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When titans fall, gods rise.


Chapter One

I’m Coming

Darkness.

But the darkness wasn’t empty. Someone was there with her. Someone familiar. Someone soothing.

“Death isn’t good, nor is it evil. Death just is,” a voice that was many whispered. “And you, Nephilim, are the Avatar of Death.”

Silence. Complete silence.

Then the voice continued: “You will suffer incredible pain. And in your darkest hour, when all hope seems lost, remember Olympias III.”

The darkness parted as light broke through. Neon-blue light. Eyes opened, looking directly at her, into her very core.

Metatron.

She felt his gaze like warm sunlight on her skin.

Around him, more eyes opened. Four pairs of eyes. They were neon-blue as well. And yet their gleam was cold. Murderous.

“You…” a voice said in the dark.

This one was clearly Metatron’s. But it sounded… broken.

“Me,” another voice replied.

∆∆∆

“Nephilim, wake up.”

Her eyelids fluttered for a moment, then she opened her eyes. Confusion filled her.

Where am I?

“Archangel Nephilim, wake up.”

The voice was very close, yet it sounded as if it were coming from behind a padded wall. Someone poked her gently.

She turned her head and saw Phichai sitting next to her, grinning under his oxygen mask.

Suddenly, she remembered everything. She was on board the Taen, TogbuaXiang’s most advanced hypersonic aircraft and the Tigress’ pride. She was on her way home. And home was where he was. For a brief second, a smile flashed over her face as tenderness flooded her, but it was quickly replaced by another one: dread.

Project Titan Fall.

Then she remembered the dream.

The eyes, neon-blue eyes.

“You…”

“Me.”

The first voice had been clearly Metatron’s, but who had the second speaker been? She knew the voice, but somehow she couldn’t remember who it belonged to.

“I’m sorry to inform you that you passed out once again, venerable Archangel,” Phichai smirked, his voice a mixture of mockery and affection. “Hypersonic flight isn’t for everyone, I suppose.”

Nephilim forced herself to chuckle. “Ah, shut up, Phichai. At least I don’t spam fortune cookie wisdom in entirely the wrong situations.”

Phichai laughed. “Maybe someday you’ll acknowledge the brilliance behind my fortune cookie wisdom.”

“Doubtful. How long was I out this time?”

“Much shorter than last time. Merely ninety seconds.”

“How long until we reach Olympias City?”

“Less than two hours.”

Too long, she thought.

She didn’t know where that thought had come from, but she knew it was true. She knew that it was urgent, that time was working against her. But why?

And what had that dream been about?

Blue eyes in the dark. Hostile eyes.

Angels weren’t supposed to dream. Their neural implants normally prevented them from dreaming. True, Nephilim had dreamed before. But those dreams had been different, suppressed memories from her childhood that had resurfaced for some reason.

This one had been something else. Somehow, it had felt real. Almost like a transmission.

And the dread she felt was certainly real. Something wasn’t right.

“So what’s the plan?” Phichai asked. “I doubt we can land in the courtyard of Guardian Angel HQ. But there’s a secure spot our people use to come and go, only thirty miles from Olympias’ northern—”

“No,” Nephilim interrupted him, shaking her head. “That’s too far. It would take too much time to get into the city.”

Time he doesn’t have, she added mentally without even knowing exactly why.

All she knew was what the Synth Commander had told her: that there was an operation led by Rosprom’s spies with the code name Titan Fall. The operation only had one goal: to remove Metatron. Permanently.

She didn’t know exactly what the operation was or how the spies thought they would succeed where so many others had failed. It wouldn’t be the first attempt on his life. Even she had once tried—before she’d remembered who she was, and who Jake really was.

Jake.

Nephilim felt all the blood leave her face, and it had nothing to do with the fact that she was sitting in a hypersonic jet gliding through the stratosphere.

Jake.

She balled her fists. If Operation Titan Fall was Rosprom’s doing, then there could be no doubt that Jake was behind it. That rat! Hiding in the dark because he wouldn’t survive a direct confrontation. She should have killed him when she’d had the chance. Why had she let him go? Out of mercy?

No, weakness.

If that weakness cost Metatron his life, she would never forgive herself.

Relax, she told herself. Focus.

Right now, she knew nothing other than that the plan existed. It might be weeks away from execution… or minutes.

Nevertheless, the first thing she had to do was warn Metatron. She had to contact him and return to HQ as quickly as she could.

“No?” Phichai raised his eyebrows in a mixture of surprise, amusement, and slight irritation. “Don’t you think your people will shoot us down as soon as we enter Olympias’ airspace? “

“They would,” Nephilim replied, not showing the turmoil raging inside her. “But this is a stealth craft, isn’t it?”

“It is, but—”

“Here’s what we’re going to do. We fly directly into the heart of Olympias. Maintaining a high altitude and stealth should protect us from their air detection systems. We have no technology in Olympias that could detect an aircraft like this.” She smirked. “So all you’d need to do is build a couple hundred of those, and you can attack us.”

Phichai laughed. “I’ll let the Tigress know. A couple hundred of these would cost more than a second Krung Thep, but okay, thanks for the tip.”

“You’re welcome. Now, we’ll fly into Olympias, close enough so I can contact Metatron. I’ll warn him and ask him for instructions. Most likely, he’ll tell us to land in a secure area.”

Phichai nodded. “Copy that. We should be able to use the aircraft’s comms systems to amplify your call. That might help establish a connection from a greater distance. Right now, we’re over the Atlantic, but we should reach Olympias’ airspace in less than forty minutes.”

He leaned back and studied her for a moment.

“You’re expecting the worst, aren’t you?”

Nephilim sucked in air. “I’m not. I just want to warn him as quickly as possible.”

“You are,” Phichai said softly. “Angels aren’t the only ones who can scan body functions, you know? And everything inside you is on fire.”

Under different circumstances, Nephilim would have been embarrassed that she couldn’t control her body functions better and that they were clearly readable to another cyborg. But right now, she couldn’t give a damn.

She only wanted one thing.

To hear Metatron’s voice. To know that he was okay.

She closed her eyes for a moment and took a breath to calm herself down.

I’m coming, Metatron.

∆∆∆

“So far so good,” Phichai said.

He never went into the cockpit, and there wasn’t even a door connecting the passenger cabin with the cockpit—Nephilim hadn’t spotted one, anyway. Most likely, he was communicating over an internal link with his crew, which was both logical and something the Angels did as well.

“We’re in Olympias’ airspace, approaching the city. Cloaking is holding. Your people are oblivious.”

“Good,” Nephilim said.

She liked Phichai but wasn’t really in the mood for conversation, so they’d spent most of the flight in silence. Phichai sensed how tense she was and gave her space, which she appreciated. Nevertheless, her thoughts raced around in circles. She was barely able to contain them.

What if you’re too late?

This voice in her head again. Mocking. Not hers, not Metatron’s, but a construct born from her own subconsciousness. And then there was that dream, still nagging at her.

Hostile neon-blue eyes in the dark.

“Me.”

She shuddered.

“You should be able to establish contact soon,” Phichai said. “In approximately two minutes.”

“Copy that,” Nephilim said, completely calm on the outside.

Only a little bit longer, and she would know if he was okay. He had to be. Anything else was unthinkable.

What if you’re too late?

“Okay, Nephilim, try now. We’ll amplify your signal,” Phichai said.

Nephilim opened their private link, then steadied her breath.

“Metatron.”

No reply.

Suddenly, Nephilim felt cold dread run up her spine, like a frosty claw, piercing her nerves.

“Metatron. This is Nephilim. Do you copy?”

But there was only silence.

“Metatron!”

You’re too late.

No!

She turned her head to Phichai, who was watching her in silence.

“Is the connection stable? Is there any interference?”

“Not as far as we can tell.”

She tried the private comms again. “Metatron, can you hear me?”

Silence.

“Damnit!” she called out.

“What’s going on?” Phichai asked.

But Nephilim ignored him. Instead, she forced her mind not to panic but to think clearly.

You’re a Guardian Angel, not a scared little girl! she scolded herself.

This didn’t mean anything yet. There could be a million reasons why he wasn’t replying, like—

He’s dead.

That mocking voice in her head made her freeze for a second. But then anger filled her, mostly at herself.

Fuck you! she told her inner critic. He’s not. Not on my watch.

Deciding that it was pointless to try and reach him now, Nephilim tried something else. She opened a channel directly to Angel HQ.

“This is Archangel Nephilim, do you copy?”

“Copy, Archangel,” the operator replied at once. “What can I do for you?”

Instead of reassuring her, the fact that the operator had replied at once while Metatron had not filled Nephilim with nausea.

“Establish a connection between me and the High-Archangel,” Nephilim said. “My own channel is jammed.”

“Certainly, hold on,” the operator replied. “Established.”

Relief flooded Nephilim, and she closed her eyes for a second. If HQ could establish a connection without a problem, it was probably just a glitch on her side.

“Metatron,” she said.

“Nephilim,” a voice replied. It was full of spite and unmistakable gloating.

This time, Nephilim recognized the voice immediately.

“Me.”

“Zephaniel? What the fuck?” she exclaimed, even as a chill spread all over her body.

“What?” he replied, and she could clearly hear the grin in his voice.

“I asked for a connection to the High-Archangel,” she said, trying to stay calm.

“I am the High-Archangel.”

For a second, everything went silent, as if someone had cut the audio. The cabin around Nephilim began to fade as her mind tried to avoid a frozen state of shock.

No…

“Where’s Metatron?” she asked after a moment of silence, keeping her voice calm.

She was dreading the answer. If Zephaniel had taken Metatron’s position, then the only possible explanation was that Metatron was…

Dead.

But instead, Zephaniel replied, “Not dead—yet. If that’s what you’re thinking.”

Nephilim gasped for air.

Thank goodness… For a moment, she had assumed the worst. If he was alive, then things couldn’t be so bad.

Her hopes were crushed a moment later.

“He’s right here with me. Kneeling. Waiting for you.”

As if someone had flicked a switch in Nephilim’s head, Zephaniel’s words turned her fear and sorrow into glowing anger.

“What have you done to him?” she asked between clenched teeth.

“Why don’t you see for yourself?” Zephaniel said. “He’ll be happy to see you before he dies. And I can’t wait to see you again either.”

Nephilim’s vision turned into a tunnel as her mind took on the clarity of a killer cyborg.

“Where?” she asked coldly.

“Right here, in his tower. We’re waiting for you. But Nephilim, you’d better hurry. He doesn’t look very good.”

“I’m coming for you, Zephaniel.”

He laughed. “Come, Nephilim. I can’t wait.”

With that, he cut the connection.

“What’s going on?” Phichai asked, concern in his voice.

Nephilim turned her head and looked at him. Whatever he saw in her face must have unsettled him so much that he flinched slightly.

“How far down can this aircraft go and still avoid radar detection?” she asked.

“One mile,” Phichai replied.

“Good. I’ll give you coordinates in the Inner Circle. Once we reach them, go as far down as you can.”

“What are you intending to do, Nephilim?”

“I’m going skydiving,” she said, before a cold smile appeared on her face. “And then I’ll kill a traitor.”


Chapter Two

War Angel Descending

“Nephilim.” Phichai had lost all his boyish attitude now and was dead serious. “Are you really sure you want to do that? That’s suicide.”

“Yes,” she replied calmly.

All her fear had vanished, replaced by determination. And the ice-cold focus of a killer cyborg.

“It’s basically just a search and rescue mission,” she added half-seriously.

“Right. Against your own people, who happen to be the deadliest warriors the world has ever seen. We’d know.” He shook his head, chuckling softly.

“And I’m the best of them.”

Because he made me the best.

They were standing at the plane’s hatch, which was still closed, but not for much longer. The aircraft had arrived at the destination. Making hardly any noise, it had transformed into a VTOL and was now descending to an altitude of one mile, right above Metatron’s tower in the Inner Circle.

Nephilim had briefly explained her plan to Phichai, who had been genuinely shocked.

Maybe Phichai was right. Maybe it was suicide. But a life without him wasn’t worth living anyway.

Metatron would have disagreed, of course. He would never have allowed her such a stunt. But Metatron wasn’t in control now. She was. And she would do anything to help him rise again.

Nephilim inspected herself. She was dressed like a Wasp, wearing one of their iconic combat suits, skin-tight, black with yellow stripes at the shoulders and hips. How she’d hated those suits all her life. Now one of them would protect her.

And this wasn’t just any suit. The Tigress had given her one of the most advanced prototypes. The suit weighed almost nothing, and though it was thin, it would absorb the kinetic energy of most small- and medium-caliber bullets. Not endlessly, of course, but it would give her an advantage.

She was also carrying two of the Wasps’ high-tech katanas strapped to her back. The Angels feared nothing more than those swords because they cut through Angels’ armor like butter and could even damage their titanium limbs. They were deadly weapons designed for one reason: to kill Guardian Angels.

Of course, Nephilim had her own blades, which were integrated into her arms, and she would use them too. But why not take the katanas as well? Four blades were better than two.

And she would need every advantage she could get, because Phichai was right to be concerned. What she was about to do was madness. She just didn’t care.

Metatron was down. She couldn’t tell what Zephaniel had done to him, but from what he’d said, she had to assume that Metatron was gravely wounded and running out of time.

While she’d been in TogbuaXiang, Zephaniel had betrayed Metatron and somehow ambushed him. There could be no other explanation. He must have convinced others to join him too; otherwise, he never would have dared such a stunt. And the rest would have followed him because he had declared himself High-Archangel now.

Anger boiled up in Nephilim at the thought.

What a rat. Nephilim had never liked him—and the antipathy was certainly mutual—but she never would have expected him to do something like this. It was simply unthinkable.

Attacking Metatron was basically sacrilege.

Now she would have to fight and kill her own brothers- and sisters-in-arms to get to him. And she would.

“You must really love him,” Phichai said with admiration in his voice, yanking her back to the present.

She allowed herself a brief smile. “Of course I do.”

Phichai just studied her for a moment in silence, then cleared his throat. “We’ve arrived. Ready when you are.”

“I’m ready.”

And she was.

Ready to save the one she loved. And to kill everyone standing in her way.

“You’re exceptional,” Phichai said.

She looked at him and smirked in a way that eerily resembled Metatron.

“I’m the Avatar of Death, after all.”

Phichai chuckled. “Yes, the Arahant knew. He saw who you truly are. That reminds me…”

He reached into his pocket and handed Nephilim something. Taking it from him, Nephilim recognized what it was immediately: the small golden pendant the Arahant had given her. It depicted a man sitting under a giant cobra, yet it wasn’t attacking him; instead, it was shielding him.

“You left that in your room in the Tigress’ residence,” Phichai said. “I think it’s important you always keep it with you.”

“Thank you.”

When she closed her palm around it, Nephilim could feel the pendant radiating warmth, as if it had been lying in the sun for hours. Yet Nephilim had scanned it and knew that there was nothing in there that could produce heat. It was only gold.

She slipped the pendant over her head. The moment she put it on, it almost felt as if she had received an extra shield. That was nonsense, of course, but she would respect the Arahant’s wishes and wear the pendant from now on.

Slowly, the hatch began to open. Wind filled the cabin, as it was always windy at a height of one mile above the ground, and Olympias I began to reveal itself. It was a magnificent view, with seemingly myriad lights merging into an endless sea of illumination.

Not far away stood the black pyramid: Olympias’ center of power, the heart of darkness. The place Metatron hated most in the world. And right under her feet was Metatron’s tower, formerly Stavros Tower. But Metatron had seized it after killing that piece of shit.

It wasn’t quite a mile high, but it nearly was. Nephilim’s scan showed that the distance was two hundred and twenty feet. That was too much, even for an Angel.

“That’s a long way down,” Phichai said, standing next to her at the open hatch. “Are you sure you don’t want a parachute? We have them on board.”

Nephilim slowly shook her head, focusing on her target below. “They’d shoot me down.”

Phichai nodded, then handed her a helmet. “Then at least take this.”

Nephilim took it and glanced at it. It was a typical Wasp helmet, black with a neon-yellow visor. It covered the entire face, which made the TogbuaXiang elite cyborgs even more intimidating.

She put it on.

“Nephilim, it was an honor to get to know you and fight at your side. You’re the most formidable warrior I’ve ever seen.”

Nephilim turned her head and looked at Phichai, her face now invisible and her voice muffled by the helmet.

“This isn’t goodbye,” she said.

“I hope not,” Phichai replied.

“Just wait and see. Metatron and I will invite you and the Tigress to celebrate with us when we burn this rotten place down.”

Phichai remained silent for a moment, unsure if she was joking or not. Nephilim didn’t know either.

Finally, he smiled. “I’ll take your word on that.”

Nephilim looked down once again, measuring the distance and altitude.

Hold on, Metatron, she whispered in her thoughts. I’m coming.

Then she leaped out of the plane.

∆∆∆

WARNING!

Critical height!

Chance of heavy damage: 68.9%

Brace for impact!

The system notifications in Nephilim’s HUD were merciless, but the system was right, of course. Two hundred twenty feet were simply too much, even for Angel. They were designed to be able to jump from up to one hundred feet without taking significant damage. But this was more than twice as much.

Yet Nephilim knew that she could do it. She had done it once—involuntarily—and survived. Why wouldn’t she this time? She had ignored all her fears and her own survival instinct when taking the leap. Now there was no going back.

Nephilim focused on the roof beneath her. She wouldn’t miss it. And she wouldn’t miss the pool on top of it. That was Metatron’s favorite place, and now it would save Nephilim’s life. It glowed like a sapphire in the darkness, almost neon-blue.

Of course, she knew it was too shallow to be a safe place to jump from such a height. But it was much better than jumping directly onto the roof.




Impact in 3…

2…

Nephilim tucked her body into the position they had been trained to take to absorb a fall from a great height. It was all about using their titanium limbs to protect their vulnerable head and inner organs.

1…

She hit the water with such incredible kinetic energy that it exploded in all directions, creating a cone of water that rose and then dispersed into small drops before falling all over the roof and beyond.

Nephilim’s sensors registered the impact. It slowed her down, absorbing some of the immense kinetic energy generated by a heavy cyborg body falling from a great height.

But not enough.

A split second later, she hit the bottom of the pool. The impact was so massive that it took her breath away, yet she held her protective position.

The entire roof of the building vibrated when Nephilim’s titanium limbs made contact with the pool’s tiled floor. The tiles she hit were outright vaporized, and she created a huge, almost crater-like dent in the pool floor and the roof material below.

Impact absorbed!

Warning! Muscle integrity at 58%

Core status: Stable

Commencing reboot…

Nephilim closed her eyes.

She remained in her hunched position for a moment, waiting for her internal system to reboot. Meanwhile, the water began disappearing through the countless cracks the impact had created in the pool. It would probably ruin the rooms below, but that was the least of Metatron’s concerns right now.

And she was alive and intact. Ready to rip Zephaniel into shreds.

Reboot complete!

Damage report—

She wiped it aside. Yes, she would certainly have taken damage, and she would take more before this was over. That much was certain. But as long as she was up and running, nothing would stop her.

Slowly, she rose from her crouching position. The roof looked as if it had been hit by a bomb, and in a way, it had. Nephilim scanned the pool area. It was clear.

She grinned. He hadn’t prepared for an attack from above.

“Nephilim.”

Hearing Zephaniel’s voice over the comm was enough to send glowing daggers of fury shooting through her system.

“Is that you?” he asked. “Why can’t you just come and knock on the door like a normal person?”

The sarcasm in his voice was impossible not to notice.

“Knock knock,” she said.

“Who’s there?” he asked mockingly.

“The Avatar of Death. Coming for you.”

For a brief moment, there was silence. Zephaniel clearly wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Then he started laughing.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, scanning the roof and determining the perfect location to take cover. There could be no doubt that Zephaniel would send people up here.

With the graceful movement of a predator, she jumped out of the destroyed pool. Something in her right knee crunched, she felt pain in the biological tissue surrounding her titanium spine, and she felt slightly dizzy. That wouldn’t stop her—it wouldn’t even slow her down. But she was well aware of how lucky she had been.

“You,” he replied.

“Am I? Let’s see if you’re still laughing when I crush your skull with my bare hands, Zephaniel.”

He laughed again. “Strong words for someone who’s hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned. Why don’t you yield, Nephilim? Let’s have a conversation.”

Nephilim’s HUD showed her multiple targets heading up the staircase that led to the roof. Guardian Angels.

She would never have imagined that she would have to fight her own people someday. But if those Angels had betrayed Metatron, they weren’t her people anymore.

“We have nothing to talk about,” she said, slowly approaching the door leading downstairs. She could see them on her HUD and they could see her, so there was no point in trying to hide and ambush them. She would stand her ground and face them.

If Zephaniel wanted her alive, she assumed they wouldn’t try to shoot her—not in the head, at least.

“Oh, but we do,” Zephaniel said. “You see, I’m the High-Archangel now. You must obey me.”

“You can kiss my ass, Zephaniel,” she said, drawing her katanas.

The Avatar of Death was ready.


Chapter Three

Another Symphony of Violence

Nephilim waited, highly focused.

She could see four of them on her HUD. Four Guardian Angels who had betrayed Metatron and joined a traitor, a usurper.

Her mouth twitched in disgust. They would die. All of them. The entire corps, if necessary.

And those four would be the first to fall.

Her grip on the katanas tightened as her brain did the math. She couldn’t beat four Angels alone. Yes, she was better augmented than them; she could even take it up with two at once and win. But not four. It was impossible, her brain told her.

It didn’t matter. She would disrespect the impossible.

At that moment, she had an idea. Her drone was in the garage at Angel HQ. It could be here in two minutes. Nephilim established a connection using her neural implant and activated the drone.

The door opened, and the four Angels stepped outside, their body language smug and self-confident. Four against one cornered on a roof? Of course they thought she was easy game.

There were three men and one woman. Nephilim knew them all by name. She had fought at their side for years, spoken with them in the cafeteria, had their back while they had hers. It would have been sad if she’d thought about the situation, but Nephilim didn’t have time for sentiment.

She knew one of the four particularly well: Uriel, one of the Archangels.

He had been at Metatron’s side for ten years. Nephilim’s eyes narrowed.

Traitor.

The group had seen her on their HUDs, of course, yet seeing her with their own eyes made them stop in their tracks in surprise.

What they saw was a combat-ready Wasp, pointing two of the deadliest weapons imaginable at them.

Nephilim smirked under her helmet.

Uriel furrowed his brow. “Nephilim?”

“The one and only.”

He was visibly confused. “You sided with the enemy?”

Nephilim snorted. “Says the traitor.”

Uriel got a grip of himself and glared at her, his neon-blue eyes glowing in the night.

“I’m not a traitor. I’m doing the right thing.”

“Is that so, Uriel?” Nephilim didn’t even try to hide her contempt. “What did Zephaniel promise you? How much did it cost him?”

Uriel slowly shook his head. “It’s not that. He wasn’t himself lately. Instead of taking care of the Angel corps, he was obsessed with you.”

“Nonsense.”

“In fact, he always was. Remember right after you graduated from Angelborn, when you were young, fresh, and innocent? I picked you as my toy. I’m sure you remember that.” He grinned, and Nephilim couldn’t wait to wipe it from his face.

Just a little longer. Keep the smug asshole talking.

“Did you ever wonder why I completely lost interest in you all of a sudden? That’s right. He called me into his office and stated plainly that he’d send me into ‘early retirement’ if I ever dared to touch you again.”

Nephilim smiled under her helmet. So it had been him. Of course it had.

Metatron had protected her from the shadows all her life. And now she would repay him by killing everyone who dared stand against him, no matter if they were an Archangel or not.

“And that’s why you betrayed him? How petty of you.”

“No, of course not. Why don’t you speak with Zephaniel? He’ll convince you that you’re wrong.”

Nephilim laughed. “Only if hell freezes over first.”

It was exactly as she had anticipated. Zephaniel wanted her alive. He wanted to convince her to betray Metatron, thus delivering the killing blow. He had to be a complete idiot if he really thought that would ever happen.

But that was good. Zephaniel’s arrogance and ignorance played into her hands. The Angels he had sent had been ordered not to kill her—yet. But she would kill them.

“Nephilim…” Uriel decided to change his approach and put on a friendly smile instead. She might be outnumbered, but she was still extremely dangerous—and he knew that. “Be reasonable. We don’t have to do this. Lay down your weapons and come with us. You’ll see that things aren’t what you think.”

He extended his hand in a friendly gesture.

“I have a better offer, Uriel,” Nephilim replied icily. “Go fuck yourself.”

She spread her arms, the deadly swords in her hands gleaming in the city lights all around them.

“You want me? Come and get me.”

And they did.

Without any warning or spoken command, they charged forward. They must have been communicating over a private channel.

The three Guardian Angels charged her, but Uriel stayed behind. He was sure she wouldn’t be able to handle all three of them. They stormed forward with the frightening attack speed only cyborgs were capable of. Their blades snapped out of their wrists in unison as they attempted to circle her.

Nephilim waited until the very last split second. She had learned a trick or two from the Wasps in TogbuaXiang. Just when the Angel closest to her was about to strike, she sprang into action.

Instead of evading, as he’d probably expected, she countered with the blade in her right hand. Sparks flew through the night like angry lightning bugs as titanium hit whatever the Wasp blades were made of.

At the same time, she swung her right leg with full force and speed and hit the Angel on the right in the abdomen before his blades could reach her. Next, the katana in her left hand shot forward as she used it like a spear. It passed by the blades of the third Angel and instead hit her right in the chest.

The effect was devastating. Sharper than any blade Nephilim had ever seen, the new prototype Wasp weapon pierced the Angel combat suit as if it were made of straw, ramming through vulnerable biological tissue and organs before its tip cut through the suit again on the other side.

Blood erupted from the wound like a red spring as the Angel staggered, seemingly not yet realizing that she was dead.

Nephilim didn’t have time to pull out the blade, so she let go of it. She spun out of reach of the other two Angels before they could counter.

Briefly, she saw disbelief on Uriel’s face, and it made her grin.

The two remaining Angels didn’t waste any time. While their dying comrade sank to her knees, choking on her blood, they lunged forward again.

Nephilim used her katana to parry the blow of the attacker to her left, deliberately turning her back to the other Angel.

What looked like a deadly mistake was, in truth, a trap.

As the Angel approached her from behind, Nephilim swung her left arm backward, letting her razor-sharp titanium blade snap out of her elbow instead of her wrist. The Angel didn’t expect that move because such prosthetics weren’t standard among Angels. Only Metatron and Nephilim could extend their blades through their wrists or elbows.

It was a direct hit. Nephilim rammed her blade into the other Angel’s chin with full force, cutting all the way into his brain, killing him instantly. With a sharp yank, she pulled the blade out of the man’s head, prompting a gush of blood and brain tissue to splatter all over his body as he collapsed.

Nephilim knew this one well. He had trained at the Angelborn Academy with her. She felt nothing.

The remaining Angel retreated a step toward Uriel, eyes wide. Clearly, this wasn’t the outcome he had expected.

Nephilim spun in Uriel’s direction and grinned under her mask.

“What’s up, Uriel? Will you come and get me now? Or are you only strong enough to force yourself onto schoolgirls?”

Uriel didn’t reply.

Instead, he lifted his gun at five times the speed of an attacking snake—too fast for Nephilim to evade. He fired.

Nephilim’s sensors noticed the bullet approaching, but there was nothing she could do about it. The projectile hit her right in the chest.

Nephilim staggered backward due to the immense kinetic energy of a high-velocity projectile fired from close proximity. She felt the impact—and then nothing.

The suit had stopped the bullet before it could reach Nephilim’s biological skin. She sucked in air. The Angels’ high-velocity bullets were designed to bypass armor, but this one was too strong.

Thank you, Suaa, Nephilim thought, straightening up. I owe you a drink.

She glared at Uriel, who was visibly surprised that she was still standing.

“Coward,” she hissed.

But this time, she didn’t give him the time to aim at her again. Her HUD showed more units approaching. Uriel had clearly called for reinforcements.

Nephilim turned and sprinted toward the roof’s edge, simultaneously sheathing her katana. Just before she reached the ledge, she spun around her axis and leaned back.

“Hey, Uriel!”

He turned his head and stared at her in confusion—she was about to fall to certain death.

At that moment, right before gravity got hold of her, Nephilim drew her gun with lightning speed.

Uriel had no time to react as her bullet hit him in the forehead, spraying blood, brain tissue, and metal shards into the now empty pool.

Nephilim chuckled as she fell backward into the night, down toward the ground almost a mile below her.

But she wasn’t committing suicide.

As she fell, she pushed her legs toward her chest, gracefully backflipping in mid-air, then reached upward. Her fingers closed around a metal handlebar, and immediately she was yanked forward and away from the roof, where the reinforcements were just arriving.

It was her drone, of course. And it wasn’t here by accident. While baiting Uriel into talking, she had navigated it all the way from HQ, calculating its exact arrival. It had been risky. Had she miscalculated by only a second, her rescue mission would be over now.

But she hadn’t. And she was only getting started.

She lifted her gun and fired two shots into the arriving reinforcements, hitting two Angels but not killing them, before she steered the drone two stories down.

Right before she hit the building’s façade, she let go of the drone, navigating it upward and into safety. Instinctively shielding her head with her forearms, she crashed through the window into a room shrouded in darkness.

Nephilim rolled over the floor and into cover, holstering her gun. She scanned the room. It was clear and mostly empty. Stavros had used it as a dinner party venue or something like that. Metatron didn’t need such stuff, so he’d thrown everything out but hadn’t decided what to do with it, so it was still empty for now.

“Metatron,” she whispered tenderly, thinking of him. “I’m coming.”

“Nephilim.”

The voice she heard in response made her narrow her eyes to slits.

“That was impressive, I have to say,” Zephaniel said. He was hiding irritation and a hint of insecurity under his smug tone. “Poor Uriel. He liked you so much.”

“So much that he tried to shoot me in the chest,” she replied icily. “I thought you wanted to talk, Zephaniel?”

“I do. Uriel got nervous and disregarded my order.”

Nephilim chuckled. “Oh really? No one ever disregarded Metatron’s orders.”

Zephaniel remained silent for a beat. That had been a direct hit on his pride.

“You’d reconsider your words if you could see him now,” he hissed.

That shot an ice-cold dagger into Nephilim’s heart. She forced herself to breathe and keep focus.

He’s not dead, she told herself.

“Then let me see for myself,” she replied instead, her voice steady. “Where are you hiding?”

She could see multiple Angel signatures all over the residence, but she couldn’t tell which one was Metatron.

“In his favorite place,” Zephaniel said. “You might want to hurry. He won’t last much longer. He’s just holding on so he can see you one more time.”

Nephilim closed her eyes for a moment.

“Just yield, and you can be here in two minutes,” Zephaniel continued. “If you beg for his life, maybe I’ll show mercy.”

I will fucking kill you, Nephilim thought, but she didn’t give Zephaniel the satisfaction of a response. Slowly.

She straightened up and walked toward the exit of the large room. She could see Angels approaching on her HUD.

The symphony of violence was just about to start.


Chapter Four

The Avatar of Death

Nephilim stopped behind the door, took cover, and calculated. She scanned twenty Angel signatures inside the residence. Zephaniel must have brought an entire squad here.

She wondered how many of them were really traitors and how many were simply following orders, oblivious to the true situation.

Zephaniel had said he and Metatron were in “his favorite place.”

Metatron had two favorite places: the rooftop pool—which was now out of commission—and his library. That had to be where Zephaniel was holding Metatron. And, indeed, she saw two Guardian Angel signals there on her HUD.

Nephilim swore inwardly. The library was on the other side of the building, one story above. Of course it was.

An entire squad of Guardian Angels stood between her and him.

She squinted. So be it. None of them would still be alive when this was over.

But maybe it wasn’t necessary to kill them all…

Nephilim tried to establish a connection to HQ, but it was blocked. She huffed out air. Zephaniel must have cut off her access to the grid. Could she at least open a channel and reach the Angels inside the building?

She tried… and it worked!

“To all Guardian Angels in the vicinity,” she began. “This is Archangel Nephilim. High-Archangel Metatron”—she put a clear emphasis on his name—“is incapacitated. As instructed by him, I’m taking command. I’m willing to give everyone here the benefit of the doubt and assume you’re unaware that you’re committing treason. Lay down your weapons, and you’ll be spared. Oppose me, and I will show no mercy.”

For a moment, there was only silence. Then the person Nephilim had come to hate most in this world responded.

“All units, this High-Archangel Zephaniel. Metatron is dead. Murdered by a traitor: Archangel Nephilim. She’s working for the enemy now. She’s a Wasp. Find her and bring her here, dead or alive. Custodio et mortifico.”

With that, he cut Nephilim’s connection.

“Damn it!”

Nephilim rammed her fist against the wall in frustration, creating a deep dent.

Zephaniel was a coward and a traitorous rat, but he wasn’t stupid. He had played that well to his advantage. She was wearing Wasp armor, after all, so it was easy to position her as the enemy.

Even assuming not all Angels here were traitors, they would follow Zephaniel’s commands anyway. One glance at Nephilim would be enough to convince them that he was right and she was wrong.

Nephilim bit her lip, balling her fists.

She would have to kill fellow Angels who had been deceived.

So be it.

His life outweighed that of everyone else—in this building, in this city, in the entire world. Because he was her world.

A hero, a good guy, a righteous person might think that the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one.

Fuck that.

She was no hero. She was a killer.

And in her world, the needs of one outweighed the needs of everyone else.

Nephilim remembered what Metatron had said once: ‘I would burn down the entire city before I let anything happen to you.’

She smiled tenderly, but then her smile turned freezing cold.

“Metatron,” she whispered. “I’ll burn down the entire fucking world before I lose you.”

A strange calm began filling her. This was who she was, who he had made of her. And she liked it.

‘Death isn’t good, nor is it evil. Death just is.’ The Arahant’s words echoed in her mind. ‘And you, Nephilim, are the Avatar of Death.’

She smirked, once again not noticing how eerily her smirk resembled Metatron’s.

Damn right she was. And it was time she acted like it.

Then she remembered something else the Arahant had said: ‘Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil.’

Nephilim spun around to face the door. She saw five blue dots on her HUD approaching down the hallway, and another five weren’t far behind.

Slowly, she drew her katana with her right hand and her gun with her left.

“Suaa, I’m putting my life in your hands,” Nephilim whispered into the dark. “Don’t disappoint me, or I’ll come back and haunt you.”

With that eerie smirk on her face, she kicked the door off its hinges. Like a demon of wrath—or an aggregated wasp—Nephilim stormed forward at the maximum attack speed the Angels were capable of.

She entered a broad hallway, which Metatron normally left unused. It was the only way to the staircase leading up to the library. A bottleneck.

The five Angels approaching her were caught entirely by surprise. This wasn’t the standard tactic they used or had expected of her.

They raised their guns and took aim, but they weren’t fast enough. Nephilim activated the gravity booster, Metatron’s latest gadget, a prototype only implemented in him and her. Eventually, he planned to equip all Angels with one, but Nephilim was grateful that he hadn’t yet.

She had three seconds, but that would be enough.

Nephilim leaped forward and straight against the wall. In mid-air, she spun by ninety degrees, landing with her feet against the wall—and kept running.

Wasps had used the technology for years, and the Angels feared them. Any enemy who could run across a wall or the ceiling with the speed of a sports car was a devastating danger, even for highly advanced cyborgs like the Guardian Angels—especially when wielding a weapon that cut through their armor like butter.

The five Angels spun toward Nephilim, but it was already too late. Running along the wall, she stretched out her sword and used her insane momentum for a devastating attack.

The sharp weapon cut right through the two Angels closest to her as if they were rag dolls. One second, they were functioning, living soldiers, and the next, their torsos were splattering onto the floor while their artificial legs remained standing.

Nephilim didn’t pay them any attention. Still running along the wall, she lifted her gun and fired. Thanks to the integrated camera connected to her neural implant, she didn’t even have to look. Instead, she focused on calculating the shot’s trajectory perfectly, taking her own speed and angle of attack into account. The bullet hit the Angel farthest away from her right in the forehead, killing him instantly.

That left only two, and Nephilim was determined to make short work of them. Using the last second of her gravity boost, she spun another ninety degrees, landing with her feet on the ceiling. There, she took one more powerful stride before she backflipped right in between the last two men.

Before her feet hit the ground, she had decapitated one of them with her katana. Saving ammo, she let her blade snap out of her other wrist and slit the last man’s throat, landing in a crouching position like a cat between five dead bodies, blood, intestines, and shredded augmentations.

Damn, those new Wasp swords were absolutely devastating! She could only call herself lucky that the TogbuaXiang cyborgs were allies now. A full squad equipped with those swords would be unstoppable, even for Angels.

But Nephilim didn’t have time to muse about that now as five more Angels were running down the hall. And she couldn’t catch these ones by surprise. Besides, the gravity booster would take ten minutes to recharge.

And in ten minutes, she was planning to have cleared out the rot and be holding Metatron in her arms.

The Angels opened fire. They wouldn’t take any chances. They had witnessed what Nephilim had just done to their comrades—her comrades, as she knew every one of them by name. Maybe she would feel remorse later, maybe not.

Because this was a hallway, there was no cover. There was only one way—forward.

Nephilim returned fire.

Bullets hit her. The first hit her in the shoulder, then another in the chest, a third in the abdomen. Each hit was potentially lethal, yet the impacts were absorbed by the Tigress’ secret prototype suit—for now. But each hit felt like a punch with an iron fist.

Nephilim dropped her katana and pulled out her second gun instead. She wouldn’t play around—she was aiming for the heads. The Angels wore no helmets and only their light combat armor. Zephaniel hadn’t expected Nephilim to resist so fiercely.

A grave miscalculation. Clearly, he didn’t know her at all.

Her first two shots were direct hits. Two hostiles dropped.

More bullets hit her. Another one directly in the chest, another in the neck.

Then a headshot.

Nephilim staggered backward, her ears ringing and nausea filling her. But she wasn’t dead. The helmet was holding.

Not for much longer, though. Another headshot shattered her helmet but left her skull untouched, only leaving her with a severe headache. But the next hit would be lethal.

Nephilim changed tactics.

She leaped forward and slid over the blood-soaked marble floor, right into one of the Angels she had just shot. With the strength of a machine, she grabbed the dead man and lifted him, using him as a human shield—or rather, a cyborg shield.

His face was turned toward her, his neon-blue eyes unblinking. His name was Esmiel. He was a funny guy.

Not anymore.

Using Esmiel as a shield, Nephilim killed the last two remaining Angels. She dropped the corpse and crouched beside it for a moment, breathing heavily.

She could already feel the hematoma building on her biological skin where she’d been hit, and her head hurt as if someone had hit her with full force on the temple. But she was alive. The suit had done its job, although she doubted she’d be so lucky again.

DAMAGE REPORT

She swiped the report away on her HUD. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be so bad.

Ten down, ten left. Unless Zephaniel called for reinforcements from HQ, which he probably would.

Nephilim straightened up and moved forward. Six Angels were waiting for her on the staircase. They had evidently adapted their tactics and wouldn’t blindly rush her. They were waiting for her to come to them.

She wouldn’t disappoint them.

“Nephilim.”

Zephaniel’s voice made her roll her eyes as she removed the remains of her helmet, her neon-blue eyes shining in the semi-dark like angry fireflies. Unfortunately, she had lost her second katana. It was somewhere behind her, buried under the corpses of her former brothers-in-arms, and she didn’t have time to look for it now.

But she still had her integrated blades, a couple of bullets, and a determination that could move mountains.

“What?” she asked, not hiding her irritation.

“We don’t have to do this, Nephilim,” he said in a friendly, almost seductive voice. “You’ll kill a bunch of people and then eventually fall. And for what?”

For him, she thought, but she didn’t say so out loud. Zephaniel didn’t understand true devotion. His own had always been fake.

“Yield, and you will be spared. You have my word.”

Nephilim snorted, slowly approaching the staircase.

“He wants you to yield,” Zephaniel said suddenly, making her stop in her tracks.

“Liar,” she said.

“No, it’s the truth. He accepts his surrender and wants you to surrender too.”

“Fuck you.”

“He said so himself.”

“Then why don’t you let me speak with him?”

“No,” he replied after a beat. “Not yet.”

“Because you’re a liar. He would never give up. And neither will I.”

“I will break both of you,” he said coldly.

She grinned. “We’ll see about that, Zephaniel. I’m coming.”

She had reached the staircase, and a plan was forming in her head.


Chapter Five

Blood

Nephilim leaned beside the door that led from the hallway to the staircase.

It wasn’t a simple staircase; it had been designed to look like stairs in a palace or opera house. Broad stairs led half the way up and then split in two directions, with balconies to the left and right instead of simple halls leading to the upstairs rooms.

It used to be pompous and ugly, but Metatron had enlisted a skilled architect to redesign it, and now it was sleek and stylish with dark wood, diffused lighting, and art on the walls.

Hardly anyone knew that Metatron owned some of the few remaining paintings by Renoir, Picasso, and more. And if people had known, they wouldn’t have cared anyway. Nowadays, such pieces of art from the pre-corporate era were considered junk, but to Metatron, they were priceless treasures.

Nephilim thought about what Zephaniel had said. That Metatron had surrendered and that he wanted her to surrender too.

She snorted. What nonsense.

Metatron would never surrender, and he would never ask her to. He wasn’t unbreakable, but his will was.

And so was hers.

No, Zephaniel was trying to make him appear weak to demoralize her. To make her believe that he had given up, so she should as well. Nice try, but pointless.

It also meant that he was scared.

She remembered that Metatron had once told her that, at his core, Zephaniel was insecure. Zephaniel wanted to be Metatron so badly, yet all he could ever become was a bleak copy, a shadow.

Of course he was scared now. As he should be.

Nephilim peeked around the corner. The staircase appeared empty, but she could see on her HUD that six Angels were there. They were upstairs, in cover, keeping an eye on the door they expected her to come through—and she would. Because there was no other way.

The problem was that they would open fire the moment she moved. Her suit could maybe sustain two more hits, but not much more. Once punctured, the armor’s structure would lose its integrity. Which made storming the staircase the way she had stormed the hall before impossible. No, she needed a different approach here.

All she needed was to get sufficiently far into the stairwell to take cover behind one of the columns. From there, she could fight her way forward and up. And she had to be quick about it.

Metatron needed her.

And reinforcements could be approaching. A full squad oblivious that they were doing the dirty work for a traitor. Like the ones she had just killed.

Suddenly, Nephilim smirked.

She couldn’t play the same trick of surprise again, but she could repeat another tactic.

She ran back a few steps and grabbed the closest dead Angel. His forehead had shattered where her bullet had hit him, and the back of his head was a bloody mess, with metal parts sticking out from what was left of the brain tissue.

But she didn’t need his head. She needed his body.

Nephilim picked the dead cyborg up as if he were a sack of feathers, then carried him to the door leading to the staircase. Even if the six Angels lurking upstairs all opened fire at once, the dead Angel’s armor and body should protect her from direct hits, at least for a few seconds, and that was all she needed.

She focused, then stormed forward.

As expected, the fire started instantly, and Nephilim’s “shield” was hit by dozens of bullets within a second.

They really want me dead, she thought with a grin. Not today.

She felt the bullets impact the body she was holding as a human shield, each projectile a small detonation of kinetic energy. An entire swarm of them was hard to sustain, even for someone like her. At first, the dead Angel’s armor held, but soon it began disintegrating, leaving his flesh exposed, which was outright ripped to shreds by the bullets.

