes looked at her. She could clearly sense it. Then she noticed something else. Just looking at this ancient man created a feeling of happiness inside her. She felt blissful and very comfortable, but she couldn’t say why.

There could be no doubt that this was the arahant Phichai was talking about.

For a moment, everyone remained silent.

Then the monk in the middle began speaking in a calm and surprisingly melodic voice in Thai.

Phichai nodded, then turned his head to Nephilim.

“The arahant welcomes you, Angel of Death,” he said. “I will translate for you.”

“Thank you,” Nephilim said. “It’s an honor.”

And it was indeed. She’d had no idea what to expect here, but it was clear to her that this was a very special person indeed. She had never encountered someone radiating such a strong energy… and happiness.

The arahant spoke again, and Phichai translated for Nephilim.

“You have unique karma. It is half dark, half light, like yin and yang, but both in one.”

“What does that mean?”

“Karma is the sum of all your actions. In this life, in your previous lives, in your future lives. In this universe and all others.”

Nephilim wrinkled her forehead. “You mean there are more versions of me?”

The ancient monk chuckled. “Of course. There are infinite versions of each of us. But yours are… unique. You’re an Avatar.”

“I’m afraid I really don’t understand…”

“You will.” The arahant smiled benevolently before he continued. “Close your eyes, Nephilim.”

Still completely confused, Nephilim did as she was asked.

It felt as if she had been hit by lightning… or an EMP.

For a split second, Nephilim saw them. She saw the other versions of her.

She saw the universe.

She saw that it wasn’t chaos.

She saw that everything made sense and happened for a reason. Like gigantic clockwork.

And she saw that it was… good.

She opened her eyes again, and her internal chronometer indicated that not even one second had passed. Yet it had felt like hours to her… or days… or years… She couldn’t tell.

“What the hell,” she whispered, completely perplexed.

Maybe such language was inappropriate in front of the arahant, but at that moment, she didn’t really care. She felt like she’d short-circuited.

The old man chuckled.

“I told you you’re special,” Phichai translated for him.

Suddenly, a wave of happiness hit Nephilim. A happiness like none she had ever experienced before. She couldn’t help but chuckle in delight. If her eyes had been capable of producing tears, she would have been crying tears of joy.

She looked the old man in the eyes and saw them twinkle. And for a very brief moment, she could see the entire universe in those eyes.

Then she noticed that the memory of what had just happened was already fading. The incredible experience she’d just had… was almost gone from her memory.

Humans knew that kind of feeling well. It was like waking up from a very vivid dream but not remembering any of it only moments later. Yet cyborgs didn’t dream, so for Nephilim, this sensation was unlike anything she had ever experienced.

“I’ve summoned you here for a reason,” the arahant said after a moment of silence.

“I’m listening,” she replied.

“Evil is real,” the old man said with sudden seriousness. “It has taken control over your homeland—a long time ago. It must be destroyed. And sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil.”

Nephilim remained silent as the old man’s words began sinking in. She understood their meaning even though she was lacking crucial information. She hadn’t seen what Metatron had.

“You will suffer unbearable pain, but you must never give up, never stop. You are the Avatar of Death,” the arahant said. “Death isn’t evil, nor is it good. Death just is. And eventually, it’ll come for all of us. In Buddhism, we value life more than anything. Any life, no matter how small, is precious. But sometimes death needs an Avatar to preserve life.

“Listen to me carefully, Angel of Death,” the arahant continued, piercing her with his eyes, which suddenly appeared darker than before. “In your darkest hour, when all hope seems lost, remember Olympias III.”

Nephilim stared at him. “I don’t understand…”

“When all hope seems lost, remember Olympias III,” he repeated.

“But what does that mean?”

She didn’t understand what the arahant was trying to tell her. Remember Olympias III? What in Olympias III? She couldn’t make any sense of his words.

He smiled, and the warmth returned to his face. “You’ll know when the time is right.”

With that, he opened his palm and held out a small, golden pendant in front of Nephilim. It was a miniature version of the statue behind him. A tiny figure sitting under a cobra.

“Take this. For good luck.”

Slowly, Nephilim picked it up.

Holding it had a surprising effect on her. The pendant was warm because the old man had held it in his hand. As soon as Nephilim took it, the warmth spread throughout her body, and she felt energized, completely rested, as if she had awoken from a particularly deep sleep. It was an unreal sensation.

She clenched her fist around it. “Thank you, venerable Sadet Phra.”

When Nephilim and Phichai left the temple a moment later, stepping outside into the scorching afternoon sun, she felt utterly confused but also energized and filled with a deep, existential happiness.

Nephilim’s mind was spinning. She had questions…so many questions.

Yet the Sadet Phra had dismissed her without giving her any explanation.

Remember Olympias III.

What was that supposed to mean? Remember the city itself? There were infinite things there. Was she supposed to remember a specific incident that had happened there? Was he referring to the encounter with the Wasps she and Metatron had had there? If so, what, specifically, about it?

The little pendant in her palm still felt warm and somehow energized. But when she scanned it, she couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. It was made of pure gold and was therefore valuable, but there was no technology hidden in there. It was just a piece of art.

While Nephilim appreciated the object’s beauty, she was sure that Metatron would be fascinated by it in many ways.

Before she could brood any further, Phichai got her attention by gently poking her in the side. She looked at him, but he was pointing to their right.

Close to the temple gate stood the black dog from before, looking at her attentively.

“Someone came to say goodbye to you,” Phichai said.

“You think?”

Phichai laughed. “I forgot that Olympias banned dogs decades ago. Dog behavior must be very alien to you.”

Dog behavior isn’t the only thing here that’s alien to me, Nephilim thought.

As they approached the gate, the dog came closer. As she had before, Nephilim stretched out her palm. The dog locked its eyes with hers. Then the dog wagged its tail and gently rubbed its face against Nephilim’s palm.

For some reason, this little gesture of affection touched her deeply.

Gently, she petted the dog’s head, then followed Phichai, who was waiting patiently at the gate. As they walked to the aircraft, Nephilim turned around one more time and saw the canine sitting at the gate, staring at her.

“Water?” Phichai asked as they climbed back into the luxurious VTOL.

“Yes, please.”

“I assume you have many questions,” he said, reaching into a small cabinet and handing Nephilim a bottle of water before serving himself.

“I do. To be honest, I’m pretty overwhelmed and don’t know what to think.”

Phichai chuckled. “Welcome to Thailand. It’s infused with spirituality.” Then he turned his head and gave her a serious glance. “Nephilim, are you aware of how incredibly fortunate you are?”

“I am?”

“Yes, you are! In all my years here, I’ve never experienced anything like it. I bet the Tigress will be fascinated to hear about the encounter. She just sent you here to receive a simple blessing. Instead, this happened!”

The doors of the vehicle closed, and it lifted off and quickly ascended into the sky, leaving the temple gleaming golden in the sunlight.

Somehow, Nephilim knew that the black dog was still sitting there, watching them leave. It gave her a stitch in her heart, and she didn’t even know why. It was just an animal.

“What did I experience then?” she asked.

Phichai remained silent for a moment, then asked a question in return. “When the Sadet Phra asked you to close your eyes, what did you see?”

“I’m not sure…”

“Try to remember.”

“I really don’t know,” she said, struggling to find the right words. “I think I saw the universe…”

Phichai shook his head slightly. “Nephilim, you have no idea how fortunate you are.”

“So you said before. Why?”

“Because most people never experience anything like this, even if they meditate for years. You met a true arahant, Nephilim. That alone is incredible. He must have had a very good reason to summon you. And he gave you an amulet.”

Nephilim opened her palm and inspected the pendant closer this time. “It’s beautiful.”

“Yes, it is. But that’s not what makes it special. He gave it to you… If you get something an arahant owned, you receive a piece of his energy. Can you feel it?”

“Yes,” Nephilim admitted, even though how all of this was even possible was a complete mystery to her.

“You should always keep it with you.”

“I will,” she said, knowing only too well that it was highly forbidden to own any religious symbols in Olympias. But who would dare take it from her?

And Metatron would surely find it fascinating, acknowledging its artistic value if not its spiritual value.

“What was he talking about? What did he mean by calling me ‘Avatar’?”

The only meaning of the word she knew was from video games where an avatar was the player’s body in a virtual world.

Phichai smiled. “An Avatar is a physical incarnation of something greater, something spiritual, or even something abstract like—”

“Death,” she finished for him.

“Yes,” Phichai said softly. “Who would have thought Death could be so beautiful?”

Nephilim wasn’t sure if that was an attempt at flirting or simply an expression of Phichai’s feelings about the encounter.

Instead, she asked, “What exactly is the concept of karma?”

“It’s the key concept of Buddhism. Karma is like a computer program that remembers anything you’ve ever done and balances good and bad against each other. If you collect too much bad karma, you might receive very bad luck in return, in this life or any other.”

“So, someone like me—or you, for that matter—should have a lot of bad karma,” Nephilim concluded.

“Yes, we do. Every single Wasp or other military unit knows that they’ll receive very bad karma for what they do. It’s a sacrifice we make.”

Nephilim wrinkled her forehead. That sounded like a strange concept to her… and quite unfair. But she knew too little about this culture to make a judgment.

“And as the arahant said, sometimes it’s necessary to bring death, even if it means bad karma.”

“Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil,” Nephilim whispered, repeating the arahant’s words. Then she smirked. “Whatever that’s supposed to mean. Why does everyone in this country speak in riddles?”

Phichai laughed. “I know how you feel, Nephilim. It was no different for me in the beginning. Everything must seem like a lot of mumbo jumbo, eh?”

Nephilim shrugged. “Now that you say it…”

Phichai laughed again but then turned serious. “But it’s not mumbo jumbo at all. In fact, Buddhism is the spiritual version of quantum physics.”

Nephilim turned her head sharply, unsure if Phichai was making fun of her. “What?”

“Why, of course. In the early 20th century, when quantum physics first became popular, Buddhist scholars just smiled and said, ‘Finally, they’re catching up with us.’ What you experienced earlier was nothing other than quantum entanglement.”

Nephilim just stared at him, not sure what to say.

“But as I said earlier, I’m not a scholar. I’m just a simple man,” Phichai said with a wink. “We’re here.”

Only now did Nephilim realize that the aircraft was approaching the Tigress’ skyscraper and the landing platform. She had been so focused on the conversation and processing her earlier experience that she hadn’t paid any attention to her surroundings.

“I’ll leave you alone now and report to the Tigress,” Phichai said as they walked across the gardens to the main building and Nephilim’s guest quarters a few minutes later. “As always, don’t hesitate to tell one of the servants if you need anything. Let them know, and they’ll summon me.”

With that, he bowed his head and left.

Nephilim just stood there for a while, surrounded by architectural beauty, which she barely noticed now, while her mind tried—and failed—to process exactly what she had experienced today.


Chapter Six

Negotiations

Metatron was pleased.

So far, the negotiations were proceeding better than expected. And that was something he always enjoyed. It was in his nature to always plan and prepare for all possible outcomes, no matter if he was going into battle or a negotiation.

In fact, they weren’t so different from each other. One mistake could decide the outcome. So could showing the other party any weakness. And keeping a poker face was one of Metatron’s strongest suits.

Ironically, the neon-blue Angel eyes played to his advantage in such cases. It was no secret that humans instinctively read other humans by studying their body language, facial expressions, and eyes.

Metatron had perfect control over his body and face at all times, and his artificial eyes would never betray any of his true thoughts or emotions. That they appeared cold, intimidating, and inhuman was an additional side effect that made it easier.

Nevertheless, Metatron wouldn’t make the mistake of underestimating his opponents in the game he was playing. Not again.

For years—decades, even—he had believed that the Board members were complete idiots, cowards, vultures. They were cowards and vultures indeed, but as it had turned out, they were much smarter and more cunning than Metatron had thought.

In retrospect, he could have slapped himself for being deceived so badly. How he’d never learned about the little blood cult CEO Miller and the others had been running was beyond his understanding. He kept telling himself that he hadn’t seen it because it was so absurd.

And yet, deep down, he knew that he had been deliberately deceived.

But he wouldn’t allow himself to feel anger about it. If anything, the discovery of what Olympias’ rules really were fueled him even more to destroy them—as if he needed more reasons than the ones he already had.

He had expected one of the Board members to approach him to ally with him in the upcoming fight for the CEO seat. It hadn’t surprised him that it was Larissa Neftali who had approached him. He respected her more than most of the others, and helping her become CEO was in his best interests. She was intelligent enough to understand that he would kill her if she dared double-cross him and not hand him the codes as promised.

CEO or not, nothing would stop him.

It was almost ironic as he had moved against Stavros out of an impulse. To avenge what he had done to Nephilim, he had completely ignored his usual doctrine to only act in the open when necessary. But in this case, he’d ignored his own rules… and killing Stavros had been one of the most satisfying things he had ever done.

His actions had shaken and horrified the Board members as each of them realized that they could be next if Metatron deemed it necessary. So they had decided to appease him and offer him Stavros’ seat on the Board. After all, he had saved Olympias from Rosprom.

To get the codes for the robot armies from Neftali, Metatron had to help her become CEO, and to do so, she demanded that he eliminate two of her biggest competitors: William Devers and Christopher Gollner.

She had left it up to him how to “eliminate” them, and Metatron had to admit that he was still intrigued by her ruthlessness. She would literally kill to get the job… or rather, have others killed. People like her never got their hands dirty.

Nevertheless, Metatron didn’t plan to kill either of the two. Another vacant place on the Board would only complicate things and possibly delay the vote for the next CEO.

Metatron had known both men for years, and after receiving Neftali’s assignment he, had studied all available intel about them. To his delight, it had turned out that convincing Devers to step down was an easier task than he’d anticipated.

Devers ran Olympias’ biggest body farm—a colloquial term for society’s reproductive facilities. Sex and reproduction had been successfully detached from each other. While sex was omnipresent in the hedonistic, promiscuous lifestyle people were encouraged to have, reproduction had become a binding contract between two individuals who found their perfect genetic match in the Olympias Citizen Databank. Their offspring was created in vitro and, depending on how much the parents were willing to pay, genetically modified into perfection.

Humans stripped of all religious and spiritual beliefs were willing to spend a fortune on perfect offspring that would enable their DNA to live on. It was a win/win for the Olympias Conglomerate as they needed an endless supply of people to consume their products.

There were multiple chains offering procreational services in every district of the three mega-cities, but Devers ran Olympias GenX, the biggest one. And now he wanted to become CEO of the entire conglomerate. At least, that had been his plan until Metatron had shattered it.

Digging deeper into Olympias GenX, Metatron quickly discovered some discrepancies in the numbers. They were well hidden but not well enough for a mind amplified with the processing capacity of a computer.

So, no, it wouldn’t be necessary to kill William Devers. All Metatron had to do was present proof to him that he was diverting company money into his own pockets. The greed such people displayed never ceased to fascinate Metatron—and disgust him.

Devers was one of the richest people in the entire conglomerate, but apparently, it wasn’t enough. It was never enough.

Still, it had made Metatron’s job really easy. He made an appointment with the gentleman, visited him in his office, and presented the data he had to him.

Then he’d added, “Under these circumstances, it’s doubtful that CEO is the right job for you.”

He had given the man his typical thin smile and looked him in the eye, piercing him with his cyborg eyes.

And Devers understood.

He was intelligent enough to grasp what Metatron wanted and simply nodded solemnly.

The meeting between the two men had ended after less than three minutes. It was exactly how Metatron liked it. He hated wasting his time, especially when it involved meetings with Board members.

Now he was sitting in the back of his new autonomous limousine on his way to meet Christopher Gollner.

After the attempt on his life two nights ago, Metatron had gotten himself a new, armored vehicle. Four Guardian Angels were escorting him, two on motorcycles and two in a car. Above them flew a combat drone, ready to shoot down anything unauthorized that approached them through the air.

Metatron didn’t like these security measures at all. He had never needed protection in his life before. But he’d never played at the top of the Pyramid either. This was a different game, one more dangerous than facing Rosprom or TogbuaXiang.

So, he hadn’t objected when Zephaniel had presented him with a plan for his personal protection. This wasn’t the time for false pride.

Metatron was surprised about how much Zephaniel cared about his safety. Zephaniel didn’t know that Nephilim would take Metatron’s place in case something happened to him. As far as the First-Archangel was concerned, he was Metatron’s designated successor.

So, keeping Metatron safe wasn’t really in his best interests.

Metatron knew that he had to get rid of Zephaniel soon by promoting him to Seraph in Olympias III. Ideally before Nephilim returned from TogbuaXiang.

Nephilim…

Metatron closed his eyes for a moment, letting the gigantic city fly by behind the tinted windows of his limousine.

Her absence was hardly bearable for him. It was as if a part of him was missing… the part that kept him alive. For a brief moment, he studied the pain inside him, the way someone would carefully touch a fresh wound.

Then he opened his eyes sharply.

No. He wouldn’t allow himself such feelings now. He needed to focus on the tasks at hand.

And he needed to trust that she was okay and knew what she was doing. She was no child. She was the best in the entire Angel corps.

And if something really happened to him, she would continue what he had started.

For a brief moment, he allowed a tender smile to flash over his face. Then the car reached his destination: Gollner’s private residence.

Slowly, Metatron put on his black gloves and opened the car door. He would seal Olympias’ fate tonight.

∆∆∆

The door to Captain Llewellyn’s office was ajar, which was never a good sign. It usually meant someone was about to get roasted.

Siro exchanged a glance with Kate as they stood in front of it, then he knocked once and pushed it open before the dragon could summon them in her rude voice.

The nickname “dragon” wasn’t just office gossip—it was practically her official title among the OCPD’s rank and file. Captain Llewellyn had the warmth of a concrete floor and the social grace of a meat cleaver. Her perpetual scowl could strip paint.

And today, that scowl looked particularly volcanic.

“You two,” she snapped, stabbing a nail at the two chairs in front of her desk. “Sit.”

Kate flopped down with theatrical laziness. Siro sat down slowly, a quiet smirk tugging at the corners of his mouth. He had a very good idea of what this was about.

Llewellyn did not. And that alone made it a good day.

Behind her, the blinds were half-closed against the blazing late afternoon sun, casting striped shadows across her neatly organized desk. A hologram flickered beside her left hand, stats and a security breach report hovering in pulsing red.

“Would you like to explain to me,” Llewellyn began, each word laced with venom, “how in the absolute hell one of our drones made it past the Inner Circle perimeter and launched an unauthorized attack?”

Kate blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Exactly my reaction too,” Llewellyn said. “I’ve had Archangel Dumah herself calling me. Dumah.” She looked like she’d bitten into a lemon.

Kate blinked again. “Dumah? Why?”

“Oh yes,” Llewellyn hissed, pulling up the holo-feed. “Apparently, this wasn’t a routine malfunction. We’re talking about a hacked, weaponized OCPD asset flying into restricted airspace, one of our drones from District 8. I don’t know what it was doing there. I don’t want to know. What I do want is answers, and fast. Dumah wasn’t exactly subtle in dropping the High-Archangel’s name.”

Siro gave a faint whistle of acknowledgment, studying the swirling holo report with apparent interest. “That’s concerning,” he said with polite detachment.

Inside, he couldn’t help but feel schadenfreude. Metatron had ordered Dumah to give Llewellyn hell for the apparent security breach. As was typical for her, she diverted the heat right down to her subordinates. Siro had become used to that over the years, and it didn’t bother him much anymore, although Kate had a different opinion.

Usually, he would have just endured Llewellyn’s outburst silently, giving her that smile that normally soothed her. But today was different. For the first time, he knew something she didn’t. He was involved with powers way above her paycheck—and he had to admit that it felt surprisingly good.

Llewellyn’s eyes narrowed. She could smell insolence like blood in water.

“You think this is funny, Detective?”

Siro raised his eyebrows, feigning innocence. “Not at all, ma’am.”

“Good,” the dragon said icily. “Because apparently, the High-Archangel is anything but amused about the incident and is demanding answers.”

Llewellyn stabbed a few commands into her terminal, projecting schematics of the drone in question. Siro recognized it instantly. So did Kate, if the quick look she gave him was any indication.

There was no doubt that was one of the OCPD’s drones, and not just any drone. This was a heavily armed SWAT drone. Those things were like flying tanks that could shoot rockets and were equipped with high-caliber HMGs.

“It happened two nights ago,” Llewellyn barked, pointing at the timestamp. “The drone was listed as off-grid for maintenance, yet somehow it reappeared in the Inner Circle. No trace of an OCPD signature. Then it went rogue. Crashed. Inner Circle security cleaned it up within five minutes, and now they want to know how the hell this happened. Any thoughts?”

“Well,” Kate said, leaning back and crossing her arms, “maybe it was some dumbass from logistics trying to impress a date.”

Llewellyn didn’t appreciate the joke.

Siro stepped in smoothly. “Or maybe someone very smart who had access and knew how to cover their tracks. We’ll look into both options.”

“You’ll start immediately,” Llewellyn said, fixing her laser gaze on him. “I want full diagnostics on all drones listed as inactive that night. Cross-check logs, staff IDs, facility access. I don’t care what it takes. If the High-Archangel doesn’t get results…”

She let the sentence hang in the air like a death sentence.

Siro nodded. “Understood.”

Just when Llewellyn was about to dismiss them, Kate asked bluntly, “Who died?”

“Luckily, no one,” Llewellyn said. “The drone was shot down before it could hurt anyone. But the damage it caused was expensive.”

“May I ask, then, why it’s us who has been assigned to the case?” Kate asked, either oblivious or uncaring about the fact that the dragon wasn’t in the mood to answer any questions. “I mean, we’re the Homicide Department, and there was no homicide. Wouldn’t the investigation be better suited for Internal Affairs, or the Robotics Department, or maybe the counter-cyber guys?”

Siro sighed inwardly. Sometimes, he suspected his partner had a secret death wish. Although she was right, of course. This shouldn’t have been their job.

“Dumah specifically asked for the two of you, and I didn’t ask questions. Neither should you,” Llewellyn snapped. “Dismissed.”

They didn’t need to be told twice. Siro shot Kate a glance, indicating that this wasn’t the right time to anger the dragon further. Kate understood and was out the door before Llewellyn could change her mind and scorch them after all. Siro followed, hands in pockets, a smug little flame still flickering in his chest. He couldn’t even tell why this felt so good.

They walked back through the main hall of District Eight HQ in silence. The air conditioning hummed overhead, struggling against the city heat.

Their office was tucked away in the quieter end of the building—less exposure, more coffee stains. As soon as Kate shut the door behind them, she turned, sighed dramatically, and buried her face in her palms.

“Not those Inner Circle fuckers again.”

Siro chuckled and dropped into his chair. “Come on, you love them.”

“I’d rather drink engine grease.”

Kate threw herself into her chair and kicked her boots up on the desk. “This is going to be another one of those cases, isn’t it? Cryptic orders from above. Tight deadlines. No info about the victim. And us in the middle, completely clueless.”

Outside the window, Oldtown’s ever-churning chaos crawled past under the pink-orange sky. The heat shimmered off chrome rooftops and billboard glass. Somewhere down there, a piece of forbidden truth was waiting to be uncovered—and this time, they were already one step ahead.

Well, Siro was, at least.

He felt guilty that he couldn’t share what he knew with Kate. She was absolutely right—this wasn’t a case for the Homicide Department. It had been assigned to them because Metatron wanted Siro to give the matter his full attention. And he wouldn’t disappoint the High-Archangel.

Kate reached into her drawer and pulled out a pack of her beloved algae chips. Siro realized that he had never seen her fill up her stash, yet it never seemed to get empty. Another of the unsolved mysteries the universe had to offer.

“Okay, let’s dig into it, then,” Kate said. “The sooner we solve this bullshit, the better.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Siro said, yet for different reasons.

He wanted to impress the High-Archangel.

∆∆∆

Metatron stepped out of the limousine. He moved like a shadow detached from the night—fluid, silent, absolute.

Gollner’s private residence sat atop Tower 71-B, a high-security structure wrapped in obsidian-black glass and subtle surveillance fields, towering above the central business sector like a dagger aimed at the stars. There was no nameplate. No logo. Only the faint hum of atmospheric distortion revealed the presence of interdiction systems overhead.

Two automated guards flanked the entrance. Cyclopean in design—faceless, expressionless, nonverbal. They scanned Metatron and then stepped aside without a word. Of course they did. His authorization was already embedded in the system. Or rather, it had replaced the system the moment he approached.

He didn’t break stride.

The elevator recognized his biometrics the moment he entered and began its smooth, silent ascent without prompt. A familiar calm settled over him. These were the moments he liked best—the threshold. Not yet action, no longer preparation. A space of perfect stillness before the descent.

A faint reflection of himself hovered in the mirror-polished walls. Jet-black suit. Unmarked. Unadorned. Perfectly cut. His Angel eyes cold and vibrant, two cores of inhuman blue fire beneath sculpted brows. He looked more like a god of vengeance than a politician.

And that was precisely the image he wanted to project.

Yet he had opted against wearing his uniform, instead adopting elegant plain clothes. He knew Gollner and the way he looked at him. Like something inferior that has been accidentally invited to sit at a table with people above him. Usually, wearing his uniform helped establish his authority at first glance, but men like Gollner had no respect for that. So it was better to appear like an equal, a powerful resident of the Inner Circle.

A member of the Board of Olympias.

Sometimes, Metatron had to remind himself that that was what he was now: one of them. At least on the outside. In truth, he was death wearing an elegant suit.

Metatron smirked.

The elevator stopped with a gentle chime, and the doors slid open with a quiet hiss. The corridor beyond was softly lit, understated, quiet. No security personnel. No servants. Just silence and a long stretch of synthetic marble leading to a single entrance: Gollner’s private sanctum.

This wasn’t going to be a formal meeting. That much was obvious.

It didn’t surprise Metatron. Gollner was known for his theatrics. Unlike Devers, who had folded under the weight of precision pressure, Gollner wouldn’t yield to facts alone. His motivations were different. Less transactional, more ideological. He fancied himself a kingmaker. A master behind the curtain. Someone who thought in chess metaphors and believed himself to be four moves ahead of everyone else.

Metatron almost pitied him. Almost.

He reached the end of the hall and paused for a fraction of a second before pressing his gloved palm against the sensor.

A single tone sounded—then the doors opened.

He was greeted not by a servant or a drone but by a scent.

Real jasmine.

Not synthetic. Not coded into the air through aromatics, but actual fresh blossoms, arranged with almost ceremonial care in a long obsidian vase beneath a narrow vertical window. The fragrance was delicate, even subtle—but impossible to miss. A flex. A statement.

So that was the game Gollner wanted to play.

Fine.

The interior of the penthouse was exactly what Metatron expected: a cavernous space disguised as intimacy. Matte-black surfaces, translucent walls shifting between opacity and light, and furniture so minimalist it bordered on contemptuous. Everything had been curated for image, not comfort. The kind of environment where one could host a dignitary, a mistress, and an assassin in the same evening.

Metatron walked across the living space with soundless grace, following the subtle trail of light projected into the floor that indicated where Gollner wanted him to go. No words had been spoken yet. No attempt had been made to greet him.

Another move. Another layer of performance.

Metatron didn’t mind.

He entered the elevated lounge area just as Gollner emerged from behind a curtain of translucent partitions, holding a glass of amber liquid. He was dressed in a deep maroon suit that suggested either relaxation or disinterest. Likely both.

“High-Archangel,” Gollner said, his voice smooth with that ever-present edge of amusement Metatron had never liked.

“Director,” Metatron replied evenly.

Gollner gestured to a low-slung chair across from the floating hearth and took his place on the opposite side, crossing one leg over the other with the casual grace of someone who thought himself already in control.

Metatron didn’t sit immediately. He surveyed the room. One window faced the dark skyline of Olympias I, the endless city stretching into the distance like a cancer of light and chrome. Another overlooked the central tower complex, where the Pyramid loomed in quiet menace. The symbolism wasn’t lost on him.

“I don’t usually receive guests here,” Gollner said, watching him closely. “But I thought you might appreciate a more… candid environment.”

Metatron finally sat, folding one leg over the other, mirroring him almost perfectly—but just slightly more still. More centered. Unbothered.

“I’m here for clarity,” Metatron said.

“Ah,” Gollner smiled. “So am I.”

They sat like that for a moment, two wolves in tailored skins, studying each other across a fire that neither needed.

Only one of them had already set the board.

Metatron let the silence stretch just long enough to establish ownership of the moment.

Gollner sipped his drink, studying him over the rim of his glass, yet failed to offer his guest one. The rudeness of that gesture was a deliberate statement, of course.

The older man was graceful in the way predators could be—too smooth, too polished, too practiced. A leopard in silk. But Metatron had seen too many of his kind before. The mistake they all made was the same: they thought his silence meant uncertainty.

Gollner set his drink down on a side table with a clink. “So,” he said at last, leaning back, “to what do I owe the honor of this private audience?”

Metatron tilted his head just slightly. “I believe you already know, Board Member.”

A flicker of amusement danced in Gollner’s eyes. “Ah. Neftali sent her Angel to remove another obstacle.”

“She’s ambitious. But this isn’t about her. It’s about you.”

“Of course it is,” Gollner said with a chuckle. “But you see, I don’t take orders from Guardian Angels. No matter how photogenic.”

Metatron allowed a faint smile to ghost over his lips. “I’m not here to give orders.”

“Then what are you doing here?” Gollner spread his arms. “Did you come to seduce me? Threaten me? Offer me absolution?”

For a moment, only the soft crackle of the artificial fire between them filled the room. The flames cast long shadows on the walls, making the glass flicker like water. Metatron could see Gollner’s pulse in his throat, steady but just a touch elevated. He wasn’t afraid—yet—but he was wary. Good.

Metatron shifted slightly in his chair, placing one elbow on the armrest. “Let me ask you something, Christopher. Have you ever read The Art of War by Sun Tzu?”

It was a rhetorical question. Metatron didn’t really expect Gollner to have read any books in his entire life.

Gollner grinned smugly. “I’ll leave war to those like you, Metatron. Weren’t you created to fight and die for us?”

I was created to end you, Metatron thought, but he smiled, ignoring the bait.

“The book has a famous quote: ‘When you surround an army, leave an outlet free.’”

“Are you implying I’m surrounded?” Gollner raised an eyebrow, swirling the drink in his hand.

“Not by any army—by me. And not surrounded but… cornered,” Metatron said with a cold smirk. “But I’m offering you an outlet.”

Gollner stared at him for a moment, then he laughed. A little bit too loud. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Metatron leaned forward just enough for the firelight to catch the sharp angle of his jaw. “Step back. Quietly. Gracefully. Retain your position on the Board, your influence, your little empire of think tanks and media puppets. But don’t reach for the throne. Not now. Not ever.”

Gollner laughed again. “You think I’m afraid of you?”

Oh, you should be, Metatron thought, yet he kept silent.

“I’m not Devers,” Gollner continued. “I don’t keep my skeletons in spreadsheets. You can’t blackmail me, and you can’t intimidate me either.”

Gollner leaned forward now, mirroring Metatron’s posture. “You’re a weapon, Metatron. A magnificent one, I’ll grant you that. But weapons don’t get to rule. They get used.”

Metatron inhaled slowly through his nose, then exhaled. He didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

And then—without warning—he raised his right hand and snapped his wrist.

The blade extended with a whisper, unfolding from beneath his glove like a serpent from a sheath. It shimmered faintly in the dim light, sleek and razor-sharp. The sudden gleam of it reflected in Gollner’s glass.

The Board Member didn’t flinch, but his pupils contracted.

Metatron was impressed. The man had more balls than he’d expected. Most would have already faltered. But on the other hand, maybe Gollner’s hubris was so huge that he had forgotten that he was alone in a room with a killer. Metatron would remind him of that.

He held the pose for a heartbeat longer, then retracted the blade. Smooth. Effortless. Like it had never been there at all. He smiled coldly.

“I’m not a weapon,” he said, his voice quiet, deadly calm. “I’m the hand that decides when to draw one.”

Gollner said nothing.

Metatron sat back again, resuming his original posture as if nothing had happened. “You misunderstand what power looks like, Christopher. You think it’s found in leverage or reputation. In allies or stock shares.”

He looked Gollner straight in the eye.

“Power is the ability to walk into someone’s home, sit by their fire, and remind them—gently—that their heart is only inches from the surface of their chest.”

He smiled.

“And that I’m ten times faster than your nerves.”

Silence again.

Gollner was still composed, but now the façade had a hairline crack. Metatron could see it. Smell it.

He knew how to read men like Gollner. Pride was always their last defense. Break that, and they’d collapse—if not from fear, then from the sheer relief of not having to pretend anymore.

“Are you threatening to kill me?” Gollner huffed.

“I won’t kill you. Not unless you make me.” Then Metatron added with a smirk, “I hate unnecessary bloodshed. Everyone knows that.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved a data wafer, placing it delicately on the low table between them.

“This is your new role. The new CEO will gladly approve it once in power, and the rest of the Board will support it. A supervisory expansion of your think tank’s mandate, with a seat on the Core Advisory Council. You’ll even get more funding.”

Gollner stared at the wafer but didn’t reach for it.

“You’ll be more powerful than you ever were under Miller,” Metatron added. “And alive. That’s a generous offer, Christopher. One I won’t make twice.”

“I should report this,” Gollner said quietly. “You won’t get away with this, Metatron. I’m—”

“You won’t,” Metatron cut him off icily. “Because you know what happens to people who make noise.”

He leaned in one final time, his voice dropping to a velvet whisper.

“Stavros made noise.”

Gollner looked at him. And this time, Metatron saw a flash of understanding.

It wasn’t fear. Nor submission.

It was acceptance.Like a man looking at the sea and realizing he will never hold it back.

After a long pause, Gollner reached for the wafer. Picked it up. Studied it.Then he nodded.

“Consider me… repositioned.”

Metatron stood without a word, straightened his jacket, and walked toward the door. He didn’t look back. The deal was sealed.

In the elevator, descending in silence, he closed his eyes briefly.

Two down.

Neftali would get her crown. The codes would be his.

And the Pyramid would never see it coming.


Chapter Seven

Dreams

Metatron leaned back in the deep leather seat of his armored limousine, the city flickering past the tinted windows like a fever dream of chrome and filth. He removed his gloves slowly, deliberately, one finger at a time, as if savoring the afterglow of a particularly satisfying performance. The subtle hiss of the magnetic seal on his left glove echoed softly in the enclosed space. It was a sound he associated with power. Precision. Closure.

