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Chapter One


Fallen Angels
Misty clouds hung between the skyscrapers of Oldtown. The rain had stopped and the air smelled of moist concrete. Otherwise, there was nothing. No scent, no odor. Most places had a distinctive smell, but not Olympias City I. As if it were sterile, lifeless, soulless.
Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes did not like this at all. He knew he would never get used to it.
Siro left his car and walked toward the narrow alley located between two old-fashioned high-rises from the pre-corporation era. Usually, this was a deserted place. Only a few residents lived in the outdated buildings, and the buzzing nightlife district for which the area was famous was a couple of miles away.
Today, however, the unremarkable alley was filled with people, equipment, and robots. Two AI police officers flanked the entrance, making sure no one entered without authorization. Their metallic bodies stood motionless as Siro passed. Of course, they had scanned him and knew who he was. He paid them no attention as he walked quickly into the alley.
Thick clouds covered the neon lights and holographic displays on the surrounding buildings, letting only a diffuse, reddish gleam shine through. Combined with the greyish light of dawn, it made the gruesome scenery seem surreal.
More AI police units dispatched to the crime scene were setting up lights, scanning the surroundings, and securing evidence. Every single bit of DNA in proximity would be found, analyzed, and run through the databanks of Olympias’s citizens. Crime had never paid, but nowadays it was an almost hopeless endeavor. Even if a perpetrator had lost only one eyelash, the artificial police units would find it and know who it belonged within seconds. This was why the crime rate was relatively low for a city of forty million residents.
At least small criminals had a hard life. The professionals and organized crime were a different story. Siro was convinced they would exist as long as humanity did. No matter how advanced police investigation became, they always would find ways to stay in the shadows.
It was why human investigators such as himself were still needed in otherwise mostly automated law enforcement. Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes was part of Homicide Department Eight, responsible for several districts including Oldtown.
Two human forensics technicians from his department supervised the AI officers in collecting evidence. When Siro passed them and entered the crime scene contained by white and yellow holo-beams, indicating this was a restricted area, he could see in the two young men’s faces that they felt extremely uneasy.
Of course they did. This wasn’t just any crime scene. This was something none of them had ever seen before.
The coroner, was already here, and so was Kate. She turned around and faced him. A grin flashed over her face. If she, too, was intimidated by what had happened here, she did not show it.
“There you are. Got lost in the big city?”
Siro gave her a crooked smile, ignoring the mocking. “I brought you coffee.”
He handed her one of the two cups he was holding.
“Thanks, you’re a doll,” she said, taking a sip, then rolled her green eyes in delight. “Olympias III bean?”
“The one and only.”
He was late. To atone, he had stopped by the small coffee shop not far away from his apartment, which served authentic coffee from Olympias III. It was costly, but Siro hated the synthetic stuff, plus it was the easiest way to get on Kate’s good side. She had a weak spot for good coffee. Something they had in common.
Detective Kate Spader was tall and slender. Her straight, yellow-dyed hair was medium length on one side of her head and shaved on the other. There, a relatively large black implant stuck out of her skull. Surrounded by a tattoo with eight ultra-realistic legs, it seemed as if a huge, black spider crawled over her head. The ink reflected light and made it appear as if the arachnid were alive and moving. Unsurprisingly, Kate had been nicknamed Spider by her colleagues.
Other than that, she was an attractive woman in her early thirties. Her most distinctive features were wide emerald eyes. Now, however, she squinted them and grimaced.
“What a fucking mess.”
Siro couldn’t agree more. In his many years as a homicide detective, he had seen many gruesome murders but this exceeded them all. This was an execution. A slaughter. It had been performed with extraordinary brutality.
But that wasn’t all. The perpetrators—and this murder could only have been accomplished by more than one person—had staged the victim, displaying the body in a grotesque way. The whole setup was clearly meant as a message. Somebody wanted to make a statement. And who in their right mind would dare to?
It was either incredibly bold or stupid. Siro was sure that stone-cold pros had committed this.
He stepped closer and inspected the victim.
It was a male, but this was only apparent when looking closely at the face—or what was left of it.
The man was naked. He had been slit from his neck to his loin; the ribcage had been torn open with extreme force. Some of the organs were missing, and so were his genitals.
His arms and legs were gone, leaving only the heavily mutilated torso and head.
If that wasn’t horrifying enough, the perpetrators had wrapped the victim’s intestines around his neck, creating a makeshift noose. Then they’d hung him from an old, corroded fire escape. The remains of the tortured and murdered man were swinging back and forth slightly in the morning breeze. The neon holo ad on the wall of the high-rise flickered in the mist, giving the scene a bizarre eeriness.
Brain tissue was still dripping out where the man’s skull had been cracked open. The forehead and temples had been penetrated and the brain implants removed.
At first glance, the killing appeared to have been the work of implant harvesters. But Siro knew it was not. The harvester gangs never operated in the open, and ran their organizations hidden in abandoned buildings where nobody would disturb their gruesome business. They would never have picked this man as a victim.
The detective suspected the killers had extracted the implants to make their statement even more significant—if that was even possible—and probably to sell the parts or modify them for themselves.
Empty, bloody sockets stared at the investigators. The eyes had been removed. Eye prosthetics, to be precise.
The culprits had hung them on a cord around the victim’s neck. The eyes were blue. Neon blue.
Siro had heard about the eyes over the comm but seeing it for himself was a completely different story. Until now, he had told himself that the info was an error.
It was not. There could be no doubt about who the victim was. No one else was equipped with those eyes.
The victim was no ordinary man. He was a Guardian Angel.
“Fuck,” Siro said, realizing the full extent of the mess they were dealing with.
“Yep. Fuck,” Kate agreed.
She reached into her pocket, pulled out an e-cigarette, and stuck it in her mouth. The device sprang into action automatically. It gave the illusion of an actual cigarette with a red glow on its tip and produced holographic smoke; yet it contained neither nicotine nor tar. Instead, it dispensed a legal narcotic that simultaneously relaxed the user and stimulated cognitive synapses in the brain.
“Who does such shit?” she said, drawing on the device. “That’s completely insane. And why the hell does it have to happen in our district?”
Siro knew exactly what she thought. The whole thing meant trouble.
“This was an execution,” he said, studying the horribly mutilated corpse.
“Guess they are not invincible after all.” Kate shrugged.
Suddenly, Siro knew he was being watched. He turned toward the entrance of the alley. Besides the two AI police units, it was empty. The air was still misty, and the street illuminated with reddish, diffused light. Siro stiffened. Something moved toward him.
Then he perceived the strange shimmer in the air, like sunshine hitting asphalt on a hot day. He opened his mouth to alert his partner but froze when he saw them.
Like ghosts, they appeared out of thin air. The flickering effect intensified for a moment then he saw three figures coming out of stealth and walking toward them.
Two women and a man. Dressed all in black, tall, beautiful, their faces still. They almost seemed unearthly. Perfect creatures from a fantasy world. Demons. Or Angels.
Their eerie neon-blue eyes pierced him, glowing slightly in the half-darkness of dawn.
Staring at them, Siro held his breath. Then he got a grip on himself and tapped Kate on the shoulder. She turned around and almost dropped her cigarette in surprise.
They had a dead Guardian Angel here. Of course, they had expected to deal with his living counterparts eventually, but seeing them appear literally out of nowhere caught them both off guard. They had never seen technology like that, although there had been rumors that the Angels had developed stealth gear. Apparently, the rumors were true.
The three cyborgs stopped directly in front of the speechless cops.
“Good morning, officers,” the male Angel said in a friendly tone but with a frosty smile on his lips. He was a tall and handsome man, with perfect ebony skin and shiny white hair, standing upright from his head. “You’re right. We are not invincible, but almost.”
Although he smiled, his words held a threatening undertone. They indicated two things: the black-clad figures had overheard their conversation, and they disapproved of Kate’s nonchalant comment.
Siro felt his neck hair standing up. He had to remind himself that these were the good guys. He had nothing to fear from them…right?
“Good morning, Guardian Angels,” Siro said. From the corner of his eye, he could see that the two forensics guys had frozen like statues. “Thank you for coming so quickly. District Eight Homicide Detectives Kate Spader and…”
“Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes. We know who you are,” the woman in the middle interrupted him. Her body language and posture clearly showed that she was in charge.
Looking at her, Siro noticed that he was holding his breath again. The woman was stunning. Medium-length raven-black hair, a youthful Asian-Caucasian face, almond-shaped glowing eyes. Blue highlights in her hair matched the color of her eyes perfectly. She was tall, almost the same height as the man. Tight, extravagant clothes displayed a perfect body with soft curves and long, slim legs. Her hands were stuck in the pockets of a tightly-fitting, shiny latex coat.
She fixed her eyes on his face for a moment. Surely she was scanning him, pulling information about him from her database. Then she walked past the two cops and to the fallen Angel.
“And yes, you are correct,” she said. “This was an execution.”
She stood there in silence, inspecting the remains of her dead comrade. The white-haired man stepped next to her and they exchanged a look, their faces showing no visual expression like living dolls. Words were literally not necessary for the Angels to communicate with each other, as they were all connected over the grid and shared information over a comm link.
The leader lifted a finger toward the second woman. She was a bit shorter and had more of an athletic build than the other Angel, who was of almost ethereal perfection. Wavy red hair fell down her shoulders and freckles covered her pale cheeks. She would have looked cute if not for the unnatural eyes and stern expression on her face.
The redhead followed an unspoken command and began inspecting the crime scene thoroughly, scanning everything with her artificial eyes.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Siro said, showing professional compassion as he walked up to the two Angels inspecting the corpse.
The woman turned her head and studied him for a second. “We appreciate it.”
“This was the work of pros,” Siro continued. “Organized crime or cartels. They knew exactly what they were doing. They wanted to set an example, make a statement. Maybe even send a warning.”
The two cyborgs exchanged another look and remained silent.
“We will request all surveillance from the area and start looking for witnesses immediately,” Kate said. After her initial puzzlement, she was professional and self-confident again. “Can you tell us what your man was doing here alone during the night?”
“That”—the male cyborg faced her—“is none of your business, Detective Spader.”
Kate wasn’t willing to back down so easily. “But…it would help our investigation tremendously if you could provide us with information about—”
“Thank you, Detectives,” the woman in charge said with a friendly yet authoritative voice. “That won’t be necessary. You can leave now.”
“This is a crime scene. Clearly a homicide,” Kate objected. “It falls into the jurisdiction of the OCPD, homicide department—”
“Not anymore,” the woman said, a slight smile on her face. “I hereby override your jurisdiction at the order of the High-Archangel of Olympias. You can leave now. There is no further action required from you. Report to your superiors for instructions.”
The two cops exchanged a frustrated look. An internal comm was not necessary for them to know what the other was thinking. But they both knew it wasn’t a good idea to confront a Guardian Angel. They stood above the law and made the rules as they pleased. Which was why many in law enforcement despised them.
“You heard the Guardian Angels, people,” Siro said with snark in his voice. “Our job here is done.”
The coroner and the two forensics officers were very eager to leave. The three Guardian Angels radiated such cold that it seemed to chill the entire alley by several degrees.
Quickly, the human police force members picked up their equipment and left the crime scene while the AI police stayed. The Guardian Angels had overridden their commands and would use them for their own investigation.
Almost back at the street, Siro turned around once more and studied the three black-dressed figures. Did they even pity their fallen comrade? Were they capable of human compassion? Or was it just a numbers game for them? However, he had to admit he was intrigued.
When they walked to the car, Kate gave him a glace, moving her lips. He clearly could read what she was silently saying: “Assholes.”
She did not dare speak it out loud. The Guardians of Olympias were almost certainly eavesdropping on them.
Siro nodded in agreement and they drove off. The sun was just about to rise, reflecting reddish light off the countless windows of the tall buildings making them appear as if they were on fire—or awash in blood.
***
“What a fucking mess!” Adriel swore once the cops were gone.
“It is indeed,” Nephilim said.
They had seen more death and destruction than they could remember. Dead bodies were part of their daily life. Their business often got very bloody and gory. They were even used to losing their own in battle. It was their purpose to fight and die, protect and destroy. The reason they existed. Custodio et mortifico.
However, seeing a Guardian Angel like this was shocking, even for these ice-cold killers in black.
Adriel clenched his fist. “It makes my blood boil. I wanna find the son-of-a-bitch who did this and rip them into shreds…slowly.”
“Somebody has to pay,” Nephilim agreed. “But the detective was right. This is certainly the work of more than one person. Well-equipped professionals.”
Nephilim studied the mutilated Angel dangling from the fire escape on his own intestines. She had known him. The Angel Corps was relatively small, numbering only about five hundred. Yet they were elite soldiers, the most advanced cyborg units ever designed. Every one of them could easily take on a small army of humans, and they were even more efficient against AI units. To kill an Angel was extremely difficult. Adriel was right when he said they were almost invincible.
The murdered Angel’s name was Simiel. He had been no rookie but a seasoned soldier of thirty-two, which was already old for an Angel. A fighter like this did not go down easily.
Nephilim understood Adriel’s rage; she felt the same way.
“Eleleth,” she addressed the red-haired Angel. “Analysis.”
Eleleth moved closer. Unlike Adriel, who felt self-confident in Nephilim’s presence, she displayed devotion. Her body language and speech showed that she felt a deep respect for her superior. The cute redhead was also still very young at only twenty-one. She admired Nephilim deeply and viewed her as a hero.
“Scanning the DNA of multiple people,” she reported. “The sequences are blurry, and it will take time to decode them.”
Nephilim nodded. “What else?”
“I don’t see any evidence of a fight here,” the young Angel said.
“That’s correct,” Nephilim said. “Because there was no fight.”
“You think he was killed elsewhere and then dumped here?” Adriel asked.
“My scan shows that he lost most of his blood during the torture and extraction of his implants and augmentations,” Nephilim said, inspecting the corpse closely. His empty eye sockets seemed to stare back at her, and the broken jaw brought an expression to the dead Angel’s face like a twisted grin. “And I don’t see any blood here, or do you?”
“Nope,” Adriel agreed.
“Who does something like this?” Eleleth asked. “Why?”
“The question is rather, who dares to do something like this?” Nephilim said. “Because we will hunt them down like the animals they are.”
She spun on her heel and walked to the alley entrance with the self-confident, predatory stride typical for her. Adriel and Eleleth followed. There was nothing else for them to do here. The AI police would secure the area until the Angel Corps’ own forensic specialists arrived, ETA two minutes.
Nephilim wanted to return to HQ and report. Or rather discuss the situation, as whatever she knew, he knew as well.
A huge black limousine with tinted windows waited for them on the street; its doors opened automatically as they approached. All three Angels entered the vehicle, and it took off toward the Speedway.
Nephilim made herself comfortable in the black faux leather cushions in the back. Adriel sat next to her while Eleleth took a less comfortable seat opposite them. Outside the windows, Oldtown was slowly waking as the self-driving car made its way through the streets.
The district was nothing other than former downtown Atlanta. After the founding of Olympias City I over fifty years ago, most of the old metropolitan areas had been flattened to make space for the new mega-city and HQ of the Olympias Conglomerate. Downtown Atlanta had been the only part considered sufficient back in the day and therefore left standing. Compared to the rest of Olympias City, it seemed old-fashioned; its high-rises were small and outdated. Some parts were run down, such as the area where the fallen Angel had been found.
Nephilim watched the old city flying by the window in silence. Whenever she came here, she experienced strange emotions she could not quite explain. Oldtown seemed oddly familiar to her, as if she had a special connection to the place — which was, of course, nonsense. Like every other Angel, she had visited the area frequently, often to “clean up.” To get rid of some human vermin the police couldn’t handle.
Since she became an Archangel, however, she didn’t come here so often anymore. Three months ago, she had led a raid on the Dome, a former government building in the pre-corporation era and now a notorious hideout for black market dealers and other criminals. It had been a huge success, and she had enjoyed it.
Today was the first time since the raid that she had returned, and the unexplainable feeling in her stomach would not pass. One particular skyscraper with a pyramid top always attracted her attention, and so did Merit Park with its characteristic hill.
They passed the infamous Oldtown red-light and entertainment district. Strangely, Nephilim felt drawn to it whenever she came to the area, although she almost never visited brothels and similar entertainment anymore. The Archangels preferred and were supposed to stay among themselves.
After a couple of minutes, the car drove up the steep ramp to the Speedway, usually referred to as the Deathway. Two hundred feet high, it wound through skyscraper canyons circling the entire city which spread from former Atlanta south to what used to be Orlando.
With no speed limit, the Deathway was the fastest way around the city and remarkably no more dangerous than any other route. After countless deadly accidents, Olympias' leaders had banned people from driving and made autonomous vehicles mandatory. Of course, the only exceptions were the Angels, who owned high-speed motorcycles — the fastest and most advanced vehicles in Olympias.
Below the Deathway were three other transportation levels: one for slower cars and autonomous cabs, one for public transport monorails, and one for cyclists since bicycles were the encouraged form of transport for Olympias citizens.
“So,” Adriel broke the silence once they were traveling at a comfortable 130 mph over the Deathway. “What do you think about all of this, Neph?”
“I’m not sure,” Nephilim said. “This is a unique situation.”
That wasn’t all that she was thinking.
Being an Archangel, she had much deeper insights than any regular Angel. And she also had strict orders on what she was allowed to share with the lower-ranked corps members.
Even with her Powers. Every Archangel was entitled to pick two so-called Powers. They were Angels designated to serve an Archangel, like personal assistants but also bodyguards who were supposed to sacrifice themselves for the Archangel if necessary. Still, this was a very desirable position and a great honor.
Metatron had suggested that Nephilim choose Adriel to become her Power. As her former partner, he was the perfect choice.
He already sacrificed himself for you once, were Metatron’s words. He would do it again.
Nephilim could not recall such an incident. But she did not give it much thought because many things were blurry or missing in her memory, caused by the EMP attack she had suffered a year ago.
Adriel smiled, studying her. “I know this face, Ms. Archangel. It’s okay, keep your dirty little secrets.”
Nephilim rolled her eyes and, for the first time today, looked like a human being. If not for the neon-blue eyes, she could almost have passed for a sweet, young woman. “One beautiful day, I will send you to early retirement, Adriel.”
He grimaced. “Nah. Your life would be dull without me, and you know it.”
Eleleth stayed silent. She was used to being the third wheel around Nephilim and Adriel. The two of them shared history and a tight bond. Sometimes one could forget Nephilim was an Archangel when she was around Adriel. She wasn’t like the other Archangels, and Eleleth was honored to serve under her.
Nephilim turned serious again. “Once back at HQ, I want the two of you to pull all available surveillance of the area from the grid. All drones, surveillance cams, and implant trails. Our man can’t just have shown up out of nowhere, naked and mutilated. Even if we are dealing with exceptional professionals, surveillance must have picked up something.”
“Consider it done,” Adriel said.
Nephilim flashed him a brief smile, then turned to the window and her own thoughts. Outside, the majestic skyline of Olympias City I flew by. Countless skyscrapers of three hundred stories and higher rose on all sides, like an oversized forest of glass, chrome, and concrete. Colorful holographic advertisements shone everywhere. Some were so huge that they covered hundreds of feet of facades, telling citizens of the Olympias Conglomerate what they needed to improve themselves or achieve happiness. In other places, huge holo-screens displayed the news, which constantly reported success stories of individuals or the corporation itself. There was no bad news in a perfect society that was better than any in human history. Positive thinking mantras promised that everyone could become anything they wanted.
A dead Guardian Angel would never make it into the news. The Angels were very rarely even mentioned publicly. After all, citizens should not be concerned with attacks by hostile cyborg troops and spies sent out by the other two corporations to destroy Olympias. And the raids the Angels executed on outcasts trying to escape the system were kept secret. Why give anyone the idea that alternatives to the perfect lifestyle were even imaginable?
Nevertheless, the Angels were like the boogeymen everyone feared. The boogeymen which could come for you at any time.
After a few minutes, a huge, black cube came into sight: the Guardian Angels HQ.
“Home sweet home,” Adriel said as the limousine drove into the underground garage.
***
Nephilim knocked, then opened the heavy, wooden door. She didn’t need to wait to be asked in. He knew she was coming and expected her.
Metatron, the High-Archangel and commander of the Guardian Angels, leaned on the pillar next to the window in a casual pose. The huge, black-tinted windows offered a magnificent view over the Inner Circle, the elite district of Olympias, and the colossal black pyramid, the center of power of the Conglomerate and seat of the Board.
Little daylight shone through the windows, giving the spacious, elegantly-furnished office a gloomy atmosphere. Nephilim didn’t notice it anymore. Since becoming an Archangel, she came here almost daily.
Metatron was not alone. Zephaniel, the First Archangel, his right hand and second in command, was with him. He stood close to his superior, facing him. Their body language made clear that the men were close and had known each other for a long time. However, even in a casual pose, Metatron radiated power and dominance while the other man expressed devotion. That, too, was something Nephilim did not pay attention to anymore.
One thing she felt every time she encountered Metatron, however, was deep, genuine admiration. Being in his presence felt electrifying. There was no place she would rather be than here.
Metatron shifted his attention from Zephaniel to her as she entered. For a moment, a characteristic thin smile appeared on his slightly androgynous, ageless face.
“Nephilim. Good. We were just about to discuss the case.”
“He was executed, outright butchered.” she said, cutting straight to the point. “Possibly tortured to death.”
Metatron’s face turned cold. “Unacceptable.”
He shot one more glance at the pyramid and walked to his desk smooth and predatory way. The High-Archangel sat in his chair and remained silent for a moment, his glowing cyborg eyes focused on Nephilim.
“This is the third case in two weeks,” he finally said. “Somebody is targeting our people, hunting them down.”
“The question is why?” Zephaniel asked.
“Well, it’s not that we have a serial killer with a taste for Angels,” Metatron said, leaning back and forming a pyramid with his fingers. “This is an organized attack. Someone is trying to weaken our force by taking us out one by one. Someone well-informed and even better equipped.”
He paused for a moment, looking from Zephaniel to Nephilim, his best and most-trusted people.
“It’s not only cowardly murder, but it’s also an act of provocation. Someone is taunting us,” he continued, his eyes narrowing. “They think they can make fools of us.”
Only those who knew him well would see the anger flickering behind his cool composure.
“Rosprom? TogbuaXiang?” Nephilim asked, naming the two other mega-corporations in constant conflict with the Olympias Conglomerate.
“Possible. But unlikely,” Metatron said. “I think we all know how difficult it is to kill one of ours. Only other cyborg units can accomplish that, and I doubt we wouldn’t have noticed hostile tech in such a high amount.”
“Maybe one of the other two corporations developed new, higher evolved stealth and are now able to operate within the city without our sensors picking it up,” Zephaniel thought aloud.
Metatron nodded. “We can’t rule that out. If true, then we have a serious problem.”
Nephilim agreed. They would be screwed. Until now, it had been almost impossible for hostile cyborg units to operate in the open without being detected by the Olympias surveillance system. It was possible for one unit to cloak and evade detection, but never for a whole cyborg squad. When they attacked, they usually did it in the open.
“Simiel was a tough fighter,” Nephilim said. “Maybe he was ambushed. Or drugged.”
“We lost contact with him last night at about nine. He disappeared from the grid completely,” Zephaniel added.
“I want to know how this can be possible. Not only have we lost contact with his neural implants, he also completely disappeared. Same as the other two before him.” Metatron’s voice now showed a hint of irritation. “Any word from his partner?”
The second in command pressed his lips together. “Nothing. I have a bad feeling about this.”
“Zephaniel, I want to know exactly where Simiel went last night. Put a team of data analysts and surveillance specialists on it, highest priority.”
Zephaniel nodded. “Certainly. I will see to that at once.”
“Furthermore, I want Dr. Weinberg to perform a detailed autopsy. Tell him to call in micro-molecular specialists to assist. I expect a report by this afternoon.”
The First Archangel nodded again. “At least they can’t use the data on the neural implants against us. And even if they tortured him, they probably got nothing.”
It was true. Angels were trained to sustain torture. Since early childhood, they were conditioned to die before giving away any crucial information. Besides, thanks to extensive gen-treatment, the receptors in their cells responsible for pain detection were curbed to a minimum. Angels had to be able to feel pain so they knew when they were injured or pushed their bodies too far, but they could easily endure 300 percent more pain than an average human. And their implants were programmed to delete all data if forcefully extracted. Only the hardware remained but that was bad enough if it fell into the wrong hands. It was one of the reasons Metatron took the matter so seriously.
The other reason was that he hated losing an Angel. It wasn’t just a huge waste of resources. Nephilim knew that despite his cool demeanor, Metatron cared about his people.
“From now on, all Angels are required to keep strictly in pairs, even off duty. I won’t tolerate any more casualties.”
Metatron made a gesture with his finger toward Zephaniel who understood he was dismissed.
“One more thing,” the High-Archangel said, and Zephaniel stopped at the door. “Under no circumstances is the public allowed to learn anything about this mess, is that clear? And find his fucking partner!”
“Yes, Metatron.” The First Archangel bowed his head before he left the room.
After his second in command was gone, Metatron remained silent for a moment, his coldly gleaming eyes studying Nephilim, who stood facing his desk. Most people felt intimidated and lowered their eyes if he stared at them like that—even Angels—but not Nephilim. She withstood his piercing gaze and looked back into his eyes. As always, tension began to build between them, so tangible you could almost touch it.
Finally, his stern expression softened, and he smiled.
“I have a special assignment for you, Nephilim.”
“Anything.”
“I like how you handled these cops earlier,” he said. “You clearly showed them their place, displaying a natural authority.”
“Thank you.”
Clearly, he had linked into her eyes and watched the encounter with the human law enforcement. Metatron’s neural implants were so advanced he did not need a console to connect with the eyes of any Angel. He could establish a direct link and see what they saw, hear what they heard. Nephilim was his favorite, and he frequently watched through her eyes, sometimes when multitasking. She was used to his presence in her head and did not mind it. In fact, it flattered her.
“I wish you to pay them a visit,” he said. “Motivate them to cooperate with us. This is a unique situation in the history of our corps. It sickens me that someone dares to hunt our people—and gets away with it. Cops can go places we can’t, and they have sources among the population we don’t have. If Olympias’s sophisticated surveillance system fails to deliver results in this case, we might need a different, more human approach.”
“As you wish,” Nephilim replied. “What do you suggest using to convince them? Traditionally, we don’t have the best relationship with ordinary law enforcement.”
A grin appeared on Metatron’s face. “Which is why we offer to assist them in return. There’s a snuff prostitution ring they have been trying to break for months, with rather poor results. We help them put these human vermin on ice for good, and in return they will help us uncover who is attacking us. Quid pro quo.”
“The OCPD has filed several requests for assistance in this case, but you’ve always declined. You were waiting for the right moment to play this card, weren’t you?”
Metatron smirked, slowly rising from his chair. “Very good, Nephilim. You’re getting better at playing the power game every day. Not that I expected anything else from your exceptional mind. Go and play them for our needs.”
A ruthless smile flashed over her beautiful face. “It will be a pleasure.”
“I’m sure it will. Besides, this snuff scum has been operating for way too long. It’s despicable, especially since they have grown bold and recently started abducting children. I won’t have it in our city.”
Nephilim understood what he meant. Although the Angels had been created to be living killing machines, their purpose was to protect and destroy: protect the Olympias Conglomerate at any cost and destroy its enemies, whether they came from outside or from within. Their cause was a righteous one. Killing wasn’t a pleasure but a duty. Metatron showed zero tolerance for Angels who went off the rails and began killing for pleasure; the sentence was usually “early retirement,” an internal term for euthanasia.
Snuff prostitution and movies were among the few fetishes banned in Olympias, which otherwise allowed and even expected its citizens to pursue a promiscuous lifestyle.
“Homo homini…” Metatron started, slowly coming toward her.
“…lupus est,”[1] she finished for him as they looked into each other’s eyes.
The two most dangerous people in Olympias. Understanding each other without many words, whether spoken or sent digitally.
“Fortunate that we’re not human, don’t you think?”
“Very fortunate.”
He was very close now, his slim, athletic figure only slightly taller than hers.
“You know,” he said as he reached for her face, caressing her cheek gently, “I still have never done it in my office. Can you believe that?”
“I believe,” she answered, “it’s time to change that.”
Suddenly, they were on each other, crashing into a fierce kiss so passionate it was almost violent.
With an incredibly fast and powerful move, he pushed her against the pillar between the windows, kissing her feverishly. An action that would have broken an ordinary human’s spine only made her chuckle. Her spine, shattered last year, was now mostly comprised of titanium and carbon. So were her ribcage and the bones in her artificial limbs. She was seventy percent machine, the most advanced model of all the Angel Corps, only exceeded by Metatron himself.
His creation.
Both of them prototypes of a new, more highly evolved species.
She wrapped her leg around him while he ripped the upper part of her uniform open.
Metatron froze. His face took on an absent expression; then he frowned. Nephilim knew what that meant. He had received a message over the comm.
“Sometimes, I hate my job,” he said, releasing her. “I’m afraid this will have to wait. Again.”
“What is it?” she asked, fixing her uniform.
“They found our man.”






Chapter Two


The Crown Princess
“Okay,” Adriel said. “I’m getting really pissed off.”
“You’re not the only one,” Nephilim replied.
She only could imagine how pissed off Metatron would be. He had been right in saying someone was taunting them. This was the most extreme provocation possible.  Someone had taken off a glove and slapped them right across the face—in plain sight.
Nephilim was more determined than ever to find and kill whoever did this. It was an act of barbarism and humiliation of the entire Angel Corps and Metatron in particular. She wouldn’t let that stand.
This time no human cops were at the crime scene. The AI police had reported the find directly to the Angels and secured the area. Metatron had dispatched a full forensics team, which had arrived shortly after Nephilim and her two Powers.
They had arrived quickly, which was unsurprising since this time they did not have to travel all the way to Oldtown. This crime scene was only a five-minute drive from Angel HQ. If it weren’t located in a narrow alley between two skyscrapers, the black cube would have been within sight.
The victim was found in an area very different from Oldtown, which was shady in many places. It was an upper-middle-class residential area, with many upscale restaurants, bars, and other entertainment establishments. Only a couple blocks away, most of Olympias’s authority administrations’ buildings flanked the New Era Boulevard, one of Olympias City I's main streets.
Due to the proximity to HQ, many Angels lived in the neighborhood. The sight Nephilim, Adriel, and Eleleth were facing was hardly believable in itself, but in this area it was an outright absurdity.
Like the body they had found that morning, the murdered Guardian Angel had been tortured, mutilated, and displayed. However, this one still had his arms. The synthetic flesh had been peeled off them so only the titanium bones remained. He was hanging from a construction scaffolding, his arms spread forming a V as if he’d been crucified. Everything below the torso was missing, the internal organs removed. In the cracked skull, empty sockets remained where the eye prosthetics had been.
The iconic eyes themselves lay on the ground under the hanging corpse, smashed into pieces.
“I want every single bit of surveillance from a radius of two miles combed through,” Nephilim said in a tone resembling Metatron’s. “Eleleth, I’m putting you in charge.”
“Yes, Archangel, certainly,” the redhead replied, eagerness in her voice. She was excited that Nephilim had given her a responsible task instead of Adriel for a change.
“Furthermore, I want all residents on the entire block questioned. Someone must have seen something. If they don’t cooperate, bring them into HQ for interrogation.”
“As you wish.”
Nephilim, her face a cold mask, took one more glimpse at the horribly mutilated Angel before turning away. As she strode away from the crime scene, she said, “Adriel, you’re coming with me.”
***
Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes stared out of the window, sunk in thought. He was a handsome man with light-brown skin and deep-brown eyes. Kate had mocked him that most women would gladly kill for natural eyelashes like his. Siro took compliments with a modest smile yet knew very well that he was an attractive man. Interested mostly in women, he had not the slightest problem getting laid whenever and with whomever he wanted.
Born and raised in Olympias City III, which spanned the coastline of what was once Brazil and covered everything between former Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, he had only been living in Olympias I for a couple of years. Usually, it was very difficult to relocate between the three mega-cities; Olympias’s citizens were supposed to spend their lives where they were born. However, after the rise of organized crime, the Board decided to recruit police investigators specializing in this from Olympias II and III. Both satellites had long-standing experience with gangs and cartels dating back to the pre-corporation era.
Young and ambitious, Siro had willingly taken the opportunity to relocate. The pay was better in the capital. So were the police equipment and housing. But compared to III, Olympias I was cold—heartless, soulless. And what people here considered coffee was a nightmare.
He loved his job, though, and he had a fantastic partner in Spider. They slept with each other only once, right at the beginning; then she had explained to him that she was more into girls and just wanted to taste a real Olympias III guy. It was fine with him as he preferred to find his sex partners outside the job anyway. But as detectives, they made a fantastic team.
Now, however, he was thinking about a completely different woman, and his fascination for her surprised him. She wasn’t his type at all. Compared to Olympias III women, she was cold as ice, or more precisely like steel. Titanium.
Of course, in his job as a police officer, he had dealt with the Guardian Angels before. On top of the food chain, they stood above the law and were as much admired as they were hated among the ordinary cops.
Once he had witnessed how they assisted the OCPD in a gang raid. Ten of them stormed the criminals’ hideout and took out an army of thugs within minutes. None of them had suffered even a scratch, their perfect faces unmoved while no one inside was left alive.
Siro remembered the encounter as fascinating but also frightening. The Guardian Angels weren’t people. They were weapons.
“This case is bugging you, isn’t it?” Kate asked, pulling him out of his daydream.
He flinched, somehow feeling caught. “Huh? Oh, yeah.”
Kate leaned back in her chair at the desk opposite him, eating a protein sandwich. A miniature holo-screen covered her right eye.
They shared a spacious office on the second floor of OCPD District Eight headquarters. It was a huge, modern building, sticking out in the middle of historical Oldtown.
“It bugs me too, to be honest,” Spider said, chewing. “Not that I really care that one of them is dead, but how they treated us… what the fuck? It’s us who put our asses on the line every day to keep this city safe while they are treated like superstars.”
“They are impressive, I have to admit,” Siro said.
“Well, of course, they are. Especially those particular ones.”
“What do you mean?”
Kate swallowed the rest of her sandwich, then grinned. “You really have no idea, do you?”
“Nope,” Siro said, squinting one eye. “I’m just the naïve Olympias III dude. Enlighten me.”
His partner’s eyes sparkled as she leaned toward him. “Well, apparently, the death of the Angel isn’t just an unfortunate incident. He’s very important to their leadership. Otherwise, the High-Archangel wouldn’t have sent out the Crown Princess.”
“The Crown Princess?”
Kate snickered. “Oh, Siro. I forgot that you’re not into gossip. You know how the Guardian Angel hierarchy works, don’t you? Okay, well, there’s Metatron, the High-Archangel…he’s been in charge of the corps like forever. He always surrounds himself with five Archangels, who help him run the show and satisfy all his other needs.”
“Smart man,” Siro threw in with a grin.
“Ha! You bet. About a year ago, she was promoted to Archangel. Now she’s the shining star of the whole organization. If there’s something really important going on, you can be sure Metatron’s gonna send Nephilim.”
Siro lifted his eyebrows in surprise. “How do you know all of this? It’s not like it’s on the eight o’clock news.”
“I’m a detective, remember?”
“Yeah, Detective Rumor.”
Kate laughed, and the spider on her head seemed to come to life as her muscles tightened. “Nothing better than gossip. You will find next to no official information about them. They stay in the shadows, a mystery. And now they have advanced stealth technology. Wow! Something we can only dream of.”
Siro thought again about the brief encounter with Nephilim this morning. She was the Crown Princess of death.
“I know exactly what you’re thinking!” Kate said after remaining silent for a moment. “You think she’s hot.”
He smiled. “I plead guilty. But so do you.”
“She’s smoking hot! Did you know that there used to be a secret BDSM club serving patrons with an Angel fetish? Right here in Oldtown, hidden in plain sight.”
“No way,” Siro laughed. “What happened to it?”
She shrugged. “It burned down. The rumor is that one day Guardian Angels stumbled across it and they weren’t amused. They stand above the law. As much as I despise it, sometimes I wish we could do that…”
She stopped short as her implant gave a slight beep, indicating she had a call.
Like most people, she had a miniature speaker implanted in her ear, connected and accessible over her neural implant.
“Yes, of course,” she answered the person on the other end of the line, her voice indicating puzzlement.
Only Angels had such advanced implants that they could communicate with each other without using words. Ordinary citizens basically had a miniature phone implanted in their ear.
“We will be right there,” Kate said, ending the call.
She stared at her partner with wide eyes. “You won’t believe who’s here and waiting in the lobby for us.”
Siro felt his spine tingle. He had an intuition about who it was.
“Who?”
“The Crown Princess.”
***
When the elevator doors opened, they were the first thing Siro saw. The two tall, black-clad figures standing in the middle of the lobby were impossible to miss. Kate had not been wrong calling the Guardian Angels superstars. Their proud postures and impassive, beautiful faces made them appear unreal. Intentionally or subconsciously, almost everyone in the lobby kept their distance from them, police personnel and residents alike. Only the AI officers weren’t bothered.
People like them always stuck out. But apparently, the residents of Olympias were too busy with other things—mostly themselves—to notice that something was odd about them, unnatural.
The woman Kate had identified as Nephilim and her male partner with the white hair turned their attention to the two cops approaching them.
“Good afternoon, Detectives Spader and Ferreira-Nunes,” the male cyborg said with a friendly smile, in huge contrast to his attitude from this morning. “Is there a place where we can have a conversation?”
“Certainly,” Siro said. “If you will follow us, please.”
They went to a conference room on the first floor, where the guests were offered a seat at a plexiglass table suitable for eight people. The Angels sat down and focused their piercing, uncanny eyes on the cops facing them.
“Can we offer you something to drink?” Siro asked. “Some coffee maybe?”
“We appreciate the offer, but unfortunately we don’t have much time,” the man said, still smiling.
They want something from us, Siro thought. They need our help with something.
Why else the sudden friendliness?
“How can we be of assistance?” he asked in the same polite tone.
He felt Nephilim’s gaze on his skin as she studied him and he could not help but wonder if it would be inappropriate to ask a Guardian Angel—an Archangel, no less—for a date and possible hook-up. Turning his attention to her, he noticed a smile flashing over her face, almost as if she had read his thoughts. But this, of course, was impossible. Even for a Guardian Angel.
“We want you to solve the case of our murdered brother-in-arms,” Nephilim said.
“You’re asking for our help?” Kate said bluntly. “That’s quite a departure from this morning.”
Nephilim smirked, turning her gaze toward her. “Yes, Detective Spider. We’re asking for your help. We could demand it, but instead we’re offering our full cooperation. Not only in this case but also another. One which is of greater importance to you than a murdered Guardian Angel.”
“What case would that be?” Siro asked, hardly able to hide his growing fascination for this woman. The way she had just smirked made him feel hot and cold at the same time. Yes, she truly was a worthy Crown Princess. He also noticed she had called Kate by her nickname, indicating they knew everything about her. And probably about him.
“The snuff gang that has been playing cat and mouse with you for a long time,” Nephilim said, leaning back in her chair. “It’s about time to put them on ice. We will assist in this task.”
Kate shot her partner a surprised glance. They both knew that OCPD leadership had requested assistance in this case more than once and had always been denied. Why now?
“We would greatly appreciate that,” Siro said. “And of course we want to find and bring to justice whoever has murdered the Guardian Angel.”
“Just find them, Detective. Leave justice to us.”
She let her words reverberate in the room for a moment, then rose from her chair. “That’s settled, then. We will keep in touch.”
Her companion got up from his chair as well and they walked to the door, leaving the two puzzled cops no choice but to follow them.
Back in the lobby, Nephilim turned around one more time. “Expect a huge promotion if things go well.”
Then she and her partner were out the door like dark shadows. From the front window, Siro watched them mount two identical, high-speed black motorcycles and disappear into the traffic of Oldtown.
“They never asked if we’re okay with the deal,” Spider said, shaking her head.
“Whatever they want, deliver it,” said a stern, well-known voice behind them.
Turning around, Siro looked into the face of Commissioner Llewellyn—his boss. In her early forties, she was an athletic woman with an implant covering her face from the temple down to the cheek.
“Is that clear? I want to see results. I just got a call from high up and I don’t want to disappoint them.”
“Yes, of course,” he answered.
This was getting more interesting by the minute.
***
Marten almost had a heart attack. Literally. Just last month, his physician had told him he badly needed a new pacemaker, but he hesitated. He could easily afford the surgery, but he was scared of the procedure. Even though he knew it was routine, something so small that he would go home from the hospital the next day, he still was horrified at the idea.
Now he was paying for it.
He closed his eyes and tried to focus, taking a deep breath.
At first, he couldn’t believe it when they entered his bar. Marten had not seen them for a long time, at least a year. He had been convinced that they had either died or lost interest in his place.
Yet here they were. Like black ghosts from the past, they had suddenly appeared. The Guardian Angels. It was two of them, a man and a woman, and although they were wearing dark sunglasses, Marten had known who they were when they had set foot into his business for the first time more than a year ago.
Their mere presence scared the shit out of him. Summoning all his willpower, he somehow managed to put on a professional smile when they passed the bar. Ignoring him, they went straight to the lounge seats at the window they had previously always occupied.
Marten watched the robo waitress approach them and take their order. A moment later, she returned with the drinks. The man with the white hair lifted his glass to Marten, a broad smile on his face. It was supposed to be a friendly gesture, but it reminded Marten of a tiger baring its fangs before jumping on prey.
He felt his heart pounding even harder in his chest and sat down on a stool behind the counter.
Relax, he thought, they won’t hurt you. They’re not here for business, they just want to enjoy a drink.
But why, why of all places in this gigantic, wonderful city, did they have to haunt his?
***
“What are you doing?” Nephilim asked, sipping her whiskey and watching Adriel toasting the barkeeper. “Do you know this guy?”
“Just an old friend,” Adriel answered, sending a wide grin to the man.
“Must be a very one-sided friendship,” Nephilim remarked. “His vital functions show that he’s so scared of you, he’s almost shitting his pants.”
Adriel laughed, then looked at Nephilim. “It’s good to be here again. Just the two of us. It has been too long.”
“I can’t remember ever being here before,” Nephilim said, looking around. “But I like it.”
The bar, called The Velvet, was decorated in a neo-gothic style with dark red velvet seats and lounges, black candelabras, and artful black and red wallpaper. Located on the 87th floor, the huge, tinted windows allowed a magnificent view over Northern Olympias City I.
Everything appeared strangely familiar to Nephilim; she even knew it was possible to see the mountains from here on clear days.
“It was before your glitch,” Adriel said quickly.
“Did you and I hang out a lot before the incident?”
“Yes,” he answered, then added after a short silence, “You were the best partner I ever had. I’m proud that I’m allowed to serve as your Power now.”
Nephilim smiled, sipping her drink.
It was unusual for Archangels to spend time with their Powers or other ordinary Angels. They stayed among themselves most of the time or found amusement in clubs and brothels. However, Nephilim was rarely invited to join the other Archangels. From the beginning, they had treated her with a distant attitude and, in the year since she had become one of them, she had not been able to gain their favor or trust.
“They’re jealous, of course,” Metatron had explained to her with a shrug. “You outperform any of them easily, even Zephaniel. Which is good. They will work harder and show more devotion to match your prowess.”
He didn’t make a secret of it that she was his favorite. And she enjoyed it. There was no other place she wanted to be.
“You know,” Adriel said, bringing her back to the present, “I never got the chance to thank you.”
“For what?”
“For saving my life.”
Nephilim looked him in the eye. “I’m afraid I can’t remember. But I’m glad I did.”
Although couldn’t clearly remember their time together as partners, Nephilim knew deep inside that she could trust Adriel unconditionally. She felt very comfortable around him.
“You,” he said slowly in a serious tone, “would have sacrificed yourself for me. I will never forget that.”
She smiled. “I would do it again.”
“And I would die for you. Anytime.”
That was his job as a Power, but Nephilim knew that he meant it in a different, more emotional way. It touched her heart, but she also knew there was no greater asset than someone utterly devoted to oneself.
“Let’s have another drink, shall we?” she suggested and turned to the bartender, who had been staring at her and now flinched as if bitten by a rattlesnake.
Nephilim smirked and signaled to the man that she and Adriel wanted a refill.
***
There was this emptiness again. A deep void.
He knew he should be pleased, but he wasn’t. Nothing gave him satisfaction. Even his arousal felt more mechanical and superficial than real. Augmented as he was, he could control an erection and the production of endorphins and other hormones.
Still, what had excited him in the past now felt stale and dull.
“Is everything alright?” Zephaniel lifted his head and licked his lips seductively, but he also seemed alarmed. He’d been around long enough to know when something was off.
A characteristic, thin smile flashed over the High-Archangel’s face. Metatron reached out and caressed Zephaniel’s cheek.
“Everything’s fine,” he answered. “Did I allow you to stop?”
Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed Zephaniel by the hair and pressed his head down between his legs where the Archangel continued pleasing him orally, this time with more diligence.
Metatron felt his lust slowly rising. He had to admit that Zephaniel was really good at this.
The Angel Corps leader turned his head to the left and looked at Leliel lying next to him, completely naked in the warm, shallow water barely covering her body. She was unusually curvy for an Angel, but this did not lower her performance in the slightest. She was the perfect example of how deceiving looks could be. With her long, blond locks and roundish baby-face, she seemed like a young woman who couldn’t hurt a fly. Instead, she was a ruthless, ice-cold killer—even more sadistic than Zephaniel, who was a master at interrogation torture.
Leliel smiled sweetly and slid her hands down her round breasts and toward her thighs.
Behind her, in the deeper water of the pool, Dumah and Uriel were having their way with each other so roughly that they both would have suffered serious injuries if they were human.
But they were not. Being sixty percent machine, they were ten times faster and stronger than humans and tremendously more robust. This was why sex between Angels tended to be very rough.
Metatron had summoned all his Archangels into his home. All but Nephilim.
His apartment spanned more than ten thousand square feet spread over two stories on the 184th floor of a luxury apartment building in the Inner Circle. A huge indoor pool with an adjacent Jacuzzi and a sauna were part of the facilities. Metatron liked spending time here, mostly alone, floating in the saltwater. It soothed his restless mind, which otherwise was constantly working on multiple issues at a time. Another thing that brought his thoughts to rest was sex.
Again he grabbed Zephaniel by the hair and lifted his head up. Genuine admiration and devotion were displayed in the First-Archangel’s face as he looked up to his boss and lover in the way a puppy looks at his master.
Without saying a word, Metatron pointed at Leliel next to him. Zephaniel understood. He got up and moved over to the blond Angel. She winked at him and bit her lip, spreading her beautiful legs, then closed her eyes lustfully and let out a moan as he thrust into her.
Metatron watched them for a moment, then rose, grabbed Zephaniel by the hips and began penetrating him.
Yet while fucking the two Angels, his mind drifted. The implants in his head—far more advanced than anyone else’s—established a connection to the Grid, which was usually deactivated in his home.
Less than a second later, he saw two things at the same time. The bodies under him, moving in an erotic rhythm, and something completely different.
Nephilim’s angelic face.
Metatron smiled. He knew she was with Adriel and had therefore logged into Adriel’s POV. They were sitting in the neo-gothic bar they used to hang out at before Nephilim’s change. She seemed relaxed. A playful smile curled her sweet lips, which he knew were soft as silk.
Metatron was aware of how important Adriel was to her. Her partner had been the last pawn the High-Archangel had played against her, a year ago when she had decided to challenge him. Metatron still admired her courage and boldness. She was so much like her father—more than ever since her memory wipe and change.
Although Adriel had disobeyed his orders and let Nephilim escape, Metatron had not only left him alive but made him Nephilim’s Power after she had been promoted to Archangel. Not without a thorough mental re-education, of course, and the strict order never to reveal to Nephilim what had happened between her system glitch caused by the EMP attack and her memory wipe and transformation. Her treason against the corps and Olympias. Her betrayal to him.
Adriel knew he was a dead man the instant he opened his mouth and Metatron knew Adriel loved Nephilim unconditionally—in a strictly platonic way. He was not bi like most people, but gay.
He watched her talking about something but did not listen in. All he wanted was to see her face.
Simultaneously Metatron saw and felt the bodies below him. He felt Zephaniel’s slightly sweaty skin and the muscles of his athletic body under his hands.
Zephaniel threw his head back in ecstasy as Metatron buried his fingernails deep into the flesh of his back, taking him harder with unleashed force. Owning him.
The High-Archangel had summoned his four long-standing Archangels tonight because he knew they were starting to get upset. Metatron had increasingly lost interest in orgies lately. None of them would ever dare to question his decisions, but he could clearly sense their growing irritation. He needed all of them to function at their highest performance levels, especially now that someone had brazenly challenged the Angels, challenged him. The easiest way to achieve that was to dominate them, fuck their brains out.
But the longer he kept going, the less he felt. Usually, this game of domination and submission filled him with great satisfaction. Inflicting pain and displaying superiority in a physical and mental way, having total control, had lost its appeal.
He continued fucking his First-Archangel until he sensed him having a massive orgasm. Leliel felt it too, and bit his lip so hard that it bled. Zephaniel reacted by grabbing her by the shoulders and slamming her to the ground forcefully, making her giggle.
Metatron smirked. He pulled out of Zephaniel and sent an unspoken command to Dumah and Uriel. They instantly stopped their game and joined Zephaniel and Leliel.
The High-Archangel got up, walked over to the jacuzzi, and made himself comfortable. Zephaniel lifted his head and saw that he was watching. Content, he moved his attention back to the other three Archangels.
Meanwhile, Metatron shifted his attention inside his mind to Nephilim, whom he still saw through Adriel’s eyes.
She was different than the others. Unique. Completely her father’s daughter, and so much more.
The truth was that Metatron didn’t invite her tonight because he didn’t want her to join in the game. Seeing her with others was no joy to him. He wanted her for himself.
And he also felt no desire to touch anyone but her.
It was unusual. Something he had not felt for a very long time, not since many years ago when her father committed his unspeakable treason. Everything would be different with Nephilim. She was destined for greatness, although she didn’t know it yet.
Metatron smiled. Zephaniel, who had again looked up, smiled back. He did not know that the smile wasn’t meant for him.
***
“Do you really think those human cops can help us with the case of our two murdered brothers?” Adriel asked, enjoying his third drink.
Nephilim was silent for a moment. After their pleasant conversation, her face turned stern again.
“There are more than two,” she finally said.
“Fuck me,” Adriel leaned back, slowly shaking his head in disbelief. “How is this even possible?”
“That’s what we need to find out. Before more of our people get killed.”
“And you think ordinary cops can help us with that? What could they do that we can’t?”
Nephilim shrugged. “Metatron believes so. And he’s right. They can go into places we can’t without creating suspicion. The perpetrators are focusing on us and probably don’t see law enforcement as a threat to their goals. We’re using the police as an asset to flank them, hopefully drive them out and annihilate them.”
The Power nodded knowingly. “Clever. I like the plan.”
Nephilim lifted her glass and toasted Adriel, a smirk spreading over her face, which resembled Metatron’s in an eerie way. “The easiest way to make use of humans is the carrot and the stick principle. We showed them the stick today. The next step will be the carrot.”
A broad grin split Adriel’s face. “I see where this is going. I’d love to show this Olympias III detective the carrot and the stick, but I’m afraid he’s more interested in you.”
Nephilim’s smug smile turned into one of genuine amusement. “It was hard not to notice, wasn’t it? His hormones ran amok when he looked at me. He will follow the carrot blindly.”
Adriel made a gesture with his hand as if he were swinging a whip and whistled to mimic it singing through the air. They both laughed.
“What do you want me to do in the meantime?” he asked after a moment had passed. “I assume I’m not supposed to sit on my hands.”
“For you,” she answered, “I have a very important assignment.”
He lifted an eyebrow.
“We can’t trust our new police friends,” she said. “There are many among them who would prefer us gone and to be better augmented themselves, which is nonsense. They could never do what we accomplish every day. Even augmented, they still would remain humans. We are much more than that.”
“You’re right.”
“I want you to keep an eye on them. Make sure they are not working against us or hiding something from us,” Nephilim continued. “And there’s another thing. Metatron wants this snuff gang gone. Find them.”
“Consider it done.”
She emptied her whiskey glass.
“Want another one?” he asked.
She shook her head, standing up. “No, thank you. I must go. The High-Archangel wants to see me.”
“Enjoy your night, Neph.”
“You, too, Adriel.”
Nephilim walked to the entrance. From the corner of her eye, she could see the bartender staring at her, frozen in his movement as if he expected her to change course at any moment and shoot him in the head. Before she reached the door, she suddenly turned to him, lifted her glasses for a brief second and winked at him with a mocking smile on her lips.
The barkeeper gasped like a fish and turned white as a sheet.
A second later, Nephilim was gone and no one but Marten had noticed what just happened.
***
Metatron’s spacious apartment was empty when Nephilim entered. He had coded the door with her DNA so she could come and go as she pleased. She and Zephaniel were the only ones with that privilege. The other Archangels were rarely invited into the High-Archangel’s home.
When Nephilim passed by the luxurious pool area, she saw a housekeeping robot cleaning up after what evidently had been an orgy. It was the second time he had not invited her to join and she wondered why. Maybe because the other Archangels did not value her company and he wanted them to have a good time? She decided to ask him, although it did not really matter. He surely had good reasons, as for everything he did, and she trusted his judgment. Besides, she knew very well that she occupied an extraordinary position among the Archangels.
The balcony door stood ajar and a breeze blew in, softly moving the grey satin drapes. Nephilim stepped outside and found the High-Archangel sitting in his favorite chair, a glass of red wine in one hand and an old book in the other. He wore a black silk kimono-style bathrobe of an exquisite cut with matching pants and black-linen shoes. His moist black hair indicated he had recently taken a shower.
Behind him shimmered the myriad neon lights and illuminating nightly Olympias, with the black pyramid rising in its center like a dark colossus.
Metatron looked up and smiled as she entered, his blue eyes glowing in the semi-darkness.
“How was your evening, Nephilim?”
“Pleasant. Adriel and I went to a bar we apparently frequented a lot before the incident.”
“Can you remember that time?” he asked, closing his book.
“No,” she answered, slowly coming closer, watching him as he watched her. “But it felt familiar. I think I will go there again soon. What are you reading?”
He turned the book around, showing her the title while sipping his wine.
“Pygmalion, by the ancient Roman poet Ovid. A long-forgotten classic.”
“What is it about?”
He hesitated a moment before answering, an enigmatic smile playing on his lips. “It is…about a man destroyed by his own obsession.”
“I see,” she said, stopping in front of him. She enjoyed the way he looked at her when they were alone. “May I read it once you finish?”
She had grown to share his passion for old books. Metatron collected them and called more than a thousand his own. What made them most alluring was that most were banned in Olympias. Yet the High-Archangel stored them in plain sight in his home. Nephilim realized it was his sophisticated way of flipping off the pyramid. He let her read any books she wanted as long as she didn’t take them outside. Sometimes, when he couldn’t sleep, he read her passages by his favorite authors, George Orwell and Ray Bradbury—two of the most illegal to read.
“Of course,” Metatron said, putting the book and glass on the side table. He reached out, slid his hands over her body, then rose. “Come with me. There’s something I want to show you.”
She followed him into the dining area where a huge black box stood on the table.
Metatron stopped and pointed at it. “It’s for you. Open it.”
Nephilim wondered what it could be. He’d never done anything like this and she couldn’t help but feel a bit insecure. She had learned quickly that anything could be a test with Metatron. He was constantly challenging her, pushing her to become better.
He stepped aside and crossed his arms, watching her as she opened the box, his expression unreadable as it often was. Nephilim wrinkled her forehead in surprise. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but certainly not this.
Slowly, she reached inside and pulled out the item nestled inside: a black dress, a gown.
Metatron chuckled at her surprised look. “Do you like it?”
“Yes,” she answered. Extravagant and unique in its fabrics and cut, it was exactly her style—if she could have afforded it. The holo-label revealed it was a creation by Devin Antares, Olympias’s most famous and expensive fashion designer. Only high-society members of the Inner Circle wore his clothes.
“Good,” he said. “I had it custom-designed for you. It’s a unique piece of art. As are you.”
She smiled. “Thank you.”
“I want you to wear it tomorrow. You will accompany me and Zephaniel.”
Nephilim turned to face him in surprise. “The New Era Ball?”
She had known that Metatron and Zephaniel were going, as they did every year, but she had not expected an invitation.
He nodded. “Everyone of importance in the city will be there. Inner Circle only. Section leaders, management, movie stars, the Board…the whole self-proclaimed elite.”
“And us,” she added.
Metatron smiled his characteristic, thin smile. “And us. We’re the show. The freaks everyone fears and secretly admires.”
“I’m excited you’re taking me along. I didn’t expect that.”
He reached out and caressed her cheek. “I always enjoy your company. But I’m taking you so you can observe. Learn. They think they’re our masters, but the truth is none of those self-righteous pricks would be alive if it weren’t for us.”
“I’m sure it will be very interesting.”
It would be her first Inner Circle event. The only place she visited in the district was Metatron’s apartment.
“Everyone will be looking at you,” he said, then pointed at the dress. “Try it on. I want to see you before everyone else does.”
“As you wish.”
Slowly, she began disrobing. She removed her clothing piece by piece, revealing her youthful, slender body that only could be described as perfection. He did not move nor speak. He simply consumed her with his eyes.
When she was naked, the city lights shining through the window shimmered on her alabaster body, which looked human to the last detail despite being 70 percent machine. Instead of putting on the dress, she reached out and opened his robe.
Metatron did not stop her as she pulled off his robe, revealing his naked upper body, which matched her skin tone and perfection. How much of it was human and how much was machine, only he knew.
He leaned down and kissed her slender neck while his hands caressed her breasts before sliding down to her hips.
“We are superior,” he whispered in her ear. “The day will come for them to learn that.”
Grabbing her hips, he pulled her closer and their lips met in a feverish kiss.