Before the “shield” became useless, Nephilim reached the closest pillar. She dropped the cadaver and dove into cover, barely avoiding being shot. She leaned forward to return fire and was instantly greeted by more bullets.

Damn it.

Those Angels had picked the perfect strategic position. High ground with plenty of cover. She needed to distract them somehow. Angels who had ground-based drones usually used those in such a scenario. But Nephilim’s drone was different, designed for aerial assault.

Unless…

Nephilim smirked, then focused on her drone, which was still hovering close by, ignored by the cyborgs fighting inside. She connected to the drone’s interface and found herself looking through her own eyes and the drone’s at the same time.

She navigated the drone at high speed toward one of the windows on the story above, and it broke through the window with ease, soaring into Metatron’s home office. It was the room in which he had killed Stavros, one of his favorite places in the building. Metaton said the room had “good vibes,” and despite the gravity of the situation, thinking about that made Nephilim smile.

The door stood open, and the drone flew into the hall beyond, gaining speed. It wasn’t armed with guns, but it could emit a strong electric discharge. Not quite an EMP, but strong enough to disable most machines—or disorient a cyborg.

Looking through the drone’s eyes, Nephilim saw the group of Angels hunkering down behind the balustrades. Four of them stood very close to each other, and Nephilim set a course for them.

Nephilim stuck her blade out from cover, and the hostiles instantly opened fire again. That was when she attacked. She accelerated the drone to maximum speed. A second later, it was on the hostile Angels.

At the very last second, one of them noticed the predator coming from behind them, but it was too late. The drone crashed into the group of four, discharging its entire energy at once.

That was Nephilim’s moment.

She used the distraction, leaped forward, and jumped. The stairs were blocked, but she could climb upstairs—if she was fast enough, it could work.

Through the drone’s eyes, she saw that two of the Angels had jumped out of the electric discharge’s radius just in time, but the other two had been engulfed and momentarily stunned.

Nephilim’s fingers grabbed the ledge of the balcony above. At the same time, she transmitted the self-destruction code to her drone.

Everything shook as a fireball swallowed the two stunned Angels, killing them instantly. As the rest of them were catapulted backward, Nephilim pulled herself up and over the rail. A fire was already raging, and she heard screams as one of the hostiles was burned alive. She didn’t feel pity. Instead, her mind was calculating how to get rid of the rest of them.

She was lucky. One of the Angels had been thrown against the wall across from the balustrade she had vaulted over. Without hesitation, she aimed and pulled the trigger, delivering a clean headshot.

Three down, three to go.

And she knew that she could handle three. She stormed forward.

At that moment, the automated sprinklers activated, extinguishing the flames and making her feel as if she were running through the rain.

She followed the balustrade around, toward the main area of the stairs, and saw one of the Angels hunkering there. He lifted his gun in her direction, but she delivered a powerful kick to his hand with the gun just as he fired, and the bullet hit the wall behind Nephilim.

Nephilim didn’t give him the chance to fire again. Instead, she let her blade snap out of her wrist and cut his throat. Even as she did so, her sensors told her someone was approaching from behind.

Without turning around, she stepped back sharply, snapping her blades back in and extending them through her elbows. She hit the Angel behind her in the chest with both blades. The attack was so forceful that it pierced his armor, spiking him. She heard a gargle, and blood splattered behind her as she yanked her blades out. The Angel behind her collapsed.

Nephilim spun around her own axis, scanning the staircase and making sure no one was moving anymore.

What she saw was carnage. Five of her former brothers- and sisters-in-arms were dead. Shot. Burned. Stabbed. The fire wasn’t quite extinguished yet, but it would be soon. Good.

She turned to the door on her left. The sixth Angel had fled through there.

She knew who it was before she saw them.

“Nephilim,” a voice called from the room. A familiar voice.

Archangel Dumah.

Could it be? Had all the Archangels betrayed him? The people closest to him, the people he trusted… wanted him dead?

Nephilim felt a flood of emotions rising in her as she stood in the midst of ruin and death.

Anger, contempt… pain. The pain he must have suffered threatened to rip her heart apart. He had been betrayed because she hadn’t been there to have his back. Otherwise, she would have taken the blow meant for him.

But then her mouth tightened into a thin line as determination filled her. The past was the past. It was over. There was no need to dwell on it. Instead, she had to use it to learn for the future—his lesson to her. One of so many lessons.

And the future would bring blood. Lots of it.

“Dumah,” she replied icily. “I killed your goons. And you’re next.”

“Let’s talk, Nephilim,” Dumah said. “Sister to sister.”

Nephilim snorted with contempt, but Dumah continued.

“I’m here. If you don’t shoot, I won’t either.”

“Yeah, right,” Nephilim said.

She peeked around the door and saw Dumah. She was standing alone in a room that was almost the size of a ballroom. It was the indoor pool. One of the places where the battle against Stavros’ mercenaries had been fought out just three months ago.

The pool had suffered extensive damage, and Metatron hadn’t had the time—or the patience—to renovate it yet. So far, only the rubble had been removed and the broken windows replaced. The pool was still empty, most of its formerly blue tiles destroyed. The only illumination came from the city outside, which shone like a sea of jewels.

In the middle of the empty pool stood Archangel Dumah. She had her weapons holstered, and Nephilim saw on her HUD that she was indeed alone. Still, she didn’t trust her. She didn’t trust anyone in this building and never would again. The only one she trusted was Metatron, always.

Gun in hand, she stepped into the vast room. Every one of her steps echoed off the bare walls.

Dumah was exceptionally tall and strong for a woman, with a masculine build and sharp features. Her short hair was dyed neon blue, matching her eyes perfectly. Of all Metatron’s Archangels, she was the best fighter and totally loyal to him—or so he’d thought. She’d never said so out loud, but Nephilim knew that Dumah had always hated her. And now she wanted to talk?

“What do you want, Dumah?”

To her surprise, Dumah lifted her arms in surrender. Nephilim slowly moved closer, pointing her gun at Dumah’s head.

“I want to talk.”

“I don’t have time for a chitchat,” Nephilim said.

Dumah smiled. “That you don’t. You’re a stupidly loyal little bitch.”

Nephilim jumped into the pool, placing the gun directly against Dumah’s head.

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now.”

“Because you can’t.”

“Watch me.”

Dumah’s smile turned cold. “I’ll be happy to.”

Suddenly, the window behind Nephilim shattered, but by the time she noticed, it was already too late. Two shots were fired with a precision uncanny even for Angels. One pierced her armor, and though it was stopped before it could hit her flesh, the second finished the job, ramming the first projectile into her body, only centimeters away from her upper spine.

Nephilim staggered due to the impact. The pain was instant and brutal.

The one second of Nephilim’s imbalance was all Dumah needed. She rammed her knee into Nephilim’s abdomen, then threw her over her own axis. The force was so great that it momentarily robbed Nephilim of her breath.

A split second later, Dumah was onto her, her blade outstretched. Nephilim saw it glinting in the light but was too slow to stop the blade from being rammed into her shoulder, right into the spot where her biological flesh met her bionic arm.

Dumah’s blade went all the way through, pinning her to the ground. Nephilim felt a horrible pain, yet she clenched her teeth. She wouldn’t scream. She wouldn’t give Dumah the satisfaction.

Only now did she see who the shooter was. Hanging from her drone outside the windows was Archangel Leliel. With her long blonde hair and gorgeous face, she looked like a true angel come to life. Yet that couldn’t be further from the truth.

She leaped through the broken window and slowly walked toward Nephilim and Dumah, every one of her steps as sensual as if she were walking on a catwalk.

“Hello, Nephilim.”


Chapter Six

Pain

Nephilim’s sensors indicated heavy damage. And this time, she couldn’t ignore the report. The pain spoke for itself. And if she needed more proof, she only had to look at her own right shoulder and the blade sticking out of it.

Damage Report

Spinal proximity: 28 mm

Bleed rate: Elevated

Motor override: Available

The good news was that no artery had been hit, so she wouldn’t bleed out—at least, not right away. But the biological muscles attached to her bionic arm had been cut through, leaving her arm practically useless. She could still feel her arm—she could even move her fingers—but she wasn’t sure if she could lift it or if it would be of any use in a fight.

Much worse was the damage to her back.

The shots hadn’t been random; they had been fired with surgical precision. The bullet was stuck in her biological tissue only an inch from her spine, causing heavy bleeding. And the chances were high that if she moved, it would migrate, eventually reaching her spine.

Her spine was reinforced with titanium, but only at its base, where she had suffered damage one year ago. The upper part was still mostly biological, and so were the nerves embedded there. If the bullet kept moving, it might paralyze her.

Normally, that wasn’t such a big deal nowadays, since nerves could be regrown and spines replaced, but in her current situation, it was definitely a big deal. How was she supposed to run and fight like that?

Was this the end? Was she defeated? Had she failed Metatron?

The thought of failing him, of abandoning him, caused her worse agony than every shot or stab wound she had ever suffered combined.

It was over.

She looked up at the two women hovering above her. Dumah was now showing undisclosed hate and brutality, while Leliel smiled triumphantly. They were sure they’d won. Because everything looked that way.

Yet, looking at them, a calm clarity suddenly filled Nephilim.

No.

It wasn’t over. Not as long as she was still breathing. Not as long as Metatron needed her.

No.

She forced herself to focus, to forget the pain and fear that had begun crawling up her spine like an ice-cold claw.

Not today.

Instead, her mind began analyzing, planning, scheming.

“Look who we’ve got here,” Leliel said, her soft voice outright purring. “Our beloved ‘sister’. How do you feel, Nephilim? Not so strong anymore, huh? Not so special.”

She said the last few words with such contempt and gloating that, for a moment, the beautiful mask she liked to show the world slipped and showed what was beneath: hollow ugliness.

“Why?” Nephilim asked, making her voice sound more brittle than she actually felt. “Why are you doing this?”

Leliel crouched next to her like a cat that wanted to play with a mouse for a little bit before it devoured it. “Can’t you guess, Nephilim?”

“Why betray him?” Nephilim asked, ignoring Leliel’s question. “You both owe him everything. What did Zephaniel offer you that’s so much better?”

“A future,” Dumah said plainly. “Relevance.”

Nephilim frowned, but before she could say anything, Leliel spoke. “Are you really so stupid that you don’t know, Nephilim? I truly never understood what he sees in you, and now I understand it even less.”

“Neither do I,” Dumah said spitefully. “You’re average at best.”

“That’s no reason to turn against him,” Nephilim said.

She ran all her options through her augmented brain and came to the conclusion that as long as Dumah’s blade was impaling her and both of the Archangels were crouching next to her, she couldn’t do anything.

But she wouldn’t give up.

Never.

She just needed to wait for the right moment.

Dumah snorted. “We didn’t turn on him. He turned on us.”

Now Nephilim was genuinely surprised. “What?”

“You heard that right, Nephilim,” Leliel said sweetly. “He decided to get rid of us, his loyal Archangels, so only you remained.”

Loyal my ass. He should have gotten rid of all of you a long time ago, Nephilim thought, but she didn’t say so out loud. Provoking them right now wouldn’t exactly be a clever move. She had to outsmart them.

“Zephaniel was right,” Dumah spat. “Metatron lost his mind. He became weak, brittle. Blinded. This isn’t how our society works. It’s not how the Angel corps works.”

“Sometimes, it’s just time for a change,” Leliel said with a wink. “And you have to seize the right opportunity. What about you, Nephilim? Will you change for the winning team, or will you go down clinging to a past that’ll never return?”

“I stand with him, always,” Nephilim said as a red-hot anger began fueling her.

“I told you she’d say that,” Dumah said. “We’re wasting our time. We should finish her off now. Bring Zephaniel her head.”

But Leliel lifted a palm. “No. He said to bring her in alive if possible, and we don’t want to disappoint the High-Archangel, do we?”

She smiled in her typically sensual way, a smile that disguised the monster beneath perfectly.

“Do you know why, Nephilim? Why he wants you alive?”

“I don’t,” Nephilim said, playing dumb, although she had a very good idea.

All this time, as she kept the others talking, she was preparing herself. The second Dumah retrieved her blade to bring her to Zephaniel, she would strike.

Leliel’s eyes narrowed. “Because he wants to see Metatron break before he kills him, and the best way to break him is you. He’ll let Metatron witness either your betrayal or your death. Either will kill him inside before he finishes him off.”

“He’s going to kill her,” Dumah said coldly. “Bitch won’t betray him.”

Damn right, Nephilim thought.

Leliel shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe she’ll come to her senses facing annihilation.”

She drew her gun and pointed it at Nephilim’s head.

“You’ll come with us now. One wrong move, and I’ll pull the trigger. Zephaniel wants you alive, and I live to please the High-Archangel, but I won’t sacrifice myself for him. I’ll shoot you without hesitation. Understood, princess?”

“Understood,” Nephilim said. But in truth, she was calculating the perfect moment for an attack.

Chance of success: 21%

Well, that wasn’t great. But she would try anyway. She would disrespect the impossible. For him.

Leliel nodded at Dumah, giving her an unspoken command. Dumah began pulling her blade out of Nephilim’s shoulder, and Nephilim winced. The pain was almost unbearable, even for a cyborg who could easily sustain 300% more pain than an average human. A sadistic grin flashed over Dumah’s lips. There could be no doubt that she was enjoying it.

Nephilim forced herself to shut down the pain and focus. Suddenly, everything seemed to move in slow-motion as her brain started working faster than ever before. She wouldn’t wait until Dumah had extracted the blade from her body. Instead, she merely waited until the blade had been pulled free from the floor.

That was the moment Nephilim struck.

Faster than ever before in her life, her other hand shot up, grabbing Leliel’s hand and yanking it sideways. Her attack was so sudden and so forceful that Leliel lost her grip on the gun for a split second. That was all Nephilim needed. Her fingers reached past the trigger guard, and the gun fired—right into Dumah’s face.

For a split second, surprise and shock flared on Leliel’s beautiful face. Then it was covered with blood spurting from what used to be Dumah’s head.

But Nephilim was out for more blood. Before Leliel fully grasped what was happening, Nephilim’s blade snapped out of her wrist, stabbing Leliel in the neck, straight through the carotid artery.

Blood began spraying from the open wound like a grotesque fountain. Leliel gargled and tried to cover her neck with her hand, but it was too late. She collapsed onto Nephilim, staining the yellow stripes on Nephilim’s suit crimson.

Nephilim took a deep breath, then began chuckling.

“Fuck you,” she whispered. “Both of you.”

With her good hand, she pushed Leliel’s body aside, then groaned as she pulled Dumah’s sword from her shoulder. The wound started bleeding heavily, and Nephilim clenched her teeth, pressing her hand onto it. It was painful but not lethal.

Slowly, she rose into a sitting position, then stood. The wound in her back hurt and made her feel stiff, but she could still walk and move, so it wasn’t so bad.

But her right arm was mostly useless as she could hardly lift it anymore. That left her with one functioning arm and a projectile slowly approaching her spine with every move she made.

Spinal proximity: 24 mm

She summoned all her will and spun around with astounding swiftness, facing the exit door on the other side of the destroyed pool area. From there, it was only down the hall, then a turn to the right, and she would reach the library.

“Metatron, I’m coming,” she repeated her vow tenderly.

Moving forward, her face took on a cold expression.

“Zephaniel!” she shouted, and her voice echoed off the bare walls of the pool. “Fuck you!”

Her arm was useless, but her legs were still functioning. Without much effort, she leaped forward and jumped out of the pool, grimacing as she landed. The projectile had moved.

It didn’t matter. She was almost there, and nothing and no one would stop her now.

Yet when she turned the corner into the hall leading to the library, she froze in shock.

Someone was waiting there for her, guarding the door she had to pass. Someone she would never have expected to be there.

∆∆∆

“Adriel,” she whispered in utter disbelief.

He smiled, stepping forward. “Neph.”

Nephilim felt her knees buckle for a moment.

“Adriel… You too?”

He looked at her firmly. “Yes, Neph. Please, hear me out. I would never hurt you, you know that.”

Nephilim felt her heart shatter into a million pieces.

Adriel was her best friend. He had been like a brother to her. They had known each other for twenty years, gone to Angelborn together. He had been like a rock in her life, someone she trusted, someone she could always rely on…

“Adriel…” she whispered. Had her eyes been capable of producing tears, she’d be crying now. “Why?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do,” he said firmly. “Hear me out, please.”

He lifted his palms, indicating that he meant no harm. Nephilim remained silent, just staring at him, hurt. Vulnerable for the first time.

Adriel…

“Sometimes things need to change, Neph. Metatron never truly recovered from the battle against Rosprom. He’s not himself anymore. The Angel corps needs a strong leader. Someone with a vision and—”

Nephilim snorted, interrupting him. “Someone like Zephaniel, you mean?”

“Yes, exactly. Someone like Zephaniel,” he said with a smile. “You should give him a chance and listen to him.”

Suddenly, Nephilim started laughing.

Adriel furrowed his brow. “Neph, are you okay? You’re bleeding… You’ve been through hell, and I’m worried about you.”

She giggled. “Are you, huh?”

“Yes, I am. You know me, Neph. I would never lie to you.”

Nephilim studied the man who had been her closest ally and friend for as long as she could remember. Who had always had her back. Who would have taken a bullet for her—and she for him.

After everything else that had failed to stop her, Zephaniel was playing his last, most effective card. He assumed that Nephilim wouldn’t hurt Adriel. That Adriel could convince her to surrender and listen to what Zephaniel had to say.

“Tell me, Adriel, what did Zephaniel promise you in return for betraying your High-Archangel and me, your friend? No, let me guess. He promised you a promotion to Archangel, didn’t he? Because there would have been at least two vacant spots. His own, as he was ‘ascending’, and possibly mine. Well, now there are three more vacancies—I’ve killed Uriel, Leliel and Dumah.”

He just stared at her, clearly unsure what to reply.

“Tell me!” she snapped.

He swallowed. “Yes, Neph. That’s what he offered me. And why not? I deserve it.”

She moved closer. “Step aside, Adriel. Now.”

He crossed his arms. “No, Neph. Not this time.”

“Adriel. Step aside, now.”

He grinned. “Or what? Will you kill me? Look at yourself. You’re in no condition to fight anymore. You need a doctor, Neph. Let me help you.”

“Adriel, I’m telling you one more time. Step aside.”

He shook his head. “I won’t, Neph. We both know you can’t hurt me. You and I—”

Suddenly, a bloody hole appeared in his forehead, brain tissue and metal fragments spreading across the wall behind him. With her good hand, Nephilim had drawn and fired so fast that he hadn’t even had a chance to blink.

For a moment, he kept standing as if he hadn’t realized what had just happened.

Then he collapsed.

“Watch me,” Nephilim said, looking down at what was left of her friend.

She knew she should feel guilt or grief, but she didn’t. All she felt was nothing.

She had loved Adriel, but she loved Metatron more. It wasn’t even a contest. And if she had the choice, then the choice of who she’d save and who she’d sacrifice was easy.

His life outweighed everyone’s. Even her own.

Zephaniel had miscalculated.

He had no idea what she had become.

Now she could see only two Guardian Angel signatures in the entire building, and they were both behind this door.

Nephilim stepped over Adriel’s body and opened it.


Chapter Seven

Remember Olympias III

The first thing Nephilim saw when she entered the vast living area of Metatron’s residence was the devastation.

Broken sculptures, ripped paintings, shattered porcelain, torn books—everywhere, art had been destroyed. To the left stood Metatron’s beloved grand piano… or rather, what was left of it. Someone had made short work of it.

For a second, a memory flashed through Nephilim’s consciousness: Metatron playing Chopin while she listened, sitting next to him, her head on his shoulder. The memory was sweet yet painful. Because maybe that was all it would remain: a memory, never to be real again.

No.

She forced herself to focus. There was no time for such sentiments now. Everything broken could be restored and rebuilt—if he was okay.

But he wasn’t. And she was about to see that only seconds later.

There were no lights on in the living area. The only illumination came from outside, giving everything an eerie, outright apocalyptic atmosphere.

Nephilim turned to the right and slowly made her way to the section of the room Metatron had dedicated as his library.

What she saw next made her stop in her tracks, frozen in shock and nauseating agony.

She thought she had been prepared for the worst, but what she saw broke her heart more than anything she had ever experienced.

Nephilim had been designed and trained to be more than human, to be superior, strong, sublime. Yet at that very moment, she felt more human than she had in decades.

She couldn’t help herself. A desperate gasp escaped her mouth, her eyes wide in shock.

The library had been devastated even more than the rest of the residence. The remnants of books lay scattered everywhere.

And in the midst of them was Metatron… or rather, what was left of him.

He was being held in a kneeling position, his arms spread and held up with ropes. All his limbs had been stripped of their artificial skin and muscles, and the cords in his titanium exoskeleton had been cut, effectively immobilizing him. The ropes holding his arms were unnecessary for restraint—they were just a statement. The same went for the gag in his mouth.

But that wasn’t the worst thing.

Nephilim could see at once that he had been stabbed multiple times in his biological flesh and artificial parts alike. He was kneeling in a puddle of his own blood mixed with the variety of fluids that an Angel’s artificial parts needed to function properly.

The more Nephilim looked at it, the more the dread in her grew.

For a moment, she was convinced that she was too late, that he was dead. He couldn’t possibly have survived such injuries. Panic began spreading inside her, a heartbreak so severe that it took her breath away.

If he was dead, then she didn’t want to live on either. She couldn’t imagine a world without him in it.

She was scared to scan him, convinced that she would find no signs of life. But she did it anyway—and almost sighed in relief.

He was alive!

The signs of life were faint, and no doubt he was in critical condition, but he was alive!

“Metatron…” she whispered, her relief mingling with tenderness. And love, so much love.

At that moment, he opened his eyes and looked straight at her, a soft neon-blue glow instantly filling the air around him, almost like an aura.

The eye contact hit Nephilim like an electric current. She knew at once that he wasn’t just alive—he was fully aware. His body was broken, but his spirit and will were not.

Nephilim smiled, and he smiled back.

Their moment of intimacy lasted only for a split second before it was harshly interrupted by a voice filled with spite and mockery.

“Nephilim,” Zephaniel said. “How lovely of you to join us. I was concerned you wouldn’t make it in time to say goodbye.”

She spun around and saw him standing a few feet away, a glass of whiskey in one hand and a gun in the other. It was pointing straight at Metatron’s head. Even though his neon-blue glare was focused on Nephilim, she knew that he didn’t need to look to fire a precise shot at Metatron.

“Lay down your weapons, Nephilim,” he said. “Now. Or I’ll blow his brains out the same way you just did with poor Adriel.”

Nephilim obeyed. She knew that Zephaniel meant what he said. He was planning on killing Metatron anyway. The only reason he had kept him alive this long was that he wanted to play and enjoy his victory. He could pull the trigger as fast as she—and he would.

She unholstered her pistol and tossed it into a pile of books, then lifted her good arm in surrender. With her other arm broken, that left her only with one functioning blade.

It didn’t matter. She would kill Zephaniel with her bare hands if she had to.

“Here I am,” she said coldly. “I was told you wanted to talk.”

“I did indeed,” he said. “Tell me, Nephilim, why the carnage and bloodshed? Why such rude and uncivilized behavior? You should have known the outcome would have been the same no matter what. Because the moment I hold a gun to his head, you yield.”

As if to demonstrate his power, he approached Metatron swiftly and pressed the muzzle of his gun directly against Metatron’s temple.

Metatron didn’t flinch. Instead, he kept looking at Nephilim with that calm, focused expression she knew only too well. If he was in pain—and there could be no doubt that he was in severe pain—he had decided not to show it.

The message was clear. He hadn’t given up, and neither would she.

They would either survive together or die together.

Zephaniel took a sip of his drink, then grinned, his eyes gleaming. “So, what do you think of him now, Nephilim? Not so impressive anymore, is he? Do you still want him like that?”

She wanted to throw insults at Zephaniel, to charge him and strangle him, unleashing all the rage that had built up inside her since she had jumped out of the plane, but she forced herself to stay cool.

Zephaniel was drunk on power, but at his core, he was insecure. If she provoked him, he might pull the trigger just out of spite.

“Yes,” she replied calmly, her voice like frozen steel. “Give him to me, and he and I will leave. You can be the High-Archangel if you like. You can rule this entire goddamn city if that’s your wish. I don’t care. I only want him.”

That was a lie, of course. If Zephaniel let them go—which he wouldn’t, unless he was a complete idiot—then she’d kill him as soon as he turned his back on her. Every breath he took was like pollution.

Zephaniel chuckled. “Really, Nephilim? You would give up everything? For him? Broken and useless as he has become?”

“Yes.”

And that was the truth. Because nothing else mattered.

“I have a better offer,” Zephaniel said with undisguised smugness. “Denounce him and join me instead. I can make you my First-Archangel. You can help me shape the future of the Angel corps.”

Nephilim chuckled. “No.”

Metatron’s eyes gleamed in silent satisfaction. Nephilim was sure that he had never doubted her loyalty, but hearing it pleased him anyway.

“No…” Zephaniel repeated as the humiliation this one word meant began to sink in. “Would you rather choose annihilation, Nephilim?”

“Yes.”

Exuding calm on the outside, burning like fire on the inside, Nephilim calculated. She played out every possible scenario in her head, but they all ended fatally, either for Metatron or for both of them. She had to remain calm and wait for the right moment to strike. And for that, she needed Zephaniel to come closer.

“If I gave you the choice between you and him, who would you choose, Nephilim?” Zephaniel asked.

She shrugged. “Him. Always him.”

Zephaniel’s mouth twitched as he stared at her. If he had really believed he could convince her to betray Metatron, it was now dawning on him that that wouldn’t happen.

“You stupid little cunt,” he hissed, suddenly showing his full hatred. “I could never understand what he saw in you. None of us Archangels did. Yet over the last fifteen months, we watched him of all people lose his mind, forgetting what our principles were, what principles Olympias was built upon. He had five of us. We did everything for him—everything. And yet he decided to dismiss us. For you.”

Suddenly, everything became clear to Nephilim. She heard Metatron’s words before she left for TogbuaXiang in her mind again.

“When you return, it’ll be only you and me. I promise you that.”

Metatron never made empty promises. He only said something if he really meant it.

He had been about to release the other Archangels from their personal duties to him. And in return, they had revolted against him, led by Zephaniel and his broken ego.

“Now I understand,” Zephaniel continued, his face contorted into a hateful mask now. “You’re his little lap dog. Not very smart, not very pretty, but hopelessly loyal.”

He stepped closer to Nephilim, waving his gun between her and Metatron. Behind him, Metatron never broke eye contact with her. She wished so much she could ask him what to do. He always knew. And she always listened to him. Yet Zephaniel had cut the connection between them and gagged him for exactly that reason.

Zephaniel drained his drink and threw the glass to the floor, shattering it.

“So, since you don’t have a mind of your own, I’m asking you. Will you sacrifice yourself for him? Right now? Your life for his.”

“Yes,” she replied calmly.

For the first time, Metatron’s gaze wavered. He closed his eyes and shook his head as much as his restraints allowed. He didn’t agree. Of course he didn’t. Yet she meant it, and he knew that too.

Zephaniel grinned maliciously. “Then kneel, Nephilim. Kneel and offer your life for his.”

Without hesitation, she did as she was told, keeping her eyes on Metatron’s.

Her lips formed a silent “I love you.”

She knew he would be able to read her lips. And so did Zephaniel, who burst out laughing as he approached her. He had the smug body language of someone who knew that he’d won. He stood beside Nephilim and pressed his gun to her head.

Then he made a fatal mistake.

He turned his gaze toward Metatron, a triumphant sneer on his face.

“Metatron. Don’t you dare close your eyes. You have to see this.”

That was the moment Nephilim had been waiting for.

The moment Zephaniel averted his attention from her to Metatron, she attacked.

From a kneeling position, she jumped up into a crouching one. He noticed what was happening and fired his gun, but it was too late. Nephilim’s head wasn’t in front of the muzzle anymore, and the shot went into the wall behind her.

Using her full body weight, Nephilim crashed into Zephaniel, ignoring that she had used her hurt arm, which was still bleeding heavily. Zephaniel reeled, but only a little. His hand shot up, and he was ready to aim at Nephilim’s head again, determined not to miss his target this time.

But Nephilim wouldn’t give him the chance. She swung her leg and hit his knee with full force. It wasn’t enough to make him fall, but it unbalanced him just enough that he staggered back a few steps.

She didn’t give him time to recover; instead, she straightened up and lunged at him. Her only remaining blade snapped out of her wrist, and she aimed it straight at his face. At the very last second, Zephaniel deflected it with one of his own, but the impact was so forceful that he dropped his gun.

Nephilim saw it and knew that this didn’t even out their chances yet—after all, she was severely injured and handicapped with one blade while he was fully functioning, with two blades, and his energy reserves at maximum capacity—but at least he would have to fight her head-on, unable to shoot her from a distance.

She didn’t give him time to recalibrate but kept pushing, attacking him with all she had left.

Zephaniel parried and countered with one blade, trying to cut off Nephilim’s head with the other. Nephilim ducked just in time, spinning sideways on one leg while she swung her other, using her momentum.

Nephilim rammed her knee into Zephaniel’s back with such force that he groaned. Her augmented ears heard a barely audible cracking noise, a clear indicator that she had broken or at least injured one or more of his ribs.

Zephaniel stumbled forward and into one of Metatron’s bookshelves, now empty as his books were spread all around the room. She charged after him, ready to stab him in the back, but he anticipated the attack, spinning sideways and deflecting with one blade while trying to stab her with the other.

She arched backward, performed a backflip with her one good arm, and used her momentum to ram her foot into Zephaniel’s abdomen. He huffed out air like a deflating balloon, and instead of attacking her, he remained where he was. Nephilim straightened up a few feet away, ready for the next round.

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Metatron still watching her with that same intense calmness. It gave her new strength and confidence.

Suddenly, Zephaniel started laughing.

“Nephilim,” he said. “Do you really think you can beat me? You’re delusional. Look at yourself, bleeding, one arm hanging useless. Give up, and I’ll make it quick, I promise.”

“That’s too bad,” she replied. “Because I won’t make it quick.”

Zephaniel laughed harder—maybe a little bit too hard, hiding a hint of insecurity.

“Metatron,” he said, this time not making the mistake of averting his gaze from Nephilim. “Watch as I slice your little lapdog to shreds.”

“Come and try, Zephaniel,” Nephilim taunted him.

He did, and they clashed like two titans, leaving a trail of destruction wherever their titanium bodies hit.

Zephaniel’s hatred versus her cold rage.

For a while, the fight was surprisingly even, which visibly frustrated Zephaniel more with every passing second. Even though he tried to insult her, calling her a lapdog and all sorts, they both knew that she was a much better melee fighter than he was.

Nephilim knew that she could win this. All she needed was a split second of him losing focus, and she would exploit it by stabbing him in the heart or slitting his throat.

Zephaniel knew that too.

He also began to realize that it was the Avatar of Death that had come for him. Despite her injuries, Nephilim was unyielding and struck with surprising strength and precision.

Zephaniel fought with hate, and Nephilim fought for love.

And love proved to be stronger than hate.

Until it wasn’t.

Suddenly, Zephaniel spun to the side and briefly adopted a crouching position before straightening back up. He moved so fast that a human eye wouldn’t even have noticed what had just happened.

But while Nephilim did, there wasn’t enough time to react.

Zephaniel must have spotted the gun he’d dropped earlier and deliberately steered the fight in that direction. Then, at the right moment, he had picked it up and was now pointing it at her.

Nephilim saw the grin on his face as he pulled the trigger.

The bullet hit her in the chest, directly above the heart. The suit had lost most of its integrity by now. It slowed down the projectile but didn’t stop it. Through her enhanced senses and hyper-focus, Nephilim could feel how the bullet broke through the suit, ready to burn itself into her flesh—but then it stopped.

All Nephilim could feel was the kinetic impact, which felt as if someone had hit her in the chest with their fist, but there was no piercing pain, no puncture.

At first, she couldn’t understand what had just happened. Then her eyes widened.

The amulet! The projectile had hit the amulet!

It must have melted due to the impact, but it had prevented Nephilim from serious, possibly fatal damage.

Yet she didn’t have time to think about that now. Zephaniel wasn’t willing to take any chances anymore and was determined to kill her.

He fired again. Nephilim lifted her good arm, its blade extended, and was able to deflect the bullet aimed at her face.

As Zephaniel fired again, Nephilim leaped sideways, trying to find cover behind a toppled shelf.

But this time, luck abandoned her, and she felt a sharp pain as a bullet hit her in the side.

Nephilim crashed to the ground. She tried to roll out of the way and into cover, but she couldn’t. The pain and the damage were too severe.

Zephaniel didn’t waste any time. Within the blink of an eye, he had pounced, spun her around, and stabbed her right in the wound caused by Dumah.

Nephilim screamed in pain.

This time, she couldn’t hold it in. The agony was simply too much.

He didn’t stop there. Instead of killing her right away, he began beating her in the face, chest, and abdomen.

Nephilim gasped for air, her vision blurring. She knew she was about to pass out, but she couldn’t do anything about it.

It’s over, she thought. Metatron, I’m sorry I failed you…

She felt herself drifting deeper into darkness.

Zephaniel saw that she was passing out and couldn’t fight back anymore. He lowered himself onto her, then sneered in Metatron’s direction.

“Hey, Metatron! Watch me fuck your precious princess to death.”

∆∆∆

Nephilim was so far gone that she couldn’t hear Zephaniel anymore.

There was only darkness. Yet the darkness wasn’t empty. Someone was there with her.

“You will suffer unspeakable pain,” a voice said, calm and friendly.

She recognized that voice. The Arahant.

“And in your darkest hour, when all hope seems lost, remember Olympias III.”

Olympias III.

Suddenly, flashes of memory ran through Nephilim’s consciousness.

Olympias III.

Metatron and her visiting the Angel HQ there. Dinner under the giant statue with the missing head. Driving through the night. The encounter with the Wasps—staged. Metatron’s estate on the coast. Enjoying each other’s company in the shallow water of the pool at dawn.

That was when she knew, for the first time, that she loved him.

Olympias III.

“In your darkest hour, when all hope seems lost, remember Olympias III.”

Metatron and her sparring. Him teaching her a lesson. Sun Tzu. Her applying it and winning! Her on top of him, pinning him down. Him smirking in apparent surrender.

Remember Olympias III.

Just when she thought she had won, when she was relaxed, happy, and proud of herself, he unbalanced her, turned the tables, and won.

She remembered exactly what he did, how clever it had been.

“Always remember that.”

His words.

“I will,” she had replied.

Remember Olympias III.

∆∆∆

Nephilim’s eyes snapped open. She saw Zephaniel on top of her, her body limp, in complete surrender.

Suddenly, she moved—so fast, so precise, so forceful.

Zephaniel, drunk on victory, didn’t see it coming. She unbalanced him easily, and before he could blink, the tables had been turned, and she was on top of him.

She didn’t give him any time to realize what was happening. Instead, she began punching his face with her good fist. With full force. Again and again.

When titanium comes up against flesh and bone, titanium always wins.

Zephaniel was only able to let out one desperate scream of agony, then something cracked under the force of her impact: his skull.

She didn’t stop there but punched him again and again, cold rage inside her burning, her view a tunnel. She punched again and again until nothing was left of his head but bloody pulp and metal shards from his neural implants.

Eventually, Nephilim straightened up and studied him for a moment, like an artist would study a particularly fine painting.

Then her rage vanished and was replaced by a single thought: Metatron.

She jumped up and ran toward him.

∆∆∆

This dream.

He’d had it over and over again over the last couple of months. It had haunted him.

In the dream, he was dying.

Kneeling in a puddle of his own blood, helpless, his systems shutting down.

And then he saw her hovering above him. Covered in blood.

At first, he thought it was his blood, but he was wrong.

It was the blood of his enemies, and she had killed all of them to get to him.

This wasn’t a dream. This was real.

She was here. And he was dying.

He saw countless warnings and status messages rolling over his HUD. He didn’t even need to look at them to know that it was over. His biological parts were dying. His cybernetics were shutting down.

WARNING! POWER CORE SHUTDOWN IMMINENT!

He looked up into her face, bruised, bloody, and yet so beautiful. So much sorrow in her eyes, so much love. More than he deserved.

“Metatron,” she whispered, pulling the gag from his mouth. Then she pressed her forehead against his and kissed him. “Metatron, stay with me. I love you.”

He wanted to. More than anything in the world. He didn’t want to leave her. Ever.

And most of all, he wanted to tell her how he really felt about her.

She knew, of course. But he had never said the words.

He tried to speak, but he couldn’t. Not anymore.

Despair filled him. Why had he never told her? Now it was too late.

I love you. Forgive me.

Then everything turned dark.

∆∆∆

“Metatron,” she said, kissing his forehead. “Stay with me! Please stay with me.”

But her scan showed that it was critical. He was losing consciousness, and his systems were shutting down. Metatron was dying.

No!

“You’re not going anywhere, you hear me? Not on my watch! Ever.”

He was unresponsive but still showed faint signs of life.

“Hold on just a little longer!”

Nephilim jumped up and sprinted out of the room, down the corridor, and into the bathroom, forcing herself not to panic but to focus. She had completely forgotten about the injuries she’d suffered herself. She didn’t feel anything anymore. Only resolve. And love.

In the bathroom, she grabbed the first aid kit and sprinted back to Metatron. On the way back, she was finally able to reach HQ and send out a distress call. A squad with medics was always on standby. They’d be here in ninety seconds.

“Hold on just a little longer,” she whispered as she ran back to the destroyed living area.

She scanned him as soon as she saw him and was more than relieved that he was still alive.

She opened the first aid kit, found the IV tube, and stuck one needle into Metatron’s vein on his neck and then the other end into her own neck. Crimson liquid began running instantly, and his body sucked it up hungrily. Luckily, they had the same blood type and had donated blood to each other before. It was an endless cycle.

But this time, the blood wouldn’t be enough.

Nephilim scanned him again, more deeply this time, and froze.

POWER CORE: 0%

SHUTTING DOWN

No! He couldn’t survive without his power core. No Angel could. Without it, all cybernetics would shut down, killing a cyborg.

Nephilim looked at Metatron in despair. It would take the rescue team at least another sixty seconds to reach them and a couple more minutes to transport him back to HQ. He wouldn’t make it. It was impossible.

Unless…

Unless she disrespected the impossible.

She opened the first aid kit again and found what she was looking for.

She looked at him, then kissed him on the mouth. His lips were cold.

Then she used her blade to open up his chest. That was relatively easy because he didn’t have much biological tissue left around his power core. Within seconds, she had found it and attached the connector.

Almost there…

She took a deep breath, then, without any further hesitation, she cut open her own chest. Blood gushed out and it hurt like hell because most of her tissue there was still biological. Gritting her teeth, she reached inside until her fingers found her own core. She attached the connector.

And…

A tremor went through his body.

She scanned him, her eyes blurry.

POWER CORE: 1%…

2%…

3%…

She smiled.

“Archangel Nephilim,” she heard via the comms link in her head. “This is Marfiel. We’re inbound. ETA thirty-five seconds.”

“We’re in the library. Inform Dr. Weinberg and the entire senior medical staff… Use a VTOL to fly them in if necessary. I want them ready in five.”

“Copy that, Archangel.”

Nephilim looked at Metatron and smiled. “You’re not going anywhere…”

Then, still leaning against him, she passed out.


Chapter Eight

The Other Side

Jake was awake when the call came.

He was sitting in his apartment, staring out of the window, yet he didn’t really pay attention to anything outside. From his perspective, he might as well have been sitting in front of a concrete wall instead of a panoramic window showing a metropolis gleaming in the night.

He wasn’t even sunken in thought. He just felt…nothing.

Not even a day had passed since he had killed Kristina.

Murdered her.

No, it hadn’t been murder, he told himself for the hundredth time. It had been self-defense.

She had been a snitch, out to destroy him. And she would have—without hesitation. It had been either him or her, and the choice had been easy.

And yet he couldn’t sleep.

Which was strange, as he didn’t feel any remorse. Or did he?

He buried his face in his palms, then let his fingers glide through his hair.

So far, no one had noticed anything.

Kristina hadn’t shown up for work, but that wasn’t unusual. Field agents often had outside assignments, and Jake had been sending out Kristina frequently—simply to get rid of her sniffing around him for a couple of hours.

Tomorrow, it would start to be suspicious if she didn’t show up. But Jake had already prepared a story about what had happened and given himself an alibi.

He knew it would work, at least temporarily. After all, he was the cell’s commanding officer. But, eventually, questions would be asked in Moscow, and they would probably send an investigator.

If that happened, then maybe it would be time for him to disappear.

But where would he go? What point did his life have anyway, besides the instinct to stay alive? Was that enough?

For now, it was.

But Jake didn’t have much time to dwell on his existential crisis.

The call came shortly after midnight. Something was happening. Something that could change things forever. Not only his career, but also the power balance between Olympias and Rosprom. If that happened, no one would ever doubt him or ask about Kristina again. Because then he would be a hero.

He didn’t even have to get dressed, because he had never gone to bed. He simply washed his face with cold water and put on a fresh shirt before hastily leaving his apartment.

∆∆∆

Only fifteen minutes later, he arrived at the office. Despite the late hour, several of his people were present, among them Nadolny, his assistant, and Abramov, the analyst. Usually, Kristina would also have joined such an urgent meeting, but her seat in the conference room was empty.

Jake caught himself thinking that he almost missed the scent of her perfume, which usually filled the room.

Focus, he scolded himself.

The very last thing he needed was to develop remorse, after all. He had done what had to be done. Period.

“What do we have?” he asked briskly, entering the room and taking a seat.

Everyone seemed excited, and he was too. If what he had been told on the phone was even only partially true, they were about to witness a huge success.

“Something’s happening in Metatron’s tower,” Nadolny said.

“What, exactly?” Jake asked.

He refused to let himself hope just yet. It would be too good to be true.

“We’re not sure,” Abramov said. “But it’s something extraordinary.”

“Get to the point,” Jake said, barely able to contain his impatience and growing irritation. This wasn’t the time for suspense.

“There’s a huge firefight going on up there,” Abramov said. “An outright battle.”

Jake leaned back in his chair. “That’s certainly an interesting development. Do we know more?”

“We intercepted a message from one of Olympias’ surveillance drones indicating a firefight in the tower. But as usual, when the Guardian Angels are involved, the security forces were ordered to stand down,” Abramov said. “However, our team on standby found that curious, so they called me. I had our own drones investigate, and when I saw the data, I called you.”

Of course, “their own drones” weren’t Rosprom technology. No foreign tech could remain undetected in Olympias’ skies for more than five minutes, which was why the RSS didn’t even try. Instead, their hackers gained access to Olympias’ surveillance drones and piggybacked them undetected. That way, they could always keep an eye on objects of great interest, and one of those was the High-Archangel’s residence.

The analyst glanced at Jake’s face but couldn’t read his expression or his body language, which were both outright screaming: Get to the point!

Abramov was an excellent data analyst but not so good with people, which was why he was mostly kept inside instead of being let loose on Olympias’ population. Other agents specialized in that. Professional liars, like Jake and Kristina.

“So, what exactly is going on in there? Do we know or not?” Jake asked.

How could someone be a genius and a moron at the same time?

“A civil war,” Abramov said.

That instantly got the full attention of everyone in the room.

“Explain,” Jake said.

“See for yourself,” the analyst said. He pressed a couple of keys on his wrist device, and several holo screens popped up directly over the conference table.

