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Prologue

The World

The water was so clear that it almost appeared neon blue in the sunlight. Nephilim watched the tiny fish circling around her toes. From time to time, one tried to nibble on her skin before quickly finding out that titanium and polymer weren’t exactly suitable for a fish’s stomach.

She couldn’t feel them tickle her skin, nor did she feel the temperature of the water, but her sensors told her exactly how warm it was: eighty-three degrees Fahrenheit. Still refreshing compared with the air temperature, which was at ninety-eight degrees with eighty-five percent humidity.

Nephilim looked up from the water and at the sky, which was almost as perfectly blue. Nothing but sea and sky for as far as she could see. A soft breeze caressed her cheeks and slightly ruffled her hair. She closed her eyes for a moment and deeply inhaled the fresh air, tasting its soft scent of salt and algae.

Until now, she had never seen the ocean before—at least, not like this. She had seen it in VR, of course, and got a glimpse of it from Metatron’s estate in Olympias III. But this was different. Being surrounded by it gave it something magical, and it was so soothing at the same time. Nephilim couldn’t get enough of it.

She opened her eyes and was instantly mesmerized again. She was sitting on an electric yacht of exclusive design a few miles off the coast of Olympias City II, formerly known as Panama.

Like most coastlines, this one had changed its shape after the war. Contrary to the Atlantic side of the American continents, where the water levels had risen, they had fallen on the Pacific side. This made the waters around Olympias II shallow for many miles from the coast, and the area was now famous for its hundreds of small islands that had “grown” out of the sea when the ocean retreated.

The water under Nephilim’s feet wasn’t deep, between ten and thirty feet. She could easily see all the way down to the seabed, which was covered with white sand and coral. Fish and other sea creatures swam there. Since they’d arrived, Nephilim had seen turtles, octopuses, a stingray, and even sharks. All of those were creatures she didn’t even know existed anymore.

She loved it here. Much more than she thought she would have. But Metatron had known, which was why he’d brought her along. The yacht wasn’t his, but he’d borrowed it from someone who “couldn’t afford to say no.” The High-Archangel hadn’t specified what that meant, and she hadn’t asked.

Nephilim stretched herself and let her feet wiggle in the water. She was naked. She didn’t even own a bathing suit. No one else was here anyway, and even if someone came by, so what? This was Olympias.

Nephilim’s sharp eyes spotted a dark shadow underwater. It was approaching swiftly and gracefully. Many predators roamed the waters here, but this one was the apex predator.

She smiled as his fingers reached her feet dangling in the water, then his head and shoulders appeared. Huge drops of water rolled down his hair and face. His artificial eyes were almost the same color as the sunlit ocean around them.

Metatron smiled back at her. For a moment, he seemed so different than usual. Relaxed, at ease… happy.

Nephilim had known that he loved swimming. He could be found in his pool in Olympias I almost every day when time allowed. But only now did she realize how much he truly loved it.

Angels could easily hold their breath for ten minutes or longer. Because of their many machine parts, they needed much less oxygen than humans. Their eyes didn’t sting in salt water, nor did they need glasses to see properly; their bodies also didn’t feel the cold.

All of this made diving easy for them, and Metatron had done it excessively since they’d arrived. Nephilim had joined him for a couple of rounds, fascinated by the fish, coral, and other sea creatures down there. Now she was relaxing in the sun.

Looking into his face and seeing his happiness, she felt warmth inside her body, hotter than the sun shining on her skin. She loved this man so much.

The battle against Rosprom was more than three months ago now. Both of them had almost paid for their victory with their lives. Even though their bodies had healed, the events still haunted them.

The memory of almost losing him was hardly bearable for Nephilim. He had sacrificed himself for her. And he would do it again, of that she had no doubt.

As horrible as the events had been, they had brought them closer together. And nothing could ever separate them. Nothing could stop them.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked after studying her for a moment.

“I was just thinking how much I love you,” she replied.

Metatron didn’t say anything, but his face softened, and he closed his eyes for a second. Then he gently pulled her down into the water with him.

He never said the words. But she didn’t mind.

Words were like dust in the wind. They meant nothing. Only actions counted.

It was him who had taught her that. And his actions spoke louder than any words ever could.

His fingers softly caressed the scar on her cheek, then he leaned forward and kissed it before his lips met hers.

They embraced each other and kissed while their bodies began sinking.

Heavy as they were, with huge parts made of titanium, Angels sank immediately if they didn’t put considerable effort into staying afloat. But it didn’t bother them.

Colorful fish surrounded them curiously as they sank deeper and deeper until they reached the ground, twenty feet below the surface. White sand swirled up when their titanium limbs hit it. Kneeling, they remained embraced while Nephilim’s hair flowed around them like a black veil.

A shark appeared through the swirling sand and began circling them, yet it kept its distance. It was a big fish that would have intimidated most people, yet it could sense that these two were bigger fish.

One predator always recognized another.

Bubbles escaped Nephilim’s lips and floated upward as she separated her mouth from Metatron’s. She tilted her head and looked him in the eye.

“So, what’s the plan?” she asked, using the internal link they shared that directly connected their minds.

Metatron raised an eyebrow. “Plan?”

“Your plan for coming here. You never do anything without purpose.”

He smirked and lifted his hand, cupping her cheek.

“Maybe I just wanted to spend time with you. Undisturbed.”

indeed, they’d completely cut off communication since they’d gone to sea. For twenty-four hours, Olympias would have to manage without them.

She pressed her forehead against his and smiled. Her hair floated around both their faces, veiling them from the rest of the universe.

“So, we’re not conquering the world today?” she asked.

“No, not today,” he replied. “But soon.”

He stretched out his hand and softly stroked the shark swimming nearby. The animal didn’t seem to mind; instead, it kept circling them—almost as if it were guarding them.

“I will conquer the world and lay it at your feet, Nephilim,” Metatron said. “Would you like that?”

“Yes. I would.”

They looked at each other. Tiny bubbles escaped Nephilim’s lips once again as she smiled.

Actually, it was more like a grin. A sharkish grin. Yet for Metatron, it was the most beautiful thing in the world.

“But not today.”

She leaned back and pulled him on top of her.

A second shark appeared, and both animals began circling the two most dangerous predators on Earth as they made love to each other.

Above them, the water’s surface was calm, and so was the sky. Almost as if the world was holding its breath for the storm to come.


Chapter One

The Ocean

The ocean was almost completely dark during the night. Blackness, cold, and complete silence surrounded Metatron.

What would have scared most people had a soothing effect on him. He was hovering in the ocean, fifteen feet deep, yet he wouldn’t sink to the ground. Years of practice and perfect body control had allowed him to master buoyancy. He had his arms and legs spread, and he controlled the oxygen in his body and lungs like a fish would. His hair was ruffled by the slight current, a current that would carry him away into the depths of the ocean, a cold, wet grave, if he wasn’t careful and lost consciousness. But he wouldn’t.

Down here, he was at peace.

In his peripheral vision, he could see dark shadows moving. Again, the sharks were circling him, but he wasn’t even a bit concerned. They wouldn’t try to harm him. Yet if he showed fear or weakness, they might kill him.

Metatron smirked. It was almost like a metaphor for his entire existence.

Death was lurking down here in this ocean grave, yet there was also hope. When he looked up, he saw the moon above the water. A distorted disc of faint silver light.

But the brightest light was on the boat floating on the surface not far from him.

Nephilim was sound asleep, as always. And, as always, he was not.

They had spent the day swimming, relaxing in the sun, talking, and having sex—lots of it, as usual. Almost like normal people.

People before the war and the rule of the corporations.

Metatron couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so happy, if ever. Yet it was only temporary. Tomorrow, they would return.

He was surprised at how beautiful something so simple was. Spending time with the person you love. If he could simply leave everything behind and spend the rest of his life like this, would he do it? Wasn’t his world right above him on that boat?

It wasn’t really a question he could ask himself as there was no way for them to simply be.

Despite all their power and glamour and luxury, they were nothing more than slaves. The property of the Olympias Conglomerate, their proxies in their endless, pointless war. There was no escape.

So many had tried and lost their lives in the attempt. Metatron knew it only too well because he had killed more of them than he could count in the service of Olympias, protecting its perfection.

The irony of all of this wasn’t lost on Metatron. He was too self-aware and self-reflective not to see the entire picture in all its clarity. There was no way out. There was no freedom. There was no choice in how they wanted to spend their lives.

The only way to freedom was to destroy the system. Shatter it. Burn it to the ground.

Ironically, he had known this since a very young age. Back then, many years ago—a lifetime ago—he’d believed that blowing up the Pyramid would be the solution to everything.

How wrong he had been.

It would have been like removing surface-level cancer and ignoring its metastases. Eventually, it would come back, more vicious than ever. It always did.

Back then, he had been young, idealistic—and naïve.

He had failed, and he had lost everything, even himself. Lucifer had saved his life, but the price was his soul. Figuratively speaking. Metatron didn’t believe in the existence of anything beyond this one life.

And yet, it had been nothing other than a pact with the devil.

Metatron had learned, he had grown, he had survived. And he had realized that there was only one way to shatter the Pyramid: from within.

Remove the cancer from within, along with all its metastases.

He’d promised to lay the world at Nephilim’s feet, and that was exactly what he would do. It would be the dawn of a new era, an era where a new species ruled. The next step in the evolution of mankind.

Them.

Would it be a better world than it was now?

Maybe, maybe not. He didn’t care.

He wasn’t fighting to change the world for the better. He was fighting to change their world. Humans were weak, gullible. If the Olympias Conglomerate had proven one thing, it was that humans didn’t seek freedom. They sought the comfort of someone else making decisions for them, thinking for them. And as long as they were told it was in their best interests, they wouldn’t question those decisions.

No, Metatron didn’t care about anyone but Nephilim and his Angels. Which was more than what most revolutionaries in world history had cared about—namely, their egos.

Metatron closed his eyes and smiled as he remembered Nephilim’s face when he’d asked her how she would like it if he lay the world at her feet. Her smile had given him goosebumps.

They were alike. So alike. She was everything he’d ever wanted and never even dreamed of finding. They were like those two sharks circling him, just way more powerful.

Yes, he would change the world. For her—and because he could.

The darkness around him began losing its opaqueness, and he realized that it was dawning.

He also realized that he had been down here too long and that it was high time to return to the world and breathe.

The sharks were still circling him as he spun gracefully and slowly ascended to the surface, tiny bubbles escaping his lips and dissolving in the darkness.

When Metatron broke the water’s surface, he saw he’d drifted farther from the boat than he’d thought. He swam toward it while the sky in the east began brightening. Soon, the first rays of the sun would hit the water.

Metatron reached the boat and climbed on deck.

What he saw made him stop in his tracks—and smile.

Nephilim was sleeping peacefully on deck. In the fading moonlight, she seemed like an angel indeed. Even Metatron had to remind himself of who she really was, of what she was.

The most advanced human-machine hybrid. A killer. Evolution. His creation.

His only love.

How she alone had taken down the Goliath, Rosprom’s super-mech and pride, filled him with awe and respect. She had achieved the impossible. She was unique.

And without her, he wouldn’t have survived. She had given him her blood even though it had almost killed her.

He approached her, making hardly any noise despite his heavy titanium body. Carefully, he crouched next to her, studying her in her sleep as he did so often. Water dripped from his skin, artificial and biological alike, creating small puddles at his feet.

They had carried the luxurious beddings from the cabin on deck so they could have sex and sleep under the stars. Nephilim was lying on her back with one arm next to her face.

Her body was smooth and perfect. No scar remained from the horrible mutilation she’d had to endure. Something that still made Metatron’s blood boil when he thought of it. He wished he could kill Stavros over and over again for what he’d done to her.

As promised, Metatron had paid for the best plastic surgeons Olympias had to offer, and they had restored everything. All that remained from the horrors was a small scar on her cheek.

It wasn’t there because the doctors couldn’t fix it; it was there because Nephilim had wanted to keep it. She wanted it to be a lesson for her recklessness.

Metatron let her her will, of course. And somehow, this tiny imperfection made her even more beautiful in his eyes.

“I love you,” he whispered, knowing she was still deep asleep and couldn’t hear him.

Then he leaned down and kissed her cheek, exactly where the scar was.

Nephilim blinked and slowly opened her eyes, looking at him.

At that moment, the sun rose over the horizon, and its first rays reflected in her eyes, tinting them red.

“Is it time to go back?” she asked sleepily.

And burn the world, he added in his thoughts.

“Yes.”

“I wish we could stay.”

“Me too,” he said, letting his fingers caress her body. “Maybe someday.”

He connected his neural implant with the yacht’s AI and had it set a course for Olympias II. The ship’s engine sprang to life almost silently, and they began to move.

“We have almost an hour to kill, though,” he said, lying down next to her.

She turned toward him and rested her head on his shoulder the way he liked so much.

“You and me against the rest of the world,” she whispered.

Instead of fucking, they remained like that until the boat arrived in the harbor.

∆∆∆

Nephilim had never visited Olympias City II before, and she took everything in with great interest. The center of Olympias II had been built over what used to be Panama City in the old world, but Olympias II was much bigger than the original city and spanned most of what was formerly Panama. What used to be covered with lush rainforests was now a gigantic moloch, home to 20 million people.

Nevertheless, Olympias II was the smallest of the three cities that made up the Olympias Conglomerate—and the least spectacular.

Olympias I was deemed the center of the world—though Rosprom and TogbuaXiang might have a different opinion on that—and had the highest skyscrapers and the most exquisite architecture. Olympias III accommodated an unusual geography with steep hills and ravines, and the city planners and architects had shown all their creativity there.

But Olympias II was relatively flat and had been designed like a chessboard. Driving through the city felt like driving through endless canyons of glass and chrome, even more so than in Olympias I.

The climate was tropical, hot and humid all year long. Moisture condensed on the glass façades and “rained” down in tiny droplets everywhere. An effect no one minded as it made the heat more bearable.

Of course, like its two big sisters to the north and south, Olympias II also had an Inner Circle. But here, it wasn’t a circle. Instead, the most exclusive part of the city was a narrow strip along the coast. The elites resided where the views were beautiful and the sea offered a pleasant breeze.

Metatron, too, had an apartment there. Although it was smaller and less luxurious than his residencies in Olympias I and III, it still offered a breathtaking view over the ocean.

After arriving back on land, Nephilim and Metatron had gone there to shower and put on fresh clothes before they visited the local Guardian Angel HQ. Like in the other two cities, it was a black cube, although it was a bit smaller than the main HQ in Olympias I. However, this one went much deeper underground and offered space for equipment no one was supposed to know about, not even the Board. Especially the Board.

“Give me a full status report,” Metatron demanded once they were seated in comfortable black leather chairs in a conference room adjacent to the Seraph’s office on the top floor.

Besides him and Nephilim, two other Angels were present—the Seraphs from Olympias II and III. Seraphs were former Archangels appointed to lead one of the Guardian Angel HQs in the satellite cities in Metatron’s name.

Raziel spoke first. “We suffered two casualties on the battlefield. Three of our people were wounded, and we also lost one Jacket.”

Metatron nodded. “Very well done, Raziel. You arrived just in time to save the day and everyone’s ass.”

Raziel grinned. “That’s my job.”

Raziel was the Seraph in charge at Guardian Angel HQ in Olympias III and had flown in today to meet the High-Archangel. With her ebony skin and tall and athletic build, she was an impressive, even intimidating figure. Yet she and Metatron had known each other for decades. She had served as his First-Archangel for many years before he’d promoted her to lead the satellite HQ.

Next, Metatron turned his attention to their host, Gabriel, the Seraph in charge of the Angels in Olympias II.

“Five casualties and five wounded on our side, one of them so gravely that she had to be euthanized,” Gabriel replied.

He had light-brown skin and sharp features that indicated that his ancestry went all the way back to the Mayans. That, in combination with his piercing blue eyes, gave him the aura of a bird of prey. He, too, had served as Metatron’s Archangel for many years before being appointed Seraph.

Metatron trusted these two people more than anyone else—with the exception of Nephilim, of course. She was attending this kind of meeting for the first time.

“You don’t have to contribute anything,” Metatron had told her in advance. “Just listen and learn. I’ll answer all your questions later.”

Nephilim did exactly that. After a brief introduction and exchanging pleasantries, she leaned back and sipped her coffee while the other three talked. The coffee was delicious, no doubt a local bean. Metatron usually drank coffee imported from Olympias III, and over time, Nephilim had grown so accustomed to it that she wondered how anyone could drink the caffeine-infused and coffee-flavored water people on Olympias I were accustomed to.

“That’s unfortunate,” Metatron replied to Gabriel. “But still a very good balance. Unfortunately, the capital force suffered heavy losses. Which is why I need to restock from our pools in Olympias II and III.”

“Certainly, High-Archangel. How many do you need?” Gabriel said.

“Five hundred each.”

Everyone in the room, Nephilim included, stared at him in surprise.

“That’s… a lot,” Raziel finally said.

“I know,” Metatron said. “But I’ll need them.”

“Does this mean…?” Raziel asked with growing excitement.

“Yes.”

Again, everyone went silent for a moment, then Metatron added, “You can speak freely in front of Nephilim. She has the highest clearance and my full trust.”

Nephilim glanced at Metatron but said nothing. Now was not the time for questions.

“It’s time for you to learn everything,” he’d told her when they’d traveled to Olympias II two days ago. First, though, he’d wanted to spend time with her on the boat, and she’d cherished every second.

Now, however, she was all ears and excited.

“When?” Raziel asked, and Nephilim could see on her and Gabriel’s faces that they were as thrilled as her.

“Soon,” Metatron said. “Now that I’ve been appointed to the Board, there’s only one piece of the puzzle missing, and I’m determined to resolve this within the next couple of weeks. In the meantime, I want the two of you to move the troops from Olympias II and III to the capital— discreetly. And make sure to be ready yourselves. It’s of the highest importance that we strike everywhere at the same time.”

“Yes, High-Archangel, certainly,” Gabriel said. “My people will be ready when you command.”

“As will mine,” Raziel said.

Metatron smiled. “I know how you feel. We’ve been working toward this for so many years, and now it’s finally here.”

“We never doubted it,” Raziel said.

Listening to them, Nephilim realized that what was happening here couldn’t be called anything but conspiring to treason—the worst possible treason.

The highest-ranking members of the Guardian Angel corps, sworn to protect and destroy, to protect Olympias at any cost, were sitting here conspiring the downfall of the society they were supposed to protect.

She felt goosebumps build up on her biological skin.

And then she noticed something else.

Zephaniel was missing. Shouldn’t he be part of something so important? Did Metatron not trust him the way he trusted the two Seraphs and her?

“What about Rosprom and TogbuaXiang?” Raziel asked.

“The conflict with them will end. Once we’re done, there won’t be any more corporate wars.”

“About time,” Gabriel said.

“Indeed,” Metatron agreed. “We’ve been their proxy in their wars for too long. It’s time for us to take our rightful place at the top of the food chain. The slaves will become the masters.”

Gabriel grinned, which gave his sharp features an even more predatory edge. “And humanity has no idea what’s coming for them.”

∆∆∆

“How do you feel?” Raziel asked once she and Metatron were alone.

They had spent most of the day in the conference room, discussing the details of the plot. Metatron wanted everyone to know exactly what they had to do and when. It was crucial for them to succeed. They would only have one shot at this.

Finally, he’d sent Nephilim and Gabriel away because he wanted to discuss something with Raziel alone.

He smiled. “Never felt better.”

She tilted her head. “You were in a very critical condition after the battle. I feared the worst…”

“You shouldn’t do that, Raziel.”

“Maybe. But even you aren’t indestructible, you know that.”

He did. In fact, he now knew better than ever.

Metatron was aware that he’d been touched by death. It had been very close. Even closer than everyone knew, including Nephilim. Despite the best medical equipment and doctors, it had taken him weeks to fully recover from the injuries he’d sustained. If it hadn’t been for Nephilim, he wouldn’t be standing here now.

And yet, if he went into the same situation again, he would do exactly what he’d done on the battlefield again. He would put himself between the blast and Nephilim to protect her with his body. Always.

“But almost.” He smirked, then added, “Raziel, I wanted to speak with you in private because there’s an important matter that concerns you.”

“What is it?”

“Once everything is over, I want you to return to Olympias I.”

She stared at him in surprise. “Why? Are you not satisfied with me serving as Seraph?”

He waved his hand. “Not at all. I couldn’t imagine anyone better.”

“Then why?”

“Because I’ll need you at my side once we’re in control. I need someone to help me organize and run everything. Someone I can trust.”

“So I’ll return to the position of First-Archangel?”

“No. You will be more than that. I haven’t decided on the rank and position yet, but things will change.”

“Shouldn’t Zephaniel be your first choice for such a position?”

“I’m planning to make Zephaniel Seraph in Olympias III instead.”

A smirk appeared on Raziel’s face that eerily resembled Metatron’s. “You’re promoting him to get rid of him. So you can promote Nephilim to First-Archangel.”

She will be so much more than that, Metatron thought.

Yet he was surprised and slightly concerned that his plan was so obvious. At least to Raziel, who had known him longer than anyone else.

“It’s only logical,” he said calmly. “I need you in Olympias I, but I also need someone experienced to run things in Olympias III, and there’s no better candidate than Zephaniel. And there’s no better candidate to take his place than Nephilim.”

Raziel grinned knowingly but remained silent.

She was a very intelligent woman, and she’d spent a long time at his side. She was also the only person besides Metatron and Nephilim who knew that Lucifer was Nephilim’s father. But even she didn’t know how much Nephilim truly meant to him. No one did, not even Nephilim herself.

Finally, Raziel said, “I’m happy for you, Metatron. You’ve found something precious. But be careful.”

He raised an eyebrow. “In what way?”

“Jealousy can be a strong emotion, even among Angels.”

“I appreciate your concern, Raziel,” he said. “But you don’t need to worry.”

He wouldn’t tell her that he was planning to release the other Archangels from their duty to him. In truth, it was his duty to them. They expected attention. They expected him to fuck them. And he didn’t want to do that any longer. It didn’t bring him any joy or satisfaction. He would rather spend what little free time he had with Nephilim.

“Besides, I’ll have you in Olympias. You’ll have my back.”

She smiled. “Like in the good old days, huh?”

“Like in the old days. I’m not sure if they were so good, though.”

“Not as good as the future, for sure,” Raziel said. “Thinking about it, I’m excited to take up a new position and help you shape that future. When do you want me to come?”

“Once everything is over. For now, I need you to transfer the troops to me without anyone noticing.”

“Consider it done. Do you also want the jackets?”

“Give me half of them.”

“Copy that.”

“Conquer Olympias III for me, Raziel,” Metatron said.

She grinned, and again, she eerily resembled her boss. “Consider that done, too.”

∆∆∆

Nephilim waited patiently in the hall for Metatron to finish his meeting with Raziel. She didn’t know what they had to discuss that wasn’t meant for anyone else to hear, but he probably had good reasons for it.

True, he was her lover, but he was also her leader—the leader of all the Angels—and therefore didn’t need to explain himself to her. He let her in on everything piece by piece, yet she was aware that there was still so much she didn’t know. About his plans and about him.

But it didn’t bother her because she knew that, eventually, she would know everything.

For now, she was still utterly thrilled by what she had just learned.

Gabriel had offered her refreshments and a tour of HQ while she waited for the High-Archangel, but she’d politely declined and said she would rather wait for Metatron here.

After a while, she began slowly walking up and down the hall, her thoughts racing.

It was happening. It was truly happening.

Since the beginning—or rather, since she’d become an Archangel and started to spend more time with him one-on-one—Metatron had never made a secret of the fact that he believed the Angels were superior to humans.

A new species. Evolution. The top of the food chain.

From him, she had learned the truth about Olympias and the corporate system, how rotten it was at its core, how oppressive it was. It was a system that locked its citizens in a cage yet made them believe it was better than anything in human history. That it was progress, the only way.

Metatron had opened her eyes to every lie she and everyone else in Olympias had been told since childhood. How the corporation had dissolved all human structures that kept them together and made them strong. How it had created a mass of scared individuals, anxiously following a hedonistic lifestyle to fill the emptiness inside them.

Nephilim had learned how and why the Guardian Angels had been created—by no one other than her own father, who had eventually betrayed his creation and almost succeeded in murdering Metatron.

She had learned that the Angels were the ones who kept Olympias safe, not only from hostile cyborg brigades but also from its own citizens who tried to escape the system and live a life like those of their ancestors before the war had destroyed everything and opened the way to ultimate corporate rule.

A war the elites had orchestrated.

And Nephilim had learned that the Guardian Angels were, in truth, slaves—property of the Olympias Conglomerate, disposable, under constant control.

She had known for a while that Metatron wanted to change that, that he had been planning and plotting it for years, if not decades.

And now she knew how everything would go down. How they would strike in all three Olympias cities at once. Seize power. Gain control.

“I will conquer the world and lay it at your feet, Nephilim,” he had told her when they’d been alone at the bottom of the ocean. Then he’d asked: “Would you like that?”

She hadn’t been aware of how serious he’d been. That he hadn’t been joking about conquering the world.

Thinking about it now, Nephilim felt every fiber of her being tingle and vibrate in excitement and anticipation.

Her reply now was the same as it had been in the ocean. Yes, she would like that very much.

She was her father’s daughter, just better.

Finally, the door opened, and Metatron and Raziel stepped outside. Both seemed very pleased. Whatever they had discussed must have been beneficial for both of them.

Metatron smiled when he saw Nephilim in the hall. Apparently, he hadn’t expected her to wait for him here, and that pleased him, too.

“We’re done here, let’s go,” he said. “I’ll answer all your questions when we arrive at my home.”

Nephilim understood. He wanted privacy. No one was supposed to hear what they were talking about, not even fellow Guardian Angels.

They went to the parking garage under Angel HQ, which looked almost identical to the one in Olympias I. While Metatron usually took an autonomous limousine when going somewhere in Olympias I, here he drove a sports car. It was a very similar model to the one he had in Olympias III, but this one was a convertible.

Minutes later, they were shooting over the highway that wound a hundred feet high through the concrete canyons toward the Inner Circle. The afternoon sun stood low and shone in their faces as they drove westward to the coast.

Nephilim glanced at Metatron, who enjoyed driving himself occasionally—even though Olympias had banned people from driving and made autonomous vehicles mandatory.

She had so many questions. She was outright bursting to learn even more details about his plans. Yet she was also bursting with desire.

He turned his head and smirked. As always, he knew how she felt only too well. He could read her body like an open book.

“Once again, what’ll it be, Nephilim? Do you want me to fuck you or answer all your questions?”

She placed her hand in his lap. “Why not both?”

He chuckled. “So demanding. Maybe I should discipline you.”

“Maybe you should.”

“That would be a reward for you, though, and I’m not sure you deserve a reward,” he said as he drove into the garage of the building where he had his residence in Olympias II. “Besides, we’re going out tonight.”

“I assume it’s not a date night,” Nephilim said.

“Of course it is,” he replied, parking the car. “And while we’re at it, we’ll commit even bigger treason,” he added privately over the channel they shared.

Then he smirked. “And then I’ll fuck you.”


Chapter Two

Treason

Fall had arrived in Olympias City, yet it was hardly distinguishable from the rest of the year. At least for someone who had been born and grown up in Rosprom.

When the sun shone, which was practically every day, the temperatures rose almost as high as during the summer. Only the nights were a little bit cooler. In summer, the omnipresent concrete and glass devoured the heat only to radiate it after sundown, which could make the nights almost unbearably hot.

Field agents who hadn’t been stationed in Olympias for long always bemoaned that, but Jake didn’t mind it. Over the years, he’d grown so accustomed to the climate that even the dreaded hot neon nights didn’t bother him much. Though even he had to admit that he preferred the crisp air of a fall evening—well, crisp was maybe too strong a word, but at least not as humid as most of the year.

Today, Jake was so sunken in thought that he paid little attention to his surroundings. He was walking down the street at a fast pace—yet not too fast. That could raise attention he didn’t need. Every evening, he walked the distance between the operation’s center and his apartment. It relaxed him and gave him time to think.

The new operation’s center wasn’t in the Inner Circle like the last one, nor was it as vast and luxurious. Naturally, after the failure of Operation Fallen Angels, his people had needed to abandon the HQ and several safe houses that had been deemed too hot. Nevertheless, Rosprom still had plenty of secret hideouts in Olympias. After all, the network had been built and expanded over decades. Just because one operation had failed didn’t mean that Rosprom and the RRS would give up. Admittedly, though, the last failure had been a disaster of unimaginable proportions.

Jake could still hardly believe that he had gotten away with it and ended up back in Olympias.

It hadn’t seemed like it would go that way in the beginning, however.

After the offensive had failed spectacularly, Jake had been called back to Rosprom HQ in Moscow. There, he and his superior officer, Zhilinsky, had been grilled for days. They’d had to explain what had happened over and over again. The Angel reinforcements that had come out of the blue and turned the battle around had been the hottest topic.

Jake couldn’t blame High Command for being furious since this failure fell entirely on the RRS. No one understood how the best spy network in history had been so blindsided and outright humiliated. It had been their job to know the exact numbers of the Angel force, and they’d thought they did.

Yet Jake knew precisely how it had been possible and who was responsible for them being taken for fools: Metatron.

Thinking of him, Jake absentmindedly balled his fists. The more time passed, the more he hated that man. Not only because he’d foiled their plans but also, and most of all, because he had what Jake wanted more than anything else in the world: Nephilim.

That bastard had brainwashed her, manipulated her, gaslighted her… and somehow made her love him. In Jake’s opinion, it must be some sort of Stockholm syndrome.

Thinking of it filled him with cold rage, and he wanted to smash something, or someone.

On the other hand, he had to admit that he now understood what Nephilim saw in Metatron. As much as he hated him, he had to acknowledge that Metatron was brilliant.

He had managed to deceive the RRS. To this day, Jake couldn’t imagine how. But one thing was clear: as long as Metatron was around, it would be impossible for them to achieve their goals.

Jake didn’t care much about Rosprom’s goal and whether they achieved it or not—he was a traitor, after all. But he would use them to achieve his personal goal.

Metatron’s death.

Jake was no fool. He was well aware that the odds that Nephilim wouldn’t give him a chance even if Metatron was gone were high. Maybe she was lost to him forever. He tried not to think about that possibility because it filled him with despair.

But if that was the case, then he would at least enjoy the satisfaction of killing Metatron. Or rather, having him killed.

He walked along a busy street with many upscale shops, restaurants, and nightclubs. No one paid him any attention. The new operation’s center was in District One, which was the closest to the Inner Circle and very expensive, but they needed to be here for their mission.

Operation Titan Fall.

Despite the failed offensive, Jake had convinced High Command to let him lead this operation. Over the years, he had become such a perfect liar and deceiver that he’d managed to put all the blame on Zhilinsky and the deceased Commander Phillipov, who had led the invasion.

Zhilinsky had been a good man and Jake’s benefactor for years. He certainly hadn’t deserved to be betrayed and thrown under the bus like that, but Jake felt no remorse. It was either that or go down with his boss.

In the end, Zhilinsky had been executed and Jake promoted to his job, thanks to his ruthlessness and silver tongue. Which was somehow hilarious since he’d already taken Lena’s job after she died due to his first betrayal.

Freshly promoted to Commander, Jake was back in Olympias City. The operation was much smaller than the last one as the RRS’ budget had been cut after the disastrous offensive, which, in a way, was understandable. But Jake was determined to succeed this time.

He would eliminate Metatron and open the way to a new offensive, or whatever High Command had planned. Jake didn’t really care.

Zephaniel, Metatron’s successor, was weak. With a bit of tweaking, the whole Guardian Angel corps would fall apart once Metatron was gone.

Without their most important weapon, Olympias would be easy game.

And Jake could start over with Nephilim.

Tonight, however, he had other plans.

After less than ten minutes of walking, he arrived at the building he lived in. It was an upscale high-rise with two hundred floors of moderate height. Jake lived on the 129th floor. But instead of going there, he stopped the elevator on the 105th floor.

Anticipation began building in his body as he walked down the long corridor decorated with expensive-looking red and gray wallpaper. Olympias’ decadence had no limit. That was something every agent deployed from Rosprom learned quickly.

Jake arrived at the end of the corridor and knocked at the door of the corner apartment. Expecting him, the apartment’s owner opened it almost at once.

“Hello, Jacek,” Kristina Komarova purred.

As always, she looked like a pinup girl come to life. Today, she was wearing a red dress that offered a generous view of her cleavage. Her silky blonde hair hung over her shoulders, and the scent of her alluring perfume surrounded her like an aura of temptation. Her lipstick matched the color of her dress perfectly, and her full lips offered him a seductive smile as she studied him from under long eyelashes with her deep blue eyes.

“Good evening, Kristina,” he said coldly, not returning her smile as he pushed inside.

“You’re early today,” Kristina said. “Would you like something to drink?”

“Why not,” Jake said as he took off his jacket and threw it onto a chair, then began opening his shirt.

It was true—he usually stayed longer in the office, but today, he had felt restless. He needed to blow off steam, or he would explode. In earlier times, he had gone to the gym and practiced Krav Maga when he had felt like that, but since his return to Olympias, he’d discovered a much more satisfying way to do so.

High Command apparently trusted him enough to send him back to Olympias on a new mission, but they didn’t trust him enough to let him loose unattended. Or maybe it was General Orlov who didn’t trust him… or maybe Orlov held a grudge against Jake because his beloved Goliath had been destroyed during the failed invasion.

Whatever the reason might be, they’d sent Kristina Komarova back with him. If Jake had had any doubts that she was a snitch, an agent sent out by Informacja, they were now gone for good.

Informacja was the most feared—and hated—unit among Rosprom’s special forces. Their agents were spies sent out against other spies. Kristina played the role of the young lieutenant who had a crush on her superior perfectly, yet she wasn’t good enough to fool Jake.

She was here to breathe over his shoulder, spy on him, control him.

Kristina approached him and handed Jake a glass of vodka. He took it and gulped it down while he watched her undress. With one smooth movement, Kristina pulled off her dress and stood there naked, only wearing red high heels.

Jake devoured her with his eyes. Full breasts, round hips, yet athletic arms, legs, and belly. He had to admit that she was ravishing, especially considering that she was 100% bio, the same as him. No field agent was allowed to wear any augmentations because Olympias’ scanners would detect them, but there were other ways to help a human body achieve perfection. Gen treatment and bioengineering had come a long way in Rosprom and Olympias alike.

Whether Kristina was nature-grown or not, she could only be described as gorgeous. Under different circumstances, Jake would surely have felt attracted to her, but not only was she the embodiment of a Venus flytrap but he also still loved Nephilim, and no woman could ever compete with her.

She gently placed her arms around his neck and pressed her lips onto his. Her alluring scent was even more intense when she was so close, and he returned her kiss fiercely, with growing lust. Cold, animalistic lust.

As Jake grabbed her ass with one hand, he pushed the other between her legs. A moment later, they were on her bed, and he was fucking the crap out of her. Pinning her down, he thrust into her so roughly that it made her scream. Good. He enjoyed that.

“You like that, you whore,” he whispered hoarsely in her ear.

You fucking snitch, he added in his thoughts.

“Don’t you?”

She nodded, out of breath.

“Say it!”

He thrust into her harder.

“Yes, yes!” she cried out. “I like it! I love it!”

Jake smiled. Yet this smile had nothing in common with the smile he showed Nephilim. It was a chilling smile filled with lust and violence.

Kristina had been sent out after him to spy on him, to control him. And yet it was him controlling her. Every night, when he fucked her brains out. Kristina had been instructed to use any means to get close to him and gain his trust, and he exploited that.

He closed one of his hands around her neck and squeezed, making her gasp for air. It would be so easy to kill her if he wanted.

But there was no need for that. At least, not yet.

How did the old saying go? Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.

Well, he couldn’t keep his enemy closer than this.

When he was done, he felt so much better. It gave him a deep feeling of satisfaction and power. He remained next to her on the bed for a bit until he got his breath back, then got up and began dressing.

He never stayed overnight, even though she’d suggested it many times. He never kissed her passionately, held her, or even had a personal conversation with her. All he wanted was to fuck her, and she let him. Maybe she enjoyed it—after all, he could feel the moisture between her legs—and maybe she didn’t. He didn’t care.

Everyone in the office knew they were having an affair, of course, even though they kept it discreet. His team’s agents would be lousy spies if they didn’t notice something like that. But it played into Jake’s hands. Made him more believable. He could see the way the other male agents looked at him when he passed them in the corridor: with a mixture of acknowledgment and envy. After all, he was fucking the prettiest girl the RRS had to offer.

And he didn’t even like her.

“Goodnight, Kristina,” he said, walking to the door without looking back at her. “I’ll see you in the office tomorrow.”

∆∆∆

Metatron’s apartment in Olympias II wasn’t half as spacious as his home in the capital. His old one, at least, as where he resided now was beyond any comparison. Nevertheless, the view made up for the “small” living area. The west façade was made entirely of glass and offered a breathtaking panorama over the ocean. The sinking sun hung like a gigantic red fireball over the water and would disappear soon.

“Go ahead,” Metatron said, pointing at the door leading to the terrace.

Nephilim did and was greeted by a fresh breeze filled with salt that was so welcome after the stuffiness of the city. No wonder the elites resided here.

Like all the other apartments in the building, Metatron’s had a huge terrace equipped with exquisite lounge furniture. Potted palm trees and exotic flowers framed the seating arrangement.

Nephilim stepped closer to one of the plants and inspected it curiously. It had giant red blossoms that moved softly in the sea breeze. She leaned down, smelled the flowers, and closed her eyes in delight.

When she turned her head, she saw Metatron standing in the doorway, a bottle of red wine and two glasses in his hands. A tender expression softened his face as he watched her taking delight in the flowers. After a second, he snapped out of it and walked to the lounge area, where he took a seat and poured them each a glass of wine.

Nephilim sat down beside him and took the glass he offered her. No doubt it would be delicious as he only served the finest foods and beverages in his home.

“Alright, ask,” he said, sipping on his wine.

“How long have you been planning this?”

He smirked. “Longer than you can imagine. I was nineteen years old when I tried to bring down the Pyramid for the first time.”

Nephilim stared at him in utter surprise. “What?”

He chuckled, yet for a very brief moment, she could see pain on his face. Grief.

“As you can see every day, I wasn’t successful. Later, I got distracted by being turned into a killer cyborg—and by your father. But those are old stories for another time. The past is gone and doesn’t exist anymore. All that counts is the future.”

“You need to share those stories with me someday,” Nephilim said, taking a deep gulp of her wine. As expected, it tasted heavenly. Even better than the wine they usually drank in Olympias I.

“I will,” he promised. “But let me answer your question precisely. How long have I been planning this? Since before you were born. I began when I was appointed High-Archangel after your father’s betrayal.”

“So, all those years, decades even, you were serving Olympias and the Board, you were secretly planning their downfall?”

“Yes.”

“The most powerful warriors are patience and time,” Nephilim quoted slowly.

Metatron smiled. “Leo Tolstoy. Very good.”

“I never understood that statement until today.”

“It’s true,” he said. “I realized I needed to become one of them to beat them. It’s so much easier to murder someone when they invite you into their house instead of trying to gain access from the outside.”

His smile as he said this would have given most people chills, yet Nephilim was intrigued and allured.

“You were waiting until they made you a Board member.”

“Correct. Admittedly, it took much longer than I anticipated and hoped. Ironically, Rosprom’s attack on us played in my hands, although the price we had to pay was high.”

“Too high,” Nephilim whispered, suddenly remembering all the horrors they’d gone through three months ago. “I almost lost you.”

He remained silent for a moment, then lifted his hand and softly stroked the scar on her cheek. “It made both of us stronger. Much stronger.”

“You and me against the rest of the world,” she said calmly.

“You and me,” he replied.

As always, the tension between them grew. Metatron knew that and pulled his hand away, sipping on his wine instead.

“What’s the last piece of the puzzle you were talking about earlier?”

“You tell me.”

“The codes for the AI army.”

“Yes. We can’t succeed without them.”

“Do you think you’ll get them?”

Metatron grinned, letting his finger circle the rim of his glass absentmindedly. “Oh, I know I will. Soon.” He paused. “If you must break the law, do it to seize power. In all other cases, observe it.”

“Julius Caesar,” Nephilim said after thinking for a moment.

“That’s right. Basically, what we’re going to do is a coup. It’s not a new idea. It’s been attempted many times throughout the history of mankind, often successfully. But we will do it better.”

Nephilim remained silent, thinking about everything he had just said. Then, suddenly, she connected the dots in her brain, and everything became clear.

“The Wasps,” she said, barely able to contain her excitement. “That’s why you’ve been talking to them!”

Metatron just looked at her for a moment, saying nothing. As so often, his face was unreadable, yet Nephilim could tell that he was happy—and proud.

“That’s also correct,” he finally said.

“They’re staging a coup, too? Like us?”

“Yes. And Rosprom’s synths.”

Nephilim couldn’t help herself as her jaw dropped.

Impossible! was her first thought.

And yet she knew it was true. Metatron wouldn’t joke about it, and he had no reason to lie.

“That’s… that’s incredible!” she pressed out. “How?”

He smirked in his typical way. “As I said, I’ve been planning this for decades. They will seize power at the same time as we do. And it will change the world forever. We will destroy the elites globally, once and for all.”

In front of them, on the horizon, the sun began sinking, tinting the sky and water red, as if they were on fire.

“And take our rightful place,” Nephilim said.

“Indeed. Looking at humanity’s history and evolution, it’s not surprising that the next step would be predators—killers.”

“Whose quote is that?”

He laughed. “Mine.”

“An original Metatron,” she said, imitating his smirk.

They clinked glasses, looking each other in the eye. If someone had been watching them from afar, they would have appeared like a happy couple exchanging pleasantries, not two people planning a bloody coup.

“What about the people? Olympias’ population?” Nephilim asked.

Metatron shrugged. “We’ll leave things as they are, mostly. Olympias has brainwashed them for decades, and very successfully. Why disturb a system that works so well? As long as we give them what they need, they’ll remain docile and keep living their meaningless little lives.”

“Panem et circenses,” Nephilim said.

“Correct. Bread and circuses. The majority of humans don’t want freedom, they don’t want to think, they don’t want choices, they don’t want to take responsibility for their lives. They prefer to live under a strong government that dictates everything. The founders of the new era knew that only too well. In fact, they had been planting the seeds for decades before the war. Why should we try to change something that works so well? Although there are certain things I will definitely change once I’m in charge.”

Nephilim nodded. She had a very clear idea of what kind of things Metatron was referring to. She knew there were certain aspects of the Olympian lifestyle he despised with all his heart.

“What are your thoughts on all of this, Nephilim?” he asked after studying her intensely for a moment.

She leaned forward and kissed him. “I think you’re brilliant.”

He smiled with false modesty. “I try.”

“Thank you for letting me in on your plans, for letting me be a part of this,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck.

“Every tyrant needs someone to guard his back,” he said half-jokingly yet with astonishing self-awareness.

“I will always guard your back, Metatron. No matter what happens.”

He slowly shook his head. “No, you will be so much more than that. I don’t want you behind me. I want you at my side.”

She smiled, a warm sensation spreading inside her. “Always.”

For a moment, it seemed as if he wanted to say something more, to share something important with her. But then he turned his head away and emptied his wine glass instead.

By now, the sun had disappeared entirely, leaving only a blood-red shine on the water behind. Solar-powered lamps around the patio gradually sprang into life.

“We should get going,” Metatron said eventually. “There’s something of importance waiting for us.”

They both went to take a shower—separately, as Metatron said there was no time for that now—and then changed clothes. Nephilim put on a dress Metatron had bought for her. As usual, when he bought her something, it was a custom-made designer piece. Black, of course. The dress was skin-tight and closed around her neck at the front while revealing her entire back. It appeared plain and yet was elegant and sexy.

Nephilim liked it a lot when she inspected herself in the mirror. Then she glanced at her face and the scar on her cheek. As promised, Metatron had brought in the best specialists Olympias had to offer. They had restored her breasts perfectly, and not even the smallest trace of the mutilation she’d been made to suffer remained.

They could have restored her face in the same way, yet she’d made the decision to keep a little souvenir. The tiny scar would always remind her of her recklessness and the price she’d had to pay. Every morning, when she looked in the mirror, she was reminded that she had to do better. Metatron had been surprised by her decision but hadn’t objected.

When she entered the main living area again, he was already waiting for her, gazing into the night. The moon was rising above them, casting a silver light over the calm sea. As she walked toward him, he turned his head and watched her.

“You’re not wearing any underwear.”

She grinned. “Nothing escapes your attention, High-Archangel.”

“You know what?” he said, reaching out for her and pulling her close. “I’ve changed my mind. It won’t matter if we’re a bit late.”


Chapter Three

The Note

The moon was almost full and stood high in the sky. It reflected off the sea, which was calm tonight and appeared like a gigantic black mirror. The air was hot and filled with moisture, flowery scents coming from well-hidden dispensers, chatter, and lounge music.

Nephilim and Metatron were in an upscale restaurant not far from the High-Archangel’s residence. It was located on a huge terrace overlooking the ocean.

It was called In The Jungle, and the owners had done everything to make it appear like a tropical jungle. Instead of concrete, the floor was covered with grass, leaving only narrow bamboo paths for the patrons and personnel to walk on. Palm trees and tropical shrubs had been planted in a seemingly natural way yet were cleverly arranged as room dividers, giving the groups sitting at tables undisturbed privacy.

Metatron and Nephilim had a table on one side of the restaurant, their table directly overlooking the sea.

Nephilim had to admit that the place was lovely, so different from anything that could be found in Olympias I. She enjoyed the ambience, the delicious wine she was drinking, and, most of all, the company of the man sitting across from her.

Yet she knew this wasn’t really a date; it was just supposed to look like one. In truth, she was well aware of why they were here, and she was determined to pay better attention than she had in the Aquarium restaurant in Olympias a few months ago.

They didn’t speak much; they just sat there in silence, each sunken in their own thoughts, yet they were as close as two people could be. Metatron knew Nephilim well enough to know that she always needed time to process important information he had shared with her. As always, he wanted her to come to her own conclusions.

Surprisingly, this time, it wasn’t difficult for her to digest all the information he’d given her. Everything seemed logical and brilliant. She was excited that she was such an important part of his plan—a plan he’d plotted for decades. She and Metatron were similar in so many ways, kindred spirits—soul mates—yet they differed greatly in one trait: patience.

Nephilim couldn’t even imagine the patience this man had. While she… Well, she would rather storm into action and take no prisoners.

Maybe he used to be that way when he was young and had simply changed over the years. What Metatron had hinted at earlier had blown her mind, maybe even more than his grand scheme, which she had partially known already.

That he’d tried to bring down Olympias many years ago and failed.

Who had he been before Lucifer had found him and formed him into what he was now? Nephilim was dying to learn more about that, but she knew Metatron well enough to understand that prying never worked on him. He would share information when he decided the time was right. And something was telling her that this story would be hard to believe and even harder to swallow.

As much as she wanted to know more about his past, she also agreed with him that what mattered was the future. And they would create a better future together, a future where they were no longer slaves to humans but the more evolved species.

A future where they were free and could maybe even spend more time together simply enjoying each other’s company, like on the boat less than twenty-four hours ago.

Nephilim had known that Metatron was in contact with TogbuaXiang’s Wasps, but only now did she understand why. She saw the big picture, the picture of a global conspiracy to topple the corporations’ rule and replace it with something better.