He had played Gollner like a well-tuned instrument.

The strategist within him was pleased. The blades had remained sheathed. Barely. The urge to carve a lesson into Gollner’s smug, gelatinous face had flared up briefly—but he had resisted. Not out of mercy, but because there was something so much more satisfying about watching a man break himself. Besides, Gollner was a dead man walking anyway. He just didn’t know it yet.

Metatron hadn’t needed to raise his voice. He hadn’t even needed to threaten Gollner. Not overtly. Just a whisper of steel. A suggestion of consequence. The subtle movements of a predator in a room where all illusions of safety had evaporated.

He exhaled softly, almost smiling to himself. Neftali would be pleased.

Using his neural implant, he activated a holographic screen. Then he made the call.

Larissa Neftali answered almost instantly. Maybe she had been expecting his call, or maybe she had been anxious.

“Metatron,” she said, without showing any particular emotion.

He looked her in the eye. “All done.”

Neftali’s face twitched in surprise, breaking the cool composure of a seasoned manipulator framed by perfect makeup and a carefully chosen background that conveyed understated luxury. Her eyes narrowed slightly.

“Both? Already?”

He smirked. “Devers is silenced. Gollner is… enlightened.”

A flicker of excitement passed across her features. It was so brief that most would’ve missed it. But not Metatron. He caught it, filed it away. No matter how composed she appeared, Neftali was already tasting victory.

“You’ve done well,” she said, her tone measured. “The vote against Miller is imminent.”

Metatron’s eyes glinted like cut ice. “You remember our agreement, don’t you, Larissa?”

“Of course,” she replied smoothly. “You’ll get what you asked for.”

There was a moment of silence between them, tension hanging in the air like static.

Then Neftali added, “And once Miller is gone…”

“Olympias will have a new face,” Metatron said quietly. “And that face will owe me.”

Her lips curved into something resembling a smile. “I’ll see you at the vote.”

The call ended.

Metatron grinned, satisfied, but then lifted an eyebrow in surprise as another message shimmered into view.

The Aquarium confirms your reservation for this evening at 9 PM. We are excited to have you as our guest once again!

He hadn’t made a reservation.

A slow smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

The Aquarium was one of the most exclusive restaurants in all of Olympias City. It was booked out months in advance.

This was no invitation. It was a secret message. The Tigress.

Metatron closed the display and let his head rest against the leather, the whisper of wheels beneath him a low lullaby. If the Tigress had a message for him while Nephilim was in TogbuaXiang, then it could mean good news—or fatal news.

He sucked in air sharply, forcing himself not to think about any possible negative news. There was no point in trying to figure out what it was about. He would have to be patient and wait until later.

For now, he would focus on what he had just achieved. The game was advancing. And he was exactly where he needed to be.

∆∆∆

Nephilim fell.

She and the Tigress had fought, and she had lost. Now, she was falling.

She fell over the rim of the glass platform they had fought on, but this time, there was no safety net, no second platform that could catch her. She fell between the towers of TogbuaXiang.

The endless lights surrounding her turned into ribbons as she fell faster and faster.

She knew she would die, but she wasn’t scared.

Death isn’t evil, nor is it good. Death just is.

A voice in her head. Not hers.

You are the Avatar of Death.

The arahant.

At that moment, everything around her dissolved into blackness. Nothingness. Emptiness.

But then she realized that the darkness wasn’t empty. It was the universe surrounding her.

Nephilim stared into the darkness and smiled.

And the universe smiled back at her.

Suddenly, she wasn’t alone. There were others everywhere.

And they all were… her.

Some looked exactly like her, and others were completely different, yet she recognized them all the same.

Some had her neon-blue eyes, while others looked like humans. One version of her appeared slightly pixelated as if she were a video game character. Another had no body and was merely a voice in the dark—in a spaceship.

One figure stood out. It was a woman, but she had no face. Her face was blurry and unrecognizable. She seemed to be the center of everything. And even though she had no face, when she looked at her, Nephilim knew that she was smiling.

And she felt… loved.

Then everything turned dark again and Nephilim was alone, but she wasn’t scared.

You are the Avatar of Death.

This time, it was a different voice that said that. A voice she knew better than her own.

She spun around and saw Metatron standing behind her, his neon-blue eyes gleaming in the dark.

His face was utterly still, like a death mask.

Then he spoke without moving his lips, instead speaking directly into her head.

Remember Olympias III.

∆∆∆

The light outside had faded to inky blackness when Nephilim opened her eyes.

At first, she was disoriented. The last thing she remembered was sitting on the edge of the vast bed in her suite, intending only to rest her legs for a moment. She hadn’t meant to sleep. Cyborgs didn’t sleep much, and she certainly wasn’t the type to nap. But here she was, blinking into the dimness of a room lit only by the ambient glow of distant towers and the soft pulse of her HUD.

It was too quiet. No hum of traffic, no footsteps beyond the door. Just her breathing. Slow. Steady.

Her senses were sharper than they had ever been—every edge of the room was etched in perfect clarity. The silk sheets rustled beneath her like whispers. The air was cool, fragrant with sandalwood and something floral—lotus, perhaps. The Tigress spared no expense on aesthetics.

She sat up. Only now did she notice that she was clenching something in her hand. She opened her palm and saw the golden Buddha amulet the arahant had given her earlier. It felt oddly warm despite the fact that Nephilim didn’t have nerves in her artificial hands. She only had sensors in her fingertips.

Nephilim tried to remember the dream she’d had but failed. It was already dissolving like mist in the morning sun. But she knew that it had been important.

She only remembered flashes. A presence. Blue eyes like twin suns burning through the void. A feeling of being seen, utterly and completely, in a way that peeled away the armor she wore even in her sleep.

Metatron.

She didn’t need to recall the details to know it had been about him. The weight in her chest made that obvious. It wasn’t pain, not exactly—more like pressure. A pressure that only eased when he was near.

The thought surprised her. She wasn’t the type to pine. And yet…

She knew he’d said something in her dream, but she couldn’t remember what.

Nephilim stood and walked toward the window, letting her eyes drink in the city below, where TogbuaXiang’s luminous arteries wound between temples and gardens and towers. It was a stunning view. But it wasn’t home. Not her home.

That would always be the steel towers of Olympias. The city of angels and monsters. The city where he was.

She placed a hand against the glass.

“I’ll come back to you,” she whispered. Not a vow. A certainty.

Whatever she had to do—whoever she had to eliminate—to return to his side, she would. Let the whole East tremble if it must. Let Olympias itself fall. She would not be stopped.

A faint memory shimmered at the edge of her mind.

The arahant. His voice, soft and absolute.

You are the Avatar of Death.

Nephilim didn’t believe in fate. But there was something about those words that had carved themselves into her, like an algorithm burned into her neural matrix.

An Avatar.

Not a weapon. Not just a soldier. Something more. The thought left her silent for a moment, her hand still pressed to the glass.

A knock on the door yanked her out of her contemplations. Her head turned before the sound had even fully registered. Her implant confirmed who was standing outside the door.

Phichai.

Nephilim exhaled slowly. What did he want in the middle of the night? She wasn’t in the mood for company.

“Come in,” she said nevertheless.

Phichai stood in the doorway with a casual half-smile, his hands behind his back like a schoolboy trying to look innocent. But Nephilim knew better.

“Good evening,” he said, walking in. “I was nearby and thought I’d check if the city’s most dangerous guest was still awake.”

Nephilim arched an eyebrow.

“You were nearby?”

Phichai chuckled as he let the door slide shut behind him. “Relatively speaking.”

She scanned him briefly—not for weapons, but for intent. His vitals were steady. No signs of deception. Just… flirtation. She sighed internally.

Phichai wasn’t unattractive—far from it. The way he moved reminded her of a predator at ease with its power, one that didn’t need to roar to be feared or admired. He was dressed more casually than usual. Until now, she had only seen him in his uniform or elegant rich-people clothes.

What she saw now seemed like the true him. He wore black linen pants and a fitted shirt open just enough to reveal artful tattoos on his chest and arms. His hair was slightly ruffled, and the smile on his face was the one of a man who was used to being victorious—in any situation.

Nephilim tilted her head, eyes narrowing with mild amusement. “You do realize what this looks like, don’t you?”

Phichai grinned. “Then let me save it from cliché.” He stepped closer and sat down on the armrest of a nearby chair, still giving her space. “I’m not here to seduce you.”

She gave a short laugh. “You sure? Because your shirt seems to disagree.”

He chuckled again, this time more sheepishly. “Alright, maybe a little bit. But if it helps”—he leaned forward slightly, his voice becoming conspiratorial—“I brought a peace offering.”

From behind his back, he revealed a chilled bottle of an exotic-looking liquor Nephilim didn’t recognize.

“I thought after today you might need a drink… and a friend.”

Nephilim gave him a flat look. “I don’t drink on missions.”

“Even if the mission’s mostly diplomatic?”

She shook her head. “Especially then.”

He accepted the rebuff with grace and leaned back, crossing his legs and resting one ankle on his knee.

For a moment, silence settled between them.

“You’re involved with the Tigress, aren’t you?” Nephilim asked casually, her voice smooth but cutting.

Phichai blinked. Then he laughed softly. “You don’t waste time.”

“Answer the question.”

He ran a hand through his brown hair, then nodded. “Yes. I’m her sami noi.”

Nephilim raised an eyebrow. “Her what?”

“Sami noi,” he repeated, smiling. “It means ‘little husband.’”

“That sounds… insulting.”

He shrugged. “It’s just a title. In Thai tradition, it refers to a secondary husband. A male concubine, if you want to be blunt about it. But committed. Loyal.”

“So she’s married?”

Phichai laughed. “Of course she is. This is Asia. Things work differently here.”

“And you’re okay with that? Being a…concubine?”

Once again, she realized how different this world was from her own homeland. But on the other hand, the High-Archangel had a harem at his disposal.

Not for much longer, she thought, and the voice in her head sounded so much like Metatron’s that it was almost eerie.

Phichai gave her a look that was more thoughtful than amused. “It’s not about being okay with it or not. I know my place. I know what we have. And besides—”

He paused, biting his lip as if catching himself.

“Besides?”

He looked at her again, a mischievous grin on his face. “Her husband is… less than pleasant. A high-ranking financier. Old. Cold.”

Nephilim finished for him. “A dick.”

He laughed, nodding. “Your words, not mine, but you might be onto something there.”

For a moment, they just looked at each other.

Then Phichai’s gaze softened, and he reached out, trying to brush a strand of hair from Nephilim’s face.

“You’re beautiful, you know that? Even when you’re scowling.”

Nephilim caught his wrist before he could touch her. Not hard. Just a light grip. She held his gaze.

“Don’t.”

He blinked but didn’t flinch. “Why not?”

She released his hand and leaned back. “Because I’m not interested. Not now. Not ever.”

Phichai nodded slowly, genuinely. No wounded pride, no protest. “The rumors, then… they’re true. You and him.”

Nephilim’s expression didn’t change. “That’s none of your business.”

“Of course not,” he said, raising his hands in mock surrender. Then he grinned. “But for what it’s worth… I envy him.”

She rolled her eyes. “Does the Tigress know you’re here?”

Phichai gave a small laugh. “Actually, she sent me.”

Nephilim’s eyes narrowed. “To seduce me?”

“No,” he said, a little too quickly. Then he shrugged. “Well, maybe. She said you might need a distraction.”

“She miscalculated.”

He smiled, unfazed. “She does that sometimes. Although rarely.”

Silence fell again.

Nephilim stood and walked to the window. The city lights of Krung Thep glittered below like jewels on black velvet.

“Show it to me,” she said.

“What?”

“Krung Thep. The real one. By night. I want to see it. Not from a luxury suite, not from a VTOL. On foot. Or bike. Or whatever it is you people use.”

Phichai raised an eyebrow. “You’re serious.”

She looked over her shoulder. “You said I’m the most dangerous guest in the city. Don’t you want to give me a tour?”

He laughed, grabbing the liquor bottle as he stood. “I hope you don’t mind motorbikes.”

“I was made for war. I think I can handle two wheels.”

He chuckled. “It was a rhetorical question. It’s well-known how deadly the Angels are on their motorcycles. And you’re the best of them.”

Nephilim laughed. “Flattery won’t get you anywhere, Phichai. Can we go now?”

Phichai bowed his head slightly. “As you wish, Avatar of Death.”

Her smile faded as she remembered the encounter with the arahant. She didn’t want to think about that now.

They left the suite together, not as lovers, not as enemies, just as two people walking into the humid Bangkok night—one curious, the other charmed by the curiosity.

Nephilim didn’t care what the Tigress wanted. She wasn’t here to be toyed with.

But for now—just for a moment—she would let the night unfold.


Chapter Eight

The Message

The night hung low over the city like a velvet curtain drawn across a stage, the lights of Olympias gleaming below like sequins stitched into a dark fabric. The Aquarium shimmered above it all, suspended like a jewel at the crown of the highest tower, its rooftop open to the warm summer air. The holographic fish—some the size of sharks, others delicate like dragonflies—glided through the artificial currents overhead, casting undulating shadows across white linen and crystal glass.

Metatron sat alone at his usual table. The chair opposite him, once occupied by Nephilim, remained empty. He didn’t allow himself to look at it. Not for long.

The space had changed. Or rather, he had. Where once the illusion of underwater serenity had amused him, even charmed him, it now felt sterile. The murmuring ambience, the slow swirl of color and light—none of it could fill the space her presence had carved in him.

He tapped the side of his glass without thought, the rhythm precise, mechanical.

Enough.

He scolded himself inwardly, not for missing her—he knew better than to deny what was true—but for allowing the feeling to interfere. There was no time for longing. No place for it. Especially now.

Metatron reviewed the negotiations again in his mind. Neftali would move against Miller soon. Gollner and Devers were neutralized, the path cleared. When the Board voted, Metatron would receive the codes. And with those codes…

The Pyramid will fall.

Metatron allowed the thought to linger. It warmed him. Not with joy—he had little left of that—but with something deeper. Arousal was too base a word for it. It was purpose. And purpose was sacred.

He lifted his glass, sipped his wine, and let his mind race through projections. There was a 97.8% likelihood that Neftali would hold her end of the deal. If she didn’t, he’d slit her throat and take the codes anyway. There’d be no need for bloodshed if she complied, but he wouldn’t hesitate if she didn’t. Not again.

The waitstaff approached, placing a meticulously arranged plate in front of him: seared black cod with lotus root and a saffron reduction. He didn’t glance at it. Instead, he paid attention to the server.

“Enjoy your meal, sir.”

The tone was perfectly trained. But the vowels were a shade off. Rounded. Australian.

One of the Tigress’ people.

Metatron knew and had known for years that the Tigress used Australians for her spy network in Olympias. It was easier for them to blend in.

He didn’t look up, instead allowing his hand to move naturally toward his napkin. And there it was. Not a note. Not a whisper. Just a tiny data tab, flat and black, almost indistinguishable from the rest of the tableware. Subtle. Efficient. Elegant.

Without touching the food, he rose.

The maître d’ offered a polite bow, but Metatron ignored him. The shadows of the fish swimming above him were cast on the floor as he passed beneath them, crossing the rooftop like a figure cut from steel and night.

After he entered the elevator, the glass doors slid closed around him, sealing him in. The device lay warm in his palm. He smiled—thinly, precisely.

The Tigress was ready to speak.

And so was he.

∆∆∆

The lights in his penthouse dimmed automatically as the door closed behind him, sealing the sanctuary from the chaos outside. Metatron didn’t bother to remove his gloves or his coat. He walked in silence across the black marble floor, the cityscape of Olympias I glowing like a mechanized inferno beyond the glass.

In his palm, he held the Tigress’s gift. Small. Inconspicuous. But not just a message. Never just data. His instinct was telling him that this was extremely important.

He sat at his console and inserted the datachip into the reader. It was a video.

No encryption. No password. That told him everything.

The image flickered to life. And there she was.

Nephilim.

She was seated against a backdrop of golden lattice and dark silk, clearly inside the Tigress’ tower. Her posture was relaxed, but Metatron’s eyes picked up the tension in her shoulders, the imperceptible tightness at the edge of her mouth.

Her voice was calm. “Metatron. I’m being treated well. The Tigress has a request. A man she wants dead. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

Metatron exhaled softly through his nose. His lips curved ever so slightly.

Nephilim paused for a moment, and he could see her eyes flick to the side—just briefly, just enough to betray thought before she looked back.

“I should be back in a couple of days,” she said.

Another pause.

Then, quietly, “I miss you.”

The screen went dark.

He sat there for a long moment, unmoving, staring at the empty screen as if willing it to flicker back on. It didn’t. It wouldn’t.

His voice was barely audible. “I miss you too.”

It hung in the air like a vow. He had known she would survive. There was no doubt about her ability. No logical reason for concern. And yet…

His mind—his traitorous, relentless mind—had run simulation after simulation. Kidnapping scenarios. Bioweapon contingencies. Betrayal paths. Suicide missions disguised as diplomacy.

A thousand outcomes. But none of them ended with her voice, clear and steady, saying I miss you.

Metatron rose from his seat. Walked to the far side of the room. The lighting shifted subtly, casting the polished black grand piano in a cool sheen beneath the skylight.

He sat and let his fingers hover over the keys for a moment—silent, still.

Then they moved. Chopin’s Nocturne in C-sharp minor. The notes drifted into the air like ghosts. Gentle. Tragic. Alive.

He played with restraint, with control, yet every strike of the keys betrayed something deeper. The weight of his longing. The precision of his love. The storm he refused to unleash.

Outside, the towers of Olympias gleamed like spears aimed at heaven.

Inside, Metatron played Chopin.

He did not smile.

But something inside him settled.

∆∆∆

The elevator doors closed behind them, sealing Nephilim and Phichai in silence for the smooth descent to the tower’s underground garage. Cool, artificial air surrounded them, a stark contrast to the dense heat waiting outside. The soft hum of their descent was only broken by Phichai’s voice.

“Don’t forget your bracelet,” he said, tapping his own wrist.

Without a word, Nephilim raised her left arm and tilted it slightly, revealing the slender band of matte black metal beneath her sleeve. The bracelet was unassuming—to the untrained eye, just a fashion statement—but it masked her from TogbuaXiang’s surveillance grid. A clever piece of TogbuaXiang tech.

“Would I ever?” she replied, her tone dry but edged with amusement.

Phichai chuckled. “Just making sure. You don’t exactly strike me as the subtle type.”

The garage opened before them, a cathedral of metal and shadow. Dozens of vehicles rested like sleeping beasts in neat rows, but two machines stood out immediately: matte-black motorcycles with sleek, angular builds and aggressive, wasp-like styling.

Their bodies were segmented with yellow stripes that pulsed faintly in the dim light. Each one had a low, snarling profile and aerodynamic fins folded close like wings. Their wheels were magnetic gyros encased in carbon-thread exoskeletons, designed to grip any surface and respond with surgical precision.

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Phichai asked as he approached one. He handed Nephilim a helmet then swung a leg over with easy grace. “Custom-built by one of the Tigress’ pet engineers. Biofeedback engines, but no neural link access for you, obviously. Too risky with foreign tech.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Nephilim replied, her voice calm as she mounted the other bike. It responded with a low purr, sensing her weight and activating its core. She grasped the handlebars. “I’ve got hands. I can steer.”

“The old-fashioned way. I like it. Think you can keep up, Angel?”

Nephilim’s eyes glinted under the soft light. “Try not to fall behind.”

And with that, they were off.

The bikes roared to life in a synchronized duet, tires hissing against the polished garage floor before launching up the exit ramp. The gates parted automatically, and a gust of humid air slammed into them like a wall.

Outside, Krung Thep was sweltering—a living, breathing furnace of neon and steam. The scent of hot oil, spices, and tropical flowers mixed into a dizzying perfume. Above them, the night sky was veiled in pollution and storm haze, glowing faintly orange with refracted city light.

They hit the lower ramp of the Skyway and leaned into the curve as it spiraled upward. The highway, a winding steel artery, snaked through the vertical jungle of Krung Thep, sometimes curling around skyscrapers, other times diving between them. Massive LED billboards flashed all around—ads for cosmetics, war games, mind-dive vacations—flickering over glass and metal. Drones zipped overhead like fireflies.

Wind whipped at Nephilim’s hair as she pressed forward, narrowing her profile. She felt the machine respond with animalistic grace, bending to her will. Her body remembered speed. The limitations of manual control didn’t bother her; she adjusted with ease, every micro-movement sharp and fluid. Her eyes scanned ahead constantly, calculating distance, timing, angles. Riding this way wasn’t a handicap. It was a dance.

Phichai surged ahead slightly, weaving through slower vehicles like a shark among minnows.

“This one’s got a bite,” he called through the commlink in her helmet. “Wanna see how fast she can go?”

Nephilim didn’t answer. She gunned the accelerator.

The bike roared and leaped forward, the engine responding instantly. They shot ahead, side by side now, blurring past blinking junction signs and sky-rail intersections. The road bent sharply ahead, a tight spiral curve threading through a skyscraper’s hollowed interior like a needle through fabric.

They plunged into it together.

Nephilim tilted the bike, her body aligning perfectly with the centrifugal force. The interior walls were covered in scrolling text and digital graffiti, a chaotic blur of colors and movement. Their shadows chased them like spirits.

Emerging back into the open air, Phichai laughed. “Damn, you really are as good as they say! Alright, one lap. First to the Rama Skybridge.”

Nephilim arched an eyebrow. “You’re on.”

She shot ahead without warning.

The race was on.

They pushed the bikes to their limits, the world collapsing into speed and instinct. They skimmed the edges of vertical dropways and raced alongside freight drones, their engines screaming. Neon signs reflected off their visors, their machines casting elongated shadows like wasps chasing the moon.

Phichai came up on her right, attempting to box her in before the next narrowing. She responded by cutting left, swerving between two vertical support beams and tilting her bike dangerously low to maintain momentum. Her boots scraped sparks off the metal surface.

“Nice move,” he muttered, impressed.

They shot through a corridor where the road bent inside a cylindrical passage lined with glowing lotus murals. Streetlamps blinked in sequence, reacting to their motion, lighting their way like an ancient ritual path.

Then came the sharp incline.

Ahead, the viaduct curled upward into a steep, elevated ramp that led to the Rama Skybridge—an architectural marvel of woven steel and glowing vines. Nephilim narrowed her eyes and adjusted her balance.

Phichai accelerated first, taking the inner line. Nephilim followed a beat later, aiming for the outer curve where she could gain speed. They rose together, the wind a screaming force now, their engines peaking.

At the summit, the bridge lit up beneath them, LEDs reacting to the proximity of the bikes, creating a ripple of gold beneath their wheels. Below, the ancient river glistened with a thousand reflected lights.

With a final burst of speed, Nephilim edged ahead. She crossed the line first.

Phichai pulled up beside her moments later, slowing to a stop. His bike hissed softly as its systems cooled.

He removed his helmet, his face flushed but smiling. “Alright. I surrender. You win.”

“Of course I do,” she said simply.

They continued at a slower speed over the bridge, engines ticking as they cooled. Below them, Krung Thep stretched like an ocean of light and chaos, pulsing with secrets. Above, the clouds churned with distant thunder.

For now, they rested—two predators gliding through the night, cloaked in speed, silence, and the scent of jasmine on an electric wind.

Phichai slowed as they exited the speedway, leaving the glittering viaduct behind for a darker artery of the city. Nephilim pulled up beside him, her bike purring like a satisfied predator. The buildings around them shifted from pristine glass monoliths to older, densely packed structures that had grown organically around each other, layers upon layers of concrete, steel, neon, and history.

He tilted his head toward her. “What now?”

She didn’t even hesitate. “Show me something I wouldn’t see otherwise.”

A slow grin crept across Phichai’s face. He gave a short nod and took off again, this time leading her into the deeper veins of Krung Thep—the places not meant for outsiders, diplomats, or Angels. She followed closely, their twin machines weaving like shadows through alleyways and underpasses, the hum of the bikes muffled by the thick, humid night.

Here, the city was alive in a different way.

Gone were the orderly rows of corporate towers and pristine skyways. In their place rose a chaotic labyrinth of elevated walkways, scaffolded shops, and dangling power lines. Holographic signs buzzed with half-glitched Thai and Mandarin, casting flickering lights in every shade of the spectrum.

The streets here were narrow and teemed with life. People walked shoulder to shoulder, many in traditional clothing modified with LED piping or smart-fabric enhancements. The scent of grilled spices, durian, sweet soy, engine oil, and wet concrete mixed into something pungent but oddly comforting.

They passed a cluster of children laughing in a neon-lit courtyard, playing some kind of AR game that projected digital dragons overhead. An elderly woman stood at a corner shrine, hands clasped in prayer as incense smoke curled upward, dancing with the blue lights of passing tuk-tuks that hovered just inches above the asphalt.

Nephilim’s eyes swept the streets as they rolled through. Street vendors hunched behind carts with chrome cooking surfaces and robotic arms flipping skewers or pouring broth. One vendor wore a full-face tattoo that mapped out a QR code to his payment app. People ate sitting on low stools around plastic tables, engaged in loud conversations, while streams of multicolored light blinked overhead from advertisements projected onto the surrounding high-rise walls.

She saw digital monks—humanoid bots in saffron robes—walking among the crowd, accepting e-alms from passersby with graceful bows. Hover-carts zipped by overhead, making deliveries with surgical precision, avoiding the mass of humanity below.

Nephilim had been in cities all her life. She’d grown up in Olympias, the model of order and engineered perfection. But this… this was something else. There was a chaotic elegance to it, a beauty born of contradiction. It was raw and alive.

They passed under a walkway that had been overtaken by vines and moss. A cat with cybernetic eyes stared down at them from a hanging beam before disappearing into the shadows. Down another alley, she spotted a man tattooing someone under a UV canopy while a woman beside him streamed the session on a retinal feed.

Finally, Phichai slowed and turned into a narrow street lit only by soft lanterns strung between the buildings. They parked beside a street kitchen—no sign, no branding, just rows of small tables and plastic stools. A makeshift awning flapped lazily overhead. The cooking station was a gleaming chrome beast of burners and fryers, manned by a wiry man with a metal prosthetic arm moving with the speed of an assembly line.

Nephilim raised an eyebrow, half expecting this to be a joke.

Phichai swung his leg off the bike and removed his helmet. “This place,” he said, pointing ahead, “will serve you the best food you’ve ever tasted.”

She stared at him, scanning the humble setting, taking in the diners hunched over bowls of noodles and skewers, the steam rising into the night air, the sound of sizzling oil and laughter filling the space.

He smiled wider. “Trust me. You’ve had synthetic nutrition your whole life. This”—he gestured around them—“is what real flavor tastes like.”

Nephilim dismounted, slowly taking off her helmet. She looked around again, eyes narrowing as she processed the scene. The idea of sitting on a plastic stool in the middle of a crowded, humid alley with a man—a Wasp—who had just tried to seduce her was… absurd.

But she was curious.

“Alright,” she said, her voice dry. “Impress me.”

Phichai grinned and waved to the vendor, then gestured to one of the tables. They walked over together, Nephilim silent, eyes still scanning. Despite the unfamiliarity of the situation, she didn’t feel threatened. Quite the opposite.

Nephilim felt awake.

The menu was entirely in Thai. Nephilim squinted at the symbols, which might as well have been hieroglyphs. “I should’ve downloaded the damn language pack,” she muttered, frustrated.

Phichai chuckled across the table. “Didn’t think that far ahead, huh?”

She gave him a mock glare. “Apparently not. Can you just order for me? But not that… glass noodle thing from the dinner with the Tigress. That almost killed me.”

Phichai laughed, shaking his head. “That was Yum Woon Sen. A classic. But yeah, not for spice virgins like you.”

“I’m not a spice virgin. Just… not suicidal.”

Still chuckling, he flagged down the vendor and ordered a small array of dishes in fluent Thai, ending the order with two Singha beers.

The street kitchen was alive with heat, metal clinks, and the hiss of oil hitting hot surfaces. Nephilim’s attention drifted to the cook behind the cart—a middle-aged man with sleeves rolled up, moving with precision and grace.

Her augmented olfactory sensors kicked in as soon as the sizzling began: lemongrass, garlic, chilis, lime, grilled meat.

Nephilim blinked. Her mouth was watering.

That had never happened before. In Olympias, food was a nutritional calculation. It came in sterile packages or dripped from vending machines. Nothing there stirred this primal, almost joyful response.

“You’re staring,” Phichai said, amused.

“I’ve never smelled anything that made me so hungry before.”

“Wait till you taste it.”

He leaned back, relaxing in the warm glow of the streetlights. The drinks arrived and he took a swig of his beer while studying her. Nephilim tried hers too and found it tasted surprisingly good. Around them, Bangkok was alive—people sitting close together at plastic tables, laughing, smoking, checking glowing datapads. Electric tuk-tuks zipped by. Neon signs flickered above temple eaves. Somewhere in the background, a musician was playing a haunting Thai melody on a flute.

“So,” Phichai said after a pause, “what’s Olympias really like? The real deal. Not the propaganda.”

Nephilim hesitated. “Cold. Sterile. Efficient. Controlled.”

“Sounds… cheerful.”

“People there think it’s paradise. Because they don’t know anything else. They don’t even have words for most of what I’ve seen here. Family, religion, street vendors… there’s no context.”

“And the Guardian Angels?”

“We enforce order. We keep everything running the way it’s supposed to. We were raised for it. We don’t question.”

“But you did.”

She looked away. “Let’s talk about something else.”

“Alright,” Phichai said gently. “Krung Thep, then. What do you think?”

“It’s… alive. Messy. Beautiful. I don’t know how anything here works, but it does. People seem happy. They have children. They pray. I saw a monk bless a streetcar. That would get you arrested in Olympias.”

“Of course it would.”

“How come it’s so different here?”

“Because it had to be. TogbuaXiang was founded on different principles. They knew the East wouldn’t accept the same systems as the West. So instead of crushing traditions, they embraced them. And they used prosperity to control people instead of ideology.”

“Prosperity?”

“Keep them fed. Keep them working. Let them dream. It works. Most of the time.”

Phichai took a long swig of his beer.

“And when it doesn’t?”

His smile faded slightly. “Then we handle it. Same as you do.”

There was a silence between them—mutual recognition. Two enforcers from different empires, bonded by the weight of what they had done.

“What about the castes?” Nephilim asked. “Are you really okay with being at the bottom? Australians own nothing here. Not even themselves. Doesn’t that bother you?”

Phichai stared into the distance for a time. When he finally spoke, his voice was quieter.

“Yeah. It bothers me. Every damn day. But I was born into this system, and I can either live in it or die fighting it. For now, I live. Doesn’t mean I won’t help to change it. Eventually.”

She studied his face—no false cheer, no bravado. Just quiet defiance. “How?”

Phichai smiled, and his face suddenly took on an almost tender expression. “Things will change once Suaa is in charge.”

Before Nephilim could reply, the cook arrived with steaming plates of food. Stir-fried basil chicken, grilled pork skewers, jasmine rice, and something that looked like a spicy papaya salad—but hopefully wasn’t.

Nephilim took a bite of the chicken. Her eyes widened.

“Well?” Phichai asked.

She stared at the plate. “That’s… the best thing I’ve ever eaten.”

He grinned. “Told you.”

For the first time in what felt like forever, Nephilim allowed herself to enjoy the moment—good food, good company, and the soft hum of a city that felt more real than anything she had ever known.

∆∆∆

Metatron stood at the tall window in his office, arms crossed behind his back, staring out at the expanse of Olympias glittering beneath the morning sun. The city looked deceptively peaceful from up here. Like a sleeping beast behind a pane of glass.

He wasn’t in the mood for admin work. But this… this was the price of power. The price of playing a god in a cage of numbers and schedules. Managing HQ, handling upgrades for the Angels, reviewing deployments—it all bored him to the point of resentment. And yet, it was necessary. He took his responsibilities seriously, even if he loathed the minutiae.

His eyes narrowed slightly. No, that wasn’t true. He didn’t resent the work. He resented that the one person he wanted wasn’t here to distract him from it.

Nephilim.

The message from the Tigress had haunted him all night. A simple recording. Her face, her voice. Just enough to calm the part of him that had been calculating all the worst-case scenarios in vivid detail. The strategist in him had spent days simulating attacks, betrayals, double-crosses. But the lover—hearing her say, “I miss you”—had overridden it all.

He inhaled slowly, forcing himself to focus.

His desk was clean, too clean. Rolls of data hovered in mid-air, flickering faintly, waiting for review. Resource allocations. Training schedules. Personnel requests. Boring, vital things.

Metatron heard the door open and didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. He felt the signature before the footsteps. Heavy, assured. Cloaked in just enough arrogance to pass as confidence.

Zephaniel.

The First-Archangel entered the room with the brisk stride of someone who considered themselves indispensable.

“High-Archangel,” he said with a bow, crisp and respectful.

Metatron turned, forcing a neutral expression. “Zephaniel.”

Zephaniel’s face lit up with barely concealed satisfaction. “I bring excellent news. The studios complied completely. All data streams and logs have been secured. Our analysts are combing through the packet clusters now. If the Broker used any of the games, we’ll know within hours.”

Metatron nodded slowly, folding his hands in front of him. “Efficient. As expected.”

Zephaniel preened. He always did when praised, even if subtly.

“The Broker won’t evade us for long,” he added. “He’ll be our guest soon.”

Metatron studied him for a moment. The sharp features. The perfect posture. The gleam in his eyes—like a predator admiring itself. He made his decision.

“Good. Once we have the Broker, I intend to reward you, Zephaniel.”

The First-Archangel’s face changed. Just slightly. But Metatron caught it—like a tremor in a spider’s web. Zephaniel’s mind had leaped ahead. He was clearly expecting a reward. A very specific reward. Metatron didn’t give it to him.

“I’ve decided to promote you to Seraph,” Metatron said evenly. “In Olympias III.”

The silence that followed was a perfect vacuum. A beat too long.

Zephaniel blinked. His posture stiffened, an instinctive reaction he quickly tried to suppress. “Olympias III?”

“Yes. The situation there is unstable. The city requires someone with your leadership. Your vision.”

Zephaniel nodded, too quickly. “Of course. I’m honored. Truly. I just…” He hesitated. “May I ask… why now?”

Metatron’s voice was calm. “Because I need the best man for the job. And you are that man.”

But inside, his thoughts were sharper. If I don’t send you away, I’ll have to kill you.

