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Prologue
The call came after 4 AM. It woke her from a deep slumber, one of those she usually fell into after a lot of booze and some good sex.
Detective Kate Spader had had both last night. She hadn’t planned the latter but didn’t mind it either. The events of recent days had been unnerving, climaxing with the damn Crown Princess being abducted and almost chopped into pieces.
Kate wouldn’t have minded that either. She had no love for the Guardian Angels, any of them, her least of all. Smug and arrogant, she believed that all the world should bow to her—and they did. Many men did, and so did almost as many women. But not Kate. She could look right through the glamor and the flawless innocent face and see the damn princess for what she was: a cold-blooded predator who would use anyone and anything to achieve her goals.
Nevertheless, Kate was glad that Nephilim had been saved, simply because if she’d died, she and Siro would have been held accountable. Someone always had to be the scapegoat in such cases, and it had been pretty clear that their boss, Llewellyn, would have passed the blame onto her best detectives.
Luckily, the princess had been saved just in time. Siro had wanted to celebrate, but Kate wasn’t in the mood. The whole event had bugged her so much that she’d just wanted to go into a bar and get completely wasted alone. Now she wished she’d gone with Siro. Maybe things would have gone differently then…
Even though she was half asleep when she answered the call, Kate had instantly known what it was about, even before the person on the other end of the line could say anything.
She had known that this would happen sooner or later. And she had dreaded the moment.
Yet nothing had prepared her for how horrible it really felt.
Naked, Kate jumped out of bed right after finishing the call. She was still drunk, and a throbbing at the front of her head announced a horrible hangover. Other than that, she was also in dire need of a shower. Her body oozed alcohol, reeked of sweat and sex.
But there was no time for that. Quickly, she grabbed inside the pile of clothes on the floor, found her jeans, and slipped them on. She couldn’t find her underwear, but whatever. A minute later, she was fully dressed—well, kinda—and ready to go.
Kate glanced at the figure sleeping in the bed she’d just left. She had long blond hair and a petite body. Pretty. At first, Kate had thought she was a hooker when she approached her in the bar downstairs. She was attractive, very young. Twenty, maybe even younger. Kate wouldn’t have minded paying her, but it turned out she didn’t have to. They’d both been completely drunk when they went upstairs and took a room in the funtel. The place was rather cheap, but so were most in Oldtown. Kate didn’t mind. After growing up in Oldtown, she’d basically sucked up the grease with her mother’s milk.
Not wasting any more time, Kate left the room and hurried down the long corridor toward the elevators. The room had been paid for, so when the girl woke up, she would see herself out. Kate didn’t even know her name, or maybe she didn’t remember.
It was irrelevant anyway. The sex had been good, at least as far as Kate could recall, but she wouldn’t see the girl again. She didn’t have time or patience for a casual, and one-night stands came and went. In fact, Kate didn’t even remember the girl’s face anymore. But her boobs had been nice, she remembered those.
Waiting for the elevator, Kate’s fingers drummed impatiently against the metal door. Slow elevators were one of the things she hated most about Oldtown. Finally, it came, and Kate almost fell inside. She needed coffee or something else to sober up, but there was no time for that. She had to hurry.
The lump in her throat that had been building up since she’d taken the call threatened to choke her. Or maybe she was about to throw up.
Her brain was slow, which was partially due to the alcohol, but also because it was frozen in shock.
Tears began welling in her eyes, and she wiped them away angrily. Not now. Not yet.
It had been Llewellyn on the phone. For once, her boss had been friendly and calm instead of yelling and snapping at her. But Kate dearly wished her boss had yelled at her or even fired her. Anything but this.
Her words still echoed in Kate’s head.
“Kate. It’s about Siro. It’s very serious. He’s probably not going to make it.”
Again, tears welled in Kate’s eyes, and she kicked the greasy elevator wall as if that would change anything. The cabin shook but arrived at the ground floor in one piece.
Kate stormed out and onto the street, where a robo cab was waiting, which she had called using her implant while searching for her bra. She jumped inside and held her badge against the scanner.
“OCPD. This is an emergency. Ignore speed regulations,” she commanded the AI.
The autonomous vehicle rushed forward as if it were chasing a ghost.
Kate leaned back and tried to calm herself.
Not yet.
Absentmindedly, she began chewing on her fingernails. A habit she had overcome twenty years ago.
Outside, the countless lights of Olympias City rushed by. The city that never slept.
Detective Kate Spader didn’t even notice it. All she could think about was what Llewellyn had told her.
He’s probably not going to make it.
“Fuck.”




Chapter One
Preparations
“Dad!”
Sarah’s face lit up when she saw him. She jumped up from her seat, charged toward him, and fell into Finwick’s arms as if they hadn’t seen each other for years.
Her happiness touched him more than he ever could have believed possible. It almost made him forget his meeting with Mama Legba less than twenty minutes ago.
As soon as the underworld boss had left him, Finwick had gone to find Sarah. Mama had told him that the girl was fine, and he didn’t have a reason to doubt her words, but he wanted to make sure anyway.
Finwick still felt dizzy and weak after the surgery, but who wouldn’t be after getting a completely new face?
As it turned out, the room he’d woken up in was right behind the main operating chamber of the hidden illegal clinic Mama Legba was running in the dark heart of Oldtown. The doctor and nurse had been nowhere to be seen, but one of Mama’s thugs stood at the stairs, his arms crossed and a bored expression on his broad face that was more metal than skin.
Finwick had to admit that Mama had a good eye for picking her thugs. Every one seemed to be bigger and scarier than the last. It was hard to tell if the man was here to protect them or ensure they didn’t go anywhere. Finwick didn’t really care. He wouldn’t know where to run anyway. It was either Mama Legba and her gang or the Guardian Angels, and compared to them, even the bulkiest, scariest thug suddenly shrank to puppy size. It wouldn’t take Nephilim or any of her kind even a second to shred the gangster in front of him into pieces.
Before Finwick could ask anything, the man had made a gesture with his head, indicating a door on the other side of the main chamber. Finwick had to hold himself against a wall for a moment as he felt dizzy and everything turned blurry in his head. He’d had surgeries before, but he’d never felt that way.
Damn, they must have given him a narcosis suitable for a horse. Or one of Mama’s thugs.
Then he heard giggling from behind the door, and the sound of it instantly brought his spirits back to life. He would have recognized that laughter anywhere. Relieved, he continued toward the door.
Sarah wasn’t only here—she was okay, thank goodness.
But when he opened the door, he couldn’t help but feel a stitch in his heart.
Contrary to the clinical equipment, which was high-tech and state-of-the-art, the backroom was rather basic. Like the whole facility, it was underground and therefore had no windows. The walls were bare concrete, which showed that the place was a simple basement area from the pre-corporation era before Mama had turned it into her private clinic. The furnishing was similarly spartan. There was a basic table with two chairs, a fridge, a coffee maker, and an old couch. The blanket and pillow still lying there indicated that Sarah had slept here.
When Finwick entered, Sarah and one of Mama’s thugs were sitting at the table, playing cards. It was the same man who had brought them here. A hulk with metal teeth, a cybernetic eye, and an arm that could turn into a meat grinder. Despite his frightening appearance, he had the very mundane name of Sammy and had behaved very gently toward Sarah.
The way they were sitting together, playing cards, and obviously having a good time gave Finwick a pang of jealousy. He knew it was ridiculous, but he couldn’t help himself.
Then Sarah turned her head, and the way her face lit up as she ran toward him made Finwick melt.
“Dad!” She hugged him close. “You’re okay!”
“Told you he would be, Li’l One,” Sammy said with a shrug. “Mama takes care of her own.”
“Did it hurt?” Sarah asked, then giggled. “You look like a mummy.”
Finwick had completely forgotten that his face was covered with bandages. He was surprised Sarah had even recognized him. She was an exceptional little girl, and Finwick knew that he loved her with all his heart.
“I’m ok, munchkin,” he said, even though he felt like shit. “How about you? I hope they were nice to you?”
“Oh yes! Sammy taught me how to play poker. It was so much fun!”
“She’s a natural talent,” the thug said. “I’m glad you’re finally awake, or I would have gone broke.”
Finwick frowned and instantly regretted it.
Ouch! Facial expressions hurt!
“You played for money?” he asked in disbelief, glaring at Sammy.
The thug shrugged. “Why else would anyone play poker if not for money?” he asked, as if it were completely obvious and Finwick a moron for even asking.
Finwick didn’t know how to reply to that. Half of his brain still felt as if it were in a coma.
“Would you like something to drink?” Sarah asked.
“That would be lovely, thank you,” Finwick said, sitting down on the sofa. His dizziness was coming back in full swing.
“We only have water and beer though,” Sarah said, walking to the fridge. She was as nonchalant as if this were her living room and not the basement of a clinic being run by criminals.
“Water, please,” Finwick said, then looked at Sammy. “Please don’t tell me you gave her beer…”
Sammy glared at him. “Are you insane? She’s only ten! Alcohol is bad for children, everyone knows that! What’s wrong with you, man?”
Finwick opened his mouth to say something, didn’t know what, and shut it again. Luckily, Sarah came over to him with the water and saved him from a mental standoff with a man who had been hired for his muscles and not his brains. A standoff Finwick would have lost.
Sammy grabbed his cards and got up from the table.
“I’m gonna take a piss, then we’re leaving. Mama said to move you out of here as soon as you can walk straight.”
Finwick took a swig of the water, emptying half of the bottle at once. It felt as if he hadn’t drunk anything for days, and his throat was sore.
He waited until Sammy was gone, then looked at Sarah. “Are you really okay?”
“I was worried about you. Other than that, I had a good time. Sammy is really nice.”
Yeah, until he decides to grind someone’s face with his arm, Finwick thought.
“I’m glad,” he said instead. “Listen, munchkin, there’s something very important I must tell you.”
She lifted her eyebrows but remained silent, waiting for him to speak.
Finwick leaned closer so he could whisper in her ear.
“Remember what we talked about the other day? About Nephilim and that she and I know each other?”
Sarah nodded.
“You must promise me never to mention that to anyone. Not Sammy, not Mama Legba, nor anyone else. Ever. Okay?”
“I promise,” Sarah replied seriously, and once again, Finwick was astounded at how maturely she could behave. All too often, she seemed more mature than him. “But why?”
“In exchange for her saving us, I have to work for Mama Legba now. If she finds out I know one of the Guardian Angels, that could get us in big trouble or even killed. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” Finwick kissed her forehead. “I’ll keep us safe, I promise.”
Sarah smiled. “You always do.”
Finwick felt tears welling in his eyes. Despite everything, she trusted him with all her heart, and he would do everything in his power to keep her safe.
For that, he had to keep Mama Legba content. He still felt very uneasy about the conversation they’d had right after he woke up. Finwick would have preferred to keep doing freelance work for the underworld boss, but she wouldn’t hear of it. Instead, she’d made it clear that he worked exclusively for her now and that she wanted all the data he had.
And that was something Finwick could never give her.
When copying data from the Guardian Angels’ main server and stealing it before running away more than a year ago, he’d gathered some explosive material. Finwick doubted that he’d stolen all the secrets the Angels had, but he’d got enough to pose a significant danger to them. Maybe even destroy them. So far, he’d only sold a fraction of his data, and the result had been murdered Guardian Angels. It could have been Nephilim, and how would he live with himself if something happened to her because of him?
It didn’t matter who she was, who the Angels were, and that it could change everything if they were gone. It didn’t even matter that she’d changed.
All that mattered was that he loved her and always would. But that wasn’t all. He wasn’t simply a horny love-drunk idiot dreaming of a woman out of his reach. Well, technically, he was. But that wasn’t what really mattered.
What really mattered was the friendship they had. She’d saved his life. Twice. The first time was more than a year ago when she’d stormed a lair filled with psychopathic thugs who kidnapped him to violently extract his implants and kill him in the process. He would never forget that she’d risked her own life to get to him—and that she’d killed everyone in her way.
The second time had been even more incredible. Sent out to find and kill the Broker, Nephilim had let Finwick go when she’d realized it was him. She let him go knowing only too well that it could have grave consequences for her.
No matter what, Finwick would never sell her out, never use any of his data in a way that could prove harmful to her. To do that, he’d have to deceive Mama Legba, which would be a perilous game to play. Even though she called herself Mama, the woman was known to be one of the most ruthless gangster bosses in Olympias. Going against her wishes and lying to her was madness. She’d saved Finwick and Sarah from the Guardian Angels, but only because she knew how valuable the data Finwick had was. Next time Finwick displeased her, she might order Sammy to use his arm to turn Finwick’s face into mincemeat.
That was why it was imperative that Sarah kept quiet about Finwick’s connection with Nephilim. If Mama Legba found out that Finwick and Nephilim had been friends, she might kill him on the spot or demand he surrender everything he knew about the Angels—and then kill him.
He could only hope that Sarah would be able to keep the information to herself. But she trusted him unconditionally, even though he’d lied to her. Well, he hadn’t lied. He just hadn’t mentioned that he was in love with someone Sarah considered a monster.
Nevertheless, she trusted him, so he would trust her.
He hugged her close. “Don’t worry, munchkin. We’ll get through this.”
“I’m not worried,” she replied. “You are. Always.”
Finwick chuckled. But before he could reply, the door opened, and the brute came back.
“Ok, ready?” he said, but it wasn’t meant as a question.
“Yes,” Finwick and Sarah said in unison, their body language that of a person caught doing something they weren’t supposed to.
“Then let’s go,” Sammy said, waving his hand impatiently. “You can walk, right? Or do we need a gurney?”
“I can walk,” Finwick said, slightly disgruntled.
Outside the room, a nurse was waiting for them. Finwick assumed it was the one from last night, but he wasn’t sure. Everything still seemed so blurry.
“You’re supposed to take these every six hours for the pain,” the woman said, handing Finwick a small bag containing medication. “The doctor will check on you tomorrow.”
Finwick nodded and took the bag. He still couldn’t feel anything because the anesthetic was still working, but he didn’t doubt that it would be very painful soon. After all, they’d cut open his face and put it back together, albeit differently. He couldn’t wait to look at himself in the mirror.
“Where are we going?” he asked Sammy as they walked up the stairs to the dentist’s office that functioned as a disguise for the facility in the basement.
“To a safehouse,” the man replied with a shrug and a tone that made Finwick feel like an idiot.
Sarah took his hand when they stepped outside into the humid air typical for Olympias. It appeared to be late morning, but Finwick couldn’t tell for sure as it was cloudy and gloomy today.
Suddenly it struck him that Sarah had called him Dad for the first time. He’d been so dizzy that he hadn’t taken it in earlier. She’d referred to him as her dad a couple of times before but never addressed him like that directly. He smiled down at the little girl who had become his world.
***
Jake had the almost overwhelming desire to break something—or kill someone. And not just anyone. He had a very clear idea of whom he wanted to kill more than anyone in the world: Board member Cillian Stavros.
He wanted to place his hands around the short man’s skinny neck and strangle him to death, slowly. Over the years in his career as a spy, Jake had killed several people, but he’d never murdered anyone out of blind hate.
Maybe it was time to change that…
And yet, he had to call this scum of a human and make sure that he played his part. A failure to do so would cost Jake his own head. The biggest military offensive in the history of Rosprom would start in less than three days. There was no doubt that he would be held personally accountable if it failed.
Jake forced himself to breathe slowly and to focus while he looked out of the panoramic window of his office and over Olympias City. It was late morning, and as they so often did at this time of year, foggy clouds hovered over the canyons of glass and concrete. But Jake’s office and the Rosprom hideout were so high up that bright sunlight filled the room. From up here, it appeared as if someone had stuffed the city with gray cotton balls, suffocating everything below.
To his left, Jake could see a black cube rise from the mists like a dark colossus.
Nephilim was there.
Jake was more than grateful that she was still alive, even though it wasn’t thanks to him. But the report he’d received only an hour ago indicated that she might have been gravely injured. Tortured. Mutilated.
Jake closed his eyes for a moment.
How would he ever forgive himself for this?
Yes, he’d known what a sick individual Stavros was. What he did in his spare time when he didn’t attend board meetings or shine on TV. He didn’t care. Neither did the High Command, who had ordered him to support the perverted son of a bitch and supply him with technology. After all, every Guardian Angel Stavros tortured to death was one less they’d have to deal with during the invasion.
If Jake had known that Stavros would get Nephilim, he would have stopped him much earlier. Wouldn’t he? He’d made it clear to the psychopathic Board member that Nephilim was off limits, but the scum of a man had hunted her anyway.
His guilt and pain about what had happened almost drove Jake insane.
And to top it all, the invasion would now commence days earlier than he’d anticipated. This left him with only a small window to contact and warn Nephilim.
Maybe he was being naïve and his hope was a foolish one, but he hoped that she would listen to him this time and decide to flee the impending doom—with him.
He had to act. And soon. Very soon.
Someone knocked on the door, and Jake had to bite his lip so he didn’t snap at whoever was there. All he wanted was to be left alone so he could get his shit together and call Stavros.
“Prosze!” he said, calling the person in.
The door opened, but it wasn’t Nadolny, his assistant, but Kristina Komarova who entered.
She was dressed in a pencil skirt, a blouse, and high heels. As always, she managed to appear professional and highly sensual at the same time. Her shiny blond hair fell over her slender shoulders in soft waves, and her big blue eyes contrasted with her obligatory red lipstick. With her high cheekbones and pale skin, Kristina was a perfect example of the classic Eastern European beauty.
She was a very attractive woman who made every male head turn after her when she walked down the HQ corridors. And yet she had developed an interest in Jake of all people.
At least, that was how she made it seem. Jake had been a spy all his life, and he was very good at his job. He was convinced Kristina wasn’t simply another hot blonde rookie trying to catch her superior officer’s affection.
Jake’s intuition and experience were both telling him that this woman wasn’t to be trusted. In fact, he was pretty sure she was a special agent sent out by the RRS subdivision Informacja.
Officially, Informacja didn’t exist, but every Rosprom agent knew who they were.
They were spies sent out against spies. The most feared people in the RRS.
Usually, they were sent out if High Command suspected potential treason or other misconduct among their officers. If Kristina was one of those snitches, that meant that someone suspected Jake of something.
But he was Zhilinsky’s protégé and a hero, the sole survivor of the Aquarium Massacre more than a year ago. If they suspected something, they needed proof.
Contrary to most people working around Jake, Kristina Komarova hadn’t been handpicked by Zhilinsky. Instead, she’d been sent directly from the office of General Orlov, who was a member of High Command with even bigger ambitions. If he could nail Jake, that could mean Zhilinsky’s end, too.
That alone wouldn’t have made Jake suspicious of Kristina, but the questions she asked rang numerous alarm bells. A few days ago, she’d approached him in the gym and used her sex appeal to distract him and ask him questions about the Guardian Angels and if he thought they were people.
Jake hadn’t fallen for the trick and wouldn’t let her seduce him either. Although he had to admit that if it weren’t for Nephilim and his feelings toward her, it would have been very difficult for him to resist.
“Major Sobieski,” she said in her silky voice while her blue eyes dug into his. “I thought you might want some tea.”
She was holding a glass cup filled with steaming black tea in her beautiful hands with red-polished fingernails.
Jake smiled. His smile was so well-trained that it always appeared genuine—and charming.
“That’s very considerate of you, Lieutenant Komarova, thank you.”
She came closer, moving her hips sensually with every step. Jake reached out and took the cup from her. A slice of lemon was swimming inside, as was common in Eastern Europe.
He looked her in the eye while taking a sip. It probably would be best to play her game and pretend he was oblivious and attracted to her.
“You were up all night,” she said softly. “You must be very tired.”
There we go.
He took another sip of the hot tea and smiled at her over the rim of the cup. The scent of her perfume hit his nose—flowery, yet not too sweet. Very alluring.
Again, he wondered if she’d been genetically modified and could exude sexual pheromones on a much higher level than an average woman. He knew some field agents were equipped like that. Those who specialized in recruitment.
But Kristina was here for office work. She’d only had basic intelligence training, at least officially.
Jake knew that she’d seen him in the helicopter the night before. When he’d been so desperate to rescue Nephilim from Stavros’ clutches that he’d almost blown his cover. If he needed any more proof that she was an Informacja agent, then this was it. He’d expected her to ask him about last night, so he’d prepared explanations.
“The life of a field agent,” he said. “Always on duty.”
“What happened? I heard something about a Guardian Angel attack?”
Jake nodded. “They attacked the abandoned university in Oldtown. You know who has his little playground there?”
Komarova’s eyes widened. “Stavros?”
“Yes. Seems he went too far with his little hobby of torturing Angels and they finally found him.”
“But they didn’t get him, did they?”
“No, his private cyborg troops protected him and he escaped, but I was about to initialize a rescue mission. The man might be sick, but he’s our most important asset.”
That was a pretty plausible story, and he hoped Kristina would swallow it. He’d told her the truth, with the little difference that he’d wanted to save Nephilim instead of Stavros. If it were up to him, Stavros would burn in hell.
“I still think what he’s doing is wrong,” Komarova said, shaking her head.
“Well, that’s not our job to decide, is it, Lieutenant?”
“No, of course not. Is it true that Archangel Nephilim was his last victim?”
How the fuck did she find that out?
Jake stayed cool. “Could be. They all look the same, though, as we all know. The most important thing is that the Board member got away without our interference. Everything will be over soon.”
Kristina smiled. “Yes. A dream come true. Aren’t you proud that you’re helping make it possible?”
“I sure am. And it will be my pleasure to personally execute the surviving Guardian Angels. Although I doubt there will be many left.”
“You really hate them, don’t you?”
“They massacred my whole team in the aquarium. I was almost killed myself. Of course I hate them. But that’s not of any importance. We’re here to fulfill a mission. That’s all that counts.”
Kristina stepped closer. Their bodies were so close now that they almost touched. Again her scent hit his nose and created a sensation in his body.
“You’re a hero because you managed to survive and return to the homeland,” she purred. “I would love to hear how you did it. Maybe you can tell me about it some day?”
“Maybe,” he replied.
They looked at each other, the tension between them growing. It seemed like they were just two beautiful people sexually attracted to each other. And yet, in truth, each of them was playing a game of deceit.
Jake found it hard to resist kissing her. Those gorgeous red lips so close to his, her alluring scent…
Before anything could happen, they were interrupted by Jake’s phone. Being a field agent, he couldn’t wear any implants or augmentations because Olympias’ security systems would catch those and reveal him. So he had to take calls the very old-fashioned way—by using his watch.
Glancing at it, he knew who the caller was. As much as he dreaded taking the call, he was also relieved to get rid of Kristina before things went in a direction he didn’t want to go.
“If you’ll excuse me, please,” he told Kristina, who nodded and reluctantly exited the office, leaving only the scent of her perfume behind.
Once she was gone, Jake took a deep breath and answered the call.
“Board member Stavros, what a pleasure.”
“Spare me the bullshit, we have no time for this!” the man snapped at him.
The call was voice only, and since he was alone, Jake allowed himself a gleeful grin.
“I heard what happened,” Jake said in a serious tone that didn’t betray his facial expression. “Are you okay, Board member?”
“Yes, I am!” Stavros blurted out angrily. “But certainly not thanks to you!”
“I assure you, if only we’d known what was happening, we would have offered our assistance. Anyway, you’re in safety now, and—”
“He’ll be coming for me!” Stavros yelled almost hysterically.
“Who?” Jake asked, faking ignorance.
“The motherfucking tin-man! He’ll try to kill me!”
“Well, it might have been a mistake to kidnap his precious princess,” Jake said coldly.
“I didn’t think he’d find out until it was too late. How in the world did he even find out, huh?”
“I don’t know,” Jake replied, forcing himself to stay calm. Right now, more than anything, he wished he could get to Stavros before Metatron did.
Then again, maybe he should simply let the High-Archangel have him…
“But you’re safe now, aren’t you, Board member Stavros? Back in your tower, surrounded by your bodyguards, nothing can happen to you. And the Board will—”
“The Board will do shit!”
“Why do you say so?”
“They know! Someone provided them with footage… and I’m pretty sure that someone was him! I could prevent another source from spreading it everywhere, but somehow the Speaker and the CEO got hold of it. They say they need to investigate and that I should stay put until then. But they won’t do shit!”
“That’s very unfortunate,” Jake said, hardly able to contain his glee now. “But I don’t think there’s a reason for you to panic. Even Metatron wouldn’t—”
“You don’t fucking know him!”
Oh, I do. And I want him dead almost as much as I want to see your head rolling on the floor…
“He’s fucking crazy! And he’s obsessed with that cunt! Who knows what he’ll do?”
“Listen—”
“No, you listen to me! You must get me out of here! Now!”
Jake remained silent for a moment, thinking. Getting involved like this now could blow the whole operation. This was something he couldn’t decide by himself. He would have to consult with Zhilinsky. And it could take hours to set up a secure line to Rosprom. Not to mention that Jake couldn’t guarantee Stavros’ safety if they were ever in one room again.
“Of course, Cillian. We will protect you. We’re allies, after all. And you’re our future governor here in Olympias. But I need the data we agreed on first.”
“No! You’ll get it when I’m out of here!”
I swear to God, if Metatron doesn’t kill you, I will, Jake thought, biting his lip so forcefully that it hurt.
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he said calmly. “You see, I was about to call you right when you rang me. Our offensive will begin in less than seventy hours, and I need the data now.”
“I don’t fucking care! You get me to safety now, or the deal’s off.”
“Very well. Then the deal’s off.”
“You’re bluffing!” Stavros hissed after a second of surprised silence.
“I am not, Board member. I need the data now, or the invasion won’t happen. In that case, you’ll become worthless to us. I’ll make sure the rest of the Board gets the transcripts of our conversations. If Metatron doesn’t get you, I’m sure your fine friends will. They might turn a blind eye to your little hobby because it doesn’t concern them, but I doubt they’ll be so benevolent when they find out you were trying to get all of them killed.”
“You wouldn’t—”
“Oh, I would,” Jake said icily. “Rest assured that I would. But we’re friends, and friends don’t let each other down. I promise you we’ll protect you, but I need the data now. In less than seventy hours, everything will be over, Cillian. The Guardian Angels, the Board… A new era of peace will begin. An era of cooperation between our two corporations. We want prosperity, and for that, we need someone we can trust to manage things here in a way that will benefit us all. And that person is you.”
He paused for a moment to let his words sink in.
“What will it be, my friend? The choice is yours.”
He could hear Stavros take a deep breath.
“Alright. I’ll send it over right after the call.”
“I’m so glad to hear that! In return, we’ll make sure nothing happens to you. You have my word.”
“There’s one more thing,” Stavros said.
“Yes?”
“I want him. I want him alive.”
Jake had to admit that he really liked the idea of letting Stavros torture Metatron to death. But if everything went well, Jake would never know how the power game between the two would end—because he and Nephilim would be far away when the invasion happened.
“Consider it done. I’ll deliver him personally to your little playroom.”
“And her, too. I’ll let him watch how I take her apart piece by piece before I do the same to him.”
“Of course,” Jake said with clenched teeth. “We have no use for any of them alive. So, we have a deal?”
“Yes,” Stavros said, much calmer now. “When will you extract me?”
“I’ll send out a team as soon as I have the data and the final steps have been initialized. We’ll bring you to one of our safehouses in Oldtown, where you can sit out the invasion in safety. In less than three days, you’ll hold sway over this city and have some new toys to play with. How does that sound?”
Once he hung up, Jake leaned his forehead against the window and closed his eyes.
Even though it had been a lie, of course, promising Stavros he could have Nephilim had almost been too much for him to swallow. Until recently, Jake had believed he couldn’t hate anyone more than he hated Metatron for what he’d done to Nephilim. But now he knew that he hated Stavros more.
As much as he wished he could kill both of them, he would leave them to their fate in the invasion. Rosprom would make very short work of any surviving Angels, knowing only too well that letting them live any longer than necessary was an incalculable risk.
Jake knew that he was playing a very dangerous game. One that could easily get him killed, too. But he had faith in his plan. Plus, Nephilim still loved him, despite her brainwashing. She had to.
Shortly after the call, Stavros sent the promised data.
Jake smiled as he looked at it.
What a fool that man was. His hubris made him believe he had any value to Rosprom besides those numbers he’d just sent.
Jake left his office and went next door into Nadolny’s room.
“Major?” the young man said, straightening up.
“Send an encrypted message to Commander Zhilinsky.”
“Certainly, Major. What should the message be?”
“Just this: We have it.”
Then Jake left the room and went straight to their hacking department.
***
As he did so often, the High-Archangel of Olympias stood before the black-tinted panoramic windows in his office, a cup of coffee in his hand. His eyes were focused on the Pyramid looming in the thick clouds less than a mile away. The steam from his hot beverage rose and condensed on the window, making the fog outside appear even thicker.
Metatron was completely calm and composed. Not only on the outside, as he always was, but also on the inside. His thoughts and feelings were more at peace than they’d been for a long time.
Metatron’s intelligence was far above average. It had been that way for as long as he could remember, long before it had been further amplified by his neural implants. Even as a child, he could write complex sentences and have a conversation with another person at the same time. At three, he’d solved the Rubik’s Cube in under sixty seconds. At six, he’d wanted to become a pianist. Everyone had been convinced that he would achieve great things.
Then came the war that destroyed the world. And the aftermath destroyed his essence forever. Metatron never talked about those years, and he wouldn’t let his experiences influence what he was now in any way. He was what he wanted to be and where he wanted to be. He was perfectly aware of his actions and felt no remorse, no need for redemption.
And yet his exceptional mind was not only a blessing but a curse. His thoughts were restless, constantly in motion. He always worked on multiple problems simultaneously because when his mind fell idle, he experienced emptiness, and emptiness was pain.
For years, work and sex had been his ways of escaping the void. But things had changed.
Nephilim had changed everything. She alone filled the void, just by being there. She’d become his drug, his perfect drug. Without her, the void would eventually get to him.
It was almost like a miracle. Something he never would have believed possible.
She had always been dear to him. He’d monitored her during her Guardian Angel education, making sure nothing happened to her. He’d groomed her to become a leader one day and not a follower, knowing that was her nature. Later, when she became an adult, it was lust he felt. He was allured by her beauty and spirit; he wanted her. But he kept himself under control and waited until she was ready to become an Archangel.
But when the time was finally right, instead of submitting to his will, Nephilim rebelled. It was this unleashed side of her that made Metatron adore her even more. He saw himself in her, how he used to be… a long time ago, before he became what he was now.
And yet what he felt for her now was different. It had developed over the last year since she’d become an Archangel. He’d never felt like this before.
Metatron had thought he loved Nephilim’s father, but that was different. Admiration. Devotion. Lucifer had molded him, transformed him into what he was now—and then betrayed him.
It was different with Nephilim. Everything was different.
She was the only one who could stop his restless mind, make it focus on her.
Metatron would rather burn the entire world to the ground than lose her.
The night before, when he thought he’d lost her, had been the worst in his life. And yet he hadn’t given up even for a second. He’d found her, saved her.
Yes, she’d been able to escape by herself, and he was awestruck by how she’d done it, but she had only been able to do so because the full Angel force had attacked the compound. Because he’d found her in time.
“I knew you’d find me.”
Those had been her words earlier when he’d visited her in the hospital. They had created a deep happiness inside him. He would never give up on her, and she knew it. She understood once he’d shown her his memories, his side of the story.
When she’d shown him what had happened to her, how that sick bastard had tortured her, Metatron almost lost it for a second time in only twelve hours. He’d needed all his strength to keep calm while every fiber of his being shook with agony and rage. He understood why Nephilim hadn’t wanted to show it to him. She’d been worried about what he would do, and rightly so.
Looking at her destroyed face while simultaneously experiencing what she’d gone through had almost been too much for him to handle. Metatron needed all his self-control to stay cool on the outside, to show her the assertiveness she needed while his mind calculated every possible outcome and made a decision.
It was this decision that gave him the feeling of tranquility he experienced now. He knew what he had to do. And nothing in the world would stop him. If he died in the process, so be it.
Metatron was at peace.
He smiled and took a sip of his coffee.
The door opened, and Zephaniel entered his office. The First-Archangel could come and go as he pleased, and Metatron knew when he was approaching anyway.
Metatron lifted his head and looked at his second-in-command.
“Is everything ready?”
“Yes, it is,” Zephaniel replied. “Two squads are ready for launch, and our car is waiting outside.”
“What about that device the mercs used to render our people unconscious? Is it taken care of?”
“It is. Dr. Eklund and her team have uploaded an update to our main system. The frequency with which our implants communicate with each other has been altered. The weapon won’t have any effect on us anymore.”
“Good,” Metatron said. “Then let’s not waste any time.”
He stepped over to his desk and put his half-drunk coffee down before he made for the door.
“It’s just…” Zephaniel started slowly.
“Yes?”
Metatron looked back at him, and the sharpness of his move made the other man flinch.
“A…are you really sure about this?” Zephaniel asked like a dog expecting to be hit. “It’s not like you. I—”
Zephaniel must have seen something in Metatron’s face that made him shut up.
But the High-Archangel just smiled. “I am.”
“But why go yourself? I’ll happily handle it for you.” Zephaniel was almost begging Metatron. “You can oversee everything from the control room, as always.”
“And leave you all the fun?” He placed his hand on Zephaniel’s shoulder. “I appreciate your concern, Zephaniel. Nevertheless, you’d better not forget who I am. What I am.”
Zephaniel nodded. “Yes, Metatron.”
The High-Archangel left his office, followed by his second-in-command.
“There’s one more thing I thought you’d want to know,” Zephaniel said as they approached the elevators.
“Speak.”
“That OCPD detective who helped us find Nephilim…”
“What about him?”
“He’s been shot to a pulp.”
Metatron lifted an eyebrow. “That’s unfortunate. By whom?”
“We don’t know. The security in the building was disabled.”
“I have a suspicion who it was. Is he alive?”
Zephaniel grimaced. “Barely.”
“Very unfortunate.”
The elevator door closed behind them.




Chapter Two
Sorrows
“Yes, that looks very good,” Dr. Weinberg said, pleased with himself. “You were unbelievably lucky—you know that, Nephilim?”
“Guess I must have a Guardian Angel,” Nephilim said with a smirk that resembled Metatron’s so eerily that it made the physician flinch.
Nephilim was lying in a bed in the hospital part of Guardian Angel HQ, three stories underground. She felt fine and wanted to get up and leave, but Metatron had commanded her to stay until Weinberg and his team ran more tests on her.
Nephilim wondered if that was the real reason or if he was trying to keep her away from what he was planning.
Dr. Weinberg, the facility’s chief physician, stood next to her bed, smiling the “everything will be fine” smile that was so typical of people of his profession. He had a medical scanning device mounted on his wrist implant and was reading some data from a hologram projected in front of him.
“You could say so, Nephilim,” the doctor said, not looking up from his numbers. “If you’d crashed on the concrete instead of that car, we wouldn’t be talking to each other right now. There’s only so much even a cyborg body like yours can take.”
“I know, doctor,” she replied.
Falling more than two hundred feet from the chopper had been anything but a pleasant experience. The impact had been brutal, and Nephilim didn’t doubt even for a second that falling on the car had saved her life.
“If I didn’t see the data right in front of me, I wouldn’t believe that all you’d suffered was a minor spleen puncture and a mild concussion. Nevertheless, the High-Archangel ordered another MRI scan and an in-depth diagnosis of your implants. Dr. Daniels, our prosthetics specialist, will thoroughly examine your limbs and measure the muscle capacity. So far, it seems you don’t need a replacement, but the High-Archangel wants us to be 100% sure.”
Nephilim hated the idea of lying around idly in the hospital and having all those tests conducted on her, but she would oblige, of course.
“As for the cuts you’ve suffered, an old friend of mine is the most renowned plastic surgeon at Nexus Hospital in the Inner Circle. I’ll make an appointment for you. He’s usually booked out weeks in advance, but I’m sure he’ll make time when I tell him who the patient is.”
Weinberg smiled broadly. After Metatron had shared his memories with Nephilim, she was aware of how scared the chief physician was of him.
“Thank you, doctor,” she said.
Dr. Weinberg ran some more quick tests, then took his leave.
Once she was alone, Nephilim allowed herself a sigh. She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath and fighting off the memories of the torture she’d endured. It was over now, and she wouldn’t let the experience traumatize her.
She couldn’t feel the cuts, but she knew they were there. They had been sealed with glue, and the drugs Nephilim had received had numbed the pain to a minimum. Like every Angel, Nephilim had received excessive gen treatment since childhood, which helped her sustain up to 300% more pain than any human could bear.
She couldn’t see the cuts, but she could feel them on her soul. Once they were done fixing her, she’d asked for a mirror. Her face and her breasts had been mutilated. Nephilim had been wounded before. She’d received melee and bullet wounds, she’d even survived a direct hit with an EMP weapon.
But this was different. The torture had been performed with unspeakable cruelty in places that would have been very sensitive for any woman, Guardian Angel or not. Even though they weren’t life-threatening, the cuts were much worse than falling more than two hundred feet.
“Your beauty lies way beyond skin and flesh, Nephilim. No scar could ever change what I see in you.”
Metatron’s words echoed in her mind, bringing a smile to her destroyed face.
Those were the most beautiful words she’d ever heard in her life. And she knew Metatron well enough to know that he meant exactly what he said. Warmth spread inside her—only to be replaced by an icy cold only seconds later.
His face when he’d watched her recorded memories. She’d never seen him like that before. For a moment, the skin on his face had lost all its color.
Nephilim wished he hadn’t insisted on her sharing her memories of what had happened with him. What she’d gone through had been horrible and would easily have broken even a strong person. Yet she knew that she would walk away from it stronger.
In a way, it had been her own fault. She had been reckless and outright stupid, had run into a trap she should have smelled from miles away. Her hubris had almost cost her her life, and she would remember this lesson.
She knew that she was only alive thanks to him.
Metatron had done everything in his power to find her. He would never give up on her, and she would never forget that.
Nephilim could only imagine how it must have felt for him to watch Cillian Stavros humiliate and mutilate her.
If the tables had been turned and she’d watched Metatron suffer like that, she knew exactly what feelings it would have woken in her.
An overwhelming desire to shed blood. Vengeance.
But Metatron wasn’t like that. He was always composed, always in control of himself and everything else. He wouldn’t run off in pursuit of vengeance.
Or would he?
The way he’d behaved when he’d left her only an hour ago left no doubt about what he planned to do. He was taking this personally—so personally that he risked starting a war.
“What kind of… leader would I be if I let that stand?”
Those were his words. He didn’t mean leader, he meant lover, and Nephilim knew that only too well. Metatron would never admit to her how he really felt about her, but that wasn’t necessary.
It was he who had taught her that actions always spoke louder than words, and his actions outright screamed into the world.
Knowing this filled Nephilim with bliss. It seemed to be something so simple, to have someone who cared deeply about her, and yet it felt like the most beautiful thing in the world.
And there was more. Nephilim felt malicious joy, a deep satisfaction in knowing that Metatron wouldn’t let that perverted rat get away with what he had done. Imagining how Stavros must feel knowing that the apex predator of Olympias was coming for him brought a grin to her face.
Yet somewhere deep inside, she was also worried. It was silly. She knew that she shouldn’t be. Metatron was the best of them all, the strongest.
Still… what if…
Stavros would be waiting for him. He was a lunatic, but he wasn’t a complete idiot. He knew that after what he’d done, Metatron would come for him. He would be prepared.
No. Even thinking that Metatron wouldn’t win such a standoff was absurd.
As flattering as it was, Nephilim hated her lover taking such a risk because of her. And he was so much more than that. He was the heart and spine of the entire Angel corps. Without him, it would collapse… Nephilim didn’t even dare to imagine such a thing.
The longer she lay there doing nothing, the deeper the anxiety dug into her mind and soul. She realized that she was scared. That she would never forgive herself if that was the last time she saw him.
She had lost someone before in a similar situation. He had left, saying he would be back and that she didn’t need to worry about him. And that was the last time she saw him…
But that was a long time ago. Nephilim had been a freshly ordained Angel who had just left the Angelborn Academy. She still remembered the pain she’d experienced about losing someone close. And yet, that had been nothing compared to how she now felt about Metatron.
“Hey, Neph,” a very familiar voice suddenly said from the doorway.
Nephilim looked around and saw Adriel standing there. She had been so preoccupied with her brooding that she hadn’t noticed him approaching.
“Hey, Adriel,” she said, happy to see him.
He was smiling, yet when she lifted her head and faced him, his smile froze. It reminded Nephilim of how horrible she must look.
“Come in,” she said. “It’s good to see you.”
He stood there frozen for a moment, then visibly gave himself a push and stepped inside.
“It’s so good to see you, Neph,” he said. “I… I…”
His voice broke off, and he had to clear his throat before he could continue.
“I’m so sorry, Neph. I failed you.”
“No, Adriel, you didn’t. Stop saying that.”
“I did! It’s my job to protect you. Obviously I did a terrible job!”
Nephilim was touched to see him so crestfallen.
“I was stupid, Adriel,” she said. “I ran into an obvious trap, and I almost got you killed, too. It’s not your fault that I was an idiot.”
His face brightened up a little. “Yes, with all due respect, that was pretty dumb.”
Nephilim chuckled. “See?”
“Still,” he said. “I’m so sorry about what happened to you, Neph.”
She waved her hand. “I’ll be fine. Weinberg just told me how lucky I was. I only suffered minor injuries when I fell.”
“But… this…” He swallowed, pointing at her face.
“Will heal.”
“I feared the worst, Neph,” Adriel said slowly. “When I realized they’d got you, I couldn’t help but think of Eleleth’s mutilated body. I was horrified we’d find you like that the next day.”
“You didn’t.”
Even though she tried to play it down, the thought of what had almost happened made her feel ice-cold. Like all Angels, she wasn’t afraid of death because she knew it could be over for her every day. Yet what Stavros had planned for her would have terrified anyone, even an Angel.
“That sick bastard.” Adriel clenched his fists. “I hope he has it coming.”
Oh, he does.
“Do you know if any operations are planned?” Nephilim asked.
Usually, she would have known herself, but Metatron had temporarily cut her off the grid so she could “get some rest.” He didn’t want her to know what was going on. Yet even though he meant well, it only fueled Nephilim’s anxiety.
Adriel nodded. “Two full squads left HQ five minutes ago, with an Archangel on board each. Metatron and Zephaniel have also gone.”
Wow, Nephilim thought.
That was serious business.
“The High-Archangel knows what he’s doing,” Nephilim said, more to herself than Adriel.
“He sure does,” Adriel said. “Anyway, I’m really glad you’re safe and in one piece, Neph.”
She smiled. “Me too.”
“Try not to be dumb next time, okay?”
Nephilim laughed and regretted it instantly as it hurt her cheeks. “Noted.”
At that moment, a tall physician with flaxen hair entered the room.
“Hello, Nephilim. I’m Dr. Daniels,” he said. “I’m here to examine your prosthetics.”
He must be new since Nephilim didn’t recognize him, but on the other hand, she didn’t pay much attention to the human employees around HQ.
“Go ahead, doctor,” she said.
“I’ll wait outside,” Adriel waved.
“Go home, Adriel. You’ve been up all night, and no one is going to murder me in here.”
He shook his head. “But—”
“That’s an order, Adriel,” Nephilim said in a definitive tone. She had picked that up from Metatron without even realizing it.
“Yes, Archangel,” he said, visibly disgruntled, then left the room.
Nephilim smiled as she watched him leave, then turned her attention to the man in the white coat.
“What do you need me to do, doctor?”
***
Kate Spader rubbed her eye, then drew deeply on her cigarette. The mild, legal narcotic it contained calmed her down and also helped her think more clearly. It didn’t stop her feeling like shit, though, and with every second, it seemed to get worse instead of better.
When she’d arrived at the hospital two hours ago, she had been a total mess. It was difficult for her to control her feelings, and the massive hangover didn’t help. She was aware of how she must have looked when she approached the reception, with uncombed hair and reeking of alcohol, but she didn’t care. And neither did the concierge robot.
Kate had presented her badge, and as soon as the machine had scanned it, it explained where to go and let her pass.
Prospect Hospital was the biggest one in District Seven, where Siro lived. It wasn’t the best in Olympias, but it was still of a decent standard. Most of the staff were robots, as was typical for the medical field.
Siro was in ICU on the fifty-sixth floor. The hospital was so huge that it filled all two-hundred-fifty floors of the building. Every district had at least three of these mega-hospitals and a couple of smaller, specialized ones.
At first, the human nurse she met when exiting the elevator hadn’t wanted to let Kate see Siro, but after a short conversation, the woman realized that Kate wasn’t a person one should start a fight with, especially in her current state. With a sour expression on her face, the nurse had finally led Kate to Siro’s room.
On entering, Kate had stopped short, holding her breath. She thought she had mentally prepared herself for the sight, but as it turned out, nothing could have prepared her for something like this.
The room was of moderate size for hospital standards. It was windowless, and the lighting was dim. In fact, most of the illumination came from the machines surrounding the bed. Tiny lamps with red and green lights glowed and blinked while the machines beeped and hummed softly.
In the bed lay her partner and friend, Siro Ferreira-Nunes. Or rather, what was left of him.
Kate wasn’t sure how long she stood there, staring stupidly while her brain tried to process what she was seeing. Then everything turned blurry, and the lights became a blinking cacophony. It took her a moment to realize that she was crying.
Finally, she’d let herself fall onto the chair next to the bed and let the tears flow. She didn’t care if someone saw it, but no one was around anyway. The life-support system was fully automatic. Which made the whole installation seem even more grim and desperate.
Now, two hours later, Kate was still waiting for a doctor to show up. She had told the nurse three times now that she wanted to speak with someone who could tell her more than “it’s critical.”
Kate was no physician, but even she could have guessed that much. One look at Siro had been enough.
She took a sip of coffee and grimaced. It was awful. Even worse than the coffee they had at the police station, but it was the best she could get here, and she didn’t want to leave before she had spoken to someone. Her stomach grumbled, rebelling against the low-quality brew and the fact that it was empty. Kate was one of those people who had a high metabolism and constantly ate but never gained weight. Siro had told her every day how much he envied her for that.
Oh, Siro, she thought, looking at him. Who did this to you? What did you get into?
Ever since they had started working together almost five years ago, Kate had been concerned that something like this would happen to him sooner or later. Siro was an idealist, a dying species in this world. Yes, he was also very ambitious, but most of all, he wanted to do a good job because he wanted to make a difference.
Kate had always found this cute—and concerning.
She still remembered the day they met for the first time only too well. Siro had been freshly transferred from Olympias III when they became partners. At first, he’d had difficulties settling in. Apparently, life down there was much different than in the capital, somehow old-fashioned, with many people still remembering the pre-corporate way of life.
They had slept together only once. Like most Olympians, Kate slept with both men and women, although she had a preference for women. She’d just wanted to taste a real Olympias III guy, and she had to admit that Siro had tasted pretty good. For a man. After that, they kept their relationship professional.
Of course, it wasn’t forbidden for coworkers in any field to hook up. This was Olympias, after all. But they’d both agreed that one time was enough. Anything more could make things complicated, and who wanted that nowadays?
Nevertheless, they had developed a deep friendship over the years, which was why it hurt so much now to see him like this.
Who did this to you?
Despite the pain and sorrow, she was also a detective—and an excellent one at that. Of course, her mind quickly began working on the case. Besides, she had nothing else to do while she sat here, waiting.
Her first thought had been the Guardian Angels. Siro had been deeply involved in their case, and he also stuck his nose in affairs that were high above his pay grade. Professional curiosity had only been one of the reasons for that. Kate knew Siro badly wanted to get laid with the Crown Princess.
She couldn’t understand what people saw in her or in the Angels in general. They were more machine than human. No one could tell if they had human thoughts and feelings or if they just mimicked those too. Kate would rather have sex with a sex bot than with one of them, and she didn’t like sex bots either.
But Siro really wanted to screw that damn Crown Princess.
“Not going to happen anytime soon now, huh, buddy?” she mumbled sadly, then took another deep draw on her cigarette.
It was a curious sight, her sitting there in ICU, smoking. But the cigarette wasn’t real, even though it appeared so. The smoke it produced was holographic, and it contained no tar or nicotine; instead, it had a common narcotic that helped one to focus. The only thing the device produced besides this was an odorless, completely harmless vapor that dissolved in the air after a few seconds.
Because of all this, Kate’s first suspicion fell on the Guardian Angels. Who knew what Siro had dug up about them and hadn’t told her? She’d had the feeling that he was hiding something from her for days, but she hadn’t had the time to squeeze it out of him.
But after thinking about it for a bit, Kate decided that the idea the Guardian Angels had tried to kill Siro was very improbable. For the simple reason that they didn’t “try” to kill people. They just did. If the Guardian Angels had wanted Siro dead, he would be dead, that was for sure.
But who else could have done it? And why?
Finally, after she complained once again, a doctor came to see her. The man was middle-aged and wore an expensive suit under his white coat. A state-of-the-art implant shone on his temple, and his tanned face had clearly seen a plastic surgeon more than once. Kate knew she couldn’t stand the man after looking at him for only a second.
“Detective Spader?” he said, entering the room, his tone and body language that of a man who liked to pretend he was busy to appear more important.
“That’s me,” Kate said, getting up from her chair.
“My name is Dr. Klein. I’ve been told you wanted to speak to me.”
“I wanted to speak to someone competent. Is that you?”
The doctor’s mouth twitched, displeased, but he decided not to let Kate provoke him and instead stayed professional. “I am the surgeon who treated the patient, yes.”
“Good,” Kate said, crossing her arms. “Because I have questions, and I’m not leaving here before I get answers.”
“I’ll do my best. What would you like to know?”
“Well, for starters, what happened to him?”
“Multiple shot wounds from a close distance,” the doctor said. “Head, chest, abdomen. He’s only alive because he tried to protect his head with his arms. They were riddled with bullets, and we had to amputate them both.”
Kate glanced to the bed at Siro’s destroyed body, attached to several machines that kept him alive. His arms were missing, and his whole body was covered in bandages. A transparent half-globe covered his head, clearly showing that a piece of his skull was missing. So was half of his jaw.
Looking at him and remembering how he’d been only twelve hours ago, full of life and handsome, Kate felt a lump building up in her throat again. She wouldn’t cry, though. Not in front of this smug doctor.
“If you ask me, it’s truly astonishing that he’s still alive. Whoever attacked him must have thought him dead and left,” Dr. Klein said.
You resilient Olympias III motherfucker, Kate thought with a sad smile, then turned her attention back to the surgeon.
“Will he make it?”
“Well… that’s not an easy question to answer.”
“I think it’s pretty simple, doctor. Will he make it, yes or no?”
“Either is possible.”
Kate furrowed her brow and glared at the man. “Spit it out.”
“Well, the injuries to his body are massive. It’s a certainty that he can’t survive like this for long.”
“But?”
“But his body could be restored. Some of the tissue can be regrown from his own cells, the destroyed organs and limbs could be replaced, the damaged brain regions amplified by a new implant, the skull sealed.”
Kate’s face lit up. “That’s fantastic! Do it!”
“Well…”
The doctor’s smugness was gone, and he was clearly intimidated by Kate’s attitude. She hadn’t even noticed that she’d gone into full detective interrogation mode.
“What?”
“It would be very costly, and he can’t afford it.”
“Then I’ll pay for it!” she blurted out without even thinking if it would ruin her or not.
The physician inspected her and, for a brief moment, showed his smugness again. “With all due respect, detective, I doubt you can afford it either.”
Kate needed all her self-control not to punch the man in the face and break his well-sculpted nose. But she knew it would be a very bad idea to do so and would most likely cost her her job.
“How much?” she asked with clenched teeth.
“I will have our accounting department send you a quote. But if you want my professional opinion, he’s a case for quick euthanasia. Unless you can pay for the rejuvenation of his body—which I highly doubt—keeping him alive much longer will extend his suffering. You should consider letting him die in dignity—”
He cut himself off as he saw Kate’s green eyes narrowing to slits. He was a smug asshole, but he wasn’t an idiot and could clearly sense that she was about to punch him if he wasn’t careful.
Dr. Klein took a step back and cleared his throat before he continued.
“Euthanasia won’t cost you anything. It’s fully covered by Olympias for its public servants,” he said, putting on a smile that was supposed to be convincing but only made Kate’s eyes narrow even more.
“How very generous of you,” she hissed.
Klein lifted his hands defensively. “Death is a part of life. We all know that our time on Earth is limited. Our society has overcome the fear of death, and—”
“You don’t need to lecture me about the rules and laws of our society, doctor,” Kate said. “I’m one of those who keep them upright and bunk in those who could become a threat to smug little assholes like you.”
Klein turned red and attempted to open his mouth, but Kate wouldn’t let him.
“Send me the quote. I’ll be back later to discuss Detective Ferreira-Nunes’ options.”
Her tone was so icy that Klein bit his tongue and nodded. “Certainly.”
Kate glanced at Siro one more time.
Hang in there, buddy.
She walked to the door, then turned around and pointed her finger at the doctor. “And don’t you dare euthanize him while I’m gone, or I’ll make sure no one shows up next time you call the cops.”
Klein straightened up. “I only want the best for the patient. I—”
“Yeah, right,” Kate said, sticking her cigarette in her mouth as she left.
Her mind raced as she hurried down to the elevators. As horrible as Siro’s condition was, he could be saved. She had to make it possible, somehow. Money had never meant much to her, which was why she had become a cop, but for the first time in her life, she wished she were rich.
She had to find a way to save Siro—and kill the motherfucker who’d done this to him.