Chapter Three


Rosprom
The sky loomed overhead thick with heavy, grey clouds. It would probably start raining soon. Jacek “Jake” Sobieski did not care as he walked down the street deep in thought, hands buried in his coat pockets.
The crisp air filling his lungs was pleasant. Sore from the daily Krav Maga training, he could feel the tension in his muscles with every step. Jake knew he probably was pushing himself too hard, but it was the only thing that made him feel at ease, if temporarily.
Sometimes he fought human opponents, but most of the time he trained in VR.
The VR designed and developed for Rosprom’s special forces was nothing like the leisure version so popular with ordinary citizens. Instead of lying down comfortably and connecting with the virtual world of one’s choice, the combat training was performed with a VR headset and a special suit with receptors all over the body.
The fighter actually fought, moving his body, combatting an opponent only he could see. Thanks to the receptors in the high-tech suit, he would feel every blow returned in the VR.
The reason for this kind of training was simple. Field agents like Jake, who were sent into enemy territory, did not have the luxury of relying on cognitive or other enhancements. To stay invisible, they had to abstain from any kind of augmentation, which would be easily detected by the hostile security systems.
Jake was not just an excellent spy. He was also one of the best combat specialists in the Rosprom Razveduvatenya Sluzhba or the Rosprom Intelligence, also known as RRS. In VR he could train against enemies much tougher than any of his real-life sparring partners.
His combat skills had saved his life a year ago, when he accomplished the impossible and beat a Wasp, one of TogbuaXiang’s elite cyborg units, in single close combat.
He would never forget the surprised and impressed look on Nephilim’s face when she witnessed how he took out an enemy that should have been impossible for a human to beat.
Nephilim.
Jake closed his eyes for a second and held his breath.
No matter what he tried, there was never a day—nor even an hour—when he did not think of her.
He opened his eyes and sighed.
Dusk had started creeping over the ancient cobblestones of Warsaw’s Oldtown.It was a chilly evening and few people were out. Jake came here whenever he needed to think. Walking the narrow streets felt like travelling centuries back through time. Contrary to what Olympias called Oldtown, which was simply downtown Atlanta from the pre-corporation era, this part of Warsaw was truly old. Whereas Olympias eradicated history or twisted it to fit its agenda, Rosprom had a different approach.
Although the corporation ruled, history and traditions were kept alive here. Of course, here too everything people were told was propaganda, but the leadership had decided to handle it differently than enemy number one. Olympias.
Jake passed rows of ancient houses dating back to the late middle ages. It was always a bit gloomy here, even though the buildings were painted in bright colors. To keep the atmosphere authentic, the leadership had banned any kind of holographic advertisement or neon lights in the Starowka. The result was that it was much darker than the rest of the city. Traffic was banned as well unless necessary for delivery, and the countless upscale restaurants and bars were not allowed to use robots but only human service personnel. The same rules applied to every historic district in Rosprom’s major cities, which included Moscow, serving as capital and corporate HQ; Ulan Bator in the far east, situated in a province which was formerly Mongolia; Warsaw, the satellite on the western rim of the corporate empire and most western remaining city after the great war; and Tel Aviv and Athens in the south.
Jake passed the ancient marketplace and reached the King’s Palace, now one of the two most important museums for art in the Rosprom Empire. The only remaining painting by Leonardo DaVinci was displayed here: Lady with an Ermine.
Behind the palace, a drastic change of scenery awaited him: an endless maze of high-rises, chrome, glass, glaring holo-ads, and noise. The modern world of the late twenty-first century. With eighteen million inhabitants, Warsaw was much smaller than Moscow with its thirty million and outright cozy compared to the megapolis Olympias I, but it was still an impressive sight.
Big, cold raindrops began to fall from the overcast sky, tasting slightly sour when they fell on the tongue. Jake put up his coat collar and hurried toward the Metro.
He made it just before the rain began to pour. Shaking the water off his clothes, he ignored the escalator and took the stairs, moving down at a quick pace.
Unlike Olympias, which had designed its transportation systems mostly high in the air, Rosprom followed the Russian tradition dating from the late nineteenth century. The Metro in Moscow, already massive in the old days, had been expanded under corporation rule, and the same had been done in Warsaw, where multiple layers of lines had been installed deep underground. The tunnels spread everywhere, and trains came with a frequency of every minute. It was something the Rosprom leaders had in common with those of Olympias: eliminating individual transport was an easy tool to control the population.
Reaching the platform level of the Metro station, Jake froze in his tracks. He stared into blue eyes.
Neon blue eyes.
The sight made his heart skip a beat.
Nephilim!
It took him a second to realize what he was seeing.
Jake was staring at a huge holo-ad spanning most of the platform wall. It was a commercial for the latest blockbuster movie presented by Studio Sen, Rosprom’s biggest film studio in Moscow.
It advertised the movie Behind Blue Eyes 15 and showed a female cyborg, dressed all in black with neon-blue eyes. An evil grin was displayed on her beautiful face and the eerie eyes seemed to follow every passerby who walked down the platform.
The series was among the most popular in Rosprom’s movie theaters across the empire. Every movie basically told the same story: evil cyborgs from evil Olympias trying to commit acts of terror in Rosprom, taking over power or even terminating the entire population. Yet they never succeeded. They were stopped by Rosprom’s super agents No. 6 and No. 7, aka Ruslana Ananeva and Vladimir Sokol.
While Olympias pretended that neither Rosprom nor TogbuaXiang existed nor could ever pose a threat to the perfect society on the American continents, Rosprom’s propaganda experts deliberately played with people’s fears. There were no greater evils imaginable than the hostile cyborg troops and Olympias per se. People lived in constant fear of destruction and the audiences in the movie theaters cheered and clapped when one of the enemy units was destroyed, often in a very gruesome way.
Whenever a new movie came out, countless citizens volunteered for Rosprom’s own cyber forces, which did not indoctrinate children like the Guardian Angels but instead recruited and augmented men and women of above-average physical and cognitive abilities. Rosprom’s cyborgs were more augmented than the Angels yet did not stand a chance against them, as Jake knew; but no ordinary citizen would ever learn.
Yet Rosprom had a very powerful weapon that more than once had almost brought down Olympias: the RRS and its spies. Including Jake.
The train arrived noiselessly and Jake boarded, aware that the neon-blue eyes still watched him from the wall.
The movie plots were stupid and dull, portraying the Angels as the incarnation of evil and Olympias as a place straight from hell, whereas the Rosprom heroes were always righteous and so much smarter than the villains.
There never had been a love story between the enemies in any of the movies. Jake wondered why. Was it too implausible? Something that could never happen in reality?
And yet it had.
The train was crowded and Jake kept standing, leaning against a wall. Again he stared into neon-blue eyes. The holo-ads shimmered from countless displays inside the wagon.
It hurt his soul to look at them. Although the actress was nothing like Nephilim, she still reminded him of her.
Nephilim had been right, and he’d been wrong. Bringing her here would never have worked out; he knew that now. In fact, he should have known all along, but he was blinded by his feelings and hormones running amok. No one was more hated in Rosprom than the Guardian Angels, who were considered monsters.
And yet he had fallen in love with one of them. Although he had known Nephilim for only a couple of days, every second with her had been as intense as a full lifetime.
He closed his eyes for a moment and clenched his fists.
Not again. Not these emotions again. Would he ever be able to get over it?
The train stopped and he made his way through the crowd. It was one station before his, but he didn’t care. He needed fresh air.
Outside it was still raining. The heavy, cold drops ran down his face and into his eyes where they felt like tears.
He ignored the moisture creeping through his clothes onto his skin and hurried down the street. The lights and neon-ads coming from everywhere appeared blurry and surreal through his watery eyes.
The first months after his return had been a nightmare. Parting ways with Nephilim had been so sudden, unexpected, and brutal that he had only realized what it truly meant when he was high in the air, leaving Olympias territory for safety.
She had sacrificed herself to save him.
It had been the purest act of love imaginable and still brought tears into his eyes when he thought of it. When he landed in Moscow a few hours later, he was convinced she was dead.
Before his assignment in Olympias, Jake had studied everything about the corporation and its society for many years. Every field agent knew all the important facts and, being an officer, Jake had been briefed on almost every piece of intel the RRS had gathered over the years.
The Guardian Angels were a major part of the intel. He knew exactly what they did to dysfunctional units. They neutralized them. And Nephilim had proven to be more than dysfunctional: she had betrayed Olympias and the Angel Corps in the worst possible way. There was no doubt what had happened to her after his departure. The realization had struck Jake so hard that he could hardly hold himself upright when he arrived at HQ.
The grief and guilt were almost unbearable. He had killed her because he was a liar and a coward. Jake should have stayed at her side and fought with her until the end. Instead, he had run like a little boy. He had killed the love of his life.
The High Command had questioned him thoroughly after his return. Although Lena had requested the evac, she had no time to report what had happened. No one knew about Jake’s betrayal. All that Rosprom Command knew was that apparently Operation Angel Dust had failed and led to utter disaster with Jake’s entire unit being wiped out. Jake lied, saying he and Lena had been the sole survivors of the massacre in the aquarium. But the Guardian Angels had killed her while chasing them to the evac rendezvous point; he was shot and gravely wounded.
Everything sounded plausible. After all, he was a professional liar and deceiver. He had been trained to do exactly this all his life and his techniques worked as easily on his own people as they had worked on the citizens of Olympias. Besides, the severe bullet wound on his shoulder spoke for itself. He had to undergo surgery twice before everything was fixed and could heal properly.
However, he seemed so devastated that he was diagnosed with PTSD in the following medical examination and declared unfit for duty for six months. His superiors reacted with surprising benevolence. After all, surviving a Guardian Angel attack was almost miraculous, and despite being damaged, he was considered extremely valuable—a hero. Nobody held PTSD against him, considering he’d been forced to witness his entire unit being massacred by the enemy. They sent him to a recovery facility in the High Tatra, the most northern part of the Carpathian Mountains in former south Poland — a facility that specialized in cases such as his.
For the first couple of weeks, he simply sat at the window and stared outside, watching the majestic mountains become increasingly covered with snow every day.
Until one day when he woke up and looked at himself in the mirror. What he saw was a pathetic, whiny coward, hiding in grief and self-pity. Jake felt disgusted with himself.
He had given Nephilim a promise when they parted: to come back and find her. And now he was sitting here staring at snow?
Yes, the probability that she was dead was overwhelmingly high, but he did not know for sure.
He had to find out. He had to know. He owed her that much. And if there was only the slightest chance that she was still there, he had to fulfill his promise. Jake had to go back to Olympias somehow, this time with a better plan.
He began working on himself again, physically and mentally. The doctors were very pleased with his sudden recovery, and only two months later he was declared fit for duty.
Even better, once back at RRS, he was rewarded with a promotion. Appointed major, he took over Lena’s job and would eventually be put in charge of an operation. The High Command was pleased with him and Commander Zhilinsky, his boss, predicted a bright future for him in the Rosprom Intelligence Agency.
Jake didn’t care about the promotion. Prestige, power, and more money meant nothing to him. The only thing he cared about was Nephilim.
***
The game changed for Jake four months ago. It had been a bitterly cold Monday morning. Robots were clearing the roads and sidewalks of ice when he made his way from the Metro to the Palac Kultury. Black ice covered most glass surfaces and frozen crystals crunched under his feet with every step. The clear sky was the frosty blue only seen with below zero temperatures.
Winters had always been very cold in Eastern Europe, but they’d become much colder since the Great War and the following shifts in continental shapes. It was much worse in Moscow, situated further north and east. The climate there was now similar to Siberia’s in the old days, whereas Siberia was buried under thick layers of ice and snow all year long.
One of the reasons the Rosprom leadership had picked Ulan Bator as one of their satellites was that it was relatively warm and humid there, which was why the majority of the food production was centered at that location.
Approaching the Palac Kultury, Jake couldn’t help but feel amazed even though he had seen the building in the center of Warsaw thousands of times. Laughably small compared to modern skyscrapers, it still appeared more impressive than any of the buildings nearby.
The architecture was unique, its playfulness making the skyscraper look like a high-rise palace. It had been a typical style in the Soviet era, more than 150 years ago. The name was only fitting: Palac Kultury meant Palace of Culture, and that was what it always had been. A movie theater, an opera hall, two museums for classical and contemporary art, a ballet school, and much more were hosted there.
Jake didn’t go there every day to watch a movie or attend pottery classes. Officially, he worked in the Palace administration, but that was, of course, his cover.
Rosprom wasn’t the only corporation using espionage against its opponents—although Rosprom was the most successful and professional at it. To protect its agents’ identities, they were given fake aliases; it was an extra layer of security, since the RRS itself didn’t officially exist. The double subterfuge made it very difficult for hostile agents to collect data about Rosprom’s Intelligence Agency and its top people.
Jake entered the high-rise through its huge main entrance and took the stairs down to the first underground level. The thump of his boots on the ancient marble echoed off the dark grey walls around him. Once downstairs, he passed a door guarded by security bots marked “Employees Only.” At the end of a long corridor, he entered an elevator. Inside, his face, retina, and fingerprints were scanned before the elevator made its way down another five stories.
Jake exited the elevator and was greeted by two heavily-armed cyborgs. Called Synths, they were the Rosprom equivalents of the Guardian Angels but lacked the latters’ grace and spectacular abilities in battle. In fact, they appeared more machine than human, their bodies metallic and plump. Jake nodded at them and followed another long corridor until he reached a security door. Behind it the RRS facility began.
Spreading itself under a whole block in the heart of Warsaw, HQ was highly classified territory that connected to multiple buildings on the surface serving as entrance points.
Through a maze of halls and corridors, Jake passed offices, labs, briefing rooms, command centers, and other facilities. Although staffed twenty-four-seven, most employees worked here during the day. Still early in the morning, many rooms were empty and Jake met only a handful of people on his way. Some wore uniforms and others lab garments, but most were dressed in plain clothes. Security bots and cameras were everywhere.
Jake entered a spacious briefing room. Some agents were already sitting at the conference table, drinking tea.
He greeted them and took a seat in his usual chair. Nobody spoke. Most of them hated the early morning meetings, but Zhilinsky was an early bird and loved shoving his people into 7 a.m. conferences.
Jake did not mind, especially since today’s meeting promised to be interesting. Setting it up last night, Zhilinsky had sent out a memo stating that they were about to discuss important new intel. That alone wasn’t exciting. After all, they worked with new intel on a daily basis. But the topic was Guardian Angels.
Sipping his coffee, Jake could hardly wait for the briefing to start. Although most Eastern Europeans preferred to drink tea in the morning, he had acquired the need for coffee to wake up during his time in Olympias.
A couple of minutes later, Commander Zhilinsky entered the room.
“Good morning everyone,” he greeted his team in Russian.
Efficient as he was, the commander cut straight to the point. “We have new intel about Oczka I want to share with you.”
Oczka was their internal word for the Guardian Angels. It was Polish and meant The Eyes.
A huge holographic monitor suddenly illuminated the entire front wall. Zhilinsky activated it using his neural implant and directly uploaded data to share it with his team. Unlike the field agents like Jake who did not get any augmentations, the RRS command was equipped with state-of-the-art cognitive technology.
Several images flashed over the holographic screen, showing figures, charts, and photographs of Olympias' various facilities and personalities. Jake listened attentively. Some of the facts he already knew; others were new developments since he had left Olympias.
Seeing images of the spectacular metropolis, he couldn’t help but feel a stitch in his chest. It was an enormous effort of self-control not to go down memory lane whenever he was confronted with Olympias. Everything there reminded him of Nephilim.
Jake almost jumped in his chair. Suddenly, he was staring into her face.
The whole screen was filled with her.
“Oczka have a new Archangel,” Zhilinsky said. “If I may introduce Nephilim.”
Jake held his breath as his feelings threatened to overwhelm him.
Nephilim.
She was alive!
Relief ran through his body, filling every fiber of him so powerfully that he lacked words for it. Completely unmoved on the outside, his mind screamed and cheered with happiness and euphoria.
Nephilim was alive.
Jake could have wept with relief and joy. But the wrong reaction could cost him his life. He knew that all too well.
He stared into her beautiful, angelic face. On the screen, her almond-shaped, glowing eyes were narrowed and a cold smile played on her lips.
The picture changed. Nephilim was now depicted walking along a street like a dark goddess of destruction, flanked by two other Angels. Jake recognized one of them as Adriel, Nephilim’s partner, who had let them escape by standing up to Metatron. He, too, should be dead.
Yet in the photograph they displayed self-confidence and coolness. Whoever they were coming for, the poor soul was finished.
“Only a couple of months ago, she was a nobody, just one of the Angels,” Zhilinsky continued. “Now she’s basically running the show on Metatron’s behalf. In internal circles, she has been given the nickname ‘Crown Princess.’ We suddenly have to deal with a new Archangel almost as ruthless and dangerous as the old bastard himself.”
The picture switched again, this time showing Nephilim standing next to Metatron in front of the Angel Corps HQ, apparently inspecting something.
Although professional, their body language showed that these two people were close. Very close.
Jake was shocked. How was this possible?
Not only was Nephilim alive, which he thanked God for, but she had been promoted and now held a position directly under Metatron.
Seeing them like this awakened cold rage in Jake. He knew about the harem-like relationship Metatron had with his Archangels. It had always disgusted him. In Rosprom, such a thing was unthinkable. Work relationships were required to be strictly professional. Olympias’s promiscuity was frowned upon in the empire.
“Under his command, Nephilim has conducted multiple raids on people and organizations they suspect are connected with us,” the commander continued. “We’ve lost several allies and one cell of our agents. No one was left alive.”
Zhilinsky turned to Jake. “Have you ever encountered this snake, Major Sobieski? What do you know about her?”
Jake almost twitched. Was it possible that they knew about him and Nephilim?
No, it could not be. He wouldn’t be sitting here but in an interrogation room.
“No,” he answered as neutrally as possible. “Never seen or heard of her. She wasn’t an Archangel yet when I left Olympias.”
“We suspect that she played a leading role in the annihilation of your unit, Major,” Zhilinsky said.
Jake shrugged. “I’m sorry, Commander. They ambushed us out of the blue. There were easily two or three hundred of them. It was a matter of survival. If she was there, I can’t remember seeing her. But they all look the same, don’t they?”
Everyone in the room nodded.
“Kurwa,” swore the agent sitting next to Jake, sipping on his tea.
“Indeed,” Zhilinsky agreed, apparently satisfied with Jake’s answer. “According to our reports, we have a serious new problem here. But—”
He grinned before he continued. “Fortunately, they haven’t uncovered our major operations or our most important agents. Despite our best efforts, Operation Angel Dust turned into a horrific disaster. We still don’t know how it was even possible. However, Operation Fallen Angels has already been initialized. After thorough preparation lasting almost two decades, the High Command gave us the green light to set things in motion two weeks ago.
“Our intel indicates that Metatron has been able to turn our failed operation, which they call The Rosprom Conspiracy, to his advantage. The Guardian Angels are better funded and equipped than ever before. Metatron is one of the most powerful people in the whole goddamned Conglomerate—and he isn’t even a Board member. The High Command agrees with our analysts who concluded that if we don’t finish them off now, the Guardian Angels might become too powerful to ever be stopped.”
Zhilinsky took a sip of tea, which he had brought in a traditional, transparent glass cup. A slice of lemon was swimming in the hot beverage.
Then he began explaining Operation Fallen Angels.
Once the meeting was over, Jake caught up with Zhilinsky in the hall.
“I want in,” he said.
Zhilinsky stopped and lifted his bushy eyebrows. “You are in, Major Sobieski. With the experience gathered during all your years in Olympias, you’re one of my most valued strategists.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Jake answered. “I want to go back to Olympias and be part of Operation Fallen Angels there.”
The superior officer grimaced. “I thought about that. In fact, I even discussed your case with Command. But after what you went through there, it might be too early for you to go back into the field.”
“I’m ready,” Jake said, looking directly into the other’s eyes. “And if it’s true that this is the most crucial operation we ever conducted on enemy ground, then you need my expertise there more than here.”
Zhilinsky studied him for a moment with his sharp grey-green eyes. “You are not wrong. But why are you so eager to get back in the field? I could see you in a responsible position here at HQ. You could get cognitive implants and other augmentations.”
“The failure of Operation Angel Dust is also my personal failure.”
“No, it’s not,” Zhilinsky interrupted him, placing his hand on Jake’s shoulder in a fatherly gesture. “There’s nothing you could have done to prevent it. You were not in charge of the operation. Major Nazarova was. I’m more than ever convinced that her arrogance led to that disaster.”
Jake nodded. He knew Zhilinsky and Lena had hated each other’s guts. “Maybe. But I still want to do things right. And my expertise could be of much greater use among our field agents than here. Please consider sending me over.”
The Commander clapped Jake’s shoulder one more time and continued walking, leaving Jake standing in the hall.
“I will,” he promised.
***
The heavy rain had stopped, only to be replaced by thick snowflakes sinking to the ground as if in slow motion. Warsaw's bright lights and neon advertisements began to fade behind a curtain of falling snow muffling the omnipresent noise and buzz of the futuristic metropolis.
Jake wrapped his arms around himself and walked faster. It was freezing, and his rain-soaked clothes added an extra layer of misery. As much as he loved his homeland and had missed it during his stay in Olympias, he had to admit the weather sucked big time.
An autonomous electric bus rushed by, and again Jake stared into neon-blue eyes. The holo-ads were placed in a way that made it seem as if actual cyborgs sat inside the bus, staring out.
Jake remembered very well when they had come up with this kind of ad for the first time. It had led to mass panic, which had been the best promotion a movie could ever wish for. Since then, it had become almost like a running gag for every new Behind Blue Eyes movie.
For Jake it was another stab in his heart, even colder than the gust of wind blowing snow in his face.
The meeting revealing Operation Fallen Angels had been four months ago and neither Zhilinsky nor the High Command had made a decision on whether he would be dispatched to Olympias.
It drove him crazy. He needed drugs to sleep; otherwise, his thoughts circled all night until the cold morning dawned through the large windows of his apartment.
Jake needed to go back to Olympias more than he’d needed anything before in his life. It wasn’t simply that he wanted to see Nephilim again, hold her, make love to her, keep his promise that he would come back for her.
He had to warn her.
Jake planned to commit the highest treason possible. Sell out his own organization’s plans to the enemy. Risk the death of everyone involved. To save her.
Maybe he was insane. Maybe he was naïve in believing they could have a future together. But he couldn’t give up on her and he needed to keep his promise.
Jake neared the high-rise he lived in, a modern building equipped with all the available luxuries. RRS paid their people well. He couldn’t wait to get out of his wet clothes and jump into a hot shower. Just then his watch vibrated, indicating a message. Since he wasn’t augmented, he had to rely on such old-fashioned technology for communication.
Water dripped from his clothes and created a puddle when he stepped inside the lobby of his building. A woman gave him a pitying look, while the robo-concierge, of course, did not pay him any attention.
Jake lifted his arm to read the message.
It said: You’re in. Z.