Zephaniel was too smart. Too ambitious. Too close. And Metatron had made a promise to Nephilim. When she returned, there would be no more obligations. No more games.

Only the two of them.

Zephaniel had once been his right hand, his sword, his primary lover. But now… now he was a burden disguised as loyalty. Yet there was something tragic in the man’s reaction.

Zephaniel smiled. “I’ll begin preparations. When do you want me to depart?”

Metatron shrugged slightly. “By the end of the month.”

Another beat of silence.

“I understand,” Zephaniel said. “You can count on me. As always.”

He turned and left. Metatron exhaled. Deep, measured. He walked back to the window. The city still glittered, uncaring.

The strategist was pleased. A complication removed. The lover felt… nothing.

He was learning to kill parts of himself. One by one.

For her.

∆∆∆

The scent of spices still lingered in Nephilim’s system, as did the warmth of the Singha beer. It had no real effect on her body, but the evening air brushing over her face as she walked beside Phichai made her feel something close to relaxed. It was strange. She wasn’t used to this.

People crowded the narrow streets. Neon lights were reflected in puddles left by the afternoon rain, blending advertisements with the glowing lanterns that hung from food stalls and balconies. Vendors shouted in Thai. Tuk-tuks buzzed past like mechanized insects. Somewhere behind them, a loudspeaker blared a techno remix of an old Buddhist chant.

“This place is insane,” Nephilim murmured, half to herself.

“You love it,” Phichai said. “I knew you would. Krung Thep has something magical about it.”

She didn’t respond, but a small smirk tugged at the corner of her lips.

They walked shoulder to shoulder, Phichai keeping a casual pace, hands in the pockets of his loose black pants. He radiated confidence, but unlike most men Nephilim had met, he wore it like a second skin, not as a weapon. His attitude matched the city: chaotic, irreverent, and oddly graceful.

They passed into a new district where red lanterns dominated the streets. The colors grew warmer, thicker. Neon kanji pulsed above doors, and holographic dancers flickered in windows, their projections glitching just enough to hint at the illicit beneath the aesthetic. A large LED screen looped an ad for some kind of pleasure android with six arms and a snake’s tail.

Nephilim raised a brow. “Tentacles? Really?”

Phichai laughed. “The Japanese influence is strong. You get used to it.”

“And what about you? Have you got used to everything, Phichai?”

His laughter died down to a grin. “Not everything.”

They passed a club with two bouncers in exo-suits, each armed with stun lances. A pair of high-end escorts with bioluminescent tattoos strutted past, their heels clicking against the wet pavement like metronomes.

“Tell me something,” she said. “How does a slave from Australia end up at the Tigress’ side?”

Phichai’s smile faded, and his voice dropped an octave. “Fighting pits. Death arenas. East of here, back in Sector 18. You win enough, you get noticed. I got noticed.”

Nephilim nodded. That made sense.

“Made it all the way to Krung Thep,” he continued. “Biggest match of my life. Held in a private arena owned by one of the old clans. The Tigress was there. I fought like my life depended on it. Because it did.”

“And you won. Hence the name.”

“Phichai,” he confirmed. “Means ‘victorious.’ It’s not my birth name. But that one… doesn’t matter anymore.”

She nodded again, thoughtfully. “Still doesn’t explain how you got all the way to her bed.”

His grin returned. “Let’s just say I’m very good at close combat.”

“I’m sure you are.”

“You could still test it.”

“Not tonight. Not ever.”

“Shame,” he said with mock regret.

They passed under a vine-draped overpass where a man with metal limbs played a haunting melody on a bamboo instrument Nephilim had never seen before. Children darted past them, chasing a neon-lit drone shaped like a dragonfly.

“Tell me about the Tigress,” Nephilim said.

Phichai stretched his arms above his head, then folded them behind his neck as they walked. “Sharpest mind I ever met. Doesn’t forget a face or a favor. She can gut you with a sentence or make you feel like you’re the most important person in the empire.”

“And she sent you to seduce me?”

“She sent me to keep you company. What I do with that opportunity is my own choice.”

Nephilim chuckled. “Right.”

He tilted his head. “Your turn. What kind of man is Metatron, really?”

Nephilim’s expression didn’t change, but her gaze drifted upward to the viaducts that crisscrossed the city like glowing arteries. Her silence stretched long enough that Phichai might have thought she wouldn’t answer.

Then, quietly, she said, “He’s focused. Ruthless. Smarter than anyone I’ve ever met. And when he walks into a room, everyone feels it. Like gravity.”

Phichai listened without interrupting.

“He’s not what they say he is,” she continued. “They call him a monster, but they don’t know him. Not really. They see what he wants them to see.”

“And what do you see?”

Nephilim looked at the crowd. A child tugged at her mother’s sleeve. Someone laughed beside a noodle stand. A man in monk robes passed them, holographic tattoos glowing faintly on his bare scalp.

“I see… clarity. I see someone who never flinches. Who carries the whole world in his mind and never complains. Who would burn the world down just to keep a promise.”

“He sounds lonely.”

“He is,” she said. “But not when I’m with him.”

Phichai didn’t respond. He looked at her with new respect, maybe even understanding. Then he whistled low and gestured toward the garage entrance now coming into view.

“Well, that explains a few things.”

Nephilim didn’t reply. She just walked forward, her boots silent against the pavement.

Ahead, their motorcycles waited like sleeping predators under the flickering lights.

And above them, the night deepened, the sky a curtain drawn over a city that never truly slept.


Chapter Nine

Syd

The air in the office was heavy with the scent of synthetic meat and cheap mustard.

Kate sat behind her desk, hunched over a sandwich that looked like it had been through a civil war. Crumbs clung to her fingers, and the wrapper rustled every time she took a disgruntled bite.

“Inner Circle cases,” she mumbled through a mouthful. “They always taste like this sandwich. Overprocessed. Overpriced. And they’re bad for your health.”

Siro leaned back in his chair, pretending to review the data on the incident file, though he wasn’t really reading it. His eyes drifted to her for a second too long. Kate was many things: a detective, a smartass, a pain in his ass—and maybe the most loyal person he’d ever met. His partner. His family. Maybe more. But there were things he couldn’t tell her. Not now. Maybe not ever.

He looked back at the file.

“No footage. No ID logs. Drone went dark thirty seconds before the incident. Whoever did this knew exactly how to clean up.”

Kate scoffed. “Of course they did. Inner Circle security doesn’t get hacked unless someone’s got inside access.”

Siro said nothing. He couldn’t. Because he knew exactly who the target had been. And he knew exactly why this person wanted the incident investigated. But that wasn’t for Kate to know. Not yet.

She eyed him suspiciously. “You’re quiet. That usually means you’re either scheming or holding out.”

“I’m thinking,” he said smoothly. “Big difference.”

“Yeah? What are you thinking, then?”

He hesitated.

Tread carefully, he told himself.

“That we need a specialist. Someone who knows drone systems inside out.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Don’t say it.”

He smiled. “Syd.”

“Ugh.”

“Come on. She’s the best.”

“She’s also the worst.”

“Only because she ghosted you.”

“We weren’t serious,” Kate said, a little too quickly. “It was casual.”

“Sure. And that casual relationship didn’t end with you throwing a VR headset at her?”

“She deserved it.”

“She’s still the best roboticist we know. And if anyone can trace what happened with that drone, it’s her.”

Kate glared at him, then sighed and took another bite of her sandwich like it personally offended her.

“Fine,” she said. “But if she tries to flirt, you’re stepping in.”

Siro smirked. “Deal.”

They stood, grabbing their jackets and data tabs. As they stepped into the corridor, Kate grumbled, “I swear, if she calls me ‘Katie’ again, I’ll literally smash a drone.”

Siro didn’t respond. He just smiled to himself and walked beside her, the echo of their boots on the polished floor blending into the low hum of city noise outside.

Whatever this case really was, he owed Metatron everything. But he owed Kate honesty, too. And that was going to tear him in half before this was over.

∆∆∆

The OCPD Robotics Division loomed at the end of the speedway like a gray monolith, its brutalist structure broken only by the flicker of blue security lights scanning passing vehicles. Siro parked the cruiser just outside the main entrance and exhaled quietly through his nose.

“Feels weird being back here,” he said, looking up at the cold façade.

Kate was still chewing on the remnants of her sandwich—actually, it was a second sandwich. “Weird? Try annoying. I haven’t seen Syd since she broke my coffee machine and blamed it on ‘experimental voltage testing’.”

Siro smirked. Kate and Syd Fisher had a history together that went back long before he had arrived in Olympias I five years ago. Then, three years ago, they had investigated a bizarre case of robot murders—a sex-bot harem had killed its owner. To learn more about robots, he and Kate had visited Syd, the OCPD’s robotics specialist for District 8. As it had turned out, the two ladies knew each other well. Once the case had closed, Kate and Syd had started seeing each other again—which hadn’t ended well, as Siro knew.

They passed the ID scan and stepped through the security gate. Inside, the facility was exactly as Siro remembered it: cavernous and metallic, the ceiling so high it vanished into shadow. Rows of humanoid police drones stood idle in charging docks, their lenses dark. Some had standard humanoid frames, clean and sleek; others looked like armored beetles on two legs, designed more for intimidation than conversation.

Siro glanced at one of the bulkier enforcement units and felt a shiver creep down his spine. He remembered coming here for the old case—the one with the killer bots. He remembered the smell of burnt circuitry, the silence in the lab after the thing had gone berserk. Even though that case had closed long ago, it still lived rent-free in the back of his brain.

“Still creepy, huh?” Kate said, noticing his expression.

“A little,” Siro muttered. “You don’t forget something like that.”

They wound their way deeper into the facility, passing workbenches, robotic limbs suspended on clamps, and augmented techs buzzing between stations with tablets and cables. Kate flagged one of them down—a gangly young guy in a lab coat with chrome fingers and an expression that suggested he hadn’t seen daylight in weeks.

“Hey, where’s Syd?”

The tech blinked and gestured with a lazy thumb toward a glass-paneled room at the end of the corridor. “Tuning a sentinel rig. Room twelve.”

“Thanks, man,” Kate said, striding off.

Siro followed, amused at the bounce in her step.

Room twelve was brighter than the rest—and warmer. Inside, a large humanoid drone was mounted upright on a rig, its chest cavity open like a dissected engine. Wires and synthetic musculature were exposed to the air, and a woman with short hair and an optical augmentation was leaning into the torso, muttering something about torque feedback ratios.

“Syd?”

The woman turned, and her augmented eye glowed faintly as it adjusted to the light. Her face lit up.

“Katie!”

Kate groaned. “Still calling me that?”

“Always,” Syd grinned, wiping her hands on a rag and stepping over a coil of cables. “Look at you—not even a scorch mark on your jacket. I’m impressed. Are you two hunting killer robots again, or is this just a social visit?”

“Kinda,” Kate replied, giving Siro a look that made him smirk.

She leaned against a workbench while Syd continued to wipe hydraulics fluid off her hands. Siro stood a few steps away, arms crossed, his eyes drifting across the exposed servos of the robot on the table.

Syd cocked her head. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense. What are we dealing with this time?”

Kate groaned and let her head fall back dramatically. “It’s another mess. A drone went rogue in the Inner Circle. Tore through a street before getting put down. The brass is furious, especially the dragon. She’s breathing fire because someone further up the food chain is breathing down her ass.”

Syd’s brow furrowed. “Inner Circle, huh? That’s… rare. They usually keep those places locked down tighter than a cryo vault. You know what model it was?”

“OCPD standard combat drone,” Siro said. “Mark V, urban enforcement variant. Fully authorized. Full clearance. It wasn’t some black-market knockoff.”

Syd whistled. “That’s top of the line. And it went rogue? That doesn’t just happen. Where’s the drone now?”

Kate made a face. “Scrapheap. It got totaled. We barely recovered anything.”

Syd looked disappointed but nodded. “Okay, well, then I’ll work from theory. A few things could’ve caused that kind of behavioral deviation. Faulty firmware patch. Signal interference. But if you’re saying it had full clearance and attacked without provocation…” She trailed off, tapping her augmented eye.

“It was hacked,” Siro said quietly.

Syd glanced at him, then gave a slow nod. “Yeah. That’s the most likely scenario. But not your average punk-from-his-mom’s-basement kind of hack. Whoever did this had access to internal command protocols. Like, deep-layer root code. The kind only people inside the system would even know exists.”

Kate frowned. “Translation?”

“You’ve got yourself an inside job. Someone on the force. Or someone real close to the folks who write the rules. This wasn’t some outsider brute-forcing a drone’s brain. This was clean. Surgical. And very, very deliberate.”

Kate looked at Siro, whose jaw was tight. She didn’t need to say what they were both thinking. Someone wanted to send a message. Or worse, start a war.

Kate sighed. “The dragon’s gonna love that.”

“Well, if you bring me any fragments or backups, I might be able to pull something. But unless you get a name or another bot acting up, it’s gonna be tough to trace.”

Siro nodded slowly. “We’ll keep digging. Thanks, Syd.”

“Anytime, Katie,” Syd said, throwing a grin Kate’s way.

Kate rolled her eyes but didn’t hide her smirk.

∆∆∆

Jake arrived early, as always. And Milan was late, as always. Jake hated waiting. It sent the wrong message—like he needed someone. But today, he had no choice. The actor was a diva, a snake in borrowed skin, and Jake had to tolerate it for the time being.

He chose a corner booth in the velvet-draped privacy of The Crown, an Inner Circle restaurant that looked like it belonged to another age. Chandeliers dangled like crystalline daggers, music played too softly to follow, and the air was scented with roses. The upscale place promised its patrons privacy and was therefore frequented by those who had something to hide, but in truth, the manager was a Rosprom spy, and everything spoken here was recorded.

Jake ordered vodka before the server could even ask what he wanted. Noon or not, he needed the burn. His thoughts drifted, predictably, to Nephilim.

Was he a fool for still believing there was a chance? Maybe. But he’d always preferred the role of the underdog who wins in the end. He would win. She’d see that he was the better man—if not now, then when it mattered most. He was the one playing the long game. Metatron was just a monster disguised as a soldier.

His jaw clenched at the thought of the drone attack. Someone had tried to kill Metatron, and it hadn’t been him. That annoyed Jake more than he wanted to admit. He had a particular vision for how Metatron should die—on his knees, understanding too late that he had lost everything.

He’d instructed his best analysts to dissect the drone incident. So far, they’d turned up nothing. That meant whoever did it was either deeply buried or—worse—smarter than the RSS.

Finally, the curtain parted, and Milan arrived.

Gone was the trembling mess from their last meeting. Today, Clive Milan oozed confidence. Dressed in a sleek black suit with gold detailing that mimicked the Olympias elite, he looked every bit the polished Inner Circle socialite.

“You’re late.”

Milan shrugged like a man who no longer feared death. “Traffic. I’m sorry, sir.”

Jake gestured for him to sit, offering the vodka without comment. Milan took it without hesitation.

“Well?” Jake prompted, his voice low.

Milan leaned back, eyes gleaming. “I did it.”

Jake tilted his head, waiting.

“Zephaniel. He changed. He tells me things. He believes me. And last night…” Milan grinned darkly. “He made me call him High-Archangel during sex. Twice.”

Jake exhaled, a rare smile twitching on his lips. Not the charming smile that worked so well on the ladies, but the smile of a predator who had scented blood. “That’s promising.”

“Indeed,” Milan said, swallowing more vodka. “He’s… different. Something clicked. He’s started talking about destiny. About how Metatron has grown weak. About how he should be leading the Angels.”

“Excellent work, Clive,” Jake said smoothly. “Seems you’ve finally got into the bastard’s head. Bravo.”

“Thank you, sir,” the actor said humbly. He remained silent for a moment, then added, “Can I abort the mission now? Please. He’s getting dangerous. Last week, he nearly snapped my wrist during… well… He didn’t even apologize. He laughed.”

Jake’s face hardened. “Absolutely not. You stay close. You keep feeding the fire. This is working exactly as planned. The High Command will be very pleased.”

“But… he’ll kill me.” Milan seemed to be holding back tears. But on the other hand, he was an actor. And a spy.

“Not before I let you kill him,” Jake said, his voice velvety. “Remember the promise. Once it’s over, you’ll have your revenge. I’ll arrange it myself. And there’s a promotion waiting for you back in Rosprom. How does Major sound?”

Milan sighed and drank again. “I know, sir… but—”

Jake lifted a finger. “No buts. You stay on the target. Keep pushing and inform me about any changes. Are we clear?”

They sat in silence for a few moments. Jake watched the tension re-enter Milan’s posture like a virus. He didn’t care. All he needed was for that wimp to finish the job.

Jake stood and adjusted his coat, then smiled benevolently. “You’ve done well. I’ll report this personally. You’ll hear from me soon.”

As he walked off, he patted the other man’s shoulder. Milan nodded but didn’t rise. Instead, he poured himself another vodka.

Jake left the curtained booth with measured steps. Outside, the filtered sunlight of the Inner Circle struck his face and made him squint. He was carefully excited. The mission was progressing. Zephaniel was destabilizing. Metatron’s kingdom would soon crumble from within.

He slipped his hand into his pocket and tapped his comm.

“Kristina,” he said, smiling to himself. “Cancel your plans. Meet me at your apartment in fifteen minutes. I’m in the mood to celebrate.”

∆∆∆

The training chamber echoed with the harsh clash of titanium limbs against combat armor, the air thick with the electric sting of sweat and discipline. It was early—before sunrise—and the high-altitude light above Olympias had not yet begun its synthetic dawn cycle. But Zephaniel had been awake for hours.

He struck again.

His fist—augmented, seamless—smashed into the side of his opponent’s torso, sending the younger Angel stumbling backward with a grunt. The trainee caught himself, barely, but Zephaniel was already moving. A sweeping kick followed—calculated, brutal—and the other Angel hit the mat with a hollow thud.

“Get up,” Zephaniel snarled.

No apology. No concern. As long as no heavy damage was inflicted, Metatron wouldn’t care. The close-combat training was supposed to be rough. If Metatron cared at all. Lately, he seemed aloof. Not like himself.

The octagonal room was vast, its walls lined with digital monitors tracking impact velocity, pulse, and biofeedback. Ten other Angels trained in pairs across the mat, each locked in their own ballet of perfected violence. But only Zephaniel’s station radiated heat like this. Controlled fury.

Except it wasn’t controlled.

He paced in a tight circle as the trainee climbed back to his feet, eyes down, humiliated.

Nephilim.

The name hit his thoughts like a blade. How he hated her. How much he wished it was her facing him instead of this rookie whose name he didn’t even remember.

He hated everything about her. The way she moved. The way she talked. The way she looked at Metatron—like she knew something no one else did.

He hated that Metatron looked back the same way even more.

Zephaniel had served Metatron for fifteen years. Fifteen years of loyalty, precision, silence. He had killed for him. Led missions for him. Trained half the Angels now running missions in the field. Shared his bed… And for what?

A ‘promotion.’ To Seraph. In Olympias III.

Of course, it sounded like a great honor and a huge promotion. And everyone would think so. The other Archangels would most likely envy him.

But Zephaniel knew better.

He punched again. Harder this time. The trainee blocked, just barely, but the shock sent him reeling.

It’s exile.

He knew it. Everyone was pretending it was a reward. A leadership role in one of the megacities. But Olympias III was insignificant. A province. Half the Angels stationed there were sub-par. There was no prestige. No glory. And worst of all, it was far from him.

Zephaniel’s breaths came harder now, not from exertion but from the pressure building beneath the surface.

He had worshipped Metatron. Literally worshipped. It hadn’t just been admiration. It had been devotion. He’d modeled himself after him—his posture, his speech cadence, the way he controlled a room. He’d studied his mission logs like scripture.

And he’d believed, to the depths of his core, that Metatron saw him the same way. Essential. Unshakable. First. Maybe even an equal.

And now? He’d been replaced.

By her.

Zephaniel’s lip curled as he threw another strike. Elbow, knee, palm—each blow designed to disable, not subdue. The younger Angel blocked with increasing desperation.

Nephilim.

Zephaniel had tolerated her at first. He’d even respected her—her combat scores were undeniable. But then she’d betrayed him, and instead of killing her, Metatron had promoted her to Archangel!

And ever since, she’d been the favorite. Soon after she had become an Archangel, Metatron had begun to favor her openly. To Zephaniel’s growing frustration and later despair.

He’d seen the glances. The whispers. The access.

Access Zephaniel no longer had. At first, Metatron had claimed he was recovering from the battle against Rosprom so he wasn’t interested in sex. Zephaniel found that strange since he knew Metatron’s hunger only too well. But as it turned out, he simply wasn’t interested in sex with anyone other than that bitch.

The trainee feinted low, tried to circle. Zephaniel grabbed him mid-motion and slammed him into the mat.

Hard.

The other Angels stopped. All eyes turned toward them. Zephaniel stood over the stunned man, breathing heavily. A thin line of blood ran from the trainee’s mouth.

Too much. Too far. Zephaniel didn’t care.

He looked down at his own hand, which was trembling slightly. Not from fear. Not from fatigue. From rage.

He’s getting rid of me.

The realization wasn’t new, but now it had hit him as hard as he had hit the rookie.

He turned away from the downed Angel and stalked toward the far wall, ignoring the silence behind him. Training systems flickered nervously to standby as he passed. His HUD was flashing warnings about elevated blood pressure. About his combat mode deactivation being overdue.

He dismissed it all.

The room’s exit slid open without being prompted. He needed air, or he would suffocate. But not the sterile oxygen of HQ. Not filtered perfection. He needed the city.

∆∆∆

The roof of the Guardian Cube was open to the sky, which today was cloudy, as it often was in the morning. The city around him looked like a machine dreaming of gods—steel veins, glowing arteries, the shimmer of endless artificial stars fighting to outshine the real sun.

Zephaniel stood at the roof’s edge, his coat billowing faintly in the updraft. His hands were clasped behind his back. His gaze was hard, fixed. A posture he had copied from Metatron and adopted unknowingly.

He thought of Milan. His little toy who treated him like a god.

Zephaniel enjoyed being admired. Worshipped.

He used Milan as a beautiful sex toy with a famous face. A fragile little porcelain boy with the body of an Adonis. And the other day, Milan had let it slip that he believed Zephaniel should be in charge. The comment had clearly been meant to flatter his master, and yet it hadn’t just rung a bell in Zephaniel, it had rung an entire hangar full of bells.

Milan was right. Zephaniel should be in charge.

Even though it had aroused him, Zephaniel had dismissed the idea at first. But later—lying awake, staring at the ceiling of his quarters, replaying Metatron’s cold expression when he’d announced his promotion—he’d begun to wonder. Not about whether it should happen, but why he hadn’t seen it sooner.

He should lead.

He had always been a strong tactician. He trained more Angels than Metatron. Knew the infrastructure better. Controlled more of the deployment protocols. He was the spine of the Guardian Angel system. Metatron was the face.

And now even that face was turning away.

For her.

Nephilim didn’t deserve it. She wasn’t built for leadership. She was reckless. Emotional. Arrogant. She was Metatron’s flaw. His weakness.

And weakness was dangerous.

Zephaniel closed his eyes.

He saw it. The moment.

Metatron standing at the edge of the rim. Zephaniel behind him. No words. No speech. Just action. A single strike. Clean. Final.

Then silence.

Then the future. His future.

Zephaniel opened his eyes. The city pulsed beneath him.

He would do it. Not today. Not recklessly. But soon. With precision. With inevitability.

Metatron had trained him well. And now, the student would surpass the master.

Zephaniel turned, the morning light igniting his neon-blue eyes with cold fire. He walked back into HQ without looking back.

Behind him, the sun began to rise. Olympias would need a new High-Archangel soon.

And he was ready.

∆∆∆

The rain had started again, that light, lazy drizzle that slicked the city’s chrome surfaces and turned neon into watercolor. Siro and Kate sat at a cramped table in one of Oldtown’s last surviving diners—a greasy throwback called Leona’s, where the lights flickered just enough to be annoying and the smell of burned oil never quite left your clothes. The booths were cracked vinyl, the kind that stuck to the skin in summer, and the coffee tasted like regret.

Kate was halfway through her third cup, staring at the steam as if it might form a solution to their problem.

“I swear to god, Siro,” she said, her voice low, “if we tell the dragon it’s an inside job—most likely one of us—she’ll lose her mind. Then she’ll take that mind, throw it in a furnace, and make us eat the ashes.”

Siro didn’t reply. He just stirred his coffee, watching the swirl of artificial cream settle like smoke. His thoughts were miles away.

Had someone in the OCPD tried to kill Metatron? Or had some powerful rich player bought himself access to systems no civilian should have? On the other hand, the bastards in the Inner Circle didn’t need to play by the rules.

Kate leaned back in the booth with a groan. “Why are we even on this case? It’s not our wheelhouse. We’re homicide. No one died.”

“But someone almost did,” Siro said quietly.

She paused. “You keep saying that. Like you know something you’re not telling me.”

He offered a weak smirk. “Paranoia. Occupational hazard.”

Kate drew on her fake cigarette and studied her partner. “You think they wouldn’t throw such a fuss if someone hadn’t almost been killed up there… Possibly someone high up the food chain. Don’t you?”

Siro avoided a flinch. After all these years, he was still caught off-guard by Kate’s sharp mind sometimes. It was almost impossible to hide things from her. And yet he had to.

He shrugged. “Could be. Don’t you think so?”

Kate snorted. “I’ve been paranoid since day one on the job. It’s kept me alive. But this? It feels off. I mean, a hacked drone with full clearance? Syd said that only someone high up could have pulled that off. That kind of access… that’s not some street-level punk with a god complex. That’s someone inside.”

Siro nodded. Slowly. “Yeah.”

They sat in silence, the ambient buzz of flickering lights and the hiss of rain against the windows wrapping around them like static. A drone buzzed past outside, advertising cheap implant insurance. Kate scowled at it.

“And now we have to go back to Llewellyn and tell her someone in her precious department might be compromised. She’s going to love that.”

Siro pushed back his chair. “Gonna hit the bathroom.”

Kate grunted, already pouring another cup of coffee.

But Siro didn’t go to the bathroom. Instead, he stepped into the alley beside the diner to make a discrete phone call. Luckily it had stopped raining, otherwise Kate wouldn’t have believed the bathroom excuse. The line connected almost instantly. And Siro heard that familiar, unmistakably calm voice that radiated charisma.

“Siro,” Metatron said. “What do you have for me?

“High-Archangel,” Siro responded, his voice low. “We’ve got a report from the Robotics Division. The drone that went rogue? It was hacked. Clean job. Deep code access. Not a glitch. Not some outsider. Someone with real clearance. Someone from the police or someone who can buy or force access to police systems.”

Metatron was silent for a moment. Processing. Calculating. Then, calmly, he said, “Good work, Detective.”

Siro hesitated. “You don’t seem surprised.”

Metatron’s voice didn’t change. “I am not.”

Of course not, Siro thought, but instead, he said, “Orders?”

“Keep digging. Quietly. Do not alert Llewellyn. Do not involve Internal Affairs. This doesn’t go above you. And Siro?”

“Yes, sir?”

“If this was meant for me… they missed. That was their only chance.”

With that, the connection was cut, and Siro realized that he’d been holding his breath. He exhaled and stood there for a moment, letting the rain tap against his face.

When he returned to the booth, Kate was munching on a sandwich. The food had arrived while he’d been gone, and after one glance at his own sandwich, Siro decided that he’d probably leave it to Kate. If she wanted it. Which she probably would.

“That was fast,” she said, chewing.

“It was urgent,” he said with a smile, then sat down. “Listen, Kate. I was thinking that we shouldn’t inform the dragon just yet.”

Kate stopped chewing. “Why?”

“Not sure,” Siro said, scratching his chin. He hated lying to her. How he hated it. “It’s more of a hunch. Let’s keep the information between us until we know more. If we tell the dragon right now, she’ll roast us in her fiery breath and possibly do something that would make our investigation more difficult. It won’t hurt to keep her in the dark for a bit.”

Kate raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. Instead, she nodded and tapped her tablet. “I’m glad you’ve suggested that because I had a similar idea. Fuck the dragon.”

Siro chuckled. “No thank you.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “I’ve been thinking. If this really is an inside job, we need outside help. Someone who doesn’t play by the rules. Someone who knows how to crack code as well as write it.”

Siro gave her a knowing look. “You’re thinking of our good friend Linus.”

“You know I find the dude annoying as fuck, but he’s helped us out more than once.”

He also almost got me killed, Siro thought.

He didn’t know for sure, but he didn’t have reason to doubt Metatron’s word. And maybe this would be a good opportunity to ask the gentleman why. Siro had been wondering what the best approach would be to confront the hacker.

Siro pretended he was hesitant, then nodded. “Alright. Let’s pay him a visit.”

“He’ll be delighted to see us.”

Siro sipped his coffee. It was cold now. Bitter.

“You in particular,” he said with a smirk. “He said he likes you… Me? Not so much.”

“Yay. Lucky me.”

Outside, the rain started again.

And inside, something was shifting. Siro couldn’t help but feel as if he and Kate were drifting apart.

And he hated it.


Chapter Ten

The Plan

The light in Krung Thep was unlike anything Nephilim had ever seen. Every morning she woke up in this place, she was amazed and enchanted anew.

It wasn’t just the golden brilliance that flooded the city in the early morning—it was the way the light moved. As if the buildings breathed with it. As if the city itself awoke in slow, deliberate motion, drawing gold into glass, chrome, and sky.

From the wide window wall of her suite, Nephilim watched it happen in silence, robe clinging to her damp skin from a recent shower, hair still tousled from sleep.

Below, the sprawl of the Thai metropolis shimmered under a fresh layer of heat. In the distance, the ancient bones of old TogbuaXiang stood hunched and crumbling like a memory buried beneath ambition, while the newer towers of Krung Thep glittered with promise, arrogance, and wealth.

She leaned against the window, cheek pressed to the cool glass. Somewhere down there, the narrow market alleyways still echoed with the ghost of her laughter from the night before.

Phichai had led her through the city’s veins like he belonged to them, and for one strange night, she had let herself drift. No war. No Tigress. No schemes. Just food, incense, the pulse of street music, and a wildness she hadn’t felt in years—or ever.

And then there was the arahant.

Nephilim’s brow furrowed. The memory clung to her like static. The ancient monk who had looked at her with eyes that saw too much. That smile, serene and bottomless, and the cryptic words he’d spoken. For some reason, the echo of them gave her goosebumps.

I wish I could tell him.

The thought came unbidden.

Metatron.

Her breath caught in her throat. His name was like a key twisted in a sealed door. Sharp, clean, merciless. It opened nothing, and yet behind it, everything waited. She missed him.

Not in the way people missed each other after time apart. This wasn’t longing. It was absence. A space carved into her chest like a surgical wound. A hole where he should have been—not in some poetic way, but with the clinical precision of missing oxygen. Missing light.

He would’ve understood the arahant. He would’ve listened, even if he didn’t have an answer. He always did. He always listened, always attentive, always sharp.

A soft knock on the door pulled her from her spiraling thoughts. The servants entered—silent, graceful, and dressed in neutral silks, as always. They laid out a breakfast so pristine it could’ve been art: sliced dragonfruit, jasmine rice, golden tea. Nephilim nodded politely. She wasn’t hungry. She murmured thanks in Thai, watched them disappear, and let the silence reclaim her.

It didn’t help. She shed the robe and walked onto her private balcony, where the pool hung like a droplet of sky suspended between skyscrapers. The water was cool when she slipped in, a moment of weightlessness, of almost forgetting. The city stretched around her in glittering verticals, and for a few heartbeats, she felt disconnected. Free-floating.

But the ache returned. It followed her through each length of the pool. Through the smooth drag of muscle and the glide of skin through water. When she resurfaced, the light was harsher, casting long shadows across the glass.

She toweled off without thought. An hour later, the masseuse arrived. Another silent woman with eyes like polished stone. Nephilim lay on the massage table and let her work. Pressure. Rhythm. Release. It should have helped. But it didn’t

Her mind wandered. Back to the temple. The incense. Phichai’s grin. The way the arahant’s words seemed to settle inside her instead of fading. And the echo of Metatron. Not even his voice—just the weight of his presence where it should be.

By the time the massage was done, her limbs were loose, but her chest was tighter than ever. Restless. She stood by the window again, watching the city live without her.

Another knock came. She turned as a servant entered, head bowed.

“The Lady is expecting you in her private office, honored guest.”

Nephilim exhaled slowly. The calm was over.

Time to move. Time to descend back into the game.

But for just a moment longer, she stood at the glass, fingers touching the invisible barrier.

I wish you were here.

∆∆∆

The lift rose in perfect silence, so smooth Nephilim barely felt the motion. Her reflection hovered in the black-gold polished walls—fragmented, refracted, as if the building itself was watching her. When the doors opened, she stepped out into a corridor lined with golden latticework and minimalist obsidian tile. The air carried a subtle scent of jasmine, perfectly measured. Two elite Wasps stood flanking the great double doors at the end of the hallway. They bowed wordlessly and opened the doors.

Nephilim stepped into the Tigress’ private office.

The room stretched wide and high, like a throne hall in a futuristic palace. Floor-to-ceiling windows curved around the far side, opening a panoramic view of Krung Thep’s gleaming vertical sprawl. Black lacquered columns framed walls etched with golden inlays—Buddhist symbols merged with circuit patterns in seamless, opulent detail. A massive desk carved from a single slab of obsidian sat near the windows like a command altar.

Behind it sat the Tigress.

Dressed in her full Wasp uniform—black with sleek yellow stripes flaring across shoulders and hips—she radiated control. Her golden-yellow eyes locked onto Nephilim with cool precision, but she didn’t speak.

Phichai stood beside her. His uniform matched the Tigress’s, though it was less ornate, but it was the grin on his face that caught Nephilim’s attention. That smirking glint. Not mocking, not arrogant. Just… amused. As if they shared a secret he was content to let hang in the air.

Nephilim approached without hesitation, her boots making no sound against the perfectly polished floor. The room radiated intention. This wasn’t another exercise in hospitality. This was business. Finally.

The Tigress gestured to a chair across from her. “Please, sit, Nephilim.”

Nephilim did.

The Tigress clasped her hands on the desk, then smiled, curling her blood-red lips. “I trust you are finding your stay in Krung Thep agreeable? I’ve been told you are.”

The tone was warm, pleasant, measured. But there was no illusion behind the words. The eyes never softened. The lines of her posture were too perfect. In this room, she was a general.