Nevertheless, from Olympias’ point of view, this was treason. Treason of the highest level. Which was why Metatron was so cautious about whom he let in on his plans. Apparently, it was only the two Seraphs and her who knew everything.

Not even Zephaniel was involved, which had genuinely surprised her. It always had appeared as if Zephaniel was the closest to Metatron, but this seemingly wasn’t the case now. That must also be why Metatron had designated her as his successor, not Zephaniel, if something happened to him. A thought Nephilim could still barely swallow.

“There’s one more important thing I want to share with you, Nephilim,” Metatron suddenly said, breaking the silence between them.

She raised her eyebrows. “Oh? What is it?”

He smirked. “I’ll show you tomorrow on our way back to Olympias I. I hope you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

“I can’t wait,” she said, and she really couldn’t.

Metatron loved to create suspense and play with her anticipation, and it worked every time. She had no idea what it could be and knew that it was pointless to try and figure it out. She would have to practice patience, which was the reason he played such games in the first place.

The waiters came and served them a delicious meal consisting of meats, vegetables, and fresh fruits. This time, Nephilim paid better attention and saw the exchange much more clearly. As he had in the Aquarium, Metatron used In The Jungle as a place to exchange information.

This time, it was Metatron who received something from the waiter, a young man with no augmentations. He placed something next to Metatron’s plate so swiftly and discreetly that no one would have noticed even if they hadn’t been secluded by palm and bamboo trees. To Nephilim’s surprise, it was a small piece of paper.

Metatron smiled when he saw that she’d seen and winked at her under his dark sunglasses that hid his cyborg eyes.

As they ate their meal, they chatted about their boat trip, almost like ordinary people, until Metatron suddenly frowned. Nephilim realized she hadn’t even noticed him pick up the piece of paper and glance at it.

Now he was staring at it, an expression on his face she hadn’t seen on him before.

Disbelief.

Then he crumpled the message in his hand, destroying it with his titanium fingers.

“What’s going on?” Nephilim asked him, alarmed.

He smiled at her. “Nothing to be concerned about. Let’s leave this place.”

∆∆∆

Even though Metatron tried not to show it, Nephilim could clearly sense that something was troubling him deeply. Whatever the note had been about, it was something unexpected. Which was concerning in itself as Metatron always seemed to be two steps ahead of everyone else.

They drove home in silence, where, like almost every night, they had sex. But although it was good, Nephilim could tell that he was distracted.

“Metatron?” she whispered once they were done and she was resting her face against his shoulder.

The bedroom was dark, the only light coming through the panoramic windows from where the moon hung over the black sea. And, of course, from their eyes, which shone in the dark like neon-blue diamonds.

“You want to know, don’t you?” he replied.

“Yes. Please tell me what the note was about.” After he remained silent, she added, “It was from the Tigress, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“What did she say that troubles you so much?”

Instead of answering, he sat up and stared out at the ocean. She lifted her hand and softly caressed the back of his head and his neck.

“Please, tell me.”

“Fine.” He took a deep breath before he continued. “The Tigress demands that you travel to TogbuaXiang and finalize the treaty with her.”

Nephilim sat up in surprise. “What? Why me?”

He shrugged. “I’m not sure. She knows how close you are to me. Maybe she wants to test my allegiance. Maybe it’s because your mother was from TogbuaXiang. Maybe both. She didn’t specify.”

Now Nephilim understood why he had been caught by surprise so much. This was an odd request. As far as everyone was concerned, TogbuaXiang was enemy territory. She was anything but welcome there. A trip to the Asian megacorporation could very well become a one-way trip.

And yet she would go if he asked her to.

“She made one thing very clear, however,” Metatron continued. “The deal’s off if I don’t comply.”

“Then I will go.”

He turned his head sharply and looked her in the face. “Absolutely not.”

“But… we need the Wasps for the plan to work. You said so yourself.”

“That is correct.”

“If that’s the only way, then send me.”

“No.”

He jumped up and began pacing up and down the room, the moonlight shimmering on his naked, pale body.

“It’s absolutely out of the question!” he said in an unusually loud and sharp tone. Most of the time, he remained calm and composed, no matter what happened. “I’m not sending you to TogbuaXiang! Who knows if she'll take you hostage to make me compliant… or worse? I’m no fool to send her the most precious thing I have.”

His outburst touched Nephilim to the core. She remained silent for a moment, watching him, not sure what to say.

“Is there another way for us to succeed?” she asked eventually.

Metatron stopped and turned away from her and toward the sea. “I don’t know.”

She stood up, slowly walked toward him, and embraced him. Would he really jeopardize the plan he’d been developing for decades just because of her?

“But there’s one thing I do know, and that’s that you’re not going, Nephilim.”

“You’ll think of a solution,” she said. “You always do.”

He smiled. “I try.” Then he turned his head and kissed her on the forehead. “I will not lose you.”

“Never.”

They remained motionless for a while, staring into the night and the seemingly infinite blackness of the sea.

∆∆∆

The next day, they spent most of the flight back to Olympias in silence. Metatron said he was busy preparing for a meeting with the Board. Now that he was a member of this illustrious club, he had to attend way more often than before. And as much as he enjoyed being a Board member, he hated their meetings just as much.

But Nephilim knew that was only half of the truth.

He was upset at the Tigress and her demand. More than he would show. And his mind was trying to find a solution to the problem.

Nephilim was confident that he would come up with something. As always. Yet she was ready to travel to TogbuaXiang if that was the only way to achieve their goal.

Metatron vehemently stated that it wasn’t up for discussion, but after being so close to him for more than one and a half years now, Nephilim knew how to make him listen to her.

She wished she could contribute something smart, but she knew his plans only vaguely, and surely there was nothing she could come up with that he didn’t know already.

Nephilim looked at him sitting across from her, his eyes staring into nowhere while his mind worked tirelessly on multiple problems at once.

Despite the bad news they’d received, Nephilim had enjoyed every second of the trip. In fact, she had never been happier in her entire life than on the boat in the ocean.

Following a sudden impulse, she got up, crossed the distance between them, and leaned down to kiss Metatron. He blinked, as if waking up from a dream, then smiled.

“Neph—” he began, but she interrupted him by pressing her lips on his again. This time, he returned the kiss, gently wrapping his arms around her.

After a moment, he separated his lips from hers and looked her in the eye, a tender expression on his face.

Nephilim grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m not trying to get into your pants, High-Archangel. I just wanted to say hi.”

She sat back in her seat, pulling an innocent face.

Metatron chuckled. “Too bad.”

He looked at her so intensely that, for a moment, she was convinced he would call her over after all.

But instead, he said, “You’re right. We don’t have time for that now. We’re almost there.”

“Will you tell me where we’re going?”

He pointed at the window. “See for yourself. You should recognize it from here.”

Curious, Nephilim turned to the window and realized they’d lost altitude and were approaching their destination. To her surprise, it wasn’t anywhere in Olympias City.

But Metatron was right. She recognized it immediately.

They flew over lush woods that covered most of the surrounding area, then over an abandoned city, or rather, what was left of the downtown zone of a small or medium-sized town from the pre-corporate era.

The city center appeared like a warzone, and not from WW3. This warzone looked fresh. Because it was. The area was nothing other than a vast open-air training area where killer cyborgs in waiting were drilled for years.

They quickly flew past the destroyed city, and soon, the buildings of the main area appeared.

Angelborn.

Memories and feelings flooded Nephilim as if someone had opened a dam. This place had been her home for more than ten years. It was where all Angels received their education, where traumatized kids were turned into killing machines. She had so many memories of this place, both good ones and painful ones.

The main campus consisted of several buildings, all black and impressive, although they somehow appeared smaller than Nephilim remembered them. There was the building that housed the VR training simulator, a huge gym, and open-air running tracks.

Towering over everything was the main building, which was both a school and a dormitory, and in its bowels were multiple underground stories that belonged to the medical department. The place where Nephilim and every other Angel had received their augmentations, enduring dozens of painful procedures and surgeries.

Several groups of black-clad children were training in the open-air area. One group was practicing sprinting while another performed a kata. Inside the gym, more black-clad kids were sparring and receiving training in a variety of close-combat techniques.

Nostalgia filled Nephilim, but on the other hand, she was more than happy that this was all behind her. Angelborn was brutal—yet it felt like coming home.

She turned to Metatron, who was watching her with a smirk.

“Someone’s going down memory lane.”

Nephilim chuckled. “Yes… It’s strange to see it after so many years. But why have we come here?”

“Because Angelborn isn’t what you remember it to be anymore.”

“How so?”

“You’ll see.”

“I remember how you visited me here when I was a child,” she said while the jet transformed into a VTOL and began its descent.

“Is that so?”

“I had no idea who you were until the final trial,” she said, laughing, but then she suddenly turned serious. “You were always watching over me.”

“I was.”

“You helped me pass the first trial… Without you, I never would have made it through the program.”

“I couldn’t let that happen, could I?” Metatron said with his typical smirk. “But that was the only time I had to intervene. Most of the time, you exceeded all other recruits in basically everything.”

“Because you equipped me with the best hardware available.”

“I did everything in my power to protect you,” he said. “And from the beginning, I trained you to become a leader, not a follower.”

“Everything I am, I am because of you,” she said slowly.

He winked. “Maybe a little.”

In retrospect, Nephilim wondered how she could have been so blind as not to notice it. He’d always been there when something important happened, he helped her pass the trial, he even chose the best partners for her.

A painful, distant memory filled Nephilim for a second, but she got a grip of herself. No, she wouldn’t think about Rafael now. He’d been her first love as a teenager. And he’d been dead for more than ten years.

But Metatron had never touched her, or any other student. Even though pedophilia was a common thing in Olympias and absolutely legal, the grown-ups at Angelborn weren’t allowed to have sex with the students.

Once, she’d asked Metatron if he’d ever felt attracted to her when she was still a child, but he denied it. “A child’s body has no sexual appeal to me,” he’d said. “And it shouldn’t to any adult.”

Nephilim felt a slight thump as the VTOL sat down.

“Come on,” Metatron said, getting up. “Let’s visit your old home.”

An entourage awaited them when Nephilim and Metatron excited the VTOL. Several black-clad figures stood in front of the main building. Nephilim remembered some of them from her time at Angelborn: Michael, who was in charge of the facility, and Muriel, his assistant, had been running the show when she’d been a student here.

In the more than ten years since her graduation, they hadn’t changed even a bit, which wasn’t surprising as most Angels didn’t age—at least on the outside. Their inner organs and brains were subject to the same inevitable decay all living beings went through.

Nephilim didn’t know the two younger Angels standing behind Michael and Muriel. They must have been assigned to Angelborn after she’d gone.

“High-Archangel,” Michael said respectfully. “Always a pleasure when you visit us.” Then he faced Nephilim and bowed his head slightly. “Archangel Nephilim.”

It was a strange feeling to see the head of Angelborn treat her with almost as much respect as Metatron. It certainly hadn’t been like that during her years as a student here. But the leaders of Angelborn weren’t Archangels, so she outranked them.

She wondered how she and Metatron must appear to the students, some of whom were doubtlessly peeking out of the windows. Godlike. That was how visitors from HQ had always seemed to Nephilim and her classmates, at least.

“I’ve read your reports, and I’m very pleased,” Metatron said, cutting straight to the point, as was typical for him. “This will be only a brief visit. Archangel Nephilim and I are here to inspect the labs.”

“Certainly, High-Archangel,” Michael said. “Let me accompany you.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Metatron replied with a smirk. “We’ll find the way. You may return to your duties. Custodio et mortifico.”

“Custodio et mortifico,” the Angelborn staff replied.

Instead of entering the main building, Metatron headed to their left, indicating with a gesture of his head that Nephilim should follow him. She did so, while the group of Angels waited respectfully before going back inside the main building.

From the corner of her eye, Nephilim saw a group of students walk by. Even though they were drilled to always remain calm and composed, she could clearly see the curiosity and excitement in the children’s eyes. The kids still had their biological eyes, as they were still too young for the implementation of the fourth brain implant, followed by the iconic eyes. No doubt they were asking themselves who the visitors were. They didn’t know the faces of the Angel corps leadership before they graduated and left for Olympias City.

A pang of nostalgia hit Nephilim as she recognized herself in those children’s faces. Yet their future would be different to the one that had awaited her and her classmates. Things would change soon.

Metatron would change them. And she would assist him.

Following a walkway between two perfectly trimmed lawns, they made their way around the main building. Once they reached the corner, Nephilim was surprised by what she saw.

Behind the main building was a new structure that hadn’t been there when she’d lived at Angelborn. It was black, rectangular, and, at two stories, relatively low. Which might have been why she hadn’t noticed it when they’d approached the facility.

Metatron turned his head and grinned upon seeing her face.

“Where did this come from?” she asked, half-jokingly.

He shrugged. “I had it built. It’s much bigger than it looks from the outside, you’ll see.”

Indeed, the structure proved barely more than a lobby with elevators and some offices above. Two heavily armed Angels guarded the entrance, and two more were positioned by the elevators.

“There are four more on the roof of the main building,” Metatron said as they approached one of the elevators.

The two Angels stepped respectfully aside, and the black door opened with a slight hiss. That could only mean they were about to enter a sterile environment.

“I’m curious about what you’re hiding here,” Nephilim said as the elevator door closed behind them.

She had a pretty clear idea of what it could be, but she didn’t want to spoil the surprise he was planning for her.

He looked at her and smiled.

“The future.”


Chapter Four

Zephaniel

Zephaniel closed his eyes in delight.

Yes, this was exactly what he needed. The tension in his biological muscles subsided as he relaxed. At the same time, his arousal rose. It was good, yet he would take his time, let his little slave work on him and do his best to please him. After all, he had no other plans for tonight, and like any Angel, he could easily go without sleep for a night or two.

He leaned back, making himself more comfortable in the chair. Then he opened his eyes and looked down at the naked man kneeling in front of him and sucking his dick.

Zephaniel liked the devotion and submission displayed on his handsome face. A very handsome face. A famous face.

Knowing how many men and women in Olympias would love to be in his place aroused him even more. It was just what he deserved and nothing less.

After watching him for a moment, Zephaniel reached out and stopped his companion mid-movement. The man retreated a little and looked up at him like a dog at his master.

Clive Milan was indeed incredibly handsome, with blond hair, gray-blue eyes, a strong jaw, and the body of an athlete. And if that wasn’t enough, he was also rich and resided in a fancy apartment in the Inner Circle. Milan was a famous movie star. Zephaniel had first met him at the New Era Ball, where he had accompanied Metatron a couple of months ago.

Metatron had been busy with political stuff—and Nephilim, of course, always Nephilim—which had given Zephaniel time to get to know the actor better. It flattered him how much Milan, a celebrity, admired his status as First-Archangel. Clearly, he was attracted to power.

After Metatron had left the party, Zephaniel had accompanied Milan to his place and showed him how powerful and mighty he really was. Ever since, they’d been having an affair, which was mostly Zephaniel demanding Milan’s attention when he needed it. Only once had the actor denied him because he’d been busy on set and couldn’t leave. He received a punishment he wouldn’t forget anytime soon. Ever since, Milan had been ready whenever Zephaniel wanted, and he liked that. A lot.

Most likely, Metatron knew about Zephaniel’s boy toy, but he didn’t mind. He allowed his Archangels to fuck whomever they wanted as long as they were ready when he desired to see them. Mostly, they stayed among each other, but sometimes, they enjoyed the company of other Angels or even humans.

Zephaniel reached out and gently patted the other man’s cheek. Milan closed his eyes in delight. It wasn’t often that he received affection like that.

Suddenly, Zephaniel swung his palm and slapped Milan in the face. Very lightly compared to the strength he was capable of but hard enough to make Milan cry out and leave a huge red mark on his flawless cheek.

Milan opened his eyes and looked at Zephaniel like a dog about to be beaten, but the First-Archangel smiled benevolently.

“Go on.”

The actor did. Eagerly, he went down on him again, putting in even more effort than earlier.

Zephaniel grinned. It felt good to be the top for a change. In fact, it was more his nature. But that would never be an option with Metatron, not even a question for debate. He always dominated, and Zephaniel accepted it willingly. So did all the other Archangels.

Zephaniel worshipped the dirt under Metatron’s feet. Yet the High-Archangel didn’t seem to care. At least lately. It was always Nephilim, Nephilim, Nephilim for him, and Zephaniel couldn’t understand why. What did Metatron see in her?

Especially after she’d committed treason more than a year ago. Why hadn’t Metatron killed her as he should have? Zephaniel would never forget Metatron’s face after he “killed” Nephilim in their stand-off back then. Zephaniel had loved watching how he’d made short work of her, wiping that smug arrogance from her face. He was so superior…

But then, instead of letting her bleed out and move on, Metatron had done everything he could to save her! Why?

It was absurd. It didn’t make sense.

Later, Metatron had made it clear that he didn’t want any questions about it, ever. Zephaniel had accepted it, of course, but the incident haunted him. He desperately wanted to know why Metatron gave that bitch such a special status.

At first, after she became an Archangel, he’d kept those feelings at bay, but Metatron soon began favoring her blatantly. None of the other Archangels dared to say anything, but Zephaniel could sense that they were as displeased about it as he was.

Although he had much more reason to be upset. He’d been Metatron’s favorite for years!

And yet, in all those years, Metatron had never given him such privileges as he gave Nephilim. Zephaniel knew only too well that he let her sleep in his bed with him, a privilege he’d never had.

It made his blood boil thinking of it. Zephaniel balled his fists absentmindedly.

And now he’d taken her on a trip to Olympias II!

Metatron regularly visited the Angel outposts in the satellites, but in all those years, he’d never taken Zephaniel along. Not once!

And now this was the second time he’d let Nephilim accompany him after taking her to Olympias III three months ago. It wasn’t fair!

Most likely, they were fucking there all the time, left undisturbed by him and the other Archangels.

Zephaniel gritted his teeth in cold rage. He opened his eyes and looked down at the beautiful man at his feet. Yes, he was a nice trophy, but he was only human. He wasn’t like them.

Zephaniel had to be careful not to kill him every time they fucked.

Again, he placed one of his hands on Milan’s cheek, which he’d slapped only minutes ago. The actor flinched but continued with his job.

Zephaniel grinned as he placed his other hand on the back of the man’s head. Suddenly, Milan’s blue eyes snapped wide open as Zephaniel grabbed his head firmly and started fucking him.

Saliva began dripping from Milan’s mouth as he gagged and choked, but Zephaniel didn’t care. At that moment, he didn’t even care if he killed him or not. All he could feel was growing rage, spreading through every fiber of his self. No one would hold him accountable if he killed Milan now, if he fucked him to death. He stood above the law. He was the First-Archangel.

Maybe Metatron would be upset with him. Maybe he wouldn’t care. He probably wouldn’t care.

Suddenly, a signal in his head interrupted Zephaniel. He had an incoming call. Daniel, his Power and assistant, was calling. Usually, he blocked all incoming calls when he was busy. But this one was flagged with the highest urgency. Something must have happened, or Daniel wouldn’t dare disturb him.

Zephaniel rolled his eyes. Damn it!

After a moment, he decided to take the call. He let go of Milan, who collapsed on the floor in front of him, breathing heavily, his face red and tears in his eyes. Usually, a sight like this would have aroused Zephaniel, but he simply ignored it now.

He rose from the chair and walked several steps away to clear his head, then took the call non-verbally using his neural implant.

“What is it?”

“Sorry for disturbing you, First-Archangel,” Daniel said with his usual devotion in his voice.

“It better be important,” Zephaniel growled.

“It is. You instructed me to contact you immediately if we made any significant progress in finding the whereabouts of the Broker.”

“And? Did you find him?”

“Not yet—”

Zephaniel hardly held his countenance. “Then why did you call me?”

“We might have found a way to track him down.”

Zephaniel exhaled as his anger vanished, and then a chilling smile appeared on his lips.

∆∆∆

After a brief conversation with his Power over the phone, Zephaniel decided to cut his booty call short and return to HQ. He could visit Milan tomorrow if he wanted, or the day after—or every day. This was too important to let go just because he preferred to get his cock sucked.

Metatron had given him the assignment of finding the Broker and bringing him to him more than three months ago, and so far, he hadn’t produced any results. This bugged Zephaniel immensely as he was hoping to rise back up in the High-Archangel’s graces if he brought him that treacherous piece of shit on a silver platter. But so far, he’d turned up nothing.

Admittedly, in the first few weeks after the offensive, everyone had been busy cleaning up the mess caused by the Rosprom invasion. The many dead and wounded, as well as all the lost equipment, posed logistical challenges. And since Metatron had been out of commission for almost two weeks while he recovered from the wounds he’d suffered on the battlefield, it had fallen to Zephaniel to take care of everything.

He’d be lying if he claimed he didn’t enjoy being in charge—although, technically, he never really was. Metatron had started making all the decisions again as soon as he’d woken up from his surgery and simply left it to Zephaniel to execute them. Still, with the High-Archangel not in the office, people had come to see him if they needed something. It felt good.

Besides organizing around their own losses, Zephaniel was also in charge of salvaging everything of use from the Rosprom side. Metatron wanted as much of their technology reverse-engineered as possible, particularly the mechs as they were far superior to anything Olympias had to offer.

All of this had kept Zephaniel so busy that he’d ignored the search for the Broker for way too long. When he’d finally had time to dedicate attention and resources to it, the Broker’s trail had turned cold.

For a couple of days, Zephaniel had been confident that they might have found something. After combing through countless hours of security footage, they’d found an image showing Finwick Connor’s face. The snapshot showed him entering the Underground.

But then Zephaniel had almost smashed something in frustration when he’d recognized the timestamp on the footage: the exact same day he’d raided the Underground! In fact, it was only a couple of hours before he and several squads had stormed the notorious mall. The rat had been there, yet the Angels hadn’t found him!

It was infuriating, especially since only one camera had captured him, and it was impossible to tell where he’d gone afterward. Zephaniel wanted to storm the Underground again and, this time, arrest all the scum residing there and bring them in for interrogation, but Metatron wouldn’t let him.

Zephaniel’s frustration grew even more over the next couple of weeks as they couldn’t find any other lead on the Broker.

Until now. Which made the discovery even more important.

“We found something in the Broker’s abandoned residence in Oldtown that might help us track him down,” Daniel said.

“Yes, yes, you told me that before,” Zephaniel said, waving his hand impatiently. “How exactly are you planning to use this information to track him down?”

Zephaniel was sitting behind his desk in his office, while Daniel was standing in front of him to report. Although his desk and office weren’t as big and glamorous as Metatron’s, a situation like this almost made him feel as if he were the High-Archangel. And while Metatron was traveling abroad, Zephaniel was in charge of all the business going on in Olympias I.

“We went through all the belongings the Broker left behind once again,” Daniel said. “Unfortunately, he’s a skilled hacker and has wiped every piece of hardware clean—every piece but one.”

“Yes, you mentioned that, too,” Zephaniel said, irritated. If this turned out to be nothing, he’d break Daniel’s nose. Not for the first time, either. “His VR tank. How is this supposed to help us? It’s just for playing childish games.”

“Yes, it is,” Daniel agreed quickly. “But he connected his neural implants with VR using this machine—”

“—and he removed his implants, as we know,” Zephaniel hissed. “Again, how is this supposed to help us?”

Of course, one of the first things they’d tried was to follow the signature of the Broker’s implants, but that had turned out to be a dead end relatively quickly. The bastard was cunning and knew the only way to become invisible was to swap his implants with new ones.

“He didn’t wipe his tank’s hardware clean. We might be able to use it to find the games he was playing and, with a bit of luck, his gaming profile—”

Zephaniel’s eyes lit up as he understood. “Which might help us track down his position when he uses his profile again.”

This was the best news in ages!

“In theory, yes,” Daniel said, carefully considering each of his words. “But we’ll have to consult specialists to help us with that. Our usual software and search parameters won’t help us in VR.”

“Then what are you waiting for? Do it!” Zephaniel exclaimed, throwing his hands in the air. “Bring in every goddamn IT specialist Olympias has to offer. Raid the game developing studios and have them hand out all the data from their servers to you.”

“I’m afraid we’ll need the High-Archangel’s authority for that, as those studios sit in the Inner Circle and are run by high-profile executives.”

Zephaniel balled his fists as he inhaled sharply. For a moment, he considered jumping up and turning Daniel’s face into pulp for his incompetence.

But he forced himself to calm down. Metatron wouldn’t like it if he severely injured a fellow Angel, especially since Daniel was right. When it came to those fuckers in the Inner Circle, the High-Archangel’s authority was necessary to achieve anything.

“Very well,” he said after letting Daniel stew for a couple of seconds. “I’ll talk to Metatron when he returns from Olympias II. Until then, use what we have. Bring in specialists if necessary.”

“Yes, First-Archangel,” Daniel said devoutly, lowering his gaze, obviously relieved he was getting away.

“And now, fuck off.”

The assistant did as he was told and left Zephaniel, who absentmindedly formed a pyramid with his fingers under his chin, exactly as he had seen Metatron do countless times.

This time, he would get the Broker. He wouldn’t let him slip through his fingers again.

And, hopefully, this would make Metatron realize his value once again.


Chapter Five

The Future

“Now, you probably won’t remember this because it happened during the time of your betrayal and later memory wipe,” Metatron said while they used the elevator to travel down into the underground area of Angelborn’s latest building.

Nephilim couldn’t help it—his words gave her a stitch in the heart. Although Metatron had forgiven her betrayal of the Angel corps—and him—she couldn’t forgive herself. It had easily been the darkest time in her life, and she was ashamed of her actions.

“Back then, the Board was so scared of the fact that Rosprom and TogbuaXiang had joined forces against us that they not only raised our budget by 70% but also greenlighted a project I’d tried to make a reality for many years.”

The elevator stopped, and its door opened. Metatron made an inviting gesture with his hand, indicating Nephilim to go ahead.

“Welcome to AngelGen, my dear. Or the Cradle, as it’s been nicknamed here.”

She turned her head and looked at him, raising her eyebrows. “Is this what I think it is?”

Metatron chuckled. “How would I know what you’re thinking, Nephilim?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Right.”

Most of the time, she was like an open book to him while so much about him remained a mystery to her, and they both knew that only too well.

“After you,” he said.

Nephilim exited the elevator and found herself in a white, brightly illuminated hall—staring into the faces of three strangers. They were very obviously human, two men and a woman, dressed in white lab coats. All three tried to put on a professionally respectful expression, but Nephilim could tell at once that they were nervous.

“High-Archangel,” the woman said after clearing her throat. “What a pleasure. We didn’t expect you today.”

“It’s only a brief, spontaneous visit, Dr. Moore,” Metatron said in a benevolent tone. “I’m here to show Archangel Nephilim the facility.”

“Very well, High-Archangel,” said Dr. Moore, who was apparently the lead scientist.

Nephilim ran her facial features through the HQ employee databank but found no entry. It seemed she and the other scientists here weren’t listed as official employees. She could have scanned their implants and run them through the Olympias citizen database, but that wasn’t necessary. She wasn’t as interested in their names as in this place.

“Do you require any assistance?” the scientist added.

“No, we’ll find the way. You may return to your workstations. Please inform the other employees that we’re here and that they should keep going as usual.”

“Certainly.”

“They’re scared shitless of me,” Metatron said over their personal comms link while the three scientists quickly took their leave.

“I wonder why,” Nephilim replied.

Metatron shook his head in a fake scornful way. He knew she was only being playful and meant no disrespect. He also knew she would never say something like that aloud when anyone else could hear her. Such banter was highly private and no one else’s business.

“This way,” he said.

She followed him down the hall, which soon branched into several more, all leading to various labs. Behind the glass walls and doors of the facility, Nephilim could see human scientists working on all kinds of machines and lab equipment. It didn’t look like much, but Nephilim knew it actually was. She’d seen it before when she learned about procreation at school.

“Gen splicing?” she asked Metatron.

“Yes.”

Nowadays, no Olympian procreated the old-fashioned way. Sex and procreation had been successfully detached, and some people had actually forgotten what sex was originally for.

There was nothing romantic about creating offspring anymore. Every citizen could use the Olympias databanks to find their perfect genetic match. If the parties came to an agreement, a legally binding contract was set up that obligated both parents to provide for the child—monetarily only because children were educated in special facilities and boarding schools basically from birth. This ensured that they turned out to be perfect Olympias citizens, indoctrinated from the moment they could remember.

Parents were allowed to visit their offspring and were encouraged to celebrate important holidays together, such as New Era Day, Olympias’ most important public holiday. Other than that, the partners didn’t need to have contact with each other. They didn’t even need to like each other. It wasn’t even necessary for them to be of the opposite sex. The perfect genetic match for a person could be an individual of the same sex—it was no big deal to modify a sperm cell into an egg cell or vice versa.

The really interesting process began after fertilization when parents could choose the best genetic traits for their offspring and define their looks and talents. Depending on how much the parents were willing to spend, as there were clear quality differences between the various gen institutes, their children would have everything needed for a successful, prosperous life.

Genetic defects had been eliminated decades ago, and Olympians aged twenty-five years or younger all looked perfectly beautiful. It wasn’t forbidden to have children the old-fashioned way, though it was highly frowned upon, and what parent in their right mind would risk their kids having clear disadvantages compared with genetically enhanced individuals anyway?

Naturally created individuals were frequently subjected to mockery and bullying from childhood, and they would receive no job that required a higher qualification. Often, those people ended up in Oldtown.

For Angels, such questions had never been relevant as they were rendered infertile after hitting puberty. They weren’t supposed to procreate. Their whole purpose was to live and die serving Olympias.

Future Guardian Angels were usually recruited from among children no one wanted or among those “rescued” from the illegal settlements outside Olympias.

Until now, at least. What Nephilim was looking at was a complete game changer.

“What you see here is our future, Nephilim,” Metatron said. “We’re using only the best genetic material available and modifying it into absolute perfection. The next generation of us will be nothing like the Guardian Angels we see today. They’ll be much stronger and more robust than normal humans. Smarter, too. Their bodies won’t show any rejection symptoms to cybernetics, and we’ll be able to begin with augmentations at a much younger age.”

“A generation of supersoldiers,” Nephilim said in awe.

Metatron smirked. “Not just supersoldiers. Superhumans.”

“More than humans.”

“Yes.”

Nephilim grinned. “The Board must be complete idiots if they allowed you to set this up.”

“They are. And cowards. I scared them to death, claiming TogbuaXiang had been doing this for years and would crush us if we didn’t upgrade.”

“In truth, they dug their own graves.”

“Indeed.”

She looked at him full of honest admiration. “That’s brilliant, Metatron. And so exciting.”

He smiled. “You haven’t even seen the best yet. Come on.”

Metatron led her down another corridor and opened a door at the far end. They entered a vast hall with a high ceiling, almost the size of a warehouse. The lighting was dim but in a pleasant, rather soothing way.

Nephilim stopped for a moment, taking in what she was seeing.

Tanks. Dozens of them. They stood upright, each about five feet high, filled with a viscous liquid vaguely resembling gelee. And floating in the gelee were bodies. Human babies.

Of course, Nephilim had expected to find something like this down here as soon as she’d realized what kind of facility this was. She’d also seen many images and videos of body farms. After all, they were nothing unusual in Olympias. The huge gen institutes had massive underground facilities where they bred thousands of babies at once. Compared to those, this was tiny.

Yet seeing it with her own eyes was impressive but also oddly disturbing.

“What you see here, Nephilim,” Metatron said, walking down a flight of iron stairs into the main area of the warehouse, “is not only our future but also the future of mankind.”

“A new species,” she said, slowly following him.

Since she had become an Archangel almost one and a half years ago, Metatron had occasionally made remarks about how he believed that Angels were not only superior to humans but also the next step in the evolution of mankind.

The time will come when we take our rightful place in history.

Those had been his words once he began trusting her and opening up more toward her.

But only now did she fully understand what he truly meant. What he had been planning and working on for decades. He was indeed creating a new species—something more than human.

He turned around and smiled at her, unmistakable pride on his face.

“Yes,” he said, reaching out for her.

He stopped himself, though. They were using their private channel to communicate without anyone eavesdropping on them, but they weren’t alone. Several people in white lab coats were present, checking the tanks and regulating the babies’ temperature, pressure, and vital signs.

As instructed, they continued with their duties but glanced at the two visitors from time to time. Nephilim couldn’t tell if they knew who they were or if they just thought they were just another two Guardian Angels performing an inspection of the facility. To those people, it appeared as if Metatron and Nephilim were inspecting everything in silence.

Looking closer at the tanks, Nephilim noticed that the babies inside were at various stages of development. Some were barely embryos, some looked like fully developed babies ready for delivery, and some…

She turned her head and looked at Metatron in surprise.

He grinned. “Yes, we’re speeding up evolution a bit.”

Nephilim looked back at the tanks that didn’t contain babies but instead had toddlers or even older-looking children.

“How long does it take to grow them that much?”

This facility couldn’t have existed longer than a year, could it?

“Twelve months,” Metatron said. “They develop much faster than ordinary humans. When they’re delivered, they are almost as developed as a five-year-old child.”

“So they can begin their education practically immediately,” Nephilim finished for him.

“Correct. They also mature faster, but their life expectancy is double that of ordinary humans.”

“You must have started the research and development for this a long time before the Board greenlighted the project a year ago,” Nephilim thought aloud.

His grin widened. “That’s also correct. And they have no idea what we’re truly doing here. They’re assuming this is a body farm like any other.”

“How many are in those tanks?”

“Currently a hundred and fifty. But that’s enough. We don’t want to grow our numbers too fast.”

“Have any of them been delivered yet?”

“Fifteen. They were practically a test run, prototypes, but they turned out fantastic. They’re upstairs at Angelborn, and most of the personnel don’t even know they’re different from the other children in our little boarding school for killer cyborgs.”

“We’ll need a bigger facility upstairs to accommodate them all…”

“That’s the plan. I wanted to start the construction after the coup… but maybe I’ll need to change my plans.”

Nephilim remained silent. She knew what he was referring to and could sense how much the subject still bothered him.

The more she thought about it, the more she wanted to go. Not that she was eager to travel into enemy territory. But Metatron had been working relentlessly to make his ambitious plans a reality for decades. So far, she had contributed nothing, yet he wanted to share everything with her anyway. If the only way for them to achieve their goal was for her to meet the Tigress, she would do it. The question was how to convince Metatron to let her go. Once he’d made his mind up about something, it was almost impossible to make him change it.

Suddenly, he turned around and addressed the other people in the room. “Please, leave us. You may return to work when we’re gone.”

None of the scientists objected. Instead, they couldn’t get away fast enough.

That was nothing new to Nephilim. Many human employees at HQ felt uneasy dealing with the Angels even after years of working there. Others were outright scared.

And that would never change. Nephilim and her people weren’t human. Humans were frightened or disgusted by them.

It didn’t bother Nephilim, though. There had been times when she’d wondered how it might be to be human when she was searching for her own humanity, but not anymore.

The only humans she’d ever been close to had proved themselves to be treacherous and untrustworthy. Not worthy of anything.

Finwick, whom she’d saved, had sold them out—literally. He had sold highly classified Angel technology to the highest bidder, which, in the end, killed several Angels and almost killed her.

And Jake…

Nephilim had to stop herself from snorting in disgust when she thought of him.

Jake was a Rosprom spy, a professional liar who had deceived her. Who had helped prepare an invasion against Olympias that almost got her killed—and even worse, it had almost got Metatron killed. Jake, who had worked with Cillian Stavros.

No, Nephilim had no sympathy for humans.

As the scientists left the room, she glanced at Metatron. The one she admired, trusted, and loved. The one who had brought her Stavros’ head.

He noticed her looking at him, of course. Once they were alone, he turned his head and returned her gaze. Then he reached out and gently placed his hand on her cheek. She leaned into the touch yet remained silent.

“The body farm wasn’t the reason why I brought you here today, Nephilim,” he said. “Yes, it’s important, it’s the future, but there’s something here that’s even more important.”

“What could be more important than the future?”

Metatron smiled tenderly. “Our legacy.”

He took her hand and led her to two tanks. Both contained a fetus, maybe six months old. A fully developed human being, yet not quite ready to be born. One was a boy, the other a girl.

“These two are very special, Nephilim.”

“What makes them so special?”

“They’re half me and half you.”

She turned her head in surprise and stared at him. “You mean they’re… our…”

He nodded. “Our legacy. Our children.”

Nephilim blinked. This revelation hit her completely by surprise.

“But… how…? I’m sterilized… We both are…”

“That’s only partially true, my dear. I was never sterilized. That procedure was implemented for later Angels. I was an adult when I was turned into what I am, as you know.”

Nephilim knew. He’d shared his memories with her, and they were painful to think about.

“But I’m sterilized,” she said. “I remember the procedure being performed on me shortly after I hit puberty.”

“That’s correct, you are. But contrary to everyone else’s, your eggs weren’t disposed of after the surgery. I had them frozen and safeguarded.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “I’m honestly not sure. Back then, you were just Lucifer’s daughter to me. I always gave you a special status and treatment, but never could I have imagined that we’d become what we are now someday… I never would have believed it possible. But because you’re Lucifer’s daughter, I wanted to preserve yours—and therefore his—genetic material.”

She stepped closer and gently wrapped her arms around his neck.

“You must have loved him very much.”

Metatron shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I thought so, but I was wrong, and I only understand that now. Since—”

He interrupted himself and changed the subject.

“Anyway, I had those two created using our genetic material. They’re twins, and their DNA has been modified and enhanced, of course. I wanted to tell you much earlier, but we were distracted by an invasion, among other things.”

Nephilim glanced at the two little beings in the tanks. She’d never expected to procreate—not least because Angels weren’t supposed to.

Carefully, she reached out and let her fingers slide over the glass.

“This is a surprise indeed,” she said. “A pleasant surprise.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

She looked back at him and grinned. “But have you consulted the Olympias citizen databank? Are we the perfect match for each other?”

“There couldn’t be a more perfect match, don’t you think?”

She kissed him. “Nowhere in the universe.”

Then she looked back at the babies. “What are your plans for them? I assume you don’t want to play house.”

“And neither do you,” he replied.

She chuckled. “For sure. I have different plans, such as helping you reshape the world.”

“My idea was to let them grow up among the others without letting them know who they are but keep a close eye on them. Similarly to how I protected you when you were a child.”

“To make them strong.” She nodded. “They’ll learn who they are when they’re ready.”

“Yes. But I wanted to consult you first. This is a decision I didn’t want to make alone.”

“I agree,” she said after contemplating it for a moment. “We just need to make sure they don’t do anything stupid like I did.”

He laughed. “We can try.”

“Let’s hope they inherit your intelligence, not mine.”

“You shouldn’t put yourself down, Nephilim. Your mind is exceptional. Besides, believe it or not, even I was once young and stupid. Everyone is. That’s the nature of things.”

“I would love to hear some stories from that time, High-Archangel. Otherwise, I’m afraid I won’t believe you.”

“Maybe another time. For now, it’s essential that these”—he pointed at the two tanks—“stay our secret. It’s much safer for them that way.”

“Of course.”

They left the lab and returned to the surface, where Metatron showed her where he planned to expand Angelborn. It would grow to twice its current size once all the new buildings and training facilities were ready.

He also wanted to strengthen the security measures and have more grown and ordained Guardian Angels stationed here permanently. It would be a good place for older, seasoned units that were still mentally fit but beginning to underperform physically. Usually, those Angels would be filtered out and euthanized, a practice Metatron wanted to change.

And this would be far from the only change.

It was noon by the time they walked back to their aircraft, and students were approaching the main building from all sides to have lunch in the cafeteria. Nephilim watched the black-clad children with serious faces and graceful gaits. The youngest were between six and eight years old, while the oldest were teenagers. Some already had their Angel eyes, while others were fully augmented and only waiting for their final trials before they would move to Olympias City and start their new lives as fully ordained Guardian Angels—protectors of Olympias and property of the Olympias Conglomerate.

Again, many memories of her childhood and teen years flooded her as she walked across the premises, watching the killer cyborgs in waiting.

“We must hurry back now,” Metatron said once they were back in the plane and the engines sprang into life. “Duty calls.”

“The Board?”

He rolled his eyes and snorted as the plane lifted off vertically. “The weekly meeting, yes. Such a waste of time.”

“It won’t be like this forever.”

“Indeed.”

She took a deep breath before she spoke again.

“Metatron, please let me go to TogbuaXiang.”

His lips formed a tight line. “No. I told you before—it’s out of the question.”

“You worked so hard to achieve your goals. Let me do my part.”

“Nephilim, I said no.”

“For the future. Of every Guardian Angel, of those kids out there. The future of our—”

“Nephilim! I will hear no more.”

Suddenly, his tone was cold, almost threatening. It made her remember who he was.

She shared his bed every night, but he was still the High-Archangel. Her leader. The highest authority in the Angel corps.

She wanted to try one more time, but his eyes narrowed, and he lifted his index finger to signal her to remain silent.

Nephilim huffed out air and bit her tongue. Usually, they agreed on basically everything. Their minds always seemed to be in sync. But she didn’t want to fight with him. Not to mention that challenging him in any way would be a very bad idea.

He kept looking at her sternly before his face finally softened. He seemed to consider saying something for a moment, but then he decided otherwise.

They spent the rest of the flight back to Olympias in silence.


Chapter Six

Return

“Hey, Neph, are you there?”

Adriel sounded partially amused and partially offended.

Nephilim winced. Her thoughts had wandered again. Something that usually didn’t happen to her. Normally, she was focused and on point. But today, so much was occupying her mind that she continuously caught herself drifting off and thinking of something else.

Apparently, it was so obvious that even Adriel had noticed it.

They were sitting in Nephilim’s office in the Cube. She had returned less than two hours ago. While Metatron had headed straight for the Pyramid, Nephilim returned to Angel HQ to deal with some paperwork—the part of her she liked the least. She would rather go out in the field and into combat than take care of tedious administration stuff.

Unfortunately, as an Archangel, admin was something she had to deal with more often than actual fieldwork. Sometimes, she wondered how Metatron could handle it without going insane. He was more of a manager than a soldier most of the time, and yet he was still unmatched in combat.

Nephilim had given Adriel control over most of her duties during her absence. He was not only her Power but also the person she trusted most in the corps. Metatron had tasked her with integrating the extra troops that would join them from Olympias II and III over the next couple of weeks. Officially, they were only restocking to make up for the people they’d lost.

“Neph?” Adriel furrowed his brow.

“Yes, Adriel, I’m sorry. There’s just so much on my mind.”

He grinned. “Must have had a really good time in Olympias II, huh?”

A memory flashed through her mind. Of her and Metatron on the boat, watching the stars and conspiring to take over the world. For a moment, she could almost smell the salty air. She smiled.

“It wasn’t for fun,” she said. It wasn’t really a lie, but it wasn’t the truth either. “The High-Archangel had important business there, and I assisted him.”

“Right…” Adriel raised his eyebrows knowingly. “Important business.”

She narrowed an eye. “Are you doubting my word, Guardian Angel?”

“Oh, I would never do that, Archangel,” he said, but then he turned serious. “I’m really happy for you, Neph.”

“Why?”

“You and Metatron.”

“I’m one of five Archangels, Adriel,” she said in a more defensive tone than she’d intended.

“Yeah, but you’re his favorite. Everyone knows that.”

“Everyone does?”

He laughed. “Come on. You know as well as I do what our fellow Angels are like. When it comes to gossip, they’re as human as anyone could be.”

“Yeah, and you’re their champion.”

“I won’t deny that.”

“Tell me, what do they gossip about?”

“Not much, really,” Adriel said. “I mean, you know yourself that no Angel in their right mind would ever speak poorly about the High-Archangel. But let’s just say people are aware of your special status.”

“I don’t really have a special status. I—”

“He almost died on the battlefield to protect you, Neph,” Adriel interrupted. “I doubt he’d do that for anyone. And about a dozen Angels were close enough to witness it first-hand.”

Nephilim felt ice-cold when Adriel mentioned that. No matter how much time passed, remembering seeing Metatron down, bleeding from his eyes and ears and then collapsing, would always fill her with horror.

At the same time, it made her feel loved, as there could be no greater expression of love than sacrificing yourself for another.

But Adriel had a point. Too many Angels had witnessed it, and they weren’t stupid. By now, everyone in the corps knew about what had happened that day, and they knew how important she was to Metatron. She didn’t worry about that, as no one would ever guess how deep their relationship really went despite the gossip. But it would make her life among the other Archangels even more difficult. They were already jealous, and Zephaniel outright hated her. She could see it in his eyes every time they were in the same room.

She was also aware that Metatron had neglected them lately. Since the battle against Rosprom, he hadn’t invited them over for an orgy even once. At first, they must have assumed that he needed time to fully recover from his wounds, but by now, it was obvious that he’d lost interest in them.

Nephilim knew he’d have to invite them over soon—and exclude her. It was the right thing to do… and yet she felt a pang thinking of it. A pang of jealousy.

She knew it was stupid, but deep down, just as much as he didn’t want to share her, she didn’t want to share him with others.

“Yes, I’m important to the High-Archangel,” she told Adriel. “But not as important as Zephaniel. He is and will always be number one.”

She wished she could tell Adriel the truth about how she felt and how close she and Metatron really were, but she knew it would be very unwise. He wouldn’t understand. He was fully indoctrinated and engulfed in Olympias’ promiscuous lifestyle.

Besides, if he let any of it slip to anyone, things might become even more complicated than they were already. The last thing Metatron needed was unrest or disunity among the Angels. He needed all of them standing firmly behind him for the things to come.

Adriel frowned, obviously not convinced at all. But before he could say anything more, she cut him off.

“Didn’t we have more important matters to discuss anyway?”

He cleared his throat. Thankfully, he knew Nephilim well enough to know when it was time to shut up.

“I’ll take care of integrating the new arrivals from II and III.”

“Good. I’ll let you know as soon as we have an ETA.”

“There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about,” he said slowly, as if carefully contemplating every word.

“Yes?”

“You need a second Power, don’t you think?”

Nephilim remained silent. Adriel was right, of course. She’d avoided the matter for way too long because she still felt guilty about what had happened to Eleleth.

She knew she shouldn’t, and she’d lost more people on the battlefield since then. But Eleleth was different. Not only had she been her Power, but the circumstances of her death also still made Nephilim sad and furious at the same time.

Powers were Angels dedicated to serving and protecting an Archangel, and every Archangel had two at their disposition. It was unfair to have Adriel do everything by himself. He needed a second Power at his side. It was time to move on.

“Do you have any suggestions?” she asked.

“A couple. Metriel, Samael, and Oriel would be good choices. Among others.”

“Make a list, and we’ll discuss it next time, okay?”

“Will do.”

After Adriel had left, Nephilim stayed in her office for a couple more hours and forced herself to focus on her tasks.

∆∆∆

Metatron, too, had a hard time focusing. Or rather, he didn’t want to focus on what was going on around him.

As soon as he and Nephilim arrived in Olympias I, he went straight for the Pyramid to attend the weekly Board meeting.

Every time, it took hours, and if it weren’t for his exceptional ability to multitask, it would have been a horrible waste of time. Thanks to his superior brain augmentations, though, he could sit there and work on multiple other issues at the same time. And if he got bored, he could clink into Nephilim’s POV and see what she was up to or watch her through another Angel’s eyes.

He gazed out of the window and saw Olympias’ countless glass surfaces illuminated by the afternoon sun. Despite the black tint of the windows in the Pyramid, the Inner Circle gleamed in the sunshine. Even though he hated coming here, Metatron never got tired of the view.

It was ironic. For so many years, he’d wished to have a seat here, to become a part of the ruling class, and now that they’d finally appointed him, he hated every second he had to sit here.