They were showing footage from surveillance drones, captured from various angles and distances. Some were relatively close to the target and showed decent footage. Others were so far away that the building itself was barely recognizable. That was because Rosprom couldn’t actually steer the drones; they could only intercept the feed they produced. And if Olympias’ security had been ordered to stand down, then that would be all they’d get for now.

At first, Jake wasn’t sure what Abramov was referring to. He couldn’t recognize anything out of the ordinary.

“Watch,” the analyst said, pointing at the central screen.

A second later, Jake saw an unmistakable sign that something was going on: an explosion on one of the top floors: Metatron’s private residence.

“Whoa,” Nadolny said. “Someone’s hit the old bastard!”

“Very likely,” Abramov said dryly.

The screen changed, now showing a sequence of edited material from various angles. It clearly showed firefights inside and on top of the building, drones approaching from two sides, and finally a Guardian Angel VTOL landing on the roof.

Jake saw at once that Abramov was right. There could be no doubt that a battle was raging inside.

“How do we know it’s a civil war?” Jake asked.

“Nothing indicates that any other faction has entered the building,” Abramov replied.

“Your analysis of the situation?” Jake asked, barely able to contain his excitement.

“A coup,” Abramov said, as if it were the most logical thing in the world.

Usually, such smugness would have pissed Jake off, but not today.

This was too good.

Nadolny showed the reaction Jake denied himself, pumping his fist. “Yes! Finally!”

The other agents in the room murmured in excitement.

“Operation Titan Fall seems to have been a success,” Abramov said with the same dryness as if he were talking about the economy. “The titan might have fallen for good.”

A grin appeared on Jake’s handsome face, and for a brief moment, he showed what he truly felt: spite and pure hatred.

If this was true—if the coup had been a success, and if Metatron had been violently removed by Zephaniel—this would be the best news in ages. Not only would it catapult his career into new spheres—which, admittedly, he didn’t really care about—but maybe, maybe it would open a way for him and Nephilim to start over.

But experience had taught him that it would be premature to celebrate. Quickly, he got a grip on himself, and his grin was replaced by a professional expression.

“This might be the best news we’ve had in a long time. But before we celebrate, we must verify what exactly happened. We need verification that he’s down.”

Abramov nodded. “Certainly, Commander. This is still an ongoing situation, and we cannot verify anything for sure yet. But I’ll call my entire team in right away, and we’ll get to work. With a bit of luck, we should know by tomorrow if the Angel corps has a new leadership or not.”

“Good,” Jake said. “Bring me proof, and I’ll make sure that everyone involved in the operation receives a bonus.”

Like you promised Milan? a sarcastic voice asked in his head.

Jake ignored it. Milan’s death had been unfortunate, but if he had really done his job and convinced Zephaniel to act, then it was worth it. And he couldn’t think about that now, anyway. This was too important.

“There’s one more thing,” Abramov said, yanking Jake out of his contemplations.

“Yes?”

“This.”

Abramov pointed at the main holo screen once again. The timestamp showed that the footage was recorded right before the attack. For a couple of seconds, nothing happened. Then, just when Jake was about to lose his patience, he saw it. They all did.

Nadolny’s mouth fell open. “What in all seven hells is this?”

“We don’t know,” Abramov admitted.

Jake, too, stared in disbelief.

“Play it again,” he finally demanded after a moment of silence. “In slow motion.”

The analyst did. And this time, they saw it more clearly.

Right before the fighting inside Metatron’s residence had started, something had fallen from the sky and crashed into the roof of the building. Literally from the sky. It was impossible to tell exactly where it had come from… or what it was.

The footage showed the tower from a distance and at an unfortunate angle, making it impossible to tell what had landed on the roof.

“Do we have any better footage?” Jake asked.

Abramov grimaced. “Unfortunately not, Commander.”

“What was it?” Nadolny asked. “Some sort of bomb?”

The analyst shook his head. “That’s unlikely, as there was no explosion. But the impact was so severe that it must have been something heavy.”

“Like a cannonball?” Nadolny mused.

Someone chuckled at the absurdity of the statement. A cannonball in the year 2096 was a rather unlikely weapon of choice.

But Abramov nodded. “In a way. But bigger and heavier. If it’s some sort of weapon the Guardian Angels used against their leader, it’s like nothing we’ve ever seen before.”

“Find out what it was,” Jake said. “Bring us better footage. We’ll meet again in five hours. By then, I want us to know exactly what happened up there and if the titan has indeed fallen.”

Everyone got up from their seats, and an excited murmur filled the room as the agents left to go and do their work. Jake, however, remained seated for a moment and stared at the now frozen footage on the holo screen above the conference table.

Be dead, he thought. Be dead for good.

But there was another thought that pierced his skull, no matter how hard he tried to stop it. If that had been a violent showdown, with Angel versus Angel up there, he could only hope that Nephilim hadn’t been involved… and possibly killed.

She most likely would have taken Metatron’s side, wouldn’t she?

On the other hand, the footage of her from TogbuaXiang, where she had assassinated the chairman, wasn’t even twenty-four hours old. Chances were very high that she wasn’t even in Olympias. And that would have been a logical time for Zephaniel to strike.

At this point, though, everything was speculation. Jake would have to wait for more data to come in… and hope for the best.

Maybe things would finally play out the right way for once.

∆∆∆

Death isn’t good, nor is it evil. Death just is.

And you are the Avatar of Death.

The darkness wasn’t empty. There were whispers, occasional flashes. Faces she knew, versions of her she didn’t.

A loving gaze.

Then nothing.

Somehow, she knew that she was hovering between life and death. That the battle wasn’t decided yet.

A flicker of light. Her eyelids fluttered.

She saw black walls, heard a soft hum. The interior of a plane. People around her, dressed in black. An oxygen mask covered her mouth.

She tried to speak. Tried to ask how he was doing.

But nothing came out. The words left her consciousness but didn’t reach her mouth.

Darkness again.

Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil.

Lights flickered. Bright ceiling lights passed by.

She was on a stretcher. People were rushing her down a long corridor.

More lights. She was lifted up and placed on a table.

“My God…” someone whispered. “How is she even still alive?”

“Don’t stand there and gawk!” Another voice, familiar, but it sounded sharper than usual. “We need more blood infusions. Prepare anesthesia.”

“Yes, doctor.”

Again, she wanted to speak, but she couldn’t.

Everything turned blurry.

“We’re losing her! Cardiac arrest! Get the—”

But Nephilim didn’t hear the rest. Everything had turned pitch-black. Complete darkness swallowed her.

She knew it was over. It would be so easy to simply give in and drift away. So sweet…

You are the Avatar of Death.

Death just is.

Then…

Neon-blue eyes glowing in the dark. Far, far away.

Metatron.

I can’t lose you, Nephilim.

You won’t. Not now, not ever.

∆∆∆

Dr. Weinberg’s hands shook slightly as he washed them. It wasn’t just exhaustion, although he had been operating for more than ten hours straight. It was nerves.

And the realization that he had never seen anything like it.

He had been a physician for more than twenty years. Even though he looked no older than thirty-five, he was, in truth, in his late fifties.

After working at Nexus Hospital for more than five years, he had become a surgeon at Angel HQ. He had been their lead surgeon for almost ten years now. During his time there, he had thought he’d seen it all, but this… this was something else.

It made him reconsider everything he knew about the Guardian Angels—and even the very idea of being human.

Weinberg exhaled deeply, shaking his head.

He put on some fresh scrubs and a new white coat, then headed back to the ICU. There, he just stood at the window, staring at the patient in awe.

It was hard to believe that she was still alive.

When Weinberg had seen her open chest upon delivery, he’d been certain that this was it for her. Later, he’d learned that she’d done that to herself.

Watching her, the physician shook his head softly. Who did something like that to themselves? The Angels were designed to sustain 300% more pain than an average human, much more if necessary.

But this?

Usually, reflex would stop a person from doing something like that. But nothing could stop her, or so it seemed. Not even herself.

But Weinberg also felt awe for the work he and the medical team had accomplished. The fact that the patient was still breathing was thanks to the extraordinary work he and five other surgeons had done.

After staring at Nephilim for a couple of minutes, sunken in his own thoughts, Weinberg stepped inside the ICU chamber to check her vitals.

Her skin was paper-white, but she was breathing on her own. She wasn’t in a coma; Weinberg had just given her enough sedatives to take out a horse. She should sleep for at least another twelve hours.

The doctor turned his gaze from Nephilim for a moment and checked the data on a holo screen next to the bed. He was pleased. Considering the circumstances, this looked excellent. He was confident that she would make it.

Suddenly, Weinberg felt a soft tingle on his neck, as if he was being watched. Turning his head, he found himself staring into neon-blue eyes.

He flinched. He couldn’t help it. Not because the neon-blue gaze unsettled him—he’d gotten used to that over the years. He simply hadn’t expected those eyes in particular to be looking at him anytime soon.

“Nephilim,” he said, rediscovering his professional composure. “I didn’t expect you awake so soon. How are you feeling?”

He stepped closer and gently checked her pulse. It was stable and surprisingly strong.

She ignored his question. Instead, she asked one in return that shouldn’t have surprised him.

“Is he alive?”


Chapter Nine

Back to Life

The physician stared at her as if he’d seen a ghost.

“Is he alive?” Nephilim repeated.

Every word felt like trying to swallow gravel. Her head felt dizzy and heavy. She was struggling to stay awake. But she had to know.

He must be.

Finally, Dr. Weinberg nodded.

“Yes, Nephilim. The High-Archangel is alive.”

Nephilim huffed out air she didn’t know she’d been holding and closed her eyes for a moment.

Metatron was alive.

Nothing else matters.

She opened her eyes again and looked at the doctor, who was still looking at her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. But she didn’t really care.

All she cared about was him.

The next question scared her almost more than the first one.

“Will he… make it?”

“His injuries were more severe than yours and—” Weinberg began, but Nephilim cut him off with surprising vigor.

“Will he make it, doctor?”

She wasn’t up for games. She wasn’t interested in “buts” and “ifs”. She had to know.

Weinberg seemed to bite his tongue, then nodded.

“Yes, Nephilim, he will.”

She smiled as endless relief flooded her. Anything else would have been unimaginable.

“He still needs multiple surgeries, and his condition is critical,” Weinberg added quickly. “But I assure you that our entire medical team is doing their very best.”

Nephilim swallowed, and it felt like swallowing glass. She noticed that she had begun drifting into unconsciousness again. But that was okay. She had learned the only information that really mattered.

“You’d better make sure he does, doctor,” Nephilim whispered, yet her voice cut through the sterile ICU air like a knife. “Or you and the entire medical team won’t make it either.”

The physician stared at her. It wasn’t really shock in his eyes, more like silent acceptance.

By now, this kind of statement wasn’t a surprise to him anymore—and he was fully aware that it wasn’t an empty threat either.

“We will do everything in our power,” he said simply.

Nephilim smiled weakly. “Good.”

Then she lost consciousness again.

∆∆∆

Three days later, Nephilim was ready to get up and leave the ICU.

Dr. Weinberg didn’t approve, of course. He insisted that Nephilim rest for another three to five days—after all, she’d cut her chest open and was still running on synthetic blood substitutes.

But Nephilim wouldn’t hear any of it.

After regaining full consciousness a couple of hours after the initial conversation with Weinberg, Nephilim had had two days to think while the medical staff did everything they could to get her up as quickly as possible.

Nephilim wasn’t reckless. She knew only too well that the doctor was right and that she should listen to him. But she couldn’t afford to stay bedbound for even one day longer than absolutely necessary.

With her and Metatron in the sickbay and all the other Archangels dead, the Angel corps was practically leaderless. While the Angels were usually disciplined and loyal, who knew if there were any more traitors among their ranks who might try to exploit the power vacuum and seize power.

She wouldn’t let that happen.

Thinking about what had happened, Nephilim was filled with cold rage all over again. The fact that all the Archangels had betrayed Metatron in such a despicable way was still hard to believe. And yet it was true. Nephilim had witnessed it… and made all of them pay.

She didn’t feel any remorse over killing fellow Angels.

If she could, she’d kill Zephaniel all over again. She couldn’t do that, but she had an idea of what she could do instead. Once she was up and running again, she would have Zephaniel’s name erased from all records. It would be as if he had never existed.

Adriel… Adriel was a different story entirely, though.

Adriel hurt.

While she’d been filled with adrenaline, almost unbearable pain due to her wounds, and the desperate will to get to Metatron, Nephilim hadn’t felt anything when she’d killed Adriel.

But now she did. Now it hurt more than the cut in her chest and the stab wound in her shoulder.

Adriel… how could you?

That was the question she had been asking herself over and over again.

How could you?

They had been friends since Angelborn. Adriel had been like a brother to her. She had trusted him blindly. More than that, Adriel had been her Power—sworn to serve and protect her.

If someone had told her before her departure to TogbuaXiang that Adriel would betray her, she would have laughed and called that person crazy.

Never in a million years would she have believed Adriel could do something like that.

And yet he had. He had sold his soul to Zephaniel. He had committed the unthinkable: he had betrayed the High-Archangel.

And her.

Adriel should have known Nephilim would never betray Metatron. How could he have been so blind? Or maybe he had known, but he had speculated that she wouldn’t be able to hurt him. Zephaniel had certainly speculated on that.

They had been wrong. Both of them.

Nephilim knew she’d done the right thing, yet it hurt.

Adriel… why?

She got up and got dressed in the fresh uniform Weinberg had had delivered to her.

Every move was painful.

Her wounds had been treated and closed, yet she had suffered two shot wounds, two stab wounds, and the self-inflicted cut to the chest. She had been lucky that her spine had remained undamaged; otherwise, the replacement procedure would have taken much longer—as would the recovery.

When Nephilim walked to the door of the ICU, she felt dizzy for a moment. She closed her eyes and focused. It was vital that she didn’t show any weakness now. The coming days would be critical, and she couldn’t afford to make any mistakes.

She took a deep breath and looked at the physician, who was standing in the doorway, a frown on his face.

She gave him a minimalistic smile.

“I’m fine, doctor.”

“No, you’re not, Nephilim. With all due respect, you are not fine.”

Nephilim lifted her palm. Her arms had been replaced only yesterday, and she was still getting used to the new prosthetics. They were the same model she’d had before: the ones with blades that could snap out through the wrists or the elbows. Those blades had saved her life.

But so had Suaa’s equipment.

Nephilim was aware that she would never have accomplished what she had without the Tigress, who had equipped her with the best prototypes TogbuaXiang had to offer. The Tigress had called it a parting gift, but in retrospect, Nephilim was convinced that Suaa had known something she had not. She had known Nephilim would need all the help she could get.

Nephilim still had no idea what the Wasp suit prototype had been made of, but it was as light as a feather and yet had sustained a hail of bullets. It had been like a wearable tank, soft as silk.

Once everything was stable again, they would reverse engineer it and equip the Angels with something similar.

And the swords…

Nephilim was still in awe at how deadly those prototypes had been. Wasps had always been infamous for their swords, the most dangerous weapon that could be wielded against an Angel. But if their ordinary swords were considered deadly, then these prototypes were downright murderous—and they’d saved Nephilim’s and Metatron’s lives.

Still a bit shaky, Nephilim stepped through the door and into a brightly lit corridor. She placed her fingers on her chest, feeling the amulet under her uniform—or rather, what was left of it. The kinetic energy had melted it into the bullet that had hit it.

Yet, surprisingly, the face of the man sitting under the cobra was still recognizable.

The Arahant had insisted she always wears it. She had discarded the advice as superstition and forgotten the amulet in her room in the Tigress’ residence. But Phichai had collected it and given it back to her.

Now she would listen to the Arahant and never go without the amulet again.

You are the Avatar of Death.

Yes, she was. And she was only getting started.


Chapter Ten

The Show Must Go On

Nephilim didn’t need to go far. Right next door was her first and most important destination.

Another ICU chamber like the one she had just left.

For a moment, Nephilim stood at the window, looking into the unit in silence. The room was all white, with only one patient.

The one she loved more than life itself.

He was covered by a blanket that made the damage done to his body invisible. At the moment, it was partially fixed and partially not. But what was not would be.

Looking at the machines attached to him, keeping him alive, Nephilim exhaled and placed her hand on the glass. She looked at her own reflection, hovering there like a ghost.

“I love you. Come back to me,” she whispered, so softly that it was barely audible.

The damage to her own body was hidden by her uniform now. It had been treated, but it hadn’t healed yet. The deep cut in her chest would take a while to heal, and it would leave a scar. That didn’t bother her, though.

Nephilim had thrown herself into a battle impossible to win. And yet she had.

The reason she had done all of this was safe.

She suppressed a sigh. Seeing him like this was painful. But seeing him wounded and bleeding to death in his own library had been worse.

Still leaning against the glass with one hand, Nephilim clenched her other fist. Thinking back to what had been done to him filled her with rage and broke her heart at the same time.

She had almost lost him. The thought was unbearable.

She heard someone approach from behind and knew it was Dr. Weinberg. The physician remained silent, giving her space. Good.

“What’s his status?” she finally asked, not averting her gaze from Metatron’s pale face behind the glass.

Weinberg cleared his throat before speaking. “No major changes since my last report two hours ago. He’s stable, and we’re keeping him that way.”

“Good.”

After waking back to full consciousness again, she had of course demanded a full report on Metatron’s condition. What she’d heard had been devastating. The injuries Metatron had suffered had been horrific. Weinberg admitted that he had no idea how the High-Archangel had survived everything that had been done to him.

Nephilim knew. It had been his will.

His will had kept him alive.

His body was predominantly made of titanium, but his will was made of the hardest material in the universe.

A tender smile flashed over her face, and suddenly she appeared human again. It was so surprising that it made Weinberg halt his report.

“When can we wake him up?” Nephilim asked.

“We would like to keep him in a coma for a couple more days,” Weinberg said. “At least until the most important surgeries are done. Right now, he’s recovering from the last procedure, and I would like to give him at least twelve hours of rest before we replace the lungs. After that, he’ll be able to breathe on his own again.”

Nephilim nodded.

As much as she wanted to see him open his eyes again, as much as she wanted to hold his hand and kiss him, she knew that it was reasonable to wait and give him time to recover.

Patience was something he had been teaching her since she had become an Archangel.

The most powerful warriors are patience and time.

That quote by Tolstoy was one of his favorites.

“Alright, doctor, we’ll do as you suggest,” she said. “How many more surgeries are we looking at?”

“At least five. I want to perform the two major ones while he’s still in a coma. The rest can be done later.”

“Very well, doctor. Continue as planned. I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

Weinberg understood that he was dismissed and quickly took his leave.

As soon as she was alone again, Nephilim’s face softened. She tilted her head slightly, looking at Metatron’s shattered body, covered by bandages and blankets. She felt an almost overwhelming sense of tenderness and sorrow, but also hope. He would live. He had to.

And while he was unconscious and recovering, she would clean up his house. The rot that had infested it would be completely gone by the time he was ready to return. That was a promise she made to him and herself.

“Metatron, I love you. Come back to me,” she whispered once again.

Then she forced herself to turn away, walking down the hall toward the elevators as resolutely as her healing body allowed.

She had work to do.

∆∆∆

When Nephilim arrived at her office, she gave herself a moment to breathe. As she leaned against the window and closed her eyes, a slight dizziness flooded her. She could clearly feel the wounds her body had suffered.

She had met several Angels and human employees on her way upstairs. The Angels had stood to attention, while the human employees had given her curious looks, but no one had asked anything. No doubt rumors had spread like wildfire among the Angels and humans alike. When it came to gossip, the killer cyborgs were as human as anyone else.

And no doubt there were plenty of false rumors and speculation circulating as well. Nephilim knew she’d have to call a general assembly soon and inform everyone before misinformation could spread and cause damage among the corps.

From the way she had moved down the long halls of Angel HQ from the infirmary to her office, no one would have suspected how grave her wounds were, how far away from full recovery she was.

Now, however, alone in the privacy of her office, she allowed herself a moment of weakness.

Nephilim took a deep breath. Then another. Subconsciously, her fingers searched for the amulet under the fabric of her uniform.

She had to remain strong. For him. For all of them.

A second later, she opened her eyes again and moved toward her desk.

Nephilim sat down, switched on her holo screen, and considered what to do next.

She couldn’t help but feel lost. For as long as she could remember—as long as any Angel could remember—Metatron had been there to lead them. Considering this, the attack on him was even more atrocious. She forced herself not to think about it now. That was the past, and the past was gone. All that mattered was the future… his words.

Once again, Nephilim closed her eyes briefly, thinking of him.

What would he do? He always knew.

Now she was alone and had to make decisions that could influence the future of the entire Angel corps.

For a moment, she felt overwhelmed. She wasn’t ready…

Yes, you are. You must be.

The voice in her head sounded like a mixture of her own and Metatron’s. And it was absolutely right. She had to be ready.

Then she remembered that Metatron had designated her as his successor in case something happened to him. He had trusted her to lead the Angels, and she would—at least temporarily, until he was back.

Nephilim took another deep breath, thinking.

She knew she needed help. She couldn’t organize everything on her own.

All the Archangels were dead, and so was her only Power. She hadn’t had time to name another Angel as her other Power after Eleleth’s death.

Powers were Angels who had been assigned to an Archangel as their personal assistants and protectors. It was a great honor. One Adriel hadn’t appreciated very much, it seemed.

Not now…

She had to focus. It was important to name her new Powers first. Two people she could trust. But who? She couldn’t be sure of who was still loyal and who had sided with Zephaniel. The fact that her closest friend had betrayed her made her feel paranoid.

But she needed someone.

Nephilim leaned back in her chair and thought.

She remembered Marfiel. The Angel who had responded to her distress call and rushed to Metatron’s tower. Had he not acted so swiftly, neither of them would have made it. And the fact that he had done everything to save her and the High-Archangel showed that he was loyal.

Nephilim didn’t know him too well. He was a couple of years younger than her. But she had never heard any complaints about him.

She opened his file on her holo screen and studied it. Everything indicated that he was reliable. He didn’t excel at anything; rather, he showed a consistently steady performance. He was exactly what Nephilim needed. She didn’t need an ambitious overachiever.

Adriel had been an overachiever.

Nephilim made her decision. Marfiel would be one of her Powers, but she needed a second. Someone she could trust.

She thought back to the Angels who had been in her class at Angelborn. She knew those people intimately. During the ten years of education that turned them from traumatized kids into elite killer-cyborgs, they had shared everything with one another. Was one of them the right candidate for the job?

She recalled everyone and dove into her memories for a moment. Then she made her decision.

Arakiel was a female Guardian Angel. She wasn’t overly ambitious. She was quietly reliable. And she had accepted Nephilim’s leadership during their final trial at Angelborn. More than that, she had fully supported her.

Nephilim checked Arakiel’s file in the Angel databank and decided that she was the right candidate.

∆∆∆

Less than fifteen minutes later, both Angels were standing in her office.

Nephilim studied both of them in silence for a time. Marfiel was tall and beefy, even for an Angel. His face was roundish and had an honest, attentive expression. Arakiel was the opposite. She was unusually petite for a Guardian Angel.

Back at Angelborn, she had always been the smallest and skinniest of the recruits. But that didn’t mean her performance suffered. On the contrary, Arakiel was agile and acted smart in combat. Nephilim had always liked her.

Studying her now, Nephilim saw how much they both had changed in the eleven years since Angelborn. Not physically, since Angels didn’t age like ordinary people. They could be anywhere between twenty and forty years old. But many Angels didn’t even make it to forty—something Metatron wanted to change.

Nephilim felt a sting in her heart at the thought. Metatron had always cared about his Angels, and yet the closest to him had betrayed him. Out of petty jealousy.

No matter what they had claimed in the self-righteous speeches they had delivered when Nephilim confronted them, in the end, it all boiled down to petty jealousy. Because Metatron had chosen her over them.

She shoved the disgust she felt toward her ex-fellow Archangels aside and focused on the two people standing in front of her desk.

Looking at them, another memory popped into her head: the time Metatron had called Nephilim into his office to tell her he wanted to make her an Archangel. That wasn’t even two years ago, yet it felt like a lifetime to her. Because since then, her life had changed in ways she couldn’t even have imagined.

She finally addressed the two Angels and came straight to the point. “Marfiel, Arakiel, I called you here today because I wanted to promote you to become my Powers.”

Marfiel’s face lit up in surprise, while Arakiel smiled.

“I feel very honored, Archangel,” Marfiel said. “I’ll do my best to show myself worthy.”

“So will I,” Arakiel said. “Thank you, Nephilim.”

Clearly, neither of them had expected such a promotion. Like all Angels, they were trained to keep their composure at all times, yet Nephilim could see how excited they both were.

But Nephilim didn’t have time for sentimentalities.

“I assume you’ve heard many rumors about what happened, and as my Powers, I want to fill you in on the events. Then I want you to call a general assembly at 4PM, where I’ll address the entire corps.

“To answer your most important questions first: yes, the High-Archangel is alive. He’s currently recovering from his injuries and will resume his position as soon as he can. And yes, all Archangels other than me are dead. They betrayed the High-Archangel and were punished with death. The same applies to Adriel, my former Power.”

Arakiel gasped. “Adriel… Adriel betrayed you?”

Nephilim nodded. “It was unfortunate.”

And it broke my heart, she added to herself.

“But there’s nothing to be done about that now,” she continued. “It’s our job to stabilize the Angel corps, find any remaining traitors, and keep everything running until Metatron returns.”

“You think there are more traitors in the corps?” Arakiel asked.

“I hope not, but we can’t rule it out. And I’ll need your help finding them.”

“Whatever you need, Archangel,” Marfiel said. “We’re at your disposal.”

“Good,” Nephilim said, completely unaware of how much she resembled Metatron in this situation. He would have been proud. “Now, ask me any questions you might have, and I’ll do my best to answer them.”

They did. As it turned out, a lot of misinformation had been circulating, and Nephilim’s two new Powers had many questions.

∆∆∆

Nephilim was so busy the entire day that she didn’t even notice the time passing. Suddenly, it was time for the general assembly, an event she was dreading.

Now that she was doing Metatron’s job, she realized what it truly meant to lead the Angel corps. He had only been gone for three days, yet so much work had piled up already that it would take Nephilim the rest of the day just to sort through it and take care of the most urgent matters.

How that man had been doing this every day for years was beyond anything she could imagine. He never complained, he never looked tired… and he always made time for her.

Nephilim didn’t want his job. She didn’t want to lead. Power wasn’t anything she yearned to have. She would rather have him do the thinking and scheming while she went out into the field to search and destroy anyone who could oppose them. That was her nature, not bureaucracy.

Yet Metatron was equally good at both.

Nephilim felt a knot in her stomach forming as she approached the assembly hall. Only now did she realize that she hadn’t eaten all day. But that wasn’t what was making her body feel that way. It was the fact that she would have to address all the Angels in a couple of minutes.

In his place.

She took a breath, focused, and entered the assembly hall.

It was full of people. Hundreds of neon-blue eyes turned toward her and watched her enter. They were all here, the entire Angel corps. And this was the first time she would address them.

Nobody spoke or even moved as she climbed the stairs onto the stage at the front, the one the High-Archangel used to address the troops. It was positioned directly under a huge logo with two neon-blue wings, the Guardian Angel emblem.

The hall itself had black walls and no windows, which made the artfully illuminated wings the brightest spot inside. The center of the stage, where Metatron used to deliver his speeches from, was also slightly illuminated. Now that she was standing here herself, Nephilim realized she hadn’t even noticed that before. He never left anything to chance.

For a moment, Nephilim simply stood there in silence, and silence was all she got in return from the crowd, who stood perfectly still in organized rows. She had put a lot of thought into what she wanted to tell them and how she would say it. What she was about to say wasn’t easy. She remembered all those years of watching Metatron do it, of learning from him. He made it look easy.

Nephilim forced herself to focus and pushed all her feelings and distracting thoughts aside. Funnily enough, it was the same technique she used when she was getting ready for battle.

“Angels,” she finally began, the same way Metatron addressed the troops when he had something important to share. “I’m sure you’ve heard many rumors about what has happened and what is still happening now, and I’m here to address all of them. First of all, yes, it’s true. There has been an attack on the High-Archangel. It didn’t come from our enemies outside—it came from within the corps.”

Nephilim fell silent for a moment to let her words sink in. A visible tremor went through the crowd, and she could hear murmurs and gasps of disbelief. Despite being highly trained soldiers and professional killers, the Angels reacted with distress to the news.

Metatron wasn’t just their leader; he was like a father to each of them. None could remember a time when he wasn’t at the top—always sharp, always ready, always knowing exactly what to do.

“Yes, it’s true,” Nephilim continued, using the shock that was still filtering through the crowd to give what she was about to say greater impact. “The High-Archangel has been betrayed by his own—not just by anyone, but by his Archangels. Led by Zephaniel, they tried to assassinate Metatron to seize power over the Angel corps.”

Nephilim’s voice grew louder with every word as she felt the familiar sensation of cold rage building up in her as she described what had happened.

“They failed,” she said, and her words descended on the crowd like a hammer blow. “They failed. The High-Archangel is alive, and the traitors have been eliminated. Custodio et mortifico!”

“Custodio et mortifico!” the crowd outright erupted in relief.

Nephilim could fully understand what her words meant to them. Not long ago, she had been standing among them, and if she had heard what they just had, then she would have been devastated first and then utterly relieved.

“Yes, the High-Archangel is alive, and he’s currently recovering. The doctors say he needs to rest for a couple of days, which is why it’s me addressing you instead of him. But rest assured, he will be back. Whatever rumors you might have heard are wrong. The cowardly attack on Metatron has failed. I know how most of you are feeling now. You’re relieved. And you’re furious with the traitors. So am I.”

Again, she paused for a second to let her words sink in. She could sense the anticipation rising in the crowd.

“While the heads of the conspiracy—namely Zephaniel, Uriel, Leliel, and Dumah—have been revealed and executed, we don’t think they acted alone. As unbelievable as it sounds, we have reason to believe that more traitors are hiding among our own. So, here’s what’s going to happen: we will find and eliminate every single traitor.”

Nephilim’s voice grew cold. “If you’re a traitor and you think you’re safe down there, hiding among your brothers- and sisters-in-arms, then you’re wrong. I will find you.”

Again she paused, her posture that of Nemesis herself.

“I will find you,” she repeated icily. “But I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. Zephaniel and the others might have deceived you. They might have made you believe that you were doing nothing wrong, that you were acting for the greater good. If that is so, then take the chance to step forward and confess. You will receive a second chance, a thorough re-education.

“However, if you try to hide and we find you anyway, then you can expect no mercy. No mercy at all! I’ve made it my duty to clean up the Angel corps from the rot infesting it, and I will not rest until this task is done. When the High-Archangel returns to stand before you once again, everything will be sanitized. That’s my vow. Custodio and mortifico!”

“Custodio et mortifico!” they replied as one.

Nephilim knew that this was a pretty radical stance, even for the Guardian Angels. But she wasn’t here to win hearts. She was here to clean house. Metatron was their beloved leader, whom they looked up to. She wasn’t here to take his place; she was here to do the dirty work so he could shine.

She stared into the crowd for a moment longer, letting the message sink in, then she straightened up.

“Dismissed.”

While the crowd slowly dispersed through the hall’s two main exits, Nephilim stepped into the small room behind the stage, where Metatron used to gather his Archangels and give last-minute commands before a general assembly.

No Archangels were waiting for Nephilim, but she remembered their faces only too well. And she would never forget killing each one of them. No mercy. No regret. Instead, her two new Powers were waiting for her.

“That was an incredible speech, Nephilim,” Arakiel said with honest admiration. Somehow, she still saw Nephilim as her classmate from Angelborn, not as the temporary leader of the corps.

Nephilim gave her a thin smile, then she said, “Both of you, meet me in my office in ten minutes.”

“Certainly, Archangel,” Marfiel said, and Arakiel nodded.

When they entered Nephilim’s office ten minutes later as commanded, they found her working again, her gaze focused on her holo screen.

She looked up when her two Powers entered, then nodded.

“You’re here. Good. While I take care of all the organizational stuff necessary to run the corps while Metatron recovers, I have a special assignment for the two of you.”

“We’re ready,” Marfiel said. “For whatever task you might have for us, Archangel.”

Arakiel nodded eagerly.

“I have only one task for you for now, and it’s more important than anything else,” Nephilim said. “Find all the traitors hiding among us and bring them to me.”


Chapter Eleven

The Ruined Sanctum

Nephilim worked to the point of exhaustion. She knew she should take it slow. Dr. Weinberg had repeated it over and over again. Not only was her body recovering from the horrible wounds inflicted on it, but she was also still running on the infusions of synthetic blood she had received. It would take some time before her body reproduced all the blood she had lost.

Nephilim knew all of that only too well, but she also knew that rest was the last thing her mind and psyche needed now. She needed something that required her full attention, something she could focus on. And luckily, there was more than enough work to do.

She worked until she was barely able to sit upright anymore. By then, she knew she had to take some rest. That was what Metatron would have told her. He would have ordered her to do so, in fact. And he would have been right.

Nephilim leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, and rubbed her temples.

She didn’t want to go home.

She still had her own apartment; she had kept it purely pro forma because, in truth, she had been living with Metatron since he had moved into the former Stavros Tower, claiming it for himself.

Returning to her own apartment somehow felt wrong. It was like an empty shell, lifeless. There was nothing there for her; she might as well go to a hotel. But she couldn’t return to Metatron’s residence either. It was completely destroyed, and she hadn’t dared visit it since the incident. What had happened there was still so fresh in her memory.

She knew that the residence must be in horrible condition. The battle fought there had left its scars, but what Zephaniel and the others had done to the place could only be called desecration.

Nephilim knew that she had to return there soon, though. She had to make sure the place got cleaned up and renovated so Metatron had a home to return to, but somehow she couldn’t. At least, not yet. Her body wasn’t the only thing that had been wounded. Her soul had, too. Although that was something she wouldn’t admit to herself.

Finally, she decided to take a shower and a nap in one of the rooms used by the Angels on standby. As soon as her head hit the pillow, she was sound asleep.

∆∆∆

The very first thing she did the next morning was visit Metatron in the ICU. Dr. Weinberg wasn’t there yet, but his substitute was. Dr. Hendricks was still young and eager to shine. He probably hoped to take Weinberg’s place someday, but that wasn’t of any concern to Nephilim right now. All she wanted to know was how Metatron was doing.

Dr. Hendricks explained that the High-Archangel was stable and that Dr. Weinberg was planning another major surgery for tomorrow, after which the High-Archangel should be able to breathe on his own again.

Nephilim told the doctor to inform her immediately if anything about Metatron’s condition changed. Then she stood at the window, looking at him for a while, grateful that he was still there.

I love you. Come back to me.

She whispered it like a mantra.

Nephilim could have stood there for hours, not wanting to leave his side. But she knew that it was no good. He was unconscious; it didn’t matter to him if she was there or not. And she had work to do. A lot of work.

Most of all, she had traitors to catch and execute.

∆∆∆

As it turned out, the hunt produced results sooner than expected.

Not long after Nephilim sat back down behind her desk in the office, Marfiel and Arakiel were standing at the door.

“I think we might have made some progress,” Marfiel reported after Nephilim had gestured to them to come in. He was clearly very eager to please.

“Report,” Nephilim said, leaning back in her chair.

“After your speech yesterday, two Angels came forward,” Arakiel said. She was as eager as Marfiel, though she didn’t show it so openly.

Nephilim lifted an eyebrow but kept silent, indicating to Arakiel to continue.

“One admitted he knew something was going on but didn’t dare say anything. The other said that while she wasn’t involved, she had overheard two Angels talking about how Metatron wasn’t fit for the job anymore and that Zephaniel would be the better choice.”

That instantly filled Nephilim’s stomach with acid, which reminded her that she hadn’t eaten anything for twenty-four hours. She had simply forgotten. While she only needed about 30% of the calories a grown human needed since more than 70% of her body was machine, she still needed nutrition to keep her bio parts alive.

But mostly, the acid was due to the fact that Angels had obviously talked about Metatron’s replacement in the open, encouraged by Zephaniel. Her first impulse was to find them and slit their throats personally, but she forced herself to breathe.

“Do you have names?” she asked calmly.

“Yes, Archangel,” Marfiel said. “The ones who came forward are Omiel and Haleth. The ones Haleth claims to have eavesdropped on are Ezechiel and Amamel.”

Nephilim remained silent for a moment while her neural implant connected to the Angel corps databank, studying the profiles of the Angels who had just been named.

She knew all of them, of course. The Angel corps was small, and everyone knew each other. That made the conspiracy that had taken place inside the Cube even worse.

None of the Angels Marfiel had mentioned had ever stepped out of line or shown any suspicious behavior—at least according to the files. But Nephilim remembered that Ezechiel and Zephaniel had known each other well, from before Zephaniel had become an Archangel. That wasn’t proof of anything, but it would be a mistake to ignore it.

“Detain all of them,” she said after a moment of contemplation. “Then interrogate them. Find out if any of them are truly guilty. As promised, Omiel and Haleth will receive mercy because they came forward, but we need to know about their exact involvement… and we need to know everything they know.”

“Yes, Archangel, consider it done,” Marfiel said.

That gave Nephilim an idea, and she could have slapped herself for not thinking about it earlier. In her defense, she was still recovering from severe wounds and was on pain meds, but still.

“Also, detain all former Powers of the traitors.”

Like her, every one of the other Archangels had two Powers working directly for them. Those people might be innocent, but maybe they had been informed about everything and were deeply involved in the conspiracy.

There was only one way to find out.

Marfiel perked up, as if connecting the dots himself. “Certainly, Archangel.”

“It’s hard to believe they didn’t know anything, isn’t it?” Arakiel said.

“It is,” Nephilim agreed grimly. “But I’m willing to give them the benefit of the doubt. Detain them and interrogate them. I want to have all the interrogation reports on my desk by tomorrow morning. Then we’ll decide our next steps.”

“Yes, Archangel,” Marfiel said.

“How is the High-Archangel doing?” Arakiel asked.

Nephilim’s mouth twitched. She would rather not discuss that, but she recognized it was genuine care, not just curiosity. Other than those who had been part of the conspiracy, the Angels outright worshipped Metatron.

“He’s doing fine, considering the circumstances,” she said firmly. “The doctors are confident that he’ll be up soon.”

“That’s great news!” Marfiel said.

He must know…

After all, it had been Marfield who had led the team that found Nephilim and Metatron half-dead in his destroyed residence.

“It is indeed,” Nephilim smiled. She didn’t tell them that Metatron was still in a coma. It would take time for him to make a full return, but he would. Nephilim refused to consider anything else, even for a second. Then all that they had been through would have been for nothing.

“Is there anything else?” she asked after allowing herself a brief moment of weakness.

Both Powers shook their heads.

“Dismissed,” Nephilim said, then added with a smirk, “Bring me the traitors.”

∆∆∆

In the late afternoon, Nephilim finally decided to do it.

She didn’t want to, and her own weakness annoyed her. Yes, it was a place that held traumatic memories, but she was a Guardian Angel, not a little girl. She would have to face it eventually, so why not now?

She went to the parking garage under Angel HQ and mounted her motorcycle. When she rode into the afternoon sun, she felt truly alive for the first time since she had woken up three days before. Even Olympias’ stale air felt fresher than she remembered when she filled her lungs with it.

A smile tugged at her lips as she drove straight up to the Deathway. Wind ruffled her hair as she accelerated to 140 mph. That was still only a moderate speed for her, but she wasn’t reckless, and she took the doctor’s order to take it slow seriously.

It was strange. Nephilim had only been gone a week, yet it seemed an eternity since she had ridden her motorcycle on the Deathway. The last time she’d ridden a motorcycle was with Phichai in Krung Thep. It was a pleasant memory. The steamy hot summer night, the exotic scents, the incredible food.

Nephilim closed her eyes for a moment as memories flooded her. Krung Thep was magical. Compared to it, Olympias City was like a sterile desert of glass, concrete, and chrome.

Yet this was her home. This was where her life was, her duty, her purpose… This was where he was. And he was home.

Come back to me.

He would. She had to trust Weinberg and his medical team. And Metatron’s own strength.

Right now, he was in surgery. The last big one, necessary for his survival. Dr. Weinberg had promised to let her know as soon as it was done and how it went.

Metatron would recover. He would come back to her.

Nephilim opened her eyes again and smiled. Around her, the afternoon sun reflected off the endless glass towers, making them appear like rivers of molten glass.

It took her only five minutes to reach Metatron’s tower. She parked her motorcycle in front of the main entrance and went in.

Inside, it was pleasantly air-conditioned. Indirect lighting reflected dimly off the black marble floors and walls. Two young Guardian Angels stood at the elevators and stood to attention as she approached. She nodded at them and stepped into the cabin.

Once the doors had closed behind her, she allowed herself to close her eyes and take a deep breath.

This would be ugly, and she knew it.

∆∆∆

It was even worse than Nephilim remembered.

When she had last been here, she had been in the middle of a battle of life and death. She had been facing an army of traitors all out to kill her. All she could think of was getting to Metatron in time, and she had. She had completely ignored the carnage of the battle.

Now that she was here, alone, surrounded by silence, it weighed more heavily on her than she’d anticipated.

A huge part of the battle had taken place on the lower levels of the residence and on the staircase. Nephilim glanced only briefly at them while walking through. The staircase hall looked particularly bad. The fire had caused significant damage, and the water used to extinguish it had done the rest. Several paintings had been destroyed, and an antique marble statue lay shattered.

More than two dozen bodies had been removed. That had been one of her first orders after regaining consciousness. Blood stains on the carpets and the walls were all that remained.

Silent reminders of the symphony of violence that had taken place here.

Reminders that she had killed all those people.

Nephilim probed deep inside herself to see if she experienced any pain when she thought of that, any remorse, any guilt.

There was absolutely nothing. A vacuum where those feelings should have been.

Good.

The damage in the stairwell was bad, but nothing compared to what still awaited her.

Glass crunched under Nephilim’s boots as she made her way down the long hall leading to Metatron’s main living area.

She hadn’t paid it any attention then—her focus had been like a bloody tunnel—but now, with a clear head, she noticed the destruction all around her. And this hadn’t been caused by the fight. It had been a deliberate act of vandalism.

Priceless paintings had been cut into pieces, their frames shattered on the floor, alongside destroyed statues and other pieces of art.

Metatron had been a lifelong art collector. Over the years, he had gathered over a hundred paintings, sculptures, and more. Priceless in the old world, they had been considered junk in the corporate era, which was why Metatron had gotten them relatively cheap. Not only did he love surrounding himself with beautiful things, but he also sought to preserve the beauty of the past.

Seeing those priceless, unique pieces ruined tugged at Nephilim’s heart. Not because she was much of an art lover herself—although, with Metatron’s influence, she valued art much more now than before—but because she knew how much it meant to him.

One of the reasons he had decided to move into Stavros’ old tower was that the new residence would offer him all the space he needed to display his beloved art.

Now it was all ruined.

Deliberately destroyed by vandals acting out of blind hatred.

Nephilim knew that the previous Archangels hadn’t cared much about art; they had simply done this out of spite, to hurt him.

And once he was back, it would hurt him for sure.

Nephilim clenched her teeth. Once again, she wished she could kill those traitors over and over again.

She approached the living area.

The doors stood open now. Back on that night, they had been closed, guarding the atrocity committed inside. And Adriel had been standing there, like a loyal watchdog.

Loyal to the wrong side.

Thinking back to it, Nephilim slowly shook her head.

Why, Adriel? she asked for the millionth time, knowing she wouldn’t receive an answer.

Like all the other corpses, his body had been removed. All that was left was a dark stain on the wall where his blood and brain tissue had hit it.