Chapter Three
Apex
“What is it, Zephaniel?” Metatron asked his second-in-command.
The two of them had known each other for so long that one glance was enough for Metatron to see that he was highly displeased yet biting his tongue.
They were sitting across from each other in the autonomous limousine that was currently rushing down the Death Way at high speed. Together with the dozen Angels on motorcycles and two black dropships in the air, the convoy was an impressive sight. They meant serious business, and Metatron wasn’t making a secret of it. It was an open attack, a declaration of war.
“Nothing, High-Archangel,” Zephaniel said, pressing his lips together.
Metatron smirked. “You don’t agree with my decision and you don’t understand it. Yet you don’t dare question me, which is good. Tell me what you think.”
“I just don’t understand why this is so important to you.”
Of course you don’t, Metatron thought. How could you?
Instead, he said, “Cillian Stavros has killed six of our people. He tortured them to death and had them displayed in a grotesque way. Mocking us. Now that we know for sure it was him, we can’t let that stand.”
This was only half the truth, but Metatron wasn’t willing to share that with Zephaniel. Stavros torturing and killing Guardian Angels alone wouldn’t have been a reason for the Angels to lash out like this. But by abducting Nephilim, he had gone too far. For Metatron, this was deeply personal. Not only because he loved Nephilim, but also because Stavros had deliberately tried to hit him where it hurt most. An attack on Nephilim was also a direct attack on him. Today, Metatron would demonstrate that messing with him was a very bad idea. For anyone.
“I understand that,” Zephaniel said. “But still, the risk is high. Especially with you going in there in person.”
Wouldn’t you want to take my place if something happened to me?
He knew only too well that Zephaniel hoped to succeed him one day. It wouldn’t happen.
“I killed hundreds of people before you were even born, Zephaniel,” Metatron said with a cold smile. “I think I’ll be fine.”
The First-Archangel wanted to say something but instead visibly bit his tongue and nodded.
“Stick to the plan, and this should be no problem,” Metatron said as the car left the Death Way and descended into a neighborhood that was exclusive even among the Inner Circle. The high-rises here showed the highest architectural finesse, and every one was unique. On the top of them, each had a vast mansion that spanned five stories or more. Only Board members, the CEO, and the highest executives lived here.
“Certainly,” Zephaniel said.
“Make sure absolutely no one enters the building as long as the operation is ongoing. If police forces or any other AI approach you, shut them down. If that’s not possible, destroy them. Give humans one warning. If they try to gain access anyway, kill them. No matter who they might be, simple civilians or Board members. Understood? We’re not taking any prisoners today.”
Slowly, he began putting on his black gloves as the car neared its destination.
“You can rely on me,” Zephaniel said. “As always.”
“Dumah’s team will accompany me inside while Uriel observes us from above. If anything unforeseen happens, call for backup from HQ. Leliel and a full squad are on call and will be here in ninety seconds if necessary. But I doubt you’ll face any problems securing the building. They’re all cowards. All we have to deal with is Stavros’ private cyborg mercenary army.”
“I hope there’s not many left.”
Metatron smirked. “The more the merrier. Remember, they operate on tech stolen from us. It’s time to put an end to them. All of them. That reminds me, the Broker is still on the loose. Weren’t you supposed to bring him to me, Zephaniel?”
The First-Archangel looked down, visibly embarrassed. “We will find him, I assure you.”
“Good. The data he stole from us is a bigger threat to the Angel corps than all the mercenaries Stavros could ever hire.”
They arrived at the destination, and the car stopped, as did the motorcycles flanking it.
A chilling smile flashed over Metatron’s face. “Time to play.”
He opened the door and left the car, slowly approaching the building. The motorcyclists followed him in silence and in perfect formation while a squad of black-clad figures descended from a VTOL hovering over the street. In full combat gear, the Angels were a frightening sight, and it was clear that whoever they were coming for was absolutely screwed.
Stavros’ building was one of the most impressive ones in all Olympias. Built by Cillian’s father, Alexander, the skyscraper had 215 stories and had been erected in the Neo Art Deco style that had been very fashionable among Olympias’ elites around forty years ago. Over the last decades, the style had been replaced by Neo-Classicism, which was omnipresent among the newer buildings now. But particularly in the center of the Inner Circle, where Olympias’ power accumulated, the Neo Art Deco trend still dominated the skyline.
Most of the façade was windowless and covered with smooth anthracite stone. The tower needed no windows because only the top ten floors were inhabited. Like most skyscrapers that belonged to one person or family, no other residents or businesses were allowed inside the building. Hardly anyone in Olympias knew this was so, nor did they know how much wealth was needed to afford such a lifestyle. But Metatron knew only too well.
All animals are equal.
The top floors of the tower were mostly covered by glass, broken up by columns of dark stone and metal. It outright screamed Art Deco. Up there was where Stavros had his offices and private residence, which had bedrooms bigger than average apartments in Olympias City’s wealthier districts, indoor and outdoor pools, multiple dining rooms, a ballroom, and even a private movie theater. Of course, Metatron had never been invited into this humble abode—the family’s antipathy for the Angels went all the way back to Cillian’s grandfather, who had never wanted them created in the first place.
But the High-Archangel had studied the blueprints. Besides, he’d been a guest in several elite residences. Before he had lost his taste in humans some fifteen years ago, many had wanted to hook up with the charismatic High-Archangel. He had been invited to private one-on-ones with the wealthiest and most influential people in Olympias. On other occasions, he’d attended orgies that included every imaginable fetish. It had been a good way to learn more about the powerful and how they thought and functioned, but eventually it became bland. No matter how rich they were, they were still only humans.
“The latest data from our recon drones just came in,” Dumah said, joining the High-Archangel.
Dumah was an extraordinarily tall and athletic woman, even for an Angel. Her short hair was neon-blue, matching the color of her eyes, yet today it was hidden by her combat helmet.
Of all his Archangels, Metatron had chosen her to accompany him inside because she was the toughest fighter of them all. Zephaniel was the most experienced and smartest, which was why he’d stay outside and secure the premises. Metatron trusted that he’d make the right decisions when necessary. Uriel and Leliel and their squads were basically the back-up, but Metatron was pretty sure they wouldn’t need them today.
Of course, the best of them all at anything was Nephilim, and if he could choose, Metatron would always bring her along to watch his back and vice versa. But Nephilim was wounded and the reason they were here today.
Two contradicting feelings rose in Metatron when he allowed himself to think of her for a split second. Tenderness and rage.
Tenderness toward her and glowing rage toward the man who had mutilated her.
But he forced his feelings to cool down. Now was not the time.
Of all people, Metatron knew best that feelings were the easiest way to get killed on a battlefield. He had been teaching that to generations of Guardian Angels.
“What do we have?” he asked.
“The readings are still unclear, same as on the two previous recon flights,” Dumah said. “What we can tell is that there are at least fifty heavily armed and augmented individuals in there. They’re supported by at least as many security and combat bots. Our data also indicates automated turrets on each floor and several heavy ones on the roof. As long as they’re up, it’s too risky for our people to descend there.”
Metatron lifted an eyebrow. The little pervert wasn’t as dumb as he looked. He must have prepared himself for such an event for years.
It wouldn’t save him.
“Agreed,” Metatron said. “Once inside, we secure the central network and disable the roof defenses. Then our team can descend and join us from above.”
He addressed everyone over the internal comm they shared.
“Expect heavy resistance as soon as we breach the premises. They might be augmented, but they’re still humans, and we are not. Stay focused! I don’t want to see any casualties today. Custodio et mortifico!”
He let a beat pass before he commanded: “Strike!”
***
Nephilim’s internal system informed her that she had a message.
She opened her eyes and yawned. Had she really fallen asleep?
Dr. Daniels had run seemingly countless tests on her, measuring her muscle integrity, bones, and joints. Finally, he’d told her what she already knew. That she was functional and undamaged.
Nephilim was glad. She wasn’t keen on having surgery and her limbs replaced. It wasn’t a big deal for an Angel, but it would have forced her to stay put for another couple of days. Who knew how long Metatron would order her to rest?
And after all that had happened and was still happening, Nephilim felt restless. Her intuition was telling her that something huge was about to go down, and whatever it was, Metatron would need her.
She was surprised that she had actually fallen asleep. The events of last night must have been more exhausting for her than she’d thought. But according to her internal chronometer, she’d only napped for forty seconds.
Curious, she shifted her attention to the message that had just popped up.
It was from Metatron.
With raised eyebrows, she opened it. The time stamp indicated that he’d sent it before leaving, but it had only been delivered now.
It was a short message.
Nephilim,
If anything should ever happen to me, I want you to become my successor. Finish what I started.
I’ve made preparations for you to take over without a challenge. And if anyone tries, kill them.
M.
It took Nephilim a moment to take in the message and the gravity of its words.
This was unexpected. She had always believed that Zephaniel would take over from Metatron if it became necessary. But Metatron not being there and his succession was something she didn’t want to think about. It was as unimaginable for her as it was for the rest of the corps. No one could remember a time when Metatron wasn’t there. Angels came and went, but he was always there. He was like an indestructible rock. He was the Guardian Angel corps.
And yet, she remembered only too well what had happened at the Pyramid, where those robots had almost got him. And where he’d been ready to sacrifice his own life for hers…
She still got goosebumps on her biological flesh when thinking of it.
In retrospect, she knew it had been Stavros who had orchestrated the assault on Metatron’s life. Metatron had known it back then, yet he hadn’t made a move. He’d waited until now.
Isn’t it obvious? This is about you. That was what he’d said.
But what if all was a trap?
Nephilim couldn’t sit here any longer and wait. She had to go there and stand by his side, have his back.
She jumped up from the bed and rushed to the exit. But in the hall, a surprise awaited her. Adriel stood facing the door, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed.
He lifted an eyebrow. “Where do you think you’re going, missy?”
Nephilim wasn’t in the mood for his jokes now.
“I need to go, Adriel.”
He grabbed her by the elbow. “I’m afraid I can’t allow that, Neph.”
“What the fuck, Adriel?” Nephilim snapped at him. “And what are you doing here anyway? Didn’t I give you the order to go home?”
“You did. And I’m aware that you’re an Archangel and I’m your Power. But the High-Archangel gave me the direct order not to let you go anywhere. You need to stay here, rest, and let the doctors finish all their tests on you.”
“I know. But—”
“Neph,” he interrupted her firmly. “Please don’t make me enforce his order. I really don’t want to, but I will if I have to. You’re my Archangel. But he’s the High-Archangel. His word overrides yours, you know that.”
His face took on a pleading expression.
Nephilim understood that he’d follow Metatron’s order before hers, and she also understood that he had to.
She sighed. “Alright.”
“Please try to relax and get some rest, okay?” Adriel said as she went back into her room. “I’m here if you need anything.”
That was easier said than done.
Nephilim had felt anxious since Metatron had left, but his note had made everything worse.
It was just a precaution, she told herself. And Metatron was right to take it, just in case. She needed to trust that nothing would happen to him. He was the High-Archangel!
Nevertheless, it felt like torture to go back to bed and try and rest. Knowing that she should be out there, at his side.
***
Like a pack of black wolves, a dozen Angels charged the building with inhuman speed. They leaped forward and crashed through the huge, dark-tinted windows into the lobby. Glass shattered into a thousand pieces, yet the black-clad warriors were entirely unaffected. Their synthetic spider-silk armor easily absorbed the damage, and they shielded their faces with their titanium arms. The sound of shattering glass echoed off the adjacent buildings and filled the empty street, which had been blocked off at both ends by a group of Angels.
While still leaping through the windows, two Angels threw grenades into the vast entrance hall. Those exploded even before two dozen titanium legs hit the marble floor, creating deep cracks. The grenades weren’t bombs but high-tech smoke grenades. Black smoke spread almost instantly through the hall, making it impossible to see, even with augmented eye prosthetics.
Screams of surprise and coughing could be heard. They turned into screams of terror as the Angels opened fire.
With the precision of machines, they all drew their guns even before hitting the ground. The smoke didn’t bother their eyes, which could effortlessly switch into infrared vision. Humanoid shapes appeared on their HUDs, marked in red. In the Angels’ perception, the hostiles moved around like they were stuck in glue. Not because they were slow, but because the killer cyborgs moved ten times faster than humans.
The first salvo from the Angels hit several targets, then they all dodge-rolled away, taking cover before any possible counterfire. Their second salvo was even more merciless than the first. Their high-caliber bullets destroyed everything in their way, metal and flesh alike. Only those who hid behind stone or massive iron objects were safe.
Yet not for long. Covered by their brothers in arms, two Angels on each side broke the formation and rushed forward, flanking the enemy in the blink of an eye. Like black shadows, they jumped over all obstacles and eliminated enemies crouching behind them.
The screams of terror turned into the silence of death.
There was a very good reason why everyone feared the Guardian Angels, why they were kept under strict control at all times. Once unleashed and attacking coordinately, they were an almost unstoppable force.
For the unfortunate humans and cyborgs that had been positioned in defense of the lobby, it seemed as if a black tsunami swept over them. Glowing blue eyes emerged from black smoke and eliminated everyone with frightening precision.
The whole assault didn’t last longer than five seconds.
Metatron smirked.
Contrary to his people, who moved at high speed, he approached the main entrance with no haste. Slowly, he dropped the long black coat he was wearing to the ground, revealing black combat armor that was slightly different than the others’. The coating shone in many shades of black when hit by light, resembling the chitin exoskeleton of an insect. Skintight, it revealed his slim, tall body that appeared like it had been sculpted, way too perfect to be a work of nature. Pistols were strapped to his thighs, and he wore a helmet, gloves, and boots of the same material as his combat armor. There could be no doubt that this was the apex predator approaching. And he was out for blood.
When Metatron stepped through the door, the smoke began dissolving, revealing the blood bath his people had created within seconds. Eight men and ten security bots were spread around the lobby. The smoking remains of a turret stood in the center of the lobby. The man operating it had been shot into pieces, and parts of his torso and his legs still remained standing as if the man’s body hadn’t realized that he was dead yet.
As far as Metatron could tell at first glance, only two of the dead were as heavily augmented as Stavros’ mercs they had encountered earlier. The rest were unfortunate human security personnel and robots. One Angel was about to finish off a man who was crawling away, leaving a trail of blood and goo behind him, like a nightmarish slug. All he could do was let out one last desperate scream before the Angelblade decapitated him.
The High-Archangel didn’t mind that his people had cleared up the first obstacle before he had even entered the building. He knew there would be enough for him to play with upstairs. Excitement began spreading in his body, like bloodthirsty arousal.
These had been mere cannon fodder. Stavros kept the heavy hostiles close by.
Metatron saw a movement in his peripheral vision. Faster than a snake, he drew his gun and fired without turning his head. His bullet struck down a man who had been barely alive yet determined to shoot the Angel standing close by with his last breath.
Before the body collapsed, Metatron had holstered his weapon and was approaching the elevators. He knew that ascending the tower would be the most tricky and dangerous part, but the Angels were trained for close combat inside buildings, and the High-Archangel was confident they would overcome anything and anyone waiting for them upstairs.
“Zephaniel, send in a couple of your people to make sure no one who could ambush us later is alive,” Metatron said over the comm.
Whenever the Angels attacked, they communicated exclusively over their internal network. To bystanders, it seemed as if the killers with the still faces didn’t speak at all. The perfect silence they operated in made them even more frightening.
“Dumah, you and your team are coming with me. Spread over all elevators.”
“Yes, High-Archangel.”
“They’re waiting for us up there,” Metatron said. “Not the full force, but at least a handful. They’ll try to ambush us when we exit the elevators. We won’t let them, of course.”
He stepped into one of the elevators, followed by Dumah and four of her people. The rest of the squad split up across the other three elevators. Inside, the cabin was entirely golden, with a huge mirror and characteristic Neo Art Deco patterns engraved in the metal. It wasn’t gold, of course, but a brass alloy that had been polished to appear like gold.
How pretentious, Metatron thought. Old money should know better.
“Hack the elevator system,” he commanded as the doors closed. “We’re not going all the way up to the penthouse, where they’ll be waiting. They might even be crazy enough to throw grenades inside the cabins when the doors open.” He smirked as he continued. “We’ll go one story below the penthouse and move up from there.”
Metatron knew that elevators in this kind of residence often had access to the story below the living area for deliveries and service personnel. After studying the blueprints on the way here, Metatron found that the hidden story existed in the Stavros Tower as well. Maybe they would encounter resistance there, maybe not. Knowing who was coming, the smart move and typical mercenary tactic would be to keep the strongest people together for as long as possible. Metatron expected the biggest force to be somewhere in the bowels of the residence, guarding their boss. There would be a smaller one at the elevators and only a couple on the lower level.
“Done,” Dumah reported.
Metatron entered the hacked system with his mind and selected the hidden level. The elevators rushed upward.
“Metatron,” Zephaniel addressed him over a private channel the two shared.
“Yes?”
“I have a call for you. It’s urgent,” the First-Archangel said, and Metatron could clearly hear his sneer.
“Who is it?” he asked, knowing only too well who it would be.
“Board Speaker Neftali.”
A broad grin appeared on Metatron’s face. “Tell her I’m busy. I’ll call her later.”
“She says you’re ordered to retreat immediately, or they will use force.”
Metatron’s grin turned frosty. “Tell her to bring it.”
“With pleasure.”
“You have my permission to destroy anything and anyone they send at you. But I doubt they really have the balls. Make sure the combat drones are in position.”
“Yes, High-Archangel.”
Then the elevator doors opened.




Chapter Four
A symphony of violence
The four Angels inside the cabin stepped in front of Metatron and Dumah, covering them with their bodies, just in case. Highly focused and their weapons at the ready, they watched as the elevator doors opened—into an empty corridor.
Metatron smirked.
Fools.
Two automated turrets took aim at the intruders, but the Angels destroyed them within a split second. Like black insects, they swarmed out of the elevators, securing the corridor in both directions.
“Let’s send our friends upstairs a little gift, shall we?” Metatron said, stepping out of the cabin. “Place an EMP grenade in each elevator and send them upstairs. Detonate them remotely when the doors open.”
He moved forward, flanked by two Angels. Meanwhile, three of his people followed his command and deposited EMP grenades in the elevators. A smile of schadenfreude spread over the High-Archangel’s face as the empty elevators rushed upstairs. With a bit of luck, the little “gift” would eliminate a handful of Stavros’ cyborgs.
Although, in Metatron’s opinion, calling those mercs “cyborgs” was an honor they didn’t deserve. They were augmented humans. Some were more augmented than others, but they were still humans and no match for a true cyborg.
Nevertheless, an EMP bomb was as deadly for them as it was for an Angel.
The main hall led to a staircase, but instead of going there, Metatron took a sharp turn right, with the whole squad following him. They reached a vast kitchen area where robots were busy preparing dinner. Completely oblivious, they paid no attention to the black shadows rushing past them. Once the Angels were done, there would be no one left to eat the dinner they’d cooked.
Behind the cooking area were two smaller elevators used to deliver the food to the higher stories and another staircase.
“Three men in each elevator. Wait until my signal before going up,” Metatron commanded. “The rest of you, with me.”
Three Angels stepped into each elevator, while the rest went with the High-Archangel, who was swiftly approaching the staircase.
“Vanguards,” he said, pointing up the stairs. Three Angels rushed past him and upstairs.
The High-Archangel felt proud of his people. Even though he monitored all critical operations from the control room, it was completely different to be here, among them, approaching the eye of the storm. He was excited to witness them in action, to see how exceptional every single one of them was, to see how they worked together like clockwork.
Perfection.
The staircase led to an iron door. Their scans were blurry, indicating they would encounter resistance behind this door, most likely by a bunch of mercenaries.
“Open the door. Expect resistance.”
He was proven right. As soon as the Angels opened the door, they were greeted by a storm of bullets.
The door led into another hall, yet this one couldn’t have been more different than the one below. While the personnel section had been very basic without any particular décor, this was a perfect example of pretentious pomp. Extravagant wallpaper covered the walls, and the floors were of black and white marble. Everything outright screamed of money.
The people who greeted them in the broad hall stood in stark contrast to the interior design. A huge turret faced the intruders; behind it crouched six heavily armed and augmented mercenaries.
The Angels took cover on the staircase and returned fire.
“Elevator, now,” Metatron commanded. “Make sure one of them stays alive.”
A few seconds later, the elevator doors opened, and the Angels inside jumped into action. They ambushed the men defending the corridor from behind in a brutally efficient way. As soon as the mercenaries had seen the Angels attacking from the staircase, they had shifted all their attention toward them, ignoring the elevators. They stood no chance against the black shadows emerging from them at ten times the speed of a human. Meanwhile, the vanguard on the staircase took out the turret, sending sparks flying against the expensive wallpaper.
Metatron’s mouth twitched in disgust.
Amateurs.
Only seconds later, it was over. Five mercs were lying in their own blood, while the sixth was kneeling on the floor, an Angel pointing a gun at his face. Metatron approached the man while his people swarmed out, securing the place in all directions.
Even though the man was a soldier equipped with top-notch augmentations, he blanched when he saw Metatron moving closer. Maybe he recognized who he was, maybe not. But he clearly sensed that this was death approaching.
“Cut his comms,” Metatron said. “I want this to be a private conversation.”
He stood motionless for a second, looking down at the mercenary. He was in his thirties, and his body was in good condition and well-trained. Scanning him, Metatron saw he had augmented arms, a cybernetic eye, and a high-processing implant. Nothing spectacular. Those guys were still cannon fodder. The heavies were waiting around Stavros. Wherever he was hiding…
Metatron was annoyed by the interferences that prevented them from scanning the building thoroughly. He’d just have to get the information he needed the old-fashioned way.
“Where’s your boss?” the High-Archangel asked.
The man stared at him with fear in his eyes, then he decided it was his day to be a hero—and stupid.
“I don’t know.”
Metatron smirked, leaning down toward the mercenary. “Wrong answer.”
His hand shot forward and grabbed the man’s knee. Usually, he would go for the fingers. Breaking someone’s fingers one by one was the easiest way to make them speak. But since this guy had no biological fingers, he’d have to be a bit more creative.
Metatron looked the man in the face and watched the expression in his eyes while his hand squeezed the merc’s knee. The horrifying sound of a brittle branch breaking echoed through the corridor, yet the black-clad figures were unmoved, their faces like those of living dolls.
The High-Archangel enjoyed the fear in the man’s eyes, which turned into disbelief as he saw the black-gloved hand closing around his knee. Then he screamed in agony as the titanium hand not only broke the knee but turned it into a bloody pulp. A severed artery began spraying blood like an odd little fountain.
“Where is Cillian Stavros?” Metatron asked calmly, yet with a voice like razor-sharp steel.
The man rolled his eyes in agony and gasped for air, but then he froze as he noticed Metatron had moved his hand away from his destroyed knee and upward between his legs.
“Where?”
His black-gloved, blood-covered fingers began closing around the man’s most vulnerable parts.
“Upstairs! Top floor! East side of the building. His office… please…”
“Are you sure?”
The fingers kept closing.
“Yes! Yes! Please—”
He was interrupted by Metatron’s blade cutting his throat. It had snapped out of the High-Archangel’s other wrist faster than a human eye could blink and finished the bloody business.
Metatron straightened up while simultaneously studying the blueprints in his mind. A second later, he knew exactly where to go and the best way to get there.
“We split,” he instructed Dumah. “Take ten people and clear out every story of the residence. Kill anyone who shows any sign of resistance. Find the server room. I want the turrets on the roof disabled and this damn device that jams our scanners switched off.”
“Yes, High-Archangel.”
“The rest are coming with me. We’re going to pay the venerable Board member a visit.”
He rushed forward, followed by ten shadows that moved as fast and silent as him.
On the run, they eliminated three more mercenaries and two heavily armed bots, then reached another staircase. This one was open and wide, almost like in a palace, splitting into two balustrades upstairs.
According to the blueprints, the massive staircase skipped a story and led directly upstairs to the top floor. However, this was the west side of the building. Once upstairs, they would have to fight their way to the east part, and that was where Metatron expected most of the hostiles to be.
“Metatron,” Zephaniel said, addressing him directly.
“I hope it’s important,” the High-Archangel replied icily. He was highly focused and wanted blood, more blood. Like a predator that had tasted the red liquid after a long time, he longed for more.
“We’ve got company here.”
“Who and how many?”
“AI police and combat bots. Couple dozen. Some humans too. They say we must stand down and lay down our weapons.”
Zephaniel chuckled.
“Give them one warning, then destroy them all.”
“With pleasure.”
“Call for backup if you require more people.”
“I don’t think that will be necessary.”
Metatron had stopped in the hall leading to the staircase for a second to finish the conversation with Zephaniel, his ten shadows standing behind him patiently.
“Cloak,” he commanded, and between one second and the next, they’d all disappeared, leaving nothing behind but slightly shimmering air.
Metatron expected resistance on this staircase. It was a strategic point, and shooters were most likely lying low on the higher level. Much their tech was based on stolen Angel technology, but not the cloaking. The stealth device was reverse-engineered Wasp gear and had been developed after Finwick Connors had left HQ. No one outside the Angel corps knew how the stealth system worked or how to spot cloaked units. The Angels would take full advantage of this.
Besides this, Metatron had another surprise up his sleeve, and he couldn’t wait for the right moment to test it.
He leaped forward, and his men followed him. Within seconds, they climbed the stairs and split into two groups. There they saw them.
Six men were crouching behind the balustrade, ready to ambush the Angels. One was a sharpshooter, his rifle aimed at the door downstairs. If Metatron had just walked in there at the front of his troop, he would have been struck down.
Metatron expected that at least as many were hiding on the other side. Still, even if they had all opened fire on the Angels, they wouldn’t have been able to defeat them. However, the confrontation would have left some Angels heavily wounded, maybe even killed.
Metatron grinned as he sprinted forward, the others following him like deadly specters. Instead of attacking the people closest to them, he rushed past them and went directly for the sniper. He leaped up, and his blades snapped out of his wrists.
The sniper never saw what killed him. A razor-sharp sword appeared out of thin air above him and was rammed through his helmet, through his brain, all the way down to his neck, killing him instantly. At the same time, Metatron swung his other blade and decapitated the man next to the sniper, cutting through his armor, flesh, and bones like butter due to the incredible force he applied.
Like clockwork, the other Angels killed the rest of the group lurking behind the balustrade. And judging by the sounds of blades swinging and victims gargling, the Angels on the other side were making short work of the potential ambushers there too.
All the hostiles died so fast that none could even scream. They had been sitting ducks without realizing it. But what could they do against an invisible enemy that moved at almost 100 MPH? Angels could hold this maximum speed for only a couple of seconds, but it was enough to turn an attack into an unstoppable force.
Metatron watched as blood sprayed from the collapsing body he had just decapitated. Despite the force of the attack, he had clearly felt the slight resistance as his blade cut through the muscles and then hit the bone, sliding through it like paper. He loved those little details about killing. Of course, only his enhanced senses made it possible to notice such a thing.
The staircase led to a hall that ended in a closed door. Again, Metatron felt slightly irritated that they couldn’t scan the room behind it properly. But on the other hand, at least it made the whole endeavor a slight challenge.
His experience and instincts were telling him an ambush was waiting behind this door. The Angels were clearly superior to their enemies, but caution was still necessary. Metatron wanted to keep this a no-casualty operation.
“How’s the situation out there, Zephaniel?”
“So far, they haven’t attacked,” he replied.
I knew it.
Metatron smirked. “I doubt they will. The rest of the Board has their pants full because they think we’ll come after them next if they attack. And they’re not wrong. They’ll try to appease us by sacrificing Stavros. Nevertheless, be vigilant.”
“Of course.”
“Dumah, have you found the server room?” Metatron addressed the other Archangel.
“Negative. We’ve encountered heavy resistance in the northern part of the second floor. My guess is we’re pretty close.”
“Eliminate them.”
“On it.”
The Angels who had cleared the other side of the staircase joined them as they walked up the corridor.
“Expect resistance behind this door,” Metatron warned his people. “Open it cautiously, then breach the room.”
Two Angels approached the door, their weapons ready, while the rest of the team crouched at the walls. All of them were still in stealth mode.
“Go,” Metatron said.
They opened the door, and the invisible specters rushed inside. Metatron followed, but he stopped at the door, scanning the room. Inside was an indoor swimming pool of extraordinary proportions. Many wealthy individuals had indoor pools—Metatron had one himself. But what counted as luxury for most Olympians who lived in small apartments was outright tiny to what he saw here.
The pool was more than sixty feet long, and the whole area spanned over half of the entire floor of the building. The wall was covered with mirrors that reflected the magnificent skyline outside the panoramic windows. The sun was about to set and filled the sky with reddish light, which was reflected by the endless glass. Because of the mirrors, for anyone in the water, it would almost seem as if the pool was floating between the high-rises of Olympias.
The area was empty. No hostiles whatsoever. It was easy to tell as there was no possibility of hiding anywhere. The mirrors would give away the position of anyone trying to hide behind the luxurious furniture or plants. There were also no turrets or any other visible defensive devices.
Metatron didn’t like this. All his combat and survival instincts rang alarm bells as he followed his people into the pool area.
“Three of you, stay behind the door and cover us,” he commanded. “Be extremely cautious here. Chances are high we’ll be ambushed. Dumah, I need the internal security systems of this building disabled. Now.”
“We found it, Metatron,” she replied. “Resistance is almost broken.”
“Good.”
As they moved deeper into the room, Metatron asked himself how the hostiles would try to ambush them. All the Angels were invisible and undetectable by any conventional scan.
Unless…
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement in one of the mirrors. He reacted lightning-fast.
“Everyone, in the pool! NOW!”
Without hesitation, all Angels in the room dove inside the pool—and not one second too soon.
Outside the windows, two massive combat drones descended from above and instantly opened fire. High-velocity, large-caliber projectiles filled the air like black hail. Cyborg killers.
Within seconds, the mirrors and all other interior decorations were smashed. Because of their cloaking, the drones couldn’t localize the Angels, but they didn’t have to. They would simply destroy the whole room along with everyone in it.
Metatron, who had been standing furthest away from the water, leaped forward after his people. He was fast, but not fast enough, and a bullet hit his side. Usually, a hit like this would have guaranteed heavy damage. But the spider-silk mesh Metatron wore was of the highest possible density. It couldn’t stop the projectile, but it slowed it down by 80%, absorbing most of its devastating energy. Nevertheless, it penetrated Metatron’s flesh, drilling through synthetic and biological parts until it got stuck between his titanium ribs.
Metatron’s implants worked so fast that he perceived the entry of the potentially deadly projectile into his body in real-time, analyzing the data of the damage while it happened.
He hit the water and dove under the surface. Blood and synthetic fluids gushed from the wound. It was unfortunate, but his systems indicated it wasn’t deadly. It wasn’t even severe.
Nevertheless, it was painful.
Metatron clenched his teeth as he pulled himself forward through the water. The Angels weren’t good swimmers. In fact, it was one of their biggest weaknesses. Due to their heavy bodies, they were slow underwater, and it took them a lot of effort to stay afloat—and they instantly lost their stealth when they came into contact with liquids.
Two more Angels had been hit in their biological parts, and huge splots of crimson appeared on the surface.
“Take cover at the wall!” Metatron commanded, swimming there himself. As long as the barrage lasted, they couldn’t do much more than try not to get hit. Pieces of shattered glass flew through the air. Reflecting the crimson sun, they appeared like bloody tears raining down on the water.
The Angels who had stayed behind the door opened fire. But the drones were heavily armored and hardly took any damage from their bullets. They’d need a rocket launcher to take down one of those.
Where had Stavros even got them? Metatron wondered. Usually, those kinds of drones were part of the city’s military and police force equipment. Civilians shouldn’t have them.
All animals…
He clung to the wall underwater, only avoiding being hit by more bullets and the shattered glass by inches.
“Dumah! We need those things disabled NOW!”
“Working on it! We’ve breached the security servers. Hang in there!”
“Approaching your position,” Uriel joined the conversation. He and his squad were still inside the VTOL circling the building. “We’ll shoot them down.”
“No!” Metatron said, sharper than he’d intended. He was furious, but mostly at himself that he hadn’t anticipated such an attack. “Do not engage until the turrets are disabled. Understood?”
“Copy that.”
Uriel meant well, but Metatron wasn’t willing to sacrifice an entire squad and an aircraft for his safety.
“Dumah!”
“One second… Got it!”
Suddenly the heavy drones powered down and then fell like stones.
“Roof defenses are disabled too,” Dumah reported.
“Uriel, you can land now,” Metatron said, carefully inspecting the hole in his body with his fingers. “Search and destroy everything that moves. I want all rooms in this shithole cleared within five minutes.”
“Copy that.”
Metatron pulled himself out of the water into a crouch and then a standing position with a smooth, forceful move that would have been impossible for a human. The others followed their leader’s example. Thankfully, no one had been killed, and the wounded could still move and get out of the water by themselves. The drone ambush had been unfortunate, but it would hardly slow them down.
Their stealth gear flickered once they were out of the water, then the Angels began disappearing again.
Only for a moment, however. Suddenly the sprinklers in the ceiling went off, filling the air with artificial rain. Being hit by it, the Angels appeared like mystical creatures formed by water—and they were clearly visible.
The doors on the other side of the pool area burst off their hinges, and more than a dozen heavily augmented mercenaries stormed inside. They instantly opened fire from their machine guns, using heavy metal plates as shields.
“Evade, take cover! Attack!” Metatron commanded, leaping to the side himself. “Dumah, we need backup here!”
“On our way!”
“Preparing drop-off,” Uriel added.
Sprinting, Metatron evaded a storm of bullets and took cover by pressing himself into a narrow niche in the wall. Backup was on the way, but they had to take out these guys right now or more people would take damage or even die.
He wasn’t certain if the hostiles had identified him, but if they had, they would obviously target him directly. Killing him had the highest priority.
Not today.
Metatron focused, forgetting the pain in his side as he calculated his next attack. It was time to try out the new upgrade.
Bullets flew past, destroying his cover as he flexed his artificial muscles, directing all excess energy into his legs. He powered up the new sub-protocol. All systems were green. Meanwhile, his HUD showed him the exact path he had to take.
Chance of heavy damage: 49.8%, the system informed him.
Not today.
“All units, cover me,” he commanded. “Now!”
All Angels opened fire while running, jumping, and evading bullets spectacularly. One of the mercs was hit in the neck and collapsed, but all the Angels’ other bullets flew through the air or against the hostiles’ cover. But it wasn’t their goal to hit the enemy. This was barrage fire. To divert the hostiles’ attention from the High-Archangel.
Chance of heavy damage: 33.3%
That was much better.
Metatron didn’t waste any more time. He leaped forward, out of his cover, and his body achieved the astonishing attack speed of 120 MPH in 0.3 seconds. In his semi-transparent form, he appeared like a wraith from another world, moving at a speed that made it impossible for any shooter to hit him—even an augmented one. In less than a second, he was on top of a low wall that separated the main pool from the jacuzzi area. From there, he leaped directly against the main wall, which had been covered by mirrors less than five minutes ago and was now only bare concrete.
Just before he hit the wall, he rotated his body so that his feet touched it first. Then he activated the new sub-protocol.
Here goes nothing.
Instead of being drawn down to the ground by gravity, Metatron kept running—along the wall.
In his peripheral vision, he could see some of the mercenaries’ faces falling in utter surprise and shock. Because he moved so fast, it seemed to Metatron that they were moving in slow-motion.
He didn’t leave the hostiles any chance to recover from their bafflement. Using the wall, he broke past their defenses and covers.
Boosting his speed one more time, he jumped from the wall against the ceiling. Touching it, he flexed his legs and shot down to the ground. There, he pirouetted around his axis while his blades snapped out of his wrists.
Like a vengeful wraith, he landed right in the middle of the nine heavily armed hostiles. They were already dead, they just didn’t know it yet.
Before he’d even touched the ground, Metatron’s swords sliced through the two closest men. Due to his incredible momentum, he cut both in half effortlessly.
He didn’t waste any time. Spinning around, he decapitated another man with his right blade. Meanwhile, his left blade disappeared back into his arm—only to snap out of his elbow and right into another man’s face.
“Strike,” he commanded his people. Now that he had the attention of all hostiles in the room, the Angels could easily overrun them without risking any casualties.
Like an army of water demons, they stormed the enemy line.
Metatron evaded a counterattack as gracefully as an acrobat. With his speed and using his swords on both arms, he appeared like a spinning whirlwind of blades.
Screams of pure horror and agony erupted and echoed from the high walls of the swimming pool as the full Angel force hit the mercenaries. In close combat, they were as helpless as any non-augmented human.
Metatron rammed his blade through another man’s chin and into his brain, then grabbed the head of the next, spinning it so sharply and with such force that not only did his spine break but the skull was ripped out of its socket.
Then it was over. Straightening up, Metatron let his swords disappear back into his arms. He turned around and saw the bloodbath behind him. The whole assault hadn’t lasted longer than five seconds.
A symphony of violence.
Metatron smiled. He was more than pleased with the anti-gravity prototype. Like the cloaking system, it was reverse-engineered Wasp tech. Seemingly defying gravity and running along walls had been an ability that had made the Wasps superior.
Not anymore. Olympias’ engineers had surpassed the TogbuaXiang model by miles. While Wasps were light, with only very few metal parts in their bodies, Angels were heavy. The boost lasted only two seconds, but as Metatron had just demonstrated, that was more than enough to make a huge difference. This tech was certainly worth implementing, and in a year, all Angels would be equipped with it. Combined with their cloaking device, this would be an incredible weapon.
“You’re late,” Metatron said half-jokingly as Dumah and her people rushed in on the other side of the swimming pool. “The pool party is over, but there’s still enough for your and Uriel’s teams to do.”
Now that the security system was down, so was the annoying technology that had disturbed the Angel sensors and they could finally scan their surroundings thoroughly. There were two more groups of heavily armed people within the premises. One of them was clearly on the run. Obviously, some of the mercenaries had decided they weren’t paid enough to be slaughtered by an army of unstoppable killer cyborgs.
“Dumah, Uriel, go after the runners,” Metatron said. “I don’t want any of those assholes still breathing when we’re done here. Zephaniel, how’s the situation down there?”
“They still haven’t attacked.”
“And they won’t.”
“But Speaker Neftali is very keen on talking to you,” Zephaniel added.
“Tell her I’ll call her back when I’m done here.”
Metatron turned toward the broken door the mercs had breached. The remaining hostiles were right down the hall and up the stairs, protecting the most eastern room of the top floor. Metatron’s scan showed two people there, and one of them had to be Stavros. After the battle he’d just fought, his body was filled with adrenaline, and his hunger for blood and vengeance had become even stronger.
“Let’s finish this,” he said, leading his people out of the utterly destroyed swimming pool area.
With more than a dozen mutilated bodies lying on top of each other and the water in the pool shimmering crimson red in the late afternoon sun, the place reminded Metatron of a painting by Hieronymus Bosch. One of his favorite artists.