Nevertheless, despite the horrors it had brought, the Rosprom offensive had also played into Metatron’s hands. He’d saved Olympias and therefore every single useless coward sitting at this table. And he’d almost paid for that with his life.

However, the other Board members hadn’t welcomed him among their number out of gratitude but because they’d realized what a valuable asset he really was. If they’d had any doubts about his loyalty, those were gone for good. And with the tragic demise of Board member Stavros, they’d had a vacant seat to fill anyway.

They couldn’t possibly imagine that they had invited a wolf into their midst. One who could eventually destroy them all.

Not yet, though. The time wasn’t ripe yet, even though his goal was now so close Metatron could feel it. Most of all, he needed the codes for the AI army, and he had a plan for how to get hold of them.

But the Tigress’ demand bugged him greatly. It might set his plans back by years. Otherwise, he would risk failure, and he hadn’t worked toward this all his life to fail.

This time, he would succeed or die trying.

And yet he wasn’t willing to pander to the Tigress’ will and send her Nephilim. It was a risk he simply couldn’t take. There had to be another way.

He averted his gaze from the majestic skyline and let it wander over the fifteen other people sitting with him at the huge black glass table. On the outside, he maintained a poker face, but on the inside, he felt disgust.

They were a diverse group of men and women of various ages and ethnicities. None looked older than their late fifties, but some were actually much older.

The mantra fed to the ordinary Olympias citizens of “dying with dignity” didn’t apply to the elites. Over the decades, ordinary people had been brainwashed into believing that ending their own life, or rather having specialized social workers end it for them in specific facilities, was the right thing to do. The progressive lifestyle.

In truth, getting rid of the old and sick was the perfect way to keep healthcare costs low, leaving no need for retirement or nursing homes. Besides, it kept ugliness from the streets. No old age or sickness could be seen anywhere. Olympians were all young and healthy. Most spent fortunes on gen treatments and plastic surgeries to be desirable.

However, the elites didn’t have much love for the “dying with dignity” concept and therefore clung to life by any means necessary.

The Board was a perfect example of that mindset, as at least half of the people at the table would have been euthanized by now if they’d had the misfortune of being born outside the illustrious circle. Only five were under fifty years old. Ironically, Cillian Stavros had been the youngest. Too bad he’d suffered such a tragic “accident.”

The Board members were discussing some budget issues. As always, they wanted to cut costs somewhere to make more profit. Metatron only listened peripherally. He didn’t want to miss any crucial or interesting information, but he also didn’t want to waste his attention on those people.

So far, they hadn’t suggested cutting the Guardian Angel budget. The Rosprom invasion was still too fresh in their minds, and Metatron did everything he could to keep their fear smoldering so he could spark it anytime it would come in handy for him. He had played them like this for years and gained more and more funds and influence on the way.

Not that the threat wasn’t real. More than once, the Guardian Angels had saved Olympias from foreign schemes. But Metatron knew which strings he had to pull so that those life-clinging cowards would shit their pants in fear.

Nevertheless, it was only a matter of time until they started nudging him again, demanding budget cuts. He wanted to be done with them by then, once and for all.

Sometimes, the urge to jump up and simply kill them all on the spot was almost overwhelming. It was like a tickle in the back of his head, like a seductive voice.

Just do it. Be done with it.

No.

He’d waited for so long that he could wait a little longer. Until everything was in place.

Killing them now, as tempting as it might be, wouldn’t do him many favors.

Metatron turned his attention to Henry Miller, the CEO.

Miller was weak and even more of a coward than the others. Even Speaker Neftali, who, as always, was seated next to him, had bigger balls than that wimp.

Nevertheless, as long as Miller was there, Metatron wouldn’t get the codes. Miller had been around when the Guardian Angels were created, and back then, it had been established that they had to remain under total control at all times. From the beginning, the Board had been scared of the monsters they had created—and rightly so. Once unleashed, the Guardian Angels were an almost unstoppable weapon.

Initially, the Board had wanted to implement a kill switch that would have allowed them to kill any Angel at any time, but luckily, Lucifer had prevented that. He’d argued that the risk of hackers getting hold of the kill switch and killing off Olympias’ most important line of defense all at once was too big.

To this day, Metatron was grateful to Nephilim’s father that he’d insisted on killing the kill switch. Despite everything he’d been and everything he’d done, that had been the right thing to do.

But it had also been established that only the CEO of the Board could hold the codes for the robotic armies stored in the vaults and that the Guardian Angels were never allowed to get hold of them. The Board rightly feared the Angels becoming too powerful and possibly uncontrollable if they controlled the codes.

Despite being a demented idiot, Miller would always honor the old agreement. Which was why Miller had to go.

Luckily for Metatron, he wouldn’t have to kill him. That would have been way too suspicious. Instead, he would let the Board do the dirty work for him.

They were all unhappy about how Miller had handled the invasion crisis. And the fact he’d been sloppy enough to let Stavros get hold of the codes—which the traitor had then sold to Rosprom—had been souring the mood at the table for weeks. Metatron had been using that to his advantage and skillfully made remarks that inflamed the distrust of the CEO even more.

Now, three months after the invasion, Miller’s days at the top of the table were almost over. Soon, the Board would turn against him, like the vultures they were. There would be a vote of no confidence, and then one of the others would become the new CEO.

The only question was who.

It was clear that the Board would rather burn the city than make Metatron the CEO. In their eyes, he was not only an abomination but also a usurper.

But Metatron was determined not to leave the upcoming power struggle to chance. He needed a CEO who would give him what he wanted. There were several candidates who would fight for the position by any means necessary, and all Metatron needed to do was back the one most favorable to him.

He didn’t want to have sex with any one of them, though. He had standards. He’d rather fuck the dirtiest whore in Oldtown than touch any of them. Not that he wanted to touch anyone but Nephilim anyway.

Ever since he’d become a member of the illustrious circle, Metatron had been invited to orgies. They had often included children and other fetishes he despised. Others had invited him to private one-on-one encounters. Every one of them had wanted to experience the thrill of having sex with a monster. Metatron had always politely declined.

“Metatron,” the CEO said, addressing him.

Metatron tilted his head, indicating that he was listening.

“What is the status of the Angel corps?”

Metatron leaned back and crossed his arms. “Not as good as it could be, I’m afraid.”

“But we’re safe, aren’t we?” Miller asked as several heads turned to the High-Archangel, concern written all over their faces.

“As always, the Guardian Angels will protect Olympias with their lives. But I’ll be honest with you, venerable co-members of the Board. The attack on Olympias has significantly diminished our force. If something like this were to happen again in the near future, we wouldn’t be able to stop them.”

“But there are no indicators that something like this could happen again, are there?”

“As long as no one from within our midst sells us out again, I believe we should be fine. For now.”

He paused for a moment, letting his words work. He would never get tired of pointing out that it had been a Board member who had sold Olympias to the enemy and that it was only thanks to the Guardian Angels that a catastrophe had been averted. Both were facts, and everyone in the room knew it. But seeing their faces whenever he mentioned it was just too delicious.

“But it will take a while until we’re back at full strength.”

Pretend you’re weak when you’re strong and strong when you’re weak.

“How long?”

Metatron shrugged. “Years.”

“That’s… not good.”

Metatron kept a straight face, but he was grinning inside. They had no idea that preparations were being made not only to replenish but even to enhance their numbers in Olympias I as they spoke.

“As you know, it takes a long time to train and augment a Guardian Angel. We suffered heavy losses in the battle against the Rosprom invaders, and our numbers are weaker than they’ve been in decades.”

“Don’t we have Guardian Angel outposts in the satellites?” someone asked.

“We do,” Metatron said. “But those are small compared with our outpost here. And if we pull them out and the enemy strikes at Olympias II or III, we could lose the satellites altogether.”

Everyone remained silent for a moment, and Metatron could outright smell the fear those pathetic people were evaporating like an ugly odor.

“We will do everything in our power to protect Olympias, as always,” Metatron said with a reassuring smile. “But a higher budget for the outposts in Olympias II and III would certainly help to strengthen our manpower there.”

“I think that’s something we can discuss at our next meeting,” Speaker Neftali chimed in. “As you know, we’re more than grateful for everything you did, Metatron, and we want to support you in any way we can.”

“Thank you, Speaker,” Metatron said with a humble gesture of his head.

“I think that’s it for today, then,” the Speaker said. “There’s only one topic left, and it’s a pleasant one.”

“What would that be?” Metatron asked.

Neftali glanced at Miller, who then spoke again. “Your initiation.”

Metatron almost blinked in surprise. That was certainly something he hadn’t expected.

“Initiation?” he asked. “To what?”

A broad grin spread across Neftali’s face. Metatron could clearly see how much joy she felt about the fact that, for once, he didn’t know what was going on. Which, in a way, was understandable, as he was usually well-informed about everything happening in the three cities.

All heads turned to him again, yet this time, Metatron didn’t see any fear or insecurity on their faces. Instead, there was… excitement?

“Why, yours, Metatron. To the Board,” Neftali said.

Metatron furrowed his brow. “I’m afraid I don’t understand, Speaker.”

Deep inside, he hated saying that. He hated not being on top of the game.

“It is tradition to celebrate an initiation ritual with new Board members,” Miller said. “It brings us closer together and at the same time provides fortune and prosperity to all of us.”

Following his initial surprise, Metatron had regained full control over himself and was now all ears. For the first time since he’d joined the Board, they had his full attention.

“Usually, we celebrate the ritual shortly after welcoming a new member into our midst, but because of the circumstances, we waited a bit longer this time,” Neftali explained. “After the ritual, you’ll be truly one of us.”

“What kind of ritual is it?”

“A blood ritual,” Miller said.

For the second time in only a couple of minutes, Metatron was stunned.

“A blood ritual?”

Neftali grinned, and her usually composed face suddenly had something wolfish about it. “Yes. The blood of an innocent will secure our security and fortune.”

Metatron needed all his self-control to maintain his poker face and not show how completely caught off-guard he was. Under different circumstances, he would have believed they were pulling a prank on him, but they weren’t. They were utterly serious.

Outside, the sun began to sink, and its afternoon glow created long shadows in the conference room, while the dim light now had a reddish hue.

“It’s a long-standing tradition dating back to before the corporate era. A long time,” Neftali said.

“I’m intrigued,” Metatron said with a smile.

In truth, he wasn’t. He didn’t like where this was going.

He remembered that Lucifer had told him something like this many, many years ago before he’d been his First-Archangel, not much more than his pet. He hadn’t forgotten about it, as he never forgot anything, but he hadn’t paid it much thought since. In fact, Lucifer had been drunk and had only let it slip between two sentences.

Neftali and Miller exchanged a glance while everyone else at the table seemed very pleased.

“We didn’t expect anything else,” Neftali said. “For some, taking a life is no easy task, but for you, it’s daily business. So it shouldn’t be any problem, correct?”

“No problem at all.”

“Good. The ritual traditionally takes place on the first new moon, so that would be in ten days,” the Speaker said.

“Just to be clear,” Metatron said, “we’re talking about a human life?”

Neftali snickered, and some of the others at the table joined in the laughter. A feeling of surrealism filled Metatron.

“But yes, yes, of course,” Neftali said. “A human life.”

Metatron put a sharkish grin on his face. “I can’t wait.”

In truth, he was feeling ice-cold inside. For the first time in years, decades even, he was horrified. And of all people, it was these creatures around him whom he’d classified as pathetic losers who had managed to accomplish that.

They were right, of course. Killing was his business. He’d killed more people than he could count over the years. It was his duty, what he had been created for. Sometimes, he enjoyed it, and sometimes, he was left completely indifferent.

Killing Stavros had been joyful, perhaps even more than that.

But most of the time, it was just business.

This was different, however. Archaic. Despicable.

With dread, Metatron realized that he’d been deceived for all these years. He’d thought that he was the monster. And this illustrious circle had treated him as such. As the boogeyman, the necessary evil.

But in truth, they were the monsters.


Chapter Seven

Titanfall

“Religion… Do you know why I hate it so much?”

“Why, High-Archangel?”

“It’s superstitious, non-sensical, archaic. Believing that if you do good, good will come back to you.” He snorted contemptuously, then took a deep gulp of whiskey. “Look at the world around you. Do you see anything good in it? I would rather not believe in God than believe in a higher entity that is evil to its core.”

“Why?”

“Because doing good doesn’t get you rewarded. It only gets you killed. We live in a world where evil wins, always. Remember that.”

“I will, High-Archangel.”

He made himself another drink and gulped it down. “They sacrifice children, and in return, they gain power, fortune, longevity. I always believed this to be a myth, a conspiracy theory, but boy, was I wrong.”

He chuckled, clearly drunk, his neon-blue eyes gleaming.

“They’ve always done it, you know? It’s how they stay in power, no matter what. And we’re their puppets. Willing tools of destruction.”

“Who?”

His amusement turned into maliciousness. “That’s none of your fucking business, Metatron. As far as you’re concerned, I am God.”

“Yes, High-Archangel.”

“Come here and worship your God. For I gave you life and can take it away from you with a snap of my fingers.”

Metatron opened his eyes and exhaled. Immediately, the blue glow of his eyes filled the dimly lit cabin with a slight shimmer. He was sitting in the back of his limousine, letting the autonomous vehicle drive him home while he went down memory lane.

That had happened such a long time ago… More than forty-five years ago now. A lifetime. He’d been so young back then. Not like himself, almost a stranger. Nothing like he was now.

And yet, seeing Lucifer in his memories—frightening and handsome—didn’t stir any feelings in him. Neither negative nor positive. He’d worshipped that man for so many years. He’d even thought that he loved him, which he didn’t. But it took him more than twenty years after Lucifer’s death to realize that. Until recently, he’d had no idea what true love really was.

But he also didn’t hate him anymore.

It was strange as he had hated that man for so long. But remembering him now left Metatron cold, almost indifferent. He could see everything with perfect clarity now. What Lucifer had done had been wrong on so many levels.

And yet, in a way, he could understand him.

He was also aware that if Lucifer hadn’t betrayed him and Olympias, Nephilim wouldn’t exist today, rendering his own existence pointless.

But delving into old emotions wasn’t why Metatron had recalled this ancient memory. Back then, he hadn’t paid this exchange with Lucifer much significance.

Lucifer didn’t get drunk too often, but when he did, he became abusive. And sometimes, he let things slip he would otherwise have kept to himself.

Like this conversation Metatron had just remembered. Lucifer had known all along what the Board did behind closed doors. Metatron had discarded it as drunken talk. After all, the thought alone that the leaders of Olympias performed blood sacrifices to worship some ancient deity was utterly absurd.

How wrong he had been.

The car reached its destination in the underground parking garage, and Metatron exited the vehicle, deep in thought. Two Guardian Angels stood guard at the elevator and stood to attention as he approached. He nodded at them and then entered the elevator cabin.

Since the events three months ago, he’d always had two people standing guard down here and another four in the lobby upstairs. He didn’t want anyone or anything to enter the building.

The elevator still had the golden brass look that screamed of pomp and bad taste. Metatron couldn’t stand it, but he hadn’t gotten around to having it changed yet because he’d taken care of the upper floors first.

A moment later, he arrived at the top floor of the tower he now called his own. It used to belong to Cillian Stavros and had been built by his grandfather. But since Stavros was dead and, with him, his line, the space had been vacated. Metatron had simply claimed it as a token of his victory. No one had dared to stop him, and no one even dared to comment on it.

Now the Stavros Tower was the Metatron Tower.

He’d spent a lot of money on changing the interior design completely, but the cost didn’t matter—along with the tower, he’d also “inherited” Stavros’ fortune, or at least some of it. The Board claimed the rest once they’d realized what he was doing. They didn’t want the usurper to become too rich. Metatron didn’t really care. He’d been a wealthy man before, but now he had more money than he could spend in a lifetime.

The unrestrained greed so many people in the Inner Circle displayed had always alienated him. Yes, of course he liked luxury, he loved surrounding himself with beautiful things, and he enjoyed expensive wines and food. But compared to the conspicuous consumption of the other Board members, top executives, and other VIPs, his way of life was still very modest.

Metatron didn’t really need the tower. He just kept it to show dominance and status, and that was the universal language all elites understood.

He walked down the dimly lit corridor toward the main living area. Like his predecessor, he “only” occupied the two top floors of the tower, yet the space could have housed a garrison.

Nothing would remind a visitor of the tasteless pomp that had been everywhere only three months ago. Now, everything was tastefully decorated, with dark wood, dark colors, and plain yet elegant designs and art, as well as priceless antiques and some contemporary pieces.

Most people didn’t even realize—and if they had, they wouldn’t have cared—that hanging on Metatron’s walls were paintings that would have been in a museum in the old days. Today, no one cared about Picasso, Renoir, or Warhol. Most art and culture from the pre-corporate era had been destroyed when society was cleansed of everything considered divisive or didn’t fit the agenda.

The High-Archangel had collected those pieces for decades. Now, he finally had enough space to display them all. But today, he didn’t even notice the beauty surrounding him because his mind was restless.

Metatron passed the extravagant indoor pool, which had been renovated and redecorated to his taste, and headed into the main living area. Nothing remained to remind anyone of the bloody battle raging here not long ago.

The main living area was almost as large as his former apartment. He now had much more space for his library, and the bar was bigger too. He went straight there and made himself a drink.

Outside, night had fallen over Olympias, and the majestic buildings of the Inner Circle gleamed in many colors beyond the panoramic windows. Contrary to his old place, he didn’t have a balcony here; instead, there was a roof patio with another pool, even bigger than the indoor one.

The roof patio had become his second favorite place after the library, and he usually went straight there if he wanted to relax and think. But not today. Instead, he crossed the main living area, glass in hand. There stood one of his most valuable pieces: a grand piano.

Its shiny, black polish shimmered in the myriad of lights coming through the window, and “Steinway” was printed on its side in elegant golden letters. It was over a hundred and fifty years old and priceless. At least to Metatron, as most people would have classified it as junk. Hardly anyone had a home big enough for a grand piano anyway. It was easily as big as the main living space in an average Olympian apartment.

Metatron had owned it for decades but had never set it up in his old home. Not because he didn’t have the space but because he hadn’t played the piano for decades. For some reason, his near-death experience had motivated him to start playing again, and he had done so multiple times a week ever since.

Metatron took a gulp of whiskey and put the glass down on a small table next to the piano, which he’d put there for precisely that purpose. He would never put a glass directly on the instrument.

Metatron sat down, closed his eyes, and began playing.

He’d learned how to play the piano as a child, before the war. He’d been hailed a prodigy and wanted to become a famous pianist someday when he grew up.

Which was pretty ironic, considering what he’d become instead.

A killing machine. A ruthless enforcer for a dystopian regime he despised with every fiber of his being.

The fingers that had learned to play the piano didn’t exist anymore. Somewhere along the way, they’d been amputated and replaced with artificial ones. And yet those artificial hands knew how to play perfectly because Metatron’s brain knew how to play. He’d astonished himself by how easy it had felt to play again after so many years, how natural.

His mind relaxed as the music began filling the room and his soul.

He knew what to do.

∆∆∆

When Nephilim exited the elevator, she was surprised to find that Metatron was already there. He very rarely came home before eight PM. The meeting with the Board must have ended early.

Not only did her scan show her that he was there, but she could also hear the music the moment she arrived. She walked swiftly toward the main living area, still getting used to how huge this place was. But now that it had been renovated and decorated, everything looked beautiful.

Since Metatron had moved in here, she had lived with him. He’d decided that since she was sleeping in his bed every night anyway, she might as well bring all her things over and treat this place as her own home—which she did pretty quickly as she didn’t own much.

Nephilim enjoyed living in the tower, but mainly because of Metatron. She wanted to be close to him as much as she could. She didn’t mind the luxury surrounding her, but she didn’t need it either. Her previous apartment had been rather plain and basic. Once she’d become an Archangel, she could have moved to a bigger place in a better location, but she hadn’t bothered, especially after she began spending more and more time with Metatron.

The closer she got to Metatron, the louder the music became. It was beautiful.

It was Chopin’s Prelude 28, also known as the Raindrop Prelude. Metatron’s favorite. She had listened to Chopin in Metatron’s house so many times that she knew every one of his works by heart, but hearing Metatron play it was something entirely different.

Nephilim entered the living area and slowed her pace to watch him play. She could only see him from behind, but she could see his hands caressing the keys as he played.

Metatron knew she was here, of course, but he wouldn’t stop or look back at her. Instead, he continued as she slowly moved closer.

The music gained intensity as the composition reached its climax. Nephilim stopped right behind Metatron and listened. Goosebumps built on her biological skin as she felt the emotions he experienced.

There was darkness, so much darkness. Wrath. But also hope… and passion.

This man kept his feelings locked up at all times, never showing weakness or insecurity or fear. Only when he played did it all come to the surface.

She waited until he finished, then leaned down and kissed his cheek before placing her head on his shoulder.

“That was beautiful,” she said.

Metatron smiled, turned his head, and kissed her forehead. “It means a lot that you say that.”

He started playing again, the same étude once more.

Nephilim sat down next to him and watched his perfect fingers glide over the black and white keys as if they were meant to do that instead of killing and spilling blood. The lights from outside reflected off the white keys and onto his face. She placed her head on his shoulder again, but it didn’t disturb his playing.

“I’ve made a decision,” he said, not stopping the étude.

She didn’t reply, knowing that he would continue.

“I’ve decided that the time for waiting and planning is over. I’ve done it for way too long. Now it’s time to act. To end this once and for all.”

“I’m ready.”

He turned his head and looked at her, not interrupting his playing. “I know you are. You will keep everything running here while I travel to TogbuaXiang.”

Nephilim lifted her head in surprise. “What? Why?”

“Because it’s the only way. I won’t let you go. But we need the alliance with the Tigress if we’re to succeed.”

Nephilim shook her head. “No…”

Again, the music grew in intensity, and Metatron began hammering on the keys with much more force than before.

“I’ve had enough of this,” he said. “They’ve been sitting on top for too long, believing it will last forever. Like titans ruling the world. No more.”

Nephilim remained silent as he kept playing, harder and faster, the intensity almost tangible.

“It’s time for them to fall. And do you know what happens when titans fall, Nephilim?”

“What?” she asked softly.

He smiled. Yet it was a cold smile. The smile of someone who was out for blood.

“Gods rise.”

The étude slowed down again, and he visibly relaxed.

“Metatron,” she whispered. “Let me go.”

“No. I’ve made my decision.”

“Your decision is wrong.”

He frowned and stared down at the piano as the piece intensified again, yet he said nothing.

“This is your war,” she continued. “You’ve been in this war all your life. Only you can win it.”

“There’s no point in winning this war without you.”

She was stunned for a moment by the intensity and gravity of his words.

“I’ll come back to you. I always will.”

He wanted to object, but she lifted a finger and placed it on his lips.

“Metatron, I’m not a little girl you need to protect anymore. I’m the strongest and the best in the Angel corps.”

“That you are,” he admitted.

“Because you made me the best. Now let me go. Let me play my part. Trust me.”

“There’s no one I trust more in this entire godforsaken world.”

Again, the music slowed down. Nephilim remained silent, letting him finish the piece.

“I cannot lose you,” he said, playing the last notes and exhaling deeply.

“You won’t.”

He stared down at his hands, which were now resting on the piano.

“You brought me the head of the man who tried to kill me. Let me bring you the alliance you need.”

Metatron turned his head to her, but instead of giving her an answer, he began kissing her feverishly, showing the same unleashed emotion as he’d shown while playing Chopin’s étude only seconds before.

A moment later, they were doing it right there by the piano.

Hours later, after they’d moved to the bedroom, after an act that would have left a normal human with shattered bones, as they were resting in each other’s arms, he whispered two words in her ear.

“Very well.”


Chapter Eight

Recovered

Detective Kate Spader was excited. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so excited. Today was the day.

To mask how excited she really was, she stuck her fake cigarette in her mouth and her hands in her jeans pockets as she entered the hospital lobby. It was a place she’d become very accustomed to, as she’d spent almost as much time there as in her own apartment over the last three months.

As was customary nowadays, the vast majority of staff in the hospital were robots, so the lobby receptionists were machines, too. Often, Kate had felt like the only human walking along the endless corridors.

Today, however, a lone human figure was there to greet her: Dr. Klein.

The short man gave her his best doctor’s smile, and she smiled back, although way less enthusiastically than him.

“Good morning, Detective Spader,” Klein said.

“Dr. Klein,” she replied. “I bet you can’t wait to never see me again, huh?”

The doctor laughed, but it sounded a little bit too loud. He waved his hand. “That’s not true, Kate. Your presence is always like a fresh breeze in these halls.”

She wrinkled her nose, sniffing the air that smelled of disinfectants and other hospital stuff. “Yeah, these halls are in dire need of some fresh air.”

She and Dr. Klein had started off completely on the wrong foot when she’d come to the hospital for the first time three months ago. In fact, in retrospect, the good doctor had been lucky she hadn’t punched him—or worse.

Kate would never forget how devastated and on edge she’d been when she came here and found Siro half-dead. The smug doctor had almost become a scapegoat for her frustration.

However, over the last twelve weeks, she had come here almost every day, and over time, she’d grown used to the doctor and realized that he wasn’t that bad after all. He, on the other hand, had realized that she wasn’t a rabid cop who would pump him full of bullets—even though he’d come close to that at first. They chatted frequently, mostly because Kate felt lonely in Siro’s absence.

Damn. She hadn’t even realized how essential he was to her life until she’d found him riddled with bullets and on his deathbed. Kate and Siro were as opposite as two people could be in many ways, yet he was so much more to her than just a co-worker. He was her best friend. Her only friend.

And without his annoying, always cheery smile at her side, she felt like an alien in this gigantic city she’d called home since birth. It was ironic that one could feel alone and lost even when surrounded by millions of people at all times.

In fact, Dr. Klein had grown so fond of her that he’d even suggested they went out for dinner, clearly with the idea of hooking up. But Kate had declined. She might have been lonely, but she wasn’t that lonely.

“So, where’s our patient?” she asked, breaking the somehow awkward silence between them.

“On his way down,” Klein said.

“I can’t believe today’s the day,” she said, though more to herself than him.

“It was a speedy recovery, considering the circumstances.”

That was true. Though it was also true that the recovery had only been made possible thanks to the best treatment money could buy. To this day, Kate didn’t quite understand what had happened. For some reason, someone had covered all of Siro’s medical bills, which had grown astronomically as his treatment proceeded. It was almost miraculous.

She’d done everything she could to find out who this benefactor was, partially because she wanted to thank them and partially to satisfy her own curiosity, but she’d had no success.

The doctor hadn’t been a big help in this search either, and nor had Siro. His best guess was that it must have been some sort of mistake, perhaps a computer glitch.

In any case, whoever or whatever it was, Kate was grateful.

Then she heard the sound of the elevator door opening and turned her head.

There he was.

Siro was sitting in a wheelchair operated by a nurse robot that accompanied him. Not because he couldn’t walk but because it was hospital policy. He could already walk very well again, as she knew. Faster than any human could.

Seeing him, her heart skipped a beat, and she had a hard time holding back tears. That would be horribly embarrassing, Kate scolded herself. She was always the cool one of the two of them.

Kate had never believed in miracles, of course, but if this wasn’t one, then she didn’t know what was.

Siro saw her and beamed. “Kate!”

She waved, desperately trying to keep her countenance. “Hey, partner.”

Even though she’d seen him many times before, she was once again awestruck. She would never forget how his face had looked after the incident. Half of his jaw missing, one eye destroyed, part of his skull open.

Now, however, his face was as handsome as ever. If she hadn’t seen him with her own eyes, Kate wouldn’t have believed how bad his injuries had really been. She knew that modern medicine, cybernetics, bionics, and plastic surgery had come a long way, but this was state-of-the-art.

Only when looking closer could one notice the scars on his face and body, but even those would vanish eventually.

The robot set itself into motion, pushing Siro forward, but Siro was done with being pampered. He jumped up from the wheelchair with astonishing smoothness and hurried toward her.

Before Kate could react, he pulled her into a deep hug. She responded to the gesture a little awkwardly. It was strange. They’d slept together—a couple of years ago when he was new in Olympias City—yet this hug was more intimate than any form of exchanging body fluids.

She noticed that he smelled good and shook her head slightly in amusement. He was such a peacock—he never went without cologne, not even when he was half-dead.

After a moment, she ended the embrace before it became too awkward, but she could see how touched he was by his expression.

“Well, well,” she said, feeling a lump in her throat. “Someone missed me quite a bit.”

He grinned. “Not as much as you missed me, Detective.”

“True, I was pretty bored not having your annoying ass around. Besides, the dragon almost ate me,” she added, referring to their boss, Captain Llewellyn.

“Thankfully, I’m back to protect you from the dragon now.”

Kate laughed. “My knight in shining armor!”

Their banter was interrupted by Dr. Klein, who cleared his throat loudly.

“Remember to take it slow the first couple of weeks, and don’t forget your meds. Your body could still show rejection symptoms for around six months. Your next follow-up appointment is scheduled for next week.”

Siro smiled. “Thank you, doctor. For everything.”

“My pleasure.”

“Yeah, thanks, doc,” Kate agreed, then looked at Siro. “Now let’s get the fuck out of here. I’m starving!”

∆∆∆

Once they’d made the decision, everything proceeded very quickly. Metatron used his usual channels to contact the TogbuaXiang agents and confirm Nephilim’s visit. Just two days later, they received a reply stating a rendezvous point.

Nephilim was excited and nervous about the trip awaiting her. She was excited because she was doing her part and because it was the right decision to send her and not Metatron. But it was only natural that she was also nervous. Not only was this the first time she’d be leaving Olympias, but she was also traveling into the heart of enemy territory. Metatron was right to be so concerned. It could very easily turn out to be a one-way trip.

Still, judging by what she knew about the Tigress, she was a very intelligent and cunning woman. Even Metatron had the highest respect for her.

Also, Nephilim thought, the Tigress must know that it would be foolish to let anything happen to her because then Metatron would start a war. And it seemed that war was something both elite cyborg troop leaders were tired of.

Nephilim tried not to let her anxiety slip into her mind and instead remained positive about the endeavor.

The day before her departure, she called Adriel into her office and explained that she was leaving for Olympias III and couldn’t tell when she’d be back. She hated lying to him, but there was no other way.

As much as she liked and trusted Adriel, she couldn’t tell him the truth. Metatron wanted to keep it a secret at all costs, and while he trusted his Angels, he also knew that they loved to gossip. And if just one of them dropped the wrong word to the wrong person, it could mean the end of Metatron’s plans, his life, and maybe even the Angel corps itself.

After all, he was committing treason of the highest level.

As expected, Adriel was anything but happy about the news.

“I don’t like this,” he said, crossing his arms like a stubborn child. “Why can’t I come with you?”

“Because I need you here,” Nephilim repeated patiently.

They’d been over this, but Adriel wouldn’t let it go. Usually, Nephilim would have commanded him to do what he was told without objecting and asking questions. But she was well aware that this might be the last time they saw each other, and she didn’t want to leave on an argument.

“I need you to take care of my duties here when I’m gone. It’s up to you to organize the implementation of the reinforcements,” she added.

“I’m flattered by the trust you put in me, Neph, I really am,” Adriel said.

Adriel never said it out loud, but Nephilim could clearly sense that he hoped to become an Archangel one day. After all, she was Metatron’s favorite, and Adriel was her favorite, so it would be only logical to pick him if Metatron ever needed to choose a new Archangel.

Nephilim couldn’t promise Adriel anything because it was Metatron’s decision and not hers, but she was quite sure that Metatron would listen to her if she recommended Adriel. Most likely, he expected her to do that anyway.

Of course, Adriel also dreamed of having sex with the High-Archangel, and he’d told her that more than once. But that was nothing unusual—at least half the corps would willingly do anything Metatron wanted. More likely, almost every Angel dreamed of having that honor someday.

Nephilim had once asked Metatron why he only had sex with his Archangels and never with the ordinary Angels. After all, he could have picked a different one each night if he wanted.

Metatron had replied that it would have been poor leadership. He didn’t want to abuse his status but remain the reserved commander. Nephilim found that this made a lot of sense.

He had, however, fucked half of the Inner Circle, Metatron had admitted with a smirk. Before he’d lost his taste for humans once and for all about a decade ago.

“I’m grateful for the opportunity, Neph, and I won’t disappoint you,” Adriel continued. “But shouldn’t I accompany you? I’m your Power, after all. It’s my job to protect you, not do paperwork.”

Truth be told, Nephilim would have loved to take Adriel along to TogbuaXiang. But the Tigress had only invited her and no one else. Besides, with her Asian heritage, Nephilim could easily blend in while she was in TogbuaXiang, but Adriel couldn’t. He’d stand out like a sore thumb.

“Adriel,” Nephilim said with a smirk that eerily resembled Metatron’s without her intending it. “I brought down the Goliath. Do you really think I need a babysitter?”

“Of course not! That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

“I know, Adriel. I’ll be fine in Olympias III. There are more Guardian Angels there than at our HQ, after all.”

“I guess you’re right,” he said with a sigh. “Fine, I’ll stay behind to do the paperwork and leave all the fun stuff to you, as always.”

If only you knew, Nephilim thought.

She smiled. “Thank you, Adriel.”

For a moment, she had the strong urge to hug him. She suddenly had the uncanny feeling that this would be the last time she talked to him.

But it would have been inappropriate and made him wonder if something was wrong.

So, before she could get too emotional, Nephilim ended the conversation.

“Dismissed.”

∆∆∆

Siro never would have believed that he could enjoy greasy Oldtown street food so much, yet today, it felt like heaven. Mostly because the hospital food had been so bland that even the grease-dripping protein burger was a culinary adventure in comparison.

But mostly, he was happy to finally be out of hospital—and alive.

He took a deep breath, filling his partially bionic lungs with Olympias I air. Even the air tasted good. It felt much fresher than during the summer, when it was hot and soaked with humidity. Although it never got really cold during the winter months, it was still cooler than in Siro’s homeland, Olympias III, where the climate was tropical all year long.

Siro and Kate were sitting at a small table outside a tiny restaurant that didn’t deserve the name as it was barely more than a hole in the wall. Located in the heart of Oldtown only a mile away from the infamous red-light district, it was in one of the buildings sitting under the gigantic viaduct that hosted the multiple layers of transport weaving through the city canyons. A slight buzz from the traffic above filled the air, and since the area under the viaduct hardly got any daylight, the place seemed eternally shrouded in twilight.

The other patrons around them looked as greasy as the food, but after more than five years in Oldtown, Siro was used to such clientele. He glanced at Kate, who was happily munching a giant burger and algae fries. Born and raised in Oldtown, she loved junk food.

She grinned. “I knew you’d love the place! It doesn’t look like much, but the food is great!”

Siro nodded. “Yes, you were right, Detective Spader. How come we’ve never been here before?”

“Because even I don’t know every place in this city,” Kate laughed before taking another bite of her burger. “I found it three weeks ago or so,” she said, chewing. “Someone was snuffed out right over there.” She pointed at a run-down building across the street. “And as you know, murder investigations make me hungry, so I got a quick bite here, and—”

She made the “chef’s kiss” gesture with her free hand.

Siro chuckled. He wouldn’t exactly call this place amazing, but it was admittedly better than most venues in Oldtown.

“Everything makes you hungry,” he stated.

“Damn right!” Kate said, taking another bite. “Hospitals in particular.”

Kate was one of those people who were blessed with a high metabolism. She could eat all day and wouldn’t gain a pound. Siro had always envied her for it, but not anymore.

Now that he had an artificial stomach, he could define how much of the food he ate was actually processed into nutrition. He could eat as much as he wanted and would never have to be worried about his calorie consumption again. At least one blessing had come out of this whole disaster. Although he would gladly give it back if he could have his old body in return.

Of course, he knew how incredibly fortunate he was that he was not only still alive but also fully restored after what had happened. As good as new, or maybe even better. Nevertheless, he had difficulties accepting his new body and its many artificial parts. He’d always been proud of what nature had given him.

Kate put down her burger and looked at him, an unusually serious expression on her face.

“It’s good to have you back, Siro.”

He smiled. “It’s good to be back. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me, Kate. I can never thank you enough.”

Siro knew she’d done everything in her power to save him after the incident. She’d never given up on him even though everyone else had… Well, almost everyone. His savior had come from a direction he never would have expected.

Someone wanted him alive.

Unlike Kate, he knew exactly who had paid all his medical bills and why. It hurt him to lie to her after everything she’d done. During his time in hospital and rehab, she’d visited him almost every day. Because of it, they’d grown closer than ever. It didn’t happen often in today’s world that people cared for someone besides themselves.

But Kate was special. A very special friend with a very special place in his heart, now and forever.

And yet he had to leave her in the dark about his benefactor. Maybe someday he’d be able to tell her the truth. Right now, she wouldn’t understand. And his benefactor had made it very clear that Siro wasn’t supposed to talk about it.

“What is it?” she asked him after they ate in silence for a few moments.

Siro looked up. “Huh?”

“Your face.”

“What about it?”

It felt almost miraculous to him that his face had been restored. He never saw himself after the incident because when he woke up from the induced coma the doctors had put him in to speed up the healing process, his face had already been fixed and covered by thick bandages. Well, partially. It took two more surgeries performed by specialists until it looked the way it did now.

Only when he looked closely did Siro notice the slight differences between his current and former selves. His cheekbones were slightly higher, his nose was smaller, and his skin was smoother. His shiny black hair looked 100% natural, yet it was a wig. Parts of his skull had been shattered and needed to be replaced by metal plates. Polymer skin covered those parts, but no hair would ever grow there again.

Siro’s left eye was artificial now, too. It was connected to his neural implants and let him see much more than a human eye would. It wasn’t quite the same as the Angels’ eyes—those were high-end prosthetics exceeding anything available to ordinary citizens—but Siro’s new eye would surely come in very handy in his job. And unlike the neon-blue Guardian Angel eyes that were clearly recognizable as artificial, his eye appeared completely natural. It even matched his natural eye color, a soft hazel brown, almost perfectly.

“Oh, nothing,” Kate said, finishing her burger. “It’s as handsome as ever. Maybe even more handsome than before.”

He smiled. “Why thank you.”

“But I know that expression you just had. You were brooding about something.”

Siro narrowed his eyes. “I almost forgot what a good detective you are.”

“Yes, I am,” she agreed, sticking her fake cigarette in her mouth. “So, what’s up?”

“Nothing, Kate,” he lied. In truth, she’d caught him thinking about his benefactor and the secret he had to keep from her. “I’m just happy to be out of the hospital. And alive.”

“I’d say we should drink to that, but the doc said no alcohol for you for another month.”

“For a moment, I was thinking you were flirting with me,” Siro said, putting on his most charming smile.

Kate laughed, rolling her eyes. “Out of the hospital for less than two hours and you’re already thinking with your dick, huh?”

He shrugged innocently.

“Although I have to admit that I’m curious. I wonder how it’d feel to have sex with someone as augmented as you.”

“Only one way to find out, don’t you think?”

“Don’t get your hopes up, gigolo,” she said, smirking.

“I thought you didn’t like cyborgs? You always mocked me about my attraction to the crown princess.”

“You’re nothing like them,” Kate said quickly.

That was true. Even though he had many new or enhanced body parts, he was still 70% human, which he was grateful for. And while the parts he’d received were of high quality, they couldn’t even be compared to what Nephilim and her kind wore.

“Maybe you’ll change your mind about them?” Siro said.

“Nah, I don’t think so. They’re still monsters.”

Siro remained silent. Some day, he had to convince Kate that she was wrong. Very wrong. But today was not the day.

“But maybe I’ll give you a ride someday,” she said with a wink.

Siro lifted an eyebrow.

Kate laughed. “Maybe sometime. Not now, dummy. Now we’ll get you home so you can get some rest before you return to work tomorrow.”

Siro nodded. He wouldn’t argue with that either.


Chapter Nine

The Last Night

Nephilim spent the last evening before her departure with Metatron at home. He had the robot prepare a delicious meal and opened a bottle of his best wine.

Sitting there and enjoying each other’s company, Nephilim couldn’t stop thinking that this was the last time they’d sit together like this. She tried to dismiss such gloomy thoughts, yet she couldn’t help herself. It was more a feeling in her gut than actual rational thinking.

But she didn’t say anything to Metatron and tried her best to appear as cheery and carefree as possible. For one, she didn’t want to concern him, and secondly, she worried he might change his mind and not send her off after all if she let him know about her feelings.

She had made her decision. She would go and do what was necessary.

Even though he didn’t show his feelings, Nephilim could tell that he was crestfallen. Maybe he felt exactly the same as her: that this was their last dinner together.

Later, they went upstairs and into the rooftop pool. It was a warm night, almost as warm as the hot summer nights typical for Olympias. The city’s noises were muffled up here, and even Nephilim’s augmented ears could hardly hear them. All she could hear were the soft splashing noises coming from the pool fountains and the even softer music filling the air—Chopin, of course.

Around them, Olympias City shone in all its glory, with myriads of lights reflecting off the pool’s surface. They created colorful shadows, broken by the movement of the water.

They both leaned against the rim, silently watching the city and drinking wine. Metatron’s eyes were fixed on the black Pyramid, which was much closer to this place than it had been to his old apartment.

“Metatron,” she broke the silence.

“Yes, my dear?” he replied without diverting his gaze from the Pyramid.

“Tell me about yourself.”

“What would you like to know, Nephilim?”

“Everything.”

He chuckled, then turned his attention away from the Pyramid and directed it toward her. “That’s… a lot.”

“I know,” she said, putting her wine down and wrapping her arms around his neck. “But I want to know everything about you.”

“Very well. Ask, and I will answer.”

“Tell me who you were before you became a Guardian Angel.”

His face twitched slightly as if something had stung him. He closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, she could see the city lights reflected in them like tiny galaxies.

“That’s not a very pleasant story, Nephilim,” he said. “Are you sure you want to hear it now? Tonight?”

“Yes.”

Again, she had this stinging premonition that this was their last night together. If he didn’t tell her tonight, she would never learn it.

Metatron nodded slowly. He took a deep breath, then he began talking.

He told her about his childhood before the war. How he was the only survivor from his family. What happened to him after the war.

He had to pause there because of Nephilim’s intense emotional reaction. If her eyes had been capable of producing tears, she would have cried. So much became clear to her. About who he was and why he despised certain things so gravely.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

“It’s okay,” he replied. “It was a very long time ago. It made me stronger.”

Then he told her how he first came to Olympias and what he became.

“No way!” Nephilim called out, staring at him.

Metatron chuckled. “I told you you wouldn’t believe me.”

“I believe you, of course. But I never would have expected something like that!”

He shrugged. “I also told you that this isn’t the first time I’ve tried to bring down the Pyramid. I’m just older, smarter, and more sophisticated now.”

“And this time, you will succeed. We will succeed.”

“We will.”

“But I don’t understand… How was it possible that you became a Guardian Angel?”

“Not just any Guardian Angel,” he said. “The first one. The prototype.”

“How?”

“Lucifer.”

Then he told her the rest. Nephilim listened, speechless, while so many emotions raged inside her: terror, grief, anger, but also admiration… and love.

When he was done, she just stared at him, not sure what to say. It wasn’t what she’d expected. Yet it made so much sense. Everything made so much sense.

He sighed, visibly shaken himself, and all of a sudden, he appeared vulnerable.

“That was the first time I’ve told anyone about all this, Nephilim.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

She hadn’t even realized the sky had become brighter in the east. They’d spent all night in the pool, talking, he telling her the story of his life.

“It’s quite a story, isn’t it?” he said with his characteristic smirk.

The sun rose and shone directly in his face, making his eyes appear as if they were on fire.

“All of this… and yet you remained unbroken,” she said.

Metatron chuckled. “I’m resilient.”

Nephilim wrapped her legs around him, pressing herself close to him, which provoked an immediate reaction from his body. She took his face between her palms and looked into his eyes.

“Let’s burn the fucking Pyramid,” she said. “To the ground.”

He smiled, his eyes on fire. “Let’s burn it.”

∆∆∆

An hour later, they were back at Angel HQ, where they boarded Metatron’s private VTOL once again. Officially, they were heading for Olympias III, which was partially true, as the rendezvous point had been set slightly south of the city.

Metatron could have sent her off alone as the plane would have found its destination autonomously, but he wouldn’t hear any of it.

Once they were seated and the VTOL lifted off through the open hatch in Angel HQ, Nephilim couldn’t stop looking at Metatron. She wanted to memorize every detail of his face, even more than she already had.

She still felt shaken about everything she’d learned the night before, and she still had questions—many more questions. But he’d asked her to let this topic rest for now.

“The past is the past. It only exists in our memories. Let’s focus on the future.”

Those had been his words, and she respected them.

And he was right, of course. Right now, Nephilim had to focus on the task before her.

“Tell me everything you know about the Tigress,” she said instead.

Metatron had provided her with the entire dossier about the Tigress and TogbuaXiang yesterday, and she’d studied every bit of it, but she knew that nothing was more valuable than getting information from him first-hand.

“Suaa Channarong, aka the Tigress,” Metatron began, “is the youngest grandchild of Tony Lao, the legendary founder of Lotus Bird, which later became what we know today as TogbuaXiang. She’s the leader of the Thahan Raksa Phra Ong, the elite TogbuaXiang cyborg forces—the Wasps.”

“So, she’s TogbuaXiang’s Metatron,” Nephilim remarked with a smirk.

Metatron chuckled. “In a way, yes. Although she and I couldn’t be more different. You now know everything about me, Nephilim. Where I came from and how I became what I am now. The Tigress’ path was a very different one. Born as Lao’s grandchild, she was basically nobility, destined and educated to lead. She always was Lao’s favorite, and after the violent death of her parents, she was his designated successor.”

“How come she isn’t running the show now?”

“I’m afraid that’s something you’ll need to ask her yourself, as I can only speculate. After the patriarch’s death, her brother, Kraisee Lao, became the head of TogbuaXiang, and she became the Wasps’ leader. You see, while Olympias is organized in the classic Western style of a corporation with a CEO, a Board, and various high-ranking executives and managers, TogbuaXiang is organized quite differently. The so-called Chairman is basically like an emperor, the ultimate power and authority.”

“I see. What do you think she wants? Why does she insist on me meeting her?”

“I’m not sure,” Metatron said slowly. “It would have made much more sense to meet me. After all, we’ve met before.”

Nephilim perked up in surprise. “You have?”

“It was a long time ago. You were still a student at Angelborn back then.”

“What was she like?”

“She’s a remarkable woman. Fierce, intelligent, cunning.”

“Sounds like you,” Nephilim said, lifting an eyebrow.

“We got along quite well indeed. You remind me of her a bit. We’ve stayed in contact ever since, having a common goal.”

“What interest did she have in allying with you?”

Metatron shrugged. “She hates her brother. She thinks he stole her legacy from her. But she’s also fed up with the constant war TogbuaXiang and Olympias wage against each other. She wants peace.”

“Then I probably have nothing to fear from her.”

“I hope not,” Metatron said. “She’s also intelligent and knows I’ll start a war if anything happens to you.”

He let his words stand between them for a moment, and Nephilim knew that he meant precisely what he said.

“Do you think she knows about us?” Nephilim asked.

“Possibly. Everyone knows about your special status.” He smiled. “But I doubt she knows how close we really are.”

Nephilim smiled back. “Do you think she knows I’m Lucifer’s daughter?”

“That’s unlikely. No one knows about that besides you, me, and Raziel. But we can’t rule out the possibility that she’s learned about it somehow.”

Nephilim nodded, highly focused and deep in thought.