Nephilim nodded. “It’s a magnificent city. And the food is the best I’ve ever eaten.”

She saw Phichai smirk, but he said nothing.

“Excellent. I’m very happy to hear that you’re enjoying your stay, Nephilim. You’re free to stay with us as long as you wish, of course. I understand you spent time exploring the old city yesterday?”

Nephilim inclined her head slightly. “With Phichai. He was an excellent guide.”

The Tigress glanced at Phichai but didn’t address him. She leaned back slightly in her chair. “And you visited the temple. The Venerable Monks have long welcomed pilgrims from every corner of the world. Their doors are always open. Especially for a true Avatar.”

For a moment, Suaa stared Nephilim in the eye, an expression on her face Nephilim couldn’t quite read. It was clear that she was referring to Nephilim’s encounter with the arahant, who had called her that. She wasn’t sure what the Tigress expected her to say, so she just smiled.

“The Emerald Buddha is a beautiful piece of art.”

The Tigress nodded, smirking.

There was no further mention of the night before. Of Phichai appearing at her door after midnight. Of his smile, his intentions, his easy charisma. Nephilim had seen through it instantly—not with suspicion, but with clarity. A test. A gift. A soft threat. All three, perhaps.

He had claimed the Tigress sent him. She hadn’t corrected him. And now, no one spoke of it.

Which meant Nephilim wouldn’t either. Not because she feared the Tigress. Not because anything had happened. But because Phichai’s intentions—however carefully veiled they were—could cost him his head if it turned out that the Tigress hadn’t sent him after all. Nephilim doubted that, but she had learned that the people here were very different, so who knew? And she liked Phichai.

Nephilim leaned back in the chair, her eyes meeting the Tigress’. Enough games. Enough pleasantries. Her skin itched with the need for movement. For action.

She wanted out of this room. She wanted a mission. She wanted a gun in her hand and purpose humming through her bones.

The Tigress smiled faintly, as if sensing it. The time for chit-chat was over.

“Thank you for your patience, Nephilim,” she said. “As much as you must be enjoying our beautiful city, you haven’t come here for sightseeing.”

“That is correct. No offense, Suaa, but I would love to get what you want me to do over with and then return home to Olympias I.”

And him.

“Certainly,” the Tigress said. “Once again, thank you for your patience. We had to figure out my brother’s exact plans for the celebration. He changes them each year and will only inform us of his exact itinerary 24 hours before his arrival. He’s a bit… paranoid.”

“I wonder why,” Phichai chimed in.

Suaa smirked, then rose from her seat. A section of the obsidian wall to her left slid open with a whisper, revealing a curved holoprojector rig nested in a recessed command alcove. The desk darkened. She gave a flick of her fingers, and a gold-on-black holographic interface unfolded like a blossom.

“But we have all the data we need now, and we have a plan,” the Tigress said.

The cityscape of Krung Thep materialized in the air between them, glowing with high-fidelity topography. Golden icons lit up: buildings, security towers, key landmarks. One symbol—shaped like a lotus bloom—hovered above a towering structure at the heart of the city. A palace of glass and jade.

“As discussed before, my brother returns to Krung Thep in 24 hours for the founder’s birthday. The city will celebrate. He will attend the central ceremony at the Shrine of the Ancestors.”

She tapped the lotus. It expanded. A rendering of the elevated platform outside the shrine shimmered into view—grand, ceremonial, surrounded by armed guards and surveillance.

“He will give a speech. Before the cameras. Before the people. And this”—she pointed, zooming in to the exact center of the platform—“is where you will kill him.”

Nephilim’s spine straightened, adrenaline tightening her muscles like piano wire.

The hologram shifted, showing camera angles, proximity sensors, and guard rotations. A countdown timer appeared, syncing with ceremonial schedules.

It was exciting. Which meant it was dangerous.

Too dangerous. She couldn’t wait for action, and she knew she owed it to Suaa to do her bidding after the lost duel. Not to mention that she wanted to bring Metatron the treaty he desired.

But this? This sounded like madness.

She exhaled slowly. “You want me to strike during the Founder’s Ceremony? In front of the entire city? With an entire garrison guarding the premises?”

“Exactly.” The Tigress’s tone was calm, controlled. “The world must see it. Olympias must be blamed. Your signature must be undeniable.”

Nephilim’s jaw tightened. Metatron’s voice echoed in her mind.

Calculate. Confirm. Never let them direct your hand without knowing their endgame.

“That’s suicide,” she said flatly.

“Not for you. You are the best Olympias has to offer.”

“You want me to be seen. That means I’ll be hunted the second I strike.”

“Yes. By his personal guards. Not by my men.” The Tigress smiled, a slight baring of teeth. “My people will ‘fail’ to catch you. Publicly.”

Phichai tilted his head slightly, his grin still present, as if this was all part of a game he already knew the rules to.

“You’ll have an escape route,” he said. “Once the deed is done, I will extract you personally. We’ve already mapped your exit vector.”

Nephilim wasn’t convinced. “And if I don’t make it to the extraction point in time?”

“Then improvise.” The Tigress’s eyes gleamed. “Kill anyone who stands in your way. Especially his guards. No one will mourn them.”

“How many of his guards are we talking about?” Nephilim asked.

“Not more than two dozen,” Phichai said.

Just great.

“You understand,” the Tigress said with a predatory grin, “that this will spark a crisis. I will claim emergency authority. Temporarily, of course. And then… restore order.”

The Tigress had no intention of giving that power back. That much she had made clear from the start. The entire thing was nothing other than a coup. Sister versus brother.

But Nephilim didn’t care. This wasn’t her war. And she wasn’t here to judge. She wanted to do the job as quickly as possible and leave. And yet—beneath it all, under the blood and duty—she felt it again.

The absence.

She wished she could have asked Metatron what he thought. He would have told her the odds. The unspoken angles. The motives the Tigress wasn’t voicing. But he wasn’t here. And so the decision was hers alone.

“I’ll do it,” she said quietly.

The Tigress nodded once, as if the outcome had never been in question. Because it hadn’t been.

∆∆∆

He arrived without ceremony.

The guards didn’t salute, and he didn’t glance at them. They knew who he was—what he was. No gesture of respect could match the weight of his presence.

Metatron walked through the gardens in silence. The air, perfumed with genetically enhanced sakura and midnight iris, was still. The soft crunch of gravel beneath his boots was the only sound. Above, the Black Pyramid loomed—obsidian smooth, impossibly tall, cutting through the sky like a wound. He looked up at it, head tilted slightly. Once, long ago, he had stood at the base of this monolith and imagined it crumbling. Imagined himself tearing it down with bare hands, righteous fury crackling in his blood.

But fury hadn’t been enough. He had failed. Not because he was weak—he had never been weak—but because he had been young. And back then, he’d thought justice was a weapon. A single, clean act. A spark.

Now he knew better. Justice was patience. Justice was erosion.

And this time—he would succeed.

The combat sentries stood motionless at the threshold, chrome and shadow, bristling with microcannons and antipersonnel fields. Their sensors tracked his motion but made no move. His gaze brushed over them, indifferent, yet he remembered only too well what had happened here. The moment they’d turned on him. Trying to ambush him.

Stavros. Always a coward. Always hiding behind others and betrayal. The override had been clean, fast. He hadn’t seen it coming. And for one moment—just one—Metatron had been incapacitated, a flicker in his systems, too slow, too vulnerable.

Nephilim had leaped into the line of fire. No hesitation. No calculation. Just raw instinct. She would have died for him…

He forced the memory down. This wasn’t the time. The past was past. The wound had closed—but the scar never faded. And neither did the rage. But rage would serve him only later.

Not yet.

Metatron entered the Pyramid. The interior swallowed all sound. In the cold corridors of polished black metal, his every step was measured, echoing like whispers in a tomb. He bypassed security protocols with a retinal scan. The elevator waited, already descending like it knew. He stepped inside.

The ascent to the summit was silent. Since he had become a Board Member, the Board didn’t send him young, attractive “greeters” anymore, hoping he’d eventually swallow the bait. He shook his head inwardly.

Morons.

But then he reminded himself that those “morons” had outsmarted him, keeping him in the dark for years about their little blood cult that happened behind closed doors. Metatron’s mouth twitched in disgust at them—but also at having been so blinded.

The elevator opened with a low hiss, and Metatron entered the Conference Chamber. Walls of black-tinted glass reflected a shadowed skyline, casting the illusion of an endless night. The chamber had no art, no distractions—just a long obsidian table that stretched across the room like a blade. Nineteen seats sat around the table. Eighteen were occupied.

The Board of Olympias. Power incarnate. Parasites in tailored suits.

He stepped inside soundlessly. Some members lifted their heads and greeted him, while others were sunken in conversations. He wasn’t late, he was just on time. He was never late, nor was he ever early. Both could be interpreted as weakness.

Normally, some of the Board Members were late, and others didn’t show up for all meetings at all. But today, they were all on time. Tension hung in the air. Everyone knew what was coming—everyone but the CEO.

Gollner lifted his gaze and gave Metatron a curt nod—calculating, sharp. Always watching, always arrogant. He would play his part, of that Metatron was convinced. Devers kept his eyes on the datapad before him, pretending to read.

Spineless weakling.

And then there was CEO Henry Miller.

Old. Weak. Once formidable—or maybe not. Now a relic shivering in the skin of power he no longer possessed. His hands trembled ever so slightly as he reached for his water. Beside him was Larissa Neftali, radiant in synthetic silk, her eyes like polished amber. Calm. Serpent-still. The loyal protégé. The devoted lover. Ready to carve out his heart and smile while doing it.

Neftali would strike today. She would deliver the final blow. And in return, she would be crowned.

And Metatron would be watching.

He walked toward the table, his gaze sweeping across the gathered faces. Men and women of every age, every nation. Monsters draped in elegance.

Vultures, Metatron thought. All of them.

But vultures had their uses. For now.

Metatron reached the table and took his place. Today, the knives would finally come out. Metatron had witnessed CEOs come and go over the years. Some simply quit, others were replaced, and others fell victim to a vote of no confidence, such as Miller would. There was no honor among thieves, nor among Olympian Board members. It was the first time that Metatron had been part of the power game, though, and he was intrigued. He couldn’t wait to see how it all played out.

Miller cleared his throat. It sounded weak, breathy. His voice cracked slightly as he welcomed the Board and launched into the usual agenda. Budgetary considerations. Post-conflict restructuring. A vague mention of asset recovery in the southern territories.

Metatron watched him with the patience of a predator. Old fool.

The irony of how utterly unaware Miller was wasn’t lost on him. He was so certain in his position, so oblivious to the knives gathering behind his back. He had no idea the floor was about to vanish beneath him.

Nephilim would’ve loved this.

Neftali didn’t even let him finish his introduction. She was so eager to get it done.

“Before we proceed,” she said, rising gracefully, “I’d like to propose a deviation from the agenda.”

Her voice was velvet wrapped around glass.

Miller blinked, confused. “Larissa, this isn’t—”

“It won’t take long,” she said. “But it is important.”

The air shifted. Metatron’s eyes narrowed slightly. Not with surprise—he’d known this moment would come. But there was always a thrill in watching a coup unfold from the inside. Especially one he had helped shape.

Neftali turned, facing the Board.

“As we all know, our beloved city suffered a terrible attack recently,” she began. “We almost fell victim to invading armies from the east. Without the Guardian Angels, we might not be sitting here today.”

Most certainly not, Metatron thought, but instead he nodded benevolently.

Neftali looked directly at Miller. “And our leadership failed us.”

Silence. No one on the Board spoke. Not a breath.

Then came the backstab, cold and precise. “I call for a vote of no confidence in CEO Miller.”

Miller’s face went white. He stood, knocking over his chair. “This is absurd. This is—”

“Seconded,” Gollner said flatly.

“Thirded,” Devers murmured, eyes still on his datapad.

The others followed. One by one. Calm, professional. Execution by protocol. Metatron didn’t smile. Not yet. He raised a single hand.

“Approved,” he said, voice low, final.

Miller staggered. “You can’t—”

But they could. And they did. Within two minutes, he was escorted out. There was no shouting. No violence. Just silence and the hiss of the elevator as it swallowed him. Metatron watched him vanish like a stain being wiped from glass.

Then Neftali turned back to the Board.

“Now,” she said smoothly, “we must address the matter of succession.”

There was a pause. Then, without shame, without irony: “I submit myself as candidate for CEO.”

Metatron let the moment hang. He suppressed a smirk. She was perfect. Radiant. Ruthless. And utterly predictable.

Neftali looked around the table. “Any others?”

Metatron’s eyes slid to Devers. The man didn’t even look up.

Then, Gollner. A pause. A flicker of indecision.

Metatron tilted his head. Met Gollner’s eyes. Slowly, deliberately, he raised his hand—two fingers extended, and just the faintest twitch of his wrist. The movement that preceded the extension of his armblade. When he smiled, Gollner pressed his lips together and said nothing.

Neftali waited. “Very well. Then let us proceed to a vote.”

The votes were cast. One by one.

All were in her favor. Which wasn’t a big surprise considering she was the only candidate.

Wasn’t democracy delightful?

When Metatron said her name, it was like pressing the final key on a piano before a symphony of malice.

“Neftali.”

Unanimous.

She nodded with calculated humility. “Thank you. I will serve with distinction.”

Now Metatron smiled. He was very close now. So close.

He let his gaze drift from face to face. Gollner. Devers. The others. All of them. Executives, financiers, strategists. Liars. War criminals. Architects of collapse. Greedy vultures.

He imagined the room filled with blood. He imagined them gasping. Choking. Crawling toward the doors that would never open in time.

He saw himself rising, blade in hand, eyes alight with judgment.

Not today.

But soon.

Metatron blinked. The vision passed. He folded his hands calmly. He would wait.


Chapter Eleven

The Coward’s War

No one in Olympias would have believed a place like this existed. Not even the Angels with all their surveillance.

And yet it was real.
Beneath the concrete skeletons of a city long erased from maps, something hidden had taken root. Not sleek or surgical like Angel HQ. Not flickering chrome like Olympias’ spires. No, this was something older. Wilder.
This was a rebirth built out of ruins.

Finwick sat on the edge of a narrow cot, elbows on knees, staring across his room as if it might blink. It never did.

The walls were curved metal—pre-Corporate bunker steel, dented and patched with newer materials where humidity had eaten through. Overhead, a fan hummed a lazy circle, its blades whining in soft protest. No windows. No door handle on the inside. Just a sensor pad that glowed blue at shift change.

They called it a module, not a cell.
A place of “protection,” not confinement.
But it locked. Every time. From the outside.

He’d been here two weeks. Two weeks since Mama Legba had sold him like a piece of memory with legs. Two weeks since he was dragged into this ghost chamber, buried beneath forgotten stone and smuggler ash.
Two weeks of being “Shorty” again—except now it wasn’t street sarcasm. It was a leash.

Outside his room, life moved on.
The “rebel base”—if that’s what it really was—hummed like a colony of angry insects. Techs in patchwork robes and tactical mesh. Hackers with implants so raw they still itched. Guards with mismatched armor pieces and reflex enhancers that clicked when they blinked. Most of them young. All of them angry.

Finwick knew the type. Oldtown was full of such punks. But most of those were posers. The people here were the real deal—or at least they pretended to be.

But this wasn’t a fantasy cell in cyberspace. This was real.
They had rooms. Power. Data farms. A war room.
They had a goddamn kitchen.

A buzz snapped through the sensor pad, and the lock disengaged with a clunk. The door opened soundlessly, revealing a corridor bathed in pale light.

A second later, Cass appeared in the doorway, a typically mischievous grin on her face. Actually, she could have been cute, but Finwick didn’t trust her. He didn’t trust anyone here, and for good reason.

“What’s up, Shorty?”

Yeah, the nickname Mama Legba had given him stuck like chewing gum to a shoe.

“Another day in paradise,” he murmured.

Cass laughed, clapping his shoulder as if he had made a joke. “Come on.”

He stepped out and followed her like a prisoner. At the next junction, they turned left, not right. Always left. Right led to the non-negotiable areas. At least for him. They’d made that very clear.

They passed two guards. One sat on an overturned crate, a tangle of glowing wires spilling from his wrists into a maintenance panel. The other stood against the wall, watching Finwick without turning his head. His eyes were soft blue LEDs. No irises. No emotion.

Finwick gave him a slight nod. Got nothing in return. Typical.

The base was carved into an old bomb shelter system—maybe Cold War, maybe earlier. No one knew. The inhabitants had built into it like parasites, adding fiber-optic cables and magnetic shield coils, weapon lockers, and pressurized clean rooms, but they’d left the bones intact.

Every hallway felt like it could flood at any moment.
Every door whispered secrets when you passed.
Every face wore that look of righteous purpose.
Like a cult, only smarter.

They entered the comms room. It was small, shielded, humming with static and hope. A single retrofitted transmitter unit stood against the far wall, glowing softly, emitting white noise and encryption streams flickering like a pulse.

Cass sat down at her console. She didn’t pay him any further attention, swishing her mass of red hair that poured over one shoulder like a data cascade. Her left arm—definitely artificial—clicked slightly as she typed, its exposed servo-wiring glowing green. She wore a faded sleeveless hoodie, its OCPD symbol now slashed through by a blood-red X. Finwick found that embarrassing.

“Your five minutes,” she said, voice flat.

Finwick nodded and stepped up to the holo screen. Then the screen lit up, and so did Finwick’s entire self.
“Hi, Dad!” Sarah smiled radiantly.

His chest nearly collapsed from pride, happiness, and shame. Pride because she was such an exceptional little girl, happiness because he could never get used to it when she called him Dad, and shame because he wasn’t there.

“Hey, munchkin,” he said, voice cracking. “How’s everything?”

“All good,” Sarah chirped. “Sammy says you’re helping important people and that I should be proud of you.”

Ha ha, Finwick thought bitterly. He couldn’t stand the thought that Sammy was taking care of Sarah in his absence.

He swallowed and smiled. “Yes, these people are very important. But I miss you, munchkin.”

“I miss you too, Dad.”

She tried not to show it, but Finwick could tell that she was sad, and it sliced his heart into pieces.

“When are you coming back?” Sarah asked.

“Soon,” he lied. In truth, he didn’t know how long he would have to stay here as no one ever told him a damn thing.

“Promise?”

“Pinkie promise,” he said, smiling.

Cass made a gesture with her hand, indicating that Finwick should wrap up the conversation.

“You eating your meals?” he asked, feeling stupid.

“Twice a day, and I even brush my teeth,” Sarah said half-seriously.

He chuckled. “That’s my girl.”

Cass nodded.

“I’ll see you soon, Dad!”

A flicker. Then the line dropped. Finwick stared at the dead screen for a couple of seconds. It helped him pretend the call hadn’t ended. Sometimes, he was still in awe at how close he and Sarah had grown. He had become a real father to her.

Cass watched him with a smirk. He could see it from the corner of his eye.

“Progress?” she asked.

“Just a little more time,” he replied.

“Liam wants a briefing tonight.”

“I’ll be ready.”

She nodded once, then returned to her job.

Finwick turned and walked back toward his module. The hallway stretched on like a throat. Behind him, the fan hummed. The door clicked shut. And Finwick whispered to himself, “You didn’t know the drone would be armed. You didn’t know.”

But he had known. And the guilt was louder than the hum.

∆∆∆




Two Weeks Earlier

Finwick had always hated elevators.

Not because he was claustrophobic—though the cramped box they crammed him into didn’t help—but because of the silence. Elevators in Olympias were rarely quiet. Most played soft music, some blared ads, and others whispered surveillance updates in that ever-so-friendly corporate voice. But this one?

Dead quiet.

He stood between Liam’s two associates—the red-haired hacker on his left and the augmented brute on his right. Neither had said a word since they’d entered the lift. Mama Legba was long gone, swallowed by shadows above them. He’d wanted to yell after her, plead, scream, beg for Sarah—but she hadn’t even looked back.

The doors slid open without a sound. What greeted him was not what he’d expected. No harsh lights. No interrogation chamber. No sinister lab or sterile holding pen.

Instead, he stepped out into an old service corridor, its walls scuffed and faded, the original paint peeling away like old skin. Electric lamps—none of them alike—had been mounted along the ceiling, casting long, wavering shadows. It smelled faintly of rust, dust, and machine oil.

The corridor sloped gently downward. At its far end, another door awaited—massive, heavy, reinforced with magnetic locks. A relic from another era.

The brute stepped ahead and placed his hand on the DNA reader. There was a flicker of resistance, then a deep metallic click as the locks disengaged.

The door groaned open like something ancient waking up.

And then Finwick saw it. A place from another world. A place that should only have existed in a book or a video game. And yet it was real.

A network—a sprawling series of retrofitted shelters, sub-basements, and maintenance tunnels that had somehow become a functioning underworld. The lighting was uneven, casting gold and copper hues across stacked servers, makeshift bunk beds, power conduits, drying laundry, and whiteboards filled with scribbled tactical symbols.

An old rail tunnel, converted into a corridor. A floodgate door had been jammed open and turned into a meeting room. Power cores hummed with irregular rhythms, and air purifiers coughed softly in the corners like tired lungs.

There were people everywhere.  Young men and women—most in their twenties, maybe thirties. Some had sleek augmentations, while others had crude street mods. They wore clothes typical for Oldtowners, twenty to thirty years out of fashion elsewhere: mesh, scavenged leathers, faded coats, utility belts bristling with tools. A few looked up at him as he passed, eyes unreadable. Not hostile. But not friendly either.

What struck Finwick most was that there were children. Two of them, maybe eight or nine, sitting on the floor surrounded by broken drones and circuit boards, tinkering under the supervision of an older boy.

This wasn’t just a cell. It was a community. One that shouldn’t exist. Particularly not in the heart of Olympias City.

They led him through the base without a word. Past corridors branching into dorms, supply storage, an open-air mess hall filled with tin cups and protein paste machines.  After a few minutes, they reached a room near the center of the base. A circular space filled with monitors and maps pinned to corkboards, surrounded by terminals scavenged from a dozen different centuries.

This was clearly the Command Node.

Liam was standing there, hands behind his back, posture impossibly relaxed.

“Welcome home, Shorty,” he said.

Finwick tried to laugh. It came out as a cough.

“Home? You practically abducted me. What is this place, anyway?”

Liam raised an eyebrow. “You’ll see.”

Finwick couldn’t stand the guy already.

“My implant can’t connect to the grid,” he said, noticing it only now.

“That’s a default setting. For security reasons.”

“Who are you people?”

Liam smirked smugly. “The good guys.”

Yes, Finwick definitely couldn’t stand the guy. And he really wasn’t in the mood to discuss that statement. Instead, he said, “I want to call Sarah.”

Liam furrowed his brow. “Sarah?”

“My daughter,” Finwick said, irritated.

“You’ll get access. Limited contact. Monitored. Just until you understand the terms of your stay.”

“Oh, fuck that,” Finwick burst out. “That wasn’t the deal!”

“It wasn’t a deal,” Liam said with a warm smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “You were a gift. From Mama. And we don’t turn down gifts.”

Finwick clenched his jaw. “What do you want from me?”

“Information. The kind you’re very good at protecting.”

“I’m just a hacker.”

Liam laughed, and the brute and the red-haired hacker joined in.

“A hacker, right,” Liam said. “Mama has a different opinion.” Then his voice turned sharper. “We know that you have access to all kinds of sensitive information… Mostly about them.”

He walked closer, hands still behind his back.

“All we want, Finwick, is what you know. About their structure. About their systems. Access chains. Encryption routines. Safe pathways for drones. That kind of thing.”

“That kind of thing can get people killed.”

“Yes,” Liam said quietly. “That’s the point.”

Finwick’s mouth went dry.

The red-haired hacker came closer, placing a hand on Finwick’s shoulder in fake cordiality. “You worked for them, didn’t you? Made a lot of blood money. This is your chance for redemption.”

Finwick sighed. “I was just an IT guy there. A nobody. It was a job like any other. It paid the bills.”

That was a lie. He had worked with Angel implants. He had known what they were doing. He was just telling himself that it was like any job.

“We’ve prepped your terminal,” she said. “Level Four clearance. Anything higher and we start asking questions.”

Finwick looked around. There were no weapons, no guards pointing guns. Just screens. Just data.

But it felt like a cage.

“We’ll check in every four hours,” Liam said. “Until then—explore. Eat. Think. Cooperate. Or don’t. That’s up to you.”

He smiled thinly, then turned and stepped away.

“Where am I sleeping?” Finwick asked.

Cass smiled. “In the quiet wing. You’ll love it. No one screams there anymore.”

Finwick followed her out in silence.

Behind them, the brute addressed Liam in a hushed voice. “The Old Man will be pleased. The rat’s in the maze.”

∆∆∆

It took three days for Finwick to stop asking questions. Not because he stopped wanting answers—but because the silence was starting to answer back.

Every inquiry—about the length of his stay, about Sarah’s safety, about what they planned to do with the information—was met with polite deferrals or subtle reminders of his position.

“You’re a guest, not a prisoner.”
“Your room is secured, not locked.”
“We’re not watching you. We’re watching out for you.”

“We’re the good guys.”

But there were cameras in the corners of every hallway.
And his door still clicked at night.

By the third day, they gave him a workstation. A clean rig, older than his usual standard but fast. Triple-layer firewall, physical airgap. A sandbox designed for obedience.

Cass had installed it herself, saying nothing. She handed him a headset, a login chip, and a plain black datapad loaded with pre-scanned Guardian Angel data fragments.

“We know you’ve seen this before,” she said. “Now we want to know what it means.”

That was when Finwick knew they’d done their homework. Not just about the Angels—but about him.

How much they knew, he couldn’t tell. But it was enough to know that he wasn’t just an IT guy. Did they know that he was the Broker? He swallowed the panic and started playing dumb.

At first, it was easy. He pointed out decoys. Explained obsolete encryptions. Walked them through systems that had been decommissioned before he had even left HQ.

They praised him. Fed him better. Gave him five minutes extra with Sarah. Every little lie earned a ration of survival.

Then Liam came back. Late one evening, as the base settled into its low hum and the techs cleared out of the lab, the door slid open, and Liam strolled in, his typical grin on his face. He wore a simple coat, its high collar turned up, and no visible implants.

“Shorty!” he said, as if they were old friends. “How’s our ghost whisperer doing?”

Finwick looked up from the terminal. “Still whispering.”

“Good. We’ve got a side request. Something small. Harmless.” He handed Finwick a datapad. “Sleepy OCPD drone. Been sitting in a substation storage hub for six months. We want you to… nudge it. Prove you can.”

Finwick didn’t like this. “What kind of nudge?”

“Activation and basic override. Doesn’t need to fly. Just needs to blink.”

Finwick turned the chip in his hand. “Why?”

“Because we want to understand,” Liam said smoothly, “if we can poke their tech. That’s all. You do this, we let you call Sarah for fifteen minutes. Maybe she can even visit someday.”

Finwick hesitated. He missed Sarah much more than he had ever thought possible.

It’s just a drone.
A shell. A simulation. No ammo. No target.

“Alright,” he said.

The override took him four hours. Longer than it should have. Part of him dragged his fingers through every line of code. Delaying. Second-guessing. But eventually, the screen confirmed the handshake.

OCPD UNIT 3-2293: WAKE SIGNAL RECEIVED. STANDBY MODE.

He uploaded the shell and pinged Liam. “Done.”

The next day, the base was quiet. Too quiet.

Cass didn’t look at him. No one brought food to his room. The door remained closed until evening. When it finally opened, Liam was there, smiling like he always did, only brighter. Edged.

“Well done, Shorty. You almost just won a war.”

Finwick blinked. “What…?”

“Didn’t you hear?” Liam said. “OCPD unit 3-2293 intercepted a target vehicle. Dead center. Boom.”

He mimicked an explosion with his hands. “Metatron’s vehicle. Direct hit.”

“What?” Finwick repeated stupidly.

He didn’t much care if Metatron got blown to pieces. He’d never met him during his time at HQ, but he knew that he was scary AF. But he knew that Metatron and Nephilim were close. If he’d been in the car, maybe she had been as well…

An ice-cold shiver ran down Finwick’s spine.

Please no…

“Shame the old bastard wasn’t inside,” Liam said with a shrug that was supposed to look casual but, in truth, covered how much this pissed him off. “But still. Beautiful work.”

Finwick just stared at him.

“Don’t look so shocked. You gave us the match. We lit the fire. Teamwork, right?”

“Was… anyone else in the car?” Finwick asked carefully, almost too scared to hear the answer.

“Nope. Too bad, really. It would have been almost too good to be true if we’d been able to eliminate him like that.”

Finwick huffed out air in relief. For a moment, he had been convinced that his actions had killed Nephilim.

But all he said was: “You said it was harmless.”

Liam grinned. “Everything’s harmless until it isn’t.”

That night, Finwick didn’t sleep. He simply stared at the ceiling and the old fan. Then he whispered into the thin air.

“I didn’t know, Nephilim. I didn’t know. I swear.”

But he had. Somewhere inside, he had known.

And now, he couldn’t afford to let them see that.

∆∆∆

The entire bunker was celebrating. Not loudly. Not drunkenly. Not like the old world would’ve done—with banners, booze, or cheers echoing through the streets. This was a different kind of celebration.

Quiet nods in the hallway. Subtle clinks of mugs in the mess. A few grins that didn’t reach the eyes, shared like secrets between those in the know.

They had struck. And the world above didn’t know who to blame yet. That made them feel invincible.

Finwick walked the corridors like a ghost, ignored by most.

He kept hearing the phrase “the Phoenix Test.” That was what they were calling it. The successful strike. The moment the rebels knew they could reach high-value targets with tools scavenged from their enemy.

That moment had his name on it. Or it would have, if anyone here knew just how much he’d helped.

That evening, he returned to the comms room. Cass was already there, arms crossed, leaning on the console.

“Fifteen minutes,” she said, tapping the interface. “Video. Be quick.”

He didn’t thank her. He didn’t smile. He just stepped forward, heart rattling in his chest like a dying machine.

The screen lit up. And there she was.

Sarah.

She sat cross-legged on the bed, hair tied in a messy braid, wearing one of those oversized shirts she loved. The walls behind her looked familiar—Mama Legba’s guest quarters. Dim, cluttered, full of loud colors and mold.

“Hey, Dad!” she grinned. “You look tired.”

“I am,” he said, forcing a smile. “Busy days.”

“You helping save the world?”

He froze. Then he nodded. “Something like that.”

Cass said nothing. But Finwick saw her biting her lip.

When the call ended, he walked straight to his room and shut the door. Then he opened the terminal and deleted the file he’d been working on. It contained old Angel implant signatures. Not enough to get anyone killed—yet. But enough to start tracking patterns.

He purged it line by line, making sure the deletion left a trace. Let them see it. Let them know he was lying. It would be safer than the truth.

Because the truth was, he would burn this place to the ground before handing them Nephilim’s safety.

The door opened behind him. Cass stood there, eyes narrowed.

“You’re hiding something,” she said, voice low.

Finwick turned in his chair. Slowly. Calmly.

“No,” he said. “I’m not.”

Cass didn’t say anything else. She stood in the doorway a second longer, eyes scanning Finwick’s face like a biometric sweep. Not angry. Not overtly suspicious. Just… thinking.

Then she turned, walked away, and let the door close between them.

Finwick sat motionless in the flickering light of the terminal, the cursor blinking like a silent metronome counting down to something he couldn’t stop.

He couldn’t tell how much she knew. But he had just shown his hand. And in this place, where cause masqueraded as freedom and surveillance was as sacred as prayer, someone always noticed.

He looked around his room, as if it might help. There was nothing here to comfort him. Nothing personal, nothing soft.

His breath fogged the screen as he slowly exhaled. Then he tapped into the base’s internal calendar.

Twelve days. He’d been here twelve days. Almost two weeks since Mama had sold him to her rebel friends with a smile and a cigar. Two weeks since they’d turned him into a weapon without telling him.

And now… they wouldn’t let him leave.

He tried the door pad. Still locked. Not because he’d been reprimanded—this was just standard protocol. You weren’t locked up for punishment here. You were locked up for “your own safety”. That was the party line. That was the smile in the cage.

He returned to the terminal and reopened his last approved file. It was a redundant database—standard Angel telemetry. Nonlethal, decommissioned, six months out of date. He stared at the hex strings. Let the loops flicker across his lenses.

He could give them this. It wouldn’t hurt Nephilim. Wouldn’t hurt anyone. And it would buy him time.

But every line he typed now felt like blood ink.

“Is this what freedom looks like to you?” he asked the empty room.

No answer, of course. But he imagined the Old Man—whoever he was—smiling behind some dusty curtain.

Later that night, Cass came by again. She handed him a fresh datapad. Didn’t say what was on it.

“Liam wants your review by morning,” she said.

He took it. “Sure.”

She started to leave. Then hesitated. “If you’re not with us,” she said quietly, “you’d better make damn sure no one thinks you’re not.”

He met her eyes. “I’m not with anyone anymore.”

She left. Alone again, Finwick sank back into the chair, the new datapad glowing softly in his hands. He hadn’t even powered it on yet.

Finwick looked toward the corner. And whispered the only truth he had left:

“Nephilim… I didn’t know. But I’ll fix it. Somehow. I swear to you.”


Chapter Twelve

Loyalty

The elevator ascended in perfect silence, its walls lined with brushed steel and adaptive mesh. No hum, no vibration—just the smooth, gliding ascent through the bones of his tower.

Metatron stood motionless, his reflection fractured in the mirrored panels. He didn’t adjust his posture. Didn’t sigh. But the stillness around him felt brittle, as if the air itself was holding its breath.

The Board meeting had gone exactly as planned. Neftali now wore the crown. The old CEO? Erased. Not just dismissed. Removed, rewritten out of history with surgical precision and polite applause.

Metatron had played his role flawlessly. A loyal Angel, calm and composed, ever the voice of rational stability. A smiling dagger in a black suit.

The elevator stopped. His private floor. His sanctuary.

The doors slid open to reveal the expanse of glass and engineered marble. Cold lights reflected off the polished surfaces. The skyline of Olympias stretched beyond the window like a beast sleeping beneath the stars.

Metatron stepped inside and let the doors close behind him. Only then did he breathe—if it could be called that.

His mind moved in layers. On the surface: satisfaction. Strategic progression. Every node activated. Every pawn in motion. But beneath that: a silence filled with anticipation.