Chapter Four


The Inner Circle
The autonomous limousine left the spacious garage and drove straight up to the Deathway. Myriad lights illuminating the dark metropolis made the wet road shine in neon colors. Heavy rain pressed against the black tinted windows of the car.
The passengers didn’t even notice it. Monsoon-like rain was nothing unusual for summertime in Olympias City I and all roads and buildings were designed to easily absorb the flooding water.
Inside the limousine, Metatron and Zephaniel were seated next to each other on the back seat's comfortable cushions. Nephilim sat facing them.
Usually, only Zephaniel accompanied Metatron to such events. If he was displeased about Nephilim being here, he did not show it.
Metatron only had eyes for Nephilim, who looked breathtaking in the exclusive gown he had bought for her. The leader of the Guardian Angels leaned back comfortably and formed a pyramid with his fingers while a thin smile stretched his lips.
“Tonight you will see the belly of the beast, Nephilim,” he said. “We are going to the shiniest and most luxurious place in the whole western hemisphere; yet from the inside, it’s filthier than the darkest corner of Oldtown.”
Nephilim kept silent, knowing that the High-Archangel wasn’t finished yet, as Zephaniel nodded knowingly.
“The Board, the CEO, upper management and basically every rich asshole deemed important enough will be there,” Metatron continued. “We’re not attending to exchange small-talk and try the hors d’oeuvres. We’re going to observe. Olympias’s biggest threats may be Rosprom and TogbuaXiang, but for us the most dangerous enemies sit right here.”
He waved his fingers toward the window and the spectacular high-rises of the Inner Circle they passed by.
“Why?” Nephilim asked. “We protect them. If it weren’t for us, they couldn’t live their comfortable, spoiled lives.”
“And that’s exactly the reason why they hate us.”
Nephilim knew the look on his face well. He expected her to finish his thought and prove that she understood. She never disappointed.
“They are scared of us,” she said. “We remind them that they’re not as omnipotent as they wish.”
A warm expression briefly flashed over the High-Archangel’s face. He was pleased with her answer.
“When our corps was created, we were supposed to be not much more than a tool, always under strict control. But over time, we rose and became more and more independent. We gained influence and power.”
“Thanks to you,” Zephaniel chimed in. “It’s you who made us what we are.”
Metatron turned his head and looked at his second in command with a benevolent smile, which also showed a hint of irritation. He hated flattery and Zephaniel knew that very well.
“Yes,” he said after a moment of silence. “The Rosprom conspiracy greatly played into our hands. It was only recently that the Board realized what they have done in a state of fear and now they are trying to paddle back.”
A holo-monitor popped up between them. It showed a man in his late thirties giving a speech. He was dressed in designer clothes and had no visible implants. His handsome face radiated confidence and kindness, although the latter was fake. The man was so well-trained that his expressions seemed absolutely genuine to people who couldn’t or didn’t want to look behind the perfect façade.
Nephilim knew who the man was. His name was Cillian Stavros and he was a member of the Board of the Olympias Conglomerate. She had never met him in person. Until today she had never met any Board member in person.
Everyone in Olympias knew Cillian Stavros. He was the best-known Board Member. While some of them hated publicity and preferred pulling strings in the shadows, Stavros loved the spotlight. There wasn’t a day when he couldn’t be seen on TV. Talk shows, charity balls, movie award ceremonies—he never left out an opportunity for publicity.
Cillian Stavros belonged to what Metatron contemptuously called the Olympias Aristocracy. He was old money. His family had been rich before the Great War and New Era. In fact, Metatron once told Nephilim, Stavros’s grandfather was among those pulling the strings leading to the war that destroyed the old world, making room for a new, “better” one.
The Stavros family greatly profited from the disaster and had already been Board Members of Olympias when it was the world’s biggest internet search engine before becoming the mega-corporation ruling one-third of what was left of the planet. Cillian Stavros had basically inherited the Board seat from his father.
There could be no doubt what this man wanted: challenge the CEO and take his place.
“Our favorite Board Member,” Zephaniel commented dryly.
“Listen to what the prick has to say,” Metatron said, turning up the volume.
“…it can’t be the answer,” Cillian Stavros said in his smooth, youthful voice. Every one of his gestures was well rehearsed. “Constant war and conflict cannot be the answer. We are better than that! We are the most advanced civilization in human history. It’s time for us to break the shackles that hold us back and build a future of prosperity! True prosperity is only possible in an environment of peace and mutual respect. We should invest in better technology for everyone’s future instead of weapons. We are better than that!”
The audience applauded wildly.
Metatron muted the volume. Shifting her attention from the holo-screen back to him, Nephilim noticed that his eyes had narrowed.
“What a load of bullshit,” Zephaniel said. “Of course, this self-righteous peacock couldn’t care less about anyone’s future but his.”
“He wants to get rid of us?” Nephilim asked. “Why?”
Metatron let the holo-monitor disappear and leaned back into the cushions. The brief glimpse of anger was completely gone from his face and attitude, and his voice was icy as he spoke.
“What is our purpose, Nephilim?”
“Custodio et mortifico,” she answered calmly. “Protect and destroy. We protect Olympias at any cost from enemies from outside and within.”
“Precisely,” Metatron said. “The ordinary Angels don’t know it because they don’t need to know. But we have been created not only to keep subversive elements inside the society at bay, nor just to hunt down and kill outcasts, terrorists, and potential revolutionaries while we fight off hostile cyborg units sent by the other two corporations. There’s another reason for our existence.”
He locked his glowing eyes on Nephilim’s. Although his eye prosthetics were basically the same as any other Angel’s, his gaze held something deep and enigmatic, disturbing and alluring at the same time. It always made Nephilim’s skin tingle when he looked at her like that. Nobody knew what he really thought behind his blue eyes.
Zephaniel opened his mouth to say something, but Metatron lifted his finger and he remained silent.
“We are supposed to keep the balance in the Inner Circle,” Nephilim continued Metatron’s thought.
He shifted his attention away from her and looked out the window as they passed the black pyramid, spectacularly illuminated in honor of New Era Day, one of the most important holidays in Olympias.
“History shows it went never well if a single person gained too much power,” he said after a moment of silence. “Which is why we are supposed to stop anyone who tries to disturb the system. And we will.”
“We know that no one ever seizes power with the intention of relinquishing it,”[2]Nephilim quoted.
Metatron moved his head sharply away from the window and faced her. “It’s why some of them want us gone, or at least defunded. They want to replace us with one of their private security corps.”
“It will never happen,” Zephaniel said.
“Not under my watch,” Metatron agreed, putting on black, shiny gloves.
The limousine stopped. They had arrived at their destination.
***
Siro wrinkled his forehead as he always did when focusing deeply. Kate knew that only too well. She stood a few feet away, leaning against the brick wall of a building along the narrow alley, smoking her fake cigarette.
“What exactly are we looking for here?” she asked after watching her partner for a minute.
He slowly shook his head while the focused expression vanished from his face. “I’m not sure.”
Spider laughed. “Well, you should hurry. There’s a fucking storm coming up. The forecast predicts one of those damn monsoon rains.”
She looked up at the sky, which was difficult to make out standing in the middle of the maze of high-rises. More than thirty minutes past sunset, it was still bright and hot, typical for Olympias at this time of the year. A breeze blew through the alley making the heat more bearable but also presaging the storm.
For the third time in two days, she and Siro were visiting the crime scene where the murdered Angel had been found. The narrow alley in Oldtown was still closed to the public and guarded by several AI police units. It had been wiped of evidence more thoroughly than any other crime scene Kate had visited before. They didn’t find anything.
The perpetrators were obviously pros using state-of-the-art tech to cover their tracks.
Still smoking, Spider walked up to Siro and bumped her shoulder on his playfully. “Trying hard to get laid, huh?”
Siro squinted at her. “You heard what the commissioner said, didn’t you? We’re supposed to solve this case. ASAP.”
“Right,” Kate said with a grin. “Of course, that’s the only reason you’re putting so much effort into it.”
He smiled. “The only reason.”
“Personally, I have no intention of going to bed with a praying mantis, hot or not. Can we leave now? I’m seriously getting fed up with this place. It’s humid, it stinks, and we haven’t found shit.”
“My gut tells me we’re missing something here, Kate.”
“Your gut or another part of you?”
“You’re highly unprofessional, Detective,” he answered with a chuckle, then got serious. “But you’re right, we haven’t found shit. No traces at the crime scene and all surveillance footage shows absolutely nothing, which is impossible unless—”
“Someone tampered with it,” Spider finished the thought for him. “And nobody saw anything, or pretends so.”
“If I learned anything dealing with organized crime, it’s that no crime is ever perfect,” Siro said. “We’re missing something. I know it.”
Kate sighed, turning away. “It’s gonna start raining in two and a half minutes. I’m planning to be in the car by then.”
Suddenly she stopped short, staring at the street. “Siro…”
“Huh?” He was still busy inspecting the place the dead Angel had been hanging.
“Look,” she said, pointing at a metallic figure.
Siro turned and knew immediately what his partner meant. The metallic body belonged to a housekeeping bot. An older model, which slowly left the house adjacent to the crime scene and walked up the street, apparently about to run errands.
“Fuck,” Siro said. “Maybe we asked the wrong people if they have seen anything.”
Kate nodded. “Let’s check it out. We have two minutes until the storm hits.”
The two cops quickly left the alley and approached the housekeeping robot.
***
They were purposely late. Metatron said they had better things to do than attend the whole ceremony, listen to shallow speeches, and watch Olympias's high society blow their own horn. Besides, everyone would be looking at them anyway, so they might as well make a grand entrance.
And they did.
The event took place in an impressive, dome-like building close to the black pyramid. It had been designed for the sole purpose of hosting parties like this. The neo-classical architecture seemed grossly out of place amid the chrome and glass high-rise monstrosities dominating most of the city.
The interior resembled an ancient Greek temple. However, instead of gleaming white marble, the floors and columns were made of dark grey anthracite. Candlelight illuminated the huge place, or at least it seemed so. In truth, well-hidden lamps simulated it.
The massive candelabras placed around the room were made of dark metal echoing the style of nineteenth-century iron crafting.
People dressed in exquisite clothes, with ageless faces and no visible implants filled the hall. Humanoid robots served drinks and appetizers to guests who didn’t want to serve themselves at the buffet, which groaned with fruit, vegetables, and real meat—foods the average citizens of Olympias would never taste in their entire lives.
As Metatron predicted, everyone holding power or prestige was here. Also in attendance were actors, pop stars, and models, all trying to outshine each other.
When the three Guardian Angels entered through the main door, everyone in proximity turned their heads. Some glances were curious, others surprised, and some blatantly hostile.
Metatron was flanked by Nephilim on his left and Zephaniel on his right. All three  wore black, their cyborg eyes uncovered for all to see. Everyone knew who they were, so there was no point in shading the eyes. Even with their glasses, the trio would have stood out dramatically. They moved like three panthers searching for prey, their pale faces showing no expressions, their eyes reflecting the candlelight in neon-blue. While everyone else behaved in an exaggerated, effusive manner, trying to appear more important than the people around them, the Angels didn’t even bother to put on a cheery face.
Zephaniel wore a suit of black velvet resembling a nineteenth-century gentleman's clothing—a style that was highly fashionable. Metatron’s outfit seemed plain at first glance, but a closer look revealed that its material and design were of the highest quality. He appeared sublime in an unpretentious way and radiated so much strength and charisma that female and male heads turned after him. No different from ordinary citizens, many Inner Circle residents had the hidden—or not-so-hidden—desire to hook up with a Guardian Angel. Many found the charismatic High-Archangel intriguing, although Metatron had lost his taste for humans a long time ago.
Nephilim got the most attention. The gown Metatron had chosen couldn’t have been more perfect on her: extravagant, elegant, and sexy. Made of semi-transparent black silk, it had an asymmetrical cut exposing one shoulder and draping down to the ground on one side while barely covering her hip on the other. The bodice consisted of a shiny black corset, and a silver chain adorned with huge, spiky amethysts decorated her long, slender neck. Instead of high heels, she wore shiny knee-high boots.
Metatron gazed at her as they walked through the crowd into the center of the festivities.
“Pathetic,” she heard him say over the comm without moving his lips.
“All animals are equal…,” she answered.
His typical smile appeared and the two of them shared a moment of intimacy in the midst of the crowd.
“Ah, the High-Archangel,” said a voice, bringing them back to reality. Its sound alone made Metatron squint, although so slightly that only Nephilim noticed.
He turned to face the speaker. It was the man from the video they had watched on the way to the party.
“Board Member Stavros,” Metatron replied in a tone that faked friendliness. “Always a pleasure.”
“And you’re always late to this sumptuous event,” Stavros said. “We were beginning to wonder if you would attend at all.”
Cillian Stavros was much shorter and lankier in person than he appeared on screen, his stature emphasized by the three Angels towering over him.
“Why would I ever want to miss this?” Metatron answered sardonically.
A service bot approached them offering champagne served in exquisite crystal flutes. Without looking, Metatron took one of the glasses and sipped from it. The two Archangels followed his example.
Nephilim was surprised at how good it was. She had become used to the excellent red wines Metatron liked to drink and share in his home but had never tried real champagne before. It wasn’t remotely comparable to the synthetic stuff ordinary Olympias citizens drank.
Stavros was accompanied by two famous movie stars: Jennifer Lennart and Clive Milan. Lennart, who had won last year’s Icarus Award for her performance in the widely-acclaimed movie Why I Go, hung on Stavros’s arm and seemed intoxicated. Her baby-blue eyes had a dumb, childlike expression as they studied Metatron with the professional interest of a woman who jumped from one powerful man to the next. Milan, possessed of a taunt and muscular body, was blond with grey-blue eyes. In most of his movies he appeared wearing only a minimum of clothes and he was famous for his nude scenes. Most women—and men—in Olympias had a crush on him.
Nephilim noticed how the actor slightly opened his perfectly-shaped mouth and discreetly winked at Zephaniel.
“I see you brought two of your minions this time,” Cillian Stavros said, looking Nephilim up and down. “This one is particularly delightful. Is one not enough to protect you?”
Nephilim held her breath. No one in their right mind would dare to insult Metatron like this.
She waited to see how the High-Archangel would react, but Metatron didn’t take the bait and simply smiled. “I believe we should join the rest of the Board for their annual toast. It’s almost time, isn’t it?”
He waved his finger at an impressive patio elevated above the main area. The only people there were Board Members, the CEO, and some top managers.
Stavros tore his gaze from Nephilim’s body and nodded. “It is indeed.”
After Metatron left with Stavros to join the circle of elites, Nephilim was unsure what to do next. It was the first time she had ever attended an event like this. Angels existed to fight and kill, to protect Olympias at any cost. They weren’t designed for leisure. Like any other Angel, Nephilim went out frequently when she was off duty, visiting bars, clubs, and other establishments in Olympias’s various entertainment districts. This, however, was very different,.
She understood at once why Metatron disliked it so much. And she understood why many people of power hated the Angels.
Most of the men and women in attendance were weak. Being a predator, she could clearly sense it. Although most of them were beautiful and youthful—many in an unnatural way—they were degenerating, decaying on the inside. They knew their existence relied on monsters like Nephilim, and it didn’t pair well with their pride and hubris.
Zephaniel had wandered off somewhere. It wasn’t the first time he’d been here, so he knew where to find entertainment. Nephilim explored by herself, watching, listening, learning. Instinctively, everyone made way for her as she walked by. Death followed her, and even depraved creatures like the ones surrounding her could sense it.
Nephilim took another glass of champagne and enjoyed the bubbles rolling down her throat and its unique, dry taste on her tongue. A service bot brought little canapes topped with huge piles of tiny black pearls. Nephilim tried one and decided it had to be some sort of fish from the taste of it. She only had tried real fish once, when Metatron invited her for dinner a couple of weeks ago.
The ordinary population of Olympias was accustomed to protein dishes created from algae. It was the most efficient way to feed a population of many millions. Ironically, the common Olympian believed the diet was the most progressive way of providing nutrition in human history: healthy for the body and leaving a minimal carbon footprint.
Apparently, the diet limitations did not apply to the Inner Circle. Walking along the extensive buffet, Nephilim saw meat and fish dishes made of creatures she did not know existed anymore — shark, dolphin, tiger, tortoise, and python, among others. A second table was filled with colorful fruits and vegetable dishes, and the dessert area offered a huge variety of cakes and other delicacies.
Nephilim took another of the little canapes with the tiny black balls, which she had to admit were pretty good, and went straight to the bar. In her peripheral vision, she could see Metatron in a conversation with the inner circle of the Inner Circle, his black-clad, aristocratic posture standing out among them. She wondered what they were discussing. No doubt he was playing them to his own and the Angel Corps’ advantage. Nephilim smirked.
A few steps later, her smile vanished. She passed by a man who appeared to be in his late forties but was probably much older. As he chatted with other guests, he held champagne in his left hand and had his right arm wrapped around the waist of a girl, hand resting on her butt. The girl wore a colorful gown and pink lipstick. She was maybe eight years old.
This was nothing unusual in Olympias, where pedophilia—or age-gapping, as it was called—was a part of the promiscuous lifestyle. Especially in the Inner Circle, sex-parties involving children were popular. Metatron despised it and so did Nephilim. However, there was nothing they could do about it, which was why Nephilim mostly ignored such disgusting encounters.
But this was different. The expression in the girl’s big brown eyes triggered something in Nephilim. A flash in her mind, only lasting a millisecond.
A girl with big brown eyes, staring up at her. With all the sadness of the world displayed there.
It hit Nephilim like a bolt. She stopped and caught her breath. The flash was not just a simple thought or imagination. It had been a memory. Something she had experienced. But when? It had to be from the time of the EMP incident when she had suffered a partial memory loss.
Who was this girl? Why did this memory hurt?
Confused, she continued to the bar, ignoring how the man holding the girl looked at her in surprise. Then his face filled with fear and he backed away, dragging the girl with him. He had seen something in Nephilim’s face that scared the crap out of him.
Nephilim reached the bar and ordered a whiskey from one of the humanoid robo-barkeepers. Sipping her drink, she tried to figure out what had just happened to her. She ran a quick analysis scan on her brain implants and received a report saying everything was functional within nominal parameters.
“Hi,” a voice said next to her, and she turned her head more sharply than intended.
The man standing next to her flinched but kept his cool and smiled. There was something slimy and repulsive about this smile.
“You’re the new Archangel, aren’t you?” he asked, then added with a wink, “You won’t stab me with your integrated blades, will you?”
“Who knows?” she answered, drinking her whiskey.
Whoever this guy was, she was not interested in talking to him. His face seemed familiar, but she wasn’t sure where nor when she had seen him before.
He didn’t back off.
“I’m Keith,” he said. “Pleased to meet you.”
Nephilim didn’t answer, her thoughts still circling around the strange memory.
“Tell me, Nephilim,” he continued. “How does it feel to kill people? Does it bring you joy?”
She raised an eyebrow, focusing her piercing eyes on him. He knew who she was and she didn’t like that. The software in her brain, constantly connected to the grid, scanned the man’s face and ran it through the database. Less than a second later, she knew who he was. His name was Keith Brady and he was a well-known journalist of The Olympias Times, the most important newspaper in all three Olympias cities.
The Times, like all media,
was owned by the Olympias Conglomerate. However, the various papers and broadcast news stations were controlled by different Board members, and one never knew which agenda they were pushing in which outlet.
Metatron had a clear opinion about journalists: “Self-righteous hypocrites,” he had once said. “Lying scumbags. Leeches, all of them. Don’t trust them. Never talk to them.”
“Keith Brady.” Nephilim addressed the man coldly. “I’m not talking to you.”
She attempted to walk away, but he held her arm.
“I have questions. Can we go someplace private?”
Stick your questions up your ass, Nephilim thought.
As tempting as it was, she didn’t say it aloud. He might be recording everything she did and said to use later against the Guardian Angels. Instead, she moved her hand toward his loins and rested it lightly on his thigh. A lecherous smile appeared on the reporter’s face.
“Yes, let’s go someplace private,” she said. “I will enjoy this.”
The grin disappeared from Keith’s face and he blanched. The tip of Nephilim’s blade had appeared, pointing at his testicles.
She didn’t hurt him but made sure he felt the cold titanium pressing against his most valued parts.
He stared at her for a moment before backing off, gasping for air. Nephilim’s blade vanished back into her arm and she walked away, rolling her eyes in disgust.
The journalist gawked after her, his face white like new snow.
Still confused about the memory flash and the feelings it had triggered in her, she wished nothing more than to leave this circus and have a drink at a quiet place.
Instead, she ran straight into the last person she wanted to talk to: Cillian Stavros.
“Nephilim, right?” he said with a fake smile.
She stopped and looked down on him. “That’s my name, you are correct.”
It was easy to understand why Metatron hated this man’s guts. He was nothing but a viper dressed in an expensive suit. Nephilim withstood the urge to punch him in the throat and crush his trachea for the way he was looking at her. It might not be the best idea to kill a high-ranking Board member in front of hundreds of people.
Instead, she offered the annoying man a thin smile.
“Metatron has an excellent taste,” Stavros said. “You look almost unreal. I bet you blow him really well.”
Nephilim ignored the disrespect and her growing desire to hurt this man. Badly.
“Why don’t you ask him?” she said instead.
Stavros chuckled. “I might do that. Or maybe I should give it a try myself.”
He reached out to touch her face, a smug expression on his own.
Nephilim watched his hand moving toward her, noticing how perfectly manicured his nails were. Right before he reached her cheek, her hand snapped up faster than an eye could blink. Like a coiled snake in sudden attack mode, she grabbed his hand, stopping it less than an inch away from her face.
He blinked in surprise before laughing.
“You like to be conquered, don’t you?”
“No. I don’t like to be touched by just anyone.”
Stavros took a sharp breath, his nostrils widening. “Do you know who I am, you silly machine? I can have you dismantled with a snap of my fingers.”
“No, you cannot,” a cold voice said.
Nephilim had been so preoccupied by her unexpected flashback and the unpleasant encounter she did not notice Metatron approaching.
He stepped next to her. Although his perfectly controlled face did not show emotion, his body language was as of a scorpion—ready to kill.
Stavros did not notice it. Or his hubris was so huge that he did not care. Everyone else sensed the energy building in this stand-off and backed away, watching to see what would happen next. Some felt intimidated; others hoped to witness a spectacle they could gossip about at the next cocktail party.
The Board Member licked his lips and slowly turned his head to Metatron.
“You have no authority here, High-Archangel,” he said mockingly. “And you certainly don’t have the authority to tell me what to do. Understood?’
“You are wrong.” Metatron’s voice was calm and hardly more than a hiss. Cillian Stavros was either oblivious to the danger he was in or had so much trust in his status that he assumed he could get away with anything. “I have full authority over the Angels Corps and all its units. They are highly functional elite soldiers who protect your pathetic little ass and are not pawns for your disposal. And Nephilim is the best of them. You should show her some respect, Board Member Stavros.”
Stavros paled in anger, hardly able to maintain control. “You will regret this. I—”
“Maybe,” Metatron cut him off. “Maybe not. What I do know for sure is that you will regret it if you ever try to touch her against her will again.”
The two men glared at each other, the animosity between them tangible. Nephilim watched in astonishment. Never before had she witnessed Metatron like this. Calculating and in perfect control of himself at all times, he now appeared as if he was about to slit Stavros’s throat at any second.
Finally, the Board member realized the danger he was in and started laughing. “You feel so powerful and strong, don’t you, High-Archangel? But guess what, your days are numbered, tin man. You’re a relic of the past, which soon will lose its usefulness. And you know what we do with machines that stop being useful, don’t you?”
Metatron showed his thin smile. “We will see about that.”
He turned around and indicated to Nephilim that they were leaving.
“Peace, Metatron,” Stavros called after them. “There’s no need for rabid killer-cyborgs in the peaceful world of the future.”
Metatron turned his head one more time.
“Si vis pacem, para bellum.”[3]
“Huh?” the board member’s mouth twitched in confusion.
But Metatron was done with him. He and Nephilim approached the exit followed by countless high-society eyes.
On their way out, Nephilim spotted Zephaniel, who was engaged in a conversation with Milan, the actor. Standing close together, their shared body language spoke for itself. Noticing Metatron and Nephilim, Zephaniel stiffened, ready to leave.
“You may stay, Zephaniel,” Metatron told him over the comm. “Enjoy yourself.”
Zephaniel answered with a slight nod then returned to his conversation with the handsome actor.
Nephilim sighed in relief once they were out the door. She now understood completely why Metatron hated coming here so much.
Back in the limousine, they sat next to each other in silence. Metatron’s face was unreadable, as it so often was. Nephilim could not tell if what just had happened concerned him or if it played into his hands for some reason.
“Thank you for standing up for me,” she finally said, breaking the silence.
He slowly moved his head and looked at her. “You’re special, Nephilim. One day I hope to be able to tell you why. For now, know that I would rather tear this whole godforsaken city down before I let anything happen to you.”
She smiled. His words created a warm feeling inside her. In a world where everyone only cared about themselves, he had her back.
Metatron reached out and gently took her face in between his hands, stroking her cheeks while the look in his eyes pierced hers.
“I should have killed him,” he said. “Cut him open from head to toe like the pig he is. If anyone tried to stop me, I would have killed them all.”
“I would stand at your side,” she said. “No one could stop us.”
He closed his eyes and she knew he was imagining the blood bath.
“No one and nothing can stop you and me. Together, we will succeed. There is no limit,” he said, opening his eyes. “But this is not the time. Hoc voluerunt.”[4]
Metatron let his hands wander from her neck down to her body. “You look beautiful tonight.”
One of his blades slowly emerged from his wrist. As he looked into her face, he let it slide over her body without hurting her. She tilted her head, enjoying the cool steel against her biological flesh. Then with one sharp, precise move, he cut through the expensive gown, slicing it open without piercing her skin.
The fabric fell down her sides, and she was naked but for her panties and her boots.
“Look at me, Nephilim.”
She did, knowing exactly what he was up to. He would use his advanced brain implants to log into her POV so he could observe them both when they fucked.
He pulled her closer. Nephilim froze and opened her mouth in surprise.
She had no idea how, but he’d connected their brain implants allowing her to see the same things he saw. Now she too could see both their perspectives at the same time. Surprised, she realized that she could easily handle something that would have utterly overwhelmed an ordinary human brain, even an augmented one.
She could feel his arousal and desire, which in turn aroused her as well.
Metatron smiled.
Then they crashed into each other in a wild passion.
***
Siro took a sip of his coffee and grimaced. The bitter liquid was an insult to his taste buds but the best he could get around here. It was late, he felt exhausted, and he needed caffeine badly, so this abomination of a brew would have to do for now. He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes, thinking. Siro was alone in the office he shared with Spider. His partner had left hours ago, calling him crazy and obsessed.
Maybe she was right. He couldn’t really say why he was so into this case. His boss's order to get it solved ASAP was one reason, but by far not the only although he pretended it was. He certainly wanted the bonus Llewelyn had promised and the possible promotion. He was ambitious, had been so since childhood. Otherwise, he would never have been transferred to the capital.
Kate was wrong when she’d teased that all he wanted was to impress and sleep with the Crown Princess. Of course, he wanted that, too. Siro couldn’t deny that her cool attitude and deadly elegance attracted him. He’d always had a fascination with the morbid, which could be why he had become a homicide detective. And she was like the personification of death, a harbinger of violence.
But the main reason was that his gut told him this case was huge, the biggest case of his lifetime. Siro was convinced this wasn’t just a highly-augmented gang hunting Guardian Angels to harvest their unique parts, as Kate believed. This was more, much more. It was only the tip of the iceberg. Hidden below murky waters was a massive conspiracy. From his experience in Olympias III, he knew something this dangerous could easily land him in a body bag; but on the other hand, with Guardian Angels on his side, could anything really happen to him?
Being on good terms with Nephilim might get him laid by a true cyborg, but it would also likely keep him safe while he solved the biggest case of his career.
Siro took another sip of the awful coffee and focused on the holo-screen in front of him.
Earlier, he and Kate had tracked down the housekeeping robot and used an override protocol that commands an AI to share its data with law enforcement. Back at the precinct, it turned out they had stumbled on a potential breakthrough. From the window of an apartment where it was doing laundry for its owner, the robot had caught a glimpse of what had happened in the alley below.
Siro watched the footage again for probably the hundredth time.
A huge car with tinted windows and no license plate arrived at the crime scene at 1:25 a.m. Four men exited. Their faces were unrecognizable, but Siro could see they were heavily augmented with state-of-the-art artificial limbs and other enhancements. Those men were fighters, most likely mercenaries hired by organized crime or rich, powerful people. Not surprising since it required a small army to take down a Guardian Angel. The elite cyborgs were the best-trained soldiers in history, wearing the most advanced augmentations possible. Whoever had this Angel murdered had hired the best mercenaries available, and probably more than just the four in the video.
What was surprising about the murder was that the perpetrators had manipulated the surveillance, making themselves invisible to the cameras and drones patrolling the city. And that wasn’t all. Somehow, they had managed to cut the Guardian Angel from the grid, which was why his HQ didn’t notice what was happening to him.
Siro again watched the mercs opening the vehicle’s trunk and pulling out something wrapped in thick plastic. Then the service bot left its position and went to its charging station, its duties finished for the day.
The detective swore. This was a dead end.
He remained motionless and sunk in thought for a moment, then twitched.
Or maybe not…
Siro dialed a number over his implant and waited. The connection was soon established and he heard a sleepy male voice.
“What the fuck? It’s two in the morning!”
“Siro Ferreira-Nunes here.”
“Fuck…what do you want now? You said you’d leave me alone after I helped you out last time.”
The cop grinned. “Oh really? Must have slipped my mind.”
“Listen, I’m done being your mole…”
“No, you’re not. Or would you like to discuss that in an interrogation cell?”
After a moment of silence, the other man sighed. “Fine…what do you want this time?”
“Information about a very specific illegal tech…”
“Oh, come on, man. You gonna get me killed!”
“Stop being melodramatic. Nothing will happen to you and you know it.” After a pause he added, “And if you do as I say, I will erase your name from the files once and for all.”
The other man sighed again. “Okay, what exactly do you want to know?”
Siro explained. He sincerely hoped this wouldn’t get his mole killed but did not mention it.
***
Metatron opened his eyes.
The spacious, luxurious bedroom was quiet and peaceful. Muted lights from the metropolis that never slept shone through the panoramic windows. His internal chronometer told him that it was shortly after 3 a.m.
The High-Archangel sat up slowly, trying to shake off the uneasy feeling nudging him. The feeling of death.
He had dreamed again. The same dream that had been haunting him for the last couple of months. Metatron did not know where this dream was coming from. Technically, it should have been impossible for cyborgs to dream.
But his dreams weren’t as empty as his conscience seemed to be.
He got up noiselessly and walked naked to the windows. Watching the myriad lights of the megapolis soothed his mind. The disturbing feeling began to vanish.
It was always precisely the same dream: he did not know what had happened, but he was badly wounded, lethally injured. He was lying on the ground, unable to move. Looking down at his hands, he saw blood, his blood, streaming off his biological body. At the same time, his augmented systems indicated heavy damage to his artificial parts. A system failure was imminent.
He was dying.
Fear paralyzed him. He was not ready to go. There was still so much for him to do. But the worst feeling of all was the helplessness. It sickened him.
Every time in this dream, he looked up from his shattered body and saw her.
Nephilim.
She stood before him, looking down at him. Her beautiful face unreadable, cold fire gleaming in her neon-blue eyes. Blood covered her hands and clothes.
Like an angel of vengeance.
Did she do this to him? He could not tell. But looking at her, he knew that he was dying…
That was when the dream ended. Every time in exactly the same way. Was it a foreshadowing of his fate? Would she kill him one day?
Metatron did not believe in premonitions, but nevertheless this dream was disturbing.
He turned and looked at Nephilim sleeping in his bed. Her alabaster body was naked, her perfect breasts rising and falling under her peaceful breath. With her cyborg eyes closed, her gorgeous face held an innocence, almost a fragility. It was hard to imagine that the woman lying in his bed was likely the most dangerous killer in Olympias.
His creation.
Had he created a monster? One that would ultimately kill him?
The smart thing would be to kill her before she got too dangerous. Before she remembered her past and what he had done to her. Even though it was technically impossible, he knew she would remember eventually. She had remembered fragments of her childhood, although that should not have been possible either. Nephilim was exceptional.
Metatron smiled as he looked at her.
No, he could not hurt her. Getting rid of her might be wise, but for once, he would choose not to do the smart thing.
The High-Archangel had survived for so long and become so successful because his mind was constantly playing 4D chess. He was always calculating all the possibilities, always one step ahead of everyone else. But without her, what was the point in playing the big game? She needed to fulfil her destiny, finish what Lucifer—her father and founder of the Guardian Angels—had started.
Metatron would never hurt her. No matter what. Even if she would ultimately destroy him.
Dreams were just dreams, fidgets of the subconscious. Usually suppressed by his cyborg implants and yet so vivid. He would not let a dream influence his decisions.
Silently, he walked back to the bed and looked at her more closely. He loved watching her while she was sleeping. Years ago, he had started sending surveillance drones to her apartment, allowing him to see her asleep.
Nephilim was the only Archangel he allowed to sleep with him in his bed. Before her, he had never felt the need for such intimacy. Now he couldn’t get enough of it.
She was the perfect drug.
Metatron smirked as his gaze fell on the nightstand and the book lying there: Pygmalion.
The ancient story written by Ovid. About a man who fell in love with a statue he created. The perfect woman. He brought her to life and she ultimately destroyed him.
Metatron understood the irony of this only too well. He was aware that he was Pygmalion, in the same way Nephilim’s father had been Pygmalion by creating him, making him the prototype for all Angels. And the creation had ultimately destroyed the creator.
Was it inevitable that the same would happen to him?
No.
Lucifer had lost his mind and betrayed his own creation. It was weakness that had cost him his life in the end. That would never happen to him.
Metatron closed his eyes for a second, remembering the man he had loved and admired. Whom he had killed.
Even after more than twenty years, he still felt anger thinking of him. And at the same time, he missed him.
The High-Archangel opened his eyes and slowly reached out to Nephilim. He wanted to stroke her hair, but decided otherwise and pulled back.
Without waking her, he left the bedroom and walked through the long hall to the living area. It was dark, but his artificial eyes didn’t need light to see.  He’d installed lighting in his home only because it made the interior looked prettier and he liked surrounding himself with beautiful things. The art displayed on the walls was priceless. Some of the paintings were hundreds of years old. Society frowned upon old art nowadays, but he tried to conserve as much as possible from the old world.
Metatron went to his bar and poured himself a whiskey. The ice cubes clinked against each other softly as he walked onto the balcony. He inhaled the night air deeply into his mostly-artificial lungs. This was as fresh as air could get in the megapolis. Although the society did not use combustion engines, there was too little green and too many people to keep the air clean.
The High-Archangel took a sip of his drink. Strangely enough, he had never liked whiskey. But it had been Nephilim’s father’s favorite drink and he had become accustomed to it over the years.
His scan showed him she was coming before he could hear her. Her body parts were so advanced and she had mastered them so skillfully that she moved almost noiselessly, even though her titanium bones were heavy.
“Did I wake you?” he asked, not turning around.
“No,” she said. “I noticed you were gone.”
He smirked, taking another sip of his drink.
“What occupies your mind? So much that it prevents you from sleeping?” she asked, coming closer.
You trying to kill me, he thought.
Instead, he answered: “I’m planning a trip to Olympias III. And I want you to accompany me.”
She stood so close now that he could feel her nakedness and her soft breath against his neck.
Sometimes even he had to remind himself that she wasn’t just a woman but the most advanced killing machine ever created. Could she kill him if she tried? Or was he still stronger, faster, and more advanced than she?
Nephilim rested her head against his shoulder.
The little gesture of tenderness robbed him of his breath for a moment.
During his long life, he had had more sex with countless partners than most people could even imagine. Control and power were what aroused him most.
Yet this little gesture of affection touched him to the core. Where did this come from?
He had seen it before in the surveillance drone videos of her with him.
The Rosprom spy she had fallen for a year ago.
Could she ever feel for him what she had felt for this treacherous rat?
Metatron wished so much he could have killed Jake back when he had the chance.
“When are we leaving?” she asked.
“Soon.”
He reached behind him and placed his hand on her firm, athletic ass.
She wrapped her arms around him.
For a moment, they seemed just like any beautiful citizens of Olympias. Lovers in an embrace. Not like the two most dangerous people in the entire city.






Chapter Five


The Mole
The next morning they drove to HQ together. Metatron was relatively quiet and brooding. This was not unusual for him, as Nephilim had learned. He often began working hours before he went to his office, studying reports and analyzing data by directly connecting himself to the Angel Corps servers. When he was quiet and stared into nothingness, he usually was working on multiple issues at the same time.
Still, Nephilim felt that something was different. He had not said anything nor shown any particular change in his behavior. It was an intuition. The way he had lashed out at Stavros last night had been atypical. Although he had handled the situation perfectly, Nephilim knew Metatron had been calculating how to kill the man and everyone else in the room. Or maybe it all had been a power game with the abhorred Board Member? No matter what his true motives were, Nephilim had been flattered by the way he’d stood up for her.
The more time she spent with Metatron, the more she admired him. She learned from him every day, seeing and understanding patterns she had never noticed before. Even so, she enjoyed nothing more than being in the field, in action. Since her promotion, she had led more missions than any other Archangel. She never failed.
Nephilim thought of how she and Adriel had hunted down a Rosprom data-mule recently and smirked. They were pushing Rosprom out of Olympias more every day, eliminating the cancerous metastases the hostile corporation had spread in the society over many years.
How blind were people such as Cillian Stavros if they didn’t see what the Guardian Angels accomplished every day, Custodio et Mortifico by any means.
But the unpleasant encounter with the Board Member wasn’t what concerned Nephilim about her visit to the Inner Circle. She would leave politics to Metatron, a master of the game.
Seeing the little girl had disturbed her for some reason. She had run a facial recognition of the child through the databank and knew she had never encountered the girl before. So what was it that touched her about the child so much? It was like an itch in the back of her skull. She knew that she was missing quite a bit of her memory. She wondered what had happened to her during the EMP incident that erased parts of her mind. Maybe the girl at the party had reminded her of someone she used to know. Someone dear to her.
It was very unlikely. Unless they were raiding illegal outcast settlements outside Olympias, the Angels were seldom in contact with children.
She had tried asking Adriel if he remembered anything significant about her past, but he said nothing out of the ordinary had happened during the time they were partners. They had apparently saved each other’s lives, but even that wasn’t anything unusual for Angels working in the field.
She dared not ask Metatron. He was too busy with other things to be bothered with her missing memory; besides, if there had been anything out of the ordinary, he would never had chosen her for Archangel; that much was clear. But he seemed very fond of her company and she enjoyed that.
Nephilim studied his aristocratic face. After a moment the High-Archangel became aware of her scrutiny and looked back at her. They did not speak; it wasn’t necessary. Nephilim had never felt so close to anyone.
After arriving at HQ, Metatron went straight to his office, another busy day ahead of him. Nephilim met with her Powers in one of the smaller conference rooms located on the third floor of the HQ cube.
“How was the big party?” Adriel asked.
He didn’t admit it, but Nephilim knew he’d have killed to take just a peek into the world of high society. Maybe one day he too would become an Archangel. Nephilim would definitely recommend him to Metatron if he ever needed to replace one.
She rolled her eyes. “I had the pleasure of meeting Board Member Cillian Stavros in person. What a prick.”
Adriel grinned. “Ah, the guy who wants to get rid of us?”
“How do you know about that?”
He shrugged. “It was all over the news this morning. Apparently, he wants to modernize Olympias and negotiate peace with the other two corporations. Fucking moron.”
Nephilim frowned, wondering if Metatron knew. Stavros had used the news network he controlled to spread his insane message. Nephilim was glad she had given the reporter the cold shoulder. She was certain he had been setting a trap.
“He should tell that to Wasps next time they attack,” Eleleth said, shaking her red mane.
“Right?” Adriel laughed. “Or maybe all Proms need is a hug and some love.”
He grimaced as he finished the sentence, as if realizing he’d said something wrong and now bit his tongue. Nephilim noticed that he glanced at her in a strange way and she wondered what that was about, but was interrupted by a phone call.
“Ah, Detective Ferreira-Nunes,” she said aloud, taking the call directly through her neural implants. “What can I do for you?”
Adriel saw her lifting her eyebrows in surprise as she listened to the cop.
“That’s good news indeed, Detective. Yes, I’m definitely interested in joining you. Send me the address and I’ll meet you there.”
“What’s up?” Adriel asked once she’d hung up.
“You won’t believe it, but our human law enforcement colleagues appear to have a hot lead in our case,” Nephilim said. “I’m surprised.”
Adriel grinned. “Are you sure it’s not just a pathetic excuse to get into your pants?”
“It better not be,” she answered with a sneer. “I’m going to meet him in Oldtown later. He wants me to talk to someone.”
“When are we going?”
“You two stay here,” Nephilim said. “I want you to dig deeper into this snuff ring case. We promised to help the OCPD in that matter and we keep our promises. Besides, Metatron wants the scum gone for good.”
“We will find them. But are you sure you want to go alone? You heard the order that we are supposed to be careful, and we are your Powers—”
“I’ll be fine,” Nephilim cut him off. “I’m a big girl and can take care of myself. Besides, I’m meeting the police.”
Adriel frowned but did not object.
“And I really need progress in this snuff case,” she added.
“We will not disappoint you,” Eleleth said.
Nephilim smirked. “Of course you won’t.”
After discussing the case for another hour, Nephilim took her leave. But Adriel caught up with her in the hall.
“Neph, wait!”
She turned around and lifted an eyebrow.
“I have a bad feeling about this, Neph.”
Nephilim smiled. “Adriel—”
“No, listen to me. Someone is hunting us. I’m responsible for keeping you safe…”
“Adriel,” she repeated, her tone suddenly cold. “Since when do I need to explain myself to you? I am an Archangel, not a little girl you need to protect.”
He stared at her, his expression changing as if he realized who she really was for the first time. “No, Nephilim, you don’t need to explain yourself to me. Of course not. Just take care, okay?”
“I will. And bring me the results. We don’t want to disappoint Metatron. Ever.”
A cordial smile returned to Nephilim’s face as she turned on her heel and rapidly walked to the elevators.
***
Nephilim knew the location well; she had been here before, although not in this particular establishment. She maneuvered through the narrow, busy streets of Oldtown and brought her motorcycle to a halt at the appointed coordinates. The cop was awaiting her and she swung off the bike and approached him.
“Good evening, Detective Ferreira-Nunes,” she said with a friendly smile.
“Always a pleasure to see you, Archangel Nephilim,” he replied.
“I’m very curious about what you’ve got for me.”
He was excited but tried to hide it. Which he did quite well, but not well enough for the neon-blue cyborg eyes. Nephilim observed that his heart rate and body temperature were up and that his pupils were slightly dilated. Angels were designed and trained to detect when humans were lying or hiding something. She did not suspect the detective of that, but she was curious about him.
This man was clearly into her, which made him a very useful asset. Not that she planned to get involved with him. Sex with humans no longer held any interest.
“I have a mole who might have exactly the information we need,” Siro said. “Shall we?”
“Where’s your partner today?” Nephilim asked as they approached the entrance.
“She’s waiting in the car, monitoring us,” he answered. “We figured we shouldn’t go in with three people. It could raise attention we don’t want.”
“Good call, Detective.”
Before coming here, she had changed her clothing and now wore a plain, rather shabby-looking black coat with a hood that covered most of her face. An unusual outfit for much of Olympias, it was perfect for blending into Oldtown where the inhabitants loved hoodies to protect themselves from surveillance cams. Nephilim also wore sunglasses to cover her treacherous eyes.
If they looked more closely, people would recognize that something was different about her anyway. since no one in Oldtown moved in such a smooth way. Luckily, nobody in Olympias gave a damn about anything or anyone else but themselves.
The bouncer at the door looked them up and down for a moment, using his oversized implant with integrated, clumsy-looking eye prosthetics to scan them. He wouldn’t realize who Nephilim was. Every Angel was equipped with a sensor that detected scans and projected a fake signal, which made the scanner believe the angel was an ordinary person, simply equipped with some standard implants. They were designed to blend in, making it easy to strike anywhere, anytime.
After a moment, the bouncer let them pass without comment. Nephilim and Siro stepped out of Olympias’s steaming late afternoon heat and into a world most residents of Olympias did not know even existed.
The Masquerade was old. Very old. Located in the heart of Oldtown and directly next to the infamous Underground, Olympias’s shady hub for semi-legal tech, it was an establishment even the most adventurous non-Oldtown residents would not visit.
Siro stopped after entering, giving his eyes a moment to adjust to the gloomy interior. Nephilim noticed and smirked. Her eyes didn’t have such issues. Within seconds she had scanned the entire club and its patrons.
A former mill, The Masquerade already had been old in the pre-corporation era. Why the city planners had not bulldozed it when modernizing Oldtown decades ago was a mystery. It had two exits, the back one leading directly into the upper level of the former Underground mall and now black market of Olympias.
The high black walls were topped by iron balustrades looming ten feet above the main area. Fake candles and reddish lamps were the only lighting. Once a rock concert venue, the Masquerade was now Olympias’s most infamous club, notoriously filled with shady individuals. Without doubt, this was the deepest part of Olympias’s underbelly.
The authorities left it be unless something went down that could endanger Olympias’s stability. An important part of the Angels’ training and education was the study of human psychology and they knew that even the most perfect society produced outcasts. Instead of making a huge effort to get rid of them, Olympias gave them a place to live their meaningless lives. The notorious parts of Oldtown existed for that reason. Who cared if those who chose such an unproductive lifestyle killed each other or died of overdoses on illegal narcotics? The Angels only went in to clean up organized crime if it became too bothersome for law enforcement.
“Cozy,” Nephilim commented after Siro’s eyes had adjusted as they walked toward the bar.
At this time of the day, the place was only half-full of people drinking, sitting in groups on the ancient sofas, or watching the stripper perform on a small stage at the back of the club. The air stank of alcohol, sweat, and cheap cologne. Loud industrial music made the place perfect for a conversation no one else was supposed to hear.
Siro grinned. “I know, it’s a freak show. Not the place I would usually bring a lady to buy her a drink.”
Nephilim gave him a smile. “You’d like to buy me a drink, Detective?”
He smiled back. “Maybe, sometime. If you don’t mind.”
“Maybe sometime I won’t mind.”
“We should order something now,” he said. “What would you like to drink?”
Nephilim shrugged. “As long as the whiskey doesn’t come from a carton, I’ll take one.”
Siro sat down on a barstool covered with worn-out black leather and waved to the barkeeper. “Hey, Nik. Give us two whiskeys.”
The bartender, face covered with fluorescent piercings and an octopus tattoo, nodded briefly.
As he poured the drinks, Nephilim saw that the whiskey indeed came out of a carton. She wrinkled her nose. This was low. Even for the underbelly of Oldtown.
“So,” she said, sitting next to Siro, “do you come here so often that you know the staff by name?”
“It’s my favorite place to spend my evenings,” he joked, then added in a more serious tone, “Some of my most valuable contacts basically live here. And the drinks aren’t as bad as they look.”
Picking up the glass the tattooed bartender put in front of her, Nephilim highly doubted that. They took their drinks and decamped for a dark corner with worn-out leather sofas. On their way there, Nephilim took a closer look at the stripper still performing on the other end of the club. The woman’s best years were clearly over, and even her three breasts couldn’t distract from that fact. An implanted third breast had been highly fashionable in the lower circles of Olympias some fifteen years ago when the stripper likely had her heyday.
They sat down on the musty cushions and waited for Siro’s contact. A moment later, a man approached and greeted the detective.
“Pitman,” Siro replied the greeting with a nod. “This is the friend I was telling you about.”
The guy sat down, trying to avoid Nephilim’s gaze. He was a short, slightly overweight man in his late twenties with bad implants, bad tattoos, and a completely mismatched synthetic arm.  His little brown eyes held a haunted expression and his body language showed he was extremely nervous. Nephilim assumed he knew who she was and was desperately trying not to shit his pants.
With an encouraging smile, she pushed her untouched whiskey over the cracked glass table toward him. “Drink?”
She wouldn’t try this brew anyway, so why not show a fake gesture of kindness?
Pitman grabbed the glass and swallowed the liquor in one gulp like a man dying of thirst.
“Tell us what you found out,” Siro said in an encouraging tone.
“I did as you asked,” the short man said in a hushed voice. “I asked around the black-market vendors here and at the Dome. I said I had a client who wanted to pay a high price for the tech you mentioned.”
Siro nodded. “Well done. Continue, please.”
Pitman leaned closer. “It took me a bit of digging, but finally a vendor in the Underground let it slip that there’s a guy they call the Broker selling highly classified information. Stuff from the authorities. Stuff you never get access to unless you work for them.”
Nephilim listened carefully. The short man had her full attention. If this was true, they had a leak somewhere.
“What kind of ‘stuff’ are we talking about exactly?” Siro kept digging.
“The really high-end stuff. How to disable surveillance and drones, how to delete footage…even how to cut a Guardian Angel from the grid.”
He lowered his voice to a whisper as he said the last part of the sentence, as if he expected mentioning Guardian Angels would summon them out of thin air.
“Who is this Broker?” Nephilim cut in before Siro could continue his interrogation.
Pitman licked his lips nervously and shrugged. “Nobody knows. The guy is a complete enigma. Apparently, he—or she, who the fuck knows—covers his tracks really well and trusts no one.”
Nephilim leaned back on her cushions. This explained everything. These attacks on the Angels were only possible because someone had sold them out. Someone from the inside. Metatron would livid when he learned about that. Nephilim was eager to find the son of a bitch and break his neck.
“This contact of yours in the Underground,” Siro said. “How does he get in touch with the Broker?”
“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me.”
“Alright, we’ll figure that out,” Siro said. “Give me the name of your contact and I’ll put him under surveillance.”
“Does this mean I can go now?” the mole asked with hopeful eyes.
“No,” Nephilim said, rising from her seat. “You will bring us to him. Now.”
Pitman stared at her with an open mouth, revealing that all his teeth were fake and made of shiny metal. It was a cheap prosthetic for people who lost their teeth in an accident or a brawl—in this guy’s case, most likely the latter.
“But…” he stammered. “Don’t do that. Please.”
Nephilim’s face was stony. “I will not repeat myself.”
He blanched. Although she was in disguise, he either sensed how dangerous she was or Siro had told him who he was bringing.
“There’s no need for that,” the detective said trying to intervene. “We can tail the guy and hack into his comm. We will know what he knows quickly—”
“I have no time for such games,” Nephilim said, then addressed Pitman. “Move.”
The short man sighed and rose shakily from his chair. They walked to the exit leading directly to the Underground. Nephilim and Siro followed the mole into a rundown vestibule. A staircase led into the Underground main tube from here, but Pitman turned left and upstairs.
“I thought your guy had his store in the Underground,” Siro said. “Where are we going, Pitman?”
Their guide turned his head and grinned, showing his metal teeth. Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead. “He…um…at this time of the day, he’s in the warehouse.”
“Go ahead,” Nephilim said.
Siro grabbed her arm and whispered. “Nephilim…this smells like a trap from miles away.”
“I know. It’s what I’m hoping for.”
He stared at her in surprise, but before he could say anything, she whispered, “Backup is on the way.”
Siro let go of her arm and they followed the mole into a huge hall used as a warehouse. The large windows were tinted grey and let in a minimum amount of light. A musty smell pervaded in the air. But that wasn’t what struck Nephilim as odd.
The second she entered, her sensors began to seize and she could not scan the room as she would normally do. And there was something else. A deeply disturbing yet strangely familiar experience: she was cut off the grid.
Nephilim could not scan, but her enhanced hearing was working perfectly. She heard a soft click behind her to the right. A fraction of a second later she drew her guns, which had been hidden under her coat, and spun around.
“Come out!” she commanded with the cold voice of a killer cyborg. “Now!”
Siro drew his weapon as well while Pitman froze in horror.
For a moment, nothing happened. Then seven figures appeared in the semidarkness, emerging slowly from behind the piles of crates where they had been hiding.
There were six men and one woman, all of them heavily augmented with artificial body parts and armor, some armed with pistols, others with high-caliber submachine rifles.
Two of the men had eye prosthetics with reddish lights shining in thin beams. Sharpshooter eye augmentations.
It was clear at first sight that those men were pros, highly trained and equipped elite mercenaries.
“It’s her!” one of the mercs called out after scanning her.
“Archangel Nephilim,” a tall, very athletic man said authoritatively. “Welcome. You were exactly the one we were looking for.”
“What the fuck, Pitman!” Siro snapped at his mole.
“I’m sorry,” the other murmured. “I’m sorry…”
“Drop your weapons now, and I will spare you,” Nephilim said icily. “You have three seconds.”
Meanwhile, her brain did the math. Calculating the attack tactics for the most promising outcome. Although the mercenaries were highly augmented and well-armed, they were no match for her. She would kill all but one for interrogation. Her chances of remaining unharmed were 76.8 percent. As long as none of them hit her head, she would survive a couple of bullets. Before her attackers could even pull the trigger, she would have killed two of them. Another two on her way into cover. That would leave only two to kill and one to wound but keep alive.
Before following Pitman into the obvious setup, she had contacted Adriel and requested backup. He and Eleleth would be on the way along with the two closest units, just in case there were more mercenaries outside. But she had lost contact with Adriel the moment she had entered the warehouse and had been cut off the grid.
She assumed ETA for the closest unit would be three minutes max.
An ugly grin appeared on the merc leader’s face. Nephilim realized he was not holding not a pistol but something else. Something she couldn’t identify because her scanner had been jammed.
In a millisecond, she decided to spin and shoot this man first, even if it would make her a target for the others.
It was too late.
A bright flash appeared for a second, similar to the ones old-fashioned cameras needed to shoot pictures in the dark. Nephilim froze, then collapsed as if someone had pulled her plug.
***
At first, everything turns pitch black. Emptiness. Death.
Then from somewhere far away, she hears a voice:
“You killed me.”
It is her own voice.
“That’s only fair considering you tried to kill me first, don’t you think?” another disembodied voice answers from the dark.
Fragments shift. Digital glitches. Echoes.
Images fly by. Alien yet so familiar.
A battle. Enemies in black suits with yellow stripes and helmets covering their faces. Wasps.
Blades slash in the dark. Fluorescent algae.
Screams. Death.
A little girl’s face. Big, brown, sad eyes. Behind a window.
“Her name is Sarah,” a voice says.
Red hair, green eyes. A man strapped to a surgical table shivers.
“You gave me freedom, Finwick.” Her own words.
Warmth inside her chest. Her pulse rises. Happiness.
A man’s face. So familiar yet so strange. Blond hair, a disarming smile.
“You’re more human than any human I’ve ever known.”
Intimacy.
“I love you, Nephilim.”
Glitches. Data fragments.
Adriel.
“Why are you doing this to me, Neph?”
Contorted images. Data streams running against each other.
Darkness.
A voice.
“Your father, Nephilim, founded the Guardian Angels. He was our creator. Everything I am, I am because of him. Then he betrayed us, his own creation.”
White flashes. Her eyelids open slowly. The room is completely white. She’s lying on a table, unable to move. Looking down on herself, she notices her arms and legs are gone.
Someone is leaning over her.
“You killed me,” her own voice says.
“That’s only fair considering you tried to kill me first,” he answers.
He leans closer and whispers, “I will not lose you.”
He kisses her cheek, his eyes glowing neon blue.
It’s Metatron.
***
“Bitch is out,” the merc standing closest to Nephilim confirmed, reading data from a scanner mounted on his wrist.
“Take her,” the leader said. “We don’t have much time. I want her immobile and secured in the Magna Box before she’s back online.”
Two of his people made a step forward.
“Stay where you are!” Siro yelled at them, weapon in his extended hands. “Not another step!”
The mercenary leader grinned. “You may leave, Detective. We have no beef with the police.”
“Well, you have now,” Siro answered, ignoring the fact he was completely outnumbered and outgunned. No matter what he did now, his chances of getting out of this alive were slim. If he did as they said and tried to leave, they would most likely shoot him in the back. His best play was to keep his cool, stall them and hope Nephilim’s backup arrived in time.
“Just a little friendly advice. We are way out of your league. Go and hunt some criminals.”
“Criminals like you?”
The leader laughed and some of his men joined in. “We are no criminals.”
“Oh yeah? Then what are you?”
The merc turned serious. “The future.”
He didn’t leave Siro time to consider what that meant. Instead, he continued, “We pull the trigger three times faster than you ever could. You will be dead before you can blink. You have two seconds to lower your weapon.”
Siro cursed for the millionth time that human police officers weren’t equipped with costly augmentations and wore only standard equipment. He lowered his weapon, holstered it, and lifted his hands in the air.
“I did what you asked,” Pitman stammered, almost pissing himself in fear. “Can I go now? Please?”
The leader grinned. “But of course.”
Relief spread over Pitman’s face. A second later, his brains were spread on the wall behind him. The augmented soldier had drawn faster than any human possibly could and shot the mole in the head.
“We don’t like loose ends very much,” he said, turning his attention to Siro as two of his men approached Nephilim’s motionless body.
“Freeze!” a stern voice yelled.
Siro closed his eyes for a second. The very familiar voice was music to his ears.
Kate had taken cover behind the door; only her weapon was visible. Clearly visible, however, were the two AI police officers standing in the hall, integrated rifles at the ready.
Siro had completely forgotten about her. His partner had been waiting in the car in front of the Masquerade. She must have noticed that something was off; then she had commanded the nearest two police robots to accompany her and started her kamikaze rescue mission.
“Police!” Kate continued. “You’re under arrest for murder and attack on a public servant.”
The mercs froze in surprise, looking at their boss and waiting for orders.
“Multiple AI units inbound,” the man with the scanner said.
The leader hesitated for a second, then said, “Screw that! Kill the cops.”
“Where the hell did she go?” a voice called out in surprise.
Everybody turned their heads toward the two people who were supposed to immobilize the passed-out Nephilim. They stood in the middle of the room, staring into thin air. Nephilim had vanished.
“Fuck,” the merc leader said, his cockiness suddenly gone as he realized what had happened. Then he yelled, “She’s up! Retreat! Now!”
A blade appeared out of nowhere right between the two men. With unbelievable yet oddly graceful strength and speed, it cut through both of the men’s necks in one movement, decapitating them. Their corpses collapsed as their heads flew and shattered against the wall from the power of the attack.
The air shimmered slightly for a second in the dim room, but otherwise nothing indicated where the phantom was moving next. Siro leaped behind cover as two mercs opened fire on where they suspected Nephilim to be, but their bullets hit no target. Simultaneously the leader shot the two AI police officers with astonishing speed. The high-caliber bullets went straight through their heads and sent sparks flying. Kate took cover deeper behind the door.
On the run, the leader shot one of the huge, grey-tinted windows, making it shatter into a thousand pieces, and leaped outside with his remaining people following him in a rush.
Siro felt air moving past his face, and again a blade appeared. The last of the mercs screamed as the weapon impaled him from behind, then gurgled as it exited through his throat, blood spraying like a fountain. The rest of them escaped.
Siro held his breath as he saw Nephilim materializing right behind the impaled man, his body twitching in death spasms. She pulled out the blade with a sharp yank, making a horrible sound as his intestines were turned inside out, and let the dying man sink into his own blood.
Nephilim turned her head and looked at Siro, her blue eyes those of an ice-cold killing machine. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” he answered, his voice husky. Nephilim’s action was the most incredible and horrifying thing he had ever witnessed.
She nodded. “Good. And you, Detective Spider?”
Kate appeared behind the destroyed police bots. “All good here.”
“Thank you,” Nephilim said calmly. “You saved my ass. Stay here, both of you. I’ll be right back.”
“Where are you going?” Siro asked.
A vicious smile crossed Nephilim’s face, turning his blood to ice. “I’m going hunting.”
Before either of them could respond, she charged toward the windows.
***
Nephilim didn’t even bother to use the broken window. Shielding her face with her artificial arms, she shattered the glass as she jumped from the third story. Her legs absorbed the impact without effort and she didn’t slow down for a second; instead, she sprinted down the alley in the direction of her prey.
Fully functional again, her sensors determined the exact location of her targets. The combat HUD sprang into action, highlighting the hostiles on the run.
Thanks to their high-tech augmentations, they were astonishingly fast—much faster than humans, but no match for her. Knowing that, she had given herself the time to ensure the two police officers were unharmed. Now she was in the highly focused state of a professional killer.
Closest to her was the lone woman of the merc team, who had fallen slightly behind the others. Nephilim’s scan showed that the female’s partly artificial, partly biological leg had suffered damage due to the jump, which now made her limp.
Nephilim grinned, running faster.
The woman sensed danger and turned her head without slowing down. Seeing Nephilim closing in, she lifted her pistol, attempting to shoot the pursuing cyborg. Before the bullet left her gun, the merc’s head exploded in a mist of blood, bone fragments, and metal shards as a projectile struck her. Nephilim had drawn her pistol with lightning speed, killing her target with an ultra-precise headshot.
The three remaining men turned the corner, and her sensors showed they were approaching a waiting vehicle. Nephilim’s brain did the math, and she knew she wouldn’t make it before the fugitives reached the idling car. Using her internal link, she activated the drone stored under the seat of her motorcycle. Every Angel had a unique drone they could use as a second pair of eyes and operate remotely through their brain implants.
“Neph!” she heard Adriel’s voice coming through the comm. “Neph! Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” she answered. “In pursuit of suspects.”
“What the hell happened? Your signal suddenly went dark.”
“Those bastards are using an unknown tech to cut us off from the grid and render us unconscious. We will know more once I get my hands on them.”
“Wait for us, Neph.” Adriel sounded concerned. “ETA sixty seconds.”
“Negative,” she answered. “Their tech allows them to slip under our radar. I need to keep sight contact.”
The car shot away just as she turned the corner.
“Nephilim.” Metatron’s voice sounded controlled as he joined the conversation. “Pursue, but do not engage. Wait for backup to handle that. Understood?”
“Copy that,” she answered, staring after the vehicle quickly moving away from her.
Vehicles stopped as she walked into the street, her uncovered eyes on the escaping target. People turned their heads in surprise, some of them recognizing what she was, others just watching a strange spectacle. Nephilim remained motionless for a moment, focusing. Then she let her coat fall to the ground revealing a shiny, form-fitted black bodysuit. The light version of the Angel combat suit, fabricated of synthetic spider silk molecules, was flexible yet almost impenetrable by ordinary weapons.
Like a panther Nephilim charged forward then fell into a seemingly impossible sprint, much faster than any augmented human could run.
A red alarm appeared in her vision, informing her that she was pushing her artificial muscles to 85 percent of nominal capacity. She did not care. This had become personal. The men fleeing in the car had tried to kidnap, torture, and murder her, hoping to turn her into a mutilated showcase. Besides, the information their leader had could help solve the case.
The fleeing car shot through the traffic recklessly and took the ramp toward the Speedway.
Nephilim ran faster.
Warning! Muscle capacity at 90 percent. Disintegration imminent, flashed through her field of vision in red letters.
She ran up a car standing at an intersection and leaped into the air, using the full momentum of her insane speed. Her fingers grabbed the handle of her drone, which resembled a mechanical version of a dragonfly but was the size of an eagle. She had commanded it to fly above her, matching her speed until she had reached the perfect point to jump.
The drone accelerated with her hanging under it and ascended to the Speedway. A second later, she spotted the fleeing car. Nephilim flew higher and now pushed her drone to the limit to match the vehicle’s speed.
The three men in the car were oblivious to the predator coming from the sky and didn’t try any evasive maneuvers. On the contrary, their car lost speed; because they couldn’t see Nephilim chasing them anymore, they thought they made it.
Her brain calculated the vehicle’s speed and the optimal angle for her to strike. Then she let go of the drone and let herself drop onto the car from a height of almost fifty feet.
The whole vehicle shook under the impact when the cyborg landed on its roof, creating deep dents where her titanium limbs hit the reinforced aluminum.
The car swerved hectically as the driver lost control. To get away faster, the fugitives had decided not to rely on AI but drive manually. Nephilim grabbed the roof’s rim and pressed her fingers into the metal with such force that it bent to create an improvised handle. It would help keep her balance, no matter what the three passengers tried to do to escape.
“Fuck!” she heard one of the men yell in surprise and horror. They were hardboiled mercenaries but well aware of who they were up against. Any Guardian Angel was a force to be taken very seriously. And Nephilim wasn’t just any Guardian Angel.
“Shoot the bitch! What are you waiting for?” the leader commanded.
But Nephilim was out for blood. She quickly pushed herself off one side of the car, balancing with only her right arm and leg—resembling a spectacular yoga pose—on the roof of the speeding car.
A salvo of shots pierced through the roof where her body had been less than a second ago. Her combat suit would easily withstand ordinary bullets, but high-caliber ones could actually hurt her.
Still stretched in the air, her right arm extended its blade. It shimmered in the low evening sun for a moment before she rammed it through the roof of the car and into the skull of the man trying to shoot her. Blood splattered against the side window and the windshield.
She didn’t give the two remaining men any chance. With another forceful thrust, she cut through the roof all the way down to the driver’s arm. Although a high-class synthetic prosthesis, she cut through it like butter and down into the man’s side.
With a scream, he lost control over the vehicle, which began swaying dangerously. It turned left toward one of the concrete walls that bordered the Deathway and had given the Speedway its infamous name.
Just before the car crashed, Nephilim pushed herself off into the air and grabbed her drone’s handle. She flew an evasive maneuver while the vehicle crashed into the wall at full speed, throwing metal, concrete, and tire parts into the air.
Nephilim decreased her speed and jumped to the ground next to the completely destroyed car.
Groans could be heard from the wreck.
She looked inside, scanning. The vehicle was built according to the latest standards and had integrated safety bars that activated in case of an accident, wrapping the people inside in a highly sustainable, synthetic foam. But the speed had been so high and the crash so devastating that there was not much left of the car—nor its passengers.
The driver was dead. His head was squashed and half of his face missing; his legs had been amputated due to the forceful impact. But the merc leader next to him was still alive.
Nephilim grabbed the remains of the door and ripped it off the frame with the force of a machine. The mercenary leader turned his head to her, his face pale with shock. Blood ran from the corner of his mouth.
“Please,” he groaned. “Help me…”
Nephilim’s scan showed the man was dying. The impact had ripped off the car’s axle and rammed it into him, impaling him from his abdomen up to his left shoulder. The unleashed gravity force had thrust his own right synthetic arm into his face, causing a fracture in his temple. Blood and brain liquid dripped from the deep hole in his skull.
Anyone else would have been horrified or filled with compassion. But not Nephilim. Instead, she calculated approximately how long the man would survive and if there would be enough time to interrogate him.
She grabbed his chin and turned his head forcefully toward her. The merc leader shook in agony and horror.
“Who sent you?”
“Please,” he whimpered. “Help me…”
She smiled. “I will help you, asshole. Once you told me what I want to know. Speak.”
He rolled his eyes, hardly able to talk. “Fallen angels…”
“You wish,” she said. “I ask you again: who sent you?”
“You must fall…for others to rise…”
Nephilim’s sensors flashed a warning signal into her HUD, indicating the man's vital signs were falling rapidly. An unpleasant smell hit her nose as his bowels quit their job and he shit himself.
She grabbed the dying man by the collar. “Who sent you! Why did you choose me as a target?”
“Fall…” he whispered.
His eyes went dull as he stopped breathing.
Nephilim let go of him and stepped away from the wreck. “Fuck that!”
“Neph! Are you okay?” a familiar voice asked.
Adriel and Eleleth had arrived on their motorcycles, and a black dropship hovered over the Deathway, ready to deploy the unneeded reinforcements and hopefully some forensics. Maybe one of the mercenaries carried valuable data that could be salvaged.
“Yeah, I’m okay,” she answered. “But the son of a bitch who tried to kill me is dead.”
Adriel approached the wreck and whistled. “Damn, Neph. You didn’t leave much of them. Kill first and interrogate later, huh?”
She rolled her eyes with a smirk. “Smartass.”
He bumped her shoulder. “Glad you’re okay.”
“Me too,” she answered. “We need to find and kill them all.”