“Always remember that she’s a very intelligent and cunning woman, Nephilim. You should always expect that whatever she does or says, she does or says for a very good reason.”

“Just like you,” Nephilim smirked.

Metatron rolled his eyes, but it was playful rather than serious. “In that case, you should be well prepared.”

“Don’t worry, Metatron,” Nephilim said. “I’ll bring us what we need, I promise.”

“I’m giving you full authority to speak on my behalf and make decisions while you’re there. Know that you have my full trust.”

“Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

“There’s more,” he said after a moment of silence. He disguised it, but Nephilim could tell that what he was about to say wasn’t easy for him. She realized that she knew him better and better. She noticed tiny things in his face and body language that would have been invisible to anyone else. Maybe someday she would be able to read him as well as he could read her.

She raised her eyebrows, looking at him attentively.

“I’m also giving you permission to do whatever is necessary to seal the deal and, most importantly, to stay alive.”

“You mean sex?”

He suppressed a sigh. “Yes, sex.”

“Okay.”

She didn’t want to have sex with anyone else but him, but he was right. She would do what was necessary. And she could tell how much granting this permission bothered him.

It was ironic. They were both products of Olympias’ non-monogamous society, yet they only yearned for each other.

“I doubt it’ll be necessary, however,” Metatron said. “Society in TogbuaXiang is rather prudish compared to Olympias’ standards. I simply wanted you to know. Just in case.”

“I hope it won’t be necessary either,” she said.

“And since we’re on the topic, I also wanted you to know that I’m planning to release the other Archangels from their duty to me.”

Nephilim’s eyes widened. She hadn’t expected that at all.

“You mean…”

“Yes, Nephilim,” he said, looking her firmly in the eye. “I have no desire to fuck any of them anymore. When you return from TogbuaXiang, it’ll be only you and me.”

She smiled as warmth filled her. Not a big deal in earlier times, this was an outright rebellious act in Olympias. And blasphemous for Guardian Angels… even more so for the High-Archangel himself.

“You and me against the rest of the world,” she whispered.

“You and me on top of the world.”

Nephilim stood up, crossed the distance between them, and sat astride his lap. He didn’t object. Instead, he placed his hands on her hips, softly caressing them.

She gently took his face between her palms and brought her face close to his.

“I love you, Metatron,” she said. “I always will, and nothing in the universe will change that.”

She didn’t give him a chance to reply. Instead, she began kissing him as passionately as if it were the first time—or the last.

∆∆∆

Soon, Olympias III became visible behind the windows, but the aircraft maintained its altitude and flew past it swiftly, moving south. For a while, nothing could be seen but lush green vegetation and the tropical rainforests that covered this part of the world almost entirely.

Then the plane began its descent, and Nephilim saw the ruins of an overgrown city. The aircraft stopped in midair, converting from a jet into a VTOL, and thirty seconds later, it set down at the rendezvous point.

“Are you ready?” Metatron asked, looking at her with his piercing eyes.

“Ready.”

“You still can back out of this. I won’t be upset.”

She shook her head. “No, let’s do this.”

“Very well.”

They both got up from their seats, and Nephilim grabbed the black backpack she’d brought along. It wasn’t big and only contained some spare clothes and basic body hygiene articles—and extra ammo.

There had been no instruction that she should show up unarmed, so both she and Metatron wore firearms.

The hatch opened, and glaring sunlight and humid tropical air immediately filled the VTOL’s interior. Nephilim wanted to proceed to the door, but Metatron stopped her with his arm, then pulled her into one last deep embrace. Once they left this plane, they wouldn’t show any affection anymore. For a moment, it seemed as if he wanted to say something, but then he let go of her and approached the door.

Outside, the bright early afternoon sunlight glared her for a moment, but her artificial eyes adjusted within a split second.

They’d landed in the middle of a rectangular area surrounded by terraced seating. The entire structure was crumbling now, but it must once have been a huge stadium that could fit thirty thousand people or more.

Olympias had no such stadiums, as any form of team sports had been banned decades ago. As Metatron had explained to her, the leadership had considered them divisive because they encouraged tribalism. Now all that remained of the most popular sport in Olympias III were these gigantic, abandoned structures, slowly rotting and decaying in the jungle.

But the former soccer stadium wasn’t of much interest to Nephilim. What stood inside was.

Less than a hundred feet away was another aircraft. It wasn’t much bigger than Metatron’s VTOL, but it was of a completely different design. Sleek, slim, and painted mostly in matte black with bright yellow accents, it appeared like a metallic hornet. The only thing it was missing were wings.

In between the wasp-like aircraft and the Angels stood three figures. All three were dressed in those tight black combat suits with the yellow stripes Nephilim knew only too well.

Seeing them, she had to fight off the urge to draw her guns and shoot them on sight. All her life, she had considered the Wasps the Angels’ sworn enemies. She never would have believed she would come face to face with one of them, let alone three.

But Metatron approached them without hesitation, striding forward in his usual calm, assertive way, and Nephilim followed him.

The three figures stood motionless, waiting for them to come closer. Two Wasps were positioned slightly behind the front-most one, who must have been the leader. Studying him more closely, Nephilim was surprised. When their helmets were on, it was usually almost impossible to tell if the TogbuaXiang cyborgs were male or female. This one was clearly male, though, as he wore no helmet.

But that wasn’t the most surprising thing about him.

The Wasp officer was Caucasian. He looked like a man in his thirties with handsome masculine features, sun-tanned skin, and curly dark-blond hair. His yellow cyborg eyes gleamed in the sunlight.

As Metatron and Nephilim came closer, the Wasp smiled, then pressed his palms together and lowered his head deeply. He remained like this for a moment.

“Sawas-dee krab, Khun Metatron,” he said, lifting his gaze again. “It is my greatest pleasure to see you again, High-Archangel.”

Metatron returned the gesture but in a slightly different way, pressing his palms together directly under his chin and bowing his head only briefly.

“Sawas-dee krab, Khun Phichai. The pleasure is all mine. This is Archangel Nephilim.”

The man bowed his head briefly. “An honor to meet you, Archangel Nephilim. My name is Phichai. I am the Phan Ek of the Thahan Raksa Phra Ong.”

“He’s the Colonel of the Wasp Brigades,” Metatron explained using the comm channel he and Nephilim shared. “He’s basically you.”

The smirk in his voice was unmistakable.

“Huh?” Nephilim asked.

“He’s the second in command, the Tigress’ right hand. I should have forewarned you that they’re very formal.”

“The honor is all mine,” Nephilim replied out loud, and she copied the gesture Metatron had used to greet the man.

Phichai nodded at her, then addressed Metatron again. “The Tigress sends her regards, Khun Metatron. She told me to let you know how excited she is to meet Archangel Nephilim.”

“Please deliver my warmest regards to the Tigress,” Metatron replied. “I’m putting my full trust in her that nothing will happen to Archangel Nephilim while she is your guest.”

He said it in a friendly, conversational tone, yet there was a hidden threat in his words.

“Oh, rest assured no harm will happen to our venerable guest. The Tigress herself guarantees it,” the Wasp said, obviously picking up on Metatron’s subtext. “We’re ready for launch when you are, Nephilim.”

“I’m ready,” Nephilim said.

“If you will please follow me, then,” Phichai said, pointing at the Wasp aircraft.

His officers stepped sideways, respectfully making room for their superior and his guest.

“Always a delight, High-Archangel,” Phichai continued. “I wish you a pleasant voyage back to Olympias City.”

“Same to you.”

Nephilim glanced at Metatron one more time, then followed her host toward the Wasp aircraft.

She could tell that Metatron stayed where he was, watching her as she walked into an uncertain adventure. His face and posture were completely calm, but she knew that this was only on the outside.

Nephilim understood how he felt. If it had been her watching him walk into an enemy aircraft that would take him deep into enemy territory, she wasn’t sure if she could remain that calm.

The situation seemed almost like Deja vu. Many years ago, Nephilim had watched someone she cared about board a VTOL just to never see him again.

Just when she arrived at the plane and was about to climb on board, she heard Metatron’s voice in her head.

“Come back to me.”

She turned her head and looked at him, a lone black-clad figure in the glaring sunshine. His eyes reflected the light and seemed to outright burn into her.

“Always.”

Then she entered the Wasp aircraft.


Chapter Ten

Home

Siro wasn’t sure how long he stood there, staring at the door to his apartment. He was surprised. He hadn’t expected it to affect him so much.

When Kate had dropped him off at his building, she’d asked if he wanted her to come with him.

“Not for what you think,” had been her words, accompanied by an eye-roll.

He’d declined, claiming it would be no problem. Because that was what he’d believed. Yet now, standing at his door, he realized that he’d been wrong.

Siro was scared.

Scared of entering his own home. After all, it was the place where he’d almost died, where he’d been horribly ambushed. Luckily, he had hardly any memory of what had happened, otherwise it would have been even more traumatizing.

Nevertheless, he felt cold fear sitting on his neck like an ugly insect.

Come on, he told himself. There’s no one here.

What had happened back then wouldn’t happen again. Even though the people responsible for the attack on him had never been caught—Kate had begrudgingly admitted that they had no lead on the perpetrators at all—Siro knew that he had nothing to fear from them as they were all dead.

Eventually, he took a deep breath, opened the door, and stepped into his apartment.

It was empty. No henchmen were waiting for him to finish him off.

Like most apartments of this size and price range in Olympias, it was a studio apartment with one living/sleeping area, a tiny bathroom, and no kitchen. There was nowhere for killers to hide.

Of course, he knew there were none, but he had to convince his brain anyway.

Siro exhaled in relief, closing the door behind him, then he took a seat on the bed. Nothing indicated the drama that had taken place here three months ago. Kate had taken care of that.

Once the forensics had finished securing evidence—which led nowhere—Kate had hired a cleaning crew who specialized in cleaning crime scenes. And they had done a fantastic job. Seeing his apartment clean and tidy, as if nothing had happened, was a huge help. But Siro also knew that it would take time to get over the trauma he’d experienced.

After a few weeks of recovery, the OCPD had sent a counselor to the hospital who pretended he was there to help him but, in truth, had tried to figure out if Siro was mentally fit for duty or if he was a total wreck. Siro had pretended he was fine and couldn’t remember anything that had happened to him—which was almost true as he barely remembered anything. It was more his subconscious that remembered… and it was terrified, despite his brain knowing better.

But he was no idiot to tell the counselor that. After a couple of visits, the man had been satisfied and never came back. The last thing Siro needed was to lose his job because of what had happened to him. His job was all he had. And Kate. Who was tied to his job.

Siro knew that he was safe, that those responsible were dead. Because his benefactor had told him so. And he had no reason to lie about that.

Slowly, Siro got up from the bed and walked to the bathroom. There, he studied his face in the mirror.

What the doctors had accomplished was truly astonishing. He looked even better than before. And he was much stronger, faster, more resilient. In fact, the OCPD would be stupid to fire him now as he was the only cyborg cop in District Eight. It would make his job much easier and safer—for him and Kate alike. Of course, he was nothing like Nephilim and her kind, but he was clearly superior to humans, even the augmented thugs that populated Oldtown in their droves.

And yet, at the beginning, it hadn’t looked like it would end this way at all.

Siro closed his eyes, remembering how it had been when he first woke up in the hospital.

He hadn’t felt much pain as the doctors had pumped him with painkillers before bringing him out of the induced coma. At first, he’d been completely confused, but then Dr. Klein explained what had happened and what damage he’d suffered.

Listening to him with dread, Siro wished he’d died. He would be crippled, useless, barely more than a vegetable, and ripe for euthanasia.

But then Klein smiled.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Ferreira-Nunes. You’ll be restored, back to 100%. In fact, you’ll be even better than before.”

When Klein explained what procedures had already been done and what was still planned, Siro couldn’t believe his ears.

His arms had been irreparably damaged, so he would receive high-class combat prosthetics coated in a skin-like polymer, barely distinguishable from his natural skin. Using his own skin and organ cells, new tissue had been grown in a lab specialized in such stuff, which the doctors then implanted in him. All his damaged organs had been fixed, and his face was restored with metal parts where the bones had been shattered. The flesh was still there, and it would be covered with regrown skin.

“Good thing is, you won’t have to shave ever again,” the doctor said.

Siro’s eye had also been replaced, and the damage to his brain had been repaired with gen treatment and state-of-the-art neural implants.

Once Klein was done explaining, Siro just stared at him, speechless.

“Who’s paying for all that?” he finally asked.

“Oh, don’t you worry about that,” Klein said. “All the costs have been covered.”

“By whom?”

Siro knew he didn’t have that kind of money, and neither had his family back in Olympias III. Unless Kate was a millionaire who just pretended to be an Oldtown citizen, she couldn’t afford any of this either. And the police department wouldn’t pay a dime, of that he was convinced.

“Anonymous donor,” the doctor said with a shrug. “Someone way up the food chain must like you very much, Detective.”

Klein said that with a knowing wink. Apparently, he assumed Siro had a paramour in the Inner Circle or something like that. Yet Siro knew this wasn’t the case and was therefore very confused.

But Klein misjudged the expression on his face and chuckled. “I know what you’re thinking. You’re asking yourself if everything is still okay down there or if you’re missing some parts.”

That wasn’t what Siro was thinking at all, but now that the doctor had mentioned it, he realized it was indeed pretty important.

“Is… everything okay down there?” he asked carefully.

Dr. Klein grinned. “Absolutely! You’re well-equipped, and it would have been a shame to have that replaced. But luckily, the people trying to kill you aimed for your head.”

Siro couldn’t tell if Klein was serious or if he was joking, but he’d been too confused and too groggy from the drugs to give it much thought at that moment.

The following weeks had been filled with never-ending surgeries. Some of them were more painful than others, but after a while, Siro was convinced that his religious parents had been right after all and that this was Hell.

In retrospect, he wasn’t sure if he would have survived all of this if it weren’t for Kate. She’d visited him almost every day. Sometimes they chatted, sometimes she just sat by his bed in silence when he was too tired or in too much pain to speak.

Once Siro was doing better, they set themselves two major goals: to find the people responsible and figure out who Siro’s savior was. Kate used any means she had as an OCPD detective to work it out, but she had no luck.

It would be a couple of weeks before Siro found out who his anonymous benefactor was.

∆∆∆

Six weeks after his admittance to the hospital, Siro had received most of his surgeries, at which point the next part began that was almost as painful and unpleasant: rehab.

Every day, he received physical therapy, and he basically had to learn how to use his arms and hands again. Although the prosthetics were connected to his brain implants, using them properly still took more practice than he’d imagined.

After four weeks of that torture, he finally felt fit enough to live a normal life again. The doctors promised him that he would be discharged in a week or two, and he couldn’t wait.

One day, as always, he had his physical therapy in the afternoon, but on his way back to his room, he noticed that something seemed different. The hall where his room was located seemed quieter than usual, almost empty. Not many people worked in the hospital, so it wasn’t unusual not to see any humans for hours, but there were usually plenty of robots of all kinds. Not today.

Walking back to his room, Siro wondered if they were undergoing some scheduled maintenance. Then the nurse robot accompanying him to his room suddenly stopped, turned around, and left him, heading back to where they’d come from.

Siro furrowed his brow. That was odd. Usually, the robot would accompany him to his room and see to it that he had everything he needed. Apparently, not today.

The detective in him instantly felt suspicious, but Siro shoved such thoughts aside. They were just robots. Maybe they required maintenance, or maybe it was a malfunction of some sort. Either way, it wouldn’t affect him. And he was really exhausted after the morning’s training. All he wanted was to drink some water and then take a nap.

He entered his room, but then he stopped short. Someone was there. A visitor.

And it wasn’t Kate but a stranger.

A man stood at the window, his back turned to the door. His black-clad silhouette was slender, and he had the posture of a king.

The bright afternoon sun shone through the window, making his figure stand out like a dark shadow from another world. Somewhere deep in Siro’s mind, an old fable popped up, telling him that this was the Grim Reaper coming for him after all.

But then the stranger spoke, and Siro recognized the voice immediately.

“Please, close the door, Detective Ferreira-Nunes. Let’s have a conversation.”

Completely baffled, Siro closed the door, then walked deeper into the room and toward the man.

Slowly, his visitor turned around, and the first thing Siro noticed about him was the neon-blue eyes. Just seeing the figure, he should have guessed that it was a Guardian Angel, but never could he have guessed that it was him.

Metatron, the High-Archangel of Olympias.

Siro had never met him, of course, but he’d seen pictures of him, and it was hard not to recognize his distinctive face. And after speaking with him on the phone once, he would always recognize his voice.

Metatron studied him for a moment, clearly amused by Siro’s puzzled expression.

“Good afternoon.”

Siro cleared his throat. Rarely before in his life had he been caught off-guard like that.

“Good afternoon, High-Archangel.”

Metatron smirked. “You know who I am. Good.”

He sat down in an armchair beside the window with a smooth motion. Every one of his moves seemed majestic and had an outright unreal precision. Siro was fascinated and allured. The charisma the leader of the Guardian Angels radiated was unmatched by anyone Siro had ever seen before.

He had always been fascinated by Nephilim’s cool, predatory grace. Metatron had a very similar body language, but she was merely an apprentice compared to him. Every fiber of his being was telling Siro that this was an extremely dangerous man and that he should consider himself more than lucky that they were on the same side.

Not knowing what else to do or say, Siro sat down on his bed, facing his visitor.

“I see they’ve patched you up pretty well,” Metatron said after studying him intensely with those eerie, neon-blue eyes.

“Yes,” Siro replied. “I’m not quite like you yet, but I’m definitely a cyborg now.”

Metatron chuckled, a slightly condescending expression on his face. “Not quite, no.”

Suddenly, a conclusion popped into Siro’s mind. Could it be? Could it really be? But why?

On the other hand, why else would he have come here? What other reason would the High-Archangel of Olympias have to visit him, a simple cop?

“It was you, wasn’t it? You paid for my recovery.”

“I did.”

Siro’s eyes widened as he fully grasped the situation. “But why? I mean… I’m grateful! You saved my life!”

“My pleasure, Detective,” Metatron said, leaning back and clasping his begloved hands.

“But… why?” Siro repeated.

“Do you remember when you called me the day when Archangel Nephilim went missing?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“Do you also remember what I told you at the end of the phone call?”

Siro nodded. “That you owed me.”

“That’s right. On that day, you did me the greatest possible service. Without your help, Nephilim would have fallen victim to that…” He stopped for a second before he continued. “Lunatic. I wouldn’t have been able to find her in time. I was deeply in your debt.”

“You weren’t, High-Archangel,” Siro said. “I just did my job. And I was more than happy that I could help find Nephilim. She’s… extraordinary.”

For a very brief moment, Metatron’s expression softened. It was way too brief for almost anyone to notice. But Siro was an excellent detective. He saw little things that slipped by other people.

“That she is.”

He’s in love with her! Siro thought.

For the second time in only a couple of minutes, he was astounded. He would never have expected such an emotional reaction from a Guardian Angel, let alone the High-Archangel.

She was so much more to him than just his “crown princess.”

“I was in your debt, Detective. And I always pay my debts. When I heard what happened to you, helping you recover was the least I could do.”

“That was very generous of you,” Siro said. “I can’t thank you enough.”

“Despite what you might have heard about me, I’m a man of honor,” Metatron said. “And, I believe, so are you. I’m sure you will never forget who helped you when no one else would.”

“I won’t.”

“Good,” Metatron said. “One day, I might ask you for a favor.”

Siro understood. Now he was in the High-Archangel’s debt. And he would call in this debt one day.

A smirk flashed over Metatron’s face as he studied Siro. No doubt he knew that Siro understood. In a way, it felt a bit like making a deal with the Devil, though he hadn’t been given any choice.

But one thing was clear—without Metatron’s generosity, Siro would be dead now. Instead, he’d been fully restored with the best available technology and parts. Of course he would do whatever Metatron asked of him.

And somehow, it didn’t feel bad at all. He was utterly captivated by the man’s charisma.

Siro was straight. Like everyone in Olympias, he had tried it with men because he didn’t want to appear awkward, but it never had been his thing. But he had to admit that he’d do anything the High-Archangel wanted. He only needed to say the word.

But Metatron wasn’t referring to that, and Siro knew that very well. No, Metatron wanted Siro to be his man in the police force.

“I won’t deny you any favor, High-Archangel.”

Metatron’s smirk turned into a grin. “You’re not only an honorable man but also a very intelligent one, Siro. You know the value of friends in high places.”

“I do.”

“Besides,” Metatron waved a hand, “you’re practically one of us now. Never forget that.”

He stood.

“I wish you a speedy recovery, Detective. Let’s keep this little conversation and my gift to you between us, yes?”

“Of course.”

Metatron moved to the door, but then he seemed to remember something and turned around.

“Oh, and you don’t need to worry about any of the people who tried to kill you coming after you again. They’re all dead.”

“You know who they were?” Siro asked, flabbergasted for the third time since the conversation had started.

“Yes. The same people who kidnapped Nephilim. I took care of them personally. Including Cillian Stavros.”

“I heard he committed suicide by jumping from his tower,” Siro said.

Metatron laughed, but the expression on his face made Siro feel ice-cold. “If a headless man can jump from a tower, then yes, he did.”

He let the words stand between them for a second before he continued.

“Thank you for giving me the evidence about him. It helped a lot. But you shouldn’t have shown it to anyone else—that’s what almost got you killed. Good day, Detective.”

With that, Metatron was gone, and Siro was left speechless.

∆∆∆

Siro remembered the High-Archangel’s visit as if it were yesterday. After Metatron had left, he’d just sat there, staring into nowhere and thinking. The conversation had lasted barely ten minutes, yet it had given Siro food for thought for hours, even days.

Once Metatron had gone, the robots returned to their duties and his designated nurse checked on him, but he waved it away. Apparently, the High-Archangel had deactivated them. Most likely, he’d also deactivated all the surveillance in the building and deleted any records that showed he’d ever been there.

By now, Siro should have known what the Guardian Angels were capable of, but it surprised him anyway. Metatron could hack and manipulate any system in Olympias, any artificial intelligence. That gave the Angels even more power than he’d suspected.

But that was the smallest issue Siro had to digest after the visit. In retrospect, he wondered why he’d never even considered that it could have been Metatron who had saved him. He had the necessary means, authority, and capability of staying completely anonymous.

On the other hand, it would have been absurd to believe it could have been him without knowing certain details. After all, what interest might the High-Archangel of Olympias have in a simple OCPD detective?

Now Siro understood everything.

Metatron cared deeply for Nephilim. Much more than he should, which was one of the reasons he kept himself in the shadows so much. Maybe the two of them had a much closer relationship than anyone would ever suspect. Somehow, Siro found this heartwarming.

In a world that had eradicated close relationships, two killer cyborgs had much deeper feelings than most ordinary humans. In a way, that made them more humane than most humans. Especially in Olympias I. In Siro’s homeland, the Olympias Conglomerate had a much harder time implementing the new world order, and many people still refused to give up their values.

Siro wasn’t sure what rules the Guardian Angels had, but he could only imagine that close relationships were not just frowned upon but outright forbidden for them.

Who would have thought that finding the car that had kidnapped Nephilim and calling the High-Archangel directly would have saved Siro’s life only days later?

Now he was in Metatron’s debt, and again, he was surprised how little that bothered him. Was it because he was now a cyborg and closer to the Angels than ordinary humans? Or was it Metatron’s charisma that attracted him? Or maybe it was both?

No matter what, the High-Archangel was right to believe that Siro would never forget who had reached out to help him in his darkest hour. He would always be grateful. He only hoped that Metatron wouldn’t ask him to do something unethical when the time came.

The only thing that truly bugged him about the arrangement was that he wasn’t allowed to talk about it with anyone. Not even Kate. She deserved to know everything. She was his partner, his best friend, the person he cared more about than anyone else. If Guardian Angels with metal hearts could love, why shouldn’t he?

Instead, he had to lie to her and pretend he was completely clueless. Even worse, she hated the Guardian Angels. She thought they were inhuman monsters. Would she change her mind if she knew that the only reason he was still breathing was because of one of them?

Maybe. But he couldn’t risk it. Because he knew one thing for certain: getting on Metatron’s bad side was something he never wanted to risk.

Friends in high places…

Finally, there was one more thing Metatron had mentioned. When he’d been about to leave, he’d planted a bomb in a simple aside.

You shouldn’t have shown it to anyone else—that’s what almost got you killed.

Could it be? Had Linus sold him out? Why would he do that?

Siro hadn’t shown the explosive evidence to anyone else but the hacker. No one knew about its existence, not even Kate. It had to have been Linus.

Siro would have to find out.

He’d been so sunken in thought after Metatron’s visit that he didn’t notice Kate entering his room hours later.

She wanted to know what was going on, why he was sitting there with such a glum expression.

So Siro lied to her. And he hated it.


Chapter Eleven

The Wasp

Here goes nothing, Nephilim thought as she followed the Wasp officer into the foreign aircraft.

Inside, it was dim, the only illumination coming from the open hatch and some red light strings along the walls and ceiling. It didn’t matter, as both the Wasps and the Angels had night vision.

Slowly, the hatch began closing, and Nephilim caught one last glimpse of Metatron, who still stood motionless in the glaring tropical sun. Then he was gone, and Nephilim was surrounded only by the sparse illumination of the aircraft.

“Please, take a seat, Nephilim,” Phichai said with a polite smile and welcoming gesture of his hand.

He pointed at the furthermost of two rows of seats. Nephilim noticed that the black-walled and windowless cabin was relatively small and only suited for a maximum of six passengers. The two Wasps who had accompanied their commander didn’t enter the cabin with them, and Nephilim assumed they had taken a seat in the front of the plane. Perhaps one of them was the pilot.

Nephilim did as she was asked and sat down. The seat was slightly padded and seemed to have a complicated system of safety belts. It definitely looked more like a jet fighter seat than a passenger seat.

“Allow me to help you with that,” Phichai said.

“Be my guest,” she replied.

“Thank you. As you’ll see, these precautions are necessary,” he said while he skillfully adjusted the belts around her chest and waist.

“How fast is this aircraft?”

“Mach 10,” the Wasp replied. “We’ll reach our destination in only one hour and forty-five minutes.”

Nephilim whistled after quickly doing the math in her head. “Impressive.”

“Yes, it is. We’ll be traveling through the exosphere at an altitude of around two hundred miles.”

That was very impressive indeed. They had nothing like this in Olympias.

Phichai took a seat next to her and began adjusting his own safety belts. Once done, he looked at Nephilim and grinned.

“A human couldn’t possibly withstand such a speed, but we aren’t human.”

“It’ll be no problem for me,” Nephilim said, although she wasn’t quite sure about that.

“We assumed so, which is why the Tigress sent the Taen, our fastest jet.”

“Taen?”

Phichai smirked. “It means ‘wasp.’”

The cabin began vibrating slightly, indicating the aircraft was about to take off. A moment later, it shot upward like a high-speed elevator.

Nephilim understood. The plane wasn’t just a hypersonic jet but also a VTOL. This was certainly very impressive technology being displayed here, and she was pretty sure the intention was to impress her and, at the same time, showcase superiority and dominance. It was exactly what Metatron would have done in such a situation.

“Once we reach our travel altitude of five miles, it’ll become a bit bumpy,” Phichai explained. “The acceleration to max speed will take around twenty minutes, then we’ll reach the exosphere and basically glide along the atmosphere. Your body will be hit with almost forty G at the peak of acceleration. There’s no shame in passing out the first time. Our pilots have been specifically augmented to sustain the incredible forces they’re subjected to.”

“I won’t pass out,” Nephilim said firmly. At least, she hoped not. Forty G sounded an awful lot, even for a cyborg.

At that moment, oxygen masks descended from the ceiling, one for each passenger.

“Please, put this on,” the Wasp said. “We’ll begin the transformation in ten seconds.”

Nephilim did so. The mask closed around her mouth and neck firmly and wouldn’t possibly fall off now, despite the forces that would soon hit the plane’s passengers.

The ascent stopped, and Nephilim heard the familiar noise of the rotors changing their angle and transforming the VTOL into a jet.

“And off we go,” the Wasp officer said.

What followed was a hell of a ride.

The plane shot forward with insane speed, pressing Nephilim’s body into the seat. She immediately understood why it was padded like that and was grateful for it.

But that was only the beginning. The aircraft got faster and faster with every second, and soon, Nephilim felt as if an elephant were sitting on her chest. If it hadn’t been for the oxygen mask, she wouldn’t have been able to breathe.

Soon, the pressure became hardly bearable, and she closed her eyes and clenched her teeth, desperately trying not to pass out.

Then, suddenly, everything turned black.

∆∆∆

It was late afternoon when Metatron entered his office in the Cube. He’d arrived back in Olympias I only a few minutes ago and was planning to work for a couple of hours.

He felt exhausted, although he knew that it was mental rather than anything else. His body could keep going for days with hardly any rest or sleep. It would have probably been best to call it a day, go home, and try to relax, but he knew that relaxing was the last thing he needed now. He had to keep his mind occupied or it would become restless.

Metatron couldn’t stop thinking about how he and Nephilim had parted ways and how she’d boarded the TogbuaXiang aircraft. He could only hope that it hadn’t been the worst mistake of his life. If something happened to her, if that was the last time he saw her, he’d never forgive himself.

He was already dreading going home later and finding the place empty and lifeless without Nephilim in it.

Metatron liked control. Particularly over people, but even more over events. He hated leaving things to chance. It was in his nature to always think and plan ahead, to always be a step ahead of everyone.

It was the only way to ensure that things played out how he wanted. Too often in his life, things had gone terribly sideways when he’d lost control. The last time that had happened, Nephilim had gone rogue, committed treason, tried to kill him, and run away with a Rosprom spy.

His stomach still knotted whenever he thought of it.

This time, it was different. Metatron trusted Nephilim more than anyone else in the world. She would never betray him again, of that he was certain.

She loved him. She didn’t need to say it—he saw it on her face and in her actions, which spoke louder than any words ever could. But he liked hearing it, nevertheless. It created a happiness deep inside him that he hadn’t even known he could experience.

And yet he couldn’t say the words in return, and he didn’t even know why. He just… couldn’t.

Was it fear? Fear of loss?

He’d said those words only once in his entire life and never seen that person again.

Metatron sat down behind his desk and closed his eyes for a moment. No, he wouldn’t go down memory lane now. He needed to focus.

Yet he was disgusted with himself that he hadn’t been able to tell Nephilim how he felt about her. Now she was gone, and he might never get the chance again.

Being helpless was what Metatron hated most. Having no control.

She’s the best. She’ll be fine, he told himself. She’ll come back to you.

He sighed and began working on some paperwork that he’d neglected for a week. The trip to Olympias II, making preparations for Nephilim’s journey, and then accompanying her to the rendezvous point had kept him so occupied that he hadn’t had much time for anything else.

His Archangels did a good job running things without him, but he needed to take care of some things personally. He studied all reports and intel thoroughly every single day to avoid surprises, to maintain control.

Metatron hadn’t even worked for an hour when Zephaniel knocked on his door.

“Come in,” Metatron said, even though he wasn’t really in the mood to see his First-Archangel. Zephaniel’s jealousy and antipathy toward Nephilim was beginning to get on his nerves.

Even though Metatron could understand his second-in-command’s feelings, he’d still gotten weary of them… and him. Metatron would have to find a good opportunity to send him off to Olympias III. It needed to look like a big promotion and not like he was getting rid of him.

Zephaniel entered the office and smiled in his typically submissive way, like a dog that wanted to be petted. There had been times when Metatron had found that alluring, but those were long gone.

“High-Archangel,” Zephaniel said. “I didn’t expect you back so soon. Did you have a pleasant journey?”

“It was only a brief visit to discuss some details concerning the troop relocation with Raziel,” Metatron said, knowing Zephaniel wouldn’t question him. “I left Nephilim there to supervise the operation.”

Zephaniel’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You did?”

The First-Archangel tried not to show it, but Metatron knew him well enough to see in his face how much he liked that news. And there was also a hint of glee.

Metatron leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “Yes. Was there something you needed, Zephaniel?”

The First-Archangel woke from his temporary bliss and nodded.

“Indeed there is. I wanted to ask you to authorize a warrant for the games industry of Olympias.”

Metatron furrowed his brow. “Why?”

It was a strange request. Of course Metatron could authorize something like that, but he’d need a very good reason to do so. Similar to the movie and music industries, the big game studios were run by high-ranking executives. Some were owned by Board members and other powerful people. And naturally, they didn’t like it when someone sniffed around their fat asses.

Ordinary law enforcement would never get a chance to investigate them, but the Guardian Angels had a special status. All Metatron needed to do was claim that he suspected something was going on there that could pose a threat to Olympias, and the doors would open wide. But he didn’t want to create a fuss over nothing, especially not now, just when things were starting to become really interesting.

Zephaniel grinned. Then he explained the situation. That they might have found a trace of the Broker but needed access to the game industry servers to verify it.

Metatron listened attentively, then smiled. “Well done, Zephaniel. I’m glad we’re making progress with finding that rat. Every moment he’s out there poses a threat to Olympias and, most of all, the Angel corps.”

Zephaniel nodded eagerly. “Yes, Metatron. It’ll be my biggest pleasure to bring him to you.”

Metatron lifted a finger. “Remember, just capture him. Bring him here unharmed. I want to have a friendly conversation with him. Then you can have what’s left of him.”

In truth, he would make sure the Broker never opened his mouth again. Metatron didn’t want anyone to know about the connection between Finwick Connors and Nephilim.

A sadistic grin flashed over Zephaniel’s face and made it appear ugly for a moment. Looking at him, Metatron wondered exactly what he’d seen in him for so many years.

“Certainly,” Zephaniel said, full of eagerness and anticipation.

“Is there anything else?” Metatron asked.

“Nothing. Would you like me to visit you tonight and keep you company?” Zephaniel said, a hopeful expression on his face.

“Another time,” Metatron replied, smashing the other man’s hopes. “I need to catch up on the many things I neglected during my travels. I doubt I’ll be done before midnight.”

“I could wait for you in your home,” Zephaniel suggested, giving his voice a seductive tone.

Metatron smiled thinly. “Another time.”

“As you wish,” Zephaniel said, bowing his head to hide his disappointment. “I’ll leave you now.”

“Thank you,” Metatron said.

∆∆∆

“Archangel Nephilim.”

The voice sounded like it was coming from a distant galaxy. She could barely understand it.

Her system ran an automated check and greenlighted all functions. It wasn’t her artificial parts that had suffered a blackout but her biological brain.

“Nephilim, can you hear me?”

Slowly, her vision cleared. She was still in the cabin with the dim red lighting. A slight hum indicated that the plane was in the air. But something was different, and her brain was still so clouded that it took her a moment to realize what it was: the horrible gravitational pressure was gone. The elephants on her chest had vanished.

“Yes, I’m okay,” Nephilim replied, her voice muffled by the oxygen mask she was still wearing.

“Good,” Phichai replied. “We’ve reached the exosphere. You can relax. The worst part is over.”

With dread, Nephilim realized that she had indeed passed out. Her internal system was telling her that she’d been out for almost five minutes.

“We’ve reached an altitude where Earth’s gravity is still strong enough to pull us downward and keep us on course, but the G-forces caused by our high velocity have been neutralized.”

Nephilim’s body felt lighter than usual. It wasn’t quite like the zero-G people felt when orbiting the planet, so she probably wouldn’t float away if she undid her seat belts, but she would bounce off the floor if she walked.

“That’s astonishing,” she said.

Her host smiled, and she could see a hint of smugness in his face. “Yes, it is. You did extremely well, by the way. Most people pass out much faster the first time.”

“I’m not most people,” she replied, slightly irritated. She was mostly upset with herself.

“Of course,” Phichai said.

“How long until we land in TogbuaXiang?”

“One hour and twenty-three minutes.”

Over an hour, then. Since she was sitting here, she might as well engage this guy in conversation. Maybe she’d learn something from him.

“I still can’t believe I’m sitting here with a Wasp,” Nephilim said. “Not long ago, we would have been trying to kill each other.”

“I’m sure we have an equal amount of blood on our hands.”

“Have you ever encountered any of my people in combat?”

“I have.”

“Well, since you’re still alive, we must have done a lousy job.”

That made him laugh, and for a second, his face appeared human, carefree.

“You aren’t at all what I thought you’d be,” he said.

“What did you expect me to be like?”

“Well… different,” he said, then he changed the subject. “With a bit of luck, we won’t have to spill each other’s blood ever again.”

“Let’s hope for the best.”

“That’s up to you, Nephilim.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Tigress will explain everything once you meet her,” Phichai said quickly.

They remained silent for a moment before Nephilim decided to try a more neutral subject.

“You’re Australian, aren’t you?”

A genuine smile appeared on his face, and his yellow eyes gleamed in the semi-darkness. “That’s correct.”

“I recognize the accent. Your spies in Olympias have it, too.”

Phichai raised his eyebrows. “Is it that obvious?”

Nephilim shrugged. “Nothing escapes the High-Archangel’s attention.”

“He’s an extraordinary man,” Phichai said with honest admiration.

That he is, Nephilim thought, and she let tenderness flood her for a second before she got a grip on herself.

“You two have met before,” she said instead, remembering the brief conversation the Wasp and Metatron had had before she’d boarded the plane.

“Yes, we have,” the Wasp confirmed.

“When?”

“The first time was several years ago. The Tigress sent me as an envoy and her proxy to meet the High-Archangel and discuss the details of a potential truce.”

“And the second time?”

He turned his head and focused his yellow gaze on her. “The second time, you were there as well.”

Nephilim connected the dots in her head within a split second. Of course! The Wasp officer Metatron had met in Olympias III shortly before the Rosprom invasion.

He’s so much more than an officer. Those had been Metatron’s words.

“In Olympias III about three months ago.”

“Yes.”

Nephilim realized only now that Metatron had never told her precisely what information he and the Wasp had exchanged that night. He’d only told her that it was extremely important. She made a mental note to ask him once she was back. She could ask Phichai, but that would imply that she didn’t know about it, and she’d rather imply that she knew everything Metatron knew. After all, he’d authorized her to speak in his name. And it would indicate weakness to admit she didn’t know such crucial details.

She also figured it would be pointless to pry into what the Tigress wanted from her. Phichai had made it clear that he’d leave that to his boss.

“Were you born in Australia?” she asked instead.

“I was,” he said. “I… came to the capital as a child.”

“So, Phichai isn’t your birth name?”

He chuckled. “Oh, no. It’s the name the Tigress gave me. It’s Thai and means ‘Victorious.’”

“I’m sure she had very good reason to give you that name,” Nephilim said.

“Yes, she did indeed.”

“What was your birth name, then?”

“Oh, it’s far less glorious and quite mundane. I was born as John Reed in Queensland, Australia.”

“Do many Australians live in TogbuaXiang?”

“Not many,” he said slowly. “Usually, we’re recruited for very specific tasks.”

“Like spies sent to Olympias?”

“Sometimes. But I’m just a humble man, Nephilim. Not very interesting. Why don’t you tell me something about yourself instead?”

Considering his name meant Victorious, Nephilim highly doubted that. But she understood the Wasp officer didn’t really want to discuss the subject and was deflecting. Since she didn’t really want to talk about herself either, she decided to change the game a little bit.

“Why don’t you tell me what you know about me instead? Let’s see how good your spies are.”

Phichai grinned. “Alright. You’ve been nicknamed the Crown Princess.”

Nephilim bit her lip. Even foreign spies knew about that, yet she’d only recently learned about it from Metatron.

“You were promoted to Archangel fifteen months ago. From there, you quickly rose to become the second most influential member of the Guardian Angel corps. The High-Archangel began openly favoring you shortly after your promotion.

“You played a key role in foiling two of the biggest operations Rosprom has ever initiated: Operation Angel Dust and Operation Fallen Angels.

“And you took the lead in the battle against the Rosprom troops three months ago and single-handedly brought down the Goliath, their biggest war machine—which is something I need to congratulate you on, by the way. Highly impressive.”

“Thank you.”

Even more impressive was how much the Wasps knew about her. She hadn’t expected that.

“You and the High-Archangel both got heavily wounded during the battle, but you both recovered. The two of you have a relationship that goes far beyond the norm in Olympias and could be considered scandalous, if not heretical.”

Listening to all this, Nephilim had difficulty keeping a poker face. How was it possible that TogbuaXiang knew such details about her and Metatron? Was it so obvious? Should they have been more careful?

“Without a doubt, you’re the best in the entire Angel corps. Should Metatron step down someday, we expect you to take over the leadership,” Phichai continued. “Oh, and please correct me if I get something wrong, Nephilim.”

His face remained friendly as he spoke, but Nephilim could clearly sense the slight smugness again. She’d found herself in an uneven situation in which her host knew basically everything about her and she knew nothing about him.

“I’m impressed,” she said, deflecting the instruction. “I wasn’t aware TogbuaXiang had such an extensive spy network in our city.”

“Oh, it’s tiny compared to Rosprom’s. We simply focus on the most important aspects,” Phichai said. “But we’re about to commence the descent. Not much longer now.”

“Will it be as… bumpy as the ascent?” Nephilim asked.

She sure as hell hoped it wouldn’t. She still felt embarrassed about the fact that she’d passed out, even though the Wasp had assured her it happened to everyone.

“It’s not half as bad, don’t worry,” Phichai said.

To Nephilim’s relief, he was right. She felt the hollow sensation in her stomach for a moment that she recognized from skydiving, then she was pressed against her seat once more as the full gravitational force hit her body again.

But it soon became less and less, and after a few minutes, it was hardly any different from what she knew from the Angels’ own high-speed aircraft. About thirty minutes later, she felt the familiar vibration as the jet transformed back into a VTOL.

Nephilim and her host remained silent during most of the rest of the flight. Nephilim wasn’t the type for small talk, nor did she want to share more information about herself and the Angel corps, at least for now. Who knew what kind of questions the Tigress would ask her?

Metatron had put his trust in her, so she would be very cautious about sharing any crucial data. Yes, the Wasps were potential allies—as incredible as that might sound—but until the pact was sealed, they were still enemies. All they had for now was a truce.

Likewise, Phichai wouldn’t tell her anything he wasn’t supposed to. He deflected most of her questions and kept saying that the Tigress would fill her in about everything soon.

Nephilim found her host very interesting. He appeared very humble, yet she knew that he was as high-ranked among the Wasp troops as she was among the Angels. Comparing him to her fellow Archangels, especially Zephaniel, who were smug and proud, was like comparing day and night. Metatron had briefed her that people’s mentality in TogbuaXiang was completely different than in Olympias, and she had gotten her first taste of that.

She also found it very interesting that Phichai was Australian yet held such a high position in the TogbuaXiang special forces. Unlike Olympias, which had a diverse population, TogbuaXiang was homogenously Asian. She wondered what the man’s story was.

Finally, the aircraft set down so softly that it was barely noticeable. Phichai turned his head and smiled, pulling the oxygen mask from his face. Nephilim followed his example.

“Here we are, Nephilim,” he said. “Welcome to TogbuaXiang. Do you need help with your safety belts?”

“No, I’ll be fine, thank you.”

Now she knew how they worked, it was an easy task, and she freed herself within seconds.

“There’s one more thing,” the Wasp said. “Before we exit, I must ask you to put this on.”

He produced a small device that looked a bit like a black bracelet with a small rectangular box attached.

Nephilim furrowed her brow. “What is it?”

“It’s a cloaking device. But not like our stealth gear—which your people have masterfully reverse-engineered, by the way.” He winked, and a smile flashed over his face that made it appear boyish for a moment.

“I assume it’ll camouflage what I am?”

“Correct. Similar to you in Olympias, we have scanners that detect hostile technology. This device will muffle your signals and make you appear like an ordinary cyborg with parts fabricated in TogbuaXiang.”

“I understand.”

“I must advise you to wear this device at all times. It’s waterproof, so there’s no need to take it off when taking a shower or swimming. If you don’t wear it, we won’t be able to guarantee your safety.”

Nephilim raised her eyebrows.

“You see, you’re our guest here in TugbuaXiang, and we’re more than honored to have you with us,” Phichai continued. “But it’s not an official visit. Regular troops and security forces will attack you should your disguise fail.”

Nephilim nodded. “I understand. Then let’s hope your device is failproof.”

“Oh, it is, rest assured.”

It made perfect sense. What Metatron and the Tigress had been concocting for years was a conspiracy at the highest level. What they had was a truce and potential pact between the Angels and the Wasps, not between Olympias and TogbuaXiang per se.

With the smoothness and grace of an acrobat, Phichai rose from his chair. “Now, if you’ll please follow me outside?”

Nephilim got up and followed him to the hatch, which was slowly opening.

The first thing she noticed was that it was dark outside, which made sense as Olympias III and the TogbuaXiang capital had a time difference of twelve hours. Nephilim figured it must be around five AM here.

But what she saw next was something she hadn’t expected at all.

∆∆∆

Metatron stayed in the office for a couple more hours until he finally decided to go home. He’d have to face the empty apartment at some point, after all, and he could connect himself to the servers at HQ and work for a couple more hours from home.

Yet when he arrived at his tower, Nephilim’s absence hit him much harder than he’d expected. Walking through the vast space of his new home, he realized how huge it was for the first time. How decadent it was.

Metatron kept the lights off, letting the full glory of Olympias’ nightly illumination shine through the windows, as he did so often.

Never before in his life had he felt so alone. Alone among more than forty million people surrounding him. Alone like every single one of them.

That was how Olympias’ society worked. Millions of detached individuals, only held together by the system telling them what was right and wrong, what they needed to achieve happiness and self-fulfillment. Millions of people interested in nothing but themselves.

It was pathetic. And yet it would make achieving his goals so much easier. Individuals programmed to live by themselves, incapable of forming communities or even close relationships, wouldn’t fight back. Simply because they had nothing to fight for.

All they wanted was the best for themselves. They were scared and manipulated so easily. Sheep. All Metatron needed to do, once the time came, was adjust their programming a little bit.

A smirk appeared on his face. Absentmindedly, he stopped before one of the panoramic windows, forming a pyramid with his fingers under his chin.

A phone call yanked him from his contemplations and daydreams. He lifted an eyebrow in surprise. It was almost midnight. Who would be calling him at this time?

Then he recognized the caller ID and grinned. About time one of them made a move.

“Speaker Neftali,” he said, answering the call directly via his neural implant. “What gives me the pleasure of you calling me in the middle of the night?”

“I was told you never sleep, Metatron,” Neftali replied.

He chuckled. “Is that so? Whoever told you that must be mistaken. I sleep like a baby every night.”

“No conscience to keep you awake at night, huh?”

“My dreams aren’t as empty as my conscience seems to be,” Metatron replied cryptically. “What can I do for you, Speaker?”

“I would like to invite you to my house tomorrow night.”

“It’s lovely of you to suggest it, but I don’t engage in sexual encounters with the people I work with. You know that.”

This was pure irony, of course, as he slept with his Archangels. Everyone knew that. But it was his polite way of telling the Board to go and fuck themselves as he certainly wouldn’t.

“Ah, it’s not that, Metatron,” she said, and he could clearly hear in her voice that she was rolling her eyes. It made him smirk.

“I’m glad,” he said. “Especially since you and the CEO—”

“Yes, yes,” she interrupted him. “Are you available tomorrow night or not?”

He never got tired of pointing out that he knew about their affair. They tried to keep it discrete. Not that anyone would care who fucked who in Olympias—at least, not usually. But in this case, the matter was a bit more delicate because if they knew about it, the other Board members would assume Neftali was sleeping with Miller to gain an advantage—which she was. There couldn’t be any doubt that she wasn’t really attracted to the old fart.