It had been his decision alone, and he had paid for it.

Nephilim took a deep breath, then stepped through the door and into Metatron’s inner sanctum.

∆∆∆

Only a few steps inside, Nephilim stopped short. She thought she had been prepared—after all, she’d seen it before. But as it turned out, she had only witnessed the damage in a blur, severely wounded, bleeding, and trying to stay upright.

It was different now. She was fully awake and aware.

And in broad daylight, everything looked even worse than what she remembered.

The main living area was located on the west side of the building. The sun stood low, shining between two Neo Art Deco buildings, which were so common in the Inner Circle. Its reddish beams tinted everything crimson, giving the entire scene a morbid air.

Metatron’s entire main living area had been vandalized. Desecrated.

The traitors hadn’t just wanted to kill him; they’d wanted to destroy everything he loved first—including her.

How did that work out for you guys?

Her eyes squinted to slits. Reflecting the crimson light, they appeared dark purple, glowing menacingly.

She had killed them all, but she hadn’t been able to stop them from doing this.

Nephilim went deeper in and looked around. The cushions of the expensive leather sofas and chairs had been ripped up, and there was broken glass everywhere. The artful glasses he liked to use to drink whiskey or wine were all shattered. Broken bottles of expensive liquor were spread across the room, as if someone had been having fun throwing them around.

There was ruined art and destroyed paintings everywhere.

Then she saw the grand piano… or rather, what was left of it.

It hadn’t looked as bad in the night as it did now in the crimson light of the afternoon sun. Somehow, she had hoped that it might be salvageable. She had been wrong.

The grand piano had been annihilated, its strings ripped out, its keys spread everywhere like broken teeth. The piano seemed like a horrifically slayed and mutilated animal.

Nephilim closed her eyes as memories flooded her.

Metatron playing. His hands stroking the keys, tenderly yet with perfect precision. Her sitting next to him and listening. He always kept his feelings carefully locked away, but when he was playing, his soul opened up.

Nephilim imagined the sorrow he must have felt at watching them destroy the piano, his most beloved piece—antique, priceless, irreplaceable.

She shook her head, furrowing her brow in pain.

Bastards. Barbarians.

Killing them so quickly had been a mercy they didn’t deserve.

After a moment standing in there in silence, like a black-dressed statue sunken in sorrow, Nephilim spun around and walked to the far side of the living area. She still hadn’t seen the worst part yet, and she knew it was time.

Metatron’s favorite place, his true inner sanctum—his library.

Walking slowly, Nephilim took in the full extent of the destruction. Hundreds of books lay scattered across the ground, most of them ripped to shreds. Loose pages lay everywhere. The shelves were mostly empty and shattered due to the fight she and Zephaniel had had here. A dark stain on the floor was the reminder of how she had beaten him to death.

But the books…

For Metatron, those books had been sacred. He had collected them all his life. Some of them were two hundred years old. Humanity’s knowledge and greatest literary works, preserved in a society that had largely forgotten about its history, its culture, its roots.

Not anymore. The library was gone.

Maybe some of the books were still intact, but most likely, the majority had been destroyed.

Slowly, Nephilim crouched next to a pile and began rummaging through it. Loose pages, ripped covers, a complete mess.

But then her fingers touched a book that seemed to be undamaged. She pulled it out and turned it over.

Her eyebrows shot up, then a warm smile spread across her face.

The title of the book was 1984 by George Orwell.

It was Metatron’s favorite book, and this was an antique copy. It was almost a hundred-fifty years old, having been printed in 1949, when the book was first released. He had told her that sometime.

Nephilim still remembered the very first time Metatron had invited her to her home. It had been less than two years ago, and yet it seemed like yesterday… or like a lifetime ago. She had been a different person back then. Immature, stupid, arrogant… wrong about so many things.

On that very first night, he had shown her his books, and she had been stunned. She hadn’t taken him for a reader. She had known that he was brilliant and highly intelligent, but not that he was also an intellectual. He of all people had collected books society hadn’t just forgotten about—some were illegal to read or even own.

And Nephilim was holding the most illegal one in her hands: 1984.

Back then, she had been confused about why Metatron had taken this risk, but later, when she became closer to him, she began to understand.

He had read 1984 to her. Twice. He said reading to her relaxed him. And he was always curious to hear her thoughts and discuss them with her.

Nephilim pressed the book against her chest in an almost tender gesture.

If you want to hide a secret, you must also hide it from yourself.

That was a quote from the book, one he had taught her early on. She hadn’t understood it back then, but now she finally did.

Of all of those books, somehow his favorite had survived. Because neither Zephaniel nor the others had known that it was his favorite.

The book had survived, and so had he… and she. While Zephaniel and the others were ashes, soon to be removed from all records.

Nephilim smiled.

Beyond the huge panoramic windows, the sun disappeared behind two buildings, and the shadows of dusk began creeping inside the ruined library. Nephilim didn’t pay it any attention. A plan began forming in her head.

At that moment, she received an urgent call over her neural implant.

Dr. Weinberg.

Nephilim took a deep breath and took the call.

“Yes, doctor?”

Her voice didn’t show any trace of anxiety or nervousness, even though she felt both deep inside her.

“Any news?”

Weinberg cleared his throat. “Yes, Archangel Nephilim. You instructed me to give you a call as soon as the surgery is done or if there is any change to the High-Archangel’s condition.”

“Yes?” she asked, still not even the slightest hint of anxiety in her voice. Her artificial heart didn’t quicken its pace, but had it still been biological, it would have been beating frantically right now.

“I have good news,” Weinberg said, and the smile in his voice was unmistakable. “The surgery was a complete success. He’s breathing on his own again.”

Nephilim closed her eyes and smiled.


Chapter Twelve

The Purge

She could have called it a day. She could have gone home and taken some rest, just as the doctor had ordered.

But that wasn’t in Nephilim’s nature. There was still so much to do, and her head was humming with ideas and determination.

Besides, after what she had just seen in Metatron’s home, she certainly had no interest in staying there any longer than necessary. And her own apartment seemed like the least welcoming place in the world right now.

It was already dark when Nephilim rode her motorcycle back to HQ. Moisture was in the air, heralding rainfall. Indeed, Nephilim’s HUD informed her that rain was expected in five minutes and thirty-five seconds. She wasn’t really in the mood for an outdoor shower, so she accelerated.

To her left and right, the nightly illuminations of Olympias I were showing their full glory. Myriads of lights, seemingly everywhere. Up here on the hundred-fifty-foot-high viaduct, it almost felt like riding through the Milky Way.

As beautiful as it was, once again, Nephilim couldn’t help but notice the huge difference from TogbuaXiang. Compared to Krung Thep, Olympias I felt empty, like a hollow shell. Beautiful on the outside, lifeless on the inside.

Remembering the Asian megacity reminded Nephilim that she needed to thank the Tigress somehow. No doubt Suaa’s spy network had already informed her about Nephilim’s and possibly Metatron’s survival, but Nephilim still wanted the Tigress to know how deeply grateful she was. She was very well aware that without the superior prototypes the Tigress had equipped her with, she never would have made it.

But first, there were more pressing matters than showing her gratitude.

Nephilim rode down the ramp to the parking garage under Guardian Angel HQ just as the first raindrops hit her forehead. She entered the building just in time before a heavy downpour typical for Olympias broke through the sky.

Nephilim went straight up to her office. On her way, she called her Powers, letting them know that she wanted to see them at once.

Marfiel and Arakiel arrived shortly after Nephilim had taken a seat behind her desk. Outside, the rain was slamming heavy drops against the windows, blurring Olympias’ city lights and making it almost appear like a sunken city deep under the ocean.

Nephilim cut straight to the point as soon as the two Powers stood before her.

“I have new tasks for you. The two of you alone won’t be able to accomplish everything by yourselves. This is why each of you will pick two Angels as yoru personal assistants. Choose wisely. Pick someone trustworthy, then decide which task to delegate to whom.”

“Certainly,” Marfiel said. If he or Arakiel were surprised by Nephilim’s orders, then they didn’t show it. Usually, the corps had specialists for all kinds of tasks and would deploy them as needed.

But Nephilim had decided to try a different approach. She trusted her two Powers—as much as she trusted anyone who wasn’t Metatron—so she wanted them to pick people they trusted as well.

“What are the new tasks, Archangel?” Arakiel asked.

Nephilim leaned back in her chair and looked from one to the other.

“It’s quite a list,” she said with a smirk that eerily resembled Metatron’s. “Pay attention.”

There was no need for either of them to take notes because their neural implants would store the entire conversation and extract the relevant data for the mission.

“Hire a cleaning crew and send it over to the High-Archangel’s residence, followed by handymen. I want the entire residence to be completely renovated within seven days. Costs are irrelevant. Make sure that no civilians—not even robots—are left unattended while inside. Have our people supervise everything.

“Next, send someone over to the living area and have them collect all the books, no matter how damaged they may be. Store them securely in one of the empty rooms, and separate the intact ones from the damaged ones. The same applies to all the art.”

Both Powers nodded, although it was an unusual request, not at all what Angels were meant to do. Nephilim didn’t care. This was important. She wanted Metatron’s home to be fixed when he was ready to return. She knew she couldn’t fix and replace everything in such a short time, but she would do her best. And because she had her hands full with running the Angel corps and hunting traitors, she had to delegate the task.

“That’s not all,” she continued. “Send some people to Oldtown and have them comb every vintage store and second-hand market that can be found there. Have them purchase any old books or pieces of art they can find.”

Marfiel perked up and Arakiel slightly arched an eyebrow in surprise, but neither dared to question Nephilim’s orders.

Good.

She knew it was a long shot, but if there was a place in Olympias City where at least some of the lost pieces could be found, then it was in Oldtown. Most likely the majority of the stuff sold there would be trash, but she would let Metatron decide that. Only he knew which books were valuable works of world literature and which were romance slop or cookbooks no one needed anymore.

Nephilim knew that money was no issue. Metatron had more than he could spend in a lifetime, and he certainly wouldn’t mind if she had a budget for things like that. He had given her permission to use his money whenever she needed it, which she had never done until now.

“So far clear, yes?” Nephilim said.

“Of course,” Arakiel replied.

“This next job will be a bit more difficult,” Nephilim continued. “Find someone who owns a grand piano. If it’s for sale, perfect. If not, convince them to sell. Look in all three Olympias cities if necessary.”

“Certainly, Nephilim,” Arakiel said after exchanging a careful look with Marfiel. “We’ll do our best… but can you tell us what a grand piano is?”

“Look it up,” Nephilim said coolly. “Any questions?”

The two Powers remained silent. It wasn’t their job to question orders, even if they appeared completely out of the norm. Angels were drilled to obey those with a higher rank, and as long as Metatron was down, Nephilim had the highest authority in the entire Angel corps.

Most people would have been thrilled by the sudden amount of power. But Nephilim was too busy to even notice it. And too focused on her tasks.

She would make sure that everything was clean when he returned—in his home and in the Angel corps alike.

“There’s one more thing,” Nephilim said. “Find specialists who can fix the pool on the roof… and the roof itself. It took quite a bit of damage.”

She couldn’t help but smirk at her comment. After all, she was the reason that the roof was damaged. She could still hardly believe she had survived her fall from a plane into a shallow pool.

“Now,” she said, forming a pyramid with her fingers absentmindedly. “Has any more progress been made in our search for the traitors?”

“As a matter of fact, yes,” Marfiel said, an expression of pride on his broad face. “We believe we’ve found something.”

“Report,” Nephilim said.

They did.

Nephilim didn’t smile as she listened. In fact, she didn’t show any visible reaction at all—but her mind formed a plan.

∆∆∆

It was long after midnight when Nephilim finally left her office and took the elevator to the underground levels of Angel HQ. Once again, she had decided to simply use the showers and one of the sleeping rooms in HQ instead of going home.

She wanted to be close to him.

Before getting some rest, she visited Metatron in the infirmary one more time. He was still in the ICU, still pale. But alive, breathing.

Nephilim placed her palm against the glass of the window as if she were trying to reach out for him. Then she pressed her forehead against the glass and closed her eyes.

“I love you. Come back to me.”

Her whisper echoed slightly through the empty corridor, and her words fogged the glass beneath her lips.

She remained there for a couple of minutes, simply looking at him, sunken in thought. Then she finally got some rest.

It would be a long day tomorrow.

∆∆∆

At 9 AM sharp the next morning, the huge assembly hall was already filled with people. Nephilim had called a mandatory general assembly, and all the Angels had followed the order.

Everyone needed to witness what was about to happen first-hand.

Nephilim had been up since 6 AM. The longer she did Metatron’s job, the more amazed she became at how this man had been doing this every day for years. To be fair, he had had five Archangels helping him, while Nephilim only had two Powers, who were motivated but new to the job.

Still, Metatron had made it look so easy that neither she nor anyone else had been aware of the enormous workload and pressure he carried every day. Thinking about it filled her with tenderness.

But this wasn’t the time for sentimentality. Nephilim had to focus on the task at hand—a ruthless but necessary one.

When Nephilim entered the small room behind the stage, she found Arakiel and Marfiel already waiting for her.

“Is everything ready?” she asked briskly.

“Yes, Archangel,” Marfiel said. “Waiting for your orders.”

“Good. I’ll let you know.”

With that, she entered the auditorium and was instantly confronted with hundreds of pairs of neon-blue eyes. Nephilim remained silent for a few moments, gathering her thoughts and focusing.

She had been lying awake half of the night, contemplating whether this was truly the right thing to do—and, most of all, if Metatron would approve.

She had concluded that this was what he would have wanted. It was true that nothing like this had ever been done in the history of the Angel corps, but on the other hand, never before in its history had something like the assassination attempt on him taken place.

Extraordinary events required extraordinary measures.

“Angels,” she began after a few seconds had passed. “Two days ago, we gathered here when I informed you about what had happened and what the next steps would be. I told you about the atrocities committed against our leader and how I suspected there are still traitors hiding in our midst. I gave everyone a fair chance to step forward and confess. Since then, several of our brothers and sisters have come clean. Others did not.”

Knowing she had everyone’s undivided attention now, Nephilim paused. The anticipation among the Angels was tangible. Her Powers had told her that many of the Angels were nervous or even anxious about what would happen next. And despite her trying to keep it quiet, somehow the information that Metatron was in a coma had leaked out, prompting even more rumors.

Today, Nephilim would demonstrate that everyone ought to take her seriously and that she kept her word.

She looked at Arakiel and Marfiel, issuing a silent command to bring the culprits forward. Meanwhile, she continued her speech.

“I promised mercy to everyone who did the right thing. And I promised wrath to those who did not.”

At that moment, several Guardian Angels entered the stage. Led by Marfiel and Arakiel, two Angels armed with rifles escorted two others before the crowd. Those two were cuffed behind their backs with shackles made of tungsten, a material even Angels couldn’t break. Besides, the Powers had been ordered to shoot and kill the traitors on the spot if they tried anything.

But Nephilim doubted they would. Both wore the grim expression of the doomed on their faces. They had been in the corps all their lives, like everyone else, and they understood what was coming.

What they didn’t understand yet was how it would happen, as Nephilim wasn’t willing to give them a clean death in the euthanasia chamber.

The two men were Ezechiel and Romiel. Both were seasoned Guardian Angels who had known exactly what they were doing.

Marfiel and Arakiel had quickly found a lead on Ezechiel, who later sold out Romiel in the hope of clemency. Too little, too late. Besides, selling out a co-conspirator after being busted didn’t give him any more credibility.

“These two Angels are traitors,” Nephilim said coldly, pointing at the men, who were now forced to kneel.

The quiet inside the great hall was so perfect now that even a human ear could have heard a pin drop. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath.

“They have been found guilty of conspiring against the High-Archangel, of plotting his fall. Despite my generous offer, they didn’t come forward. They thought they wouldn’t be found.”

A cold smile flashed over Nephilim’s face, suddenly making her look much older than she was.

“They were wrong.”

Again, she let her words hang in silence for a moment, giving what was about to happen greater impact. She had learned well from Metatron.

Then she turned toward the two traitors and looked them in the eye.

Without saying another word, without any warning, she suddenly struck.

Faster than an eye can blink, Nephilim snapped out her two blades. For a brief moment, she saw Ezechiel’s eyes widen. Then she cut both men’s throats—right on the stage, watched by every Guardian Angel.

And she felt absolutely nothing.

As the bodies collapsed into pools of their own blood, Nephilim turned her gaze back to her fellow Angels in the auditorium. Some were staring at her in surprise and shock; others didn’t show any emotions—or at least tried not to.

Nephilim was fully aware that what she’d just done was radical, brutal, unprecedented.

But she wanted to make a statement today. And judging by the faces beneath her, the statement had landed.

“Those who conspired against the High-Archangel—we will find you. And I will kill each one of you personally,” she said, her voice like an icy whip. “If you have something to confess, you still have a chance to come clean.

“With a bit of luck, the next time we are all in here, the High-Archangel will be addressing you himself. Custodio et mortifico!”

“Custodio et mortifico!” the crowd replied as one.

“Dismissed.”

Even before the hall started to empty, Nephilim left the stage and went straight back upstairs. Her Powers would take care of the cleanup. And she had work to do.

It soon turned out that her bloody demonstration had achieved the desired result. More Angels stepped up and confessed.

The rot was cleaning itself up.


Chapter Thirteen

Awakening

For a long time, there was only darkness. At first, he thought this was death. But then he realized it was limbo.

He wasn’t alone.

Someone whispered to him. It was his own voice, but it was also not.

“Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil.”

Deep down, he knew what that meant.

And there was more.

“You were given a second chance. Don’t waste your time, or time will waste you.”

And in between the darkness, the static, the never-ending void, there was a whisper. Persistent, again and again.

“I love you. Come back to me.”

It was her voice.

∆∆∆

Metatron slowly opened his eyes.

Bright lights dazzled him. He closed his eyes again and took a breath.

After a moment, he tried again.

A figure was hovering above him. She was dressed in black, with black hair, a pale face, and neon-blue eyes. He only saw a blurry form, yet he knew who she was. He would always recognize her.

Slowly, his vision cleared, and he saw her in all her striking detail. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

She didn’t say anything. She just looked at him and smiled.

And he smiled back.

∆∆∆

Twenty minutes earlier, Nephilim had been standing at the window, looking into the intensive care unit once again. She was filled with anticipation but was also strangely nervous.

She was watching the one she loved more than life itself. He was covered by a blanket that made the damage done to his body invisible, although it already looked much better than it had only 24 hours ago.

Machines were still attached to him, but he was breathing on his own again. Seeing his chest slowly rise and fall after being still for days was an incredible relief.

Nephilim looked at her own reflection, hovering there like a ghost.

“I love you. Come back to me.”

She whispered her mantra again so softly that it was barely audible.

Her own body was still far from healed, but as long as she was up and running, it didn’t matter. And she knew that she’d be fine as long as he was. And he would be. He had to be.

She had thrown herself into a battle that had been impossible to win. Yet she had.

And what was more, the reason she had done all of this was safe and breathing on his own again.

Nothing else mattered.

Nephilim exhaled and placed her hand on the glass.

Someone behind her cleared his throat. She didn’t need to look to know who it was.

“May I tell you something, Archangel Nephilim?” Dr. Weinberg asked carefully.

“What is it, doctor?”

“The two of you never fail to amaze me,” he said slowly.

She turned her head and looked at him. He flinched slightly, but he did his best to hold his composure.

“How so?”

The doctor exhaled deeply before he spoke again. “I’m a scientist, a physician, a loyal citizen of Olympias. I don’t believe in miracles. But if this isn’t one, then I don’t know what is.”

She lifted an eyebrow and smirked. “Is that so?”

“Yes, Nephilim. Neither of you should have survived, yet here you are. You had almost completely bled out when they brought you in. You should have been dead, and yet…” He cleared his throat again. “And he, the High-Archangel… he was running on your blood. And the power core… I’ve never seen anyone do something like that. I didn’t even know it was possible. You cut your own chest open.”

“I know. I was there.”

“It’s a miracle you’re both still here. I can’t explain it otherwise.”

Nephilim’s smirk turned into a genuine smile. “Maybe we just have an exceptional doctor. The best.”

Weinberg smiled back, clearly happy about the compliment. “I’m trying my best.”

“When can we wake him up?” she asked, turning back to the window.

“I think he’s ready,” Weinberg replied. “He’s stable. The worst damage is fixed. Of course, he’ll have to undergo two or three more surgeries, as discussed, but those can wait a couple of days. We can wake him as soon as you say the word.”

Nephilim smiled, and for the first time in days, she seemed like a human being again.

Weinberg stared at her in awe.

“Then wake him up, doctor. Bring him back to life.”

He bowed his head. “As you wish.”

They went inside. While Weinberg prepared the injection, Nephilim stepped over to Metatron and looked down at him tenderly. He was pale, paler than usual, but covered by the blanket, it looked as though he was sleeping, not like someone who had defied death and spent the last seven days in an induced coma.

And now he would come back to her. She would finally look into his eyes again.

“Ready when you are,” Weinberg said.

“Proceed,” Nephilim said without averting her gaze from Metatron’s face even for a second.

The physician injected something into the IV tube leading directly to Metatron’s neck.

It didn’t take long before his eyelids fluttered.

“I’ll give you some privacy,” Weinberg said. “I’ll be right next door if you need anything, monitoring his vital signals.”

Nephilim just nodded. Weinberg left, and for a moment, she just stood there watching Metatron.

Then he slowly opened his eyes, and Nephilim almost jumped as endless happiness and relief washed over her. She had known he would make it. Weinberg had explained everything in detail to her, but seeing it with her own eyes was completely different.

Metatron closed his eyes for a brief moment, then opened them again.

This time, he looked directly at her, making eye contact.

She smiled as tenderness flooded her. And love, so much love.

He smiled back.

For a moment, they remained like that in silence, simply enjoying seeing each other.

“Nephilim…” he finally said.

He didn’t move his lips; instead, he used the private link they shared.

“Yes, Metatron,” she replied the same way.

“You did the impossible.”

“Because I cannot lose you.” She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead, then pressed hers against his. “Ever.”

“You won’t,” he said. “Not now. Not ever.”

She smiled and kissed him on the mouth tenderly, then placed her hand on his cheek.

“Good.”

“I remember what you did, Nephilim. I watched it… All the sacrifices. You could have let me die and become High-Archangel yourself.”

She slowly shook her head, her eyes locked on his. “Metatron, for me, a world without you isn’t worth living in.”

He just smiled at her.

Then she smirked and leaned down as if whispering in his ear. “Besides, you’re the Singularity.”

He smirked back, squinting slightly.

“Nephilim,” he said after a moment of silence.

“Yes?”

He moved his lips for the first time and whispered.

“I love you.”

A broad smile appeared on Nephilim’s face, making her appear like nothing more than a young woman, while a wave of happiness exploded inside her.

She had known. Of course she had known how he felt. But hearing it for the first time was entirely different.

“I love you too, Metatron,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. If her eyes had been capable of producing tears, she would be crying now.

All the sorrow, fear, existential struggles, all the terror and pain—it all dissolved inside her.

After a moment, she grinned. “Took you long enough, High-Archangel.”

He chuckled softly. “Don’t get used to it.”

She didn’t reply. Instead, she leaned down again and embraced him, placing her head on his shoulder the way he loved so much.

In the next room, Dr. Weinberg burst into tears as another miracle unfolded before him. Those were the two most brutal and ruthless people he had ever known—and they were sharing a moment of heart-wrenching intimacy.

∆∆∆

Once he was alone, Metatron just lay there, his eyes closed. If someone looked through the window of the ICU, they would have thought he was asleep—and Dr. Weinberg had, in fact, prescribed him a lot of sleep and rest.

But Metatron didn’t want to sleep. He felt like he’d been asleep for centuries.

And he knew that he’d nearly never woken up again.

Now that he was fully conscious again, he would simply remain motionless, thinking.

Nephilim had left around thirty minutes ago, having stayed with him for more than an hour. A tender smile spread across his face at the thought of her.

She was remarkable—in every imaginable way.

Seeing her when he had woken up had been the most beautiful and marvelous experience of his entire life. It put everything else into perspective.

It reminded him why everything they had gone through had been worth it.

Yet what she had done, what she had faced and beaten, alone, made him speechless. He truly didn’t have words for it.

It had cost her. It had cost her so much.

And in return, he had finally told her that he loved her.

For more than eighteen months, he had been haunted by a recurring dream in which he was dying, looking at her. He had believed that she might one day try to kill him—what incredible foolishness in retrospect!

Then, when it had happened, and he was choking on his blood, his power core shutting down, he had known that, in truth, it had been his fear of not telling her how he felt before it was too late.

And it almost had been.

He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice, which was why he had told her right after waking up.

Now she was gone, and her absence felt almost tangible.

He knew it was ridiculous. Nephilim had so many tasks, so many duties. She was doing his job in his stead, despite her own injuries. Trying to keep her here would have been childish—and a sign of weakness.

And yet…

I love you. Come back to me.

He wasn’t sure if she had really said those words while he was in a coma or if he had dreamed it. But somehow, he knew that they had brought him back, like a beacon in the dark.

And nothing in the world would make him leave her side ever again, as long as he lived.

Now that he was awake, Metatron was able to connect himself to the grid again. He knew that she was still in the building, upstairs. She was close. It felt like solace.

He restrained himself from connecting to her POV, though. As tempting as it was, he would have to wait until his system had stabilized further.

Patience.

He would wait and have her “clean house,” as she had nonchalantly called it.

Metatron held his breath for a moment, then exhaled slowly.

Yes, the house indeed needed cleaning.

What had happened was beyond anything he could ever have imagined.

How could he have been so blind? How could he not have seen the betrayal coming?

He, who was always a step ahead of everyone, who played 4D chess while others played checkers, who was used to being the smartest person in the room, had fallen victim to his own arrogance.

Metatron had looked at the stars, dreaming of the new world he was shaping—and stepped on the rake right in front of him.

It would have been laughable if it weren’t so tragic, if it hadn’t almost cost him his life… and Nephilim’s. One fatal miscalculation that had almost cost him everything. The irony of that wasn’t lost on Metatron.

Zephaniel.

Metatron’s body twitched as he sucked in air a bit too sharply.

Thinking of it filled him with rage… and dread.

No, he wouldn’t go there now. He wouldn’t let the trauma he had suffered torment him, slow him down.

No. He refused.

Maybe someday he would let it out, try to deal with the pain and horror. But this wasn’t the day. He had other priorities now.

The first step was to get out of here and back to business as soon as possible.

Of course, he was in charge. He could command Weinberg to let him go right away if he wanted. But that would be stupid. Metatron knew he needed rest.

After Nephilim had left, Weinberg had explained everything in detail to him.

Metatron could hardly believe that he’d survived the damage he had taken, and the chief physician agreed that he shouldn’t have.

They both knew that the only reason he was still here was her.

She had truly done the impossible.

Metatron opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling for a moment, his eyes instantly filling the semi-dark room with a blueish glow.

She had cut open her own chest.

Despite everything, Metatron knew that he would need time to fully process the magnitude of that.

I love you. Come back to me.

Yes, he would. He wouldn’t jeopardize it by being reckless and leaving the ICU too early.

Besides, right now, he couldn’t walk anywhere anyway. His limbs hadn’t been replaced yet. The doctor had focused on the more essential body parts first. The limbs could wait.

Two more surgeries, he said. Then the limbs. In five days, he would be out of here.

That still sounded like an eternity for someone like Metatron, but it was reasonable.

And Nephilim seemed to have everything under control.

Metatron smirked.

She had told him about the trials, and he approved. Of course he did.

It was efficient. It was ruthless. It was beautiful.

None of the traitors deserved to live. And the fact that there were traitors in the Angel corps at all was unacceptable.

Since he had to remain motionless and “relax”, Metatron would use the time to reflect on everything that had happened, analyze his own weakness and foolishness, so he could make sure that nothing like this ever happened again.

It was truly ironic. All his life, he’d been pursuing a grand goal, carefully putting all the pieces into place until everything was perfect—just to have this plan almost ruined by a jealous subordinate.

On the bright side, nothing had changed. Everything was still in place as it had been before the attack. Neither Zephaniel nor the other Archangels had known about his plans.

In retrospect, it had been the best decision ever not to fill them in.

Not even Nephilim knew about the latest developments. That he had the codes. That everything was ready.

Now that the deal with the Tigress was secure, nothing could stop them.

All he needed to do was recover and wait for the perfect moment to strike, like a spider sitting in a web.

He had waited patiently his entire life. He could wait a couple more days or weeks.

But he couldn’t wait to fill Nephilim in completely, as she didn’t know that he had the codes. That had all gone down while she’d been in TogbuaXiang.

He closed his eyes and smiled tenderly.

Without her, none of this would have been possible. And without her, none of this even had a point.

I love you, he thought, thinking of her face. Always.


Chapter Fourteen

Return

Five days later was the day. Finally.

It couldn’t come soon enough for both of them. Of course, Dr. Weinberg was unhappy about Metatron’s decision. If it had been up to him, the patient would have remained in the infirmary for a couple more days. But the High-Archangel wouldn’t hear any of it, and Weinberg knew only too well that arguing with him was not only pointless but also a very bad idea.

The doctor sighed and let him go, reminding him to take it slow.

“You had your last surgery only two days ago,” Weinberg said, sounding almost offended.

“Yes, thank you for that, doctor,” Metatron replied with his characteristic smirk. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be able to walk out of here.”

Indeed, the last surgery had been on the limbs.

It took Metatron a while to get dressed in his uniform, but he refused any help, especially not from Nephilim. She wouldn’t have minded, of course, but he did.

Slowly but steadily, he walked out of the infirmary and into the hall.

There she stood, waiting for him.

She was still much paler than usual, he noticed. A clear indicator that she was still recovering herself. But she held herself upright and radiated as much strength as ever.

Her neon-blue eyes gleamed like molten ice in the sunshine when she looked at him and smiled.

She was breathtaking.

Metatron forced himself to keep moving; otherwise, he would have stopped in his tracks, staring at her.

They didn’t speak; instead, they simply looked at each other. Words weren’t necessary right now as they both felt the same.

After a moment, they walked down the hall to the elevators together, and from there, they headed straight into Metatron’s office.

He had to walk slowly, and he hated it. Not only would it take a couple of days to get used to his new limbs, but he also felt weak. Every step was a challenge, and the short trip from the infirmary to his office felt like a many-mile-long hike.

But he made it. Upright and without help.

On the way, they passed several Angels, who all stood to attention, yet they didn’t ask how he was doing. That wouldn’t have been appropriate.

This was good. They would tell their comrades that they had seen him, alive and on his feet. Even though Nephilim had done everything she could to make sure false rumors didn’t spread, Metatron knew his Angels only too well. When it came to gossip, they were still entirely human.

Now, the news that he was okay would spread like wildfire among the corps.

When they reached his office and the door closed behind them, Metatron finally allowed himself a moment of weakness. He stopped and leaned against the wall, taking a deep breath.

When he lifted his gaze, the first thing he saw was the Pyramid. It loomed outside his panoramic office windows like a prehistoric black colossus that swallowed all light.

He wanted the Pyramid.

He would seize it.

And nothing would stop him now.

Metatron turned his head away from the magnificent view over the city and its black heart and toward the woman standing next to him.

He wanted the Pyramid, yes. He was like a hungry wolf.

But he wanted her more. Because without her, there was no point in anything.

Why conquer the world if there was nobody to conquer it for?

Luckily, he already had her. And she wasn’t going anywhere.

There could be no greater proof of loyalty and love than what she had done. Metatron was a very wealthy and powerful man, but she had made him the richest man in the world.

Nephilim didn’t try to intervene as he leaned against the wall to catch his breath. She knew he didn’t need her help, and she gave him space. Metatron loved her even more for that.

Suddenly, she smiled, and it was as if the sun was rising after a long, cold night.

“What?” she asked.

He lifted an eyebrow. “What?”

“Why are you looking at me like that, High-Archangel?”

“How am I looking at you, Nephilim?”

“Like you want to rip off my clothes.”

He chuckled. “You’re not wrong. But I’m afraid that will have to wait a couple of days.”

Her face softened. “I know.”

Slowly, she moved closer and placed her arms around his neck. “I love you.”

He grinned. “I know. Thank you.”

Nephilim laughed, shaking her head playfully.

He smirked. “What? I told you not to get used to it.”

She leaned against him, pressing her head against his shoulder in a tight embrace. Now that they were alone in his office, they could finally show their affection openly.

He kissed her forehead, then whispered in her ear. “I love you. Always.”

They remained like that for a time, holding each other like two people who knew only too well what a gift this was.

A second chance that had been fought for very hard.

“Would you like to go home now?” she asked eventually. “Weinberg said you should take it very slowly for the next days.”

“Soon,” he replied. “I want to take care of some urgent matters first. We’ll leave in about an hour.”

“As you wish. I’ll go and check on my Powers.”

“The purge is going well, yes?”

“I believe we’ve got all of them, but I’ll let my people continue the hunt for a while. Just in case.”

He nodded. “Good.”

Nephilim gave him one more smile, then she kissed his cheek and left him to his business.

He stared at the door for a moment after she had left.

Her tenderness never failed to enchant him—and surprise him.

Metatron had read her full report. He knew what she had done. How she had faced an army of corrupted Guardian Angels alone—and killed all of them without remorse. And yet when she placed her head on his shoulder like that, she seemed soft, almost fragile. She was a walking paradox, which was one of the many reasons why she was the one.

Slowly, he walked to his desk. He wouldn’t show anyone how difficult every step was, even her.

He sat behind his desk and allowed himself a short moment of rest. How he hated being wounded, handicapped. Not himself.

Metatron hated weakness, and most of all, he hated it in himself.

But it was only temporary. In about a week, he would be able to move more smoothly again and return to most of his duties. In a month, he wanted to be combat-ready.

That was an ambitious goal, and Weinberg had looked at him like a madman when he’d announced it. But the doctor had just sighed when he’d realized that the High-Archangel was absolutely serious. He promised to inquire at Nexus Hospital about the latest treatments—rich-people treatments. But money didn’t matter to Metatron. Soon, it would matter even less.

A smirk flashed over his face.

In a way, it was ironic that Zephaniel’s betrayal was what had almost saved the Board and Olympias itself from what was coming. But almost wasn’t enough. At least, not for them.

The first task he tackled was to delete every clearance code any of the Archangels had ever had. They were dead, yes. But just in case any of them had sold out, he would make sure they couldn’t cause any damage to the corps posthumously.

He had learned his lesson the hard way and would be way more careful whom he trusted in the future. Basically, he wouldn’t really trust anyone other than Nephilim and the two Seraphs. And, truly, no one other than Nephilim. He would slowly erode the other two’s influence.

Once that was done, Metatron made a phone call. A moment later, CEO Neftali’s face appeared on the holo screen on his desk.

Nephilim had told him that Neftali had called multiple times over the last few days. Nephilim hadn’t taken the calls and instead had instructed the operator to tell the CEO that the High-Archangel was unavailable and would call back as soon as he could. That had been a smart move.

Metatron couldn’t be certain if Nephilim had done that as a tactic to stall them or because she simply hadn’t wanted to deal with them. Both would have been legitimate reasons, and he made a mental note to ask her later.

Now, however, he had to focus on the most powerful woman in the western hemisphere—for now.

“Metatron,” Neftali said.

She seemed as composed as ever. Well-groomed, elegant, radiating wealth and power. As if she had been born for the role of CEO.

But the slight arch of her perfectly shaped eyebrows told Metatron that she was surprised to see him. Maybe even relieved. Not because she cared about his well-being, but because his absence might have put her in a delicate situation, especially after she had given him the codes.

Metatron smiled his thin smile and bowed his head slightly to greet her, showing false humility.

“CEO Neftali. Always a pleasure.”

“It is indeed a pleasure. I almost thought you were—”

“Dead?” he finished for her with a smirk.

“Yes, to be honest.”

“I’m like a cat. I have nine lives.”

And I’ve already used seven of them.

Neftali looked at him in confusion. “A cat?”

He waved his hand. “An old saying. Shows you how old I really am.”

She cleared her throat. “Anyway, where were you, Metatron? You can’t just disappear like that for more than a week without any notice. There were rumors that—”

The rumors were probably closer to the truth than the story Metatron was about to tell her.

“My apologies, CEO,” he interrupted. “I didn’t plan to cause you any trouble. There was an accident. A very unfortunate training accident that incapacitated me for a little while.”

Neftali looked at him for a few moments. Clearly, she wasn’t convinced. After all, she wasn’t stupid. In fact, she was probably the smartest Board Member—and the most ruthless, as she had proven during the coup against former CEO Miller… who had also been her former lover.

Vultures.

“Well, I’m glad to hear that you’re doing better,” she finally said.

“Thank you, CEO.”

“Usually, I wouldn’t even have noticed if you were gone for a couple of days. But you missed the ritual without letting anyone know.”

“Yes, I’m deeply sorry about that. You know how much I was looking forward to the ceremony. I’m more upset than you are that I couldn’t attend, believe me. I hope my absence didn’t cause any great inconvenience.”

“Only irritation that you weren’t there. Some on the Board think it was a bad idea to appoint you as a Board Member after all,” she said icily.

“I understand. But you wouldn’t let them remove me, would you? After all, we’re partners.”

It was a subtle and faux-friendly reminder that she had become CEO only thanks to him.

“No, I wouldn’t,” she said, clearly understanding the unspoken message. “The next opportunity will be when the new moon comes in twenty-one days. And this time, you’d better attend or be dead, Metatron. We will not let you disrespect our ancient traditions again. Is that clear?”

“Crystal clear, CEO,” Metatron said, bowing his head. “Rest assured, nothing will keep me from attending this time.”

“I hope so, for your sake,” Neftali said and ended the call.

Metatron leaned back in his chair and let his shoulders slump, having held himself perfectly upright for the call.

“Nothing will keep me from attending this time,” he repeated to the empty room, while his fingers formed a pyramid under his chin.

Not this time.

Twenty-one days wasn’t long, but it would have to suffice. He would have recovered sufficiently by then. He had been waiting for this all his life; now, it was finally time to end all of this.

Neftali and her goons were completely oblivious about what was coming for them.

They were on borrowed time.

Twenty-one days.

Metatron smiled.


Chapter Fifteen

Homecoming

Nephilim waited patiently until Metatron had finished his business. If it had been up to her, she would have brought him home right away. Dr. Weinberg had taken her aside and outright begged her to persuade Metatron to take it slow over the coming days.

“We did everything in our power, but if he isn’t careful, he might suffer a fatal setback. Do you understand, Archangel Nephilim?” he whispered. “He won’t listen to me, but he might listen to you.”

There was a seriousness in Weinberg’s eyes that made her stop for a second. This was a clear warning, and the chief physician wouldn’t say so lightly. Nephilim would take it seriously, too.

Nevertheless, she knew that it was easier said than done because it was easier to move Jupiter than Metatron once he’d made up his mind about something. Over the eighteen months she’d spent at his side, she had learned a trick or two, though. And she knew that Weinberg was right. If the High-Archangel would listen to anyone, it was her.

But it was important to him to show his presence and take care of some pressing matters before he could rest, so she respected that and didn’t object.

Nephilim was relieved when he finally told her he was ready to go. They made their way down to the parking garage and his autonomous limousine. On the way, they passed multiple Guardian Angels and some human staff. The Angels stood to attention, and the staff bowed their heads politely. Each one would spread the message that they had seen the High-Archangel, alive and seemingly uninjured. As with Nephilim, Metatron’s uniform was hiding his body’s true condition. They both needed rest.

Once they were inside the car and the doors had closed, Metatron exhaled and closed his eyes for a second. That was enough for her to know that he was in pain and exhausted. But she didn’t say it. He didn’t need her to tell him what he knew himself.

At first, she sat across from him, as usual. But once the car left the parking garage, she changed her mind. Smoothly, she got up and sat right beside him. He didn’t say anything. He just smiled.

Nephilim took his hand in hers, intertwining their fingers.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she whispered. “I missed you.”

Outside, the city flew by, lit up in all its magnificence by the afternoon sun, but neither of them paid it any attention. In their bubble, there was only room for each other.

“Me too,” he replied quietly. “I’m only here because of you. I’ll never forget that.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder and remained silent for a while, simply enjoying the fact that he was still here.

“Will you tell me what happened to you? What they did?” she finally asked.

“Yes, I will. Later.”

She left it at that. There was no point in pushing him. Besides, she understood that it had been a traumatic event, even for someone like him. And she didn’t want to know out of curiosity—on the contrary, she dreaded to hear it.

No, she wanted to know so he could get it off his chest. Who else could he tell about the darkest hours of his life if not her?

∆∆∆

When they arrived at Metatron’s tower and took the elevator upstairs, Nephilim had difficulties keeping a poker face. She hadn’t told him. She’d figured it would be a pleasant surprise for him to arrive home and find it restored—well, halfway at least.

It had been only six days since she had come here and ordered the renovation and cleaning. The damage had proved so severe in several places that the restoration was far from finished. But they had made good progress, and Nephilim hoped Metatron would be pleased.

He didn’t say anything when they reached the main hall. Of course, he noticed that the paintings were all gone. But had he noticed the fresh paint on the walls? Nephilim had made sure that it matched the previous color exactly.

When they entered the living area, he stopped and just stood there in silence, taking everything in. Nephilim didn’t move. Instead, she waited for him to speak first.

The change since the attack was tremendous. All the rubble had been removed, the shattered glass and ruined books were gone, the floors were clean, and the walls were freshly painted.

Most of the furniture was still missing, but Nephilim had replaced the seating area. The couches and armchairs weren’t exactly the same as before, since each had been a unique piece, but they were of the same style—dark red and black leather.

Nephilim knew that Metatron had an exquisite sense of style, while hers was rather… rudimentary. Still, she had learned a lot from him about art and aesthetics in general. She hoped it was enough.

After a moment, he turned around and looked her in the eye. “You did this.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

She smiled softly. “It was supposed to be a surprise. I hope you’re pleased.”

Instead of giving her a reply, he reached out and pulled her into a tight embrace. She leaned against him, and he kissed her temple and the top of her head while gently stroking her face.

He didn’t say anything, but Nephilim knew that he was touched. This was his way of showing it. She smiled, knowing that he was more than pleased.

“Thank you,” he said.

His voice was firm, but Nephilim’s fine ears picked up a slight tremor anyway. Yes, he was definitely touched.

After a few moments, she looked up and smiled.

“I have more to show you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

She took his hand in hers and gently led him out of the living area and back down the hall.

They entered a room that hadn’t been occupied until now. The residence was so huge—basically like a mansion on a skyscraper—that Metatron hadn’t had the time to furnish and decorate all its rooms. In fact, he hadn’t even made decisions about what to do with most of them yet.

This room was huge. It could have easily served as a dining room or even a second, smaller living area. It offered a slightly different view than the living room. The sun had almost set now, and its last rays filled the room with reddish hues. When Metatron stepped through the door, he stopped in his tracks.

Nephilim knew that this was a true surprise. He might have anticipated that she would clean the house before his return. While it had pleased him to see that, what he saw now literally took his breath away.

The empty room had been turned into a storage room. But not just for random stuff or junk.

It was filled with books. Hundreds of them, stacked in orderly columns. Some were hardcovers, some were paperbacks. Some looked antique, others appeared like nobody had ever opened them before. Yet each was like a treasure from a forgotten time because books weren’t printed anymore and hardly anyone read anyway.

But that wasn’t all.

There was also art. Sculptures, paintings, and more. Some paintings looked like old oil paintings, others were vintage prints.