Chapter Six


Fragments
“Tell us what you found, Doctor,” Metatron commanded.
“I’m afraid it’s not what you want to hear,” Dr. Eklund said.
“Let me be the judge of that. So?”
His tone revealed he was in no mood for games.
Nephilim wasn’t either. She hated examinations of any sort. Even though she understood perfectly why this was necessary, she had better things to do than sit here playing guinea pig.
She was sitting in an examination chair in one of the labs located deep beneath Angel HQ. Her artificial hair had been pulled off her skull, revealing the entrance ports to her neural implants. Cords stuck out of the implant accesses, connecting her brain to an examination console. She had no idea how it worked, But she didn’t really care either. 
It was her job to kill people, not to study science.
She had been instructed to come here immediately after her arrival at HQ. Metatron wanted to know exactly what had happened to her in the warehouse and whether she was undamaged.
The High-Archangel stood behind her examination chair, resting a hand inches from Nephilim’s leg. Zephaniel leaned against the wall behind him, his arms crossed. In over a year as an Archangel and working closely with both men, Nephilim still couldn’t tell for sure whether Zephaniel imitated Metatron purposely or subconsciously. He wished nothing more than to be like him. To be him.
“We can rule out that it was an EMP attack that temporarily disabled Nephilim,” Dr. Eklund said.
She was a short woman with blond hair, which she always wore pinned up. Her attitude was rather shy and she tended to speak too fast. Metatron called her annoying as fuck, yet she was a renowned specialist in augmentations and neural implants, which was why she had become the Angel Corps’ lead scientist. She had taken Dr. Emrich’s position after the good doctor had been convicted of treason and terminated—literally.
Nephilim couldn’t remember what kind of treason Emrich had committed, but she remembered the scientist had been unpleasant to deal with and ugly as hell. As far as she was concerned, he preferred the quiet, shy Eklund over the ugly elf, as Emrich had been called behind his back.
With her indistinctive looks, Eklund stood in contrast to Dr. Mendez, the lead neurologist, who loved wearing red lipstick and high heels. Finally, there was also Dr. Weinberg, the chief physician and surgeon. The handsome, brown-skinned man wore a white doctor’s coat and a professional “all will be well” smile on his face. Nephilim had noticed that Weinberg had a particular fondness for Metatron, whom he treated with exaggerated respect. No doubt he had fantasies he would never admit to the High-Archangel.
Nephilim felt the whole scene had a strange déjà vu quality.
“If it was not an EMP, what else could it be?” Metatron asked.
“Well, um…something new,” Eklund said. “It was a light signal lasting 0.9 milliseconds. Aimed directly at the Archangel’s eye, it caused a complete system shutdown.”
Metatron and Zephaniel exchanged a surprised look.
“How?” the High-Archangel asked.
“We…um…are not sure yet. But it appears the signal was exactly at the frequency our implants use to communicate with the grid. It gave Nephilim’s internal system the command to go into shutdown, similar to pulling the plug from a computer. Highly sophisticated.”
Metatron kept silent for a moment, then asked, “Did it cause any damage?”
“As far as we can tell, no,” the scientist answered. “Luckily, Nephilim is equipped with the latest implant model, which is why her system rebooted within seconds. Older models would have been out for minutes, maybe hours.”
“So that’s how they did it.” Zephaniel’s voice was filled with angry disbelief.
“Correct,” Dr. Mendez chimed in. “The brain autopsies of the deceased units revealed that they fell victim to exactly the same form of attack.”
“Possible counter-measures?” Metatron asked.
“Um, yes, High-Archangel,” Eklund said. The more she spoke the more Nephilim agreed with Metatron. This woman was annoying as fuck indeed. “We can develop a new code sequence for communication between the implants and the grid field units. This should protect against…um, this light attack.”
“How long will it take?”
“It’s a complicated procedure…five days, a week maybe?”
“You have seventy-two hours.”
“But—”
She stopped short after Weinberg shot her a glance, slightly shaking his head.
“As you wish, High-Archangel,” Eklund said quickly.
“Good. What about the being cut off the grid Nephilim reported?”
“That’s…more complicated, I’m afraid. We still haven’t figured out how it was possible in the first place.”
Metatron’s eyes narrowed. “Then what are you waiting for? Bring me results or I will find someone who can.”
Eklund paled while Mendez pouted.
“And you.” Metatron pointed at Weinberg. “Check her for biological damage and then declare her fit for duty.”
He left the examination room with Zephaniel in tow.
***
Ten minutes later, Nephilim entered Metatron’s office. Dr. Weinberg had examined her as quickly as possible and kept pointing out what remarkable physical condition she was in, biological and machine alike. Nephilim was amused at how uber-respectful the physician was. She remembered vaguely that had not been the case when she was a regular Angel.
Metatron was right. Humans were so easy to intimidate and manipulate. Most were weak.
The High-Archangel was sitting at his desk, his body language revealing that he was anything but pleased. Zephaniel sat in the chair facing him and did not look up when Nephilim entered.
“I assume everything is all right?” Metatron asked.
Nephilim nodded. “I’m one hundred percent functional.”
“Excellent! We are about to discuss our next steps. You did the right thing by meeting our friendly detective and his mole. I watched your conversation and have to say what we learned is explosive.”
“We have a leak,” Nephilim said. “Someone is selling us out.”
“Finding this leak is our highest priority. Zephaniel will assemble a team and thoroughly check all the data we have on our human employees. Everything the grid has to offer, all records, every piece of available surveillance. We vet our humans extremely well before hiring them, so this development is more than irritating. If we find anything suspicious, we will interrogate them. I want to know who is selling us out and why.”
“What if it’s one of our own people?” Nephilim asked.
Both men looked at her in surprise.
“Impossible,” Zephaniel said patronizingly.
“Can one of the other corporations be behind this attack?” Nephilim inquired further.
“Why would they hire mercenaries instead of sending out their own, much stronger units?” Zephaniel said. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Because those mercs use parts fabricated in Olympias and can therefore operate without our surveillance picking up traces of foreign tech. They can hide much more easily than hostile cyborgs,” Nephilim said.
Metatron lifted an eyebrow. “Let’s hope forensics finds something we can use on those mercs. There’s not much left of the ones in the car, but the ones from the warehouse are mostly intact.”
He studied Nephilim with his piercing, ice-cold eyes, then added, “I want this Broker found. This person could be the key to this case.”
“Say the word and I’ll have the whole Underground cleared out,” Zephaniel said eagerly. “We will raid the place, arrest everyone, and interrogate them. We’ll shut this whole rat-infested hole down once and for all.”
Metatron slowly shook his head. “No. It’s too early for such measures. Nephilim will visit our police friends and have them investigate the black market discreetly. If this approach doesn’t bring the desired results, I will consider a different one.”
Nephilim nodded. “I will see to this ASAP.”
“Zephaniel,” Metatron said, “you may go and start your investigation immediately. I have something to discuss with Nephilim.”
The First-Archangel bowed his head, rose, and exited the room.
Once he was gone, Metatron left his desk and slowly walked to the window facing the pyramid. Nephilim remained silent, waiting for him to speak.
“Nephilim,” he said in a quiet voice, “why did you disobey my orders?”
“I’m sorry, Metatron. I—”
“I told you to pursue but not engage. You did it anyway,” he interrupted her, yet without anger. “Although I have to admit your performance was one of the most impressive I’ve ever seen, it was reckless. You did not know if you sustained damage from the assault.”
“I understand.”
Although his voice was quiet and his body language casual, she could clearly sense he was upset with her.
“Do you?” he asked, turning his head to stare at her, his face unreadable. “You also went into the warehouse without backup. You are the most advanced model, the prototype for others to come, but you are not invincible. You were almost KIA twice in one day. That’s not acceptable.”
“It will not happen again.”
“Those mercenaries, or more precisely the people they’re working for, have deliberately targeted you. They wanted to set an example, to send a very special message. Hit us where it hurts most. Where it hurts me most.”
Suddenly, he rushed toward her like a lion charging his prey. He crossed the few steps separating them with such speed that even she was too slow to react. He grabbed her face between his fingers.
“You will not disobey my orders again, do you understand?”
“Yes, High-Archangel.”
She remained calm and looked him in the eye. He was right; she should have listened. Every Angel learned in training that being carried away by emotions during battle was the easiest way to get oneself killed. She expected punishment.
Instead, he caressed her cheeks and then kissed her.
After a few seconds, he separated his lips from hers and moved them to her ear.
“I will not lose you,” he whispered.
Nephilim twitched.
His words created a glitch in her mind. Memory fragments ran through her consciousness. Broken data streams. Blurry images.
“You killed me,” she says.
“Only fair considering you tried to kill me first, don’t you think?” he answers.
Metatron kisses her cheek, then whispers in her ear: “I will not lose you.”
The memory flash lasted less than a second; then Nephilim was back to normal and in control over herself. But it had been enough for the High-Archangel to notice that something was off.
He looked into her face, still holding her cheeks. “What’s wrong?”
For a moment, she considered telling what she had seen. Asking him what it meant. It was clearly a memory fragment from the time she did not remember due to her amnesia. Had she and Metatron been close before he had promoted her to Archangel? What was this conversation about? Did they really try to kill each other or had it just been a game?
No, it was not. The memory came with a strong feeling of distress and despair. What did she mean by saying, “You killed me”?
“Nothing,” she lied. “I just realized how right you are about everything you said.”
He slightly tilted his head, studying her face, but said nothing.
Nephilim smiled and continued with a soft voice. “You will not lose me.”
They remained like this for a moment; then he released her.
“You may go now.”
She nodded and took her leave.
Once outside the heavy door to his office, she closed her eyes for a second and took a deep breath.
“You killed me” echoed in her head as she walked down the hall to the elevators.
***
It was after 10 p.m. when Nephilim drove along the Deathway at breakneck speed. She had decided to follow Metatron’s instructions immediately and visit the police tonight. From the OCPD internal records she had accessed earlier, she knew that Detective Ferreira-Nunes often worked late, so there was a good chance she would still find him at his office.
If not, she had an excuse to take a ride in the middle of the night. She needed time alone to think, and riding her motorcycle was perfect for that. At this hour, there was little traffic on the Deathway and she could easily let her thoughts flow and still navigate the machine without endangering herself or anyone else—even at a speed of over 150 mph.
She felt confused; her thoughts were racing faster than she was driving. What was it she was experiencing? The snippets —were they really memories? They felt very real. As real as any memory from the last couple of days.
Nephilim wished she could remember more, but all she saw were those little fragments.
The most disturbing thing about the whole experience was that she and Metatron had a history he did not talk about. He had never mentioned anything like the scene she remembered.
“You killed me.”
Why would he do that? Why would he hurt her or even try to kill her…and then make her an Archangel? A position so highly desired by anyone in the Angel Corps?
She trusted him.
The way he had stood up for her at the Inner Circle party had shown how important she was to him. He gave her a special status among the other Archangels. Sometimes when it was only the two of them, she could see genuine affection in his face. And the sex was beyond anything she could have imagined.
Metatron was her leader, her mentor, and her lover. Every day she learned something new from him. His intellect and intelligence were far above anyone else’s she had ever met.
Yet there was this memory…
She knew she needed to find out what it meant. Imagining that she and Metatron had tried to kill each other was disturbing.
Nephilim closed her eyes for a moment but did not slow down. Thanks to her sensors and the neural connection with her motorcycle, she could navigate blindly.
Another memory came to her mind.
“If you want to hide a secret, you also need to hide it from yourself.”
She knew this quote and the book it was from very well, yet realized only now that it had a special significance for her.
No, she could not tell Metatron about the fragments and the emotions awakened by experiencing them. She needed to find out what they meant first. But keeping a secret from him was indeed almost as if she were keeping a secret from herself.
Taking the ramp down to Oldtown, Nephilim tried to push the confusing thoughts aside and focus on her task. She had to put her personal feelings and doubts after her duty. The Guardian Angels were under attack, and the mercs who assaulted her had chosen her deliberately. It had been no coincidence. They had wanted to set the next example with her.
Metatron was right to be infuriated. She wasn’t any Angel. Zephaniel was second-in-command, but she was the High-Archangel’s favorite. Whoever was behind the attacks knew that only too well. Would killing her demoralize Metatron so much that it would cloud his judgment and therefore endanger the entire Angel Corps?
Was she that important to him?
Nephilim arrived at the police station and dismounted. The AI police officers on guard duty ignored her and she quickly proceeded through the entrance.
Approaching the reception desk, she lifted her glasses and said, “I’m here to see Detective Ferreira-Nunes. Is he still around?”
By standard policy, the receptionists at all police stations were humans. Studies had shown that even after decades of being surrounded by AI and robots, humans still preferred to look into a human face when they had something important on their minds. It was one of the reasons why shrinks would never go out of business.
The police officer, a young woman, tried not to show that she was intimidated and instead nodded and checked some data on her holo-screen.
“Yes, ma’am, he’s still in his office. Would you like me to call him for you?”
Nephilim waved her hand and walked off. “Not necessary, I’ll find the way.”
It took her less than two seconds to access the police station’s blueprints and figure out where Siro’s office was. She knocked at the door and entered resolutely.
The detective sat at his desk, focused on his holo-screen. He flinched in surprise when Nephilim entered his office, then smiled.
“My reward for working long hours. I must have fallen asleep and am now dreaming.”
He said this in such a charming way with his Olympias III accent that it made Nephilim chuckle.
“Usually, we appear in nightmares,” she answered. “Or in wet dreams. Which one is it, Detective?”
Her blunt answer took him off guard, and he hesitated a second before he spoke. “Definitely not a nightmare. We’re on the same side, aren’t we?”
“That we are,” Nephilim said. “And I’m glad. You and your partner saved my life earlier today. I wanted to express my gratitude.”
He waved his hand. “I’m not sure you really needed our help…but if you want to show your gratitude, how about you let me buy you a drink?”
“As long as it doesn’t come in a carton,” she answered with a smirk.
He rose from his chair. “I think I know a place where that won’t happen. Shall we? I’ve seen enough of this office for today.”
***
The moment Nephilim entered the bar, she had the feeling something wasn’t right.
She was certain she had never been here before; there was no record in her memories. But somehow she knew this place.
“Is everything alright?” Siro asked, noticing her hesitation. “We can go somewhere else if you don’t like it here.”
He had suggested a place only two blocks away from the police department. It was on a side street with an entrance so indistinctive that Nephilim had no idea it even existed. At least she had thought so when seeing it from the outside. Now she wasn’t so sure.
The small bar’s interior seemed frozen in time, possibly from the pre-corporation era. Narrow and long, the basement establishment was furnished with wooden tables and chairs, and displayed unfamiliar art on the bare brick walls. The many customers, judging by their clothing, hailed from Oldtown but didn’t seem to be of the shady kind.
“No,” she said as they sat down at a small table. “It’s okay. Just an…unusual interior.”
Siro smiled. “I know, right? It’s completely out of place in Olympias I. But I like coming here because it reminds me of home. We have many places like this in III.”
“Interesting,” Nephilim said absent-mindedly, still trying to figure out why this place had such a strange effect on her.
The human waitress came, and Siro ordered a whiskey for Nephilim and a caipirinha for himself.
“It’s the only place I could find in this city that serves a decent caipirinha,” he explained. “The owner is of Brazilian descent.”
Nephilim lifted an eyebrow. “Brazilian?”
“Olympias III, I mean,” he corrected himself quickly. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re okay, Archangel.”
“Call me Nephilim,” she said with a smile, reminding herself that she was here to dangle the carrot from the stick.
“Nephilim. I’m glad you’re okay. What I witnessed earlier was the most spectacular display of abilities I have ever seen in my life. How you took out the thugs in the warehouse alone blew my mind. I have to admit that I was curious and pulled the traffic security footage from the Deathway. What you did…I thought that was only possible in movies. You are a miracle.”
His voice was filled with honest admiration.
“Miracles don’t exist, Detective Ferreira-Nunes—”
“Siro, please,” he interrupted her gently.
“Miracles don’t exist, Siro,” she repeated. “But I’m an engineering marvel.”
“We can drink to that,” he said as the waitress put their beverages on the table.
They clinked glasses and Nephilim said, “I appreciate the drink, but I actually came on business.”
“Of course,” he answered. “I’m at your service.”
Nephilim suppressed a smirk. This man wanted to get laid badly. His body functions were lit up like electrified New Era decorations. She had to admit he was cute and at one time she might have given him a chance, although more as a toy than a serious play partner. But since she had become intimate with Metatron, humans had completely lost their appeal. No human could fuck with the intensity achieved by herself and the High-Archangel. Humans could get hurt too easily, fragile as their bodies were. Not to mention the lack of stamina and strength.
“I want this Broker found,” she said. “He is the key to solving this case.”
“I agree.”
“You have demonstrated that you have special ways of gathering information and therefore proven your value. Bring me the Broker and we’ll see that you are rewarded with a promotion and a huge bonus.”
He gazed into her eyes. “What if I would prefer a very particular bonus?”
She leaned back in her chair and sipped her drink. “Find the identity of these men who tried to kill me, and we see about that.”
“Deal,” he said. “I never fail to solve a case. We will both get what we want.”
Nephilim had to admit she liked his self-confidence. Yet, at the same time, she felt more and more like she was experiencing déjà vu. The longer she sat in this bar, the stronger the feeling became that she had been here before—with a man.
As she looked at the handsome detective —who no doubt was daydreaming about his “bonus”— she experienced a glitch. Data fragments ran through her mind, blurring her vision. For a fraction of a second, she saw a different man sitting at the table.
Blond hair hung over his face and his lips held a smile that sent shivers through her body.
She blinked and everything was back to normal. Siro still smiled at her dreamily; apparently, he hadn’t noticed anything amiss.
Nephilim held her breath. What was that strange vision? And who was that man?
She realized it was the same man as in her previous vision when she had passed out. She only remembered fragments of it but she clearly recognized his face.
Absorbed in her thoughts, she let her gaze wander around the strange place she found herself in—and froze.
Nephilim was looking into the face of the man she just had seen in her memory glitch. Impossible!
She blinked. But there he was, looking back at her. He stood at the bar on the other end of the establishment. After a moment, he turned around and walked toward the restrooms at the back.
Nephilim rose from her seat. Siro gave her a puzzled look.
“Is everything alright, Nephilim?”
“Yes,” she answered, not looking at him. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”
He watched her in surprise as she walked toward the rear wall but shrugged when he saw she was headed for the bathrooms.
Right behind the restrooms, Nephilim spotted an exit door. It stood ajar.
Apparently, the mysterious man wanted her to follow him. This smelled like a trap from miles away. Chances that another squad of mercenaries would greet her if she walked through this door were high. And this time, there would be no backup and no police support. She was on her own. It would be stupid as hell to follow the man.
A rookie mistake.  Actually, not even a rookie would be so stupid, at least no Guardian Angel rookie.
Nephilim hesitated. Every fiber in her itched to know who this man was and what connection she had to him. On the other hand, her mind, her training, and simple reason were telling her that it was a very bad idea to go out there.
But there was also something else. A deep intuition, an unfamiliar feeling told her she had nothing to fear from this man.
Another second passed in which she just stood there, unsure what to do. Call for backup or just take a leap of faith?
She opened the door and stepped into a dark side alley between two pre-corporation era high-rises. The noise from Oldtown’s entertainment district and the busy streets were a mere buzz here. Distant neon lights cast shadows on the old pavement and brick walls.
The stranger leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. One foot braced on the brick surface behind him. He did not seem to pose a threat. No armed mercs were trying to kill her. A warm smile flashed over his face when she entered the alley.
“Nephilim.”
She had been so occupied with the stranger that it was only now that she noticed something was wrong here. Very wrong.
The moment she stepped through the door, she lost her connection to the grid.
Faster than a snake, she drew her gun, charged him and held the weapon to his head.
“Who are you? What do you want?”
His smile turned into a sad frown, yet he did not flinch nor show any intimidation even though a Guardian Angel held a gun tohis head.
“You don’t remember. He must have erased your memory of what happened.”
“Who are you? I won’t ask you again!”
He chuckled, pointing with his eyes at the muzzle pressed against his forehead. “There we are again.”
Nephilim froze. A glitchy memory appeared in her head.
She holds a gun to this man’s forehead.
“Forgive me, Nephilim.”
“I’m Jake,” he said.
Nephilim stared into his face. Memory snippets ran through her mind in wrecked streams. Images, words.
Jake.
Then another memory. Clear as daylight. As sharp as if it had happened yesterday.
She and Jake stand at a clearing in a place that looks like an overgrown airport.
“I love you, Jake.” Her own words.
Then a kiss so painful it threatens to rip her soul apart. It feels like something inside her breaking, shattering into a thousand pieces, never to be whole again.
Nephilim’s hand holding the pistol began to shake as those unexplainable memories and feelings flooded her, threatening to overwhelm her.
“I know you.”
His disarming smile returned to his face. “Yes! You remember.”
“I do not,” she said, slowly lowering her weapon. “But I know we’ve met before and that you don’t pose a threat.”
He laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
They gazed at each other for a moment, and a strange feeling of intimacy began to spread through Nephilim.
“My God, you’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “I can’t put in words how grateful I am that you are alive and that I get to see you again.”
“I experienced a severe glitch when I was hit by an EMP weapon a year ago, which is why I’m missing some memories,” she explained. “Tell me how we know each other.”
Jake slowly shook his head. “Is that what he told you? It’s a lie. You were wounded during the EMP attack before we met for the first time. It’s not what caused your memory loss.”
“What?” she said in disbelief. “That can’t be. How do you know that?”
He slowly moved his hand up to her face and gently removed her sunglasses. The glow of her neon cyborg eyes reflected in his grey-blue ones.
“Because you and I were together, Nephilim,” he said. “We fell in love against all odds. And I will not rest until I have freed you from the life you are forced to live now.”
“I like my life,” she answered. “I do what I was designed to do. There is nothing else—”
“No,” he said. “You’re wrong. You’re so much more.”
With that, he pressed his lips on hers in a tender but passionate kiss.
Nephilim closed her eyes. His lips and kiss felt so familiar. She took his face between her hands and returned the kiss, sending her feelings into a frenzy. As she caressed his face, her fingertips discovered a scar on his temple, hidden by his hair. There was only one way to receive such a scar: by removing a neural implant, a huge, high-end one. Another memory flash shot through her mind. A painful one this time.
She backed off. He looked at her in surprise.
“You’re a spy,” she said.
Jake closed his eyes for a second. “Yes.”
“You’re Rosprom.”
“I am.”
Her face turned cold. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you on the spot.”
“Because you love me.”
She clenched her fist. “I can’t believe anything you say.”
“Nephilim…please, listen to me—”
“No,” she said, backing away. “You listen to me. I don’t know what exactly happened, but we have a history together that seems to mean a lot to me. That’s the reason I will not shoot or arrest you. Go, Jake. And never try to approach me again. Because next time I will kill you.”
His eyes filled with sadness for a moment, but it was quickly replaced with determination.
“Nephilim. Rosprom and this stupid war our two corporations wage mean nothing to me. Only you do. Let me help you.”
“I don’t need your help,” she said, turning back to the bar’s door. “Go. Before I change my mind.”
“Your people will be destroyed!” he said passionately. “All Guardian Angels will fall. I don’t want you to fall with them!”
Opening the door, she turned around one more time and grinned. “Bring it, Prom! Si vis pacem, bara bellum.”
“Find me here if you change your mind! Please,” he called out as she slammed the door shut.
Inside, she braced her back flat on the door. The full sensory capacity returned, and so did the connection to the grid. Her confusion stayed.
She felt as if someone had slammed her head with a sledgehammer and at the same time electrocuted her circuits. What was happening to her? And more precisely, what had happened to her in the past? Was she even who she thought she was?
This man, Jake, had set her insides on fire. She knew she had been very close to him. But could she trust anything he said? After all, he was a Prom.
Why did she even let him go? Was she insane? She only could hope Metatron wouldn’t see what had happened, or she would be in deep trouble.
She heard someone approaching and quickly closed her eyes before the person could see she was an Angel. Then she donned her sunglasses, walked past the woman who was about to enter the restrooms, and went back to the bar's main area.
Siro looked up and smiled when he saw her approaching but then frowned.
“Are you okay? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”
Nephilim grabbed her unfinished drink and swallowed it in one gulp.
“I’m sorry,” she said, distraught. “I got a call from HQ. I need to go.”
“Of course,” he said. “I enjoyed our time, although it was short. Hope I can buy you a drink again sometime.”
“Yes,” she said on her way out.
Siro looked after her with furrowed brows as she left, but she didn’t care. The horny detective was the least of her concerns now.
Outside, she took a deep breath, inhaling the warm summer air. Suddenly everything appeared so familiar. She remembered being in Oldtown many times. And not on duty, hunting down unruly subjects, but for pleasure.
Everything felt unreal, like in a confusing dream, as she walked back to her motorcycle and drove off into the night.
***
With his head bowed and hands stuck in his coat pockets, Jake walked along the alley to a dark back cross street at the end of the block.
Completely calm on the outside, his mind and feelings churned. The encounter with Nephilim at first went better than he had expected but had taken a turn that troubled him deeply.
Since his arrival months ago, he had been monitoring her every move to the extent possible without arousing suspicion. He had waited for the perfect opportunity to contact her, hoping that eventually she would return to one of the places they had been together. Seeing her walk into the bar they’d visited after they met for the first time with another man stabbed his heart. But then he reminded himself about the promiscuous way of life in Olympias, which he would never understand.
Much worse was the fact that Metatron had completely brainwashed her. It pierced Jake’s soul to see her as a puppet of this sociopath. He could hardly contain the hatred he felt for the High-Archangel.
Metatron had to die —not only to make operation Fallen Angels a success but to save Nephilim. Jake vowed to himself that no matter what, he would not rest until he’d sent Metatron straight to hell.
Although things didn’t go as well as he’d hoped, it had been thrilling to see Nephilim again. She was even more beautiful than the last time he had seen her.
He was elated that she had recognized and remembered him. Although he wasn’t sure what technique Metatron had used to erase her memories, it was remarkable that he obviously had failed. Nephilim remembered. She did not yet recall details, but she remembered that she and Jake had been close.
Then she recalled who he was and reacted with distrust, which in a way was understandable. Jake hoped she would remember more in time and realize she could trust him. That he had come to save her.
So far, Operation Fallen Angels was rolling out smoothly, almost too perfectly. He couldn’t let her fall with the others. Even if that meant that he would have to sabotage the entire operation, he would do it.
He reached the street corner and the vehicle parked beside it. It was a luxurious limousine with an Inner Circle license plate. Two young men stood next to it, waiting. Neither had augmentations or implants. Seeing Jake approaching, one of them opened the rear door and they all climbed in.
“How did it go, Major?” Nadolny, his assistant, asked as the car drove off.
“Excellent,” Jake answered in a voice forestalling any more questions. All his people knew was that he was trying to recruit a high-value asset. Telling anyone more would be much too dangerous. After all, no one in the Rosprom command believed it possible to recruit a Guardian Angel.
“Did we receive a message?” Jake asked the younger man.
“Yes, sir. They want to meet as soon as possible.”
“About time.”
Some things had gone sideways lately, and he needed to clean them up.