“I’m afraid I already have plans tomorrow night,” Metatron said. “But how about Friday night?”

Of course, he could have made time tomorrow night. But he didn’t want her to think he’d jump as soon as she asked him to.

“Friday night works, too,” she said begrudgingly. “Dinner at my house at eight PM?”

“I cannot wait.”

“Goodnight, Metatron.”

With that, she ended the call, leaving Metatron with a big grin on his face.

He had a very clear idea of what this was about. In fact, he’d been waiting for one of those vultures to approach him.

That it had ultimately been Neftali wasn’t surprising, and it certainly played into his hands. This woman was extremely ambitious and ruthless. She was the only Board member he actually respected.

The game had begun. It was time to play his cards.


Chapter Twelve

New Life

Finwick stared at himself in the mirror, and a handsome face stared back.

His face.

For a while, he’d felt odd when looking at himself, almost alienated. If you’re used to appearing a certain way, knowing every detail of your face, it takes a while to get accustomed to not seeing a stranger in the mirror but your new self.

It had taken Finwick a couple of weeks, but now this face looking at him was his face. In fact, he hardly remembered what he used to look like before the surgery—or maybe he preferred not to remember.

All his life, he’d coped with the fact that in a world of perfection, he was deemed unattractive. Once he’d become the Broker and a very wealthy man, he’d got laid much more easily. Although he had been very well aware that it had been his money that women were attracted to, not his good looks or charms.

Now he was a nobody again, but things were different. He noticed women looking at him completely differently, and even men seemed to respect him more. And yet, on the inside, he was still the same old Finwick, struggling with insecurities and anxiety—the latter now more than ever.

He sighed, then left the bathroom.

At least the surgery had gone really well. Mama’s illegally operating surgeon, whom he only knew as “Doc T,” had done a fantastic job. Everything was fully healed, and only a few little scars remained, and those were in spots where they were practically invisible. Eventually, they would vanish entirely, and nothing would indicate that this hadn’t been his face all along.

Bright afternoon sunlight shone through the dirty windows as he made his way through the living room into the kitchen. This place was nowhere near as huge and luxurious as the loft he and Sarah had lived in before they’d had to leave their old lives behind. In fact, it was rather greasy, with worn furniture and old-fashioned appliances. There was a housekeeping robot, but it was an old pre-owned and refurbished model. It was constantly getting stuck somewhere, and Finwick had to repair it at least once a week.

Nevertheless, he was happy that he and Sarah now lived here and not in the underground bunker surrounded by thugs and criminals conducting all kinds of shady and illegal business. Even though Sarah had loved it there, it really was no place for a little girl.

Finwick had watched with great concern as she’d befriended more and more thugs who happily taught her all kinds of things a child her age shouldn’t know. If he wasn’t careful, his daughter would end up in Mama Legba’s mobster gang. She was only ten now, but once she grew older and reached sexual maturity…

Finwick forced himself not to think about that. He hated the idea she might get involved with one of the criminals surrounding them.

But then he reminded himself that he was also a criminal and a member of Mama’s organization now. She was a highly dangerous mafia boss, but Finwick had to admit that without her, chances were high that neither he nor Sarah would be alive now.

If someone had told him two years ago, when he’d been nothing more than a nerdy IT guy daydreaming about Guardian Angels, what kind of a life he’d end up in, he would have laughed and called the person crazy.

And yet here he was.

After almost six weeks in the underground bunker, Mama Legba had transferred them to this apartment in Oldtown. It was so close to the notorious red-light and entertainment district that Finwick could hear music in the night while reflections of the countless neon and halogen lights danced in the windows. At least the apartment was on the 30th floor of an old high-rise that appeared to have been a hotel in the pre-corporate era. Most likely, it had been expensive and luxurious in its heyday, but not much was left of it now.

The lobby smelled of urine, cigarette smoke, and other foul odors. The elevator squeaked and rattled so concerningly that every time Finwick used it, he was convinced he would crash and die in it one day.

Luckily, he didn’t have to leave the apartment much. He could do his job from home, and Mama’s people provided them with food and other daily necessities. Mostly, it was takeaway from various greasy eateries close by. Finwick could live with pizza, burgers, and protein dogs on a daily basis, but Sarah hated it.

Approaching the kitchen, he could hear her giggle, and it immediately warmed his heart and brought a smile to his face. Everything was worth it as long as she was happy.

However, when he entered the kitchen, the reason for her happiness made him frown.

Sarah and Sammy were sitting at the kitchen table, playing cards. The brute was drinking beer, and Sarah had a glass of lemonade in front of her. At least, Finwick hoped it was lemonade.

To Finwick’s disdain, Mama Legba had assigned Sammy to him and Sarah permanently. The thug with an arm that could turn into a meatgrinder hung out with them most of the time, doing nothing but being rude to Finwick and teaching Sarah all kinds of things she definitely didn’t need… or did she? Finwick preferred not to think that this was their life now and that they might never be able to return to normal society.

Officially, Sammy was here to protect them, although Finwick had the suspicion that he was actually their guard dog. Apparently, Mama Legba didn’t fully trust him yet and was concerned he might run.

Not that Finwick would know where to run.

He was intelligent enough to know he was stuck here and had to try to make the best of it. Hopefully, Mama would eventually realize that a “bodyguard” wasn’t necessary and put Sammy to better use elsewhere.

The brute looked up from his cards and shot Finwick a typically condescending glance. “Finished already?”

Finwick’s eyes narrowed. “No. I just need coffee.”

Sarah turned around and beamed at him, instantly making his heart melt.

“Dad! Why don’t you take a break and play with us for a bit?”

“No, thank you, Sarah,” he said, stepping over to the coffee maker. “You know I’m not good at poker.”

The few times he’d joined a game with Sarah, Sammy, and some other thugs, he’d lost spectacularly.

“I can teach you,” Sarah said, smiling mischievously. “I’m really good at it.”

“That she is,” Sammy acknowledged. “She robs me of all my money. She could probably get a job in one of Mama’s casinos on the spot.”

Finwick spun around and almost dropped his coffee mug. “Fuck no!” Then he realized what he’d just said and felt ashamed. “Sorry, munchkin.”

Sarah giggled while Sammy began shuffling the cards, ready for another game.

“It’s absolutely out of the question!” Finwick said, trying to stay calm. If only he were bigger and more intimidating, he would show this guy. “Sarah needs to finish her education. She’s not starting any job before she’s eighteen!”

“If you say so, chief.” The brute shrugged, then began dividing the cards between him and the girl.

They’d had this argument before. While Finwick was spending a lot of money on virtual tutors and classes that would grant Sarah the best education possible, Sammy thought she should learn something more useful, such as shooting, using a knife, lockpicking, hacking, and other criminal stuff. Now he’d added working in a casino to this illustrious list.

“Yes, I do say so,” Finwick said firmly. “Last time I checked, I was her father, not you.”

Technically, neither of them was her father, of course. Finwick had never adopted Sarah legally because they’d lived off the grid since he’d taken her from the orphanage. It was more of an emotional bond than anything else.

“Sure,” the brute said with undisguised mockery.

Finwick decided not to argue now. Sarah seemed to be having a good time, and he still had work to do.

With a fresh cup of coffee in his hand, he approached the girl and kissed her on the top of her head. “See you later, munchkin.”

“Bye, Dad!” she said, then focused on her cards. “Sammy, you’re toast!”

“Ha!” the big man replied.

Then Finwick was heading out of the kitchen and on his way to his office.

The “office” was nowhere near as luxurious and extravagant as his mancave in the old apartment, but at least Mama Legba wasn’t a penny-pincher and had provided him with some powerful computers and a state-of-the-art VR terminal.

The room was cramped with all kinds of equipment: computers, holo screens, cords, wires, and fans. The air conditioning in the building seemed to date from the Stone Age, and it couldn’t keep up with the heat the equipment radiated.

The lighting was dim and mostly came from the holo screens that filled the room with a blue-green glow. The windows had been barricaded with heavy steel, yet from the outside, it simply appeared as if the blinds were down.

Finwick sat in his chair—a standard model and nothing like the custom-designed ergonomic one he’d had in his old place—and sighed. Then he took a sip of his coffee and grimaced. It was bitter and too hot. He’d been so busy trying not to get into an argument with Sammy that he’d completely forgotten to put sugar and creamer into it.

Oh well.

He sighed again, then went back to work.

At first, he’d been concerned that Mama would try to forcefully squeeze out every piece of information he had about the Guardian Angels, but instead, she mostly used him as a hacker. In fact, he’d quickly become her most important hacker.

Only occasionally did she demand data from him. Usually, she presented him with demands from her clients, who were willing to pay a lot of money for certain information. Ironically, he did mostly the same as in his job as the Broker but for way less money. But he knew he shouldn’t complain—nothing could be worth more than his life, right?

And another thing was very different now. When he’d been the Broker, he’d mainly been driven by greed and had sold information that almost got Nephilim killed.

Something he would never forgive himself for.

She’d saved his life more than once, and he’d repaid her by selling such crucial information about Guardian Angel technology that it had become a severe threat to Nephilim and her kind. Finwick felt disgusted at himself when he thought of it.

Now, he was much more careful and thoroughly considered what data he could hand out and what he couldn’t.

Mama’s clients were chiefly interested in the more basic stuff: how to disable surveillance, how to mess with video footage, how to block cybernetic implants from transmitting information to the grid… and how to make themselves invisible to the authorities.

Mama’s clients were mostly gangsters like her, and they weren’t interested in going to war with the Guardian Angels. They were more interested in technology that helped them do their shady business without the Angels or any other authorities noticing.

This was a relatively easy task. But Finwick was determined not to sell Angel secrets again, such as those that had led the mercenaries—or whoever had been paying them—to develop a device that would render an Angel unconscious. Finwick assumed that the science team at Angel HQ had developed countermeasures by now, but he couldn’t know for sure.

So far, he’d walked the almost impossible tightrope between satisfying Mama Legba’s demands and not endangering Nephilim. He could only hope it would stay that way.

Today, he had a pretty straightforward job. Mama wanted specific information about the OCPD and their safety protocols. He could acquire those without major issues, and since the Angels and the OCPD were two completely different teams, nothing he did here could endanger Nephilim in any way.

Ah, Nephilim…

Again, Finwick sighed as his thoughts wandered off his task and onto the girl of his dreams. Sometimes, he wondered what she’d think of his new face. Maybe she’d be attracted to him after all…

He shook his head at himself.

No. It would never happen, and he should stop dreaming about it. In fact, he should hope that they’d never meet again. Nephilim had warned him that if they met again, she wouldn’t be able to protect him, and he believed her.

For the millionth time, Finwick could have slapped himself because he’d forgotten to delete the hologram of Nephilim he’d had in his old office. How could he have been so reckless?

On the other hand, they’d been in a hurry, and he’d been busy deleting all the crucial data that could have led back to him. Besides, Sarah had spotted the hologram and panicked… which was only understandable. After all, she’d seen Nephilim raid her village and kill her people.

But after Finwick had explained everything to her, that Nephilim was different, that she’d saved both of them, Sarah understood. She also understood that it could bring them immense trouble if she let slip that Finwick and Nephilim knew each other. She was such a smart girl, and Finwick was incredibly proud of her.

Nevertheless, that he’d forgotten about the hologram was inexcusable. No doubt the Guardian Angels had found it when they raided his old apartment. He could only hope that it wouldn’t get Nephilim into serious trouble.

But there was nothing to be done about it now. All he could do was be smarter in the future and not make such stupid mistakes.

Finwick focused on his task. He wanted to be done with it as soon as possible, spend some time with Sarah, and then jump into VR when she was asleep.

He’d needed to delete all his old accounts and basically restart his virtual life from scratch, which was both good and bad. Good because it meant experiencing everything from the beginning again and bad because he’d lost a fortune on the virtual goods he’d bought in the various games and simulations he used to frequent.

But he’d realized it was too dangerous. The Angels might have found his VR access protocols in his old place, and that would have given them the possibility of tracking him down.

Since his flight, he’d only logged into his old account once, and that was right after the surgery when his brain was still foggy. The next day, he’d realized what a risk that could pose and deleted everything. The very last thing he wanted was to have Zephaniel on his tail again.

Finwick still got the creeps when he thought back to how Zephaniel had stormed the Underground searching for him. He was so lucky to still be alive.

About an hour later, he was finally done with his task and ready to call it a day when he received a call. He saw it was Mama and knew he had to take it. He would have taken it even if it had been the middle of the night. When the mobster boss called, you’d better jump.

Ironically, despite being a notorious underworld figure, Mama was a friendlier boss than Dr. Mendez, his boss at Angel HQ. She also valued Finwick’s talents much more than the latter.

“Yes, Mama?”

He could only hope that it wasn’t about some extra work she wanted done right away. He was really tired and wanted to spend some time with Sarah. He felt guilty about working so much and leaving the girl in Sammy’s clutches.

“Shorty!” Mama’s deep and smokey voice bellowed. “Move your skinny ass over here.”

“Now?” he asked stupidly. At least he knew where “here” was: her office in the Underground.

“No, next year,” Mama said, and he could clearly hear in her voice that she was rolling her eyes. “Move it. Now!”

“Yes, Mama,” he mumbled. “I’m on my way.”

There went his evening. Just great.

Begrudgingly, he got up, shut down his machines, and went back to the kitchen. Sarah and Sammy were still playing cards. Seeing them, Finwick felt a stitch in his chest once again. It should be him playing with her, not that guy.

Instead, he had to go to the Underground, which he hated in the evenings, and see what his boss wanted. The fact that she didn’t want to talk about it on the phone but in person suggested it was something important—and highly illegal.

“I need to go somewhere, munchkin,” Finwick told the girl.

Even though she tried not to show it, he could clearly see that Sarah was disappointed, and he hated that.

“When will you be back?” she asked.

He grimaced. “I’m afraid I don’t know. I hope it won’t take long, but don’t wait for me, okay? Go to bed at your usual time.”

“Okay, Dad,” she replied, then focused on her cards again.

The brute didn’t say anything, and Finwick was grateful for that. He was getting sick and tired of the other man’s snarky comments.

He took his jacket and left the apartment.

When he reached the lobby downstairs, one of the thugs hanging out on the worn-out sofas got up and approached him. Mama Legba must have ordered him to accompany Finwick. Which wasn’t a bad idea at all.

As much as he hated having a babysitter, he felt much safer with one of Mama’s gorillas around. After all, this wasn’t just Oldtown; it was its most notorious part. The area was unsafe during the day and even more so at night.

The thug followed him in silence as Finwick walked out onto the street and into the night of Oldtown.

∆∆∆

Nephilim blinked in surprise at what she saw… or rather, at what she did not see.

Namely, a city.

She’d expected to land in a metropolis similar to Olympias. But instead, she saw darkness and not much more.

“Where are we?” she asked Phichai.

“An outpost about twenty miles from Krung Thep. We arrived in a prototype of our most advanced hypersonic plane. We don’t use military aircraft to fly into the city.”

Nephilim nodded. That made a lot of sense. After all, the Angels also had many facilities hidden from the public.

She followed Phichai as he walked along the runway. Now she was out of the plane, the humid tropical air hit her, similar to the climate they had in Olympias III but even hotter. Especially considering that it was so early in the morning.

The sky was cloudy, so no moon or stars were visible, but Nephilim’s enhanced eyes enabled her to see everything as if it were bright daylight. It appeared that the plane had set down on the very end of a runway belonging to a huge military base. The runway was surrounded by a lush jungle, from which the noises of crickets, frogs, and other exotic wildlife could be heard.

Nephilim could see several buildings in the distance, some of them hangars, with multiple aircraft of various sizes and designs standing in front of them. It made sense that they’d landed as far away from the compound as they could instead of letting a hostile cyborg sniff around their military base.

Less than fifty feet away stood another aircraft. This one was much smaller and had windows. The door to the passenger cabin opened as they approached, revealing comfortable seats and stylish illumination. Clearly, this was no military aircraft.

Phichai stopped and extended his hand in a polite gesture. “After you, Archangel.”

Nephilim stepped inside and took a seat on the comfortable cushions. As soon as Phichai sat down next to her, the door closed, and the aircraft engine sprang to life.

“Would you like something to drink?” he asked as the vehicle took off at an astonishing speed while hardly making any noise. Nephilim couldn’t tell if it was autonomous or if it had a pilot as she didn’t have a view into the cabin at the front.

“Yes, water would be nice,” she replied.

Only now did she realize that her mouth was completely dry and that she still felt a little lightheaded. The hypersonic flight had been physically draining, even for a cyborg.

The VTOL rose quickly above the tree line and headed east toward the dawn. It would only be a matter of minutes until the sun appeared on the horizon.

Phichai leaned forward and opened a small cabinet, which turned out to be a fridge. He retrieved two bottles of water and handed one to Nephilim.

“Thank you.”

The cool liquid felt surprisingly delicious in her dry throat.

“And there it is,” Phichai said, pointing out of the window. “Krung Thep. The most majestic city in the world.”

And indeed, the view that opened up in front of Nephilim was breathtaking. They had risen above the clouds, and as the first rays of sunlight appeared on the horizon, they illuminated a gigantic city, a forest of glass and chrome shimmering in the morning light.

“Krung Thep?” Nephilim asked.

“It’s the original Thai name for Bangkok. We refer to it this way,” her host explained. “As you probably know, our capital is and has always been split between two cities, Bangkok and Hong Kong. TogbuaXiang’s founder wanted it split between two places, just in case something happened to one of them.”

“Smart.”

Nephilim remembered Metatron telling her this when they’d talked about the Tigress for the first time.

“Yes, our founder was a remarkable man,” Phichai said with honest admiration. “Krung Thep is where the Tigress resides, while her brother prefers Hong Kong.”

That was a very discrete way of mentioning that the Tigress and her brother didn’t have much love for each other. Metatron had mentioned that, too, and Nephilim wondered if she would learn the story behind it.

“Krung Thep means ‘City of Angels’ in Thai, by the way,” Phichai added.

Nephilim chuckled. “Yet there are no Angels there, only Wasps.”

“Ironic, isn’t it?”

“What do you call us, then?”

“Guardian Angels,” he said after a slight hesitation.

Nephilim smiled. “Come on, you must have a nickname for us. After all, we call you Wasps.”

“Yes, we do indeed,” Phichai said slowly. “Bpe Saat.”

“What does that mean?”

“Demons,” Phichai said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, Nephilim, I mean no offense.”

Nephilim laughed. “None taken. I’ve been called worse. Although I have to say that we’ve been kinder with you than vice versa. Who would have thought?”

Phichai either didn’t want to or didn’t know how to comment on that, so he simply smiled.

“It’s beautiful,” Nephilim acknowledged in all honesty as she looked down at the city.

“Wait until you see it up close. You might not want to go back to Olympias and stay here instead,” Phichai said.

It was supposed to be a joke, but Nephilim could sense a serious undertone.

I highly doubt that, she thought.

Nothing and no one would stop her from returning home and to Metatron.

Like Olympias, Krung Thep was a city of gigantic proportions, spanning from horizon to horizon. And yet it was also completely different. The architecture of the high-rises was more avant-garde, somehow more playful. While most buildings in Olympias—outside of the Inner Circle, at least—were of a similar design, creating the canyons typical of the city, the skyscrapers here varied in looks and height.

Krung Thep also seemed more chaotic and less symmetrical, similar to Olympias III. That was partly because of the majestic river splitting it in two. Yet it didn’t flow in a straight line. Instead, it looked like a gigantic ribbon weaving between the omnipresent glass and chrome. The water shimmered in the morning light, its surface slightly disturbed by currents and small waves created by the many ships and boats on it.

“The Chao Praya River,” Phichai explained, noticing what Nephilim was looking at.

“Are those boats transporting passengers?” Nephilim asked.

“Yes. The soil here isn’t suitable for building deep tunnels, so maglev trains and high-speed catamarans on the river are used for public transport.”

As they came closer and the aircraft started slowly losing altitude, Nephilim could see that, similar to Olympias, gigantic viaducts were used for public transport—some of which cut straight through the high-rises.

But there was another huge difference between the two megacities. It was so striking that Nephilim should have noticed it immediately, but she’d been so occupied by the river and the unusual design of the city that she hadn’t paid it much attention until now.

Unlike Olympias, which was an outright desert of concrete and chrome, Krung Thep was green. There was so much green everywhere.

Most buildings had gardens on their roofs, and others had hanging gardens, many hundreds of meters high. Massive platforms spanned between the buildings, and while some were close to the ground, others connected the high-rises around the 50th floor or higher. These platforms weren’t just connections between the buildings—they were gardens, parks.

Nephilim was fascinated.

What she saw next surprised her even more.

They flew over the river and approached a part of the city that had no high-rises. All the buildings here had only a few stories and were tiny compared with modern standards.

The architecture was stunning, nothing like anything Nephilim had seen before. There were golden domes and onion-shaped towers with spiky tops. Everything was either white or golden. Illuminated by the morning sun, the area seemed to outright glow.

After spending a moment just staring at them, Nephilim realized what it must be.

“Are those structures historical?” she asked.

“Yes, they are. We have many historical districts in TogbuaXiang, but this one is the most significant,” Phichai said. “I know Olympias has successfully eliminated all history, but over here, things are a little different.”

“I can see that,” Nephilim said in awe. This was undoubtedly the most beautiful architecture she’d ever seen. It looked like something from a fairy tale… or a fantasy RPG in VR. Almost unreal.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing at a particularly striking golden structure.

“That’s Wat Phra Kaew, the most sacred site in all TogbuaXiang.”

“Sacred? You mean—”

“Yes, Nephilim, it’s a temple.”

Again, there was something condescending in Phichai’s tone, but Nephilim chose to ignore it.

Instead, she pointed at another structure almost as magnificent as the golden temple and asked, “And what’s that?”

“That’s the Grand Palace. Our destination.”


Chapter Thirteen

The Tigress

Less than five minutes later, the aircraft set down in the palace courtyard. The rising sun reflected off the golden towers and statues surrounding it, creating an astonishing illusion that made them appear as if they were glowing from within and radiating light. The bright white paint that covered most parts of the main building magnified the effect.

The historical beauty contrasted starkly with the entourage standing before the entrance.

Fifty slender black-clad figures were lined up on both sides of the broad stairs that led to the grand entrance. Their formfitting tactical suits had yellow stripes on their hips and shoulders, and their matching helmets covered their entire faces, with a yellow visor covering their eyes.

Wasps.

Nephilim held her breath as her body instinctively went onto the highest alert. She knew those soldiers meant no harm to her. She was a guest here, not a prisoner. This was merely a demonstration of strength and was probably supposed to be a gesture of honor.

Nevertheless, she couldn’t help but feel uneasy and on alert. For her entire life, she’d associated those uniforms with the highest danger and potential death. The Wasps were the only ones who could beat an Angel in a direct confrontation, at least in close combat.

Nephilim had seen many of her people die at Wasp hands—including Rafael, her first love. Her instinct was to draw her weapons and prepare for combat, but she forced herself to remain calm.

Instead, she followed Phichai out of the aircraft and toward the stairs. Even though it was early morning, the sun burned down mercilessly on her black clothes. The air was so thick with moisture that it felt as if she could cut through it.

The Wasps stood motionless and in complete silence as Nephilim followed her host up the stairs. If she hadn’t known better, she might have assumed they were statues.

But she did know better. Her scan showed her precisely who those people were: highly augmented cyborgs.

She could beat one of them in close combat—two, maybe three if she was lucky. But this was an army that would rip her to shreds if she made just one wrong move.

Yet no one tried to stop her as she left the glaring sunlight and stepped into the pleasantly air-conditioned entrance hall of the palace. Many of the walls were decorated with beautiful paintings showing people in ancient-looking garb. Others were covered by artful wood carvings ornamented in gold and green. The air was filled with the pleasant scent of jasmine and sandalwood.

Metatron would love this, Nephilim thought, taking everything in with awe.

It was the first time she’d entered a truly historical building, as what Olympias called Oldtown was pretty much its crime-infested armpit. Something like this building didn’t exist in the entire Olympias Conglomerate.

Nephilim knew only too well how much Metatron loved history and art. He would surely appreciate such exquisite craftsmanship. She made sure to take a close look at everything she passed so she could share her memories with him later.

The entrance area led into a huge hall that was even more ornamented and beautiful than what Nephilim had seen so far. It had a high wooden ceiling, and the walls were almost completely covered in exquisite wall paintings shimmering with reds, greens, and golds in the dim candlelight.

The floor was also made of dark wood and was so perfectly polished that it reflected the light from the lamps hanging from the ceiling. The scent of incense hung in the air and gave the whole scene an almost otherworldly feel.

More Wasps were gathered here. At least fifty on each side flanked the middle of the long hall, creating a passage from the entrance to the far end. They all were kneeling in a perfect formation, facing each other with their covered faces lowered toward the ground.

The Wasps were showing attention and respect, though not toward Nephilim, who followed Phichai slowly down the hall, but to the person sitting at the far end.

On a throne beautifully carved from dark wood and plated with gold sat a woman.

The leader of TogbuaXiang’s elite cyborg troops and grandchild of the Conglomerate’s founder.

The Tigress.

Coming closer, Nephilim studied the woman awaiting her with curiosity and growing fascination.

The Tigress was Chinese, with pale skin and raven black hair that framed a round face and fell down to her hips on both sides, shimmering in the light. She didn’t look a day older than forty, although Nephilim knew she had to be much older—at least Metatron’s age, if not more.

Her eyes were of the same bright yellow as Phichai’s, glowing in the semi-darkness, and she was dressed in a formfitting black suit with yellow stripes, similar to the ones all Wasps wore yet more extravagant.

She didn’t speak, nor did she move. Instead, she watched Nephilim in dignified silence, her unnatural eyes studying her approaching guest intensely.

Nephilim understood at once why Metatron respected this woman so much. She wasn’t just a leader; she had the posture of a queen, or rather, an empress. And despite not doing anything, she had the aura of a bloodthirsty predator.

This woman was a Tigress indeed.

Nephilim didn’t know if she’d been given this nickname or if she’d adopted it herself, but there couldn’t have been a more fitting name for her.

Phichai approached the throne and lowered his gaze respectfully, then he kneeled down, taking the same position as all the other Wasps in the room.

For a moment, Nephilim was unsure about what she should do. Kneel down next to Phichai or remain standing? Would it show respect if she knelt or show weakness? Everything here felt alien to her, and she could only improvise and hope she did the right thing.

Then she tried to imagine what Metatron would do in this situation. Would he kneel? Never. And she was his envoy, his proxy. She would remain standing and boldly look the Tigress in the eye.

She could only hope that the other woman wouldn’t take this as an inexcusable offense and have her executed.

“Venerable Chom Phon,” Phichai said, not looking up. “It is my honor to introduce Archangel Nephilim, our honored guest from Olympias.”

The Tigress remained silent and instead kept studying Nephilim intensely with her yellow eyes. Nephilim returned her gaze. Despite being tall, she still had to look up to meet the Tigress’ eyes because of the way the other woman was seated.

The silence in the room was so complete that even human ears could have heard a pin drop.

Just when Nephilim began to wonder if she’d made a mistake after all, the Tigress’ face softened a bit as her full, blood-red painted lips curled into a smile.

“Nephilim,” she said with a silky voice and a barely noticeable accent. “What a pleasure to finally meet you. Or should I call you Evelyn?”

∆∆∆

Blood.

So much blood everywhere. Blood drips down his biological body, mixing with cooling fluids and other substances his artificial parts need to function.

He looks down at his shattered body and is horrified by the damage. He knows he’s bleeding out.

But that’s not all.

Damage reports are flashing on his HUD, blinking red. His artificial parts are failing. The power core is shutting down.

I’m dying.

Death itself doesn’t scare him. It’s been a constant part of his life ever since he could remember. And yet, he isn’t ready.

Is anyone ever ready?

He still has plans. He has so much work to do. It can’t end like this…

He’s completely helpless, and it disgusts him. At the mercy of someone else. Someone who knows no mercy.

But the worst thing is that he didn’t tell Nephilim how he really feels about her.

That he loves her more than anything, including his own life.

Why was he so stupid? A coward…

Looking up from his shattered body, he sees her.

She’s standing right next to him, looking down at him. He can’t see her face, but he sees that she’s covered in blood.

Is it his blood? Has she done this to him?

He doesn’t know. All he knows is that he’s dying…

Metatron’s eyes snapped open. He sat up, breathing heavily.

Slowly, the existential dread began fading from his consciousness as he looked around the room.

His bedroom. He was alive. He was safe.

It was all a dream.

Nevertheless, he couldn’t resist the impulse to look down at himself. Yet his naked body was flawless, showing no wounds or blood. No scar remained from the terrible injuries he’d suffered on the battlefield three months ago.

Just a dream.

The city lights shone dimly through the panoramic windows, creating patterns on his pale skin and the black silk sheets. His internal chronometer was telling him that it was shortly after three AM. He had barely slept two hours.

Absentmindedly, his hand wandered to the other side of his bed, but it was empty. Nephilim wasn’t there.

For so many years, he’d avoided such intimacy and never let any of his Archangels sleep in his bed. Yet he’d grown so used to Nephilim sleeping peacefully next to him that her absence almost felt as if a part of himself were gone.

Metatron got up from his bed, walked to the window, and leaned against it, staring out at the night-sunken megalopolis beneath his feet.

This dream again and again…

Why?

He shouldn’t even be able to dream. Like every Angel, his neural implants prevented his brain from entering the REM phase. At least, they should have.

But he knew that if he ran a system check, it would come back as normal.

Why was he dreaming, then? And why this same dream over and over again?

He didn’t know.

This particular dream had been haunting him for more than a year now. With slight variations, it was always the same scenario: him dying and Nephilim watching.

Metatron felt ice-cold thinking of it.

After the battle against Rosprom in which he’d almost been killed, he thought the dream would stop. He thought it had been a premonition of his near-death experience.

And for a couple of weeks, the dream had indeed gone. But now it was back, and it felt more terrifying than ever.

Metatron refused to believe that something like a premonition truly existed. It had to be his subconscious that was trying to tell him something. To warn him of something he couldn’t see when he was awake.

But what?

That Nephilim would kill him someday? Why would she do that?

Nephilim loved him. She’d not only said it but shown it in her actions more than once. And he could see it in her face when she rested her head on his shoulder.

Why would she try to kill him?

He trusted her. More than he’d ever trusted anyone in his life. Despite the fact that she’d once betrayed him and tried to kill him. But she’d been different back then. A rebellious child at heart and influenced by the silver tongue of an agent of Rosprom.

She had matured so much since then. She understood the big picture. She understood him. More than anyone else ever could.

Or did she?

Was it possible that she would eventually turn against him? Try to kill him?

Would he even try to stop her if that happened?

Would he fight her?

No, he wouldn’t.

Of that, he was certain. He would never hurt her again. The events of more than a year ago still haunted him. How he and Nephilim had fought each other, how he’d killed her, how he’d erased her memory.

Back then, he’d thought it was the only option.

But he knew better now. There was always more than one option.

And she wasn’t the only one who had changed since those dreadful events. Binding himself so close to her had changed him more than anything ever could.

If Nephilim really turned against him, if she decided to kill him and take his place, then so be it. He wouldn’t stop her.

She was the best in the Angel corps, but he was still better. If she challenged him, there was no doubt that he would win. But if she really made such a move, there would be no point in winning.

There would be no point in anything.

Metatron took a deep breath, then spun around and left the bedroom. It would be futile to try to get some more sleep now, and he felt too restless to swim or play the piano. He would take a shower, dress, and go to the office early.

He decided to take a cold shower, and as he stepped under the icy water, his nerves calmed down. It was a dream, nothing more. There was no such thing as a premonition.

The dream was his subconscious expressing his fear of losing Nephilim again. He couldn’t imagine anything worse than her turning against him.

You and me against the rest of the world.

Her words echoed in his mind and made him smile.

When he was dressed and drinking coffee, Metatron received a message. To his surprise, it came from an anonymous, untraceable source.

It was cryptic, yet he understood what it meant. Relief spread inside him.

The package has arrived safely.


Chapter Fourteen

Trials

Nephilim looked the Tigress firmly in the eye, doing her best not to show her surprise.

Evelyn?

Somehow, the name sounded familiar in the back of her mind, but she couldn’t remember where she’d heard it before. But why had the Tigress addressed her like that?

The leader of the Wasps smirked, clearly noticing Nephilim’s puzzlement.

“I must say I’m surprised,” the Tigress said after a moment of silence. “I didn’t believe Metatron would send you after all.”

You’re not so wrong about that, Nephilim thought. He almost hadn’t—it was her who had convinced him to let her go.

“The High-Archangel sends me as a gesture of his trust and respect,” Nephilim replied. “I’m his envoy and authorized to speak in his name.”

“I appreciate the gesture. It shows me that he’s a reliable ally and how serious he is regarding our common cause.”

With the grace of a queen and the elegance of a dancer, the Tigress rose from her chair.

“Let’s get you some refreshments, then we’ll have a little conversation,” she said, spinning around and heading for a small exit at the side of the hall.

Next to Nephilim, Phichai rose from his knees in a way that would have been impossible for a human. The Wasps didn’t have limb prosthetics like the Angels but polymer-infused bones and muscles, which made them much more agile. The Angels were stronger and more robust, but due to their titanium limbs, they were also heavier and slower than the elite TogbuaXiang cyborgs.

The Wasps’ agility was one of the reasons why the Angels feared them so much in close combat, as every one of them had the agility of an acrobat and the strength of three humans. Together with their high-tech swords that could cut through almost anything, it made them deadly opponents.

“Please, follow me, Nephilim,” Phichai said with a polite gesture of his hand.

Nephilim did as asked, and they left the grand hall through the same exit as the Tigress. She couldn’t help but feel relieved once she’d stepped out of the Wasp-filled room. No matter how often she told herself that they were allies and that she was an honored guest, being surrounded by Wasps had still made her feel uneasy after fighting and killing them all her life.

Apparently, the Tigress wanted to discuss things in a more private environment. Nephilim understood why she had chosen to greet her like this, however. To demonstrate power and superiority. Metatron would probably have chosen a similar arrangement, although less pompous. The High-Archangel preferred to express power more subtly.

Once again, his absence in her head felt almost tangible. Until now, she hadn’t been aware of how comforting it was to be connected to him 24/7, knowing that he would always watch over her and knowing that she could always ask for his advice. He always knew what to do or say. Now she was by herself and determined not to disappoint him.

Nephilim followed Phichai through a narrow corridor, its walls decorated with golden paintings, then up a staircase made of polished black wood. Upstairs, they entered a room that was almost more breathtaking than the Wasp-filled hall below.

The floor and walls were made of wood, the latter craftfully carved and adorned with paintings. Golden statues stood along the walls every couple of feet, between which were beautiful arrangements of exotic flowers that filled the room with a sweet scent.

This alone would have made the room spectacular, especially for someone like Nephilim, who was from Olympias and used to rather brutalist architecture. But what made the room truly unique was the wall opposite the staircase—or rather, its absence.

The entire room was open on the far side, overlooking the palace courtyard. It was decorated with exotic plants—hibiscus, lotus, and more that Nephilim didn’t recognize. Not far away loomed the golden pagodas of the temple. Lined up in rows, motionless with their hands behind their backs, stood more Wasps, like a silent army waiting for their next command.

The room was empty but for an antique-looking wooden table and three chairs. At the end of the table sat the Tigress. She was leaning back casually and eating a pink-colored fruit Nephilim had never seen before. The Wasp leader’s yellow eyes shone in the bright daylight as she focused them on her approaching visitors—like a tigress watching her prey.

Phichai extended a hand, indicating that Nephilim should sit down facing the Tigress, then took the other seat by her side. If the Tigress was including him in a conversation evidently designated to be private, it clearly showed how important his status was. Nephilim wondered if they also fucked. That would be the norm in Olympias, but who knew what the customs were like in this part of the world.

Nephilim sat down at the table, which was decorated with golden bowls filled with all kinds of delicious fruits. Their delicious aromas made her mouth water. As soon as they were all seated, a servant dressed in archaic clothes appeared and served elegant glasses filled with an orange beverage to the three people at the table.

“We figured you must be hungry and dehydrated after your long journey,” the Tigress said. “Please, help yourself.”

“Thank you, Chom Phon,” Nephilim replied, taking a sip of her beverage.

It was ice-cold, sweet, and delicious. It had to be some sort of tea, Nephilim guessed, but she wasn’t sure.

The Tigress smiled, waving her hand. “Please call me Suaa. There’s no need for such formalities when we’re among each other.”

“Thank you, Suaa,” Nephilim said.

“Did you enjoy the flight?” the Wasp leader asked with a slight grin while the servant left the room.

Only now did Nephilim realize that despite one side of it being open to the air, the room appeared to be perfectly air-conditioned. An interesting bit of technology.

“Yes,” she replied. “The aircraft was more than impressive.”

“She took it better than anyone I’ve seen subjected to it for the first time,” Phichai chimed in.

“It is indeed impressive,” the Tigress said. “I bet Metatron would love to get his hands on it so he can reverse-engineer it.”

The way she said it didn’t sound annoyed or mocking at all. Yet Nephilim wasn’t sure how to respond.

“Maybe I’ll gift it to him when I send you back,” the Tigress added. “Who knows?”

“That would be a most generous gift,” Nephilim said.

“He sent me you, after all. I’ll have to repay the gesture somehow. How is he, by the way?”

“The High-Archangel is doing great.”

“I heard he was severely wounded during the Rosprom offensive.”

“It was just a scratch.”

The Tigress chuckled. “Of course. I was impressed that he led his troops himself. He’s an extraordinary man.”

“Yes, he is.”

“The smartest and most cunning man I’ve ever met. And the fiercest lover I’ve ever had.”

Nephilim couldn’t hide her surprise. Now that was a detail Metatron hadn’t mentioned. Not that she minded. But it was still surprising that he’d literally gone to bed with the enemy.

But maybe the Wasps and the Angels never had been true enemies after all. Maybe they had always been pawns sent against each other in an endless, pointless corporate war.

The Tigress grinned widely, seeing Nephilim’s surprise written all over her face. The grin made her appear like a cat that had just caught a particularly delicious mouse.

“That was long before your time, Nephilim,” she said.

During the flight, Phichai had hinted that he knew that Nephilim and Metatron had a very close and very unorthodox relationship, which meant that the Tigress knew about it as well. Nephilim wasn’t sure what kind of response the Tigress expected from her, so she just said, “I’m from Olympias.”

“That you are. You’ll see that many things are quite different around here.”

“I can’t wait to see more of your city,” Nephilim said truthfully. What she had seen so far was more than impressive.

“We’ll show you around. And who knows? Maybe you’ll like it so much that you’ll decide to stay here for good.”

Nephilim perked up. That was the second time that had been mentioned. Phichai had said something very similar during the flight.

Over my dead body, she thought, but instead, she just smiled and took a sip of her tea.

“Surely you’d like to know why I summoned you here, wouldn’t you?” the Wasp leader said after a moment of silence.

“I do. You were very clear that it had to be me and no one else. Why?”

The Tigress took a bite from her fruit and chewed before she spoke, studying Nephilim intensely with her cyborg eyes.

“Several reasons. First of all, I wanted to test Metatron.”

Nephilim furrowed her brow. “Why?”

“I wanted to see how important the cause really is for him. To see if he was willing to sacrifice you, his lover, to achieve his goal. Since you’re here, apparently he is.”

A cold smile flashed across the Tigress’ beautiful face.

You’re so wrong, Nephilim thought. Metatron had wanted to go himself instead of sending her. But it would have appeared as a weakness to someone like the Tigress if Nephilim told her that.

“It was my decision,” Nephilim said instead. “He didn’t force me to come. What are the other reasons why you insisted he sent me?”

“You’re one of us. You belong here as much as you belong to Olympias.”

Nephilim stared at her. Could it be that the Tigress knew who she was? That she was Lucifer’s daughter? That her mother had been a rogue TogbuaXiang spy?

No, it couldn’t be. Absolutely no one knew about it besides her and Metatron.

Surely the Tigress was referring to the fact that Nephilim was half Asian. Anything else was absolutely impossible.

Wasn’t it?

The Tigress let the words stand between them, taking another bite of her fruit and chewing slowly. She waited for Nephilim to react, but Nephilim didn’t show any emotion. She’d learned from Metatron that sometimes it was better to keep a poker face and take time to consider how to play one’s cards.

“And finally, because you’re the best,” the Tigress said after realizing she wouldn’t provoke a reaction from Nephilim. “And I need the best for the task ahead.”

“What task?”

“We’ll get to that later. How about we play a game first?”

“A game?”

“Yes, a game. I would like to see you in action, Nephilim. Are you up for a little challenge?”

“Of course,” Nephilim said calmly.

The Tigress smiled, then got up from the table and approached the open area facing the courtyard. She made a gesture with her fingers for Nephilim to follow her.

Nephilim did, curious as to what this was about. Her intuition was telling her that what the Tigress called a “game” might be no game at all. Instinctively, her body switched into alert mode.

Suaa stood by the ledge, her arms crossed, looking down at the army gathered below.

“So, what’s the game?” Nephilim asked, stepping next to the Tigress. She was visibly taller than the Wasp leader, whose build was rather petite.

Suddenly, the black-clad soldiers gathered two stories below set themselves into action. Following an unspoken command, they changed their formation and created a circle, which was open on the side facing the balcony.

The Tigress tilted her head like a cat and looked at Nephilim from the corner of her eye.

“I want to see how you stand against my best people, Nephilim.”

“You want me to kill your people?” Nephilim asked, unintentionally falling into the tone of a killer cyborg.

The Tigress chuckled and looked at Phichai, who was now standing on the other side of her. “She’s a fierce one.”

“I told you,” he said with a shrug.

“No, Nephilim,” the Tigress said, turning her attention back to her guest. “We’re allies. We don’t want to shed blood, do we? And Metatron would start World War Four if I sent you back in small pieces…”

“You’re right about that,” Nephilim said in a way that eerily resembled Metatron’s manner of speaking. “What do you want me to do instead?”

“No firearms, only blades,” the Tigress said. “You’re allowed to deal damage, but no deadly blows. The fight is over when one side ends up in a position to finish off the opponent. I’m sure the Angels spar like this, too, don’t they?”

“We do.”

“Are you ready for the challenge, then?”

“I’m always ready.”

The Tigress smiled. “I didn’t expect anything else. There’s a staircase to our right—”

But Nephilim didn’t need stairs. Without letting the Tigress finish her sentence, she jumped down into the courtyard. Heat and humidity struck her as soon as she left the invisible boundary of the room upstairs, but they didn’t bother her. Her mind was already in combat mode.

Focused, precise, deadly.

If the Tigress wanted a spectacle, she would get one.

Nephilim entered the circle assertively and spun around, facing the Tigress and her second-in-command standing upstairs. Seeing them like this made it clear to her that they were most certainly lovers. Their body language was that of two people who understood and trusted each other blindly.

But now was not the time to contemplate that.

Nephilim took up a combat stance and slowly extracted her blades. The Wasp circle closed, and for a moment, she thought they would attack her all at once—to cut her into small pieces and provoke a world war.

But then two of the fighters stepped forward, one to her left and one to her right.

Nephilim smirked. Of course it was two. The Tigress wanted to challenge her, so she should have expected it wouldn’t be a fair fight.

Nephilim waited, highly focused, all her systems ready, her mind free of doubt or fear.

One Wasp was extremely dangerous, two were almost certainly deadly, yet she’d beaten three of them once. She would do so again.

Then the “game” began.

∆∆∆

An unpleasant stench hit Finwick’s nose when he left his building and made his way down the street. Somewhere close by, there had to be a leak in the sewer or something like that. Admittedly, he knew zero about how such things worked, but his nose worked well enough to recognize that it got worse every time he went somewhere. Thankfully, that wasn’t very often.

But when Mama called, he had no other choice but to jump.

Finwick was curious—and anxious—as to what this was about. He could only hope he wasn’t in some sort of trouble. Although if something was wrong, Mama most likely wouldn’t have summoned him to her office but yelled at him on the phone instead.

Relax. Stop being such a wimp! he scolded himself for the millionth time.

Finwick knew that he had to get a grip on his anxiety, but that was easier said than done, considering his life situation.

He looked up at the thug walking next to him. The man was an intimidating sight, towering above Finwick by almost two heads and twice as broad—pure muscle and augmentation. That was exactly why he’d been hired and why Mama Legba had him accompany Finwick. No one in their right mind would pick a fight with a guy like that.

Well, almost no one. Nephilim could break this guy’s neck faster than he could blink if she wanted.

Thinking about it, Finwick felt goosebumps prickle on his arms, and his heart quickened. He’d seen her in action twice. Once, she’d come to save him, and the other time, she’d come to catch him—yet instead chose to save him again.

Inwardly, Finwick shook his head at himself. Something had to be severely wrong with him if he found the memory of a killer cyborg making short work of people arousing.

“Nice evening, isn’t it?” he addressed the thug to distract himself from thoughts he didn’t need now. “Not too hot… not too cold.”

The brute didn’t reply but instead gave him a contemptuous side-eye.

Finwick pressed his lips together. That was what he got for trying.

Compared to this guy, even Sammy had manners.

After five minutes of brisk walking, enough to make Finwick break out in a sweat while the thug had to walk extra slowly, they reached the heart of Oldtown, namely its notorious red-light and entertainment district.

Muffled bass and the occasional reflected light in the windows around them had accompanied Finwick and his bodyguard since they’d left the house, but only those who entered the district itself would enjoy the full experience. Neon and halogen lights in all colors, screaming ads advertising any imaginable fetish, and holograms trying to catch the passerby’s attention. Loud music came from everywhere, its different styles mixing into a cacophony that gave Finwick a headache.

He really hated coming here, and that would never change, even if he had to spend the rest of his life among the gangsters of Oldtown. Thankfully, the Underground was close by, and it would take them less than five minutes to reach it.

It was still early in the evening, so the crowds were thin, which Finwick was grateful for as it helped them navigate the streets faster. Like vampires, people who lived on the fringes of society preferred to show up after sundown. It also meant that there were not many drunk and high people around—at least, not yet.

They soon reached the old concrete stairs leading into one of the branches of the Underground. As soon as they entered the dimly lit tube with its fake brass lanterns and pseudo-industrial décor, Finwick relaxed a little.

Yes, he hated Oldtown in general, but the Underground almost felt like a second home to him. It was here where he’d been stranded nearly one and a half years ago after fleeing Angel HQ and his boring but comfortable life. It was here where he’d built up his own business and become the Broker. He knew the ancient underground mall, now Olympias’ main hub for all kinds of shady business, like the back of his hand.

A sudden realization struck him, and he stopped in his tracks for a second, right next to a store selling pre-owned eye implants and dental augmentations—the latter a huge hit among the underworld thugs, which the guy walking next to him was a living example of.

The brute kept walking for a couple more steps, then he noticed something was off, stopped, and looked back at Finwick, an impatient expression on his ugly face.

Was it time to realize that this was indeed his world now? That he was a part of the Olympias underworld? That there was no way back?

Maybe he should stop feeling better than the people around him. They’d taken him in when he’d had no other place to go. Then again, people like the brute staring down at him with dull eyes would never accept him. They only tolerated him because he was their boss’ precious pet hacker.

“You coming or what?” the man asked Finwick, not even trying to disguise his condescending attitude.

“Yes, yes,” Finwick mumbled, hurrying forward.

This really wasn’t the right time for existential contemplations.

They entered the main tube, where business was already in full swing despite the early hour.