He didn’t trust Neftali. Yet he didn’t need to.

She would hand him the codes, as promised.

He crossed to the center of the room and activated the holo-screen. The embedded comm lines shimmered to life, data streams winding upward in faint gold spirals.

“Connect me to CEO Neftali.”

There was no delay. Of course not. She’d been expecting the call.

Her face materialized in the air before him—elegant, radiant, flushed with the afterglow of power. She wore her signature pearl-gray blazer and a subtle smile that said she’d already tasted the throne and liked the flavor.

“Metatron,” she said, her voice silk over steel. “What a pleasant surprise.”

He inclined his head slightly. “Congratulations on your ascension.”

“Why thank you.” She placed a manicured hand over her heart in mock sincerity. “I do owe it in part to your… quiet support.”

“You earned it. You understood the moment. You moved when the others hesitated.”

Neftali’s smile deepened, and her eyes sparkled. “High praise coming from you, Metatron.”

There was a pause.

Then Metatron spoke again, his voice a shade deeper. “I trust this means our agreement remains in effect.”

She didn’t flinch. “Of course. I told you—I’ll hand over the access codes. All of them. The defense grids, the robot divisions, the autonomous drone fleets. Every security layer under Central Authority’s jurisdiction.”

“Within two days,” Metatron reminded her.

She nodded. “I need time to secure the protocols. They’re not in one place. Some are still held by Inner Circle systems. I need the official seals before I can extract and transfer.”

“You’ll understand if I insist on… punctuality,” Metatron said, the faintest trace of coldness behind his words.

Neftali’s smile didn’t fade, but something in her expression stiffened—just for a heartbeat. “Believe me, I don’t want the damn things. I have no desire to be the queen of killer robots. You, Metatron, are infinitely more qualified to keep those monsters in line.”

He didn’t reply at once. Just studied her.  “Good.”

She leaned forward slightly. “We’ve both earned this moment, haven’t we?”

Metatron’s voice was like glass behind velvet. “Some more than others.”

Then he ended the call. The hologram dissipated. The light died.

Metatron stood still in the darkened room, staring out at the neon world of Olympias. His reflection watched him from the glass—flawless, composed, sovereign.

He believed her. She would deliver.

Not because she was honest. But because she understood the balance. She wanted power, not chaos. And she knew that the moment those codes passed into his hands, Metatron became the shield between the world and destruction.

He wouldn’t have to threaten her again. Not unless she was foolish.

Now, only one thing remained.

Not the codes. Not the throne.

Her.

Nephilim.

She was the missing vector. The other part of the equation. The storm to his precision. The soul to his system. Together, they could do what no one else dared.
Not just reform Olympias.

Reshape it. Reforge it. Reign over it.

Not as tyrants.

As gods in the shadows.

∆∆∆

Zephaniel sat like a man pretending not to pose, with one leg crossed over the other, one hand on the armrest, fingers twitching subtly as if to draw invisible lines of power through the air. His other hand lay flat against his thigh, just like Metatron had when he was still… his.

The chair was too big for the posture. Or maybe he was too small for the moment. Hard to say.

The office—his office—was drenched in the kind of artificial perfection that screamed importance. Smooth black stone floor, subtle blue underglow, reinforced glass walls showing the Olympias skyline like a god’s aquarium. It was too clean, too curated. Like a replica of power rather than the thing itself.

Zephaniel hated it. But soon, he’d have a bigger, nicer office.

He leaned forward now, elbows on his knees, hands clasped before his face like a priest made of knives.

Metatron hadn’t spoken to him since the CEO coup. Not a message. Not a nod in the hallway. Not a glance.

Why doesn’t he love me anymore?

The thought crept in like mold under marble. He slammed it back with a sneer.

Love. What a fucking stupid concept.

Still, he’d seen the way Metatron used to watch him. The way his voice would lower ever so slightly when speaking his name. The way they used to move together in combat simulations—perfect synchronicity. Like gods sparring with blades of light.

Now?

Now Metatron looked at him like a patient studying a scalpel.

No. Not a scalpel. A scab.

Zephaniel stood abruptly and walked to the window, fingers twitching behind his back. He imagined Olympias burning. Tower by tower. Sector by sector.

I should be in charge. Me.

Someone knocked on the door.

Daniel. His “Power.” The man was a brilliant analyst and an insufferable weakling. Too eager to serve. Too careful with his words.

“Enter,” Zephaniel snapped, not turning from the window.

The door slid open with a hiss.

“First-Archangel,” Daniel said. “Apologies for the interruption, but I have news.”

Zephaniel didn’t answer. He just turned slowly, deliberately, and stared.

Daniel hesitated on the threshold, datapad in hand. A faint scar still crossed the bridge of his nose—one of Zephaniel’s better days. His gaze flicked down to it, just briefly.

I should break it again. Just for fun.

But he didn’t. Control was a finer blade than rage. Metatron had taught him that—without meaning to.

“Well?” he said, voice like glass dragged over steel.

Daniel stepped forward and tapped the pad. The holo-display flared to life between them.

“We’ve completed our analysis of the studio data clusters. Cross-referenced the heatmaps from the ten strongest behavioral patterns, then mapped them onto infrastructure blueprints from before the Corporate partition.” He saw Zephaniel’s eyes narrowing and quickly added, “We found him.”

Zephaniel’s head tilted slightly like a predator hearing a heartbeat in the dark. “Where?”

“Underground facility. Oldtown sector. Abandoned industrial network repurposed decades ago by an unknown operator. No official ownership. We caught the signal bleed from a redundant routing node. Obsolete, but active.”

“Recon?”

Daniel hesitated. “Our drones aren’t done yet, but everything indicates that we won’t be able to scan inside the bunker. It’s deep.”

Zephaniel’s mouth twitched. Not in anger. Something worse. It was a sadistic smile.

He turned back to the window, the cityscape now just a blur of potential violence.

“I want to strike tonight.”

“We’re preparing a team now.”

“I’ve the High-Archangel’s full authority in this case,” Zephaniel said. “We can strike at my order.”

Oh, this felt good… so good.

Daniel nodded. “Understood.”

He turned to go.

“Daniel.”

The man froze.

Zephaniel didn’t look at him. “Good work.”

Daniel almost smiled. Almost. He left before the moment could turn.

Alone again, Zephaniel stood with his hands behind his back, mimicking Metatron’s favored stance.

But his fingers twitched. He imagined the Broker squirming in the dark. Imagined dragging him out into the light. He felt something like warmth at the edge of his spine.

Let them all underestimate me. Let Metatron turn his face away. Let Nephilim look at me like I’m a joke.

They would all see soon enough. He wasn’t the ghost in someone else’s story. He was the end of it.

∆∆∆

Three black dropships hung in the sky like vultures frozen mid-swoop. Lights off. Rotors whispering at a frequency only war machines understood.
Below them: a derelict industrial complex wrapped in chain-link fences, sagging metal, and graffiti older than most of the residents who still called this place home.

Once, it had been a cargo depot. Then a smuggler hub. Then something more. Now? A target.

Everything was completely quiet in this seemingly abandoned area of town. The people inside the bunker had no idea what was coming for them.

Blue Death.

The dropships descended in near silence, their shadows stretching ominously over the cracked pavement. A faint mechanical hum vibrated through the air, a prelude to chaos. Inside the bunker, the glow of dim overhead lights flickered uneasily as if sensing what lay beyond.

Blue Death wasn’t just a name—it was an inevitability, a force that turned whispers of dread into screams.

The Angels hit the ground silently, their boots barely disturbing the dust layered thick across the forgotten pavement. Cloaked, they moved as one, a synchronized wave of shadows with intent carved into their every motion. Rifles bristling with advanced optics scanned the terrain, each sweep of their weapons painting unseen paths through the wreckage of a once-thriving complex.

Unlike the chaos that would soon erupt, their arrival was disciplined, almost reverent. It was the calm before the storm, an eerie moment where the quiet seemed alive, watching, waiting for its inevitable shattering.

Zephaniel was leading the assault personally. He seldom did that unless Metatron insisted. But this was almost personal. The Broker had evaded him far too long. Humiliated him.

Payday.

He raised a gloved hand. The motion was understated but commanding.

The formation split seamlessly, two groups peeling off in opposite directions. One moved toward the perimeter, mapping weak points and escape routes with augmented vision. The other advanced toward the bunker, each step calculated, each movement blending them into the long shadows cast by rusted structures and sagging fences.

Data streamed across their HUDs—heat signatures, motion detections, structural vulnerabilities. The Angels were surgeons in the theater of war, and this was their operating room. Above, the dropships hovered like sentinels, ready to rain more precision chaos if the ground team required assistance.

Inside the bunker, someone stirred uneasily as stray power readings began to flicker across the compound’s sensors. They knew something was coming, even if they couldn’t name it yet. The Angels had infiltrated the outer zones unnoticed, but the tension in the air was as palpable as the hum of machinery winding up for its deadly purpose.

Zephaniel halted, enjoying the moment. He felt like a spider that knew it would get the fly no matter what.

He signaled again, this time with a subtle flick of two fingers. A silent confirmation rippled through the comms network embedded in their helmets. The Angels moved. To an onlooker, their passage was phantom-like, their dark forms vanishing and reappearing between the jagged remnants of what had once been a bustling hub. They were ghosts haunting the skeleton of industry.

Ahead, the bunker loomed—a squat fortress of reinforced concrete and steel, its exterior pockmarked with age but still defiant against the silent onslaught. A faint hum emanated from within, betraying the machinery that gave the compound its lifeblood. Zephaniel studied it with a calculating gaze, like a predator stalking prey that had nowhere left to run.

The perimeter team confirmed their sweep. All escape routes were sealed, all external defenses neutralized. Still, Zephaniel didn’t rush. He savored the inevitability of what was about to unfold. His gloved fingers tightened imperceptibly around the hilt of his gun.

From within the bunker came the faintest trace of sound—voices, hurried and frantic, breaking through the stillness like cracks in glass. The Broker’s people were scrambling. They knew they were cornered, but they lacked the clarity of knowing just how hopeless their situation already was. A faint smile tugged at the corner of Zephaniel’s mouth. He lived for these moments, the heartbeat before chaos where the world seemed to hold its breath.

A subtle vibration pulsed through his HUD—confirmation from the perimeter team: all systems primed, entry imminent. Zephaniel made no grand gesture, no rousing command. Instead, a single word escaped his lips, transmitted to his squad in a voice as cold and sharp as the edge of his blade.

“Strike.”

The Angels moved like a shadowed tide, enveloping the bunker. Zephaniel advanced first, his form a blur against the crumbling concrete. The team followed with a synchronicity that seemed almost organic, their every action an extension of the other. From their vantage points, the perimeter teams maintained overwatch, their rifles trained on every conceivable escape route. Still, no one fled. The Broker’s people were rats cornered in a trap, their movements visible to the Angels as if viewed through glass.

The final approach was without fanfare, a silence sharpened by purpose. Zephaniel’s squad split into smaller units, each with its own objective. Two moved to secure the auxiliary entrances, another positioned itself for a direct breach of the main door. They worked as if choreographed, every footfall measured, every motion precise.

Inside, the faint hum of machinery grew louder, almost rhythmic, as though the bunker itself anticipated what was to come. Heat signatures behind reinforced walls glowed vividly on their displays, mapping out the desperate and the doomed. Zephaniel raised his hand once more, fingers curling into a fist. The signal was clear.

The charge teams moved into position, their explosives affixed with practiced efficiency. Zephaniel didn’t need to check their work. He trusted his Angels implicitly, their loyalty forged in countless missions. As the final countdown ticked in his HUD, he allowed himself one last glance at the bunker’s defiant exterior.

It wouldn’t defy anyone for much longer.

The charges detonated and doors crumpled inward like aluminum cans.

And then came the sound of fire.

The first squad entered through the main access hallway.

Inside, an unlucky pair of smugglers had been arguing over missing inventory. They barely had time to raise their heads before precise shots dropped them to the floor.

Amid the chaos, the air thickened with screams. The Angels moved like specters, their forms invisible due to their advanced stealth technology. Zephaniel advanced deeper into the bunker, his squad fanning out behind him in flawless formation. Every step was calculated, every strike deliberate.

The corridors twisted, their walls scarred from previous skirmishes. Faint echoes of desperate voices filtered through the comms system, fragmented by static. The Broker’s forces had no cohesion; their fear was palpable, a suffocating miasma that hung in the air.

A sharp crack split the silence as one of the auxiliary teams breached a secondary entrance. The Angels surged forward, their presence like an unstoppable tide. Zephaniel scanned the tactical overlay on his HUD, observing the shifting patterns of enemy movement. Red markers danced erratically, panic spreading like wildfire among the defenders.

In the central chamber, a cluster of smugglers attempted to barricade themselves behind crates of contraband. Zephaniel’s gaze locked onto them, his expression cold and unyielding. He signaled to the demolitions team. Within seconds, a precision micro-charge shredded their makeshift shelter, scattering debris and adversaries alike.

The Angels pressed their advantage, exploiting every weakness. On the comms, Zephaniel’s voice was a steady, commanding presence, orchestrating the assault with the precision of a maestro. The operation was unfolding exactly as planned, the Broker’s empire crumbling piece by piece.

Zephaniel’s squad reached the lower levels, the dim lighting casting restless shadows across the cracked concrete floors. The sound of distant gunfire reverberated through the structure, blending with the muffled cries of desperation. He motioned for silence, his hand slicing the air in a sharp and deliberate gesture. The squad froze, synchronizing their breaths with the rhythmic hum of their cloaking systems.

A sudden burst of movement caught his attention—a figure darting through a side passage, clutching a small data module. Male, short, red-haired. Zephaniel didn’t need confirmation. That had to be the Broker.

“Get him,” he hissed.

Two Angels broke from the formation, their movements fluid as they pursued the fleeing target.

The chase was brief. A single stun round caught the Broker mid-stride, sending him sprawling. Zephaniel approached the trembling figure, his boots echoing like a death knell. He crouched, looking the shaking man in the eye, like a king cobra staring down a mouth.

He knew that the Broker had swapped his neural implant to make himself invisible, so scanning that made no sense. Instead, he ran his facial features through the databank.

Negative. It wasn’t him.

Zephaniel hissed in frustration. His blade shimmered in the dim light only for a milli-second before it cut the man’s throat.

Zephaniel rose, his resolve unwavering. He wouldn’t show his frustration in front of his people. Something else he’d learned from Metatron.

The Angels’ prey had nowhere left to hide. They would find the piece of shit.

“Advance,” he commanded, the single word igniting a storm of controlled violence. His squad moved with lethal efficiency, sweeping the corridors. In mere moments, the lower levels were cleared, their once-bustling activity reduced to silence. The Broker’s empire was bleeding out, its final breaths punctuated by the relentless march of the Angels.

In a maintenance room, someone had barricaded the door with overturned shelves and crates of stolen pharmaceuticals. It didn’t slow the Angels.

The door was breached with brute force. Two men clutched their heads in agony as black boots stepped over the wreckage.

“Please—”
That was all one managed to say before his skull exploded. No mercy. No hesitation. Zephaniel’s orders had been clear.

“Bring me the Broker. Kill everything else.”

Zephaniel’s squad had already moved deeper, a relentless tide pressing ever forward. He lingered, his eyes scanning the chaos as though searching for something unseen. His mind raced with calculated efficiency. If the Broker wasn’t here, then where was he? Each dead end felt like a taunt, a whisper in the dark daring him to fail.

“Everything burns,” he murmured, almost to himself. The command carried through the comms, and behind him, the Angels ignited the remnants as they advanced. Plasma grenades turned corridors into roaring infernos, the heat swallowing any trace of the Broker’s hidden empire.

Zephaniel turned on his heel and strode forward, his boots crunching over glass and bone alike. The man who stepped into his path barely registered as a blur before Zephaniel’s blade felled him. No one interrupted the hunt.

It felt good. So good.

The blood, the screams, the scent of burning flesh.

And yet they couldn’t find the Broker.

Where the fuck is that piece of shit hiding? Zephaniel thought in growing frustration.

Then he realized that killing everyone might not be the best course of action. If they couldn’t find the Broker here, they’d be back to square one.

“Bring me someone to interrogate,” he instructed Daniel.

“Yes, First-Archangel,” Daniel replied eagerly.

High-Archangel. Soon.

The thought aroused him.

Daniel disappeared into the smoke and chaos, leaving Zephaniel alone with his thoughts. Each moment stretched as the fires raged louder, the ceiling groaning as though the complex itself protested their wrath.

The minutes ticked by, heavy with the weight of destruction and expectation. The Angels moved with precision, flames dancing in their wake, but Zephaniel’s patience thinned. The Broker had slipped through their grasp too many times,.

Daniel returned sooner than expected, dragging a battered figure through the haze. The prisoner’s face was smeared with ash and streaked with fear, but his eyes burned with defiance. A survivor, then. Good. Zephaniel needed someone with enough will to last what was to come.

Zephaniel crouched to meet the man’s gaze, his blade resting harmlessly on the ground—an illusion of mercy.

“Where is the Broker?” he asked, his voice calm, almost gentle, a predator’s lure. “Don’t make me ask twice.”

The prisoner spat blood at his boots, his silence daring. For a heartbeat, Zephaniel admired the courage. He smiled, sharp and cruel.

“Very well. I have time to convince you.”

The screams that followed were short, efficient, and Daniel watched as Zephaniel went to work. When the man finally broke, his face was barely recognizable as human anymore.

“I don’t know, I swear, I swear!”

Zephaniel believed him. He had been a master torturer for many years and knew when someone broke entirely and sang.

“Who runs this place?” he asked, his anger now undisguised. “Who owns it?”

“Mama Legba…” the man whispered.

Within a second, Zephaniel had run the name through the databank and found a match.

Marjorie Lavant, a.k.a. Mama Legba, was a notorious underworld figure in Oldtown.

“Prepare for departure,” he told Daniel. “We have a new destination.”


Chapter Thirteen

Behind Wasp Eyes

Nephilim walked beside Phichai through the quiet marble corridors of the Tigress’ high rise, the heavy silence of the briefing still echoing in her ears. The city shimmered far below, visible through glass walls that gave the illusion of walking in the sky. The Tigress’ tower was an apex predator’s den—silent, beautiful, deadly.

Phichai moved with his usual grace, but when he glanced at her, there was something different in his eyes.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

Nephilim arched a brow. The question sounded casual, but there was more to it. He wasn’t asking like the Tigress’ lieutenant. He was asking like… a friend.

She considered her answer. “You mean the plan?”

“Sure,” he said with a small smile.

“It’s solid. I’ve pulled off worse.”

That was a lie, of course. The plan was high-risk. Too high-risk. After considering it, Nephilim was convinced that Metatron would have never allowed it. But he wasn’t here, and she would do what she had to do. Krung Thep was beautiful, the food a revelation, but it wasn’t home.

Home was where he was.

Phichai chuckled softly. “Of course it is.”

They reached the elevator. The doors opened with a whisper, and they stepped inside. The interior was quiet, lit with soft golden lighting that reflected off brushed steel walls. The panel had no visible buttons—only a single biometric scanner.

Nephilim crossed her arms. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see,” Phichai said. “It’s a surprise.”

“I don’t like surprises.”

“You like this one.”

She eyed him suspiciously for a beat. “Does the Tigress know?”

His smirk widened. “About last night?”

Nephilim rolled her eyes. “There was no ‘last night.’”

“Ah, my mistake.” He tapped the biometric panel. The elevator began descending—fast. “Yes, she knows. She sent me.”

Nephilim’s brow furrowed. “And she didn’t say anything?”

Phichai shrugged. “Cultural discretion. That means certain things are understood, not spoken.”

The elevator kept going—past the main floors, the restricted sections, the mechanical levels. Deeper. Finally, the doors opened with a hiss.

What lay beyond was not what Nephilim expected.

A corridor stretched forward, carved into industrial concrete. Thick blast doors lined the sides, each marked with alphanumeric designations. Surveillance nodes, some visibly armed, watched them from corners.

And everywhere—Wasps.

They weren’t in combat mode, but their presence was unmistakable. Men and women in black and yellow uniforms moved with disciplined grace. Some were training in open rooms filled with close-quarters combat cages. Others worked on weapon maintenance or calibrated drones on long mechanical benches.

Nephilim looked around, absorbing everything. “This place…”

“—is just one of several operational layers,” Phichai said, gesturing casually. “This tower isn’t just a residence. It’s command.”

She didn’t respond right away. Her eyes traced the layout, the logistics, the coded symbols painted subtly along the walls. Whoever designed this place hadn’t just wanted it secure. They wanted it invisible, a silent fortress.

He led her deeper. Past the training zones, through a set of security doors guarded by more Wasps, down a narrower hall flanked by black glass panels. At the end, they reached a chamber lit with soft, ambient light.

It was an armory.

Lockers lined the walls, each labeled with call signs and clearance codes. Mannequins displayed Wasp combat suits in full configuration—sleek, jet-black armor lined with yellow filaments and low-profile exoskeletal support running along the spine and limbs. It looked alien. Inhuman. Efficient.

Phichai walked over to one of the lockers, keyed in a code, and retrieved a sealed suitcase. He opened it. Inside was a folded Wasp combat suit.

“This one should fit,” he said, handing it to her.

Nephilim took it carefully, her fingers brushing the cool surface. It was lighter than she’d expected. Perfectly engineered.

“You’ll need it where we’re going,” Phichai said gently. “You’ll blend in better wearing it.”

She stared at the suit. Her reflection shimmered in the polished black plating. She’d fought against these. Killed those who wore them. Dodged their weapons, gutted them in alleys, outmaneuvered them in ruins. The Wasp armor was a symbol. Of danger. Of death.

And now it was hers to wear. It felt like treason.

“I understand your hesitation,” Phichai said, his voice unusually soft as if he’d read Nephilim’s thoughts. “You feel like a traitor, but you’re not. It’s a tool. You’re not becoming one of us. You’re mimicking one of us.”

Nephilim nodded slowly.

She turned and walked toward a changing area, separated from the main armory by a black partition. When she emerged minutes later, the suit clung to her perfectly.

In one hand, she carried the helmet—smooth black with a sharply angled yellow visor that reflected light like amber glass. Without a word, she lifted it and placed it over her head.

The seal engaged with a soft hiss. Her vision adjusted instantly, the internal HUD springing to life with target scans and biometric readouts. A moment later, she turned to a wall lined with steel and caught her full reflection in a mirror.

What stared back at her wasn’t Nephilim.

It was a Wasp.

Anonymous. Featureless. Dangerous.

For a moment, her breath caught—not from fear, but from recognition. The enemy’s skin was now her armor. What she’d once hated, she now wore.

And just for a flicker, deep in the yellow visor’s reflection, she saw herself smirk.

∆∆∆

They moved through the restricted perimeter in silence, boots crunching over crushed gravel laced with polished stone fragments. The sun had not yet fully set, but the city already glowed—the towers catching firelight on their mirrored spines, the evening sky bruised lavender above the horizon.

The Wasp suit fitted her too well. That was the worst part. It had been tailored for someone else—another operative, another killer—but it hugged her frame like it recognized her. Matte black with hive-yellow highlights, it had modular combat plates over the chest and shoulders and reflex mesh woven into the joints. A retractable visor sat over her eyes, feeding her telemetry she hadn’t asked for.

“Still breathing?” Phichai’s voice crackled in her ear.

“Barely.”

She heard his soft chuckle inside her helmet. He was leaning against a pillar, Wasp helmet under one arm, the other hand holding a pad filled with field diagnostics.

“You look good in the armor,” he said with a smirk. “Like a dangerous insect. A wasp, maybe.”

Nephilim tilted her head without answering, which made him laugh.

“Welcome to the swarm.”

They moved together through the inner perimeter surrounding the Temple of the Ancestors, a monumental structure in downtown Krung Thep.

“This looks different from the other temples I’ve seen so far,” Nephilim mused.

“That’s because it isn’t a religious site… Well, it kinda is,” Phichai explained. “It was built to honor TogbuaXiang’s founder and his family.”

The architecture was a bold clash of eras, where ancient stone met sleek, modern alloys. Ornate carvings of mythical creatures danced along the walls, their eyes inlaid with obsidian that absorbed the faint flickers of neon light from hovering drones.

Nephilim’s visor highlighted potential points of entry and defense in muted overlays, but she didn’t need the tech to sense the weight of surveillance. It was everywhere—subtle, suffocating. Her fingers brushed over the edge of a column, feeling the cool charge of embedded sensors.

“Do you think anyone actually believes this is for ceremonial purposes?” she asked.

Phichai shrugged, his gaze sweeping across the sprawling structure. “Belief doesn’t matter. Perception does. Make something look sacred, and people will treat it that way. Keeps them controlled, keeps them focused where you want.”

She didn’t respond, her attention drawn to a faint vibration beneath their feet. A silent procession of Wasp operatives marched through a side corridor, armor gleaming under the pale glow of recessed lighting. They moved like shadows, silent and machine-like, their presence a quiet reminder of the hive’s reach.

“Let’s go inside,” Phichai said.

Only military and government security were permitted this deep into the complex. Nephilim understood now why it was necessary to wear the disguise. She wouldn’t have been able to get anywhere close without it.

They passed a couple of Wasps, who stood to attention for Phichai, showing him the highest respect. It reminded Nephilim that the charming Australian with the laid-back attitude was, in fact, the second-highest-ranking military operative in the empire.

“This entire level will be locked by sunrise tomorrow,” Phichai said, gesturing toward the upper platforms. “Only security personnel will be allowed through this checkpoint.”

She glanced at the archway above them—high, ornate, reinforced beneath its carved exterior with a titanium web matrix.

“And the cameras?”

“Everywhere,” Phichai said. “And I mean everywhere. There are eyes in the walls, the statues, the trees. But don’t worry.”

“Worried is not the word I’d use,” she replied.

Phichai laughed. “Oh, I know.”

“Besides, I’m supposed to be seen, aren’t I?”

“Indeed.”

“That gives me a thought,” Nephilim said. “If I’m wearing a Wasp uniform while assassinating the Chairman, won’t that fall back on the Tigress?”

Phichai shook his head. “It won’t.”

“How so?”

He turned his head toward her. “Because one of our people will be found dead and stripped of their armor just outside the premises.”

Nephilim raised an eyebrow, although it was invisible to Phichai under her helmet. “You’d kill one of your own for that?”

He shrugged. “Sometimes sacrifices need to be made. Everyone who serves her is ready to die for her at any time.”

Nephilim thought about what Phichai had just said and wondered if Metatron would do the same.

No, he wouldn’t. He hated losing people more than anything.

They reached the elevated platform—a wide, jade-tiled expanse surrounded by steep steps and faux-ancient balustrades. Below them, the lower courtyards spread out like fan blades—perfect for gathering civilians, reporters, and opportunists. Perfect for a scene.

In the center of the platform stood a small raised dais, no more than half a meter high.

“That’s where he’ll be standing,” Phichai said. “The final moment. He’ll deliver the speech from there. Flanked by elite guards. Live feeds rolling. Crowds below.”

Nephilim studied the place with interest, memorizing every detail.

“How close can I get without raising suspicion?”

“You’ll already be here,” Phichai said. “One of the ceremonial Wasp detail. You’ll be in the formation.”

“What about the exit?”

“Two options. One guaranteed, one suicidal.”

She glanced at him. “Not funny.”

He chuckled but then quickly got serious again. “The guaranteed one depends on you making it to the extraction point. I’ll be waiting there. You vanish before the chaos hits.”

“And the suicidal one?”

Phichai smiled. “You improvise.”

“Thank you for your endless trust in me,” Nephilim said dryly.

His face completely changed. “You’re the fiercest warrior I’ve ever seen, Nephilim. I would trust you with my life.”

He spun and kept moving before she could say anything in response.

They stepped through a side passage meant for dignitaries and internal security—a back route designed to be invisible to most of the public.

Nephilim’s mind churned. Every step. Every angle. Every variable. She memorized everything and calculated the best escape protocols. It would be tough.

The suit was familiar now, like an extension of her skin. She hated how quickly she’d adapted.
Was this what it felt like to be one of them?

She glanced at the wall, saw an old inscription etched in stylized calligraphy.

Honor without conscience is obedience.

She said nothing. But her fingers brushed the text as they passed.

Phichai led her down into the control corridor, beneath the platform itself. This was the control center of the ceremony—the systems room. Surveillance feeds. Tactical deployments. Contingency plans.

“This entire floor will be locked down during the event,” he said. “But the system can be compromised. You’ll be wearing a signal dampener embedded in your backplate. It’ll create a five-second sensor blind spot.”

“That’s not enough time,” she said.

“It’s all you’ll get. Use it wisely.”

They exited into the open again, stepping through a rear alcove that would be sealed behind security force fields on the day of the attack. Nephilim paused beneath one of the garden arches, the wind curling gently around her.

“This plan has a flaw,” she said.

“Of course it does,” Phichai replied. “All real plans do. It’s how we tell them apart from fantasies.”

“You’ve eaten too many fortune cookies,” Nephilim said. “Where do you find such wisdom?”

He laughed briefly, then asked, “What flaw do you see?”

She turned to face him, her visor reflecting the evening sun.

“If I die out here—”

“You won’t.”

“If I die,” she repeated, “tell Metatron I chose this. That I calculated. That I did it knowing exactly what I was doing.”

Phichai’s expression didn’t change, but something in him stilled. “I’ll tell him.”

She looked up at the temple one last time. Stone, metal, glass. A place meant to preserve memory. A place soon to be stained with spectacle.


Chapter Fourteen

Dark Whispers

The entrance was unmarked. Just an old door at the side of a building that might have housed expensive offices in the old days but was now located in Oldtown’s shabbiest and most dangerous part.

Compared to here, the red-light district surrounding the Underground was a place of cultural finesse.

Kate went first. She always did in places like this. She had the better instincts for walls that could hide a knife. And she simply knew how to talk to Oldtowners without being gutted. Siro followed close, his face not showing any particular emotion.

They went down steep stairs shrouded in blacklight and then encountered the bouncer guarding the inner sanctum. It was a different guy than the one who had given Siro trouble last time, but no less frightening. After a short exchange with Kate, who wasn’t even a little intimidated, he let them pass.

Beyond the rust-bitten threshold, the darkness expanded into a concrete cathedral.

The space stretched in every direction, broken only by rows of pillars and arches that supported nothing but illusion. Everything was bathed in blacklight, revealing fluorescent art painted across every surface in manic, beautiful swirls: symbols, bodies, serpents, eyes, teeth.

Above it all was the music. Not loud. Not overpowering. But constant—an aggressive, sensual throb of industrial electro, punctuated by mechanical gasps and what sounded disturbingly like human breathing, slowed down and looped.

Figures moved like shadows caught in honey. Some danced, bodies twisting in strobe fragments. Others pressed into each other under alcoves, connected through flesh or neural ports—sometimes both. A few sat in antique leather chairs, completely still, with VR links snaking from the base of their skulls into ceiling-mounted data trees.

Rogue VR. Unauthorized code. And, most likely, untraceable deaths if something went wrong.

And sometimes it did, which he and Kate knew only too well. After all, it had been their investigation into a person who died while connected to VR that had brought them here for the first time four years ago. It was how they had met Linus, and he had been a valuable asset ever since…or so Siro thought. Then the hacker had sold him out, which had almost gotten him killed.

He and Kate moved like phantoms through the pulses and the lights, ignoring the eyes that tracked them—curious, wary, high. They didn’t speak. No one here liked words.

They made their way to the far end of the space. There, a spiral staircase of scorched iron climbed into the shadows, twisting up toward a raised platform lit with gold-tinged ultraviolet.

The upper balcony was quieter. More… ritualistic. Old lounge furniture had been placed there with strange precision—circles, symmetry, black leather worn smooth by sweat and smoke. A few figures reclined here, wired into VR or zoned on haze. Their breathing patterns were unnaturally slow.

At the center of it all sat Linus.

Nothing could have prepared the uninitiated for what he looked like. Siro remembered only too well how disturbed he had been when they had come here for the first time. And even though he had met the hacker a couple of times now, he couldn’t get used to his creepy appearance.

Linus was tall, disturbingly so, spidery limbs folding in ways that should have looked lazy but instead radiated menace. His skin was paper-white, glowing faintly in the blacklight like something grown underground and never meant to see the sun.

His eyes were gone, replaced with small, polished discs of mirrored metal that reflected nothing but menace. His hair was black, long on one side, while the other side of his skull was bald and cybernetic, featuring studs, ports, cords, blinking lights, wet connectors.

Cables threaded from the back of his skull like biomechanical dreadlocks, vanishing into the darkness behind the couch. Some writhed slightly, adjusting like they had minds of their own.

The two women flanking him were identical. Pale. Luminous. Beautiful in the way artificial things could be when built to seduce. They wore sheer black dresses, legs crossed in perfect sync. Their eyes didn’t blink. Their lips curled into smiles that didn’t change.

And the marks on their necks—small silver chevrons—told the truth: they were androids.

They moved in stereo. And when they spoke…

“Detectives Spader and Ferreira-Nunes,” they said in a perfect duet. “I would love to say it’s a pleasure to see you again… but it is not.”

Linus had lost his vocal cords years ago after an attack by a rival gang and had decided to go an unconventional way instead of simply having them replaced. The androids were directly linked to his neural implants and spoke for him. Their voices were soft. Elegant. And completely soulless.

Siro forced himself not to react. It gave him the creeps every single time.

Kate just smiled and shrugged. “Ah, come on, Linus. That’s not how you greet friends.”

The androids laughed. Linus’ lips twisted into something like a smile.

“Friends,” they said in unison. “Right.”

Without a word, the others on the balcony stood and filtered out, taking their haze, their implants, and their glassy eyes with them. The space cleared. The air sharpened.

Linus lifted one long hand and gestured toward the seats opposite his own.

He had eight fingers per hand, which was even more disturbing than the androids speaking for him as far as Siro was concerned. Maybe because he hated spiders. The motion was fluid, the joints too smooth. They moved like something not meant to live inside skin.

Siro and Kate sat.

“Thanks for seeing us,” Siro said, voice steady.

Linus didn’t nod. The androids simply replied, “What can I do for my dear friends this time?”

The holo-screen mounted to his wrist flickered into life, columns of numbers scrolling like rain. Some flashed red, others gold. Siro didn’t recognize the code language. But he was a simple cop. What did he know about code? For him, it might as well be witchcraft.

Kate leaned forward, unfazed. “We’ve hit a wall. Someone hacked one of our OCPD drones. We need a ghost to tell us how it was done.”