Chapter Five
Stavros
“We intercepted an outgoing call,” Zephaniel said as Metatron and his people rushed up the stairs toward the last remaining hostiles. “It was encrypted, but deciphering it wasn’t a big deal. Shall we cut it?”
“No,” Metatron said with a grin. “Establish a one-way connection. I want to eavesdrop a little.”
“Copy that.”
It was almost certainly Stavros who was making the call. He was calling for help, and Metatron was more than curious to hear who the person on the other end of the line was.
He listened to the conversation while the Angels prepared to face the last remaining hostiles.
Twelve men had taken up a position to defend the door that led to Stavros’ inner sanctum. Half had taken cover in two rooms close by, ready to attack from the open doors, while the rest had built a makeshift barricade in the hall. They were horrified and demoralized. Like every predator, Metatron could sense their fear.
“Where’s my fucking evac?!” Metatron heard Stavros yelling into the phone. The panic in his voice was music to the High-Archangel’s ears.
“What evac?” the other voice replied nonchalantly.
It took the software in Metatron’s brain a moment to analyze the other voice, which he didn’t instinctively recognize. A second later, a broad grin appeared on his face. This was too good to be true!
The man on the other end was none other than Jake. Nephilim’s Jake. The Rosprom rat who had brainwashed her into going against her own people. The man he hated almost as much as Stavros.
This time, the High-Archangel stayed behind and let his people handle the remaining hostiles. Without water being sprayed onto them, they could go back into full stealth mode. The mercenaries wouldn’t stand a o chance.
“Zephaniel, trace back the call to the other end.”
This was a development even he hadn’t anticipated. Stavros in bed with the Proms? Not only was this man a psychopath, but he obviously didn’t have a single shred of integrity in his body.
“Negative,” Zephaniel said after a second. “Whoever’s on the other end uses such a sophisticated encryption that even we can’t break it.”
Of course. It’s Rosprom, after all.
Meanwhile, the Angels stormed through against Stavros’ last remaining defenders. It would be only a matter of seconds.
“What do you mean, there’s no evac?” Stavros shrieked. “We had a deal! You gave me your word!”
“I’m afraid I can’t remember,” Jake said coldly.
“What?! He’s coming for me, do you understand?”
Damn right I am.
“The motherfucking tinman is here! They’re everywhere! You must get me out of here!”
“Then why don’t you ask your friends from the Board to rescue you? Surely they can stop him? Or have they lost control over him?”
“They won’t answer my calls! Please!” Stavros was almost crying now. “Help me!”
“Maybe you shouldn’t have kidnapped his princess.”
“You need me! I’m—”
“Wrong,” Jake cut him off with a voice like frozen steel. “We don’t need you. We got everything we wanted from you, and now you’re obsolete. Good luck, Mr. Stavros.”
Jake didn’t leave the Board member time to respond and hung up.
Metatron smiled, slowly approaching the target door. This was a very unexpected stroke of luck. It played into his hands perfectly. Not only would he use this information as leverage against the Board, he would also share it with Nephilim.
Deep inside her, she still felt some sort of affection for this man, of that Metatron was convinced. Every time he allowed himself to think of that, jealousy would spark in him.
But her affection would surely go once he shared the recording of this conversation with her. The spy she’d fallen for more than a year ago had been working with the man who kidnapped and tortured her. Most likely, Jake had known exactly about Stavros’ little hobby. Rosprom had also undoubtedly been more than happy to approve their ally’s torturing and killing of Guardian Angels.
It was time to have a little chat with Mr. Stavros. And to kill him.
Metatron ignored the mercenaries’ screams of agony, the blood sprayed on the walls, and the intestines soaking the expensive carpets. By the time he reached the door, only two people who weren’t Guardian Angels were left alive in the building. One stood in the smaller room right behind the door, the other in the bigger room behind.
Metatron’s scan showed him exactly who was standing behind the door. He had been hoping to encounter that man.
“Stand down,” the High-Archangel instructed his people. “I’ll go in there alone. Only breach if commanded to.”
Metatron opened the door and looked into the face of the mercenary troops’ leader—Wester, the blond cyborg who had kidnapped Nephilim. The merc leader wore dark tactical combat clothes and had state-of-the-art augmentations implanted in his body. His armored vest was sleeveless, showing off his metal arms and artificial muscle strings on his neck. Metatron’s scan showed that the man’s legs were artificial, too, and his eyes, hidden behind dark shades, were custom-made prosthetics.
Wester was 43% machine, which was much more than average people equipped for combat. Even the mercs the Angels had just slaughtered had been merely 30% augmentation.
Wester was undoubtedly a very dangerous man and a fierce fighter, yet he was no match for Metatron or any other Angel.
And he seemed to be well aware of that. Instead of trying to attack Metatron, the cyborg stood still, lifting his metal arms into the air.
“I yield,” he said calmly. “Don’t shoot. Let us talk.”
Metatron smirked. The merc leader had cojones. It wouldn’t hurt to hear what he had to say.
Besides, Metatron was convinced that the swimming pool ambush had been Wester’s plan. Stavros could never have come up with something like that. It had been a clever plan, and the High-Archangel acknowledged that.
“Mr. Wester, I presume,” Metatron said, moving slowly closer. “Do you know who I am?”
The cyborg nodded. “I do. You’re the High-Archangel.”
“Correct. Do you also know why I’m here?”
Again, the blond man nodded. Metatron had to hand it to him—Wester was doing a good job of not showing his fear. “You want him,” he said, pointing behind him. “Because of what he did.”
“That’s also correct,” Metatron said. “And as far as I remember, you’re the number one henchman of this lunatic. How many of my people have you witnessed being tortured to death?”
For the first time, Wester showed fear as beads of sweat appeared on his forehead.
“I had nothing to do with this, I swear,” he said. “I was just doing my job. What my men and I were hired for.”
“Did you?” Metatron tilted his head like a king cobra, ready to strike. “And it didn’t occur to you that kidnapping Guardian Angels so your boss could torture them to death might not have been the best idea?”
Wester licked his lips nervously. “Please, hear me out, High-Archangel. I yielded because I want to change sides. Let me work for you. I assure you, I would be very useful. I can go to places where you have no access. I can be your eyes and ears on the streets. Surely you’ve scanned me. I’m heavily augmented with high-class tech.”
Metatron didn’t reply but just looked at the man, who began squirming under his gaze.
“I’ll go in there and drag Stavros out for you. He’s armed, but I’ll overwhelm him. I’ll kill him if you wish. Or I’ll hold him down so you can enjoy killing him.”
Metatron smirked.
“That’s a very interesting offer, Mr. Wester.”
He paused for a moment and watched a smile appear on the blond cyborg’s face. Wester opened his mouth to say something, but Metatron wouldn’t let him.
“Tell me,” the High-Archangel said. “If I were to hire you, who would guarantee that you won’t try to kill me if someone offered a better deal?”
Wester opened and closed his mouth like a fish, but no words came out. He clearly hadn’t been prepared for such a question.
“Not that you would stand a chance,” Metatron added, the smirk vanishing from his face.
Suddenly he attacked. Like a snake, he charged forward and grabbed Wester by his elbows.
The attack came so quickly and surprisingly that the merc didn’t have the slightest chance to react or counter in any way. His eyes turned wide and his lips formed a surprised O, then his face contorted in agony.
Metatron could have killed him on the spot, but he wanted to enjoy the procedure, like a child playfully ripping out a bug’s legs before crushing it.
His attack was so forceful that it yanked Wester off his feet. Metatron twisted Wester’s torso while jerking his arms in opposite directions with such might that he ripped the artificial arms from their sockets.
Sparks and metal shards flew, then blood gushed out of the stumps, the flesh torn open where the prosthetics had been attached to the biological body.
Metatron rammed his knee into Wester’s lower spine with such power that it broke with a cracking sound, then he let the mutilated cyborg crash to the floor.
For a second, the perplexed and shocked mercenary leader looked up into the High-Archangel’s face above him, calm and cool like freshly fallen snow. Two drops of blood had made it onto his pale cheek.
Still holding the artificial arms in his hands, Metatron let himself drop to his knees onto the man’s chest, cracking his ribs and smashing his internal organs. Blood gushed out of Wester’s mouth, forming tiny bubbles as he tried to scream or speak.
“I’m afraid I’ll have to decline your offer, Mr. Wester,” Metatron said calmly. “I have no use for people with no integrity. Besides, you were there when Stavros had Nephilim. You brought her to him. Every breath you take is mere pollution. And we don’t want our beautiful world to be polluted, do we?”
The smile on his face would have made anyone’s blood run ice-cold.
Metatron swung Wester’s metal arm and let it crash down onto his face, shattering his skull. The impact was so forceful that the head burst open, and the left prosthetic eye jumped out of its socket like a bloody ping-pong ball. A mixture of brain tissue and blood splattered onto the carpet and the wall behind. Another drop of blood hit Metatron’s face, this time on his forehead.
During his long life and his career as a Guardian Angel, Metatron had killed more people than he could count. Usually, he didn’t feel anything when taking a life, just as an Angel was supposed to.
But sometimes… sometimes killing someone was even better than sex, or good coffee.
This was one of those cases. And yet it was only the hors d’oeuvre. The main course was waiting behind the next door.
A pleasant anticipation began rising in Metatron.
He glanced down at Wester’s destroyed skull and face one more time, like an artist enjoying his handiwork, then straightened up.
It was time to finish this.
The room he was in was relatively small and was evidently an assistant’s office. One door led to the main hall, where the rest of the Angels were patiently waiting for their boss to finish his business. The other door led to Stavros’ office.
Metatron scanned it thoroughly as he slowly approached the door.
One person was in there, and he was armed. It didn’t impress Metatron in the slightest. Nothing in the world would save the pathetic lunatic now.
Metatron opened the door.
The room was spacious and occupied one corner of the building. Huge windows covered two of its walls, and the view over the Inner Circle and the Pyramid was admittedly breathtaking. Reddish light reflected off the glass surfaces surrounding the Stavros Tower.
The furniture was pompous and showed a lack of style and grace. A classic example of the fact that money couldn’t buy taste.
In the middle of the room stood Cillian Stavros.
White as a sheet with wide eyes filled with panic, he was the most pathetic figure the High-Archangel had ever seen. The fact that he was shakily holding a gun in his trembling hands didn’t change that impression.
“Good afternoon, Board member Stavros,” Metatron said in a conversational tone that hid daggers under silk.
“Stay away!” Stavros shrieked.
“Or what, Board member?”
“Or I’ll fucking shoot you!!”
“Is that so?” Metatron smirked. “I’m really intimidated now.”
Like a panther approaching his prey, he slowly moved closer.
While he was utterly calm on the outside, all his systems were on alert and ready. He expected Stavros to fire his gun, and he didn’t have to wait long.
His eyes were looking at Stavros’ hand, with all his processing power focusing on it. Due to the speed of Metatron’s brain, every movement Stavros made appeared as if in slow-motion. He could see the muscles in Stavros’ finger first twitch, then flex.
In the same split second as Stavros pulled the trigger, the High-Archangel elegantly stepped aside. The bullet hit the window behind him, shattering it. Wind blew into the room and ruffled Metatron’s hair. Still focused on Stavros’ hand, he didn’t pay attention to it.
The Board member screamed in shock and anger as he realized Metatron had literally just dodged a bullet.
He fired again, yet Metatron stepped aside with the same ease as before while continuing to move closer. When Stavros fired again, Metatron didn’t dodge. Instead, his blades snapped out of his wrists faster than a human eye could follow. The projectile hit the reinforced titanium and ricocheted away, hitting the window behind Stavros and missing his head by inches.
The Board member screamed in panic and horror. He decided that trying to shoot a monster that moved faster than he could pull a trigger was pointless and spun around to take a run for it—which was even more pointless.
Less than a second later, Metatron was on him. Like a black shadow, he charged the much smaller man and placed his hand on the gun. Stavros tried to pull the trigger once more, hoping he might hit the High-Archangel from such close proximity.
But Metatron was faster. His black-gloved hand closed around the gun and crushed it—as well as the hand with which Stavros was holding it.
The Board member howled in pain while his eyes rolled forth and back as if they wanted to fall out of their sockets.
“Now, venerable Board member, it’s time we had a conversation, man to man. Shall we?” Metatron said, spinning the screaming man around like a dancer so that they faced each other.
“You’ll regret this!” Stavros pressed out. “The Board will have you torn apart!”
“We’ll see about that.”
“You can’t do this, Metatron!”
“Oh, I can. Don’t you see?”
He grabbed the short man by the collar and lifted him with one hand so their faces were at the same height. Stavros began thrashing his legs like a beetle thrown on its back, but he couldn’t hit the killer cyborg holding him.
“Please, let me go!” he cried, deciding to change his tone. “We can make a deal. We can—”
“I’m afraid it’s too late for that, Board member,” Metatron said icily. “You see, I spent the last twenty minutes killing everyone in this tower just to get to you. Do you know why?”
Stavros nodded, tears and snot running down his face. Metatron could hardly hide his disgust at this disgrace of a man.
“Because of her,” the Board member said.
“That’s right,” Metatron hissed. “Did you really think I’d let you get away with what you did to her?”
“I… I didn’t do anything,” Stavros stammered. “It was Wester! He tortured and killed them—”
Metatron’s fingers began closing around his neck. “I saw everything, you piece of shit. I saw what you did to her. You felt so strong and powerful, didn’t you?”
Stavros gasped for air but couldn’t reply.
“You felt so strong and powerful looking down at a naked, restrained woman. How very brave of you.”
Metatron reached out for Stavros’ face with his free hand in an almost tender gesture. But instead of stroking it, he let his blade slowly emerge from his wrist. He pressed the blunt side against Stavros’ cheek and enjoyed the agony and terror in the other’s eyes.
“You’re not feeling so strong anymore, huh?” Metatron asked before his voice turned into a threatening whisper. “You messed with the wrong person.”
He turned his blade and began cutting down Stavros’ cheek in the exact same way as he had done to Nephilim.
Stavros shrieked and gasped for air, his body trembling. “Help! Somebody, please HELP!”
The blade was making its way through Stavros’ skin and flesh, right down to the bone, as Metatron sliced his cheek in half.
“I’m afraid no one’s coming. They’ve all abandoned you. The Board and your Rosprom friends.”
Despite the agony, Stavros’ face took on an entirely perplexed expression for a second.
“How do I know? I know everything. I also know that it was you who tried to have me killed at the Pyramid. Nice try.”
He shifted his hand with the blood-covered sword to Stavros’ good cheek.
“What information did you sell to Rosprom?”
“Nothing,” Stavros mumbled. “I don’t know what—”
Metatron interrupted him by cutting through his other cheek. The Board member screamed like a pig being butchered because, in fact, he was.
“You see, I’ll find out anyway,” Metatron said calmly, visibly enjoying how his razor-sharp weapon cut through the other’s flesh. His highly sensitive ears even picked up on the slight scratching sound of metal against bone. It aroused him. “It’s up to you how much pain you suffer. Tell me what you know, and I’ll make it quick.”
Suddenly Stavros began giggling as madness filled his eyes. Blood rushed from his sliced cheeks, and his teeth showed through the torn flesh.
“Why would I tell you anything, you sick, old bastard! You’ll kill me anyway!”
“Damn right I will,” Metatron said.
“And all of this because of that stupid whore?” Stavros yelled. “You should have seen how much she enjoyed it when I fucked her. She cried for more! Fucking slut.”
He laughed, his madness now clearly visible.
“Oh, I saw everything you did,” Metatron said coldly, not letting the pathetic shit of a man provoke him. “And you’ll die for that. There’s nothing in the world that can save you now, Board member. I can make it quick and painless or so slow and painful that you’ll wish you’d never been born. I know how to keep you alive and have fun with you for many hours, Cillian.”
The smile on Metatron’s face would have given anyone nightmares. Besides, he was lying, of course. There was no chance in hell he’d make it quick and painless for this scum.
Yet Stavros continued laughing hysterically.
“No! You will die! All of you blue-eyed fuckers will die! You abominations! Monsters!”
“And why would that be?”
“You’ll see! You’ll see!” He giggled.
“Will I? Well, in that case, I’d better make sure you won’t see anything ever again.”
Slowly, Metatron slid his thumbs toward Stavros’ eyes, which displayed nothing but madness now, and began applying pressure to them.
“I’ll ask you again. What did you sell to Rosprom?”
“This whole goddamn city! They’re coming, Metatron. They’re coming with full force. When they’re done, none of you assholes will be left standing.”
“Doubtful. What was it you sold them?”
His thumbs began pressing harder against Stavros’ eyeballs.
“I won’t tell you!” the lunatic yelled. “It’s going to be such a surprise, oh yes! In three days, everything will be over. All of you will be dead, and Olympias will be Rosprom. Then there shall be peace…”
“What did they offer you in return?”
“What everyone wants, you dumb machine! Power!”
Metatron chuckled. “You elites can never have enough, can you?”
It was time to end this. The High-Archangel could see that he wouldn’t squeeze anything more out of Stavros now, whose mind had fled into a state of madness. Most likely, he hadn’t sold anything crucial to Rosprom anyway.
But he had just revealed that the attack would happen in three days—and had confessed he’d been working with Rosprom. Him saying it was exactly what Metatron needed.
“Let’s see. You asked your henchmen to bring you Nephilim’s eyes, didn’t you? And cut off her head?”
His thumbs began pressing harder into Stavros’ eyes, who now screamed and laughed at the same time. Blood started flowing over Metatron’s hands as his titanium fingers damaged the man’s eyeballs. Then, with a horrifying sound, the thumbs plopped the eyes out of their sockets. They fell onto Stavros’ ruined cheeks, only held by the optical nerve strands.
Stavros’ body began shaking and trembling, but he wasn’t dead yet. Metatron had been carefully monitoring his vital signals so he didn’t kill him too quickly.
“For you, Nephilim,” he whispered tenderly.
I love you.
He pressed his blades against both sides of Stavros’ neck and slowly began cutting the flesh. Stavros let out one last desperate scream, then passed out as the knives cut through his arteries. More blood erupted, and the Board member’s body fell limp as the last bit of life left it.
Again he heard the satisfying sound of metal against bone, then the blades cut through Stavros’ neck like oversized scissors, decapitating him. The body collapsed and fell to the ground next to Metatron’s feet. He held the head in his hands for a moment, and a deep satisfaction filled every fiber of his being.
This bastard had had to die for what he’d done to Nephilim, and nothing in the world could have stopped Metatron from completing the task. If the Board wanted a war because of it, they would have one.
But Metatron highly doubted anything like that would happen. Especially not with Rosprom forces on Olympias’ doorstep.
He placed the head on Stavros’ massive desk, where it created a bloody mess within seconds. It didn’t matter. The desk was ugly as fuck. But Metatron liked the room and its view. Maybe he would keep it for himself.
With one hand, he picked up the rest of Stavros’ body and carried it over to the smashed window. Then he threw it out like a bag of trash.




Chapter Six
Disagreements
Completely oblivious to the drama unfolding high above the Inner Circle, Finwick stared out the window, brooding. He, Sarah, and the brute were sitting in one of Mama Legba’s cars that drove them to who knew where.
Even though Finwick had been a resident of Oldtown for more than a year now, he had quickly lost his bearings, especially since the vehicle took smaller side streets instead of the main roads everyone else frequented. Like the car that had brought them to the clinic the other night, this one also had an actual human driver. Finwick wondered about that.
“Why does Mama use human drivers instead of autonomous cars?” he asked Sammy, who was sitting across from them. The thug was busy cleaning his fingernails with a knife that was big enough to gut a bear.
He glanced up and gave Finwick one of those looks he’d come to hate and made him feel like an idiot.
“Because AI can’t be trusted. Everyone knows that.”
“Why?” Sarah asked.
“It’s all connected and exchanges data. If you want to survive in Oldtown, you need to stay under the radar as much as possible.”
Finwick nodded. That made a lot of sense, and he actually was an idiot for not thinking of that himself. If he thought about it, he had to admit it was fascinating. Despite all its surveillance systems, drones, and the Guardian Angels, Olympias couldn’t eliminate organized crime. During his time as the Broker, he’d discovered how enormous the shady network was. Something was telling him that he would soon learn more about Olympias’ underworld than he ever wanted to know.
It bugged him that he’d become Mama Legba’s lackey, depending on her goodwill. He had been pushed around all his life, yet no one had taken him seriously, no one but Nephilim.
Stop right there, buddy, he told himself. You’re not going down this road. Not now. Wait until you’re alone and in bed.
He sighed inwardly. In retrospect, his time as the Broker had been the best of his life. He had been “somebody.” And he’d earned a lot of money. Now, most of his money was gone, and he was at the grace of a gangster boss. If it were only him, he wouldn’t care that much. But he had a daughter now, and mobsters weren’t the right environment for a little girl. Although Sarah seemed to have adapted to the circumstances better than him.
Finwick felt an itching in his face and absentmindedly lifted his hand to scratch it, but he was stopped by the bandages. Not good. If he could feel itching, the painkillers that had numbed his whole face were subsiding. Soon, he would probably feel horrible pain. But the good thing was that the dizziness was subsiding too, and he slowly began feeling like himself again.
He glanced out the window and saw they’d left the main area of Oldtown and were now surrounded by rather shabby residential buildings and warehouses, most dating back to the pre-corporation era. Finwick had never been here and was surprised such a part of the city even existed. But on the other hand, he’d only left his apartment when he couldn’t avoid it. Since childhood, he’d been one of those people who preferred staying at home and playing video games instead of seeking adventures in the real world.
“You worked for them, yes?” Sammy suddenly asked, yanking Finwick from his thoughts.
“For whom?” he asked, again feeling like an idiot the moment the words left his mouth. Clearly, half his brain was still in the lands of oblivion.
The thug rolled his eyes. “Them. The blue-eyed fuckers.”
Finwick nodded while discreetly taking Sarah’s hand in his and squeezing it. She glanced at him, and he knew she understood that she wasn’t supposed to say anything.
“Yes,” he replied. “I used to work in the Guardian Angel HQ.”
Sammy grimaced, and a disgusted snort left his mouth. “Did they at least pay you well?”
“Yes, it was good pay.” Finwick tried to keep his tone as neutral as possible. The last thing he wanted was a confrontation with one of Mama’s thugs.
“I hope it was worth it. Have you heard what they did in the Underground the other day? They massacred more than twenty people… and then there was the raid yesterday.”
I’ve not just heard about it, I was there, Finwick thought, feeling goosebumps building up on his arms, remembering how Nephilim had left a path of destruction behind her just to get to him.
At that moment, he remembered something that had slipped his mind until now. When leaving his loft, he and Sarah had been in such a hurry that he’d completely forgotten to destroy Nephilim’s hologram in his man cave. He’d wiped his computers using all possible means, but the hologram wasn’t on his main system. It was in a standard holo projector he’d bought for exactly that purpose.
Finwick swallowed. If Mama sent her people to check out his place for something valuable and they found that, he’d be in deep trouble. He’d have to come up with a good explanation. Maybe playing the little perv with a Guardian Angel fetish would do the trick?
“I never had anything to do with their bloody business when I was working there,” Finwick explained. “I was just an unimportant neural implant technician.”
“Still,” the brute insisted. “It was blood money. They’re killers.”
And you are what again? Finwick thought, but he didn’t dare say it out loud. The last thing he wanted was to anger the guy and meet his meat grinder up close.
“I’m bored,” Sarah said in the growing tension. “Sammy, can you show me one of your card tricks, please? They’re so cool!”
Once again, Finwick felt pride flooding him. She was such a smart girl! She definitely wasn’t bored. Instead, she was trying to divert Sammy’s attention away from a delicate topic. And it worked.
The thug’s broad face lit up, and he showed his metal teeth. “Later, Li’l One. We’re almost there.”
He pointed out of the window. Finwick hadn’t even noticed that the surroundings had become even shabbier. What was this place?
A moment later, the car stopped in front of a building in such bad shape that it seemed as if it would collapse if someone kicked it.
“Here?” Finwick asked.
“Here.”
They exited the car. The air was thick with humidity, and there was an unpleasant odor hanging in the air. Didn’t this place have a working sewer?
“This is not a nice place,” Sarah stated, looking around.
The brute giggled. “You have no idea. Come on.”
They followed the big man. As he would soon learn, Finwick indeed had no idea. And nor did anyone else in Olympias.
***
Kate Spader was sitting in her office, slumped in her chair and staring into nowhere. She had tons of paperwork to do, but no one would criticize her for not being able to do anything today.
She was still in bad need of a shower and some fresh clothes, but there was no time for that now. Time was running out. Siro’s time.
Sitting in her office, waiting, drove her mad, but there was nothing else she could do at the moment. Having to stare at Siro’s empty desk across from her made things even worse. The thought he might never be back made Kate sick in her stomach. On many days, his sunny persona and flirty attitude had annoyed the crap out of her. Only now did she realize that it had been him who had brought sunshine inside these gray walls.
Everyone she had met in the office had been full of sympathy and said how sorry they were and how much they liked having Siro as a colleague.
It made Kate want to grab them by the collar and shake them, yelling, “He’s not dead yet!”
But she knew it wasn’t worth it. She had to save her energy for other battles. One of those was lying right ahead of her.
After arriving at the police station, Kate had asked to see Llewellyn, but she’d received the answer that the captain was busy and would see her as soon as she could. It annoyed Kate greatly, but there was nothing she could do. For once, she had to play it sweet if she wanted Llewellyn to help her, which would be a difficult task.
It would be too much to say that the two women hated each other’s guts, but they did feel strong antipathy toward each other. In fact, Kate was convinced that if it hadn’t been for Siro’s charms, Llewellyn would have fired her years ago. Most likely, her days on the job would be numbered anyway if Siro didn’t come back…
A message popped up on her holo screen and yanked her from her gloomy thoughts. It was from her boss.
“I’ll see you now.”
“How gracious of you,” Kate mumbled, getting up from her chair.
She scolded herself for it. Get a grip of yourself, Spader! Be nice!
Quickly, she left the room and went up to Llewellyn’s office on the fifth floor. The door stood open, and the captain waved her inside.
“Come in, Kate. Close the door.”
The office wasn’t much bigger than the one Kate shared with Siro, but their boss had it to herself. The huge windows offered a nice view over Oldtown’s main street that led straight to the nightlife and entertainment district. During the night, its full illuminated glory was visible from here.
Not that Llewellyn ever worked late. She left that to her detectives.
As always, everything in Captain Llewellyn’s office was perfectly neat and organized. The furniture was higher quality than in Kate’s office but still a little worn out and not as fancy as in other district police HQs. It had been there when Llewellyn’s predecessor still occupied the chair—the good old days.
“Please, take a seat,” the captain said, pointing at one of the chairs in front of her desk, which were very uncomfortable, as Kate knew.
Linda Llewellyn was an athletic, resolute woman in her forties with black skin and large implants on her temple and neck. She hadn’t been born in Oldtown, so she viewed her time in District 8 only as a step on her career ladder. Even though she never said it, Kate could clearly sense her contempt for people like her who had been born and bred in Olympias’ armpit.
“I’m so sorry for what happened, Kate,” the captain said. “What a tragedy.”
For once, Kate believed that her boss’ words were sincere. She’d always liked Siro—who didn’t, after all? Still, something about those words bothered Kate, and it took her a moment to realize what it was.
“He isn’t dead yet,” she said, trying to sound as neutral as possible. “He can make it.”
Llewellyn remained silent for a moment, leaning back in her chair. Then she said, “I’ve seen the estimate from the hospital you forwarded to me. That’s a lot of money.”
“It is,” Kate agreed. “But it’s his only chance.”
“I’m afraid it’s too expensive to restore him. Our budget doesn’t allow it—”
“We’re talking about Siro’s life here!” Kate burst out, much sharper than she wanted.
“I’m well aware of that,” Llewellyn said. “What do you expect me to do, Kate? Summon the money from thin air? Ferreira-Nunes is my best detective. Do you think I wouldn’t help him if I could?”
Maybe you’re not trying hard enough, Kate thought, but she bit her lip. If she provoked Llewellyn, all she’d achieve would be getting herself fired and leaving Siro for dead.
“There must be something we can do,” she said, forcing herself to remain calm. “Maybe we can ask the other district precincts to help us out? Or ask the other officers to donate money?”
The captain shook her head. “I’ve seen the report from the hospital. The damage is massive, Kate. Sometimes it’s better to let people go, even if it’s hurtful. Let them die in dignity.”
Kate clenched her fists but pressed her lips together and said nothing. What had she even expected from coming here?
“Siro was an excellent detective and a valuable human being,” Llewellyn continued. “I’m sure everyone will have a good memory of him.”
“He isn’t dead yet!” Kate said. “Why does everyone pretend he is? He’s strong, stubborn. Resilient. But he can’t win this fight on his own. He needs our help!”
“I’m sorry, Kate. As much as I wish things were different, I think it’s time to let him go.”
“His family lives in Olympias III. They’re not big fans of euthanasia there. What are we supposed to tell them?”
Llewellyn shrugged. “That he fell in the line of duty. He knew what he signed up for. Besides, this is Olympias I. Family and other archaic structures have no meaning here. Unless his relatives are willing to pay for him…”
Suddenly Kate’s anger vanished and was replaced by deep resignation. She should have known the outcome of coming here. When the hospital sent her the cost estimate, she’d held her breath as she stared at the numbers. It was more than she made in a year. Hell, it was more than Siro and she made in a year combined. Before she got the estimate, she’d actually considered asking Siro’s parents. But once she saw the number, she knew they couldn’t afford it.
“I’ll make all the preparations,” the captain said after a moment of silence. “Why don’t you go home and take the rest of the day off? I’ll assign you a new partner next week—”
“No,” Kate said. “I’ll take care of everything. Leave it to me, okay?”
Llewellyn lifted her palms. “Be my guest. You should take the rest of the day off anyway. You look horrible.”
You don’t say, Kate thought, then she quickly took her leave before she became the first homicide detective in history who committed homicide.
That left only one person she could ask. She had hoped she wouldn’t have to, but it was Siro’s last chance.
Back in her office, she called a number she hadn’t used for a long time. She was almost surprised when he answered the call.
“Kate,” he said. “What a surprise to hear from you.”
“We have to meet,” she blurted out. “I need your help.”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible. You know—”
“Please! It’s a matter of life and death. I need your help!”
Silence. Finally, he replied. “Okay. I’ll let you know when and where.”
***
The Angels stood in rows in front of the building, flanking the way for their leader and making sure no one acted on the stupid idea of attacking them.
Metatron and Dumah left the building together, their posture that of kings returning victorious from a battlefield. The High-Archangel was carrying a black bag. Dark drops of fluid dripped from it onto the ground as he walked. Blood.
Uriel and his people had stayed behind to make sure the building was completely free of vermin. Now that Stavros was gone, Metatron had decided to claim the tower for himself. After all, who would dare to stop him?
Zephaniel was waiting outside, the smile on his face full of relief, admiration, and affection as he watched Metatron approach.
The Angels had secured the whole street with heavy combat drones, and a dozen black-clad figures prevented anyone or anything from entering. Not that there was really any need for that, as the troops the Board had sent after them had retreated.
Metatron smirked. They were cowards but not complete idiots. The Board knew only too well that the Angels were an unstoppable force once unleashed, and surely none of them wanted to provoke Metatron into going after them next.
And he wasn’t planning to. As much as he hated them all and wanted them gone, now was not the time. Especially with an army approaching Olympias. A civil war would play into Rosprom’s hands perfectly, and maybe that was what they’d planned all along. They would be disappointed.
“I see everything’s quiet here,” Metatron said, sneering as he approached his second-in-command.
“Like a grave,” Zephaniel replied with a grin.
Metatron knew the look on Zephaniel’s face only too well. He was excited, aroused. He wished for nothing more than for the two of them to get back in the car so Metatron could celebrate his victory by fucking him. But the High-Archangel had other plans.
“Good job, Zephaniel,” he said. “How often did Neftali call?”
Zephaniel’s grin widened. “Eighteen times.”
“She must have an urgent matter on her mind, then. I think I’d better call her back,” Metatron said with dripping sarcasm as he reached the car. “I’ll take care of the Board. You make sure everything here is clear and secured, Zephaniel. Return to HQ once you’re done, but leave a handful of people and some drones here, just in case.”
“Certainly.”
Only someone who knew him as well as Metatron would read the disappointment on his face.
The High-Archangel placed his hand on the other man’s shoulder for a brief moment and they exchanged an intimate glance, then Metatron got in the car and closed the door.
He placed the dripping bag on the floor next to him, uncaring that it would create a mess within a couple of minutes. The limousine drove off, flanked by a dozen Angels. A simple statement: Don’t fuck with us. At any time.
Metatron stretched and smiled. He was very pleased about how the operation had gone down. No casualties on their side and only five people wounded, including himself. He let the sensors on his fingertips inspect the wound on his side. It still hurt, and the bullet was stuck in his body, but the bleeding had subsided and nothing had been seriously damaged.
He would have the bullet removed and the wound glued later. If it weren’t for his combat suit, things could have turned out very differently. A direct hit with a high-velocity projectile of that size could easily be critical, even for an Angel. Which was why the corps’ engineers constantly worked on improving the Angels’ spider-silk suits. Metatron was wearing a new prototype today, and he was very pleased with it.
It was nothing compared to the anti-gravity booster, however. The High-Archangel had to admit that the gadget came in very handy—and was so much fun. It was certainly worth the cost to have all Angels equipped with it.
Metatron leaned back comfortably as the limousine left the elite district unhindered. He glanced at the bag beside him, and a wolfish grin crossed his face. The whole operation had been executed excellently. But nothing was better than satisfying his wrath. Yes, Metatron had killed countless people in his life, but killing Stavros had been special. Very special.
He closed his eyes in delight for a moment, savoring the taste of victory. Of revenge. But he would celebrate later. For now, he had other urgent business to take care of.
His system was informing him that Speaker Neftali was calling again. Metatron sighed, then took the call, diverting it on the holo screen in the car.
Neftali’s well-groomed face appeared on the screen. Yet instead of showing her usual courtesy and diplomatic skills, her face was contorted with rage.
Metatron suppressed a smirk. He couldn’t blame the woman. Anyone would feel disgruntled after being ignored for more than an hour while one of her people was being butchered. Not that she’d cared much for Stavros, that Metatron knew for sure. But the elites had an unspoken rule to cover each other’s asses. It had been like that since the beginning of time. Unless they decided to go after each other, the members of their tribe were infallible.
“Speaker Neftali,” Metatron said. “What a pleasure to see you.”
“Cut the bullshit, Metatron!” she snapped. “What the actual fuck?!”
Again, the High-Archangel hid his amusement. This was gold.
“What do you mean, Speaker? I was expecting some gratitude after I got rid of one of Olympias’ biggest threats.”
She rolled her eyes, her patience paper-thin now. “We are aware that Board member Stavros had some… issues. We would have handled it discreetly.”
Of course you would.
“Is that so?”
“Yes!” she snapped again. “Your actions were completely uncalled for!”
You think?
“Outrageous! Completely unacceptable! You’re out of control, Metatron! We demand you step down immediately, or we will remove you!”
Come and try.
“You will step down, lay down your weapons, and proceed into custody, where you will await a trial for murder. Do you understand?”
Metatron almost burst out laughing. Instead, he kept a straight face while letting her finish her tirade.
“Of course I understand. Last time I checked, we were speaking the same language.”
Neftali’s eyes narrowed.
“It’s also time to bring the Killswitch back to the table.” She was clearly unhinged now. “We can’t have uncontrolled killer cyborgs causing mayhem in our city. You went too far, Metatron.”
Metatron’s face turned to stone. He should have anticipated they’d bring up the Killswitch again.
Right at the beginning, when the Angel corps was founded and the first generation of cyborgs started their duty, the Board had insisted on having a kill switch implanted in each Angel’s brain. Soon after their creation, the Board realized both what an incredible weapon the Angels were and how dangerous they could become if they ever got out of control. That was why they wanted to be able to kill the cyborgs if they ever became a threat—especially against them. It would have been the perfect tool for control.
It was only thanks to Lucifer, Nephilim’s father and the founder of the corps, that this plan was never put into action. Despite everything that had happened between them, Metatron would always be grateful that Lucifer had prevented the Killswitch.
Knowing that bringing up any ethical reasons was pointless when talking to Olympias’ leadership, Lucifer had convinced them that such a switch would be counterproductive. It would have given hackers—and Rosprom was infamous for its hackers—the perfect tool to kill all Guardian Angels at once and strip Olympias of its most powerful weapon. This was language the Board had understood. They dropped the Killswitch, but they insisted on thorough examinations and the death sentence for the Angels should they malfunction in any way.
Lucifer had also taught the still young and inexperienced Metatron how to manipulate people, most of all the powerful and rich ones. How to pull the right strings. How to play into their hubris, vanity, and fear.
Over the years, Metatron had become a master in this discipline. And there was one thing he knew for sure. They would only get their damn Killswitch over his dead body.
He deflected the topic by playing his most important card.
“Are you aware that Board member Stavros was working with Rosprom, plotting our downfall?”
Neftali’s mouth fell open for a second, but then she replied angrily: “Don’t be ridiculous! You’re delusional! Clearly, you’re malfunctioning. You—”
Metatron didn’t reply. Instead, he let the recording of Stavros talking to Jake run over the speaker.
“You recognize Board member Stavros in this audio, yes? The other voice is a high-ranking Rosprom agent, Jacek Sobieski.”
For the first time, Neftali fell silent as she listened to the recording. She glanced to her left, obviously making eye contact with someone Metatron couldn’t see.
When the recording was over, she said, “This proves nothing.”
Metatron grimaced as if caught. “You’re right. It doesn’t.” But before she could say anything, he continued. “But this does.”
He played another recording. This time it was the conversation he’d had with Stavros earlier. He made sure it was only audio, though. No reason to disturb the Board too much—at least, not yet. Metatron was determined to play all his cards to his advantage.
Never let a crisis go to waste.
“I’m asking you again. What did you sell to Rosprom?”
“This whole goddamn city! They’re coming, Metatron. They’re coming with full force. When they’re done, none of you assholes will be left standing.”
“Again, you’ll surely recognize Mr. Stavros’ voice,” Metatron said, stopping the recording for a moment. “He and I had this conversation less than an hour ago when I paid him a visit in his private office.”
“What was it you sold them?”
“I won’t tell you! It’s going to be such a surprise, oh yes! In three days, everything will be over. All of you will be dead, and Olympias will be Rosprom. Then there shall be peace…”
“What did they offer you in return?”
“What everyone wants, you dumb machine! Power!”
Metatron watched with satisfaction as Neftali’s eyes widened while her smooth, olive-colored skin turned gray. Again, she exchanged looks with someone.
“I won’t bore you with the rest,” Metatron said with a grin. “After we spoke for a bit, Mr. Stavros decided that he couldn’t live with the guilt, so he jumped out of the window, taking his own life.”
Of course, that was a ridiculous claim, and Metatron knew they wouldn’t buy it. But it didn’t matter. Most importantly, it would give them a reason to drop the hostility against him. It was how such games always worked.
Suddenly the display on the screen changed, and Metatron saw what he had expected all along. Neftali wasn’t alone. Miller, the CEO, was with her—and so was the whole Board of Olympias. They must have initiated an emergency meeting when they’d learned that one of their own was under attack.
“Good afternoon, venerable Board members,” Metatron said, bowing his head humbly. “What a surprising delight to see all of you.”
They stared at him blankly in visible shock.
“This is… disturbing news,” Miller said. “We had no idea.”
“Of course,” Metatron said. “I believe Cillian was acting on his own, but if you wish, I can start a thorough investigation once everything is over. If there’s another traitor, we will find them.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Miller said quickly. “He was acting alone, and we’re all grateful that you uncovered the truth. To think that we had a traitor in our midst… who sold us out to Rosprom. Nevertheless, the steps you took were too drastic, Metatron. We—”
“If it were up to him, all of you would be dead within a couple of days,” Metatron interrupted with a soft yet chilling voice. “He wanted all of you murdered. You, his co-workers, his friends… his family. So he could seize power.”
They all stared at him with wide eyes as his words sunk in.
“Remember the data I presented to you the other day?” he continued, knowing that he had them where he wanted them now. “About the attack? This is it, ladies and gentlemen. The biggest offensive Rosprom has ever launched on us, and it will happen in three days.”
A murmur went through the Board while the CEO and the Speaker exchanged another look. Those two had been having an affair for several years now but kept it a secret. Metatron had found out anyway.
“Admittedly, I never would have thought it could happen so soon, but thanks to my intervention, we now know that there’s not much time.”
“Will… we survive such an attack?” Miller asked, swallowing.
Metatron smiled. “Of course. Our automated defense mechanisms have never been stronger.”
“But if Cillian has sold them information about our defense systems? What if they know exactly what we have?”
“That’s very likely,” Metatron replied. “But it doesn’t matter. Do you know why?”
He paused a moment, looking from face to face on the screen.
“Because you have us on your side,” he said firmly. “The most powerful weapon ever created. And we will do what we always do: defend Olympias with our lives. We are what stands between you and total destruction.”
They stared at him like terrified little children as they began to realize that war was on the doorstep of Olympias.
“We are grateful for that, Metatron,” Miller said. “What do you suggest we do next?”
Shut the fuck up and stay out of the way.
Metatron flashed a reassuring smile. “Make sure Olympias’ defense systems are running. The Dome will stop any rockets they throw at us, and the robotic infantry will engage their troops. And we will eliminate them. We’ll make sure that this goes down as the biggest failure in their history. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a war to prepare for.”
“Of course, Metatron,” the CEO said. “Please keep us updated.”
Once the connection was cut, Metatron shook his head.
“Clowns.”
There was one point he agreed with Stavros on. Olympias was ripe for a change. But not the way the little lunatic had envisioned. Olympias might be rotten, but it was their home. Letting it fall into Rosprom’s hands was out of the question. Not to mention that the Russian megacorporation would have no use for the Guardian Angels; on the contrary, it would eliminate them all.
Metatron would never let that happen.
Olympias was as well prepared as it could be, yet Metatron’s gut was telling him not to underestimate the situation. Rosprom’s leadership had proven more than once how smart and cunning they were. Much smarter than Olympias’ leadership, although that wasn’t a big challenge.
The only reason Rosprom or TogbuaXiang had never succeeded at striking a severe blow against Olympias was because the Guardian Angels existed. It was what they had been created, for and despite everything, Metatron would honor this.
Custodio et mortifico.
Slowly, he took off his gloves, which were still covered with blood, and threw them to the floor next to the bag. Then he made another call.
It took only a moment before Raziel showed up on the screen.
“High-Archangel,” the Seraph said with a smile. “What a pleasant surprise.”
“Not that pleasant, I’m afraid.”
Her face took on a concerned expression. “What’s happened?”
“I just killed a Board member, and it felt damn good,” he said with a smirk.
“Sounds pretty pleasant to me. I’m sure he had it coming,” she replied with a grin that eerily resembled the High-Archangel’s.
Metatron and Raziel had known each other for more than thirty years. They had served as Archangels under Lucifer, and once Metatron had been appointed High-Archangel, he’d made her his First-Archangel. He knew he could rely on her.
Twelve years ago, he had promoted her to Seraph, which was the title for the two former Archangels in charge of the Guardian Angel satellites in Olympias II and III.
“He did,” Metatron said. “But that’s not why I’m calling. I need you to mobilize the troops, Raziel.”
She lifted an eyebrow in surprise. “Certainly. How many?”
“All of them.”
The Seraph gave him a puzzled look. “All of them? Is it… time?”
He slowly shook his head. “No. But Olympias will be attacked. Rosprom is out to destroy us once and for all.”
“What about Olympias’ defense systems?”
“They’re in place. And I’m confident that, using all available resources, it shouldn’t be difficult for us to beat the enemy forces.”
“Why do you need reinforcements, then?”
Raziel was the only one Metatron allowed to speak to him like that. Although she respected his higher rank, they’d known each other since they were nothing but regular Guardian Angels. But even then, Metatron had never been like the others. From the beginning, he’d had a special status. He was the prototype.
“It’s just a hunch,” he said. “They’ve never launched anything like this before, and their leadership isn’t stupid. They must have a valid reason to believe they can beat us. I’d rather be safe than sorry.”
“I understand. When do you need us in Olympias?”
“How soon can you mobilize? I want all jackets as well.”
She nodded. “That makes it a little bit more complicated. Twenty-four hours?”
“Good. As soon as you’re ready, move everyone to Olympias II. Leave only a skeleton crew behind. I want every combat-ready Angel deployed. Inform Gabriel you’re coming and tell him to mobilize everyone in Olympias II as well. Wait for my commands.”
Gabriel was the second Seraph, a seasoned Archangel Metatron had known almost as long as Raziel.
“Understood. Why the stop in Olympias II, though?”
Metatron’s typical thin smile appeared on his face. “Because it’s half the distance. Your and Gabriel’s troops can be here much faster if you launch from II. If it turns out that everything is under control here, you can simply return, and we don’t need to show our true numbers. But if something goes wrong, you’ll be the joker up my sleeve.”
“I understand. We will be ready.”
“How many jackets do we have deployment-ready?”
“Fifteen.”
Metatron nodded. “That’s not bad. I want to keep those as the last reserve. The longer we keep them secret, the better.”
“Yes, High-Archangel.”
Outside the window, the Cube approached.
“Stay on alert. I’ll keep you updated,” Metatron said, then he ended the call.
There was one more thing he wanted to take care of, then it was time to celebrate. Fixing his body could wait.




Chapter Seven
Surprises
As soon as they had exited it, the car drove off, leaving them in this desolate, abandoned area. It was a place that looked pretty scary to venture into. Finwick’s mind was telling him that he had nothing to be concerned about. After all, Mama Legba had invested a lot of effort into him, not only by saving him and Sarah from the Angels but also by paying for his plastic surgery.
She wanted him alive and well so he could do all kinds of dirty business for her. And as much as he disliked Sammy, he had to admit that having a guy like that as a bodyguard was quite reassuring. No one in their right mind would mess with a guy who was over six foot tall, weighed 300 pounds, and had metal teeth and an arm that could turn into a meat grinder. And who knew what other horrifying augmentations ML had given him.
Finwick had never understood the Oldtown residents’ fascination with cheap, over-the-top augmentations. In the rest of Olympias, those were very frowned upon. People showed off their status by having as few visible augmentations as possible, with the Guardian Angels on top of the food chain.
But no matter what Finwick’s brain was telling him, his gut had another opinion about the situation—it was scared.
“Where exactly are we going?” he asked the brute as they approached an abandoned-looking building.
“Stop shitting your pants, shorty,” Sammy said without looking back or slowing down. “No one’s gonna murder you on my watch. Besides, this is our territory.”
Finwick puffed out air in annoyance. It was bad enough that Mama Legba called him that—who did this guy think he was?
He’s Mama’s henchman, and you’re at their mercy. So shut the fuck up.
Finwick felt a warm little hand taking his, and he looked down into Sarah’s big brown eyes.
“You don’t need to worry,” she whispered. “He told me earlier that we’re going to a really cool place. He’s not as bad as he looks, you know? The two of you could become friends.”
Finwick almost burst out laughing at the idea, but he bit his tongue and nodded.
They entered an old building that looked as if it had been part of a production facility a very long time ago. Ancient machines stood around, gathering rust and dust, some so corroded that it was impossible to tell what use they once had. Half of the building’s roof had collapsed, offering a view of the cloudy sky. Somewhere, water was dripping, and Finwick could hear tiny paws tapping over the concrete floor. A sound that made his hair stand up.
“This reminds me of my home,” Sarah said as they crossed the warehouse and exited into a no less desolate courtyard between two old brick buildings.
“Really?” Finwick said.
“Yes, our village was built around an area like this. The grownups said it was so we won’t get discovered. And yet they came anyway…”
Her voice trailed off.
“You grew up in one of the settlements outside the city, Li’l One?” Sammy said, turning around for the first time since they’d left the car.
“Yes,” Sarah replied with sadness in her voice.
“How did you end up with him then?”
Sammy jabbed his thumb backward, pointing at Finwick.
“That’s a long story,” Finwick replied in Sarah’s stead. “Besides, it’s none of your business.”
The thug shrugged, marching on. “Whatever. I was just trying to make conversation. People do that, you know?”
Finwick felt heat rising in his cheeks and his eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.
They arrived at a rotten iron door barely hanging on its hinges. To Finwick’s surprise, instead of entering a demolished production facility from the pre-corporation era, they found another door behind it. And this one couldn’t look more different from the rest of the run-down area: it was a high-tech security door made of massive steel, impossible to crack without explosives.
Sammy stepped forward and pressed his eye against a retina scanner. A moment later, the door opened with a click.
“Come on,” he said, entering.
Behind the door was a narrow passage with black walls and dim lighting. Only when he looked closer did Finwick realize that the walls weren’t brick or concrete but black-tinted glass. While he was still wondering what this strange place was, the brute suddenly stopped, and Finwick ran right into his muscular back.
“Stand behind me in a row,” the big man said. “Don’t move.”
Finwick and Sarah did as they were asked. Suddenly, green beams of light emerged from the glass on both sides and shot through them.
“Scan complete,” an automated voice said. “Objects clear.”
Again, Finwick was surprised. That was a highly sophisticated scanner. Most likely, it checked if they were Guardian Angels or individuals equipped with tech used by law enforcement. Maybe it even detected tracking devices. Whatever this place was and whatever Mama Legba was hiding here must be very valuable—and very illegal.
Once the scanning process was completed, lights sprang on at the end of the tunnel, and an elevator door opened.
Finwick and Sarah followed the thug inside. The door closed, and the elevator rushed down. When it stopped a few seconds later and the door opened again, Finwick realized that what he’d seen so far was nothing compared to what was hiding deep under the seemingly abandoned former production facility.
***
Jake took a sip of his tea. It filled his belly with warmth, while the footage he was watching gave him a sense of curious satisfaction. He was sitting at his desk in his office, a tablet in one hand and a cup of freshly brewed black tea in the other.
The footage he was watching had just come in an hour ago. It had been captured by one of Rosprom’s surveillance drones. Well, technically, it was an Olympias drone, but Rosprom’s specialists had hacked it and implemented spyware into its system. As far as Olympias’ systems were concerned, the drone was still doing its regular job. The malware was so sophisticated that it was impossible to detect.
It was like a stowaway. The drone still functioned normally and delivered footage to Olympias’ central surveillance systems. But it also delivered a copy of what it saw to Rosprom.
Jake’s people had dozens of such invisible spies in the air above the metropolis, spying on whatever was of interest to the European megacorporation.
This one was cruising high in the air above the elite district of the Inner Circle, and it had caught the Guardian Angels’ assault on the Stavros Tower.
Jake had only seen the event from above, and the angle wasn’t perfect either. He couldn’t see what was happening inside the building, but he could clearly recognize that a massive fight was raging. He saw the combat drones launch from the roof and attack through the windows, firing into what appeared to be a huge indoor pool. How lovely it would have been if Metatron had found his end there…
But Jake knew that he hadn’t. This was only a replay. The assault was over, and the Angels had been victorious, which wasn’t surprising at all. Cillian Stavros had hired the best muscle available in all Olympias City, yet they had proven utterly useless against the Angels.
It had been such a delight when the lunatic had called him for help and Jake had told him to go fuck himself. Admittedly, it didn’t feel as good as killing Stavros would have felt, but leaving him to his certain death was still highly satisfying. Stavros deserved no mercy, even without considering what he did to Nephilim.
But the best came less than ten minutes later. Jake used the fast-forward option to get to the moment he wanted to watch again—for the fifth time.
He could only see it from a bad angle, but it was enough. Something was thrown out of a window on the corner of the top floor, where Stavros’ office had been. He rewatched it one more time, this time in slow-motion. There could be no doubt that it was a body. And Jake knew exactly whose it was.
As much as he hated the High-Archangel, Jake had to give the man credit for his style. It was such an ostensive gesture, such a clear statement to all of Olympias and the Board itself. Flipping them off.
Sometimes, Jake wished he could act in the open like this. It was something spies could only dream of.
Anyway, he was more than satisfied that Stavros was history. Now, if only he could get rid of Metatron as well…
He forced himself to snap out of his revenge fantasies.
Focus. Never forget why you’re here.
He was here to save Nephilim. From a life as Metatron’s pet and from the war.
Olympias would lose. This time they would be beaten. The Angels who didn’t die in battle would be executed as quickly as possible. But by then, he and Nephilim would be long gone.
If only contacting her wasn’t so difficult.
Jake had one of his people observe Dali, the bar in Oldtown where they’d first met, night and day. After he’d approached her there the other day, he’d been hoping she would return if she wanted to meet him.
She didn’t.
But maybe she had wanted to but couldn’t because a certain madman had had her in his clutches…
With less than sixty hours until the attack, Jake had to be more proactive if he wanted to save Nephilim.
Jake ran his hands through his hair nervously. Time was running out way too quickly.
The High Command had given the order to attack prematurely. They were concerned the Olympias leadership might somehow figure out what was happening and initialize countermeasures. Jake found that very doubtful. At this point, there was nothing Olympias could do. Even the Angels would be helpless.
The Rosprom hackers had worked their magic with the information Stavros had provided. When Olympias finally found out what was happening, it would be too late.
But it also would be too late for Nephilim if Jake didn’t act now.
He tried taking another sip of his tea but realized his cup was empty. Considering he hadn’t slept for almost 48 hours, he needed coffee anyway.
Jake left his office and went to the small break room used to brew fresh coffee and tea. If it weren’t for the high amounts of foreign, highly classified, illegal tech and heavily armed ops guarding the premises, this could have been any other office in Olympias. There were long corridors flanked by doors, conference rooms, and busy people hurrying down the halls.
And yet this was one of the RSS HQs in Olympias. One of many, in fact. From the beginning, the agency had operated with independent cells spread all over the city. The people working there didn’t know the agents in other cells, nor where they were located. This was a precaution. If one cell was detected by the Guardian Angels or other Olympias authorities, they couldn’t sell out the other cells and therefore reveal Rosprom’s entire undercover operation.
Nevertheless, after the Aquarium Massacre, the Angels had revealed and executed many Rosprom agents. It had been a hard blow to the RSS and was probably one of the reasons Operation Fallen Angels had been initialized in the first place. After decades of infiltration and undercover work, the results had been rather… dissatisfying.
The cell Jake was in charge of occupied the upper floors in an exclusive high-rise in the Inner Circle, not far from the Pyramid and the Cube. Residing here was a bold move, yet it was a common tactic among spies and always had been—hiding in plain sight. Thanks to Rosprom’s superior stealth technology, the entire section occupied by the agency had been cloaked and dispensed false data to Olympias’ drones flying by. Even the windows showed something completely different from what was actually going on inside.
The break room Jake entered looked almost exactly like any other in Olympias, with one significant difference. Instead of coffee dispensers, two huge metallic samovars dominated the counter. These were a centuries-old tradition in Russia and most of Eastern Europe and were used to store huge amounts of hot tea. These alone would most likely give the Rosprom cell away if anyone ever caught a glimpse of them.
But in his many years as a field agent in Olympias, Jake had developed a habit for coffee. Instead of using the samovar, he went straight to the much smaller coffee maker in the corner of the room. Jake took a fresh cup and started the machine.
He smelled her before he heard her enter the room. Her alluring perfume gave her away, and her high heels clacked on the floor as she approached. Jake pretended he was sunken in thoughts and didn’t notice her. Surely this wasn’t a coincidental encounter. She must have sought him out. He wouldn’t make it too easy for her.
Once the machine was done brewing his coffee, he turned around, his cup in hand. She stood next to one of the samovars, leaning against the counter. Her pose was sensual, displaying her perfect curves masterfully yet in a way that still would pass as professional. Her blouse showed more cleavage than the last time Jake had seen her, and her full red lips were curled into a seductive smile.
Whoever had picked her and sent her on her mission knew exactly what they were doing. The way she looked at him would make her difficult to resist for any man. Despite knowing better, Jake couldn’t help but feel attracted to her—not like he was attracted to Nephilim, but in a more feral way.
“Kristina,” he said, snapping out of it and taking a sip of his coffee. “Have you heard about the events in the Stavros Tower?”
“I have,” she replied. “Stavros was a monster. He got what he deserved.”
“That he did.”
“Although, I wonder,” she began, slowly swirling a spoon in the teacup she was holding, “what made the High-Archangel act like that? It’s not like him, don’t you think?”
“Who knows,” Jake shrugged. “They’re not human, and he’s a monster, too. Sometimes monsters eat monsters.”
Kristina wrinkled her forehead. “That’s true, of course. But Metatron is infamous for being as cunning as he is ruthless. I heard it was because of Archangel Nephilim, Stavros’ last victim.”
“Maybe,” Jake cut her off. “But at this point, it’s mere speculation. And soon, it won’t matter anyway. Victory will be ours.”
A gorgeous smile lit up Kristina Komarova’s face. “It will! You must be so excited, Major Sobieski. After all, you played a very important part in the operation. You should celebrate. And be celebrated.”
“I will,” he replied. “But first, I still have a lot of work waiting for me. If you’ll excuse me—”
He attempted to walk past her, but she held his arm.
“Why don’t you visit me in my apartment, Jacek?” she whispered, her face suddenly close to his, her perfume tickling his nostrils in an alluring way.
He turned his head and looked at her. Because of the way she stood, he had a direct view down her blouse. Her bra was red. Of course it was.
“Let me help you celebrate,” she continued softly.
Jake was taken by surprise by her bold move. If the situation were different, he wouldn’t say no. But the situation was very different.
Not only was he in love with Nephilim, but Kristina was a Venus flytrap. An internal spy sent after him because someone suspected something. Still, brushing her off coldly now would raise her suspicions even more. He was straight and single. Affairs between field agents were nothing unusual, even if they were superiors and subordinates. She was young and very attractive. If he showed zero interest in her now, she would put that in her report. And if there was any suspicion somewhere in the bowels of RSS that he had been involved with an Angel, then this could be the proof they needed.
“Maybe I should,” he replied, looking her in the eyes and putting on his best smile, which he knew had a strong effect on women. It had even worked on Nephilim.
She bit her lower lip, slightly squinting her eyes. “Why not tonight?”
“Because we haven’t won yet,” he replied, moving closer.
Just when the tension between them was about to climax, he winked and broke eye contact. Then he wound himself out of her grip gently, yet with the agility of a martial artist.
“You know where I live,” she purred as he moved to the door. “Let me know if you change your mind.”
He turned his head and gave her his best smile one more time. “I will.”
Then he was back in the hall and took a deep breath. That had been intense! Kristina Komarova knew how to play her cards, but so did he. She would think she’d almost got him.
Nevertheless, he felt heat in his loins when he walked back to his office. But he didn’t feel guilty about that. He was a man, after all.
***
“What is this place?” Finwick asked, his jaw dropping.
He could hardly believe what he was seeing. When Sammy had said they were going to a safehouse, he’d expected them to end up in a musty apartment somewhere in Oldtown with more thugs like him sitting at a table, drinking, smoking, and playing cards. He definitely hadn’t expected anything like this.
Whatever this might be.
“It’s the Bunker,” Sammy replied as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.
“The Bunker?” Finwick asked.
But the brute was on the move again, and Finwick and Sarah followed.
This was one of the moments when Finwick wished he could have his old life back. Doing his job nine to five and then spending the rest of his time in VR, playing games, or visiting sex worlds. The boring life of a nobody. Ironically, when he’d been this nobody, he’d dreamed of adventures and excitement in his life.
He’d got what he’d wished for and more. Becoming Olympias’ most notorious hacker, killer cyborgs chasing him, plastic surgery, gangster mobs… and now this.
But whenever such thoughts penetrated his brain, he shut them off quickly. He knew he didn’t want to go back to his old life. It would mean never getting involved with Nephilim, never meeting Sarah. He still remembered the day that had changed his life forever only too well.
He had been grumpy and hangoverish when Nephilim was called into an unscheduled examination. She had screwed up and would have got into deep trouble if Finwick hadn’t changed the results. He still wasn’t sure why he’d done it. Never before had he stuck out his neck for anyone. And yet that spontaneous decision to help her had triggered events that had changed his life forever.
And he would do the same again if given the option.
He followed Sammy down an iron staircase into something he could only describe as an artificial cave. The walls were of anthracite concrete and reached up to a ceiling fifty feet above them. Spiral staircases led up to higher levels.
The place was filled with people, robots, and all kinds of equipment. Various machines, vehicles, and crates of all sizes were in the process of being unpacked. Thugs armed to the teeth observed how people who looked like ordinary Oldtown residents classified goods and had robots store them in crates. Music hung in the stale air that smelled of grease, cheap cologne, smoke, and some chemicals Finwick couldn’t identify.
It took him a moment to take everything in and process what this place was. Apparently, his brain was still not fully functioning. This had to be Mama Legba’s operations center. Her gang was mostly involved in moving semi-legal and illegal goods and selling them on the black market. Finwick didn’t need to look inside those crates to know that they were filled with banned electronics, unauthorized augmentations, narcotics—and weapons.
Ordinary Olympians were strictly forbidden from owning firearms, yet during his time as the Broker, Finwick had learned that there was a high demand for them, particularly in Oldtown, but by no means only there.
“Wow!” Sarah said. “This place is amazing!”
Sammy turned his head, and his eyes gleamed with excitement and pride. “Ha! I told you you’d love it, Li’l One.”
“I thought you’d bring us to a safehouse,” Finwick said.
“This is the safest place in all Olympias City!” the brute said proudly, then moved on.
Finwick believed that. Whatever this might have been in the pre-corporation era, it was a couple of stories underground and seemed to be built of solid concrete. Even Olympias’ sophisticated scanning system couldn’t reach down here. Not to mention that the place was hidden in an area that was too shabby even for Oldtown residents.
Sammy greeted a group of men standing in a corner, deep in a conversation about the latest thug gossip or who knew what. On the other side of the hall, Finwick saw a couple of tables where people were eating and drinking. Apparently, it was an underworld version of a cafeteria.
Finwick could feel people staring at him and Sarah, and he placed his arm protectively around her shoulder. This was mostly meant to give her a false sense of security as he knew he wouldn’t be able to do anything against those gangsters if any of them decided to kill them.
Relax. You’re valuable.
Nevertheless, he was relieved when they left the main hall and entered a corridor that took them deeper into the strange facility. More passages branched away from the main one, leading to storage rooms and who knew what else. Besides a couple of robots, they didn’t encounter any people as they headed further and further away from the main area.
They reached a flight of stairs that led upstairs for a change and entered a hall that was a bit brighter than the rest.
“We’ve got a couple of rooms for ‘special guests’ here,” Sammy explained. “Mama wants you to stay put until everything calms down topside. Then we’ll find you a more ordinary place.”
Finwick had to admit that actually sounded pretty reasonable. The Angels would still be looking for him, and even though he had a new implant and a new face now, they were infamous for tracking people down. The best thing to do was indeed to lay low for as long as possible.
Sammy opened the door to one of the rooms. Again, what Finwick saw inside wasn’t at all what he’d expected. Contrary to the room in the clinic, which had been very spartan, this place looked like a comfortable hotel suite. It had two beds, a lounge area, a huge TV, and a VR console. Another door led to what Finwick assumed would be a bathroom of the same standard.
Instead of a window, the room had a large screen mounted on the wall that simulated the view from a skyscraper. Finwick had seen such screens before. They were quite common in Oldtown, where many cheaper apartments had no windows or a view of the concrete wall of the adjacent building. Usually, such screens could be customized to show whatever the owner wanted to see from their fake window, whether it was the Inner Circle, underwater corals, rainforests, or fantastic worlds from famous video games.
Finwick let himself fall onto one of the sofas and only now realized how exhausted he was. He was still suffering from the surgery, and a throbbing all around his face indicated that he would have to take some pain meds soon.
“I’m gonna leave you guys here,” Sammy said. “Someone will bring you some equipment later.”
“What kind of equipment?” Finwick asked.
“The fuck I know,” the thug said with a shrug. “Some shit smartasses like you need to do their magic.”
He moved his fingers as if he were using an invisible keyboard.
Finwick understood. Mama wanted him to get to work as soon as possible.
“The robots will bring you some food and drinks,” Sammy said, walking to the door.
“Can we play poker later?” Sarah asked.
“Sure thing. I want revenge.”
He made a finger pistol toward Sarah, and she giggled.
“Wait,” Finwick said, and Sammy stopped in the doorway.
“Are we prisoners here?”
“Nah,” the brute replied. “But you’re not supposed to go anywhere.”
With that, he was gone, leaving Finwick wondering what that was supposed to mean.