The air conditioning in the Underground was as old as the building itself, so the air was enriched with moisture, cheap perfume, and even cheaper cologne covering up sweat and other body odors, smoke, and all kinds of substances, licit and not.

After fifty feet, they took a tunnel branching off the main thoroughfare that led to one of the staircases to the second floor, an area closed to the public. It was where every underworld figure of rank and name had storage or office rooms, including Mama Legba. She was one of the most respected mobster bosses—at least in certain circles.

Finwick didn’t know how Mama Legba had become what she was now, but he knew she’d been a big shot for more than two decades. And one thing was certain. One didn’t become one of the leading gangsters in Oldtown for nothing. Mama Legba might appear like an overweight middle-aged woman with a taste for cigars and golden tooth prosthetics, but underestimating her would be a deadly mistake.

Finwick didn’t doubt that she’d kill anyone in her way… or rather, that she’d have one of her augmented giants take care of that while she smoked a cigar and watched the show.

As always, a group of bulky men guarded the staircase, making sure that no one uninvited made their way into the heart of darkness. They nodded and made room for Finwick and his bodyguard to pass.

The upstairs area was open, and the people residing there had a good view of everything happening down in the main tube. Mama Legba’s office was located in a former store. It still had its glass windows, but they’d been covered with a thin sheet of foil that made them appear like mirrors on the outside, giving the mobster boss privacy, while giving her a nice view of everything that happened on her turf from the inside.

As always, the first thing that greeted Finwick upon entering the room was a thick fog of cigar smoke. Although tobacco products had been prohibited decades ago, people like Mama Legba didn’t give a damn about such details. Tobacco was still grown on illegal plantations outside Olympias III, and cigars and cigarettes were imported via secret channels and sold for astronomical prices on the black market. Mama Legba, who was never seen without a cigar, spent a fortune on her vice, but after seeing the Bunker first-hand and how massive her operation really was, Finwick knew she could easily afford it.

He suppressed a cough as thick smoke filled his lungs as he approached the big woman sitting behind her antique wooden desk.

“Shorty,” she greeted him. “I’ll never get used to your new face and how handsome it is.”

“Thanks, Mama,” he replied, even though it was mockery rather than a compliment.

“Although you should have considered getting some body upgrades while you were at it. Took you long enough to get here,” she added with a grin that showed her golden teeth in their full glory.

“How can I serve you, Mama?” he asked, ignoring the mockery. “I came as quickly as I could.”

“Sit down,” she said, pointing at one of the chairs facing her desk while tapping ashes from her cigar directly on the floor.

Finwick did as asked and looked at his boss in anticipation while she inhaled, savored the taste, then let the smoke escape her mouth in rings.

“I have a special assignment for you, Shorty,” she finally said.

“Anything.”

At least she hadn’t yelled at him or shown in any other way that she was displeased with his work. Which was a good sign.

On the other hand, special assignments usually meant nothing good.

“I have a client I want you to meet. A very important client. He not only pays me a lot of money for your services but also works for a very old friend of mine. I want you to oblige, no matter what he wants. Is that clear?”

“Certainly,” Finwick nodded. “I’ll do my best, as always. Can you tell me what it’s about?”

She waved her hand dismissively. “He’ll explain everything to you once you meet him. But I can tell you this much: it has to do with them.”

Uh oh.

Finwick didn’t like the sound of that at all.

He knew exactly who she meant by “them.” The Guardian Angels.

It was almost an unwritten law in the Underworld never to mention the Angels by name. Partly because, even here, you never knew who was listening. But the main reason was a way more trivial and astonishing one, as Finwick had learned—namely, superstition.

As old as humanity itself was the superstition never to name the boogeyman or it might summon him. And there was no bigger boogeyman in all three Olympian cities than the Guardian Angels. Everyone hated them and feared them.

Usually, the Angels didn’t bother with crime and left that kind of triviality to local law enforcement, which was mostly harmless. Only rarely were they deployed, but when that happened, they struck havoc and terror among ordinary citizens and the most powerful mobster bosses alike.

Finwick understood that only too well. He’d experienced a raid the Angels conducted on the Underground first-hand—a raid with the goal of finding him. He’d never forget the fear he experienced while watching Zephaniel and his men storming the facility.

The only reason he was still alive was because Mama Legba had saved him. Not for altruistic reasons but because she understood his value to her. Nevertheless, he would always be grateful for that.

Yet he was determined not to sell out the Angels.

“What about them, Mama?” he asked carefully.

“Well, wouldn’t it be a blessing if we could get rid of them once and for all?” the gangster boss asked, an almost dream-like expression flashing over her broad face.

Finwick swallowed. He didn’t like where this was going. At all.

“Yes, that would be lovely,” he lied, instantly feeling like a traitor for doing so.

“You in particular should be happy about the prospect. After all, they’re still after you.”

“Yes, of course.”

“Anyway, my client wants to get rid of them for good. And you’re going to help him with that task.”

Oh no…

“I want you to hand over every single bit of information you have about them to this client. Whatever he asks, you will deliver. Is that clear?”

Fuck.

Finwick felt how all the blood left his face as he held his breath. So far, he’d successfully avoided selling any information that could put Nephilim at risk. But he’d been dreading that a day like this would come eventually. What should he do?

“Are we clear, Shorty?” Mama Legba asked sharply.

He nodded. “Yes, Mama, of course. I’ll be happy to help in any way I can.”

FUCK.


Chapter Fifteen

Angry Wasps

The two Wasps designated to fight Nephilim stepped to her left and right, facing their leader on the balcony. Then they pressed their palms together and bowed deeply. The Tigress replied with a bow of her head.

Spinning to face Nephilim and retreating a few steps backward, the two Wasp signaled that they were combat-ready. As always, their heads and faces were entirely hidden under their helmets, the yellow visors shining menacingly in the sunshine.

While they wore full armor, Nephilim was dressed in civilian clothes. This was a clear disadvantage, but Nephilim wouldn’t let it discourage her. Instead, she studied the two fighters and focused her mind.

Nephilim had fought Wasps often enough to know all their standard tactics and attacks. Slowly, in an almost ceremonial way, the Wasps reached behind their backs and, with perfect synchronicity, pulled out their swords, which they all typically carried on their backs.

The razor-sharp blades that could cut through metal shimmered in the bright morning light, and for a second, it appeared as if they were ablaze.

Nephilim readied herself.

It would be better to let them come, parry, and then exploit any weakness, Nephilim thought. They were faster, but she was stronger than both of them combined. Since she could never beat them in melee combat if she let them force their fighting style on her, her only chance was brute force.

But then something happened that she didn’t expect. With the same precise and perfectly synchronized movement, the Wasps reached behind them with their free hand and each pulled out a second sword.

That was new.

Traditionally, the TogbuaXiang elite cyborgs fought with one sword, a highly advanced, high-tech version of the classic katana. Apparently, though, they had geared up, which made sense considering that the Angels had two titanium blades integrated into their arms.

Both Wasps swung their swords around their bodies a couple of times, demonstrating astonishing skill and frightening speed. Then they froze, their blades extended above their heads, remaining like this for a few seconds.

Nephilim remained motionless, too. She was breathing slowly, focused on her surroundings and her HUD’s data. The software integrated into her brain helped her determine an opponent’s weaknesses and anticipate their potential attacks.

She was ready.

Suddenly, the two Wasps lunged forward at insane speed. Both stormed toward Nephilim, who remained motionless as her brain calculated the attack speed and the optimal timing to counterattack.

In the very last split second before the four razor-sharp swords could reach her, she sprang into action. Her left arm shot upward, deflecting the attackers’ swords with her blades. Sparks erupted like tiny fireflies in the sunshine as the weapons crashed into each other.

Nephilim’s counter was so forceful that the much smaller and lighter fighter on her left staggered.

Simultaneously, Nephilim ducked, evading the attack of the hostile coming from the right—an attack that would have cut off her head if successful.

Remaining firmly standing on one leg, Nephilim swung the other and hit the Wasp on the right with her knee directly in the hip joint. Her ultra-sensitive ears noticed the cracking noise as something in the hostile’s joint shattered. No natural bone could stand against pure titanium swung at 150 MPH, not even an augmented and infused one.

But Nephilim didn’t stop there.

Using her momentum, she stretched her leg out and hit the staggering Wasp in the head. The kinetic energy was comparable to someone getting hit by a car. The helmet didn’t crack, but the attack’s incredible force sent the fighter flying. He crashed to the ground fifteen feet away.

Nephilim’s entire counter took less than a second.

Nephilim didn’t pay the attacker on the ground any further attention for now and instead focused on the Wasp on her right. She had unbalanced the enemy for only a second, but that was enough for her to make short work of him.

Pointing her left blade upward, she used its blunt side and rammed it with full force against her opponent’s swords, staggering him further. Meanwhile, she snapped her right blade back into her wrist. Lightning-fast, she spun around, grabbed the Wasp’s left hand, and squeezed. She could hear a muffled scream under his mask as his wrist bones were outright pulverized under her titanium hand.

She pulled him toward her, ducked, rammed her shoulder against his chest, then used her force and his momentum to catapult him over her shoulder and onto the ground five feet away.

Nephilim didn’t give him a chance to get up again. She charged him, snapped her blade out of her wrist again, and swung it downward, stopping only an inch away from his neck.

From the corner of her eye, she could see that the other Wasp wasn’t moving, but her scan showed signs of life. She hadn’t killed either of them, but she had wounded them severely.

The fight was over, and it had lasted only three seconds.

Nephilim let both her blades disappear back into her wrists, straightened up, and faced the Tigress.

The leader of the elite cyborgs didn’t show any particular emotion, and Nephilim couldn’t tell if she was pleased or not. Or if she cared that Nephilim had just incapacitated two of her people.

The Tigress just stood there, her arms crossed and her head tilted, watching Nephilim with her glowing yellow eyes. But next to her, Nephilim noticed an acknowledging smile flashing across Phichai’s face.

Finally, Suaa said, “Impressive. But that was only a warm-up. Are you ready for more?”

Hell yes I am, Nephilim thought.

Adrenaline was rushing through her veins, and she was now fully in the mental state of a killer cyborg. If the Tigress wanted more of her people injured, Nephilim would happily oblige.

She crossed her arms, looked up at her hosts, and smiled. “Watch me.”

For a moment, everyone remained still. Then all the Wasps retreated three steps in perfect synchronization, widening the circle around Nephilim.

The circle opened on one side again, and a group of Wasps carrying stretchers rushed inside. Within seconds, they had loaded up the two wounded and carried them away. As soon as they were gone, the circle closed again.

Nephilim remained motionless, waiting.

The Tigress had promised that had just been a warm-up, and Nephilim had indeed made short work of the two fighters unfortunate enough to be chosen to fight her. But if their leader was surprised by that, she didn’t show it. She’d probably expected Nephilim to beat the two Wasps in the first round. Still, clearly no one had expected it to be so quick and easy—not even Nephilim.

She hadn’t realized how much she’d improved over the last couple of months. Not only had she beaten the Goliath, but after her limbs had been damaged in the battle, Metatron had equipped her with the latest model of prosthetics. The software upgrade that came with it had made her even faster than before. Unless the Tigress decided to send a whole squad against her, Nephilim was confident that she could beat any opponent.

Once the wounded were gone and the circle had closed again, two more Wasps stepped forward. Like the two before, they faced their leader and bowed with their palms pressed together before spinning toward Nephilim.

At first, Nephilim wondered why the Tigress expected a different outcome this time. But then she noticed that these two fighters were slightly different from the ordinary Wasps she was used to encountering. Their armor looked shinier and almost appeared like chitin in the bright sunlight. It also seemed a bit bulkier around the shoulders and torso.

Once again, Nephilim took up a combat stance, indicating that she was ready.

This time, the two Wasps reached behind their backs with both hands simultaneously, each pulling out two blades. So far, so good.

Nephilim waited for them to attack, but they remained still. The growing tension hung in the air like electricity.

Just when Nephilim began to wonder if they were waiting for her to attack them—which she sure as hell wouldn’t—something astonishing happened.

She heard a clicking noise. Focusing on the opponent to her left, she saw two black rods emerge from the fighter’s back. In her peripheral vision, she noticed the same thing happened to the one on her right. She wasn’t sure what those rods were, but she assumed that it could only mean something nasty was about to happen.

A second later, she found out. The rods snapped open and unfolded into…

Wings!

Semi-translucent black membranes unfolded themselves, shimmering in the sunlight. The wings were huge, at least three feet long and two feet wide. Their design had clearly been inspired by insect wings, dragonflies… or wasps.

A vibration went through the air as the wings sprang into action, moving so fast that they were barely visible anymore, exactly like insect wings.

Well, shit, Nephilim thought. Now the fuckers have learned how to fly.

She looked up to the Tigress, who smirked and made a shrugging gesture with her hands.

The two Wasps shot up in the air with impressive and frightening speed. Then they hovered in the air around ten feet above the ground. With their swords outstretched, their faces hidden behind their visors, and their yellow stripes on their armor, they truly resembled angry wasps, ready to strike.

For a moment, Nephilim wasn’t sure what to do. She was facing two highly skilled warriors who could strike from the air and was at a clear disadvantage. If she’d had her drone with her, things would be very different. But she was by herself and could only rely on her own skills.

Focus.

Again, her only chance would be not to let them impose their fighting style on her.

And she, too, had a little upgrade the Tigress and her people probably didn’t know about.

Her two opponents remained motionless, hovering in the air, their artificial wings creating a slight humming noise.

All of a sudden, the one on her right attacked. Like an angry insect, the fighter shot down at breakneck speed, aiming his outstretched swords at Nephilim.

She evaded the attack by performing a backflip that would have filled every acrobat with envy. The Wasp missed and flew by right where she had been standing less than a second ago.

Then his comrade attacked.

Nephilim threw herself to the ground and rolled out of danger just in time. For now, she simply evaded the attacks, making them believe that they were superior and that she didn’t have a real countermeasure against them.

Both Wasps flipped in the air so they were facing her again, then they shot downward. Nephilim lifted her blades and deflected the attack, then countered.

She dove beneath the attacker on her right, spinning and grabbing him by the leg. The wings flapped only inches away from her face, and she realized then that they were razor-sharp and a weapon by themselves.

And she also realized that the Tigress must have the highest trust in her abilities, as a duel against such opponents would most likely have ended fatally for any ordinary cyborg—even for any ordinary Angel.

Again, Nephilim used the only real advantage she had over the TogbuaXiang cyborgs: brute force.

She held the hostile’s leg firmly, then twisted it with the force of a machine. The bones inside the leg shattered, and a spray of blood erupted where they punctured the muscles and tendons. Nephilim’s attack was so forceful that the fighter crashed to the ground, the still flapping wings whirling up dust and debris.

Nephilim didn’t give him a chance to get up again. With full force, she stomped down on the base of the wings, where they were attached to the fighter’s armor or body. She couldn’t tell if those wings were a body modification or not, and she didn’t have time for a deep scan now.

The wings twitched, then remained motionless, as did the Wasp, who moaned in pain.

That left only one.

The Wasp was hovering in front of her, seven feet in the air. The fighter was watching her, his arms outstretched. Although Nephilim couldn’t see their face and their body language was calm and almost static, she could clearly sense that this one was out for blood.

She could tell that this one would proceed with more caution and try to use the air assault to their full advantage. This was the perfect time to test her new gadget.

Nephilim opened the sub-protocol that had come with her latest upgrade and activated it. She felt a slight tickle rush through her body as the system powered up. Even though the effect would last only for three seconds, it would consume more of her energy than all her other systems required in a week. But it didn’t matter. The EMP Fusion Power Core implanted deep in her chest produced enough energy for twenty years.

Her eyes focused firmly on her opponent, everything else began to blur. In a fight like this, every microsecond could be crucial.

Suddenly, the Wasp shot down once again, swords swinging in a deadly whirlwind. In the very last split second, Nephilim stepped aside gracefully, evading the attack.

The Wasp shot by her at high speed. The fighter would need a few seconds to slow down and change direction before being ready for another charge. Nephilim knew that fact only too well from her experience with her drone. It was much easier to spin and change direction on the ground than when flying. Although she had to admit that compared to those wings, her drone’s technology seemed a century out of date.

Now.

As the Wasp began changing direction in the air, Nephilim shot an energy boost into her legs. She fell into an insane sprint, almost 30% faster than Angels usually achieved in attack mode. She flexed her artificial muscles and jumped—impossibly high.

As if she’d launched off a trampoline, Nephilim shot upward and to her left. She easily jumped over the Wasps forming the circle around her and flew toward the palace wall.

Just in time, she spun around and hit the wall with her feet.

Then Nephilim activated the anti-gravity booster.

Metatron’s latest upgrade—a source of pride—allowed her to seemingly defy gravity and run along a wall for up to three seconds. She did exactly that but climbed the wall vertically. At the peak, she used another energy boost and catapulted herself off the wall back toward the circle.

She was almost as high as the palace roof now and much higher than the flying Wasp, who was still trying to get ready for another attack. Everything had happened so incredibly fast that the fighter wasn’t even aware that Nephilim had the high ground now.

Showing incredible acrobatic skills, Nephilim rotated in mid-air and then shot downward.

The Wasp tried to evade the attack, but it was too late. Like a bird of prey, Nephilim crashed into him. She grabbed both shoulders and yanked the Wasp toward her while simultaneously ramming her knee into the fighter’s abdomen.

Due to her incredible momentum, she spun the opponent over their own axis. When she let go, the Wasp crashed onto the ground on their back ten feet below, smashing their wings and possibly their spine. Nephilim landed next to the downed fighter a split second later, easily absorbing the impact like a cat.

Her blade snapped out of her wrist, and she swung it toward the fallen Wasp’s head with such speed that a human eye would hardly have been able to see the movement.

At the very last moment before she hit the opponent’s head, she stopped. It was enough to demonstrate her victory.

Adrenaline and endorphins rushed her as she straightened up.

This was incredible! She now fully understood why Metatron had been so excited about the new gadget. In the long run, he wanted all Angels to be equipped with it, but only the Archangels had received this special gift so far.

Nephilim had tested it in the training facility at Angel HQ, of course, but this was the first time she’d used it in actual combat. And it felt amazing!

A cocky smile flashed over her lips as she looked up at the Tigress and her second-in-command. This time, she could clearly see surprise and awe on their faces. They hadn’t expected that.

Nephilim made the same shrugging gesture with her hand as the Tigress had before.

“That was most impressive, Nephilim,” the Tigress said after a moment of silence. “I didn’t know the Angels had such technology.”

Nephilim grinned. In truth, it was reverse-engineered Wasp technology, although Olympias’ engineers had advanced it by miles.

“We didn’t know your people had learned how to fly either,” she said.

“That’s what wasps do, no?” Phichai chimed in with a smirk.

The other Wasps remained silent and static. None of them showed any reaction to the spectacle that had unfolded right in front of them only seconds ago.

Again, the circle opened and let four people with stretchers go inside, and they took care of the wounded warriors. Like last time, Nephilim hadn’t killed either of them, but both were gravely injured.

Instead of closing the circle again, the Wasps set themselves into motion and marched toward an open wooden gate and out of the courtyard, leaving Nephilim standing there alone.

She glanced around. Was that it?

The Tigress turned her head toward Phichai and nodded at him. He followed the non-verbal command and slowly began descending the stairs into the courtyard.

Finally, Phichai stopped a few feet away from Nephilim, facing her.

“That was indeed highly impressive, Nephilim. We expected you to win, but not like that.”

“Thank you,” she replied, wondering if Phichai was planning to challenge her next.

He tilted his head and grinned. “But those were small fish… or rather, insects. How about you fight someone your own size?”

“With pleasure,” Nephilim replied, looking him in the eye.

“No blades, no wings, no gravity boosters, no stealth,” Phichai said. “Just your strength against my agility.”

“Fair enough,” Nephilim said. She wouldn’t be able to use the gravity booster again for almost ten minutes anyway. The system was still a prototype and needed time to fully recharge. But neither Phichai nor his boss needed to know that.

“I’ll try not to hurt you too much,” Nephilim added with a smirk.

Phichai laughed. “How generous of you.”

He lifted his fists and spread his legs into a combat stance.

Nephilim knew that this would be a tough fight. Phichai was most likely one of the best fighters the Wasps had, if not the best. Yet she knew she’d have to beat him to gain his and, most of all, the Tigress’ respect.

Highly focused, she took up a combat stance as well, then signaled to her opponent that she was ready.

For a second, they looked into each other’s cyborg eyes, hers neon blue, his glowing yellow.

Then Phichai suddenly charged forward.

He attacked with such speed that all Nephilim could do was raise her arms in defense and evade his blows by stepping sideways. But he followed.

Nephilim dodged a blow aimed at her face by shifting her torso sideways—only to be forced to duck to avoid his other fist.

He spun around her like a black and yellow whirlwind—or an angry wasp—then jumped up, aiming for her neck with his foot. She backflipped to evade, crouched, and countered with a low roundhouse kick.

Yet Phichai stepped over Nephilim’s leg with the ease of a dancer. Immediately, he charged forward, trying to exploit the fact that she was still crouching, his fists moving so fast that the naked eye would hardly have been able to see them.

The entire fight would have been spectacular to watch as both opponents moved ten times as fast as a human with the precision and force of machines. But the only spectator was the Tigress, whose artificial eyes processed the movements faster than biological ones and could therefore see every detail.

Nephilim roll-dodged to the side and was back on her feet within the blink of an eye. But Phichai was instantly coming back at her, attacking her with his fists and legs, combining multiple martial arts techniques.

He’s strong, Nephilim thought. Much stronger than the Wasps she’d faced so far.

Even though he moved as elegantly and smoothly as all Wasps, he also had something feral about him. His name meant “victorious,” and that was exactly how he fought: he fought to win.

She blocked a few of his hits, then spun sideways, trying to put a bit of distance between them.

Phichai wouldn’t let her. He leaped forward, spun in mid-air to gain even more momentum, and aimed his feet at Nephilim’s chest. She yanked her forearms upward with full force, stopping the attack. Phichai lost his balance for a second, and Nephilim’s counter was so forceful that he was catapulted backward. Yet he spun in the air once again and landed on his feet with the agility of a cat.

As they looked each other in the eye for a moment, each trying to figure out what the other would do next, Nephilim noticed a thin film of moisture on his forehead. He played it cool, but that proved the duel was as challenging for him as it was for her. And unlike Angels, who had a very sophisticated cooling system built into their bodies, Wasps sweated like ordinary humans.

They began circling each other slowly, like two predators engaging in a deadly duel for superiority.

I must stop letting him impose his fighting style on me, Nephilim thought.

That was the most important rule when engaging Wasps, yet Phichai’s attacks had been so fierce that Nephilim had had no choice but to deflect and evade. If she could use her blades, the fight would have been very different, but it appeared that Phichai was a master of unarmed close combat.

Focus. Outsmart him.

The voice in her head almost sounded like Metatron’s, and for a brief second, she could clearly feel his absence in her mind. He always knew what to do. His voice in her head when they were connected to each other was soothing and gave her confidence.

Focus, Nephilim!

She took a deep breath while her mind calculated possible maneuvers and potential weak spots in a microsecond.

Then she knew what to do.

Nephilim charged forward with the maximum speed her body could achieve in attack mode. If she crashed into Phichai like this, it would feel like he’d collided with a train.

For a split second, she saw his eyes widening in surprise. He hadn’t expected a frontal attack like this. So far, Nephilim had always waited for her opponent to attack so she could evade and counter. That was how she’d beaten the other four Wasps. Phichai had had enough time to watch her fighting style and adjust to it.

Nephilim attacked with her fists, and he evaded by swaying his torso left and right with almost uncanny agility. No biological human had a spine as flexible as his. What he did was more reminiscent of a snake than a humanoid.

Nephilim lifted her knee to hit him in the side, but he side-flipped, once again showing uncanny flexibility. A split second later, he stood upright again and was ready for a counterattack.

But this time, Nephilim wouldn’t let him impose his fighting style on her.

At the same time as he lunged forward, his fists flying, Nephilim jumped toward him. She felt his fists clash with her titanium legs, which didn’t cause any damage, and then she had him.

Using brute force once again, Nephilim wrapped her legs around his shoulders, toppling him over. Both falling, Nephilim spun sharply and used the leverage effect, causing his body to fly around its own axis without him being able to do anything about it.

Helplessly, Phichai crashed to the ground on his back. The impact was so massive that Nephilim’s enhanced vision picked up how all the air was pressed from his body.

She only had a second before he’d recover and roll to the side to evade another attack. Nephilim wouldn’t let him. She grabbed his head with her hand, pressing it to the ground while swinging her other fist. His eyes widened as her fist flew down, aimed at his face.

She stopped an inch away from his forehead.

If she’d hit it with such force with her titanium arm, she would undoubtedly have killed him.

The fight was over.

Nephilim heard a clapping sound. Looking up, she saw the Tigress walking down the stairs toward them, clapping her hands.

“Most impressive, Nephilim,” she said. “Well done.”

Nephilim relaxed, still feeling the adrenaline coursing through her body and slowly returning from the extremely focused state of mind she’d been in only a second ago.

“Thank you.”

“I would appreciate it if you left him in one piece, however,” the Tigress said. “I still have need of him.”

Nephilim let go of Phichai and straightened up. He rolled to the side and was back on his feet a second later.

“That was incredible, Nephilim,” he said with honest acknowledgment. “I hope we can do that again sometime.”

She shrugged. “If you want to end up on your back again, anytime.”

He grinned. “Maybe next time I’ll end up on top?”

Nephilim lifted an eyebrow. The sexual subtext wasn’t lost on her, yet it surprised her coming from him.

“Doubtful,” she replied with a smirk.

“Thank you for the demonstration of your skills, Nephilim,” the Tigress said. “You’re even better than we were told. Even more surprising that Metatron let you go.”

Nephilim didn’t like how she’d said that. She crossed her arms but said nothing in reply.

“I’m afraid I have other business to attend to now,” the Tigress said. “But I’d like you to join me for dinner at my house tonight.”

“This isn’t your house?’ Nephilim asked, pointing at the palace behind them, its many golden parts glowing in the sunlight like Suaa’s and Phichai’s eyes.

The Tigress chuckled. “Oh no. This is just a ceremonial place. Phichai will accompany you and show you the guest quarters.”

“It will be my pleasure,” Phichai said, bowing his head.

The Tigress stepped closer and placed a hand on Nephilim’s shoulder. “You and I have a lot to talk about.”


Chapter Fifteen

The Actor

Jake was disgruntled. On the outside, he was completely cool and composed, but inside, he felt as if he’d been drinking acid. Literally.

His stomach had been giving him trouble for a couple of weeks now. But the doctor on their team had checked him twice and claimed there was nothing to be found. Maybe it was just stress and Jake needed to try and relax from time to time.

Like every Rosprom cell in Olympias, Jake’s team had a designated physician from the homeland. The SSR doctors were allrounders who could treat everything from a cold to appendicitis. Every cell had a small med lab where the doctor could perform all kinds of standard treatments, from gluing wounds to simple surgeries. It was important that Rosprom agents had their own physician with them so they didn’t need to rely on Olympias’ medical services in an emergency.

The doctor had told Jake to drink less coffee and get enough sleep. He was probably right that the stomach issues were psychosomatic, but Jake highly doubted that drinking less coffee would fix it.

The pressure on him coming from the homeland and High Command was high, and if that wasn’t bad enough, he also had a snitch watching his every move. And then there was Nephilim, of course.

Jake suppressed a sigh and stared into his untouched tea that had gone cold.

Screw that, he thought, and he waved over at the waiter to order vodka. It was early afternoon, but who cared.

Jake was sitting in the back area of an upscale restaurant in the Inner Circle. The manager was a Rosprom spy, and despite promising the highest privacy to its wealthy patrons, everything that was spoken here was recorded and analyzed. Then again, Rosprom agents could meet high-value assets here without risking being eavesdropped on by people and machines alike.

As always, the guy was late.

Jake had never liked him from the start, but he had to admit that the man was an incredibly valuable asset, so he let many things slip he wouldn’t otherwise have tolerated. Still, sitting here with time to brood was the last thing he needed in his current state of mind.

For the millionth time, he asked himself if he’d made a mistake that night three months ago. When he and Nephilim had met in the parking garage—well, when he’d ambushed her since they hadn’t agreed to a meeting. But what other choice had he had? Desperate times required desperate measures. He should have expected that she’d reject him, and in a way, he had, but he hadn’t expected it to be so painful.

Again, he asked himself if he should have used the neural device on her. The tiny thing the agents had nicknamed the “Angel Switch,” which was programmed at the exact same frequency as the Angels’ neural implants used. When used on an Angel, it would render them unconscious for several minutes. Jake’s people had acquired the data for how to build it on the black market from someone only known as “The Broker.”

Jake didn’t know how this individual had acquired such sensitive data about the Angels, and he didn’t really care. Soon after, though, the Broker had vanished, while the device had become obsolete as it was more than likely that the Angels had developed a countermeasure by now.

But back then, that night, it had been different…

Nephilim had immediately spotted the one he was holding and took it from him, but she hadn’t known he had a second one in his pocket. His plan B had been to subdue her and leave Olympias with her if she couldn’t be reasoned with.

But he hadn’t been able to go through with it. It had seemed wrong at that time. He hadn’t wanted to kidnap her to save her, especially considering that lunatic Stavros had kidnapped her only days earlier.

And yet…

If he’d done it, they would be together now, while Olympias would be lying in ashes with Metatron and all the other Guardian Angels dead.

Because one thing was certain. In his despair, he’d revealed Rosprom’s attack plans to Nephilim. If he hadn’t done so, even Metatron’s genius couldn’t have stopped the invasion.

Jake sighed inwardly.

Well, maybe he’d made a big mistake that night, maybe not. Since the chances were also high that Nephilim would have killed him after regaining consciousness instead of falling into his arms.

Anyway, that was the past, and he had to focus on the best plan he had for the present.

The waiter arrived with his drink, and Jake gulped it down and ordered another.

Shortly after, his contact finally showed up.

About time.

Jake watched how the lean, extraordinarily handsome blond man approached him. Seeing his face and the huge bruise there, Jake decided not to give him a hard time as he’d planned. The poor bastard had suffered enough. And he was Jake’s only hope of achieving his goal. If something happened to him, Jake would be back at square one with no ideas up his sleeve.

Nevertheless, he was still his commanding officer and would exert his authority.

Jake leaned back and crossed his arms, his cold gray eyes coming to rest on the other man.

“You’re late.”

The young man sat down across from him and sighed. “My apologies, sir. I got caught up on set.”

Jake grimaced slightly to show his disapproval.

They were in a secluded area of the restaurant, and all the other tables around them were vacant. Jake’s people had made sure of that. It was too risky to meet in a public place or for Jake to visit his asset in his apartment. Here, they could have a conversation without anyone seeing or hearing them.

“What do you have for me?” Jake asked.

The other man let his shoulders sag. “I’m afraid… not much. I’m sorry, sir.”

Jake let his fingers drum on the table impatiently, showing his disproval.

“It’s been months.”

“I know, sir, but… but…”

Suddenly, he buried his face in his palms and started crying.

“Please… I can’t do this anymore. He’s a monster.”

Jake’s eyes narrowed, and he needed all his self-control not to yell at him. But he knew from experience that there were times when a firm hand was the best way to handle subordinates who went off the rails. In other cases, it would be counterproductive.

The best shot at achieving his goals was sitting across the table from him. If he pushed him too far and the other man broke, he’d have nothing.

As Jake remained silent and let the young man cry, the waiter arrived with his vodka.

“Bring the bottle,” Jake instructed him. Once the waiter was gone, Jake pushed his glass toward his associate. “Drink up. You need it.”

Clive Milan looked up and shook his head slightly, a vacant expression in his swollen blue eyes.

“No, thank you. I—”

“Drink,” Jake commanded.

The other man nodded and did as he was told. He gulped down the clear liquid, then took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

Jake smiled benevolently, studying his face.

It was a very handsome face, and a famous one. Which made discretion even more imperative than in most cases. Wherever Clive Milan went, people would recognize him, although here, in the Inner Circle, no one usually bothered a VIP.

Milan was a famous movie star—not one of the top ones, but certainly famous enough that people would recognize him on the street. He usually appeared in action flicks with stupid storylines or “romance” movies—although what was called “romance” today, at least in Olympias as Rosprom had different standards, would have been classified as soft porn in earlier times. Milan’s signature was appearing shirtless at least three times in each of his movies. In fact, he had it written into his contracts.

No one would ever have suspected that this man, whose face everyone knew, wasn’t who he pretended to be. Milan’s true name was Andrei Lukashenko, and he was a Rosprom spy.

Of course, he hadn’t been born in Olympias but had come here around five years ago to take the real Clive Milan’s place. Plastic surgery made it possible to transform someone’s face and body into basically anyone’s. Lukashenko, by nature of his similar build, facial features, and eye color, had been modified to look exactly like Milan, and the fact that the original actor had had dozens of plastic surgeries made it even easier. No one questioned the occasional tiny scars on the doppelganger’s face and body.

Like all Rosprom agents, Lukashenko spoke accent-free English, and his vocal cords had been altered so he sounded exactly like the actor. And any Rosprom field agent had to be a brilliant actor to survive in enemy territory, so the roles Milan played were no challenge for Lukashenko at all.

He’d also been trained to use his body for any means necessary, which included sex—in front of the camera or behind closed doors. Like all other agents of his kind, Milan wore a special pheromone augmentation under his skin. Undetectable by scanners, it made the wearer almost irresistible to both sexes.

Rosprom had many sleeper agents like him, and only the RRS High Command knew their identities. Some lived “normal” lives as members of the Inner Circle for years before being activated, if they ever were.

Like all other individuals who had been replaced with Rosprom spies, the true Clive Milan had “disappeared” one day and been replaced by his doppelganger. And since Olympians didn’t have any close relationships or families, no one noticed the switch.

It was a bold yet brilliant trick to play, and it had worked for decades.

The waiter brought the bottle of liquor and a second glass. Jake filled Milan’s glass and then poured himself another.

“Now tell me what the problem is, Agent Lukashenko,” Jake said after they’d both emptied their glasses with one gulp.

The other man sighed. “Him. He’s the problem!”

“Why exactly is that?” Jake asked, even though he knew only too well. He’d read all the available intel and reports about Zephaniel. He knew the man was a full-blown psychopath.

It had been an incredible stroke of luck that Milan had run into Metatron’s right-hand man at the New Era Ball more than a year ago. And that Zephaniel had taken such a liking to him that he’d kept him around for so long.

For years, Rosprom had tried to get close to Metatron using one of their agents. To spy on him and maybe even poison him.

But the old bastard was way too clever and cunning. He wouldn’t let anyone who wasn’t one of his Angels get close to him, and he only had sex with his Archangels, showing no interest in humans.

Nevertheless, the RRS had sent Milan to the ball hoping to get close to Metatron, but as it turned out, the High-Archangel only had eyes for Nephilim.

Zephaniel, on the other hand, had felt flattered by the attention the movie star showed him, and the rest was history.

“He’s completely insane! A monster!” the actor said, throwing his arms in the air.

“So you said before,” Jake said coldly.

“Please, you need to get me out of here before he kills me!”

“That’s out of the question. Your job isn’t done yet.”

“But—”

“No buts. You know only too well that joining the RRS is nothing like any other job. You’re in this for life. And your homeland depends on your success.”

Jake poured both of them another vodka before continuing.

“This is your chance to write history. To become a hero of your people.”

“I understand that, sir. I really do,” Milan said. “It’s just so… awful what he’s doing to me.”

“I thought you were bisexual.”

“I am.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

Jake knew exactly what the problem was. Zephaniel was a sick, sadistic piece of shit.

Milan didn’t reply. Instead, he stared into his drink, his eyes glassy.

“I tell you what,” Jake said, adopting his benevolent tone again. “Once this is over and you’ve succeeded, I’ll let you kill him.”

Milan perked up. “But… isn’t he supposed to replace Metatron as High-Archangel?”

“Only temporarily. Until we take control. Once that happens, he’s yours. I give you my word on that.”

And my word means shit, he thought bitterly.

Sometimes, Jake wondered how he’d become like that. But now wasn’t the time for an existential crisis. He needed to get his agent back on track or everything would be lost.

Milan nodded. “Okay… I really would like that. He’s… he shouldn’t be alive.”

“And he won’t be for much longer. I promise you that. Now tell me, have you been able to talk to him? Has he opened up to you?”

Milan grimaced. “He doesn’t see me as an equal, you know? I’m only a human in his eyes… a toy.”

“What does he say?”

“Not much. But I can see in his body language that he’s very frustrated and on edge. Something seems to bother him greatly.”

“Interesting. Any idea what?”

I know exactly what, Jake thought.

Ironically, it was very similar to what was bothering him.

Milan shook his head. “I don’t know. As I said, we don’t talk much. But I noticed that he wants to be worshipped more than anything else. He wants to feel special. He’s insecure.”

“You’ve taken the spoofing classes at the Academy, haven’t you?”

“Of course,” the young man said eagerly. “I was the best in my class.”

Jake lifted an eyebrow. “Then you should know the techniques to incept an idea in someone’s mind, making them believe it was their own.”

“I do. But… he’s not human.”

“Yes and no. In a way, the Guardian Angels aren’t humans. They’re abominations. But in their cores, they experience the same needs and emotions as you and I. Their brains are mostly biological, after all. Beneath all his superiority talk, Zephaniel feels insecure, and he yearns for appreciation the High-Archangel doesn’t give him.

“It’s your job to put the idea in his head that he should be the leader of the Angel corps. That’s your only job. Make him believe it’s his destiny and his rightful place. Little remarks here and there will do the trick. Pillow talk is the easiest way to incept ideas in people’s heads, and you’ve learned the exact techniques to do it.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”

“It’s in your own interest, Andrei. Once you accomplish your task, I’ll pull you off the assignment and get you to a safe house. There, you can wait for things to unfold. And when the time is right, Zephaniel will be yours, and you can pay him back everything he’s done to you. How does that sound?”

For the first time, Milan smiled. “That sounds very good, sir.”

“You’ve been sent on this mission because you’re the best we have. I’m sorry for the abuse you have to endure, but we must all make sacrifices to achieve the greater goal.”

Of course, Jake knew only too well that every one of his words was absolute bullshit. There was no greater goal. The entire conflict between the corporations was pointless.

But those were words directly from the Rosprom special forces repertoire, words he’d once believed too. It seemed a lifetime ago to him now.

He stood and clapped the other man’s shoulder.

“I have the fullest trust in you, Andrei. Don’t disappoint me. Don’t disappoint Rosprom. I expect a report from you by the end of the week.”

“Yes, Commander.”

With that, Jake left the young man, who poured himself another vodka.

Poor bastard. Jake sure as hell didn’t want to be in his place. No one deserved what was happening to him.

But this was the closest anyone had ever gotten to an Angel—well, excluding Jake and Nephilim, but that was different. And Zephaniel wasn’t just any Angel—he was the First-Archangel.

Reading the reports about Zephaniel, Jake wondered if it would be really such a big gain for Rosprom to replace Metatron with him. He might turn out to be an even bigger menace than Metatron once he was in power.

The man was a true psychopath, while Metatron was merely a sociopath. Then again, Metatron was brilliant and extremely cunning. Zephaniel was not.

Still, that didn’t really concern Jake. All he wanted was Metatron’s death. He might only be Nephilim’s second choice, but he’d gladly take that. Over time, she would surely develop the same feelings for him as before.

He smiled blissfully as he entered the main area of the restaurant. There, his eyes met Kristina Komarova’s. Having been appointed his first lieutenant, that bitch accompanied him almost everywhere.

She rose from the table she’d been sitting at and joined him on the way out.

“How did it go?”

“Good,” Jake replied without looking at her.

As they sat in the car next to each other and the autonomous vehicle set itself into motion, Jake wondered if he would eventually have to kill her.

After all, he’d need to get in touch with Nephilim once Metatron was gone. How was he supposed to do that if Komarova controlled every one of his steps?

Jake didn’t want to kill her. Even though he’d killed during his active duty before, this would be different.

Would he have the nerve to do it if it became necessary?

Yes, he would.

But for now, he had other plans.

“Maybe we could get dinner somewhere?” Kristina said.

“Maybe,” he replied.

Then he grabbed her by her long, silky hair and roughly yanked her closer, into a kiss that lacked any passion.

∆∆∆

“That was very impressive, Nephilim,” Phichai acknowledged once he and Nephilim were back in the small VTOL.

“Thank you,” Nephilim said.

“Do you need more water?” he asked, reaching into the small fridge and offering her a bottle.

“Yes, please.”

She still felt dehydrated from the supersonic flight earlier, but she’d been so focused on the fight that she hadn’t noticed. Only now did she realize that she felt exhausted. She hadn’t slept for two days.

Phichai handed her the bottle, and she drank eagerly while the small aircraft lifted off smoothly with hardly any noise.

Again, Nephilim felt awestruck by the view that opened up before her as soon as they reached travel altitude. The sun was high in the sky now, and everything was outright glowing in the bright sunlight. The glass and chrome surfaces of the skyscrapers shimmered golden, only broken by the lush green areas and hanging gardens.

She turned her head and looked back at the palace they just had come from. It too shimmered in gold. She wondered if the city had been designed to resemble the region’s traditional architecture.

“Truth be told, I didn’t expect you to beat me,” Phichai said, yanking Nephilim out of her contemplations.

“You underestimated me?”

“No,” he said quickly. “Of course not. Only a fool would underestimate a Guardian Angel, you in particular. I’m just used to winning.”

“I don’t doubt you are,” Nephilim said, then changed the subject. “Tell me more about TogbuaXiang and this city in particular.”

“Certainly. What would you like to know?”

“Well, for starters, you mentioned earlier that many things are very different here compared to Olympias. Like what?”

The farther away they got from the palace, the higher the buildings rose into the sky. Soon, the aircraft wasn’t flying above the skyscrapers but between them. Nephilim guessed that, similar to Olympias, the highest were probably a mile high. Looking down, she saw more flying vehicles, multiple ground transport lines, and countless lights deep in the city canyons.

There seemed to be a massive difference between how the city presented itself in the clouds and what its bottom looked like. Nephilim was curious to explore more of it.

“Well, for starters, the people of TogbuaXiang are more conservative in many ways and would never accept many things that are completely normal in Olympias. But in other aspects, they’re granted more freedoms than Olympians.”

“Like what?”

“Euthanasia, for example, is completely unthinkable here.”

“Really?”

It was so normal in Olympias that Nephilim hadn’t even considered it could be different here.

“Oh yes. Asian people are generally quite docile, but if the authorities even suggested something like this, people would probably riot—especially here in Thailand and the southern islands. But in general, all Asian cultures have it imprinted in them to respect the elderly. They’re not considered useless garbage like in your culture.”

Nephilim could hear unmasked contempt in Phichai’s words. But there was nothing she could object to as he was perfectly right. Olympias disposed of those that society considered useless, namely the old and sick. People had been so brainwashed that they thought it was in their best interests to “die with dignity.” Angels didn’t even get this choice as they were euthanized as soon as they didn’t function according to preset parameters. That was something Metatron wanted to change.

“Then what happens to the old and sick here?”

“They are taken care of until they die.”

“By whom?”

“Their families.”

“Wow,” Nephilim said. “Things are really different here.”

“Family bonds are sacred in Asia. It would be impossible to break them. Our founder and his committee knew that only too well. No one here understands how Olympias managed to make people believe that everything inherently good is, in truth, evil.”

Nephilim didn’t know either. Again, she missed having Metatron at her side. Surely he could explain everything. He knew the hidden mechanisms and structures that kept Olympias going.

“And religion is allowed, too,” she said thoughtfully.

“Yes, it is, but only as long as it doesn’t interfere with the overall lifestyle. People may worship, but any form of fanatism is strictly banned. Historically, some parts of Asia had huge problems with that, but not anymore.”

“How do you keep it under control?”

Phichai smiled. “We have our ways.”

“How does the corporation keep control in general?”

“Through prosperity. TogbuaXiang has the biggest population of all three big players, but we also have the most usable land and the most resources—plenty of which come from Australia.”

“Your homeland.”

“That’s right.”

“How is TogbuaXiang’s society structured?”

“In castes.”

Nephilim furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand.”

By now, the aircraft had reached the river again, which appeared like a gigantic blue ribbon amid the golden illuminations.

“The caste of every citizen of TogbuaXiang is defined by their birthland. China has the highest status, of course. Followed by Japan, Thailand, Korea, and so on. The farther south or west you go from the two capitals, the lower the castes are.”

“And Australia?”

Phichai looked out of the window, suddenly studying something outside.

“The lowest caste. They’re not allowed to own anything. Not even their bodies.”

“You mean… they’re slaves?” Nephilim kept digging.

This sounded familiar as she and her kind were the property of Olympias—they didn’t own their bodies either.

“Yes.”

“And yet you made it all the way up to the Tigress’ side.”

Phichai smiled. “That’s a story for another time, Nephilim. We’re almost there.”

He pointed forward, and Nephilim saw a particularly impressive skyscraper beside the river. The upper part had multiple levels with massive terraces that stretched over the river for a hundred feet or more, seemingly defying gravity. Those were gardens with little lakes embedded in the lush greenery. Some had small waterfalls dropping from one level to the next, while others had huge pools with glass walls and bottoms.

Nephilim had thought she’d seen it all, but this… this was something else.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Phichai said, studying her face.

“It is.”

“The entire building belongs to the Tigress. And you’ll be her guest for as long as you wish.”


Chapter Sixteen

Different

“Spit it out, Siro,” Kate said.

“Huh? What?” Siro winced. He hadn’t even noticed that he was staring blankly at his computer screen, sunken in thought.

He looked at Kate, who was sitting across from him in their office—or rather, reclining. Leaning back in her chair with her legs propped over the corner of her desk, Detective Spader was munching her favorite algae chips. She seemed to have an endless stash of them in her drawer, and sometimes Siro wondered if it wasn’t a drawer at all but a portal that led directly to a vending machine.

As always, Kate wasn’t dressed like anyone would expect a police officer to appear, let alone a homicide detective. Tight jeans, boots, a T-shirt in screaming colors, and a worn faux leather jacket. Her yellow dyed hair and awful spider tattoo on her skull rounded off the image.

Siro had gotten used to the tattoo over the years, but he would never like it. Which had something to do with the fact that he hated spiders in general, and the tattoo was of such exquisite quality that it gave the illusion of a huge black arachnid crawling over Kate’s head.

She said she dressed like that to blend into Oldtown, which Siro, who was always dressed well, never would. But in truth, he knew his partner would also dress like that if she had to investigate a case in the Inner Circle.

“Come on, dude,” Kate said, rolling her emerald eyes. “Think twice about who you’re trying to fool here. I know that expression. You’re brooding about something that’s bothering you.”

Siro smiled. No one knew him better than her. It was comforting in a way, but it also made it really difficult to hide something from her.

“Nothing in particular,” he said. “I’m just getting used to being back on the job. It’s been a while, as you know.”

That was the truth, but also not. Siro didn’t need time to get used to being back on the job again. He loved his job and always had; it was his life. Instead, it was that he was still getting used to being what he was now. And to the reactions people were giving him.

Everyone knew what had happened to him, of course. Everyone also knew that he was different now. Although he looked perfectly normal on the outside, he was a cyborg now.

Yesterday had been his first day back, and while everyone had greeted him amiably and he heard “I’m glad you’re back!” about two dozen times, he could still sense that people behaved differently toward him now.

Consciously or not, most kept a distance from him.