Chapter Seven


Olympias City III
Severe turbulence shook the black aircraft as it shot through the blue sky during one of the heavy storms that raged along the equatorial region all year long.
Neither Metatron nor Nephilim took much notice. They sat in comfortable chairs, facing each other but in silence. The High-Archangel busily worked through the latest reports using his implants to connect with the databases. Occasionally, he glanced at a portable holo-screen displaying numbers rapidly sliding in vertical columns. He was multitasking, as he so often did.
Nephilim was grateful that he didn’t have time for conversation. She sat quietly and looked out of the window, watching the clouds far below them race by while her mind tried to process what was happening to her.
After a while, Metatron looked up and into her face.
“We’re almost there,” he said with the thin smile typical for him, yet in a friendly tone. “I wonder how you will like Olympias III. It’s quite different than the capital.”
“Thank you for bringing me along,” she answered. “I’m excited.”
She was indeed. It was the first time she’d left Olympias City for a reason besides raiding illegal settlements and killing everyone inside. Most Olympias citizens weren’t supposed to leave their cities, and with VR offering easy access to countless worlds, it wasn’t necessary anyway.
The rules didn’t apply to the Inner Circle, whose members flew in private aircraft to visit their mansions along the coastlines of Olympias II and III.
The jet she and Metatron were traveling on now was nothing like the VTOLs the Angels used for their missions. It was much smaller, and instead of being equipped with long seat rows and safety bars, it had comfortable lounge furniture. The plane was the High-Archangel’s personal aircraft, which he used mostly to visit the Guardian Angels’ outposts in Olympias II and III or if he had other important business. Traveling on autopilot, it wasn’t as fast as the VTOLs but would still make it to III in three-and-a-half hours.  They were less than an hour out.
“Of course,” Metatron said. “I enjoy having you around, and there’s plenty for you to learn in the satellites.”
Nephilim wondered if the other Archangels, and Zephaniel in particular, would be upset or jealous that he picked her to accompany him. She would have asked Metatron, but she had other things occupying her mind right now.
She smiled at him and he studied her for a moment, as he so often did in this very particular way when it was only the two of them. Then he went back to work, and Nephilim was alone with her thoughts again.
She felt confused and torn apart. The night before, she had needed a strong drug to fall asleep because she wasn’t able to soothe her mind.
The encounter with Jake had completely thrown her off the rails, and she had a hard time hiding her confusion from the High-Archangel. She assumed Metatron had not been monitoring her last night and therefore missed the glimpse she caught of Jake before meeting him outside, where he had managed to cut her off the grid. Nephilim was more than grateful for that.  Metatron undoubtedly would be upset if he had noticed what happened, maybe even furious that she had let a Prom agent run. And he would have had every right to be, because what Nephilim did was treasonous—and stupid.
Her duty was to at least report the encounter to Metatron. Not only were the Proms obviously up to something, they had developed a technique similar to the mercenaries that could cut an Angel off the grid. Could the mercs be working for Jake and his people? If so, how could he say he loved her if those same mercs tried to kill her?
It filled Nephilim with frustration and anger that she couldn’t remember what had happened a year ago. Could she trust a word Jake said? Even if it were true that they had an intimate history, was he genuine now, one year later?
Every Angel knew Proms were sneaky and played every card to manipulate and infiltrate.
What bothered Nephilim even more was that Metatron had lied to her, or at least concealed facts from her past.
She thought about what Jake had said—that the High-Archangel had erased her memory and manipulated her. Yet he was so generous toward her and gave her privileges the other Archangels did not have. He wanted her to learn. He kept saying he had big plans for her.
Why would he do that if she had committed treason and sided with a Prom? All of this didn’t make sense.
Most importantly, did they really try to kill each other?
Not being able to trust the man she admired so deeply made Nephilim feel sick.
Again, she wondered if she should simply ask him. Maybe he would explain everything and answer the questions that had tormented her since the incident with the mercenaries.
She looked away from the window and into his face. Calm, focused, handsome in his very special way. As always, he noticed that she was studying him. He lifted his gaze and looked back at her yet remained silent.
She felt the intensity and intimacy she always experienced when with him, particularly when they were alone.
A signal interrupted their silent communication, and a computer voice announced that they were approaching Olympias City III.
***
The aircraft descended through the clouds and closed in on Olympias City III. Built over the former Rio de Janeiro and down the coastline to Sao Paulo, it was an impressive sight. The mega-city was home to thirty million people, making it smaller than Olympias City I in the north but still a metropolis of gigantic proportions.
Nephilim noticed how different the city was to the capital due to its natural setting. Unlike many other places, the coastline remained almost the same as before the great war in the pre-corporation era. Long white beaches spread down the coast as far as Nephilim could see. The northern part was almost completely covered by vast mansions built right on the water, surrounded by park-like gardens. Large bright blue pools contrasted with the lush green landscapes.
These mansions belonged to Inner Circle residents from Olympias I and Olympias III. Further south soared an endless maze of modern high-rises, similar in height and style as the omnipresent architecture in the capital. While the landscape in Olympias I was flat, allowing for organized infrastructure and city planning, development had been a lot trickier in III. The landscape was uneven with mountains, ravines, bays, and little islands just off shore.
Public transport had also been organized differently than in the capital, where three layers of roads and rails moved people around the city.
Here, to connect the parts of the city situated on mountains and cliffs with the areas at sea level, monorail lines had been built at five hundred feet and higher, connecting some of the most massive buildings directly. Up close, and flying between them toward their destination, Nephilim saw that the mega-high-rises were the size of four regular skyscrapers and were almost like districts, each unto itself.
The smaller skyscrapers were connected by aerial cable cars, which shot between the buildings in astonishing speed.
Yes, Olympias III was quite different from her home. Nephilim could see that already. She hoped she would get the opportunity to explore the city.
One building was familiar to her at first glance—the massive black cube they were rapidly approaching. Olympias III’s Angel HQ had been built using the same blueprint as the original building in Olympias I.
The aircraft landed vertically in the courtyard. A wave of hot, humid air hit Nephilim as the door opened, and she followed Metatron outside into the glaring midday sun of Olympias III.
Heat didn’t bother her. Although dressed in black with her shiny, formfitting coat over her shoulders, she didn’t suffer in ninety-five degrees Fahrenheit with 83 percent humidity. Her artificial body parts were equipped with an internal cooling system, No matter how hot it became, the system would cool down the Angel’s body to a temperature of nominal parameters. This was a necessity which protected the costly Angel augmentations from overheating as well as the biological body parts.
A side effect was that the cyborgs appeared even more ethereal and intimidating in the heat. Not a drop of sweat shone on their smooth skins regardless of how hot it was or what physical effort they performed.
An impressive sight awaited Nephilim as she exited the jet.
The courtyard was filled with black-clad figures. Arranged in rows, they stood still in perfect formation, hundreds of glowing neon-blue eyes watching the arrival of their leader.
The software integrated with Nephilim’s brain did the math within a fraction of a second.
More than a thousand Guardian Angels saluted them as they approached.
Nephilim was stunned.
They were far more Angels than in Olympias I. Most people, even in the corps, didn’t know the satellites had Guardian Angel HQs, much less these vast numbers of members..
This was an army. One that would be unstoppable if unleashed. And it was under the total control of one man.
Metatron turned to look at her and smirked as he noticed her astonishment.
Then he approached the Angels standing before him, motionless as statues. A sea of black with glowing eyes. What would have been a nightmarish scene for most people filled Nephilim with excitement.
“Angels,” the High-Archangel said, his voice filling the silence and echoing from the black cube walls. “I came here today to express my appreciation. I spend most of my time in Olympias City I, but I read the reports concerning you every day. I know how remarkable each one of you is; I’m informed about every one of your accomplishments.”
He paused for a second to let his words sink in and boost the anticipation of his audience. Nephilim watched and studied him closely whenever he addressed the Angels. But although she could analyze his techniques, she had realized that they were not what made him a born leader and had every single Angel hanging on every word.
The strength and charisma he radiated made him irresistible. Nephilim wondered if she could ever achieve what he did. He exerted total control over his people through mere words. Zephaniel would never rise to such greatness no matter how hard he tried to imitate Metatron. He would never be anything but a bleak copy.
“You are superior. The perfect hybrid between human and machine. The next step in the evolution of mankind,” Metatron continued, his voice rising. “I want you to work even harder. Become better. Become your best. Be vigilant. Be prepared!”
Again he paused for a second, looking into the crowd. Nephilim realized she had goosebumps on the biological skin of her neck.
Metatron raised a fist. “Custodio et mortifico!”
“Custodio et mortifico!” they answered as one.
A thin smile flashed over the High-Archangel’s lips. “Dismissed.”
The army sprang to life as if someone had flicked a switch. They stood at ease, chatting amongst themselves, and slowly disbanded. Some remained in the courtyard, their eyes still focused on their leader. Metatron turned his attention to Nephilim.
“Si vis pacem, para bellum,” she whispered.
For a second, an intimate look crossed his face, which usually appeared only when they were alone.
“Para bellum,” he answered with a wink.
“High-Archangel!” A melodic voice pierced their bubble. “What an honor and pleasure to have you with us again.”
Metatron turned to face the speaker. “The pleasure is mine, Seraph.”
Nephilim studied the woman approaching them with interest. She wore a black Guardian Angel uniform, but not an ordinary one. Hers had an elegant cut similar to the High-Archangel’s.
The tall, athletic woman’s ebony skin gleamed in the sunlight, making her cyborg eyes glow even more brightly than Metatron’s. She seemed a bit older than most Angels, but age was relative for a cyborg.
“Nephilim.” Metatron waved his hand to her to come closer. “Meet Raziel. She is the Seraph of the Guardian Angel squad in Olympias III. Raziel, this is Archangel Nephilim.”
Raziel gave Nephilim a friendly nod. “Archangel.”
The Seraph was professional but studied Nephilim with great interest. She behaved in a respectful yet relaxed way toward Metatron. Clearly, she had special status with the High-Archangel or the two of them shared some history.
“Let’s go inside,” Metatron said. “We have business to attend to.”
Internal cooling system notwithstanding, even an Angel appreciated the amenity of air conditioning. Nephilim was happy to leave the glaring tropical sun and enter the cool, gloomy interior of Angel HQ.
***
“So, that’s her, huh?” Raziel asked, pouring whiskey from an elegant carafe into two crystal glasses.
“That’s her,” Metatron said and leaned back into the black leather chair, crossing his arms.
He had sent Nephilim off to explore the Olympias III Angel HQ and went straight into Raziel’s office on the top floor for a private conversation.
The spacious office, similar to his own in Olympias, had comfortable armchairs where he and the Seraph could sit and discuss matters when he visited. Without them, she would be forced to sit at her desk. That would be inappropriate.
The title Seraph was given to the two Archangels in charge of the satellite HQs in Olympias II and III. They led the facilities yet stood under direct command of the High-Archangel, who controlled the most important events remotely and made all crucial decisions.
“Lucifer’s daughter,” Raziel said with a smirk eerily resembling her boss’s.
She approached Metatron and handed him one of the glasses before she sat down facing him, her long legs crossed.
“She’s the spitting image of her father,” the Seraph added. “It’s astonishing no one ever noticed it.”
“Because people don’t know what to look for,” Metatron said, sipping his drink.
“You’ve been hiding her in plain sight,” Raziel said, lifting an eyebrow.
“Indeed, I have.”
“Does she know who she is?”
“Not yet,” he replied. His gaze drifted off to the huge, black-tinted windows. “But she will.”
No dark pyramid could be seen here, as from his own office in the north, but the view was no less impressive. Angel HQ perched atop one of the steep hills that made the geology of former Rio de Janeiro unique. Metatron’s sharp eyes could see for miles, past the endless skyscraper jungle with its surfaces reflecting the glaring sunlight, all the way down to the sea glimmering bright blue with an occasional flash of white.
He liked the sea. The sight was soothing. It reminded him of his childhood, before the world—and with it his entire family—had been blown into dust to be replaced by a “better” one under corporate rule.
“She’s stunning,” Raziel said, bringing him back from memory lane. “Very attractive.”
“She is so much more than that.”
The Seraph chuckled. “I bet. I was wondering if you and she would like to be guests at my house tonight. If you like, I can have my Archangels come as well.”
Metatron smirked. “I don’t think so.”
Raziel slowly shook her head, “You want her for yourself, don’t you? You’re becoming more and more like him—”
“Careful, Raziel,” he interrupted her with a calm voice, yet his eyes narrowed.
He and Raziel shared a long history going back decades. She had been an Archangel back when Nephilim’s father had still been the Angel Corps’ leader and Metatron the First-Archangel. After Lucifer’s betrayal and fall, he was appointed High-Archangel, and promoted Raziel to his second-in-command. They had been close; he always knew he could trust her, and they’d also had sex countless times.
Twelve years ago, Metatron had appointed her Seraph in Olympias III and Zephaniel as her successor. Since she was doing a remarkable job, and because they had known each other well before he had become High-Archangel, he allowed her far more latitude than anyone else.
But everything had its limits, and he wouldn’t allow her to compare him to Lucifer, even if the likeness was valid.
Neither was Metatron interested in joining an orgy with her and her Archangels. He had other plans.
As with the High-Archangel, Seraphs were entitled to appoint five Archangels serving directly under them. Because Raziel always had been much more into women, all her Archangels were female.
“Forgive me,” Raziel said quickly. “You’re right, of course.”
“Do you have the coordinates for me?” Metatron asked, changing the subject, all business-like again. Chit-chat time was over.
“I do,” she said. “Transferring them to you now.”
He gave her an approving nod.
“Are you sure you want to go in person?” she asked, concern in her voice. “I could easily send some of our people. Some expendable rookies, maybe.”
“That would be a waste of resources I cannot allow, Raziel. Besides, this is too important to give it to a rookie; you know that. Under no circumstances can the package fall into the wrong hands.”
“I understand. But let me at least give you an escort.”
“I will have Nephilim with me. There is no need for anyone else.”
The Seraph sighed. “Fine.”
“I am delighted to see you still care about me after all these years.”
“I always will, and you know it.”
“I do,” he smiled. “Now, let’s talk about the troop. What’s the status?”
Her face lit up. “Excellent. We’re making progress.”
Metatron put his empty glass on the table between them, leaned back, and entwined his fingers. “Good. How about the VTOLs?”
“Still in production, but we have fifteen ready.”
His mouth twitched, displeased. “Not enough.”
“I know. But production is running at maximum capacity. If we had more resources—”
“I will see what I can do.”
***
As Nephilim toured the facilities of Olympias III Guardian Angel HQ, she was surprised to learn that although it looked almost identical to the main HQ, it was bigger and more modern.
After getting some excellent coffee in the cafeteria, she asked the Angel assigned to her to show her the training facilities.
His name was Poniel and he was very young—not older than twenty, Nephilim guessed. He had red hair and pale, freckled skin which flushed easily. She liked him the instant she saw him and couldn’t really say why. Perhaps because he was rather puppy-like?
It was a funny comparison when she thought about it, since he was probably the deadliest puppy in the world. Although very young, he was a fully ordained Angel who had completed the same super-tough and challenging training demanded of every member of the corps.
Like the main HQ, the training area was located underground and spread itself over multiple stories. It was comprised of huge halls for various kinds of combat training, a large shooting range, classrooms, and gyms. Although their arms and legs were artificial, Angels still had biological muscle mass that required daily workouts to maintain. In Olympias I, the Angel Corps had a large outdoor training area outside the city where they could train for all kinds of combat scenarios in various settings, urban or natural. Nephilim assumed the satellite HQ had something similar somewhere close to the city.
As he answered all her questions, Poniel barely dared to look into her eyes. It took Nephilim a couple of minutes to realize he was showing her the same respect and devotion he would have shown Metatron. She had come from the capital with the High-Archangel and everyone had seen her at his side. For Poniel and the others at III, she wasn’t just any Archangel—although this title alone was very prestigious among the Angels. She was Metatron’s chosen.
Nephilim had to admit she liked that. It gave her a feeling of importance, of power. Before she became an Archangel, she never thought she could enjoy power so much.
“Don’t get drunk on power, Nephilim,” Metatron told her a couple of months after she became an Archangel. “It will give you a bad hangover.”
She tried to remember his advice whenever she felt this tickling inside her. It almost felt like arousal, and she understood what he meant. It would be all too easy to get carried away by this tickling, get drunk on it, and want more. Power could become an addiction.
They entered a training hall filled with black-clad figures. More than two hundred Angels were practicing a kata. The perfection and grace of their movements in complete sync with the others would have deeply impressed anyone seeing this for the first time. A group of humans could never achieve such synchronicity no matter how long they trained. But Nephilim was used to this sight. She had taken such training for many years.
“How many Angels do you have here?” she asked the rookie after watching her brothers-in-arms for a moment.
Poniel looked the crowd over while his brain did the math and said, “Two hundred and twenty-six.”
“I mean in Olympias III, not this room.”
Poniel blushed deeply and avoided her gaze.
“I…I don’t know,” he stammered.
Watching him squirm under her gaze, she suddenly knew why she had a soft spot for him. He reminded her of someone. Someone she had been close to.
She felt an itch at the back of her skull again, and for a fraction of a second saw a face emerge from her memory. Pale, freckled, red-haired with bright green eyes. Eyes that looked up to her in admiration.
“You gave me freedom,” she heard her own voice say.
“Are you alright, Archangel?” Poniel asked shyly.
Nephilim blinked. How long had she been staring at the poor guy?
“Yes, of course,” she answered with a smile. “I was just wondering if you really don’t know or if you’re not allowed to talk about it?”
“I…um—”
She chuckled and clapped his shoulder before she moved on, leaving the training hall where the Angels performed their martial arts dance with still faces and deadly precision—like machines.
“How about you show me the garages next?” she suggested. “I’m curious about whether you have the same vehicles here as we do in Olympias I.”
His face brightened. “Certainly, Archangel.”
As they walked through one of the long corridors typical of the HQ architecture, she studied his face from the side and wondered who he reminded her of. But she was unable to recall the face of the man her mind’s eye had just seen. The more she thought about it, the more she was convinced that her memory had been deliberately erased. But why? What wasn’t she supposed to remember?






Chapter Eight


Rendezvous
“So what do you think of Olympias III so far?” Metatron asked.
“It’s interesting,” she said. “Quite different from the capital.”
“It is indeed.”
He took the elegant chalice in his hand and swirled the wine inside, slowly rotating the glass, his eyes on Nephilim.
They were in an upscale restaurant located on the highest of the characteristic hills, and the large, panoramic windows offered a breathtaking view over Olympias City III at night. Surrounding them was an almost endless sea of flickering lights in all colors and shapes, reflected by the ocean. The monorails and cable cars swooshing between the high-rises shone in bright hues.
Next to the restaurant stood a massive statue soaring a hundred feet high with its arms spread—and a missing head. It was illuminated by powerful lamps that changed color every few seconds.
“Everything is so much more colorful here,” Nephilim said, gazing through the oversized window. “The city somehow appears warmer than home.”
Driving here from HQ she had studied the surroundings with interest. The city and its inhabitants seemed much livelier than in Olympias I. Many people could be seen congregated in groups, whereas most in I preferred to keep to themselves. And the traffic was much more chaotic.
Metatron chuckled. “That’s an interesting way of putting it. But you’re right. It is why establishing order and the corporate way of life was much more difficult here than in the capital. Up north, people embraced the progressive, perfect way of life willingly. Here and in Olympias II, it took a little bit of…encouragement.”
A grin appeared on his face.
Nephilim looked around the spacious, luxurious restaurant and studied the other patrons. Everyone here was clearly Inner Circle, dressed in extravagant clothes, many showing no visible implants. Most had a brown skin. Very few were Caucasian or Asian. The black clothes and sunglasses she and the High-Archangel wore stood out dramatically from the colorful attire of the other people.
“There have been riots?” she asked.
“Yes, in the beginning after the implementation of the New Era. After a couple of bloody years, the Board had to decide whether to get rid of Olympias III altogether or try a different approach from the one used in the capital. As you can see, they decided to go for the latter solution.”
He fell silent for a moment as two human waiters approached and began serving their dinner. It consisted mainly of huge amounts of meats—steaks cut in thin layers and artfully draped on skewers. There was also a plate of lobster, something Nephilim had never seen much less tried before.
“Enjoy your meal,” Metatron said as he cracked the lobster’s carapace with two fingers as if it were straw, then offered it to her to try with a gesture of his hand.
Nephilim tried the meat and was surprised how delicious it was. Metatron grinned at the expression on her face.
“Yes, Brazil was famous for its beef, even in the pre-corporation era.”
“Brazil was the name of this country before it became part of the Olympias Conglomerate, right?” Nephilim asked, remembering the conversation with Siro.
“That’s correct.”
She tried the lobster next and was completely stunned for a second. For the first time she wondered how the corporation had managed to convince people that protein dishes made of algae were so much better than real meat, fruits, and vegetables. Clearly, the upper class of all three cities agreed that traditional food was the better choice or they wouldn’t spend fortunes on it.
“What was the Board’s eventual solution to turning Brazil into Olympias III?” she said, picking up the earlier conversation.
“Olympias decided to let time work for them.”
Nephilim lifted her eyebrows. “How?”
“Brazilians didn’t want to adapt to the new way of life. They didn’t want to let go of traditions frowned upon in the New Era, such as religion, monogamy, raising their children. And they were very passionate in defending those values.  That’s why the Board decided to let them have their way of life, at least partially. Then, step by step over the years, they made little changes, transforming the society slowly from within, forming it like clay. Controlling the media was an extremely effective tool, but not the most important one. Do you know the easiest way to achieve change, Nephilim?”
She shook her head.
“Children.”
“Huh?”
“The young ones are much easier to form, to manipulate, to brainwash,” Metatron explained. “The Conglomerate made sure that all children attended public boarding schools. There, they heard over and over again that their parents’ way of life was wrong, a relic from a long-gone era of division and hate. That it held them back from progress and a truly fulfilled life. The first generation was already rebellious against their parents and the old way of life. The second came out almost as docile as the people up north. Today only the old people stubbornly adhere to the largely-overcome traditions, but they are being decimated quickly. Euthanasia isn’t popular among the older generations who were raised Christian. The old ethical system is stuck in their heads, although religion was banned decades ago. But there are other ways to make them perish.”
“I understand,” Nephilim said, then quoted, “Who controls the past[5]…”
An affectionate smile lit up Metatron’s face. “Exactly.”
He had finished his meal and leaned back.
“I would like to rip your clothes off and have you here, right now,” he said after a moment of silence. “I want to have you for dessert.”
Nephilim smiled. “What keeps you from doing so, High-Archangel?”
He chuckled. “Social conventions.”
“We are the law, aren’t we?” Nephilim said. “Shouldn’t we do whatever we want?”
Metatron tilted his head. “Yes, but we should let them keep the illusion that they are in charge.”
As they gazed at each other, Nephilim realized how much she was enjoying the moment. She felt closer to this man than she had ever felt to anyone. Their minds were so much in sync, their bodies yearned for each other. Could it really be that Metatron lied to her? Should she believe even one word that had come out of the Rosprom agent’s mouth? And even if it was so, shouldn’t she trust that whatever he did was the right thing? What if she had been wrong? What if she had committed treason and Metatron had given her another chance, another life?
Maybe she should just let it all go. But could she really do that?
“Let’s leave,” he said after taking care of the astronomical bill.
They exited the restaurant and walked toward the parking lot. Nephilim lifted her head and studied the gigantic statue towering above them.
“Does this statue have any specific meaning?” she asked. “It’s huge.”
“It does indeed,” he answered. “It’s from the pre-corporation era. It used to be a statue of Jesus Christ, Rio’s most famous landmark.”
“What happened to its head?”
“It was removed when religion was banned,” Metatron explained. “A symbolic gesture. Originally they planned to blow up the whole statue but riots broke out when people learned about it. So the authorities decided to let it stand and decapitate it instead.”
“Why was religion banned, exactly?” she asked after studying the mutilated statue for a moment.
“You mean the real reason and not what you learned?”
“That it was divisive, an obsolete relic from the past?”
Metatron grinned. “You’re not convinced that’s the real reason? How could you?”
They approached his car.
“You’re right, of course,” he said. “Olympias’ explanation is bullshit.”
Nephilim looked at him with curiosity. She loved it when he shared knowledge with her that no one else officially had.
“Olympias has total control over all aspects of life—and death—for its citizens. You could call that totalitarian, but that wouldn’t fit the description of a utopia. And we all live in a utopia, right?”
“One in which all animals are equal.” Nephilim answered his sarcasm with a wink.
“Correct,” he said. “The most efficient way to achieve total control is to strip humans of all communities and social contacts, to cut off their roots. If they form families, communities, friendships, and other typically human bonds, they are more difficult to control. Communities make people strong. When individuals only exist by and for themselves, they are weak. Do you understand?”
The car’s doors opened automatically as they neared. It was a very different model from the limousines they used in Olympias I: a streamlined two-door sports car designed for high-speed, and black, of course. Nephilim had never seen a model like this before and assumed it was custom-made.
Inside, the cockpit’s control lights glimmered a dim red as Metatron connected the vehicle to his neural link and drove off at high speed.
“The founders of Olympias used the full force of propaganda to convince people that social constructs were obsolete. An important step was destroying any kind of religious communities, particularly Christianity, which featured values incompatible with the new era. After that turned out to be more difficult than they thought, they simply banned religion in general, declaring it divisive and toxic. It was a clever move.
“But that wasn’t all of it, of course,” Metatron continued. “The next step was to dismantle families also declared toxic and ultimately any kind of relationships. People were brainwashed into believing relationships were pointless and unnecessary for a fulfilled life. The society you know was created: a mass of individuals pursuing personal gain and fulfillment without taking care of anyone but themselves. People without roots can be shaped into anything. It’s a propaganda masterpiece to make a population believe the things that unite them are divisive.”
“That’s brilliant,” Nephilim said after thinking about it for a moment. “And evil.”
Metatron chuckled, accelerating. “It is indeed. However, the leadership of Olympias can’t take credit for inventing such a system. It has existed before in history, although in different ways.
“Anyway,” he said after a moment had passed, “it’s one more reason why the Board hates us and would happily get rid of us if they could.”
“We are strong because we are one.”
Metatron simply smiled.
Nephilim leaned back and enjoyed the ride down the serpentine street to the bottom of the hill and into the city jungle, thinking about what Metatron just had told her. It made perfect sense.
She watched the metropolis fly by, studying everything with great interest. The most significant difference from Olympias I was the many people on the streets spending time with each other. As they passed an entertainment district, she noticed most restaurants and bars had outdoor sitting areas. Olympias City III residents enjoyed lounging outside on the lukewarm nights. Nephilim also noticed that the people here seemed less augmented than in the capital, which was interesting. Didn’t they like augmentations?
Huge colorful holograms displayed ads for all kinds of products, some familiar to her and others apparently only sold in Olympias III. The writing was both in English and another language which she assumed was the native one.
“How did you like our HQ here?” Metatron asked after they had driven in silence for a while.
“It felt familiar. The design is very similar to ours.”
Metatron had spent most of the day in meetings and attending to other business, allowing her enough time to study everything in detail.
“What else did you notice?”
“The Angel headcount here is much higher than at the capital.”
“That’s correct.”
“Why?”
His characteristic smirk appeared on his lips. “You gave me the answer earlier when you saw them in the courtyard.”
“Para bellum.”
“Yes, Nephilim.”
“Are we going to war?”
“We are always at war. War is what breeds us. War is what we breathe,” he said. “We will not fail and we will not fall.”
“How many of us are there in total?” she asked.
“Three thousand, two hundred and twenty-five. And our numbers will rise even more.”
“So most Guardian Angels are located in the satellites and not in Olympias itself. Why?”
Metatron accelerated more as they left the busy entertainment districts and drove into a commercial area. It was much darker here, with little illumination coming from the warehouses and automated production facilities. No shiny, colorful ads were displayed and the further they drove, the less traffic they encountered. Studying the surroundings, Nephilim wondered what Metatron wanted here.
“You can answer this question yourself.”
“Because it makes it easier to hide our true numbers. I bet hardly anyone in the capital knows how strong we really are. And neither do our enemies abroad.”
“You are right,” he answered while a smug expression crossed his face. “Everyone assumes our biggest numbers are located in Olympias I with only small outposts in the satellites.”
“They are therefore underestimating us,” Nephilim said, finishing his thought.
Metatron turned his head to look at her while he continued driving at high speed through the night. Connected to it over the neural link, he didn’t need to look at the street.
“Appear weak when you are strong and strong when you are weak,” he quoted. “All warfare is based on deception.”[6]
The High-Archangel reached out and caressed her cheek as the car came to a halt.
“Are you ready to have some fun, Nephilim?”
***
They left the car and walked into a dark alley between two industrial buildings. It didn’t bother Nephilim that it was dark since she could see perfectly without any light.
But she wondered what Metatron wanted here. This wasn’t a place she would usually consider “fun.” Yet she knew him well enough not to question him. He never did anything without good reason.
He looked at her with a crooked grin and spoke to her over the comm directly in her head. “Be ready.”
“Always.”
She was curious what this was about.
Then she caught a shadowy movement from the corner of an eye and her enhanced hearing detected muffled footsteps.
“Time to play,” he said over the comm. “Cloak.”
Nephilim understood instantly. They were about to enter a combat situation.
The impulse from her brain needed only a millisecond to execute the command. Her integrated stealth device activated.
She and Metatron disappeared at the exact same moment.
“Activate sub-protocol Ten Sigma X Three,” Metatron commanded directly into her head.
Scanning the combat sub-protocols of her software, she realized that there was indeed a Ten Sigma X Three protocol. She didn’t know it was there. It must have been a prototype implemented with her last software update two weeks ago.
She activated it with a thought and her combat HUD sprang into action. It was different than the one she was used to. Advanced.
Now she could clearly see that she and Metatron weren’t alone in the alley. The HUD showed six phantom figures highlighted in gold.
Nephilim was stunned for a second. The HUD was showing her cloaked enemies.
Highlighted in blue stood Metatron right next to her. “Ladies first.”
Suddenly the hostiles launched their attack.
Nephilim wasn’t sure if they used the same stealth detection tech as she and the High-Archangel, but apparently the enemies could locate them, at least vaguely.
Two golden, shimmering phantoms charged toward her. Another two ran down the walls of the buildings flanking the alley—vertically.
Wasps.
It had to be. No one else had that technology.
But Nephilim didn’t have time to wonder what the elite cyborg troops from the Asian mega-corporation TogbuaXiang were doing here. She had to dodge the furious attack of two hostiles charging her with inhuman speed.
Faster than an eye could blink, she spun sideways and arched her back, simultaneously expanding both her blades. She heard a swoosh and felt the movement of air as a razor-sharp, high-tech sword cut through where her face had been less than a second ago.
Sparks flew as she parried another deadly strike by her second attacker.
“Well done,” she heard Metatron’s voice in her head. His glowing blue silhouette rushed forward to meet the Wasp trying to flank them as he came down the wall on their right. “The officer is mine. Don’t touch him, understood?”
From the corner of an eye, she saw a shape he had marked in red standing at the end of the alley.
“Copy that,” Nephilim answered, her mind highly focused.
This was completely different from taking on some augmented mercenaries. Wasps were the Angels’ archenemies. The deadliest opponents they could face. Although not as strong and robust as the Angels, the Togbua-Xiang elites were far more agile, thanks to their polymer-infused bones. They could perform moves with incredible speed and agility.
Facing one of them in combat was a challenge that could end in death. But she and Metatron were outnumbered three to one.
Both phantoms slashed at her with furious speed. Nephilim leaped upright, her artificial legs allowing her to jump five feet without effort. The maneuver saved her from being cut in half as a sword slid through the air under her feet. In midair, she stretched her leg with ten times the speed of any natural muscle. Using her own momentum, she performed a powerful kick. Her boot struck the second attacker’s blade and hit the face behind it. The massive energy of the impact sent the Wasp flying. Like a projectile, he slammed into the wall behind him, creating a massive dent. Simultaneously, Nephilim lashed out with her blade, attempting to decapitate her second opponent. He ducked with incredible agility, sinking to his knees as he tried to stab Nephilim from below.
Nephilim drew the pistol hidden under her latex coat. She could see through the tiny camera mounted on her gun and connected to her brain over a neural link. It gave her the ability to aim without having to look in that direction.
Equipped with a silencer, the gun made little noise as she executed the Wasp with a clean shot through the forehead.
A spray of blood and brain tissue appeared out of nowhere, splattering in all directions. Sinking to the ground, the attacker lost his stealth and Nephilim could see a delicate figure dressed in a black combat suit. The yellow stripes on the sides were why the TogbuaXiang warriors had been nicknamed Wasps by the Guardian Angels. The hostiles also wore black helmets covering their entire heads and faces, with yellow glowing visors over the eyes. Nephilim had shot straight through the visor, which as every Angel knew, was a Wasp’s weak point.
The Wasp weapons of choice were their lethal blades, high-tech versions of the samurai sword. But this didn’t mean that Nephilim had to play the game by their rules. Wasps were superior in close combat, but Angels were far better shooters.
Landing back on her feet, Nephilim spun toward the Wasp she had sent flying against the wall. She had clearly heard the cracking noise of breaking bones, but she knew she had to finished him off.
Charging at the motionless figure at the wall, she saw Metatron engaging with the two Wasps who had launched at him from the roofs.
She couldn’t help but hesitate for a second.
What she witnessed was incredible, even by Angel terms.
Nephilim watched the two golden phantoms attacking the shiny blue one. It appeared as if students were trying to challenge a master.
The two Wasps furiously slashed and jabbed at him, but Metatron parried every attack with frightening speed and ease. His movements were so smooth and precise, he appeared more like a dancer than someone engaged in life or death duel.
These two Wasps were no match for the High-Archangel. The only reason he hadn’t killed them yet was that he was clearly enjoying this. He was toying with them. Allowing them to believe they stood a chance. A king cobra facing two mice.
Nephilim heard him chuckle in amusement; then he noticed she was watching him. The glowing phantom turned his head and faced her. A fraction of a second later, he thrust his arms back as if he wanted to hit them with his elbows while they both charged toward him. His two blades disappeared in his arms and emerged on the other side. Expanding from his elbows, the razor-sharp melee weapons pierced through both opponents’ heads simultaneously.
Nephilim stared at the High-Archangel. She had never seen such a technique before, because no other Angel had the ability to use their blades the way Metatron had just done.
And there was something else.
The way he moved, the way he fought. The frightening superiority he radiated while in combat. All of this triggered a memory in Nephilim.
A sudden flashback pierced her mind.
She and Metatron fighting each other. A duel of life and death.
“You want to kill me, Nephilim? Come and try.”
Then a horrible pain. She looks down on herself and sees a blade impaling her torso from behind. Blood and organ tissue sticking to it.
She knows she is dying.
“Was it really worth it?”
His voice sounds sad.
Nephilim blinked. For a moment, she was paralyzed. The memory had completely shaken her.  It wasn’t so much the cold grip of death she had experienced. Much worse was the insight into who had stabbed her in such a horrible way: Metatron.
She saw him charging straight toward her. For a moment, she was convinced he would stab her. Somewhere deep inside, she knew she should brace herself for his attack and try to counter, yet she felt frozen.
Less than a second later, he stood right next to her. Lightning fast, his hand shot up right next to her face. His fingers grabbed a sword that had appeared right next to her head, preventing it from slicing her face.
Nephilim had been so shocked by the memory flash that she did not notice the fifth Wasp, who had jumped from the roof behind her, ready to kill.
She heard the clang as the sword hit the titanium exoskeleton of Metatron’s hand, cutting through his synthetic flesh as if it were butter.
Then he shoved the sword toward the attacker with his bare hand. He applied such incredible strength that he rammed the weapon's blunt end through the hostile’s visor and impaled his head. The Wasp body fell to the ground like a ragdoll.
Metatron deactivated his stealth and Nephilim stared into his frowning face.
His hand had taken severe damage, and a clear liquid dripped from it onto the ground.
“Stay here,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”
The High-Archangel ran deeper into the dark alley, and Nephilim saw he was in pursuit of the Wasp officer who fled.
Still out of breath and overwhelmed, Nephilim stared after him until he disappeared behind a corner. Finally, she forced herself to focus. This was inexcusable. If it weren’t for Metatron, she would be dead now because she got distracted and lost focus in the middle of combat. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before.
Nephilim heard a groan and turned to the Wasp she had catapulted against the wall. Her scan indicated he had suffered a skull fracture but was still alive. She drew her pistol and shot him in the head.
Then she scanned the surroundings thoroughly. It seemed they had eliminated all hostiles but the officer. Nephilim hesitated then ran after Metatron.
Yes, he had instructed her to stay, but he was alone. What if there were more Wasps, a backup squad waiting for him? Even he couldn’t face a whole army of them and survive. She was responsible for the High-Archangel’s safety. She should have sustained damage for him and not the other way around.
Turning the corner, she stopped short. What she saw wasn’t at all what she had expected. About 350 feet away stood Metatron. He was facing the Wasp officer, apparently talking to him. Nephilim watched the scene in front of her in stunned disbelief. What was he doing? This didn’t seem like an interrogation, much less combat.
A second later, the Wasp ran off.
“Nephilim, stand down,” she heard Metatron say in her head as he slowly turned and walked toward her. “Don’t shoot.”
Although all of this seemed extremely odd to her, she did as he asked.
“Now, that was fun, wasn’t it?” he said, coming closer. “It’s been way too long since I have been in real combat.”
“Why did you let him go?”
“I’m merciful.”
Nephilim chuckled. “Of course you are.”
“There are things you are not ready to know yet,” he said, reaching out with his good hand to stroke her hair. “What was that back there? You lost focus and it almost cost you your life. That’s unacceptable.”
“I know,” she said remorsefully. “Thank you for stepping in.”
He smirked in his typical way. “I couldn’t let you lose your face, could I?”
She took his damaged hand in hers and studied it. The skin and artificial silicone muscles were torn away from his palm, revealing the metal hidden beneath it.
“No, you couldn’t,” she said, closing her hand around his. “And I’m grateful.”
“You can show me your gratitude when we arrive at my house. Let’s go. I already contacted HQ. They will be here in a couple of minutes to clean up.”
They left the alley and walked back to his car.
***
The city still buzzed with life. On the way to Metatron’s estate, Nephilim watched people on the streets enjoying the countless open-air nightlife activities offered in Olympias City III. It became quieter when they left the lively downtown and drove along the coastline, covered with expansive mansions hidden among lush gardens.
It was after midnight when they arrived. Entering Metatron’s estate, Nephilim was impressed.
It wasn’t quite as huge as most of the others, but still bigger than any private residence Nephilim had ever seen. The High-Archangel watched her as she exited the car.
“I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “All animals are equal, right? No, Nephilim, they are not. They never were and never will be. Every system in human history that claimed equality for everyone was built on lies. There is always an elite in any system. They feast on the weak. That’s what they’ve always done and always will.”
Instead of entering the house, he indicated for Nephilim to follow him through the tropical garden.
“Unless the cycle is broken someday,” he added, but didn’t explain what exactly he meant.
Nephilim didn’t ask. She was too occupied with taking in the sights around her.
The garden was huge and beautifully arranged with palm trees, lush tropical plants, and flowers that filled the warm night air with their exotic scents. The house itself, located at the center of the estate, showed an exquisite architectural style, with an asymmetrical shape and oversized windows.
Well-hidden halogen spotlights illuminated the garden in various colors, while cicadas and frogs filled the night with their characteristic sounds.
To Nephilim the garden was a paradise, an impression enhanced when they reached the central area dominated by a huge pool. It shone bright neon blue against the dark sky, thanks to an artfully installed illumination.
Invisible to human eyes in the dark, yet clearly distinguishable to Nephilim,, was the ocean. Soft waves rolled over a white beach that belonged to the property. The sound they made was incredibly soothing. Nephilim only knew beaches from VR; she had never seen a real one in her life. The area around Olympias I had no beaches, only industrial algae plantations spread along the coastline.
She turned around to Metatron, who watched her in silence, his face unreadable, his eyes glowing in the dark.
“Do you like it?”
“I do! This is incredible.”
“So are you,” he said. “Provided you don’t let yourself get killed in combat.”
They were a bizarre sight: two black-clad cyborgs with neon-blue eyes and clothes covered in the blood of enemies they had killed less than an hour ago, standing in the middle of a tropical paradise.
“I have no idea what happened out there, but it won’t happen again,” she said, turning serious. “I promise you that.”
“Do you? Prove it to me.”
“I will.”
“I’m talking about now.” Slowly he extended his blades. “Fight me, Nephilim. Spar me. I want to see what you’re truly capable of.”
She looked at him in surprise. The demand came unexpectedly. It was not unusual for Angels to spar using their blades. They were trained to use them without hurting each other, although the integrated swords were deadly weapons. But the High-Archangel never participated in such training. After seeing what he was capable of, it did not surprise her. He was superior not only in his augmentations but also in his fighting techniques. No Angel would stand a chance against him.
Could she?
Again, a sudden flashback raced through her mind. She and Metatron fighting each other.
Nephilim blinked, pushed the memory out of her mind, and forced herself to focus.
She had fought him before and lost. This time she would do better.
“As you wish,” she said, expanding her own blades.
They looked each other in the eye for a moment, combat-ready.
Finally, Metatron said, “I will defeat you, Nephilim. Then I will fuck you.”
Nephilim grinned. “Come and try!”
Not waiting for an answer, she rushed forward, attacking him with both her blades. He ducked, evading the attack, then parried while simultaneously spinning sideways. His damaged hand didn’t seem to affect his performance at all.
Metatron pushed her blades to the ground with one of his own and used the other to slice through her clothes on her back. He was so precise he didn’t even scratch her skin.
Nephilim leaped sideways, throwing herself to her knees. She spun around with one knee on the ground, crossing her blades to protect her face and chest.
The High-Archangel chuckled. “Go ahead. Get rid of the damaged clothes. I’ll wait.”
He watched as she stripped off the destroyed coat and shirt, leaving only her breasts covered by her bra, then added, “That was not bad, but you need to do better than that. I tell you what, Nephilim. Beat me and I’ll let you be on top for a change.”
He winked, his artificial eyes gleaming with amusement.
“It will be my pleasure,” she answered.
Again she attacked with every ounce of her strength and agility. They moved both so fast that a human eye would barely be able to follow what was happening. Nephilim slashed at him with full force, every attack lethal if she managed to hit her target.
Metatron parried them easily, and Nephilim noticed he did not counterattack at all. He simply reacted, observing her, knowing he could defeat her anytime. She wouldn’t let him. The longer they fought, the more she wanted to beat him. Achieve the impossible.
Nephilim spun to his side and balanced on one foot, swinging the other one back while simultaneously pushing herself off the ground. With powerful momentum, she turned in the air and struck him with both blades. He lifted an arm with blinding speed and parried. Making a full turn in the air, Nephilim landed on both feet behind him. Metatron turned and crouched on one leg, slamming the other into her ankles in a low roundhouse kick.
Nephilim lost her balance. Extending her arms, she tumbled forward in a somersault. He expected that move. With both blades, he cut along her thighs and down her legs. When Nephilim landed, she heard him laugh heartily. Looking down, she knew why. He had cut open her leather pants so precisely that he hadn’t even touched her synthetic skin.
Metatron stood down, his expression showing genuine amusement—and affection. Nephilim realized that she had never seen him like this before, so relaxed, so loose.
“Are you going to continue like this until I’m naked?” she asked, removing her destroyed pants.
“Maybe,” he answered. “But that would be to your advantage. When I’m distracted, you have better odds of winning. That was pretty impressive, but still not enough, Nephilim. You can do better.”
She furrowed her brow. The whole act seemed to amuse him highly and was also arousing for both of them. But she realized it was more than that. He wanted her to learn from him. To become as unstoppable as he was.
She calculated another attack and rushed forward but then remembered something he had said earlier that night: “All warfare is based on deception.”
Nephilim changed her tactics in mid-attack. She pretended to be frustrated, an emotion that quickly led to losing focus in combat and therefore becoming vulnerable. Yet she wasn’t. Her mind was sharp and her body ready. She just had to wait for the right opportunity to strike. Watch him for the slightest weakness and exploit it.
She struck out wildly, missing with the occasional thrust, and groaned in frustration. Metatron chuckled at her loss of focus. Then she pretended to lose her balance, which was what he was waiting for. He lashed out and slit the side seam of her underwear.
Instead of trying to fend off the attack, she grabbed his damaged hand. While he nicked off her panties, she yanked his arm, twisting it with all strength she had. A millisecond later, she released the pressure, making him lose his balance. Using his own momentum and weight against him, Nephilim performed a simple but effective move to twist him over his center of gravity.
He fell on his back and she jumped him, pressing his arms down with her knees and his thighs with her feet.
An expression of surprise flashed over his face, which was quickly replaced by something which Nephilim could only interpret as satisfaction and pride.
“That was excellent. Most impressive.”
She grinned. “Thank you.”
His eyes wandered over her body above him, naked apart from a bra and her boots. She could sense his desire.
“I win,” she said.
“You think you’ve got me now, huh?”
“Yes, I do. You are right where I wanted you to be. And where you want to be.”
Metatron smirked.
His body relaxed under her, seemingly accepting his fate. They looked each other in the eye.
Slowly, Nephilim leaned down to kiss him.
But the very moment she loosened her grip, he reacted.
With one sharp move, he unbalanced her, threw her to the side, and leaped onto her.
In less than a second, the tables had been turned. He was now pinning her down, lying on top of her.
“You cheated!” she said.
“Why? It was legitimate. You were cocky and let your guard down, which I exploited.”
“I will remember that.”
“I hope you will. Someday, maybe you will end up on top. But not tonight.”
Then he quoted, “Everything in the world is about sex. Except for sex. Sex is about power.”[7]
Nephilim squirmed under his weight, breathing heavily. There was nothing she could do against him now, he was much stronger. On her scan she saw how aroused he was, his body functions lit up. And she knew he could read hers as well. They looked at each other for a moment, the tension between them growing, becoming outright unbearable. Lust and desire burned in his eyes – and something else.
Without giving her the slightest chance to play the same trick on him what he had just done to her, he pressed his lips on hers into a feverish kiss. Her mouth answered the same way, and the sexual tension they had built up during the fight exploded in both of them.
With a firm grip, he held both her hands above her head with one of his and used the other to open his pants. Yet when he entered her, something happened that neither had expected: instead of fucking, they made love.
***
The dawn came, and they watched the sun’s blood-red beams appear on the horizon, over the ocean from the pool. Both naked, they lay in the shallow, pleasantly warm water and relaxed.
They’d had sex for hours. It had been exhausting, even for them.
A deep sense of comfort filled Nephilim. The disturbing memories seemed like ugly shadows of a past she didn’t want to think about anymore. Her doubts had almost led to her death in combat, and only Metatron’s selfless action saved her. Besides, the sex tonight was something she had never experienced before. She felt happy and wished they could stay here longer and just enjoy each other’s company. But they had to go back in a couple of hours. Duty called. Duty always called.
Yet a small pain still tugged at her heart. Why did he lie to her? Why did he not tell her what had happened during the time she had no memory of? And was it really true that the cause of the memory loss was not the EMP attack, as Jake claimed?
Metatron reached out, stroking her temple and then her cheek. “What’s on your mind, Nephilim?”
She felt caught. Why did he know her so well? He could read the tiniest details in her face. She felt as if she couldn’t hide anything from him.
For a second, she considered asking him about her disturbing memories but then decided otherwise. She just wanted to enjoy the moment.
Instead, she brought up something else occupying her mind.
“Why did we come here, really?” she asked. “To Olympias City III?”
The first rays of sun appeared on the horizon and painted everything around them in reddish light.  In the quiet morning, the only sound came from waves rolling over the shore.
The sunlight reflected by his blue eyes made them seem like purple flames.
“You tell me, Nephilim.”
She kept silent for a moment, searching for the right words.
Finally, she said, “The ambush. You knew it was going to happen. You drove to the location deliberately, knowing we would encounter Wasps there.”
“That is correct, my dear. Now tell me, why would I do that?”
“The Wasp officer,” she said slowly. “You not only let him go, you communicated with him. The two of you exchanged information of some sort.”
The purple flames in his eyes seemed to burn brighter. “You never fail to astonish me, Nephilim. I’ve only encountered a mind like yours once before.”
“Who was it?”
“That’s not important right now. But you are right, the ambush was a distraction. A charade to cover up what this was really about.”
“You and the Wasp officer meeting.”
“Yes.”
“They sacrificed their own people, knowing we would kill them, just so you and the officer could talk.”
“That is also correct. Sometimes sacrifices need to be made for the greater good. I knew you and I could deal with them easily.”
“What was so important that they sacrificed a squad of their own people, and you risked your own life for it?”
Metatron looked into her face for a while before he answered. “The future.”
“I don’t understand—”
“You will when the time is right. Trust me.”
“I do.”
He leaned over and kissed her. “We must leave. I have a meeting with the Board.”
“You don’t seem very happy about that,” she said with a wink.
The High-Archangel’s mouth twitched in disgust. “I never am when I have to face those smug assholes. You can wear some of my clothes since yours are…not suitable anymore. But first…”
He pulled her closer. “Let’s have an early morning workout. I’m told they are supposed to be healthy.”
“We can combine it with breakfast,” she answered, then slowly moved her head down his chest toward his waist.
Metatron closed his eyes.