Chapter Eight
Actions, not words
Nephilim opened her eyes. She had fallen asleep again.
This time she had slept for almost an hour. And this time, there was a reason she had awoken. Someone was here, and she knew who.
She lifted her head. Metatron stood in the doorway, looking at her.
He was wearing his combat suit, which was covered in blood. In his hand was a black bag.
For a moment, they just looked at each other, saying nothing. Nephilim felt overwhelming happiness that he was back and unharmed. At the same time, she felt almost ashamed that she’d been worrying about him.
Something about him was different. He radiated power and confidence, even more than usual. But it was the look on his face. The way he looked at her gave her shivers. And aroused her. The tension between them grew exponentially. It was as if invisible lightning bolts surrounded them, filling the air with electricity.
“You’re back,” she said, sitting up.
“I am,” he replied. “And I brought you a gift.”
Slowly he walked closer, moving even more smoothly and predatory than usual. His eyes were fixed on hers.
When he stood in front of her, he dropped the bag to the floor. It made a mushy sound.
A smirk appeared on his face while his eyes narrowed. Nephilim broke eye contact and looked down, away from his hypnotic gaze. The bag was open, its contents on full display.
Nephilim was looking at Cillian Stavros’ face.
It was a gruesome sight, contorted in agony, frozen in one last final scream of terror. The sockets were just bloody holes now, the eyes hanging down on their optical nerves on his mutilated cheeks.
There could be no doubt that this man had died in horrible agony. What would have shocked or disgusted most people brought a smile to Nephilim’s face. She lifted her head and looked back at Metatron.
He was still looking at her in the same intense way.
Suddenly he was onto her, showing the same frightening speed as earlier in combat. His hands grabbed the back of her head, pulling her closer as he hungrily pressed his lips onto hers, almost violently, like a wolf feeding.
Nephilim replied in the same way, and all the emotions both of them had experienced over the last two days exploded.
She stiffened in surprise as he also opened his mind to her. After the first surprise, she watched the memories he shared with her, fascinated. Meanwhile, they continued kissing each other wildly.
He ripped open her hospital gown and spread her legs while caressing her hips.
Nephilim felt it, but she saw something different. She watched through Metatron’s eyes as he opened the door to Stavros’ office and approached the man she hated so much.
Metatron evaded the bullets shot at him with a speed and grace spectacular even for an Angel. Then he had him.
Nephilim moaned with lust.
She opened her eyes and saw what was happening in the here and now while still watching the past from his head. He started fucking her with an intensity that took her breath away. She spread her legs further and wrapped them around him as he thrust into her with animalistic lust. Meanwhile, in her head, she saw how he’d tortured and mutilated Stavros. How he’d repaid Stavros for what he had done to her.
The ecstasy and satisfaction this aroused in her were almost too much to handle. She opened her eyes briefly and saw that Metatron was looking at her. The smile on his face would have horrified anyone else, yet it aroused her even more.
Nephilim returned the smile as, inside her head, the gruesome memories continued. Her eyes rolled back in pleasure while she watched Metatron cut Stavros’ cheeks.
He grabbed her closer as the climax approached—for both of them in the present and in the memory alike.
Nephilim moaned lustfully as he took her with a fierceness that would have been unsustainable for a human. At the same time, in the memory, he plucked Stavros’ eyes out of their sockets.
Metatron pressed his blades against the helpless man’s neck, and the blood began spraying. And as the life left Stavros, they both climaxed. Everything erupted in red around Nephilim as she lost control over her body.
“For you, Nephilim.”
She couldn’t tell if those words were said in the memory or in the present. The taste of blood filled her mouth. It took her a moment to realize that she’d bitten Metatron’s tongue. But he hadn’t noticed or didn’t care as he kept kissing her while her body shook.
Finally it stopped, and he pulled back his mouth from hers, a thin ribbon of blood and saliva dripping from the corner of it. Nephilim was breathing heavily.
Suddenly she started giggling as a massive wave of endorphins hit her.
She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him so close that she would have hurt him if he were human.
He nipped at her earlobe and whispered, “You’re mine.”
“Always,” she replied.
She took his face between her palms and kissed him tenderly.
“Do it again. Please.”
He laughed, shaking his head, then stroked her face, carefully avoiding the cuts deforming it.
“As you wish, my dear. Just don’t complain afterward.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it, High-Archangel.”
Nephilim closed her eyes as the memory began again with Stavros’ horrified face when Metatron entered his office.
Metatron spun her around with the speed of a machine and this time took her from behind while they both enjoyed the agony of the man who had tried to kill her.
They were killers. Killer cyborgs in love.
***
“That was exceptional earlier,” Metatron said, leaning back in his chair. “I’m very pleased.”
He had summoned all the Archangels into the conference room next to his office. It was a spacious room with a huge black table made of glass and the neon blue Guardian Angel logo painted on the wall behind it. Like in Metatron’s office, the panoramic windows gave a view of the Pyramid, which was now brightly illuminated in the night, glowing like a gigantic black jewel.
Even though the comment was addressed to the whole group and supposedly referred to the mission the Archangels had accomplished today, he looked Nephilim in the eye for a brief moment and let a smile flash over his face as he said it.
Nephilim smiled back. Her body and mind still hadn’t recovered from the experience they’d had earlier. The sex had been rough, even for Angels, and she could feel bruises both outside and inside her biological parts.
Yet she didn’t mind it. On the contrary, the slight pain kept the pleasure in her body like a charged battery, and every move reminded her of the intensity. But despite the passion and the heat, Metatron hadn’t hurt or even touched the cuts on her body.
She could still hardly believe what had happened only an hour ago. The memory of how he’d entered the room and thrown the head of the man who had tortured her at her feet gave her shivers.
And then watching how Metatron had killed him for her while they fucked…
Nephilim felt all warm inside.
Metatron would never have to tell her that he loved her. Actions spoke louder than words.
Even though she knew this meeting was important and that they were facing a dire threat, she could hardly focus. She couldn’t wait to be alone with him again so they could continue where they had left off.
Once they had finished celebrating his victory in their special way, Metatron had gone to see Dr. Weinberg to get himself fixed up. Weinberg suggested surgery, but the High-Archangel wouldn’t hear of it and instead demanded the surgeon remove the bullet with some local anesthesia and glue the wound afterward. Hardly any biological flesh had been affected anyway.
When the chief physician was done, the High-Archangel changed into his standard indoor uniform and summoned all Archangels to a briefing. Nephilim was finally allowed to leave the infirmary to attend.
And Stavros’ head… well, the High-Archangel had decided he had no need for it anymore, so a janitor robot had thrown it into the dumpster.
The psychopathic Board member and his mercenary army were out of the game now, but the threat looming on the horizon was even bigger: Rosprom.
The European megacorporation was about to launch its biggest offensive ever.
“You all performed flawlessly,” Metatron continued. “We crushed the son of a bitch and his people with no casualties on our side. Exactly how I like it.”
“It was a pleasure,” Zephaniel said, grinning, while Dumah’s face bore a proud expression.
Nevertheless, Nephilim could clearly feel the hostility radiating toward her from all the other Archangels.
“However, as it turned out, this was only foreplay. As you all know, Rosprom will launch an attack within the next three days.”
“And we don’t know where or when exactly,” Zephaniel finished for him.
“That’s correct. All we know is that it’ll supposedly happen in three days, but that’s very vague. Nevertheless, due to other intelligence reports, I believe that the attack will indeed happen. Our friend Cillian Stavros apparently sold some information to the enemy. I’ve called in a general assembly for all Angels tomorrow to prepare them for battle.”
He let his gaze wander over his Archangels.
“It will be your job to gather as much intel as possible. I want to know where, when, and how many. We have the city defenses on our side, and they should do most of the job, but it’s Rosprom. They’re sneaky bastards, as we all know, so I’m expecting them to have something nasty up their sleeve.
“Zephaniel, I’m putting you in charge of the troops. Make sure every Angel is ready to be deployed. I don’t think we’ll need them, but they should be ready, just in case. Dumah, make sure that all our aircraft are ready to launch. Uriel, you will supervise our recon drones. They must be hiding somewhere close by. If they bring AI infantry, that’ll be a gigantic logistical endeavor. Even they can’t stealth everyone and everything. Find them. Leliel, you will run a test on our combat drones. Nephilim is still recovering and will assist me. Are we clear?”
“Yes, High-Archangel!” they all replied.
“I expect a full report in exactly twenty-four hours from each of you. I’m confident that we’re as prepared as we can be, but we must still take the situation very seriously.”
The meeting went on for another thirty minutes, during which they discussed details and Metatron answered questions. Nephilim knew that it was more psychological than anything else. The longer she was at Metatron’s side, the more she learned about leadership simply by watching and studying him. The meeting was his way of showing the Archangels how important they were.
Usually, he would have invited all of them over afterward, but not today. He said he needed to recover from the shot wound he’d suffered and instead asked the Archangels to get to work ASAP. Nobody questioned this, of course, but Nephilim could feel Zephaniel’s eyes resting on her, and she didn’t need to look him in the eye to know that his gaze wasn’t friendly.
A few minutes later, Metatron dismissed everyone, and he and Nephilim went to the garage to take one of the autonomous limousines to his home.
As soon as they were alone, the tension between them began growing again. One look at Metatron’s face told her that relaxing and recovering from his injury was the last thing on his agenda for tonight.
“You don’t seem too concerned about the Rosprom offensive,” Nephilim said as they approached the car.
“I’m not,” Metatron said. “It’s not that I’m not taking it seriously, but I’m very confident that we’ll beat them easily. Remember what you saw in Olympias III?”
Nephilim looked at him. “Are you planning to bring them in?”
“Only if necessary. I want to keep our full numbers secret if possible. Neither the Board nor Rosprom knows how many we really are, and we need to keep that advantage.”
“Appear strong when you are weak and weak when you are strong,” Nephilim said, quoting Sun Tzu and bringing a smile to Metatron’s face.
“Precisely. Whatever they’re planning, they’ll assume our numbers are much smaller than they actually are.”
“I wanted to thank you,” Nephilim said once they were sitting in the car.
“What for?”
“For avenging me. I never would have thought how… satisfying it would feel.”
A wolfish grin spread over his face. “Doesn’t it?”
“You took such a risk for me.”
He looked her in the eye for a moment, then quoted Ovid. “Omnis amans militat.”[1]
Nephilim smiled.
“It wouldn’t have been the first time in history a war was started because of a woman,” he said with his typical smirk. “The most famous is the Trojan War, described in the Illiad.”
“How did it play out?”
“With a lot of death and a city burned to the ground.”
“You knew the Board wouldn’t try to stop you, didn’t you?” Nephilim asked.
“Yes. They’re cowards who avoid direct conflict. Besides, they’re scared shitless of the Rosprom offensive. They know they need us. But even if that weren’t the case, nothing would have stopped me from going after him. Not after what he did to you.”
Metatron’s face took on a tender expression as he studied her for a moment, while outside the car window, the endless lights of the metropolis they both called home flew by.
“No scar will remain on your face and body, Nephilim. I promise you that. As soon as the current crisis is over, I’ll take care of it.”
Nephilim nodded. “Thank you. Weinberg already recommended a specialist.”
They remained silent for a moment before the High-Archangel spoke again. “There’s something you should know, Nephilim. Who is truly responsible for the scars you bear.”
She lifted an eyebrow but said nothing, waiting for him to continue.
“You know that Stavros was working with Rosprom. He wasn’t only a psychopath and a pathetic coward, he was also a traitor who was willing to sell out all of Olympias for his personal gain.”
Metatron’s mouth twitched in disgust, and his eyes narrowed to neon-blue slits in the semi-darkness of the car. “The following might be hard to swallow, but I believe you should know it. You should know exactly who he was working with. And who helped him hunt our people, including you.”
Even before Metatron shared the recording of the phone call with her, Nephilim knew who he was talking about.
And yet she hardly could believe her ears. She recognized both voices at once. One was Stavros, and the other… was Jake. The Rosprom agent she had fallen for a year ago.
“Where’s my fucking evac?!”
“What evac?”
“What do you mean, there’s no evac? We had a deal! You gave me your word!”
“I’m afraid I can’t remember.”
“What?! He’s coming for me, do you understand? The motherfucking tinman is here! They’re everywhere! You must get me out of here!”
“Then why don’t you ask your friends from the Board to rescue you? Surely they can stop him? Or have they lost control over him?”
“They won’t answer my calls! Please! Help me!”
“Maybe you shouldn’t have kidnapped his princess.”
“You need me! I’m—”
“Wrong. We don’t need you. We got everything we wanted from you, and now you’re obsolete. Good luck, Mr. Stavros.”
Nephilim swallowed. She hadn’t only slept with the enemy but also betrayed Metatron. This enemy had worked with Stavros. Knowing exactly what that lunatic was doing, knowing that he was torturing Angels to death. Knowing that he had tortured her.
When the recording was over, Metatron remained silent, watching her face closely, his own still and unreadable, as so often.
Once again, Nephilim felt so stupid. Abused.
Actions spoke louder than words. And all she had gotten from Jake were pretty words and despicable actions.
For a moment, her face showed an expression of despair and pain, but then it slowly began to change. She clenched her fists.
“Let’s destroy them,” she hissed. “Let’s kill every single one of those Rosprom fuckers when they dare to attack us. Para bellum.”
A frightening smile appeared on Metatron’s face. “Para bellum.”




Chapter Nine
The Truth
Once they were back at his home, they didn’t even reach the bedroom before they were all over each other.
After hours of sex, Nephilim was now sleeping peacefully, snuggled against Metatron’s shoulder, while he was awake, thinking. As so often.
And, as so often, he could never get enough of watching her when she was asleep. As always, it filled his soul with tenderness but also with pain, seeing how deformed her formerly exceptionally beautiful face looked.
Metatron didn’t believe in any form of an afterlife. This one life was all they had, in all its beauty and ugliness. But today, he truly wished hell existed. A place of endless suffering to which he’d sent Cillian Stavros. Killing him had been delightful, and bringing Nephilim his head had been one of the most satisfying things he’d done in his entire life. He was aware of how archaic it was, how animalistic.
But he didn’t care. It had felt so good.
And knowing that she felt the same about it made it a million times better. Seeing the feral lust on her face as she’d watched his memories while he was fucking her had been insanely erotic to him. It was definitely something they had to do again.
Nevertheless, he wished he could kill Stavros over and over again. The sick bastard deserved to rot in hell.
Nephilim moaned softly in her sleep. She licked the corner of her lips and swallowed. Metatron was completely enchanted. For the first time in years, the smile on his face made him look human.
Then Nephilim shifted, rolling from his shoulder and onto her side. He watched her for a moment longer, then got up carefully so as not to wake her.
He needed to think, and for some reason, he couldn’t do it when she was sleeping in his arms.
Metatron stopped at the bedroom door and looked over his shoulder one more time to make sure she was still deeply asleep, then he left. Not bothering to put a light on, he walked naked down the long hall, the slight blue glow of his eyes giving the oil paintings on the walls a ghostly appearance.
He entered his indoor pool area and walked into the pleasantly warm water. The wound on his side was almost the size of an egg, but it was firmly glued over, and he could swim or take a shower without any concerns.
Although it was much smaller than the pool area he’d been fighting in earlier, Metatron’s pool had a hundred times more style. The walls were dark and the water azure blue, artfully illuminated. Olympias City’s endless lights shone through the panoramic windows and gleamed in the soft waves he created when entering the water.
Once he was in the middle of the pool, Metatron turned onto his back, spread his arms and legs, and began floating on the surface. Due to their heavy body weight, this wasn’t as easy for an Angel as it was for humans. But Metatron had had practice. He loved to float in his pool at night when he couldn’t sleep. It relaxed him and helped him focus.
Right now, two things occupied his mind.
The first was the imminent invasion, of course. Despite what he’d told Nephilim and the other Archangels, despite what he would say at the assembly tomorrow, he was concerned. He knew he was missing a piece of the puzzle, and he hated it. It probably would have been wiser to drag Stavros into HQ and interrogate him until he spilled everything he knew. But that had been impossible at that moment. Metatron had rarely wanted something as much as he’d wanted to kill that man.
Besides, taking him into custody might have only escalated the conflict with the Board. Luckily, they were smart enough to realize that provoking Metatron further would have been a very bad move.
The downside was that it was now impossible to tell exactly what Stavros had sold to Rosprom. It must have something to do with the city’s defenses. The question was what and how critical it was.
The worst thing that could happen was that Rosprom could somehow deactivate the defenses. But that was impossible. Only the CEO had the codes, and the system was impenetrable. Although it was based on entirely different algorithms, it was as hackproof as the Guardian Angel network.
But what else could the lunatic have sold to Olympias’ greatest enemy?
Metatron had to accept that it was impossible to guess and that he would have to wait and see, although he hated it. He hated being unprepared for anything. And this was possibly the greatest battle Olympias would face since its founding at the beginning of the new era.
Once again, it would be the Guardian Angels who would save Olympias and its inhabitants. And, as usual, the people would never know that it was the hated killer cyborgs with neon-blue eyes who saved them all. They would keep their status as monsters as far as the general public was concerned and as slaves as far as the elites were concerned.
It won’t always be this way.
Metatron closed his eyes and enjoyed the water caressing the few remaining parts of biological skin on his body.
Patience.
Eventually, things would change.
He would change them.
With Nephilim at his side. Because without her, everything was pointless.
Stavros might have been a madman and an idiot, but he’d been smart enough to realize that the easiest way to hurt Metatron would be by hurting Nephilim.
He’d been wrong about one thing, however. Killing Nephilim wouldn’t just have hurt and weakened Metatron. It would have destroyed him.
Metatron couldn’t afford to lose her. And yet, he had to take a big risk. Possibly the biggest of them all.
He had to tell her the truth. About her father, her heritage, and what had happened more than twenty years ago.
About what her father had done. And that he had killed him.
She deserved to know the truth. And for the things to come, he had to be sure of her loyalty. Despite what had happened in the past.
Metatron dearly hoped that she would understand. So often, he sensed how alike they were, how similarly their minds worked. It was no wonder. She was 100% her father’s daughter, and he was her father’s creation.
None of them would be here if it weren’t for Lucifer.
Yet Metatron had killed him. And he felt no regret.
If Nephilim understood, then they could truly be free. Together. Then they would become unstoppable.
But what if she doesn’t understand?
Metatron didn’t have an answer to that.
He knew he could never hurt her. He could never wipe her memory again. He loved every fiber of her exactly as she was. He didn’t want her to change. Not to mention that her memory would come back eventually, as it always did. Her mind and spirit were simply too strong.
Would he stand by and let her destroy him if she decided to? Was there another way?
Metatron didn’t know. The mighty High-Archangel, who controlled everything and everyone, including himself, who was always one step ahead of everyone, didn’t know.
There was one thing he did know, however. He had to take the risk, take a leap of faith. And it needed to happen soon. He already had waited too long, waiting for the perfect occasion that never came.
He had made that mistake once, and it had ended up with Nephilim running away with Jake. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.
“Metatron.”
He jerked up and looked to the side. He had been so focused on his own thoughts that he hadn’t heard or sensed her coming.
Nephilim stood at the rim of the pool, naked, her eyes on him. The city lights from outside shimmered on her alabaster skin, and her beauty took his breath away. Despite the horrible wounds deforming her face and chest, she was beautiful. The personification of an angel. Looking at her, tenderness almost overwhelmed him.
He didn’t know what would happen, but he did know he would never hurt her. He would rather hurt himself.
Metatron stood up in the water and smiled at her.
“Why aren’t you in bed, Nephilim?”
Slowly, she sat down, letting her legs dangle into the water without crossing them.
“Why aren’t you?” she replied.
“Touché,” he said, smirking as he waded toward her. “What’s on your mind?”
She closed her eyes for a second and chuckled. “You know me too well, High-Archangel.”
“That’s my job,” he said, gently placing his hands on her hips.
Nephilim’s face turned serious. “The note you sent me today.”
“What about it?”
“Did you really mean it? That you want me to take your place just in case… something happens to you?”
“Yes, of course.”
“But wasn’t Zephaniel going to be your successor?”
“No, it was always you.”
Nephilim furrowed her brow in surprise. Metatron reached up and stroked her temple.
“Don’t you want to take my place?”
“No!” she burst out, her face taking on a painful expression. “I don’t! I don’t even want to imagine a world without you.”
Metatron blinked, holding his breath. She reached down and took his face between her palms.
“I don’t want anything to happen to you. Ever.”
He closed his eyes for a second, tilting his head in her hands as her words caressed his soul.
“I’m not planning on going anywhere, Nephilim. I promise you that.”
“Good,” she said. “Because I won’t let you.”
They looked at each other in silence for a moment, the soft movement of the water and the omnipresent megacity hum outside the windows the only audible sounds.
“Zephaniel wouldn’t have such qualms,” Metatron said after a moment. “He would happily take my place.”
Nephilim looked him in the eye firmly, then said. “That’s because he doesn’t love you the way I do.”
The words stood between them in all their gravity, and for a moment, Metatron felt the overwhelming urge to tell her how he really felt about her. But he couldn’t. The words wouldn’t leave his mouth. Instead, he leaned forward and began kissing her belly, carefully avoiding her injuries.
His hands were still resting on her hips. He moved them down and gently spread her legs, then placed his lips there. Nephilim’s reaction was instant. She was still sore and sensitive after their earlier activities. Her hands clutched his head firmly, and she arched her back.
He took his time, enjoying her body’s reactions and her pleasure. She quickly grew more ecstatic, and in return, he grew fiercer and more demanding. This was a completely different form of control than the one he usually sought, yet it aroused him almost as much as her. She wrapped her legs around his shoulders, pressing him closer, and he didn’t try to stop her.
Her biological parts trembled as she came, and she threw her head back and let out a lustful moan from the depths of her throat. Then she started giggling softly while her body kept shaking. Metatron looked up at her face and smiled, finding it adorable.
Sometimes even he forgot who she was… what she was.
Metatron pulled her down to him into the water and began kissing her. He didn’t give her a chance to recover before he pinned her against the wall and fucked her.
“Actions, not words,” she whispered in his ear huskily.
***
Zephaniel’s office was right next to Metatron’s. They were connected by a door, so neither had to step outside into the hall to visit the other. The office was spacious, though smaller than the High-Archangel’s. The interior design was of the same style, however, chosen by Metatron for the entire building. Polished dark wood, glass and chrome, black leather—smooth, plain elegance. The High-Archangel’s office was slightly more extravagant than the rest, of course. He always liked to stand out. To show that he was in charge in a subtle yet significant way.
Zephaniel felt restless. He leaned back in his chair, rocking it forth and back nervously, while his fingers absentmindedly twirled a pen with the impressive swiftness and agility only an Angel had. The First-Archangel was frustrated.
He turned his head to the window and stared outside into the night-sunken metropolis, his eyes focused on the Inner Circle. He couldn’t see Metatron’s building from here, but he knew exactly where it was. How far away it was. Its precise position on the map. Once, he had been there so often it had almost seemed like home. But not anymore. Now, Metatron barely invited him there, and Zephaniel knew the reason for that only too well: Nephilim.
Ever since she’d become an Archangel, Metatron had increasingly turned his attention toward her and away from him and the others. While the rest viewed this with irritation, for Zephaniel, it was hurtful.
Even now, he knew exactly that Metatron was there with her. That she was supposed to assist him was just a lame excuse. Unless ‘assist’ was a synonym for sucking his cock.
Zephaniel jumped up from his chair and began pacing up and down the room, repeatedly hitting his fist against his palm in frustration.
No matter how hard he tried, Zephaniel couldn’t understand what Metatron saw in her. Yes, she was young and pretty, but so was half of the Angel corps. And she was a woman.
Since when had he been so interested in women? In all the years Zephaniel had known Metatron, he’d always given him the impression that, like him, he preferred men. Zephaniel didn’t mind the company of women now and then, but they didn’t do it for him as much. Men were simply… better.
And Metatron…
Zephaniel worshipped the dirt under his boots. Why wouldn’t the High-Archangel acknowledge that? And what was it about her anyway?
Zephaniel would never dare admit it to Metatron, but he hated Nephilim from the depths of his soul. Not only because he was jealous but also because she had betrayed him. How could she have done that? It was beyond anything Zephaniel could grasp. It was disgusting, despicable.
Betraying the Angel corps? Betraying Metatron? Absolutely inexcusable.
But what Zephaniel couldn’t understand either was why Metatron hadn’t killed her for that. Why bring her back? Erase her memory?
The First-Archangel shook his head, snorting.
It didn’t make any sense.
Yet he was smart enough not to question Metatron. He must have his reasons. He never did anything without good reason. That Zephaniel knew for sure from more than fifteen years at the High-Archangel’s side. He also still remembered the beating Metatron had given him a year ago only too well.
As always, Zephaniel felt cold and hot thinking of it. Never before had Metatron lashed out at him like that. For a moment, he’d been convinced that Metatron would kill him. But he didn’t, and he’d never planned to. He just wanted to teach his second-in-command a lesson he wouldn’t forget. And as always, he’d been right. Zephaniel wouldn’t forget. He would never question the High-Archangel again.
Even so, he couldn’t help it. Deep in his heart, hidden from everyone, he had doubts.
If only he could somehow get rid of Nephilim, everything would eventually return to normal.
When they’d got the message yesterday that she’d been kidnapped, Zephaniel thought that was it. That they would never see her again, at least alive. That she would end up dead and on display the next day. Problem solved.
But no. Metatron hadn’t given up on her—again. He’d accomplished the impossible and tracked her down. Zephaniel needed all his self-control not to show his disappointment when they brought her back. Yet when he’d seen the state she was in, he’d hardly been able to hide his glee.
Even today, at the briefing, she’d looked horrible. Her cute innocent face was disfigured, and from what Zephaniel had heard, so was her body. Her precious little tits had been cut to shreds.
The thought of it aroused Zephaniel. Not because he was particularly interested in Nephilim’s tits, but because he would love to cut her into pieces himself.
Somewhere, deep down, there was the hope that since she didn’t look pretty anymore, Metatron would soon lose interest in her. After all, he liked surrounding himself with beautiful things of the highest quality.
Zephaniel’s daydreams were interrupted by someone knocking at his door. His scan showed him who it was: Daniel, one of his two Powers.
“I hope it’s important,” Zephaniel hissed as the other man entered his office.
“Yes, First-Archangel,” Daniel said, lowering his gaze devotedly. He knew only too well that there would be pain if he displeased his master, and it wasn’t the pleasant kind of pain. “We found a lead on the Broker.”
Zephaniel’s face lit up. Finally!
Metatron wanted the Broker badly, and he had been greatly displeased that Zephaniel had failed to capture him when raiding the Underground.
“It’s about time,” he said. “Where is the piece of shit?”
“We combed through security footage of the last six months from the Underground and the area around it. We couldn’t track down his implant signature. Finwick Connors must have had it removed and destroyed after he stole our data.”
“Yes, I knew that already,” Zephaniel said, waving his hand impatiently. “Did you track him down or not?”
“We couldn’t find an implant signature, but we were able to track his face. He disguised himself well, but not well enough,” Daniel said.
“And?” Zephaniel’s voice was irritated now.
“We think we’ve found his whereabouts.”
A frightening grin spread over Zephaniel’s face. “Good. Very good. Then let’s pay the scum a visit.”
***
Zephaniel was so excited to finally get his hands on the Broker that he’d briefly considered using one of the VTOLs to travel to Oldtown faster. But then he’d decided otherwise. A few minutes here or there shouldn’t make a huge difference. The fucker didn’t know what was coming at him—who was coming at him. Using one of the aircraft would draw unnecessary attention in Oldtown and might even scare him off.
Instead, they took a car. It was just a small tactical team: Zephaniel, his two Powers, and two grunts.
Judging by what they knew about him, the guy was a loser. A coward who had made a fortune from data he had stolen. He wouldn’t pose any threat. Most likely, they would drag him right out of bed.
Zephaniel smiled in anticipation as the car stopped in front of the building. A moment later, he and his men rushed inside like black shadows. The building was a pre-corporate high-rise, but it was one of the better ones in the district. It was after midnight, so the streets were quiet. Oldtown’s buzzing entertainment district was more than two miles away from here and barely noticeable. Only a hive of lights in the sky indicated where it was.
The run-down lobby was empty. The building was so old-fashioned that it didn’t even have a concierge or security bots. But that wasn’t standard in Oldtown anyway—which was ironic since Oldtown had the highest crime rate of any district in Olympias City.
If it were up to Zephaniel, Oldtown wouldn’t exist. He would send the useless inhabitants into lifelong forced labor, flatten the whole area, and build a new, modern district. This slum was unworthy of a perfect city like Olympias. Although he had to admit that the redlight district had some venues for clients with special needs that couldn’t be found anywhere else…
Zephaniel and his men took the elevator to the 80th floor, where the Broker allegedly had his penthouse. Zephaniel hoped this wouldn’t turn out to be another waste of time—for his Powers’ sake. He drummed his fingers against the greasy cabin wall as the elevator crept upward at such an abysmal speed that it would have been faster to take the stairs, at least for an Angel.
Finally, the doors opened, and they entered a sparsely illuminated hall. It wasn’t difficult to guess which apartment was the Broker’s—it was obviously the one with the high-security door.
Zephaniel stepped aside and let his men take care of the door. The security measures were good, much better than anyone would expect from a place like this. They would keep the ordinary Oldtown burglar out, but for an Angel, this was child’s play. Within seconds, the door had been hacked and unlocked.
The Angels drew their guns. Not that Zephaniel expected any resistance, but better safe than sorry. The scans were blurry, and who knew if the Broker had security bots or other defense mechanisms in there. Zephaniel couldn’t afford to screw this up.
“Breach,” he commanded.
Daniel kicked in the door, and the four Angels rushed in, guns in hand. Zephaniel entered behind them, slowly, copying Metatron’s behavior, yet he was a poor copy.
The Angels rushed from room to room, securing the premises.
“Clear!” they reported from one room after another, and Zephaniel’s mood sank with every shout.
The place was empty. If it was really the Broker’s, the piece of shit had left in a hurry. Two housekeeping robots standing on their charging stations in the hall were the only life forms present.
“He’s gone, Archangel,” Daniel said a few seconds later, reporting the obvious, and Zephaniel needed all his strength of will not to smash the man’s face to a pulp.
“Find him!” he yelled. “Bring in forensics and let them sweep the place. I want a lead!”
Furious, he paced up and down the place, inspecting it half-heartedly. He was so disappointed that he didn’t even realize that one of the rooms was clearly a child’s room.
Zephaniel walked past the charging robots and down the main corridor. At the end of it, he spotted a door that looked like a closet at first glance, but closer inspection showed that the closet door was only a disguise. Behind it was a high-security steel door. Zephaniel tried to open it, but it was locked.
“Hack it,” he commanded one of the Angels.
This was evidently a sophisticated system and couldn’t be just accessed and hacked by an Angel using his implants. But Zephaniel had been smart enough to bring a specialist along.
The Angel produced a black device from his pocket. It was shiny and about the size of a credit card. When he shook it, it unfolded itself into a tablet five times its size. Rows of numbers appeared on the black screen.
“This might take a couple of minutes, Archangel,” the specialist said.
Zephaniel waved his hand, indicating that he should proceed, then walked into the main area of the penthouse. It was huge. Bigger than his entire apartment. The panoramic windows offered a view over Oldtown, which wasn’t as glamorous a view as in better districts, but at least the mega skyrises of the real Olympias City were visible in the distance.
Zephaniel paced up and down in growing irritation. This was more than unfortunate. He had been burning with desire to present the Broker to Metatron tomorrow morning. But the fucker had fled, and now the search for him was back at square one.
Zephaniel balled up his fists. He needed to blow off some steam later, or he’d kill someone. And Metatron didn’t like seeing arbitrary violence from his Angels.
“Archangel Zephaniel,” the specialist finally called out. “I got it!”
“About time,” Zephaniel growled, approaching the now-open high-security door. Hopefully, this wasn’t just a closet after all. A stash for money or other worthless crap.
But as he entered, he stopped in surprise, then smiled. This was the jackpot.
The room was windowless and in fact not much bigger than a closet, but it was filled with high-performance computers, holo monitors, and other equipment a high-class hacker needed. This was the Broker’s den.
If he wasn’t a complete idiot, he’d surely have wiped everything clean, but even the tiniest bit of data could turn into a game-changer.
“Daniel, bring in our IT forensics. I want them to start working on this immediately. Restore the data that was stored on this junk.”
“Certainly, Archangel,” Daniel said.
“I’m afraid this might—” the specialist standing in the doorway began, but he instantly shut up when Zephaniel glared at him.
Then something else caught his attention. Next to the high-tech equipment was a relatively simple holo projector. A tiny light glowing on the side indicated that it was still functioning. Zephaniel stepped closer and switched it on.
What he saw made his jaw drop, and for a moment, he couldn’t believe his eyes.
He was staring right at Nephilim’s face. The device projected a life-sized, highly detailed hologram into the room. A hologram of the person Zephaniel hated most in this world.
Zephaniel blinked, trying to understand what he was looking at here. Why did the Broker have a hologram of Nephilim, of all people, in his den?
Was there a connection between them? Did she and the Broker know each other? After all, she had betrayed the corps before, so why not again?
For a moment, Zephaniel considered keeping this a secret from Metatron until he had conducted further investigations. But he quickly discarded the idea. Nothing escaped Metatron’s attention, and he would find out soon enough. It would be better to present him with the discovery himself.
And who knew, maybe this would be her fall from his grace. It was about time.
Zephaniel smiled.
***
It was almost 3 AM when Zephaniel knocked on the door to the luxury apartment in the Inner Circle. He’d been frequenting this place a lot lately, and he didn’t care how late it was this time. He needed relief.
His fingers drummed against the door impatiently while he waited. Finally, the door opened.
The owner of the apartment looked surprised at first, but then he smiled.
“Zephaniel… I didn’t expect you tonight.”
“It’s First-Archangel Zephaniel,” he said, walking in. “Now, take off your clothes.”