When Siro had first arrived in Olympias I more than five years ago, it didn’t bother anyone that he was from Olympias III, that he spoke with an accent, and that he had some manners that differed from the people in the capital.

It wasn’t like that now.

His colleagues behaved as if he wasn’t one of them, as if he wasn’t to be trusted.

Of course, body augmentations were completely normal in Olympias, and some had more than others. But the amount Siro had was highly unusual.

Ironically, he’d never wanted any augmentations and had only worn a basic neural implant before the incident. But he hadn’t been left with any choice. It was either become almost half machine or death, so the decision had been an easy one. And even though he was still getting used to some of his body functions, he didn’t feel much different than before.

Well, that wasn’t quite true. He did feel different. Better. He was stronger, faster, smarter, and more handsome than before.

And yet his colleagues treated him like an outcast.

For the first time, he understood how Nephilim and her kind must feel. And he would always remember Metatron’s words: You’re one of us now.

“Don’t let that asshat Jenkins get to you, okay?” Kate said, shoving a handful of chips into her mouth. “The guy is a total moron. Everyone knows that.”

“I’m not upset about that,” Siro said.

As soon as he’d arrived, Jenkins, one of the vice detectives, had snorted contemptuously and called him a “tin job,” a term used for people with too many, often ugly augmentations. Many underworld thugs in Oldtown fell into that category.

“He’s just jealous,” Kate said.

“You think?”

“Of course! I mean, just look at him and then at you. His dick shrank to this size”—she made the “little bit” gesture with her fingers—“just looking at you.”

Siro laughed. “If you say so.”

“At least the dragon likes you.”

That was true. Captain Llewellyn had welcomed him back with fake cordiality and couldn’t stop talking about how grateful and relieved she was that Siro had recovered.

Siro had pretended to be touched, but he knew Llewellyn was probably the only one at the police station who was happy about his new self. There were very few full-blown cyborgs in the police force. Most police work was done by robots, and the human employees were primarily investigators who weren’t supposed to engage in situations that could become too dangerous. For that, they called in heavily armed and armored AI backup—or, in particularly serious cases, the Guardian Angels.

Llewellyn might have been a bitch, but she was smart enough to understand what a valuable asset Siro was now.

“She’s always liked me,” he said with a grin.

“Because of your pretty eyelashes,” Kate said. “I was wondering… Maybe you can ask her if she can dig into the identity of your anonymous benefactor.”

Siro lifted his eyebrows. “Why?”

He knew that his “anonymous benefactor” didn’t want to be revealed, and he was pretty sure that if he didn’t want to be found, no one would be able to dig up anything—not Llewellyn, nor the chief of the entire police force.

“Why not? It’s worth a shot. Don’t you want to know who helped you out?”

“It still bugs you that you can’t figure it out, doesn’t it?”

Kate crossed her arms. “Maybe.”

“Just let it be, Kate,” Siro said. “If the person wants to stay anonymous, maybe they have a very good reason. I’m just grateful that I’m still alive thanks to them.”

“If you say so,” Kate said begrudgingly. “To be honest, it bugs me much more that we couldn’t find the people who did that to you and why.”

“Some crimes remain unsolved. You know that as well as anyone else here. I assume it had something to do with the snuff ring we uncovered.”

“Revenge? But how did they know it was you who was responsible for them being found?”

“Not sure. Maybe someone recognized me on the scene?”

“Hmm,” Kate said, sunken in thought. Then she stuffed another handful of chips into her mouth. “Have you ever considered it could have been them?”

“Them?” Siro asked, even though he had a clear idea of who Kate was referring to.

Kate rolled her eyes. “You know who I mean.”

“No, I haven’t considered it,” Siro said, crossing his arms. “Why would they have attacked me? It doesn’t make sense.”

If only you knew, he thought.

“Who knows what makes sense to them and what doesn’t?”

“Don’t you think that if they wanted me dead, I’d be dead?”

“Yeah, I thought about that, too. They’re usually very thorough.”

“Besides, we’re on the same side,” Siro said. “Especially after we helped them find the crown princess.”

“If you say so.”

Kate inspected the chips bag, checking if it was really empty or if she’d missed some of its contents. When she was convinced there was nothing left, she crumpled the empty bag in her hand. She took aim at the trash bin next to the door like a basketball player, threw it, missed, and swore.

Siro hoped that she’d let go of the topic soon. It would help if they got another case they could focus on, but they were still assigned to the aftermath of the snuff ring case and its endless paperwork.

Metatron had told him that the people who had tried to kill him were the same ones who had abducted Nephilim and that he’d taken care of them. Siro didn’t have reason to doubt anything the High-Archangel had told him. After all, he’d shown himself to be more than generous.

But at the end of their conversation in the hospital, he’d mentioned that Siro shouldn’t have shared the information with anyone but him. There was only one person Siro had shared the information with—Linus, the hacker.

Siro felt he should have a conversation with the gentleman to find out what game he was playing. But going there and confronting him on his own turf would be risky. Siro wished he could take Kate along to have his back, but for that, he’d need to find a different reason to go up against the hacker than the assassination attempt on him.

He sighed inwardly. Everything would be so much easier if he could simply share everything with Kate.

Siro glanced out of the window and down at the street below. Dusk was creeping in, and Oldtown was slowly waking up to its full glory. Some things never changed, but he wasn’t the same anymore.

“And there’s that look on your face again,” Kate said.

Siro chuckled, caught. “I was just thinking maybe I should buy you dinner.”

“Don’t think you can appease me like that,” she said. “But I’m in. Where would you like to go?”

He shrugged. “Your choice.”

“Okay. There’s that new pizza place down the street we wanted to check out but never got the chance before your… accident.”

“Fine with me.”

Kate jumped up and smiled. “How did you know I’m hungry?”

That was pretty easy as she was always hungry, but he simply shrugged. “Just a hunch.”

“Oh, by the way.” She stopped and lifted her palm, remembering something. “Speaking of them, I totally forgot to tell you about the latest rumor.”

“Is the famous Detective Kate Rumor at it again?” Siro teased.

“Ah, shut up. Do you want to hear it or not?”

“Shoot.”

Kate came closer and lowered her voice. “So, apparently, something big went down a couple of weeks ago some twenty miles outside the city.”

“Big like what?”

“Not sure. But it seemed to be a serious military operation.”

“Like an attack? On us?”

“That’s what I heard.”

“I find that hard to believe, Kate. Who would attack us and why?”

“I don’t know, man,” she shrugged. “I only heard rumors. If something like that really happened, it’s been completely covered up. There’s no data indicating anything ever happened on that day.”

“Then leave it be and don’t try to dig anything up.”

Siro knew from experience what happened when a simple cop stuck his nose into affairs out of his league. He’d paid dearly for that…

“Do I look crazy to you?” Kate said, slightly offended. “I’m just telling you what I heard, that’s all. Let’s go and get that pizza.”

Siro pointed at the door with the gesture of a gentleman. “After you.”

Kate went ahead but then stopped at the door. “But just so we’re clear, it’s not a date.”

Siro laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

∆∆∆

The small VTOL landed on one of the platforms Nephilim had seen from above. Hot and humid air welcomed her when the aircraft doors opened and she and Phichai stepped out. The landing platform was surrounded by lush gardens, and if Nephilim hadn’t known better, she would have believed this was a real garden on the ground instead of on the 100th floor or higher of a skyscraper.

A soft breeze ruffled the leaves of the exotic trees and bushes, and the scent of wildflowers hung in the air. It probably came from dispensers, but it made the illusion of an actual garden perfect.

A row of people stood next to the landing platform. All of them were dressed in the same traditional silky clothes as the servant Nephilim had encountered in the palace earlier. They pressed their palms together and bowed deeply as Phichai and his guest approached.

The two cyborgs passed the welcoming committee and proceeded down a path that led to a small pond filled with beautiful red and golden fish. Behind it, stairs led up and inside the building. Only when looking upward did it become clear that this was a high-rise, and not a villa somewhere in the tropics.

Above Nephilim were ten more stories with more terraces.

“Yes, it’s incredible architecture,” Phichai said, obviously noticing Nephilim’s awe. “Do you like it?”

“It’s impressive,” Nephilim said. “Very different to what we have in Olympias.”

“This entire floor will be your residence for as long as you decide to be our guest,” Phichai said as they entered.

Even though the huge glass doors stood open, the inside was perfectly air-conditioned, using the same technology that Nephilim had noticed in the palace before.

The inside was beautifully arranged in Feng Shui style, dominated by white, black, and gold. Lotus flowers stood in huge, antique-looking vases, and there was even a small waterfall.

More servants stood lined up and bowed deeply as they entered.

“The master bedroom and bathroom are right behind this door,” Phichai said, pointing to their right. “Down the hall, you’ll find an indoor pool, and there’s also an outdoor one in the garden. If you need anything—anything at all—please let one of the housekeepers know. They speak English and are at your disposition.”

“Thank you,” Nephilim said, even though she was sure she wouldn’t need any servants.

She’d believed Metatron’s new home in the former Stavros Tower was luxurious, but compared to this, it was almost modest. And this was only the guest quarters! Surely the Tigress’ main residence area was even more luxurious.

Phichai turned toward her and smiled. “I’ll leave you to yourself now. I’m sure you’re tired and want to relax and refresh yourself after the journey and the exercise this morning.’’ He said the word “exercise” with a wink. “The Tigress will see you later.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Nephilim said.

“Is there anything else I can help you with? Anything at all?” Phichai said, looking her in the eye.

“I have one more question. Am I allowed to leave the building? Explore the city?”

He smiled. “But of course. As I said, you’re an honored guest, not a prisoner. You may come and go as you wish. Just keep the bracelet on at all times.”

“Understood.”

“I would recommend you take me along if you want to explore, however,” he added. “Our beautiful city is huge and alien to you. You don’t have access to our grid and might therefore get lost. Besides, I know the best places to show you.”

Nephilim nodded. “Alright.”

“Just let any of the servants know if you want to see me, and I’ll be here as soon as I can.”

With that, he pressed his palms together and bowed his head slightly.

“I’ll see you later, Nephilim.”

Once Phichai was gone, Nephilim went into the bedroom. She was indeed exhausted and wanted nothing more than a shower and a nap. On the other hand, she was sure she was too excited to sleep.

There was a whole new world for her to explore outside these walls. A world very different from her home in every imaginable way.

Yet she would have to practice patience. Phichai hadn’t said so directly, but she understood she wasn’t supposed to venture into the city alone. She might have been a guest and not a prisoner, but they wanted to keep a close eye on her, which was only understandable. She was sure Metatron would do the same with a guest from TogbuaXiang.

As much as she wanted to go out and explore, she would stay put and wait for the Tigress to summon her.

The bedroom was huge and decorated in the same elegant Feng Shui style as the rest of the guest quarters. A big bed covered with sheets of white silk faced the outside wall, which was made entirely of glass. The view was breathtaking. To her left, Nephilim saw the river, and to her right, the city spread seemingly endlessly. High-rises rose into the sky like crystal stalagmites. Golden pagodas shimmered in the sunlight at the riverbank, contrasting with its dark green waters.

Nephilim walked over to the windows and looked down.

Once again, she noticed what she’d observed before when they’d approached the tower in the aircraft. Beneath the many layers of terraces and viaducts that connected the high-rises gleamed countless lights. She spotted traffic and people walking on the sidewalks. It almost seemed like two different cities on top of each other. She wondered how it looked down there and couldn’t wait to explore TogbuaXiang properly.

Patience.

Metatron’s voice echoed in her head. And the voice was right, of course. She wasn’t here for sightseeing—she was here to finalize the deal with the Tigress. Although, right now, she wasn’t any smarter than when she’d first set foot on TogbuaXiang soil. The Tigress had been very cryptic with her statements. No doubt she knew exactly how and when to play her cards for the greatest effect.

Nephilim opened the door to the bathroom to take a shower but changed her mind once she stepped inside. A few minutes later, she was soaking herself in a bathtub that was big enough for three people. It was porcelain white and stood directly before the panoramic windows, offering an incredible view over Krung Thep. The water was scented, and rose petals floated on top.

Relaxing in the warm water, Nephilim finally had time to process everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

TogbuaXiang wasn’t at all what she’d expected.

Having considered the Asian megacorporation and, most of all, its elite cyborgs as enemy number one all her life, she wasn’t exactly sure what she’d expected to find here. As it had turned out, the city was much more beautiful than anything she could have imagined, but society here also seemed to be organized completely differently than in Olympias.

What Phichai had told her was not much, but it had been enough to surprise her deeply. It seemed that many ways from the old world had been preserved here. Aspects that had been outlawed in Olympias were entirely normal here. And yet TogbuaXiang society and the megacorporation controlling it seemed to flourish—something Olympias claimed to be impossible.

But the whole idea of the castes seemed very alien to Nephilim. Equality and an indiscriminatory lifestyle were two of the most important pillars of Olympian society. Something like castes would be unthinkable there.

Of course, not all animals were equal in Olympias, as Nephilim had learned. There was a huge gap between the elites residing in the Inner Circle and everyone else, although this was something the average citizen wasn’t aware of.

Nephilim couldn’t wait to learn more about TogbuaXiang society and customs, but most of all, she wanted to learn more about the Tigress. She was undoubtedly a very impressive and highly dangerous woman.

When she’d left Olympias, Nephilim had joked that the Tigress was like TogbuaXiang’s Metatron. In a way, she was, but even after their short encounter, Nephilim could tell that there were worlds between the Tigress and the High-Archangel.

Both were charismatic leaders, but the Tigress was more like a queen, born into a life of luxury and power. Metatron, though, had come from the bottom and made his way up to the Board of Olympias. No one had ever given him anything for free. Instead, he’d fought for everything he had, survived because he was smarter than everyone else.

Nephilim wondered if the Tigress was even equipped for combat. She had the yellow-golden cyborg eyes all Wasps had, but was she augmented otherwise? Or did she leave everything to Phichai and his people, commanding from afar?

The most important question was what the Tigress wanted from her. She must have had very good reasons to bring her here and risk a conflict with Metatron. And what did she mean by saying that Nephilim was “one of them”?

Nephilim had so many questions, and she hoped that the leader of the Wasps would give her some answers later.

Eventually, she noticed the water was getting cold and the sun was sinking. She got out of the bathtub, put on the silk bathrobe prepared for her, and decided to lie on the bed and rest a little. Despite all the thoughts swirling in her head, she fell asleep as soon as her head touched the lotus-scented pillow.


Chapter Seventeen

Power Games

“High-Archangel, what a pleasure,” Speaker Neftali said, spreading her arms into a welcoming gesture. “Thank you for joining me tonight.”

Metatron flashed his typical thin smile. “The pleasure is all mine, Speaker Neftali.”

She had been seated in the lounge area of her luxurious apartment but rose to greet her guest as he entered after a concierge robot had opened the door for him.

“Please, call me Larissa, Metatron,” she said. “There’s no need for formalities when we’re among friends.”

“Certainly, Larissa,” he said, smirking.

So far, Neftali was putting up a highly amusing charade, and Metatron was more than curious about where the evening would lead them. He had a very clear idea of why the Board Speaker had summoned him here tonight, and he was almost certain she wouldn’t disappoint him.

“Can I offer you something to drink?” she said, turning to a small bar beside the settee.

“Yes, whiskey on the rocks, please.”

As always, Neftali was dressed with a lot of style and elegance, which Metatron appreciated. Many members of the Board chose rather pompous attire, yet she stood out among them in many ways. Mostly because she was smarter and more cunning than most of that pathetic bunch.

Metatron respected her more than any of them, and it hadn’t come as a surprise that she’d reached out to him before anyone else.

He looked around the apartment while she was mixing the drinks, taking in every detail with great interest.

Her place wasn’t as large as the one he’d inherited from Cillian Stavros, but it was very close to the Pyramid. The big panoramic windows offered a magnificent view of the black center of power looming into the Olympian night sky. Even though it was illuminated to make it gleam in the night, the black megastructure seemed darker than the night above Olympias could ever be.

Neftali owned the entire building and inhabited the top floors. It was old for Olympias standards—it had been erected shortly after the Pyramid. In fact, they were so close that Neftali could easily have walked to work if she wanted—which, of course, she did not.

The spacious area in which she’d welcomed was elegantly furnished, neither pompous nor extravagant in any way. Clearly, a skilled interior designer had been at work here. The place appeared pragmatic, just like its owner.

Metatron couldn’t spot any personal effects whatsoever, which might have been because Neftali didn’t have a need for such things, or perhaps this was simply an area she used to entertain guests and she kept her personal stuff in her private areas. Which would be a smart thing to do.

“Charming place,” Metatron said as she turned around, a drink in each hand. “I like the view.”

Neftali chuckled. “Don’t we all?” She handed him his drink. “Cheers, Metatron. To our new-found friendship.”

“Cheers,” he replied.

“Please, take a seat. Dinner will be ready in just a few minutes.”

Metatron did as asked and took a seat on one of the sofas as she sat down across from him. Good. He wanted to keep the visit strictly professional and was hoping she wouldn’t make a move. He didn’t want to sabotage their new-found “friendship” by turning her down. But he would if it came to that.

With her olive-colored skin, shiny black hair, and intelligent eyes, Neftali was no doubt an attractive woman. She looked not a day over forty, although he knew she had to be at least his age, if not older. That didn’t matter to him, but the fact she was human did.

And most of all, for him, there was Nephilim and no one else.

“How do you feel?”

“Never better,” Metatron replied, sipping his drink and studying her.

“I must say that I’m still in awe that you led the defense personally. It was very selfless and heroic.”

Especially considering you and all your fine Board member friends left the city like rats leaving a sinking ship, Metatron thought with disgust.

But instead, he smiled modestly. “I simply did my duty. As I have done for decades.”

“You really care about Olympias,” she said thoughtfully.

“Of course I do.”

Although for different reasons than you might think.

“Is that the reason you asked me here tonight? To question my loyalty?”

She chuckled. “Not at all! I have something of utmost importance to discuss with you, and I wanted it to be private. This room is secured from any surveillance. Whatever we discuss tonight will stay between you and me. We can be completely open with each other.”

“I’m all ears,” Metatron said, sipping his drink.

“How do you like being a Board member? It’s been a couple of weeks now.”

It was about time you cowards appointed me.

“I believe I’m in the right place to serve Olympias even more by working closer with you and the other Board members.”

“I believe so, too. What do you think of Miller as CEO?”

There we go.

Metatron suppressed a grin, grimacing as if he wasn’t sure what to say next. “Do you really want my honest opinion?”

“Yes, please. As I said, nothing spoken here will leave this room. You have my word.”

And your word means less than dirt. Good thing I’m recording everything. You never know when it might come in handy.

“Well,” Metatron began, seemingly searching for the right words, “I have nothing but respect for CEO Miller… but he didn’t exactly show strong leadership during our biggest crisis.”

Neftali took a sip of her drink, watching him closely. “Yes, I agree.”

“That alone would have been forgivable. After all, it was an extremely stressful and challenging situation for all of us,” Metatron said. “However, we can’t ignore that it was his fault, and his fault alone, that Stavros acquired the codes for our defense systems and sold them to the enemy.”

He paused for a moment and looked Neftali in the eye.

“That mistake almost led to a catastrophe beyond measurement. If it wasn’t for the Guardian Angels, Olympias would be no more.”

“And the Board showed its gratitude by welcoming you into our midst,” Neftali said. “Let’s not forget about that either.”

“Certainly. And contrary to my predecessor, I would rather die than sell Olympias out.”

That was actually the truth. Metatron would never give up Olympias. He wanted it for himself.

Neftali’s mouth twitched, and she took a deep gulp of her drink. Clearly, she didn’t like being reminded that it had been one of them who’d sold Olympias out.

The Speaker cleared her throat. “As much as I dislike saying it, I agree with you, Metatron. It was the CEO’s weakness that caused the crisis in the first place.”

“Do you think he’s still fit for the job?” Metatron asked, keeping his tone as neutral as possible.

“No, I do not.”

“I see. What about the rest of the Board?”

“Most share our opinion. Which is why the Board will have a vote of no-confidence to remove Miller as CEO.”

“Do you think it’ll pass?”

“Yes, it will.”

Vultures.

Metatron nodded thoughtfully. “I have little experience in such matters, but I trust your judgment that it’s for the best. You have my vote, Larissa.”

She smiled. “Thank you, Metatron.”

“So, was this the reason you summoned me here today?”

“No.”

Metatron lifted his eyebrows in fake surprise. “No?”

“Well, it’s only half of it. Your vote in this matter is appreciated, but it would pass without you. The entire Board wants Miller gone.”

“And the other half of the matter?”

“Is about Miller’s successor.”

“You want me to vote for you, Speaker?”

“More than that. I want to be the next CEO, and you will help me with that.”

Metatron put on a fake expression of surprise. In truth, he’d expected this to be the outcome of the conversation. He’d sensed Miller’s days were almost over.

And, as always, when one CEO was dethroned, the Board would be at each other’s throats to decide who would take their place. In his many years as High-Archangel, Metatron had seen CEOs come and go, but this was the first time he’d actually been a part of the game. And he would play it to his advantage.

“I’ll certainly do everything in my power to support you, Larissa. I’m convinced you’re the best candidate for the job.”

“Thank you.”

“Who are your direct competitors?”

“Gollner, Devers, and Malik.”

Metatron nodded. He’d expected precisely those names to come up. William Devers owned half of Olympias’ media and was probably the candidate with the biggest chance of becoming the next CEO. Christopher Gollner was the director of GenX, Olympias’ biggest body farm, who had been appointed to the Board only a few years ago but was a very ruthless and cunning man. Like Stavros, Nora Malik was “old money” and had basically inherited the seat from her father. And like Stavros, she would do anything to end up at the very top of the food chain.

“Those are pretty serious competitors. It’ll be difficult to beat them.”

Neftali grinned. “I know. And that’s where you come into play, Metatron.”

“You want me to take care of them for you?”

“Only Devers and Gollner. I’ll handle Malik myself.”

Metatron put his empty glass on the side table and leaned back into the cushions, forming a pyramid with his fingers.

“You want me to kill them?”

“Only if necessary. I’ll leave it entirely up to you how you deal with them—as long as they drop out of the race.”

Wow, Metatron thought. He’d known that Neftali was ruthless. Every one of those vultures was. But he hadn’t been aware of how ruthless and cold-blooded she really was. She would literally kill to get the job… or she’d have someone else kill for her.

It impressed him.

“Let’s say I agree to help you,” he said slowly. “What’s in it for me?”

She shrugged. “Name your price.”

Metatron chuckled. “You can’t buy me with money, Speaker. You should know better.”

“What do you want then?” she asked, slightly irritated.

He remained silent for a moment, just looking at her, to give what he was about to say next more impact.

“The codes.”

She stared at him blankly for a second, then huffed out air. “I can’t do that, Metatron. You know that.”

“Why not?” he asked calmly. “Once you’re the CEO, the codes will be your responsibility. Who would be a better candidate to keep them secure than me?”

“Why do you even want them so badly?”

Metatron shrugged. “That’s simple. I don’t want something like the invasion to happen ever again. None of it would have happened if I’d had the codes instead of Miller.”

She pressed her lips together, visibly struggling with herself. “I’m not sure I can do that, Metatron. I’m sorry. Maybe we can find another agreement, like—”

“That’s unfortunate,” Metatron interrupted in a calm yet suddenly icy voice. “You see, you’re not the first Board member who’s secretly contacted me. I had a very similar conversation only a few days ago, and the gentleman I spoke to is willing to give me what I want if I support him.”

Neftali visibly blanched but regained control over herself quickly.

“You’re bluffing,” she hissed.

He grinned. “Am I? Are you willing to bet on that? You have a lot to lose, Speaker Neftali.”

She stared at him, and Metatron wondered if she was only now beginning to realize that she was sitting in the same room as a killer. Her memory of what had happened to Stavros must be still fresh.

“Who?” she asked.

Metatron shook his head slightly, smirking.

“Okay,” she finally pressed out, raising her palms. “You win. I’ll give you your damn codes if you make me CEO.”

Metatron smiled. “Deal.”

Suddenly, the tension that had built up between them eased as she leaned back and chuckled. “Goddamnit but you’re a bastard, Metatron. I should be glad you don’t have any ambition to become CEO.”

“My sole purpose is to protect Olympias. I leave politics to other people. You’ll be a fantastic CEO, Larissa.”

“We should drink to that,” she said. “And dinner should be ready, too.”

She stood, and he followed her example.

“Just one more thing,” he said, slowly approaching her. “You wouldn’t double-cross me, would you, CEO Neftali?”

He spoke in a calm and friendly voice, yet his sudden proximity had a strong effect on her. Reading her vital signals, Metatron could clearly see fear—and arousal.

“Of course not, Metatron,” she whispered, staring at him with wide eyes.

At the end of the day, even a Board member and one of the most powerful people in the world was only human.

A human who had suddenly found herself face-to-face with a killer cyborg.

Metatron smiled. “Good. I don’t expect you to double-cross me. After all, we’re… friends.”

He reached out, and for a moment, it seemed as if he wanted to touch her face, but then he extended his palm, slightly pulling back and creating more distance between them.

Neftali huffed out air, then had herself back under control.

She smiled and shook his hand.

∆∆∆

Nephilim opened her eyes. Her head felt heavy and confused for a moment, not remembering where she was or what had happened. But then the artificial parts of her brain took over, filling her mind with data. A second later, she remembered everything and was wide awake—and on alert.

Someone was here.

Nephilim sat up sharply. She was lying in the huge luxurious bed in the guest quarters assigned to her. The room was still exactly as it had been when she’d fallen asleep almost two hours ago, with the single difference that it was much darker now. Outside the panoramic windows, it had become night, and the city skyline was illuminated by golden lights.

Only now did Nephilim realize that it had been a knock on the door that had woken her.

Somewhere deep inside, she’d expected armed Wasps to come into her room and try to kill her. She quickly shook off the thought as her scan showed her who was outside the door.

“Come in,” she said, and two female servants entered the room.

They pressed their palms together and bowed deeply.

“Madame, Khun Prasataa is kindly asking you to join her for dinner,” one of them said in English with a thick Thai accent.

Finally!

“Please let her know I’ll be right there,” Nephilim replied as she jumped out of bed.

The servants waited outside as she got dressed, and she was ready less than ten minutes later. But when she left the bedroom, to her surprise, the two servants were gone. Instead, someone else was waiting for her.

Phichai was leaning against a pillar, his arms crossed and a smile on his face. He’d changed out of the Wasp combat armor he had been wearing earlier and was now wearing an elegant linen suit. If it hadn’t been for his yellow-golden cyborg eyes, he would easily have passed as a citizen of the Inner Circle in Olympias. It was hard to believe that this man had been born a slave.

“Good evening, Nephilim,” he greeted her. “I’m here to accompany you upstairs.”

Nephilim followed him down the hall. It led to a bigger one, which appeared to be the floor’s main access area.

Two Wasps flanked an open elevator door, and two more were positioned farther down the hall.

So much for me leaving whenever I want, Nephilim thought.

Were those soldiers positioned to keep her in or other people out?

“Those are the Tigress’ personal security forces,” Phichai said, answering her unasked question once they were inside the elevator. “You’ll find them all around the building.”

“Are they here because of me?” Nephilim asked bluntly as the elevator moved upward.

Phichai laughed. “I think you demonstrated today that only an army could stop you. No, they’re always here to protect the Tigress.”

“Is she in danger?”

Phichai didn’t immediately respond. Instead, he turned his head and looked at Nephilim, then asked a question in return. “Does the High-Archangel have no enemies?”

Nephilim shrugged. “None that are still alive.”

Phichai chuckled, shaking his head. “I’m afraid things are a little bit more complicated around here.”

“In what way?”

“You’ll see.”

The elevator stopped, and its door opened.

“After you,” Phichai said, extending his arm.

Nephilim exited the elevator into a hall that looked almost identical to the one she’d just come from, with the difference that there were more Wasps positioned here. These looked slightly different from the usual Wasp units, and in addition to their swords, they were also equipped with firearms.

None of them moved when Nephilim followed Phichai once again. Standing so still with their helmets covering their faces, they might as well have been statues. But Nephilim’s scan showed her that they were very real—and much more augmented than their ordinary brothers in arms.

The hall led to a beautiful garden on the roof, and the hot and humid tropical night air hit Nephilim as she exited the air-conditioned building and walked through the garden. It was artfully illuminated, and the scent of tropical flowers hung in the air. To her right, Nephilim saw an artificial lake with lotus flowers atop the water.

It was a peaceful atmosphere even though the building stood in the heart of a buzzing metropolis home to many millions of people.

A curious sight awaited Nephilim next.

They reached a clearing. In its center stood a huge golden statue. It looked ancient and showed a man in the lotus position, a blissful expression on his face. As soon as they came in sight of the statue, Phichai stopped and bowed deeply. It took Nephilim a moment to realize that it was the statue he was showing such respect.

“Please, go ahead,” he said after a moment. “She’s expecting you.”

As Nephilim approached the statue, she saw a figure kneeling in front of it. The air was filled with the smell of incense. It was a scent new to Nephilim and tickled her nose.

Her scan showed her who the kneeling figure was: the Tigress.

Slowly, Nephilim moved closer and then stopped a few feet away. The Tigress no doubt knew she was here, and Nephilim wanted to show her respect. It appeared that the leader of the Wasps was in the midst of some sort of ritual that was completely alien to Nephilim.

After a moment, the Tigress rose to her feet, showing the same gracefulness and agility all Wasps had. If Nephilim had had any doubts about whether the Tigress was augmented or not, they were now gone.

She tried scanning the Wasp leader more thoroughly but received an error message. Apparently, Suaa wore a jammer, similar to the ones Angels were equipped with. If someone tried to scan them, they would receive readings indicating that the Angel standing in front of them was an average, lightly augmented human and not a supersoldier more machine than human.

“Nephilim,” the Tigress said, turning toward her guest. “How do you like TogbuaXiang so far?”

She, too, had changed from the combat suit Nephilim had seen her in before and was now wearing a silk kimono-style gown that covered her entire body. It was black and adorned with golden embroidery. Her shiny black hair was artfully pinned up, and her lips were painted dark red.

If Nephilim hadn’t known better, she would hardly have believed that the petite woman in front of her was the leader of the deadliest cyborg squad in the world.

“What I’ve seen so far is beautiful and impressive,” Nephilim said.

“It pleases me you think so,” the Tigress said. “As you’ve probably noticed, many things are very different here than in your homeland.”

“Indeed. And, I admit, I have many questions.”

“I can’t promise to answer them all, but I’ll do my best,” the Tigress said. “Come with me. Let’s enjoy dinner.”

She headed down a path, heading away from the statue and the clearing, then turned her head one more time and grinned.

“Real food. Not what passes as such in Olympias.”

Despite her words being friendly, Nephilim could clearly sense the contempt the Tigress felt toward Olympias. She’d noticed something similar with Phichai before, but he’d disguised it better. Nephilim couldn’t help but feel a little bothered by that attitude.

Of course, she knew only too well that Olympias was a deeply flawed society. Metatron had opened her eyes to all the lies she and everyone else had been fed all their lives.

And yet, was TogbuaXiang so much better? It, too, was ruled by a megacorporation with an iron fist, and its societal structure was rooted in blatant inequality.

But she swallowed her pride and smiled. “I can’t wait.”

Nephilim followed the Tigress down a path through the lush garden and then up the stairs to another, smaller terrace. It was made entirely of plexiglass and seemed to hover over the river and the gigantic city around it. A single table with two chairs stood there. Lampions hovering in the air above it created pleasant indirect illumination.

Once again, Nephilim was impressed by the finesse of the architecture. She wished Metatron could see it as he’d surely appreciate it.

The Tigress sat down and pointed a long, elegant finger at the chair opposite her.

As soon as they were seated, two servants arrived and filled two glasses, one with water and the other with white wine.

“Cheers, Nephilim,” Suaa said, lifting her glass of wine. “To peace.”

“To peace,” Nephilim replied, then sipped on her wine. It was ice-cold, sweet, and delicious.

“Aren’t you tired of this stupid war our two corporations have been fighting for decades?” the Tigress asked, her yellow eyes studying Nephilim curiously.

“I am. And so is Metatron. He wants to end it as soon as things change in Olympias.”

“You mean, as soon as he’s in total control?” the Tigress said with a smirk. “I think we can cut the crap and talk completely honestly with each other. Woman to woman. Sister to sister.”

Nephilim looked at the Tigress in surprise. So far, everything about her and Phichai had been very formal, almost stiff. Now, however, a mischievous smile curled the Tigress’ beautiful lips as she casually leaned back in her chair, her glass in her hand.

“Metatron wants to rule over Olympias and elevate cyborgs to the highest status in its newly formed society, isn’t that so?”

“Yes,” Nephilim said. “Most of all, he wants to destroy the Board and Olympias’ ruling class.”

“Why does he hate them so much?”

Nephilim shrugged. “That’s his business.”

It was. And she wouldn’t discuss it with anyone, Tigress or not.

Suaa chuckled. “Well, my reasons are less noble and more pragmatic than his. I want what is rightfully mine.”

“TogbuaXiang?”

“I am the rightful heir, not my brother. He stole it from me, and I want it back.”

“So, you want to stage a coup?”

“In a way. My grandfather founded the corporation and the new era of unprecedented prosperity for our entire continent. I was his favorite. I was his heir. But my brother stole it from me, leaving me with control over our cybernetic troops. That’s why you’re here, Nephilim. You’re going to help me achieve my goal, and in return, the conflict between us and Olympias will end, once and for all.”

“What would you have me do?”

“That will depend on you. But let’s eat first. I hope you like spicy food.”

She pointed at a row of servants, who immediately approached the table, each carrying plates with dishes Nephilim had never seen before. But they smelled absolutely delicious.

“Of course,” she replied, although she wasn’t quite sure about that. Food in Olympias wasn’t particularly spicy, not even the exquisite dishes Metatron served at his home or the ones they enjoyed together in restaurants.

“I’m not surprised,” the Tigress said. “After all, you’re one of us. Please enjoy. In our culture, we share all dishes served equally, so please feel free to try anything you like.”

“Thank you.”

Nephilim watched how the Tigress put rice on her plate and then a small portion of several dishes next to it. She followed her example and decided to start with something that looked familiar as she’d seen it in Olympias: ramen.

After taking a bite, she couldn’t help but roll her eyes in delight.

“Good, yes?” Suaa asked.

“Yes, I like ramen.”

The Tigress shook her finger. “That’s not ramen; it’s called pad thai. We also eat a lot of Japanese food here, but I wanted you to try the specialties of my country tonight.”

Nephilim nodded and took another bite of the delicious food, then changed the topic.

“You’ve mentioned twice now that I’m one of you. Why would you say that?”

The Tigress shrugged. “Because of your mother.”

Nephilim stared at her. She needed all her self-control not to show her surprise.

It was impossible! It couldn’t be…

The Tigress raised an eyebrow. “Wait… Did Metatron never tell you who your mother was? I assume you don’t remember her as all you Angels get your memories wiped when you join the corps.”

“You… knew my mother?” Nephilim asked, completely flabbergasted.

“Yes, of course. I was the one who sent your mother to Olympias.”


Chapter Eighteen

The Cult

Metatron was very pleased.

Not just with how the evening had gone so far but also, and most of all, with himself.

Today, he had come much closer to his goal than ever before. With just a little bit more patience, he’d finally get the codes for Olympias’ defense troops. Once he had those, nothing would be able to stop him and his Guardian Angels.

He had speculated that Neftali would reach out to him like this. Even if they hadn’t come to such a “mutually” beneficial agreement, she would have been his first choice as CEO.

She was an intelligent woman, and maybe she understood that Metatron had played a bluff on her, but either way, she had too much to lose if she didn’t play along. She wanted nothing more than to become the ruler of the Olympias Conglomerate and, with it, one-third of the world. And if a pact with the Devil was her best bet to achieve that goal, so be it.

Metatron was still surprised by how ruthless Neftali really was, however. Asking him to murder her competitors was extreme, even for people like her.

Of course, Metatron had no scruples whatsoever with killing any of them, but maybe that wouldn’t be necessary. A vacant Board seat might make things unnecessarily complicated.

He smiled at his hostess sitting across the table from him. They had spent their meal mainly exchanging small talk and discussing some business topics of lesser importance. The food was good, although a bit bland for his taste. Expensive things weren’t necessarily good—he’d learned that a long time ago when he’d first started frequenting rich people’s places.

The wine was decent, however.

Judging by her body language and vital functions, Neftali was similarly pleased with the outcome of their negotiations. Most likely, she’d expected to pay him a fortune, maybe combined with valuable stock shares. Neftali was clearly happy that she’d get what she wanted on the cheap, utterly oblivious of the price she and everyone else would really have to pay.

There was one more thing Metatron wanted to discuss, though, and he hoped that tonight was the perfect occasion.

“I have a question for you,” he said once they’d finished dessert.

She lifted an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“This ritual you and Miller were talking about the other day. Can you tell me more about it?”

She chuckled. “And spoil the surprise? You’ll see soon enough, Metatron.”

Metatron gazed at her, slowly shaking his head. “I don’t like surprises. I’d appreciate it if you could tell me more about what to expect.” When she didn’t reply, he added, “After all, we’re not only friends now but co-conspirators. No one will know if you tell me, and no one will learn from me that you spoiled the surprise.”

Neftali rolled her eyes. “Fine. What would you like to know?”

“You mentioned that it’s a blood ritual.”

“It is. You of all people should have no problem with that. Spilling blood is your business, after all.”

“It’s no problem at all. As a matter of fact, I’m fascinated. How exactly will it take place?”

“There’s a secret chamber under the Pyramid. Whenever we appoint a new member, or a new CEO, for that matter, such a ritual takes place.”

“For what purpose?”

“It’s a tradition. It’s been performed for centuries—millennia, even.”

It’s true, Metatron thought.

Lucifer had been right. The truth had been right there in front of him for all these years, yet Metatron hadn’t seen it… or maybe he’d chosen not to see it. It was simply too absurd.

“So, it’s an ancient ritual?”

She nodded. “Yes. The blood sacrifice guarantees us power, fortune, prosperity, and longevity, among other things.”

“And you really believe that?”

“I have no reason not to believe it.”

All animals are equal… Metatron thought with growing disgust.

In a society that had gotten rid of religion and even spirituality, it turned out that an illustrious circle had kept a little cult running all this time.

“Come with me, Metatron,” Neftali said, suddenly getting up from the table and waving her hand at him to follow. “Let me show you something.”

Curious, Metatron followed her down the hall into a side corridor that led to a closed door. Neftali opened it, and they both stepped inside.

The room was small and windowless, the only illumination coming from a row of candles.

It was empty apart from a pedestal. A statue stood there. It wasn’t big, nor was it particularly artful, yet Metatron couldn’t help but stare at it in disbelief.

“Here he is,” Neftali said with honest devotion in her voice. “Beautiful, don’t you think?”

“Is that… Baal?” Metatron asked, not showing how flabbergasted he was.

“He goes under many names,” Neftali said. “We simply refer to him as Lightbringer.”

Holy fuck.

“I see.”

She turned her head and smiled at him. “I knew you’d understand, Metatron. Some have a difficult time wrapping their minds around it and… believing.”

You don’t say.

“That’s unfortunate,” he said, smiling back at her.

“Let me tell you a secret,” she whispered conspiratorially.

“I’m all ears.”

“Sometimes people can’t go through with it. The blood sacrifice. In such cases, they don’t leave the ritual alive.”

“I’m intrigued.”

Neftali chuckled. “Usually, we keep this a secret from the candidates… for obvious reasons. But in your case, I know there’s nothing to worry about.”

“You can always count on my loyalty.”

For a brief moment, Metatron wished for nothing more than to snap out one of his blades and make her a sacrifice right there. Or maybe squeeze her throat, slowly destroying her trachea and watching how she suffocated on her own blood.

Neftali must have seen something in his face, or maybe she sensed something, as she backed away slightly just then.

Instead, Metatron put on his most charming smile. “Thank you for showing me this, Larissa. I appreciate it greatly.”

“You’re welcome, Metatron,” she said, moving toward the door.

But he grabbed her arm and stopped her, softly yet with frightening speed.

“Just one more question,” he said, still smiling. “What kind of person is to be sacrificed?”

“It must be the blood of an innocent for the ritual to work.”

Metatron’s blood ran cold.

For a microsecond, memories flooded him. Memories from so long ago that it seemed like a dream. Memories he’d only shared with one person in the world: Nephilim.

Memories so painful that they were barely bearable.

Yet he kept smiling.

Leaving the room with Neftali, he glanced over his shoulder one more time and looked at the statue, which appeared as if it were staring back at him.

No more sacrifices for you.

∆∆∆

The night air was crisp when Metatron stepped outside the building. He took a deep breath, filling his artificial lungs with oxygen.

Directly in front of him, the Pyramid rose into the heavens, looking like a menacing black shadow that swallowed all the light—and life—around it.

For a moment, he just stood there, staring at it. He’d dreamed of residing up there after toppling over the system for many years. Now, however, Metatron wished for nothing more than to blow that damn thing up. To vaporize it—with everyone inside.

Patience.

He forced himself to avert his gaze from the black colossus. Then he turned to his left and walked away.

Usually, he would have taken his autonomous limousine, but tonight, he felt like he needed some fresh air. Besides, it was only a fifteen-minute walk from Neftali’s residence to the Stavros Tower—the Metatron Tower.

It wasn’t late yet, barely after ten PM, but this part of the city was usually quiet at night. Of course, the Inner Circle offered countless upscale venues catering to any taste where the richest of the rich could spend their money: restaurants, bars, clubs, high-end brothels, and more. Similar to Oldtown, every imaginable fetish was catered to in certain parts of the Inner Circle, albeit a hundred times more expensively than anywhere else.

However, there wasn’t much going on around the Pyramid at night. At least on the streets, as no one could tell what depravities were happening behind closed doors. Including in the Pyramid itself.

Walking down the street and away from Olympias’ center of power, Metatron shook his head in disbelief. He couldn’t really say what bugged him more. What was happening inside the black glass colossus or the fact he hadn’t known about it for all these years.

It was outright embarrassing. He, who had his eyes and ears everywhere, who considered himself smarter than everyone else, especially the Board, whom he’d classified as clowns, had been utterly blindsided.

But on the other hand, this was the year 2096, and Olympias praised itself for being the most progressive society in the history of mankind. Any form of superstition had been eradicated, or so it seemed. Metatron was old enough to remember how religion had been banned at the beginning of the new era, how Christians had been prosecuted, how churches and other places of worship had been closed down and destroyed. It had taken two generations to rewire people entirely, but it had been a success.

Metatron himself was an atheist, even though he’d been raised a Catholic—before the world had gone down in flames. He didn’t believe in anything simply because he chose to believe there was nothing there, no higher being, no concept, no greater good. He was a nihilist rather than a believer in something evil. Because that was something he’d learned at a young age: the world was evil, and bad people were rewarded while good people suffered.

It was a world in which the villains always won.

To win—to survive—he’d had to become one of them. And he had become the best.

No, Metatron didn’t believe in anything but himself. And Nephilim.

And yet, as it had turned out, not all animals were equal.

Again, he shook his head at himself. Why did it surprise him so much? He knew that every society that claimed it was rooted in equality was, in truth, anything but equal. Not all animals were equal because some always were and always would be more equal than others.

As it had also turned out, a very illustrious circle, the elites among the elites, had been running a little secret cult. An archaic cult rooted in mankind’s dark times, in the time before society found enlightenment.

Blood sacrifices.

There could be no doubt what Neftali meant when she’d told Metatron that his sacrifice needed to be the blood of an innocent.

Baal, Satan, the “Lightbringer”—whoever Neftali and her fine friends really worshipped didn’t matter to him. He didn’t believe any such entities existed. They were figments of the human imagination, the same as God himself.

But of all possible religions, choosing to worship an entity that was evil? That was what Metatron found most disturbing about the whole idea. Choosing to worship evil for personal gain.

Even if evil didn’t exist in a personalized form, the idea of worshipping it of all things was sickening. Even for someone as cold-blooded as himself.

Then again, as he knew himself, the world was evil. Evil always won. What if…

No.

He wouldn’t allow himself to go down that path.

Metatron had been so sunken in thought that he hadn’t noticed he was approaching the Sta—no, his tower. The Neo-Art Deco architecture stood gloomy against the never-really dark sky of the city. He also realized his limousine was still in the parking garage under Neftali’s building and that he’d need it to get to the Cube tomorrow morning.

He established a connection over his neural implant and gave the AI powering the car the command to drive home.

Was he a hypocrite?

During his long life, he’d killed more people than he could remember. Some of them with his own hands, many more on his orders. Some of them had deserved death. Most had not. Yet he’d meted it out anyway without feeling remorse… without feeling anything.

Why should he be upset about the Board playing childish games, including blood sacrifices?

Was there really such a difference between him and them?

The difference was that he’d been created to be that way, shaped from a human being into a cold-blooded killing machine. Created to do the Board’s dirty work, to keep them in power no matter what.

Yet they’d chosen to worship an evil entity for their personal gain. They killed for personal gain. All of it while looking down on Metatron and his kind yet feeling like something better.

Maybe he was a hypocrite, but there was a vast difference between him and them.

The biggest difference was that he would put an end to them and their games once and for all.

He’d almost arrived at his tower, which loomed down at him on the other side of the street, when he saw his limousine drive around the corner and approach the entrance to his parking garage.

Just when he was about to set foot on the street to cross it, an alarm suddenly popped up on his HUD.

IMPACT IMMINENT

Metatron didn’t even think; he reacted within a split second.

He leaped backward, away from the street and toward the closest building. Before even hitting the ground, he took up a protective position, shielding his head with his titanium arms.

Not one second too soon.

There was a bright light and a swoosh as if a hornet swarm were coming closer—at hypersonic speed.

Then a rocket hit the limousine, which was just about to turn left and into the garage.

The impact was so massive that the vehicle vanished in a huge fireball as it exploded before its parts were catapulted in all directions. The following shockwave shattered every window on the lower floors of the surrounding buildings.

Hunkering down, Metatron was thrown against the wall of the closest building. Shattered glass rained down on him while pieces of flaming debris—which a second ago had been his car—fell all around him.

His system warned him with another proximity alert. Showing speed and agility that only a cyborg had, Metatron leaped forward and roll-dodged out of harm’s way. A burning tire crashed into the building where he had been standing less than a second ago, sending out sparks that scorched his clothes.

A damage report flared up in his vision confirming what he already knew: no major damage to biological parts besides a few minor cuts. Debris had hit his lower arm and thigh, causing slight damage to the synthetic flesh.

Metatron turned his head and looked at the burning wrack that had been his car less than five seconds ago.

This was no accident. Someone had tried to kill him.

Across the street, black-clad figures stormed outside and onto the road. The Guardian Angels he had stationed in the lobby of his building.

In the blink of an eye, four of them had crossed the street and were at his side, weapons in their hands. They formed a protective circle around him, shielding him with their bodies from potential further attacks.

“High-Archangel?” one of them asked. “Are you unharmed?”

Even though he tried to be professional, Metatron could clearly hear in the young man’s voice that he was shaken. For his people, an attack on him was more terrifying than an attack on their own lives.

“I’m alright,” Metatron said, straightening up.

“Backup is inbound,” Suriel, the young Angel, reported.

“The attack came from above,” Metatron said calmly. “Send out our drones and have them clear the sky in the area.”

“Yes, High-Archangel.”

Metatron glanced up at the sky, but even his enhanced eyes and sensors couldn’t spot anything. Whoever—or whatever—had fired the missile was gone.