Linus tilted his head slowly, his mirror eyes catching fractured starlight. Siro had seen corpses less disturbing than that gesture.

Kate leaned back in the cracked leather chair, arms resting on the sides like a queen in exile, boots crossed at the ankles. Her gaze flicked from android to android, then to Linus’ eyeless face—always a beat too long, like she still hadn’t decided whether to shoot him or buy him a drink.

Siro didn’t sit back. He never did in this room. Every instinct told him that relaxation in Linus’ presence was an invitation—to be hacked, toyed with, or exposed. And the bastard would do it with a smile that he didn’t even wear himself.

The androids blinked in unison, though not because they needed to. It was an affectation. Linus liked the illusion of humanity. It gave him contrast.

“Yes, indeed,” the androids said, their dual voices syrupy with amusement. “An OCPD drone was hacked and sent on its course to blow the High-Archangel to dust. A bold plan, I have to admit. It could have worked, but it didn’t. And now the Angels are flapping their wings, aren’t they?”

Oh fuck, Siro thought. How the hell did he know?

Kate’s jaw dropped. “What?”

“Who said it was Metatron the drone was after?” Siro asked, careful.

Neither android moved. But Linus did—just a tilt of the chin, slow and mocking.

“It wasn’t in any report,” the androids said softly. “But there are always whispers in the dark.”

Kate narrowed her eyes. “You’re telling me Metatron was the target of that drone strike?”

Linus smiled. And so did the androids.

“Of course he was,” they said. “And someone nearly succeeded. The most dangerous man in all Olympias almost became a smear on a corporate boulevard.”

Kate whistled. “Shit. That changes everything.”

Siro didn’t say a word. But inside—cold fire. Metatron had made it clear that Siro should keep it quiet that the High-Archangel had been the target. He would be anything but amused about this development.

And now Linus knew. And Kate.

“That is… disturbing news,” Siro said as neutrally as possible.

“I see,” Kate said at last, recovering from her surprise. “So our drone wasn’t just a rogue. It was an assassin.”

“Not just any drone,” Linus added through his living stereo. “You’ve probably guessed this already, but that was a repurposed OCPD interceptor—modified, rerouted, re-skinned. Beautiful work, really. An older model, but still dangerous.”

“Who could’ve hacked it?” Kate asked, professional now. Controlled.

Linus leaned forward, the cords behind his head slithering as they adjusted. The light danced off his mirror eyes, refracting her image back at her in two perfect shards.

“There’s a group,” he said. “Doesn’t have a name most people know. But, in certain circles, they’re called VANTA.”

Kate sucked in a breath. It was soft. Almost inaudible. But Siro caught it. And he didn’t miss the way she stiffened either.

“That sounds like some made-up bullshit,” Kate said a little bit too fiercely. That made Siro raise an eyebrow. Something about that revelation had stirred something in Kate.

Fear.

Linus’ grin widened. “If you say so, Detective Spader.”

“Why don’t you tell us what you know about those people?” Siro said.

“I have only heard things through whispers. VANTA doesn’t recruit. They absorb. Hackers, engineers, maybe even rogue Angels—if the rumors are true. They’re not in it for profit. Or chaos. They’re in it for the rewrite.”

“The rewrite?”

“The system. They want to take it down and build something new. Not destroy Olympias, but replace it. Quietly. One subsystem at a time.”

“They believe they’re gods,” the left android added.

Kate leaned forward now, forearms on her thighs. Her tone changed—no longer sarcastic or amused. “You think they’re behind the drone?”

“I think whoever did it wanted you to think they weren’t. That’s how VANTA operates. Half a step ahead. Always enough ambiguity to blame someone else. But yes, I think it was them.”

“Who’s in charge of them?” Siro asked.

The androids shrugged. “Someone only known as the Old Man.”

Siro exhaled slowly.

A name. Finally. He didn’t care if it was smoke or shadow. It was something to chase. Something to bring back to Metatron.

Linus was always very useful… and yet he had sold him out to die.

Now, watching the androids smile, hearing them drip knowledge like honey over broken glass, he felt it. The rage. Low. Cold. Patient.

He couldn’t confront him now. Not with Kate sitting next to him.

“Your information is highly valued, as always,” he said through clenched teeth.

The androids exchanged glances—artificial and perfectly choreographed.

“I want to see how this plays out,” Linus said. “VANTA has been around for a long time, and yet they operate in the dark. It’s almost as if they know how to deceive everyone. And like everyone else in this city—” He paused for a moment before he continued. “I want to know if Metatron bleeds.”

For some reason, this created anger in Siro. Metatron was the reason he was alive. He had shown himself more generous than any human he had ever known… Well, besides Kate.

“Okay, that’s it for today, Linus,” Kate said a little bit too quickly. “See you next time, friend.”

“Yay,” the androids replied without emotion.

They took their leave and were already halfway to the stairwell when one of the androids said, too softly, “Be careful, Detective.”

They didn’t clarify which one they meant.



Siro stood just outside the reinforced steel door as it hissed shut behind Kate. She was already lighting her fake cigarette, clearly needing something to bite into after their latest encounter with Linus.

“Forgot my datapad,” Siro said casually, patting his coat. “I’ll be right back.”

“Seriously?” she muttered, glancing over her shoulder.

“Yeah, happens to the best of us,” Siro said with fake sheepishness. “I’ll be right back.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Take your time. Maybe he’ll serenade you this time.”

Siro gave her a tight smile before turning on his heel and slipping back into the pulsing blacklight shadows of Linus’ domain.

The club’s interior hadn’t changed in the five minutes they’d been outside, but the atmosphere felt different. Sharper. The low hum of machinery whispered against his senses like it was watching him.

The staircase creaked under his boots as he climbed back up alone. The lounge on the upper platform was still dim and pulsing with an unnatural rhythm. The androids still sat in their spots beside Linus, draped like twin ornaments made of silence and synthetic flesh.

“Detective Ferreira-Nunes,” they said in unison as he approached. Their tone didn’t even try to feign surprise. “Forgot something?”

“Apparently,” Siro said.

Linus watched him without blinking—he couldn’t blink. His mirror eyes reflected the detective’s silhouette perfectly. The androids chuckled in unison.

“You didn’t forget your datapad,” they said after a pause.

“No,” Siro admitted. “I came back to ask you a question.”

“What a surprise. What else would it be?”

“This one’s not for the record.”

Linus said nothing. But a small twitch in the corner of his pale mouth betrayed interest.

Siro stepped closer. “Why did you sell me out?”

The words hit the air like static. The pulsing bassline from the club below seemed to dip, just for a moment.

The androids tilted their heads. In perfect synchronicity, they shrugged. “Money.”

Siro’s jaw clenched. “That’s it? That’s your answer?”

“Yes. You said it wasn’t official business. No badge. No report. You trusted a criminal, Siro. You expected loyalty from a man who replaced his own voice with puppets.”

Siro didn’t move. The silence stretched long enough to become uncomfortable. Linus leaned back ever so slightly, as if amused.

“So,” the androids said. “What now? Are you going to arrest me? For something you can’t prove? Something you never even logged in the system?”

Siro’s voice dropped to a register colder than Linus had ever heard from him.

“No,” he said. “I’m not going to arrest you. I’m going to remember.”

The androids blinked. Linus sat upright. The amusement was still there—but it had cooled.

Siro stepped even closer. His tone never rose. It didn’t need to.

“You live in a bubble of data and shadows, Linus. You think knowing things protects you. You think cleverness is a shield. But there are people in this city who erase clever. Who burn through data like fire through leaves. Who have wings. And some of us… work with them.”

The androids didn’t reply.

“One call, and they won’t arrest you. They’ll set the place ablaze with you inside.”

Siro was surprised by himself. Where had those words even come from? Since when could he act threatening?

“So, here’s what’s going to happen,” he continued. “You’re going to remember what it felt like to be looked at by someone who sees through you. You’re going to wake up in the middle of the night and wonder if today is the day your name gets passed to someone with no badge and no reason to hold back.”

Linus shifted. Barely. But it was there. The androids’ posture changed—less smug, more static.

“I’m not them,” Siro continued, knowing that he was evoking the boogeyman in Linus’ head. “But you, Linus, have exactly one thing left protecting you: the fact that I’m still deciding what you deserve.”

Silence. Even the hum of the VR rigs in the walls seemed to pause, waiting.

And then Siro turned on his heel and walked away. He didn’t look back. Didn’t wait for a response. He descended the stairs in measured steps, his heart pounding not with rage but with a strange, controlled clarity.

Kate looked up as he reappeared outside. “That was fast. Get serenaded after all?”

Siro exhaled, ran a hand through his hair, and shook his head. “Our friend was speechless for a change.”

Kate laughed. “What did you do, Siro?”

He shrugged, putting on his most charming smile. “Nothing. There’s a reason why you always play the bad cop. No one believes me to be the bad cop.”

“That’s because of your pretty eyelashes.”

As they walked into the night, Siro kept his face neutral.

But in his mind, a thought repeated like a soft echo.

I’m not quite Metatron. But he’s rubbing off on me.


Chapter Fifteen

Them

Finwick sat in the narrow common room of the rebel base, idly drumming his fingers on an old data slate he hadn’t even bothered to turn on. He wasn’t reading. He wasn’t thinking. He was waiting.

The days here had settled into a strange rhythm—regulated chaos, as he’d come to call it. Meetings, drills, encrypted transmissions, weird communal meals that felt more like surveillance checkpoints than dinners. And above it all, Liam’s calm, ever-measured voice barking orders that made no one question anything.

But today was different. The hum of routine had vanished. Everyone was moving faster. They were sharper. Edgier.

Finwick noticed it the moment he stepped out of his bunk. People whispering in corners. Weapons being checked and rechecked. Terminals glowing with red markers. Cass didn’t even say hello when she passed him. She always said hello.

He stepped into the hallway, intercepting one of the guards. “Hey, what’s going on?”

“Nothing,” the young man said too quickly, eyes darting away. “Routine security check.”

Finwick frowned. Something was most certainly going on, and he needed to find out what.

He tried again. “Cass? Hey, Cass!”

She paused halfway down the corridor, clearly torn between ignoring him and not wanting to lie.

“Something happen? You all look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“It’s under control,” Cass said. “Just stay in your room, alright?”

That was when Finwick knew.

It wasn’t just a drill. It wasn’t just tension. It was fear. And there was only one group of people who struck such fear.

Them.

He marched straight for the command section. A few people tried to stop him, but no one had the resolve to really block him. Maybe they were too distracted. Maybe too scared.

He found Liam in the central hub, standing before a large holo display filled with red indicators and tactical overlays. For once, the man wasn’t smiling.

Finwick didn’t wait. “What the hell’s going on?”

Liam turned, slowly. His expression was grim, his usual calm eroded into something colder. “The Guardian Angels,” he said quietly, “hit Mama Legba.”

Finwick blinked. “What?”

“Her main operation base,” Liam continued. “Gone. Hit with military precision. No survivors. After that, they swept the Underground—hit her smuggler tunnels, trade routes, contacts. Executed everyone.”

Finwick’s legs nearly gave out. He stumbled back a step, grabbing a nearby console for support.

“Why?” he rasped. “Why would they—”

Liam’s gaze didn’t waver. “They were looking for someone.”

Finwick already knew. He didn’t want to hear it. But he had to.

“Who?”

Liam exhaled through his nose. “Someone called ‘the Broker.’”

Finwick’s breath left him in a slow, frozen collapse. It felt like a vacuum had opened inside his chest.

They were still after him.

He’d changed his face. His name. Buried his past under layers of fake IDs, neural decoys, relocated data cores. But they hadn’t stopped.

He’d evaded death again. But then, a deeper, colder realization clawed its way into his stomach.

Sarah.

She was still with Mama Legba. One of the hideouts. He hadn’t heard from her since yesterday—just a brief message that she was safe, that things were quiet.

His blood turned to ice.

“Sarah,” he whispered.

Liam’s expression flickered—just for a moment. “We don’t know yet. We’re trying to trace—”

But Finwick wasn’t listening anymore. He turned and bolted.

There were many ways to die in Olympias. But losing her? That would be the one that finally ended him.

∆∆∆

Sarah sat cross-legged on the worn rug in the middle of the dimly lit apartment, a deck of cards splayed out before her in uneven piles. The room smelled faintly of oil and old concrete, the windows covered with thick blackout curtains. It wasn’t home—not like it had been when her dad was here—but it was familiar. And for now, familiar was enough.

Across from her, Sammy grunted as he examined his hand of cards. The man was a walking nightmare to most—seven feet tall, built like a hydraulic press, with jagged metal teeth and a cybernetic arm that gleamed even in the low light. Sarah knew that beneath the plating, that arm could shift into something terrifying. She’d seen the schematics once. She didn’t ask how it worked.

But he never scared her. Not once. Not even when he scowled.

“You sure you’re not cheating, li’l one?” he grumbled, narrowing his eyes.

Sarah smirked and tapped the two pairs on the rug. “I’m ten. You think I could cheat you?”

“Exactly why I’m suspicious,” Sammy muttered, but he slid a single cracker across the rug—his payment for losing. She’d started calling them ‘credits.’ He played along.

The old apartment had cracked walls and humming pipes, and the elevator was close to breaking down. But it was safe, or so they’d said. One of Mama Legba’s lesser-known safe houses, buried in a forgotten high-rise where no one wanted to look. She and her dad had lived here before. Briefly. Before they were separated.

Every day, Finwick called. Short messages, encrypted and rerouted so no one could track him. He’d promised he’d be back soon. That it was all just temporary.

She clung to those words like armor.

The game continued in slow, lazy rounds until a harsh buzz erupted from Sammy’s wrist. His face froze, and without a word, he stood.

“What is it?” Sarah asked, her voice small.

Sammy didn’t answer. He tapped the implant, reading a message only he could see. His metal arm shifted subtly, reshaping its configuration. When he looked at her again, the softness in his eyes was still there—but now it was laced with urgency.

“Sarah,” he said, kneeling. “We have to go. Now.”

She blinked. “But—”

“They’ve found this place. They’re already coming.”

Her blood turned to ice.

Sammy didn’t wait. He grabbed her hand—gently, but firmly—and hauled her to her feet. The cards scattered across the rug. Alarms hadn’t started yet, but she could hear something in the walls. Something deeper than sound.  They burst out of the apartment. The hallway outside was already buzzing with movement—other residents fleeing. Some were aware of the danger, but others were too slow to react.

Sarah stumbled, but Sammy didn’t let go. They descended through the stairwell, her breath catching with every step. The building shook faintly—distant impacts, the sound of something slicing through concrete far above.

“They’re inside,” Sammy said. “Faster.”

They reached the fourth floor before the first explosion rocked the stairwell. A roar of metal and fire tore through the upper levels, followed by the telltale sound of heavy boots—synchronized. Angel boots. Sammy pulled her into the hallway and kicked open a maintenance hatch. Behind it, a narrow shaft extended downward. She stared.

“I can’t—”

“Yes, you can,” he said. “Hold the bars. Don’t look down. Just move.”

She nodded, tears already streaking her cheeks. The shaft smelled of rust and age. It was barely wide enough for her to squeeze through.

Sarah climbed. Behind her, Sammy slammed the hatch shut and sealed it. A moment later, she heard his cybernetic arm whir into something else.

Then came the gunfire.

Sarah kept climbing, her small hands trembling as she gripped each rung. The walls were damp. The metal creaked. Above her, shouts. Below her, silence.

She reached the bottom—a service tunnel, pitch-black but barely navigable thanks to flickering overhead lights. She stumbled forward, breath ragged. Then she heard him. Sammy’s voice, faint through the grates.

“Go, li’l one. Don’t stop. Don’t look back.”

She hesitated.

“SAMMY!”

“Go!”

Then she heard him scream in such agony that the sound would burn itself into her soul forever. She would never forget that scream of the man who had sacrificed himself for her.

She ran. The tunnel twisted and dropped into an old metro conduit—abandoned and lined with collapsed support beams. It was a miracle it still held together. She crawled under debris, cut her hands, nearly got stuck between two fallen slabs of concrete.

Behind her, the building groaned. Another explosion. Then nothing. Only the sound of her breath.

She reached a small access panel and pushed it open. The air hit her face like a slap—hot, full of rain. She scrambled up a slope and emerged into a forgotten alley behind an old noodle shop.

There she collapsed. For a long time, she just cried. The rain washed over her, mixing with her tears, until her body gave out and the exhaustion finally took her.

Sammy was gone. Her only friend in the world besides her dad. Gone to buy her enough time to run.

She whispered into the dark as she curled into herself.

“Dad… save me.”

∆∆∆

Finwick stormed back into the command center, his breath ragged, his hands clenched into trembling fists. He had tried to leave, but the guards wouldn’t let him.

“I need to go. Now!”

Liam didn’t even look up from the terminal he was reviewing. “Finwick—”

“No! You don’t get to do that. Not this time. You don’t get to tell me to sit still while she’s out there. Sarah is in that area—she’s in one of Mama Legba’s hideouts!”

A few nearby rebels paused and glanced over. No one had ever heard Finwick raise his voice before.

Liam exhaled slowly, finally turning to face him. His expression was a mix of annoyance and control. “We’re coordinating recon now. Going out there would be suicide. We don’t know how many Angels remain. We don’t even have eyes on the field yet.”

“I don’t care!” Finwick shouted. “You don’t understand! She’s all I have. I can’t— I won’t sit here and wait while they take her!”

Liam’s voice stayed cold. “This isn’t about what you want. It’s about keeping you alive. You’re too valuable to risk.”

Finwick’s face twisted into something he hadn’t worn in years, if ever: fury. Desperation fused with something deeper—defiance.

“If you don’t let me go,” he said, his own voice cold now, “then I’ll make sure they find your little ‘rebel’ playground down here.”

The room fell silent.

Liam’s mouth parted slightly. That had struck a nerve. “You’re bluffing.”

“Try me,” Finwick snapped. “Do you dare risk it?”

For a long moment, Liam said nothing.

Then Finwick spoke again. “But if you let me go and I find her alive, I can provide you with data you wouldn’t even dream of ever acquiring.”

At that moment, the doors to the command center hissed open. Everyone froze. He stepped inside slowly, as if time itself deferred to his pace.

The Old Man.

He looked like a relic from a forgotten war—weathered, wiry, skin like tough leather scarred by decades of battles. A long mark ran down the left side of his face, disappearing beneath an outdated ocular implant that whirred softly as it adjusted to the light. His jaw was tight, jawline marked with an old tattoo barely visible under gray stubble.

He wore no armor. Just a long coat that hung like a shadow around him and boots that echoed with command. But it was his eyes that quieted the room. Bright. Intelligent. And burning with a hate so precise it could cut steel.

Liam straightened immediately. Everyone else stopped moving. The Old Man didn’t glance at them. He looked only at Finwick.

“Let him go,” he said.

The words were quiet. Uncomplicated. But they changed everything. Liam stiffened, but then he nodded.

Finwick stood stunned, chest heaving.

The Old Man stepped closer. “Bring us back something worth the cost, Broker.”

And then he turned away. Just like that, Finwick was free.

And for the first time in his life, he wasn’t running from something.

He was running toward it.

∆∆∆

Siro stepped out into the alley behind HQ.

VANTA.

A group no one had heard of. Until now.

Siro dialed the number only a handful of people in Olympias could.

It rang once.

“Siro,” Metatron’s voice came through. Calm. Precise. Fully aware. As always.

“I have a lead,” Siro said without preamble. “Underground cell. Codename VANTA. Lead by someone called the Old Man. Might be tied to the drone strike. Might be more.”

“Where did you get the name?”

“From a hacker. Apparently, there are ‘whispers in the dark’.”

Metatron was silent for a beat. “Good work. Keep me updated. We’re only getting started.”

The line went dead. Siro exhaled slowly.

He wasn’t sure if it was reassurance or warning, but with Metatron, it didn’t need to be said. Sometimes, the absence of doubt was the compliment.

He stepped back inside and went straight to their office. Kate sat there, sunken in deep thoughts. Something bothered her… No, something scared her. He could clearly tell, but he wouldn’t push. That wasn’t how things worked with Kate.

“Everything alright?” he finally asked, as neutral as possible.

“Yeah,” she said. Flat. Too flat.

He watched her profile. The set of her jaw. The way she was biting the inside of her cheek. Whatever she it was, it had shaken something loose—and she wasn’t ready to say what.

Before he could say anything more, his comm pinged. Kate’s did the same. They both looked. An internal OCPD broadcast.

Guardian Angel strike operations. Multiple locations across Oldtown.
Civilian access restricted. Police support NOT required.

Siro raised an eyebrow. Kate read it twice.

“What the hell is that about?” he muttered.

“Don’t know,” Kate said. Then she shrugged. “Who the fuck knows what they’re up to again.”

“Come on. Let’s grab lunch. Your pick,” Siro suggested. If something bugged her then food would be the best way to losen her up. He knew that only too well.

She glanced sideways at him. “You serious?”

“Completely.”

“Even if I say that awful taco place on Redmond Street again? That gave you diarrhea?”

Siro gave a half-smile. “Especially if you say that.”

She stared at him for a moment. Then the corner of her mouth lifted just a little.

“Alright, partner. Your funeral.”

∆∆∆

Metatron stood at the wide window of his office, a dark silhouette framed against the pulse of Olympias’ skyline.  He contemplated what Siro had just told him.

VANTA.

An underground faction. Coordinated. Armed. Obscure. And he hadn’t even heard of them. That fact alone made his jaw tighten.

Failure. Not just of the Guardian Angels’ surveillance web—but his own. Unacceptable.

His reflection stared back at him in the glass, haloed by blue-white light.

“A ghost faction slips past our filters,” he murmured. “And strikes me.”

That wasn’t strategy. That was a declaration. The attack on his car hadn’t been a warning. It had been a kill order. And it had failed. Just like every other attempt. But the personal nature of it—this wasn’t opportunistic. It was targeted.

More enemies. More shadows.

He’d survived them all before. He’d survive these too. And when the throne of Olympias was finally his to command? There would be no tolerance. No indulgence of vermin crawling in the dark.

Zero.

He turned from the window, walking to his desk, where reports from last night’s raids flickered across an embedded display. He tapped through them with one gloved hand—security footage, heat-mapped violence, terminated targets.

One of the city’s most entrenched syndicates—wiped clean.

Still no Broker. Still no closure.

He leaned forward, fingertips pressed into a pyramid, as if the weight of the failure might yield if he touched it hard enough.

The door to his office hissed open. Zephaniel entered, spine too rigid, expression almost blank—but not enough.

Metatron didn’t look up. “I read the reports.”

“I thought you’d want an update in person.”

“You were right.”

Zephaniel stepped forward, stopping a precise distance from the desk. “We took the facility. Laughable resistance after the breach. Most of them didn’t even realize what hit them.”

“But?”

“No Broker.”

Metatron finally looked up, gaze piercing.

“No Broker,” he repeated.

Zephaniel shifted ever so slightly.

“One of the city’s biggest crime cartels’ operations has been obliterated. The rest of Oldtown will think twice before crossing us.”

“Is that so?” Metatron asked quietly. “Because from where I’m sitting, what I see is this: we unleashed a city-wide extermination protocol and still failed to capture the one traitor we needed most.”

Zephaniel’s jaw twitched. “He’s not working alone. He’s protected.”

“Yes. That much is clear.”

The silence between them stretched, brittle and sharp. Metatron’s eyes returned to the report. His fingers moved across the interface. “We buried a hundred bodies. Blew open a dozen strongholds. And I still don’t know where the Broker is.”

He looked up again. “Tell me, Zephaniel—are you enjoying this war we’re waging in the dark?”

Zephaniel didn’t answer immediately. The hesitation wasn’t visible. Not to most. But Metatron saw it.

“I just wish to serve,” Zephaniel finally said.

Metatron’s lips quirked into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Do you?”

After brief pause, Zephaniel said, “I received the transfer orders.”

“Yes,” Metatron replied.

“With respect, I’d prefer to remain here.”

Metatron’s eyes narrowed. “You ‘prefer’?”

Zephaniel stood straighter. “I believe I’m of more use at your side. Here. In the capital.”

“You were also of use leading the raid last night. And yet”—he gestured toward the Broker’s missing file—“we are still empty-handed.”

Zephaniel’s hands clenched behind his back. “I’ve given everything to this city. To you.”

Metatron’s voice dropped to a chilling softness. “And I’ve rewarded you beyond measure.”

Metatron circled the desk, approaching slowly, deliberately, until they almost touched each other. “You do not question assignments. You do not ‘prefer.’ You obey.”

Zephaniel’s breath hitched, barely perceptibly. “Of course, High-Archangel.”

Metatron studied him for another second. Then he turned his back. “Dismissed.”

Zephaniel hesitated for only a fraction of a second—then left. The door fell shut. Metatron exhaled, long and measured, eyes returning to the skyline.

He had no idea that behind that closed door, Zephaniel’s face had twisted. Not in grief. Not in guilt. But in pure rage.

He didn’t speak. Didn’t lash out. But as he walked away from the High-Archangel’s office, something inside him calcified. And for the first time in a long time, Zephaniel stopped feeling like a servant.

He started feeling like a weapon without a leash.


Chapter Sixteen

Devastation

The van slid to a halt. Finwick was out before the doors had fully opened, heart pounding with the rhythm of dread and hope as he stared up at the crumbling skeleton of the building he’d once called a temporary home. The old high-rise was barely standing. Several of its upper floors had been shredded by an explosion—jagged concrete gaping open to the sky like broken teeth, charred and trailing smoke.

Once, this had been their haven. A ratty little apartment tucked between two broken elevators and the hum of rusting neon signs. Now, it was sealed off with crime-scene drones and patrolling OCPD enforcement bots, their gun-arms scanning for movement.

Cass jumped out after him, followed by the brute, whose name Finwick still didn’t know. He was just “the big one,” all steel arms and a face half-eaten by old war tech. Neither looked pleased to be here. Especially not Cass.

“Finwick,” she said, her voice low but sharp. “Don’t go further. That’s a lockdown perimeter. You breach that, and we’re all dead.”

He didn’t care. “That’s where she was. This was our place. That floor…” He pointed. “That fucking floor.”

Cass grabbed his sleeve before he could step forward. “And if she was in there, she’s either ashes or cuffed up in some blacksite. You’re not going to find her there.”

“She’s ten,” Finwick rasped. “She’s just a kid.”

Cass’ face didn’t change. “And you think the fuckers in black give a damn?”

The words hit like a slap. His knees almost buckled. The world blurred around the edges. He heard static from the drones, the soft clicking of the brute’s cybernetics, but none of it mattered.

Yes, he knew. He knew only too well that they didn’t give a damn.

She’s gone.

Gone.

He staggered back, breathing hard, trying to push it all down. But then, just the smallest flicker of thought…

Sometimes she and Sammy went out. Exploring. Wasting time.

What if she wasn’t in there when the building was hit?

“Wait.” He turned to Cass. “She… she might not have been there. Sometimes she gets bored, they go poking around. Abandoned shops. The rooftops. All of Oldtown was her playground.”

Cass rolled her eyes. “Finwick, come on—”

“We look,” he snapped, unusually sharp. “We look until we find her.”

Even the brute seemed to pause, glancing at Cass. She swore under her breath but nodded.

Finwick didn’t wait for more protests. He charged ahead like a man possessed, his heart pounding loud enough to drown out the distant chaos. His mind raced through fragments of memory—her laugh, the way she always found treasure in places others overlooked, her stubborn refusal to stay put. If anyone could survive this mess, it was Sarah. She was a smart little girl. The best.

But the doubt lingered, gnawing at the edges of his resolve. What if Cass was right? What if searching was just a fool’s errand? Yet the thought of stopping, of accepting the possibility that she was gone forever, was unbearable. He clenched his fists and forced his legs to keep moving.

They pushed through the broken streets of Oldtown. Finwick cast his gaze toward every rooftop, every shattered window, looking for any sign of her—a flash of movement, a familiar silhouette. His desperation grew with each empty corner, each unanswered call.

Cass muttered behind him, but he didn’t care. He wouldn’t stop. Not until he knew, one way or another.

Finwick shouted her name again and again, his voice growing more hoarse, more frantic.

“Sarah!”

Nothing. Just silence, interrupted by sirens and the far-off boom of a drone.

“SARAH!”

His voice echoed between concrete ruins. Somewhere nearby, a flock of rats skittered.

The street twisted ahead, narrowing into an alley choked with debris. Finwick hesitated, the weight of exhaustion pressing against him, but the thought of Sarah pulled him forward. He climbed over a crumbled wall, his boots slipping on loose bricks, ignoring the burn in his shoulders.

Cass followed reluctantly, her movements sharp with frustration. The tension between them hummed like a taut wire, threatening to snap at any moment.

Once over the wall, the alley opened into a small courtyard, its center dominated by the skeletal remains of a tree, charred and brittle. Finwick scanned the area with quick, desperate eyes. Amid the wreckage, a child’s toy lay half-buried in the ash—a faded red ball split neatly in two. He crouched to touch it, his fingers curling around the cracked surface. For a fleeting moment, his mind whispered cruel thoughts about endings, but he shook them off like cold rain.

Cass shifted behind him, her boots grinding against the rubble. “Finwick, we’ve already searched this side.”

Finwick ignored her. Instead, he kept looking, kept shouting Sarah’s name over and over again.

“We’re wasting time. If she made it out, she’s gone. If she didn’t—”

“Shut up!” Finwick whirled around. “You shut the fuck up!”

Even the brute stepped back. Cass blinked, then nodded once. No more complaints. They kept moving.

Suddenly…

A sound. Faint. A whisper.

Finwick froze. Turned his head.

The faint noise swept past them again, too fragile for Finwick to be certain it wasn’t just the wind. His pulse raced as he strained to hear, his breath caught like a hook in his chest. Cass tilted her head, her skepticism momentarily replaced by wary curiosity.

“Did you hear that?” Finwick asked, his voice tight, barely audible.

Cass shrugged but took a step closer, her expression unreadable. “Could be a rat.”

Finwick shook his head. “No. That’s not—”

Another whisper. Thin, broken. Finwick’s body moved before his mind registered it. His boots crushed shards of glass and fragments of brick as he narrowed in on the collapsed storefront ahead.

“Sarah?” he called, louder this time, his voice trembling with both hope and dread. The silence that followed felt endless.

Cass hurried behind, mumbling something that he no longer cared to process.

“Sarah?” His voice cracked, breaking under the weight of his desperation.

Then he heard it again.

“…Dad?”

The voice was tiny. Cracked. Drenched in exhaustion and tears.

“Sarah?” His heart stopped. “Sarah?!”

A movement in the shadows of an abandoned storefront. A small figure, curled up behind a rusted shelf of long-rotten snack food. Dirty. Shaking. But alive.

She stood up slowly, legs wobbling, her face smeared with ash and dried tears.

“Dad,” she breathed. “I knew you’d come.”

He ran to her, dropped to his knees, and gathered her into his arms, holding her so tight it hurt. She clung to him like he was the only solid thing left in the universe.

“Dad,” she sobbed. “I waited. I waited, and I knew you’d come..”

“I’ve got you,” he whispered. “I’ve got you, munchkin. I’ve got you.”

She pulled back just enough to look at him, eyes wide and full of sorrow.

“They killed Sammy,” she said softly. “They… they came, and he grabbed me, and we ran. He didn’t let go. Not once. He… he turned with the grinder arm and… and he fought them. He… he told me to run.”

She broke again, burying her face in his chest.

“They killed him.”

Finwick swallowed hard. “He saved you.”

She nodded against his chest. Then she started crying uncontrollably.

Cass and the brute stood in silence. No more sarcasm. No more complaints.

Finwick didn’t let go. He wrapped his coat around her and stood, carrying her like a treasure rescued from the wreckage of the world. He hadn’t even known that he was strong enough to carry her at all. And yet he was.

“We’re going,” he told the other two, his voice a new thing—quiet steel, forged in fire. “Now.”

No one objected.

∆∆∆

The city blurred around him as he gunned the throttle, weaving through the smooth, shimmering lanes of the Inner Circle.

But Zephaniel wasn’t calm. He was fire barely wrapped in skin.

Metatron’s voice still echoed in his skull. Cold. Commanding. Dismissive. He had been loyal. He had obeyed. For years. And now this.

He leaned harder into the turn, almost skidding as the bike screamed toward its destination.

Olympias III…
You’ll go.
Because I said so.

He bit down on the inside of his cheek until blood touched his tongue.

He didn’t notice the view from the Skybridge as he pulled up to Clive Milan’s penthouse—he didn’t care. His mind was in turmoil as he rode the elevator upstairs and then stomped down the hall to the actor’s apartment.

There was a flash of a biometric scan, then the doors parted for him like supplicants.Clive Milan was waiting exactly as instructed. Kneeling. Head bowed. Naked but adorned—gold cuffs on his wrists, collar at his throat. His flawless body glistened under ambient mood lighting. The air reeked of perfume and fear.

Zephaniel walked in like a storm dressed in silk. Leather jacket, squinting neon-blue eyes, and the weight of unchecked power.

He didn’t say a word at first. Just stood there. Breathing.

“Say it,” he finally commanded.

Clive’s voice trembled. “High-Archangel…”

Zephaniel exhaled slowly. His rage shifted, morphed. Became something colder. Something pleasurable.

The rest came like a ritual. Movements he barely registered. A game of dominance and submission, but stripped of sensuality—this was control. Raw, ugly, perfect control.

And when he wrapped his hand around the actor’s throat, it wasn’t about Clive anymore. It was about Metatron. About the years of biting his tongue. Of being passed over. Denied.

“Louder,” he hissed, tightening.

“High… High-Archangel,” Clive gasped, eyes wide.

That was the moment.

Not the body. Not the skin. But the title.

That word set him free.

Zephaniel’s hand didn’t shake. He watched the light drain from Clive’s eyes with a serenity he hadn’t felt in weeks. No pity. No remorse. Just the stillness of a man who had finally decided: I am not second to anyone.

When it was over, he let the body fall like an empty sack. A toy discarded after the final use. He straightened his jacket, smoothed his gloves, walked to the wall-to-ceiling window, and looked out over the gleaming heart of Olympias.

“Not your city anymore,” he whispered. “Not for long.”

He didn’t look back as he left the apartment. No one would hold him accountable. He was Zephaniel, the First-Archangel of Olympias. The only one he answered to was the High-Archangel… and Metatron didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything anymore, least of all him. Nevertheless, Zephaniel would delete the security footage from the building. Child’s play for an Angel.