Chapter Ten
Plans
Detective Kate Spader was exhausted. She had hardly slept at all last night. The thing with Siro had gotten to her much more than she ever could have believed. She’d never seen herself as the emotional type, yet here she was. It was only after taking a sleeping drug that she’d finally fallen into a restless slumber—only to wake up even more tired than she’d been the night before.
But at least she’d taken a shower and was wearing some fresh clothes. She was officially a member of civilized society again.
Now she was leaning back in her chair, smoking a cigarette, her half-eaten breakfast in front of her. The diner was a busy place at this hour. It was less greasy than most establishments of this kind in Oldtown, and the food was good, too. One could almost classify it as upscale compared to most places in the district. Although most Olympians from the better parts wouldn’t set foot here if their lives depended on it.
Kate had chosen a table at the foggy window, which was a bit isolated from the others. Even though the place was buzzing with customers, no one would eavesdrop on them here. Provided he even showed up. He’d said he would, but you never knew with him. He was already twenty minutes late, and Kate was beginning to grow weary.
But then she reminded herself why she was here, so she ordered another coffee from the robo waitress with the squeaky legs.
You need his help. Play nice. No matter what bullshit he throws at you. For Siro.
Finally, she spotted him outside. He was heading her way down the misty street with its diffused neon lights, most of his face hidden by a hoodie, sunglasses, and a high collar. Anywhere else, an outfit like that would have screamed that he had something to hide. But in Oldtown, everyone had something to hide, and people didn’t give a damn anyway.
He smiled as he entered the diner and made his way toward her.
“Katie,” he said with his typically friendly, slightly patronizing voice. She gave herself a maximum of twenty minutes before it annoyed the crap out of her. “It’s good to see you. You look great.”
She shook her head, laughing. “And you look like shit, as always.”
He pouted. “Is that the right way to greet your older brother?”
“That’s the only way,” she said with a grin, then her face turned serious. “Thank you for coming, Liam. Truly.”
“Of course.”
Then he reached into his parka pocket and produced a small metallic device about the size of a saltshaker. He placed it between them on the table, and it immediately morphed into the color of the table and became practically invisible.
Naturally, Kate knew what it was and that having and using one was illegal, but she’d turn a blind eye. As she always did when her brother was involved. Besides, they truly needed it today so no one could hear what they were talking about.
When one looked closely, it was evident that they were siblings. They had the same tall, lean body type, the same mischievous smile, and most of all, the same big green eyes. Liam’s hair, when it wasn’t hidden by a hood, was brown, while Kate’s was blonde, and the tiny wrinkles around his eyes indicated that he was a couple of years older. Of the two of them, he had always been the more attractive, and Kate had envied him for that when she was younger. Mostly because he got the girls she didn’t.
The similarities in their appearances were the only ones, however, as their personalities and life paths couldn’t have been more different. While Kate was a cop, he was… well, she couldn’t even say exactly what he was or what he did. They’d agreed that he’d never tell her the details and she’d never ask, otherwise she’d probably have to arrest him.
Nevertheless, she needed his help now. She was out of options and didn’t know who else to ask.
“Ok, tell me what’s going on,” Liam said. “What made you summon your brother out of his cave?”
She took a deep breath. “I need your help, Liam.”
“I figured that much,” he said with a smile that hid his hurt. “You didn’t want to just hang out with me, huh? Someone could see us, and then—”
Kate frowned. “My friend is dying, Liam.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Katie. But I’m not sure how I can help your friend. Last time I checked, I wasn’t a doctor.”
Kate forced herself not to get angry. She loved her brother dearly with all her heart, but she also had the urge to kill him whenever they had to deal with each other. His smugness drove her insane.
“You’re not a doctor, true. But you know people.”
“Just tell me what you need, Katie.”
She shrugged. “Money.”
Liam looked at her in surprise, then he started laughing, and she had a hard time not punching him in the throat. “What makes you think I have money?”
“Not you, you idiot,” she said. “But the people you’re with, your special friends.”
“We don’t have money. We—”
“Sure you do!” she exclaimed, much louder than she’d wanted. “Stop bullshitting me!”
She licked her lips and forced herself to calm down.
“I know you do because I’ve turned a blind eye often enough.”
He sighed. “How much do you need?”
“Five hundred grand.”
His eyebrows shot up, and he lifted his palms. “That’s a lot of money.”
“He’s dying, Liam!”
“What the hell does he need? A new body?”
“Kinda. And don’t you dare lecture me about dying with dignity…”
His face took on an offended expression, and his lips turned into a thin line. “I hate this shit, you know that only too well.”
Kate knew. Her brother’s beliefs were archaic, to put it mildly.
“And since when were you into men anyway?”
“It’s not like that. He’s my partner.”
Liam leaned back and folded his arms. “He’s a cop?”
He said the word “cop” with unveiled disgust.
“Hello?” Kate glared at him. “So am I! Have you forgotten?”
Liam sighed. “I’m truly sorry about your partner. He seems to be very important to you. But I don’t think—”
“You owe me,” Kate interrupted him. “Big time.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You know exactly what I’m talking about, sweet brother. For years I’ve been covering up for you. If it wasn’t for me, the blue-eyed fuckers would have found you and your friends ages ago. You think you’re smarter than everyone else? You’re not. You’ve been sloppy more than once. And if you don’t help me now, next time, I might not turn a blind eye!”
That was a bluff, of course. Despite all their differences, Kate would never do anything that could endanger her stupid brother.
He remained silent for a moment, staring at her with that stubborn expression she knew only too well. Then his face softened.
“Fine,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do. But I can’t promise anything, Katie. You know I’m not in charge. All I can do is ask for help and call in a few favors.”
“That’s more than enough,” Kate said as relief spread through her body. She wouldn’t have to strangle her brother in front of a full diner, and there was hope for Siro. “Thank you.”
He smiled. “Now, how about you buy me breakfast? I heard it’s pretty good here. Oh, I see you already ate without waiting for your only brother…”
Kate laughed. Suddenly, all the tension was gone, and they were kids again. “Because you were twenty minutes late, you dick. What was I supposed to do? Starve?”
“You’re right. And then your friends would charge me for murder.”
She rolled her eyes. “Ok, I’ll buy you breakfast. And I’ll get another for myself so you don’t have to eat alone.”
“How generous of you.”
Kate laughed. “Shut up!”
***
Metatron’s face was still and focused as they drove to HQ in the morning. Nephilim knew that expression only too well. He was working. And in the current situation, his focus was more important than ever. She remained silent, not wanting to disturb him. The drive from his home to the Guardian Angel headquarters only took a couple of minutes anyway.
She turned her head away from his calm face and looked out of the window. Today would be a busy day. They needed to be prepared for everything, and Metatron would discuss what was going on to all Angels at the general assembly.
Nephilim wasn’t scared. If Metatron was confident that they’d be able to handle the situation, then so was she. And in fact, she was even excited about the prospect of the upcoming battle.
She felt a tickle of anticipation in her biological parts. She couldn’t wait to kick some Rosprom ass. To send them flying over the Atlantic, back to where they came from. To spill blood.
If they thought they could come and attack Olympias openly, they would get some. And Jake…
Nephilim pressed her lips together, and her eyes narrowed as the city rushed by, sunken in morning mists. What a snake he was. Hearing his voice in the conversation with Stavros had been sickening.
On the other hand, why was she so surprised? He was a Rosprom agent. His job was to help bring down Olympias. Why wouldn’t he work together with that psychopath?
Absentmindedly, her hand wandered up to her deformed cheek. The cuts didn’t really hurt and they were healing well, but nevertheless, they were there, clearly visible. Nephilim had noticed the looks the other Archangels and Zephaniel in particular had given her yesterday. Almost undisguised glee.
She could no longer remember exactly what had happened between her and Jake, and for the first time, she felt grateful that Metatron had erased her memory of that. Whatever there had been was based on lies and deceit, and she didn’t want to remember it. She was ashamed and furious about the fact that she’d been willing to betray her own people for a man who’d been working with Cillian Stavros all along.
Metatron, on the other hand… pleasant warmth rose in her when she thought about how they’d fucked while watching Stavros die. She forced herself not to think of it now, otherwise his sensors would show him that she was aroused, and this wasn’t the time.
The events of the last couple of days had been so intense that it had finally led to her telling him that she loved him. And she would never forget the expression on his face. For a fraction of a second, she’d seen surprise there—and happiness. He rarely showed how he really felt, yet Nephilim had learned to read even his most nuanced expressions.
She turned her head and saw him looking at her. They remained silent for a moment, simply enjoying each other’s presence.
“Tonight, we need to have a conversation,” he finally said. “There’s something very important I need to tell you, Nephilim.”
“I understand.”
“I kept waiting for the right moment, but it has become clear to me that the right moment might never come, so tonight is as good a time as any,” he said seriously, then smirked. “Last time I wanted to talk to you, you ran into a trap instead.”
“Tonight, I’m all yours,” she replied.
“Good.” He leaned forward and stroked the side of her head, carefully avoiding her injuries. Then he kissed her.
The limousine stopped in the Angel HQ garage, and the door opened noiselessly. When they stepped outside, Metatron whispered in her ear, “I know what you were thinking about a few moments ago when you were looking out of the window. Your body betrayed you.”
Nephilim chuckled. “Nothing escapes your attention, High-Archangel.”
They took the elevator to the main floor, where the assembly hall was. On the way, they encountered several Angels who all greeted the High-Archangel, showing him the highest respect.
Zephaniel stood by the door to the room next to the assembly hall where Metatron used to have last-minute briefings with his Archangels before important events.
Even though he tried to hide it, Nephilim could sense a fierce hostility in Zephaniel, even more than usual. His face and voice were calm, but his eyes shot lasers at her that would have vaporized her immediately if looks could kill.
“Metatron,” he said, ignoring her completely.
“Is everything alright, Zephaniel?” Metatron asked, obviously noticing the tension as well. Of course he did.
“I have something very important to show you,” Zephaniel said, then glanced at Nephilim. “In private.”
“Can it wait until after the assembly, or will the world end in the meantime?”
Zephaniel cleared his throat. “No, no. Of course it can wait. I just wanted to ask you to make time for me.”
“Meet me in my office after the assembly,” Metatron said, entering the anteroom. As soon as the High-Archangel had turned his back, Zephaniel shot Nephilim a venomous grin.
Nephilim pretended she didn’t see it, but she couldn’t help but wonder what this was about. Clearly, Zephaniel was up to something. She knew he was jealous of her, and Metatron was well aware of that, too. She wondered how he would feel if he knew what Metatron had shared with her yesterday.
That she was his successor and not him. That she always had been.
But she never wanted to take Metatron’s place. She would do everything in the world to ensure that never happened.
Uriel, Leliel, and Dumah were already inside, and Nephilim knew that only Metatron’s presence stopped them from openly showing their spite.
They all greeted the High-Archangel respectfully, then he opened the other door that led into the assembly hall, and his Archangels followed him.
The vast hall with black walls and the neon-blue Angel symbol on the wall was filled with people. Hundreds of black-clad figures stood still, showing respect to their leader, their eyes glowing like a gigantic swarm of neon-blue fireflies.
Without slowing, Metatron climbed the small stage at the front of the hall. The Archangels took up their positions behind him, as they always did on such occasions. Even after more than a year of being an Archangel, Nephilim still hadn’t gotten used to it. For years, she’d been standing down there, among the fireflies, looking up at their leader, and now she was up here—sharing his plans and his thoughts.
Metatron waited for a few seconds, creating anticipation among his followers, then he began to speak.
“Angels. I gathered you here today because I have concerning news to share.”
He paused, letting his words sink in.
“In 72 hours or less, we will be at war. Rosprom has gathered the biggest force in its history, and they’re coming for us. Their goal is total destruction.”
Again he paused, and Nephilim could see reactions in the faces below. Some Angels were visibly surprised, while others frowned. Some, mostly the older, more seasoned ones, didn’t react at all.
“Our intelligence indicates that they’re coming with everything they have. Synths, robots, and heavy war machines. Let them come! We will crush them! As we always do!”
He extended his palm to the side in a majestic gesture. Nephilim could sense the excitement in the huge black hall rising.
“I’m not saying this will be easy,” Metatron continued in a serious tone after a short pause. “Some of us will be wounded, some of us will die. But there’s nothing in the world that can stop us from succeeding. Because this is what we were made to do. We are the Guardian Angels of Olympias! Custodio et mortifico!”
“Custodio et mortifico!” hundreds of voices repeated as one.
“We don’t know exactly when the attack will take place, but I’m confident we will gather all relevant information shortly. We will be ready when they come, as we always are. Olympias’ defense systems are in place and will do most of the work for us. If everything goes well, we will only step in to finish them off.
“But from now on, I don’t want any of you to go on patrol missions. Stay close to HQ. Be vigilant, be ready to be deployed into battle. The Archangels will assign you into groups and brief you about anything further. This will be the biggest battle in our history and the most glorious one. Custodio et mortifico!”
As he spoke, he raised his voice and extended his palms further.
“Custodio et mortifico!” they replied enthusiastically.
Then it struck Nephilim what Metatron had just done. He’d shared news that should be concerning—he’d openly said that they were facing the biggest invasion in the history of Olympias and that some would pay with their lives—and yet he’d presented it in such a way that the Angels weren’t concerned. Instead, they were excited, optimistic. And she realized that she was, too.
“Await your orders. Dismissed!”
An excited murmur broke out in the hall as the Angels stood at ease and began swarming toward the exits. Nephilim followed the other Archangels and Metatron to the side exit they used. From there, Metatron left with Zephaniel.
Nephilim wondered what it was that Zephaniel wanted to share with Metatron. His face was like a cat’s when it expected a huge bowl of cream.
But she didn’t have the time to give it much thought now. Like the other Archangels, she had plenty of tasks assigned. They only had two days to prepare, and they needed to find out where Rosprom would strike. She would summon Adriel and go to work.
***
“What is it, Zephaniel?” Metatron asked as they entered his office.
He hoped it was something important and not Zephaniel simply trying to get his attention or affection. His patience was paper-thin in the current crisis, and he had a very busy day ahead of him.
Metatron was aware that he had been neglecting his First-Archangel and that Zephaniel was jealous of Nephilim, but he’d have to get used to it. The High-Archangel was planning to stop the orgies soon and release the Archangels from their intimate duty to him. He’d enjoyed it for many years, but not anymore. If he had the choice of watching the Archangels fuck or spending time with Nephilim, the choice was an easy one.
They wouldn’t like it, but they would accept it. Zephaniel, of all people, had learned the hard way that they shouldn’t provoke him or, most of all, question his orders.
“I’ve made a very… interesting discovery I’d like to share with you,” Zephaniel said.
Metatron didn’t like his grin at all.
“Yes?” he asked, impatience in his voice.
“Yesterday, I found a hot lead on the Broker—” Zephaniel began, but Metatron interrupted him.
“Why am I hearing of it only now?”
“It was late, and I thought you needed rest after the battle in the Stavros Tower. And you were wounded. Besides, I wasn’t sure if it was real, and I wanted to check it out myself first,” Zephaniel said quickly and in a submissive voice Metatron knew only too well. He usually spoke like this when he wanted to flatter him or sugarcoat something.
“I’m assuming he wasn’t there, otherwise you would have informed me first thing in the morning that he’s in our custody,” Metatron said.
Zephaniel’s face took on a remorseful expression. “Sadly, he was gone. But we confirmed that it was his apartment. Our people are sweeping everything as we speak. He deleted all his data, but I hope to find something anyway.”
“Alright,” Metatron said, his impatience growing. “Is there anything else?”
“As a matter of fact, yes.”
Metatron perked up. Zephaniel was trying to hide his excitement, but Metatron could tell he had something up his sleeve.
“We found a life-sized hologram in the Broker’s den,” Zephaniel continued, enjoying every word. “And you won’t believe who it showed.”
“Who?”
“Nephilim.”
Metatron remained silent for a moment, thinking. This didn’t come as much of a surprise to him. He knew Nephilim and Finwick Connors, aka the Broker, had a connection. Connors had helped her install the device that made her invisible from the grid, and in return, she’d saved his worthless ass from the implant harvesters.
Then he’d helped her escape from Angel HQ using a hack Dr. Emrich had taught him, which had led Metatron to the false assumption it had been Emrich who’d helped Nephilim. Connors disappeared, stealing sensitive data about the Angels and selling it to the highest bidder, yet when she’d had the chance to catch him, Nephilim let him go.
Metatron knew he should have punished her for that. Maybe even killed her. But instead, he’d opened up to her and explained his perspective on the events before her memory wipe. She’d understood, and they’d been closer ever since.
Clearly, Connors had been in love with Nephilim, so for him to keep a hologram of her in his apartment wasn’t a surprise.
However, looking at Zephaniel’s face, Metatron knew this was a big deal for the First-Archangel. He thought he could prove a connection between Nephilim and the Broker and that this revelation would break Nephilim’s neck. She would fall from grace, and he would rise.
Metatron knew that he had to play this well.
“And?” he asked with a slightly bored undertone.
Zephaniel was flabbergasted.
“Don’t you think that’s suspicious?”
“I don’t.”
Zephaniel stared at him. “But—”
“Finwick Connors had an obsession with Nephilim when he was working here,” Metatron interrupted him calmly. “I checked some old footage of him, and he behaved very oddly in her presence. Had I known that he was a lecherous creep, I would have removed him on the spot. I don’t like it when humans think they can play in the same league as us. We’re nothing like them.”
He paused for a moment.
“Anyway, it doesn’t surprise me in the slightest that he had a hologram of Nephilim in his house. Is there anything else? I have a war to prepare for, as you know.”
Zephaniel kept staring at him in complete disbelief. Obviously, he hadn’t expected such an outcome. Then he got a grip of himself.
“No… there’s nothing else, Metatron. I thought this information would be of interest to you, but as always, you’re a step ahead.”
He smiled, genuine admiration showing on his face.
“That’s right, I am.” Metatron’s face softened a bit, to the delight of the other man. “Once this crisis is over, I want you to find the Broker for me, Zephaniel. I want him alive. I want to interrogate him personally. No one else is to speak to him once he’s our guest. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Metatron, of course. He’ll be all yours.”
He was eager to please now. Something Metatron had enjoyed in the past, but not anymore. He didn’t want a yeasayer, he wanted an equal.
Once Zephaniel was gone, the High-Archangel remained motionless, staring at the door.
Zephaniel’s antipathy toward Nephilim had turned into open hostility. This was particularly unfortunate, given the current situation where they were facing a threat of massive proportions. Metatron knew he had to find a solution to this soon.
But not now. Now he had only two priorities. Defeating Rosprom, and having the conversation with Nephilim.
And if he was honest, he was dreading the latter much more. If the conversation didn’t go as planned, if she didn’t understand, was there even a point in trying to defend this city?
Was there even a point in anything?
***
Finwick awoke, sweating. He knew he had dreamt something horrifying, but he couldn’t remember what. He lifted his head and blinked. Where was he?
For a moment, everything was foggy in his head, then all his memories came flooding back.
How they had fled, the surgery, and finally, this weird “safehouse.”
Carefully, he lifted his hand and touched his bandaged cheeks.
“Ouch!”
He’d have to take another dose of painkillers. It was getting worse instead of better. Luckily, the doctor would check on him today.
Finwick sat up and looked around the suite, which was, in fact, nothing more than a luxury prison. Or at least it seemed so to him.
As he looked around, his eyes fell on the other bed. It was empty.
Sarah was gone.
Instantly, he was alarmed.
“Sarah?”
No reply. Where was she?
He got up, and despite the fogginess in his head, he felt much better than yesterday. How long had he slept?
The answer came right away from his neural implant: twelve hours, twenty-five minutes, and sixteen seconds.
“What?” he said to himself. How had he slept that long?
“Sarah?” he called out again. His throat felt like sandpaper. He was in bad need of some water. He saw a glass of water standing on the coffee table, grabbed it, and drank it eagerly. It was nowhere near enough, but he had to find Sarah first.
He stepped over to the bathroom door and knocked without much hope.
“Sarah?”
Surely she would have replied by now if she were in there.
Fear grabbed at Finwick’s heart. They were in an underground warehouse filled with thugs. What if someone did something to her?
He tried to calm himself, telling himself that Mama Legba would keep both of them safe if she wanted Finwick to comply and work for her. But still…
Finwick ran toward the door.
Trying not to panic, he opened it and stumbled through the corridors until he found the stairs and the way to the main hall.
Everything was the same as he’d seen it the day before. Plenty of shady people and robots were busy with all kinds of shady business. Nobody paid him much attention as he ran down the stairs and frantically began looking for Sarah. Only a group of thugs standing at the bar and drinking beer were obviously laughing at him. Assholes.
Suddenly he heard Sarah’s voice and rushed toward it.
Please be okay…
She was standing behind some storage crates, which was why he hadn’t seen her at first. Sammy was with her, as was a thug who was even bigger and broader than him.
At first, Finwick was relieved that Sarah was apparently okay, but then he saw what she was holding and stopped short.
“What the hell is that?” he pressed out like an angry father.
Sarah turned her head and beamed. “Dad! You’re up!”
She stood between the two giants with impressive self-confidence. And holding a gun in her hand.
“What is that?” Finwick repeated, glaring at Sammy.
“What?” the brute asked.
“THAT!” Finwick exclaimed, pointing at the gun.
“You seemed as if you’d sleep all day, so I thought I’d teach her something useful,” Sammy shrugged.
“Something useful?!” Finwick was almost shrieking now. He felt his face throbbing and hoped the wounds wouldn’t open up if he got angrier.
Guns were highly illegal in Olympias. Although Finwick had quickly learned during his time in Oldtown that many residents didn’t give a damn about that. Still, Sarah was just a little girl…
“It’s okay, Dad,” Sarah said. “I won’t shoot anyone, I promise. I’m not like—”
She cut herself off, but Finwick hadn’t noticed what she was about to say. He was still outraged.
“I’m not okay with this—”
“Shorty!” came a familiar deep voice. “Over here. Now!”
He turned his head and saw Mama Legba standing on a balustrade at the other end of the huge hall. Her hands were propped on her hips, and he could smell the cigar in her mouth even at this distance.
She didn’t seem amused.
Finwick turned back to the thugs and pointed a finger at Sammy. “We’re not done here.”
The brute shrugged. “If you say so.”
His condescending tone made Finwick even angrier, but he knew he couldn’t continue arguing with him now. If Mama had called, he’d better move.
“Stay here,” he told Sarah, then span and hurried toward the winding metal stairs leading up the balustrade.
When he arrived, the mobster boss had disappeared into a room, leaving the door open behind her and two thugs with metal arms flanking it. Finwick wondered if she really needed those guys for protection 24/7 or if she just liked having them around. They sure as hell looked terrifying and intimidating, at least to him.
“Hey, guys,” he said, trying to sound manly when he approached them. But they ignored him, so he just went inside.
Mama Legba was sitting behind her desk, leaning back in her chair and her arms crossed. Her cigar hung in her mouth as if it had been glued there. Finwick would never understand how she managed to avoid the smoke getting into her eyes. Or maybe it did, and she was wearing natural-looking prosthetics. Although that would be so not Oldtown chic.
“Sit down,” she barked as soon as he entered the room, not letting him exchange pleasantries.
Finwick did as he was told.
“Is something wrong?” he asked, trying to sound not too intimidated.
“Not yet,” the gangster boss replied. “But it could turn into a problem.”
“What happened?”
“Yesterday, your blue-eyed friends found your former residence on Peach Street.”
Finwick sucked in air and clearly felt all the blood leave his face under his thick bandages. How in the world had they found his old place?
Of course, he’d been concerned it might happen, which was why he and Sarah had fled in the first place. But somehow, he’d seen it as a precaution, just in case. Instead, they’d found it—and so quickly.
If they hadn’t fled, he’d be in custody now… in one of the torture chambers at Guardian Angel HQ…
“Damn,” he pressed out, feeling ice-cold.
“Yep,” Mama Legba said, moving her cigar from one corner of her mouth to the other without using her hands. “I only hope you left nothing of value there, Shorty. And most of all, nothing that would help them track you down further. Because they want you badly, that’s for sure. They must be really pissed off about the data you stole from them.”
Finwick shook his head defensively. “I wiped everything clean. Even their best data recovery specialists won’t be able to find shit! I swear. Besides, I have a new implant now. They must have lost track of me.”
He felt sweat running down his back. Suddenly he was afraid the mobster boss would change her mind and surrender him to the Angels after all.
Mama Legba said nothing for a while, just kept smoking and let him stew in his own fear.
“Are you absolutely sure there was nothing to find there?”
Finwick swallowed. Well, there was one thing. Nephilim’s hologram. But even if they found it, that meant nothing. Didn’t it?
Suddenly he worried that it could get Nephilim into trouble in some way. Why hadn’t he deleted it? He was such an idiot!
“Shorty!”
Mama Legba’s gaze was piercing, her dark eyes gleaming through the thick cigar smoke.
“No,” he said. “Yes… I mean, yes, I’m sure they won’t find anything. I was very careful.”
“Hmm. I don’t think they should be able to track you down with a new implant and a new face. But since they want you so badly, the data you stole must be extremely valuable. I want it. All of it. Understood?”
“Yes, of course,” he said with fake eagerness. “After all, that was the deal.”
“Good. My tech guys should set you up on a good machine, and as soon as the doctor says you’re good to go, I expect you to go to work.”
Finwick nodded.
No matter what, he would never sell Nephilim out. She had saved his life. Twice. He wouldn’t repay her by selling sensitive data to one of the biggest gangster bosses in Olympias. He just needed to find a way to trick Mama Legba and her tech people.
“By the way,” she said. “I brought the doctor along. You can go and see him. And then, hopefully, you can see your new face. The mummy look is cute but a little bit old-fashioned, if you ask me.”




Chapter Eleven
Lucifer
“That was an amazing speech earlier,” Nephilim said as she and Metatron entered his apartment. Outside, it was already night, and the countless lights of the city shone through the huge windows like the Milky Way in the vastness of space.
Metatron smirked, then looked at her. “Regard your soldiers as your children, and they will follow you into the deepest valleys; look on them as your own beloved sons, and they will stand by you even unto death.”
“Sun Tzu?” Nephilim asked.
Metatron nodded. “The Art of War.”
“It’s how you see them, don’t you?”
“I do. They’re the future of humanity, and I do everything I can to make them victorious in every battle. They know that.”
“Because you only send them into battles that can be won,” Nephilim said as they entered the living area. Dim lights and the fake fireplace sprang on.
The High-Archangel smiled. He could see in her face that she was being genuine, that she trusted his judgment. He would prove worthy of that trust. Hers and all the other Angels’. He would win the war.
Every war.
But now it was time for a confrontation he feared more than having to face an army by himself.
“Please, take a seat, my dear,” he said, pointing at the sofas. “I’ll make us a drink. I feel we will both need one.”
He said it with a neutral voice, yet when he stepped to the bar and faced away from her, he closed his eyes for a moment.
What will you do if she doesn’t understand?
The voice in his head—was it his voice, or was it Lucifer’s?—mocked him. He’d been battling it all day.
I guess I’ll see.
Metatron opened his eyes and poured two whiskeys into exquisite crystal glasses. It was ironic, but he’d never really liked whiskey. It had been Lucifer’s favorite drink, though, so he’d gotten accustomed to it over the years. Nephilim’s father hadn’t cared for his wishes much.
Glasses in hand, he turned around and walked back to her.
She sat there, upright with her legs crossed, a serious expression on her face. Every time he saw the cuts splitting her cheeks, it broke his heart and fueled him with new anger. If he could, he’d kill that bastard again and again every day. But now he had to focus on something else.
Metatron approached her and handed her one of the glasses, then sat down next to her, facing her.
“Nephilim,” he began. “Do you know what people call you behind your back? Not only in the corps but also outside the Cube.”
She furrowed her brow. “No.”
“The Crown Princess.”
She chuckled. “What?”
Metatron nodded. “It seems everyone knew. You were the only one surprised by my note yesterday. In retrospect, I regret making it so obvious. If I’d been more careful, Stavros would never have known how important you are to me, and maybe none of this would ever have happened.”
She lifted her hand and placed it on his cheek. “Please, don’t blame yourself. It was my mistake and my mistake only. We both know I was reckless and… stupid.”
“You’re here now, though, and that’s all that counts,” Metatron said.
I cannot lose you.
“I’ve groomed you since childhood to become a leader, not a follower,” he continued. “I gave you better hardware than everyone else, and I watched over you.”
“I remember you,” Nephilim replied. “You gave me a second chance after I failed the first trial. I didn’t know who you were. I only learned that you were the High-Archangel much later.”
Metatron smirked. “That’s true. I’ve held my hand over you all your life without you noticing.”
“Why?”
“Because I didn’t want you to feel like the ‘Crown Princess.’ I wanted you to believe that you were just like any other recruit so you could follow your own path and develop and mature at your own pace.”
“Because of who my father was?”
For a brief moment, Metatron was struck by surprise. How had she remembered? He had told her about her father shortly before her mind-wipe. The information should be gone. And yet…
He smiled as tenderness and pride filled him. “You remember.”
Nephilim shook her head. “Only tiny fragments. When the mercenaries hit me with that shut-down weapon, I experienced memory flashes. I remember your voice.”
“What did I say?”
“That my father founded the Angel corps.”
“Anything else?”
“Yes. You said, ‘Everything I am, I am because of him’.”
Metatron remained silent for a moment, studying her closely. Nephilim had learned so quickly. Instead of asking him about it, she’d waited for him to explain it. She’d learned patience—and how to play her cards.
“That’s correct,” he said. “Your father was our creator. He founded the Angel corps. And yes, everything I am, I am because of him. He created me. He turned me from what I was into what I am now. I am the prototype.”
“You were an adult when you were turned?”
“I was.”
“And you remember everything that was before that.”
“I do.”
“Who were you before you became what you are now?”
Metatron smirked, sipping on his drink while he allowed his thoughts to go down memory lane for a second. “You wouldn’t believe me.”
She grinned. “Try me, High-Archangel.”
“Maybe another time,” he said, stroking her hair. “Let’s talk about your father now.”
“What was he like?”
“Ruthless, cunning, sadistic, brilliant…”
“Sounds like you.”
Metatron chuckled. “Yes, you’re right about that. He taught me well. Too well.” He took another sip of his drink. “Your father and I, Nephilim, were very close. I admired him. He was godlike to me.”
“Were you in love with him?” Nephilim asked.
Metatron closed his eyes for a second and took a deep breath. “Yes. For twenty years, I was at his side. He was the High-Archangel, and I was his First-Archangel. But… it wasn’t always like that.”
She furrowed her brow. “What do you mean.?”
“Close your eyes. Let me show you.”
It was a spontaneous idea, and only a moment later, he wondered what exactly had made him do it. He’d never shared this before. He’d never even talked about this before. It was such a long time ago… And yet it felt like yesterday. And sharing it felt so liberating.
He watched her face as she watched the memories. Her eyelids fluttered. Then her eyes sprang open. She stared at him, and her eyes took on an expression he didn’t recognize. It took him a moment to realize she was crying without shedding tears. Again and again, she surprised him and made him speechless.
“I… I…” She paused, then slowly found her voice again. “I’m so sorry.”
He tenderly stroked her face, avoiding the scars. “You don’t have to be. I did it so none of you had to.”
“My father…” Nephilim shook her head, squinting, “…was a monster.”
“So are we all, don’t you think?” Metatron said with a smirk, yet there was sadness in his voice. “Who are we to judge?”
Nephilim took a deep breath, then emptied her glass with a swig. “You were right, as always. I needed this.”
She rose and walked to the bar to fill her glass.
“Bring the bottle,” Metatron said.
She did and filled both their glasses, then sat next to him again.
Her compassion touched Metatron to the core. How was she even capable of feeling like that? During their education, the Angels had been conditioned not to feel any compassion at all.
He forced himself to focus.
“What do you remember about your father?” Metatron asked.
Nephilim shook her head. “Nothing. I don’t remember anything prior to my time at the Angelborn Academy.”
Good, Metatron thought. That would make things easier.
“Is he… dead?”
“Yes.”
“Did you kill him?”
“Yes,” he admitted calmly. Now it was out.
And now, for the first time in all the years he’d known her, he couldn’t read her face. Surprised, he stared at her, but he couldn’t tell what she was feeling. Was she angry? Shocked? Sad? Disappointed? Indifferent?
She learns so quickly.
“Tell me what happened, please.”
“Very well. Your father, Lucifer, not only founded the Angel corps, he created everything. He gave us Angel names, made us a twisted version of what Angels originally used to be. It was his personal mockery of people who still remembered the old world, and there were plenty of those back then. He gave us the eyes so we’d look frightening, inhuman. He set up the rules, founded Angelborn. He worked closely with the Board. He helped to create a race of slaves. Perfect warriors under total control.”
“With you as his prototype.”
“Yes.”
“And yet you admired him, loved him.”
“Yes.”
“What did he do to make you kill him?”
“He hated nothing more than the settlers we hunt down. Originally, we were created to fight hostile cyborgs. TogbuaXiang was the first to send their cyborg troops against us, and Rosprom followed soon after. The Board might be idiots, but they were intelligent enough to understand the threat. Only a few years after Lucifer started his work, we were able to establish a truce… at least temporarily.
“Once we eliminated the threats coming from the outside, they sent us against the threats from the inside. They sent us against outcasts, made us hunt them down like vermin. And we were very efficient. Lucifer hated them—until he became one of them.”
Nephilim frowned. “What?”
“Yes, Nephilim. Your father betrayed not only Olympias but his own creation. Us, his children. After teaching us that we were in this for life. That no one leaves the corps. He betrayed us, and he betrayed me.”
“Why did he do that?”
“Your mother was a TogbuaXiang spy, Nephilim. Lucifer detained her but, for some reason I’ll never understand, he developed an obsession with her. Instead of executing her, he set her free, which was already treason.
“But he did more than that. He carried out an unspeakable atrocity on himself. He ripped out his eyes and had his implants removed to become untraceable, then ran away with her. He never had his limbs replaced because he didn’t go into combat anyway, but to this day, I’ve been asking myself if he also crippled himself.”
Nephilim stared at him with wide eyes, her former poker face completely gone.
“So, you killed him.”
Metatron shook his head. “No, not at first. At first, he tried to kill me.”
Nephilim squinted her eyes shut, then gulped down her drink.
“Show me, please.”
Metatron studied her for a moment, then nodded. “As you wish.”
Then he shared his memory with her. The worst memory of his life.
Nephilim watched. Then, suddenly, she dropped her glass. The expensive crystal fell to the ground and shattered into a thousand pieces.
She opened her eyes but didn’t say anything.
“It took me a couple of years, but eventually I tracked them down,” Metatron continued. “Your father taught me too well. He thought he could stay away from his own creation, but he was wrong. He created Frankenstein’s monster. Me.
“And the monster proved to be smarter than him. I killed him. I killed both of them and everyone else in the village you were born. Exactly as we were taught. Exactly as the Angels have always done. Exactly as you have done—many times.”
“Did you enjoy it?”
“Yes, I did.”
She nodded slowly, yet remained silent.
“Before you judge me, Nephilim, once again, let me ask you: what would you have done in my place?”
She looked to the side, her lips pressed together. Finally, she whispered. “The same.”
“Would you kill me if I did what he did?”
“No.”
Metatron lifted his eyebrows. “You just said—”
She lifted her head sharply and looked him in the eye.
“I wouldn’t have to kill you because you would never do something like that. You would rather die than abandon us. You would start a war for me. You didn’t give up on me. You didn’t kill me even though you should have.”
For the first time in God knew how long, Metatron was speechless.
“But I would kill him,” Nephilim added coldly.
Her words stood between them for a moment as they looked at each other.
Metatron was overwhelmed. At all times, he played 4D chess. He was always a step ahead of everyone. He anticipated what people would do before they did it.
And yet, he hadn’t anticipated this outcome.
Nephilim jumped up and began walking up and down angrily, like a caged animal. He remained silent and just watched her.
“Yes, I would kill him. For what he did to us. For what he did to you,” she said, then she stopped pacing and looked at him. “I can’t believe you’re even still alive,” she whispered.
“I’m resilient,” he said with his typical smirk. “He tried to destroy the monster he created, but he failed.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’m glad it happened the way it did. I’m glad I couldn’t stop him back then. Do you know why?”
She didn’t reply, but her face became softer as she understood.
“Because if I’d succeeded, you wouldn’t be here now.”
And without you, what’s the point in anything?
Nephilim sat down again, this time much closer to him. Then she hugged him, placing her head on his shoulder in the exact way he loved so much. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her on the head. They remained like this for a moment.
“Now you know everything,” Metatron said. “I didn’t want anything to stand between us before the things to come.”
Relief began spreading inside him. He’d hoped she would understand, and yet the clarity she saw everything with surprised him.
“Everything I am, I am because of you,” she said.
“No, Nephilim,” he replied. “Everything you are, you are because of you.”
So much like your father. So much better than your father.
She lifted her head and smiled at him. “Thank you for sharing all of this with me.”
He wanted to kiss her, rip off her clothes, continue where they had stopped yesterday. But he restrained himself.
No, not now.
Instead, he said, “I’m afraid I must go back to the office now.”
Nephilim frowned. “Did something happen?”
Metatron shook his head. “No, not yet. But we got some new intel I want to discuss with Zephaniel.”
That was a lie. There was no need for him to go back to the Cube now. But he wanted her to be alone. To be able to think about everything he’d told her. To make up her own mind about it. This was too important.
He stood, and Nephilim rose with him. “Can I accompany you?”
“That’s not necessary, my dear,” he said. “You’re still recovering, and I need you at full capacity when things get serious.”
She nodded. “As you wish.”
You can’t possibly imagine how much all of this means to me.
But instead of saying it, he simply kissed her on the forehead, turned around, and left.
Metatron could feel her eyes on him as he crossed the living room toward the exit. And he could also feel something else.
For a moment, he was so struck by it that he almost stopped in his tracks. But he didn’t want Nephilim to think something was wrong, so he kept moving.
He realized something incredible.
After more than twenty years of holding a grudge against a dead man, he had forgiven Lucifer.
***
Once Metatron was gone, Nephilim stood in the middle of his living room for a couple of minutes, staring into nowhere. Yet her mind wasn’t static at all. It was processing everything she had learned over the last hour.
Finally, she sat down back on the sofa.
She was surprised at herself. At the fact that hearing her father was dead didn’t bother her much. Nor that Metatron had killed him.
Even though he’d tried not to show it, Nephilim knew him well enough to see how much the situation had challenged him. She could only imagine how difficult it must have been to talk about it, to confess what he had done—and to share his memories with her.
And yet it had been important to him to share everything, to come clean. For the things to come, as he had said.
Nephilim still wasn’t sure what that meant, but she knew that he would share his plans with her soon, now that this obstacle was out of the way.
When they’d started the conversation, Nephilim had sensed something about him that she’d never seen in him before. He had been nervous. Almost anxious. Insecure.
And rightly so. Chances were that most people would have been disgusted.
But Nephilim wasn’t like most people. Not only was she a Guardian Angel, she was also Metatron’s heir if something ever happened to him. A thought she still couldn’t bear.
She was also Lucifer’s daughter. The man who founded it all. The source of everything she and all her fellow Angels were.
Nephilim shuddered as she remembered seeing her father in Metatron’s memories. He must have been an incredibly charismatic man and yet also so cruel, so frightening.
He must have ripped out Metatron’s heart with his actions. Not only by betraying him and the entire corps, but also by trying to kill him.
Nephilim closed her eyes for a second and held her breath as a painful realization hit her.
She had done almost exactly the same one year ago.
Her case was different. She had been naïve and manipulated by a man who later sold her out to be tortured to death. But nevertheless, for Metatron, it must have felt like déjà vu—including her trying to kill him.
Nephilim buried her face in her hands for a moment.
She couldn’t forgive herself, and yet Metatron had.
She rose to her feet and paced across the empty living room toward the exit. Metatron allowed her to be in his home when he wasn’t there; after all, she had done it many times before. And yet today, it seemed empty without him. She needed some fresh air.
No doubt it had been an excuse that he needed to go back to HQ. He wanted her to be alone and get the chance to process everything in peace.
And she had.
It had been surprisingly simple. Nephilim remembered nothing of her parents. Maybe they’d been loving, maybe not. She had known them for only six years of her life. But she’d known Metatron ever since she could remember. He had always watched out for her.
She couldn’t blame him for killing Lucifer after all that had happened. And it would be stupid to do so. What Lucifer had done was wrong. He’d deserved to die.
She didn’t feel pity or any kind of bond with her father.
Metatron had been wrong, worrying that she wouldn’t understand. She understood only too well. War was coming. And only together could they face it and succeed.
Nephilim was more sure of herself than ever before in her life when she reached the parking garage and her motorcycle.
She knew who she was, what she was, and where she stood.
And she liked it.
She was Lucifer’s daughter. Just better.
Nephilim smiled as she drove out into the night.




Chapter Twelve
Salvation
Driving over the Deathway at high speed, Nephilim realized it had been a long time since she’d enjoyed a nightly ride so much. Despite the stressful events of the last couple of days and a war looming on the horizon, she felt at ease, even happy.
Her mind was calm and settled. She knew who she was and what she desired. And together with Metatron, they were unstoppable.
She closed her eyes for a moment, steering her motorcycle purely by her neural connection with the machine. A cool wind brushed over her malformed cheeks and ruffled her hair, letting her coat fly behind her like two black wings.
The wings of an angel of death, a fallen one.
She drove so fast that the city lights around her turned into long glowing ribbons. A surreal beauty she didn’t pay any attention to. She focused on what was happening inside, and what she saw there pleased her.
After more than thirty minutes of racing through the night and enjoying the present moment, she decided to go home for a bit. She barely used her apartment anymore and only went there when Metatron saw the other Archangels or if she needed specific clothes. She realized that she practically lived with him now. They saw each other every day both in the office and when they were off duty, with very rare exceptions. She slept in his bed almost every night and had gotten so accustomed to it that sleeping alone had become strange.
Nevertheless, she would try to get some rest at home tonight. Metatron was right. She was still recovering from what had happened two nights ago, and she would need all her strength for what was to come. He expected Rosprom’s assault to fail with only minimum casualties on their side. But she had learned from him to always be prepared for the unexpected and never to underestimate the enemy.
Whatever happened, she’d be ready.
A few minutes later, she arrived at the high-rise with her apartment and took the ramp that led directly into the parking garage on the 20th floor.
As always, it was almost empty since only a few residents in the building owned a private vehicle. Nephilim rode to her usual parking spot, cut the engine, and dismounted. She stretched before making her way to the elevators.
She was so used to the silence and emptiness in the vast garage hall that it took her a moment to realize that something was wrong. The silence was absolute. She was cut off from the grid, and her sensor readings were disturbed.
Nephilim stopped short and drew her guns with lightning speed.
She had seen this technology before. The mercenaries used it. And Rosprom.
“Nephilim.”
She spun around and saw him.
Jake. The Rosprom spy she had fallen in love with. Who had deceived her and sent her against her own people. Who had sold her out to a psychopath.
“Nephilim,” he repeated in his soft voice. “Please, let us talk. Please.”
He stood behind a car in the semi-darkness, yet she could see him as easily as if it were broad daylight. She had to admit that, in coming here, he had nerves.
For a moment, she considered shooting him. This man had worked together with Cillian Stavros. For that alone, he more than deserved to die. But then she decided to follow her intuition and listen to what he had to say.
“What do you want, Jake?” she said coldly while approaching him slowly, her guns in her hands.
“I just want to talk,” he replied, lifting his hands.
Her scan was blurred, but she could see he was holding something in one hand. A tiny device. Nephilim had seen those before, too. It was what the mercenaries had used to take her out.
Son of a bitch.
“Or what?” Nephilim asked. “Will you use that little toy to render me unconscious so one of your friends can torture me to death?”
She wouldn’t let that happen. Not again. The second she saw Jake’s hand muscles twitch, she would pull the trigger and splatter his brains on the wall behind him. Dr. Eklund, the Angels’ head scientist, and her team had developed a countermeasure to the device, which was why the mercenaries in Stavros’ Tower had been helpless against the assault.
Still, twenty-four hours had passed since then, and who knew if Jake’s people had recalibrated it. Nephilim wouldn’t take any chances.
“That’s just a precaution,” he said, clearly knowing what she was referring to. “I understand you’re angry, but you must hear me out.”
“What do you want?” she repeated, moving another step closer. She stopped under a circle of light and only now became fully visible to his human eyes.
Jake’s face turned snow white, and his eyes widened as he stared at her face.
“My God…” he whispered, letting his hands drop. “Oh my God…”
“Pretty, I know,” Nephilim said dryly. “Your friend Stavros did this. Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”
“I didn’t, I swear!” His voice was so filled with horror that it sounded genuine. But Nephilim knew better than to believe anything that came out of this man’s mouth. “I… I’m so sorry, Nephilim.”
His eyes turned watery and he tried to come closer, but she wouldn’t let him.
“Not one step closer, Jake,” she hissed. “Or there won’t be anything left of your head to send home to Rosprom.”
He froze, yet the misery of the world was displayed on his face.
“You piece of shit, you worked with that lunatic who butchered my people,” she continued. “You knew what he did to me.”
He sighed. “Yes, I knew what he was doing. But I never would have allowed him to get you. I—”
Nephilim snorted. “Right. My face did that to itself.”
“He acted against our arrangements! As soon as I learned he had you, I wanted to stop him—”
“No need. Someone else stopped him. For good.”
Jake nodded. “I know. But please, you must believe me. I would never let anything happen to you.”
“Yeah, whatever. I’m asking you one last time. What do you want, Jake?”
He took a deep breath. “I’m here to save you, Nephilim. For good. Forever.”
Nephilim stared at him for a moment, completely flabbergasted. Then she started laughing.
“Save me? You?”
His face turned sad, yet he still looked stubborn. For a moment, Nephilim thought he was joking, but now she was certain that he actually believed what he was saying. Which made it even funnier.
He waited until she had stopped laughing. “Yes.”
“What would you like to save me from, Jake?” she asked, still highly amused.
“From yourself,” he replied. “And from him.”
Suddenly she was standing in front of him. She’d moved so fast that he hadn’t even had a chance to blink.
“He is the High-Archangel of Olympias to you,” she said, snapping her blade out of her wrist and holding it against his chin. “And if you dare offend him, I’ll rip you to shreds, cut off your head, and bring it to him as a gift. Do you understand?”
Maybe she should do that anyway. Metatron would love such a gift, and it was only fair to pay him back.
Jake nodded, looking into her eyes like a puppy.
“Now, give me that little toy of yours,” she said, extending her other palm. “And don’t even consider pressing that button, or I’ll slice you open before you can even flex a muscle in your finger.”
He did as asked, and Nephilim let the device disappear into her pocket. The scientists at HQ would definitely make good use of it.
Jake’s face took on its typical smile. The one that had worked on her once.
“You know, it’s pretty sexy when you’re like that…”
Nephilim rolled her eyes. “Oh for fuck’s sake! Seriously?!”
“Nephilim, don’t you remember any of the time we spent together? We were in love. I still love you. I always will.”
“Oh, I do remember, Jake. I remember you manipulated me and set me up against my own people.”
Jake shook his head vehemently. “No, that’s not what happened! He’s lying to you! He’s brainwashed you, and you’re—”
She pressed the blade against his chin, and a deep red drop of blood appeared where she pierced the skin.
“Not one more word, Jake. Not one more. The only lying scumbag is you. How do you think you’d save me? By setting me up against my own people again? Against Metatron? You can’t be that stupid.”
“No,” he said softly. “I want you to run away with me.”
She stared at him in disbelief. Had this man completely lost his mind? How was it even possible that she’d ever been attracted to him?
“Run? With you?” she finally asked. “Where?”
“I have a plan,” Jake said eagerly. “There’s a place we can go where we’ll be safe. A neutral zone. I found a surgeon who can remove your implants and modify some of your augmentations so they aren’t traceable. Others would have to be replaced. But we can do it, Nephilim. We can be free, together.”
It took Nephilim a moment to realize that Jake was being entirely serious. This was absurd.
“Free? From what?”
“From a life as a killing machine. From—”
He visibly bit his tongue, concerned she might stab him, but Nephilim knew what he wanted to say anyway.
“I like my life,” she said. “I like what I am.”
“No, you don’t! You’ve been brainwashed to believe so, yet deep inside, you know it’s not true.”
Nephilim remembered what Metatron had told her of her father. That he had crippled himself to escape Olympias. To abandon his children.
She frowned. “So you would cripple me? Rip out my eyes? My brain implants? My limbs? Make me weak? Dependent on you?”
“Only temporarily, until we can find replacements…”
“Some rusty second-hand shit from the black market, huh?”
“Nephilim—” he began, but she cut him off.
“I am what I am, Jake. And I like what I am. I don’t need to be saved from anything by anyone. And certainly not by you.”
“Nephilim!” he blurted out. “If you don’t come with me, you’ll die!”
For a moment, she considered cutting his throat just to shut him up, but then she realized something. This man was a Rosprom agent. And a high-ranking one at that.
What if he knew something about the attack? Something crucial? Clearly, he was insane. But Nephilim believed that he genuinely wanted to save her. She would use that.
She frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“The attack,” he said. “Rosprom is about to unleash their biggest offensive on you.”
“You mean your biggest offensive.”
“No, I had nothing to do with the plan. I’m just a cog in the machine, like you. All I want is to save you.”
“We know about your offensive. We’re prepared.”
“No, you’re not!”
“Why do you say that?” she said, faking a sudden insecurity.
“Just believe me, please! If you stay, you’ll die. All Angels will!”
“Why?”
He sighed. “Because your defense systems will be deactivated.”
Nephilim was genuinely shocked. “What? That’s impossible.”
“It isn’t. Believe me.”
“How?”
“Stavros. He sold you out. He provided us with the activation codes for the robotic army, and our hackers disabled them. You think the defense systems will do most of the work for you, but they won’t. It’ll only be the Guardian Angels. But even they can’t stop an army. They’ll all die, Nephilim. You will die. Please, come with me.”
His eyes were pleading now, and Nephilim knew he was telling the truth. He wanted to save her so badly that he’d just revealed Rosprom’s plans to her. And admittedly, the information was more than concerning.
“When?” she asked, hoping there was still enough time.
“In less than eight hours.”
Nephilim swallowed. This was bad. She needed to inform the High-Archangel immediately. But she was missing one last piece of the puzzle.
“Where?”
He just stared at her.
“Where will the attack take place, Jake?”
Finally, he spoke. “Northeast of the city. Not far from the abandoned airport we went to together. Nephilim, please—”
Nephilim let go of him, span around, and ran to her motorcycle.
“Nephilim!” he called after her.
She turned around one more time. “You’ve given me invaluable information, and I’ll let you live in return. But this is the last time, Jake. Leave this city, or we’ll find you. Right after burning your precious invasion army to the ground.”
“Nephilim!” His voice was full of despair now. “We have war machines. Sixty feet high and more. You can’t win this, don’t you understand?”
The smirk on Nephilim’s face was almost identical to Metatron’s.
“Watch me.”
Then she jumped on her motorcycle and rushed into the night at high speed.
***


Jake didn’t know how long he stood there, frozen like a statue and staring into the night where Nephilim had disappeared.
He couldn’t believe how the conversation had gone down.
He couldn’t believe that she was gone.
For more than a year, he’d had only one thought, one goal. To save Nephilim.
Back when they’d met and fallen in love, she’d saved him. She’d been willing to sacrifice herself for him by bringing him to the evac so he could escape. Knowing only too well that there would be no escape for her. That her people would get her. And they did.
At first, Jake had been convinced she was dead, and he’d fallen into a deep depression upon returning to Rosprom. But then he’d learned she was still alive and had sworn to himself to fulfill his promise to her: to come back for her.
Now, however, he wondered if death wouldn’t have been the better fate.
What she had become was so much worse.
A puppet. Metatron’s puppet.
Jake clenched his fists in boiling anger. That monstrous bastard had manipulated and brainwashed her into believing that she actually enjoyed what she did. And that she enjoyed being his sex slave.
Jake wondered how it was possible that she still remembered him but not the love they’d once shared.
Pain and frustration threatened to overwhelm him.
Had he been a fool for believing that his plan could actually work? That he could convince her in such a short time?
Should he have known she would rather die than run?
The thought alone made him almost throw up.
What now?
He didn’t know.
Absentmindedly, his hand had wandered into his coat pocket. His fingers closed around the small device he’d hidden there.
Internally, the Rosprom agents called it a “clicker.” An engineering masterpiece created by Rosprom’s best, based on intel they had bought on Olympias’ black market from someone called the Broker. It rendered an Angel unconscious and had been proven to be extremely effective more than once.
Jake had brought two. One, Nephilim had immediately spotted and taken away.
The second…
Jake had planned to use the second one in case she didn’t want to come with him. As a last resort, he’d planned to kidnap her to save her.
But he hadn’t bene able to go through with it.
She’d been kidnapped and tortured only three days ago.
Oh God.
Jake had believed Nephilim had been saved before the lunatic could get started on her. For some reason, he’d clung to that thought, even though he should have known better.
Seeing her face…
It’s your fault.
It was.
As soon as he’d noticed that Stavros was targeting Nephilim, he should have killed him. Fuck the invasion.
It had been him doing nothing that had led to her suffering. Her beautiful face… broken.
And so was her spirit. Was she too far gone now? And could he blame her after she’d learned that Stavros had worked with Rosprom? With him directly?
Jake let out a scream of despair and slammed his fist against his car. The skin on his knuckles broke and began bleeding, but he didn’t even notice.
He had to get out of here. He had to distract himself, or he’d go insane.
Jake climbed into his car and left the garage.
His hand was bleeding. And so was his heart.