Chapter Nine


The Puppet-Master
“You never told me how it went.”
Siro lifted his eyebrows. “What went?”
Kate poked him with her right elbow while holding her fake cigarette to her mouth with her left hand. Thankfully the car they were in was driving autonomously, so neither her hands nor her attention were required to operate it.
“You know,” she said teasingly. “Your date with the Ice Princess.”
“I thought she was the Crown Princess,” he answered with a crooked smile.
Kate shrugged. “Whatever. So?”
“How do you even know—” he began, but she cut him off.
“Oh, please. Stop playing dumb. I know she came to the office the other night when you were still there. Then the two of you went out together. I was waiting for you to tell me what happened, but you’ve been quiet as the grave. So I’m asking now.”
“Are you checking our office surveillance now?” he said with a laugh.
“Nah, Sheila from the front desk told me an Angel came in during her shift. Your visitor scared the crap out of the poor girl. Stop deflecting.”
Siro rolled his eyes in a playful way. “You really know how to do your job, Detective.”
“I do, Detective. Or do you think I’ve come this far because of my cute ass?”
“Well, you for sure have a—”
She laughed. “Shut up and tell me already. Did you get laid? Judging by the fact that you’re still breathing and in one piece, I would assume no. But since you’re not talking about it, something odd happened. So?”
Siro stared at her. “Damn it, Kate—”
He caught her fake death-stare and lifted his hands defensively. “Fine. We went out. I took her to Dali. You know where that is, right?”
“How did it go?” she asked, not even trying to hide how curious she was.
“I thought we hit it off pretty well.”
“But…?”
“I don’t know. All of a sudden she behaved really strangely. She looked like she’d seen a ghost. Without saying anything, she hurried to the bathroom. She didn’t come back for so long I was starting to wonder if she’d left. Then she came back with an even more haunted expression, said she was needed elsewhere, and ran off.”
“I didn’t know they even use the bathroom,” Kate said.
He looked at her. “Really? That’s all you have to say about that?”
Kate chuckled, the Spider tattoo coming to life as she moved her head. “What do you want me to say? Maybe she decided she wasn’t attracted to you. Or she got her period. Wait, do they even have periods?”
They had arrived at their destination.
“You’re too funny, Detective Spider,” Siro said as they got out of the car. “No, something was really odd about her. My gut tells me something happened while she was gone.”
“None of your fucking business, I would say.”
They approached the Underground. Few patrons were on the street in the early afternoon. The semilegal tech hub usually woke up to its full glory when the shadows of dusk began crawling over the narrow streets of Oldtown. Wearing Oldtown-style plain clothes, the two cops didn’t attract any attention. Kate drew a hood over her distinctive yellow hair and spider tattoo.
Siro fell silent, and his partner squinted her green eyes at him. “What did you do, Siro?”
“Fuck, Kate, you really are good at your job,” he said. “Okay…I checked the surveillance footage from around the bar and saw something strange. She opened the back door and left. But when she went outside, the footage showed an empty street.”
She wrinkled her forehead. “That is odd. Someone must have tampered with the surveillance.”
“There was a man waiting for her. I saw him briefly before the footage glitched. His face wasn’t recognizable from the camera’s perspective, and the scan showed he had no implants.”
“No implants? I didn’t know there even were people without them. Who would choose not to have implants?”
“I don’t know. Someone who doesn’t want to be found, maybe?”
Kate stopped and grabbed Siro by the arm. “Listen. You’re gonna stop poking around there. Do you want to get yourself killed?”
“Don’t you think—”
“No, I don’t think! Your precious praying mantis chose to go home with another guy instead of you. End of story. You don’t mess with them, Siro! And she isn’t any Angel. She’s an Archangel. The fucking Crown Princess!”
“Okay, okay!” He lifted his hands, then tried a joke. “You almost seem jealous.”
“No, I just don’t want to have to find a new partner, you idiot. Now let’s do our fucking jobs and find this chick we came here for, okay?”
They entered the main Underground tube. Most stores and booths were open twenty-four-seven, and enough customers were strolling through the main corridor that the two detectives easily blended in. The mall dated from long before the corporate era and had a very antiquated, nostalgic ambiance. The interior had never been changed and its steampunk-ish fake gas lanterns and brass columns stood in complete contrast to the vendors and their goods. Known as the main hub for semilegal and illegal tech, the Underground was frequented by many shady individuals. Others came here to get or maintain augmentations because they couldn’t afford one of the certified Olympias Inc. stores and augmentation clinics.
Mismatched and outdated artificial limbs could be seen everywhere, as well as oversized or obviously tinkered-with implants. Old-fashioned service and concierge robots, which surely came from pre-used sales depots, were busy tending to whatever business their owners assigned them to.
Many of the vendors and patrons would have been considered freaks anywhere but in Oldtown.
This was Siro’s and Spider’s turf. They didn’t come here very often, because people would otherwise recognize them too easily, but when they did it was for a good reason. As it was today.
Ignoring a man with squeaking artificial arms who tried to sell them the “latest model” of exactly those, they turned into a side tunnel. The lights here were dimmed since most vendors sold holographic devices. It was easier to make them appear of higher quality than they actually were if the light was sparse. Only high-performance devices worked properly in bright sunlight.
The side effect of the lighting was that the area had an even more shady atmosphere than the rest of the facility. Augmented and nonaugmented eyes watched them from the shadows as they walked by.
“There,” Siro said so quietly that it was only audible to his partner. He pointed left with his chin in a barely visible gesture.
“Yep,” she answered as they approached the girl.
She sat in an area frequented by few patrons. The little booth was rather low-fi and sold ocular devices that looked so antiquated as if they had been manufactured in the last century. Her pretty, young face was framed by straight hazel-brown hair. She studied the two cops approaching her. Although her appearance had something innocent about it, her eyes betrayed a stone-cold professionalism in whatever illegal business she was into.
Coming closer, Siro also noticed an expensive implant on her temple and another one on her neck. Selling outdated tech surely didn’t pay for such costly gadgets.
“Hi guys,” she said in a slightly bored tone. “Looking for an oculus? I got the best.”
“Actually,” Siro said, picking up one of the devices on display and pretending to study it, “we are looking for a little bit more than that.”
The girl crossed her arms. “Oh? What would that be?”
Siro profoundly hoped this wasn’t another dead end and that they would find some answers here. This case was starting to give him headaches. For the last couple of days, he and Spider had tried everything they could think of to find a trace of the so-called Broker, but the guy was a phantom.
He or she was a pro like no one he had ever encountered. The Broker covered his tracks skillfully and was likely surrounded by only a few trusted people who were clearly not law enforcement moles. No wonder. As without doubt, the Guardian Angels would kill him if they got their titanium hands on him, and he knew that.
Siro and Spider had combed through endless hours of surveillance footage from all sources: drones, traffic and security cams, and even ocular implants of random passersby. Most people didn’t know their visual enhancement implants could be accessed by law enforcement and, of course, by the Guardian Angels, turning them into oblivious spies.
But Siro was convinced that most people wouldn’t care if they knew. “I have nothing to hide” was the mantra of most Olympias citizens. Siro knew nothing would be implanted into his own eyes. Over the years as a police officer, he had seen more very private stuff than he had ever wanted to see.
But in this case, surveillance had proved valuable and necessary. It quickly became apparent their only valid lead was the unfortunate, deceased Pittman. Spider and Siro had therefore gathered as much information as possible about the last twenty-four hours of the mole’s life.
After viewing footage Siro wished he could erase from his brain and hours and hours of nothing of value, they finally got lucky.
The evening before Pittman had lured Siro and Nephilim into the ambush, he’d met with a guy in a cheap strip club near the Underground. The cops weren’t able to hear their conversation, but when they viewed surveillance footage to follow Pittman’s contact after the meeting, he went straight to the black-market hub. There he spoke with another guy, who then went straight down the dimly-lit tube Siro and Spider were in now.
The man had approached the hazel-haired girl and had a brief conversation with her. Shortly after, Pittman got a phone call with instructions.
Both detectives were convinced that the innocent-looking girl played a key role in the conspiracy. And so, here they were.
“The people we work for are planning something they need complete privacy for,” Kate said, lowering her voice in a conspiratorial tone. “We were told that you were the one to talk to.”
The girl’s face remained immobile. “Really? Who told you that? I’m just selling these fine ocular devices, you know?”
“Let’s cut the crap, shall we?” Siro said. “The people we work for are high up the Inner Circle and don’t have much time. Neither do we. We are willing to pay a hundred grand for a device that makes us invisible to Olympias’s surveillance system.”
For a second, a greedy spark flashed in the girl’s long-lashed eyes. The sum Siro had just offered was more than double what an upper-middle-class corporate associate earned in a year.
“There’s a bonus of twenty K in there if there’s a way to cut Blue Death off their grid. We heard rumors about that and are interested in acquiring the tech,” Kate added in a friendlier voice.
The girl smiled. “I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about. But if you wait here, I’ll go ask my boss.”
“Whatever,” Siro said, shrugging.
“Bring us the information we need, and this is for you,” Kate said, placing an untraceable C-card on the counter.
“I’ll be right back,” the girl said and quickly left through a door leading to the back area of the tube closed to the public.
“You think she’s gonna run?” Siro asked as he watched the heavy iron door clang shut.
“You bet,” Spider said, switching on the miniature holo-screen, she wore over her eye.
Siro could see the information she was accessing from the police force servers reflected in her eye.
“There’s only one route she can take to escape,” she said after a moment. “Let’s go!”
Instead of pursuing a fleeing suspect, the two cops walked back to the main tube as quickly as possible without drawing attention. From there, they took the nearest Underground exit. Whenever possible, the plainclothes investigators tried not to raise unnecessary attention when they visited places such as the Underground or the Dome. This way, they could come back without being recognized and blend in easily. However, this didn’t mean they would let the suspect and only lead in their case slip away.
Once outside, they quickened their pace and entered a side alley accessed by the exit. Four AI police, two bipedal and two quadrupedal, surrounded the hazel-haired girl, who had her arms raised.
Siro and Kate exchanged a look.
“Time to have a serious chat with the young lady,” Kate said with a grin.
***
The afternoon sun was beginning to set when Metatron approached the black pyramid. The reddish beams were reflected in the black tinted glass covering the building’s entire exterior.
It was a breathtaking sight that never failed to impress him. Metatron equally loved and loathed this place.
The glass panels were adjusted so perfectly that the pyramid appeared to be a gigantic block of black glass. Lush gardens surrounded the premises, decorated with art installments, illuminated waterfalls, and statues of the founders and former CEOs of the Olympias Conglomerate. The green oasis amid endless concrete, chrome, and steel made it stand out, its immensity a display of power and decadence.
Even more since the gardens were closed to the public and only accessible with a special permit, which the High-Archangel, of course, had. The Sentinel-Guard, an elite force of AI soldiers, flanked the path to the pyramid's monumental entrance. They were more robust, more agile, better equipped, and more intelligent than the robotic troops stored in the vaults around the city.
Metatron glanced at them as he climbed the stairs to the entrance. Although AI soldiers were normally no match for the Angels, those ten sentinels would be a challenge even for him if they decided to attack. Which would never happen, of course.
The massive glass doors opened and Metatron entered the center of power of the Olympias Conglomerate and one-third of the world.
Cool air embraced him. Although it was still daylight outside, the inside of the pyramid was very dim, since the sun barely managed to find its way inside through the black glass. The entrance hall, larger than a three-story house, had been designed to not only display power but make visitors feel small and insignificant. It didn’t have that effect on the leader of the Angel Corps; rather, the primitive psychology behind it made him smirk.
Still, Metatron could feel the power pulsing in this place. It vibrated in the air, an invisible yet omnipresent presence. The High-Archangel thrived on this energy every time he came here.
He remembered how impressed he’d been when he came here for the first time. It seemed such a long time ago, almost a lifetime. And for ordinary people, it was.
Lucifer took him along one day to meet the Board and learn the true meaning of power. He had explained to him the psychology behind the architecture, and a smug smirk had curled his lips. Metatron remembered it as if it were yesterday.
He internally shook his head. Would this man’s ghost ever stop haunting him, no matter where he went, no matter what he did?
Yes, he would. Once he had accomplished what Lucifer never dreamed of, his presence would fade away. Then Metatron would step out of his mentor’s and master’s shadow.
But that was not all. It was time to move on. Being so close to Nephilim had proven this insight to him even more.
A lone figure stood waiting in the middle of the vast hall.
“Good afternoon, High-Archangel Metatron,” the young man said with exaggerated courtesy as Metatron approached. “Always a delight to see you.”
Metatron smirked. “I bet.”
“The Board is expecting you. Allow me to accompany you to the conference hall.”
“Of course.”
He followed the alluring young man of exceptional beauty. Metatron had to admit he was sexy, especially the way his hips moved while walking. It amused him that after all these years, the Board still hoped to lure him into a honey-trap. By sending him attractive young assistants more than willing to do anything he wanted, they hoped to put a spy on him.
They should know by now he was too smart to fall for such a lame trick, but their hubris was apparently infinite. However, he enjoyed looking at the pretty young men and women they sent as greeters whenever he came to visit, so he wouldn’t complain.
They entered an elevator with gold-flecked black walls. The doors closed, and the youth smiled at Metatron.
“I’m not interested in conversation,” the High-Archangel said before the other could open his mouth. “You may keep your thoughts to yourself.”
The greeter stared at him briefly in surprise before lowering his gaze to his shoes.
Metatron had a couple of seconds left to focus on the meeting. Although they hadn’t told him what the meeting was about—as they never did—he had a pretty clear idea what they wanted.
He slowly moved the fingers of his right hand, encased in a black glove. There hadn’t been time to have it fixed since he and Nephilim returned to Olympias I. They had spent more time on his estate in Olympias III than he had intended, and then he had to attend a brief meeting with Raziel to discuss last night’s Wasp attack.
The Seraph had taken care of everything but gave him a scornful look when she noticed the damage to his hand.
It was unpleasant to be unable to use his hand properly, the damage wasn’t as severe as it had originally seemed. He doubted the hand would have to be replaced. It could likely be fixed in a couple of hours.
He thought of the battle with the Wasps and again wondered why Nephilim had made such a rookie mistake. It was so not like her.
But he didn’t have time to think about that now.
They were waiting for him.
Showtime.
The elevator doors opened, and the greeter politely stepped aside so Metatron could pass. The young man still did not dare look the High-Archangel in the eye.
Metatron entered a room so spectacular that anyone seeing it for the first time was awestruck. Of course, he had been here so many times the sight no longer impressed him.
Once the elevator doors closed behind him, the cabin disappeared invisibly into the floor. It had brought Metatron to the very top of the pyramid. The huge room was made completely of glass, and its ceiling formed the massive building's tip. Although tinted, the windows still gave a breathtaking panoramic view over many miles of Olympias City, with the most spectacular skyscrapers in close proximity.
Metatron could see the sun as glowing black-red on the western horizon as it disappeared between two high-rises. But this was not the time to admire the view.
The room was dominated by a large table, also made of black glass. Fifteen people sat around it, awaiting him. The CEO and Board of Olympias.
The diverse group included six women and nine men of various ethnicities. Some were visibly old, while others appeared to be barely in their thirties. Anti-aging techniques including plastic surgery, gen-treatment, and augmentations had come a long way. Such interventions were extremely costly, but the residents of the Inner Circle and the Board members in particular had the necessary means.
Unlike the ordinary population, which had been conditioned to believe ending their own lives at a certain age or because of illness was “dying with dignity” and the humane thing to do, the elites clung to life as long as possible.
Metatron hated hypocrisy. Which was one of the reasons he hated coming here so much.
Vultures, he thought.
“High-Archangel, what a pleasure to have you with us once again,” the Board Speaker said.
She was an elegant woman in her forties, resolute and intelligent. Metatron respected her more than most of the other clowns gathered here.
“The pleasure is all mine,” he said, approaching the pompous gathering with a thin smile on his face.
“Of course it is, right?”
Cillian Stavros.
He sat next to the CEO, who had the seat at the end of the table. The smug expression on Stavros’s face instantly told Metatron the rat was up to something.
The High-Archangel walked to the other end of the table and let his gaze wander over the fifteen people in front of him, scanning their body functions and studying their facial expressions and body language, as he always did.
They didn’t offer him a seat at the table, reserved only for Board members, but he didn’t mind. His presence and charisma were so strong that he instantly dominated the situation, making the allegedly almighty Board members seem like students looking up to their teacher.
“How can the Guardian Angels be of service?” he asked in a calm, assertive voice.
“We have summoned you to discuss the budget, High-Archangel,” the Speaker began.
Metatron didn’t show any reaction. He had expected this to be the topic. Humans were so predictable.
“We all are very grateful for the selfless service you and your corps provide,” the Speaker continued in a honey-coated voice. “But we believe we must adjust your budget. Yes, we realize we approved a budget increase of 70 percent, but it was in a time of crisis, a time of war.”
“We eliminated the threat as we always do.” Metatron interrupted her so skillfully, it didn’t seem he had done so. “We kept Olympias safe by crippling the most vicious offensive Rosprom and TogbuaXiang have ever attempted. The corporations joined forces with the sole goal to destroy us. They failed thanks to the Guardian Angels.”
“Custodio at mortifico, we know, we know,” Stavros interjected with a sneer, unaware he’d misquoted the Guardian Angel credo. “It was this very Board who gave you the assignment in the first place.”
A long time before you were even shitting your diapers, Metatron thought.
“Board member Stavros, I’m delighted you decided to learn Latin after all,” he said in a tone that hid daggers under silk. “I feel it will bring our conversations to a whole new level.”
“Anyway,” the Speaker said, clearing her throat, “now that the threat is over, we are wondering if it’s necessary to maintain the enormous resources we’re putting into your troop, Metatron. The Guardian Angels have a higher budget than our police and military forces combined.”
“Board member Neftali,” Metatron said politely, “if you and the other Board members think the budget should be cut, that’s certainly what should be done. However, if we are not at full strength when the next attack occurs, we might not hold off the enemy. Once hostile cyborgs breach our defenses, they will go for the Inner Circle and the pyramid in particular. There’s no doubt about it.”
“There won’t be another attack.” Stavros’s eyes narrowed. “As discussed before, if we show Rosprom and TogbuaXiang we’re willing to downsize our forces instead of constantly expanding them, we can achieve peace. A new form of cooperation. The profit margins achievable if we start trading with them would be tremendous.”
“Absolutely, Board member Stavros. You are right, of course. The margins would be indeed fantastic,” Metatron said. “I’m just wondering how you are going to spend the money when you’re dead.”
He saw the CEO blanch. Henry Miller was old and a coward. He clung to life and his position as CEO of Olympias and was therefore the easiest Board member to scare. Metatron had played that to his advantage more than once. However, schemes were running in the shadows to dethrone Miller and replace him with another Board member. There was no loyalty among those people whatsoever.
Vultures.
Things would become more difficult once Miller was gone, but he would manage. He had done so for decades; he had seen many CEOs and Board members come and go.
“Then maybe you’re not the right man for the job anymore, Metatron,” Stavros said smugly. “It’s your job to keep Olympias safe, after all. If you can’t, we’ll find someone who can.”
Metatron smiled.
If this loud-mouthed boy thought the High-Archangel would swallow such primitive bait of provocation, he was dumber than he looked.
Darkness began to crawl over Olympias City. The building illumination sprang on in the surrounding skyscrapers—countless lights, small and large. It was as if a colossus came to life when the sun went down. It was Metatron’s favorite time of the day. Impressive by day, the city showed its full magnificence during nighttime. Inside the pyramid, the automatic lighting gained intensity, too, compensating for the diminishing daylight.
“I will step down if you think you can find anyone more suitable for the job,” Metatron said with fake humility. “My primary concern is the safety of Olympias and the Inner Circle.”
“No, no.” Speaker Naftali quickly intervened. “We certainly don’t think there could be a better candidate for the job, Metatron. We are grateful for everything you do.”
She shot Stavros a warning glance, indicating his words had expressed his personal opinion and not something the Board had discussed.
“I’m delighted to hear that,” Metatron said. “Particularly considering the latest intel.”
The CEO perked up and joined the conversation. “What intel?”
Metatron remained silent for a moment, focusing his stare on the man at the head of the table while all eyes rested on him. He knew he now had them where he wanted them. 
“I wish I had better news,” he finally said, “but I’m afraid Rosprom is up to something big. Total destruction.”
“What?” The Speaker raised her eyebrows. “How can that be?”
Stavros squinted his eyes and pressed his lips so firmly together that they appeared like a thin line. But he remained silent.
Metatron put on a serious, concerned expression. “If I may?”
He pointed at a small device set up in the middle of the table.
“Of course.”
Metatron used his neural link to access the device and upload data he had prepared in advance. Holographic charts, images, and reports appeared in the table's black glass in front of every Board member.
The room became completely silent as all fifteen Board members froze in disbelief as they stared at the presentation expanding in front of them. Only the endless rows of lights outside of the pyramid kept moving as they always did, blinking and shining. 
Metatron suppressed a smirk and maintained his poker face.
The Speaker and the CEO exchanged horrified looks while murmurs broke out among the other Board members. Like every predator, Metatron could sense the fear spreading in the room like an unpleasant odor.
Finally, the CEO lifted his head and looked the High-Archangel in the eye. “How much time do we have?”
“We don’t know, CEO,” Metatron said. “As you can see, this information gathered by our intelligence is very vague. But as you can also see, they classify it at the highest threat level. Code One.”
“That’s bullshit!” Cillian Stavros burst out. “Mere speculation! We don’t know for sure this is going to happen.”
“But what if it does?” another Board member asked, his eyes wide.
“This could be the end,” a third one agreed.
“There is no proof—” Stavros began.
He couldn’t finish because suddenly everyone was speaking at once.
Metatron remained calm and motionless, listening to them squawk like scared chickens. It was so easy to manipulate them, again and again. He had acquired the information he’d just presented more than a week ago, but instead of presenting it immediately to the Board or CEO, he had waited for the right moment to play the intel to his advantage. Metatron had, of course, manipulated it to make it seem more imminent than it was. It wasn’t that he didn’t take the information seriously; he did, very much. But he was convinced that if the scenario ever played out, they would be able to deal with it.
Watching the Board panic, he remembered something his father used to say.
“You can stick all politicians in a sack and then hit it with a hammer. You never hit the wrong one,” said his old man, shaking his head in disgust while watching the news.
A long time ago, when the world still functioned by its old rules. Before smug people like the ones in this room waged war and created the New Era. A war Metatron alone survived of his entire family. Sometimes, when he couldn’t sleep, he still heard his sister’s sobs and felt her fear as she died in his eight-year-old arms.
He blinked, repelling the sudden memory flash. The people in front of him technically weren’t politicians, but you could still put them all in one sack. Although hitting this sack with a hammer wouldn’t be enough. Maybe with a sledgehammer. Listening in delight to the sound of the bodies inside being smashed to a pulp…
“Their plan will never succeed.” His tone was so confident and powerful that they fell silent and turned their heads toward him. “Because the Guardian Angels stand ready to defend Olympias with their lives—as always.”
The CEO and the Speaker exchanged another look. Then the CEO said, “And you shall have the means necessary to achieve that. We hereby postpone the budget discussion to a later time.”
Stavros exhaled disapprovingly. This didn’t go at all as he had planned.
“Thank you,” Metatron said, putting a humble expression on his face. “We will use all our resources to keep Olympias and its Board safe. Though it would be helpful if we had the access code for the robotic army.”
The Speaker raised her eyebrows. “I’m sorry. But only the CEO may activate the army and our nuclear weapon arsenals. You know that, High-Archangel.”
“I do,” he agreed. “But extraordinary incidents sometimes require extraordinary measures to succeed.”
The CEO shook his head. “No.”
His tone was unusually sharp, which came as a surprise to Metatron. He didn’t really expect them to give him the codes, but it had been worth a shot. When the Guardian Angel Corps was founded, it had been established they would never be allowed to have the activation codes for the robotic army stored in the vaults under the city. From the beginning, the Board had feared the Guardian Angels could become too powerful and get out of control.
Every time Metatron faced the Board, he could feel how much they feared him and his kind. It wasn’t only Stavros. All of them would get rid of the Angels in a heartbeat if they weren’t the only ones standing between Olympias and its destruction.
Even Lucifer had not managed to convince them to give him the codes. And he had tried more than once.
“I understand,” Metatron said. “If there’s nothing else to discuss, I would like to request to take my leave now.”
“Of course,” the CEO said. “Please keep us updated.”
“Certainly,” the High-Archangel said. “Have a good day, honorable Board members.”
Still keeping a poker face, he walked toward the elevator, which appeared out of the floor and opened its doors when he approached. Inwardly, he grinned. Fear was the most powerful tool of manipulation. Leaders had used it on their subordinates since the beginning of civilization.
Now Metatron had used it on the leaders of one of the three superpowers the world had left. And he enjoyed it.
He maintained a composed demeanor as the elevator rushed down, knowing every corner of the pyramid was under surveillance. No doubt the Board was talking about him and the whole situation.
Metatron stepped out of the elevator and walked across the vast entrance hall toward the exit. It was completely empty now and all he could hear were his footsteps on the marble floor.
Outside the black glass walls, the city shimmered and glimmered. He heard the second elevator arrive and knew who was coming after him before the other left the cabin and called: “Metatron!”
Slowly, the High-Archangel turned around and faced the short man, whose eyes glowed with hatred. “How may I help you, Board member Stavros?”
Although his tone was polite, Metatron didn’t bother to hide his sneer now.
“What an impressive performance,” Stavros hissed. “I have to give you credit for that.”
“I simply presented the facts. I’m sorry you don’t like them, but there’s nothing I can do to change them.”
“You think you’re so clever, huh?”
For a moment, Metatron imagined approaching this joke of a man and grabbing his face with both hands. He then slowly pressed his thumbs against his eyeballs, squashing them, feeling the other’s blood run all over his hands and arms…
He smiled.
Something in his smile seemed to make Stavros uncomfortable, enough that he backed off. Maybe he realized he was alone with a sociopathic killer who could end his life with minimal effort in less than a second if he chose to.
“If you say so, Board member Stavros.”
The High-Archangel turned and continued his way toward the exit.
“You will never get the codes! I will see that you get dismantled and end up in the junkyard!” Stavros yelled after him, like a little dog barking at the Doberman behind the fence.
Metatron ignored him.
“We’ll see about that,” he said to himself, and left the building.






Chapter Ten


War Games
Nephilim looked at the black pyramid from a distance and wondered how it was going for Metatron. The High-Archangel hadn’t shared why he had been summoned to the center of power, but he had been busy preparing for the meeting during most of their flight back from Olympias III.
She did not complain about being left in the dark about his plans, in part because he had shared other incredible insights with her during the last twenty-four hours. Nephilim still struggled to wrap her mind around what she had learned. That the Angel force was much bigger and stronger than anyone in Olympias could imagine was barely believable, but the fact that Metatron was in contact with Wasps was mind-blowing.
The leader of the Guardian Angels, a traitor?
This information was so explosive, it could bring down the Angel Corps if it fell into the wrong hands. Nephilim was flattered by Metatron’s trust in her. Although no one would believe her anyway if she shared the information—which, of course, she never would.
It was unthinkable.
He had not told her what he had exchanged with the Wasp officer, but she highly doubted he would provide any information that could harm Olympias or the Angels. She thought it more likely that the Wasp was a traitor, selling out to the enemy or even planning to go over. Nephilim was eager to learn more, but she knew Metatron couldn’t be pushed into anything. He would share the information when he decided the time was right.
His restraint irritated her in the beginning, but she had come to realize he wanted her to learn and grow. He wanted her to practice patience and observance. The latter came naturally for her, but patience certainly wasn’t her strong suit.
“One day, I’ll have you accompany me in there,” Metatron had said when they approached the pyramid. “But you’re not ready yet.”
He had asked her to come to the pyramid but wait for him outside. They had returned from Olympias III less than an hour ago, and he wanted them to catch up with Zephaniel right after the Board meeting.
Nephilim exited the black limousine into the pleasantly breezy, early evening air. The sun had just disappeared, and the night illumination sprang up everywhere. Right in front of her was Olympus Park, the lush green area surrounding the pyramid. It was a beautiful sight, artfully illuminated with the gigantic pyramid in its center.
She closed her eyes and thought about the time she and Metatron had spent on his estate. It seemed like a dream. First the duel, which had really been violent foreplay, and then the sex. It had felt different somehow. More intense. Like becoming one on many different levels.
Nephilim couldn’t remember feeling like this before. Thinking of it filled her with warmth and an unfamiliar excitement. Yet it was wrong, and she knew it. Developing strong emotional connections was highly frowned upon in Olympias. It didn’t fit the condoned lifestyle of individuality and promiscuity, of freedom of choice.
However, for Angels, it was forbidden to develop feelings beyond camaraderie or admiration for higher ranking Angels. Their lives were dedicated to the corps, the cause.
The High-Archangel of all people knew that. He surrounded himself with five Archangels who protected him, led important missions, and helped him run the corps, but also satisfied all his other needs. Having feelings for him that went beyond her duty was foolish and could become dangerous if he became aware of them.
But what if he already was? After all, he read her like an open book. He seemed to know more about her than she knew about herself.
Was he playing with her? Enjoying having her around because she was still new?
Yet sometimes, when they were alone, he looked at her in this very particular way. The look on his face gave her shivers. And then there was the very different sex last night. The intensity and intimacy…
Was it possible that he felt more for her than he was supposed to?
Her thoughts were interrupted by a comm request popping up in her field of view.
Adriel.
She granted the request. “What’s up, Adriel?”
“How was your vacation in Olympias III?”
Nephilim rolled her eyes and he chuckled.
“I know you’re rolling your eyes at me, Neph.”
“Indeed I am. You know me too well.”
“Nah, I have no clue what dirty little secrets you’re hiding. So, how was the trip?”
Nephilim didn’t answer right away, searching for the right word. “Interesting.”
“Interesting. I gather you’re not willing to share details.”
“It’s very hot and they have flying cable cars and decapitated giant statues,” she said, realizing that she couldn’t tell anyone what had happened. “So what’s up?”
“Nothing. While you were enjoying the beach—”
“Adriel!” she interrupted him with a laugh.
“—your Powers kept themselves busy.”
“Did you gather useful intel?”
“More than that. I think we might have a hot lead on this snuff ring you wanted us to find.”
“That’s great. What have you got?”
Adriel began explaining, but Nephilim didn’t hear any of it. Her sharp, augmented eyes picked up something happening at the pyramid. Something that she at first didn’t believe could be true.
“What the fuck…” she whispered in disbelief.
“Neph? Neph?” she heard Adriel. “What’s going on?”
“Send backup to my position. Now!”
“Copy that.”
He knew her well enough not to ask any more questions. Her behavior made it clear that something serious had happened.
Nephilim ran.
***
“Do you wanna be the bad cop, or should I?” Siro asked.
“I do,” Kate said, chewing on her fake-tuna sandwich. “You’re a horrible bad cop. And this is too important to mess up.”
They stood in front of the window facing the interrogation room.  There wasn’t a mirror on the other side, as there would have been in earlier times, instead, what was a window for them, appeared like a wall from the inside. The room itself was small. The psychology behind all of this was as old as police work itself: putting the suspect in an unpleasant, dark, claustrophobic environment for long enough to make them uncomfortable and lead them to think they might be in serious trouble.
The hazel-haired girl they had arrested at the Underground was their guest in interrogation room eight, and she was doing her best to appear nonchalant. Many people tried that tactic. It usually didn’t take long to break them using the right psychological tricks.
Siro couldn’t wait to get in there and find out what she knew. He hoped her information would lead to a breakthrough in finding the Broker. Everything inside him was itching to solve this case—and hopefully receive the promised bonus.
“What are you talking about?” he said with fake offense. “I’m a fantastic bad cop.”
Kate snickered, chewing her food. “Right. With your eyelashes and big brown eyes, no one’s going to believe your act. I’m gonna crack this chick in no time.”
“Fine. Let’s do this then.”
“You really want that Broker badly, huh?”
“And you don’t?”
“Of course I do,” she said, swallowing the last bite of her sandwich and wiping her hands on her jeans. Then she opened the door, and both detectives entered the interrogation room.
“Good evening, Stella.” Siro smiled. “My name is Detective Ferreira-Nunes, and this is Detective Spader.”
The girl stuck out her lower lip defiantly. “I knew you fuckers weren’t for real right from the hop.”
“Is that why you tried to run?” Kate asked, sitting across from the suspect while Siro leaned against the wall.
“I did not try to run. I just needed some fresh air because you guys were so full of shit.”
According to her file in the Olympias Citizen Databank, Stella Mueller was twenty-three years old, but right now she reminded Siro of a snarky teenager.
“Cut the crap, sweetheart,” Kate said with a cold voice. “We know you work for the Broker.”
The girl folded her arms. “I have no idea who that is.”
“Let me refresh your memory.” Kate stuck her fake cigarette between her lips, its tip instantly starting to glow and produce odorless vapor. “The Broker has been selling highly classified information to the highest bidder, causing grave damage to Olympias and its citizens. He’s a terrorist. Which makes you, his little aid, a terrorist too. You’re in some deep shit, kid.”
Stella pressed her lips together and said nothing.
“Look, Stella. We’re not the bad guys here. We’re trying to help you,” Siro said.  “Tell us everything you know and we’ll let you go. We’re only interested in the Broker.”
“I just sell ocular devices,” the girl said with a smug grin. “You’ve got the wrong person.”
Her attitude irritated Siro. The problem was she was right. They had absolutely nothing. All they had was that she and Pittman had known the same guy. Siro’s gut told him this was no coincidence, but they had nothing to pressure Stella into talking. And the girl was much more cunning than she looked. She knew that as long as she kept her mouth shut, they couldn’t do much. Of course, they could lock her up until she talked, but Siro didn’t have the patience for such games. He needed results.
Kate opened her mouth to say something, but he beat her to it.
“Okay, if you insist on sticking to your story, we might as well end this conversation. It’s a waste of time. My partner and I have better things to do than try to convince you to cooperate. They will make you talk in no time.”
Stella looked at him in surprise.
“You wonder who they are?” he answered her unasked question. “Why, the Guardian Angels, of course. Two of them are waiting in the lobby to escort you to their HQ. They are very eager to get to know you better.”
He noticed how her skin paled as he mentioned the Angels. Kate gave him a puzzled look.
Siro ignored his partner’s obvious confusion and approached the table. He leaned over it and thrust his face at the girl.
“You know what they say about Guardian Angel HQ, don’t you? Once you’re in there, you will only leave in a body bag. They don’t give a damn about rules and laws. They are the law. The only thing that stands between them and you are my partner and me. So you better think hard about what you say next.”
Kate’s jaw dropped. She wasn’t used to such behavior from him. Siro knew he was probably in trouble and that Spider would give him hell later for ruining her bad-cop show, but it was too late to back away now. He clearly could sense Stella’s cool façade melting like an icicle in the warm Olympias sun.
“I…I’ve done nothing wrong!” she stammered.
“Maybe you haven’t,” Siro said, mimicking the chilling smile he had seen on Nephilim’s face. “But your friend the Broker has. He sold classified data about the Angels to terrorists, and they don’t take such things lightly. They want his head, and they will get it one way or the other. I guarantee it. You are a nobody to them. Just some collateral they will have fun with while they look for the guy responsible for the murders of their people.”
He paused for a moment, letting his words sink in and turn into fear inside her mind.
“They will kill him, Stella,” he continued. “And it’s up to you if you’re going down with him or not. So, what will it be? Are you going to talk to my partner and me or to the guys in black waiting for you outside this door?”
He pointed at the exit and she followed his finger with her eyes, as if she expected the boogeyman to charge through the door at any second.
Finally, she said, “If I tell you what I know, do you guarantee you won’t hand me over to them?”
“Yes,” Kate said, involuntarily the good cop now. “We will protect you. Give us the Broker and you’ll go free.”
Stella took a deep breath. She had gone completely white by now, her eyes those of a scared child. Then she started talking.
***
“Please don’t kill me,” Siro said as they left the interrogation room. “I plead guilty.”
Kate gave him an overexaggerated death stare, then laughed.
“You sneaky son of a bitch!” she said, hitting his shoulder. “That was fucking amazing! Wow.”
He smiled. “I’m glad. I was concerned you’d be mad that I went off the script like that.”
“Not at all. The bluff that the Guardian Angels were outside the door was brilliant! I’ve never seen someone sing like this poor girl. You scared the crap out of her.”
She turned to him and looked him in the eye. “Who are you? And what have you done to my partner?”
Siro grinned. “I guess I learned something from the Ice Princess.”
“You did! That was almost sexy in there. I’ll remember to never play poker against you. Damn!”
“Let’s get the Broker,” Siro said.
“Let’s get the fucking Broker,” she agreed.
***
The pyramid's massive automatic door opened and Metatron stepped out into the evening air. It smelled much fresher here than anywhere else in Olympias.
When he began coming here many years ago, he always thought that it was an illusion—that the scent of power was so invigorating. But then he learned the air here was indeed different. Air fresheners had been installed all over the park, skillfully hidden between bushes and trees, and enhancing the sense of actual nature.
Some animals... he thought as he walked down the stairs from the building into the garden.
The monstrous, black combat robots stood guard motionlessly, flanking the stairs on both sides and towering over the High-Archangel.
Suddenly they all moved their heads simultaneously to face him.
What would have startled anyone made Metatron lift an eyebrow in surprise.
“Identification,” he heard an artificial voice command.
Metatron stopped. This had never happened before and should not happen.
He established a link and sent the Angels' code to override any AI in Olympias.
The system denied the request.
Impossible! What was happening here?
“Intruder alert!” the robot said. “Unauthorized trespasser detected. Terminate.”
Faster than the blink of an eye, all ten combat robots activated their rifles and took aim—but the High-Archangel had disappeared.
Metatron realized what was about to happen and instantly reacted. He activated his combat HUD and cloaked. Then he leaped out of the death trap,  dove down the stairs, and rolled to his feet with stunning speed and agility. His superior augmentations saved his life as the war machines opened fire. Cloaking did not work on them; they were programmed to detect even the slightest molecular movement. The AI elite guards were designed to detect potential assassins sneaking up to the pyramid and the Board.
High velocity, large-caliber bullets shattered the pavement only inches behind his feet, creating deep craters and sending debris flying in all directions. Such projectiles were created only for one reason: to kill cyborgs.
Metatron ran faster, then pivoted and leaped forward again. The machines immediately engaged in pursuit with frightening speed.
Calculating evasive maneuvers, the High-Archangel aimed for a huge statue, the closest cover in his proximity. Everything happened so fast, that less than three seconds had passed from the beginning of the assault.
Diverting all accessible energy reserves into his legs, Metatron jumped, impossibly high. Using his momentum, he spun in the air to face his attackers for a millisecond. It was enough time to draw his pistols from under his coat and fire back. His closest enemy's head exploded into shreds as Metatron’s own high-velocity bullet hit it straight through the glowing artificial eye.
Yet something unexpected was happening. His injured hand turned out to be more severely damaged than his sensors had indicated. The accuracy was diminished only by 0.2 percent, but that was enough. Instead of hitting the next opponent through the eye, Metatron’s second shot hit the robot’s temple. Sparks flew, and the machine staggered then collapsed. But it had enough time to return fire. 
Metatron saw it but could not evade it. His ultra-augmented vision allowed him to see the approaching projectile as well as its course and approximate impact. He jerked sideways. Again his spectacular abilities saved his life: instead of hitting his neck, the bullet slammed into his shoulder.
His sensors reported in real time as the projectile pierced his artificial flesh and reached the titanium exoskeleton. It would have easily shattered human bones but could not destroy an Angel’s metal ones. Yet it caused severe damage. The bullet cut through an important nerve string, rendering his left arm useless.
The impact was so powerful that he lost his balance and crashed to the ground instead of landing back on his feet.
Metatron rolled to the side, evading a storm of bullets that devastated the lawn where his head had been a microsecond ago. Jumping back to his feet, he aimed with his right hand and destroyed another attacker. He leaped again and managed to shoot another robot in its head before landing under cover behind the statue. But not without taking more damage. Bullets sprayed his left leg near his knee.
Crouching, he leaned against the marble and reloaded his weapon with one hand while his internal system displayed the damage report. His leg would have to be replaced.
Anger surged inside him. This was no accident, no malfunction. It was an assassination attempt on his life. And whoever wanted him dead wanted it badly.
Metatron suppressed his rage and focused, knowing that just a millisecond of inattentiveness would be his end. Those were not regular Olympias combat robots. It had to be upgraded prototypes. He had destroyed four of them, but the remaining six were still approaching with a speed he had never seen on any AI before. This had been a setup, a death trap, and whoever orchestrated it would be disappointed. They would not take him down.
The massive statue vibrated under a hail of bullets. It would take only seconds until Metatron’s cover would be destroyed. His brain did the math, calculating all possible outcomes in a fraction of a second. He would be shot; there was no way to avoid it. Severe damage probability was 90 percent. Things would be different if he had two hands operative, but he could not destroy all six of them with only one gun.
He would not sit here and wait. The High-Archangel leaned out of cover and fired. Another one of them went down, its head bursting.
The air above the remaining five flickered like water in the sun.
Out of nowhere, titanium blades materialized as they penetrated two robot heads from the air.
Metatron smiled.
Nephilim appeared on his HUD as a glowing blue specter. She had gained momentum by sprinting, then jumped and stabbed the two machines from the air like a bird of prey.
She did a perfect split in midair, forcefully kicking the fuming and sparking opponents she had just executed to the ground.
The remaining bots ignored the invisible nemesis coming after them. They were programmed to go after their primary target, the High-Archangel. Bullets riddled the statue only an inch above Metatron’s head. He ducked just in time.
Using her momentum from kicking the automatons to the ground, Nephilim leaped forward, coming after the next two closest to her. For a brief second, her blades shimmered in the nightly illumination in neon colors. Then she slashed the two robots with such force she decapitated them by targeting a weak spot on their necks.
Reaching the ground, she drew her guns and riddled the last robot’s head with bullets.
“Metatron!” she shouted, rushing toward him while uncloaking. “Are you okay?”
Seeing her face, the High-Archangel was stunned. Not only had she never appeared more beautiful and angelic than in this moment, but the genuine expression of worry and sorrow pierced his heart and soul at a depth he had forgotten he still had.
It created an odd sensation that rippled through him like an earthquake. For a moment, he felt…human.
She fell to her knees next to where he was crouching, still behind the cover provided by the largely-vaporized statue. .
“I’m all right,” he said, regaining his self-control.
“You took heavy damage,” she said, inspecting his shattered arm and leg.
“And I would have taken more if it weren’t for you,” he answered. “That was excellent. You never fail to impress me.”
Her eyes were wide as she looked at him. She seemed so young and fragile, in extreme contrast to the performance she had given only seconds ago.
They looked at each other for a moment, then she pressed her lips on his in a kiss of such intensity that he needed all his self-control not to be swept away. Not now, not here.
Whoever was behind this was watching.
Suddenly, they froze as the same alert came from their HUDs at the same time.
Nephilim separated her lips from his and looked at him, shock in her eyes.
More war machines were approaching from all directions. Many more.
The surprise on Nephilim’s face was quickly replaced by determination. Her almond-shaped, glowing eyes narrowed.
“I will take care of them,” she said.
Metatron smirked, reached out and stroked her cheek with his good hand. “You will do no such thing.”
“They are after you, not me. Backup is almost here, ETA ninety seconds. All I have to do is stall them.”
He shook his head, completely calm. “Forty-five units are approaching, ETA thirty seconds. That’s a lost cause. You know it as well as I do. Retreat inside the pyramid. Now.” She stared at him in disbelief. He had made the decision in less than a second. In fact, it had been no decision at all. It had been a given.
“That’s an order,” he added sharply.
She jumped up and took a defiant step backward. “No.”
“Nephilim.”
She shook her head. “I will not let them get you.”
Guns drawn, she ran toward the closest approaching hostiles.
“Nephilim!” he called after her angrily, using his good leg to get up. Suddenly an emotion struck him so overwhelmingly that he almost staggered.
Fear of loss.
Seeing her approaching the hostiles filled him with terror and an almost unbearable feeling of helplessness. She was the best warrior in the Guardian Angel Corps. Possibly even better than himself. But there was not the slightest chance she could survive what she was attempting to do. It was true the bots were programmed to go after him as their primary target. But war AI units weren’t so stupid that they would let an enemy butcher them while blindly going after the target. They would take out the obstacle first, which was Nephilim.
Suddenly, all moving targets on his HUD stopped, frozen as if someone had pulled the plug. Nephilim turned around and looked at him in surprise.
Relief shot through Metatron’s body like a bolt.
Apparently, someone had noticed what was happening and deactivated the pyramid security.
A moment later, they heard the muffled engines of a Guardian Angel VTOL approaching at high speed between the high-rises.
Two dozen black-clad figures jumped from the open hatch of the aircraft and surrounded the High-Archangel protectively.
“Destroy every single enemy unit on the premises,” Metatron commanded over the comm, back in full control over his emotions. “Whether activated or not.”
Like a pack of black wolves, the Guardian Angels swarmed in all directions and began their slaughter of the motionless machines. The High-Archangel ignored it. All he had eyes for was Nephilim’s face.