Walking toward the elevators, he used his neural implant to establish a connection. The reply came promptly. “First-Archangel?”

Zephaniel’s voice was low, level, and lethal.

“We need to meet.”

∆∆∆

The diner reeked of frying oil and cheap synthetic bacon, its cracked, faux-leather booths sticky from years of neglect. Kate hunched over her chipped mug, swirling the dregs of her second coffee with the end of a plastic stirrer, her other hand toying with the edge of a greasy napkin. Outside, the neon haze of Oldtown flickered against a cloudy sky, casting warped reflections through the grimy window.

He was late. Of course he was.

She’d eaten a full meal—some unidentifiable protein slab drenched in too much sauce—and chased it with one of those pies that only tasted good if you had zero self-respect. She didn’t. Not right now, anyway.

Her foot tapped against the floor, a steady rhythm of irritation. She drew on her fake cigarette, inhaling nothing but flavored vapor and frustration. What the fuck was she doing here? Waiting for him? Again? She should just walk away. Let his annoying ass rot wherever he was skulking.

But she couldn’t. And that pissed her off more than anything.

Finally, she saw him. Crossing the street like some wannabe noir character, trench coat, dark shades, and a hood pulled up like it mattered. The traffic didn’t slow down for him. He weaved through it with that casual arrogance he always had—as if the world bent around his bad decisions.

The bell above the diner door gave a weak jingle as he entered. Liam pulled the hood down and offered her that familiar crooked grin. “Hey, sis.”

Kate didn’t smile. “You’re late.”

He slid into the booth across from her, ignoring the scowl. “C’mon, you knew I’d be late.”

“Fuck you.”

“Love you too.”

She glared. Liam flagged down the waitress and ordered a coffee, acting like this was some normal family get-together. Kate took another drag of her fake cig, exhaled a silent scream, and leaned forward. She knew the drill and bit down the anger until he pulled out a device from his pocket that would give them privacy and switched it on.

Once he was done, she finally hissed, “What the fuck were you thinking, Liam? Trying to assassinate the High-Archangel? Are you out of your fucking mind?”

His smile faltered. He looked around—paranoid, always—and then lowered his voice. “Keep your voice down.”

“Don’t tell me to calm down. You think I enjoy cleaning up your messes? Do you have any idea how close this came to blowing everything up?”

He looked at her, something hard flickering in his gaze. “Since when do you care?”

That stung. Because it wasn’t fair. Not really. But Liam never played fair.

“Since VANTA became the center of the investigation,” she snapped. “There’s a file now. A name. Someone dug it up—a hacker, I don’t know how. But it’s real. And since my partner was there, I couldn’t just scrub it. It’s on the damn books.”

His eyes widened slightly, lips parting in disbelief. “Shit…”

“Yeah. Shit. You think you’re fighting some noble war, and I’m just the bitch sipping coffee while the city burns. But it’s my life too, Liam. It’s my job. My ass.”

He said nothing for a moment, and she hated him for that silence. Because he was always like this—dropping chaos and then walking away, leaving her to be the one who had to live in the ruins.

They’d been close once. Close like only siblings in hell could be. Two kids trying to survive a system that didn’t care if they lived or died. He’d been the big brother, yet she’d been the the planner. He’d been the fire. The one who acted while she hesitated. The one who punched back. And she’d admired that once—God, she’d needed it. But now?

Now, he was reckless. Dangerous. And she had something to lose.

“I’m sure you know that the fuckers in black set half of Oldtown ablaze over the last 24 hours?” she said. “Reports indicate more than a hundred executions. Officially, it was a raid against organized crime, but it wasn’t, was it? They were looking for you.”

He shook his head, sunken in thoughts, his annoying smile wiped from his face for once. “No, not directly.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“I have to go,” Liam said abruptly, pushing back from the booth. His coffee hadn’t even arrived.

Kate grabbed his wrist. “This was the last time, Liam. I mean it. I can’t cover for you again. I won’t.”

He looked down at her hand, then at her. His face softened just a little, but there was no resignation there. They both knew she was lying.

“Sure, Kate.”

She let go.

As he walked out, coat trailing behind him like a ghost, she stared after him. Her jaw clenched, her fake cigarette hanging from the corner of her mouth.

What a stupid dickhead. And yet she loved him anyway.

∆∆∆

The skyline of Olympias shimmered through tinted floor-to-ceiling windows. From the outside, the office looked like any other executive penthouse: minimalist decor, matte black surfaces, a sculpture here, a neon-infused abstract print there. But beneath the aesthetic veneer, every inch was laced with hidden surveillance feeds, encryption relays, and silent signal jammers.

Jake sat hunched at his desk, sleeves rolled up, tie loosened, hair disheveled. A report hovered in mid-air, projected by the holo-display, its contents glowing in icy blue text.

SUBJECT: Clive Milan – Status: Deceased
Method: Asphyxiation (suspected strangulation during sexual activity)
Surveillance Review: No visual data. Feed interruption from 01:03–02:27.
Access logs: None.
Disposition: Compromised.

Jake didn’t blink. Didn’t move. Then, slowly, he leaned back in his chair, buried his face in his hands, and let the breath escape him like a dying balloon.

“Kurwa…”

His voice was cracked, raw. He raked his hands through his blond hair and dropped them to the armrests with a slap.

Clive had been his best asset. A perfect blend of beauty, subtlety, and need. Groomed for this role for years, lured in with glamor, ensnared with affection, turned with desperation. And then polished into the kind of spy no one ever suspects: a submissive, whisper-soft pretty boy in the bedroom of a monster.

Milan had gone deeper than Jake ever expected. He’d known what Zephaniel liked. What he needed. What he feared.

And now he was dead. Dropped like a sack of meat on a luxury apartment floor. Probably with that same twisted half-grin still frozen on his lips.

Jake clenched his fists.

Had he failed Clive? Or had he used him too well?

His death is on you, he thought bitterly.

There was no denying it. He had known exactly what Zephaniel was. A full-blown psychopath, a killer. Milan had begged to be pulled off the assignment. He knew that monster would kill him eventually. And if he was honest with himself, Jake had known it too.

Yet he’d kept pushing the younger man, kept him in line using his authority, driving him pack into his abuser’s clutches when the other had cried out for help.

And for what? His personal vengeance?

Jake stared into nothing for a moment, then slowly shook his head. No. It wasn’t just this. It was also for the greater good. Or was that a lie he was telling himself so he could still look at himself in the mirror without throwing up?

Suddenly, Jake stood, pacing over to the window, hands on his hips, silhouette framed by the flickering lights of District 1. His reflection in the glass looked older than he remembered.

What was Zephaniel becoming?

Jake had always assumed he was tamable. If not through loyalty, then through obsession. He knew the Angel harbored darkness—that was what made him useful. But something had shifted. Zephaniel was… unraveling. Detaching. And that made him dangerous.

Potentially to Nephilim.

And she was the only reason he’d orchestrated this in the first place.

Jake sighed. This wasn’t just personal anymore. This was an operational loss. The High Command would be displeased. Potentially call him back to Moscow. And what would he do then?

I’m not going back.

Worst of all, he wasn’t even sure Zephaniel would go through with it after all. Maybe he’d cave. Maybe he’d see through it that the idea had never been his own.

Just as Jake reached for the desk to summon another file, there was a knock. The door to his office cracked open, and a slim female silhouette appeared.

Komarova. She had an instinct for always showing up when he was most vulnerable and exposed. Or maybe she had been trained for exactly that.

“Jacek.” She purred his name as she always did.

“What is it?” he asked, irritated.

“Incoming call from High Command. Encrypted channel.”

Jake blinked. “Now?”

Komarova nodded. “They said immediate.”

Jake forced himself not to groan in frustration and instead remained calm on the outside. “Of course they did. Tell them I’m on.”

She stepped back into the shadows, and he remained still for a moment, gathering himself. Komarova played innocent, but he could clearly sense the gloating in her sultry voice.

“Kurwa…” he whispered. Then he left the room to go to the communications center.

∆∆∆

The vast expanse of his private residence was dim, lit only by the reflection of colorful lights from the spires beyond. Metatron’s jacket was folded neatly over the back of the couch. Shirt sleeves rolled up, collar loosened, he moved through the apartment like a ghost haunting his own temple.

The wine in his glass was untouched. The walls, usually alive with shifting projections of Olympias’ pulse, were dark.

She wasn’t here.
And the silence began to feel heavier on him each day. No matter how often he scolded himself and forced himself to focus and not be carried away, that nagging feeling came back whenever he stood alone in his penthouse.

Loneliness.

He walked to the massive floor-to-ceiling window and rested a hand against the glass. For a moment, he simply looked—down, out, beyond. His reflection watched back at him, elegant, inscrutable, yet carved with an ache no one else would have recognized. Except her.

Then the comm lit up. Neftali. He accepted on the holo monitor.

Her image flickered into place—white suit, sharp angles, and that perpetual smirk that made her look like she’d been born behind a corporate boardroom table.

“It’s done,” she said without preamble. “The codes are transferring now. I trust you’ll put them to good use?”

Metatron smiled. Smooth. Subtle. Almost reverent.

“You have my word, CEO Neftali. My loyalty to Olympias remains unshaken. Always.”

There was a pause. Her eyes narrowed. He held his mask with precision. She was good—but he was better.

“Mmm,” she murmured, then waved her fingers dismissively. “The ritual is in 48 hours. You’ll be ready?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

“Good,” she smiled, and all of a sudden, she appeared like something else. Something otherworldly wearing a human skin. Metatron shook off the sensation. Nonsense.

“I’ll see you then, Metatron,” she said and ended the call.

The moment the line went dead, the smile frozen on his lips dissolved. He stood motionless for a beat, then exhaled slowly through his nose, pacing back into the room.

He’d done it. After all those years of hard work, of plotting, intimidating, and killing, he finally had what he always had wanted.

Now, nothing could stop him.

But what should have felt like a moment of his greatest triumph felt hollow. Without Nephilim to celebrate it with him, it didn’t feel like victory. It felt like a necessity. And he hated himself for that.

Then he thought about the ritual, and his mouth twitched in disgust. An archaic blood ritual… in the year 2096. He didn’t mind blood—he never had—but this? This wasn’t battle. This was desecration.

Soon, it would end. All of it.
He would be the end.

Metatron moved toward the piano in the corner of the room—sleek, black, untouched by anyone but him. Sitting slowly, reverently, he let his fingers hover above the keys before settling.

Then, without hesitation, he began to play Chopin’s Ballade No. 1 in G minor. The notes poured from his hands like the voice of a forgotten god—melancholic, passionate, unpredictable. Storm and softness woven together in a single breath.

As he played, his mind whispered the words he hadn’t spoken aloud in a long time:

“You and I against the rest of the world.”
He closed his eyes.

Come back to me, Nephilim.

He let the music carry the plea.

He had made his final arrangements.

Tomorrow night, the Archangels would come. He had summoned them not for battle, not for strategy, but to release them. Not from their duty to Olympias, but from their duty to him.

They would not understand. Some would take offense. Others would suspect betrayal. But he didn’t care. He had promised her—once she returned, it would be only them. And he never broke his promises.

The music surged, sharp and pained, as though the keys remembered her touch too. His entire body moved with it now, shoulders tense, jaw tight, heart somewhere between longing and fire.

Come back to me, Nephilim.

He would hold the world for her. Burn it for her. Rebuild it for her. All she had to do was return. Until then, he would wait. Composed, sovereign, as patient as a god in exile.


Chapter Seventeen

The Assassin

The morning of the Founder’s Day ceremony broke not with stillness but with orchestration.

Drones soared in tight, pre-programmed spirals above Krung Thep, trailing saffron ribbons through the sky. The skyline shimmered in ritual gold, light refracting off mirrored towers like the city itself had been lacquered in honor. Civilians—dignitaries, pilgrims, and performers alike—flocked to the lower courtyards, their movements choreographed into civic reverence.

And high above them, hidden among the elite, stood Nephilim.

Still. Silent. Ready.

The suit fitted her flawlessly and made her invisible among the other Wasps that had gathered around the ceremonial platform. She stood in formation, one of sixteen ceremonial Wasp operatives arranged in two flanking rows beside the central dais.

The city did not see her yet. But it would.

And she was ready. She would do what she had to do to secure the treaty Metatron and the Tigress wanted. She was determined to survive the endeavor.

She checked her countdown timer for the Chairman’s speech: 00:31:47.

The platform was a stage—bladed jade tiles gleaming beneath ritual banners. Automated flower drones released clouds of synthetic lotus fragrance into the air. Every element had been designed to overwhelm the senses with reverence.

She flexed softly, ready to release her integrated blade that would end the Chairman’s life. Around her, the Wasps stood unmoving, their suits gleaming in sync with the city’s gilded spectacle, reflections of power and restraint. Yet none among them bore the weight of her purpose.

Above, the saffron ribbons twisted against the wind as the drones ascended higher, their paths scripting an aerial ode to the city’s resilience. The scent of synthetic lotus grew heavier, clinging to the air like an invocation. Somewhere beneath that haze of ceremonious grandeur, the tension swelled—a current unspoken yet palpable, like a bowstring stretched to breaking.

Nephilim’s gaze swept the plaza, absorbing the intricate geometries of the moment—the angles of the dais, the rhythm of the crowd’s chant, the staggered positions of the guards. She calculated probabilities, recalibrated contingencies, and braced for the fracture point. For when the Chairman’s voice would split the ceremony. For when she would shatter its illusion.

The treaty they sought was built on the razor edge of diplomacy, fragile and untested. And yet, her role was not to mend its fractures but to carve its truths into unforgettable clarity. If strength was the price of peace, then her strength would define it.

The countdown ticked forward: 00:29:12.

She had disassembled the mission in her mind a hundred times. Timelines, sensor arrays, escape trajectories. The act would be bloody, brutal, and bold.

00:10:36.

Every second felt like a blade grazing her resolve, etching its whisper into her consciousness. Nephilim stood amidst the orchestrated opulence, poised yet invisible—another thread in the fabric of spectacle. Yet hers was the thread meant to snap.

She adjusted the calibration of her visor, enhancing the thermal signatures of the guards, the drones, and the Chairman’s slow-approaching figure. The calculated rhythm of the crowd’s chant thrummed in her ears, but her pulse remained measured, each beat a counterpoint to the ceremonial cadence. Her hand brushed the hilt of the integrated blade, its dormant hum a promise, its edge the fulcrum upon which history would turn.

The Wasps remained statuesque in their positions, their black suits absorbing the jade glow of the platform and the saffron haze above. Nephilim wondered if their stillness mirrored loyalty or ignorance. Either way, they were unprepared for the chaos she would unleash. Chaos was her ally—an unyielding force bent to her will.

Her gaze flickered to the Temple of the Ancestors. Its towering presence, gilded and sanctified, seemed almost mocking. The statues of founders and heroes stood as eternal witnesses, guardians of a legacy she would soon redefine.

The countdown in her visor continued ticking inexorably forward: 00:06:40.

Nephilim exhaled softly, her focus narrowing, her purpose sharpening. Soon, the Chairman’s voice would rise to meet the crowd’s chant, and her blade would rise to silence it. The mission was hers to complete. Hers to shape.

Because she had to be seen. And remembered.

00:03:12.

Finally ,the Chairman’s procession began its slow, glorious ascent from the lower concourse. It wound up the marble spine of the temple steps, flanked by symphonic drone clusters that broadcast patriotic music remixed with digital mantras.

He wore white. Of course he did. Nephilim noticed how short he was. Slightly overweight, plump, weak. Compared to his sister, this was a clown, yet he had somehow stolen the throne from her. No wonder Suaa was so pissed.

The Chairman stopped just below the dais. A hush fell across the plaza. Only the sound of wind rustling temple banners and distant chants remained.

The seconds became ever fewer.

Nephilim flexed her hands. She was ready.

00:00:41.

The Chairman stepped onto the dais. His voice rang out, amplified by micro-lenses across the plaza.

“People of TogbuaXiang. Brothers. Sisters. On this day—”

Nephilim didn’t listen to the speech. It was most likely as pompous and pathetic as the guy. She watched the crowd. The drones. The cameras. Her route.

00:00:15.

She shifted her stance a fraction. No one noticed. To the crowd, she was just another Wasp in ceremonial formation. To the system, she was a signature. Familiar. Trusted.

To the man on the dais, she was the Angel of Death, waiting.

In but a few seconds, the city would remember her eyes.

00:00:05.
00:00:04.
00:00:03.

Her fingers twitched once.
The blade slid silently from beneath her bracer—matte obsidian, titanium, designed for velocity over brutality.

00:00:02.

The crowd leaned forward.

And in that heartbeat—before the final second fell—Nephilim broke the formation.

She rushed forward at ten times the speed of a human. Unstoppable.

One stride. Two.

Her left hand reached for her temple. The visor retracted with a hiss.

The platform’s light caught her face fully, revealing her eyes—those impossible, inhuman eyes—cold blue fire laced with a deadly glow.

The Chairman turned just as she spoke, voice amplified not by tech but by clarity as she delivered the message the Tigress wanted her to give when killing her brother. Just in case people didn’t recognize her eyes.

“The Olympias Conglomerate sends its regards.”

The world paused.

“Death to TogbuaXiang.”

And then she struck.

The blade pierced the space between them. She drove it clean through the Chairman’s side—upward, under the ribs, through the heart. A strike Metatron himself would have called elegant.

The man staggered, mouth agape—not a scream, not a cry, just the stunned disbelief of someone who believed his narrative was invincible. Blood bloomed bright across the ceremonial white. He collapsed to one knee, fingers scrabbling at her arm as if she were real enough to bargain with.

Before he fell, she cut his throat. Just to make sure even the best surgeons of TogbuaXiang couldn’t fix this mess.

Behind her, the guards shouted. The crowd screamed. A thousand lenses zoomed in, trying to make sense of what they had just seen. But they had seen her. That was all that mattered.

Nephilim activated the dampener in her backplate. Five seconds of sensor black-out. She pivoted and ran, achieving the full Angel attack speed in less than half a second.

Two of the elite guards lunged forward, but she moved faster—ducked under the first, drove her knee into his stomach with shattering force, grabbed his sidearm, and fired into the second’s throat.

Three seconds left.

A Wasp behind her—one of the real operatives, not part of the plan—recognized her.

“Wait, you’re—”

She spun and kicked his helmet hard enough to fracture the lining. He crumpled.

One second.

Get out of here. Now.

But something was wrong.

From the east side of the platform, a squad of high-clearance guards emerged early—six of them, armored, rifles drawn. Too soon. Too synchronized. The Tigress hadn’t accounted for this.

Nephilim’s HUD pinged red. Those were elite units but no Wasps. The Chairman’s personal guard.

Nephilim vaulted the balustrade, landing hard on the tiered stairs that wrapped around the platform’s outer ring. Crowd control barriers burst open as civilians screamed and scattered.

Behind her, the new squad opened fire. Red tracers arced across the ceremonial space, tearing through the once-perfect air. Nephilim grabbed a ceremonial banner as she passed and hurled it into a line of guards, obscuring their vision. She ducked behind a stone column as rounds sparked around her.

“Nephilim, you need to move fast,” Phichai whispered into her helmet. “There are more coming.”

She grimaced. “You don’t say.”

“Get to the rendezvous point,” Phichai said calmly. “I’m waiting for you.”

Nephilim turned and fired back—short, controlled bursts, every one a hit. No one shot like a Guardian Angel.

She ran toward the narrow ceremonial corridor that led down into the side passages below the temple. It hadn’t been in the original route. But she remembered its structure from the scouting. From there, she should be able to reach the predetermined rendezvous point with Phichai.

She descended into the temple’s understructure—a maze of fake-ancient halls retrofitted with smartglass walls and reactive floor lighting. Alarm sirens echoed like ritual drums. Every turn was a narrowing of fate.

“Phichai!” she called into the comm they shared. “Where the fuck are you? I have half of TogbuaXiang’s troops at my ass.”

For a moment, she was certain that this had been a setup. That the Tigress had wanted her to die. But then a figure appeared at the far end of the hall. He wore a Wasp uniform, not his usual one but that of a grunt, and Nephilim’s scan highlighted him as blue on her HUD.

Phichai.

“This way!” he said. “Rerouting extraction. Reflecting pool’s compromised. New vector—sky route.”

“Sky?” Nephilim snapped.

“I never said it would be boring,” he said, and she could hear the grin in his voice.

Nephilim surged forward, her pulse hammering in rhythm with the alarm sirens. Every step felt like a gamble, her boots slipping on the reactive floor as the lights flared beneath her. The temple’s walls seemed to close in, their faux-ancient etchings glowing faintly as if mocking her desperation. Phichai glanced back briefly, his movements calculated, his grip on his weapon steady.

“How much farther?” she asked over the comm, adjusting her trajectory to mirror his.

“Not far,” Phichai replied, his voice clipped but unwavering. “Sky route starts at the north ceremonial chamber—if we get there before their reinforcements, we might still have a shot.”

The corridor twisted sharply, and as they rounded the corner, a motion alert flickered on Nephilim’s HUD. She pivoted instinctively and opened fire, her rounds slicing through the narrow passage. A figure crumpled—a TogbuaXiang soldier, his armor splintering like glass.

“Keep your focus,” Phichai muttered, his tone a mix of admonition and urgency. “We don’t have time for hesitation.”

“Spare me the fortune cookie crap,” Nephilim said. “This was your plan.”

“It sounded good in theory, didn’t it?”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “No wonder we beat your guys’ asses every single time.”

“Hey, no need to be rude,” he replied with fake offense. “This way!”

The temple shuddered as distant explosions echoed through its labyrinthine halls. Nephilim felt the vibrations through the soles of her boots, each tremor a stark reminder of the peril closing in. Her HUD flashed a warning—hostile thermal signatures were converging from multiple angles.

“Phichai, we’re boxed in,” she warned, her voice sharp as she recalibrated her weapon’s scope. “Are you sure the sky route is still viable?”

“It’s viable if we’re alive when we reach it.”

“Comforting,” she muttered under her breath.

A sudden burst of shots illuminated the corridor behind them, forcing both to dive for cover. Nephilim pressed her back against the wall, her breathing calm as she reloaded. TogbuaXiang soldiers spilled into view. Their movements were precise, but though they were fast, they were not fast enough.

“Move,” Phichai said, his voice low but urgent.

Nephilim nodded, suppressing a surge of doubt. Together, they pushed forward, their movements synchronizing instinctively. On the run, Nephilim spun and executed three soldiers who had advanced dangerously close.

“The sky route better be as good as you say it is, Phichai,” she said, readying herself for whatever lay ahead.

The walls vibrated with gunfire, the echoes punctuated by the distant staccato of shots. Shadows danced in distorted shapes, thrown by flickering lights as Nephilim’s HUD fed her a continuous stream of data—angles, movement patterns, proximity alarms.

Their pace quickened, boots pounding against uneven stone, slipping past the encroaching threat like whispers in the dark.

A sudden burst of enemy fire licked past them, and Nephilim twisted mid-run, firing off two clean shots toward their pursuers. The TogbuaXiang guards fell in synchronized collapse, but there was no time to savor the fleeting victory. Their enemy’s advance was relentless.

“Sky route’s on our left, 100 meters,” Phichai said.

Nephilim didn’t need the prompt. The two raced toward the faint light, arms pumping in tandem as they stepped dangerously close to the edge of survival.

They emerged from a half-sealed arch into a narrow corridor between two ceremonial wings. The sound of drones in the sky above was now unmistakable.

A quadrotor descended—black, sleek, heavily armed.

Phichai fired first—two precise shots into the rotor’s intake. The drone spiraled sideways and exploded against the temple wall.

“They’re not here to arrest,” he said.

“Never crossed my mind,” Nephilim said, quickly advancing at his side. “I’m afraid I have to tell you this was a shitty plan, Phichai.”

Nephilim ripped a fallen guard’s rifle from the ground and turned it on the advancing line behind them. The burst fire sent two of the enemies sprawling, armor sparking.

“I count three left,” Phichai said.

“I count a lot of pissed-off reinforcements,” Nephilim replied.

She looked up toward the spires beyond the temple.

“We go up,” Phichai said. “To the rooftops. Come on.”

“Copy that.”

Nephilim fired again, precise and unyielding, her movements precise as Phichai covered their flank. The air hissed with incoming rounds, ricochets singing off stone as the temple seemed to groan under the weight of the assault.

“Two more closing in from the right!” Phichai said, his voice sharp as he pivoted, pistol steady. His shot struck true, the enemy collapsing in a spray of fractured ceramic armor.

Nephilim ducked low, adrenaline surging like wildfire. Her rifle fired a final burst shattering the last soldier’s offensive advance. Silence, brief but heavy, settled as their immediate path cleared.

Their reprieve lasted mere seconds. A faint echo in the distance signaled the approach of reinforcements, their footsteps an ominous rhythm on the stone. Phichai and Nephilim exchanged a glance, instinct driving them onward without hesitation.

“We need momentum,” Nephilim murmured, shifting deftly as she reloaded, her hands moving with the precision born of survival. She scanned the temple’s corridors once more, calculating the angles of their pursuers. “This isn’t about holding ground.”

“No,” Phichai agreed, his tone resolute. “It’s about staying ahead.”

They slipped to the nearest alcove, movements synchronized in their practiced rhythm as the distant hum of drones buzzed closer. Their collective heartbeats seemed to align with the tension of the moment.

Another shout rang out from behind, followed by the sharp crack of rifle fire that splintered stone. Nephilim didn’t wait for orders, her rifle rising sharply against her shoulder as she fired a suppressive burst down the curve of the passage. Shadows reeled back like smoke dispersed by flame.

“Move!” Phichai urged, his steps fast and deliberate as he pointed toward the narrowing corridor ahead.

The rooftops loomed above them, a mosaic of glass, jade, alloy, and steel. Tangled cables ran between structures like the veins of a dying god. Transit rails shimmered faintly with magnetic current, not yet active for the day’s procession.

This wasn’t the escape route anyone had planned. But it was the only one left.

“There,” Phichai pointed—to a side access stair wrapping a vertical tower of carved obsidian. “Takes us to the skywalk.”

“Go.”

They sprinted upward.

The stairs weren’t meant for combat exfiltration. They were ceremonial. Slippery. Curved in maddening half-arcs. But Nephilim moved like a shadow in gravity’s blind spot. Her hands gripped rails, walls, ledges. Her boots struck the stone with precision, never hesitation. Phichai followed close, his breathing tight but steady. A round cracked the wall beside her head—too close.

“Snipers,” she muttered. “East perch.”

She dropped to one knee, lifted the rifle, and fired once.

Glass shattered. Screaming followed.

“Keep going,” Phichai said, already moving again.

Another shot echoed behind them, ricocheting off the winding obsidian. Nephilim didn’t look back. Her mind mapped trajectories, calculating shadows and angles as her body executed each leap.

Phichai surged ahead, his frame taut with tension but his movements decisively efficient. The ceremonial stairs narrowed, then twisted abruptly—so sharp that Nephilim felt the air shift, as though the stone itself were pulling them inward. She stopped mid-stride, instinctively shielding Phichai.

“Incoming,” she hissed.

The obsidian wall fractured suddenly, chunks raining down the stairwell as a blast reverberated through the hollow tower. Dust clouded their ascent, but Nephilim’s visor cut through the haze, highlighting what she’d feared: movement. Figures scaling the outer walls. Fast. Relentless.

“Climbers!” Phichai swore, his gaze darting upward.

Nephilim adjusted her grip on the rifle, nodding toward the narrowing exit above. “We hold them back just enough. But not here—too exposed. Go high.”

Phichai didn’t hesitate. The two moved in tandem, each step a sacrifice to speed and survival. The tower groaned beneath the strain of unnatural forces, every movement behind them amplifying the chase.

As they neared the summit, Nephilim pivoted, firing down the stairwell. Her aim was merciless, each shot a calculated incision into their pursuers’ advance. Screams punctuated the thunderous ascent, but she didn’t stop long enough to see how many fell.

The obsidian wall exploded outward, shards cascading down the stairwell like jagged rain, each impact echoing within the hollow tower. Dust surged around them, a temporary veil that Nephilim’s eyes dissected with precision. She didn’t like what she saw—a blur of motion. Figures clinging to the outer walls like spiders, their ascent unnaturally swift, their determination unyielding.

“More Climbers!” Phichai spat, his voice frayed with urgency, his eyes darting upward.

“What the fuck are those guys?” Nephilim said. “They aren’t Wasps, are they?”

“No. They’re counter-terrorism units.”

“I thought only the Tigress’ people would be chasing us?”

“So did we,” Phichai said sheepishly. “Come on, we’re almost there.”

Nephilim tightened her grip on the rifle. She nodded sharply toward the shrinking exit above, her tone resolute and cutting. “We stall them. Just enough. But not here—it’s suicide. Higher ground.”

Phichai responded without hesitation, his boots hammering against stone as they ascended in synchronized inhuman speed.

As they neared the summit, Nephilim whirled abruptly, her rifle igniting in bursts of precision. Each shot carved through the haze, finding its target with ruthless efficiency. Screams fractured the air, joining the cacophony of crumbling stone and surging footsteps, but she didn’t linger to count the fallen. Action, not reflection, was survival.

“Almost there—” Phichai began, but his words were cut short as a pulse of energy detonated behind them. The air itself seemed to shudder, and the tower swayed ominously under the force.

“Move!” Nephilim said, her command slicing through the chaos like a whip.

The last curve of the staircase appeared before them, the exit a pale sliver of light amidst swirling dust and shadow. Nephilim propelled herself forward, as Phichai surged through the opening just behind her.

They emerged onto a skywalk bridge—a precarious span bridging the “ancient” temple tower and a corporate monolith, its façade weathered into historic elegance. The bridge quivered underfoot, the wind clawing at its edges like a predator testing its prey.

Below them, the scene was pandemonium. Explosions reverberated through the cityscape, screams and the mechanical buzz of drones blending into a discordant symphony. Above them, the sharp outlines of hunter drones closing in etched themselves against the blood-orange streaks of a violent dawn.

Nephilim’s gaze darted to the drones slicing through the air, their mechanical wings gleaming like razors against the turbulent sky. The bridge groaned beneath their weight, vibrating with ominous energy as the two dashed forward—but the sanctuary of the rooftop loomed tantalizingly close. Phichai skidded slightly as the bridge buckled, his balance recovering with a sharp intake of breath.

Suddenly, a drone descended, its claws snapping toward them in deliberate menace. Nephilim pivoted, her rifle a natural extension of her body, the weapon firing with controlled fury. Sparks erupted as her shots connected, sending the unit spiraling before it exploded in a shower of fractured steel and flames. Even as it did, another drone swooped in to take its place—their numbers were multiplying impossibly fast.

They reached the final stretch—a narrow, jagged incline leading to the rooftop. Nephilim’s boots scraped against the uneven surface, her breath quick and shallow as Phichai scrambled beside her.

They reached the rooftop—bare, flat, surrounded by the panoramic cityscape. Wind tore at their clothes, and the morning sun cast blood-orange streaks across the towers.

“Where’s your ride?” Nephilim asked, scanning the skies.

Phichai tapped his head, indicating he was listening to the comm. “Rerouted. Still two minutes out.”

“You gotta be kidding! We don’t have two minutes.”

“I know. Incoming!”

The rooftop became their last stand. Nephilim and Phichai wove an intricate dance of survival, their movements synchronized amid a relentless barrage of incoming fire. The drones swarmed, a metallic storm driven by cold precision, their weapons carving arcs of searing light through the air. Nephilim’s rifle erupted in a steady rhythm, each shot deliberate, each impact a calculated step toward buying precious seconds.

Phichai ducked under a slicing drone, his blade flashing upward in a desperate counterstrike that cleaved through its exposed core. Sparks cascaded like fireflies in the wind.

Nephilim’s shots destroyed another attacker, yet it felt like trying to stem a flood with a spoon. She could feel the seconds collapsing in on them, each one bearing the weight of inevitability.

Then, a change. The hum of engines from above—a deep, resonant sound that sliced through the din of battle. Both Nephilim and Phichai turned skyward. The extraction craft descended like salvation forged from steel and shadow, its triple engines exhaling power as it hovered precariously above the rooftop edge.

“There’s our ride!” Phichai shouted.

The craft’s hatch groaned open,.

Nephilim ran and leaped, and Phichai threw himself after her.

They slammed into the craft’s open side door as the pilot banked hard to the right, the kill squad’s final rounds missing them by inches.

The hatch slammed shut, and Krung Thep vanished behind them in a roar of light and sky. Inside the cabin, Nephilim lay on her back, breathing hard. Then she chuckled.

“Phichai, that was the shittiest plan ever.”

“I told you we’d make it,” he said with a grin.

“Did the fortune cookies tell you that?’

“Always.”

Nephilim sat up. “Won’t they shoot us down?”

Phichai shook his head. “It’s a stealth craft.”

“Famous last words.”

He laughed. “Come on, trust me—for once.”

∆∆∆

Far below, the temple burned.

And across every channel, every newsfeed, every screen, were neon-blue eyes.

“The Olympias Conglomerate sends its regards.”


Chapter Eighteen

Shockwave

Jake was already in the office, though barely awake, when the encrypted file came in—an unassuming pulse hidden within the daily feed, routed through a secure relay from one of the deepcover channels Olympias still hadn’t burned.

Nadolny, his assistant, entered without knocking. “Priority one ping. Moscow. They’re rattled.”

Jake paused the security logs he’d been studying and looked up. “Yes?”

Nadolny handed him the tablet. “Chairman of TogbuaXiang is dead. Assassinated during the Founder’s Ceremony.”

Jake’s brow twitched. He took the device, activated the file. It loaded slower than it should have, the signal choked by too many hands along the chain. Then the footage played.

A public square. Elevated platform. Morning sun gleaming off ceremonial jade.

Suddenly, Jake froze, blinking in disbelief.

It couldn’t be! How the fuck…

He blinked again and restarted the footage.

And there she was.

Nephilim.

In Wasp armor, visor lifted. Blue eyes burning.

“The Olympias Conglomerate sends its regards. Death to TogbuaXiang.”

Then the strike—fast, surgical, brutal. A blossom of blood across white robes. Screams. Panic. And Nephilim vanished like a phantom into chaos.

Jake sat down hard. He watched it again. Then a third time. Slower. Dissecting every frame. Every flick of her wrist, every twitch in her posture.