Chapter Thirteen
Emergency
Instead of going down into the garage at Angel HQ, Nephilim left her motorcycle in front of the main entrance. She sprinted inside and toward the elevators. Seconds later, she rushed down the hall to Metatron’s office and straight to the door.
To her surprise, the High-Archangel was alone. Zephaniel wasn’t with him. He was leaning back against his desk, his hands propped on the surface. He’d evidently known she was coming as soon as she’d entered the building.
Just seeing him radiating assertive calmness cooled her nerves a little bit. But for a very brief moment, his face took on a concerned, almost anxious expression.
Nephilim realized that he wasn’t worried about the war or anything else. He was worried about her. About the possibility that she’d changed her mind and was now going against him. She slowed down and took a deep breath.
“What happened?” he asked quietly.
“We’re in deep shit,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady.
His eyebrows shot up. “Oh?”
“Rosprom. The offensive. It’s going to happen much earlier than we expected.”
“When?” His voice sounded alarmed—but also relieved.
Despite the gravity of the situation, Nephilim found his reaction touching. He was more than human—and yet, at the same time, still so human.
“In less than eight hours.”
He nodded. “That’s almost twenty-four hours early. But we’ll be prepared.”
“I’m afraid there’s more…” Nephilim said. “Our defense systems might be compromised.”
Metatron stared at her in surprise, but he connected the dots quickly. “Stavros. That’s what he sold to Rosprom.”
“I’m afraid so. I—”
He cut her off by lifting a finger, then he placed it at his ear, indicating he was about to make a phone call.
“Connect me to Speaker Neftali,” he said as the call was established. “Yes, I know what time it is, and I don’t fucking care. Wake her up right now and tell her to call me back. Tell her this is the highest emergency.”
Metatron ended the connection and shifted his attention back to Nephilim.
“If this is true, then we have a problem on our hands,” he said. “How did you acquire this information?”
“From Jake, the Rosprom spy,” she said, looking him firmly in the eye.
Metatron’s eyes narrowed for a second when he heard the name.
“You… met with him?”
Nephilim puffed out air. “Not voluntarily. He ambushed me in the parking garage of my building.”
“What did he want?”
“He wanted to convince me to run away with him.”
Metatron smirked. “Well, since you’re here, I’m assuming you declined his offer.”
“Did you ever doubt it?” she said, moving closer.
“No.”
“I declined the offer,” Nephilim said. “And while I was at it, I made him spill everything. The attack will take place in less than eight hours. They’ll approach from the northeast, not far from the abandoned airport. Apparently, they have huge war machines. Jake also said Stavros sold them the codes for the defense systems, and their hackers disabled them. We’ll be on our own in this battle. Their primary goal is to destroy us, then sack Olympias.”
Metatron looked at her in silence, his face completely unreadable. Nephilim couldn’t tell if the information concerned him or not.
Finally, he said, “They will fail.”
Nephilim smiled. “That’s what I told him, too.”
“You did very well, Nephilim. Without this information, we’d be screwed. Ah, the Speaker is calling.”
He directed the call to one of the holo monitors on his desk, where Neftali’s face appeared a moment later. She looked as if she’d just woken up and seemed anything but amused.
“Metatron,” she snapped. “If this isn’t important, then—”
“It is of the highest importance, Speaker,” Metatron cut her off icily. “Is the CEO with you?”
Her eyes turned to slits. “What? How dare—”
“Is he with you or not?” Metatron wasn’t interested in playing games. “Because if he is, you’d better drag him here. I have new intel, and if it turns out to be true, then all of you will be dead in eight hours.”
The CEO appeared next to Neftali, his hair ruffled and his cheeks blushed. “I’m here. Tell us what you know. And it better be important.”
“When was the last time you checked Olympias’ defenses?” Metatron asked, not willing to waste any more time arguing with them.
“Yesterday, right after we spoke. Why?”
“Check them again, and arm them this time.”
“Meta—”
“Do it!” Metatron said with unusual sharpness.
The CEO flinched, realizing who he was dealing with, then nodded and disappeared out of sight.
Nephilim stayed in the background, leaving the whole confrontation to Metatron. It was the first time she’d witnessed him dealing with the Board, and she’d had enough of those people after only a few minutes. She now understood perfectly why Metatron hated visiting the Pyramid so much and admired his self-control. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to stop herself from killing them if they ever happened to be in the same room.
Finally, the CEO returned, his face as white as a sheet.
“It’s… not responding,” he said with a hollow voice.
Neftali turned her head sharply. “What?! How is that possible?”
Metatron stayed completely cool, but Nephilim saw him balling his fists.
“You’ve been sloppy in guarding those codes lately, haven’t you, CEO?”
“I… um—”
“It doesn’t matter now,” Metatron interrupted. “You were sloppy, and Cillian Stavros got hold of the codes and sold them to Rosprom, who have used them to hack our defense systems. We can talk about this in detail later. All that matters now is that we get it fixed. Bring in the best specialists Olympias has to offer and put them on our defense systems. They have eight hours to reverse what Rosprom’s hackers have done. If not, everyone in Olympias will speak Russian soon—provided they survive the war.”
“But… but you’ll protect us, won’t you?” the CEO said, and Nephilim could smell his fear. What a pathetic creature. “You and your Angels? Right?”
Metatron smiled his typical smile, yet it was humorless. “Of course we will. We are what stands between you and total destruction. Always remember that.”
“Yes, yes, of course! Should we evacuate?”
“Do as you please. But first, bring in every available specialist. They must reverse the damage, do you understand?”
“I’m already on it, Metatron,” Neftali said. She appeared much more composed than the pathetic wimp next to her. “We will do our best while you hold the line.”
“Keep me updated,” Metatron said, ending the call.
He turned back to Nephilim, now showing the disgust on his face he kept under control when dealing with Board members. “Rats always leave the sinking ship first.”
“All animals are equal,” Nephilim replied.
“But some are more equal than others,” Metatron finished for her. “I’ll be honest with you, Nephilim. This is very concerning.”
“I know,” she replied calmly. “But you will lead us to victory.”
Metatron smiled faintly, then carefully stroked the side of her head. “I will.”
He turned back to the holo screen, making another call. A moment later, Raziel’s face appeared.
“High-Archangel.”
“When can your and Gabriel’s troops be here?” Metatron asked, cutting straight to the point.
“We encountered some difficulties with the logistics, particularly with the jackets. The—”
“When?”
“We’ll be there in twelve hours, I can promise you that.”
“You have eight.”
She furrowed her brow. “But—”
“Raziel,” he interrupted with unusual sharpness. “I don’t have time for discussions now. If your full force doesn’t show up in Olympias in eight hours, there won’t be anyone left to greet you when you arrive.”
The words hung between them for a moment as the Seraph realized he was a hundred percent serious. Finally, she nodded.
“We’ll be there. You have my word, Metatron. We won’t let you down.”
“Good,” Metatron said. “Olympias’ defense system has been compromised. They’re trying to fix it, but the chances of them succeeding are low. It’s safe to assume that Rosprom’s hackers did a formidable job at rendering us defenseless.”
“How is that possible?” the Seraph asked angrily.
“It doesn’t matter now. All that matters is that your people arrive here on time. We will hold the line as long as we can, but without reinforcements, this is a battle we cannot win.”
“I understand. If you hadn’t deployed us two days ago…”
“But I did. Make sure you’re here on time. I’ll send the exact coordinates as soon as we know more.”
He ended the call and briskly walked toward the door. Nephilim followed him, an uneasy feeling suddenly settling in her stomach. She’d known the situation was serious the moment the information had left Jake’s mouth. But only now that Metatron had laid it out to Raziel did she realize how serious it really was.
Jake had been right. This was a battle the Angels couldn’t win, at least not by themselves. But despite their superior intelligence agency, Rosprom didn’t know how strong the Angels really were. Metatron had managed to keep their true numbers secret from everyone. Always playing 4D chess, he had mobilized the whole Angel army before even knowing the defenses would be jammed. And yet Nephilim could tell he was much more concerned than he would admit to her.
“I’ve summoned all Archangels,” he said. “They’ll meet us in the control room in a few minutes. Recon drones are inbound to the abandoned airport. If they want to attack from there, they must be lying low somewhere in close proximity. Now that we know where to look, it should be much easier for us to reveal their position.”
He had initiated all of this while arguing with the Board members, consulting with Raziel, and comforting her, Nephilim realized.
“Tell me, Nephilim,” he said as they entered the elevator. “Did you kill him?”
“No.” She suddenly deeply regretted not bringing Metatron Jake’s head on a silver platter. It would have made him very happy.
Metatron looked at her. “Why not?”
“Because after he revealed such crucial information to me, I thought it would be fair to let him go,” she said, hating her own words as soon as they left her mouth. “Besides, maybe we can make use of him in the future.”
“I see.”
The elevator doors closed.
***
Jake exited the elevator and hasted down the hall. His hand had stopped bleeding, but it was still throbbing unpleasantly. But he barely noticed it. Advancing down the hall, his sight took on tunnel vision. He wasn’t himself. He’d lost himself in that parking garage.
After his initial shock, he’d first headed to the gym. He figured a hard workout and some Krav Maga training would be exactly what he needed. But the further he drove, the more upset he became, outright angry, furious. Until he’d decided to change course.
Nephilim didn’t feel the same for him now as she did a year ago. Metatron had destroyed her, made her a brainless drone. Jake swore to himself that he would kill him for that.
He would give the order for him to be taken alive during the invasion and then “interrogate” him. Jake had killed people before but never tortured anyone. Rosprom had specialists for that. But there was a first time for everything, and he knew that if he could get his hands on Metatron, he would make sure that the skorwi syn didn’t get a slow and clean death.
And Nephilim… he would give orders for her to be taken alive, too, but he could only hope that would be possible. If she went out onto the battlefield, and Jake assumed she would, she would most likely get killed.
The thought alone caused nausea, and he had to stop and close his eyes for a second as despair threatened to overwhelm him. Then new anger fueled him, flushing the fear and distress away. If Nephilim fell, that was on Metatron.
Most of all, a consuming jealousy raged inside Jake, even though he wouldn’t admit it to himself. Imagining Nephilim with Metatron drove him insane and made him want to throw up. No doubt he abused her… and she… she must have developed some sort of twisted Stockholm Syndrome. How else could she actually enjoy being with that man? If he even deserved to be called such. He was an abomination, more machine than human. A monster in human form.
And yet Jake had lost Nephilim to him. He couldn’t believe this was real, that it was indeed happening.
He loved her more than anything in the world. He’d come here to save her. He was the good guy! Shouldn’t he win? Shouldn’t the good guy get the girl?
Not in this world. In this rotten, godforsaken world, the bad guy got the girl. Jake was angry like never before when he reached the door he was looking for. He could hear his blood rushing through his ears, and his vision had become even more tunneled.
Without hesitation, he lifted his hand and knocked.
As he waited, another feeling joined his burning anger. Lust. Archaic, carnal lust.
After a moment, the door opened. Jake could smell her before he even saw her. That sensual perfume, so alluring. For some reason, it fueled his rage even more.
When he saw her, he held his breath for a second.
Kristina Komarova wore a silky red negligée and a matching kimono. If she’d put the latter on to cover herself up, she’d done a lousy job. Her feminine curves were on full display, her breasts barely covered up. Her shiny blonde hair hung over her right shoulder as perfectly as if a stylist had draped it. Her red lips seemed fuller than usual and were slightly open as she smiled at him.
Jake couldn’t tell if she’d been expecting him or if she always dressed like that, but he had to admit that for a 100% biological woman, she was extraordinarily attractive, outright stunning.
He wanted her.
“Jacek,” she purred. “What a pleasant su—”
He didn’t let her finish, instead pushing through the door.
Kristina sucked in air in surprise as he grabbed her by the hair with one hand and by the hip with the other, pulling her roughly toward him.
The scent of her perfume was even stronger now. Jake studied her for a moment, lust and arousal building up in him like a storm. She must have seen something on his face as her seductive smile faded a little.
“This is what you wanted, isn’t it?” he asked, his voice husky while his hands grabbed her firmer.
She looked up into his eyes and nodded.
“Say it,” he demanded.
“Yes,” she whispered. “This is what I want.”
Kristina tried to move her face closer to his, her full lips approaching his for a kiss.
He wouldn’t let her. Still holding her by the hair with one hand, he grabbed her ass with the other and pulled her after him.
Kristina Komarova lived in a typical Olympias-style studio apartment, with huge windows offering a panoramic view over the Inner Circle, though this one was more spacious and luxurious than average. All agents on Jake’s team were housed in the same building as their HQ or adjacent skyscrapers. His own place was almost identical.
The living space was dominated by a huge bed. Kristina had covered hers with dark red silk sheets and candles burned on a nightstand nearby. There could be no doubt that she’d been expecting him.
Jake led her toward the bed, then pushed her down, facing away from him.
“Oh, Jacek,” she said, turning her head. “I—”
“Shut up,” he said, yanking her head forward while opening his pants.
Kristina had made it easy for him by not wearing panties under her negligée. She winced as he entered her roughly a moment later. He let out a deep sigh.
This felt so good. So right. He deserved it. So much.
He hadn’t had sex for over a year, making himself voluntarily celibate, saving himself for a woman who didn’t want him.
Now all his frustration and piled-up sexual energy exploded in Kristina. She moaned and yelped as he fucked her hard, not the slightest bit interested in whether the noises she made were of pleasure or pain. She clawed her slim fingers with their red, long fingernails into the linens and threw her head back, but he grabbed her by the hair again and shoved her head forward.
He didn’t want to see her face. He wasn’t interested in her face. She wasn’t the woman he wanted. She was just a toy, a way to blow off steam.
And if she was an Informacija agent sent after him, he would teach her a lesson.
A carnal grin appeared on Jake’s face as he took her harder. He saw red. Everything around him was blood red. This was good. So much better than he had expected.
He turned her around and threw her on her back. He didn’t want to kiss her or look her in her face, but he did want to see her body. She looked up at him, breathing heavily, sweat on her brow, her lipstick smeared, but she didn’t say anything, nor did she try to stop him as he ripped open her negligée and grabbed her breasts.
Her body was beautiful, yet so different than Nephilim’s. It was soft, her skin silky, while everything on Nephilim was firm. There wasn’t even a milligram of surplus tissue on Nephilim’s body, no body fat. It was like it had been sculpted. It was perfection. No biological body, no matter how exceptionally groomed and trained, could ever achieve such perfection.
Kristina cried out as he pinched her nipples hard, then he was back inside her again. He closed his eyes and continued fucking her while holding her firmly by the shoulders.
There was no passion in this act, no emotion whatsoever. Just cold, animalistic lust.
He thought of Nephilim—and came.
It was such a relief. For a moment, Jake felt happiness flooding through him. But then he opened his eyes and saw a woman he didn’t want. Now that he’d had her, her spell over him was gone. She was just like any woman. A pretty, empty shell.
The bliss passed, and all that was left was the emptiness inside him.
Suddenly, he felt disgusted with himself.
He let go of her, got up, and began dressing. From the corner of his eye, he could see that she was looking at him. With her makeup smeared, she wasn’t so pretty anymore.
Nephilim had no need for makeup.
Jake turned his head and looked directly at Kristina. He considered telling her he knew what she was. A snitch. A whore who had fucked him because her superiors had told her to do so. But instead, he just smiled at her. That smile he knew women liked so much.
“I’ll see you in the morning,” he said. “We have a big day ahead of us.”
Then he left the apartment without saying another word or allowing her to say anything.
***
“Alright, what do we have?” Metatron asked.
“Recon data is still coming in, but from what we can tell so far, it doesn’t look good,” Zephaniel replied, frowning.
“I’m aware of that,” Metatron said, hiding his irritation.
The High-Archangel had gathered all his Archangels in the control room. They stood around a platform that displayed a variety of moving holograms: maps, diagrams, recon footage, data sheets, and more. A human with no brain augments would barely have been able to follow the amount of information displayed in front of them.
Metatron had sent out all other personnel who usually worked in the control room so that he and the Archangels could discuss the situation undisturbed—and make a plan. He had briefed them about the stolen codes and compromised defense systems. Everyone was on the same page and well aware of how serious the situation was. Now they were studying the images in front of them in silence, their blue eyes glowing in contrast to the greenish holograms in the semi-dark.
It had been less than an hour since Nephilim had shared what she’d learned from Jake with Metatron, yet the whole of Angel HQ was already mobilizing for war. All Angels had been called in, and Metatron had set up another general assembly an hour from now.
Multiple high-altitude drones were circling the target area and reporting data in real-time.
It didn’t look good.
“Our intel so far indicates that we’re dealing with several thousand units, most of them robotic, with a smaller number of synths and humans,” Zephaniel said, shuffling through various pieces of footage. “That alone could be manageable, but our scans also indicate heavy artillery.”
Metatron didn’t show if this information concerned him in any way or not. His face remained motionless and composed as ever.
“What about the war machines we were warned about?”
Metatron hadn’t shared where he’d acquired this information with the others, and Nephilim was grateful for that. The other Archangels disliked her enough as it was. The last thing she needed was for them to know she’d met with Jake.
“So far, no trace of them,” Zephaniel said.
“Keep searching, but be careful not to be spotted. So far, everything indicates that they don’t know we know they’re there. We must keep it that way at all costs.”
“Understood.”
“Do we know how they were able to hide an army of that size from us?”
Zephaniel grimaced. “Negative.”
“It can’t be stealth like ours because it would require vast amounts of energy to cloak so many units for so long,” Metatron said, studying some of the infrared images closer.
“Their stealth works differently to ours,” Nephilim said, joining the conversation. “Stavros’ mercs used it to cover up their base of operations in the old university in the middle of Oldtown. They were there for months, yet our surveillance drones didn’t detect anything. It’s a mimicry designed to outsmart drones. The only reason why our drones are picking up something now is that we conducted an in-depth scan of a relatively small area.”
They had been lucky. Very lucky. If Jake hadn’t revealed the exact location to Nephilim, it would have been impossible to discover the hostile troops. Which was most likely why they didn’t suspect that they’d been revealed in any way.
“We must make sure to salvage the technology from them,” Metatron said. “It could be very useful when we reverse-engineer it.”
Even though he was thinking out loud, his words had a very reassuring effect on Nephilim. Despite the gravity of the situation and the danger they all were in, Metatron expected them to win.
The High-Archangel remained silent for a long moment, studying the data before them. Clearly, he was thinking, and all his Archangels knew him well enough not to disturb his thoughts.
Finally, he lifted his gaze and looked at them.
“We strike in T minus two hours.”
All heads turned toward him in surprise. Even Nephilim hadn’t seen that coming.
“You want to… attack them?” Zephaniel asked.
“Attack is the secret of defense,”[2] Metatron said with a slight smirk. “They don’t know we know they’re there. Maybe they suspect we know they’re planning an attack, but they think we’re oblivious about the when, where, and how. Their plan to launch an attack on us at dawn is in motion—which is almost poetic.”
He paused for a second, letting them catch up on his thoughts.
“They’re superior in numbers and equipment. Our defenses are compromised. If we wait for them to come, we’ll be crushed. Attacking them first is the best chance we have. I received a message from Neftali that the Dome is still online and functioning. It runs on a separate system from the rest, which is why they couldn’t hack it even though they got the codes. That’s very fortunate. Otherwise, they probably would have launched rockets and pulverized our HQ and the Pyramid. The latter wouldn’t be a big loss, but without us, the city will fall.”
The Dome was the colloquial term for Olympias’ most crucial defense system. It was fully automated and designed to intercept and destroy any sort of long-distance rocket. If an enemy launched a weapon of mass destruction toward Olympias, the Dome would use the network of super-sonic missiles in and around the city to destroy it before it got close. However, ordinary artillery could travel at much lower altitudes, and if launched from a close distance, the Dome wouldn’t detect it.
“But it’s to be assumed that they’ll launch their artillery before deploying their ground troops—and war machines, which I’m sure are somewhere too well hidden from our recon drones,” Metatron continued.
“We will strike hard with full force and destroy their artillery. Then we will retreat to a defensive position and hold the line until our reinforcements arrive. I’ll need all of you on the battlefield, even you, Zephaniel,” he said, looking his second-in-command in the eye.
Zephaniel nodded. “Of course. You can count on me.”
If Zephaniel wasn’t pleased about the fact that he’d have to risk his neck in the toughest battle the Angels had ever had instead of staying behind and assisting Metatron in the control center as usual, then he didn’t show it.
“We don’t have enough VTOLs to deploy all Angels at once, which is why each of you will command a squad of sixty. You’ll advance to the drop-off position and launch the first wave immediately. Meanwhile, our aircraft will return to HQ and pick up the rest of the troops. I admit it would be safer to attack with our full force at once, but we can’t risk being spotted once we reach the target area. You and your teams will be the spearhead, and you will destroy the artillery.
“However, under no circumstances engage in open combat with their infantry. No circumstances, do you understand? You will retreat to a previously determined position and regroup with the rest of the troops there. This will be the toughest part of the battle because we must hold the line until Raziel and the reinforcements arrive. We will use any means we have to stop them. Once our people from Olympias II and III join us, we should be able to destroy them all.”
He looked everyone in the face while speaking. Nephilim got goosebumps as she understood why. This could as well turn into a kamikaze mission, and the High-Archangel was steeling them for that. Of course, every Angel was prepared to die every day, but the Archangels had a special status, and they knew Metatron would never send them on such a mission if he saw any alternative.
“Custodio et mortifico,” he said calmly.
“Custodio et mortifico,” they all replied with determination.
“Now, I will answer any questions, then we’ll determine the exact spots and timing for our assaults.”
***
Less than an hour later, they arrived in the assembly hall, where Metatron planned to address the whole corps—for a second time in less than twenty-four hours.
The huge hall was already packed when they entered. All the Angels stood motionless, like one massive organism consisting of many. Anticipation hung in the air like electricity. Everyone could sense that whatever Metatron was going to share was of grave importance.
“Angels,” he began, his voice and posture majestic. “We are in a state of emergency, so I’ll keep this brief. Yesterday, I informed you about the hostile troops approaching us and that we were expecting a war. As it turns out, the enemy is already at the gates. The attack is imminent. And if we don’t stop it, it’ll be disastrous.
“Olympias’ automated defenses have been compromised. It’s on us and us alone to stop the total destruction of our society. Reinforcements are inbound, and once they arrive, we’ll crush the enemy, but until then, it’s on every single one of you to take a stand. To make a difference.”
He paused for a beat, letting everyone in the audience fully grasp what he’d just said. There was no fear on the faces below, only determination.
“I will not lie to you,” Metatron continued. “This will be the toughest battle in the history of our corps. Many of you will die. But we must stand strong! We cannot let the enemy succeed! We were created to protect Olympias by any means and at any cost, even if this means sacrificing our own lives.
“Rosprom is sending foot troops, artillery, and heavy war machines against us. And yet they will fail! Because we’re better than them! We are the Guardian Angels of Olympias! We will be victorious!”
The louder and more passionate Metatron’s voice became, so the excitement among the Angels grew.
He raised his fist next to his head in a gesture of power.
“Custodio et mortifico!”
“Custodio et mortifico!”
The entire hall seemed to erupt as every Angel responded as loud as they could.
“Every one of you will be assigned to a team led by an Archangel. There you’ll be briefed in detail. We launch in T minus one hour. Get ready to be your best! And most of all—”
Again, he made a dramatic pause, but this time a smile appeared on his face.
“—get ready to kick some serious ass!”
Smiles, chuckles, and some laughter came from the auditorium. All of a sudden, the grim tension was gone, replaced by excited determination.
“Send them back to where they came from with the message never to return! Olympias is ours! Now and forever! Custodio et mortifico!”
“Custodio et mortifico!”
“Report to your superiors. Dismissed!”
As the hall began to empty, Nephilim realized she was holding her breath. Once again, she was awestruck by the eloquence and charisma of the High-Archangel. By how he was able to captivate and motivate the crowd.
Of course, all Angels were conditioned from childhood to follow orders and never question anything they were told by their superiors. But this was different. Metatron had fueled a fire inside each of them. They weren’t going out there to fight and die. They were going out there to win.
And not for Olympias, but for him.
She remembered what he’d told her earlier: Regard your soldiers as your children, and they will follow you into the deepest valleys.
Every Angel sensed that, and that was why they wouldn’t just follow his orders. They would go to hell and back for him.
As she made her way to the exit, she heard his voice over their shared comms channel.
“Nephilim, meet me in my office.”
Metatron was already gone, and she hurried toward the elevators to join him as quickly as possible. There was no time to lose now.




Chapter Fourteen
Launch
The High-Archangel was sitting behind his desk when Nephilim entered. All his holo screens were lit up with data and images. Clearly, he was working out the details of their assault.
“Nephilim,” he said, all business-like when she entered. “I’ve decided on a change of plan.”
She raised her eyebrows in surprise, coming closer. “Alright.”
Metatron looked up from his work and into her face. “I’ll regroup the teams. I want you to stay at HQ and assist me in the control room.”
For a moment, Nephilim was taken aback by surprise. She never would have expected him to come up with something like this.
“Why?” she asked after a moment of puzzlement.
“Because I need someone to assist me in supervising the operation. And you’re still recovering, so it makes sense for you to stay behind and for Zephaniel to go in the field.”
He said this without any particular emotion, as if this was the most logical thing in the world. But Nephilim didn’t care.
“You said earlier that you want all Archangels in the field.”
“I know. But I changed my mind.”
Nephilim swallowed. She knew he was the High-Archangel and the ultimate authority. But he was also her lover. And she knew that the truth was that he wanted to protect her. It was wrong, but who was she to argue with him?
“Metatron,” she said softly, walking around his desk. “Please, let me go.”
“Nephilim—” he began, but then she did something she never would have dared to do before. She interrupted him.
“You need me out there. You know it. You need me to win this.”
He remained silent for a moment, then said, “I do.”
“Then why don’t you let me go?”
Metatron stood up and gently placed his hands on her shoulders.
“Because there is a high probability that we won’t win this.”
Nephilim was shocked. His confidence in victory had been reassuring and inspiring. Not only for her but for all the Angels.
“The odds are against us. I can’t send you out to your death, Nephilim. I’d rather go myself.”
She shook her head. “You’re the only one who can lead us to victory! Without you supervising us, we stand no chance. You are the brain, the spine, and the heart of the Guardian Angels.”
He pressed his forehead against hers and sighed quietly. “I cannot lose you.”
She caressed the back of his head. “You won’t. Please, let me go. Let me win this for us. Let me win this for you.” Metatron didn’t reply, so she continued. “You said it yourself. If we don’t win this, there won’t be anything left.”
He backed his head away from hers so he could look her in the eye, then he cupped her face between his palms.
“Alright. I’ll let you go.”
Nephilim smiled. “Thank you. You know I’m your best. You made me the best.”
“You are. But please, follow my commands at all times. Take no unnecessary risks. No solo actions. Are we clear?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Promise me, Nephilim.”
“I promise.”
“If you want me to lead us to victory, you need to trust my judgment. And I can’t focus on the battle if my main concern is on keeping you alive.”
“You can count on me,” she said.
He pressed his lips onto hers into a passionate kiss. Almost as if it was the first time—or the last.
She returned it the same way, snuggling herself against him closely.
Finally, he separated his mouth from hers, yet he kept her close, softly stroking her back. “You must go and get ready.”
“Yes.”
He let go of her. “Go. Bring us victory.”
“I will.”
She quickly left his office before he could change his mind.
As much as she adored how much he cared about her, she was relieved she’d been able to change his mind. It was true that he needed her on the battlefield, but it would also have been bad for morale if he’d kept her in the safety of HQ—especially for the other Archangels, who hated her enough as it was.
Nephilim wasn’t scared of the upcoming battle. She would do what she was created for, what she did best: fight and destroy.
If she failed today, there would be no future for any of them.
She hurried downstairs to the locker room she shared with the other Archangels and was relieved to see that they were all already gone. It took her only two minutes to get dressed in her heavy armor. But Nephilim didn’t put on her helmet just yet. She wanted her face to be fully visible when she addressed her squad in a few minutes.
When she left the locker room, she found Adriel waiting for her.
“So this is it, huh, Neph?” he said with unusual seriousness. “Our last stand.”
She smiled. “You heard the High-Archangel. We’re about to kick some serious ass.”
He smiled back, yet it was brief. “I’ll have your back today. I won’t let you down again, I promise.”
Nephilim placed her hand on his shoulder. “I know, and you never have. Now let’s go before they leave without us and we miss all the fun.”
He rolled his eyes. “After you, Archangel.”
When they entered the hangar, Nephilim held her breath for a moment. The sight was more than impressive.
Five VTOLs stood ready for launch. In front of them was an army in black. Almost five hundred Angels lined up in rows, motionless, their black armor slightly shimmering under the hangar lights. Before them stood the Archangels, each ready to command and accompany their share of the troops.
Nephilim’s squad waited at the right end of the gathering.
As she approached them, they stood to attention, and she could see the same expression on their faces as when Metatron had addressed them. Well, not quite the same. They worshipped him and showed her respect. But she knew she was responsible for these people as much as Metatron was for all of them.
The memory of a conversation they’d had a few days ago popped into her mind.
How do I get used to losing people?
You don’t.
Eleleth had been the first casualty under her command, and today, she would lose more people. That was almost certain.
But before she could say anything, she saw them all move their heads to the left, where the main entrance to the hangar was. She turned around and saw Metatron approaching the motionless army in black.
He stopped in front of them, his hands folded behind his back, his posture that of a king.
The gigantic hall became so silent that Nephilim would have heard a pin drop.
Then the High-Archangel spoke.
“Go. Make me proud. Custodio et mortifico!”
“Custodio et mortifico!” hundreds of voices boomed in unison, echoing off the high metal walls.
At the same time, Metatron turned his head and made eye contact with Nephilim.
“Come back to me,” he whispered over their shared comms channel.
She smiled. “Always.”
The Angels began boarding the VTOLs, and Nephilim followed her squad inside their designated aircraft.
Just before she disappeared through the hatch, she turned around one more time. The High-Archangel was gone.
***
As always, Metatron appeared calm and composed as he hurried along the corridor back toward the control room. Ghostly silence now reigned in the huge building, which was usually crawling with Guardian Angels performing all kinds of duties, training, working out, or spending some spare time in the cafeteria.
They were all gone. He had deployed them all on the most important mission of their lives, leaving only a tiny skeleton crew behind. Nearly every combat-ready Angel was either sitting in the VTOLs or waiting for their turn in the hangar.
For a moment, Metatron wondered if all of this was a trap. Maybe Jake had been set up by his people to deliver the information to Nephilim and lure them exactly where they were going now.
Instead of panicking about such a thought, Metatron used his mind to calculate everything rationally.
No, he decided after 0.3 seconds. The information was genuine. All their recon indicated that the hostile troops weren’t ready to move yet since the attack was scheduled in a few hours. But also, and more importantly, judging by all the data he had about Jake—and he had collected a lot over the last year—the Rosprom spy was truly in love with Nephilim. He had known Rosprom’s plan and even executed parts of it himself. He had known that the goal was to destroy the Guardian Angels before attacking the city. Jake had genuinely tried to warn Nephilim in the hope she would leave with him.
Instead, she had pulled out as much information from him as she could and then left him to warn her brothers in arms.
Metatron was proud of her. And even though he hated to admit it to himself, he was also relieved. After their last conversation, where he’d laid out everything in front of Nephilim, and her reaction, he had absolutely no reason to doubt her loyalty ever again.
The night before, she’d said she loved him, and tonight, she’d proven that with her actions. Metatron would be a fool to doubt her. And yet, there was this nagging—and so very human—feeling of jealousy deep inside him. The hurt he’d experienced a year ago.
It surfaced whenever Jake was involved, and for a very brief moment, he’d felt a sting when she told him she’d met with Jake.
Like a teenage boy.
Metatron shook his head at himself inwardly.
The fact was, the Rosprom man’s blind emotions might save them all while sending his own people to their doom. Without the information about when and where the invasion would happen, Rosprom’s army would have hit the Angels unprepared. Metatron had assumed the attack wouldn’t take place that soon, which would have left no chance for reinforcements to arrive in time.
Jake had wanted to save Nephilim, but he might have saved his arch-enemies instead.
Maybe.
The outcome was anything but certain.
It had cost Metatron all his self-control not to show his concern but, on the contrary, to spread optimism. He knew only too well that the right mindset could decide a battle, and he didn’t have to have consulted Sun Tzu’s wisdom for that. If he’d shared what he really thought, it would have demoralized not only the Archangels but the entire army.
Nephilim was the only one he’d shared his real feelings with—to convince her to stay behind with him. The irony that he and Jake wanted the same thing wasn’t lost on Metatron.
He should have known that she wouldn’t hear of it. Of course, Metatron was more than aware that Nephilim was no damsel in distress who needed his protection. She was more than capable of taking care of herself. She was the best in the corps. Not only because she was exceptional, but also because he’d groomed her to be the best since she’d joined the Angel corps more than twenty years ago.
Nephilim was the perfect hybrid of human and machine. The prototype of a new species.
Trying to protect her was an insult to her, and yet Metatron had had to try. The odds were against them, but there were also so many variables he didn’t know. It was possible that he was sending the entire force to their deaths. And yet a preemptive strike was the only chance they had.
When he reached the control room, Metatron realized he was no better than Lucifer, whom he’d hated all these years. If he had to choose between the Angel corps and Nephilim, he would always choose her.
Metatron knew it was hypocritical. Pathetic, even. And yet it was the truth. He would sacrifice everyone and everything for her, including his own life.
Stubborn and passionate as she was, she wouldn’t hear of it, of course. And Metatron loved her even more for that.
Now he had no choice but to win this battle and the war. And he was determined to do so.
Four Angels stood to attention as he entered the control room with a resolute expression, nothing on his face or in his body language showing the battles he was fighting with himself.
The four Angels comprised only half the personnel who usually assisted him on important missions, but he needed every available fighter on the frontline tonight.
It didn’t matter. He would win. He had to.
“Give me our status,” he said, stopping before the holo screens covering half of the room.
***
The cabin vibrated as the VTOL shot up in Olympias’ night sky at high speed like a gigantic elevator, its hull almost invisible in the darkness. After reaching its cruising altitude, above the highest skyscrapers, it began hovering in place, waiting for the rest of the aircraft. Together, they’d form a stealth formation and approach the target coordinates, leaving the enemy with a minimal chances of spotting them.
Once the shaking stopped, Nephilim got up from her seat to address her team.
All heads turned toward her, and she remembered only too well how often she’d been sat there, listening to the instructions of one of the Archangels.
Back then, she’d imagined more than once what it would be like to give the commands instead of receiving them. Now that she knew, she wasn’t sure if that was really what she wanted. The lives of all these people—fellow Angels—depended on her. How could she live with herself if they all died under her command?
She forced the disturbing thoughts out of her head and focused. Doubts and fears were the last things she needed now and were a straight road to failure. She’d promised Metatron she would win this for him, and she would.
“Listen, everyone,” Nephilim said. “We’re not traveling far, so I’ll keep it short, too. You’ve been briefed about the mission already. We’re the spearhead; our job is to enter enemy territory and destroy their artillery.”
She summoned a holographic image of the target location in the middle of the cabin. Three areas were highlighted in red.
“The enemy has spread their artillery over three locations. Two other teams will attack the other locations simultaneously, leaving them no chance of countering or defending one of the other two points. This is not a search-and-destroy mission. It’s a stealth mission. Our survival depends on staying undetected. We go in, place the explosives, and get out. Then we blow the shit to hell.
“After that, we retreat here”—as she said this, an area of the map was illuminated in blue—“and rendezvous with the rest. As you already know, this will be the most challenging part of the mission. Once the enemy discovers the loss of their artillery, they will throw everything they’ve got at us. And we need to hold the line until reinforcements arrive.
“The problem is that we don’t know exactly what they’ll throw at us. If we’re lucky, it’ll only be the approximately three thousand infantry we’ll have to face, most of them armored combat bots. But our intel indicates they also have heavy war machines waiting for us.
“You heard the High-Archangel. This will be a tough battle. Possibly the toughest of our lifetime. But we will succeed! We will kick their Rosprom asses back across the Atlantic, once and for all! Any questions?”
She looked around, but no one said anything.
“Stay with your partners, but don’t deploy the drones until we have reached our defensive position. We’ll need everything we have once we’re there. Custodio et mortifico!”
“Custodio et mortifico!” they all replied with enthusiasm.
Nephilim took a seat before the plane shot forward. The speech hadn’t quite been in Metatron’s league, but it hadn’t been bad. Now all she needed to do was keep her people alive.
“Commencing descent in fifteen seconds,” the pilot announced. “Drop-off at target position in T minus twenty-five seconds!”
Things were about to get serious. Nephilim checked all her systems one last time, then got ready for action.




Chapter Fifteen
Strike
The jets all transformed back into VTOLs at once and rushed down at maximum speed. The passengers in the cabin were thoroughly shaken as the g-force hit their bodies, but being strapped to their seats with metal bars, this wasn’t a big deal for any of them.
Even as the aircraft came to an abrupt stop in midair, the black-clad soldiers hardly noticed the maneuver that would have been too much for any human stomach. Then the back hatch opened, and so did the safety bars.
“Cloak,” Nephilim commanded. “We’re not taking any chances.”
She approached the hatch and, without hesitation, leaped out into the darkness, rushing toward the ground more than 80 feet below.
For a brief moment, she felt cold wind brushing against her mutilated cheeks, then her body took up the position the Angels were trained to use for jumps from great heights. She hit the ground with the agility of a cat and instantly rolled off to the side, making room for the Angels coming after her.
The combat HUD sprang into action.


Impact absorbed! Muscle integrity at 99%


Three dozen black shadows landed around her, barely making any noise, while high above, the aircraft hovered invisibly against the night sky, its massive turbines making so little noise that it was barely distinguishable from the wind.
It worked exceptionally well even during the daytime, but the cloaking system gave the Angels almost complete invisibility at night. Neither natural nor augmented eyes would be able to spot them, and the stealth gear also cloaked their heat signatures, making them undetectable in infrared. But to their eyes, the surroundings appeared almost as bright as in daylight, if one ignored the bluish tint everything had.
Like specters in the night, Nephilim’s team advanced into cover behind a badly damaged building from the pre-corporation era.
She scanned the surroundings and updated them with the map displayed on her HUD, which had been created by the recon drones. No matter how sophisticated surveillance technology became, scanning a terrain from above with the same level of detail as from the ground was impossible. A second later, everything was synced. The HUD showed the target area marked in red, less than one thousand feet away.
The area the squad had descended into couldn’t have been more different than Olympias City, which shone behind them on the horizon like a gigantic wall filled with jewels. It was a former industrial area that had been abandoned in the new era. The buildings surrounding them were low—most had fewer than ten stories—and were made of brick and crumbling concrete. Warehouses, production facilities, and other commercial buildings from the old days dominated the premises. Wild vegetation spread everywhere, making the terrain tough for foot troops and unpassable for vehicles. Of course, there were also roads in the area, but the Angels would deliberately avoid them.
Everything was quiet, with only the wind rustling through the grass and leaves of the nearby trees. Moonlight flooded everything with silver and gave the abandoned, desolate area a ghostly atmosphere.
Not far away, the tower of the former airport rose against the night sky. Nephilim didn’t remember being here. The only memories she had about this place were Metatron’s, and she wished she could forget those. The thought he and her had dueled each other to the death still made her feel ice-cold. But she’d been a different person back then, a child. Now she was a grown woman who knew what she wanted. Most of all, she wanted to stay alive and win the upcoming battle. Delving into memories would only get her killed.
It was hard to believe that a gigantic army was hiding less than half a mile away. Rosprom’s cloaking system, although very different than the Olympias version, was just as effective. While the Angels cloaked single units to make them practically undetectable, Rosprom could hide a whole army. They were invisible to sensors, though not the naked eye.
Nevertheless, the European troops remained utterly silent, and no lights whatsoever were visible. Nephilim wondered how long they’d been lurking here.
“So far, so good,” Adriel said over the comm they shared.
Nephilim looked at him crouching next to her. She was always happy to have him around, but even more so today.
“They seem to be oblivious we’re coming,” he added.
“Let’s make sure it stays that way as long as possible,” she replied, then addressed Metatron over the squad channel. “Alpha squad in position.”
“Well done,” he replied. “Beta and Gamma are in position as well. Delta and Epsilon are taking their positions at the safe point.”
Beta team was led by Dumah and Gamma by Uriel. They had landed five hundred and seven hundred feet away from Nephilim’s team and would target the artillery. Meanwhile, Delta, led by Leliel, and Epsilon, led by Zephaniel, would stay behind at the so-called “safe point.” This was the area that had been designated as the rally point for all troops to take a stand against the hostile army once the primary targets had been destroyed. They would cover the three spearhead teams during their retreat from the enemy lines using sniper rifles, rocket launchers, and other long-distance weapons.
“We might have a problem,” Metatron said, addressing all teams. “The weather forecast indicates a 70% chance of heavy rain over this area in less than ten minutes. When that happens, all units will lose their ability to cloak. That means the spearheads must be on their way back by then. Focus, everyone. We can’t afford the slightest mistake here.”
He paused for a moment, giving everyone the time to focus and check their systems one last time.
“Strike!”
Like a pack of invisible wolves, Nephilim and her team moved forward in a designated formation. They had to move slowly, at least in Angel terms, as running at full speed would have made too much noise.
Soon, they could see the first turrets marked on their HUDs—as were the minefields. The Rosprom leadership wasn’t stupid. They might not have expected Olympias to make a move against them, but they’d secured their base anyway.
“Watch your step!” Nephilim warned her team over the comm while maneuvering between the deadly traps on the ground with the agility and grace of a dancer. Her HUD showed her every single mine as blinking red dot—and there were plenty of them.
One wrong step would not only cause a chain reaction and blow up the entire field, killing her squad, but it would also end their stealth mission and have the rest of the Angels face the full force of the artillery and infantry—a battle they definitely couldn’t win.
But all Angels were trained to control their bodies with incredible precision. They never made a wrong step. Metatron had only chosen seasoned fighters for the spearhead teams, certain that none would lose their cool in a challenging situation like this.
Next to the minefield, high-caliber turrets were ready to shoot everything that moved to a pulp. The red lasers emanating from them indicated that they were fully automated. They would destroy everything within a certain proximity, no matter if it was a Guardian Angel or an unfortunate rabbit that had chosen the wrong path.
They weren’t the only sentries. A slight hum in the air indicated that drones were patrolling as well. Today, the Guardian Angels’ cloaking system would be put to its greatest test.
“You’re doing well,” Metatron encouraged them. “You’re almost through the minefield. The target location is only two hundred feet behind it. Keep moving.”
Hearing his voice soothed and motivated Nephilim, and she was sure it had an even bigger effect on the ordinary Angels.
Only a few seconds later, they were past the minefield.
Nephilim stopped for a second and huffed out air noiselessly. That had been intense, even for an Angel.
But this wasn’t the time to relax.
They’d reached the abandoned airport, and what awaited them here was even less assuring than the minefield.
“Holy shit,” Adriel whispered.
“We knew they’d be here,” Nephilim said, trying to sound as reassuring as the High-Archangel.
Between the old hangars, they could see shadows in the moonlight. Hundreds of them, if not thousands. High-class combat bots. Olympias had similar ones stored in the vaults under the city; usually, they’d be the ones to engage the enemy’s mechanical counterparts. But since Olympias’ defenses were out of commission, it was up to the Angels to take care of them once and for all.
Now that she was here and within sight of Rosprom’s army, or at least parts of it, Nephilim fully understood the enemy’s plan. First, they’d use the artillery to attack the city and take out some sensitive spots. Then they’d wait for the Angels to attack before unleashing the full power of their infantry. That was why all their machines were powered down. Not only did it save energy, but it made them much more difficult to spot. Combined with Rosprom’s stealth system, they were practically invisible.
“We knew they’d be here,” Metatron said, who was clearly watching through Nephilim’s eyes. “Stay focused. Don’t attack them, and they won’t be able to spot you.”
“Copy that,” Nephilim said, moving forward.
Like shadows in another dimension, the Angels hurried along a narrow path between the hangars. It was uncanny to see those hundreds of war automatons stand there in rows, casting shadows on each other in the moonlight. If something went wrong, Nephilim’s group would probably be able to deal with them, but it would be a tough battle. And the problem was that, somewhere in the shadows, there were more of them. Many more.
“I don’t like this,” Adriel said over the private channel. “It’s like we’re running right into a hornet’s nest.”
“I know,” Nephilim replied. “It was clear from the start that the plan would be very risky. But we can do it.”
“Or we’ll all die a horrible death,” Adriel said dryly.
“Not today, Adriel. I promise you that. Now, shut up and focus.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Nephilim stopped abruptly and lifted her right hand to indicate that the Angels behind her should stop as well. They’d reached the hangar. From here, it was less than eighty feet to the target.
Nephilim could see it clearly in front of them. It was huge! Much bigger than what she’d expected. Again, she couldn’t help but feel awestruck by the logistics of this operation. Rosprom must have planned this for years.
What she was looking at was a fifteen-foot-high moveable platform with a dozen man-sized rockets mounted on it. It was basically like an oversized rocket launcher but with missiles that could reach targets several miles away. Metatron had made the right call in sending stealth teams to destroy those weapons. Once unleashed, they could cause terrible damage to Olympias City and maybe even destroy the Guardian Angel HQ or the Pyramid. They had to go.
There was only one problem.
Between Nephilim and the target were more robots. And these were activated, fully functioning sentries. More than two dozen of them.
Not that this was a problem for the Angels per se. They could eliminate all of them within two seconds. But if Rosprom control lost the connection to their sentries, an alarm would most likely be issued. Then, not only would all those friendly metal guys between the hangars come to life, but Rosprom command might decide to fire the rockets immediately.
“I see it,” Metatron said. “You need to be very careful here, Nephilim. Send only two people with the explosives. Leave the rest behind cover at the hangar.”
“Copy that,” she replied. “Adriel and I will go.”
There was silence on the other end of the line for a second, then Metatron said, “Do it.”
“Give me the explosives,” Nephilim told the explosive specialist. He handed her his backpack, and she strapped it firmly on her back.
“Adriel and I will go and set up the bomb,” she told her team. “Everyone else, stay here and cover us. Be ready to take out those patrolling bots if necessary.”
She nodded to Adriel. “We need to hurry.”
And they did. Not only because of the approaching rain front but also because none of them could stay in stealth forever. Theoretically, they could leave it activated for over fifteen minutes, but it hasn’t been tested to that extent before. Their cloaking ability had primarily been developed to give them an advantage in combat, similar to what the Wasps had done for years, rather than to remain hidden indefinitely.
Nephilim and Adriel set themselves in motion toward the patrolling bots. The software in her brain had done the math and calculated the pathways the automatons took. Those kinds of robots were relatively simple-minded. They didn’t think and simply followed their programming. Still, without the cloaking system, it would have been impossible to sneak past them.
“Follow precisely in my footsteps,” Nephilim instructed Adriel.
She stopped and waited to let two of the machines pass them, then ran right in between the sentries. With incredible speed and precision, Nephilim ran a zig-zag course, dodging and evading the machines only by inches, Adriel following right behind.
A second later, they’d passed them. The sentries, programmed to detect intruders, had remained completely oblivious to the two shadows moving right in between them.
“Phew,” Adriel said as they approached the heavy artillery machine.
“Don’t phew just yet,” Nephilim said jokingly. “We still need to get back.”
“Right. How could I forget about that?”
“Excellent work,” Metatron acknowledged. “Now, quickly place the explosives at the designated position and arm them.”
Nephilim ducked, and both of them moved under the monstrosity, which, on closer inspection, turned out to be a crawler.
“Hurry,” Nephilim told Adriel, turning her back to him.
Adriel opened her backpack and carefully retrieved the bomb stored inside. It looked like an unspectacular anthracite cube but instead was a highly efficient explosive that would take out both the launcher and a massive amount of robots around it. Which was good—the more they could kill with the blast, the fewer would attack them later.
Adriel placed the device against the bottom of the machine, and its integrated magnetism snapped it in place. A tiny green light appeared on top.
“Wait before arming it,” Metatron said. “Gamma isn’t quite in position yet.”
Nephilim understood. It was crucial that all three bombs were detonated at the same time.
Of course, the Angels had highly sophisticated explosives they could detonate from afar, but Metatron had decided that, on this occasion, that was too risky. An old-fashioned timer was the better choice here. Once activated, it could only be disarmed by a dedicated bomb specialist. And it was unlikely there would be time for this, even if the explosives were detected.
“All teams are ready,” Metatron said after a moment. “Arm the device now.”
Nephilim did. It took less than a second to connect her implant to the bomb and arm it. The tiny green light switched to red.
“Done.”
“Now get out of there and into the safe zone,” Metatron said. “You have ninety seconds.”
“Copy that.”
What sounded like an intensely tight time frame should be no problem for an Angel.
“You heard him,” Nephilim told Adriel. “Move your ass!”
Quickly, they crawled from under the missile launcher and advanced toward the patrolling sentinels. Nephilim stopped for a second, letting her HUD calculate the optimal path. Then she rushed forward, Adriel in tow.
They did the same “dance” as before, skillfully avoiding the sentry bots patrolling around the war machine. After a moment, they were past them and heading toward the rest of the squad, still crouching by the hangar wall.
“We’re done here,” Nephilim informed them, rushing by as fast as her internal system allowed her to move and make minimal noise. “Move!”
In retrospect, it would have been enough to send only Adriel and her inside the hornets’ nest, but Nephilim understood why Metatron had sent a full squad. In case something went wrong. The mission was too important to rely on only two people, no matter how capable they were.
So far, the mission had gone flawlessly. Ghost-like, the team snuck by the robot army standing motionless between the hangars. But it was premature to celebrate.
Just when they reached the end of the hangar, the sensors in Nephilim’s suit reported that something had hit her shoulder. It was water, a tiny drop of it.
Yet everyone in Olympias knew the sub-tropical climate only too well. One drop of rain usually meant that, in a few seconds, all hell would break loose around them.
And it did.
***
“Oh fuck,” Adriel said from right behind her. “I’m afraid…”
But he couldn’t even finish his sentence before he was interrupted by a loud rushing noise. It was almost as if they were standing next to a waterfall.
From one second to the next, they found themselves in the midst of the waterfall. The rain was so heavy that it appeared like a wall of water. What would have made it impossible to see anything for human eyes impaired an Angel’s vision by 50%, which could be crucial in combat.
But the worst thing was that the rain rendered their cloaking useless.
Nephilim and her squad appeared like creatures formed of water as they kept moving forward. Their ghostly appearance wasn’t enough to raise the attention of the robot army parked right behind them, but it was only two seconds before they were detected anyway.
Nephilim’s sensitive, enhanced ears heard a slight humming noise above their heads. She reacted lightning-fast, drew one of her pistols, took aim above her head, and fired. Equipped with a silencer, her gun made almost no noise. The drone above exploded in midair, the sound swallowed by the rain.
Maybe if we’re lucky…
A second later, a shrill alarm sprang on. Perhaps the drone had detected them. Or one of the other teams had been discovered.
“Son of a bitch!” Adriel swore.
“Move, move, move!” Nephilim commanded.
All Angels began sprinting, while behind them, the robot army came to life. A clicking noise went through them like a wave, and when Nephilim looked back, she saw how their eyes were all suddenly illuminated with a crimson red. Quickly, she turned her attention to what was in front of them: the minefield.
Unhindered by the rain, her HUD showed her the red dots on the ground.
But they had other problems. Bullets were flying through the rain, cutting through it like comets through space. Multiple drones had opened fire from above. Two Angels were hit, but the small-caliber projectiles couldn’t penetrate their armor.
Behind them, all the robots had set themselves into motion with frightening speed.
And that wasn’t all. The heavy turrets positioned around the minefields could now see them and began taking aim. The drones from above could hardly cause any damage to the Angels, but the turrets would riddle their bodies with bullets.
“Don’t engage,” Metatron said calmly. “Keep moving. Focus on traversing the minefield unharmed. You’re too fast for the robots to get to you. Delta and Epsilon will take care of the turrets.”
“Copy that,” Nephilim replied, clenching her teeth as several bullets hit her body. The suit absorbed the impact, leaving her vulnerable biological parts unharmed.
From the corner of her eye, she saw one of the massive turrets taking aim at her. Just when she was about to attack it before it could turn her into Swiss cheese, the machine suddenly exploded, shooting a firework into the air that was quickly swallowed by the water plummeting from the sky.
The explosion was followed by several others in proximity. Now that the stealth mission was over, there was no reason to be subtle anymore. Sharpshooters using explosive ammo had taken care of the turrets.
“Stop!” Nephilim commanded her team, spreading her arms.
She had halted right at the edge of the minefield.
“Take a breath. Focus!”
Behind them, thousands of metal feet were making the ground vibrate. It was only a matter of seconds before they opened fire on them. And yet the minefield was the far bigger threat. One wrong step would kill them all.
“Go!”
Instead of walking in a row, the Angels spread next to each other, forming a line. With the precision of machines, they entered the minefield.
Nephilim was hit by more bullets from the drones above but didn’t sustain any damage. Highly focused, she moved gracefully between the red dots. It was too risky to shoot the drones from the sky as long as they were above the mines. Debris could fall down and turn the field into a flaming inferno if the wreckage set off just one mine. Meanwhile, the rain kept pouring down on them with the intensity of a fire hose.
Suddenly, Metatron’s voice sounded over the comms, as sharp as steel: “Leap! Now!”
Nephilim didn’t even think but simply followed the order.
She flexed her artificial muscles at maximum capacity, then jumped forward like an Olympic long jumper. To her left and right, the other Angels did the same. They catapulted themselves through the air over the last part of the minefield, rolling over the ground in an evasive maneuver.
It wasn’t a split second too early as hundreds of bullets whooshed through the air around them as the robot army opened fire. Nephilim stayed unharmed, but she heard groans as two of her people got hit by multiple projectiles—and this time, they were high-caliber bullets.
“Go!” Metatron urged them. “You must reach the safe point before they reach you!”
“Move!” Nephilim yelled at her squad, this time using her voice.
She looked to her left and saw that one Guardian Angel was limping and one was convulsing on the ground.
“Adriel! Help him!” She pointed at the limping man while rushing over to the figure on the ground.
More bullets whooshed through the air, missing her only by inches.
“Neph—” she heard Metatron say over their private channel, but it was too late. She’d already picked up the wounded Angel. The Angel was bleeding and moaning, clearly hit in his bio parts.
His heavy weight was nothing for her, but carrying him slowed her down tremendously. Soon, she wouldn’t be able to keep up with the rest. But she couldn’t just leave a wounded man behind. No chance.
Then she had an idea.
Lightning-fast, she spun around toward the approaching menace that had now reached the minefield. Not surprisingly, the mines hadn’t blown up. They were smart enough to detect a friendly unit.
Carrying the Angel over her shoulder, Nephilim used her free hand to draw her gun. But instead of attacking the robots, she shot the mines.
The first mines she hit simply powered down but didn’t explode. But just when she thought this was a bad idea after all, she got lucky. One of her bullets hit a mine directly in its central core and it exploded—and created a chain reaction.
Nephilim watched with satisfaction as all the robots that had stepped into the minefield were swallowed by a huge fireball. A massive heat wave hit Nephilim, but thanks to her suit, she stayed unharmed.
A second later, another, much bigger explosion shook the ground, and Nephilim saw a huge fireball rising up behind the hangar. Two more followed in the distance.
Nephilim huffed out air in relief. It had worked! They had destroyed the artillery!
“Keep running!” Metatron urged her. “You’re not out of the danger zone!”
She couldn’t agree more, especially since she saw movement in the flames, which were quickly becoming smaller due to the rain. Of course, not all the robots had been destroyed, and the ones that had still been outside the minefield were now pushing past their destroyed comrades with a stoicism only machines had.
Nephilim turned around and kept running, catching up with some of her people, who had waited for her. Two Guardian Angels took their wounded brother in arms from her so she could move faster. They had left the premises of the old airport now and were approaching several industrial buildings from the pre-corporation era. A few moments later, they reached the safe zone.
Nephilim and her team rushed inside a brick building with shattered windows that must have been some sort of factory in the old days. She was grateful to be out of the line of fire—and the rain. The torrential shower had arrived with very unfortunate timing for the Angels, but luckily, they’d still managed to accomplish their objective.
They climbed up a rusty staircase to the second floor, a wide space with more shattered windows. Another squad of Angels was lying low here—Epsilon, Zephaniel’s team. Medics rushed forward to care for the wounded, and Zephaniel approached Nephilim.
“You made it,” he said, and even though he tried to keep his tone neutral, Nephilim could hear a hint of disappointment in his voice.
“Yes, we made it,” she replied, deciding to ignore the First-Archangel’s attitude.
Without stopping, she rushed to the windows, taking cover behind a pillar. From up here, she could see the full extent of the destruction the explosions had created. Three massive fires were burning behind the airport hangars where the missile launchers had been. The fire caused by the exploding minefield had subsided due to the rain, but the blast had caused a sizeable crater. Which was a good thing. It would slow down the enemies.
“They’re not advancing,” she noted, gazing out at the shapes of hundreds of robots.
“They stopped the offensive to reorganize, regroup, and reevaluate their tactics,” Metatron said, addressing all Archangels. “We’ve spoiled their offensive strategy, and now they need a plan B. Excellent work, everyone. What’s the status?”
“Two wounded in my squad, but they should make it,” Nephilim reported.
“One wounded, one dead here,” Dumah said, her voice clearly indicating that she was displeased about the casualty. Not because she pitied her dead team member but because Nephilim had brought all her people back alive.
“Three wounded here,” Uriel said. “Two light and one grave injury. He might not make it.”
“Considering the circumstances, that’s not a bad balance,” Metatron said. “I’d rather not lose anyone at all, but that’s not feasible in this scenario. We’ll lose many more before this is over. Nevertheless, I want each of you to do your best and sustain as few casualties as possible.
“We’ll use the breather to regroup as well. Position your people in the designated spots, keep your drones ready, and check the EMP launchers. Our heavy drones are approaching your position now, ETA two minutes. Every minute their final assault is delayed is good for us. Remember, our reinforcements are inbound. Now get ready!”
“Yes, High-Archangel,” they all replied.
Zephaniel went to regroup and reposition his people without giving Nephilim another glance. She wondered if he would have her back if it ever became necessary. Probably not. He’d be happy if she died. She wouldn’t give him that pleasure.
As she walked back to Adriel, who was waiting for her near the entrance, she expected Metatron to say something, to scold her for taking an extra risk.
But he remained silent.