Metatron didn’t say anything for a long time. He just stood there while his sharp eyes scanned the titles of the books in view.

“Nephilim…”

She kissed his cheek. “I know this won’t replace what was lost, but I thought it would be a good start for your new collection.”

“It is. Where did you find all of those… in such a short time?”

She smirked mischievously. “I sent some of our troops out to fulfill a task that might have slightly confused them. I had them comb through Oldtown’s vintage and antique stores, flea markets, and more.

“The order was simple: buy every old book or piece of art you can find. There will be more coming in over the next few days. I’m aware that most of them are probably trash, but I’ll leave it up to you to decide which ones are worth keeping.”

Metatron chuckled, shaking his head slightly. “Oh, Nephilim…”

She pointed at a stack of about fifty books close to the door. “Those were the only ones from your library that survived. And look which one was waiting to be found…”

She stepped over to the pile, picked up the book on top, then handed it to him. It was 1984.

Metatron’s face lit up in a way she had never seen before. It was only for a brief moment, then he regained his usual composure, but Nephilim saw it anyway.

“If you want to hide a secret, you must also hide it from yourself,” he whispered, taking the book from her almost tenderly.

“This one was hidden in plain sight,” she replied.

He looked her in the eye. “Thank you, Nephilim. This was a beautiful surprise that I truly didn’t expect.”

Instead of giving him a reply, she leaned forward and pressed her lips onto his in a passionate kiss.

Usually, they would have fucked each other’s brains out for hours in such a situation. But since their bodies were too broken for that, they simply remained in a close embrace. The stacks of books around them were soon casting shadows like a miniature city. A city formed of words and knowledge.

Seeing them like this, it was hard to believe that these were the two most dangerous people in Olympias, plotting its destruction. They were killer cyborgs.

Killer cyborgs in love.

∆∆∆

As night fell over Olympias City, its myriad lights waking into their full glory, Metatron and Nephilim sat on the new sofa together. The vandals had destroyed Metatron’s bar and collection of fine liquors and wines, and Nephilim had decided to leave it up to him to restock that.

Besides, Weinberg had strictly forbidden any sort of alcohol for at least two weeks for both of them. So, instead, Nephilim had bought grape juice. It almost looked like red wine in the dim light, and since it was organic and imported from Olympias II, it was almost as expensive as wine.

Metatron had just smirked but said nothing.

She hoped he would share what happened to him, but first, he wanted to know exactly what had happened to her.

So Nephilim told him about her trip to TogbuaXiang. He already knew that the deal with the Tigress was sealed, and he mentioned that he’d been impressed by the footage of the chairman’s assassination.

As Nephilim described Krung Thep with all its beauty and culture, he listened attentively.

“You’d love it there,” Nephilim said.

“I’m sure I would. Who knows? Maybe we’ll go there together sometime.”

She smiled. “Maybe. The Tigress said that we’d be warmly invited… once things have changed.”

He grinned. “Of course.”

Then Nephilim got serious again. “We both owe her our lives, Metatron.”

He tilted his head. “How so?”

“She equipped me with her finest gear. A prototype suit and blades. Without it, I would never have survived.”

Metatron nodded. “Then we must make sure we reciprocate accordingly.”

“There’s more,” Nephilim said. He remained silent, waiting for her to continue. “Before I left for Olympias, she insisted that I meet someone. And that person was no one other than Colonel Vyruk.”

Now Metatron was genuinely surprised. “Vyruk? The Rosprom Synth leader? What was he doing there?”

“He came to warn me that the RSS are up to something. That they were scheming to remove and replace you. They called it ‘Operation Titan Fall.’ It was only because of this information that I came back so quickly. And the Tigress lent me her hypersonic jet. Otherwise, I never would have made it in time.”

She stopped her report as she noticed the expression on Metatron’s face. He stared at her in blank disbelief and honest shock as he connected the dots. Then his face turned snow white. That was something she had seen before. It meant that he was filled with pure rage.

He pressed his lips into a line and swallowed. When he spoke, his voice was calm, but beneath the glacier, Nephilim could sense a volcano, ready to burst.

“Zephaniel,” he hissed, “was a Rosprom puppet. I should have known. He was always insecure, a coward to his core, with no imagination. He didn’t come up with such a plan on his own. Someone must have put it in his head.”

“Yes,” Nephilim agreed. “Rosprom agents.”

Jake.

She didn’t say his name out loud because she didn’t want to discuss Jake now. Plus, he was still like a red flag for Metatron. But she could feel the now-familiar anger boiling up in her.

Jake. I should have killed him when I had the chance.

Letting him go when he had ambushed her in the parking garage had possibly been the worst mistake of her life. It had almost cost her everything. It had almost cost her him.

She wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

“Tell me everything that happened next,” Metatron said after taking a moment to process the last bit of information.

Nephilim could understand why it had hit him so hard. It was bad enough that he’d been betrayed by his closest people. But that they had sided with the enemy—consciously or not—was an even harder pill to swallow.

“Or better, show me,” he added. “Share your memories with me, Nephilim. Let me experience what you did that night.”

She granted him his wish, opening her mind and establishing a connection between their implants. She started the memory recall right before her jump from the plane.

As he watched her memories unfold, Metatron frowned, slowly shaking his head.

“Nephilim… you shouldn’t have done that. That was reckless.”

“It was the only way,” she said firmly.

Somehow, she expected that he’d shake his head quite often while watching the entire sequence.

And he did.

As Metatron watched Nephilim’s fight for the tower—and his life—through her eyes, he looked unusually emotional.

He seemed genuinely impressed but also concerned. He also chuckled once or twice at Nephilim’s exchanges with Zephaniel.

Seeing the encounter with Dumah and Leliel was almost too much for him to handle.

Then came Nephilim’s last conversation with Adriel.

Metatron looked into her eyes as he watched the memory, then gently took her hand in his.

“I know how much he meant to you, Nephilim. I’m sorry he betrayed you. I’m sorry you had to kill him.”

Nephilim shrugged. “He had it coming. He sided against you and deserved to die.”

Metatron slowly shook his head again. “I know the betrayal hurt you. There’s no shame in that.”

She looked down at their intertwined fingers and furrowed her brow. He was right, of course. It did hurt.

Nephilim realized that she didn’t feel bad about killing Adriel. He had made his own bed. But she was mourning the years-long friendship they’d had. She was mourning the broken trust.

After a moment, she looked up and back into Metatron’s eyes again. Their steadiness was comforting.

“He tried to stop me from getting to you. He was smug. He didn’t understand what love means.”

“What does love truly mean, Nephilim?” Metatron asked softly.

She looked him firmly in the eye. “For me, it means that I make no prisoners. If I had to choose between saving the world and saving you, it would always be you.”

“And for me, it would always be you,” he replied.

He reached out with his free hand and gently pushed a strand of hair away from her face, then he smirked. “By the common definition, that makes us villains.”

Nephilim smirked back. “Just as well that we don’t give a damn, isn’t it?”

For a moment, the tension between them grew so much that Nephilim was convinced that they would disregard Weinberg’s advice and have sex on the spot. She wanted him, and he wanted her. So much.

But then he averted his gaze slightly, breaking eye contact and soothing the tension. He was evidently the more responsible of the two of them after all.

“Show me the rest, Nephilim. Show me how you faced Zephaniel. I was there. I remember everything, what you did. But I want to see it from your perspective.”

She showed him.

This time, he closed his eyes as he watched. He sat completely still until it was over.

Finally, he opened his eyes again and simply looked at her.

“You did the impossible, Nephilim,” he whispered. “I cannot put into words how much I love you.”

She smiled at him. “Someone once taught me that words are like dust in the wind. Only actions matter.”

He leaned forward and gently kissed her on the lips.

“Now it’s your turn,” she said. “Share what happened with me… if you want.”

“As you wish. But I have to warn you, it will be… unpleasant.”

She nodded, knowing only too well what an understatement that was. Weinberg had described every injury Metatron had suffered. But seeing it through his eyes would be something else.

“I know,” she whispered. “Only share it if you wish. But don’t worry about me. I’m a big girl, as you know.”

Metatron smiled. “That you are. Very well, Nephilim.”

She had thought she was mentally prepared, but when he opened his memories to her and she saw what really happened, she could barely hold herself together. It was so much worse than anything she could ever have imagined.

When it was over, she fell into his arms and clung to him, crying without shedding tears.

∆∆∆

It was long after midnight when they finally went to bed.

Surprisingly, the vandals hadn’t bothered to desecrate Metatron’s bedroom, nor the extensive bathroom adjacent to it. That even meant three of his antique paintings had survived. One of them was a Picasso, but, of course, that meant nothing to anyone anymore.

Only to him was it priceless.

When they were fully dressed, both appeared normal, but without clothes on, the full extent of the damage became visible. Both had wounds filled with glue, bandages still covered half of Metatron’s chest, and in some places, metal parts were clearly visible where the synthetic tissue hadn’t been fully adjusted yet. Cosmetics could wait, though; for now, it was more important to become fully functional again.

Only their limbs looked perfect, well-shaped with smooth skin covering the titanium bones and polymer muscles. That wasn’t a surprise, since they both had fully artificial limbs that could simply be replaced, while the rest of their bodies still relied on biological parts.

Although in Metatron’s case, there were very few of those. He was barely 20% human now. And she wasn’t far behind.

We are a new species.

When Nephilim sat next to him on the bed, she was only wearing a black tank top and underwear. And it was the first time that he saw the wound on her chest.

It was long and fire red. Filled with glue and unbandaged, it still appeared as if her body was open. It was painful, but it looked worse than it was. The doctor had told her that, despite its severity, it was healing very well.

It would leave a scar, but Nephilim didn’t mind. It had been worth it. All of it.

Metatron looked at the scar in silence for a long moment, and even though he didn’t say anything or show any visible expression, she could sense his sorrow. It caused him pain to look at it.

She reached out and cupped his face with her palm, soothing him.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “All that matters is that we’re both still here.”

He didn’t reply. Instead, he leaned down and gently pressed his lips onto the scar on her chest.

It would become his daily ritual.


Chapter Sixteen

Killer Cyborgs in Love

The next day, Nephilim went to HQ alone while Metatron stayed behind at his residence.

She was surprised by that, though grateful for his decision. She had expected that he would rush back to work instantly, but he had taken the advice to take it slow to heart.

Well, at least for one day.

Tomorrow, he wanted to call a general assembly and present himself to the Angel corps. He hadn’t said as much, but that might have been the actual reason he “called in sick” today. He wanted to appear as rested and vigorous as possible when he presented himself to the Angels.

But all he’d said when Nephilim left for the Cube was that he had a lot to think about.

Once in the office, Nephilim threw herself into her work immediately. The longer she took care of Metatron’s tasks, the more it seemed as if the workload became greater instead of smaller.

But that was okay. It kept her busy. It kept her from thinking. At least, not too much.

The first thing she did was schedule the general assembly for the following day, just as Metatron wanted. Then she met with her Powers and listened carefully to their reports.

It seemed that they had cleaned their house of all its rot and vermin. The traitors had been found and eliminated. Luckily, the conspiracy had been rather small. Most Angels had been absolutely oblivious about the coup.

And Nephilim was well aware that most of those whom she’d killed in Metatron’s residence had been actually innocent. They hadn’t known about the betrayal; they’d just thought they were following the High-Archangel’s orders. And because she’d been wearing a Wasp combat suit, none of them had any reason to doubt that she was the traitor.

They had been collateral damage.

Yet Nephilim didn’t feel any remorse. She had done what had been necessary.

Sometimes she asked herself if something had changed inside her that night. Almost as if she had shed her old skin to reveal what had always been hidden beneath. It felt surprisingly liberating.

No matter how much she tried to focus on her job, she couldn’t help her thoughts drifting back to what Metatron had shared with her. What had happened to him. What had been done to him.

The horror of it seemed to have stuck in her bones like a nasty chill.

Now that she knew everything, she was overwhelmed by a flood of emotions.

Admiration and tenderness for him. And pure hatred for those who had done it to him.

She now fully understood why Weinberg had said that it was a miracle he was still alive. He had sustained what would have killed anyone else.

They hadn’t just assaulted him, injuring him gravely; they also humiliated him. The desecration of his library and living space had been a symbolic act of barbarism, but also an expression of what they’d done to him.

But despite everything, Zephaniel and his traitors couldn’t break Metatron.

He had held, despite everything. He hadn’t given them the satisfaction.

That was why they had kept him alive instead of simply killing him on the spot.

For Zephaniel, it had been deeply personal. He’d wanted to destroy Metatron completely. And since Metatron had refused to break, Zephaniel had tried to play the card that he knew would break Metatron for good: her.

By either killing or corrupting her.

Nephilim leaned back in her chair and exhaled deeply, staring out of the window.

She couldn’t kill Zephaniel and the others again. They were ash and erased from all records.

In a few years, no one would even remember they’d existed.

But it wasn’t enough.

She wanted to get to the root of it.

Nephilim thought about Metatron’s face when she’d told him that Zephaniel had been “inspired” by Rosprom. They had only obtained this crucial information thanks to the Synth commander whom she’d met in TogbuaXiang. Otherwise, the why would have always remained a mystery.

Well, the obvious why was jealousy. Petty jealousy.

Zephaniel had been jealous of her. And the other Archangels had been worried about their status because Metatron didn’t want to fuck them anymore.

Nephilim’s beautiful face contorted in disgust.

Even so, without Rosprom whispering in his ear, Zephaniel would never have found the courage to stage such a coup.

And Nephilim knew exactly who had been pulling the strings in the background: Jake.

Nephilim had shown him mercy and let him go instead of killing him, and he’d repaid her by trying to burn her world to the ground.

It was time to put an end to him. This time for good.

Nephilim would ask Metatron to divert resources and people to find and destroy all remaining Rosprom cells. And she already had an idea of who might be able to help.

She smirked as she absent-mindedly formed a pyramid with her fingers.

∆∆∆

Jake was sitting in his office, staring at the wall.

He took a sip of his coffee and grimaced. It was bitter, spiking the acid in his stomach with every sip. And it certainly didn’t help that he’d put vodka into it.

But at this point, it was the only way he could get through the day.

It felt as if everything was crashing down around him, like a chain of dominoes that he couldn’t stop now it was in motion.

The news had reached them yesterday.

The bastard was alive.

Jake could hardly withstand the urge to smash something.

It had looked so good. At first, everything had indicated that the Archangels had staged a coup and taken him out. That Milan had successfully spoofed Zephaniel into believing that he should be in charge.

Milan had died for that—not that Jake cared much about that.

Then, when the news that something big and very violent was going on in Metatron’s tower had come in, Jake had believed—hoped—that this was it. That this was Metatron’s end.

And now this.

As it turned out, everything had gone smoothly. There had indeed been a coup. Metatron had been cornered. Everything indicated that he’d been murdered by his own monstrous kind. Which would have been such a delicious irony.

Of course, it was almost impossible to get any reliable information from inside the Guardian Angel HQ. But Rosprom’s surveillance specialists had intercepted a phone call between two Board Members. One of them had mentioned that the CEO had spoken with Metatron and that the rumors about him being gone were false.

Now, of course, that could have been a lie, but Jake doubted it. If the Board knew about Metatron’s whereabouts and condition, it was most likely the truth. And the fact that the CEO had spoken to him made it even worse. It meant he wasn’t even gravely injured or dying. He was alive and well enough to talk to the CEO.

Jake’s hand cramped around his cup of coffee as his stomach spiked with another surge of acid without him even taking another sip.

Right now, the information was still too fresh to have reached Moscow, and they needed better proof that Metatron was alive—proof that Operation Titan Fall had failed—before they would send over a detailed report. But soon, High Command would learn about it. And then…

The air was getting thin for Jake.

Not only might he be put on ice because of his continuous failures, but people were also asking questions about Komarova’s whereabouts. Other agents were whispering behind his back. Clearly, there were rumors, and he wasn’t sure how long he could maintain his story and alibi.

No doubt General Orlov would ask questions soon, too. After all, Komarova had been his protégé. In fact, Orlov had personally sent her after Jake; there could be no doubt about that. If she didn’t report back soon, Orlov might connect the dots and have Jake arrested… or executed on the spot.

He had pinned all his hopes on the success of Operation Titan Fall.

If it had worked out, no one would have asked any more questions. Instead, Jake would have been treated as a hero, since the entire plan had been his idea.

Jake slammed his fist against the desk, making everything on it shake.

I’m so fucked.

He buried his face in his palms, then ruffled his hair. It felt greasy between his fingers. He also hadn’t shaved for two days.

Slowly, Jake lifted his head again and looked at the screen on his desk.

And then there was this, of course. Whatever this might be.

He had a pretty good idea what, or rather, who it was. Jake knew of only one person who was capable of something like that.

And yet…

He tapped the holo screen, and the frozen image displayed there came to life.

It was footage of the impact on Metatron’s roof. At first, it wasn’t clear at all what had hit the roof. Nadolny had assumed it might be some sort of weapon.

And in a way, it was. But the weapon was a person.

Yesterday, Abramov obtained new footage of the incident, showing the tower from a different angle and in sharper detail. Slowed down to the maximum, it became clear that the “projectile” that had hit the roof was actually a person.

Someone must have thrown themselves from a plane from an insane height and landed in the roof pool. The water exploded, spraying in all directions and even off the roof. Debris flew everywhere. It was as if the roof had been hit by a bomb.

And the craziest part was still about to come. Zoomed in to the maximum, the footage became slightly pixelated, yet it revealed a black-clad figure emerging from the destroyed rooftop pool. Slowly. Deliberately. Seemingly unharmed.

Nephilim.

Jake couldn’t see her face—the footage didn’t even show if the figure was male or female—yet Jake knew that it was Nephilim.

No one else could have done something like that. No one else would have dared. No one else would have survived.

It had to be her.

And as Jake watched the figure climb out of the destroyed pool and disappear out of sight, he knew that she was the reason the old bastard was still alive.

Watching the footage again and again, Jake began asking himself if he had been completely delusional in believing he and Nephilim could have had a future. What he saw there couldn’t be called human. It was something else. Something wearing a woman’s shape.

“Kurwa…” he swore under his breath.

How was he going to get out of this?

∆∆∆

For the first time since she could remember, Nephilim cut her working day short and returned home in the afternoon.

She felt exhausted, which wasn’t surprising—she was still recovering. But that wasn’t the reason why she was “slacking”.

He was there. And where he was, she wanted to be.

Nephilim found him in the makeshift library, because where else would he be?

When she arrived, he was sorting through some books. She stopped at the door and smiled when she saw him.

Just the fact that he was there, alive and breathing, was enough for her to feel grateful. But she also noticed that he already looked better. He was still paler than usual, but he also appeared more vigorous than he did only 24 hours ago.

He was leaning against a wall, holding a book he had obviously been reading. Around him stood multiple piles and stacks of books, some higher than others. He had evidently been organizing them.

Metatron looked up and smirked when she entered.

“You’re early,” he said.

She approached him and pressed her lips to his. “I missed you.”

Instead of giving her a response, he returned the kiss with fiery passion. Then he simply looked at her, caressing her face.

“I see you’ve been busy,” Nephilim said, pointing around the room. “Did you find any treasures, or is it all junk?”

“There are some treasures. Maybe 20% of these are interesting enough to keep. They won’t replace what was lost, but it’s a start.”

Nephilim nodded, although his words stung her heart. She knew how much his book collection had meant to him. The fact that some of those books were gone forever must have felt depressing to him.

“What are you reading?” she asked, pointing at the open book in his hand.

“A book I’ve never heard of by an author I’ve never heard of either. But it’s good. I think I’ll keep it.”

“What’s it about?”

He smirked. “It’s about killer cyborgs in love.”

Nephilim lifted an eyebrow. “Maybe I should read it sometime.”

“You certainly should,” he said, then he closed the book and put it back on the pile closest to him. “Come.”

They left the makeshift library and walked into the main living area. There, one of the housekeeping robots was preparing a table for two. Outside the panoramic windows, thick clouds were forming between the skyscrapers, indicating a rainy night was coming. The first lights were already springing on, giving the clouds a neon haze.

“Let’s have an early dinner,” Metatron said. “I think we’re both in need of some real meat.”

They sat down, and shortly after, the robot served fresh steaks with vegetables. The meat was Metatron’s favorite. Imported from Olympias III, it was of the finest quality—and something the majority of Olympias’ citizens would never taste.

After swallowing her first bite, Nephilim knew that Metatron had been right—as always.

He didn’t ask about news from Angel HQ, simply because he didn’t need to. Nephilim knew that despite “relaxing” at home, Metatron had already studied everything that had happened remotely, including what she’d been working on today. Since he didn’t mention anything, he was obviously pleased with how things were going.

Instead, there was something else he wanted to talk about.

“Nephilim,” he said. “I believe you’re missing some crucial information about what happened during your time in TogbuaXiang.”

She nodded. So far, they had been busy working through the events of the assault, and Nephilim had informed Metatron about her time in Krung Thep and the deal with the Tigress.

But she didn’t know anything about what had happened in Olympias during her absence. All she knew came from official reports. But those meant nothing. The interesting and important things never happened in the open. That much she had learned.

She remained silent, waiting for Metatron to start.

“You’ve probably heard that we have a new CEO,” he began.

“Larissa Neftali,” Nephilim said, then added with a smirk, “Let me guess, she was your preferred candidate?”

Metatron grinned, his eyes gleaming like blue cold fire. “She absolutely was.”

“And you helped her achieve her dream?”

Metatron leaned back in his chair while the robot picked up the empty plates. “Let’s just say I gently nudged her opponents to step down.”

Nephilim chuckled. “Gently?”

“Gently.”

“Well, that’s good news.”

“Oh, I have much better news.”

He just looked at her, still grinning, waiting for her to say the words.

“You have them?” Nephilim asked with growing excitement.

“I do.”

He said it as if it were no big deal, as if it weren’t what he’d been working on for decades.

“That’s fantastic!” Nephilim said with genuine emotion. “She gave you the codes just like that?”

“Well, not quite. But she realized that it was a pretty good deal for her. I made her CEO, and she gave me the codes in return. She’s smart enough to know that double-crossing me might not be the best idea. The unfortunate Cillian Stavros losing his head is still fresh in everyone’s memory.”

His grin turned cold for a second before his typical calm and slightly smug expression returned.

“This means everything’s in place, isn’t it? We have the Wasps and the Synths, we have the codes…” She looked him in the eye, her excitement suddenly replaced by a tender smile. “You must be so proud.”

“I am. After all, it only took me forty years,” he chuckled. “But you know me. I don’t believe in premature celebration. There’ll be enough time for that once everything is over.”

“So, what’s our next move?”

“There’s something else I haven’t told you yet,” Metatron said slowly.

His tone shifted only very slightly, but Nephilim could tell that what he was about to say was very serious.

Then he told her everything he had learned.

About the little cult Olympias’ elites had been running since before the beginning of the New Era. About the ritual he was supposed to attend. About the blood sacrifice.

Nephilim listened attentively with both fascination and growing disgust.

If anyone but Metatron had told her about this, she would have discarded the notion. It was absurd. And yet somehow so very fitting.

“All animals are equal…” she said after a moment of silence passed between them.

Outside, it had become night, but heavy rainclouds diffused the endless city lights surrounding them, giving everything a gloomy, almost surreal atmosphere.

“But some animals are more equal than others,” Metatron finished for her. “It’s a universal truth, Nephilim. No matter what they say or pretend, there are always some animals that are more equal than others. It’s basic human nature, and I wouldn’t even blame those in power for it. But what I can’t stand is hypocrisy.”

His mouth twitched in contempt as his eyes narrowed. “They preach equality, but not to themselves. It’s always the masses, never the elites.”

“They banned religion for everyone, yet this…” Nephilim shook her head slightly. “And a blood cult? Why? Where’s the point in that?”

“They believe it grants them power and longevity,” Metatron said. “Ridiculous.”

“When is this initiation ritual?”

“In exactly nineteen days.”

“Are you planning on participating?”

“Oh, they’ve made it clear that I have to. Apparently, some Board Members were very disappointed that I missed the last one.”

Nephilim studied him for a moment, then smiled. “It won’t go as they plan, will it?”

Metatron studied the obfuscated skyline outside for a moment, turning his head toward the Pyramid. It was so brightly illuminated that it was impossible to miss even from afar, even veiled in thick clouds, such as it was today.

“No, it won’t go as planned,” he said calmly, as if he were talking about making tea and not a bloody coup in the making. “It will be the day we finally strike. It will be the day of their undoing. It will be the day of change. Once and for all. They’ve been sitting on top of the food chain for millennia, thinking it will always be that way. But they’ve created a monster. And the monster will come for their blood.”

“I’m ready,” Nephilim said.

He smirked. “I know you are. So am I. I’ve been ready all my life. I was seventeen years old when I first tried to blow up the Pyramid.”

“This time you’ll succeed.”

“This time I will succeed.”

“Do we have a precise plan?”

“I’m working on it. My original plan and timeline have been slightly… disturbed, as you know. But I’ll share all the details with you soon.”

Nephilim got up from the table, walked to the other end, leaned down, and kissed him.

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

“You and me,” he replied.

He placed his hand on her hip and pulled her down onto his lap. She cupped his face, looking at him.

“Always you. Always yes.”

“Always.”

They pressed their foreheads together and remained in a tight embrace as the heavy clouds broke outside and it began raining.

Everyone out there—whether they were a Board Member or a resident of Oldtown—was equally oblivious about what was coming. The end of the world as they knew it.


Chapter Seventeen

Whispers in the Night

Metatron dreamed again.

But for the first time in almost two years, it wasn’t the same dream. He wasn’t dreaming of his own death anymore. All this time, he had been concerned that the dream could mean that Nephilim would betray him someday, because he saw her standing over him when he was dying.

Now he knew what it really meant.

In his darkest hour, when all hope seemed lost, she had been there. With him. She gave him her blood and life force so he could survive.

Never again would Metatron doubt Nephilim in any way.

And it seemed that his subconscious had come to the same conclusion. The dream was gone and would never bother him again.

Yet tonight, he dreamed again.

In his dream, he was floating in the depths of the ocean. The water around him was almost completely black. Sharks were circling him. Above him shone the moon, like a bright silver disc, its light distorted by the movement of the water.

He couldn’t see her, but he knew that she was there, waiting for him, always.

His reason for everything.

Suddenly, he realized that he wasn’t in the ocean anymore; he was in space, floating between the stars. And he wasn’t alone. Someone was with him.

“Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil.”

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere.

∆∆∆

Metatron opened his eyes.

For a brief moment, he was disoriented. Then he remembered where he was. In his home, in his bed.

Alive. Safe.

Outside, rain was hammering against the windows. It was shortly after 3 AM.

He turned his head and saw Nephilim sleeping next to him. With her eyes closed and a peaceful expression on her face, she appeared truly angelic.

The scar on her chest was like a mark, a reminder of what had happened and the price she had paid, simply so he could wake up next to her every day.

He would never forget it. He would never stop appreciating it.

Watching her chest rise and fall peacefully, he remembered the dream. The darkness that wasn’t terrifying because she was close.

His reason for everything.

He had promised to conquer the world and lay it at her feet, and he would.

And yet, after everything that had happened, he knew that his true motivation wasn’t ambition. It wasn’t revenge. It wasn’t bloodlust.

It was the simple desire to choose his own life and live it the way he saw fit.

With her. For her.

Despite all their power, they were just slaves. Elite slaves.

Property of the Olympias Conglomerate. Monsters.

It was time to show everyone what true monsters really looked like.

“Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil,” he whispered to himself, sunken in thought.

He didn’t know where that came from, but he knew it was a universal truth.

Beside him, Nephilim moved. Her eyes fluttered first, then she opened them and looked at him. He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead.

“Did I wake you?”

She just looked at him for a moment.

“Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil.”

“Where did you hear that quote?” Nephilim asked.

“I’m honestly not sure.”

Nephilim slowly sat up. “I’m sure I haven’t told you yet.”

“Told me what?”

“When I was in TogbuaXiang, the Tigress sent me to visit their most sacred temple. There, I met an Arahant.”

Metatron raised his eyebrows in surprise. “An Arahant? I didn’t know those kinds of people still existed.”

“In Krung Thep they do. Life there is very different than here. They’re deeply spiritual. But Phichai told me something fascinating. He told me that, in truth, Buddhism is the spiritual equivalent of quantum physics.”

Metatron propped up his head, forming a triangle with his arm, and looked at her attentively. “That’s fascinating. I remember reading about that somewhere… in a now lost book.”

Instead of saying anything, she gently stroked his cheek.

“Tell me about this Arahant.”

“He was… extraordinary. And the quote you just said, he told me that.”

“Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil? That was from him?”

“Yes.”

Metatron smirked. “Smart man. I can only agree. What exactly did he say?”

“That evil has infested our society from within. And that sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil. Then he called me the Avatar of Death.”

Metatron sat up and stared at her in astonishment. “That is indeed extraordinary.”

Nephilim took a deep breath. “There’s more.”

“Tell me.”

“He told me: You will suffer incredible pain. And in your darkest hour, when all hope seems lost, remember Olympias III.”

Metatron just stared at her. For once, he was completely speechless.

“Remember Olympias III? That’s cryptic.”

“I thought so, too,” Nephilim said. “Until it suddenly all made sense.”

“Tell me everything.”

“When I fought Zephaniel, I practically lost. I was lying there, drifting out of consciousness. I knew it was over… but then I remembered the Arahant’s words. I remembered Olympias III. It saved me. And I was able to turn the fight around and defeat him.”

“I saw that,” he said slowly. “It almost seemed like a burst of energy inside you. What was it about Olympias III that you remembered? What was the Arahant referring to?”

Nephilim smiled. “You and me in your estate there. You taught me how to feign defeat to win.”

Metatron had to let that sink in for a moment.

That was certainly one of the most astonishing things he had ever heard, if not the most astonishing. He didn’t believe in anything spiritual, but how in the world could a monk in Krung Thep have known about their encounter in Olympias III? How could he have known that Nephilim was indeed about to face her darkest hour, when all hope seemed lost?

Nephilim smiled. “I know what you’re thinking. It’s impossible. But I swear to you, that’s what he said, and it’s exactly what happened. And there’s more…”

She took the pendant she wore between her fingers and turned it toward him. Metatron had seen it, of course. It was a golden piece of jewelry that had almost entirely melted due to the impact of the bullet that had hit Nephilim in the chest.

“The Arahant gave me this,” Nephilim said. “He told me it was very important and I should never take it off. Originally, it showed a man sitting under a cobra, but it’s barely recognizable now.”

“The naga protecting Buddha from harm,” Metatron said slowly, awe in his voice.

“Yes. Of course, I didn’t take his advice seriously. You know how I am.”

Metatron chuckled softly. “Oh, I do.”

“I left it in my room in the Tigress’ residence, but Phichai picked it up and gave it to me before I jumped out of the plane. He reminded me that the Arahant said I should never take it off.”

“And it saved your life…” Metatron finished for her.

“It saved my life. And therefore yours.”

Metatron was utterly stunned. What he was hearing was truly unbelievable, and had it come from anyone other than Nephilim, he would have doubted its veracity. But she wouldn’t lie to him, and she wasn’t the type to make things up. He trusted her fully.

And it was true that Buddhism had often been associated with quantum physics before the New Era.

“Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil,” he said, more to himself than her as things suddenly clicked into place in his head.

This line wasn’t meant for her. It was meant for him.

He was the evil that would destroy the greater evil.

And he would enjoy it.

Metatron remained silent. Instead, he leaned down and kissed the scar on Nephilim’s chest.

∆∆∆

The next morning, they sat together in the autonomous limousine, driving to HQ.

Metatron had an appointment with Weinberg first thing. The doctor wanted to run some tests on him and discuss the upcoming surgeries. He would see Nephilim in the afternoon, but she didn’t expect him to find anything.

After his examination, Metatron would finally address the Angel corps personally. He was planning to be as transparent as possible without revealing too much. Then he wanted to work for a few hours.

“I’d like you to give me permission to go after Rosprom,” Nephilim said as the limousine shot down the Deathway toward Angel HQ. The concrete was still wet from the storm that had passed over the city during the night, and the air was foggy due to the moisture.

Metatron smirked. “Would you like to destroy the entire Rosprom Corporation, my dear?”

She chuckled. “Not quite. Only the cells in our city. I was thinking that we should clean up before the big day, and I’d like to take care of it for us.”

Metatron’s smirk turned into a grin. “I’m all ears.”

“It was Rosprom that schemed to replace you. Their spy network, the RRS… and Jake.”

The name didn’t elicit a visible reaction from the High-Archangel, but Nephilim sensed that the name was a red flag for him.

“I want to flush them out and destroy them all.”

He nodded. “Permission granted. Take as many people as you want, use as many resources as necessary. You have my full support for any operation you want to conduct.”

Nephilim smiled, though it wasn’t the loving smile she showed only him. It was the cold smile of a huntress locking in on her prey.

Metatron found it irresistible. He wanted nothing more than to jump on her and tear her clothes off right now, but he knew they still had to wait for a couple more days. Weinberg had been very specific about that.

Instead, he said, “Apropos cleaning up our city, there’s something you don’t know yet.”

Nephilim lifted an eyebrow but didn’t say anything, waiting for him to continue.

“While you were in TogbuaXiang, there was an assassination attempt on me.”

“What?” Nephilim was shocked. “When? By whom?”

“A group called VANTA, apparently. We know nothing about them, which is extremely irritating.”

“How did it happen?”

“Someone hacked an OCPD drone and sent it after me. It destroyed my car, but luckily I wasn’t inside.”

Nephilim’s eyes first widened in shock, then narrowed.

“Motherfuckers,” she hissed. “We need to find them.”

“I agree. We must find and eliminate that group. Let’s clean up the city before the big bang.”

“Send me everything you know about this ‘VANTA’ and the attack on you. Let me help.”

“Done,” he replied. “Maybe you’ll find something I missed. Zephaniel was working on the case, with very little success. Which isn’t surprising. In retrospect, I wonder if he was disappointed that the rocket missed me.”

“I wish I could kill that son of a bitch over and over again,” Nephilim said, clenching her fist.

“I know.”

∆∆∆

They parted ways at Angel HQ, as Metatron went straight to the medical area to see Weinberg and his team, while Nephilim went straight upstairs to her office. There, she sat at her desk and stared out of the window for a couple of minutes, her thoughts racing.

What Metatron had told her about the assassination attempt was deeply concerning. So much had happened while she’d been in TogbuaXiang. So many bad things.

Nephilim made a vow to herself to never leave Metatron’s side again. Clearly, he needed her to have his back. Maybe she wouldn’t have been able to prevent the rocket attack, but she certainly would have protected him from the other Archangels.

Surely Zephaniel had known that, which was why he’d chosen the opportunity while she was gone for his coup.

Nephilim focused on the data about the rocket attack Metatron had shared with her. He was right. They knew practically nothing.

But there was something about this case that seemed familiar to her. She thought about who might be able to pull something like this off. Who had the know-how.

There were many skilled hackers in Olympias, and many of them surely wanted the Angels gone. But this attack had been so precise, so targeted, that it smelled like something personal.

The file mentioned someone called “The Old Man,” who was alleged to be the leader of VANTA. That name meant nothing to Nephilim, but she knew that finding the guy was probably the key to everything—or rather, finding out more about him.

Still, the hacked drone was something else. OCPD drones and robots weren’t as hackproof as the Guardian Angel network, but they were impenetrable for most hackers, even the very skilled ones.

Whoever did this must have had insider knowledge.

Nephilim’s eyes widened as she stiffened and sat completely still for a moment.

The Broker.

Finwick Conners had stolen a huge chunk of data from Angel HQ when he’d fled almost two years ago. Him selling the data to Stavros’ mercenaries had cost several Angels their lives, almost including Nephilim’s.

Yet she had let him go when she’d had the chance to either kill or arrest him.

What in the world had she been thinking?

Nothing. She had been driven by sentiment. By emotions.

That sentiment had cost Eleleth and others their lives.

No more.

She was a different person now.

If she was right and it was Finwick who had hacked the OCPD drone, then she would find him and terminate him. This time, there would be no mercy.

∆∆∆

Finwick’s eyes snapped open.

Breathing heavily, he sat up and glanced around. It was okay, he was in his bed—or what had become his bed, given he didn’t have much choice.

It was just a dream, he told himself.

A dream? A nightmare. And it was the same one, again and again.

He was running as fast as he could. Chased by silent killers. Cyborgs with neon-blue eyes. He ran faster and faster, but no matter what, whenever he looked over his shoulder, they’d come closer. Much closer. Just before they got him, before their cold, machine fingers could reach him, he woke up.

Just like this time.

He took a deep breath and let his shaky fingers run through his now dark-brown hair. He had gotten so used to it that he could barely remember the days when it had been carrot-red.

It was just a dream, he told himself again. Relax.

Easier said than done. The existential fear he’d experienced in his dream was stuck in his bones like a frosty chill.

He knew exactly why he was having that dream. The Guardian Angel raids on Mama Legba had been less than three weeks ago. And those raids had happened because they’d been looking for the Broker—a.k.a. Finwick Connors.

No matter how often Finwick tried to tell himself that it wasn’t his fault and that Mama and her people had been ruthless gangsters anyway, he still felt guilty. All those people had died because the Angels would never stop looking for him.

Either he would keep running his whole life, or eventually, he would have to stand and fight.

Finwick wasn’t a fighter. He had been weak all his life. But for the first time, he had a motivation, someone relying on him.

He turned his head and glanced at Sarah, who was sleeping in the small bed on the other side of the room they shared. The room was small, but what else could he expect from a secret underground bunker?

At least it was bigger than what they had given him at the start when Sarah had still been living in one of Mama’s safehouses on the surface. A safehouse that had turned out not to be safe at all—not when they came after you.

Finwick watched Sarah’s chest slowly rising and falling under the blanket. Her face was placid. She had coped surprisingly well with the latest events that had almost cost her life. But Finwick hadn’t.

He was still terrified when he thought about it—and furious, so furious. At himself, yes, but mostly at the Guardian Angels. After everything that had happened, he could hardly believe that he’d once admired them, fancied them when he’d still been working at Angel HQ.

Well, if he was honest with himself, it was mostly because he was horny and they all looked so hot. That had been reason enough for him to shut down his brain and drool whenever one of the female Angels walked past him. Nephilim in particular.

He could only shake his head at himself in retrospect. Especially now that he was fully aware of who and what they truly were. Killers. Monsters.

He’d been telling himself that Nephilim was different, that she wasn’t evil, but was that really true?

Yes, it was true that she’d let him go rather than capture or kill him once she knew he was the Broker, but that didn’t change what she did to others. What she had done all her life.

The more time passed since the raids, the more Finwick had to swallow the bitter pill that he’d been in love with a monster, a killer, a murderer. Someone who would kill everyone in this bunker without even blinking. Maybe she’d let him live again due to sentimentality, maybe not. But it wouldn’t change the fact that she would kill everyone else.

That was why Finwick had made a decision: he would do anything he could to help VANTA destroy the Guardian Angels.

For her.

Again, he glanced at Sarah, who was still sleeping peacefully.

That she wasn’t more traumatized was a miracle. Yes, she was mourning Sammy, but unlike Finwick, she didn’t seem to have any nightmares or anxieties. Maybe she was getting used to trauma? She had suffered so much of it during her young life.

She shouldn’t have to. He’d be a lousy father if he couldn’t protect her from yet more trauma and grief.

No, Finwick was done running now. He would play his part to achieve change.


Chapter Eighteen

There Will Be Blood

When Metatron entered the small room behind the stage, he appeared as fresh and vigorous as ever. Nothing suggested that he had been in a coma only a week ago.

Nephilim smiled when she saw him.

She was the only one waiting for him where, once, all the Archangels had gathered.

It was strange, yet it also felt right. She wondered whether he’d appoint new Archangels or if he’d restructure the corps after what had happened.

If he appointed new Archangels, they’d serve strictly as lieutenants without any closer access to him. That much he had learned from the near disaster. Besides, he had promised that it would only be the two of them from now on, and he kept his promises.

Metatron stopped in the doorway and smiled back at her. They shared a short, intimate moment before he would face the entire Angel corps. And judging by his body language, he was more than ready to do so.

“How did it go?” Nephilim asked, barely resisting the urge to hug and kiss him.

“Splendid,” he replied dryly. “Weinberg says I’m in excellent shape, considering the circumstances. He says I need two more surgeries and then take it slow for a while.” He smirked. “I told him that I have to recover in less than three weeks and that it’s his job to make sure I do.”

“What did he say?”

Metatron waved his hand dismissively. “Ah, you know the good doctor. At first, he bitches, but with a bit of encouragement, he achieves miracles.”

Nephilim chuckled. “That he does.”

Metatron walked to the far door, then stopped one more time before entering the assembly hall.

“I can tell you have something on your mind, Nephilim. What is it?”

“Nothing escapes you, High-Archangel.”

“Other than my closest associates trying to murder me. But when it comes to you, nothing escapes me.”

“I think I might know how VANTA seized control of the drone that attacked you.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Oh? We should discuss that right after the assembly. But first, showtime.”

Metatron stepped through the door to face the crowd, and Nephilim followed him.

∆∆∆

As Metatron took to the stage, Nephilim felt a sense of relief. It was so much better when he was at the center of attention instead of her.

While he had been in a coma and she’d been filling in for him, she had realized one thing: she wasn’t made for leadership and power. She perceived leading as more stressful than anything else.

But she was a formidable second in command.

It was another reason why she and Metatron worked so well together—one of a million reasons, it seemed.

Metatron stopped in the middle of the stage and remained silent and motionless for a moment as every neon-blue eye in the audience focused on him. The anticipation was palpable.

Then he slowly spread his arms.

“Angels,” he began, as he always did. “I’m sure you’ve heard many rumors. That I’m dead. That I’m in a coma. That I’m so gravely damaged I might not come back. As you can see for yourselves, none of that is true.”

Metatron paused for a moment, and Nephilim could feel relief radiating from the crowd, mixed with admiration and genuine affection.

He was so important to her that Nephilim sometimes forgot what he meant to everyone in the corps and what his absence had meant to them. Now that the traitors had been eliminated, the atmosphere in the crowd had changed. The air seemed cleaner now.

“It is true, however, that I was attacked,” Metatron continued. “And it is also true that our corps was betrayed by four of its Archangels.”

Again, he paused for a moment to let everyone digest the gravity of his words.

“As you know, the traitors have been eliminated from our midst, yet the wound remains. It is only thanks to Archangel Nephilim that I’m standing here today and the Angel corps can continue existing as it has for fifty years. Custodio et mortifico!”

“Custodio et mortifico!” they all replied as one.

“But the past is the past. There’s no point in mourning it. What matters is the future, and our future will be glorious!”

Metatron let his voice rise, and so did the excitement among the Angels. Nephilim suppressed a smirk. None of them knew that the High-Archangel meant that quite literally.

“We will rebuild what was lost and become ever better and stronger! Custodio et mortifico!”

“Custodio et mortifico!”

He paused for another second, and even though Nephilim couldn’t see his face, she knew that he was smirking.

“Await your orders! Dismissed.”

∆∆∆

After the general assembly, Nephilim accompanied Metatron into his office. There, the High-Archangel went straight to his chair and sat down. He only showed it for a brief moment, but Nephilim could see the exhaustion on his face.

She approached him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed his forehead.

“That was a brilliant speech,” Nephilim said. “As always.”

He shrugged. “I tried to make it short. The purpose of the assembly was to let everyone see me with their own eyes. It will put an end to all the rumors, and it was an important step to reestablish stability.”