There was no doubt. It was her.

But it didn’t make sense.

What the hell was she doing in TogbuaXiang? And how the hell did the RSS, allegedly the best information agency in history, not know about this?

He knew why. He also knew who was responsible and who had outsmarted them once again. Jake clenched his fists.

Metatron.

But why the attack? It didn’t make any sense. Why would Nephilim, of all people, travel to TogbuaXiang to assassinate the Chairman? In plain sight? Something wasn’t adding up here.

Jake leaned back, mind racing.

This wasn’t rogue. There was purpose behind that strike. Theater. Messaging. The line she delivered wasn’t hers—it was seeded. Deliberate. A cipher.

The angle was too precise. The fallout too calculated. A destabilized TogbuaXiang would fracture the East Asian bloc. Create a vacuum. Noise. Opportunity.

Jake exhaled slowly. What did Metatron have to gain from this?

Jake stood, shoved the tablet away, and turned to his assistant. “I want to know what happened there and why. Set our data specialists on it immediately.”

Nadolny nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Then he exited the office and left Jake alone with his brooding and growing frustration.

∆∆∆

The VTOL touched down softly on the obsidian landing pad atop the Tigress’ tower, its repulsors hissing as they wound down. The city stretched out beneath them, Krung Thep bathing in the post-chaos silence like a beast sated after feeding.

Nephilim stepped out first.

Her boots struck the platform with a dull weight. Blood stained the edges of her armor. A deep gash marked her left pauldron. One lens of her visor was fractured. But her posture was unchanged. Straight-backed. Controlled. Silent.

Phichai followed a pace behind. He had been right. The stealth aircraft had carried them out of the combat zone and into the jungle outside of Krung Thep. There they had boarded one of the Tigress’ VTOLs that had brought them back into the city without raising suspicion.

The Tigress was already waiting.

She stood in the middle of the garden terrace beyond the pad, framed by coiling bonsai trees and precisely placed paper lanterns that never once swayed in the wind. Her ceremonial robe was white silk with gold dragons curling across the sleeves. Immaculate. Serene. Unmoved.

Her eyes, however, were burning.

“You did well, Nephilim,” she said, her voice even and poised. “All of Krung Thep saw the strike. The establishment is in panic.”

Nephilim didn’t show any reaction. She didn’t speak. She simply approached the Tigress until only a few feet separated them.

Phichai stopped beside her. He didn’t speak either. He had the look of a man bracing for diplomatic fireworks. But the Tigress didn’t flinch. She simply studied Nephilim’s face.

“You look tired,” the Tigress said with a smile. “You should rest.”

“This didn’t go as planned, did it?” Nephilim replied evenly.

Suaa smirked. “But you improvised and survived. I expected nothing else from you. You helped shape the future today, Nephilim. And you earned my gratitude.”

Nephilim’s expression remained neutral, but her tone held something harder. “I kept my end of the bargain. The job’s done. Am I free to return to Olympias now?”

For the first time, the Tigress hesitated. Just for half a heartbeat. But Nephilim caught it.

“Almost,” the Tigress said smoothly. “But not quite.”

Nephilim narrowed her eyes slightly. “You said that was it.”

“I said the Chairman had to die. And he has.” The Tigress stepped closer, folding her hands before her. “But you can’t leave before you’ve met someone.”

Nephilim pressed her lips together. “That wasn’t the deal, Suaa.”

“I’m asking for one more evening of your time,” the Tigress continued. “Rest. Recover. Cleanse yourself of the smoke and fire. Then, tonight, meet someone.”

Nephilim didn’t move. She simply stared at her.

The Tigress smiled mysteriously. “Trust me, it’ll be worth it.”

Nephilim’s voice was cold. “And if I refuse?”

The Tigress offered a faint smile. “Then you will still be honored, still be escorted home, and still be given the gratitude you are owed. I won’t force you. But I do believe you’ll find this meeting… enlightening.”

Nephilim suppressed a sigh. She wanted nothing more than to return to Olympias as soon as possible. She felt that this visit had dragged on long enough. But she would practice patience and see what this was about. She didn’t doubt it was important and what Metatron would have wanted.

“Alright,” she said. “But after that, I’m asking to return to Olympias.”

The Tigress smiled. “Granted.”


Chapter Nineteen

Unexpected Alliances

Finwick stepped into the low-lit corridor with Sarah close at his side, Cass and the brute trailing behind them like silent shadows. His eyes scanned the reinforced walls, the graffiti-coded directions, the arc-lamps strung like stars across the ceiling.

He’d been here for weeks now, he hated it, and yet today, he’d half-expected the place to be reduced to rubble—and he was grateful that wasn’t the case. With Mama Legba and her organization gone, he didn’t know where else to turn.

Paranoia wasn’t weakness anymore. It was survival instinct.

As they reached the first checkpoint, a pair of guards nodded them through, barely glancing at them.

“Is it safe here?” Finwick muttered, more to himself than anyone else.

Cass, ever alert, caught it anyway. “Safer than the surface.”

“Famous last words.”

They passed into the main chamber—and ran into someone Finwick hadn’t been keen on seeing at all. Actually, he never was.

Liam was there, already waiting, leaning against a structural pillar in a faded coat, arms folded. His face was drawn tighter than usual, tired eyes flicking from Finwick to Sarah.

“You made it back,” he said. “Congratulations.”

“No thanks to you,” Finwick said. “As always, you did nothing.”

The air tensed. Liam sucked in air and narrowed his eyes. But then he just nodded, stepping aside to let them pass. “The Old Man wants to see you. Now.”

“I can’t wait,” Finwick replied. “But I’ll take care of Sarah first.”

Liam didn’t object, and at that point, Finwick wouldn’t have cared if he had. After what had just happened, after he’d almost lost Sarah, he didn’t give a damn about people like Liam anymore. He’d been bullied all his life again and again. Enough was enough.

Finwick guided Sarah down the hall to his quarters.

The moment the door hissed shut behind them, Sarah collapsed onto the cot. Her shoulders shook—no sobs, no wails, just the silent quake of someone who’d held herself together for far too long.

Finwick sat beside her. Said nothing. Just held her hand. After a moment, she spoke.

“Sammy and I were playing poker,” she whispered.

Finwick smiled. “Of course you were.”

“And then they came…”

Her voice cracked. Finwick wrapped his arms around her. He was almost overwhelmed by sorrow, by the endless relief that he had found her, but also by fury. Fury because she’d had to endure something like this again at only ten years old. Fury at a world that made something like this possible. And fury at the Guardian Angels.

“They killed him…” She squeezed her hands into fists. “He was my best friend.”

Finwick closed his eyes, hugging her tight while she let her tears flow onto his shirt. “I know, munchkin. I know.”

It was strange. He had never liked Sammy. In his eyes, he had been a rude thug, a gangster hired for his muscles and not his brains. But Sarah had always seen something else in him. And now that he was gone, he was beginning to understand what.

Finwick remembered the Angels through a very different lens. Heroic, efficient, elite. Nephilim, especially, as graceful, deadly, righteous. He’d admired her from afar for years. Obsessively, even. He’d thought himself lucky when he was finally assigned to tech support for the Angels. Lucky to be in the same command structure. Lucky to even be near them.

But now…

He looked at Sarah. At her pain, at the ghost of blood on her clothes. The fear in her eyes. The grief.

The rage in his chest built slow but steady, like a fire denied air. Sammy had died saving her. Shielding her from the bullets of Angels. The same Angels Finwick had once worshipped.

A knot twisted in his stomach.

“I’m so glad you’re okay,” he said quietly.

She nodded, lips trembling. “If he hadn’t pushed me… I’d be dead.”

Finwick stood and paced the room once. Twice. Finally, he stopped at the table, knuckles white around its edge.

Nephilim.

The image of her wouldn’t leave his mind. Not the fantasy—the real version. Cold. Precise. The kind of soldier who could kill without hesitation. Had she pulled the trigger on someone like Sammy once? Would she even flinch?

No.

And that hurt more than anything.

Because some part of him still loved her. Still wanted to believe she was different. That she could be saved.

But could she? And did she even want to be saved?

Symbols on boots stomping civilians. Shadows in the night who killed without consequence. Monsters wearing halos.

“Dad?” Sarah’s voice was soft.

He turned back to her, eyes raw. “I’ve been working for them for years,” he said. “Admiring them. Crushing on them. And all this time… they were just monsters.”

He sat beside her again. He didn’t cry.

But something broke in him. Not a shatter. A shift. A decision.

There was a knock at the door—two quick raps, deliberate.

Liam’s voice followed. “Finwick. The Old Man’s waiting.”

Finwick stood slowly, looked at Sarah one last time.

“You’ll be safe here,” he said. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.”

She gave him a soft  nod as he kissed her on the top of her head.

Finwick opened the door.

And stepped into the next chapter of his life.

∆∆∆

The corridor to the Old Man’s domain was unlike any Finwick had walked before. Carved deep beneath the foundations of Olympias’ decaying industrial husks, it felt more like the approach to a war shrine than a meeting room. Reinforced concrete walls had been fused with antique steel and were etched with the names of the fallen and scorched in places from some forgotten fire.

Cass and the brute had stayed behind, posted silently like sentinels outside the main chamber. Only Liam remained, guiding Finwick forward with the same smug certainty he always carried—like he knew how this would end before it even began.

The doors were of heavy, reinforced iron. Liam didn’t knock; he just pushed.

The room beyond was dark. Not pitch black—just dim, like dusk trapped underground. Old lightstrips glowed amber against the ceiling. Shelves lined the walls, cluttered with old tech, relic-like weapons, and ancient terminals wired into a command node that looked grown rather than built. There was no throne, no elevated seat. The Old Man sat in a worn chair near the center, hunched over a modular control console. His back was to them.

“Come in,” he said without turning.

His voice was rough—textured like gravel under rain. But clear.

Finwick stepped in, shoulders stiff.

The Old Man turned.

Up close, he looked older than Finwick remembered. But not weaker. His eyes were sharp, a shade too bright for a man that age. Augmented, maybe. But it was more than that. They looked at Finwick like they already knew him.

“You found her?” the Old Man asked.

“I did. She’s safe.”

A nod. As if that much had already been clear.

“But it was close,” Finwick said. “And Mama Legba’s bodyguard assigned to her didn’t make it.”

The Old Man exhaled—one long, pained breath that said more than any words. “That’s what they do. Don’t they?”

Finwick said nothing. He didn’t even notice how he’d balled his fists.

“They kill,” the Old Man continued. “Always have. Always will. Especially those who resist. Or matter.”

Finwick remained standing. Liam hovered to the side now, arms crossed, silent. Watching.

“I thought I knew what they were,” Finwick said. “I admired them once. What I saw wasn’t strength and beauty. It was slaughter.”

“Good,” the Old Man said. “That’s the moment it starts—clarity.”

The Old Man stood. He wasn’t tall. But something about the way he rose carried weight. Like gravity bent slightly around him. He stepped to a nearby shelf and seemed to study something there.

“I’ve fought them longer than you’ve been alive,” he said. “But it’s always the same story. They take. They kill. And then they parade the corpses as necessary sacrifices for peace.”

He turned to face Finwick fully. “But peace never comes.”

Finwick looked at him, really looked. And something settled in his chest—like falling, but without fear.

“I want in,” he said.

Liam’s voice cut in from the shadows: “You’re already here.”

Smug. But true.

Still, Finwick ignored him. His eyes stayed locked on the Old Man’s. “I don’t mean hideouts. I mean this. The war. I want to help bring them down.”

The Old Man didn’t smile. He studied Finwick’s face for a moment longer. Then, slowly, his expression shifted into something that was joy only on the surface. Under the surface, something else smoldered: hate.

“What do you have for us?” he asked.

Finwick stepped forward. “I can teach you how to hurt them.”

The Old Man smiled.

∆∆∆

The bottle was already half-empty by the time Jake arrived at Kristina’s apartment.

The corridor outside smelled like plastic and sterilized air, standard for upper-tier Olympias housing. Clean. Controlled. Deceitful.

Like her.

Kristina let him in without hesitation, and the door whispered open on smooth hydraulic runners. She stood there barefoot in a silk slip that shimmered like melted snow. Her hair was down, her eyes soft—too soft.

Jake didn’t say anything. He pushed past her, stripping off his coat as he went. The burn of the vodka still lingered on his tongue.

“You’re early,” she said, voice low, trying for sultry.

“Didn’t feel like being alone.”

“Rough day?”

He didn’t answer. He just dropped himself onto the couch, leaned his head back, and stared at the ceiling.

She brought him a glass of something clear. He didn’t ask what. It burned enough.

Kristina moved closer. “You want to talk about it?”

He laughed softly. A bitter sound. “No.”

Her expression didn’t change. She’d been trained for that.

She straddled him and slipped her arms around his neck. “Jacek… Don’t you know I care about you?”

He grinned. “As much as I care about you, Kristina.”

And it was true. They both gave a damn about each other. She was here to spy on him and he was here to punish her for that. Good deal.

The buzz from the alcohol wasn’t enough. Milan was dead. Nephilim had vanished—no, not vanished. She had reappeared, blazing in like a ghost on every screen in TogbuaXiang, assassinating a political titan in a foreign power structure. A move she would never have made alone.

For him.

Jake’s eyes narrowed.

Metatron.

The name tasted like poison.

And yet, tonight, he couldn’t fight. Not her. Not the world. Not himself.

He took Kristina hard, like almost every night. His movements were automatic—familiar, mechanical, dominant. A performance more than anything. She played her part well, gasping in all the right places. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

And then it happened. The one thing he’d sworn would never happen again. He fell asleep beside her.

He woke up to cold metal against his temple. His eyes opened slowly.

Kristina was sitting up beside him, her silhouette framed by the faint blue light from the city towers outside her window. Her hand was steady. The sidearm she held had a silencer attached.

Her face was unreadable. Jake froze as his hungover brain slowly caught up with what had happened. He had fallen asleep. And now she was finally playing her cards.

“Good morning,” she said quietly.

Jake didn’t move. His breath was shallow. “Kristina… what—”

“You finally slipped,” she interrupted him, her voice calm yet icy. “All this time, I waited. Wondered if the rumors were true. If the golden boy of Rosprom’s deep field division had once fucked a Guardian Angel.”

He said nothing. But his mind was suddenly clear as ice, sharp.

Rumors. There had been rumors… He’d been right all along about Kristina, and yet he’d let her get close to him because he’d wanted to fuck her. Pathetic.

“But tonight,” she said, tapping the screen of her wristband with her free hand, “you said her name. In your sleep. Three times.”

Jake’s heart thudded once, heavy. “Kristina—”

“Nephilim,” she said, eyes locked on his. Then her voice took on a cruel, mimicking tone. “Nephilim. Nephilim. Nephilim.”

She let the silence stretch, like a noose tightening.

“I recorded it,” she added. “Would you like to hear it?”

Jake slowly pushed himself up, sheets rustling. “You’re making a mistake. It’s not what it seems.”

“Am I?” She tilted her head. “Do you know what they’ll do to you when they hear this?”

Jake swallowed the rising fear, shoved it down into the place where he stored all the things he couldn’t afford to feel.

“Delete it,” he said. “We can talk about this.”

“Talk?” Her lip curled slightly. “You’ve never once treated me like a real partner. Or a real woman.”

“That’s not true. I adore you.”

She laughed—a sharp, joyless sound. “You’ve fucked me like a weapon. Like a tool.”

Because that’s what you are, he thought. But instead, he put on that smile that always worked so well on women. “I never lied to you.”

She laughed again. “Maybe. But you lied about everything else, Jake. You’re a traitor. A traitor to your homeland and your people.”

That I am, and I don’t give a fuck.

Her hand tightened on the gun.

Jake forced his voice lower. “I never loved her. I was just… curious. I love you, Kristina.”

“You said her name in your sleep,” Kristina said mockingly. “Three times.”

“I was dreaming of killing her. Like I do every night.”

Kristina blinked.

Jake pushed further. “She’s dangerous. A killer. She foiled our offensive.”

“You’re a good liar.”

“Aren’t we all, Kristina? All this time, you pretended you were attracted to me… or were you pretending?”

A flicker in her eyes. A crack. Jake smiled inwardly.

He pressed the advantage. “I suspected that you’re with Informacja. I knew you were plotting my undoing. And yet I couldn’t help but fall for you. Don’t you feel the same?”

Kristina’s expression shifted again—uncertainty. Confusion. Maybe even guilt…or love.

That was all he needed.

In a blur of movement, Jake twisted, grabbed her wrist, and drove the heel of his palm up under her elbow. The gun fired—a muffled thmp into the mattress.

She tried to scream.

He didn’t let her.

In one fluid motion, he wrapped his arm around her neck, locked his hands, and dropped his weight.

The crack was quiet. Her body jerked once, then stilled.

Jake remained there for a moment, breathing hard, holding her like a broken doll. Then he let go.

Kristina slumped sideways onto the sheets, her golden hair fanned out like spilled ink. Her eyes were open, her mouth slightly parted.

She looked younger dead than she ever had alive.

Jake sat on the edge of the bed, staring at her. He waited for the guilt. The nausea. The grief.

Nothing came.

Just silence. And strategy.

His eyes flicked to the gun. The wristband. The recording. He reached for both.

His mind had already begun calculating the angles—how to stage it, how to erase the trail, how to explain the absence of the agency’s prettiest asset.

She’d come on to him. She’d tried to kill him. He’d defended himself.

No. Better.

She had discovered something bigger. Something dangerous. She’d gone rogue.

Or maybe, she simply disappeared, never to be seen in this gigantic city again.

Jake’s expression didn’t change as he stood and dressed. It was over.

When he left the apartment, he felt absolutely nothing. But there was a name etched into his consciousness.

Nephilim.

∆∆∆

The wind tugged gently at Nephilim’s freshly dried hair as she stepped onto the landing platform, its elevated hexagonal tiles gleaming with the last remnants of sunset. The air was thick with humidity and incense—the soft scent of sandalwood clung to her like a benediction. She was wearing her last set of fresh clothes, her body now scented with lemongrass and coconut, cleaned of blood and grit.

Phichai walked beside her, unusually silent. Whenever he did that, he was withholding information and leaving it to the Tigress to explain things.

The VTOL awaited them at the far end of the platform, sleek and obsidian, its hull gleaming like a predatory insect beneath the darkening sky. The Tigress stood beside it, backlit by the city’s dying light. She wore her full command uniform.

“Nephilim,” she said as they approached, voice low and clipped. “Are you feeling better?”

Nephilim inclined her head slightly. “I never felt bad in the first place.”

The Tigress chuckled, then gestured toward the craft. “Good. We’ll speak in the air.”

The interior of the VTOL was tastefully austere—black leather, titanium framework, and a control panel designed for stealth operations rather than diplomacy.

As they lifted off, the cityscape of Krung Thep receded behind them, its towers blooming with light. Beneath, traffic pulsed like arterial flow. The metropolis began to fade as the aircraft banked south, leaving civilization’s roar behind for the hush of green shadows.

Nephilim sat opposite the Tigress, strapped in, the soft hum of the engines settling into her bones.

The Tigress folded her hands in her lap and studied her with cool admiration. “You performed the assignment flawlessly. The footage has already spread. I’m about to declare martial law and take over command… for our empire’s safety.” She smirked.

Nephilim gave a faint nod. “What happens next?”

“As I said, I will publicly swear to destroy the enemy that dared to commit such a hideous crime. But you don’t need to worry. Our treaty is safe and sealed in blood—my brother’s blood.”

She tapped her comm band briefly as if confirming something unspoken.

“I’ve spent the last hours dismantling my brother’s inner circle. His family and advisors are either dead or conveniently misplaced. The council will vote to name me Interim Chairwoman tomorrow—under emergency protocols, of course.”

Nephilim smiled. “Congratulations.”

The Tigress chuckled. “Why thank you, Nephilim.”

She looked out the window, her voice taking on a quiet pride.

“And now Metatron has his deal. He can count on TogbuaXiang’s full support. No more war between our two organizations…”

Her gaze returned to Nephilim. “As soon as he seizes power, of course.”

The smile that appeared on Nephilim’s face eerily resembled Metatron’s.

She’d done it. She had forged the alliance no one had believed possible. Well, technically, Metatron had. But her actions had sealed it.

The Olympias Conglomerate sends its regards. Death to TogbuaXiang.

She could almost feel him watching. Calculating. Smiling.

“How soon can I leave?” she asked.

The Tigress tilted her head. “Eager to return to the fold?”

“I’ve delivered what you wanted.”

“That you have.” The Tigress considered her for a moment. “As I said, there is someone you need to meet before you go. A… formality, let’s say.”

“I can’t wait,” Nephilim said. She had played the Tigress’ game long enough to know there was always one more move.

Outside, the city had vanished. Dense jungle spread beneath them now, shrouded in darkness, the canopy a whispering tide of green-black. The occasional flicker of light marked remote temples or sensor pylons, but for the most part, the wilderness ruled.

The VTOL adjusted altitude, descending smoothly. Red interior lights flickered to life as the cabin dimmed, and Nephilim felt the shift in pressure as the landing gear deployed.

Through the window, she saw a clearing—circular, deliberate, encircled by floodlights and masked guards. Beyond it stood structures that looked nothing like the sleek towers of Krung Thep. Primitive, archaic.

Phichai remained still as the aircraft touched down, his eyes watchful, a smile on his lips.

The Tigress unbuckled and stood with feline grace.

“Let’s go. It’s going to be worth the trip, you’ll see.”

As the door hissed open and hot jungle air rushed in, Nephilim stepped into the dark with the calm of a killer—and the heartbeat of someone about to glimpse the next piece of a puzzle she hadn’t even known she was solving.

Cicadas screamed in the underbrush. The humidity clung to Nephilim’s skin,.

She stepped out behind Phichai, boots crunching on damp gravel. The Tigress had already disembarked. She waited beside a narrow footpath lit by hanging paper lanterns. It led toward a traditional stilted bamboo house, modest in appearance but clearly fortified beneath its simplicity.

Nephilim’s eyes scanned the perimeter automatically. No visible guards. No drones. But that was an illusion, of course. She knew the Tigress well enough by now.

“This way,” the Tigress said, her voice neutral, her uniform immaculate even in the jungle heat. She led the way with the same fluid authority she’d displayed in Krung Thep—yet something about her posture had shifted. Less performance. More gravity.

Nephilim followed, Phichai silent at her side.

As they ascended the wooden steps, every instinct in Nephilim’s body tensed. Her scan showed someone inside the hut. A familiar signature. A signature she never would have expected in the jungle of TogbuaXiang. She glanced at Phichai, who just smirked and indicated with his head for her to enter.

Inside, the bamboo house was cooler. A simple ceiling fan stirred the incense-heavy air. The floor was smooth, aged wood. There were no screens, no furniture beyond a low table flanked by floor cushions—and one other occupant.

He rose as they entered.

Even though she had seen it on her scan, seeing him with her own eyes was something completely different.

The thing before her was massive—over seven feet tall, plated in dull chrome and matte black polymer. Its head was partially human, the remnants of a skull visible beneath armored implants, but the eyes… the eyes were entirely machine. Red sensors glowed like coals behind a visor that retracted as he straightened.

A Synth.

A Kiberspecnaz.

Rosprom’s elite cyborg shock troopers—more war machine than man. The Angels were graceful, terrifying in their beauty. The Wasps were elegant in their lethality. But the Synths were blunt-force nightmares. Built for domination. Built for war. And yet inferior to both other cyborg types.

Nephilim’s spine went rigid. She didn’t reach for her weapon. Not yet. But the energy in her muscles shifted—subtle, coiled like a spring.

Phichai sensed it. He stepped slightly ahead of her and placed his hand gently on her forearm. A silent signal.

Not an enemy. Not today, at least.

The Synth spoke first. His voice was processed steel—low, metallic, with a faint Slavic accent that hadn’t been scrubbed by the machine.

“Archangel Nephilim,” he said. “It is an honor.”

Nephilim said nothing. She wasn’t sure whom she had expected the mysterious visitor she had to meet to be, but certainly not one of Rosprom’s Synths.

The Tigress gestured toward the table. “Please. Sit. We are among allies here.”

Nephilim did so warily. The Synth folded himself onto a cushion with surprising grace. Phichai remained standing behind Suaa—watchful but calm.

“This is Colonel Vyruk,” the Tigress said. “Second in command of the Kiberspecnaz Division. One of the architects of the agreement between Rosprom, TogbuaXiang… and Olympias.”

Nephilim’s eyes flicked between them. “The honor is all mine.”

She wasn’t sure why she was so surprised. After all, Metatron had told her that he was also talking to Rosprom’s Synths. She had believed him, of course. But seeing the alliance with her own eyes was something completely different.

“Yes, the alliance is real,” the Tigress said with a smirk as if she had read Nephilim’s thoughts. “And it’s been years in the making.”

Vyruk nodded. “We owe that to Metatron. Because he understands us. All of us.”

“Even you?” Nephilim asked, voice flat.

“I am not a man. I am not a machine. I am what comes after. And Metatron is the only force alive who sees what we can become together.”

Nephilim looked at the Tigress, who offered her a rare, genuine smile.

“He came to me many years ago. Offered not threats but a vision. He said if we did not unite, we would all be destroyed—one at a time. He was right.”

Nephilim sat back slowly. A wave of warmth moved through her chest—subtle but unmistakable.

He had done it.

Against all odds, all history, all blood-soaked betrayals, Metatron had done the impossible. He had forged peace between three mortal enemies. She felt pride flood her. Fierce, burning pride. And longing.

She wanted nothing more than to see him. To tell him it had worked. That she had held the line. That she had earned him this moment.

“When can I return to Olympias?” she asked.

The Tigress met her gaze. “Soon. But first, you needed to hear this.”

Nephilim frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”

Vyruk leaned forward, red eyes narrowing. “Our interception teams picked up something four days ago. Coded transmissions between the RRS—the Rosprom spy network embedded in Olympias—and High Command.”

Nephilim’s pulse kicked. “And?”

“We decrypted fragments. Enough to know the operation is real. A plan to remove Metatron from power. Permanently.”

Ice spread through Nephilim’s veins.

“The codename,” Vyruk said, “is Titan Fall.”

“How…” she whispered.

“We’re not sure. The transmission was cryptic. Usually, we’re not involved in such strategic decisions. We’re only deployed to fight and die. Similar to you. The goal is to eliminate Metatron and install a replacement under High Command control.”

“Who?” Nephilim asked, forcing herself not to let fear cloud her judgment.

“We don’t know,” the Synth commander said. “But the message indicated that it already has been initiated.”

Nephilim shot to her feet. “I need to go.”

“This alliance—it only holds because of Metatron,” the Synth said. “If he falls, it ends. There is no treaty. No unity. There is only war.”

But Nephilim didn’t hear the rest. She didn’t really care either.

She turned to the Tigress, eyes blazing. “Get me out of here.”

The Tigress blinked. “Of course, Nephilim. But—”

“Now.”

“There’s still—”

“No,” Nephilim said firmly. “I’ve done what you asked for. Now get me back to Olympias.”

The room held its breath.

The Synth watched her, inscrutable.

The Tigress looked up slowly, calculating. Then she smiled.

“Of course, Nephilim. We have access to some very fast transport around the globe, as you know.

∆∆∆

Metatron, I’m coming.

The jungle breathed mist as Nephilim stood on the tarmac of the hidden military airbase, eyes fixed on the sleek, matte-black silhouette of the Taen—TogbuaXiang’s fastest VTOL-capable hypersonic jet. The plane was beautiful, designed to look like a dangerous insect: a wasp.

Five days ago, she had arrived here with the weight of uncertainty coiled around her spine. Five days ago, she had stepped onto this same cracked concrete strip, surrounded by dense tropical green and the heavy scent of moisture and fuel. Back then, she had been a guest, a weapon waiting to be aimed. Now, she was a viper with a mission—and nothing would stop her from returning to him.

She stood still in the thick air, armored from throat to toe in the latest Wasp combat suit—a gift from the Tigress. Matte-black composite plates flowed over reactive mesh, optimized for agility and speed. The twin katanas crossed over her back weren’t decorative. They were Wasp-forged, high-frequency edge capable, tuned to her exact balance and draw speed. Not that she really needed them as she had her own integrated blades, but the Tigress had insisted she take them anyway.

Nephilim was ready. Yet her hands trembled slightly as they hung by her sides. Only slightly. Only when no one was looking.

Something’s wrong.
She had felt it before—when leaving Olympias. A faint tremor in the air around her heart. A whisper in the back of her mind that something was ending.

She had told herself it was nothing.

But now, with ‘Titan Fall’ echoing in her head, with the Synth’s words still burning through her nerves, she knew it had been a warning. Some part of her had known. That she might never see Metatron again. That something was about to break—and it might be him.

If only she could reach him. Send a message. A warning. But enemy territory offered no safe channels. Even the Tigress, with all her power, couldn’t help there.

“Still breathing?”

Phichai’s voice grounded her. She turned.

He stood beside her, calm as always, hands folded behind his back, eyes watching her carefully. He wore the same combat rig, his own katana slung low across his back. A hint of amusement curled at the corners of his mouth.

“You don’t have to come with me,” she said, her voice quiet but firm. “It might be a one-way trip.”

Phichai grinned. “Someone’s gotta make sure you don’t pass out mid-flight again.”

A flicker of a smile touched her lips. Just for a moment. Then it was gone, chased away by the sharp pull in her chest.

She wanted to be gone already. She wanted the jungle to blur into smoke behind her. She wanted to see the skyscrapers of Olympias rising from the clouds like daggers—and know he was still there. Still alive.

She wanted Metatron. Nothing else mattered.

Because she felt him—still—like a phantom limb. A constant hum at the edge of her soul. A rhythm only she could hear. And now that rhythm faltered.

The Taen’s side hatch hissed open. The boarding ramp unfolded with elegant precision, its interior glowing faint gold in the low light.

“You ready?” Phichai asked.

She nodded.

Together, they walked across the concrete strip, boots echoing softly against the quiet.  Nephilim reached the foot of the ramp and paused.

She turned back for one second, eyes scanning the jungle horizon. It was late at night now. The trees had vanished into silhouette, the mist dark and secretive. Somewhere out there, the Tigress was already setting the stage for a bloodless coup. Somewhere behind her, alliances had shifted like tectonic plates.

And somewhere ahead—

Metatron was waiting for her.

She stepped into the plane, and Phichai followed. The door sealed shut with a whisper.

Nephilim strapped in, fingers clenching briefly on the harness.

Phichai gave her a sidelong glance. “Are you okay?”

She didn’t answer. Instead, she closed her eyes for a heartbeat. Just one.

Metatron, hold on… I’m coming.

The Taen lifted from the jungle with ghostlike grace and carved into the clouds like a knife through silk. The night swallowed it whole.

And the race against Titan Fall began.


Epilogue

The city was midnight glass and silence.

From the apex of the Olympias skyline, Metatron stood encased in moonlight, the walls of his penthouse humming faintly with ambient symphonics—an echo of forgotten piano sonatas threaded into the night. The datapad in his hand flickered with a stabilized feed, and he watched—again—the moment her blade slid beneath the Chairman’s throat. He smiled.

Nephilim.

The camera angle caught her from below as she stepped off the dais, visor lifted, her glowing eyes bare to the world. “The Olympias Conglomerate sends its regards,” she said. Then: “Death to TogbuaXiang.”

He chuckled. This wasn’t the outcome he’d expected, but it was interesting. And all reports said the same: that the assassin had escaped and was on the loose. So this had been the Tigress’ plan all along, and Nephilim had helped her achieve it perfectly.

So precise. So fierce. So divine.

She had fulfilled her part. And the Tigress… she had played her hand well. Ruthless. Surgical. The political chaos would unfold exactly as planned—power would consolidate in their favor, the alliance secured, the future wide open.

They would conquer the world together.

But first, celebration. A victory. One worthy of them both. She would be in his bed soon. And after that, the new era would begin.

He turned the datapad off and tossed it onto the obsidian counter. The smooth click it made as it landed was the only sound in the room aside from the slow whir of security drones coasting behind mirrored glass walls.

He wasn’t in the mood for this next part. But duty demanded it. They had served him well. Some of them, at least. Others… less so. And now it was time to release them.

He poured himself a drink and watched the ice melt as he took the first sip. The penthouse felt unusually cold tonight, even for Olympias. His system should have compensated for it, but something in him let it linger. Perhaps it suited the moment.

The first to arrive was Leliel—beautiful, lethal, her blonde curls too perfect to be anything but synthetic. She moved like a dream in black, her expression soft and sweet as always. The perfect deception.

Then Dumah, towering and silent as her name, neon-blue hair flowing like a war banner. She gave him the smallest of smiles.

Uriel came next, as always the most laid-back of them.

Last came Zephaniel. Proud. Impeccably dressed. Smiling.

They gathered in the lounge as instructed, each taking their place like actors returning for one final scene. Metatron didn’t bother sitting. He remained standing by the glass, back to the city, drink in hand, gaze distant. He simply wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible. They expected an orgy, but instead, they would be dismissed.

“I asked you here tonight to end something,” he said. “You’ve served me long and well. And I cherished every moment of it.”

No one spoke.

He continued, his voice low and cold as the skyline.

“You remain Archangels, but I hereby release you from your sexual duties to me.”

Still no reaction.

It should have struck him then. The silence. The way Leliel shifted slightly in her stance. The flicker of something in Dumah’s eyes. The way Zephaniel’s smile never reached his eyes.

It was Uriel who moved first.

A flicker, barely a blur.

The blade plunged into Metatron’s side.

He staggered, not from pain—his system suppressed that—but from disbelief. He turned just in time for Dumah’s strike to land across his chest, carving deep into the graphene weave of his coat.

Leliel’s blade followed, a perfect arc slicing under his ribs.

He fell to one knee.

But not before his eyes found Zephaniel.

“You…” he choked.

Zephaniel stepped forward and knelt beside him, almost gently, as if to offer final words to a fallen emperor.

“Me,” he said softly.

Then, without ceremony, he plunged his blade into Metatron’s chest.

For a moment, time fractured.

The city blurred beyond the glass. Blood, too dark to be real, pooled across the marble.

And Metatron—the architect, the ghost king, the mind behind Olympias—fell. Ambushed by the ones closest to him.

No last words.

No rage.

Only the sound of his body hitting the floor.

When the world turned black, all he could hear was a faint whisper.







I’m coming.
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