Chapter Sixteen
Reevaluation
Jake entered HQ and hurried along the corridor toward the conference room. He’d barely had two hours of sleep and felt on edge.
Surprisingly, the sex had been exactly what he’d needed. Once at home, he’d taken a shower, went straight to bed, and slept like a log. He couldn’t remember when he’d last fallen asleep so easily. No thoughts tormented him, no doubts, no fears. He just felt content with himself for once.
But only two hours later came the bad awakening. An urgent call from HQ summoning him immediately. Apparently, something had gone horribly wrong, and Jake felt pretty certain about what it was. After all, he’d revealed their attack plans to Nephilim, and it was clear that she would make use of it. He couldn’t blame her for that. And he didn’t really care. Everything had become pointless at the moment when she’d refused to come with him.
However, if anyone found out that he’d revealed Rosprom’s plans to the enemy, he would hang. And he sure as hell didn’t want that. He’d have to improvise and find someone else to blame, and he already had a pretty clear idea of whom. All he had to do was keep his shit together and stay cool.
When he entered the conference room, several people were already there, drinking tea. Nadolny and his officers greeted Jake politely. Kristina was also there, perfectly dressed and groomed as always, and if anything about her encounter with Jake bothered her, she didn’t show it.
Of course she didn’t. She was a stone-cold pro, the snitch who would place the noose around his neck.
Her bright blue eyes sought contact with his as he entered, but he looked the other way. He didn’t have time for such games now. Especially considering who else was joining the meeting.
A holo screen was projected over the huge conference table, showing two faces that looked anything but amused.
“Good morning,” Jake said, sitting down. “What happened? Wasn’t the attack scheduled in four hours?”
“That is correct, Major,” one of the men on the holo screen said sourly. “But the Guardian Angels didn’t get the memo.”
The speaker was a handsome man in his forties with sharp features, high cheekbones, and a blond mustache. Commander Philippov was in charge of the offensive army. Like Kristina, he was a protégé of General Orlov and reported directly to him. Jake didn’t trust him, but their paths hadn’t crossed too often. The RRS only delivered the data and intel, preparing the offensive from within Olympias. They weren’t soldiers and therefore had little say in the military offensive.
The other man on the screen was hardly even recognizable as such. M-1534 was a high-ranking officer of Rosprom’s Cybernetic Special Unit, the Kiber Specnaz, commonly referred to as synths. Mechanical parts were visible on his arms and chest, parts of his face were metal, and while one eye appeared rudimentarily human, the other was a reddish glowing machine eye.
The synths were the European counterpart of the Guardian Angels. Barely human anymore, they were heavily augmented yet lacked the Angels’ spectacular abilities and grace. Despite Rosprom’s best efforts, the synths wouldn’t stand a chance in a direct confrontation with the Guardian Angels. The only reason they’d been brought along was to support Rosprom’s vast AI and mechanical troops.
While the Angels could easily blend in and patrol the streets of Olympias City, the synths were monstrosities straight from a body-horror nightmare. They couldn’t be let out in public without creating a panic, which was fine with them. Stripped of most of their biological body parts, the synths had no sex drive, hunger, or thirst. When they needed to recharge, they simply went into sleep mode.
Usually, they didn’t speak much and communicated with each other using a highly sophisticated machine language.
“So, what happened?” Jake asked again, his patience paper-thin. He was in urgent need of a strong coffee.
“We were attacked,” Philippov said. “The Guardian Angels used their stealth gear to sneak into our encampment and destroy the artillery.”
Wow, Jake thought.
Even though he shouldn’t have been, he was surprised at how quickly and efficiently the Angels had counterattacked. Or rather, preventively.
He didn’t show any of those feelings on his face, though. Instead, he pretended he was entirely taken by surprise and anger.
“I thought we had security measures in place?” he asked, although he knew only too well that they had nothing that could detect the Angels when in stealth mode. Nothing but…
He looked out the window to see it was still raining heavily, the water diffusing the endless city lights outside.
“We did,” the commander replied, irritated. “But it didn’t stop them. If it weren’t for the rain, we wouldn’t have detected them at all. All we could have done was watch the fireworks they left behind. Somehow, they found us and decided to attack first, which was an excellent plan. I have to give them credit for that.”
“So, what now? Are we aborting the offensive?”
That would be too good to be true. But Jake’s hope was shattered immediately.
“Of course not,” Philippov said. “The artillery was mostly meant to lure them out and lead them to us anyway. Now that they’re here, we may as well proceed and destroy them. We—”
He stopped in the middle of the sentence and pointed at his ear, indicating he was receiving a call. Contrary to the RRS spies, Rosprom’s military personnel were generously augmented.
Everyone waited in silence, and Jake used the short break to have Wilczek, one of his assistants, bring him a coffee.
Philippov’s face took on a surprised expression. “We just received a message,” he said.
“From whom?” Jake asked.
This guy loved creating suspense. Something Jake wasn’t in the mood for at all.
“I think it’ll be easiest if I share it with you.”
The image on the holo screen changed. Philippov’s face disappeared, replaced by someone no one in the room had expected to see: Metatron.
“Greetings,” he said in his typically calm, slightly condescending tone. Seeing him and hearing him speak brought acid into Jake’s stomach.
“My name is Metatron, and I’m the High-Archangel of Olympias,” Metatron said, introducing himself in a falsely polite tone. In truth, he was mocking them. He knew that they knew only too well who he was. It was a prerecorded message, so he didn’t wait for an answer.
“I must say that I’m truly impressed by the logistics Rosprom set in motion just to get to us. However, if you believed victory was yours, I’m afraid I have some bad news. One of your own people has betrayed you and sold your plans to us. We know everything, and we are prepared.”
He stopped, breaking into one of his characteristically thin smiles. Jake needed all his self-control not to show any emotion.
Metatron knew. Of course he did! Nephilim had told him that she and Jake had met and about Rosprom’s plans. If Metatron dropped his name now, this would be the end for him. Even a master of lies and deceit like Jake wouldn’t be able to talk himself out of this. He gritted his teeth, holding his breath.
“Your plan has failed,” Metatron said after a moment that had seemed endless to Jake passed. “Olympias’ defense systems are up and running. They will crush your offensive if you decide to continue and advance your troops closer to our city. Let this be a warning to you.”
Again he paused for a second, looking into the camera sternly, his uncanny eyes seemingly piercing everyone in the room. Jake clenched his fists.
“However, I’m sending this message to offer a truce. Why waste resources on both sides? Our robotic armies will destroy each other, and the Guardian Angels will hunt down every Kiber Specnaz and officer on site. Both sides will suffer losses. I’m offering you a conditional withdrawal, a free retreat. We will let you leave in peace and refrain from attacking you if you abort your mission. You have my word. Consider my offer seriously. If you choose to fight, you will be destroyed.”
Metatron gave his audience one more of his cold smiles, then the message was over, and the face of the man Jake hated most in the world vanished.
He had to consciously avoid sighing with relief or showing any other signs of distress. It took Jake a moment to realize he’d gotten away with it. But why? Why had Metatron not revealed his name?
It didn’t matter. Jake was more determined than ever to kill the bastard as soon as he got the chance. The High-Archangel had made a mistake by not revealing him. Jake would repay him by killing him extra slowly.
The agents in the room exchanged insecure looks, and some murmured quietly with each other. Jake ignored them. Instead, he quickly got a grip of himself and focused.
“Go and check in with our hackers,” he told Nadolny. “We must know if he’s telling the truth.”
Nadolny nodded and quickly left the room.
Glancing up, Jake caught a strange look from Kristina. Again, he wondered if she knew anything about him and Nephilim. If she did, this would be the perfect time for her to play that card.
I should have killed her instead of fucking her.
The thought was disturbing, and Jake wondered about himself for a short moment. But then he focused on more urgent matters. Luckily, Kristina kept her mouth shut. Maybe she was waiting to play the card another time, or maybe she simply didn’t know anything.
“What do you think, Major Sobieski?” Commander Philippov, back on the screen, was piercing Jake with his naturally blue eyes. “Is he telling the truth? Have they compromised our plans?”
“No,” Jake replied calmly. “He’s bluffing. Olympias’ defenses are disabled. The Angels are on their own, exactly as planned.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“I am,” Jake said firmly.
Now he was bluffing. In fact, he didn’t know if the defenses were down. Maybe the Angels had been able to reset them once they’d learned that they were down. But if he wanted to divert suspicion away from him, he needed to play this cool and self-confident.
At that moment, Nadolny appeared in the doorway, giving a thumbs-up. Again, Jake could hardly stop himself from sighing with relief. He noticed something dripping down his back and realized he was sweating.
“So you think our troops will only face the Guardian Angels?” Philippov asked.
“I’m certain,” Jake said. “You can continue the offensive as planned.”
“It’s time to unleash the Goliath,” the synth chimed in for the first time. His voice sounded like an uncanny mixture of human and machine. It gave Jake the creeps every time he heard it.
“I’ll have to consult the High Command in Moscow first,” Philippov decided. “Major Sobieski, what was he talking about? Do we have a traitor in our midst?”
“No,” Jake said. “I can vouch for all my people. He’s bluffing. He’s lying. That’s what they do.”
And he’s stalling us.
Metatron’s little charade had only one goal, and that was to delay the assault as much as possible. Every extra minute gave the Angels more time to prepare. It was clever. Even Jake had to admit that.
But it wouldn’t help them much. Even if the next phase of the attack was delayed by an hour, it wouldn’t change the outcome. Unless the old bastard had something no one knew about up his sleeve.
Jake felt torn. On the one hand, he didn’t want Rosprom’s troops to succeed. Chances were high that would get Nephilim killed. But on the other hand, this operation had to be a success if he wanted to save his own skin.
“We will establish a safe connection with the homeland and let you know the High Command’s decision,” Philippov said. “In approximately one hour.”
He ended the call, and he and the synth vanished.
Jake hated himself. For everything he was and what he’d done.
“Should we evacuate, Major?” Nadolny asked, ripping Jake from his self-pity.
“Why should we? Victory will be ours.”
“Yes, of course,” the lieutenant said quickly. “But just in case there’s a leak, he or she might sell out our position, and—”
“There is no leak!” Jake said, sharper than he’d intended. “Metatron was bluffing. They’ve been lucky, that’s all. One of their surveillance drones managed to discover our troops.”
“Yes, Major.”
How ironic that, of all the people in this room, Jake was the traitor.
From the corner of his eye, he could see that Kristina Komarova was watching him. He turned his head and gave her that smile that always worked on women. She smiled back.
***
Mystify, mislead, and surprise the enemy, Metatron thought with a smirk. All warfare is based on deception.[3]
The trick he’d just played on Rosprom was as old as warfare itself, but it never got old.
The enemy had been cocksure of their superiority, believing that Olympias was an overripe grape waiting to be harvested. And they weren’t wrong about that. The accomplishment of keeping an army of this size hidden from Olympias’ security systems and the Guardian Angels for who knew how long was more than impressive. And rendering the city defenseless by exploiting the greed and arrogance of one of its leaders had been a perfectly executed ploy.
Their leadership and army command must have already been sensing the sweet taste of victory when the Angels’ assault on their artillery had arrived, completely out of the blue, disturbing their plan of attack. It had been the perfect time for Metatron to play his card.
Of course, the Rosprom leadership wasn’t stupid and would quickly realize that he was bluffing, then proceed with the invasion. But the High-Archangel hadn’t sent them the message to convince them to leave. All he wanted was to stall them, to play for time. Every minute they didn’t attack raised the Angels’ chances of victory.
Metatron assumed he’d bought them at least thirty minutes, if not more. It wasn’t enough for the reinforcements to arrive, but his people wouldn’t have to hold the line for as long. And every minute Rosprom delayed its major strike saved Angels’ lives.
He stood in the control room, one hand behind his back and a cup of coffee in the other. His eyes watched the data displayed on the many holo screens, which threw greenish light onto his pale face and made it appear ghostly. Meanwhile, his mind processed the data he received from recon drones in real-time and the reports coming in from his Angels in the field.
And, of course, he was watching through Nephilim’s eyes. Keeping her safe was his number one priority.
He was so proud of her and also grateful that she hadn’t hesitated to share the information she’d acquired from Jake. The Rosprom spy had involuntarily saved many Angel lives and severely threatened his people’s mission.
It would have been easy to finish off this potential rival by revealing that he had sold Rosprom’s plans to the Angels. Metatron had been very tempted to do so yet decided otherwise at the last moment. Instead, he’d made it clear to Jake that he knew and could crush him at any time by revealing this information. Who knew, the Rosprom spy might prove useful in the future. He was undoubtedly a more valuable asset alive than dead. And he wasn’t really a rival either. Nephilim had proven her loyalty and showed who she wanted to be with more than once. It was time to put the past to rest.
Metatron took a sip of coffee and watched the footage from the recon drones. The Rosprom army was still frozen while the leadership decided what to do. The rain was subsiding, too, and the very first glimmers of dawn were beginning to show on the horizon.
And yet something was niggling at him. An unpleasant feeling, a hunch, a premonition. Something wasn’t right. Something would happen. Something he hadn’t anticipated.
Over his long life, Metatron had learned to listen to such hunches. Not that he believed in premonitions or anything supernatural. But he did believe in instinct. There had been times in his life when he’d ignored his instinct, and he’d always paid for it.
Not this time.
The Angels working in the control room exchanged puzzled looks as they watched the High-Archangel suddenly leave the room in a hurry.
***
Rain was still dripping down Nephilim’s face, but it was getting less heavy by the minute, which she was grateful for. It not only made it impossible for the Angels to cloak but also impaired their sight. And for the battle to come, they all needed to function at the highest capacity.
Nephilim was lying on her stomach on the rim of the roof of the production hall to which her and Zephaniel’s teams had been assigned. She was holding binoculars to her eyes, watching the enemy camp. Although her eyes could see much further and sharper than human eyes, they had their limits.
Nephilim tried to spot any movement behind the hangars, but she couldn’t see anything. All she saw were the combat bots standing in rows, stoically waiting to be activated and set into motion against the enemy. They had retreated behind the crater that used to be the minefield. A smart move by whoever was commanding the troops.
They had been standing like that for almost an hour now. Even though Nephilim knew only too well that every minute they didn’t attack made their chances of survival higher, it was still unnerving.
She would rather kick some ass out there than sit here and wait.
But Metatron had given them strict orders not to engage the hostiles and wait before attacking, and all the Angels would follow his wishes.
“Why are they not attacking?” Nephilim asked Metatron over the channel the two of them shared.
“They’re waiting for their command in Moscow to reevaluate and give the order,” he replied after a moment.
Nephilim knew he was busy, but it still felt good to hear his voice. The sound alone soothed her and gave her confidence.
“How do you know that?”
“Because I sent them a message claiming we’ve reactivated Olympias’ defenses. I assume they passed it on to their command to let them decide what to do next.”
Nephilim smiled. “All warfare is based on deception.”
“Indeed.”
“Do you think they will retreat?”
“No. We’re not that lucky. They will attack us for sure.”
“But every minute they hesitate is good for us.”
“Precisely.”
“When will reinforcements arrive?”
“ETA minus fifty minutes.”
Nephilim bit her lip. It would be a close call. Hopefully Rosprom’s leadership wouldn’t make a decision too soon.
“Whatever it is they want to throw at us, I think they’re hiding it in the hangars,” she said after a moment of silence. “It’s impossible for us to scan inside. They’re using their best stealth tech there.”
“That’s very likely,” Metatron replied. “And whatever it is, it’ll be very ugly.”
“We’re ready,” she said with determination.
“Nephilim,” he said slowly. “We might lose today. I told you that. When I give you the order to get yourself to safety, I want you to follow it. Do you understand?”
“You want me to run?” she said in disbelief. “But where to?”
“An aircraft will be waiting for you right behind the safe zone. It will take you to Olympias III. You will rebuild the corps from there.”
“And you?”
He remained silent for a moment before he replied. “A captain doesn’t leave a sinking ship.”
“Then I’m not going anywhere either,” she said stubbornly.
Metatron sighed. “Nephilim, you—”
But he never got the chance to finish their argument. Suddenly, the robot army set itself in motion, and the Angels’ last stand began.




Chapter Seventeen
Last Stand
Nephilim had been expecting the robots to attack at any minute, yet the assault still caught her by surprise. Instead of slowly powering up and marching toward the target, the machines sprang to life from one moment to the next and charged forward at high speed.
While the first rows began crossing the trench, more of them appeared at the rear—many more.
Thousands of them.
“Fuck me,” Adriel whispered next to Nephilim. “Do you see that, Neph?”
She did. And she didn’t like it at all.
The smaller robots were not much more than a diversion, cannon fodder. Behind them came their bigger brothers. Ten feet high, heavily armored, and equipped with two cannons instead of arms.
As soon as they got closer, the robots opened fire, and Nephilim and Adriel ducked behind the parapet on the roof.
“Wait for them to advance closer before opening fire,” Metatron commanded all troops. “Prepare EMPs.”
Suddenly, Nephilim was hit by a bullet in the back. Again, the high-tech suit absorbed most of the devastating kinetic energy and her sensors only indicated minimal damage—but it still hurt. No doubt it would leave a massive hematoma.
She lifted her head and saw hostile drones attacking from above. Like a swarm of mid-sized birds, they’d descended from a great height and instantly opened fire.
Many Angels were hit, but others managed to dodge-roll out of the line of fire. Half of the squads were spread around their designated buildings’ upper floors and were therefore safe from attacks from above.
But Metatron had been expecting such a move and had prepared countermeasures. A swarm of pitch-black drones appeared out of stealth right behind the buildings the Angels had chosen as their base.
Fully automated and powered by sophisticated AI, they shot forward, engaging the hostile swarm like birds of prey. Although the city’s defenses with its robots and drones were disabled, these belonged to the Angels’ personal arsenal. Debris began falling down around Nephilim and the others on the roof as a battle in the sky started high above their heads.
But the small, agile drones weren’t the only ones the High-Archangel had dispatched to support his cyborgs. Three massive black combat drones appeared, hovering behind the rally point. These were heavily armored and armed war machines, each almost the size of a small jet. They were equipped with machine guns and rocket launchers and were devastating weapons.
Yet these were nowhere near enough against what the enemy had brought along, as they would soon find out.
“Fire!” Metatron commanded.
With the attackers in the sky taken care of, Nephilim and the others were free to focus on the approaching horde. She took aim with both her pistols and opened fire on the robots.
Precision was the Angels’ weapon of choice, which was why they’d waited until the enemy bots had got really quite close. Every shot was a hit and a deadly headshot.
Like broken toy soldiers, the first rows of the machines began falling. Meanwhile, above them, the heavy drones launched their grenades. Robot parts flew like wood chips in all directions as the rockets exploded in huge fireballs in their midst.
The numbers of the attacking machines quickly began shrinking, but Nephilim could see more coming from behind. Bigger, better-armored ones… and…
“Fuck,” she mumbled, then she opened a channel to Metatron. “Can you see them?”
“I can,” he replied.
“So this is what they were hiding.”
“Yes,” he said, then he addressed all Angels. “All units. Do not use EMPs just yet. Wait for my signal. They have battle mechs. We will use our EMP weapons on those.”
“Shit, Neph,” Adriel said next to her. “Those fuckers are massive!”
“You heard the High-Archangel,” she replied with the same confident tone that Metatron used on the troops. “Focus on the small guys for now.”
Two of her bullets hit individual robots in the head as she spoke, making them explode, the sparks and fumes swallowed by the mayhem around them.
As they approached, she studied the menacing war machines more closely. The mechs were fifteen feet high and humanoid, with multiple heavy machine guns and rocket launchers equipped to their shoulders. Monstrosities, a frightening sight even for an Angel. She focused her scan on one of them and saw that it was piloted by a human, or rather something rudimentarily human: a synth.
Still firing at the approaching horde, she performed a deeper scan on one of the mechs. It was heavily plated. Ordinary bullets wouldn’t be able to damage it, even high-caliber ones. They would have to be brought down with rockets. Her HUD marked potential weak spots in red.
Then Nephilim saw something that made her blood run cold.
“Metatron…”
“I see it,” he replied. “We’ll need a change of plan.”
If Nephilim’s readings were correct, and there was no reason to believe otherwise, then those metal monsters had shields similar to what she and the other Angels used against EMP attacks.
The Angels’ drones had destroyed their opponents, but their numbers had been severely diminished. They engaged the hostiles on the ground, but the three huge ones stayed behind. Metatron evidently wanted to use them against the mechs.
Meanwhile, the big robots had arrived at the frontline. These were already proving much more difficult to destroy. The drones engaged them but were shot down quickly. Ordinary bullets were repelled by the plating. Nephilim knew the best way to engage them would be in close combat, but with the mechs approaching right behind, that would be very risky.
“Angels who have ground-operated drones, get ready,” Metatron addressed the whole army after a moment of contemplation. “Arm your drones with EMP explosives. Everyone else, engage the heavy combat bots with EMP grenades. Now!”
Nephilim smiled. She knew what the High-Archangel was planning to do. He would turn the Angels’ personal drones into suicide bombs.
A hail of high-caliber bullets destroyed the cover she was crouching behind. She leaped out of harm’s way just in time and crouched behind a massive brick chimney. It would soon be time to abandon this place and retreat inside.
Multiple rockets were launched from several spots on the roofs into the advancing heavy robots. Instead of detonating in a fireball like ordinary grenades, these explosives created an EMP blast on impact. The charges in those projectiles were so strong that they could fry two or three heavy units at a time—and they did. Wherever the blue electricity spider web engulfed the machines, they immediately stopped working. Some simply froze in their tracks, while others began trembling erratically and tumbled to the ground. Others exploded.
The remaining robots stopped their advance but kept firing at the defenders, their heavy barrage taking a toll on the old buildings. Nephilim understood the tactic. The robots were waiting for the mechs to catch up and shield them from the EMP blasts.
“Son of a bitch,” Nephilim murmured. The Rosprom commanders knew what they were doing.
“Never said it would be easy, did I?” Metatron said.
It took Nephilim a moment to realize she wasn’t hearing him over the comms channel. She’d heard his actual voice.
Nephilim spun around.
Metatron was standing on the roof behind her, his unique combat suit shimmering like black chitin in the early morning light.
“Metatron,” she said, baffled. “What are you doing here?”
With his typical speed, he charged forward and into cover next to her. Then he looked at her and smirked.
“I jumped from a plane.” Before she could say anything, he added more seriously, “This is the most important battle in our corps’ history. What kind of commander would I be if I hid in a bunker?”
She didn’t reply. Instead, she pressed her lips to his. For a moment, they both ignored that a war was raging around them; shots, explosions, and destruction all became irrelevant. Nephilim knew that, in truth, he had come here for her.
Actions, not words.
Finally, he stopped the kiss, yet he kept looking at her.
“All units, dispatch ground drones now,” she heard him say over the comm.
Lifting her head, she saw that the robots had advanced. Then she saw a spark. One of the mechs had fired a rocket.
“Incoming!” Metatron called out. “Beta team, take cover!”
The rocket shot forward with such speed that it was impossible to intercept. It wasn’t aimed at the building Nephilim’s team was in but instead at the building next door, where Beta and Gamma had taken up position. The rocket crashed through the old windows and detonated inside. A huge fireball erupted from within, like a flaming mushroom.
For a brief moment, Nephilim saw a painful expression flash over Metatron’s face, and she knew there had been casualties.
Yet he didn’t waste any time.
“All units, barrage fire! We need as many drones as possible to reach their goal!”
Nephilim followed the order, leaned out of cover, and opened fire on the approaching metal army. A hail of bullets hit the attackers but hardly did any damage.
Meanwhile, the Angels’ own mechanical army approached the enemy. More than a hundred metallic creatures of various designs. Most never reached their goal and were shot down by the enemy, their EMP load exploding in blue balls of electricity.
But some reached their targets.
An EMP explosion hit several robots when a mechanical spider crawled between them and detonated. A scorpion avoided being shot down, running in zig zags, then exploded right under the feet of one of the mechs.
Instantly, the war machine was engulfed by a spiderweb of blue electricity, which spread from its limbs to its head. The monstrosity staggered and collapsed, falling on the mech next to it. The electricity spread onto the second machine, which lost its balance under the weight of its comrade. Both fell to the ground, where they remained twitching.
“Woohoo!” Adriel, who had piloted the scorpion, called out. “Take that, motherfucker!”
Three more drones managed to break through and brought down several robots and another mech. That left only five, surrounded by countless robots.
They responded by firing another rocket, but this time, the heavy drones reacted in time and shot it down before it could hit its target.
“They’ll keep bombarding us,” Metatron said. “We’ll have to go down there if we want a chance of winning.”
Nephilim nodded. “How long until reinforcements arrive?”
“Seventeen minutes.”
Nephilim swore. Still so long! In a situation where seconds could decide their fate, seventeen minutes was an eternity.
But things were about to become much worse.
Suddenly, Metatron’s face took on an expression of disbelief—and horror. Something Nephilim would never have believed she would see on the High-Archangel’s face.
She followed his line of sight, and her jaw dropped. Until now, the enemy mechs on the field had been the biggest ones she had ever seen. Olympias had nothing comparable.
Compared to what was approaching now, they were outright tiny.
Breaking through the roof of one of the hangars came their big brother.
The Guardian Angels were the toughest warriors in history. Hardly anything could scare or discomfort them. And yet, all of a sudden, they froze and stared in shock like little children.
What broke through the roof of the hangar as if it were made of cardboard was another mech. But this one was almost sixty feet high.
Unlike the smaller ones, this didn’t have a humanoid shape but rather reminded Nephilim of a giant metal bird. It stood on two sturdy legs, each with three claw-like stabilizers. Instead of arms, it had two massive cannons and multiple rocket launchers mounted on its top. Nephilim had only time to scan it briefly, but she saw that the plating on this thing was practically impenetrable. Like the smaller ones, this one was piloted by two synths, who sat in a well-shielded cockpit.
Metatron scanned the new enemy, too, and reacted instantly.
“Retreat!” he called. “All units abort—NOW!”
His face was alarmed as he looked at Nephilim.
“Move!” he urged her.
Then they ran. Both of them together, followed by Adriel and all the other Angels on the roof. They sprinted to the opposite side of the building, then leaped down.
Not one second too early. The giant mech fired multiple rockets, and so did its smaller counterparts. A coordinated attack aimed as a death strike against the Angels in their “safe zone.”
As she descended, Nephilim saw from the corner of her eye that the squads located on the other buildings were also leaping to safety. Meanwhile, below and next to them, the Angels inside the buildings broke through the windows.
Even before Nephilim touched the ground, she felt the massive heatwave of the explosion behind them as the rockets hit all three buildings at the same time. Glass and other debris began raining around them as they hit the ground.
“Keep running! Take cover!” Metatron commanded all units.
Behind them, the buildings were swallowed in a massive fireball. The rockets the giant mech had fired weren’t just explosives. It was napalm. Any Angel in those buildings would have died if Metatron hadn’t evacuated at the very last second.
At Metatron’s side, Nephilim sprinted forward before they took cover behind the next building, which, by the look of it, was an old warehouse.
“Regroup!” Metatron commanded. “Prepare for an assault. They’ll come after us. Our only chance is engaging them in urban warfare!”
Now would be a fantastic time for the cavalry to arrive, Nephilim thought.
But she knew they wouldn’t. She and the other Angels had to stay alive for another fifteen minutes. And if it weren’t for Metatron, they’d all be dead.
Urban warfare was the Angels’ specialty. They trained in it for many years during their education. In fact, the abandoned cities from the pre-corporate era that they used as training facilities looked very similar to the area they were in now. The difference was that no training could prepare them to face a sixty-foot-tall robot firing incendiary rockets.
“Status,” Metatron said, peeking around the corner.
Nephilim consulted her HUD and was relieved to report that everyone on her team was still alive and standing. Apart from minor injuries, they’d all escaped the assault.
But the other Archangels reported heavy losses. Not everyone had made it out in time, mostly those already wounded and their brothers in arms who had tried to help them evacuate.
Metatron clenched his jaw as he listened to the report, then he turned his head and looked Nephilim in the eye.
“You should go,” he said over their private comms channel. “The aircraft is waiting less than half a mile away. I’ll mark the location on your HUD.”
“No,” she replied firmly. “I’m not leaving our people behind. And I’ll never leave you behind.”
“Nephilim—”
“No.”
He looked at her for a moment, then sighed. “Fine.”
Nephilim knew she was disobeying a direct order from the High-Archangel, but she didn’t care. If they couldn’t win this, then nothing would matter anyway. She knew he’d come to take her place, and she wouldn’t have it.
“If this is our last stand, then we stand together,” she whispered.
A tender smile flashed over his face, then it took on a focused expression as he calculated their next steps.
And suddenly, Nephilim understood why close relationships were forbidden between Angels. Anything beyond casual sex was highly frowned upon in Olympias, but for Angels, it was a cardinal sin—and for good reason. Because of situations like this. Metatron, of all people, knew that, of course, yet here they were.
With the upper hand now, the enemy pursued them. Nephilim’s scan showed her that the robots were charging forward while the mechs came behind them with the colossal monster in tow. The tactic was clear. The robots were supposed to flush the Angels out so the heavy war machines could eliminate them.
“Spread out in groups of ten,” Metatron commanded. “Stay on the move and make it difficult for them to hit you with rockets and grenades. Beta and Gamma, flank them.”
He paused for a second before he continued. “We’ll assault them in close combat. They’ll expect us to hide like rats, but that’s not what we’re like. We’re Guardian Angels. We’re made to protect and destroy. Today, we protect each other and destroy the enemy. Custodio et mortifico!”
Nephilim held her breath. It was a bold move, but Metatron was right. When it came to flight or fight, the Angels would always choose to fight. Watching the enemies approach, she slowly extended her blades, readying herself.
“Cloak,” Metatron commanded, and like specters, all the Angels disappeared at once. Luckily, it had stopped raining, or they wouldn’t have had any chance at all.
“Strike!”
Like an army from another dimension, the Angels charged forward, engaging the approaching robot troops. The AI soldiers were each a head taller than the average Angel and heavily armored. Their plating was almost impenetrable against bullets, but not against the Angel blades. Nephilim and her kind had been trained to combat robots since childhood, and they knew exactly how to exploit their weak spots.
Following Metatron, Nephilim leaped right in between the war machines. Her maximum attack speed gave her immense power and kinetic energy. Using her momentum, she sliced the first robot into shreds, deliberately attacking its joints and the back of its head.
Smoking and sparking, the machine sank to the ground, but before it could even hit it, Nephilim had decapitated the machine walking behind it. Like a whirlwind, she slashed through the sea of metal that approached like an iron tsunami. Metatron stayed right next to her, guarding her back while at the same time causing frightening damage to his artificial enemies.
Metatron’s tactic was working.
For a minute, the machines simply kept marching stoically; unable to see or locate the invisible attackers, they didn’t know what else to do. It took the human command behind their actions a moment to adjust to the new situation. Clearly, they hadn’t anticipated such a bold move.
Before the machines stopped and took up defensive positions, the Angels had destroyed hundreds of them.
“Cover me!” Metatron addressed Nephilim over their channel.
She instantly stopped engaging the machines around her, spun, and followed him. Like shadowy dancers, they moved deeper inside the hostile army. Nephilim saw what Metatron wanted to do. He was aiming for one of the smaller mechs that stood a bit further away, protected by the AI soldiers.
With spectacular agility even for an Angel, he maneuvered around the metal bodies and Nephilim did the same, understanding that he wanted them to stay unnoticed. On her HUD, Nephilim saw his figure in shimmering blue. To avoid friendly damage, the Angels were able to see each other. To Nephilim, it seemed as if neon blue ghosts were slicing through the black metal menace.
Metatron’s silhouette halted, and he retrieved something from his pocket. He was very close to the mech now, which made him appear tiny in comparison. He ducked, pirouetting between two robots, then he was directly under the mech. Nephilim understood.
Metatron held an EMP grenade in his hand. The grenades had two modes. They could be thrown like ordinary grenades and explode on impact, or they could be attached to something metallic through integrated magnetism. The High-Archangel did exactly that. He placed the grenade against the mech’s leg, then instantly leaped away. In less than a second, he was next to Nephilim and out of the blast radius.
The grenade exploded, engulfing the mech and the robots surrounding it in blue lightning. But Nephilim and Metatron didn’t give themselves the time to watch the spectacle of the machine and its pilot being fried by the EMP. Instead, they began slashing through the horde again.
Only now did the Rosprom command fully understand what was happening and give the hostile army new orders.
The robots stopped their advance and instead took up semi-circle positions to protect each other from the invisible whirlwinds.
One of the mechs shot something into the air. At first, Nephilim thought it was another rocket, but instead, it was a grenade that exploded in midair above them. Several more followed, and thick black smoke began spreading rapidly.
“Shit,” Nephilim said. The enemy evidently wasn’t stupid and had taken countermeasures against the Angels’ stealth.
Suddenly, smoky shapes became visible everywhere on the battlefield.
“Retreat!” Metatron commanded. “Find cover!”
That was easier said than done. The robots around Nephilim could see her again now, and they opened fire. She chopped off the heads of the two closest to her, then quickly followed Metatron, who was fighting his way out of the crowd.
Suddenly a massive explosion made the ground under her feet vibrate. Nephilim turned her head and saw that the big mech had closed in and was now firing into the crowd, uncaring of friendly fire.
One rocket exploded two hundred feet away from Nephilim and Metatron’s position, melting robots and Angels alike. Luckily, this time, it wasn’t a napalm bomb but “only” a regular rocket.
Nephilim bit her lip, despair and anger filling her heart.
That giant thing had to go if they wanted a chance of survival. But how? How did one fight something so huge, so strong, so heavily plated? It must have a weak spot somewhere.
She and Metatron reached the edge of the robot army and Nephilim stopped for a second, studying the monstrosity closer as it approached, its feet smashing everything that wasn’t fast enough to get away to a pulp.
The pilots were the weak spot. The mech wouldn’t function if they were dead. Killing them would cripple their whole offensive.
Suddenly, Nephilim had an idea.
“Nephilim!” Metatron yelled, yanking her out of her contemplations. She’d only stopped for a second, but that had been enough.
“Watch out!”
Then everything happened so incredibly fast that it was over in the blink of an eye.
Turning around, she saw Metatron leaping forward. Then she saw the rocket. It was heading right at her.
Metatron crashed into her with the speed of a sports car, a speed that would have killed her instantly if she were human. Due to his incredible momentum, they were both catapulted almost thirty feet away. They crashed to the ground, he on top of her. The impact was so massive that it robbed Nephilim of her breath and made her dizzy.
A split second later came the explosion.
The rocket hit the ground exactly where she’d been standing only a fraction of a second ago. It was thirty feet away, yet that wasn’t enough.
Nephilim couldn’t see anything, but she could feel Metatron pressing his face against hers, wrapping his arms around her head protectively.
Then the heat wave hit them, and Nephilim blacked out.
***
Reboot complete.


When the system brought her back online, Nephilim knew she’d only passed out for three seconds.
Every Angel had an emergency shutdown implemented in their bodies. If they were exposed to excessive heat, everything would power down to avoid their cybernetics and biological parts overheating.


All systems operational. Muscle integrity at 90%.


In other words, she was unharmed.
Slowly, she opened her eyes and saw that everything around her was scorched.
Metatron was lying on top of her, motionless, his face on her shoulder.
Only then Nephilim did remember what had happened.
The rocket. Metatron had saved her life. Not only had he pushed her out of the explosion’s radius, but he’d also shielded her from the blast with his own body.
Horror struck Nephilim as she saw that his body was way too hot. She smelled burned flesh, plastic, and chemicals. She wrapped her hands around him and felt the heat evaporating from his suit. It had been designed to absorb most of the damage a blast could cause, but had it been enough?
Fear paralyzed Nephilim, threatening to suffocate her. For a moment, she didn’t care that there was a war raging around them. If he was dead, she would just stay there and never move again.
But then he slowly lifted his head, and Nephilim almost screamed with relief because he lived.
Yet her blood froze when she saw his face, despite the heat around them. It was white like freshly fallen snow… not human, doll-like.
Moisture was dripping down his cheeks. For a second, she thought that he was crying, which would have been impossible. Instead, it was blood.
Blood was dripping from his eyes.
“Nephilim,” he said softly, and with great effort. “Are you alright?”
“Yes,” she said. “And you?”
“I am.”
Never before had she seen him lie so badly, and it scared her to death. He must be suffering from heavy internal damage.
Suddenly, enemies began closing in all around them. But before they could attack, figures moving so fast that they could be barely seen with the naked eye charged the machines and cut them into shreds.
“Neph!” Adriel yelled, then fell to his knees next to her and Metatron, terror displayed all over his face. “High-Archangel…”
“We’re alright,” Metatron said, sitting up. “We must—”
But he couldn’t finish his sentence as his body suddenly started spasming, blood running from his mouth.
“Medics!” Nephilim yelled, using all her strength of will to make her voice sound steady while simultaneously holding Metatron and preventing him from collapsing.
A decision formed in her head. Instead of being scared to death and sinking into despair, she decided to fight.
Nephilim pressed her face against Metatron’s.
“I love you,” she whispered in his ear. “Don’t you die on me.”
He couldn’t reply but closed his hand around hers. For a second, they remained like this, then Nephilim took control.
“Adriel!” she commanded. “Take care of the High-Archangel. Protect him with your life. I’m giving you command over Alpha squad. You will evacuate. There’s an aircraft waiting less than half a mile from here. Get him there at any cost, understood?”
“Yes, Archangel,” he replied.
Two medics arrived and gently took Metatron from Nephilim while the rest of the squad formed a protective circle around them.
Nephilim jumped up.
“What about you?” Adriel asked her over their shared comms channel.
“I’m going to take care of that big motherfucker.”
Adriel’s head spun around, and he looked at her with utter disbelief. “You… what?”
She pointed her finger at him. “Make sure the High-Archangel lives. That’s all that matters.”
Then Nephilim turned around and ran.
***
Never before in her life had Nephilim been so sure of what she had to do as in this very moment. It was risky, suicidal even, but someone had to do it, and she was the most suitable candidate.
Metatron would never have allowed it if he knew what she was planning. But Metatron was down. He might not even survive. The thought alone created a knot in Nephilim’s stomach, and she had to gather all her mental will not to succumb to a panic attack.
He will make it. And so will you.
She couldn’t bear the thought that that might have been the last time she’d ever see him.
He’d absorbed all the damage from the blast so she stayed unharmed. Metatron had sacrificed himself for her. And she would sacrifice herself for him, for the Angel corps, if she had to.
Scanning the buildings around her, she decided the closest, an old factory, would do. Leaving the battle behind, she sprinted inside and headed for the stairs.
“Attention, all units,” she said over the main channel. “This is Archangel Nephilim. By order of the High-Archangel, I’m taking command. Wait for my signal, then throw everything at them you have. Focus on the mechs. I need the greatest diversion possible. Barrage fire, grenades, everything. I also need three flying personal drones. Those who still have functioning ones, divert control to me. What we’re about to do will decide if we live or die today. Standby.”
She could only imagine the faces of the other Archangels now, but she didn’t give a damn. If any of them stepped in her way, she would kill them. Plain and simple.
But no one objected, which was maybe because all Angels were fighting for survival.
“Neph,” Adriel said over their private channel. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Are you fucking insane?”
“Maybe.” She took the stairs to the roof of the building and navigated her own fully functional drone to her position. Thank goodness she hadn’t used it in this battle yet. “How’s the High-Archangel?”
“Stable, for now,” Adriel replied. “It doesn’t look good, Neph.”
That was the last thing she wanted to hear, and she swallowed hard.
“Get him away from here. Have HQ prepare for an emergency of the highest priority. He must live, do you understand, Adriel?”
“Yes,” he said with sadness. “So must you.”
“Bad weeds grow high. You said so yourself.”
“Ah, shut up.”
“You too.”
The conversation made her smile as she breached the rusty door and headed onto the roof. She stopped short as she looked down at the carnage going on below. It didn’t look good for her people.
“Not today,” she whispered, summoning her drone and three more from other Angels. It would be tough to control all of them simultaneously, but she could do it. Metatron had taught her how, and her hardware would be able to handle it.
She lifted her head and looked at her target.
The massive sixty-foot-tall black mech was approaching a spot where many Angels were fighting. If she didn’t stop it, it would simply trample them down.
“Not today, you son of a bitch. Not today.”
“Nephilim,” she heard Metatron say in her head. It sounded weak. It broke her heart. “What are you doing?”
“Metatron,” she replied calmly. “Do you trust me?”
“With my life.”
“Then trust me now.”
He let a second pass before he replied.
“Destroy them.”
A cold grin appeared on Nephilim’s face. It was the grin of a big game hunter who was about to take down something particularly delicious.
“Custodio et mortifico,” she said. Then she charged forward.
***
“All units: NOW!” Nephilim commanded while her body broke into an insane sprint.
Her HUD was showing her the target in red while the software in her brain calculated the exact speed she had to reach before she jumped.
She reached the roof’s edge and leaped forward, crossing an incredible distance of more than sixty feet through the air, high above the battle raging below her. Her drone rushed down from a higher altitude, flying in a perfectly timed arc. Her fingers reached the handle and she shot forward, the three other drones flying in a close formation around her.
Below her, all the Angels threw everything they had into one last desperate attack.
It helped her advance toward her target, yet it wasn’t enough. The enemy wasn’t stupid and recognized the threat. The huge mech and one of its smaller brothers protecting it locked their sights on her.
Closing in, she flew with evasive maneuvers, using the extra drones as shields. One was hit and exploded in midair, followed by another.
Nephilim clenched her teeth, keeping her focus on the massive war machine in front of her.
I’m coming for you.
The mech aimed one of its heavy machine guns at her and opened fire. Nephilim jerked her drone sideways and only avoided being riddled with bullets by inches.
An alarm on her HUD indicated imminent impact. Nephilim swore inwardly as she noticed the missile one of the smaller mechs had shot at her.
There was no time to evade it.
Nephilim let go of her drone and leaped sideways. As she flew through the air, the fingers of her left hand reached the handle of the last remaining drone. Barely, but it was enough.
She shot upward, feeling the heat of the explosion where she’d been only a second ago. Then the shockwave hit her and gave her an extra boost upward. Suddenly she was above the large mech and out the reach of its devastating weapons. She didn’t waste any time and instead let herself drop onto the machine fifty feet below her.
With a loud thump, she landed on the machine’s giant head. It was the mech’s biggest module, containing the command center and cockpit. Crouching, she quickly scanned the surface and was relieved to see that her assumption had been correct. While the cockpit’s main entrance was through a hatch on its lower belly, it also had an emergency exit on top.
The hatch was closed so tightly that it was hardly visible against the anthracite surface. But it was enough for Nephilim. The main body of the machine was almost impenetrable, but this was a weak spot she would exploit.
Her blades gleamed in the early morning sun as they snapped out of her wrists.
She diverted all her energy into her arm muscles, swung, and slammed her blades downward, hitting the barely visible slit between the hatch and the main body.
Sparks flew, and the screech of metal against metal was so loud that it was clearly audible despite the ear-shattering battle noises around her.
Yet the hatch remained firmly in its place and didn’t indicate any damage taken.
It didn’t matter. Eventually, the material would give up as Nephilim sure as hell wouldn’t.
With angry screams, she swung again and again, hitting the slit with all the power her cyborg body had.
Shots were fired at her from all sides, but she ignored them. Salvos of high-caliber bullets whooshed by, each powerful enough to cause her severe damage, several at once a guaranteed kill.
She grinned grimly. Rosprom’s command had noticed what she was trying to do and had classified her as a threat and a priority target.
The giant mech stopped its advance and instead attempted to shake her off. She crouched and focused on keeping her balance.
Bullets hit her blade the next time she swung her arm back, sending fiery sparks over her face. She staggered, then slammed the blade down once more. This time, she managed to penetrate the slit, but her force was so massive that the titanium blade broke off, sending more sparks flying around her.
But she wouldn’t stop now. It was all or nothing. Instead, she began smashing her second blade down again and again with the force and speed of a machine.
Then her other blade broke off as well.
For a brief moment, Nephilim halted and looked at her destroyed integrated swords, then let what was left of them disappear into her wrists.
She balled up her hands, then, like an enraged demon, she began smashing her bare fists against the metal. After a few hits, the fabric of her gloves began disintegrating. They were designed to absorb the kinetic energy of bullets and other projectiles but couldn’t withstand the force of more than two thousand Newtons per hit.
As she kept ramming her fists against the metal, her gloves and then her artificial skin began peeling off, revealing the silicate muscles and titanium exoskeleton.