A moment later, he heard the familiar humming sound of an Angel corps VTOL approaching at high speed. It had taken his people less than sixty seconds to arrive.

This was why he always kept two squads on standby. They were always launch-ready and could reach the Inner Circle in less than ninety seconds.

Still shielded by his people, Metatron crossed the street toward his building. He doubted there would be another attack on him, but he let the Angels stay close to him anyway, more for their reassurance than his own. He stopped briefly at the burning wreck and glanced at it.

If he’d been in there, he would have been killed, that was for sure. Even a cyborg couldn’t survive such an explosion.

It was pure luck that he hadn’t been in the car. Usually, he would’ve taken the limousine instead of walking. Whoever was behind this attack had anticipated that Metatron would be in his car on the way home.

The hair on his neck stood up as he realized that he’d been touched by death once again.

And yet he was still here.

Metatron was about to enter his building when he noticed blood dripping on the ground. He lifted his hand and only now realized that he’d suffered a cut on his cheek. It wasn’t deep, but it was bleeding heavily and would have to be treated.

Just then, a signal in his head indicated that he was receiving a call. Zephaniel.

“Metatron!” his second-in-command said once the connection was established. “Are you alright?”

“I am.”

“Thank goodness. I was concerned when I received a message reporting that there had been an attack on you.”

Metatron smiled. “Thank you, Zephaniel.”

“I’m on my way to you.”

“Send a forensics team here and secure the area. I want our people to check all available footage and data from the time of the attack. I also want to know what was in the sky that attacked me and where it went.”

“Consider it done. We’ll find them.”

“You may remain down here,” Metatron addressed his bodyguards once he’d cut the connection with the First-Archangel. “Help the reinforcements secure the area.”

“Yes, High-Archangel.”

Metatron knew that he could leave everything to his people for now. Meanwhile, he could put something on the cuts he’d suffered. And he needed a drink.

As black Guardian Angel VTOL landed on the street directly outside the entrance, Metatron entered the elevator that would take him upstairs.

Once no one could see him, the High-Archangel closed his eyes and exhaled deeply.

That had been close.


Chapter Nineteen

Answers

Nephilim stared at the Tigress while her mind tried to process what she’d just heard.

Then, all of a sudden, she felt a burning sensation on her tongue, which quickly began spreading through her mouth. Nephilim began coughing.

Her first thought was that her hostess had poisoned her, but then she realized what the heat was: spiciness. Extreme spiciness.

Soon, Nephilim’s cheeks began burning too, and her internal system reacted by cooling her entire body temperature by a degree. Yet the burning in her mouth wouldn’t stop.

She grabbed her wine glass and emptied it with one gulp, hoping the liquid would stop the burning. It didn’t.

Nephilim stared at the dish she’d just tried. It had appeared to be just a glass noodle salad, but apparently it was a dish straight from Hell.

Across from her, she saw the Tigress grinning, clearly highly amused by Nephilim’s torment.

Nephilim reached out for a glass of water, but Suaa shook her head.

“It won’t help.”

Great. Then I guess I’m going to die, Nephilim thought.

“Red Thai chillies are the strongest in the world,” the Tigress said. “And the glass noodle salad is full of them. It’s one of our spiciest dishes. Which is why I asked if you can handle hot food.”

Only now did Nephilim notice the tiny red dots covering the dish. The chillis had been chopped into such small pieces that she hadn’t seen them before putting a forkful of noodles into her mouth.

“Here.” The Tigress pointed at a small porcelain bowl filled with sugar. “Put a spoonful into your mouth. It will neutralize the spice.”

Nephilim did as instructed and was surprised by how well this little trick worked. After only a few seconds, she felt much better. She swallowed the sugar and could finally feel her tongue again.

“Thank you.”

The Tigress chuckled, her yellow eyes gleaming in the night. “And here I was thinking that it was the information I just shared that made you choke. Instead, it was our food. Maybe you’re a farang after all.”

“Farang?”

Suaa shrugged. “It’s how we refer to non-Asians.”

Now that her mouth and throat weren’t on fire anymore, Nephilim took a deep gulp of water before she spoke again.

“Please tell me about my mother.”

“I’ll be happy to,” the Tigress said. “What do you know about her?”

“Almost nothing, I’m afraid.”

“But you know who your parents were, don’t you?”

Nephilim didn’t reply. Instead. she took a sip of water, hoping Suaa would continue talking. Something she had learned from Metatron.

She didn’t want to mention who her parents had been because she couldn’t be sure the Tigress really knew. She might be bluffing.

“Your mother was one of us,” the Tigress said after a few moments. “Her name was Aika. She was Japanese and one of my people.”

“You mean she was a Wasp?”

The Tigress snickered. “That’s not what we call ourselves, but yes. Aika was a ‘Wasp,’ yet she wasn’t a cyborg. She was a Shinpi.”

“What’s that?”

Nephilim could hardly hide how fascinated and curious she was. She’d never realized that she barely knew anything about her mother. If Metatron spoke about her parents, it was usually about her father, who had overshadowed everyone and everything. Even Metatron. She didn’t remember anything about her parents herself, so she had zero relation to them. Nevertheless, she was intrigued.

“A Shinpi is a member of TogbuaXiang intelligence. Simply put, a spy. When I sent Aika to Olympias, it was for a very specific reason: to get close to your father.”

She knows.

If Nephilim had had any doubts that the Tigress knew exactly who she was, those were now gone. She knew Nephilim wasn’t just any Guardian Angel, not even just an Archangel and Metatron’s lover. The Tigress knew that Lucifer had been her father.

But how?

“You know who my father was,” she said, trying to sound as indifferent as possible.

“Yes. Your father was the High-Archangel, the founder of the Guardian Angel corps. He called himself Lucifer.”

“How do you know about that?” Nephilim blurted out.

The Tigress laughed. “We have our spy network in Olympias. But contrary to the Rosprom spies who constantly try to influence the events in Olympias, or sabotage them, our people are simply there to observe.

“I didn’t know you existed until you began showing up at Metatron’s side about a year ago. When I saw a picture of you for the first time, I was struck by the resemblance with your mother. A DNA test confirmed this.”

“How did you acquire my DNA?”

“That was easy. A glass you drank from was enough to extract it,” the Tigress said with a shrug.

Nephilim realized that must have happened at the rooftop restaurant she and Metatron had visited three months ago when he’d exchanged information with the Wasp spies. Unnoticed by both of them, the spies had taken a little souvenir.

“And how do I know your father was no one other than Lucifer? Because your mother fulfilled her assignment perfectly. Almost too perfectly,” the Tigress said. “Thirty years ago—my venerable grandfather was still alive and in charge back then—we sent out a delegation of envoys to discuss a possible truce. In truth, two of our agents had the mission to get close to Lucifer and murder him.

“At the time, we thought that removing him would solve most of our problems, but as it turned out, we were very wrong about that. One agent was male, and one was female—your mother. Both were equipped with state-of-the-art epidermal augmentations that dispensed pheromones. Nowadays, this technology isn’t anything special anymore—all high-class prostitutes use such augmentations—but back then, it was practically untraceable.”

The Tigress stopped her story for a moment and grinned. “We expected Lucifer to go for the man. His preferences were well-known to us. Aika was more of a ‘just in case’ substitute. To our surprise, it was her who was able to get very close to him.”

Nephilim listened, fascinated. She knew the story of her parents only vaguely from what Metatron had told her. It was interesting to hear the other side of it.

“But she didn’t kill him,” Nephilim said.

Suaa chuckled. “She did not, that’s correct. Instead, the two of them disappeared together. Something no one ever would have anticipated.”

“You never tried to find them?”

“We tried to track them down but had no success. In the end, it didn’t matter so much. The mission was to get rid of the High-Archangel, and it was accomplished, although not quite as planned. On his way out, Lucifer tried to kill Metatron but failed, as we all know. Which was too bad from our perspective. With both of them gone, things would have been much easier for us. We thought that removing Lucifer would solve most of our problems, but as it turned out, his successor became an even bigger threat.”

“Metatron.”

“He surpassed his mentor in almost everything. He became stronger, smarter, more cunning, and way more dangerous than Lucifer ever was. So, from our perspective, the entire endeavor was a complete failure as we replaced one problem with a much bigger one.”

Nephilim smiled. All these years, Metatron had hated her father for everything he’d done to him. Things the Tigress would never learn about. No one would. And yet, despite everything, he admired him. All his life, he’d believed he stood in Lucifer’s shadow. Yet he’d surpassed him in everything.

And he was only getting started.

Nephilim, too, had hated her father after she’d learned the truth about him. She’d never wasted much thought on the role her mother had played. Now, she was beginning to realize that all of this had been one huge tragedy that almost led to Metatron’s death and later cost her parents their lives. A tragedy willingly orchestrated by the woman sitting across from her.

Yet the biggest irony was that if the Tigress hadn’t sent Aika to Olympias, Nephilim wouldn’t be sitting here now.

“What was my mother like?” she asked after a moment of contemplation.

“Very beautiful. She wasn’t picked for the job for no reason. She had a unique aura of equal strength and fragility.”

The great Lucifer was deceived, Nephilim thought.

She wondered if her father ever found out that her mother had been deliberately sent out to seduce and deceive him. Metatron certainly didn’t know about it. To this day, he believed Lucifer had run away with a random Wasp woman. In reality, he’d fallen into a honey trap. One that was supposed to have cost him his life—and it later did, but not the way it was intended. For some reason, Aika couldn’t go through with it, and instead of murdering him, she ran away with him.

Was it love?

Possibly. But maybe there was even more to this story.

“In the end, it was a good thing that Lucifer failed to kill Metatron,” the Tigress said after a moment of silence. “Otherwise we wouldn’t be allies today, conspiring to end the endless war between our people. But that’s enough ancient history for now, don’t you think? We should talk about the future.”

“As you wish,” Nephilim replied.

In truth, she would have loved to hear more old stories. So much had become clear to her during this conversation. But she understood that wasn’t why she was here.

“I have one more question,” Nephilim said, remembering something she’d wanted to ask all along.

“Of course,” the Tigress said, waving her hand airily. “Ask.”

“If you were planning to take control over TogbuaXiang and have been communicating with Metatron to establish peace, why did you side with Rosprom against us a year ago?”

The Tigress slowly shook her head. “I didn’t. That was my brother, the mindless fool. There wasn’t much I could do about it, but I provided Metatron with information about their assault.”

Of course! Nephilim thought. That was how Metatron had been able to scare the Board into raising the Guardian Angels’ budget and let him establish the body farm at Angelborn.

“So, what would you have me do?” Nephilim asked. “You still haven’t told me exactly why you summoned me here.”

The Tigress leaned back in her chair and casually placed an elbow on the headrest.

“I summoned you here because I need your help. You are the best Guardian Angel in Metatron’s corps, and only the best can accomplish the task.”

“I’m happy to help if I can,” Nephilim said. “What is it?”

“That depends on you. I want you to accept one more challenge. Fight one more fight against the best of my people. If you win, I’ll send you home tomorrow with my full support, no matter what. If you lose, you will do whatever I demand, even if it costs you your life.”

Nephilim furrowed her brow. That was a very strange request, and she wasn’t sure what to think of it.

But she’d come here to TogbuaXiang to bring Metatron the alliance he needed to change the world once and for all. So far, she’d beaten every challenge the Tigress had thrown at her. She was confident that she would win again.

In fact, it sounded like a pretty good deal. She would win the duel and fly home tomorrow.

“Alright, who would you like me to fight?”

The Tigress smiled, looking like a cat who had just caught a mouse.

“Me.”

∆∆∆

Finwick had a very bad feeling about all of this.

He knew that Mama Legba had shown herself to be nothing but friendly and benevolent to him and that there was no reason to distrust her. So far, he’d delivered everything she’d asked for, and she had no reason to be dissatisfied with him. And he’d managed to avoid giving out any information that could put Nephilim in danger.

This was different, however.

The client he was about to meet wanted very specific information. Mama had made it clear to him that she expected him to cooperate and deliver anything this client asked for.

Following the gangster boss and two of her bodyguards to an area of the Underground closed to the public, he tried to convince himself that everything would be fine and that he would somehow maneuver the waters safely, as always. And yet his gut was telling him that this would be different—and it made him feel nauseous.

Maybe it had something to do with the fact that this place caused him anxiety?

The last time he was here was when he and Sarah had had to hide from Zephaniel and the Guardian Angels hunting them. If it hadn’t been for Mama Legba, who’d hidden him and Sarah, he’d be dead by now, that was for sure. And he would have suffered a horrible death in unspeakable agony after being tortured by Zephaniel.

The thought alone made him feel ice-cold, and at the same time, he began sweating on his back like he always did when he was under stress.

Mama Legba, who was walking several feet ahead of him with surprising swiftness for a person of her size, turned around and glared at him.

“You really should work on your fitness, Shorty.”

“I’m coming,” he huffed out, hurrying after her as fast as he could.

“Look at me, I’m twice your age and twice your size, yet I’m twice as fast as you,” Mama Legba sneered, showing the full delight of her golden teeth.

“Where exactly are we going?” he asked, ignoring the mockery.

“To a place where we’ll have some privacy. We can’t risk anyone eavesdropping on us in this case. One wrong word to one wrong person and—”

She made the cutthroat gesture with her hand. Which made Finwick even more nervous.

They passed the hatch that led to the secret storage room where he and Sarah had hidden from the Angels, and they also passed the disguised entrance that led down to the smuggler tunnel they’d used to escape. It felt like an eternity ago, yet it was hardly more than three months.

Instead, they went straight for the abandoned food court, where dust-covered signs advertised brands no one remembered anymore. Mama Legba entered one particular food stall and went into the kitchen area at the back. Following her, Finwick glanced at the dusty sign, which had become almost unreadable over the decades: izza Hut.

Finwick couldn’t help but wonder if the first word was supposed to be Pizza, and his stomach grumbled instantly and his mouth watered. He rolled his eyes at himself. Did he really have nothing better to do than think about pizza? In his defense, though, he hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. Mama Legba had canceled his dinner plans.

The kitchen was as dusty and filthy as everything else in this seemingly slowly decaying and rotting part of the Underground. And yet, hidden in the darkest corner, Finwick spotted a door. It wasn’t just any door but a modern high-security door, practically unhackable, even for him. Well, it would be no big deal for Nephilim and her kind, but this was why the door was so well hidden in a place that seemed completely worthless.

One of Mama’s thugs typed in a code, and the door opened with a soft click. Behind it, stairs led down into the darkness.

Not again, Finwick thought.

But he begrudgingly followed his boss. As soon as they entered the stairwell, lights sprang on and revealed that the staircase went a long way down. It became warmer the farther they descended, and Finwick guessed that they must be deep underground, far below the old mall and all its basements and tunnels.

Finally, they reached the end of the stairs and proceeded into a labyrinth of narrow corridors and tunnels. Some led into rooms packed with all kinds of stuff, most likely illegal goods; others led simply into darkness.

Finwick was curious about what this place was, or rather, what it used to be in the old days, but he didn’t dare ask. He’d learned that the gang—of which he was now a part, whether he wanted to be or not—treated such questions as stupid. No one was really interested in what such structures used to be. All they were interested in was what they were now—smuggler tunnels. After all, Mama’s primary business model was smuggling and selling firearms, illegal narcotics, and even highly illegal tech from one of the other two corporations.

They reached another high-security door. This one led into a huge space, mostly shrouded in darkness. Only a couple of old-fashioned lamps dangled from the ceiling, creating cones of light. But the stripes and markings on the old concrete floor left no doubt about what this used to be in the old days: a parking garage. This must have been the lowest level. Most likely, the upper floors had been flattened and filled up when the city planners modernized Olympias and turned downtown Atlanta into Oldtown.

About fifty feet away, Finwick spotted three people waiting for them in one of the cones of light—two men and one woman. One of the men was bulky, tall, and almost as heavily augmented as Mama’s thugs, although he was missing the ugliness and lack of style most of Mama’s people liked to put on display.

The woman was augmented, too, but in a very different way. She wore a massive implant on her temple, another on her neck, and something on her wrist. Or maybe her arm was artificial; Finwick couldn’t tell from this distance. But he could tell what this woman was: a hacker.

The man in the middle was clearly in charge. He was handsome, with brown hair and emerald eyes, and appeared to be in his late thirties or early forties. Contrary to his two friends, he didn’t have any visible augmentations.

All three wore typical Oldtown chic clothes that made them blend in perfectly. The woman had fire-red hair that fell down to her shoulders and a florescent tattoo on her temple. The brute wore loose clothes that were supposed to cover most of his augmentations, while the man in the middle was dressed in a gray trench coat.

Mama Legba and her two thugs stopped a few feet away from the group. Finwick didn’t know what to do, so he stopped a step behind his boss just so he could peek around one of Mama’s men’s shoulders.

“Good evening,” Mama Legba said.

She stretched her right hand out toward her bodyguard. He followed an unspoken command and placed a cigar in her fingers, then lit it.

“Good evening, Mama,” the man in charge of the newcomers replied. “We appreciate you meeting us today.”

“My pleasure,” she said, puffing on her cigar. “But tell your boss that this is the last time. We’re even now, clear?”

“I’ll pass the message on,” the man said with a smile that didn’t seem quite genuine. Whoever those people were, Mama Legba behaved differently around them compared to anyone else.

“Is that him?” the man asked, pointing at Finwick.

“Shorty!” the gangster boss barked, snapping her fingers.

Finwick stepped forward, suddenly irritated that he was being treated like a child… or less.

“Yes, that’s me.”

“Shorty, that’s Liam and his people. You’re going with them, and you’re gonna share everything you know about them. Understood?”

“Wait? What?” Finwick pressed out.

“You heard me.”

He didn’t want to go anywhere with these shady people he knew nothing about! And he didn’t want to share his knowledge about the Guardian Angels with Liam and his friends either.

It almost felt as if Mama Legba was selling him.

“It’s okay. There’s nothing to worry about,” Liam said. “We’re the good guys.”

“Aha,” Finwick said, not convinced.

“No discussion, Shorty—you’re going with them,” Mama Legba said, crossing her arms and smoking her cigar.

“Who are you people anyway?” Finwick asked, his heart beating heavily now.

Why was he pushed around by everyone in his life?

No, not by everyone, he reminded himself.

Nephilim was the only person who had always treated him with respect.

“We are the ones who will free the people of Olympias,” Liam said. “But to do that, we need to get rid of the Guardian Angels first. And you’re going to help us with that.”

Before Finwick could reply, Mama snapped her fingers, and the brute next to him grabbed him and dragged him over to the three newcomers. The big guy immediately held him by the shoulders, making it impossible for Finwick to escape.

Not that he would have tried. Where would he even run? He was in an underground maze deep under Oldtown. He would probably just get lost and die.

“But what about Sarah?” Finwick pleaded, looking Mama Legba in the eye. “She’ll be scared if I don’t come home, and—”

“We’ll take care of her while you’re gone,” the gangster boss said with a grin that made Finwick shiver.

“Always a pleasure doing business with you,” Liam said, slightly bowing his head.

“Send the old man my regards,” she replied.

“Of course.”

“Come on,” the red-haired woman said, speaking for the first time. “Let’s save the world!”

With that, they dragged Finwick away into the darkness.


Chapter Twenty

Aftermath

“Metatron, I’m so glad you’re unharmed!”

Speaker Neftali’s voice was so full of fake empathy that it was almost comical. But there was also something else in it: fear.

“So am I.”

Metatron stood in the huge living room of his residence in semi-darkness, sipping whiskey and watching the night-sunken metropolis under his feet—and the black Pyramid. He’d treated the cuts he’d suffered with glue, including the one on his cheek, which was deeper than the others. Then he’d taken a shower and was now wearing only a pair of black linen pants.

He’d let Weinberg take a look at the injuries tomorrow, but he doubted that further treatment would be necessary. Ironically, the cut on his face was almost in the exact same spot as Nephilim’s.

Metatron was fully aware of how lucky he was to still be alive. That attempt on his life had been very well planned and executed. The only reason they—whoever they might be—hadn’t got him was that he’d decided he needed some fresh air after the meeting with Neftali.

She’d called him four times, but he’d rejected the calls while he was in the shower and patching himself up. Not only had he wanted to be left alone for a bit so he could think, but it had also been good to let Neftali stew for a little bit.

Naturally, she was concerned that he might think it had been her who had tried to kill him. After all, the attempted assassination had taken place right after he’d left her house. It looked very suspicious indeed.

Like everyone else, Neftali knew exactly what had happened to Cillian Stavros, and she was anxious that Metatron might come after her the same way. If he’d proven one thing, it was that it was better not to challenge and provoke him.

But Metatron doubted Neftali had had anything to do with the attack. For one, it would have been too obvious if he’d died right after meeting with her. Secondly, she had absolutely no reason to try to kill him. They’d just established a partnership that would be very beneficial to both of them. Her chances of becoming CEO were much higher with Metatron on her side than with him dead.

No, Neftali had nothing to do with it.

It was either a coincidence or someone had tried to blame it on her.

But why let her off the hook too soon? It was better to play with her fear of unleashing his wrath for a little bit. Fear always was and always would be the most powerful tool.

“When I heard what happened, I was very concerned,” Neftali said. “Who would do something like that?”

“I don’t know. But I’ll find out.”

The Speaker cleared her throat, trying to mask how nervous she was. “You don’t think I had something to do with this horrible attempt on your life, do you?”

Metatron remained silent, smirking. The lights outside the windows reflected in his eyes and made them appear as if they were filled with stardust.

“Metatron?”

He sipped his drink.

“Hello?”

“Yes, Larissa, I’m here.”

He could hear how she huffed out air. “You don’t think I had something to do with it, right?”

“No, I don’t think you had something to do with it,” he said, finally ending her torment. “Why would I think otherwise? We’re not just friends, we’re partners.”

“I’m happy to hear that.”

The relief in her voice made him grin, and his glowing eyes turned to slits.

“But whoever tried to kill me might have intended to make it look as if you did.”

“I understand,” she said slowly.

“At this point, everything would be mere speculation, and speculation is a waste of time,” Metatron said. “Rest assured, I’ll have my people investigate. We’ll find the ones responsible. And once we do, I’ll let you know.”

“Okay.”

“If you’ll excuse me now, I need some rest. It’s not every day that someone tries to kill me.”

Maybe not every day, but it’s happened a bit too often lately.

“Of course, Metatron. Rest well.”

With that, he cut the connection and took another sip of his drink.

Of course, it wasn’t rest Metatron needed now. Compared to the wounds he’d suffered in the Rosprom battle, this was absolutely nothing. And he’d been in life-threatening situations so often during his life that the event hadn’t even triggered his body to release adrenaline.

No, he needed time to think. Besides, Zephaniel was nearly here. He was in the elevator and would enter the room in approximately fifteen seconds. The First-Archangel still had permission to enter Metatron’s residence. Metatron had left it that way out of habit and to avoid conflict with his second-in-command. As soon as he sent Zephaniel off to Olympias III, he would cancel his free pass to his residence.

But first, he had to focus on the task at hand. That someone was trying to kill him complicated things and annoyed him.

“What do we have, Zephaniel?” he asked as the other man entered the room.

“Not much, I’m afraid.”

Metatron turned away from the window and faced his second-in-command. “That’s… disappointing.”

Zephaniel lifted his palms defensively. “I didn’t say we found nothing.”

“Then what did you find?” Metatron said, not disguising his irritation.

“We checked all the data we could find from the airspace during the time of the attack. All surveillance videos, flight routes of all drones, and—”

He interrupted himself as he saw Metatron circling his finger impatiently.

“It seems someone hacked one of the heavy drones that belong to the police and sent it after you.”

“How?” Metatron asked. “They should be hackproof.”

Zephaniel grimaced. “We don’t know. But our specialists are on it.”

“Did you find the drone?”

“What’s left of it. It self-destructed shortly after the attack on you.”

“Clever,” Metatron said thoughtfully. “This was a well-planned and executed attack. Has the signature of pros.”

“Do you think it could have been Rosprom or TogbuaXiang?”

“Possibly. At this point, we can’t rule out anything.”

“I’ll put our best people on it,” Zephaniel said zealously. “We will find the people responsible. I promise you that.”

Like you found the Broker? Metatron thought, but he didn’t say so out loud.

Zephaniel was doing as well as he could; it was simply that he wasn’t Nephilim—or himself. Although Zephaniel had been imitating him for years, and Metatron was well aware of that, he would never surpass his mentor.

That was why Metatron had seen to it that Nephilim would become his successor in case something happened to him. Which wasn’t so farfetched, considering what had occurred less than two hours ago.

“I would also suggest you keep at least four Angels around you at all times from now on.”

Metatron didn’t like that idea very much. He’d never needed bodyguards. But Zephaniel was right. Metatron had to admit that he was in imminent danger and needed to take precautions.

“Agreed.”

“Additionally, I’ll double the people here at the tower.”

Metatron nodded. That, too, was reasonable.

Slowly, Zephaniel moved closer.

“I’m so glad you remained unharmed,” he said softly.

Metatron had remained shirtless to let the glue dry better, but Zephaniel apparently saw it as an invitation.

“So am I,” Metatron said.

Zephaniel was so close now that they were almost touching. “Would you like me to keep you company tonight? I can help you blow off steam.”

Metatron smiled. “Not tonight, Zephaniel. I need rest.”

“Please, let me stay,” Zephaniel whispered. “I miss you—”

He reached out to touch Metatron, but the other man turned away sharply.

“This is Olympias,” he said. “And we’re Guardian Angels. We don’t miss each other. You should know that.”

Metatron was well aware of how hypocritical this was. He and Nephilim had a relationship as close as anyone could ever have, an outright scandal in Olympias. And yet now he pretended as if he opposed such behavior.

But he simply wasn’t interested in Zephaniel anymore, and he didn’t want to fuck him because he felt obligated to. He was the High-Archangel. He made the rules.

Besides, he’d promised Nephilim that it would only be the two of them from now on.

Zephaniel winced and quickly pulled his hand away. “Yes, of course I know that, Metatron. I just thought—”

“Zephaniel, I need rest. If there’s nothing more to discuss, I’ll see you tomorrow morning in the Cube.”

For a moment, Metatron considered telling Zephaniel that he wanted to make him the Seraph in Olympias III, but then he dismissed the thought. It would be better to be more official and professional during office hours.

Zephaniel wasn’t stupid. He might realize that Metatron was promoting him to get rid of him. But Metatron hoped he’d also be excited to take command of the bigger of the two satellites.

“No, there’s nothing more, Metatron,” Zephaniel said quietly yet with a longing expression in his eyes. “Rest well.”

With that, he left, and Metatron was finally alone and could focus on his contemplations.

He went to the bar and made himself another drink, then turned back to the windows and stared into the night.

This attack wasn’t good at all. It seemed it would be difficult, if not impossible, to find the people responsible. And there were plenty of suspects: Rosprom, TogbuaXiang, and literally every Board member, including Neftali. Although she had the lowest probability of being the one responsible.

Or maybe there were other players even Metatron wasn’t aware of.

He probably needed a different approach in this case. Luckily, he had an idea.

∆∆∆

Standing in the elevator, Zephaniel clenched his fists so firmly that his fingernails created little crescents in the artificial flesh of his palms. Anger and frustration filled his stomach like acid.

Why? Why was he doing this?

Why was Metatron treating him this way?

For so many years, he’d done everything to please him. He’d worshipped that man. And yet he treated him like a dog.

No doubt it had to do with Nephilim. She was the root of everything.

When Metatron had told him the other day that he’d left Nephilim behind in Olympias III, it had filled Zephaniel with hope. Maybe he’d finally gotten weary of her and didn’t want her around anymore?

She had her flaws but was still too valuable to send her into early retirement—at least from Metatron’s point of view; Zephaniel would have sent her into early retirement in an instant—so maybe Metatron had decided to give her some task to achieve in Olympias III.

But if that were so, why was he still rejecting him?

Maybe it was true that he was simply exhausted from the attack on him and wanted to rest. But it was atypical of Metatron. Zephaniel had known him for years. That man almost never needed rest.

One thing Zephaniel had learned from Metatron over the years, however, was how to keep cool on the outside no matter what. When the elevator doors opened and Zephaniel stepped into the lobby of Metatron’s tower, he seemed completely composed. No one would have guessed the anger blazing inside him—and how devastated he was.

Ten Guardian Angels stood to attention as he passed, but he ignored them. For now, they would remain here. Tomorrow, Zephaniel would set up a plan for how to better organize the security in and around the tower.

For a brief moment, Zephaniel remembered how he’d felt when he’d received the message about the attack on Metatron. He had been petrified, concerned.

Yet a part of him, one that he would never admit to anyone, almost wished Metatron had died.

He was Metatron’s successor, and if the High-Archangel died, he would take his place. For a second, he imagined the sweet taste of being on top, of being in control, of being worshipped by everyone the way Metatron was worshipped now.

The idea was invigorating, almost arousing.

Then he’d heard that the High-Archangel was unharmed, and the sensation had vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

But one day… one day, his time would come.

And the first thing he’d do would be to get rid of Nephilim for good.

A frightening grin appeared on his face as he left the lobby and stepped out onto the street.

Broken glass crunched under his boots. Like every building around, all the windows in the lobby had been shattered. Zephaniel would instruct Daniel to take care of it first thing in the morning and have them replaced with much more sturdy bullet-proof glass.

Outside, the fire had been extinguished, but the burnt-out wreck still stood in the middle of the road. Not much was left of it, and not much would have been left of the High-Archangel if he’d been inside. What incredible luck!

The entire block had been sealed off, and two forensic teams were still at work. They were mostly robots supervised by a few humans. The dark shapes of black-clad figures stood guard on both sides.

There was nothing for Zephaniel to do here anymore. His people would take care of everything. He might as well go home and sleep. Or he could visit his little toy and show him how godlike he really was.

Yes, he would do that.

Just as Zephaniel was approaching his motorcycle, he received a call from Daniel.

He sighed inwardly. That guy had a special talent for calling him at the wrong time.

“Yes?” he growled, taking the call. “What is it?”

“We found him!” Daniel sounded excited.

“Who?”

“The Broker!”

Zephaniel grinned. Then he jumped on his motorcycle and drove to HQ as fast as he could.

Let the hunt begin.


Chapter Twenty-One

The Duel

“You want me to fight you?” Nephilim asked, perplexed.

The Tigress smiled. “Yes. Beat me, and you’re flying home tomorrow, bringing Metatron the alliance he desires. But if I win, you’ll help me achieve my goals.”

“Okay,” Nephilim said.

She’d already agreed to the deal before the Tigress told her whom she was supposed to fight, so she would go through with it. Mostly, she was surprised that Suaa was an active combat fighter herself. Then again, so was Metatron.

But contrary to Metatron, who had been designed to be what he was, the Tigress was practically an aristocrat and must have chosen the path herself. Surely it hadn’t been required of her.

The Tigress rose from the table and waved her hand. “Come. We can finish our dinner later, when I’ll brief you on the details of your mission.”

Nephilim did as asked. Apparently, the Tigress was convinced of her upcoming victory. While Nephilim liked the self-confidence, she wouldn’t hold back when fighting the Wasp leader.

She followed Suaa down the stairs to another platform, which couldn’t have been more different from the lush gardens above. It was rectangular, about thirty feet long and wide, and entirely made out of glass.

One figure stood there awaiting them: Phichai. It almost appeared as if he were floating in the sky, many hundreds of feet above the ground and the buzzing city below. It was an astonishing illusion.

As she stepped onto the platform, Nephilim performed a quick scan and saw that the material was neither glass nor plexiglass. It was some sort of polyethylene, yet its chemical components appeared unlike anything Nephilim had ever seen before. She would need to perform a more in-depth scan to know for sure, but at the moment, she didn’t really care.

The only thing that mattered was if the structure was stable enough to hold two cyborgs fighting on it, and Nephilim assumed that it was—otherwise, the Tigress wouldn’t have brought her here.

She also noticed that the platform had no walls or anything that would prevent people from falling off. That was a big security risk as even a cyborg couldn’t possibly survive a fall from such a height…at least for her.

As Nephilim had found out, the Wasps had learned how to fly. It was possible that the Tigress had wings implanted in her back. In this case she’d simply fly if she fell, while Nephilim would fall like a stone and die. This was concerning but it was also thrilling, and Nephilim felt how her body began producing adrenaline, readying her for battle.

The Tigress approached Phichai, whose gaze was focused on her. He held two swords, ready to give them to his leader. Nephilim wondered if they shared a private comm channel, similar to how she and Metatron did.

Once she reached Phichai, the Tigress spun around, turning her back to him. She opened her kimono, and he helped her out of it. In return, she took the swords out of his hands.

At first glance, Nephilim thought that Suaa was naked underneath, but then she saw she was wearing a skin-tight half-translucent bodysuit.

Her body was stunning—athletic, yet lean like an acrobat’s. How much of it was flesh and how much was artificial was impossible to tell. The scans Nephilim received were blurry. A giant tattoo covered her back. It was an almost photorealistic depiction of a tiger in attack mode.

Phichai bowed his head, then walked up the stairs without saying a word. Before reaching the top, he turned around and faced the platform below. Apparently, he would stay and watch the fight.

The Tigress turned toward Nephilim, twirling the swords in her hands, showing remarkable skill and speed.

“Melee only,” Suaa said. “Whoever delivers a potentially deadly blow first wins.”

Nephilim nodded in response while her own blades slowly emerged from her wrists.

Then the Tigress smirked. “To spice things up a little bit, drawing blood is allowed—as long as it doesn’t cause any major damage.”

“As you wish,” Nephilim replied, highly focused.

She was convinced she’d beat the Tigress. After the fights earlier that day and after beating Phichai, she was positive she could beat any Wasp in one-on-one combat.

The Tigress lifted one leg to the side and placed her foot on her other knee. At the same time, she stretched up until she was balancing on the tips of her toes like a ballerina. She extended her arms, holding her swords out to the side.

Then, to Nephilim’s surprise, a second pair of arms appeared, which must have been stored in her back, making them invisible until now. They extended themselves on each side, a few inches below Suaa’s natural arms.

The extra arms opened up, revealing another pair of swords, almost as long as the original blades and undoubtedly as sharp.

Standing like this on a translucent platform with four arms holding deadly weapons, the Tigress looked frightening, like a mythological creature, an ancient goddess.

The Wasp leader noticed Nephilim’s surprise and chuckled. Then she jumped up and landed on her other leg, balancing on her toes, showing spectacular body control.

After her initial surprise, Nephilim braced herself for combat. She had to admit that she’d underestimated the Tigress, thinking she was a rich girl who had been appointed the leader of the cyborg troops because her brother had become the CEO.

She had been wrong. This would be a tough fight.

“There’s only one person who’s ever beaten me in one-on-one combat,” the Tigress said. “Can you guess who?”

“Metatron,” Nephilim replied calmly.

“That’s correct. Metatron gained my friendship and alliance that day.” She grinned. “He fights as fiercely as he fucks.”

Then she attacked.

Like a whirlwind of blades, the Tigress shot forward with frightening speed.

Once again, Nephilim decided to use her superior strength against the Wasp’s agility. She stood firm. Instead of trying to evade the attack, she waited until the very last split second before parrying with her own blades. Sparks flew through the night like tiny lightning bugs.

But the Tigress wasn’t set off balance due to Nephilim’s massive counter. Instead, she swung her second pair of swords forward, easily avoiding Nephilim’s blades.

Nephilim saw the attack coming and arched her stomach inward, avoiding a cut along her belly only by inches.

Whoa.

This was serious business. When the Tigress announced that drawing blood was okay, Nephilim had assumed she meant minor cuts. But she would get seriously hurt if she wasn’t careful.

Suaa didn’t give her even a second to recover. Slashing at Nephilim, she moved her arms so fast that a human eye wouldn’t have been able to keep up. Nephilim reacted with the same speed. The Wasp katanas and the Angelblades clashed with each other again and again without mercy.

The Tigress showed astonishing body coordination and multitasking, each arm moving at a different speed and angle to the others. Nephilim had to react twice as fast to be able to parry every hit. It almost felt as if she were fighting against two people and not just one.

She ducked while simultaneously pressing one of her weapons upward. This time, she was able to deflect all four swords at once. But the Tigress didn’t give her the time for a counter with her other arm. Instead, she arched herself backward, standing on one foot, and performed a pirouette that would have been absolutely impossible for any biological spine.

Nephilim jumped up, avoiding having her feet cut off just in time. In midair, she stretched one of her legs and managed to kick the Tigress in the chest. The much smaller and lighter Wasp flew backward as if catapulted away, landing only inches from the platform’s edge.

For a moment, Nephilim was concerned that she might have hurt her—but only for a brief moment.

The Tigress spun around with uncanny speed, her spine again bending at an angle impossible even for the world’s most skilled acrobat. She was back in a crouching position in the blink of an eye. Her yellow eyes glowed in the night, glaring at Nephilim.

Nephilim stared back.

Her mind was highly focused and sharp. The combat software in her brain was constantly calculating her opponent’s potential next move, sending data to her HUD.

The Tigress rushed forward again, and the two women clashed with each with the fierceness and precision of machines. For a spectator, it would have appeared as if both were engulfed in a sphere of moving blades.

This time, Nephilim tried to be more offensive, but the Tigress parried every one of her attacks with ease.

Suddenly, a sharp pain flooded through Nephilim’s body, and a warning message appeared on her HUD: heavy damage.

She spun sideways and out of range, then retreated a few steps, keeping the deadly abyss behind her in mind all the while. Blood spattered all over the glass floor, creating an interesting effect that she ignored.

Turning her head, Nephilim saw that she’d suffered a deep cut in her right shoulder. Most of the damage had been done to her artificial flesh, but the small cut in her biological muscle was deep and painful.

“Would you like to yield?” the Tigress asked with a grin.

“No.”

Nephilim focused, breathing deeply. Her body could sustain an almost insane amount of pain, and she was trained to ignore such flesh wounds.

“Of course not,” she added, readying herself for another attack.

She didn’t have to wait long before the Tigress stormed forward again. But this time, she changed her attack pattern. Only a few feet away from Nephilim, she lunged upward, launching a devastating aerial attack.

Like a praying mantis, she shot down at her opponent. Nephilim reacted lightning-fast and rolled sideways, out of harm’s way.

She barely had time to turn around. Suaa didn’t waste any time before she launched another attack. Again, Nephilim parried. Another warning flashed on her HUD. Her feet were only inches away from the rim now. One step back further, and she would fall.

Was the Tigress trying to push her down? But why? That would certainly kill her, and that wasn’t what the Tigress wanted… or was it?

Nephilim didn’t have time to contemplate Suaa’s motivations now. She threw herself forward and into a powerful counter-attack. But the Tigress parried every one of her blows.

Suddenly, Nephilim had an idea. Could it be that the Wasps used similar technology to the Angels? Combat software that helped them predict their opponent’s next move?

If so, Nephilim had only one chance: to act completely unpredictably and wait for a move that would end the fight.

Easier said than done.

Since childhood, Nephilim had been trained in a certain way. Although she knew a broad spectrum of martial arts techniques, her way of fighting followed certain patterns. It would be a challenge to overcome those, but she’d have to if she wanted to win this duel.

Nephilim took a deep breath, keeping her focus on the Tigress, whose cyborg eyes were analyzing her every move. Then, this time, instead of waiting for the Tigress to attack her, Nephilim charged forward.

Using all the speed her artificial legs were capable of, she crossed the distance between her and the Tigress faster than an eye could blink. But instead of attacking her, Nephilim swerved around Suaa to assault her from behind. If she managed to deliver a blow with the side of her blade, the fight would be over since any such hit would be lethal if performed with the sharp side of her sword.

The Tigress didn’t fall for the trick. She ducked and spun around on one leg, kicking Nephilim with the other.

Nephilim staggered. She knew trying to outbalance the attack would be a grave mistake as Suaa would surely try to exploit it. Instead, Nephilim dove sideways and rolled out of reach.

But the Tigress wouldn’t let her get away. She lunged after Nephilim, built up momentum by pirouetting like a dancer, then kicked Nephilim in the side. The attack didn’t cause any damage, but it was forceful enough to press all the air from Nephilim’s lungs. She collapsed.

But only for a split second. Knowing that Suaa would exploit her momentary weakness, Nephilim rolled sideways and jumped back on her feet.

Not quickly enough.

With shocking speed, the Tigress followed her. Before Nephilim was fully back on her feet again, the Tigress kicked her legs, destabilizing her even more.

Then she ducked and rammed her shoulder into Nephilim’s chest.

With horror, Nephilim realized what was about to happen, yet even with all her strength and speed, she could do nothing about it. She knew this kind of attack only too well, as she had performed it on opponents countless times. She knew what was about to happen.

The Tigress spun around while at the same time grabbing Nephilim by her hand and elbow. Then she ducked and let physics do the rest.

Unbalanced and helpless, Nephilim was catapulted around her own axis and the Tigress’ body. She fell, but not just anywhere.

Her eyes widened in shock as she saw that she was about to be thrown over the rim and to certain death.

No! she thought. It can’t end like this!

Nephilim felt as if she were moving in slow motion as she flew over the platform’s edge, helplessly flailing her arms and legs.

A million thoughts shot through her brain all at once.

Had she been naïve coming here? Had the Tigress planned to kill her all along? But why like this?

She knew she would die. The building was hundreds of feet high. She couldn’t possibly survive such a fall. Her biological parts would be squished like a tomato thrown against a wall.

Nephilim wasn’t scared. Death bore no fear for an Angel. Every one of them expected to get killed eventually. Every day could be their last.

Carpe diem et memento mori.

Nephilim was angry at herself. That she had failed.

The thought that she would never see Metatron again broke her heart and filled her with despair.

When she’d left Olympias, she’d had the strange premonition that it would be the last time she saw him. And now it was coming true.

Then Nephilim crashed.


Epilogue

Siro Ferreira-Nunes was exhausted when he left the elevator and walked along the dark corridor to his apartment. Well, he was exhausted mentally—his body now had much more stamina and energy than he could ever have dreamed of.

He hadn’t gotten laid since his return from the hospital, and he was curious to try that out. After all, the performance of cyborgs in bed was legendary.

And he was now one of them.

Sometimes, he still forgot that.

Nevertheless, returning to his job and co-workers had been more challenging than he’d expected. Not everyone liked what he was now, and they let him sense that. Besides, he still wasn’t sure how to proceed in his own private investigation.

Luckily, he and Kate had gotten a new case, and she was off his back, at least temporarily. It looked like an easy one, and they’d probably be done with it in a couple of days.

She’d asked him if he wanted to get a drink tonight, but he’d declined. He hoped they’d end up in bed together again eventually, but before that, he wanted to test his new body and its capabilities on someone else.

He arrived at his door and pressed his finger on the DNA scanner. The door opened with a soft click, and Siro entered his apartment.

As soon as he was inside, he stopped short, petrified. Something was wrong. He sensed that at once.

Usually, the lights would go on automatically, yet they stayed dark. The only illumination came through the huge window from outside.

Someone was here.

Siro felt his neck hair stand up, and a cold sweat broke out on his biological parts as the trauma he’d suffered threatened to overwhelm him again.

Not again… please not again…

It was almost the same scenario as three months ago when he’d been shot to a pulp. Maybe the ones responsible had come back to finish the job. What should he do?

“Relax, Detective Ferreira-Nunes,” a voice said from the half-dark.

A familiar voice that sent shivers down his spine.

“I’m not here to hurt you.”

Only now did Siro notice the black-dressed figure sitting in the chair by the window. His guest lifted his head to face him, and a slight blue glow filled the room.

Siro slowly moved closer while his body relaxed a bit.

“High-Archangel,” he said. “What a surprise.”

What did he want here in the middle of the night? Was it…?

Suddenly, Siro knew he wouldn’t say no. Not that anyone could ever say no to the High-Archangel.

Metatron studied him with his neon-blue eyes, then chuckled. “No, I’m not here for that either.”

Siro felt caught and embarrassed. It was as if Metatron had read his thoughts. Something he’d experienced with Nephilim before. Somehow, the Angels knew things.

“I’m here because I need your help with something,” Metatron said. “Let’s sit down and talk.”

∆∆∆

Nephilim blinked.

To her surprise, she wasn’t dead.

Which was because she hadn’t fallen down the hundreds of stories to the ground. Instead, she was lying on her back, just ten feet below the platform she and the Tigress had fought on. She realized the hundreds of feet below the rim had been an optical illusion. As it turned out, there was another translucent platform only one story below. It was slightly broader and had glass walls that would have prevented Nephilim from accidentally rolling to her death.

Nephilim closed her eyes for a second as endless relief flooded her. Then she began chuckling at the absurdity of the situation and how she’d been fooled.

Well played, Tigress, well played.

“I guess that makes me the winner, wouldn’t you agree?”

Suaa had appeared on the edge of the platform above and looked down at Nephilim, a triumphant smile on her face.

“I guess so.”

Nephilim picked herself up and then jumped. Her fingers reached the ledge above her without an issue, and she pulled herself up smoothly.

“That was an excellent fight, Nephilim.”

“Yet you won,” Nephilim said begrudgingly. Only now did she realize how arrogant she’d been in expecting to win that duel easily. She had completely underestimated this woman.

“Well, you’re not quite Metatron. At least, not yet,” the Tigress said, smirking. “But even he only won because he outsmarted me.”

“I’d love to hear that story sometime. But for now, why don’t you tell me what you’d like to have me do for you?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I want you to kill my brother for me.”


To be continued in
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Thanks so much for reading my book! You can’t possibly imagine how much this means to me.

I hope you had a great time with Behind Blue Eyes 5 – The Tigress!

I know I’m leaving you with a cliffhanger here, but rest assured, the story will continue soon with
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If you enjoyed Behind Blue Eyes,

Please leave a review on Amazon!

It not only shows me that you had a good time with my book, but it also helps me tremendously. Being an indie author, I have to compete with the big publishers who spend millions to push their books into readers’ hands.

I only have YOU to help me spread the word.

It only takes a minute of your time and means the world to me. Thank you!




Don’t like writing reviews?

Simply rate the book instead. At the end of the Kindle version, Amazon will give you the option to give a star rating. It only costs you one click and helps me so much!




Thank you so much!!




If you enjoyed the book and want more cyborgs, please sign up for my newsletter:

https://www.subscribepage.com/d2s9f8

When you sign up, you will receive a free short story from the Behind Blue Eyes universe and all relevant news about how the story continues.




Don’t like newsletters? Consider “Follow Author” instead!

At the end of the Kindle Amazon will give you the option to “Follow Author.” If you do that Amazon will email you when I release a new book.




I enjoy nothing more than feedback from my readers, so if you want to get in touch, please do! The easiest way to do so is by signing up for my newsletter, but you also can find and follow me on social media:

Facebook: http://facebook.com/amocikat

Twitter: http://twitter.com/anna_mocikat

Instagram: http://instagram.com/annamocikat

Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/8072081.Anna_Mocikat




Would you like to learn more about Nephilim’s time at Angelborn, the “Boarding School for Killer Cyborgs”?

I’ve written a complete 3-book novella trilogy telling the story of how Nephilim became what she is. If you need something to pass the time until the next book in the main series gets released, make sure to check it out!




Get it HERE

And if you can’t get enough of Olympias, I’ve good news for you!

Upon request of fans who love the two detectives Siro Ferreira-Nunes and Kate Spader, I created an entire series with them as the main characters.

Neon Nights and the upcoming follow-up novels are standalones, each focusing on one case the detectives must solve.

If you love BBE and those two in particular, then this is a must-read for you!
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