Chapter Eleven


The Setup
What a day. Finwick had almost forgotten how it felt to be a hero.
He holstered the big revolver with the glowing green barrel and casually stuck his thumbs into his pant pockets, letting his long, dusty coat fly behind him in the sunrise. Of course, he had won the duel; he won every duel. Those losers should have known what was coming when they challenged him.
Scanning the lifeless bodies, his HUD told him they had nothing of value. At least for him. A frown appeared on his handsome, deeply tanned face, and his bright-blue eyes squinted.
Looking up, he saw he had spectators. A beautiful lady with long blond locks dressed in an elegant purple gown stood just outside the saloon door and winked at him. Her curvy body looked excitingly delicious in the black leather corset she wore over her gown. Finwick gave her a self-confident smile, snapping his fingers on the rim of his broad black hat.
“Ma’am.”
“Hi, hero,” she said in a silky voice. “Do you want to come in for a bit? You’ve earned a daily reward. We have the best whiskey and the prettiest girls in the whole Western Rim.”
Finwick hesitated. He had indeed earned a reward. And the Western Rim girls were known for being very openhearted. He pulled a huge silver pocket watch from his belt and opened it. Greenish light shone into his face as a hologram expanded from the watch, showing the area map and the quest details.
Finwick grimaced. As tempting as screwing some well-shaped NPCs sounded right now, if he wanted to return the quest in time, he had to hurry back to Victoria Prime.
“Another time, beautiful,” he said and watched with delight as disappointment played over her face. If you reached a certain level, everyone wanted to fuck you; the most stunningly designed NPCs and other players alike.
And with level 99 displayed above his head, he was almost godlike in this world.
He blew the sexy wench a kiss and turned to his horse, which stood only a few feet from the saloon.
Stepping over the two dead bodies already being covered by sand, he wondered again why the LVL 24 and LVL 36 had challenged him. The loot he was carrying was worth a fortune, but was it really worth risking a forty-eight-hour ban and losing half your money for this?
Finwick shook his head, grabbed the pommel and lifted himself onto his horse with the easiness of a skilled rodeo rider.
“Go,” he commanded, and the mechanical creature set itself in motion.
The steam-driven mount’s design was intriguing and highly acclaimed by game critics, but for Finwick’s taste, they were a too slow, and the clang and rattle of their metal limbs became annoying after a couple hundred played hours.
Otherwise, the game was among the best he had ever played. For years he had been excited about Steampunk 2020 and wanted to play it right after the game devs had announced it was coming.
Now he spent almost every free minute in the seemingly endless, beautifully-designed worlds of the MMORPG.
A tumbleweed blew over the road as he left the small town and rode to the fast-travel hub. He loved exploring, but the gigantic city Victoria Prime was his favorite. He would return the quest first, then try to find some amusement with the even sexier NPCs in the capital.
He had a favorite. Her name was Min, and she reminded him of her…
Finwick felt the warm wind blowing into his face; the sun shone on his black clothes and the long coat flapped behind him. He was a badass. A Gunslinger. The class everyone wanted to play, but it only unlocked after reaching LVL 66.
Life was good…
“Incoming call,” suddenly flashed in his field of vision. “Urgency Five.”
“God damn,” Finwick swore.
Urgency Five was the highest level. He had established the rules in his neurally implanted phone himself. Everything below three was blocked instantly when he was in VR, and there were only a couple of numbers that he had declared Urgency Five. No matter what, he had to take this call.
Finwick sighed and permitted his implant to establish the connection.
He stayed in the game, though. Maybe it was nothing urgent after all, and he would regret it if he didn’t return the quest and wasted four hours of gameplay. There was no saving progress in an MMORPG.
“Yeah,” he said, not slowing his horse. This better be important.
“Sorry for disturbing you,” said the voice on the other end.
“It’s okay,” he answered. She always calmed him down a bit, even if he was on edge.
Of his two assistants, she was definitely the one he liked better. Maybe because she was female and cute. They had never met in person, and although Finwick knew exactly what she looked like, she had no idea who he was. It was too bad; he gladly would have hooked up with her.
At first, Finwick had thought he was in heaven when women suddenly started showing interest in him. He had more sex in a couple of weeks than in his entire life. But after a while, he had realized that it quickly became stale. Even though they were real people, the encounters with them had been as meaningless and shallow as in VR. A real-life hookup, another player in VR, or even an NPC—it all came down to the same thing.
Deep inside, he knew why he felt that way. In a world of endless possibilities, he craved being close to someone. And he knew where these feelings were coming from. And who this someone was.
It was forbidden to feel that way. It was dangerous. But considering the way of life he had chosen—involuntarily—such feelings were the least of his concerns.
“What’s up?” he asked his assistant.
I really hope it’s important, he mentally added.
“We have a new client.”
“Cool,” he said, still riding his horse through the virtual world. The fast-travel hub was very close now. He could see the glowing green beam on the horizon.
“Yeah, apparently some big shots from the Inner Circle. A lot of money.”
Finwick grinned. “You have my full attention.”
This day was getting better and better.
“Thing is, they want to meet you. In person.”
“Nope. Not gonna happen. You know I don’t do that.”
“Of course. That’s what I told them. But…well, I sent you a memo with the details.”
“Okay, I’ll look at it tomorrow—”
“I’m afraid it can’t wait. They want an answer tonight.”
“Oh, fuck,” he swore, then sighed. “Is it really worth it?”
“I would say so, yes.”
Finwick sighed again. “Fine. I will take a look and let you know ASAP.”
He ended the call and began the log-off process. The dramatic landscape around him faded, and so did the mechanical horse, which was still in full motion.
Finwick left the world of Steampunk 2020 and entered reality.
***
As always, the first thing he felt was a pleasant warmth surrounding him. Soothing lights came on as he opened his eyes.
“Open,” Finwick said, stretching himself in the water.
Slowly, the tank's heavy lid moved upward, and much brighter lights from the room outside streamed in.
Finwick sat up and smiled. That had been a fun VR experience. Since buying the tank, he wondered how he even could have enjoyed playing games before he had one.
Players who entered VR usually did so while lying down, closing their eyes, and connecting their neural implants to a specific console almost everyone had in their rooms. However, those who could afford it got themselves a tank like Finwick’s. It looked like a high-tech version of an ancient Egyptian sarcophagus and was big enough that the player inside could float in pleasantly tempered water, like an embryo in an oversized womb.
The tanks made VR experiences more enjoyable and realistic. They were soundproof and the floating made the virtual world appear far more realistic than when just lying down. The downside was that leaving the tanks and returning to reality after a session was even more difficult than leaving VR per se.
Finwick often wished he could spend entire days inside his tank, but he had obligations which often could not be delayed.
Naked, he stepped out of the water and grabbed the towel lying on a stool next to the tank. The bright lights shone on his pale, freckled skin, so different from his tanned avatar in Steampunk 2020. His skin would sunburn after only a couple of minutes outside. Which was not such a big deal actually, because he didn’t like spending time outside anyway.
In fact, his entire body was nothing like the handsome gunslinger’s he played in the game. Finwick was short and skinny, had natural red hair and green eyes. He wasn’t completely unattractive—just not as perfect as most people were nowadays. But he had realized that money negated his lack of attractiveness. Women who wouldn’t even look at him a year ago would now happily have sex with him.
He slipped into some comfortable clothes and left the room. Walking along the long hall connecting the smaller rooms of his home with the main living area, a wafting scent instantly made his mouth water. As usual, he hadn’t noticed how much time he had spent in the game and how hungry he was.
The sun was about to set between the high-rises of Oldtown, its last, reddish beams reflecting off the pyramid-like tip of an ancient skyscraper nearby. Finwick never got tired of the view through the panoramic windows of the loft-like main living area. The huge room alone was three times the size of the whole apartment he lived in for so many years, before his life changed so dramatically.
He walked through the extensive living room, which was equipped with stylish, lounge-style furniture, and toward the dining area where a modern housekeeping robot was busy cleaning the windows. The source of the delicious scent was on the dining table: a fresh, lactose-free pizza with protein-roni.
Finwick’s stomach cramped in anticipation as he grabbed a slice and took a bite. The robot’s AI had learned his habits and anticipated what he wanted. And when he spent hours in VR or working, it was usually pizza.
“Hey, munchkin,” he called. “There’s fresh pizza. Want some?”
The ten-year-old girl lying on the sofa lifted her head. Her long, brown hair was pinned up into a loose bun, and a VR oculus covered her right eye. She moved the device to the side and gave Finwick a frown. She hated it when Finwick called her like that, and he never got tired of doing so.
“Why does it always have to be pizza?” she asked. “Can’t we have something healthy for a change?”
“Pizza is healthy,” Finwick declared with a wink, wolfing down his slice. “Come and have some.”
“Fine,” the girl said snottily, leaving the sofa and sitting down at the table.
Finwick watched as she served herself and wondered for the millionth time which of the two of them was the adult and which was the child. Although not yet in puberty, Sarah often behaved more maturely than he did.
“Tell you what,” he said, chewing. “Tomorrow, tell the bot to bring us some of your beloved veggies and cook them any way you like. Okay?”
Sarah’s big, brown eyes lit up. “And you’re gonna eat them?”
“Pinkie promise.”
She grabbed a pizza slice and chuckled. “You’re gonna hate it.”
“Oh, I know,” he said with a laugh.
He would be perfectly happy eating junk food every day, but he understood that a child shouldn’t live off pizza, chips, and protein dogs alone.
“Did you finish your homework?”
She rolled her eyes. “Hours ago.”
“What have you been up to then?”
“I was studying the implant blueprints you gave me the other day.”
“Don’t you wanna do something fun for a change?”
“You mean spend all day in VR as you do?”
He shrugged. “Exactly. There’s this new game for kids, which seems to be very popular. It’s called Mine-Art, and—”
“You promised to show me how to hack an implant. Can we do that today?”
“Later. I have an important message I need to check.”
Remembering that was actually the main reason he had aborted his game, he swallowed the last bite of his pizza and got up.
“Is it a new job?”
“Yes. Could be something big.”
“Yay. When will you let me help you with a job?”
Finwick smiled. “When you’re this big.”
He held his hand a few inches above her head.
Sarah rolled her eyes. “You say that every time.”
“We hack an implant later. I promise,” he said, extending his hand for a fist-bump. “Let me check out that new job first, okay?”
She pouted as she returned his fist-bump, but he could see in her eyes how excited she was.
A warm feeling spread inside Finwick. He was so incredibly proud of this little girl who had become the center of his life.
Only a year ago, he never would have pictured himself taking care of anyone but himself, and he had barely managed that. Although he always had been good at his job, his private life had been a pathetic mess.
If someone had told him he would have a daughter, he would have called that person crazy.
No one actually took care of their kids these days. People found their perfect genetic matches over the Olympias Citizen database, and the offspring were created in vitro using both parents’ genetic codes. It wasn’t even necessary for them to be of both genders. Having children was more a legally binding contract than a relationship. Right after birth, kids were taken to be educated in designated facilities.
The system guaranteed that children grew up to become model citizens of Olympias while giving parents the freedom to proceed with their lives unhindered and achieve whatever they wished to.
Although Finwick had always wanted to procreate eventually, he never would have believed how fulfilling raising a child could be. Since Sarah had come to live with him, he’d often wondered why people had abandoned family structures so willingly and believed it was in their best interest.
“What?” Sarah asked, giving him a judgmental look. “Do I have something on my forehead? Why are you looking at me like that?”
Finwick smiled. “No reason, munchkin.”
He grabbed another slice of pizza and headed for his office.
The room was on the far end of the hall. He had turned the windowless area originally used for storage into the most secure area in his home. The high-security iron door required his fingerprint, a retina scan, and a password spoken with his voice to open. Finwick put his thumb on the designated plate next to the door and faced the facial scanner.
“Nephilim.”
It always sent shivers down his spine to say her name, which was also the password to open sesame.
He heard a soft click as the massive door opened and an automated voice said, “Access granted.”
Lights came on as Finwick entered his little personal kingdom. Here, he wasn’t Finwick Connors, a former nobody. He was the most notorious person in Olympias.
He was the Broker.
***
Finwick could hardly believe it had been only fourteen months since his life turned completely upside down.
It had all started with having a crush on the hottest and deadliest Guardian Angel. Working at Guardian Angel HQ as an IT specialist, he had been largely responsible for conducting routine checks on the cyborgs, testing their performance, and analyzing the functionality of their neural implants. Although most human employees at HQ kept their distance from the killers with the neon-blue eyes, Finwick had been fascinated by them. He adored the female ones, and Nephilim in particular made his pulse rise whenever he caught a glimpse of her.
On countless nights he had fantasized about her, dreaming that she might one day have her way with him like the Angels were both famous and infamous for.
Until one day, he stuck his neck out for Nephilim, manipulating some numbers to save her from the results of a routine test gone horribly wrong.
That was when his boring life took a crazy turn, never to be the same again.
Shortly after, Nephilim had returned the favor by saving him from the claws of implant harvesters and certain, gruesome death.
Sometimes he dreamed of that night when she stormed the basement where he was held prisoner, killing his torturers after taking apart the whole base of armed-to-the-teeth thugs and annihilating everyone who stood in her way, just to get to him.
In his dreams, he saw her standing above him, covered in the blood of the people who tried to kill him, an ice-cold smile on her face, a goddess in black.
Sometimes she was naked, which would have been absurd but hey—dreams were dreams.
Unfortunately, the dream always ended before she could use his restrained body for her pleasure, which was why he usually had to finish the fantasy himself after awakening.
He felt dirty doing so. After all, he owed her his life, and she had been wounded in the process of getting to him. But in retrospect, it had been so incredibly hot!
Thinking of her was bittersweet. He knew he loved her and always would. She was his goddess, the woman of his romantic and erotic dreams, and nothing could ever change that. He also knew he would never see her again.
Because of what he had become now, it was absolutely impossible. And sometimes he wondered if he could look her in the face after what he had done…
When he helped her escape from Guardian Angel HQ, he had only one wish: that she would take him with her, no matter where she was going.
“No, Finwick. I want you to live.”
Those had been her last words to him, and they still echoed in his head.
He had done exactly as she had told him to. Under a pretext, he had left work early. But not without taking a little souvenir.
Knowing it was all or nothing, he copied as much data as he could from the internal servers and stole it when he left the Guardian Angel world—and her—forever.
He had been scared, so horribly scared. Yet what she had told him in those very last minutes, and the way she had believed in him, gave him strength. Strength and courage he didn’t think he had.
Finwick found an illegal surgeon in the Underground who extracted his implants to make him invisible to the authorities. The money Nephilim had given him made it possible to disappear and eventually create a new identity by getting new, unregistered implants. They were extremely expensive on the black market, and when he purchased them, he met people who lived off the radar. For those people, he became very interesting when he accidentally let slip that he once worked for the Guardian Angels.
He was smart enough not to tell anyone about the data he had stolen, and now he kept everything in a safe hidden under the floor in his “office.”
Every single bit of that data was worth a fortune and could get him killed. Not only by the Guardian Angels, if they ever found out, but also by his shady “business partners” who would gladly use the priceless knowledge or sell it to the highest bidder.
The rest was history.
The former loser and nobody, the tech guy who spent most of his time in virtual worlds and dwelled in kinky fantasies, had become the Broker.
A legend hardly anyone knew. And a very rich man.
As it turned out, there had been a high demand for tech that made it possible to outsmart the surveillance of Olympias. And to Finwick’s surprise, it was not just the criminals, gangs, and other shady individuals who were very interested in acquiring it. The elites were also willing to pay fortunes for privacy or to bury some dirty little secrets.
In his time at Guardian Angel HQ, Finwick had learned a lot about how Olympias operated. Those experiences made him decide to disappear again after a couple of months. He stopped dealing with potential clients and used agents to communicate with the outside world. He made himself into a phantom. The Broker could be a man, a woman, or an organization as far as anyone knew.
Total anonymity was Finwick’s life insurance, and he didn’t really mind hardly ever leaving the house. His robots took care of everything he needed, and VR offered all the entertainment he could wish for.
There was only one person he wanted to share his life with, but he was smart enough not to dwell in dreams.
He also never forgot what he had promised Nephilim when they parted ways. She had given him an untraceable C-card and asked him to take care of a girl who was dear to her.
It would have been all too easy to simply keep the money for himself and forget about the girl. The vast majority of Olympias’s people would have done exactly that in his situation. But not Finwick.
He not only owed Nephilim; it was much more than that. Her selflessness and incredible courage had made such a deep impact, it changed him forever. It had taken him a while, but now he understood she had inspired him to become a better person and a better man.
A Guardian Angel, a killer-cyborg of all people, had done that to him.
Not long after he had successfully managed to disappear from the radar, he visited the orphanage for the first time. At first, he dropped by regularly, donated money, and inquired how the girl was doing. One day, the woman working at the front desk asked if he wanted to meet Sarah and talk to her for a while.
The question caught Finwick so off guard that he stammered something the woman apparently understood as a yes. A couple of minutes later, he was sitting in a visiting room facing this little girl with the incredibly sad eyes.
Finwick had no idea what connection Nephilim had to the child, and he had never directly interacted with a kid before. He felt very insecure and didn’t know what to say or do. After a few minutes of awkward silence, he got up to leave but instead stumbled over a chair and fell into a box of worn-out toys.
The little girl giggled.
Finwick left feeling horrible, like a total dork. He came back a couple of days later, and he and Sarah began to talk.
It took him weeks before he could pry out what happened to her. She told him how blue-eyed monsters destroyed the village she grew up in. How her parents died and how one of the cyborgs had stormed the room she and the other kids were hiding in and killed the two women guarding them.
Finwick didn’t need a description to deduce who this Angel had been. And he realized why Nephilim had cared for the child so much. She felt guilty; she wanted to make up for what she had done. And he learned something else.
The orphanage's night-shift manager told him a mysterious woman came in and donated a huge amount for Sarah after the girl had been brought in by a completely horrified man who turned out to be a brothel owner. Finwick realized that the mysterious woman could only have been Nephilim. She had saved the child from a life in a brothel.
One week later, Finwick adopted Sarah.
It was nothing official. Officially, he didn’t exist. He simply paid the orphanage and took the girl home.
Sarah never told him whether she had been abused, and he never asked. But she frequently woke up in the middle of the night, screaming and crying. He sat at her bed and told her stories to soothe her—usually stories of his own failures because they always made her laugh.
Over time, the two of them became close and he began to see her as his own child. Sarah turned out to be a very smart girl, so very serious for her age.
Trying to keep a low profile—he couldn’t send her to school, of course—he bought an expensive AI, the best private tutor on the market. Sarah learned quickly and soon showed great interest in his “job.”
They had two big differences of opinion. One was food. Havin grown up in an illegal settlement outside Olympias, Sarah was used to organic food while he—like most Olympias citizens—hated vegetables and was used to getting his vitamins and supplements through drugs sold by company chains specializing in “healthy” nutrition.
The other and much bigger problem was their disagreement over the Guardian Angels. Sarah hated and feared them, which was only understandable.
Finwick was still waiting for the right moment to explain to Sarah that it was one of the blue-eyed “monsters” who had saved her in more than one way and brought the two of them together. He knew he had avoided this conversation for far too long, but he was not a psychologist—just an IT guy living well off data he had stolen and was now selling to the highest bidder. How did you explain to a child that a person she considered the personification of evil was actually her savior as well as her adoptive dad’s dream girl?
Every time he decided to have that talk with Sarah he’d chicken out, and they’d end up playing video games instead.
Finwick sighed as he entered his secret hideout and Broker office. He would deal with this new assignment and then finally reveal the truth to Sarah. It had to be done.
His working area was a man-cave equipped with the most expensive legal, semilegal, and illegal tech available in Olympias—and a nerd’s lucid dream.
Holo-monitors of various scales and shapes were lined up around a desk the size of a dining table. The chair was custom-made, reminiscent of a pilot seat, and designed to be perfectly ergonomic. The walls were black, and the diffused, neon lights installed in the room's corners were more for decoration than illumination. Most of the lighting came from the screens.
The door closed behind him as he entered and sat in his chair. From here, he could access all surveillance systems in the city, manipulate data and hack into any system he wanted. Not even private neural implants were safe from him.
Several state-of-the-art machines were connected into a hub, and he owned a custom-made VR access console, used by Olympias’ best hackers. Thanks to his insider knowledge and stolen data, he had quickly become one of them, if not the best.
A life-sized hologram of Nephilim stood guard next to his data hive. He had pulled her picture from surveillance footage and created the hologram, which looked so real that sometimes he’d rather jerk off than work.
But he also felt guilty under her merciless, neon-blue gaze.
Selling stolen data and using intel he had gathered to hack into everything on Olympias’s grid was one thing. There was no reason to feel bad about that. He had to do what he had to do to survive.
But one day he had gone too far, and he knew it.
“I know,” he told the hologram for the thousandth time. “I shouldn’t have done it. I’m a dick.”
He sighed as he accessed his messages and remembered.
One day, people had approached one of his agents. They wanted very specific data
concerning the Guardian Angels. They wanted to learn how to disconnect an Angel from the grid. And they wanted to know how to short-circuit their implants.
Every time Finwick thought of it, he felt horrible. At first, it was out of the question for him to sell any information potentially harmful to the Angels and, therefore, Nephilim. The Angel network was impenetrable and only accessible from within. Countless hackers had tried and failed to gain access. Finwick had achieved the impossible. He had penetrated the databases from within.
Not only did he know how Angel implants functioned—as he had been working with them for years—but he had also stolen blueprints, access protocols, and more.
He hadn’t planned to sell any of it…but they offered so much money. More money than he could spend in a lifetime. In a moment of weakness—and greed, as he had to admit to himself—he had sold highly classified data.
Not everything, of course. Only a tiny portion of what he had on the Angels. Stuff he believed was relatively harmless.
Finwick used some of the money to buy this huge loft.  He chose it for its location in the heart of Oldtown, in the least shady area, and because it was unregistered and therefore practically invisible. Then he bought all the equipment in this room, the robots, and unregistered high-class implants for Sarah, which would help her become the smartest little girl in Olympias and suppress her anxiety attacks.
All of this came for only a few bits of information. Yet they had turned out to be explosive.
It was wrong. He had sold out Nephilim. He had endangered her.
For some reason, he had told himself the data was harmless. But then the murders began.
Finwick almost had fallen off his chair when he learned about the murdered Guardian Angels on the dark grid. He tried to convince himself that it wasn’t his betrayal that made them possible…but the more he dug up about the case, which quickly turned out to be cases, the more he was convinced it was his fault.
“I know…I’m so sorry…,” he mumbled to the hologram.  She seemed to wear a scornful expression whenever he felt guilty about what he had done.
At least Nephilim was safe.
That was what he told himself.
Of course, he had discovered that she had become an Archangel. She had changed, very much.
That could only have one logical reason. Metatron had erased her memory. Maybe he had even performed a complete personality wipe. From working with Doctor Mendez, he knew that was possible; they performed wipes on malfunctioning Angels from time to time.
What else could explain her metamorphosis from a pure heart seeking freedom into the deadliest killing machine the corps ever had?
It also meant she would likely not recognize him if they ever happened to meet. Finwick quickly swallowed the lump thickening in his throat. He would never see her again. Period.
He rubbed his temples and eyes and finally opened the message Stella had sent him.
“Whoa.”
That was a lot of money for basic information. Nothing that could endanger Nephilim. But the clients, some rich Inner Circle assholes, wanted to meet him in person.
Finwick frowned.
Was it really worth the risk?






Chapter Twelve


Si Vis Pacem
“How in fucking hell could that happen?”
Adriel’s voice was filled with disbelief and rage.
“That’s something we have to find out,” Nephilim said calmly.
The assault on Metatron and herself was only a couple of hours ago, and although she played it cool with her Powers, she still was shaken. She hadn’t had a quiet moment to process the unbelievable incident. But she had learned from Metatron that leaders always remained cool and gave the impression of having everything under control. In times of crisis, assertiveness was key when it came to dealing with subordinates.  She clearly understood, for the first time, why a controlled demeanor was so important.
Although stone-cold warriors themselves, Adriel and Eleleth displayed a childlike insecurity while discussing the attack. It was Nephilim’s job to soothe them and provide guidance even if she felt much the same.
“I’m so glad you’re okay, Neph,” Adriel said.
She smiled. “Bad weeds grow high. You told me that yourself once, remember?”
“Right. That was before you became an Archangel with the authority to send me into early retirement for being disrespectful,” he answered with a wink.
She clearly sensed he was calming down. Her composure did its job.
“How is the High-Archangel doing?” Eleleth asked.
“We don’t have to worry about him. He suffered only minor damage and is being fixed up as we speak,” Nephilim lied.
They were sitting in the conference room she always used to discuss assignments with her Powers. She wanted to catch up on Adriel’s findings, but quickly realized they needed to talk about the incident first.
“The whole incident sounds worse than it actually was, guys,” she continued. “But we are nevertheless taking it very seriously. We will find the ones responsible and crush them.”
“No one messes with the Guardian Angels and gets away with it,” Adriel agreed.
“Exactly. For now, let’s focus on the task we have been assigned. Tell me what you found.”
“All right,” Adriel said. “So, while you were at the beach—”
Nephilim lifted an eyebrow in a fake punitive way, and he grinned.
“—Eleleth and I made a major breakthrough in the case.”
Nephilim leaned back. “I’m listening.”
“We ran our detection software through the surveillance grid, including implant data, and—”
“Spare me the details,” she said with a smirk. “Just tell me what you found.”
“We think we found them,” Eleleth said with pride in her voice.
“Do you have location coordinates?”
“We do. It seems to be a huge operation. Law enforcement can’t nab the gang because it’s constantly changing location and using highly sophisticated tech to cover its operations. Sometimes the operation is disguised as a nightclub, sometimes a brothel, sometimes something as innocent as an art studio.”
“What made it even more difficult to find them is that this is not a shady little gang. It’s a multimillion C-coin industry,” Adriel added. “Apparently, many rich people are willing to pay a small fortune for such an amusement.”
Some animals are more equal than others, Nephilim thought.
“The whole thing is disgusting enough, but it gets even worse. Apparently, they have events where people dress up as Guardian Angels and go hunting for humans. Can you believe that?”
Nephilim stared at him. “Some assholes dress up like us to kill people?”
“Yep. Motherfuckers, right?”
“Very dead motherfuckers.” Nephilim’s voice was calm but her eyes had narrowed to slits. Metatron would be very displeased when he learned about it. He had zero tolerance for something like this.
Yes, the Guardian Angels were killers.  But they were designed and trained to protect and destroy—custodio et mortifico. They were not bloodthirsty sociopaths who enjoyed killing. They were supposed to feel nothing when doing so. No matter what people thought of them, their cause was righteous. Every Angel firmly believed that.
“These events are called Heavenly Hunting Grounds and take place in abandoned areas outside the city,” Eleleth explained. “They also feature torture, snuff porn, and many other atrocities.”
“Where do they find the victims?” Nephilim asked. “Wouldn’t it be suspicious if people disappeared?”
“That’s where it gets really evil,” Adriel said. “They have connections to Sleep Well.”
“What?” Nephilim burst out. “Seriously?”
Sleep Well was one of the top five euthanasia providers in Olympias.
“Yep,” Adriel explained. “They harvest death candidates, which is why no one misses them when they’re gone. But instead of being put to sleep in a humane way, the victims are tortured, hunted, or fucked to death.”
Nephilim shook her head. “A very sophisticated concept. I have to give them that. No wonder OCPD has such a hard time finding them.”
“Sneaky bastards with connections in high places, if you ask me,” Adriel said.
“Good job, Adriel. How did you find them?”
“We wouldn’t have, but the High-Archangel gave us a hint right before you left for Olympias III.”
Nephilim had a hard time keeping a straight face and not showing her utter surprise, but Adriel caught a glimpse of it anyway.
“Yeah,” he answered her unasked question. “Metatron told us to look into Sleep Well. We combed through all the surveillance and data concerning them and got a lead on the organization. It wouldn’t have occurred to us if the High-Archangel hadn’t tipped us off.”
How did Metatron know about this? Nephilim thought but didn’t say it out loud. It would have been inappropriate to discuss such questions with her Powers. But the High-Archangel never failed to surprise and amaze her.
“You did a fantastic job, both of you,” Nephilim said, rising from her chair. “I will discuss next steps with the High-Archangel and let you know.”
“Apparently, they have an event planned tomorrow night,” Adriel said. “It could be a good opportunity to strike and take all of them out.”
“Excellent. Send me all data you have. I bet our friends at law enforcement will be delighted to hear what we got. And they will be deeply in our debt.”
A frosty smile flashed over her face as she walked to the door.
“Will do,” Adriel said.
“Now get some rest, both of you,” Nephilim said. “You did well.”
“How about a drink to celebrate?”
“Another time. Good night.”
She left the conference room and hurried to the garage and her motorcycle.
***
It was only a five-minute motorcycle ride from Guardian Angel HQ to Metatron’s home in the Inner Circle, but Nephilim deliberately took a longer route tonight. She needed some time to clear her mind.
She found it hard to believe that only eighteen hours ago, she’d been lying with Metatron in the shallow water of his pool, enjoying the tropical garden of his estate and each other’s naked company.
The news she had just learned from Adriel and Eleleth was explosive yet felt unimportant compared to the attack at the pyramid.
Although she had played it down to her Powers, the event had shaken her to the core.
Someone had attempted to assassinate Metatron. And almost succeeded.
Not only was this an attack on the whole corps but also a shocking incident for every Angel. It horrified Nephilim to the core.
Metatron was almost invincible to her—positively godlike. If someone could take him out, they could destroy every one of them.
Nephilim closed her eyes driving over the dark and mostly-empty Deathway, as she did so often to clear her mind. She felt the cool night wind brushing against her face and ruffling her hair.
The High-Archangel, of course, knew that within hours every Angel would be informed about what had happened. News spread like wildfire within the corps, and the incident would enrage and trouble them all. Metatron had been around longer than any of the regular Angels could remember. He wasn’t just their leader; he was a father figure and they worshipped him. None could imagine an existence without his leadership. He always knew what to do, no matter how serious the situation.
Nephilim assumed that was why he had summoned all Angels to a general assembly tomorrow afternoon, where he would demonstrate that he was fine and had suffered only minor damage.
Which was not the truth, but Nephilim understood why it was necessary. Her Powers’ faces had told her everything she needed to know. She, too, had lied to them, by downplaying Metatron’s injuries.
The truth was that the damage was severe and could easily have been lethal.
Nephilim was grateful that she had stepped in just in time but also felt terrible about the attack’s outcome. Her carelessness had led to his hand injury during the fight with the Wasps, which reduced his functionality when the robots attacked him.
Nephilim took a deep breath, letting the wind fill her lungs while countless lights flew past. She was driving so fast that the light sources were indistinguishable and melted into long ribbons of neon illumination.
The thought of losing Metatron almost paralyzed her. Goosebumps covered her biological skin when she remembered how they had realized the attack wasn’t over and more killing machines were approaching them.
She still could hardly believe what had happened next.
With a calm expression on his face, he had ordered her to find safety and leave him behind.
It was her duty to cover him, take the bullets meant for him, die for him. And she had been ready to do so.
Yet he had put her life before his own as if it were the most natural and logical, indeed the only possible, decision.
Nephilim felt shaken. Her mind, her emotions, her entire self were in turmoil.
Words were empty. Everybody lied. Everybody said things they did not mean.
Yet actions always spoke the truth. Particularly the ones in a stressful situation.
“You see the true character of a person in actions they commit under pressure.”
Metatron, of course, had told her this a couple of months ago.
And also this: “If you want to see who a person truly is, put them in a situation with no escape.”
Today, his own actions had spoken louder than any words ever could.
He would never tell her how he really felt about her, but it wasn’t necessary after today. She would never forget.
And she would kill whoever was behind all of this.
Her eyes blazed like blue fire as she rushed over the Deathway at breakneck speed. The beautiful, determined face would have terrified anyone who saw it.
A few minutes later, she arrived at the luxury skyscraper the High-Archangel resided in.
***
Metatron expected her, and Nephilim entered his apartment using the entrance code he had provided. She walked down the long hall straight to the living area, where her scan showed his location. He wasn’t alone.
Entering the huge, loft-like room, Nephilim found the High-Archangel sitting comfortably on a chaise lounge made of dark red leather, facing the panoramic windows and the city lights glittering beyond them. He wore a black silk robe that partly exposed his hairless chest. Metatron looked up and smiled when she entered.
Zephaniel sat on a lower stool next to him. He straightened into an upright position and licked his lips before turning his attention to Nephilim. It was absolutely clear what had happened here only seconds ago. He had given the High-Archangel fellatio. Nephilim, accustomed to finding the two men being intimate, paid little attention. She had been invited to join them many times. However, Metatron had not asked her to have sex with them for some time.
Soft music played in the background. Nephilim recognized the composer: Chopin. Metatron’s favorite. She immediately felt soothed by the music and the High-Archangel’s presence.
“Nephilim,” he said. “Come and take a seat.”
He pointed at an armchair and Nephilim saw that his hand had been stripped of the coating resembling human skin, exposing the titanium exoskeleton. The same applied to his right leg, which stuck out under his robe. Parts of the leg had been shattered.
“How do you feel?” Nephilim asked, sitting down.
Metatron waved his metal hand, moving his fingers slowly. Silicone muscles gave the Angels their strength and agility. Stripped of them, as Metatron’s hand and leg were, they could still move their titanium arms and legs, but slowly and without precision.
“Better. They patched me up temporarily. I will have surgery tomorrow morning with a full limb replacement.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Nephilim said.
Although wounded, the High-Archangel radiated power and confidence as if everything that had happened was a mere trifle. If he was concerned, he didn’t show it. She wondered if he was playing the same trick on her as she had earlier on Adriel and Eleleth.
Without being given a verbal command, Zephaniel got up and walked to the bar, where he poured three whiskeys. The ice cubes clinked softly against the expensive crystal.
“Do we know who is behind the attack?” Nephilim asked.
Metatron shrugged. “Someone from the Board. Possibly all of them.”
“Then this means war,” Nephilim said, cold determination clear in her voice.
The High-Archangel tilted his head, and his lips curled into a thin smile.
“Who would you like to go to war with, Nephilim?”
“Say the word, and I will storm the pyramid and kill every single one of them. I will make them suffer.”
Metatron did not answer. He simply watched her with his eerie eyes and an enigmatic smile on his face.
Zephaniel returned and handed the High-Archangel a glass. Both men took a sip from their drinks before Zephaniel gave Nephilim her whiskey.
She understood this gesture. Zephaniel was showing her her place in the food chain. His face was unreadable when he took a seat next to Metatron.
“I like your determination, Nephilim,” Metatron said. “But a bloodbath would make us the bad guys in this game. And it’s not how you win political schemes.”
“But they attacked us first!” Nephilim burst out. “They attacked you!”
“Oh, the Speaker called me and apologized in such an overly exaggerated way it was almost comical,” Metatron said, his metal fingers clinking against the glass. “It seems they’re worried we might do exactly what you just suggested.”
“Then maybe we should do what they expect.”
“What exactly did she say?” Zephaniel asked.
“Speaker Neftali claims it was an accident,” Metatron said. “A malfunction. A glitch in the security protocols that caused the bots to believe I’m an enemy unit and attack me.”
Nephilim laughed. “Yeah, right.”
“She says as soon as they noticed what was going on, the CEO entered the emergency stop code, which is why the remaining robots froze.”
“Why do you think they stopped the assault?” Zephaniel asked.
“I actually believe her explanation is plausible,” Metatron said. “Someone must have pulled the plug; otherwise the robots would have continued their attack. Since they claim it was a simple malfunction and not malicious, we can’t make a move against them. Because accidents happen, right?”
“So, we do nothing?” Nephilim asked with disbelief.
Metatron leaned back. “I didn’t say that, did I?”
“No, you did not.”
“You are absolutely right, Nephilim. We are at war. We have been at war with them for a long time. They are humans and we are not. We’re more than that, and that’s the reason they fear us.”
“They are right to fear us,” Zephaniel added.
“They are,” Metatron agreed, then quoted, “Yet the supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.”[8]
“I understand,” Nephilim said, taking a gulp of her drink. As always, Metatron had the finest quality liquor in his house.
She felt her nerves cool down. Metatron’s controlled composure and calculated mind had a calming effect on her.
The High-Archangel changed the subject. “Zephaniel, is there any progress on finding the leak among our human associates?”
The First-Archangel clenched his jaw. “No.”
Metatron turned his head and looked him in the eye. “Nothing?”
“We checked our databanks and surveillance but didn’t find anything suspicious. We questioned dozens of employees who work with sensitive data. Nothing.”
“So this is a dead end.”
Zephaniel clearly felt uncomfortable reporting such unsatisfying results.
“Maybe if we torture some of them—” he suggested, but Metatron cut him off.
“No. We will not torture innocents. Despite what people think of us, we’re not monsters.”
“Of course,” Zephaniel agreed quickly.
“There has been progress on the snuff ring case, however,” Nephilim said.
Metatron nodded. “Did your Powers find them?”
“Yes,” she said. “Transferring you all data now.”
Nephilim established a link and sent the evidence Adriel had given her to the High-Archangel.
Metatron frowned. “Those degenerates dress up as us? We will strike tomorrow and end this once and for all. I expect our friends at OCPD to stop hibernating and do their job in return. This Broker is obviously someone from the outside who was able to access extremely sensitive information about us. I want to know how this was possible. I want this piece of shit. Alive.”
A sadistic sneer flashed over his controlled face.
“I will talk to the detectives tomorrow,” Nephilim said.
The High-Archangel turned his attention to Zephaniel. “You may leave us now. I must talk to Nephilim.”
For a very brief moment, Zephaniel’s face fell, showing surprise and disappointment.
“But I thought—”
“You thought wrong.” Metatron cut him off, irritation in his voice. “Leave. I will summon you tomorrow.”
“As you wish,” Zephaniel said, back in control of himself. He finished his drink with one swig and got up. “Rest well, High-Archangel.”
On his way out, with his back turned to Metatron, he shot Nephilim a glance filled with hatred; Nephilim felt he wanted to strike like a venomous viper. She returned his gaze with a neutral expression.
“He’s jealous of you,” Metatron said once Zephaniel was gone, “even though I told him I wouldn’t replace him with you as First-Archangel. His position is safe. But he knows you’re better at everything, and it makes him anxious. He’s always been a bit insecure.”
Nephilim was surprised that Zephaniel felt insecure around her, but also that Metatron was perfectly aware of how his second in command felt. Nothing escaped his attention.
“You could have let him stay,” she suggested.
Metatron smirked. “No.”
He extended his robotic hand. She took it in hers and he pulled her to him.
“Nephilim,” he whispered, his metal hand stroking her face and neck. “You disobeyed my orders. Again.”
“I’m sorry,” she answered, looking into his face. “I could not follow this order.”
She watched his titanium hand slide over her body, which she found strangely arousing. It was the first time she’d seen how the artificial parts of an Angel actually looked without the human-like skin. She knew her limbs looked the same, that she was 70 percent machine. More machine than biological. Much more.
She was not human. And neither was he.
Sometimes, when she was alone, she struggled with confusing, disturbing thoughts. Doubts about who she was. If there was still humanity in her.
She suddenly realized that they were a new species. For the first time, she really understood what Metatron meant when he talked about that.
“You know,” he said, pressing his fingers against her biological flesh, “I should punish you.”
“You should.”
His fingers pressed harder, leaving little bruises where they touched her skin. Then he let go and pulled her onto his lap.
“No other Angel would have disobeyed my order to retreat, Nephilim. None of the Archangels would have either. Yet you…you are unique.”
“So are you,” she answered. “We need you. I need you.”
At her words, an emotion flickered over his face for a fleeting moment. Like none she had never seen on him before.  Regarding him, Nephilim saw softness. And deep beneath, pain.
“It was you who taught me about value,” she said. “And you have the highest value of us all. I couldn’t have obeyed an order resulting in your death.”
He smiled. “It seems, like everything, value is a matter of perspective.”
Gently, he pulled her face closer and kissed her. Nephilim was taken aback. Usually, his kisses were demanding. This was different, tender, but quickly growing passionate.
She took his face between her palms and caressed his cheeks and temples while he ran his metal hand over her body, creating intense new sensations.
“We are a new species,” she said, pulling off her shirt and bra and opening her pants. “And you created us.”
Nephilim thought he would respond, but he remained silent. Instead, he began stroking her upper body with his titanium hand. Starting at her neck, he went down to her breasts, watching attentively for her reaction. Nephilim closed her eyes, enjoying the touch of his artificial hand. She tilted her head and breathed heavily as she felt the metal moving around her nipples and pinching them.
A soft moan escaped her, and she arched her back while his hand moved down her belly and between her legs.
Shivers ran through her body as he stroked her.
“We are not human,” she whispered, opening her eyes to look at him, arousal making her voice husky.
“No, we are not,” he replied, piercing her with his eyes while he slid the fingers of his metal hand inside her. “We are better.”
Metatron held her hip firmly with his good hand as he moved his robot fingers deep inside Nephilim’s body.
She groaned and grabbed him by the shoulders, moving her hips to take him more forcefully inside her. Metatron watched as she came, her fingers digging into his shoulders, squeezing together his artificial and biological flesh and leaving heavy bruises.
He leaned forward and gently kissed her navel, then looked up into her ecstatic face and grinned.
“My turn.”






Chapter Thirteen


Para Bellum
Jake could hardly keep his countenance. Only years of training and even more years in this job prevented him from an outburst. But he knew it was crucial to radiate a calm assertiveness when dealing with them, so he kept his cool.
Nothing in his face or body language indicated his mental state as he and two of his people left the limousine and entered the upscale restaurant. Located in the Inner Circle, ironically not far from the pyramid, it was known as a place where the elites could enjoy complete privacy. The manager guaranteed no surveillance whatsoever.
This was, of course, a lie. The manager was a Rosprom agent and everything that happened on the premises ended up in Rosprom’s intelligence reports.
Jake removed his sunglasses as he entered the dining area. His outfit today was completely different from what Nephilim had seen him in. Wearing expensive designer clothes allowed him to blend in perfectly, as did the two lieutenants accompanying him.
Many people in the Inner Circle wore invisible implants, so no one would suspect that Jake and his men had none.
Not yet 11 a.m., the restaurant was almost empty; only a couple of patrons were eating breakfast. People who did not work but who were rich anyway and able to afford the astronomical prices. The restaurant served only the finest dishes, prepared with real food.
Jake and his agents passed through the dining area and by the manager, who gave them a discreet nod. No one would have noticed it, even if they were paying attention. Most Olympias residents, and particularly those in the Inner Circle, cared about nothing but themselves. It made Jake’s job here so easy.
The manager had followed Jake’s instruction to turn off the surveillance system when he was here. It was an unusual request, but Jake’s rank was high enough that no one questioned his decisions. He did not want other Rosprom agents to eavesdrop on his conversations.
Behind the dining hall was a lounge with dimly-lit alcoves secluded by silky curtains. This part of the establishment officially opened in the evening and was therefore almost deserted. Only one table in the back was occupied. One man sat there, having a drink at this early hour.
The lieutenants took a seat at the bar in the front while Jake walked toward the secluded rear. He took a deep breath.
“Good morning.”
Jake had hated this guy from day one. A treacherous rat, with an unnervingly smug expression.
Ironically, Jake shared his antipathy with his declared nemesis. He couldn’t possibly know that Metatron hated the man, too.
“Good morning,” Cillian Stavros said as Jake sat down facing him. “I took the liberty of ordering vodka. I thought it would be appropriate.”
He pointed at the full glass in front of Jake.
“Thank you, very considerate of you.”
He took the glass and swallowed the clear liquid in one gulp. If Stavros wanted a drinking contest, he could have it. Like every other agent, Jake was trained to sustain high amounts of alcohol when necessary. Stavros could only lose against an agent of Rosprom. Everyone would.
Jake’s cold grey eyes studied the arrogant little man as they both kept silent for a moment.
“We are not amused,” he finally said.
“Neither am I,” the Board member replied.
“Didn’t we have an agreement? I thought I made myself clear the last time.”
Stavros threw his hands in the air, irritated. “He knows, okay?”
“Who knows what?”
“That motherfucking tin-man!”
“What does Metatron know?” Jake asked in a menacing hiss.
“Not much, fortunately. But he learned somehow that you Ruskis are planning an offensive. He blew up the vague information he did have to such proportions that it made the rest of the Board shit their pants! I had everything rolled out to defund them, cripple them! Maybe get rid of the old bastard once and for all. And now this.”
Enraged, Stavros grabbed the vodka bottle and poured himself another drink. “How the fuck did he learn about your plans, huh?”
That’s a very good question, Jake thought, hiding his surprise.
“We will investigate,” he said. “Even so, that was no reason to try such a stunt.”
“It was a perfect occasion,” Stavros defended himself, gesticulating. “I thought he would be toast…but then she appeared. You should have seen what she did! What she’s capable of!”
I know what she’s capable of.
“She’s a fucking monster! An abomination.” The Board member seemed buzzed already and Jake wondered if he had been drinking all morning or was such a pathetic wimp that he couldn’t handle two vodka shots. “And then this damn stealth tech they have! The Board never approved it. Metatron had it developed on his own, and now they are the only ones who have it.”
“Board member,” Jake said slowly, pouring himself another drink. “We discussed Nephilim last time we met, didn’t we? I’m sure you still remember what we agreed upon?”
“Stop treating me like an idiot!” Stavros burst out. “Who do you think you are?”
“I am”—Jake leaned back, the glass in his hand—“the envoy of Rosprom. The power that will soon crush and destroy Olympias. You will be the only one from the Board who survives the attack and will benefit from it by becoming our governor here. Provided you play your cards right and stop panicking.”
Stavros turned red with fury. “I am not panicking!”
He grabbed the bottle and poured another shot. “I could sell you out to the Board and end your precious offensive before it even begins.”
Jake shrugged. “Go ahead. Make sure to give them the footage of our conversations while you’re at it.”
Cillian Stavros stared at him. “You wouldn’t.”
Jake flashed his charming smile. “Of course not. We’re friends, after all.”
He emptied his glass, let the other man stew for a moment, and turned serious again.
“We agreed that Nephilim is not to be touched. I’m sure you remember that. We had this conversation just the other day after your men tried to kidnap her without consulting me.”
“As I told you before, he taunted me at the party! It’s obvious she’s extremely important to him, and I wanted to hit him where it hurts most.”
“And I told you that she’s not to be touched.”
“Why do you think I stopped the combat bots as soon as I realized she was there? Why is she so precious to you, anyway?”
“That’s none of your concern. The High Command has its plans for her.”
That was a lie.
And Jake produced it so casually and professionally that he knew Stavros wouldn’t doubt his words.
Jake knew he was playing a dangerous game. The High Command didn’t have any special plans with Nephilim. They wanted her dead. As well as Metatron and all the Angels. But he would never let that happen.
Last time his feelings for Nephilim had hit him unprepared. But this time, things were very different. This time he had a plan. A plan that would not only save her from Metatron’s clutches but would make it possible for them to be together forever.
Provided this cretin who was drunk at eleven in the morning wouldn’t get Nephilim killed first. If anything happened to her, anything at all, Jake would strangle this pathetic piece of shit of a man with his own hands…
He realized he was getting carried away and quickly refocused on the conversation.
“Fine,” Stavros said, his eyes glassy from the booze. “I will refrain from trying to get rid of her—or him. Although I still believe things would be much easier if he was out of the game.”
“That is not for you decide,” Jake said. “In fact, your failed attempt on his life will make things more complicated. He will be more careful now, and I’m sure the whole Angel Corps is on highest alert. He isn’t just their commander, he’s their cult leader. They worship him. Your Board has allowed the Angels to grow into an independent power led by a charismatic sociopath.”
“Do you think we don’t know that? That’s why I want him gone.”
“All you managed to accomplish was to make the hydra even more dangerous.”
“What hydra?”
“Never mind.” Jake withstood the urge to roll his eyes. “From now on, we stick to the plan. Is that clear, Mr. Stavros?”
The Board member ground his teeth. “Clear. When do you plan to set things in motion?”
“Soon. Until then, proceed with the killings. We might not be able to kill the hydra, but we can weaken it.”
“Is that a metaphor?” Stavros had downed another shot and was now clearly drunk.
“Yes,” Jake said patiently.
This guy really was a moron. Of course, the High Command wasn’t really planning to make him governor. He was just a useful idiot — although admittedly a very useful one.
Jake poured himself another glass of vodka, emptied it, and got up. “Have a great day.”
Stavros’ only answer was a sullen look.
Halfway to the exit, Jake turned and said, “Please remember to stick to the plan, Governor Stavros.”
He gave his winning smile, winked, and left the restaurant.
“How did it go?” his lieutenant asked once they were back in the car.
“I need a secure line to Commander Zhilinsky ASAP,” Jake said. “We might have to begin the offensive sooner than we thought.”
This was not good at all. It meant he had less time to save Nephilim. He had to contact her and arrange a meeting. But how?
***
Nephilim spent most of the morning with Adriel and Eleleth preparing an assault on the Heavenly Hunting Grounds, which was expected to host a huge event that night.
Metatron had given her command over the mission, and she would not disappoint him.
The High-Archangel had surgery this morning to fully replace all his limbs. Since an arm and a leg had been damaged beyond repair, he had made the decision to get a full new set of the latest model.
Nephilim knew he had his own operating theater equipped with the best surgical robots and gadgets. He also had specialists who worked exclusively on him, equipping him with the latest prototypes developed in a hidden lab. She had never seen them. Metatron had sent her away before they arrived.
He had called for a general assembly at 1 p.m. where he planned to show himself and demonstrate that he was okay. It was important for morale, he had explained.
Right when Nephilim was about to discuss the raid’s final details with Adriel, she received a call.
“Detective Ferreira-Nunes, what a pleasure,” she answered it.
“The pleasure is all mine, Archangel Nephilim.”
“I heard about what happened at the pyramid,” he added in a serious tone. “Horrible. I’m glad you’re okay.”
“It was just a minor incident. Nothing to be concerned about,” she said, then quickly changed the subject. “I visited your homeland, Siro. Fascinating place.”
“Oh,” he said, hardly able to contain the excitement in his voice. “How did you like it?”
“I enjoyed my stay there very much,” she said with soft smile. Of course, she had enjoyed it for reasons other than the spectacular views. Although the views were nice too, she had to admit.
“Nice statue,” she added.
“Oh that,” he said. “Well—”
“Anyway, I was about to call you. I have news you’ll want to hear.”
“And here I was thinking you missed me and would like to go out again.”
“Maybe another time. Tonight I’m going on a raid. The snuff ring will be history by midnight.”
“No way! You found them? How?”
“Wasn’t that difficult.”
“May my partner and I assist with the raid?” He was clearly excited.
“I will consider it and let you know,” Nephilim said.
She wasn’t sure what Metatron would think about police involvement and wanted to consult him first.
“That’s fantastic that you found them,” Siro said. “I have good news, too.”
“You found the Broker?”
About time! She thought.
“Not yet, but we were able to lure him to a meeting.”
“When?”
“Tomorrow afternoon. But Nephilim, he he’s only expecting Spider and me. As much as I would like to see you again, I think it might be better if you leave this to us. What if he recognizes you? After all, he knows a great deal about the Guardian Angels.”
“That’s a good point. Tell me where you’re meeting him. I will watch from a distance.”
“Nephilim—”
“I don’t have time for discussions.”
He sighed. “Fine. We’re meeting at the food court in the Underground at four.”
“Well done, Detective. I promise not to intervene and to let you make the arrest. But after that, his ass is mine. Understood?”
“Loud and clear. Will you have another drink with me once this is over?”
Nephilim allowed herself a grin. Within one sentence, he had switched from all-business to flirtation. She would disappoint him, but there was no reason to tell him now.
“We’ll talk about that once you give me the Broker.”
“Deal.”
She ended the call. It was almost time for the general meeting.
When they arrived at the assembly hall, it was already full. Most Angels had arrived early and a nervous murmur buzzed in the air. Nephilim wasn’t surprised; they were likely worried because none of them knew exactly what had happened and whether their leader was okay.
Neither had Nephilim seen Metatron since early in the morning. She hoped he was doing well. The Powers entered the assembly hall and she went to the small adjacent room where Archangels met before important gatherings.
Uriel, Dumah, and Leliel were already there. She greeted them, but only Uriel mumbled an answer. He always had been the friendliest to her, whereas the two female Archangels made no secret of it that they couldn’t stand her. In a way, she could empathize. They had been doing the job for years before Nephilim showed up and immediately became Metatron’s favorite. Although they would never dare to say anything negative about Nephilim to the High-Archangel, they clearly showed their antipathy toward her when he wasn’t around.
Nephilim had become used to it and didn’t care.
At one o’clock sharp, the door opened and Metatron entered, Zephaniel in tow.
All eyes instantly focused on him. Nephilim was amazed at how fresh and rested the High-Archangel looked. No one could have guessed that he’d undergone major surgery just hours ago. Zephaniel’s face seemed carved from stone.
“Let’s do this,” Metatron said and walked toward the second door leading into the assembly hall. Nephilim noticed he was slightly taller. Apparently, the new legs were longer than the old ones. The extra height added to his impressive bearing, and he moved as smoothly as if he had used those legs for a long time.
When they entered the hall, everyone immediately went silent, and hundreds of neon-blue eyes turned to gaze at Metatron. In the black-walled room’s semidarkness the blue glow was eerie and disturbing.
Not long ago, Nephilim had part of the crowd waiting eagerly to receive new information from her leader. Now she followed Metatron and the other Archangels onto the small stage, and stood directly under the oversized wings painted on the black wall in neon blue—the Guardian Angel emblem.
Metatron moved to the front of the stage. Zephaniel stopped behind and to his right, while Nephilim and the other three Archangels arranged themselves in a line a few feet behind as tradition dictated.
Nephilim watched the doll-like Angel faces looking up to their leader as the High-Archangel began speaking.
“Angels. You’ve heard many rumors about what happened yesterday, and I am here to share the facts with you.”
He paused for a moment, letting his gaze wander over the crowd that clinging to his every word.
“It is true,” he said. “We have been viciously attacked. An army of highly-advanced combat robots tried to assassinate me.”
Although every Angel was a highly trained killer, Nephilim could clearly see dismay on many faces.
“They failed.” Metatron extended his arms in a dramatic gesture. “See for yourselves. I am perfectly fine. The pathetic attack caused only minor damage, and all combat Ais have been destroyed.”
Visible relief replaced dismay, and Nephilim could hear sighs in the crowd.
“However,” Metatron continued after a short moment of silence, “we are taking this cowardly attack seriously. We don’t know who was behind it, but we will find and destroy them.”
Nephilim felt goosebumps rising on her skin as she again witnessed the effect this man had on his followers.
“I need every single one of you at highest alert and functionality. Be ready, Angels. Be prepared.”
His voice began rising. “Prepare to fight. Prepare for war!”
He paused. The huge hall was as silent as if it were empty instead of filled with hundreds of people. Everyone held their breath.
Metatron raised his fist. “For the Guardian Angels Corps! For Olympias! Custodio et mortifico!”
“Custodio et mortifico!” they repeated as one, voices vibrating with excitement.
Metatron faced the crowd, and although she stood behind him, Nephilim knew exactly which smile he presented to the audience.
“Dismissed!”
***
Shortly after the assembly, he called her to his office.
She knocked and entered. The High-Archangel sat at his desk as usual, simultaneously working on multiple tasks.
“Nephilim,” he greeted her, all business. “I read your plan of action for tonight. Looks excellent.”
“Thank you.”
“I want to make some changes, though. It’s not enough to take out Heavenly Hunting Grounds.” He said the name with clear disdain. “I want the whole organization crushed. Tonight. This means we will simultaneously strike the Hunting Grounds’ event location and its HQ in Oldtown. You will lead both operations.”
Her eyes widened in surprise.
Metatron glanced up from his work. “You can do it. Remember when you connected to my POV after the party? You will do the same tonight. You will also connect to Adriel’s POV and lead him through the assault while obliterating the HQ with a smaller squad. You shouldn’t find much resistance there.”
“Certainly,” she said, excited about the new kind of task. “I had no idea I was technically capable of doing that. I thought only you could.”
He smirked. “I gave you a little upgrade with the last software update, and you’re the only one whose hardware is capable of this little trick—except mine, of course. I will supervise the whole operation from the control room and jump in if you encounter any issues. But you will have command over both units on the ground. I would normally send an Archangel to each location, but I want you to learn how to multitask and this is the perfect opportunity. I have full trust in you.”
“Thank you,” she said, “for giving me this opportunity and your trust.”
“I’m sure you won’t disappoint me. You never do.”
“The detective called me and asked if he and his partner can join the operation.”
A grin flashed over Metatron’s face. “You can tell him they are more than welcome to do so.”
Nephilim was a bit surprised. She’d expected Metatron to reject the OCPD presence at an Angel operation. “I will let them know.”
“Make sure they join you at the ring’s HQ, but only let them in after everything is over.”
“Copy that.”
“What about the Broker? Any news?”
“As a matter of fact, yes. The police found a way to lure him out but asked me to stay away until they’ve confirmed his identity and arrested him.”
Metatron’s eyes narrowed. “Wait until they’re sure it’s him, then strike and bring the piece of shit here. I can’t wait to have a conversation with him in one of our interrogation rooms.”
“I will see to that,” Nephilim assured him. “How do you feel?”
“Never felt better,” he said. “The surgery went well, and the new limbs feel great. Next time we spar, you’ll have no hope of ending up on top.”
“I did yesterday, didn’t I?” She tilted her head.
He chuckled. “I was handicapped.” Then he turned serious. “I have one more task for you, Nephilim. It’s extremely important.”
“Anything.”
He picked up a small device from his desk and handed it to her. “Take this. Deposit it at the snuff gang lair at a place where they store data or at the leader’s office. Make sure no one notices.”
Nephilim stepped closer and took the data device. “Consider it done. What is it?”
Metatron leaned back, a sharkish grin on his face. “A little gift for our friends at law enforcement. Make sure to drop it at a place they will find it, but don’t let anyone else know—not even your Powers. Understood?”
“Of course.”
“And Nephilim,” he added, “rescue the victims if you find any alive, but take no prisoners. I want this scum eliminated.”
She smiled. “It will be a pleasure.”
As she left his office, she clenched her hand firmly around the device he had given her. She would not disappoint him.