Warning! Hand muscle disintegration imminent!


She ignored the flashing red letters on her HUD and the automated voice in her head.
Fuck you.
Instead, she slammed her fists harder against the exit hatch. Chunks of her artificial flesh flew away, and her left thumb dislocated with a horrible clunking sound. She ignored it, willingly crippling herself.
It was no good. The material was sturdy and too well fabricated to crack, even for an Angel in rage mode.
With a howl of despair, she slammed her right fist with maximum force against the slit where a piece of one of her blades was stuck.
And created a dent!
She heard a slight hissing noise as pressure escaped from inside.
Fueled by new hope, she hit the dented metal even harder. She was so focused that she didn’t even notice that the big machine had slightly tilted to one side, where one of the smaller mechs was approaching and targeting her with its HMG.
After two more hits, the dent had opened a crack big enough for her fingers to fit in. Nephilim grabbed inside and pulled.
At first, nothing happened. Nephilim gritted her teeth and diverted all her spare energy into her right arm.


Heat level critical! Muscle integrity at 10%!


She could feel how, one after another, the silicate strings in her muscles began tearing and ripping to shreds, but she kept pulling.
Suddenly, the resistance was broken, and she ripped the hatch door open as if it were made of straw. She couldn’t stop her arm’s momentum and it swung back, still holding the hatch.
In the same second, the smaller mech’s heavy machine gun fired a salvo. The high-caliber projectiles hit Nephilim’s arm in the elbow joint—and ripped it apart.
For a brief moment, time seemed to slow down as she witnessed the bizarre sight of half her arm, still holding the hatch, flying away. Sparks erupted from the stump, and the clear cooling liquid sprayed out like blood.
Nephilim ignored it. Now that the emergency exit was open, she wouldn’t waste any time.
Two synths were waiting down there in the pilot cabin. They wouldn’t stop her. It didn’t matter that she had lost both her blades and one arm—they were as good as dead.
The heavy machine gun took aim again, this time pointing at her head. But the swarm of bullets hit only thin air as Nephilim jumped down through the hatch.
Inside, it was dark. Reddish light came from multiple holo screens, and a small lamp indicated where the emergency exit was. The cockpit wasn’t big; in fact, there was barely enough room for two pilots to get in and out of their seats.
The synths had been expecting her. One stood under the hatch, ready to shoot her, while his comrade remained seated, still piloting the monstrosity. On the holo screens, Nephilim could see that he was about to aim and fire another rocket at a group of Angels desperately trying to get some of the wounded to safety. Nephilim knew she had mere seconds to resolve the situation, and she was determined to do so.
The synth she was facing was armed with a pistol. Nephilim couldn’t help but notice how ugly he was. Barely anything human, clunky—and dead.
She didn’t give him a chance.
Although synths were much more heavily armored than Angels and multiple times stronger, they were laughably slow in comparison. Using the last energy reserves her body had to offer, Nephilim shot forward like a snake.
The synth fired his pistol, but Nephilim hadn’t given him enough time to aim properly, and he missed.
Nephilim grabbed his hand with the gun and pirouetted, using his arm as a lever. In less than a second, she’d scissored his neck with her legs. Still using the momentum from her built-up speed, she used his body mass against him and pushed him down. The horrible sound of shattering bones echoed through the cabin as Nephilim broke his spine with her legs. Blood and hydraulic fluids sprayed everywhere as the shattered bones punctured an artery and its artificial counterparts.
The second synth spun around but didn’t even manage to get a clear look at Nephilim before his brains, plastic, and metal shards were splatted against the holo screens and the wall behind.
Nephilim had grabbed his fallen comrade’s gun and shot him in the head faster than an eye could blink.
She closed her eyes for a second and huffed out air in relief. She had killed the pilot before he could fire the rockets at her fellow Angels.
Only now did she see all the warning and error messages blinking on her HUD. She’d pushed her body beyond its limits.
But she would worry about that later. It wasn’t over yet.
Letting go of the dead cyborg, she jumped back to her feet, reached into her pocket, and pulled out a grenade. She armed it and dropped it on the dead pilot. Then she quickly pulled herself up and out of the hatch.
Outside, she was greeted by another hail of bullets, missing her by a hair. She spun, then leaped forward and off the now stationary mech’s head.


Warning! Muscle capacity at 5%. Disintegration imminent!


She ignored the system’s warning message as she hit the ground 50 feet below and rolled away. She was back on her feet in an instant and sprinting, evading the smaller mech that was trying to trample her.
A second later, the air was shaken by a massive explosion. The grenade had detonated in the cockpit, triggering a chain reaction as the weapon arsenal the war machine had on board exploded in a gigantic fireball.
Nephilim didn’t look back and instead ran faster.
The fireball swallowed the smaller mech nearby, which detonated as well. The blast that hit Nephilim a split second later was so strong that it catapulted her forward thirty feet. She crashed into a group of hostile robots, causing them to fall to the ground with her.
She felt a terrible pain and was robbed of her breath. More error messages and warnings flashed on her HUD. She heard voices but didn’t understand what they were saying because everything hummed and vibrated in her head.
The robots around her spun and took aim at her. Nephilim tried to rise to her feet but couldn’t. Something was stuck in her body.
Looking down, she saw that something had impaled her. A metal bar—apparently part of a robot thigh—was sticking out of her side. She tried to pull it out but groaned in pain.
She knew it was over, but at least she’d brought down the beast and given her brothers in arms a chance.
Nephilim closed her eyes.
Suddenly the heads of the robots surrounding her exploded as they were hit by precise shots.
Black shadows descended from the sky—hundreds of them, everywhere—as a familiar voice spoke over the main comms channel.
“All units, this is Seraph Archangel Raziel, commander of the Olympias III troops. We came as fast as we could. Incredible job, everyone. Let us clean up for you.”
Nephilim sighed with relief.
About time… about damn time.
She turned her head and saw the black-clad army engaging the robots. The ground shook as five massive figures jumped down from a hovering VTOL.
Nephilim blinked. It took her a moment to understand what she was looking at. Those hulking metal figures were high-tech exoskeletons. Not as huge as the hostile mechs, but they were much faster and more agile, each piloted by an Angel.
Those must be what Metatron and Raziel had referred to as “jackets.” Fascinated, Nephilim watched the jackets plow through the much smaller robots as if they were toy soldiers and then engaged the mechs.
Suddenly, the tables had turned. With the goliath reduced to a smoking pile of rubble and hundreds of Angel reinforcements storming the enemy lines, the Rosprom troops were forced onto the defensive.
A black shadow passed over Nephilim’s head. When she looked up, she saw two black aircraft unlike any the Angels in Olympias I had at their disposal. These were much smaller than the VTOLs, but still heavily armed. A loud hissing noise filled the air as the two jets fired multiple missiles. They shot over the battlefield and hit the Rosprom command center behind the hangars.
Two medics approached her and began tending to her injuries. Judging by her sensor readings, the metal bar stuck in her body hadn’t hit any arteries or vital organs. It was painful, but she would live.
Meanwhile, the carnage continued to rage around her. It wouldn’t take long, then everything would be over.
They had won.
But the price of victory was high. Nephilim assumed they’d lost at least fifty people, if not more. Not counting the dozens of wounded and heavily wounded. And if it weren’t for the reinforcements, they would have been defeated today. They would be victorious only thanks to Metatron’s foresight.
“Metatron,” she said, using the channel they shared. “Metatron, we did it! We won.”
Silence. No reply from the High-Archangel.
Nephilim’s body turned ice-cold. She could hardly breathe, suddenly felt how exhausted she was. She’d pushed her body far beyond its limits, biological and artificial alike, and was now paying the price.
“Metatron?”
Nothing.
One of the medics addressed her, asking something, but she didn’t hear it. Everything turned black as her body and mind shut down.




Chapter Eighteen
Wounds
Like a blood-red fireball, the sun rose over Olympias City, tinting everything in diffused, reddish light. It reflected off the countless glass surfaces and the moisture the heavy rain had left everywhere.
But despite the eerie illumination, the morning appeared to be just like any other for Olympias’ citizens. No one in the megacity was aware of the drama that had taken place a mere twenty miles from its outskirts. No one knew how close they’d come to total destruction. No one knew about the sacrifices that had been made to keep them safe.
And no one ever would. Olympias’ leadership would cover it up, as always.
A perfect society could never be in serious danger. And Olympias was perfection.
Like everyone else, Detective Kate Spader was oblivious to what had happened that morning. And if she had known, she wouldn’t have cared. She didn’t give a rat’s ass about the Guardian Angels. If it were up to her, the earth could open up and swallow them all at once. Then maybe the world would become a better place.
But right now, she had other sorrows.
Anxiety and grief were almost killing her as she approached the hospital. Again, she hadn’t slept, and she felt and looked like a zombie.
After she’d received the message last night, she’d tirelessly tried to find another solution, to come up with some fresh ideas. But there was nothing.
She’d even considered hitting up some of her underworld contacts, maybe call in some favors. But she’d discarded the idea. No one owed her a big enough favor to be willing to pay such a sum.
And trying to borrow money from Olympias’ organized crime was a hopeless endeavor for a cop. Even if she managed the impossible, Siro would never agree.
Kate’s shoulders were sagging as she slowly entered the hospital lobby, her reddish, swollen eyes hidden under dark sunglasses.
Had she been naïve because she’d hoped Liam would be able to help her out? After all, her stupid brother had been unreliable for as long as she could remember.
“Katie, it’s me. I did what I could, really. I’m sorry.”
That was the message he had left her last night. Those few words had devastated her. She knew she shouldn’t blame him. After all, it was true. He wasn’t in charge. He was just a pawn, same as her… just on the other side.
And yet she was still angry. With Liam, with herself, with Llewellyn, with the whole goddamn city—even with Siro. Why had the idiot let himself get shot?
Kate felt ashamed the moment the thought formed in her head. Siro wasn’t to blame. He was a victim. And he sure as hell didn’t deserve what had happened to him.
No, mostly, she was mad with herself because she couldn’t save her best friend. Her only friend, if she was honest with herself. She wasn’t exactly the likable type. Most people considered her a massive pain in the ass, which was maybe one of the reasons why she was so good at her job.
Kate banged her head against the wall of the elevator cabin in frustration as it rushed upward.
She had failed.
The hardest decision of her life awaited her.
It was early morning, and therefore the hospital was rather quiet. Not many people visited hospitals anyway. In a world where close relationships were frowned upon, if you got sick, you were on your own. At this time of the day, Kate was the only person walking down the long hall smelling of disinfectants who wasn’t a member of staff. And all the staff she encountered were robots anyway.
When she reached Siro’s room, she stopped short. Her mind needed a moment to process what she saw. At first, she thought she might have got the wrong room. But that wasn’t it. The number on the door matched the one she remembered, and the room looked the same. With one huge difference.
The bed was empty.
Sudden nausea filled her like a volcano, and she had to hold herself against the door to stop herself from throwing up the disgusting coffee that was the only content in her stomach.
Had they euthanized him already?
She had to close her eyes to stop herself from panicking. After a moment, the shock was replaced by glowing anger. If that smug little prick of a doctor had euthanized him even though she’d instructed him to wait for her to come back, she’d break his nose. If he was lucky. Maybe she’d break more than that.
Kate turned on her heel and rushed down the hall to the nurses’ ward.
It was staffed with robots like everything else in this hospital, but Kate spotted one human nurse working at a computer in the back.
She ignored the robot asking her if it could help her and charged toward the nurse. She flinched when she noticed Kate approaching but quickly put on a professionally bored expression. She opened her mouth to say something, but Kate cut her off.
“Where is he?” she hissed.
“Where’s who?” the nurse asked, visibly intimidated.
“Detective Ferreira-Nunes, the patient in room 1118.”
Kate forced herself not to freak out with the woman. She was just trying to do her job, which surely didn’t include making any decisions about Siro.
“I… I don’t know,” the nurse stammered. “I just started my shift and…”
“Did you fuckers euthanize him?” Kate burst out.
“I… I—”
“Bring me, Dr. Klein. Right NOW!”
Completely intimidated, the nurse used her implant to make a call. After a moment, she turned back to Kate. “He’s on his way. Just a moment.”
Kate nodded and stepped out into the hall. She took a deep breath to calm herself down, then stuck her cigarette in her mouth and drew deeply.
As much as she tried to cool her temper, she wasn’t sure what would happen if this doctor told her that Siro was dead and that they’d killed him.
“Detective Spader?” she heard someone say behind her, and she spun on her heel. Dr. Klein took a step back as he saw her face. “How can I help you?”
“Where is he?” Kate pointed at the empty room down the hall.
The doctor stared at her with wide eyes. “I thought our staff had notified you. I’m sorry if you didn’t get the message. I—”
“Where is he?” Kate repeated in a tone that could have been Nephilim’s.
The doctor took a breath and opened his mouth to give her an answer. Before the words could leave his lips, Kate knew exactly what he would say.
He’s dead. We killed him. I’m sorry. But he went with dignity.
But instead, the physician said, “In surgery.”
Kate’s mouth fell open, and her cigarette dropped to the floor.
“What?”
“The patient has been in surgery for the last eight hours, and we expect the procedure to continue for another five hours. The outlook is very good. Once he recovers, he’s scheduled for twelve more surgeries over the coming weeks.”
Kate listened to what the man was saying, yet her brain couldn’t process it.
“He’s getting the full recovery treatment?” she asked in utter disbelief.
“That’s correct. Again, I’m sorry you weren’t notified. We didn’t want to waste any time and began the procedure as soon as we received the funds.”
“How… who’s paying for it?”
The doctor shrugged. “An anonymous donor.”
“What?” she said, fully aware that she must appear like a total idiot.
“Someone has covered all the costs for your friend,” the doctor said. “And not only the basic parts but high-end products. If you ask me, Mr. Ferreira-Nunes must have some friends very high up. Some very rich friends. Inner Circle, I’d assume.”
Slowly, Kate’s brain caught up, and she understood. Siro would live!
She was so happy about the completely unexpected news that she almost jumped and hugged the doctor, but she held herself back just in time.
“That’s wonderful news!” she said, beaming.
“Indeed. I’ve never seen anything like it. Your friend must have an angel protecting his life. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m a very busy man.”
Dr. Klein quickly took his leave, obviously still scared of Kate. But she couldn’t care less.
Slowly, she walked into Siro’s empty room and let herself fall into a chair.
Kate had never believed in miracles. But if this wasn’t one, then she didn’t know what was.
Siro would live.
She let out a deep sigh, closed her eyes, and smiled.
***
One side’s victory is always another’s defeat.
While the Guardian Angels celebrated their victory and the oblivious citizens of Olympias could go on with their pointless, hedonistic lives, the Rosprom agents were in turmoil.
A stressful atmosphere reigned as everyone was on the move, evacuating the HQ. Data was deleted and valuable equipment was packed up while the officers assigned all personnel into groups.
Every Rosprom agent cell was always prepared for a situation where they’d have to abandon their base and get their people to safety. After the Aquarium Massacre and the raids that followed the unfortunate event, the Rosprom leadership had consciously developed escape plans for all its agents in various locations.
And after what had just happened, it was only logical to evacuate the cell. Even though nothing obvious should lead back to them, the RRS wanted to play it safe. They still hadn’t recovered from the severe losses they’d endured last year.
Jake was sitting in his office, staring out of the window. Outside his open door, anxious people rushed by.
He could still hardly believe what had just happened. Completely contradicting feelings raged inside his chest. For one, there was unhinged disbelief. If he hadn’t watched the events at the old airport unfold with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have believed any of it.
But there was also relief, boundless relief. Nephilim was alive.
And more than that. She had accomplished the impossible.
Every officer had watched the offensive in the big meeting room. Live footage from multiple drones was transmitted on several holo screens. At the beginning, the mood had been enthusiastic and optimistic. Bottles of expensive champagne were stored in the fridge, ready to be popped open to celebrate victory. The greatest victory in the history of Rosprom and the most important event in all of their careers.
The people in the room had cheered when the goliath showed up and more and more Angels fell. Only Jake had still been sitting at the table, clenching his fists under the table.
He couldn’t get over the fact that Nephilim hadn’t wanted to leave with him. Not only because he wished for nothing more than to be with her but also because he was convinced she’d die out there.
The Angels were undoubtedly going to lose, and Jake had to give them credit for their bravery. Yet it was also stupid to run into a battle that couldn’t be won. It was like engaging invading tanks on horseback, such as his own ancestors had done in a desperate stand during World War 2.
Rosprom’s plan to cut the Angels off from Olympias’ defense systems was genius in its simplicity, and thanks to him and his people, it had been executed perfectly.
All that had been left for him to do was sit there and watch the inevitable unfold.
Yet then, something happened that made everyone’s jaw drop. A single Angel took on the goliath in a seemingly suicidal attack. At first, some of the people in the room had laughed, but their humor and glee quickly disappeared.
Speechless, they watched how the Angel took down the biggest, strongest, and most advanced war machine the Empire had ever created. Rosprom’s engineers’ greatest pride and glory.
Even before catching a glimpse of her face, Jake knew it was her.
As he watched, he’d clenched his fists so hard that his fingernails left bloody crescents in his palms. While everyone in the room was rooting for the goliath, Jake was rooting for the one person crazy enough to try and defeat it.
The room turned so silent that one could have heard a pin drop when the agents watched the gigantic mech explode less than a minute later. Jake needed all his self-control not to jump up and cheer in ecstasy. He couldn’t believe she’d done it.
“Clearly, you have no idea what I’m capable of.”
Those had been her words to him more than a year ago, and he realized now that she’d been so right. He’d been completely oblivious.
What he’d seen was a beautiful woman with a sharp mind and a heart of gold. A soul that wished to be free.
In truth, she was… he couldn’t even say what she was. Something frightening. Something extremely dangerous. And someone he loved no matter what.
Jake also realized that it had been stupid of him to believe Nephilim needed to be saved. If anything, the world needed to be saved from her.
And if he ever wanted to be with her again, he needed a completely different approach than the idiocy he’d shown until now.
He’d been so deep in awe that it took him a moment to grasp what happened next on the holo screens.
Out of nowhere, Angel reinforcements suddenly arrived. An army bigger than the original one.
“Suka blyad,” one of the agents whispered in utter shock.
“Skorwi synu,” another agreed, blanching like the winter sky in Moscow.
“Where the hell did they come from?” Nadolny asked what everyone was thinking.
Jake didn’t have an answer to that. But there was one thing he knew. The entire RRS had failed spectacularly. The best intelligence agency in the world—allegedly—had been outsmarted. They had been played like little children.
By one man.
The man Jake hated most in the world.
Metatron had managed to disguise the Angels’ true numbers by the hundreds. Jake had no idea how that had been possible, but he knew it would have consequences. For him, for Zhilinsky, and for the entire RRS.
Jake also understood what Nephilim saw in Metatron. The man was brilliant. Like Julius Caesar reincarnated. As long as Metatron lived, Jake would never have a chance with Nephilim.
“It’s time to leave, Major.”
Nadolny was standing in the doorway, a worried look on his face.
Jake got up and followed his lieutenant down the empty hall. Nothing was left to indicate that more than fifty people had been working here for the past twelve months—and not just any people, but spies. To anyone walking in now, it could have been any empty office space for rent in Olympias.
Jake went up to the roof where the helicopter waited, ready to transport the remaining Rosprom staff to a designated safe house. To raise minimum suspicion, most agents had left the building through the front door, like office workers going for an early lunch. Some had then taken vehicles or the Skytrain to their assigned designation. Only Jake and his lieutenants would take the helicopter.
Entering the aircraft, the first thing Jake saw were long legs in red high heels. Kristina Komarova smiled at him as he sat down next to her. It was supposed to be a sweet smile, but something about it reminded Jake of a cat that had just caught a mouse and was ready to devour it.
Her perfume tickled Jake’s nose in its familiarly alluring way.
Jake looked out of the window, clearly showing that he wasn’t interested in conversation, but as soon as the aircraft took off, she turned her head to him.
“We received a call from headquarters, Major,” she said, her voice like a dagger wrapped in silk.
He turned his attention to her. “When?”
“Just now. Five minutes ago.”
“What did they say?” Jake asked, hardly managing to maintain a friendly tone. He wasn’t up for games. Not at all.
“They demand that you report to Moscow ASAP. In person.”
Fuck.
***
Finwick, too, was completely oblivious about what had just happened a couple of miles away. When it came to keeping a crisis secret, Olympias had perfect mechanisms in place. No matter if they were ordinary citizens, cops, or Oldtown’s underworld, no one would learn anything about the events.
Finwick stretched himself and yawned in bed. For the first time in days, he’d had a good night’s sleep. Had he known the woman of his dreams had almost been killed by a giant robot, he’d be shivering in horror. Instead, he woke up from rather more… pleasant dreams.
He sat up and looked around. The suite he and Sarah shared was shrouded in semi-darkness. A slight snoring indicated that Sarah was still asleep. Good. He really didn’t want her to wander around this place by herself.
Even though Mama Legba had promised to keep them both safe and had dedicated Sammy to protecting them, Finwick didn’t trust any of them. Sammy, in particular, was a dreadful guy. Not only did he drive Finwick crazy with his condescending attitude, but he was also a bad influence on Sarah.
Teaching her how to use a gun? Finwick was still outraged about that.
No, those people were bad company for a little girl. Although Sarah seemed to be having a blast in this thug lair they called the Bunker.
Finwick got up and tiptoed into the bathroom. Never before had he been so eager to see himself in the mirror.
All his life, he’d only looked into the mirror to brush his teeth, comb his hair, or check if his clothes were free of stains. He’d never liked looking at himself for no reason. Although he wasn’t ugly, Finwick knew only too well that he wasn’t attractive either. He was one of those guys women only considered when they had no other choices.
But that would change now.
Finwick switched on the light in the bathroom and slowly approached the mirror. The person on the other side of the mirror was a stranger—a handsome stranger.
Even though it was still swollen from the surgery and there was a huge band-aid over his nose, Finwick’s new face already looked much better than his old one ever could have.
The shape was symmetrical and fairly masculine. His cheekbones were higher than the old ones, the jaw broader. His entire face seemed longer and more oval, whereas his old one had been roundish. Instead of his old red hair, he now had shiny dark-brown hair. It wasn’t dyed. Instead, the roots had been altered, and his hair would grow with its new color from now on. The eyebrows had the same color and were slightly arched. The only thing that was still the same was his bright green eyes.
Finwick smiled and was struck by how good he looked when he smiled. He’d expected to feel awkward at first, seeing a stranger in the mirror, but it was the opposite. He felt wonderful. The stranger in the mirror was him, and for the first time in his life, he liked what he saw there. And he would only look better once everything was fully healed.
As promised, Mama Legba had brought the doctor to check on him. The physician had taken off the bandages covering his face, examined him, then nodded, obviously pleased with his work.
He’d advised Finwick to take it slow over the next couple of days and to take the pain meds every six hours for the next forty-eight hours. After that, he should be good, but he’d see him again next week. Plastic surgery had come a long way in recent decades, and the surgery performed on Finwick had been state-of-the-art.
Finwick smiled at himself one more time. His cheeks still hurt when he did that, making him regret it. He would have enough time later to practice flirting with his new looks. But the most important thing was that no one would recognize him now.
If an Angel scanned him from a close distance, they’d know who he really was, but as far as ordinary surveillance systems were concerned, he was a new person. They’d never find him.
However, now was when the really tricky part would begin. Somehow, Finwick had to provide Mama Legba with data that looked important but wouldn’t hurt Nephilim in any way. He wasn’t sure how to accomplish that yet, but he’d think of something.
The doctor had prescribed him another twenty-four hours of rest, and Finwick had a pretty good idea of how he wanted to use those.
Still tiptoeing, he left the bathroom and went to the suite’s living area. Sarah was still asleep, and Finwick couldn’t wait to test his new implant in VR. It was a more advanced model than his old one and of higher quality. VR should feel even more realistic now than he’d ever known. Although he’d miss his VR tank. He hoped he could get a new one eventually, once everything had quieted down and he and Sarah were allowed to live on their own again—if that ever happened.
But Finwick wasn’t in the mood for negative thoughts now. He wanted to enjoy himself.
He sat down on the comfortable sofa and leaned back, then closed his eyes as he connected his implant to the VR console the thugs had brought in yesterday.
Even though his implant was new, he could retrieve his personal data and virtual belongings from his previous one. After all, he’d spent so much money on virtual goods over the years that it would have been stupid to let everything go to waste.
His cheeks hurt again as he smiled upon entering his favorite virtual world, TSOTA.
But as he retrieved his old account, the process didn’t go as unnoticed as he believed. After all, he wasn’t the only skilled hacker in Olympias.
After leaving his apartment in haste five days ago, Finwick believed the only thing he’d forgotten to wipe clean was the holo projector with Nephilim on it. He’d never wasted a thought on his VR tank. Luckily for him, the people hunting him were preoccupied right now, but that wouldn’t always be the case.
***
Not wasting any time, Nephilim left the VTOL hangar and hurried down the hall to the elevators. She was still wearing her battered, bloody armor. Her right arm, missing its lower part, hung down uselessly at her side. The wires hanging out of the stump occasionally sparked when she tried to move it absentmindedly.
But what looked disturbing didn’t bother her much. Of all body parts, it was easiest to replace a broken arm. In her case, both arms would have to go since she’d also ruined the blade in the other arm, and the system kept sending her error messages about it.
More severe was the wound in her side where she’d been impaled by the metal bar. The medics had sealed it with glue and bandaged it provisionally, yet she’d probably have to undergo surgery to avoid serious long-term damage.
Nephilim didn’t care.
The blood loss made her feel dizzy, the loss of mechanical fluid slowed her down but she wouldn’t rest. All she cared about right now was Metatron.
She’d left the battlefield and overall command to Raziel and took the first flight back to HQ. The VTOL was packed with wounded, some of them seriously. One Angel even died on the way despite the medics doing their best to save him.
Nephilim pressed her lips together and tried to focus on not passing out again. The stabilizers the medics had given her would only last her so long. She reached the elevators and rushed downstairs to the medical area of Guardian Angel HQ.
No matter how often she’d tried, she hadn’t been able to establish contact with Metatron, which could only mean he was unconscious—or dead.
Don’t you die on me. Please. I need you.
The thought alone surfaced existential panic in her, a fear more severe than anything she’d ever experienced before. While the battle had still been going on, she’d been able to focus and distract herself. But now it was over and she knew they’d won, all she could feel was exhaustion and fear.
When she reached the hospital ward, she found Dr. Weinberg waiting for her in the hall.
Mobilizing all her remaining strength, she approached him at a resolute pace. She didn’t like the expression on Weinberg’s face. It was the face of a doctor who had bad news to share.
“How is he, doctor?” she asked, keeping her voice steady.
The physician backed away a step. Apparently, he’d seen something on her face that scared him. She didn’t care.
“Tell me.”
Weinberg cleared his throat and tried to put on a professional face, despite the fact that Nephilim could clearly sense how distressed he was.
“Archangel Nephilim,” he said slowly. “I’m sorry to tell you—”
The words hit Nephilim like a punch to the stomach—a punch with a titanium fist. She gasped.
Please… No…
“Is he… dead?”
For a moment, the doctor just stared at her, and Nephilim struggled to hold herself upright.
No… it can’t be…
“Tell me!” she demanded, unable to hide the despair in her voice now.
Weinberg slowly shook his head. “No… but nearly.”
Nephilim blinked. She’d been prepared to hear the worst.
Metatron was alive!
Happiness was about to flood her, but she curbed it, forcing herself to stay focused.
“What is that supposed to mean, doctor?”
“It means that his condition is critical. Very critical. He suffered heavy internal bleeding and massive third-degree burns. If it weren’t for his prototype suit, he’d be dead. It absorbed most of the impact of the heat wave, but…”
Weinberg visibly bit his tongue.
“But he’s alive. And you’d better keep it that way,” Nephilim said.
Weinberg blanched as he stared at her. Nephilim wasn’t aware of how eerily she resembled Metatron just then.
“What do you think I’m doing?” he burst out, raising his hands defensively. “But I’m a doctor, not God.”
“God’s busy. So you’d better do his job.”
Weinberg stepped back, his eyes filled with dread.
“He lost too much blood,” he said defensively.
“Then give him more blood. Don’t we have enough in stock?”
“It’s all synthetic. He’s allergic to synthetic blood.”
Nephilim’s eyes turned wide. “What?”
Weinberg backed away further. “We didn’t know that either. And to make it worse, he’s AB negative. Less than 1% of the population has that blood group. We might—”
“Then I guess we’re in luck,” Nephilim said, her face softening. “He and I have the same blood group. Bring me to him.”
Weinberg looked her up and down skeptically. “With all due respect, Archangel, I don’t believe you’re in the right condition to donate blood. You can barely walk.”
She rushed forward faster than an eye could blink and stood right in front of him.
“We’re wasting time, doctor. You will do as I say. Are we clear?”
He swallowed hard, then nodded. “Follow me.”
Hurrying after the physician, Nephilim realized that he was right. She’d lost a lot of blood herself. Donating blood would endanger her own life.
But she didn’t care.
Although Metatron would disagree, if it was a choice between him or her, the decision was an easy one for her.
“You can infuse me with synthetic blood once I’ve given him enough,” she told Weinberg. “I shouldn’t have issues with it.”
“We can try,” the doctor sighed in resignation.
They went straight to the ICU, where Weinberg led Nephilim into a room. When Nephilim entered, she stopped short in the doorway. She had to prop herself against the frame because so many emotions flooded her.
She was so grateful that Metatron was still alive, that she could see him. Since losing contact with him, she’d been mentally preparing herself for the worst. But he was still here, and there was hope.
However, the state he was in broke her heart.
He was lying on a hospital bed, unconscious. His lower part was covered by thin linen, yet his chest was bare. Nephilim could see burns all over his body, affecting biological and artificial parts alike. Parts of the synthetic skin on his chest were gone, revealing how many metal and machine components his body really had. He’d never talked about it, and Nephilim had never asked, but she could clearly see that he was mostly machine. There wasn’t much of his original body left, at least not on the outside.
A tube was sticking out of his chest, providing him with oxygen, and wires were attached to his neural implants. Clear liquid dripped into an IV tube and, from there, into a vein on his neck. Several machines displayed data that meant nothing to Nephilim, but she didn’t need a medical degree to infer that it was serious.
He’s dying.
Slowly, she moved closer to get a better look at his face. It was pale, almost as white as the linen he was resting on. But it was undamaged, and its expression was peaceful, as majestic as ever.
She leaned down and softly kissed him on the mouth. His lips were cold, and he wasn’t breathing on his own.
Meanwhile, two nurses Weinberg had summoned entered the room, bringing medical equipment.
“Are you sure you want to do this, Nephilim?” the doctor asked, an unusual softness in his voice. Looking up, she saw an expression on his face she’d never seen on him before: genuine compassion. Weinberg was touched. “It might kill you.”
“Of course,” she replied, sitting down on a stool next to the bed. “I’ve made my choice.”
She reached out with her good hand and took Metatron’s in hers while one nurse stuck a needle with a translucent tube in the artery on her neck, ready to hook up the other end to the port already connected to Metatron’s neck. Since Angels didn’t have biological arms, they received all kinds of infusions or shots directly in the veins on their necks. On the other side, the other nurse prepared a bag with synthetic blood and a second IV tube.
Nephilim couldn’t possibly know that her behavior would change Weinberg’s attitude toward her kind forever. Until now, he’d been fascinated by them, feared them, sometimes despised them. He worked at Angel HQ because he earned a lot of money, not because he saw them as humans.
Yet Nephilim’s behavior touched him to the core. It was more human than anything he’d ever seen. In a world where no one cared about anyone but themselves, she cared deeply for Metatron, with all her heart.
“What about his fusion core?” Nephilim asked, not looking up from Metatron’s face. “Is it intact?”
Weinberg winced, snapping out of his fascination and turning all professional again.
“Yes,” he replied. “It’s undamaged.”
Nephilim nodded, relieved. In his state, Metatron surely wouldn’t have survived a replacement of his core.
“But he suffered heavy internal bleeding and organ damage,” the physician continued. “We need to operate, but he lost too much blood for that.”
Nephilim looked up and into Weinberg’s face. “Then let’s give him some.”
The doctor nodded to one of the nurses, and she connected the tube to the port in Metatron’s neck. Immediately it began to turn red as blood flowed from Nephilim into him.
She let go of Metatron’s hand and began stroking his face. She couldn’t see how this almost caused tears to come to Weinberg’s eyes.
Nephilim soon began to feel dizzy and an alarm popped up on her HUD, indicating system failure. The physician stepped forward, but she shook her head.
“He needs more.”
“But you’ll die…”
Nephilim smiled, her head heavy. “Then I’ll die. But you’re the best physician in Olympias. I trust you.”
Without finishing the sentence, she leaned down and placed her arm around Metatron and her head against his shoulder.
Then everything faded to blackness. She was so tired, deadly tired.
***
When she woke up, the first thing Nephilim noticed was a horrible headache. Like the worst hangover possible, just worse. She opened her eyes, but bright lights glared at her, and she quickly closed them again.
“Ah, there you are,” a familiar voice said. “Welcome back, Nephilim.”
“How is he?” she asked, her mouth feeling like sandpaper.
“See for yourself,” Weinberg replied.
Nephilim opened her eyes again, this time withstanding the urge to shut them. She was lying in a hospital bed. Dr. Weinberg was standing next to her, pointing to his right.
“I expected that to be your first question, so I thought I’d make it easy for you,” the doctor added with a genuinely friendly smile.
Nephilim turned her head and saw Metatron. He, too, was resting in a hospital bed, less than a foot away from hers. His eyes were closed, but his face had regained its usual color, pale yet healthy. His chest and neck were bandaged, and he was breathing on his own.
“You both received emergency surgery, but things went well. I’m expecting a full recovery for both of you.”
Nephilim closed her eyes, and her body began trembling slightly.
Weinberg frowned, but then he realized she was crying without shedding tears. He remained silent, watching in disbelief how a killer cyborg cried. It was something he’d never expected to see in his lifetime.
“Thank you, doctor,” she finally said, opening her eyes and looking at him with a smile. “Truly.”
“I’m just doing my job,” Weinberg said. “It was you who saved him.”
Nephilim reached out and placed her good hand on Metatron’s.
Weinberg cleared his throat. “I’ll leave you now. You both need rest.”
He nodded to her and took his leave.
Nephilim could still hardly believe all of this was real. They’d done it. They’d beaten a superior enemy, won a battle that should have been impossible to win. And they were both still here.
“Nephilim…”
She heard Metatron’s voice in her head, though he hadn’t moved his lips.
“I’m here,” she said.
Slowly, he opened his eyes. “You saved my life.”
“It was only fair,” she replied with a smile. “Considering you saved mine first.”
Metatron smirked. He understood what she was referring to.
Then he slowly moved his head and looked at her.
They remained like that in silence for a long time.




Chapter Nineteen
It’s time
The afternoon sun reflected off Olympias’ glass towers. The only building that stood out was the Pyramid. Its smooth surface seemed to suck in all light like a triangular black hole instead of reflecting it like every other building in the city.
Metatron had always wondered if that had been the architects’ intention. After all, the Pyramid fed on everyone and everything in the city. It was Olympias’ rotten, black heart. The cancer that infested everything.
Would society heal if someone removed the cancer? Or would it develop metastases elsewhere? Wasn’t it human nature to feed on others?
Homo homini lupus est.
Metatron didn’t care. He wasn’t human.
He walked slower than usual as he approached the colossal black building. It had been only two weeks since the Rosprom attack and he’d almost been killed. The High-Archangel was mostly functional again and performed his duties as normal, but it would take a couple of weeks until he was fully recovered.
Metatron hated being handicapped like this, but he was also a patient man and understood that, sometimes, things needed time. In three to four weeks, he would be back to his old strength and efficiency, and that was all that mattered.
As he breathed in the air that was kept fresher around the Pyramid than anywhere else in Olympias, he knew how fortunate he was. The damage had been so severe that he shouldn’t have survived, and he hadn’t expected to.
On the battlefield, he’d reacted to shield Nephilim with his own body from the explosion without even thinking. She would never have survived a hit like that. And he almost didn’t either.
The armor prototype had saved him from being ripped apart, but inside, his body had been cooked. All his systems had overheated, and the metal parts had burned his biological ones. Despite the armor, the blast had contracted his body, squeezing his vulnerable biological organs and causing heavy internal bleeding.
And yet, he had survived. Thanks to Nephilim.
Not only had she made the right call and had him transported back to HQ immediately, but she had also given him her blood. And she’d almost died by doing so. Not to mention that she’d single-handedly brought down a sixty-foot mech, which was the most astonishing thing he’d ever seen.
“You gave me yours when I needed it most, and I gave you mine,” she’d told him later.
Metatron smiled. Even the cold darkness of the Pyramid he was about to enter couldn’t disturb the warmth filling him.
Nephilim was everything he’d always wanted and never hoped to find.
A partner. An equal.
Together, they would reshape the world.
As always, a greeter stood waiting for him in the Pyramid’s gigantic entrance hall. The Board would never get tired of sending him young, beautiful potential toys.
This time it was a woman, barely twenty years old, maybe younger. Metatron didn’t even glance at her but instead proceeded to the elevator. She was intelligent enough to recognize that he wasn’t interested in conversation and therefore remained silent as they rode up to the top floor. The tip of the Pyramid and the seat of the Board of Olympias.
Metatron studied himself in the mirror inside the elevator. He looked good. Nothing indicated his injuries. He wasn’t wearing his usual uniform today but his mess kit.
A moment later, the elevator door opened and he stepped outside, entering Olympias’ inner sanctum. The center of power. The heart of darkness.
The architecture was spectacular, and so was the view. Made of black-tinted glass, the tip of the Pyramid offered a magnificent 360-degree view over the Inner Circle.
The elevator vanished back through the floor, allowing sunbeams to shine inside the sanctum from the west. Though muffled by the black glass, the light was still bright enough to illuminate the huge table and the people sitting around it. It also made him appear like an angel as he slowly approached the group of people he despised so much.
For a second, he imagined snapping out his blades and killing them all. Despite being handicapped, he was still many times faster than any human. They would be gargling in their own blood before they’d even realized what was going on.
No. This isn’t the time.
Then they did something he hadn’t expected. Usually, they remained seated and let him stand and report to them. But today, they all rose from their chairs and began applauding.
Metatron smiled as he came closer. A wolf approaching sheep.
“Metatron,” Speaker Neftali said, meeting him halfway and spreading her arms. “Welcome!”
He almost burst out laughing in the face of such clownery, but he kept his countenance and simply nodded with dignity.
“Speaker Neftali,” he said in a friendly tone, joining in with the charade. “Venerable Board members. Always a pleasure.”
They all remained standing as he approached his usual place at the end of the table, facing the CEO.
“We summoned you here today to express our gratitude, High-Archangel,” the CEO said with the sleaziness of a politician.
You can shove your gratitude up your ass.
But Metatron remained silent and just gave them all his typical thin smile.
“Without you and your people, none of us would be here, and our beautiful city would be burning,” Miller continued. “You’ve proved once again that the Guardian Angels are invaluable.”
“Thank you, CEO,” Metatron replied. “We only did our duty.”
Our duty that cost 127 Angels their lives. That almost cost me my life. That almost killed Nephilim. Because one of you scum sold out the city’s defenses.
He clenched his fists. His desire to kill them all grew with every second. They stood facing him, smiling. Completely oblivious to the danger they were in. How easy would it be. How delightful.
Not the time.
“Nonsense,” the CEO said, waving his hand. “What you did was outstanding, heroic. You achieved the impossible.”
Metatron kept smiling, watching how they all stood there like the spineless vultures they were. Cowards. Weaklings.
None of them had been in Olympias when the attack happened. They’d all evacuated, fleeing to their residences in Olympias II and III. As if that would have saved them if the Angels had lost.
But the good thing was that none of them knew what had really happened on the battlefield. They had only seen the footage Metatron had wanted them to see. None of them had a clue about the Angels’ true numbers. They didn’t know about the reinforcements and still believed the tiny number of Angels had beaten a far superior enemy.
Raziel and her people had never set foot in Olympias I. Instead, they’d returned to Olympias II and III as soon as the enemy was defeated. Metatron had instructed her in advance to do so. He had been speculating on keeping them a secret from Olympias’ officials this way, and it had worked out perfectly.
“We did indeed,” Metatron said. “And it was our pleasure.”
“We heard you led the battle personally and got wounded,” Neftali said. “How are you doing, Metatron?”
“Never felt better. It was only a scratch.”
“Anyway, our gratitude isn’t the only reason we summoned you here today,” Miller continued. “As you know, one of our members suffered an unfortunate… accident recently.”
He pointed at Stavros’ empty chair.
Metatron was impressed Miller had kept a straight face. He joined the game.
“Yes, I heard of the unfortunate event. It seems Cillian Stavros lost his head and jumped from his tower,” he said with fake concern, dripping with sarcasm.
For a moment, silence reigned as all the Board members studied something interesting on the empty table. Neftali pressed her lips into a thin line, which reluctantly turned into a forced smile.
The CEO cleared his throat. “But those unfortunate events belong in the past. We want to focus on the future, which will be glorious and prosperous for all of us. We need to fill the seat, and the Board unanimously voted for you to be the one to fill it, Metatron. We know this has never happened before, but we don’t believe we could find anyone better.”
For a very brief moment, Metatron allowed himself to drop his mask as a wolfish grin appeared on his face, but he replaced it quickly with a humble smile.
“I would be very honored.”
It’s about time.
***
Nephilim was waiting for him in his office when he entered. She stood at the window in the same pose he usually took, looking at the Pyramid. Yet when he entered, she turned her head and smiled at him.
Metatron’s heart was artificial. It never quickened its pace unless his biological parts required more oxygen. And yet, if he hadn’t known better, he could have sworn it quickened when she looked at him like that.
Nephilim was the deadliest and most dangerous individual in Olympias. The perfect killing machine. The perfect organism. She was unstoppable.
But she also had another side. One only he got to see. Something more valuable than the rest of the world combined. And he would bring this world down and lay it at her feet.
He smiled back at her. In a way only she got to see.
“How did it go?” she asked, approaching the elegant bar on the other side of his office.
“Exactly as I predicted,” he replied.
Nephilim picked up two glasses of champagne from the bar and turned to face him. Her arms had been replaced, and she now wore the latest model, the same as Metatron. She could snap her blades out of her wrists or her elbows, and she loved the new feature.
Her face, however, hadn’t been fixed yet. With everything going on, there had been no time for that yet. The wounds had healed, but the scars deforming her cheeks were clearly visible.
Metatron didn’t mind them. In fact, he didn’t even see them when looking at her. He saw so much more than her perfect shell. But he completely understood that she suffered from them and would spare no expense to have her fixed.
“They appointed you a Board member,” she said, coming closer and handing him one of the glasses.
Apparently, she’d never doubted the outcome either, otherwise she wouldn’t have poured his most expensive champagne. They clinked glasses.
“They did,” Metatron said, then briefly described to her how the meeting went down while they sipped on the champagne.
Nephilim chuckled. “Yes, poor Cillian indeed lost his head. How fortunate they have you to take his place.”
“Very fortunate.”
“It was about time, wasn’t it?”
“It was. And it’s only the beginning.”
She grinned. “Of course.”
Then she moved closer and placed her free hand around his neck. “How about we take the rest of the day off and celebrate, High-Archangel? After all, it’s not every day you become a Board member.”
She didn’t wait for an answer, instead seeking his mouth with hers. He wrapped his free hand around her hip while she began caressing his lips with hers and sliding her tongue into his mouth, the taste of the champagne still sticking to it. He pressed her hips against his loins, then lifted her up with one hand in a way that would have been physically impossible for a human.
Nephilim dropped her glass to the ground, took his face between her palms, and wrapped her legs around him.
“I think I have a better idea,” he said, using their internal link without interrupting the kiss.
“Oh?”
“There’s something I’ve never done before and always wanted to.”
Nephilim grinned as she bit his lip.
He moved them toward his desk and sweeped everything from it. Expensive holo screens and other high-tech equipment crashed to the ground and shattered next to Metatron’s glass. Then he gently placed her on his desk.
With a seductive expression on her face, Nephilim watched as Metatron first opened his pants, then ripped hers open as if they were a piece of paper. Another uniform ruined, but who cared.
He held her by the hips and entered her slowly, enjoying every second.
“Nephilim,” he said. “I cannot lose you. Ever.”
“You won’t,” she replied huskily. “Nothing can separate us.”
“Nothing can stop us.”
She smiled, pressing her hips against his. “It’s you and me against the rest of the world.”
“You and me against the rest of the world,” he repeated, returning the smile. “And it’s time the world learns what we’re truly capable of.”
“About time.”
Then they fucked so fiercely that, hours later, there wasn’t much left of Metatron’s office interior.




Epilogue
“I’m asking you again, how the blyad could that happen?!”
General Orlov’s sharp face was red with anger, and he slammed his fist on the conference table, making the teacups standing there shake.
He was a man in his seventies, but like everyone nowadays, he didn’t look it. With his proud posture that bore witness to a lifetime in the military, broad shoulders, and flaxen hair, he didn’t look a day older than fifty-five.
A survivor of the Great War, Orlov was a known hardliner with an outspoken disdain for Olympias, its leadership, and, most of all, the Guardian Angels. He was the military’s commander-in-chief and one of the most powerful men in the Empire.
Jake had never met him before and had never expected to have the honor.
Summoned by the Rosprom High Command, he’d taken a flight to Moscow that same day, hoping for the best but expecting the worst.
His arrival in the capital had been frosty. Not only was the temperature barely above freezing—even in late summer—but everyone he spoke to was anything but amused about what had happened.
After almost two decades of preparation, Operation Fallen Angels had become the biggest fiasco since the Great War. The losses were astronomical, and it would take years to recover from them, both financially and militarily. Nobody understood what had happened. How the Guardian Angels had been able to beat the superior Rosprom forces was beyond anyone’s understanding.
Commander Philippov couldn’t be questioned because he and everyone else involved in the offensive had been killed. Once the Angels had gained the upper hand, they’d slaughtered everyone without mercy. Taking prisoners wasn’t their style.
The only one who could be questioned was Jake. And he had been for days now.
Of course, he knew the truth about why the offensive had failed. And, of course, he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut.
He and Zhilinsky had explained over and over again how everything had gone smoothly from their side. The city’s defenses had been compromised and the Angels had been on their own, exactly as planned. The RRS’ main job had been to acquire the defense codes and render Olympias’ armies useless—and they’d achieved that.
During the flight to Moscow, Jake had even come up with a perfect explanation for how Metatron had learned of the attack. He blamed everything on Stavros going off the rails and Metatron being able to get his hands on him and interrogate him. He vehemently denied the allegation there could be a traitor within the RRS, and so did Zhilinsky.
However, what no one could explain was where the Angel reinforcements had come from. This failure fell fully on the RRS, who had been studying the Guardian Angels for decades yet missed such an “insignificant” detail. Jake didn’t understand it either.
Over a bottle of vodka, Zhilinsky had told him that he expected to lose his job and would maybe end up in prison or even be executed. All Jake could do was use all his talents as a professional liar and hope for the best.
Today was the third day in a row that they’d been grilled, and General Orlov, among others high up in the Rosprom command food chain, was attending in person.
They were sitting in a semi-dark conference room with huge holograms displayed over the table, putting everything into an eerie light.
They watched the footage of the attack repeatedly, trying to analyze what had gone wrong, but their frustration was growing with every minute that passed.
Every time they watched how Nephilim brought down the giant mech, Jake held his breath. He still couldn’t believe she’d done that. Nor could anyone else in the room.
“What in the bloody seven hells is this?” Orlov asked finally, pointing at a frozen still of Nephilim ramming her fist against the hatch on the mech.
“That’s Nephilim,” Zhilinsky explained patiently. “One of the Archangels and Metatron’s favorite.”
“I don’t care about its name and what depravities it and Metatron engage in!” Orlov burst out. “It is not human! It’s a monster! A demon in human shape! It single-handedly brought down our goliath!”
He sounded almost grief-stricken as he said the name. Everyone knew that the super-mech had been his special project and greatest pride.
“Whatever it is, I want it hunted down and destroyed,” Orlov commanded. “This monstrosity is way too dangerous to be allowed to live. If it’s even alive.”
“Of course,” Zhilinsky said. “We will initialize—”
“No!” Jake burst out way more forcefully than he’d intended.
All heads turned toward him, and Orlov’s eyebrows formed an angry V.
“No?” Orlov growled.
Jake cleared his throat. “Hunting her down might get more of our people killed. Waste more of our resources. She’s dangerous, yes. But she’s nothing. Just a mindless pawn. If we ever want to succeed in Olympias, we need to get rid of the hydra’s head.”
Unable to access the holo screens with his neural implant, he pressed a few buttons on the console in front of him. The image changed, and instead of showing Nephilim, it now showed Metatron.
“Metatron, the High-Archangel,” Jake continued. “He’s the brains behind everything. Without him, the Guardian Angels and Olympias will be much easier to overcome. Zephaniel, his designated successor, is weak and will be easy to control.”
“Didn’t we try to get rid of him before?” Orlov asked, unconvinced. “The man is a snake.”
Jake grinned. “Maybe we need a new approach. I already have the right asset in place. All you need to do is give me the green light for Operation Titanfall, and I’ll bring you his head.”
He had everyone’s attention now. This could catapult his career into wholly new spheres—or get him executed if he failed.
But at this point, he didn’t care.
Orlov’s sharp eyes studied him for a moment, then he said, “Tell us more about Operation Titanfall, Major Sobieski.”
Jake did.
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