“I’m glad you’re back at the helm.”

Metatron smirked. “You didn’t enjoy being in control?”

“No, I didn’t. You’re much better at that than me.”

“Indeed,” he said, reaching up and sliding his fingers through her hair and down her neck. It created a pleasant sensation in Nephilim. How she had missed his touch…

“I think we should go home early today,” Metatron said, looking into her face. “But first, tell me about your theory.”

Nephilim nodded, then sat down across from him. “I think I might know how VANTA seized control of the OCPD drone.”

“So you said before. I’m listening.”

Nephilim took a deep breath. “The Broker.”

Metatron tilted his head slightly, thinking about it for a moment. “You think he might be working for them?”

“It’s logical, isn’t it? He has the know-how and enough stolen data from our servers to make that possible.”

“You’re right,” Metatron said. “It’s very probable that Finwick Connors is involved with the terrorist group known as VANTA.”

Nephilim looked at the ground. “I’m sorry, Metatron.”

“For what?”

“For letting him go. Had I not been blinded by false sentimentality, then the attack on you would never have happened.”

“It’s okay, Nephilim. Everyone makes mistakes. Besides, they failed. I got away with a mere scratch.”

“Still… it could have killed you…”

“It didn’t. And now we’ll find and crush the entire organization.”

“I’ll initiate the search for them and the remaining Rosprom cells first thing tomorrow morning,” Nephilim said. “The Broker won’t get away this time.”

“Good. There will be blood.”

She nodded. “There will be blood. Lots of it. I promise you that.”

“I’ll also have it investigated from another angle.”

“And that would be?”

He grinned. “That’s my little secret.”

Nephilim chuckled, rolling her eyes.

He steepled his fingers under his chin. “Did you just roll your eyes at your High-Archangel?”

“Me? Never,” Nephilim said, making a mock-innocent face. “Now, if you’ll allow me, I’ll go and see Weinberg for my check-up.”

“Of course.”

Nephilim rose from her seat and walked to the door. As she was about to leave, she turned around and smiled. “I have a surprise for you later.”

“Oh?” He raised an eyebrow, his interest clearly piqued. “What would that be?”

“That’s my little secret.”

He chuckled. “Touché.”

With that, she left for the medical tract in the basement of Angel HQ.

∆∆∆

“Cereal again,” Sarah said, wrinkling her nose.

She studied the breakfast in front of her as if it had offended her personally. Finwick couldn’t blame her. He hated cereal, too. He missed the times when he could eat pizza and hot dogs every day. When he’d still been the Broker, making a ton of money and living in a nice apartment, completely unbothered by the world.

It almost seemed like a lifetime ago, yet it had been barely five months since he and Sarah had had to leave their home forever.

But he knew it would be stupid—and childish—to complain about the food here. Sarah got away with it because she was a child, but he didn’t have that luxury.

“It’s not that bad, munchkin,” he murmured, putting on a half-baked smile. “Better than the breakfast I used to serve, you have to admit.”

“That’s not a big challenge,” Sarah said with a dryness unusual for a child her age.

On the other hand, she wasn’t like a normal child her age. Not only was she exceptionally smart, but she had also seen more trauma than most people saw in a lifetime.

Yet she was unbroken, and that never failed to astonish Finwick and fill him with pride. In fact, she had started exploring the underground base after only a couple of days, and a week later, she knew half of the people by name, while Finwick only knew Cass and Liam. He still hadn’t figured out the brute’s name. And the Old Man was simply the Old Man to everyone.

Sarah seemed to like Cass in particular, who appeared much friendlier with Sarah than she ever had been with him. Maybe it was time to admit to himself that he was the problem?

Before he even started his cereal, his and Sarah’s breakfast was interrupted as Cass entered the cafeteria—or what served as a cafeteria around here. He could see right away that something wasn’t right. Her mouth was pressed into a thin line, and her eyes were slightly squinted.

Trouble, Finwick thought.

He looked up at Cass with his eyebrows raised. As usual, she didn’t waste time on pleasantries such as “good morning”; instead, she got straight to the point.

“The Old Man wants to see you.” Then, before he could even open his mouth, she added, “Now.”

It was her way of saying it was important.

Sarah nodded in understanding, but Finwick noticed her shoulders sag slightly. “It’s okay, Dad. We can have breakfast later.”

“You eat yours, munchkin,” Finwick said, trying to sound cheerful. “I’ll catch up later.”

He rose, pressed a kiss on the top of Sarah’s head, then followed Cass.

She didn’t tell him what this was about, and he knew her well enough by now to know that asking was pointless.

Luckily, he didn’t have far to go. The underground base was smaller than Finwick had first assumed. Its maze-like layout had made it difficult for him to orient himself at first. To him, it was still a miracle that this place existed at all—in the heart of Olympias of all places.

He didn’t like these people very much, and he still wasn’t sure what they were trying to achieve at all, but this was the only place where he and Sarah were relatively safe right now, so he was grateful, kept his mouth shut, and tried to be as helpful as he could.

Cass led him to a small conference room right next to the Old Man’s quarters. The room was nothing fancy: an old table with eight chairs, an old halogen lamp on the ceiling that bathed everything in an unpleasant light, some old computers in one corner, and an even older coffee machine in another. Surprisingly, the coffee it produced was very decent.

The Old Man was already there, and so was Liam. They were both sitting at the table, while the brute was standing behind the Old Man, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed.

“There you are,” Liam said with his usual smugness and that infuriating smile on his lips.

“What’s going on?” Finwick said, not up for Liam’s games. Actually, he wasn’t up for any games.

“Sit down,” the Old Man said in his slightly raspy yet commanding voice. “We have a situation.”

Finwick did as he was told and looked at the Old Man attentively.

He still didn’t know who the Old Man truly was or why he hated the Guardian Angels so much. He had come to the conclusion that it must be something personal, but he didn’t know what, and no one would tell him anything. Most people probably didn’t know either—or didn’t care.

Everyone had their reasons for being here and choosing this life, Cass had once told him.

The Old Man gave Liam a nod, and the younger man began to speak.

“We received information from a reliable source that something massive went down in the Angel corps about two weeks ago.”

That instantly piqued Finwick’s interest. “And?”

“A coup,” Liam said.

“What?” Finwick could hardly believe his ears. He almost thought they were pulling his leg, but one glance at the Old Man’s scarred face told him that this was very real and very serious. “Against whom?”

“Against Metatron. Who else?” Liam said dismissively. Finwick couldn’t blame him. It had been a stupid question. “Apparently, his Archangels rebelled and tried to get rid of the old devil.”

Finwick perked up. That was indeed news he would never have expected.

“Wow,” he said. “That’s something.”

“Indeed,” Liam said. “But before you start celebrating, they failed.”

Finwick nodded. He didn’t share the particular hatred Liam and the Old Man seemed to have for Metatron, but he understood that Metatron was a dangerous—and scary—man and that things would be much easier without him. For literally everyone.

Maybe there was even hope for Nephilim to redeem herself once that guy was out of the game.

“What happened?” he asked.

The Old Man grimaced. “We don’t know exactly. All we know is that the Archangels staged a coup and tried to remove Metatron, but they didn’t succeed. He’s still alive. Still polluting the earth with his presence.”

Finwick nodded again. He was grateful that they deemed him important enough to share such crucial news with him, but he wasn’t sure why. There was nothing he could do about it.

Or could he? Usually, when they called him here and shared information with him, it meant they wanted something.

“But that’s not the reason we’ve summoned you,” Liam said, as if reading Finwick’s thoughts.

“Then why did you summon me?” Finwick asked, slightly irritated.

He couldn’t help but hate that guy more every day. Liam’s smug attitude annoyed the crap out of him.

“Because we might have a problem,” Liam said. “The OCPD knows about us. They know we were the ones responsible for the drone attack. And if they do, chances are high they know it too.”

Finwick blanched. That wasn’t good at all.

“Fuck,” he pressed out. “How did they find out?”

He recalled every step he had taken during the drone’s reprogramming. It couldn’t have been him who screwed up, of that he was convinced. But whoever set the drone’s target might have made a mistake. Finwick wasn’t sure who was responsible for that. Cass, maybe Liam, or maybe even the Old Man himself.

But it certainly wasn’t his fault, and he hoped they wouldn’t blame him.

“That’s not of importance right now,” the Old Man said. “The only thing that matters now is what we do about it.”

“Hey, whatever happened there wasn’t my fault, if that’s what you’re saying,” Finwick said, lifting his palms. He could clearly feel the beads of sweat forming on his forehead, and he hated it.

“Relax, that’s not what we’re saying,” Liam said, smiling that infuriating smile at him.

“What we’re saying is that they’re closing in on us,” the Old Man said.

Maybe you shouldn’t have tried to assassinate the High-Archangel, Finwick thought, but he bit his lip and remained silent.

“We need to know everything you can learn about their security,” the Old Man continued. “We need to strike them before they strike us.”

Finwick swallowed. This was it. What he had feared since stealing the data. That, eventually, it would be used against the Angels—against Nephilim—to destroy them.

But did he have another choice if he wanted to survive? If he wanted to keep Sarah safe?

No, he didn’t.

And it was time to accept that Nephilim wasn’t who he had always believed she was. The Guardian Angels were monsters.

“Alright,” Finwick said. “I’ll give you everything I have.”

“Good,” the Old Man said. “What’s the best-case scenario?”

Finwick thought for a moment. “We might be able to crack their network.”

“But that’s supposedly impossible,” Liam said. “It’s said the network is absolutely hackproof. Only—”

“—an insider can breach it,” Finwick finished for him. “Your insider is sitting right here.”

The Old Man smiled, and Finwick noticed how cold the smile was. It was the smile of a man who had forgotten what joy meant. He only knew hatred. “Excellent.”

“It’ll take a couple of days, but I’ll try to be quick about it.”

“Cass can help you,” Liam said.

“But…” Finwick lifted one hand. He would play his cards right for once. “Before I get started, I want Sarah to be taken somewhere safe.”

“This is safe,” Liam said, almost sounding offended.

“Deal,” the Old Man said. “We have more hideouts than this one. We’ll take Sarah there and reunite her with you once everything is over.”

Liam clapped Finwick’s shoulder. “You’re going to be a hero, Shorty.”

“I’m not a hero,” Finwick hissed. “And don’t call me Shorty.”

Enough was enough.


Chapter Nineteen

Little Secrets

“Spit it out, Kate.”

She raised an eyebrow, chewing on a monstrosity of a burger filled with fake meat, fake cheese, and something that was too viscous to be ketchup. The burger had the glorious name “Oldtown Giant” and was the diner’s specialty.

Just looking at it seemed to make Siro’s cholesterol jump by ten points, but Kate seemed to enjoy it. Normally, at least. Today, she consumed the greasy monstrosity in her hands with less gusto than usual.

Most people wouldn’t have noticed anything different, but Siro wasn’t most people. Not only was he an excellent detective, but he had also been Kate’s partner for almost six years. He knew her well enough to notice even the slightest change in her demeanor.

“You want me to spit out my burger, Siro?” Kate said, chewing. “Right here onto the table? Not gonna happen, man. It’s way too good.”

Siro chuckled, rolling his eyes. “You’re too funny, Detective Spader. You should have become a comedian instead of a homicide detective.”

Kate laughed, almost choking on her food. “Right. Because I’m known for my cheery personality and radiant sense of humor.”

“I think you’re funny,” he said with a shrug.

“That’s because you’re biased,” she replied, pointing a greasy finger at him.

“Maybe a little. Anyway, spit it out, Kate. Something is bugging you. I know it.”

She sighed, putting her dripping abomination down, instantly filling her plate with grease.

“Ugh. You’re no fun, Siro. You know me too well.”

“I do. You don’t need to tell me what’s going on if you don’t want to, Kate. But if there’s something on your chest, you know you can always talk to me.”

She gave him a small but genuine smile. “I know, Siro, thank you. You’re a good friend.”

He smiled back. “I’m trying. Now, tell me what’s going on.”

Kate stared at her burger, frowning as if it were the food’s fault. “Ah, it’s about my stupid-ass brother.”

Siro wrinkled his forehead. “Liam, right? What about him?”

“Yes, him. Seems he’s found real trouble this time.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Kate. Is there anything I can do to help?”

She shook her head. “Sorry, Siro, but I can’t talk about it. It’s… complicated.”

Siro nodded. That could only mean that Kate’s brother had gotten into trouble with the law, which wouldn’t be such a surprise, considering he was a resident of Oldtown. But it also meant that Kate had to look the other way to protect him. It was a delicate situation indeed, and Siro wasn’t sure what to tell her.

“I get it,” he said simply. “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it. Just know that I’m there.”

She smiled. “Thank you, Siro. That means more than you might know.”

Then she picked up her burger again and took a hearty bite. Clearly, even that short conversation had helped her a little. Sometimes all people needed was a friend. And those were difficult to find in a society like Olympias.

Before Siro could say anything else, his implant informed him of an incoming call. He stiffened slightly when he saw who the caller was.

Kate saw it instantly. She was as perceptive as he was. Nothing escaped her attention, even if she was busy devouring a burger that could have fed half of Olympias City.

“What’s up?”

“Nothing,” Siro said quickly, getting to his feet. “Just a call I need to take in private.”

Kate lifted an eyebrow, her interest clearly piqued. “Oh?”

But Siro didn’t have time for explanations right now. He just smiled and hurriedly left the diner. Outside, it was cloudy and humid, but at least it wasn’t raining. Siro walked around the building and into a side alley, which luckily turned out to be empty.

There, he took the call.

“Yes?”

“Detective Ferreira-Nunes,” a familiar voice said. Its calm strength gave Siro shivers. How this man could radiate more charisma than most powerful or famous people through his voice alone never failed to fascinate Siro. “It’s been a while.”

“It has, indeed, High-Archangel,” Siro said, resisting the urge to ask Metatron how he’d been or some other conversational filler. He had learned by now that Metatron didn’t appreciate that very much and would rather cut straight to the point.

He hadn’t heard anything from Metatron for more than two weeks and had been wondering if his task was complete. If he was honest with himself, he had to admit he was excited to hear from the High-Archangel again.

“Last time we spoke, you provided me with some valuable information. You mentioned VANTA, a terrorist group, that was likely responsible for the drone attack on me.”

“Yes, sir,” Siro said. “I hope the information was useful.”

“Because of certain… circumstances, I haven’t been able to pursue the lead further yet,” Metatron said. “But I want to dedicate more resources to it now. I want VANTA to be found and destroyed.”

“Certainly. Let me know what I can do to help.”

“I want you to tell me exactly where you got the information from,” Metatron said coldly. “I’m aware that you prefer to protect your sources, but that’s not an option in this case.”

Siro swallowed. Metatron was right. He usually tried to keep his sources secret so he could use them again when needed.

And this particular source was unique. Linus, the hacker.

Siro knew they would never find anyone else as capable of digging up information as Linus. But on the other hand, Linus had betrayed him. He had sold him out to the mercenaries who had tried to murder him. He would never forget that.

He would also never forget who had been the only one willing to help him when no one else would. Who had paid for his recovery and the best available body parts. Metatron.

The question of where his loyalties lay was easy to answer.

If he sold Linus out to the High-Archangel, he was practically signing the hacker’s death sentence. But did he really care? Why should he?

“The information came from a hacker, a known underground figure here in Oldtown. His name is Linus,” Siro said after a short moment of contemplation.

“Where can I find this Linus?”

“He runs an underground club. It’s located in a side alley on the corner of Peach Street and Hamilton Street in northeast Oldtown.”

“Thank you, Detective. We’ll take it from here. Good job.”

“Happy to be of service,” Siro said humbly.

“You’ll get the chance to be of much more service soon if you play your cards right, Siro. Never forget, you’re one of us now.”

With that, the High-Archangel ended the call.

Siro stood there for a moment, staring at the garbage containers in the side alley as if he might see something interesting there. But instead, he was deep in thought.

He didn’t feel bad at all for having just signed Linus’ death sentence. That guy had it coming. He didn’t even feel bad about the possibility of Linus’ entire entourage going down with him.

No, his thoughts circled around the last statement the High-Archangel had made.

Never forget, you’re one of us now.

Somehow, that resonated deeper with him than he had thought.

He knew what Metatron meant. Siro was not and never would be a Guardian Angel. He was still mostly human, and they were not. And compared to what they were capable of, Siro was practically an amateur.

Yet Metatron saw him as one of them. A cyborg. Kin.

Metatron saw his potential, and if Siro played his cards right, he was looking at a bright future, possibly much brighter than he had ever dared dream about.

A strange excitement filled him at the thought.

He had always been ambitious, but he’d also always been an idealist. And where had his idealism led him? Almost into an early grave. And no one had deemed his life important enough to save it. No one except the High-Archangel.

Walking back to the diner, Siro knew that he would play his cards right.

When he returned to Kate, he found her finished with her meal and smoking her fake cigarette. After all these years, he was still amazed at how she was able to devour such large amounts of food without falling into a food coma afterward.

He gave her his best smile as he walked toward the table. She was looking at him with clear emerald eyes that seemed to know exactly what he was up to.

“All done? Then let’s go.”

“What was that call about?” Kate asked once they were back in the car. “You’re not normally that secretive.”

Siro sighed. He wouldn’t get out of this. But he also couldn’t tell Kate the truth, so he had to improvise.

“It was private,” he said.

“A woman?” Kate asked.

“Yes. How did you know?”

She grinned. “You had that look of excitement in your eyes when you returned. As if you were about to get laid.”

Oh, it’s much better than that, Siro thought, but instead he grimaced playfully.

“Guilty as charged.”

Kate kept digging. “Who is she? Must be something special.”

“Yes, very special.”

“Just don’t let it be another honey trap I’ll have to rescue you from.”

Siro knew what that jab was referring to. A previous case. Actually, it had been their first case together, six years ago.

He laughed. “No, it’s nothing like that. Rest assured.”

“Famous last words.”

As they drove off, Siro wondered how long it would be before Linus got a visit from the people in black. Maybe they were already on their way.

∆∆∆

It was early evening when Nephilim and Metatron arrived at his home.

Metatron was curious about the surprise Nephilim had in store for him. So far, everything she’d done had been beautiful and beyond anything he would have expected.

He could sense that she was particularly excited about this one. He could have checked the apartment’s surveillance to see if something had been delivered or changed during their absence today. But he didn’t. He was a patient man and would rather wait and let her surprise him. That would be much more enjoyable for both of them.

They went straight to the living area. Nephilim couldn’t wait to witness him seeing it.

As soon as he entered and saw it, Metatron stopped short.

He just stood there for a moment and stared, which was highly unusual for him.

Then a smile spread over his face. It was so genuine that it made him appear more alive than she had ever seen before… more human.

“Nephilim,” he whispered, lacking any other words.

She smiled, leaned closer, and kissed his cheek. “I hope you like it.”

Slowly, Metatron moved closer, approaching the grand piano.

Nephilim had had it set up in the exact same spot as the old one. Its black sheen shimmered slightly in the dying daylight. ‘Steinway’ was written on the side in golden letters. It wasn’t quite the same as Metatron’s previous piano, but it was beautiful.

Metatron was touched.

She knew him so well. In moments like these, he realized that she knew him better than anyone else ever had.

Metatron brushed his fingers over the side of the instrument in an almost tender gesture as he studied it closely.

“When they destroyed my piano, it hurt me more than what they did to me,” he whispered.

Nephilim remained silent. He usually never showed such vulnerability. She stepped toward him and took his hand in hers.

“I can only imagine,” she said quietly. “That’s why it was important to me to find a replacement.”

For the first time since they had entered the room, Metatron turned his gaze away from the instrument and looked at her.

“Where did you even find it?”

She smirked. “It took some digging. Nobody is selling those anymore.”

“Especially those. This one is easily 150 years old,” Metatron said, caressing the black-painted wood again.

“According to the seller, it’s 177 years old. I had to ship it from Olympias II because I couldn’t find one in this entire damn megacity.”

Metatron chuckled quietly, squeezing her hand. “You searched until you found one in Olympias II… Thank you, Nephilim. What a beautiful surprise.”

Nephilim smiled. She knew that he was far more excited and touched than he would show. She knew this gift meant the world to him.

Metatron let go of her hand, walked around the instrument, and sat down on the bench. He opened the lid and let his fingers slide over the alabaster keys without pressing them.

She sat down next to him and placed her head on his shoulder the way he loved so much.

“I’m glad you like it,” she whispered. “I love you.”

He turned his head and kissed her on the mouth. He wouldn’t say the words in return, although he felt them deeply. And she didn’t expect him to say it. She expected him to show it. And he would.

He would let the music speak.

Metatron closed his eyes for a moment and let his hands hover over the keys. The sensors in his fingertips picked up the keys’ proximity, but he didn’t move them yet. Instead, he let the music play in his mind first, deciding precisely how he would play every single note.

It was for her. It had to be perfect. Even if she didn’t notice it, he would. He knew.

Slowly, he placed his fingers on the keys, savoring every moment.

Without opening his eyes, he began playing.

The hands were new; he had only gotten them implanted a week ago. But the brain was still the same one that had learned to play as a child. The same one that let Metatron’s emotions speak through music.

The melody was soft, filled with melancholy yet beautiful. It was Chopin, of course. Metatron’s favorite composer.

Usually, he would have played the Raindrop Prelude in such a situation, as it was his soul expressed through music. But not today.

Today, he chose another composition: Nocturne Op. 9 No. 1.

The weight of her head on his shoulder didn’t bother him. His artificial muscles easily bore it, without letting the extra weight impact the movement of his fingers. He could sense her watching his fingers outright caressing the keys.

While he played, the world around them seemed to be frozen in time. Nothing else mattered. Only him, her, and the music.

“That was beautiful,” she said once he had finished.

“So are you,” he replied. “This nocturne reminds me of you.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s soft and fierce at the same time. Just like you. And because I always considered it Chopin’s most beautiful composition.”

She smiled.

Metatron started playing again, and she remained next to him, silent and motionless.

This time, he chose the Raindrop Prelude, his theme.

The music began with soft tones that sounded like raindrops, but in the distance, a storm was brewing. And when it hit, nothing would be as it had been.

Outside, the last rays of daylight vanished between the skyscrapers, and myriads of lights began appearing everywhere. And somewhere in the distance, a storm was brewing, with lightning dancing inside heavy clouds.

Flickering shadows began creeping over the wooden floors, and diffuse neon colors reflected off the piano’s black polish and white keys.

Nephilim and Metatron didn’t notice any of it. In that moment, they weren’t killer cyborgs planning the downfall of society as people knew it. They were simply two people in love. With the most beautiful music mankind had created—and with each other.

When Metatron had finished, he sat in silence for a moment, then turned his head and looked into her eyes. As always, the tension between them began growing with each second until it exploded into a passionate kiss.

“I think we’re ready,” he said, using their internal channel without stopping kissing her.

“We’re ready,” she replied.

Still kissing each other, they reached the bedroom, where they made love. Slow, tender, passionate. Because that was all their bodies were capable of for now… and it was enough.

When they were done, they fell asleep in each other’s arms. For once, Metatron slept through the night with no dreams tormenting him. He was at peace.


Chapter Twenty

The Silent Army

The next morning, Nephilim was surprised that the autonomous limousine didn’t take the usual route to Angel HQ. Instead, it raced down the Deathway in a northeastern direction.

Nephilim lifted an eyebrow in surprise, but Metatron just smirked.

“You’ll see.”

About an hour later, they arrived on the northeastern outskirts of the city. The car drove onto the premises of what appeared to be an ordinary production facility. At a glance, it didn’t seem like anything special.

But as they drove past the heavy iron gate that opened for them automatically, Nephilim saw that this wasn’t an ordinary place at all. There were way too many security bots guarding the area, and they weren’t ordinary models: they were heavily armed and armored combat robots.

And that wasn’t all. Nephilim’s scan showed that there were more bots hidden inside the warehouses, and heavy turrets were positioned on the roofs, disguised as chimneys. Whatever this place was, someone had put a lot of effort into fortifying it.

Again, she looked at Metatron, but the High-Archangel only shook his head, that smirk she had come to know and love on his face. “Wait for it.”

She did.

Whatever it was, she could tell that Metatron was way more excited about it than he would show. He seemed different today, more relaxed. Happy.

Nephilim knew how much the new piano had meant to him, and she smiled inwardly, thinking back to his face and reaction when he’d first seen it.

Now he had another surprise for her. And if it was what she thought it was, this would be huge.

The car stopped in front of a building that looked like a warehouse built at the beginning of the New Era. The robots stood down as Metatron and Nephilim exited the car. Like every AI in Olympias, they were programmed not to interfere with Angel business.

As soon as they entered the building, it became clear that this wasn’t a production facility. It was the entrance to a bunker.

Inside, the building was much smaller than it appeared from the outside, as if a smaller, cube-shaped structure had been built inside. The walls were matte silver and the lighting indirect.

Four heavily armed robots stood before them, guarding the only thing inside: an elevator door.

Nephilim scanned them and knew that they were the best combat units Olympias had to offer. The same models that had attacked Metatron at the Pyramid a couple of months ago—and even he’d had difficulty fighting them off.

This time, however, none of the robots moved as the two black-clad figures walked past them.

Inside, the elevator walls had the same matte silver color as the corridor and faintly reflected the passengers. There was no panel, no button, not even a visible sensor. Yet Nephilim could tell that they were scanned from head to toe before the elevator set itself into motion—downward.

“And here I was thinking I’d seen everything this city had to offer,” Nephilim said using their internal link.

“I assure you, you’ve never seen anything like this before. Not even close,” Metatron said. “Barely anyone has ever set foot in these vaults.”

Finally, the elevator stopped, and the doors opened.

The first thing Nephilim noticed was the cold. This place was like a fridge; it must have been built much deeper than it appeared.

They entered a corridor that seemed to lead straight into darkness. Seconds later, they arrived at a metal balustrade that stood over what appeared to be a gigantic hangar.

They stopped, and for a second, nothing happened. Then lights began to spring on. Long rows of lights were installed on the ceiling, each creating a cone in the darkness. It almost appeared like a wave of light spreading through the dark hangar.

That was when Nephilim saw them.

Metallic bodies. Motionless, standing in long rows.

Combat robots, thousands of them. Possibly tens of thousands or more.

Nephilim studied them for a moment, then turned her head and looked at Metatron, who was studying her.

She smiled, and he smiled back.

“That’s it,” she said softly, and her voice echoed slightly through the hangar. “What you’ve been working toward all these years.”

“That’s it,” he said with unmistakable pride. He was pleased with himself, and he had every right to feel that way.

“How many are there?”

“In this vault? Around a hundred thousand. But it’s far from the only place where Olympias stores them.”

Nephilim whistled softly. “Those numbers are impressive.”

Metatron shrugged. “Olympias wanted to be prepared for a hostile invasion—but also for the possibility of widespread riots.”

Nephilim smirked. “No wonder they didn’t want to give you the codes for so many years. It’s an incredible weapon.”

“It is indeed.”

“Until Neftali wanted to become CEO at any cost.”

He grinned like the predator he was. “Exactly. Let’s activate them, shall we?”

He stepped to the side, where a small display was mounted onto the balustrade. It sprang to life when Metatron touched it, glowing faintly blue.

‘Please provide activation code’ was displayed in blinking letters.

Metatron’s fingers moved impossibly fast as he began entering the code. It consisted of twenty numbers and characters. Most likely, the CEO had had to write it down somewhere, but Metatron had no problem remembering it after seeing it only once.

‘Code correct’ blinked on the display a second later. ‘Do you wish to arm the units? Y/N?’

Metatron selected ‘Yes’.

Suddenly, all one hundred thousand robots in the vault came to life. A loud clicking noise echoed off the black walls as they straightened up, their eyes glowing like embers.

Nephilim had to admit that this was an intimidating sight, even for her. If those units decided to attack them, there wasn’t much they could do to stop them. Luckily, they were now under Metatron’s control—and he was about to demonstrate that.

“All units, weapons ready,” he said.

In one smooth move, all robots lifted their rifles in unison.

“One step forward,” Metatron commanded.

Like a metal tsunami, all the robots took one step forward.

Satisfaction spread over Metatron’s face as he fully realized that the world’s biggest army was now under his total control.

Then he turned to the control panel again and typed something.

‘Are you sure you want to change the code? Y/N?’

Metatron clicked ‘Yes’, then proceeded to enter a new code. This way, no one would be able to stop him when he gave the marching order.

Nephilim stepped behind him and wrapped her arms around him. She could feel him smile as she placed her head on his shoulder.

Meanwhile, an army of killer robots was watching them, waiting for their orders.

“When are we going to strike?” Nephilim asked, using their channel.

“Soon,” he replied. “Very soon. And nothing and no one will stop us.”

“Si vis pacem, para bellum.”

“Para bellum.”

∆∆∆

Back at HQ, Nephilim got to work immediately.

Metatron had told her that she could leave the VANTA investigation to him for now and focus instead on the Rosprom agent cells. She was more than okay with that because her beef with Jake was very personal.

Both she and Metatron were determined to remove all their enemies from Olympias before the coup.

Nephilim summoned her two Powers and explained the situation.

“The High-Archangel and I believe that Zephaniel and his traitors didn’t act alone. Zephaniel must have been in contact with Rosprom spies.”

Both Powers stared at her for a moment as the information sank in.

“You think Zephaniel conspired with Rosprom?” Arakiel asked.

“Not directly,” Nephilim explained. “It’s more likely that he was in contact with a spy without knowing it. I want the two of you to comb through all the available data concerning Zephaniel. Find out who he saw, who he spoke to.”

Only two hours later, Marfiel and Arakiel presented the results of their search to Nephilim.

“I think we might have found something,” Arakiel said.

“I’m listening,” Nephilim said, sitting behind her desk.

“Zephaniel had a casual he saw regularly. A human.”

“Do we have a name?”

“We do. His name was Clive Milan,” Marfiel said.

“He was a movie star,” Arakiel added.

“Was?” Nephilim asked. “Does that mean he’s deceased?”

The name Clive Milan rang a bell. While talking to her Powers, she connected her implant to the databank. As soon as she saw a picture of him, Nephilim knew that she’d seen the man before.

At the New Era Ball in the Inner Circle.

Metatron had taken her and Zephaniel along to the illustrious party. She remembered seeing Milan there—with Zephaniel.

“That’s correct,” Arakiel said. “Clive Milan was found dead in his apartment about three weeks ago.”

“Cause of death: strangulation during sexual activities,” Marfiel added. “According to the police report, it was most likely no accident.”

“Interesting,” Nephilim said. “Let me guess, the police found nothing? No trace of the potential murderer? Surveillance wiped clean?”

“Exactly,” Arakiel said. “And it gets even better. Apparently, Zephaniel used his authority as First-Archangel to have the OCPD close the case.”

“Pretty telling.”

“But, since Milan is dead, this is a dead end.”

“Not necessarily,” Nephilim said. “Trace Milan’s whereabouts across the last two weeks of his life. Check where he went and who he met. I want to know if he was seeing anyone besides Zephaniel. Find out where he went outside of the film studio and his usual places. If he did anything that seems even slightly suspicious, I want to know.”

“Consider it done, Archangel,” Marfiel said.

Once the Powers were gone, Nephilim considered everything she had learned.

Zephaniel had been seeing an actor from the Inner Circle regularly. Metatron must have known about that; he just hadn’t thought anything of it. Perhaps he’d even been pleased about it because the more Zephaniel distracted himself with his boy toy, the less attention the High-Archangel had to give him.

It was very unlikely that a guy like that was involved with Rosprom, but it wasn’t impossible. Nephilim knew for a fact that Operation Titan Fall had been meticulously planned by Rosprom’s RRS.

The mutiny hadn’t been Zephaniel’s idea; someone had put it in his head. And pillow talk was the perfect occasion. Nephilim knew that from bitter experience with Jake.

As unlikely as it seemed at first glance, Nephilim’s gut was telling her that they were onto something.

∆∆∆

Meanwhile, Metatron was busy solving the VANTA mystery.

Even though the drone attack on his life was outright laughable compared to the betrayal of his Archangels, it still bugged him. Especially since this group had managed to stay completely under the radar for such a long time.

And since they had tried to kill him directly, it smelled of something personal.

The Angels had dealt with many terrorist groups in the past. Usually, they wanted to topple the Olympias Conglomerate.

Metatron, of all people, knew that because he had been part of such a group himself, many decades ago, when he had been young, idealistic, and naïve. He had learned the very hard way that the only way to beat a system as strong as this one was from within.

But VANTA hadn’t gone against Olympias itself—they had gone against him.

They had failed, and now he would hunt them down.

Metatron was pleased that his instinct concerning Detective Ferreira-Nunes had been right. He had seen the potential in this ambitious yet deeply loyal man. By saving his life and providing him with excellent artificial parts, Metatron had bought this man’s loyalty.

Metatron hadn’t lied when he’d promised Siro a bright future.

He would make Siro the head of the OCPD once the current regime was gone. He would need someone he could trust there, and Siro was perfect for the job.

And thanks to him, they now had the hacker who knew about VANTA. Well, almost.

While pondering the situation, Metatron was also preparing the raid on the hacker’s liar.

With the information Siro had provided, it had been very easy to find the exact location of the club owned by the hacker known as Linus. However, Metatron knew it would be wise to approach cautiously. Not because the hacker and his goons posed any threat to the Angels, but because if anything indicated that he was being surveilled, Linus might run and cover his tracks.

Tonight, Metatron would send out a strike team that would descend onto the club in a blitz attack, kill everyone who resisted, and bring Linus in for interrogation.

By tomorrow, they’d hopefully know the whereabouts of the Broker.

Finwick Connors had done great damage to the Angel corps. First, he’d sold data to Stavros’ mercenaries, which got several Angels murdered—almost including Nephilim. Later, he had joined a terrorist organization called VANTA and helped them steal an OCPD drone, which was promptly sent out to assassinate Metatron himself.

Metatron slowly shook his head.

Enough. He would see to it personally that this rat was silenced once and for all, and VANTA with him.

∆∆∆

Only three hours after she had given them the assignment, Nephilim’s Powers returned with results.

“I think we’ve found something,” Arakiel said, barely containing her excitement. Whatever it was, it must be something good.

Nephilim was all ears. “Report.”

“We had the system run a search of the last four weeks of the actor’s life. Where he went, who he met, etc.” Marfiel said.

“As it turned out, his life was rather boring and structured. Not what you would expect of a glamorous film star,” Arakiel said. “He went to the studio and went home. It was rare that he went somewhere with coworkers.”

“What about Zephaniel?” Nephilim asked.

“He met Zephaniel at least three times a week, sometimes more. Before Milan’s death, Zephaniel visited him almost every night.”

“Okay. We knew that already.”

“What we didn’t know is that Milan was also seeing another man,” Arakiel said, grinning mischievously. “And that other man is… something else.”

“Who?” Nephilim asked, suppressing her impatience.

Arakiel produced a small black device the size of a business card. When she shook it, it unfolded to five times its size. She switched it on and turned it toward Nephilim.

“This guy.”

Nephilim’s eyes narrowed as she instantly recognized the man in the picture. Blond and handsome, he had a crooked smile on his face as he and Milan entered an expensive restaurant in the Inner Circle.

Jake.

It shouldn’t have been a surprise to Nephilim, as she had suspected exactly that outcome, but her stomach knotted when she stared at the picture.

Jake, the high-ranking Rosprom spy, had been in contact with Clive Milan, Zephaniel’s casual lover. This could be no coincidence.

Jake had been involved in Operation Titan Fall. Milan had been either his operative or just a useful idiot. But Nephilim suspected that Milan had been a carefully planted Rosprom asset. The actor had spoofed Zephaniel into starting a coup. And the puppeteer behind that had been Jake.

Jake.

Whom she had foolishly let go.

“According to our databank, this might be a Rosprom agent,” Arakiel said. “Our file lists him as ‘possibly’ deceased since he was part of the Rosprom cell hiding underground in Merit Park in Oldtown. We raided it around eighteen months ago.”

“Obviously, our data was wrong, and this guy somehow survived,” Marfiel added.

Yes, Nephilim thought bitterly. He survived because I helped him escape.

Anger flared up in her. Anger at herself. How could she have been so stupid?

She had saved this man and let him flee. He owed her his life—twice. And he’d thanked her by staging a coup among the Angels and almost murdering Metatron.

Nephilim balled her fists under her desk yet kept her cool, not showing her Powers how she felt inside.

“I want you to find this piece of shit,” Nephilim hissed. “He’s clever. He knows how to disappear and cover his tracks. Use all surveillance available, feed the data to the AI. Run a search for his facial features across all systems Olympias has to offer. Find him.”

“Certainly, Archangel,” Marfiel said. “It might take some time, though.”

“I want him found by tomorrow,” Nephilim said in a tone that brooked no objections. “I hereby grant you any resources necessary. Use as many Angels as you need. Use our data specialists, the control department. I’m speaking with the authority of the High-Archangel. Any means necessary are permitted. Find him.”

The two Powers exchanged glance, but neither dared to object.

“As you wish,” Marfiel said. “We will produce results by tomorrow.”

“Good,” Nephilim said. “Get to work. Dismissed.”

Once the two were gone, Nephilim leaned back in her chair and exhaled. She was so angry that she would have loved to crush something. Ideally, Jake’s head.

But she was mostly furious because she knew it was her own fault.

She was furious with herself.

Nephilim had shown mercy to two people. Jake and Finwick.

Both had thanked her with betrayal.

Both had almost killed the man she loved.

She would never make that mistake again. The Angels would track Jake down, and then she would come for him. Personally.

There would be no escape this time. No mercy. No negotiation.

You are the Avatar of Death.

∆∆∆

That evening, Metatron decided that he wanted to celebrate.

“And what better place to celebrate than the Aquarium?” he added with his typical smirk.

Despite being booked out for weeks, the restaurant had a table available for them. Of course it did, considering who ran the establishment.

Sitting there now, Nephilim remembered why she had enjoyed her first visit to the restaurant so much. It was located on a rooftop, and all kinds of fish and other sea creatures “swam” in the air above and around them. The holograms were of the highest quality and appeared absolutely real. The patrons sitting at the tables felt like they were sitting in an aquarium.

Only now did Nephilim also understand why Metatron liked coming here.

It reminded him of the ocean. And he loved the ocean.

Nephilim closed her eyes for a moment and remembered their trip to Olympias II. The boat, the sky, the ocean. Being together in the middle of nowhere. Swimming with sharks that wouldn’t dare touch them, recognizing them as predators higher up in the food chain.

The way Metatron had looked at her. Relaxed. Happy.

“What’s on your mind, my dear?”

His voice cut through her memory bubble and brought her back to the present.

She opened her eyes and looked at the man sitting across from her. Dressed in an elegant suit with a black shirt and designer sunglasses covering his neon-blue eyes, he easily passed as an upper-class Inner Circle member.

Yet the way he sat, moved, and spoke revealed that he was nothing like the weak creatures sitting at the tables around them. He was an apex predator, waiting for his meal to be served—and that meal wasn’t the fish being served in this restaurant.

Nephilim smiled. “I was thinking about our trip to Olympias II. About how much you love the ocean. How much I love you.”

He smiled back. “We’ll go back soon. Just you and me. There won’t be anyone left who could tell us we can’t.”

“Maybe we could just stay there forever.”

He chuckled. “Wouldn’t you get bored?”

“With you? Never.”

They sat in silence for a while, just looking at each other. Both wore sunglasses, yet both could see right through them and into the other’s eyes.

Metatron held himself upright, and nothing indicated that he was still recovering from his horrific wounds. The same applied to Nephilim. She was wearing a tight black dress that closed around her neck. It covered every scar but left her arms and a large part of her legs exposed. Those were brand-new prosthetics covered with smooth skin that looked perfectly natural.

Only Metatron knew about every one of the scars that covered her biological body, including the one on her chest. The wound there was healing slowly, and he had made it his ritual to kiss it every morning.

“You look breathtaking tonight, Nephilim,” he said after a time.

“Thank you.”

“Let’s drink to that,” he said, lifting his champagne glass.

The doctor had told them both to stay away from alcohol for a couple of weeks, but they had agreed that today was a day to celebrate. And that couldn’t be done with juice. Besides, both had survived wounds that would have killed anyone else. A glass of champagne wouldn’t kill them either.

“And to our silent army waiting in the vaults under this city,” Metatron added, using the private channel they shared.

Nephilim smirked, then leaned forward, clinking glasses with him over the table. “Cheers.”

They sipped on the champagne, and Nephilim enjoyed the sensation of the tiny bubbles on her tongue.

“How does it feel to finally have them?” she asked.

“Like relief,” he answered after contemplating the question for a moment. “Like pressure I’ve been carrying for way too long now easing.”

“The two most powerful warriors are patience and time,” Nephilim quoted with a smirk. “And you’ve mastered both of them.”

Metatron gave one of his rare, genuine smiles, then sipped on his champagne.

“Do you remember when we were in the ocean and I asked you if you would like me to lay the world at your feet, Nephilim?” he asked using their private channel again.

“I do.”

“I’m about to do that now. Very soon. I won’t let anyone or anything come between us ever again.”

Nephilim simply smiled, enjoying this intimate moment. Enjoying being alive. Enjoying the love she felt. The love they soon wouldn’t have to hide anymore.

Their intimacy was interrupted when two waiters approached their table and began serving a delicious dinner consisting of all kinds of fish and seafood. Nephilim listened closely as they spoke, and this time, she noticed the Australian accent.

Without anyone else noticing, Metatron had hidden a tiny piece of paper in his napkin, which the waiter picked up once the dishes were served. This time, Metatron had shown the note to Nephilim before they’d left for the restaurant. It simply said: ‘Thank you. I’m in your debt. When the moon is new, everything changes.’

Before the waiters left, Nephilim held one of them back.

“Tell Phichai I said hi,” she said with a grin.

The Wasp spy nodded. “Certainly. I’ll bring more champagne. It’s on the house.”

Nephilim turned back to Metatron and shrugged innocently. “Seems we have no other choice but to disrespect the doctor’s orders again.”

“It’s only fair, given we both disrespected the impossible,” he said with a wink only visible to her. “Enjoy your meal, my dear, because I’m planning to have you as dessert later. Screw the doctor’s orders.”

Nephilim lifted her glass. “Disrespect the impossible. And the doctor’s orders.”

Both of them had distinct plans for tomorrow, but tonight belonged to them. And, much later, both of them enjoyed their dessert with a voracious appetite once again.

The new moon was only ten days away.


Chapter Twenty-One

Reckoning

When she arrived at HQ the next morning, Nephilim found her two Powers eager to speak to her.

“What is it?” she asked, once they were all in her office.

Marfiel beamed, and Arakiel could barely contain herself, stepping from one foot to another in excitement.

“We believe we’ve found them!” she blurted out.

“The man who has been identified as a Rosprom agent and his entire cell,” Marfiel added proudly.

Nephilim perked up. “That’s excellent news! Tell me more.”

“We mobilized all available resources and requested the use of Olympias’ main surveillance AI to help with the search,” Marfiel said. “We also involved our entire control department. Everyone who wasn’t urgently needed elsewhere was participating in the search.”

“And we found him,” Arakiel continued. “The sneaky bastard knows exactly how to keep his face away from surveillance cams and drones—”

“But not always,” Marfiel finished for her. “We used partial facial recognition, and—”

Nephilim lifted her palm. “I know how such procedures work. Just tell me, do we know where he is?”

“Yes, Archangel,” Marfiel said. “We found the address he visits most frequently. It’s an office building in District One.”

“We sent out drones to investigate, and we found something very unusual. See for yourself,” Arakiel said, handing a datapad to Nephilim.