Chapter Fourteen


Hunting Party
“All units in position,” Adriel reported. “Awaiting orders.”
“Prepare for assault,” Nephilim answered over the comm.
It was a bizarre feeling to see through his eyes and her own at the same time. For the first couple of minutes, Nephilim felt dizzy and had a headache. She feared she wouldn’t be able to pull it off, but her brain soon adjusted to the double perception and the dizziness passed.
Now she was confident she would accomplish the mission successfully and make the High-Archangel proud.
Her surroundings were highlighted by her combat HUD, and she could see Adriel’s POV in a separate HUD above, almost like on a split-screen.
Resembling a pack of black wolves, two squads closed in on the Heavenly Hunting Grounds. The premises were located in an abandoned area thirty miles north of the Olympias city limits.
Most Olympias citizens never left the metropolis. It didn’t even occur to them; after all, Olympias offered them everything they could wish for—and more. But even if an adventurous spirit wanted to stray outside the city, it would be impossible. Very few owned private vehicles, not counting bicycles, so the citizens of Olympias could only travel as far as the end of the public transport line.
Most had no clue that many abandoned, destroyed, and overgrown structures from the pre-corporation era still existed beyond Olympias. Occasionally, groups of people secretly left the city and tried to start a life outside Olympias. It was forbidden. The Conglomerate would not allow anyone to escape their influence. Life in Olympias was perfect. It was the only acceptable lifestyle.
Yet autonomous settlements hidden off the grid with traditional, pre-corporate values and institutions—such as marriage, raising their own children, growing their own food, and living in communities—proved alternative lifestyles were possible. They had to be destroyed.
These settlements were among the reasons for the creation of the Guardian Angels. They protected Olympias from the other two corporations and domestic terrorists, but also tracked down and killed outcasts.
The Hunting Grounds premises Adriel and the rest of his squad approached were nothing like the makeshift settlements the Angels often raided. Someone had put quite a lot of money and effort into building a hunting ground for bloodthirsty rich people.
The area was located near a former small-town center. The buildings were in relatively good shape and had been cleared of overgrowth and debris, which could be found everywhere in abandoned areas.
Through Adriel’s eyes, Nephilim saw buildings which used to be little stores, a structure with a tower and a cross on top of it, and a small park now claimed by jungle-like vegetation. Next to it was a building that must have been a very basic restaurant with two oversized arches forming an M on its roof. The large windows had been shattered, and the walls were overgrown with moss. On the outer perimeters, Nephilim could see a huge, squat, rectangular building with almart written in big letters over the entrance, the first letter apparently missing.
The whole area was surrounded by walls high enough to pose an unbreachable obstacle for humans, but of course no challenge for an Angel.
As always, when they planned an assault, the target location had been thoroughly explored and scanned by recon drones before the Angels descended silently from their VTOLs.
But no one would have noticed if they had made noise. When the Angels arrived, the hunting party was already in full swing.
Two dozen armed, black-clad figures were having fun chasing and killing their unarmed victims. Desperate screams and occasional pleas for mercy could be heard.
Twenty armed members of the snuff gang and a dozen security bots guarded the area.
The people enjoying themselves were oblivious that the hunting party would take a dramatic turn for them. Soon the hunters would become the hunted when far more dangerous predators descended on them.
It wouldn’t be a challenge for the Angels; it would be a slaughter.
Nephilim waited for a moment, closely inspecting everything through Adriel’s eyes to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. She wanted this to be a zero casualty and zero injury mission.
“Strike,” she finally commanded.
The order was meant for Adriel’s squad on site and her own people crouching next to her.
Nephilim had sent Adriel to the Hunting Grounds brought Eleleth and two more Angels with her. All wore the tight Angel combat suits, fabricated of synthetic spider-silk; black helmets protected their heads and parts of their faces. Even without using stealth tech, they were barely visible to unenhanced human eyes.
Crouching behind a low wall less than a hundred feet from the target location, her team had waited for her command. The gang HQ was an old, rundown former office building on the outer premises of Oldtown. Here the inhabited part of the city merged with industrial areas that went on for dozens of miles. It was a very good location if someone did not want to be found because many buildings stood empty and crumbling. Hardly anyone ever came here—not even the filthier residents of Oldtown.
The five-storey building seemed empty at first glance. A closer look revealed that the old windows had been covered with layers to prevent light from shining out; it made the building appear deserted. But a trick like this didn’t fool the Angels. Their infrared scans showed them how many people were inside, where exactly they were located and whether they were armed.
Following her command, the three Angels set leaped into action.
Nephilim jumped from a crouch onto the wall with the agility of a cat. From there, she soared high into the air; her fingers grabbed the handle of her drone approaching from behind in high speed, quickly lifting her up.
Simultaneously, she watched Adriel approach the Hunting Grounds’ security wall and vault over it as if it were no higher than a chair.
Shadows moved to his left and right as other Angels sprang over the obstacle. Adriel drew his guns and executed the guard closest to him with a precise, silent headshot. Next to him, an Angel sliced a security bot in half, leaving only sparks flying in the dark. Adriel’s HUD showed the positions of other Angels killing their closest human and nonhuman enemies. In  three seconds, the squad had eliminated half the compound’s defense force without anyone noticing.
Nephilim’s scan picked up two men with rifles positioned on the roof below her.
They didn’t see nor hear her approaching. Like a silent, black spider in the dark, she dropped directly behind them.
Unaware that they were dead men walking, they continued their conversation.
“…so, what are you gonna do with your bonus?”
“Not sure, man. I was thinking of maybe buying a sexbot, but that shit is expensive.”
“Yeah. Why don’t you—”
The guard would never know what his friend was about to suggest. Two razor-sharp blades stabbed through their necks from behind. The thrusts were so forceful that one man’s Adam’s apple was pushed out of his throat. It flew over the roof like a bloody golf ball and crashed against the rail with an unpleasant mushy sound.
Nephilim paid no attention. As the two dead bodies collapsed, she was already on the move to the roof’s door.
Meanwhile, the two Angels accompanying her leaped through the windows of the second floor. Their suits easily absorbed the impact of bursting through the glass. Eleleth kicked the front door off its hinges and stormed through. Nephilim heard shouts of surprise followed by screams of horror.
Nephilim smashed the roof door open with her elbow and quickly ran down the stairs to the fifth floor.
As she ran she saw Adriel’s squad advance deeper into the compound like unstoppable battle machines. The gang had finally noticed that something was going on, but there was nothing left for them to do but die. With brutal efficiency, the Angels advanced, executing everyone in their way.
The Hunting Ground participants, were still utterly oblivious to what was going on. Occupied by their murderous game, they believed the screams and battle noises were part of the event.
Adriel’s HUD showed figures marked in red and others in green. Because they wanted to leave the victims unharmed, the software was programmed to automatically detect and mark  everyone who was armed in red and the others in green.
Nephilim’s attention was drawn by two men running down the hall below her, clearly alarmed by the noise of the attack. They didn’t notice her in their mad flight. She drew her pistols and shot them both in the back of the head.
A door on the side opened to reveal a hostile carrying a rifle. He aimed at Nephilim but never got the chance to pull the trigger. With ten times the speed of a human, Nephilim shot him in the face without turning her head.
She could hear a firefight downstairs, but she was positive that Eleleth and the two Angels would take out the remaining hostiles in no time.
Her HUD showed Adriel’s army now engaging the participants of the hunting party. Men and women of all ages and ethnicities wore black uniforms vaguely resembling the Angels’.
Adriel approached the demolished restaurant where three armed hunters were tormenting two unarmed prey.
Nephilim saw Adriel lift his guns, but then he lowered them.
“No one is to be spared,” Nephilim reminded him through the comm. “Kill them all.”
“Copy that,” Adriel answered. “They’ll be dead as doornails…in a moment.”
Silently, he approached the group as Nephilim watched through his eyes.
It was a gruesome scene. The hunters had commanded their victims to strip naked and now taunted the two women, who were shaking in terror. Next to them, a man with his skull cracked lay in a pool of his own blood. The hunted had tried to hide in the restaurant, but the hunters were equipped with motion detectors and other gadgets, making it easy for them to find their prey and enjoy the game.
“What’s up, guys,” Adriel said in a casual tone, approaching the group. “Having fun?”
None of the three wannabe Angels turned around. They assumed Adriel was just another event participant.
“Fuck off,” one of them said. “These are ours. Find your own toys.”
“Oh, I think I just found them.”
Although she couldn’t see his face, Nephilim could imagine his grin.
One of the victims looked up, her eyes widening as she realized who Adriel was. A real Guardian Angel.
“I told you to fu—” One of the killers turned around and froze.
“Hi,” Adriel said. “I heard there’s a party going on here.”
Knowing she had eliminated all hostiles on the floor but one, who had barricaded himself in an office, Nephilim stopped for a moment and smirked.
This was too good.
The guy staring at Adriel opened his mouth to say something, but he was too surprised and shocked to speak. Instead, he just glared into the glowing blue eyes of the Angel of Death in front of him.
“Guys…” he finally stammered.
The other two turned their heads, and Nephilim could see the horrified disbelief in their faces.
“You…” one began.
“Yep, assholes. I’m the real deal.”
Adriel charged. The three murderers didn’t even try to raise their weapons. They were no match for an Angel. They were cowards carrying weapons solely to attack unarmed, terrified civilians.
With his blade, Adriel impaled the man closest to him and ripped from his abdomen up to his neck. With his other hand, he grabbed the guy who had seen him first.
His titanium cyborg fingers pressed so hard against the man’s skull that he smashed it with his hand as if Adriel were a nutcracker with a walnut.
The third one had time to let out a shriek of pure horror before Adriel removed his blade from the other’s corpse and slashed him with such speed and inhuman force that he cut him in half.
“Don’t worry,” Adriel addressed the two women in a friendly voice. “You’re safe now.”
Covered in blood, brain tissue, and goo from the three perpetrators, they stared at him with shock in their eyes. Then one of them collapsed.
“Sweet,” Nephilim said.
“I thought you might enjoy that,” Adriel answered.
“Totally. Now go and eliminate the rest of the scum.”
“Copy that.”
He left the restaurant and joined his brothers-in-arms in their own hunting party.
Nephilim turned toward the locked iron door in front of her and shook her head with a slight grin.
The guy inside guy believed that he could stop an Angel?
She swung around to build momentum and kicked in the door with the force of a machine.
The door fell from its hinges, and Nephilim stormed inside.
She found a middle-aged man cowering behind a desk. Instead of trying to attack, he lifted his arms.
“Please,” he begged in a mere squeak. “Don’t kill me. Please!”
Nephilim inspected the room. This was exactly the place she was looking for. The man maybe wasn’t the leader of the gang but definitely a supervisor. The office was ringed by holo-screens of various sizes. Some were off, but others showed scenes that would have turned a normal person’s blood to ice.
People were being tortured, raped, and mutilated in unspeakable ways. Some of them were children. The biggest screen showed the hunting party in full swing, but not the way it had been planned. The Angels were about to finish off the remaining wannabe-hunters, showing no mercy.
“Please,” the supervisor pleaded again. “Don’t hurt me—”
“How many people have you seen begging for their lives?” Nephilim answered with a cold voice. “Did you let any of them live?”
“I…um—” he stammered desperately. “Please, I can give you names…data.”
Nephilim considered. This man could be of value. But then she remembered Metatron’s order not to spare any of them. Besides, the videos stored in this room would provide more than enough evidence to find and bring to justice anyone who appeared in them. Much more data was most likely stored on the server, which her scan indicated was in the adjacent room.
She looked down at the pathetic man, his face contorted in fear. He would not get away.
Nephilim lifted her hand and shot him in the head. His brains splattered through the holo-screen behind him and onto the wall.
She reached into her pocket and produced the data device Metatron had given her. It was why he had stormed the upper floor alone, to deal with the placement of the device unobserved. Nephilim walked around the desk and opened a drawer stuffed with junk. She placed the data device in the middle of it. It wouldn’t look suspicious there, but the police would surely find it.
“Clear,” she heard Eleleth over the comm. “But we found some very ugly stuff in the basement.”
“Upstairs is clear, too,” Nephilim said, closing the drawer.
“We’re almost done here,” Adriel reported. “No casualties, no injuries.”
“Flawless,” Metatron chimed in. “Well done, people.”
“Fantastic job, Nephilim,” he added on the channel the two of them shared. “No one could have done it better. You can bring in your friends from the police now.”
Nephilim established a connection to Siro’s phone. As instructed, the cops had been waiting nearby.
“All clear, Detective,” she said. “Bring in a team of forensics. And body bags. Lots of them.”
***
Back at HQ, Nephilim went to the VTOL landing platform, located under the atrium in the middle of the black cube. She watched as the oversized hatch opened and the aircraft landed vertically, its massive turbines generating negligible noise and heat.
The hangar was five storeys underground, with space for multiple black VTOLs and other aircraft the Angels used for missions.
The engines stopped and the plane’s hatch opened, creating a ramp. Two dozen black-clad figures emerged and silently lined up in front of Nephilim.
Metatron usually performed the debriefings after successful missions; only occasionally did he send an Archangel to do it for him. Today he was too busy and had asked Nephilim to act as his proxy.
“Angels,” she addressed the squad. “You performed flawlessly tonight. The mission was perfectly executed with no casualties or injuries on our side. The High-Archangel is very pleased, and he sent me to express his gratitude. Once again, you showed what we are capable of. We are unstoppable. Custodio et mortifico!”
“Custodio et mortifico!” they answered as one, and Nephilim could see pride and satisfaction shining on their faces. They felt no remorse over killing more than fifty people, which was exactly as it was supposed to be. All that mattered was that they had succeeded and proven their value.
Nephilim smiled, unaware how much she resembled the High-Archangel during the debriefing.
“Dismissed!”
As the squad moved to the exit, Adriel stayed behind.
“You did a great job,” Nephilim said.
“Thanks. It was an easy mission. Remember when I told you about this club I went to last year? Where people pretend to be hunters and prey and chase each other? But instead of killing each other, they fuck? Today reminded me of that, but it was so much better.”
“No, I don’t remember. It must have been in the time of my memory glitch.”
“Of course,” he answered quickly.
Nephilim tried to remember what Adriel was talking about. The partial amnesia was really bugging her.
Suddenly a memory flash appeared in her mind.
She and Adriel walking through Prosperity Park, laughing.
“We are real hunters,” Adriel says.
The scenery changes abruptly and Nephilim sees them standing in front of an old hangar on an overgrown airport.
“Why are you doing this to me, Neph?”
So much despair and emotion in his voice.
Nephilim blinked, confused.
“You okay, Neph?”
“Yes, of course,” she said. “I think you earned a drink. Wanna go somewhere and grab one?”
He beamed. “You don’t have to ask me twice!”
They left the hangar and headed for the elevator.
“Hey, Neph,” he said after a moment of silence. “I actually enjoyed having you in my head. But you’re not planning to peek when I go to the bathroom, are you?”
She laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of it!”
“I’m glad. You know, a guy needs his privacy at certain times…”
“Adriel,” she said, amused, “we are constantly connected to the grid. Control can link into our POVs at any time. They’ve probably seen you in the bathroom more than once.”
“Pah, I don’t care what those guys see or not. It’s different with you…”
Nephilim chuckled. “I swear I’ll be a good girl.”
“Why does that sound odd coming from you?”
“Shut up, or I might take a peek after all.”
They were in good spirits as they left HQ and headed for The Velvet.
Nephilim was very pleased with how the mission went and with herself. And Metatron was, too.
Tomorrow would be even better. Tomorrow, she would bring him the Broker.






Chapter Fifteen


The Broker
Finwick was excited but also a bit anxious. After battling with himself for quite a while, he had decided to meet with the new potential clients.
At first, he had wanted to be cautious and stick to his rule of never meeting anyone in person.
But Stella was convinced the clients were real and trustworthy. She said they had paid her a nice bonus just for approaching him and that they were interested in a long-term partnership that would prove extremely lucrative for all parties.
Apparently, they were some money-shitting, high-ranking Inner Circle members who had a lot to lose if their endeavor went wrong. Which was why they wanted to meet in person before they decided whether they could trust the Broker.
The clients would first send two trusted surrogates to check him out. Once they knew they could trust him, there would be a real meeting in the Inner Circle.
Finwick guessed the clients were VIPs of some sort, or possibly members of the Board. Like almost everyone else, he had never set foot in the Inner Circle and likely never would. This could be a unique opportunity to get a glimpse of the “Forbidden City,” and who knew what benefits such a connection would bring him in the future?
After tortuously evaluating the pros and cons for half a day, he had finally agreed to the meeting.
Not without precautions. After all, he wasn’t an idiot.
Although unlikely, this could be a trap set by authorities or, more probably, by rival cybercriminals. Finwick wasn’t concerned that the police would ever find him, but he knew for a fact that many shady personalities on the black-market tech scene would kill to get their hands on his knowledge.
Finwick would first scout from a safe distance and try to find more information about the people he was about to meet before engaging them. If anything looked fishy, he would be gone—and Stella fired.
It was late afternoon and therefore busy in the Underground when he entered through a side entrance used by vendors. Whenever he had business here, he avoided the main tube and stayed in the shadows.
Finwick wore a grey coat with a hood that covered his distinctive red hair and most of his face. A small, portable holo-screen covered his left eye. Connected to his neural implant, he could review data pulled directly from his servers back home over a secure line. He had it all figured out.
Carefully but casually, he approached the food court in the center of the Underground where the main tube and the two side arms met. The area was open up to the upper floor, which mainly led to the Masquerade, some smaller bars, a night club, and a brothel for outdated sex-bots.
When he was close enough to scan the people in the food court, he stopped and pretended to study the ad of a store selling used neural implants. Most such implants came from dead people and were stolen from the crematories, where they were extracted and recycled by authorized corporation manufacturers before the human remains were processed into fertilizer. However, some came from implant harvesting gangs, and Finwick still felt his blood run cold when he thought about his own experience with those barbaric criminals.
He shook off the traumatizing memory and forced himself to focus.
Finwick peeked at the food court and began to study the people sitting there. Most were typical Underground clientele there to have a cheap protein dish or share some booze with their shady friends. Visibly augmented people with oversized implants sticking out of their heads and limbs so fake they almost seemed comical. Bulky men displayed fluorescent tattoos of poor quality and oversized prosthetic arms intended to make them look dangerous and maybe find them jobs as bouncers or muscle for a lowlife businessman. Many haircuts and clothes looked hopelessly out of fashion compared to styles sported by residents outside Oldtown. Finwick thought a lot of the stuff people showed off here had been fashionable when he was a child, circa 2077.
Although he had been living in Oldtown for over a year, he still had not figured out if the residents didn’t know how to dress better or simply didn’t want to. Did they stick to old-fashioned chic to stand out from the rest of Olympias? Was it a way to flip off the otherwise perfect society?
After studying the patrons for a while, two figures attracted Finwick’s attention: an annoyingly handsome man with brown skin and a slender woman wearing a hooded trench coat. At first glance, they didn’t seem much different than any other Oldtown resident. But when he looked more closely, it became clear they were masquerading. They were people from outside the Oldtown bubble trying to blend in.
It wasn’t entirely unusual. Outsiders often visited the district seeking adventure, entertainment different from what was offered in the rest of the city, or cheap electronics.
But Stella had told him to look for a man and a woman in their early thirties. It had to be them. No doubt the woman was hiding some exclusive implants under her hood.
Finwick activated his holo-screen and focused its virtual HUD on their faces. The software instantly produced a closeup. Finwick established a safe connection between his neural implant and his servers at home. The woman’s face was only partly visible and therefore difficult to scan, but the annoyingly handsome guy was on full display. Within a second, the software scanned his face and ran it through the Olympias databank—to find nothing.
Finwick furrowed his brow. That was odd.
Maybe these two were so high up the food chain that they weren’t listed in the regular citizens’ databank. Or maybe…
He wasn’t an ordinary citizen either but had some unusual tricks up his sleeve.  Remotely, he authorized his system at home to access the databank for Olympias authorities. This was a highly illegal hack, but he had done it many times and had never been caught. In fact, the databank for authorities wasn’t such a big deal to break into. The only network that was impenetrable was the Guardian Angels’.
The software scanned the man’s face. A second later it found a match.
“Holy shit,” he silently mumbled to himself.
The annoyingly handsome guy was a cop. An OCPD detective.
And that wasn’t all. The internal police server also reported that he was assigned to the murdered Angels case.
Finwick paled. Why were they after him? He had nothing to do with the murders!
And why would Stella sell him out? How did they even find her?
He didn’t have time to evaluate those thoughts now. A red alarm flashed over his HUD.
He was being hacked! Someone had noticed that he was uploading illegal data. Someone nearby.
No. It was impossible. No one had that ability…no one but…
Finwick’s body froze in horror.
He ran a counterattack, and the HUD showed him where the hack was coming from.
His world spun as he lifted his head and looked up to the upper floor’s balustrade above the food court.
There she was.
His dream girl and worst nightmare.
Nephilim.
Dressed entirely in black, of course, she radiated such power and confidence that it took his breath away. Even though she wore dark sunglasses to hide her eyes, it was hard to believe that no one paid her attention. She was a dark menace. A deadly predator on the lookout.
Finwick couldn’t help but stare at her. Although he knew all too well she was after him, that she probably didn’t remember him, that he should be running for his life, he was mesmerized and, oddly enough, aroused.
Everything moved in slow motion as she turned her head and stared directly at him.
Time froze as he held his breath.
Suddenly, he felt a push. A random passerby, drunk or high, bumped into him and kept walking.
It was enough to wake Finwick from his self-inflicted stupor. He turned and ran.
***
So this was how it felt. Being chased by them.
Back when he worked at Guardian Angel HQ, he sometimes wondered how it felt to be hunted by the Angels. But then he’d become distracted by his admiration for them, especially the female ones. Besides, he was on their side, he told himself. He would never end up being chased by them. Why would he?
How wrong he had been.
It was scary for anyone to be chased by a brutally efficient killer-cyborg. But Finwick knew exactly what they were capable of. He knew there was no escape.
Nevertheless, like everyone else, he would still try.
Finwick sprinted along the side-tube he had come from and away from the food court. Faster than he had ever run before.
Panic threatened to overwhelm him, to freeze him. He forced himself to move.
Although the HQ human associates were not allowed anywhere near the interrogation rooms, everyone still knew what was happening there. The most horrifying stories of torture and death circulated among the employees. If even a small part of them were true, ending up in one of the interrogation rooms was the worst nightmare imaginable.
Finwick knew if he kept running straight down the tube, Nephilim would catch up to him in no time. No human could ever outrun an Angel, not even a well-trained and augmented one. And he had never been to the gym in his entire life…
He had only one chance.
Less than fifty feet away was a hidden door. It led to a tunnel used by smugglers for unauthorized tech and other illegal business. He knew where it was from back when he used to spend a lot of time in the Underground. If he was lucky, he could reach it before she reached him. 
To get to him Nephilim had to navigate the food court, which was packed with people. It would slow her down. At least he hoped so.
Finwick fought the urge to look back. He had to keep moving; it was his only chance.
Only a few more steps and he reached the security door. For a horrible second, he feared the entrance code had been changed since the last time he’d been here. He lifted his shaky fingers to type it into the panel.
It hadn’t been. He sighed with relief as he heard the click of the mechanism springing into action and opening the door.
Yet, he couldn’t resist any longer. Finwick turned his head and looked back.
At first, he could hardly believe his luck when he saw Nephilim still standing on the first floor where he had first spotted her.
She had retreated a couple of feet.
Then she sprinted, going from zero to impossible in the blink of an eye. With one powerful step, she jumped onto the balustrade and leaped forward using her incredible momentum.
Like a black jaguar, she crossed a distance of seventy feet. Instead of fighting through the crowded center square, she simply jumped over it.
Finwick’s jaw dropped as she landed on the handrail on the opposite side with the precision and grace of an acrobat. The people dining below didn’t even notice the black shadow flashing over them.
Nephilim didn’t slow down. A second later, she had crossed the platform upstairs.
Run, you idiot! Finwick told himself. Yet he couldn’t help but stare like a deer in the headlights.
Nephilim took another leap and dropped into the side tube, a mere fifty feet from Finwick.
For a moment, he saw her face. It was as gorgeous as ever, but now frozen into the focused, ice-cold mask of a killing machine. Finwick’s hair stood on end.
Recklessly, she pushed aside some people with the misfortune to stand in her way so forcefully, they stumbled and fell to the ground. Then she charged him.
At the very last second, Finwick entered the tunnel and slammed the door behind him.
An unbreakable obstacle for a human, he knew it would not hold off an Angel for long.
The short passage led to a second door. He hadn’t even reached it when he heard her crashing against the massive obstacle.
Thank goodness she didn’t manage to smash it open on the first try, but he knew it was only a matter of seconds.
Stitches stabbed his side and panic cramped his heart as he reached the second door and opened it.
Behind it was a huge, open, dimly-lit space. A former parking garage for Underground shoppers in the pre-corporation era, it was now used as a storage area and a site for deals too illegal to be done in the open.
Right next to the door was a huge button on the wall. Finwick pressed it while sprinting by.
An alarm shrilled, echoing eerily off the dark concrete walls.
It had been installed in case the place was raided by authorities, which occurred very rarely but was a risk the people doing business here had to prepare for.
Suddenly, the secret place rang with noise and filled with people coming from every shady corner and alcove and running in all directions.
Many ran to the rear where urine-stained stairs led to the surface; others rushed toward the door they expected law enforcement to breach. Yells and bellowed commands echoed from the grey concrete walls.
Many of the “businessmen” operating here had hired thugs to protect their valuable goods. Finwick saw bulky, badly augmented men and women running past him to take cover behind some corroded car wrecks from the pre-corporation era. They expected police or AI units to show up. Had they known who was coming, they surely would have run in the opposite direction like everyone else, even though some were armed with highly illegal firearms.
Finwick took little notice of the crazed crowd. He ran as fast as he could. If he could reach the other side and escape to the surface, he might have a chance.
He heard a massive thump and knew that Nephilim had broken through the first door.
Even though she was chasing him and might even kill him, Finwick experienced the absurd fear that she could get hurt when she encountered the twenty or so thugs in position to welcome her.
No. They wouldn’t stop her, and he knew it. Those people were as good as dead.
For sure, she had scanned the area and knew what was waiting for her. Most Angels would wait for backup in such a situation, but not Nephilim. Once in motion, she was an unstoppable force of nature. Those thugs at the entrance might as well try to stop an avalanche or tsunami.
A second later, the dying began.
Shots were fired, followed by screams of agony and shrieks of panic.
Finwick again couldn’t resist; he turned his head and looked, even though he knew it was stupid. In movies, only complete idiots looked back in similar situations.
What he saw wasn’t a fight; it was a slaughter.
A head flew through the air followed by limbs. The blink of an eye later, two men collapsed, shot in the head. Out of nowhere, a phantom, an invisible wraith, was killing everyone standing in her way.
Finwick held his breath, watching the horrifying scene unfolding behind him. He’d heard rumors that the Guardian Angels had developed new stealth technology, but he had never seen anything like it before.
The air shimmered slightly when Nephilim moved, but she was so fast that no one could counterattack or try to aim at her with their weapons. Within seconds, she had decimated half the thugs foolish enough to take a stand against her.
How could anyone withstand an invisible enemy ten times faster than a human?
Stunned, Finwick watched as a huge dent appeared on one of the rusty car wrecks, the old metal squeaking under the powerful impact of Nephilim landing on its roof. The air flickered as she spun, shooting multiple hostiles in the face or head. The rest of the thugs began to run, pure terror in the normally tough guys’ eyes.
Finwick realized he had stopped running as he watched the slaughter behind him.
All those people were dying because of him.
The realization made him feel sick in his stomach. In a selfish attempt to escape the inevitable, he had brought death to men and women who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Of course, most of them were criminals; many wouldn’t hesitate to hurt people themselves. But still…
Panicking people were running past him now. Screams echoed from everywhere.
Finwick forced himself to move. He could make it…only a little bit farther…
Distracted by what was happening around him, he stumbled over an old tire and fell. The impact robbed him of his breath, and blood filled his mouth as he hit the concrete with his chin.
Get up! he told himself, desperately. Get the fuck up!
Somehow he managed to mobilize all his remaining strength, and ignoring the burning pain in his bloody chin, he got up. Not daring to look back, he continued to run.
Two of the thugs, much stronger and faster, ran past him heading for the exit, which was now so close.
A second later, both of them collapsed, their heads cracked open by two precise shots. Finwick shrieked as a spray of warm blood hit his face.
“Freeze!” said a familiar voice, yet unfamiliar in its coldness. “Or I will shoot you in the spine.”
Finwick stopped short.
It was over.
He knew her well enough to know that she never made empty threats. Nephilim would do exactly what she said.
Petrified and breathing heavily, he slowly lifted his hands, fingers shaking. Sweat ran down his body, and blood dripped from his chin.
“Turn around!”
He did as she asked. During his flight, his hood had slipped off to fully expose his hair and face.
At first, he saw nothing. Then the air flickered in an unnatural way.
Like a ghost, she materialized directly in front of him. Her hand held a gun, pointed directly at him.
Finwick felt faint and desperately sucked in air.
The slaughter reminded him of when she came to save him, eliminating a whole army of implant harvesters on her way. Now she had come for him again, eliminating everyone who stood in her way. The only difference was that she didn’t come to save him this time. And no one would save him from her.
Yet he couldn’t help himself. Looking at her, his heart started beating harder. He had missed her so much…
She stared at him in silence.
“Nephilim,” he whispered. “It’s me. Finwick.”
Suddenly, she blinked in an odd, unnatural way, and her facial expression changed from the stone of a killing machine into a soft human face. So beautiful…and confused.
A crazy hope flooded Finwick. Did she remember him after all? If they had erased her memory, it would be impossible. He knew very well how such a procedure went.
And yet…
“Nephilim,” he repeated. “Please, don’t hurt me. It’s me…can’t you remember?”
The confusion in her face seemed to grow. She squinted her eyes for a moment as if she had a headache. When she opened them, her expression had changed.
“Fin…” she whispered, lowering her gun.
His eyes welled with tears; he couldn’t stop it. “Nephilim…you remember.”
Without thinking, he stepped forward and hugged her.
Hugged a woman who had just killed twenty people in cold blood. Hugged the most dangerous and feared predator in Olympias.
Slowly, she wrapped her arms around him and he couldn’t hold back any longer. Tears filled his eyes and flowed down his cheeks, the saltiness stinging in the wound on his chin.
“Fin…” she repeated. “You are the Broker?”
He nodded, unable to speak.
“Why? Why did you sell us out?”
“I’m sorry, Nephilim! I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to…I would never want you to get hurt!”
She took his face between her hands. The sensation was incredibly soothing. Almost as if she was transferring some of her own strength and assertiveness. His tears stopped flowing as he gazed at her.
Then she said something that filled him with endless relief and broke his heart at the same time.
“You need to go, Fin.”
“You’re letting me go?”
She stroked his face before she pulled back, and he instantly felt the absence of her touch.
“I am,” she said calmly. “Run, Fin. Hide. Next time I won’t be able to protect you.”
He nodded, backing off a step. “Thank you, Nephilim. You are an angel.”
She smiled, and it felt to him as if the sun would rise after a seemingly endless night.
“I’m a fallen angel.”
He frowned. “Won’t you get in trouble for letting me go?”
Nephilim didn’t answer his question. Instead, she said, “Go now. Hurry.”
He nodded and turned, but then stopped after a few feet and looked back at her. This time he would not wait until it was too late, like he did last time. He had regretted it every single night, ever since.
Not this time.
“I love you.”
Nephilim smiled. She did not need to say it, but he knew she knew. She had known all along. He nevertheless wanted to tell her.
“Run.”
He did. As fast as he could, he ran to the exit. He didn’t dare  look back again as he knew that he would then stay, no matter what.
***
Siro Ferreira-Nunes was more frustrated than he’d ever been in his life.
It had been a total failure, and he still didn’t quite understand why. Stella had assured them the Broker would show up, yet he didn’t. They had been so close, so damn close to catching the son of a bitch, but somehow he had smelled the trap.
Siro had not spotted Nephilim at the food court, and he wasn’t even sure if she had been there. Most likely she had and was pissed off that they had wasted her time.
Instead, the AI police later reported a deadly shootout in one of the smuggler hideouts near the Underground. Neither he nor Spider would investigate because such events weren’t on their beat. And frankly, no one cared if rival gangs blew each other’s heads off. It happened regularly, and as long as it didn’t pose a threat to Olympias and stayed in the underbelly of Oldtown, the authorities turned a blind eye.
They were back to square one since it would be pointless to try to use the girl again to lure out the Broker. Which also meant Siro would not get laid anytime soon.
Well, he could get laid if he wanted to. All he needed to do was visit one of the countless bars and clubs specializing in hookups, but it wasn’t what he wanted.
The longer he thought about it, the more he wanted to sexually experience a true Guardian Angel. And Nephilim wasn’t just any Angel. But the key to opening her legs was the Broker.
Even worse, he could forget about the promised promotion. His boss would be everything but amused.
Siro sighed in frustration.
He had decided to work late. It would soothe him and focus his thoughts. Spider, of course, had gone home after calling him crazy. And she was right.
He’d been obsessed with the case from the start.
At least the snuff ring was history, which was a great success. However, the OCPD had little to do with it. The Angels had uncovered the ring and annihilated it. All Siro and his people had been allowed to do was clean up after them.
And it had been a massive job. The remains of the gang members eliminated by the Angels weren’t the worst of it, either.
In the basement of the building, the police had found the mutilated remains of tortured human beings. Unspeakable cruelties had been committed in this building, the Hunting Grounds and other locations. It would take weeks, if not months, to analyze the full extent of the horrors committed by the gang. The snuff organization had been operating for months, if not years.
A full team of investigators had been assigned to study the bloodcurdling evidence. The first arrests of patrons of the “snuff brothel”—as the place of horrors had been named by Siro’s colleagues—had been already made, and many more would follow. Forensics had found tons of DNA, most but not all belonging to the victims. And then there were videos. Endless amounts of snuff porn. Shit so terrifying and disgusting that it beat anything Siro had ever seen, and he had seen a lot.
Fortunately, he didn’t have to watch and analyze it. Lower-ranking officers and investigators would have to deal with it.
The Guardian Angels had done the OCPD and Olympias itself an incredible service by revealing and ending this nightmare. Nephilim had kept her part of the bargain, and it drove Siro even more mad that he didn’t deliver the Broker as promised.
He sat in his office for a while, brooding and staring into a cup of cold coffee as if it could give him the answer to his problem. Finally, he got up and went to the basement storage room dedicated to storing the vast amount of evidence in this case.
He wasn’t really sure what he was looking for, but he hoped to find data pointing to whoever was the mastermind behind this whole disgusting operation. The pathetic guy executed in the supervisor’s office surely had only been a henchman.
Absorbed in his thoughts, Siro began to browse through the boxes containing everything found in the supervisor’s office. Most investigators had been assigned to the seemingly endless digital evidence they had acquired from the servers, but Siro knew from experience that the real treasures were often found in unexpected places.
He stopped short. Almost everything stored in the boxes could only be classified as junk. Everything but one piece.
Siro plucked out a data device and turned it over in his hand. He furrowed his brow, studying it. It was small and nothing special, a standard storage device sold everywhere. The supervisor had likely uploaded some private porn or clumsy poetry attempts. But maybe not.
Siro’s gut said he had found something of interest. And in his many years as an investigator, he had learned to always listen to his gut.
The snuff gang had stored everything on their servers and computers. If this device contained data, it had been placed there deliberately. Someone had tried to hide it among all kinds of worthless stuff. But why?
Siro decided to find out.
Data stick in hand, he went back to his office. On the way there, he got himself some fresh coffee from the vending machine and wrinkled his nose after taking the first sip. If he lived here for a hundred years, he would never understand how people could drink this brackwater.
He ran a scan on the device to ensure there was no malware or other nasty stuff on there. Then he plugged it into his desktop.
He watched the computer open the files, curious about what he would find. Hopefully, it was not some random private stuff after all…
A warning flashed on his holo-screen, informing him the data on the stick was encrypted. Ah, this was getting interesting!
Lucky for him and unlucky for whoever the device had belonged to, OCPD detectives were equipped with the latest decryption software, able to crack most encryption codes.
A grin on his face, Siro leaned back in his chair and took a sip of his coffee, waiting for the software to do its magic.
When the data device's content appeared on his screen, Siro’s eyes widened as he almost choked on his coffee.
“Shit,” he mumbled after the coughing passed, staring at the screen in disbelief.
What he saw there was explosive. It was nuclear. And it was horrifying beyond imagination.
This could catapult his career into spheres he had never even hoped to reach. Or get him killed.
“Fuck me…”
“No, thank you. Been there, done that,” a very familiar, sarcastic voice said.
Siro jumped in his chair and spilled coffee over his suit.
He switched off the holo-screen as he turned to the door.
Kate laughed, shaking her head. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Since when are you so jumpy?”
He grabbed a tissue and began to clean the coffee off his suit.  It would have to go to the dry cleaner, but he didn’t really care. His brain was still frozen in shock and excitement by what he had just discovered.
It was so hot, he’d already decided to keep it secret for now. Even from Kate. Until he knew what to do with it.
“I’m seeing a ghost,” he finally answered. “You can’t be Spider. Spider’s at home and sound asleep.”
Kate sighed, turning serious. “Spider wishes she were in bed. But not today.”
“What happened?”
Pretending to mop some coffee off his desk, he grabbed the device and discreetly disconnected it from his computer, hiding it first in his palm and then in his pocket.
“They found a new one,” Kate said, frowning. “Very fresh. Must have happened less than an hour ago.”
“A new what?” Siro asked, his thoughts still focused on his discovery.
“Another fallen Angel.”
“Oh, fuck...”
“Yeah. And I’m afraid this case will be particularly nasty.”
Siro lifted his eyebrows and rose from his desk.
Kate nodded grimly. “It’s someone we know.”
When they left the office, Siro Ferreira-Nunes clenched his fingers around the little but highly explosive treasure in his pocket. He could feel the heat it seemed to radiate.






Epilogue


Behind Blue Eyes
Metatron stood at the panoramic windows in the living area of his apartment, studying the city; endless columns of lights glimmered against a sky that never really turned black. No stars were ever visible over Olympias City, and most residents had never seen them with their own eyes.
But Metatron had. He remembered. He remembered everything.
How the world used to be, in all its beauty and ugliness.
He had not switched on the lights in his apartment; the only illumination came from outside. He saw his own reflection in the window. A black shadow. Like a specter. An angel. Or a demon.
His neon-blue eyes glowed in the darkness. In the glass, they appeared like tiny universes filled with stars in the reflection of the city lights.
Metatron knew she was coming. He had expected her hours ago but didn’t pressure her to report in. The High-Archangel let her be, knowing she would show up eventually.
He could hear her entering the apartment and walking toward him. She didn’t try to sneak up on him, but she didn’t also show any haste or insecurity in her movements. Finally, he saw her reflection appear in the window glass. Her pale face was ethereal, and her eyes shone like the two most beautiful stars in the universe.
“Nephilim,” he said calmly.
Metatron slowly turned around and faced her.
“Nephilim,” he repeated. “Why did you let him go?”
She looked at him in silence for a moment. Her face was as unreadable as his own.
Nephilim did not answer his question. Instead, she asked one herself.
“Why did you kill me?”






TO BE CONTINUED …






Dear Reader,
Thanks so much for reading my book! You can’t possibly imagine how much this means to me.
I hope you had a great time with Behind Blue Eyes 2 – Fallen Angels!
I know, I’m leaving you with a cliffhanger here, but rest assured, the story will continue soon with


Behind Blue Eyes 3 – War Games
If you enjoyed the book and want more cyborgs, please sign up for my newsletter:
https://www.subscribepage.com/d2s9f8
When you sign up, you will receive a free short story from the Behind Blue Eyes universe and all relevant news about how the story continues.
I enjoy nothing more than receiving feedback from my readers, so if you want to get in touch, please do! The easiest way to do so is signing up for my newsletter, but you also can find and follow me on social media:
Facebook: http://facebook.com/amocikat
Twitter: http://twitter.com/anna_mocikat
Instagram: http://instagram.com/annamocikat
Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/8072081.Anna_Mocikat
Finally, if you enjoyed Behind Blue Eyes,


Please leave a review on Amazon!
It not only shows me that you had a good time with my book, it helps me tremendously. Being an indie author, I have to compete with the big publishers who spend millions to push their books into readers' hands.
I only have YOU to help me spread the word.
It only takes a minute of your time and means the world to me. Thank you!
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[1] Latin proverb: “A man is a wolf to another man.”
[2] Quote by George Orwell.
[3] “If you want peace, prepare for war.”
Latin, from “De Re Militari” by Publius Flavius Vegetius Renatus.


[4] Latin, from Bellum Gallicum by Julius Caesar. Loosely translated: “They have it coming.”
[5] From 1984 by George Orwell
[6] From The Art of War by Sun Tzu.
[7] By Oscar Wilde
[8] From The Art of War by Sun Tzu.
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