On the screen, Nephilim saw footage taken by a specialized surveillance drone. One of those smaller than a sparrow, yet equipped with state-of-the-art cameras. The footage showed a typical office high-rise. Upscale and expensive, yet not comparable with what could be found in the Inner Circle.

The penthouse seemed vacant. Nothing but empty rooms were visible behind the huge windows. Nephilim instantly found that suspicious. She had seen this trick before—and the technology behind it.

“Do we have infrared footage?” she asked.

Arakiel smiled. “That’s exactly what we looked at next.”

“And?”

“See for yourself.”

The screen switched to infrared, and suddenly the datapad showed something completely different. Even though the interior had looked empty, the infrared clearly showed people up there. At least twenty, possibly more.

Nephilim smiled. If she needed any more proof, then this was it. She knew for a fact that this was the exact technology Rosprom used to disguise their operation centers. To ordinary surveillance drones or even the naked eye, the space appeared empty. But when looking at an infrared scan, the truth became visible.

“Prepare two squads for departure,” she said after studying the footage for a moment. “One will descend directly on the roof, the other will secure the building from the street. Find out how many exits there are and if there’s a parking garage. I don’t want any of those rats to escape when we strike.”

“Yes, Archangel,” Marfiel said. “We’ll be ready for departure in fifteen minutes.”

“Excellent,” Nephilim said, rising from her desk. “The two of you are coming with me. We’ll join the strike team that’ll descend directly on the roof.”

Arakiel frowned and opened her mouth to object, but Nephilim cut her off with a gesture of her hand.

Nephilim was well aware that she wasn’t ready for combat. She was only now beginning to feel comfortable performing her daily tasks at HQ. Weinberg had ordered no sparring or other physical training for at least another seven days, and combat was completely out of the question.

She didn’t care. This was highly personal. This was something she had to do herself. And no one would be able to talk her out of it, not even Metatron. Although she believed that he would understand. He of all people would.

Fifteen minutes later, Nephilim entered the VTOL as it prepared to launch. As expected, Metatron hadn’t been happy about her plan to go personally, but he let her go when she promised that she wasn’t planning on engaging in combat.

Which was the truth. Nephilim wasn’t so reckless as to storm into the first combat situation available to her. Besides, she had seen more than enough combat during her rescue mission in Metatron’s tower.

She simply wanted to make sure that Jake didn’t get away this time.

It was time for their reckoning.

∆∆∆

Metatron was excited to hear that Nephilim’s people had discovered the Rosprom cell that could be Jake’s.

He hated only a few people more than Jake.

The Rosprom spy had messed with Nephilim’s head two years ago, pitting her against Olympias, the Angel corps, and the High-Archangel himself.

Metatron had almost lost her because of that man.

That alone was more than enough reason to have him killed. But now it turned out that he was also involved in what Rosprom had called Operation Titan Fall. An operation with the sole purpose of bringing him down by staging a coup.

An operation that would have been painfully successful if not for Nephilim.

In a way, it was flattering that Rosprom deemed him important enough to launch an entire operation to get rid of him. It had also been a tactical masterpiece.

With Metatron gone and a compromised Zephaniel at the head of the Angel corps, Rosprom would have found it easy to infiltrate and potentially attack the Olympias Conglomerate from within.

Now, they would soon face something so much more dangerous that they would wish they had the Board and their half-assed decisions again.

Metatron understood her motivation to take care of Jake personally only too well. And after what she had accomplished in his tower that night, it would have been ridiculous to forbid her from going.

She wasn’t a little girl who needed to be protected. She was the most dangerous person in all of Olympias. She was his enforcer.

And the woman he loved more than life itself.

He granted her her wish to go and find closure. And he was convinced that, this time, she wouldn’t let Jake go. Nephilim had learned the lesson that mercy would eventually stab you in the back the hard way. And so had he.

While Nephilim took care of the Rosprom nest, Metatron had other plans.

The previous night, the raid on the hacker’s den had been a complete success. The Guardian Angels had encountered barely any resistance other than some armed thugs, who had been eliminated with ease. Linus had had nowhere to run and was detained, then delivered to Angel HQ, where he was currently waiting in an interrogation cell.

Two Angels who specialized in interrogation had been keeping him company. But this was so important that Metatron wanted to speak with the gentleman personally. Not only was he the key to finally finding the Broker, but Metatron was also very keen to learn more about VANTA. His instinct was telling him that this group could become dangerous and shouldn’t be underestimated.

While Nephilim prepared for her strike on the Rosprom cell, Metatron descended into the deepest levels of Angel HQ. The holding cells and interrogation rooms were located there. And his special guest was waiting for him.

The subject was held in interrogation room eight. He could easily tell which one that was due to the two Guardian Angels who stood guard at the door. This was standard procedure, although in this particular case, Metatron highly doubted it would be necessary. Judging by the report he had received, the subject was practically a cripple. He wouldn’t try to run. He wouldn’t fight.

Most importantly, the rooms were like miniature vaults, letting no signal in or out. The gentleman in holding cell eight wasn’t the first hacker to become a guest at Angel HQ, although this one was supposedly unique.

The two guards stepped aside respectfully and let the High-Archangel enter the room.

The moment Metatron stepped through the door, he understood why this guy was a unique specimen indeed.

The room was small and had black walls, making it feel claustrophobic. There were only two people inside. One was Nathanael, one of the Angels who specialized in interrogation. Zephaniel had been the best. Inflicting pain was something he’d been very good at—something Metatron had experienced first-hand.

But he had decided not to let the past hurt the present, so he refused to let the sight of someone who had been tortured bring up his own painful memories.

Instead, he focused on the other person in the room.

Craig Maynard, a.k.a. Linus, the hacker, was barely recognizable as the menacing underworld figure whom Siro and Kate had visited to gain information. Stripped of his clothes and all his gadgets and strapped to a chair that looked like a nightmare version of a dentist’s chair, Linus was a mess.

His hand prosthetics had been removed, leaving only bloody stumps, and the same applied to his “hair,” which, in truth, had been cords. Other than that, his skinny, shaking body didn’t show many signs of torture, at least on the outside. There were many ways to inflict unbearable pain on a human body without having to cut flesh or break bones… although occasionally, the Angels did that too.

Metatron studied the man with cold eyes and an emotionless expression.

“Do you know who I am?” he finally asked.

The hacker nodded, grimacing in pain, snot running down his nose.

“Yes, yes, you’re the High-Archangel,” he whispered in agony. “Please… don’t hurt me.”

As it turned out, Linus was very capable of speaking. The two androids he let speak for him in public were nothing but a show, a bit of glamour.

“That depends on whether you cooperate,” Metatron said coldly.

“I’ll tell you everything I know!” Linus cried. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

Metatron smirked. Nathanael had done an excellent job here.

“I want to know everything about VANTA.”

“VANTA?” the hacker said. “It’s because of the drone attack, isn’t it?”

“That’s correct,” Metatron said. “I tell you what. If you prove yourself useful and tell me something I don’t know yet, I’ll make sure your life won’t end today.”

“But… but… everyone knows that no one leaves the Cube alive when they’re brought in for questioning!”

“That’s also correct. But that doesn’t mean that I can’t make an exception. Prove to me that you’re worth more to me alive than dead.”

And Linus did.

He sang beautifully, telling Metatron everything he knew. Metatron was both annoyed and impressed. On the one hand, he was impressed by the amount of information Linus had about an organization that Metatron hadn’t even known existed until they tried to blow him up.

On the other hand, he was deeply annoyed about the fact that despite their superior technology, the Angels had been completely blind to the existence of this group, which, according to Linus, had been around for many years.

“Do you know where they’re hiding?” Metatron asked after listening attentively to everything the hacker had to tell him.

Linus shook his head slowly.

“Can you find out where they’re hiding?”

Suddenly, Linus’ face lit up. “Yes, High-Archangel, I can. Let me go, and I’ll bring you VANTA.”

“No, I can’t let you go,” Metatron said. “Your abilities pose a threat to Olympias and to us. But I can let you live. Would you like that?”

“Yes… please…”

“Good. You’ll work for us. I will speak with my specialists to decide how to set you up.” He paused for a second, fixing his gaze on the hacker, then grinned. “Congratulations, you just proved yourself more valuable alive than dead—provided you find the VANTA hideout.”

The man sighed in relief. “Thank you… Thank you so much.”

Metatron went to the door but stopped one more time, as if remembering something.

“Oh, and find me the Broker.”

With that, he left. He would keep his word and let Linus live as long as he proved himself useful. And Metatron believed that he had just acquired an asset of great value.

They would find the underground organization calling themselves VANTA, and with them, the Broker.

∆∆∆

It was time to leave.

Jake knew that the air was getting very thin for him. Moscow was more than displeased with the failure of Operation Titan Fall.

And Jake couldn’t blame them. It was ironic. This was the third major operation he had been involved with that had turned out to be a complete failure.

First, Operation Angel Dust.

Back then, he should have used Nephilim as a courier and had her smuggle “Angel dust” into their internal network. It was a deadly virus, specifically designed to infect Guardian Angel implants and kill them from within.

It had been a brilliant plan, developed by Rosprom’s best malware designers and executed by the RSS. Too bad that Jake had fallen in love with the Guardian Angel he was supposed to use as a mule.

The next operation he had been involved in was Fallen Angels. That had been the largest military offensive in Rosprom’s history and was supposed to end with a successful invasion of Olympias City.

Too bad that Jake had told Nephilim the plan and given her the location where the troops had gone into hiding. He had done it to save her, hoping to convince her to come with him. The result had been a complete disaster—a total loss of all involved assets and personnel.

Yet Jake had skillfully managed to make his superior officer the scapegoat for the catastrophic defeat—and had inherited his job by presenting Operation Titan Fall.

A masterfully plotted plan to remove Metatron and replace him with a weak puppet.

Which had also failed.

Jake leaned forward in his office chair and buried his fingers in his uncombed hair.

He shook his head, then began laughing.

This wasn’t funny at all. It was catastrophic. It was a failure of epic proportions. Which was why it was funny.

He grabbed the tea on his desk and took a sip. It had grown cold, but it didn’t matter because the vodka he had added made up for it.

Yes, he had failed spectacularly, but that was only half of the truth.

The other half was that Metatron had outsmarted them. During the first two operations, anyway. He had used Nephilim as a double agent during Operation Angel Dust, discovered the Rosprom base of operations in the old aquarium, and sent his entire Angel force to kill everybody, ironically leaving Jake as the only survivor.

And during Operation Fallen Angels, he had managed to deceive everyone about the true strength of the Angel corps. Reinforcements had appeared literally out of the blue and turned a certain victory into a devastating defeat for Rosprom.

Metatron.

Thinking of his nemesis, Jake clenched his teeth.

How and why he had survived the attempt on his life during Operation Titan Fall was still a mystery, and Jake would never find out the reason.

Because if he wanted to live, it was time for him to run.

Not only was High Command understandably very displeased with the mission’s failure, but people in Moscow had also started asking questions about Komarova. Having been his protégé, General Orlov had taken a particular interest.

Now an internal investigator was on his way to Olympias.

Jake had to be gone before his arrival. But where would he even go?

The good news was that he could easily hide among the population of Olympias. He had no implants or other technology in him that would make him traceable. He could make himself invisible to Olympias and Rosprom alike.

But what would he do next?

He had no idea, but he would think of something. He had to. After all, he’d been living here for almost ten years. He knew Olympias, he knew how to blend in.

After considering his options, Jake decided that Oldtown was probably his best bet. It was filled with people who didn’t want to be found. It would be easy to hide there. And money should be no problem. He could easily steal some untraceable C-cards from HQ before he left. He was the commanding officer, so he had access to money. And by the time people noticed the theft, he would be long gone.

The decision was made. Jake would leave tonight. He would simply pretend to leave the office for the night, then disappear, never to be seen again.

He sighed and took another sip of his “tea”, staring out of the window at the beautiful skyline of District One. It was a cloudy day, with mists swirling between the tops of the towers.

Gloomy, like his mood…

Suddenly, the mood in the office changed completely. Jake could hear screams and people running. Then the sound of gunshots.

Instead of panicking, his blood turned to ice as he felt as if he were looking into an abyss.

It was them.

No doubt it was them.

The Guardian Angels hadn’t taken the attack on their leader lightly. It was only logical that they would counter… yet how had they found them?

How did they even know Rosprom had anything to do with it?

Jake’s thoughts spun.

What should he do?

Outside, the noises grew louder. More shots were fired. Clearly, they were making short work of everyone inside HQ, no matter if they were soldiers or analysts.

This is it, Jake thought. There’s no escape.

Most likely, they had descended on the roof, like a swarm of black spiders, completely noiseless. That was what they did.

Everyone in the RSS had studied their tactics, yet when they were attacked, they were as helpless as any civilian out there.

Jake got up from his desk and stared at the door of his office, his heart and mind racing.

There was no escape.

There was no point in running. He was on the 219th floor of a high-rise. If he opened this door, he would run straight into an armed Guardian Angel squad that would shoot him on sight.

They must have secured all exits and disabled the RSS helicopter on the roof, kept there for emergency situations just like this.

Fighting a Guardian Angel was pointless. Jake was an exquisite melee fighter, but he wasn’t armed, and even if he were, an Angel fired ten times faster than a human.

Judging by the noises outside, nobody stood a chance.

Jake thought about his co-workers out there. Nadolny, Abramov, the others. Good people. They didn’t deserve that.

Yet he felt nothing.

All he was thinking about was how to save his own skin.

No, fighting was pointless. He would do what he was best at: talking, manipulating.

Surely they knew that he was the commanding officer. He would be valuable alive. He could offer them information. Maybe he’d even suggest going over to them.

Jake closed his eyes for a second and took a deep breath.

It was his only chance, and he would take it.

Steps were approaching. Heavy, deliberate steps. Cyborgs.

He stepped back toward the window, then raised his arms.

A second later, the door was breached, and two men dressed in black tactical gear stormed inside. They moved with unreal speed and grace, like creatures from another dimension.

Jake had seen them in action more than once. But they had never been coming for him.

So this is how it feels…

He knew he needed to keep his cool now. His life depended on it.

“Please, don’t shoot,” Jake said, forcing his voice to sound calm. “Please. I’m the commanding officer. I’m unarmed. I yield.”

They pointed their rifles at him but didn’t fire. Their neon-blue eyes were fixed on him, their faces still. Doll-like.

Looking at them, as they faced him, beautiful and absolutely terrifying, Jake realized that they weren’t human. The human skin was an illusion. They were… something else.

The boogeyman everyone feared had come for him. At last.

They just stood there, motionless, staring at him.

Evidently they were communicating with their superior over their comms.

“I’m the commanding officer,” Jake repeated. “I yield. Please don’t shoot.”

For a moment, nothing happened. They didn’t move; they simply kept pointing their guns at him.

Then they moved aside to let someone pass.

Tall, graceful, beautiful, dressed in the skin-tight Angel combat suit.

Jake held his breath. In all the time he had known her, he had never seen her like that.

“Nephilim,” Jake whispered.

She stopped a few feet away from him.

Her face… it was gorgeous, it was perfect. It was the same one he’d kissed. And yet it wasn’t.

It looked cold, like a mask hiding something… terrifying.

Jake’s entire body turned ice-cold as he studied her, standing in front of him.

Something must have happened that had completely changed her. This wasn’t the woman he loved anymore. This wasn’t a human being.

Or had she always been like that? Had he been blinded? Had he seen humanity, a soul, where there was none?

Had he sacrificed everything for a delusion?

She just stared at him with her frosty neon-blue eyes, then lifted her palm, signaling the men at the door. They followed an unspoken command, leaving and closing the door behind them.

Outside, the slaughter continued, but Jake didn’t pay it any attention anymore.

She wanted to speak with him alone. That was good.

Clearly, she didn’t see him as a threat. And she was right. Even alone with him in a room, he posed zero threat to her.

But she wanted to talk. Alone.

Maybe…

“Jake,” she said, crossing her arms. Her voice was like freshly fallen snow. Calm, measured, yet icy. “Last time we saw each other was in the parking garage, where you ambushed me, right before the Rosprom offensive. Do you remember what I told you then?”

He swallowed, then nodded. “Yes, I remember, Nephilim. You told me to run. Because next time we meet, you won’t let me go.”

“I showed you mercy, Jake,” Nephilim said. “I gave you a chance. And what did you do with it? You proceeded to plot the High-Archangel’s downfall.”

She knows.

He had hoped that maybe this was a coincidence, that they had simply found them because someone had made a mistake. After all, they had uncovered and eliminated Rosprom cells before. But it had been a foolish hope. She knew it was him.

But how?

“Nephilim,” he said softly. “I did it for you.”

She stared at him in surprise for a moment, then laughed sharply. “For me?”

“Yes, for you. I was trying to save you. I know that, deep inside, you still love me. I wanted to help you break free from the life you’re forced to live. From him.”

Nephilim laughed again, and her reaction felt more acidic than if she had gotten angry.

“You wanted to save me?” she hissed, her eyes narrowing. “Save me by murdering Metatron? Did you really think that if you murdered the love of my life, I would come running into your arms? You’re insane.”

Jake fell silent. She was right. It was insanity. Unbounded jealousy. Hatred for the man who had turned her into… this.

“Nephilim, please listen to me,” he tried, licking his dry lips. “I love you. But you’re not yourself. Let me help you, I—”

She didn’t let him finish. With the speed of lightning, she charged at him and stopped right in front of him.

Jake flinched, despite himself. But he forced himself to keep eye contact with her.

“Enough,” she said. “Enough, Jake.”

“But Neph—”

Suddenly, she grabbed him by the throat with the force of a machine. Jake gasped for air as panic began filling him.

It couldn’t be…

This couldn’t be the end…

She wouldn’t be able to kill him, she…

But she didn’t let go. Instead, she let her blade snap out of her other wrist. For a split second, it reflected her neon-blue eyes and seemed to glow.

Jake’s eyes widened in shock and despair as she pressed the cold titanium against his neck.

She looked him in the eye and suddenly smiled tenderly.

“For you, Metatron,” she whispered. “I love you.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

A Gift

Metatron knew she was coming.

He had known that she was back the moment the VTOL landed inside the Cube.

He stood at the window, leaning against the pillar, his favorite place in his office. His eyes were focused on the door through which she would soon come. In the meantime, he traced her signal across the hangar hall and then down the corridor to the elevators.

Thirty seconds later, the elevator door on his floor opened. He heard her footsteps. He would recognize her footsteps among hundreds of others.

It was pointless to deny it; he was obsessed with this woman. Always had been, always would be. And she understood.

She understood that for him, control meant care.

And yet he hadn’t followed her with his mind when she’d gone for him. He hadn’t watched through her eyes. For one, because he believed it was her business and her business alone, and secondly, because he trusted that she would do the right thing. Wouldn’t she?

How would he react if she told him that she had Jake let go again?

No, he couldn’t believe she had. They had both almost died because of the actions of that man. Metatron would have loved to kill him himself—oh, how he would have loved to do that. But he’d granted Nephilim her wish to go and take care of it. She had planned the mission and executed it. And now she was on her way back to report to him.

Metatron could hear her steps now. They were resolute, neither fast nor slow. She walked like a woman who knew exactly what she wanted.

Nephilim knocked, then entered his office.

She always knocked despite knowing that he knew she was coming. He allowed her to come and go as she pleased, no matter if it was his office or his home—which was hers now too.

Now that the other Archangels were gone, there was no need to pretend otherwise. And anyone else in Olympias who might object to the relationship they had would soon be gone too.

Nephilim was still wearing her combat gear, and even though he had seen her wear the light version of the Angel combat suit a million times, Metatron was still enchanted by the sight.

Only when they went into combat against other cyborgs—Wasps in particular—did the Angels wear their heavy combat armor. When they went up against humans, the light version was more than sufficient. It was made of enriched synthetic spider silk, a formula the Angels kept secret. Skintight and shiny black, it made the cyborgs’ perfect bodies look very appealing.

Today, she seemed even more beautiful than usual. There was a fire in her eyes, an expression on her face that was soft and determined at the same time. Nephilim looked like someone who was completely at peace with who she was. Metatron sensed it and found it breathtaking.

Only now did he notice that she was carrying a black bag.

It reminded him of a bag he had used very recently, and he didn’t doubt for a second that it was a deliberate choice.

He could have scanned it, but he didn’t. If she had brought him a gift, then he would wait for her to present it to him. Although he had a very good idea of what it was.

He smirked, and she smirked back.

Then she approached him in silence, slowly, deliberately.

Metatron understood what she was doing, and he played her game. When she reached him, she dropped the bag to the floor without comment, without averting her gaze from his.

On hitting the floor, the bag made a mushy sound. A sound that made Metatron smirk even more.

Slowly, he averted his gaze from hers and looked down at the bag.

It was open. Inside, a face was staring up at him. A face that had once been very handsome but was now contorted in agony, giving one final scream. A face Metatron knew well and hated even more.

Jake.

Metatron chuckled. The gesture was too good. It mirrored the gift Metatron had brought Nephilim after storming the Stavros tower.

The gesture was symbolic, an archaic token of affection only two apex predators could appreciate.

Metatron was pleased. No, he was more than pleased—he was delighted. Happy like rarely before in his life.

She moved even closer and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“Do you like my gift?”

“Very much. Did you enjoy doing it?”

“Very much.”

“Show me.”

Nephilim did. She opened her mind and established a connection between their implants in a way only the two of them could.

Then she shared the memory of the encounter with him.

The memory began when she entered Jake’s office.

Metatron enjoyed the look on Jake’s face. He seemed terrified at first, but then his expression shifted to something else. Hope mixed with smugness.

Clearly, he expected to talk himself out of the situation. He expected that Nephilim wouldn’t have the heart to hurt him and would let him run away again. How this played out for him was visible in the bag lying at Metatron’s feet.

Metatron watched as Jake negotiated while Nephilim only laughed.

Then came something that made Metatron narrow his eyes, anger filling him.

“I did it for you, Nephilim,” Jake said.

“What a piece of shit,” Metatron murmured.

Nephilim chuckled. “Right? Wait for it.”

Metatron didn’t have to wait long.

He watched as Nephilim charged at Jake and grabbed him by the throat. Then she cut off his head.

Blood sprayed from his aorta as the body collapsed.

Metatron didn’t care about the gruesomeness.

All he cared about was what Nephilim had whispered as she’d done it.

“For you, Metatron. I love you.”

The memory ended, and he opened his eyes, looking into hers.

Instead of replying, he grabbed her closer and pressed his lips onto hers into a passionate, outright violent kiss.

She bit his lip, yet gently this time, without damaging the skin.

He knew what she wanted, and he wanted it too. But not here, not like this.

He checked his internal chronometer. It was barely afternoon.

Fuck it, he thought. The Angel corps and Olympias would survive without them for a while.

He broke the kiss and looked into her eyes, gently stroking her face.

“Let’s go home early today.”

∆∆∆

Three days later, Metatron was pleased by the speed of his recovery. He noticed that he felt better every day, more vigorous and energetic. Although he wasn’t back to his usual strength and speed yet, he moved so smoothly that no one would guess that he’d almost died three weeks before.

Yesterday had been the first day that he’d been able to work his regular office hours, which was good. Nephilim had done an incredible job filling in for him, yet a lot of stuff had piled up anyway, and he would have to take care of it sooner rather than later.

The sex was also getting better each night, though it couldn’t be compared to what both had been capable of before their injuries.

Metatron was pleased with his recovery, but he was even more pleased with Nephilim’s.

She was doing even better than him. If not for the huge scar on her chest, she would have almost been back to normal. Once everything was over, Metatron assumed she would want it fixed, and he would hire the best plastic surgeons if she wanted. No matter if she decided to keep it or have it removed completely, Metatron would always remember. He would always kiss the spot where the scar had been.

Today, two pleasant events awaited Metatron when he reached HQ.

First, Dr. Eklund reported to his office. She was the lead scientist at Angel HQ and had replaced the unfortunate Dr. Emmrich almost two years ago, who had been executed because Metatron had wrongly assumed it was him who had helped Nephilim escape back then.

In truth, it had been Finwick Connors. Who had then promptly disappeared after stealing sensitive data from their internal servers, which he had been selling to the highest bidder ever since.

The entire affair still bugged Metatron. Not because he pitied Dr. Emmrich, but because he hated being wrong. And that mistake was fully on him.

Nevertheless, after initially annoying the crap out of Metatron, Dr. Eklund had proven to be even more capable than her predecessor. In the end, it was better this way.

Right after his initial conversation with Linus, Metatron had visited Eklund and given her an assignment he should have given her the moment it became clear the Broker was a former employee of Angel HQ. But he had been busy saving Nephilim from a psychopath, fighting a war against Rosprom, and surviving a betrayal by his own Archangels.

Not to mention that he had died… how many times in the meantime? Four times. He really needed to take better care of himself in the future—and most of all, to trust no one but Nephilim.

Finally, Metatron had given Eklund the assignment to change every sensitive piece of data that was still active from before Finwick Conners had fled HQ. Every passcode, every encrypted connection, every vulnerability.

Eklund had gasped. That was a huge assignment indeed. Especially since Metatron had given her only five days to accomplish it.

Today, Dr. Eklund reported that the task had been completed earlier than anticipated. A lot of sensitive data was reviewed and updated every eighteen months anyway, so much less had been left than originally anticipated.

This rendered most of the knowledge the Broker had useless.

But Metatron knew better than to underestimate the threat. All this time, the Broker might have modified his stolen goods. Besides, he had proven he could also hack OCPD equipment, and it would be a much bigger task to update all their encryptions.

Metatron was planning to take care of it later… after the change. For now, he had everything in place. Removing VANTA and the Broker from the game permanently would make things even easier and, most of all, safer.

That afternoon, he received another piece of news that pleased him greatly.

As it turned out, it had been a very good call to keep Linus alive and put him to good use. The Angels’ IT specialists had given Linus everything he needed, plus he was allowed to use the equipment salvaged from his lair.

Of course, he wasn’t allowed to work within the Guardian Angel network. That would have been a grave liability and stupidity. He was using the ordinary Olympias grid, but under strict supervision.

As it also turned out, the good man wanted to stay alive and was intelligent enough to understand the situation he was in. The High-Archangel wanted results, and Linus delivered. One wrong step, and his head would roll—literally.

Mid-afternoon, Lariel, the Guardian Angel Metatron had assigned to supervise Linus, asked to be seen and report. Metatron called him to his office.

“What do we have?”

“We still need to verify it, but it seems that we have VANTA’s location.”

“That’s excellent news,” Metatron said. “Where?”

“A forgotten bunker, right under Oldtown.”

Metatron smirked. Of course. Where else would it have been?

“How did our asset sniff them out?”

“That’s the most interesting part,” Lariel said. “Through the Broker.”

Metatron raised his eyebrows. That was unexpected indeed. “Elaborate.”

“As far as I understand it, he traced him back to the gangster organization we took out three weeks ago. The reason we couldn’t find him was that he changed his neural implant and his face. Linus tracked the implant signature down and then followed it all the way to VANTA.”

“If he has a new implant, how did the hacker track down the signature?”

“During his time at the gangster hideout, the Broker used his new implant to log into his old gaming profile. Apparently he only did it once, but it was enough to track down his new implant signature.”

Of course! Metatron remembered that his own people had traced the Broker to the gangster hideout that way. But when Zephaniel had raided it, the Broker was already gone, and the lead went cold.

Linus had achieved what Zephaniel and his people should have yet failed to do. Metatron refused to get angry about that now. It was the past, and all he could do was learn from his mistakes for the future.

Metatron leaned back in his chair and formed a pyramid with his fingers under his chin.

If this was true—and Metatron doubted the hacker would dare to make things up in his current situation—then Linus was an even better asset than he’d anticipated. He had accomplished in three days what Zephaniel had failed to accomplish in several months. Metatron had been way too busy with waging wars and preparing coups to even notice how incompetent his former second in command had been.

“Tell our asset that I want a detailed report on how he tracked the Broker down. Since he has a new face now, I also want a picture so we get the right guy when we raid the place. Have our people confirm the information’s veracity. I want everything on my desk by 5 PM.”

“Yes, High-Archangel.”

Once Lariel was gone, Metatron allowed himself a smile.

He felt confident that, this time, they would get Finwick Conners. The treacherous rat had been evading them for way too long. Not anymore.

∆∆∆

“I have news I wanted to share with you immediately,” Metatron said.

Nephilim sat down in the chair opposite his desk and looked at him in anticipation.

Metatron got straight to the point. “We know where the Broker is hiding.”

“That’s great news! How did we find him?”

“Your instinct that he was with VANTA and sent the drone after me for them was spot on,” Metatron said. “He’s in their hideout.”

Metatron proceeded to explain how the detained hacker had been able to sniff out Finwick Conners and VANTA in one go.

When he was done, Nephilim whistled. “Damn. That guy is good! And dangerous.”

Metatron smirked. “That’s why I’m not planning on letting him loose ever again. He’s a great asset working for us—and a threat working against us.”

“That’s the right call,” Nephilim said. “When are we going to strike?”

“Tomorrow morning, before sunrise,” Metatron said. “We’ll surprise them in their sleep.”

“A classic. Are you expecting heavy resistance?”

“It’s hard to tell. We don’t have any reliable recon from inside the facility. There could be twenty of them or two hundred. Possibly armed.”

“But they’re humans.”

“Correct. Some might be augmented street thugs, but I don’t expect them to have any mercenary-grade augmentations or skills.”

“Do you want me to lead the mission?” Nephilim asked.

“Yes. If you wish.”

“I do.”

“You will not participate in combat, though.” Metatron lifted a finger. “You’re not ready yet. Is that clear?”

She nodded. “I understand. I can’t risk getting hurt or damaged. Not with the big day so close.”

“Indeed. I’ll need you at full strength then.”

“I agree.”

“Eliminate all hostiles inside the VANTA facility. We’ll treat every person inside as a terrorist. If possible, detain the individual they call the ‘Old Man’ for questioning… and the Broker, of course.”

He looked her in the eye. He didn’t have to say it. She understood anyway.

“Don’t worry, Metatron. He won’t escape me this time. I promise. Tomorrow morning, he’ll be either our prisoner or dead.”

“I would prefer him alive,” Metatron said. “Finwick Conners has done tremendous damage to the Guardian Angel corps. He doesn’t deserve a clean death.”

“I understand. I’ll bring him here.”

“Good. I’ll leave the details of the assault to you. Pick your team. I recommend four squads, just to be sure.”

“I’ll get to it right away,” she said, getting up.

Metatron smiled. It wasn’t the tender smile he reserved only for her. It was the cold smile of a killer brigade commander.

“Get them in their sleep.”

“I will.”

She approached the door, but he called after her one more time. “Nephilim.”

She turned around.

“Be careful.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Villains

Nephilim checked the blueprints of the facility one more time, memorizing every detail.

They had no means of peeking inside and seeing what was really awaiting them there, but Nephilim was convinced that whatever it might be, the Angels should be able to handle it easily.

It was 4:30 AM. Almost time for departure.

She left her office and went downstairs to the armory to prepare herself. She would respect Metatron’s wish and not participate in any combat, but she would prepare herself for combat anyway.

She had her own changing room that also stored all her equipment. Since they had zero reliable recon on what awaited them, Nephilim had ordered the squads to wear heavy armor. Most likely, it wouldn’t be necessary, but better safe than sorry. Ideally, this would be a zero-causality mission.

At least on their end.

Following Metatron’s orders, they would kill everyone inside the base. The only ones who were supposed to be taken alive were the Broker and the Old Man. The latter would be guesswork, though, since no one knew what he looked like. Nephilim assumed it was an old man, but they couldn’t know for sure, especially since almost no one looked their age nowadays.

But they knew what the Broker looked like.

Putting on her armor, Nephilim studied the picture the hacker had provided.

The face looking at her was completely different than what she remembered.

When she had last seen Finwick Conners—during the chase in the Underground—he had been a natural redhead with a freckled face. Finwick hadn’t been hideous, simply one of those men who were unattractive without being ugly. Nephilim had never wasted a thought on why this was so, and she wouldn’t start now.

Yet the face in the picture was handsome. It had regular, masculine features and dark brown hair. The skin was still slightly freckled, but not as much as before. The only thing that remained of the old Finwick was his bright green eyes.

The plastic surgeon he must have hired had done excellent work. Finwick was indeed unrecognizable. Without the picture provided by the hacker, the Angels wouldn’t have been able to distinguish him. They would have been looking for a red-haired man and might even have assumed that he’d escaped. Now they would be able to identify him, dead or alive.

But Metatron wanted him alive, and Nephilim would do her best to make that possible.

Looking at the picture, she waited to feel something, but there was nothing.

She couldn’t remember the history she shared with this man. All she had were brief memory flashes. He had helped her escape from Angel HQ back when she’d still been behaving like a rebellious teenager, blaming Metatron for everything that was wrong with Olympias’ society.

She was deeply ashamed of that.

Not only had she betrayed the Angels, but she had also fallen for such a simple black-and-white worldview.

In this world, there were no easy answers. Everything was in the gray zone. And the biggest monsters often wore elegant suits.

But because Finwick had helped her out before, she hadn’t been able to hurt or capture him back when she’d had the chance five months ago, even though he had stolen valuable information from Angel HQ and sold it to the highest bidder.

Several Angels were dead because of that, including Nephilim’s Power Eleleth, who had been tortured to death in the most barbaric way imaginable by Stavros and his mercenary henchmen. That should have been reason enough for him to die, yet she had let him run out of sentimentality.

That Metatron had forgiven her should have shown her how deeply he loved her, but back then, she hadn’t been aware of that yet.

However, this time, it was different. This time, she wouldn’t let Finwick Conners run, no matter what. She had overlooked Angels dying because he had sold sensitive data, but the drone attack on Metatron was different. That would cost Finwick his head.

Nephilim grimaced as she finished dressing.

How could he do that?

After she had shown him mercy by letting him go, why would he do something like that?

Because he had no honor in his bones. Because he was weak and a liar.

Fully dressed in her heavy combat suit, Nephilim grabbed her weapons and proceeded to leave her dressing room.

Mercy was weakness. Nephilim would never forget that lesson.

Outside in the hall, her Powers were waiting for her.

“Is everyone ready?” Nephilim asked.

“Yes, Archangel,” Marfiel said. “Three squads ready for takeoff at 5:50 AM sharp. Everyone is briefed and ready.”

“Did you make sure everyone knows the face of the traitor we’re looking for?”

“Yes, Nephilim,” Arakiel said. “We will capture him alive, rest assured.”

“Good. Marfiel, you’ll lead the spear strike team. Arakiel, you’ll stay with me. Let’s do this.”

When she reached the huge hangar and the VTOLs waiting with engines running there, Nephilim turned around.

He was standing in the entrance, watching her leave, just as he had always done since the first mission she had run after becoming a Guardian Angel. It had taken her years to notice it.

“Come back to me,” Metatron said over the channel they shared.

“Always.”

∆∆∆

Finwick dreamed.

It was the same horrific dream again. Heavy boots stomping down the corridors, voices shouting, people screaming.

And then there was the smell of something burning. More screams.

Wake up. They’re coming. They’re after you…

No, no, it was just a dream. Another dream.

Wake up.

Finwick opened his eyes, breathing heavily.

He blinked, confused.

What time was it?

His neural implant displayed the time on command. It was shortly after 6 AM.

That was way too early. He should sleep for another hour. It was just a dream, nothing more.

He glanced over at the other bed in the room. It was empty.

He had sent Sarah away two days ago and already missed her terribly. But it was only temporary, until everything was over. Then they’d reunite and start a new life somewhere… somehow.

Finwick had no idea how it would work, but he didn’t want to think about it too much. If he had learned one thing since he had run from Angel HQ almost a year ago, it was that making plans for the future was absolutely pointless because nothing went the way he anticipated.

For now, he would focus on the task at hand. He had promised the resistance that he would breach Angel HQ security, but despite his best efforts, they had failed miserably. Finwick was beginning to think that the Angels had changed everything since he had left. That would be bad, as it would render half of his formerly valuable data completely useless.

But that, too, was something he would worry about later, at least later today. He’d been working until past midnight last night and was exhausted as shit. He’d try to nap for another hour or two. He’d earned it.

Slowly, he closed his eyes, sinking back into dreamland.

Screams. Shouts. Shots.

Finwick’s eyes sprang open, and he sat up in his bed.

This wasn’t a dream! This was fucking reality!

They’re here. They’re coming for you.

No no no! It couldn’t be… could it?

How would they even have found them here? As far as he knew, VANTA had existed for years, completely undetected and unbothered. Why now?

He knew why. The drone attack.

The damn drone attack! Had anyone asked Finwick for his opinion, he would have told them that attacking the High-Archangel directly was a very bad idea.

It was like poking a bear with a stick and then acting surprised. Or maybe it was like poking a hornet’s nest with a stick and then acting surprised. Or both.

Finwick jumped out of bed. He didn’t have time for such ridiculous thoughts now. He had to get out of here. But how?

He didn’t bother to put on clothes or even shoes. Instead, he just opened the door and ran into the hall.

It was darker than usual. The normal lights on the ceiling and the walls were off, and only the dim red emergency lamps were on.

Finwick stopped in his tracks and listened.

The sounds of screams and shots being fired came from everywhere. Luckily, the part where his room was located was the farthest away from the central area.

Then he remembered something that made him sigh with relief.

They didn’t know his face or his implant signature.

They wouldn’t know he was Finwick!

But this was no reason for celebration. Knowing the Angels, they would probably just kill everyone they could find anyway…

Finwick felt his heart racing so much that it threatened to jump out of his throat.

This couldn’t be real… It had to be a nightmare.

But he knew it wasn’t. Not this time.

Run, you idiot! he scolded himself. Don’t stand around gawking stupidly, run!

Somehow, he overcame the paralysis that had petrified him and set himself into motion. He forced his legs to move and ran down the corridor, away from the shots and screams.

He wasn’t sure where he was going. This was a bunker, and the great disadvantage of such facilities was that there were hardly any exits. Finwick only knew of two, and that was probably where the Angels were coming from.

Maybe he could just hide somewhere instead of running?

Like a coward…

He considered the thought briefly but then discarded it. The Angels would find him. He knew they used infrared and other techniques for just such cases. Someone always thought they could hide. There was no hiding from the boogeyman.

Finwick kept running. His best bet was the Old Man’s residence. Not only was it in the deepest part, which they hadn’t reached yet, but with a bit of luck, the Old Man was still there. He would know what to do, wouldn’t he?

Suddenly, he noticed the smoke. Thick, black smoke, coming directly from the direction he was running.

No… How…?

The Angels were coming from the other direction.

Unsure what to do, Finwick just stood there for a moment, staring.

Suddenly, two figures emerged from the smoke, pressing their sleeves against their mouths as makeshift masks.

Liam and the brute, whose name Finwick still didn’t know.

Never before had Finwick been so happy to see Liam. He must know what to do…

“There you are,” Liam said, coughing. “Seems your friends found us.”

Despite himself, Finwick felt anger boiling up in him. Even now, that guy was acting smug! But this wasn’t the time to argue with Liam.

“Where’s the Old Man?” he asked. “Why is his room on fire?”

“Because we set it on fire,” the brute said.

“Come on,” Liam said. “We need to get out of here!”

That was music to Finwick’s ears. For once, he agreed with Liam.

Liam grabbed him by the arm and pulled him with him. They took a turn to the right, away from the fire and, hopefully, away from the advancing menace in black.

“The Old Man is safe,” Liam explained as they ran. “He and Cass took a secret passage out of here. We set his place on fire so hopefully those bastards won’t find anything of value there.”

“Why… didn’t you go with them?” Finwick asked.

“Because of you, dumbass,” the brute said. “He told us to find you.”

“You’re too valuable to leave behind,” Liam said.

“Thanks, I guess,” Finwick said, huffing. He already had a stitch after the short sprint. Sweat was dripping down his forehead, but maybe that was just stress. “How do we get out of here?”

“There’s another secret passageway behind the server room. Move!”

Finwick did. Never before had the underground base seemed so vast. Running for his life through smoke and under the flickering emergency lights, the corridors seemed endless.

Suddenly, Liam stopped, and Finwick almost ran into him.

Just when he was about to ask what was going on, he saw it himself.

Finwick froze.

A few steps ahead, the corridor branched onto a huge hall. One of the facility’s largest.

And there, Finwick saw them. Bodies. Dead people. None of them moved. Of course not. The Angels didn’t leave anyone alive.

Those were people Finwick had known. Admittedly, he hadn’t known any of them well—he didn’t even like most of them—but still. They didn’t deserve that. Nobody did.

Cold dread began filling Finwick. Suddenly, he knew that, this time, he wouldn’t make it out alive.

“Come on!” Liam whispered.

While Finwick had been staring at the bodies like an idiot, Liam had carefully moved forward and peeked around the corner.

“It’s clear,” he said. “But they’ll be back any second. Down that hall is the server room, move!”

Actually, Finwick should have known where the server room was, as he’d been there more than once. But somehow, he seemed frozen in terror.

The brute gave him a push, and he set himself into motion.

To reach the corridor on the other side, they had to get past the dead people.

Liam ran first and easily jumped over a corpse lying in its own blood. He kept running, leaving bloody footprints on the bare concrete floor.

Finwick followed and almost slipped on the blood and stumbled, but the brute grabbed him just in time.

“Keep moving!” he said.

Finwick ran.

But just when he reached the far corridor, he heard them. Boots. Lots of them. Impossibly fast.

Just like in his nightmare.

Them.

The brute gave him another push. “Run!”

Finwick did, as fast as his weak, untrained body would allow.

But it was no good.

They had only made it halfway down the hall before Finwick felt them. They arrived like specters, barely making any noise. Yet he could tell that they were there.

Shots were fired.

For a terrible second, Finwick thought he would get hit. That they would simply shoot them in the back. But instead, the shots hit the walls around them.

Warning shots.

“Freeze!” a stern voice called out. “Or the next bullets will hit your heads.”

Finwick stopped in his tracks, and so did the other two men.

It was over. There was no point.

Again, fear threatened to paralyze him.

“Turn around!” the same voice said.

Finwick did, turning to face his nightmare.

Three Guardian Angels were standing in the hall, their pistols pointing at them, their neon-blue eyes gleaming coldly.

For the first time, Finwick saw them for what they truly were. Monsters.

As soon as Liam and the brute turned around so the Angels could see their faces, they were dead. Two of the Angels fired so quickly that Finwick didn’t even realize what was happening.

Then he felt warm liquid spray against his face, and he knew it was blood. Liam’s blood.

The Angels had shot the other two, yet they’d spared him.

Finwick was so in shock that he couldn’t think clearly. He couldn’t even scream. All he could do was stare.

They know who you are, he thought.

But that was impossible. How would they know? And why hadn’t they shot him?
 

He learned why a few minutes later.

Two of the three Angels stepped aside respectfully to let someone pass, while the third kept his weapon pointed at Finwick.

When he saw her, everything seemed to move in slow motion.

With the aura of a queen, she stepped past the Angels. Beautiful and terrifying.

His dream girl and biggest nightmare.

Nephilim.

Suddenly, hope bloomed in Finwick like a tiny, fragile flower.

She had spared him before. Maybe she would spare him again.

Hope dies last.

∆∆∆

When Nephilim walked down the long corridors of the underground base, she heard over the comms that the place had been almost completely seized.

It had taken less than seven minutes and had been a zero-causality, zero-injury mission so far. Good.

But that wasn’t enough to call the mission a success. While Metatron greatly appreciated it when a mission ran so smoothly and caused zero casualties, that wasn’t the objective.

The objective was to find and detain Finwick Conners, a.k.a the Broker.

So far, he hadn’t been found yet, which made Nephilim slightly nervous. Even if they managed to take out this entire terrorist base, the mission would be a failure if he got away again.

As long as the Broker was out there, he posed a threat to the Angel corps.

But then she received the message she’d been waiting for over the comms.

“Archangel Nephilim,” an Angel reported in. “I believe we have the person of interest.”

Nephilim suppressed a sigh of relief. “Excellent work. Give me your position, I’m on my way.”

The Angel’s position appeared on her HUD, and she hurried there, escorted by Arakiel. Marfiel was still checking to make sure no one was left alive. He had done a good job of leading the strike team. Nephilim was very pleased with his performance so far. Both her Powers seemed to have been good choices.

At a resolute pace, but without rushing, Nephilim crossed the underground facility, not even noticing the dead people everywhere. What would have looked like horrible carnage to anyone else looked like a job well done to her. They were Guardian Angels of Olympias. Blood was their business. And the people in this bunker had known exactly who they were up against and had decided to strike against the High-Archangel anyway.

After less than ninety seconds, Nephilim arrived at a junction. Three Angels stood there, facing down one of the passages. Two of them lowered their weapons and stepped aside respectfully to let her pass, while one kept pointing his gun into the tunnel.

Nephilim entered and saw two dead bodies spread on the floor, bleeding from very fresh head wounds. They had clearly been shot only moments ago.

In between them stood a short man with dark hair. He had his arms raised in a gesture of surrender. His face and hair were covered in sweat, and he was shaking slightly.

His green eyes widened when he saw Nephilim approach.

His face looked completely different now, but Nephilim didn’t need to scan him to know that this was him.

Finwick Conners.

There was something about his posture and the pleading expression on his face that was unmistakable. It looked as if he might start crying at any moment, and he probably would.

Weak.

Within a split second, Nephilim scanned his face anyway, and the software in her brain matched it with the picture they had of him. There was no doubt. This was Finwick Conners.

“Nephilim,” he pressed out, partially scared to death and partially… love drunk?

Nephilim withstood the urge to roll her eyes.

“Finwick Conners, a.k.a. the Broker,” she replied. “Did you really think you could hide from us?”

“I… umm…” he stammered.

Another scan showed that his heart was beating frantically. Nephilim hoped he wouldn’t piss himself in fear.

“Nephilim… please… It’s me, Finwick, your friend,” he kept stammering under her scornful gaze.

“Friend?” she snorted. “You sold data about us to the highest bidder. Many of my brothers- and sisters-in-arms died because of your treason. And you call yourself my ‘friend’?”

“I’m… I’m sorry, Nephilim.” His green eyes were welling with tears now. “I didn’t know that would happen… I—”

“And last time we met, I showed you mercy, I let you go,” she cut him off icily. “Do you remember what I told you back then, Finwick?”

He nodded, looking down at his feet. “Yes. You said there would be no next time.”

“Correct. I showed you mercy, and what did you do, Finwick? You joined an underground terror group dedicated to destroying us.”

“No, it wasn’t like that!” He shook his head vehemently. “It wasn’t like that! I was left no other choice. I had to work with them!”

Nephilim sneered. “And did they also force you to steal an OCPD drone and arm it?”

He was crying now. “Yes! I’m sorry, Nephilim. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know what they were planning, I swear—”

She moved as fast as a living shadow and was suddenly standing right in front of him. Finwick looked up at her and gulped.

“That drone was sent against the High-Archangel. It was meant to kill him. Did you really think you would get away with that? Did you really think I would let you live?”

“Nephilim…please…” he cried. “Please remember… Don’t you remember me?”

“Oh, I remember you. I let you go, and you thanked me by trying to assassinate the High-Archangel.”

“No… I mean, yes, but—”

He never got the chance to keep stammering.

Suddenly, she drew her gun and shot him in the head. Just like that.

For a moment, he kept standing, his wide eyes staring at her in disbelief. Then he collapsed at her feet.

Completely unmoved, she holstered her weapon, spun around, and headed back down the corridor.

That was the end of the Broker.

It was hard to believe that this pathetic little man had posed such a threat to the Angel corps for such a long time. And that it had been her who had made that possible. Because she had given a second chance to someone who didn’t deserve it.

Whether Finwick had used the data he’d obtained against the Angels willingly or not didn’t matter. The drone attack on Metatron was what Nephilim could never have let stand.

The High-Archangel would be disappointed that Nephilim had killed Finwick instead of bringing him to HQ, but he would understand. He would understand why she’d had to do it. Why she’d had to correct her mistake.

By executing Finwick, Nephilim had killed everything that had been left of her old self. And it felt good.

It felt like she was becoming what she was always meant to be.

Villains are made, not born.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Farewell

Siro regretted being a good partner and friend.

Since Kate had been grumpy and on edge lately, he had tried to brighten up her day and suggested she could pick any place she wanted for lunch.

Kate had lifted her eyebrow. “Even that taco place on Haywood Street that gave you diarrhea last time?”

Siro remembered that place only too well. The food quality in Oldtown was low, but that was the lowest of the low. It hadn’t given him diarrhea last time; it had given him food poisoning. He had felt miserable for three days in a row.

How Kate could frequent such places all her life and still be alive would always remain a mystery to him. But since he now had an augmented stomach, he had been confident that even the tacos from hell would be digestible.

As it turned out, he had been wrong.

There were things in this world that even the best modern technology couldn’t beat. And one of those things was the tacos from Haywood Street.

On the way back to the police station, Siro’s abdomen began grumbling. With dread, he realized that while his stomach was mostly artificial now, his intestines were not.

Back in the office, he slumped into his chair, knowing that the rest of the day, or possibly the rest of the week, would be miserable now.

But at least Kate seemed to be in a better mood than before. That might have been because of the horrible food, or the miserable condition he found himself in, or both.

“You okay?” she asked with a mischievous grin. “You look a little… green.”

“Ha ha,” Siro said. “We’re never going to that place again. Never again.”

She lifted her palms. “Hey, you told me to pick, and I picked.”

“You picked to murder your partner,” he said, holding his belly.

Kate laughed, then turned her attention back to her screen. “Speaking of murder, let’s dive into the new case.”

“You mean the new cold case?”

Technically, they were still assigned to the case of the drone attack, but since it had been more or less of a dead end and they had been idling for the last couple of days—which didn’t make Kate’s mood any better—Llewellyn had assigned them a new case on top.

This one seemed to be a simple Oldtown murder, but the detectives who had originally been assigned to it didn’t produce results, so the case had been closed. Now that another person had been found dead in the same building, it had been reopened. Things like that were rarely coincidences.

While this wasn’t very exciting compared to what Siro was working on for the High-Archangel, it would be a good distraction for both of them, Kate in particular.

“Yeah, if you ask me, this smells of—” Kate began, but she interrupted herself because her neural implant made a beep that indicated an incoming call. She took it.

Siro expected it to be Llewellyn showing her displeasure once again about who knew what, or maybe something else related to the case. Kate never received private calls during work time, which was maybe because she didn’t really have friends—partly because she wasn’t easy to get along with, and partly because she avoided getting involved with anyone too closely.

Watching her take the call, Siro immediately knew that something was very wrong. Kate’s emerald eyes turned wide, while her face grew pale. She listened to the caller for a moment, then jumped up and grabbed her jacket.

Siro frowned. He had never seen her that startled.

“What’s going on?”

“My brother,” Kate said. “I need to go.”

“Okay…” Siro said slowly.

“Don’t expect me to be back today,” she said, rushing out the door.

Siro stared after her. For a moment, he considered shouting a witty comment after her, but then he decided not to. Whatever it was, it seemed serious. Siro could only hope that it wasn’t anything too bad.

As far as he knew, Kate and her brother Liam had a difficult relationship, but despite their differences, she cared about him.

Siro decided to focus on the new case for now. He turned to his screen and studied the data available to him.

Kate didn’t show up for the rest of the day. She also didn’t show up the day after that, and she ignored Siro’s calls. He was worried about her, wondering if he should drive by her apartment or if she needed space.

Two days later, Llewellyn informed him that Kate had tendered her resignation.

∆∆∆

Sarah was unhappy.

She had been sent off to this place two days ago. It was an apartment in Oldtown, basic yet in better condition than Mama Legba’s place that she, her dad, and Sammy had lived in. At least it was clean.

It belonged to Allie, who was apparently a friend, or maybe a relative, of Cass. She was a friendly woman who saw to it that Sarah had everything she needed, but Sarah was upset anyway.

Mostly because she had been sent away once again. She understood that her dad meant well. All he wanted was to keep her safe. But all she wanted was to be with him. He was such a smart man, why didn’t he understand something as simple as this?

On day two, Sarah was woken up early in the morning. The sun wasn’t even fully up yet, and the light coming through the window was diffused and gloomy.

She heard voices outside her room, and then the door opened and Cass rushed inside.

“Get up and dress, quickly.”

“Is everything okay?” Sarah asked with fear in her voice.

“Yes, yes,” Cass said without looking her in the eye. “Everything’s okay. Now hurry up.”

With that, she left the room, giving Sarah privacy.

Feeling growing dread, Sarah got dressed as quickly as possible. Too often, she had been in a situation where she had to leave somewhere quickly. She knew that it never meant anything good.

In the hall outside stood Cass and a man Sarah had seen before. Apparently, he was the leader of the group her dad worked for. She didn’t know his name; everyone just called him the Old Man.

“Good,” he said, seeing her. “Let’s move.”

Without another word, he spun around and left the apartment. Cass grabbed Sarah’s shoulder and dragged her after the Old Man. They were apparently in a real hurry.

“Where are we going?” Sarah asked fearfully.

“To Olympias III,” the Old Man said without turning around.

“Will we meet my dad there?”

At first, both adults remained silent, simply hurrying along the hall to the elevators.

“Is my dad there too?” Sarah asked again.

Cass smiled. “Yes, yes. Sure thing.”

With that, they entered the elevator.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The Hydra

Electricity hung in the air as Metatron approached the Pyramid. He could feel it.

It wasn’t an illusion, it wasn’t his own anticipation manifesting in his body—although he wouldn’t have blamed himself if this were so—it was the weather. A huge thunderstorm was about to hit the city.

But the anticipation captivating Metatron’s mind and body felt electrifying too.

He could hardly believe that today was the day.

Today was the day he had worked toward for decades.

Today, he would seize the Pyramid or die trying. There was nothing in between. And since he had had enough near-death experiences lately, Metatron was planning to win today, once and for all.

He had promised Nephilim the world, and he would lay it at her feet. But most of all, he would create a world where they were no longer slaves. Where they wouldn’t need to answer to anyone. Where they could live their lives as they chose to. Together.

Would everyone else call them villains, monsters, murderers? Metatron didn’t care. And neither did Nephilim.

The afternoon sun hung low in the sky, illuminating the west side of the Pyramid in a spectacular way. The black glass façade appeared to glow dark red, giving it a beautiful yet intimidating aura.

Approaching it, Metatron mused about how often he had imagined bringing it down, and today was finally the day.

It was the new moon, the day the Board celebrated the archaic ritual he was supposed to attend. He would make sure it was the last one—and it would go down differently than what they’d planned.

He passed the combat robots that guarded the entrance of the Pyramid. The ten there were the only visible ones, but forty more were stored nearby, ready to be deployed if necessary. Other than that, an entire arsenal of robots, turrets, and drones was hidden in the vicinity. They were considered an ugly sight and therefore stored invisibly, yet they would deploy within seconds if necessary.

Inside, there were more of them, plus the Inner Circle Security, or ICS, an elite police unit consisting of highly augmented human officers and androids indistinguishable from humans. The Pyramid and the ICS were impressive and an impossible obstacle for anyone with ill intentions—but they were child’s play for the Angels.

Especially since all automated reinforcements were under the High-Archangel’s control now.

The only ones not under Metatron’s command were the ones guarding the Pyramid and Inner Circle. They were special units under the command of the ICS. Nothing the Angels wouldn’t be able to take care of.

Once this was done, there would be no one to stop them.

The OCPD robots and drones were programmed so that any Angel could override them, and the few human police officers remaining would decide that they weren’t paid well enough to stick their necks out.

In a society that had trained loyalty out of people and indoctrinated them to live only for and by themselves, there would be no one willing to play the hero. The Board knew that, which was why almost the entire military and most of the police were machines.

And for a long time, only the CEO had controlled those forces.

Until one woman wanted to become CEO at any cost and handed Olympias’ security to the devil.

Metatron smirked as he walked up the stairs to the entrance.

His footsteps echoing on the polished marble floor were the only sound in the Pyramid’s bombastic atrium. Nothing about his face or body language suggested that he was up to something.

Metatron entered the elevator, and it shot upward at high speed. He would meet the other Board Members in the chamber at the top before they showed him their inner sanctum.

On the outside, he maintained his perfect poker face, as always. But on the inside, he was sneering.

∆∆∆

Nephilim was way more nervous than Metatron.

She knew that he had planned everything to the very last detail and that things would work out. She fully trusted him.

Nevertheless, this was the most important assignment of her life. And if she didn’t do her job right, everything would fail.

He trusted her completely. So much so that he had put his grand plan and his survival in her hands. And she wouldn’t disappoint him.

He had left for the Pyramid fifteen minutes ago and should have arrived by now. He had spent the entire day in the Cube taking care of his usual tasks as if nothing special was up today. Afterward, he’d gone home to change into some Inner Circle attire, leaving command over the troops to Nephilim.

No one knew what would happen today. No one but the two of them, the two Seraphs in the satellites, and the Tigress.

Everything would happen at once.

Tonight, when the sun had gone down, the world would be a different one.

The Tigress had already seized power, as Nephilim knew first-hand, and she would have informed Rosprom’s synths that things would happen today. They would take matters into their own hands in their homeland.

Exactly what they were planning and how they would achieve it, neither Metatron nor the Tigress knew. But even if they failed in Europe, the alliance between Olympias and TogbuaXiang would change the world.

The two Seraphs would act at the exact same time as Metatron and Nephilim acted here, taking out anyone and anything that could stop them from seizing total power. Technically, Olympias II and III were ruled by the authorities in Olympias I, but their own security forces had to be removed at the same time to avoid any unnecessary complications.

Nephilim had the most important and challenging task.

She would mobilize the troops and send them out to the targets Metatron had determined in advance—without telling them exactly what the mission was until minutes before the strike. Meanwhile, she would lead three squads that would clean out all resistance around the Pyramid.

The attacks would be surgical, conducted everywhere at once while Metatron was inside the Pyramid playing the Board’s archaic games.

It was a plan, beautiful in its simplicity and straightforwardness, yet it had taken a long time to prepare.

Today, they would make history.

Today, they would take their legitimate place at the top of the food chain.

And they would make it look easy.

Nephilim smirked.

She inspected the Angels gathering in the hangar one more time. Five hundred of them stood still, standing to attention. This was the entire army they had here in Olympias I.

Only a skeleton crew would stay behind in the Cube.

Nephilim would depart first, taking three VTOLS and three squads with her. After that, the rest of the Angels would board the remaining VTOLs and travel to the designated drop points, where they would remain waiting for commands.

Nephilim could sense the tension in the air.

Everyone was asking themselves what this was about. The only other time all Angels had been deployed at once was when Rosprom had launched their big offensive.

This time, however, no one knew anything. Today, they were simply supposed to follow orders, and Nephilim knew they would follow them to the letter.

Now that the traitors were gone, Metatron trusted that his Angels were fully loyal, yet what was about to happen was so important that they couldn’t risk it somehow leaking out. Even if the Angels were trustworthy, there were also hundreds of human employees working at HQ.

When Nephilim boarded her VTOL, she knew that everyone was as ready as they could be.

∆∆∆

The elevator door opened, and Metatron entered the chamber at the top of the Pyramid.

It was made entirely of black-tinted glass, and the only furniture was the huge conference table, also crafted of black glass. Around it were fifteen seats, one for each Board Member, but they were currently empty.

The low afternoon sun shone through the west-facing windows, creating a spectacular effect. The tinted windows gave the red sunlight an amber-colored tint, and the other sides of the Pyramid tip reflected it faintly, making it appear as if Metatron were standing in an ember-colored jewel.

To Metatron’s surprise, the room was empty but for one person. CEO Neftali stood in the center of it, her arms crossed, her posture self-confident.

“Metatron,” she greeted him. “Right on time, as always. I’m glad to see you found the way here this time.”

He nodded politely, slowly approaching her. “I wouldn’t want to miss this for the world.”

Which was actually the truth.

She chuckled, but there was a dagger hidden under her smile. “Just like last time, huh?”

He shrugged apologetically. “As I said, it was an unfortunate coincidence.”

Metatron looked around as if he noticed only now that they were alone. “Where is everybody?”

“They’re already downstairs, preparing for the ritual. It’s tradition. Usually, the Board Member who brought in the initiate waits and accompanies them downstairs. In your case, that’s me, the CEO herself.”

She grinned smugly.

She thinks her status will protect her from anything, Metatron thought. They all do. So did Stavros.

He smiled politely. “What an honor, CEO Neftali. I can’t wait to experience the ritual.”

She lifted an eyebrow playfully. “Can’t wait to shed some blood?”

He smirked. “You know me too well.”

If only you knew.

Standing there at the top of the Pyramid, on top of the world, Neftali thought she had won it all. Her self-confidence bordered on arrogance. Her smugness was only barely veiled.

She couldn’t possibly imagine that she was standing less than two feet away from her future murderer. She and the others had invited the wolf into the hen house.

Neftali must have seen something in his face, or maybe an evolutionary instinct kicked in, because her smile twitched slightly and she retreated a step, as if the extra distance might change the outcome.

“Anyway, the others are waiting for us, and as you know, we’re all very busy people. Shall we?”

He extended his palm. “After you, venerable CEO.”

She set herself into motion toward the conference table, but then she seemed to remember something and turned back to him one more time. “You didn’t bring any weapons, did you, Metatron?”

He pointed at his elegant civilian suit. “Of course not, Larissa. I’m here as a Board Member of Olympias, not as a Guardian Angel.”

I am the weapon.

“Right,” she said.

When she approached the conference table, it split into two, and both halves glided apart. Metatron lifted an eyebrow in surprise. Even he hadn’t been aware of this hidden mechanism.

The space where the table had stood opened up, revealing stairs leading downward to a golden door that could only be an elevator.

They like it dramatic, Metatron thought, smirking inwardly.

Following Neftali down the stairs, he took care of two things. He couldn’t be sure that he would have a clean connection down there—wherever ‘down there’ was—so he took care of both now.

First, he sent a message to Nephilim, simply stating: “ETA five minutes.”

“Copy that,” came back almost instantly. Then, after a brief pause, “I love you.”

Metatron smiled as the simple words caused a pleasant warmth inside him, reminding him why he was doing all of this in the first place.

I love you too.

The second message was even shorter. It was the activation code, sent to his AI army.

“Code Red. Full deployment.”

The elevator door opened, revealing a golden cabin. Metatron followed Neftali inside, the door closed, and the elevator began its descent.

∆∆∆

“ETA five minutes.”

Metatron’s message was short, yet it was all Nephilim needed. Everything was in place and ready to roll. It meant that he expected things to get serious in five minutes. It meant the coordinated strike would take place at the same time.

It also meant that he had activated the robot army and given them their marching orders. If everything went as planned, they wouldn’t need them anyway. They were there to help them establish order afterward. But they would also demonstrate to anyone who might get stupid ideas that resistance was pointless.

“Copy that,” she replied at once. Then she gave the first three VTOLS the order to launch.

After a moment, she smiled and sent another message. “I love you.”

He knew, but he liked hearing it.

And in this particular case, it was also telling him: I believe in you.

Because she did. He was the mastermind. She was the enforcer. Together, they were unstoppable.

Nephilim opened a channel to all squad leaders.

“This is Archangel Nephilim. In a moment, each of you will receive individual orders for your squad, signed by the High-Archangel. Proceed to your assigned objective coordinates and get ready to drop. Once I give the order, you will accomplish your assigned objective. No matter who or what they might be, eliminate the targets. Custodio et mortifico!”

With that, she ended the transmission and initiated the data transfer to each squad leader.

She had no doubt that some would be surprised by their assignment, though others wouldn’t give it a second thought, but they would all strike when she gave the command.

She and Metatron had personally handpicked all the squad leaders for this day. Marfiel and Arakiel weren’t with Nephilim—they had both received their own squads to command.

In less than five minutes, when Nephilim gave the command, the Angels would attack all points of tactical value in the Inner Circle, security forces, police, and Board Members’ private armies. They would seize all major media outlets and take control of the grid and the AIs responsible for surveillance. Simply put, they would seize all tools of control in one strike.

The Inner Circle would fall within minutes.

Once that was accomplished, the Angels would receive the orders for the second strikes. These would be targets in District One, as well as the homes and offices of all senior executives and managers. Then they would spread into the lower districts while the robot armies held the position.

“When fighting a hydra, it’s not enough to cut off the main head—you have to cut off all heads at once and then chop the body into pieces.”

Those had been Metatron’s words when they discussed the plan at his—their—home a couple of days ago.

Today, they would eliminate all hydra heads at once, with the ruthless efficiency typical of their kind.

Nephilim felt anticipation tickling her spine. Today was the day. She couldn’t wait for the action to begin.

“Set course for the Pyramid,” she commanded the pilots of the three VTOLs assigned to her. “Prepare for drop-down in T-minus three minutes and forty seconds.”

Showtime.


Chapter Twenty-Six

The Ritual

Metatron had thought he’d seen it all. But nothing had prepared him for what was awaiting him deep under the Pyramid.

The elevator descended swiftly, yet judging by the time it took to reach its destination, Metatron assumed that it must be at least a couple of stories underground.

When the door opened, the first thing he noticed was the chill in the air, typical of underground facilities. The look of the place also couldn’t be more different than how the Pyramid presented itself above the ground.

While the Pyramid was a stunning example of modern architecture and design, this was something else entirely.

The elevator opened onto a long, dimly lit hall. The walls were black and decorated with murals and paintings in a style Metatron didn’t recognize. The entire place appeared more like an ancient temple than something one would expect in the year 2096.

“How old is this place?” Metatron asked.

Despite himself, he was fascinated.

“I honestly don’t know,” Neftali replied, wrinkling her forehead in thought. “Old. It was here long before any of the above existed.”

“You mean the Pyramid was built on top of it?”

“Yes.”

Metatron was stunned. He couldn’t possibly understand how the Board had kept this a secret from everyone. Even him.

He wondered if Lucifer had known. He had made implications but never mentioned anything directly. It didn’t really matter now. All that mattered was what Metatron would do with it, and he had very precise plans.

“Remarkable,” he said.

Neftali smiled. “Yes, it is.”

They reached a junction where the main corridor split into two smaller ones that extended left and right. These didn’t run in a straight line; instead, they seemed to bend around a central structure that was round or oval.

“So, what happens next?” Metatron asked.

“Nervous?” Neftali said.

“Not at all. I’m excited for the things to come.”

And bloodthirsty.

Neftali pointed down the hall to their right toward a door a few steps away. One that seemed to lead into the oval structure in the center.

“Go in there. You’ll find clothes prepared for you. Put them on, then wait for the ritual to start.”

Metatron bowed his head humbly. “As you wish.”

“I’ll see you on the other side,” Neftali said. Then she walked down the left-hand hall.

Metatron found that the door had no knob or any other visible mechanism. He gently pushed it open and found himself in a small chamber, no bigger than a closet. Another door in the opposite wall had no knob either.

It didn’t bother Metatron. He knew that he could force it open easily if he wanted, which he didn’t. He was convinced they didn’t plan to lock him in; instead, it was all part of their ritual.

Metatron smirked when he saw the clothes prepared for him: a crimson-red hooded robe. He put it on over his black clothes. Neftali hadn’t said he had to take them off, so he wouldn’t.

After a moment, the other door opened with a click. Metatron pushed it open and entered the secret inner sanctum of the Board of Olympias.

He stopped in his tracks for a second.

Not because he was overwhelmed with awe or intimidated, but because he barely believed what he was seeing.

But on the other hand, why was he surprised? Hadn’t he known all along that the leaders of Olympias were depraved?

He remembered that Neftali had mentioned that they had been doing this for a very long time. Possibly thousands of years.

All animals are equal…

What Metatron entered was nothing other than a lodge, a cult lodge, and judging by the entire setup, it was an ancient cult indeed.

The chamber was huge, with a vaulted ceiling and dark walls, covered in ancient crimson-red ornaments. In the center stood a massive stone altar, which could have been ancient or maybe designed to look that way. It was hard to tell, but it was probably as old as this lodge.

Fifteen figures stood in a half-circle. They all were wearing the same crimson robes as the one Metatron had been given, but with one difference. While Metatron’s face was visible, the others were wearing masks that covered their entire faces. It was impossible to tell who was who.

Well, Metatron could have scanned them and identified them by their neural implants, but he didn’t bother. He would let them have their little charade.

Behind the altar stood a huge statue, more than ten feet high. It, too, looked antique and depicted some ancient deity. Metatron wasn’t sure if it was Baal, Baphomet, or maybe Moloch… or maybe a mixture of all of them. He didn’t really care. He wasn’t interested in exploring the deeper philosophy of these people. He was here to end them all. And with them, their little archaic cult.

Metatron was well aware why they were disguised while the initiate had to show their face. He was sure as hell the entire ceremony was being recorded, and if someone stepped out of line, the others could blackmail them with footage of the blood sacrifice.

Neftali had also told him—secretively, among friends—that the others would kill the initiate if they didn’t have the heart to go through with it.

He smirked inwardly.

They can try.

As Metatron approached, the fifteen figures turned toward him, and one began speaking.

“Welcome, initiate.”

The masks didn’t only hide the faces, they also distorted the voices. But Metatron recognized the speaker anyway: Board Member Dewers.

Who would have thought good old Dewers of all people was the master of ceremonies down here? During the meetings upstairs, he was rather quiet most of the time.

Metatron didn’t respond. Instead, he simply nodded humbly.

“We’ve come here today to welcome you into our midst,” the master of ceremonies continued. “By shedding blood, you will prove your loyalty and grant each one of us prosperity and longevity, as has been the tradition for millennia.”

Oh, rest assured, I will shed blood, Metatron thought. Lots of it.

“I feel very honored,” he said instead.

“Are you ready to commit yourself fully and receive more power than you ever dreamed of?”

Metatron smiled. “Yes, I am.”

You have no idea.

“Then come, step forward to the altar.”

Metatron did. Another figure stepped forward, holding a dagger in their hands. It was decorated with what looked like huge rubies. A pretty, antique piece.

It was ironic that the leaders of a society that had been indoctrinated to despise history, culture, traditions, and art suddenly valued them greatly when it was their traditions.

The hooded figure handed Metatron the dagger.

For a second, he was tempted to finish everything right there. Using their own dagger to slit their throats would be a delicious irony. He wondered how many blood sacrifices this place had seen. Hundreds? Possibly more. The ones in power had been playing their funny little games here since long before the New Era began.

One of the cult members left the circle for a moment, and when they returned, Metatron’s blood ran cold for a moment.

The hooded figure was holding a baby.

It was naked and, by the look of it, only a couple of weeks old.

The blood of an innocent.

And what could be more innocent than a newborn?

Metatron needed all his self-control to keep a poker face and not show how he truly felt.

He felt nauseous.

During his long life, he had killed more people than he could remember. He had been created to be a killing machine, a ruthless enforcer, doing the Board’s dirty work.

Sometimes, he enjoyed the killing. Most of the time, it left him cold. It was his job.

And yet this… This was something completely different.

A blood ritual rooted in the dark times before humanity found enlightenment and classified human sacrifices as what they were: archaic barbarism.

As Metatron looked at the tiny child as it was placed on the altar, the others moved closer, forming a tight ring. Good. That would make things much easier.

The baby, a little boy, was clearly sedated. It seemed awake but didn’t cry or show any signs of distress.

Metatron had seen enough.

He wouldn’t stay at this illustrious party any longer than he had to.

It was time to put an end to this, once and for all.

Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil.

Indeed.

And he would happily play the part of the “necessary evil.”

Since he had come down here, he hadn’t tried the comms yet, so he wasn’t sure if he had a connection.

As it turned out, he did.

“Nephilim, do you copy?”

“Copy,” she replied at once.

“Strike.”

∆∆∆

Nephilim didn’t have to hear the order twice.

“All units, strike NOW!”

And they did. Nephilim’s HUD displayed a map of the Inner Circle with all targets marked in red. One after another, they started blinking, indicating an attack in progress.

“Pilot, are we at drop-off position?”

“Copy that, opening hatch now.”

The security bars holding the passengers in place snapped open as the rear hatch began opening as well.

“Okay, people, get ready,” Nephilim told the twenty Angels with her in the cabin. These were the best people they had in the corps. “You know your orders. Our task is the most challenging one—but also the most fun.”

She grinned, her neon-blue eyes gleaming in the dark.

“Move!”

The hatch was open now, and a strong wind rushed inside while Nephilim and the others sprinted forward. At first, only the dark blue afternoon sky was visible. But as they got closer to the hatch, the breathtaking Inner Circle skyline opened up, with the Pyramid directly beneath them. The VTOL hovered only a few feet above its tip.

Looking at it from above, it looked even more awe-inspiring than on the ground. Only from here did its entire size become fully visible. Because of its shape, it took the space of an entire block of regular buildings. The black glass seemed to swallow all light around it.

Nephilim jumped, and her feet hit the glass right above one of the iron beams that gave the Pyramid its stability. Because the slope was 45 degrees, she began sliding down the surface. To her left and right, the other Angels did the same. No one had fallen. Good. But she hadn’t expected anything else.

While sliding down a glass surface at high speed looked spectacular, it wasn’t a big deal for an Angel. And they weren’t surfing down the Pyramid for fun—they were about to take out the Pyramid’s most dangerous defense system.

A second later, she saw them on her HUD: defense turrets, a dozen of them. They were fully automated and posed a serious threat to anything in the air or on the ground around the Pyramid, but they were helpless against close-combat attacks.

Nephilim maneuvered slightly to her left and approached the first turret in her way at high speed. She let her blades snap out and twisted to the left while still keeping her balance perfectly. A second later, she reached the machine. Up close, it was much bigger than she’d expected, at least seven feet high.

It didn’t matter.

Sparks flew like a swarm of angry lightning bugs as her blades hit the metal and cut right through it. With her momentum, it wasn’t too difficult to disable the machine.

Nephilim kept sliding down the slope, while behind her, the war machine exploded, ripping a huge hole in the glass surrounding it. The glass under Nephilim’s feet vibrated but held. The Pyramid had been constructed to withstand heavy artillery attacks.

On her HUD, she could see that her team had managed to disable all the turrets. Meanwhile, the ground teams reported their progress in destroying the combat robots stored there.

“Good work, everyone,” Nephilim complimented her team. “Be ready for the second wave.”

And they didn’t have to wait long for it to arrive.

A few hundred feet below, hatches opened in the Pyramid’s smooth surface and drones spilled out, dozens of them. They erupted from the hatches like a swarm of infuriated insects, ready to strike.

“Fire!” Nephilim commanded.

Still keeping perfect balance while sliding down the slope at breakneck speed, Nephilim drew her pistols and opened fire. All members of her team did the same.

The drones were intelligent, state-of-the-art combat machines—but no match for a Guardian Angel.

Every shot was a hit, and the drones began falling from the sky like dead birds.

It almost went smoothly. Almost.

Nephilim heard a blood-curdling scream and turned her head to her right to see one of her people being hit before tumbling and falling.

She gritted her teeth. That was unfortunate.

Both she and Metatron had known that this wouldn’t go down without a couple of casualties on their side, no matter how perfect the plan was, but losing one of her own team so shortly after the assault had started bugged her.

She forced herself to focus. There wasn’t much further to go.

“Prepare for breach,” she commanded her team.

Her HUD showed her speed, the target, and the exact moment when she had to act.

The target was the tenth floor of the Pyramid. It was right above the grand entrance hall, where all human security personnel were stationed. Once they and the robot units on the ground had been taken out, the Pyramid would practically be theirs—and everything would have taken less than a minute. Too fast for any human to react.

When she reached the tenth floor, Nephilim bent her knees and slammed her blades into the glass beneath her with full force. It was reinforced glass that could withstand bullets, but it had no chance against sharp titanium and the kinetic energy that had accumulated through Nephilim’s slide.

The glass shattered, and Nephilim fell into the Pyramid.

She spun around and landed in a crouching position. She looked around, scanning the area.

The room looked like an office, and it was deserted. The people who usually worked here were either off today or already running for their lives.

“Eliminate everyone, no prisoners,” Nephilim commanded.

A second later, she heard shots and screams coming from everywhere.

She took a deep breath and remained where she was for a moment. The Pyramid descent had been fun but also exhausting. The doctor had declared her combat-ready only yesterday, and even then, rather begrudgingly.

Walking through the empty office to the hall, Nephilim checked the reports coming in on her HUD. The resistance around the Pyramid was as good as broken, and the battles around other strategically important points were going well too. So far, they had suffered minimal casualties.

When Nephilim reached the tenth floor’s main hall, her people informed her that it had been cleared.

“Excellent work,” she complimented them. “Now let’s go downstairs and set up our little parting gift.”

∆∆∆

Metatron stood at the altar, holding the ceremonial dagger in his hand.

For a moment, it seemed as if he was about to fulfill his bloody deed. But then he lifted his gaze and let it wander over the fifteen hooded figures.

They wore hoods and masks to veil their identities, and that must have done the trick in earlier centuries. Nowadays? It was rather cute.

Within two seconds, Metatron had scanned all of them. He was sure this was the entire Board. They were all here, attending the ritual meant to grant them prosperity and longevity. Each one of them was a child murderer.

Metatron grinned.

“Venerable Board members,” he said, dropping his mask of fake humility and showing the wolf hiding beneath for the first time. “I must inform you that I’ve changed my mind. I’m not interested in joining your little cabal.”

That hit everyone by surprise. They exchanged glances, and someone murmured something.

“What is this supposed to mean, Metatron?” CEO Neftali asked, the anger clearly audible in her distorted voice. Now that Metatron had scanned all of them, he knew exactly who was who.

“It means that I’m hereby submitting my resignation, my dear CEO.”

“You’re stepping down from the Board or from the Angel corps?”

“Neither. I’m stepping down from serving you. Once and for all.”

Before anyone could say anything else, Metatron attacked.

He threw the dagger with such precision and speed that it was barely visible until it hit its target: the CEO’s face. The point easily pierced the mask, the eye beneath, and her brain.

Metatron was delighted by the barely audible popping sound as her skull broke.

As the body collapsed, everyone stared at him. No one moved. No one said anything.

“Ouch.” Metatron smirked. “Who wants to be next? Because I can guarantee you one thing: no one will leave this place alive.”

Suddenly, the stupor vanished from the remaining Board Members as they seemed to realize that they were in a room with a killer.

Panic spread among them as they began fleeing in all directions like scared chickens.

Metatron gave them a second. A second where they could build up hope that maybe there was an escape.

But there wasn’t.

Metatron snapped out his blades. Then he attacked.

He wasn’t quite back to his usual form and speed yet, but it was enough. More than enough.

A split second later, he impaled the Board Member closest to him, ramming his blade through the man’s lungs into his heart while simultaneously slitting another one’s throat.

A droplet of warm blood hit his cheek and made him smile.

A split second later, two more Board Members were down, then another one and another one. Blood began to pool on the black marble floor.

Two seconds later, almost all the Board Members were dead. Only one was left, running frantically down the hall to the elevator. Metatron tilted his head.

Not bad. He had almost made it. Almost.

He charged after the fleeing man and caught him with ease before the other man could reach the elevator.

“Board Member Gollner,” Metatron said, grabbing the man by the shoulder, gently but firmly enough so that he stopped in his tracks, breathing heavily. “I didn’t know you were such a good runner.”

Slowly, Gollner turned his head. He was shaking, and his voice sounded brittle.

“Please… I’ll pay you anything you want…”

Metatron chuckled softly. “But Board Member, don’t you know by now that I can’t be bought? Besides, I will take what I want—namely, this entire city.”

“You can’t… You—”

“Oh, but I can.”

With that, he rammed both blades into the man’s lower back and pulled them up, cutting his torso into three pieces.

Gollner didn’t even have time to scream.

Metatron pulled out the blades and watched the cadaver drop to the ground with a disgusting mushy sound.

It was done.

They were all dead.

Metatron inhaled deeply. This felt good.

He had imagined the slaughter hundreds of times. Every time he’d attended a Board meeting, he imagined killing them all.

And it had felt even better than he’d imagined.

He could have left the slaughterhouse then, but he wasn’t quite done yet.

Metatron spun around and returned to the main chamber, where the formerly most powerful individuals in Olympias lay in their own blood.

He stepped over them and approached the altar and the statue behind it. He looked up into its ugly face, and it almost seemed to stare back at him, furious.

Metatron smirked. “Sometimes only evil can destroy greater evil.”

Suddenly, he activated the gravity booster and stormed forward.

Metatron jumped against the wall, then ran along it toward the statue. When he was close enough, he let his blades snap out. Using the momentum of his breakneck maneuver and the strength of his artificial body, he cut through the statue’s neck and decapitated it.

The head rolled down the deity’s chest and then shattered on the ground.

Metatron deactivated the booster and landed next to the destroyed head with the agility of a cat. The rulers of Olympias had done this to the Christ statue in Olympias III, so it was only fair to repay the favor to their deity.

How someone could choose to worship evil went beyond anything Metatron could ever understand.

He approached the altar and gently picked up the baby, leaving bloody fingerprints on its body.

“You’ll be fine,” he whispered, carrying it out of the temple. “I’m going to give you a new life. I’m naming you Azazel.”

∆∆∆

Nephilim was extremely pleased with how the operation was going so far. She was receiving reports from the squads deployed all over the Inner Circle. So far, all objectives had been achieved, with only minimal casualties on their side. The targets on her HUD were turning green, indicating that the mission objectives had been accomplished.

The Pyramid was under Angel control.

Nephilim was supervising her people deploying the devices in the main entrance hall when her sensors picked up Metatron’s presence. She spun around and saw him approaching from the other side of the hall.

He walked slowly, like an emperor who knew he had won. But his eyes sought hers.

Nephilim smiled, and he smiled back.

“I’ve seen the reports,” he said calmly. “Excellent work.”

“Thank you. How did things go on your end?”

He smirked, tilting his head. “It was bloody.”

She grinned. “Just like how you like it.”

Metatron waved his hand, and a nearby Angel followed the unspoken command, approaching quickly.

“Yes, High-Archangel?”

Metatron handed him the baby. “Take him to Angelborn. You’re responsible for ensuring that nothing happens to him.”

The man seemed surprised for a second due to the unusual order, but then he nodded. “Certainly, High-Archangel.”

Once he was gone, Metatron focused entirely on Nephilim again.

“The airspace around the Pyramid is clean,” she said. “It’s safe for our drones to approach.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

He extended his hand, and she took it in hers as they walked to the main elevators.

“All units inside the Pyramid, finish setting up, then clear the area,” Metatron said before they vanished in the elevator.

When they arrived upstairs, the sun was almost gone, hanging like a red fireball between the skyscrapers in the west. The view was spectacular.

“So, this is it?” Nephilim asked. This was the first time that she’d seen this place.

“This is it.”

“Impressive,” she said. “The view is stunning. Are you sure you don’t want to keep it?”

He chuckled. “Absolutely sure. We don’t need a pompous demonstration of power. Silent power is much more efficient.”

She leaned forward and kissed him softly on the mouth. Never had she felt more in love than in this moment.

“Ready when you are.”

“Do it.”

Nephilim approached the massive conference table in the center of the room, took off the backpack she was wearing, and placed it on the table.

Metatron stepped behind her and kissed her neck while she was working on the activation.

“Set the timer to ten seconds,” he said.

“Done.”

A timer appeared on the display.

10…

9…

8…

She turned her head and kissed him passionately while the timer ticked down mercilessly.

7…

6…

5…

Metatron separated his lips from hers and took her hand.

4…

3…

They sprinted toward the windows with a speed only Angels were capable of.

2…

Letting go of each other’s hands, they used their titanium forearms to shield their faces as they broke through the glass.

1…

In the air outside, many hundreds of feet above the ground, Nephilim reached upward, and Metatron did the same. Her fingers grabbed the familiar handle of her drone, which shot down with perfect timing to pick her up. Next to her, Metatron grabbed the handle of his own drone.

As the drones shot forward at maximum speed, the tip of the Pyramid exploded in a huge fireball. The shockwave hit them but only catapulted them farther from the blast radius. For a moment, the explosion hung at the top of the Pyramid, engulfing it in fire.

Then all the explosive devices the Angels had placed in the main hall exploded at once.

The gigantic structure vibrated for a split second, then all its glass shattered at the same time, and the flames of the explosion swallowed it whole.

Nephilim and Metatron landed on the roof of a nearby high-rise. Far enough to be safe from the inferno but close enough to have a perfect view of it. But once they landed on the roof, instead of watching the spectacle, they began kissing.

Meanwhile, in the streets of the city below, the Angels raided and purged everything with brutal efficiency, while hundreds of thousands of robots swarmed the streets.

Olympias had fallen.


Epilogue

Nephilim had her chin propped up on her arms on the rim of the pool. A slight breeze ruffled her hair. Her neon-blue eyes appeared red due to the flames reflected in them. A silent smile curled her lips as she watched the spectacle from the warm water of the pool. It had been fixed just a week ago. Perfect timing.

She turned her head and looked at Metatron, who was about to fill their champagne glasses. Her smile turned tender.

He gave her one of the glasses. She sipped the champagne, then placed her head on his shoulder the way he loved so much. For a while, they just watched the inferno in silence.

The inferno they had caused.

“It’s still burning,” Nephilim said, pointing her glass at the Pyramid.

Indeed, it had been burning for hours, as had the buildings around it. The ones owned by the Board.

“How are the purges going?” she asked.

Zephaniel was ashes. Eradicated from the records. No one even remembered he had existed. The usurper had thought he could be king, but, in truth, he had been a bleak mimicry. Irrelevant. Not even a footnote in history. Damnatio memoriae.

And now the rulers of Olympias were following him.

“Everyone should be eliminated by midnight,” Metatron said with a shrug. “We can’t leave any one of them alive.”

“Right,” she said. “Cancer must be eradicated, or it grows back.”

They looked each other in the eye and smiled. Metatron leaned forward and kissed the scar on Nephilim’s chest. His ritual, every day.

She caressed his hair. “So, what’s next?”

Metatron shrugged again. “Whatever we decide. I have an idea or two.”

Nephilim chuckled. “Of course you do.”

She put her glass on the side of the pool and wrapped her arms around his neck. Their foreheads touched.

They could have been just two beautiful people enjoying a nighttime swim in a rooftop pool—if not for the fact that the Inner Circle around them was ablaze and they had killed everyone in the Pyramid only hours ago.

“You and I…” Nephilim whispered.

“…against the rest of the world,” he finished for her, then added, “You. Always you.”

She smiled tenderly. “Because nothing else matters.”

He pulled her closer, and they kissed each other. Then she whispered:

“Let’s do it again.”

He smirked.

While they opened their bodies to each other, they also opened their minds. Each watched what had happened only hours before from the other’s POV. The entire bloody spectacle when they had stormed the Pyramid. Killing everyone.




When titans fall, gods rise.

And the new gods knew no mercy.
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